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Abstract 

In the 1970s Australia embarked on two nation-building projects. One was a new cultural 

policy called “multiculturalism”, the other, public funding for a “national” film industry. As 

film rose in prominence as a national storyteller from the 1990s onwards, multicultural 

narratives became a way of re-imagining Australia on screen as culturally diverse. While 

there is extensive research into the history of migration and the success or failure of 

Australian multicultural policy, little has been said about its representation in film as a source 

of national heritage. 

To address this gap, this thesis responds to three key questions: 

1. How has multiculturalism been creatively interpreted in Australian film? What

genres, character tropes, and settings have been deployed?

2. What kinds of (multi)cultural heritage narratives has this produced in feature films

released between 1992 and 2017?

3. What does this tell us about the adaptation of visual portrayals of Australian

nationhood? And what might this reveal about the representation of migration history

in Australia and beyond?

Utilising conceptual frameworks from Australian film criticism, adaptation studies, critical 

theory, migration studies and heritage studies, this thesis analyses films including Strictly 
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Ballroom (1992), Romper Stomper (1992), Floating Life (1996), Head On (1998), Looking 

for Alibrandi (2000), The Wog Boy (2000), Lucky Miles (2007), The Combination (2009), 

Dead Europe (2012), Alex & Eve (2015), Down Under (2016), and Ali’s Wedding (2017). All 

the examples adapt a prior text, historical moment or event, and offer a new way of “doing 

adaptation” (Elliott), by analysing the creative interpretation of a national policy framework 

to film. The thesis analyses how these representations of multicultural identity shape ideas 

about migration, cultural diversity and nationhood in the social imaginary, and reveals a 

transnational connection in the ongoing construction of national migration heritage. 

In doing so it draws on the ground-breaking work of theorists Julia Kristeva (intertextuality), 

Gérard Genette (palimpsests), Mikhail Bakhtin (reaccentuation), Jacques Derrida 

(deconstruction and hauntology), Benedict Anderson (nations as “imagined communities”), 

and Charles Taylor (social imaginaries), as well as Australian film scholarship and the critical 

discourse that surrounds Australian multiculturalism. It engages with current debates and 

perspectives in adaptation studies, film criticism and migration history, and integrates the 

concept of “intersectionality” (Crenshaw) to analyse how the representation of migrant 

subjects is inflected by changing assumptions about race, ethnicity, sex/gender, sexuality, age 

and ability. This thesis represents a significant new contribution to the interdisciplinary fields 

of film, adaptation, heritage and migration studies, illuminating a range of critical issues with 

Australian film portrayals of multiculturalism and their implications for Australian 

nationhood. 
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1. 

Introduction: an Australian, a “migrant” and a filmmaker walk into a bar 

In the 1970s Australia embarked on two nation-building projects. One was the introduction of 

a new cultural policy called “multiculturalism”. The other was the establishment of public 

funding for a national film industry. Multiculturalism, first articulated by Minister for 

Immigration Al Grassby in 1973, was a policy response to the massive post-war expansion of 

Australia’s migration program. It provided a framework for services and programs to support 

migrants to fully participate in Australian society, and offered a vision of cultural diversity 

and national unity that contrasted with conceptions of Australia as a “White” nation (1-10). In 

Australia, multiculturalism is now a normative description of the diverse population and an 

ideological position (Lopez 3). It accounts for over a quarter of Australians who were born 

overseas (“Media Release”), acknowledging the vast array of cultural heritage(s) Australians 

possess, and it espouses the aspirational rights to cultural expression, tolerance, and respect. 

Australian multiculturalism has also been the subject of extensive political, social and 

historical critique, highlighting the ongoing disadvantage of cultural minorities and its failure 

to displace White Australian hierarchies.  

Australian film industry funding, first introduced in 1970 via the Australian Film 

Development Corporation Act (French; Turner, Making it National; O’Regan, Australian 

National Cinema), has a less controversial history. These subsidies introduced on a national 

scale, along with the Australian Council for the Arts and the National Film and Television 

Training School, aligned Australian film with national objectives for the production of 

Australian arts and culture. Cinema advocates wanted to see “a national cultural institution 
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concerned with identity and self-expression”. When the Australian Film Commission (AFC) 

took over in 1975, films about the “nation” were strongly encouraged by funding selectors, as 

well as by various state-based film corporations (O’Regan, “Australian Cinema” 120). 

Exemplars from this era include Picnic at Hanging Rock (1975) (analysed in detail in chapter 

2) and other adaptations that represented White colonial heritage. Films reflecting a

multicultural Australia did not appear until the early 1990s. 

Over the last five decades, despite shifts in focus for multiculturalism (from social justice to 

social inclusion) and changes to funding models for screen, both have retained bi-partisan 

support. Subsidies for the film industry continue to be delivered through federal and state-run 

agencies, and this—along with the problematisation of Australian film as a “national cinema” 

by Australian studies scholars—has characterised film as a conduit for national stories. In 

2012, Screen Australia’s Staying Power: the Enduring Footprint of Australian Film claimed 

that: 

There isn’t a more pervasive prism for reflecting and shaping Australia’s national 

identity than screen content. Its ability to tell our stories through image and sound, 

infused with cultural nuances, has a powerful impact on how Australians see 

themselves, how they see others and how others see Australians. (1) 

These cultural nuances appear in the continued roll out of  “Crocodile Dundee”-like 

characters—masculine caricatures that Australians are well-versed in as forms of comedy and 

as out-dated figures with an international reach. They manifest in familiar settings, such as 
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the Australian bush or outback, contrast with gritty urban dramas set in Melbourne or crime 

narratives with the iconic backdrop of Sydney harbour. They also include an understanding 

of Australia’s fractured history of race relations, colonisation and dispossession of First 

Nations and the representation of cultural diversity within a multicultural framework, which 

is the focus of this work. 

 

However, where Australian film funding has always been legislated (including its most recent 

iteration, the Screen Australia Act 2008), multicultural policy—its interpretation and 

strategies to promote it—remain at the behest of the government of the day. This means that 

the emphasis on multiculturalism as a national ethos—one that prescribes social justice or 

cohesion, has a strong policy or one that is out of date, or oversees the funding or de-funding 

of services and advisory groups—is enhanced or weakened depending on the sitting 

government. Australian multiculturalism is also contingent on national and global events, 

affecting the social, political and economic context of Australian society (Castles; Jupp, 

Understanding Australian Multiculturalism; Lopez; Moran). What this means is that against 

a backdrop of policy change and political debate, the enactment of multiculturalism is largely 

left up to its practice in daily-life, informed, shaped and shifted by its representation and 

adaptation in the nation’s cultural products. 

 

In his ground-breaking text, Modern Social Imaginaries (2004), Charles Taylor adapted 

Benedict Anderson’s 1983 theory of nations as “imagined communities”. Anderson proposed 

that nations were imagined because they are made up of vast groups of people who will never 

all meet, but who are unified by their belief in shared ideas of what makes up that nation and 

its people (24-25). The concept of nations as “imagined” also explained how it was possible 
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for diasporas to exist, nations beyond or scattered across multiple borders. Building on this 

theory, Taylor famously defined “modern social imaginaries” as:  

 

 

the ways people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how 

things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, 

and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations … (23)  

 

 

This thesis argues that the representation of multiculturalism in Australian film both reflects 

and shapes the ways people imagine their lives in relation to others, within and across the 

borders of different nation-states—indeed it informs and shapes how Australians imagine 

what multiculturalism is. It argues that the representation of multiculturalism in or through 

Australian film is a powerful influencer of ideas about legitimate Australian nationhood. Film 

is central to the ongoing construction of national identities and multiculturalism as part of 

Australia’s national heritage. Taylor has further described the social imaginary as “that 

common understanding that makes possible common practices and a widely shared sense of 

legitimacy” (23). Film, especially as a nationally sponsored industry, is central to not only 

ideas about national identity, but the ongoing production of Australian cultural and 

multicultural heritage. The influence is felt formally via the endorsement of certain topics and 

themes through state and national funding; and informally Australian audience responses to 

what they find represented. At a national level Australian film is counterpoised to the 

dominance of Hollywood, but then at the next level also exists in contrast to the diversity of 

the Australian population, for instance in the delayed onset of multicultural filmmaking.   
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Beyond the political sphere, sociologists Amanda Wise and Selvaraj Velayutham refer to 

“everyday multiculturalism” (1), which they define as the daily interactions and relationships 

Australians have with “Other” Australians (in their work, family and communities) who are 

different from themselves. Greg Noble has described the negotiation of these cultural 

complexities as “bumping into alterity”, suggesting that “[s]uch sites are marked by a 

multiplicity—of ethnicity, scale, flow, space and constituency—and by schemas of 

perception and orders of interaction which frame the ways we respond to others” (827). 

Where this thesis differs from previous scholarship on multiculturalism is the new insight it 

provides into the cultural products (most notably Australian film) that inform these 

interactions. As Noble’s theory of “bumping into alterity” indicates, Australia’s cultural 

diversity is not uniform, regionally or demographically. It manifests through lived 

experience, and as part of that, this thesis argues the negotiation of multiculturalism is also 

informed by a history of cultural production, reflecting and influencing the idea of 

multicultural national identity.  

 

For many Australians, bumping into multiculturalism includes being immersed in its 

representations on film, TV, radio, social media and the news. While these other products are 

valuable, it is Australian film—as the nation’s self-imposed raconteur, and with Australian 

studies as its critic—that has had a most central role in interpreting Australian nationhood 

and its heritage, including its representation as both White and multicultural. Providing a new 

contribution to the scholarship at the intersection of Australian studies, film theory, 

adaptation studies, heritage and migration studies, this thesis analyses a series of films that 

represent White and multicultural heritage, with the predominant focus on multicultural 

filmmaking.  
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The concept of “White”, problematised by film theorist Richard Dyer in his 1997 seminal 

text White, refers in this thesis to the racial and ethnic identity conferring White social 

privilege, and the norm (the invisible cultural standard) against which all others are raced. As 

Dyer put it, White people are just people, “other people are raced” (1). United States historian 

and leading scholar in the field of Whiteness studies, David Roediger argues that “the 

defining intellectual move in the critical study of whiteness is to make that identity into a 

problem worth historicising and investigating.” Roediger suggests that in order to avoid “a 

continued placing of whites at the centre of everything and, as significantly a continuing 

refusal to take the insights of people of colour into whiteness seriously”, it is crucial that 

alternative perspectives are addressed (“Critical Studies of Whiteness” 74-75), as attended to 

in my own critical practice. This provides the rationale for my focus on “migrant subjects”, 

whose points of view through the study of multicultural film both de-centre and affirm the 

ongoing construction of racial and ethnic identities, and the ideas of Australia as a White and 

multicultural nation.  

 

I use the term “migrant subject” deliberately to denote the complex position of outsider and 

insider that certain cultural backgrounds or intergenerational experiences of migration signify 

in the Australian context. This term is useful to distinguish the focus of migration in a 

multicultural framework, which is post-war migration. It also enables me to distinguish 

between British and non-British migrants and to prevent “migrant” being a catch-all term 

referring to all non-Indigenous Australians. Pointing out that all Australians who do not have 

First Nations’ ancestry are colonising agents is part of the discourse of decolonisation, a 

project that should be taken up more widely by migration history (Balint and Simic 380). 

However, taking such a broad view of migrant identities also conceals the complicated 
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history of Australian migration and the discriminatory effects of its deployment as a tool of 

nation-building. While this thesis does not wish to discount the shameful history of 

colonisation, it takes as its historical focus migration to Australia from 1901 onwards—

especially that which occurred after World War II—because this is what has been most 

frequently represented in Australian multicultural films. 

 

Multicultural films have previously been defined as those “where the main character or 

characters are non-Anglo Australian” (Stratton, Race Daze 75). Multicultural filmmaking is 

“an important medium for migrant representation because of the opportunities it affords to 

subvert traditional Anglo-Celtic narratives that house, support and rehearse discriminatory or 

biased forms of national identity” (Jacobs 105). In an Australian context, multicultural films 

are, however, not always what Hamid Naficy described in 2001 as “accented cinema”, caught 

on the boundaries of national cinema consumption. In fact, they are often widely consumed 

examples of Australian film. They also differ for the most part from Laura U. Marks’ concept 

of “intercultural cinema”, proposed in 2000. Marks argued that as a medium, intercultural 

cinema negotiated place and culture in a transnational and postcolonial world. Marks’ 

approach characterised cultural diversity as more akin to “world cinema”, transgressing 

national borders. This thesis represents a refocusing of Australian film scholarship on 

interpreting multicultural identities within a national framework. It defines Australian 

multicultural films as those that: 

 

 

1. represent “multiculturalism” or cultural diversity by foregrounding a migrant subject 

or including a large number of non-White or non-Anglo Australian characters and 

cast members; 



 

  8  

2. tell a story about social justice, social inclusion or exclusion; 

3. include migration, or the intergenerational experience of migration, as an implied or 

overt backstory or context; 

4. represent and negotiate a series of issues to do with race/ethnicity, sex/gender, ability, 

youth and/or class; and  

5. provide a multicultural critique of monocultural Australian national identity. 

 

 

The films selected for focused analysis listed here in chronological order are: They’re a 

Weird Mob (1966), Strictly Ballroom (1992), Romper Stomper (1992), Floating Life (1996), 

Head On (1998), Looking for Alibrandi (2000), The Wog Boy (2000), La Spagnola (2001), 

The Finished People (2003), Footy Legends (2006), Lucky Miles (2007), Unfinished Sky 

(2007), The Combination (2009), Cedar Boys (2009), Dead Europe (2012), Alex & Eve 

(2015), UnIndian (2015), Down Under (2016), Ali’s Wedding (2017) and Australia Day 

(2017). While there is the occasional exception, for the most part these multicultural films are 

all set at the time of their release, as opposed to being historical films about migration. Some 

are famous internationally or in Australia, others received critical acclaim but small 

viewership. Others drew neither audience nor applause, failing to break even at the box 

office. However, together, representationally, they provide a comprehensive snapshot of the 

cultural expression of multiculturalism over a quarter-century (chapters 3-7).  

 

Where 1992 marks the start of Australian multicultural filmmaking, 2017 is the year the last 

multicultural policy statement was released by government. From 2017 onwards it was also 

the case that online streaming and the rise of quality television began to erode film’s position 

as a core medium of national identity. They’re a Weird Mob (1966), is an anomaly to this 
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timeframe, but a representation that is too important not to discuss. Juxtaposed with the 

analysis of multicultural films, this thesis also briefly considers films that portray White 

Australian heritage—Picnic at Hanging Rock (1975), as an exemplar of colonial heritage, 

and Australia (2008), as a postcolonial adaptation of those representations (chapter 2). It 

concludes with analyses of Avalon (1990), The Immigrant (2013), and Brooklyn (2015), 

historical films about early twentieth-century migration to the United States (chapter 8), to 

reveal the national and transnational links through which multicultural and migration heritage 

have developed.  

 

All of these films are also characterised as intertextual and contextual adaptations. They are 

transpositions of novels, plays, historical events, interviews, personal stories and even 

popular genres such as comedy, romance and crime—and the social and political contexts 

that surround them. As a collection they represent the creative interpretation of 

multiculturalism as a form of Australian national identity; and of White heritage narratives as 

part of Australian and United States national heritage. Providing new insight into the 

intertwining relationship between Australian film and multiculturalism, and in the lead up to 

multiculturalism’s fiftieth anniversary, this thesis responds to three questions:  

 

 

1. How has multiculturalism been creatively interpreted in Australian film? What 

genres, character tropes, and settings have been deployed? 

 

2. What kinds of (multi)cultural heritage narratives has this produced in feature films 

released between 1992 and 2017? 
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3. What does this tell us about the adaptation of visual portrayals of Australian 

nationhood? And what might this reveal about the representation of migration history 

in Australia and beyond? 

 

 

While there is extensive research into the history of migration and the success or failure of 

Australian multicultural policy, little has been said about its representation in film as a source 

of national heritage, especially not from an adaptation studies perspective. Building on key 

concepts from adaptation and critical theory, film studies, Australian studies and heritage and 

migration studies, this thesis makes a significant new contribution to the scholarship at the 

intersection of debates about migration, cultural diversity, and the visual representation of 

race and ethnicity. 

 

 

Literature review 

 

Once vying for territory between the competing domains of literary and film studies, 

adaptation as a broader form of textual and visual inquiry has expanded rapidly over the past 

two decades. Early adaptation scholars can be characterised by their attention to transposed 

content from literature to film, and preoccupations with fidelity criticism—whether or not the 

film had accurately or adequately represented the book (Bluestone and Wagner). Others 

attempted to define the specific schema of each medium and the narrative approaches taken 

in the adaptation or transposition process (Mcfarlane, Novel to Film; Words and Images). 

Later theorists critiqued these approaches, refocusing adaptation studies on the intertextual 

and contextual relationships of adapted texts (Hutcheon; Cartmell and Whelehan, Screen 
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Adaptation; Stam, Literature and Film; Corrigan; Elliott; Leitch, “Adaptation Studies at a 

Crossroads”; Voigts-Virchow, “Metadaptation”), which is key to my conceptual framework.  

 

Others still considered the political, economic and heritage factors that surround textual 

transposition (Murray; Hassler-Forest and Nicklas; Voigts-Virchow, “Heritage and 

Literature”; Childs). In 2009 Eckart Voigts-Virchow’s “Metadaptation: Adaptation and 

Intermediality—Cock and Bull”, recommended that adaptation theorists turn their attention to 

the challenge of merging “the study of social constructions of national, regional, local, ethnic, 

gendered or class- and age-based identities and research into transcultural images and 

stereotypes” with “textual questions of intertextual and intermedial contact” (150). Studies of 

British heritage adaptations demonstrated the usefulness of adaptation as a methodology to 

analyse constructions of the past (Childs 90; Voigts-Virchow, “Heritage and Literature” 123). 

Simone Murray’s sociological insights in The Adaptation Industry: the Cultural Economy of 

Contemporary Literary Adaptation (2011), brought together new threads of intertextual and 

textual inquiry with implications far beyond their individual case-studies. The Politics of 

Adaptation: Media Convergence and Ideology, edited by Dan Hassler-Forest and Pascal 

Nicklas (2015), also drew together examples of the ways in which adaptation studies can 

reveal the underlying ideologies embedded in the adaptation process. Particularly benefiting 

this thesis is adaptation theory’s capacity to critique established ideas about preordained 

cultural hierarchies (Hassler-Forest and Nicklas 2-3), allowing consideration of film as a 

legitimate source of public information about Australian multiculturalism and national 

identity. This thesis mobilises these critiques—specifically the concepts of non-hierarchical 

relationships between texts, and adaptation as inherently intertextual and discursive in the 

production of multicultural heritage in Australian film.  
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As well as providing new insights into the way that adaptation is imbued in the production of 

national heritage, this thesis makes a new contribution to the field of adaptation studies in the 

Australian context. In 2017, William Simon’s PhD thesis Screening the Man: Masculinities 

and Australian Adaptations 1975-2015 provided a comprehensive account of Australian film 

adaptations specifically focused on the production of hegemonic masculinity. In 2016, Ken 

Gelder and Imelda Whelehan edited a Special Issue of Adaptation, including a range of 

Australian adaptation case studies. Fincina Hopgood’s analysis of Romulus, My Father 

(1998; 2007) and Andrew Couzen’s study of heritage revisioning in Robbery Under Arms 

(1957; 1985) and The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith (1972; 1978) are particularly relevant to 

this work. However, neither author nor the other contributors deal specifically with the theme 

of multiculturalism or its adaptation as part of Australia’s national heritage. Australian film 

scholar Brian McFarlane has also contributed extensively to adaptation studies, but has not 

examined the theme of multiculturalism. Beyond its Australian case study this thesis makes a 

new contribution to adaptation studies by providing insight into adaptation as an intertextual 

process intrinsic to constructing multicultural heritage narratives.  

 

Contextualising this research is the historiography of Australian migration. Eric Richards’ 

Destination Australia (2008) charts the history of migration to Australia from the twentieth 

century to the present. Klaus Neumann’s Across the Seas: Australia's Response to Refugees: 

a History (2015) considers Australia’s refugee policy up until the 1970s. Marilyn Lake and 

Henry Reynolds in Drawing the Global Colour Line: White Men's Countries and the 

Question of Racial Equality (2008) revealed the similarities between the immigration policies 

of many Western nations in the early twentieth century, arguing that restrictions were used as 

attempts to secure White national and transnational unity. Gwenda Tavan’s The Long, Slow 

Death of White Australia (2005) provided an account of the decline of Australia’s racist 
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immigration policies, but not before they had, some might say irreparably, damaged the 

nation-state’s relationship with Asia. More recently Remembering Migration: Oral Histories 

and Heritage in Australia (2018), edited by Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton, made 

inroads into understanding the ways that cultural heritage and memory have developed in 

Australia’s diverse migrant communities. Darian-Smith and Kyle Harvey consider the 

relationship of memory and migration through its representation on television, but not film 

(75-92). Felicity Collins’ “Remembering the Child Migrant on Screen” considers Australian 

film, but exclusively examples of historical film and how the representation of children’s 

memories has been drawn into “diasporic filmmaking” (301-315). This thesis differs from 

these accounts in its study of the portrayal of migration on film and its focus on multicultural 

films, which tend to be set at the time of their release rather than historical. 

 

Political, sociological, anthropological and cultural studies accounts of Australian migration 

and multiculturalism are also numerous. James Jupp’s extensive back catalogue includes 

influential texts, such as from White Australia to Woomera: the Story of Australian 

Immigration (2002), which traces the course between the White Australia policy (as early 

twentieth century immigration restrictions were known) to the policy of mandatory detention 

for asylum seekers introduced in the 1990s. Mark Lopez provides a comprehensive account 

of the circumstances in which multiculturalism developed in Australia, in The Origins of 

Multiculturalism in Australian Politics 1945-1975 (2000). Ghassan Hage published White 

Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural Society (1998), critiquing the way 

that the multicultural ideal was still in competition with the dream of a “White Australia”. 

Catriona Elder’s Being Australian: Narratives of National Identity (2007), examined the 

production of “national” Australian stories in cinema, as well as art, music, public spaces, 

national events, sports spectatorship and museums, in relation to class, gender, sexuality, 
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Indigeneity and multiculturalism. Elder concludes that the idea of “being Australian” is given 

meaning by “decades of storytelling, myth-making, news reporting, academic pontificating, 

cinema production and watching, and more” (3): in other words, via the process of 

adaptation. In the field of cultural studies, Jon Stratton has written extensively on issues 

relating to race and Australian identity, including Race Daze: Australia in Identity Crisis 

(1998) and Uncertain Lives: Culture, Race and Neoliberalism in Australia (2011). These 

theories are incorporated in this thesis, informing an approach that considers the social 

construction of national identities as inherently adaptive. 

 

Foundational texts on the construction of Australian national identity and Australian national 

cinema also inform this work, including Richard White’s Inventing Australia: Images and 

Identity, 1688-1980 (1981), Graeme Turner’s National Fictions: Literature, Film, and the 

Construction of Australian Narrative (1986), Film as Social Practice (1988) and Making it 

National: Nationalism and Australian Popular Culture (1994). Tom O’Regan’s Australian 

National Cinema (1996) and Deb Verhoeven’s edited collection, Twin Peeks: Australian and 

New Zealand Feature Films (1999), are equally insightful into the way that Australian film 

has interpreted, critiqued and problematised the idea(s) of Australian nationhood. These texts 

each speak to a long history of analysing the ways in which Australian identity has been 

constructed and the interests this has served. They also represent the way that Australian 

studies, and Australian film studies as a subset of that field, have played a critical role in 

establishing film as a site where discussions about nationhood are had. Given most of these 

texts were published in the late 1980s and early 1990s it is timely to revisit these debates.  

 

After this period, Australian studies turned its attention to postcolonialism as a body of 

theory, as well as growing concerns about transnational and diasporic identity, engendered in 
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the process of globalisation. See Ross Gibson’s South of the West: Postcolonialism and the 

Narrative Construction of Australia (1992), Jane M. Jacobs’ Edge of Empire: 

Postcolonialism and the City (1996), and Graham Huggan’s Australian Literature: 

Postcolonialism, Racism, Transnationalism (2007). As an example from Australian film 

studies, migration also features as a theme of analysis, most notably in Diasporas of 

Australian Cinema (2009), edited by Catherine Simpson, Renata Murawska and Anthony 

Lambert. This was the first dedicated analysis of the representation of diasporic communities 

in Australian films—referred to in this thesis as “migrant subjects”. Transnational Australian 

Cinema: Ethics in the Asian Diasporas (2013), by Olivia Khoo, Belinda Smaill, and Audrey 

Yue, provides another angle to the scholarship, focusing on the representation of Asian 

Australians as both part of and apart from the Australian nation. Where this thesis departs 

from the existing scholarship, building on and contributing something completely new, is 

studying films that engage with and adapt multiculturalism as a national ethos and a policy 

discourse, and that represent associated issues of belonging and non-belonging, 

intergenerational conflict, and racism—and that do so as part of an Australian national 

framework, not as an alternative diasporic or transnational project, but as an intrinsic part of 

Australia’s national heritage. Following this literature review it is now necessary to establish 

the historical-national framework in which debates about Australian immigration exist, and 

which inflect the introduction of and continued support for multiculturalism. 

 

 

A short history of White and multicultural Australia 

 

On 26 January 1788, the First Fleet arrived in Botany Bay, south of what would later become 

Sydney, marking the start of British settlement of land inhabited by Aboriginal people for 
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upwards of 60,000 years. At the time of British arrival over 500 different Indigenous 

language groups were in use, evidence that Australia was “a multicultural society long before 

migrants arrived” (Moreton-Robinson 11). The popular idea of multiculturalism and 

migration in the Australian context, however, is very much grounded in the twentieth 

century. In Australia, multiculturalism was a response to the dismantling of the White 

Australia policy and the massive increase in non-British migration in the post-war period. To 

fully appreciate what a distinction this was from earlier policy approaches, it is necessary to 

outline a longer history of Australian migration.  

 

The White Australia policy refers to a series of legislative and policy controls, primarily 

immigration restrictions that were intended to establish Australia as a “White” nation. The 

vanguard of the White Australia policy was the Immigration Restriction Act and Pacific 

Labourers Act (Markus 139-141; Lake and Reynolds 175). Both were passed by Australia’s 

first parliament in 1901, the year Australia became independent from Britain. The first 

prevented entry to non-White immigrants at Australian ports, including men and women who 

had previously lived and owned businesses in Australia. These controls were applied in large 

part to Chinese people, but ultimately impacted any non-British arrivals, including migrants 

from Italy, Greece or Lebanon. A language or dictation test was used as a screening 

mechanism and could be given in any European language, although often not one of the 

many languages the “undesirable” immigrant spoke (Tavan; Richards; Neumann, Across the 

Seas; Lake; Lake and Reynolds). The Pacific Labourers Act facilitated the deportation of 

over 7,500 Polynesian workers and their families, indentured in the Australian sugarcane 

fields.  
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The White Australia policy was also enacted through 1903 changes to family reunion laws to 

prevent Chinese, Melanesian and non-European families from being reunited in Australia, 

and limits to social rights such as citizenship, welfare support and the vote for non-Europeans 

(Markus 176). It applied to Aboriginal people through programs of child removal and the 

segregation of Aboriginal communities from White settlements (Markus 176). Colonial racial 

assumptions that Aboriginal people had weaker genes than White people and could be “bred 

out” or would “die out” guided these interventions (Jones 112). The result was a political 

framework that very much informed Australia’s burgeoning national identity as White, 

English-speaking, and descendant from the British.  

 

While racial language was left out of the actual legislation, White racial purity was the 

intention (Lake and Reynolds 139-141; Markus 175). Prominent Black American historian, 

W. E. B. DuBois, writing in 1903, described a late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

realisation of “Whiteness” that swept the world, manifesting in immigration policy and 

nation-building projects (Lake and Reynolds 1). By “Whiteness” DuBois was referring to a 

sense of White racial identity linked to the expansion of the British Empire around the globe, 

especially situated in former colonies such as Australia, the United States, Canada, South 

Africa and New Zealand. DuBois argued that “Whiteness provided a mode of subjective 

identification that crossed national borders and shaped global politics” (Lake and Reynolds 

2). Racial exclusion became a mechanism, not just of border control, but a means to define 

national identity, and to connect that sense of nationhood to a “higher”, or what might be 

called today “Western”, purpose. While Australia was not the only nation to conduct itself in 

this way, it was certainly an exemplar.  

 

While embarking on a project of Whiteness was not exclusively Australian, what makes the 
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Australian case different to other colonial nations was the assertion of Whiteness in such a far 

flung and geographically isolated centre from Britain and Europe. Ien Ang calls this an 

assertion of “racial and spatial symbiosis” or the “fantasy … that the entire territorial space of 

Australia was to be for one race only, the white race” (“Racial/Spatial Anxiety” 191). The 

fact that Australia is an island continent, also made it seem possible to construct a population 

discreet from the region that surrounded it, which reinforced its difference and “White” 

potential. 

 

In the interwar years, Australia’s stance on migration changed. There was a strong sentiment 

that if Australia did not “populate” it would “perish”. Where the White Australia policy had 

previously excluded eastern and southern Europeans, it was deemed necessary for Australia’s 

population growth and security to expand the category of Whiteness beyond those from the 

British Isles (Ang, “Racial/Spatial Anxiety” 195). In the post-war era the rationale for 

relaxing Australia’s immigration laws was first and foremost to facilitate a population 

increase for national security reasons. Paradoxically, it was the “fear of invasion” that caused 

Australia to relax its borders rather than a shift in values or opposition to eugenics-based 

immigration practice. Even after Hitler’s horrific attempts at creating a “master” race, the 

Australian government continued to actively engineer its population through immigration 

control.   

 

However, as the numbers of arrivals increased so did the places from which they came. 

Between 1945 and 1965, two million immigrants arrived in Australia (Richards; National 

Museum of Australia). Between 1947 and 1991 Australia’s population went from 7.5 million 

to over 17 million, and the number of those born in a country other than Australia increased 

five-fold. From the 1940s onwards mass migration transformed Australia’s cities. In 1945, 98 
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per cent of non-Indigenous Australians were from British or Irish heritage (Census of 

Population and Housing 15), and the nation’s cultural practices and traditions reflected this. 

From 1947 to 1961 the bulk of new arrivals still came from Britain and Ireland, but those 

from across greater Europe rose from 15 to 48 per cent of the intake. The proportion of 

overseas migrants born from English-speaking countries fell from 81 per cent to 46 per cent 

over this same period (Census of Population and Housing 14). In Melbourne, there was a 

new “concentration” of southern Europeans—Italians, Greeks, Yugoslavs and Maltese—with 

the emergence of alternative cultural traditions such as espresso bars and different types of 

food (Jupp, Arrivals and Departures 73). In the 1950s Australia’s immigration program was 

extended to the Asian region, but in ways that revealed the discrimination of the White 

Australia policy was not over yet. In 1951 Australia adopted the Colombo Plan so that 

students from Asian countries could study at Australian universities. In 1957 immigration 

channels were opened to nations across Asia, but only entrants deemed to be “distinguished 

and highly qualified” were accepted. This amounted to just 100 entrants between 1957 and 

1964 (Markus 180-181). Even though the rate and scope of immigration were increasing, 

limits to entry for non-White arrivals during this era shows how highly discriminatory its 

management continued to be. More recently the Australian Bureau of Statistics has reported 

increases in migrants from New Zealand, Vietnam, China, India and the Philippines (“Media 

Release”). 

 

During the 1950s and 1960s the biased language of the White Australia policy was toned 

down. Influenced by the emerging Civil Rights movement across the Western world and the 

growing diversity of Australia’s population, the idea of a White Australia was slowly eroded 

as untenable. The Australian Government continued to evoke the White Australia policy, but 

as a matter of maintaining “national identity, not racial exclusivity” (Markus 181). 
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Suggestions that the policy had ever been racially motivated were met with stiff rejection 

(Jayasuriya, Walker and Gothard 1-2). Changing tack, assimilation rather than rejection was 

in force during the mid-twentieth century, adopted on the basis that “immigrants could be 

culturally and socially absorbed” by a dominant White society (Castles and Miller 116-117).  

 

Faced with unprecedented levels of cultural plurality, multiculturalism—first mentioned by 

Grassby in a speech entitled A Multicultural Society for the Future (1973)—was the 

antithesis of the White Australia policy. While Australian multiculturalism (like the White 

Australia policy) was initially intended to accommodate Aboriginal Australia as well as 

citizens with migrant backgrounds (Stratton, “Multiculturalism and the Whitening Machine” 

166), as a concept and policy doctrine it has become most closely associated with the cultural 

pluralism brought about by overseas migration. It is this latter aspect that this thesis critically 

re-examines by illuminating the relationship between film and multiculturalism within an 

Australian context.  

 

Australian multiculturalism, according to Grassby, offered a new way of thinking about the 

nation as a disparate group of the world’s people who, when allowed to be themselves, would 

all work together for the betterment of the Australian nation. “The future of our society is 

essentially hopeful … Such pluralism is not operating on a time scale, but looks far ahead 

into the future”, declared Grassby (1-6). The future Grassby spoke of was the year 2000, by 

which point he wished to see the rapid social change brought about by post-war expansion 

accommodated within the “family of the nation” (3). Grassby proposed that each Australian 

would be able to live their own life, not expected to be something that they were not, and 

protected and supported in their endeavours by other family members on the understanding 

that each shared the overarching priority of the family’s best interest.  
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Foreshadowing Anderson’s seminal theory of nations as “imagined communities”, Grassby’s 

expression of Australian cultural pluralism as a national family was to become a new and 

lasting way of imagining the Australian nation. Grassby framed multiculturalism as a social 

justice issue, identifying higher rates of poverty and poorer education outcomes among 

migrant Australians and their children (1-10). Endorsing his Minister’s approach, in 1975 

Prime Minister Gough Whitlam (Australian Labor Party (ALP) 1972-1975) called Australia a 

“multicultural nation”, a significant milestone. The same year Whitlam finally dismantled the 

White Australia policy by passing anti-discrimination laws (Tavan). As a political agenda 

multiculturalism was also taken up by Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser (Liberal Party of 

Australia (Liberal) 1975-1983). Fraser became renowned for his acceptance of Vietnamese 

refugees after the Vietnam War, establishing Australia as a multicultural and a multiracial 

society, beyond its First Nations.  

 

Despite these changes, in 1970s and 1980s Australian film there was a hangover of colonial 

racial thinking, with most films of this era depicting White Australian heritage. In contrast to 

the relaxation of immigration laws, abolition of the White Australia policy, and the 

introduction of multiculturalism, Australian cinema could be seen as having a “hair of the 

dog” moment. In an attempt to temporarily stave off the effects of a withdrawal of White 

cultural and social dominance, a return to images of a White Australia offered a temporary 

“cure” for some Australians already nostalgic for a more culturally homogeneous time. As 

the population became increasingly diverse the return to images of colonial heritage indicated 

a conscious or unconscious desire to deter the (perceived) threat of cultural pluralism and 

reaffirm Australia as a White nation. Wistful stories from the past were recreated as a safe 

national space, contrasting with contemporary Australia often portrayed as in a state of flux.  
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Over the same period various councils, institutes and policy statements were established to 

promote “social cohesion, understanding and tolerance” (“Multicultural Affairs”). When the 

first National Agenda for a Multicultural Australia was launched in 1989, equality and the 

right to democratic and economic participation were at its core. However, by the end of the 

century, multicultural discourse, at least in political circles, had shifted away from an agenda 

of social justice to a philosophy of social inclusion or cohesion. Programs to support migrant 

and settlement services, along with a series of advisory bodies were cut, and intersecting 

debates about migration numbers and Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers were growing 

more and more contentious. The ideal of a just society in which all members were allowed 

equal participation no matter their cultural background was being watered down to the idea 

that being included, indeed citizenship itself, was a privilege not a right. 

 

While multiculturalism continued to receive government support, it was sometimes given 

reluctantly. Influenced by global events, Prime Minister John Howard (Liberal 1996-2007) 

who campaigned against multiculturalism in Opposition, released two multicultural 

statements during his time in office. The first was “A New Agenda for Multicultural 

Australia” (1999), which attempted to distance the government from growing criticism over 

its refugee program as well as the far-right political party, One Nation. The follow up, 

Multicultural Australia, United in Diversity (2003), was framed as a timely return to cultural 

unity in the context of fears surrounding the September 11, 2001 attacks and terrorist threats. 

Howard’s statements reinforced national unity, still advocating tolerance and the right to 

cultural expression, but giving a much larger emphasis to the idea (and responsibilities) of 

citizenship. 
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The emphasis on multicultural citizenship implied an overriding commitment to Australian 

laws, institutions, and values, and upheld English as the national language. Elements of 

obligation and responsibility were part of the inaugural multicultural policy statement 

released in 1989, but at that time they were described as limits to an ideal, bounds within 

which harmonious multiculturalism as a social justice framework would need to be achieved. 

In the early 2000s multiculturalism was being redefined, no longer as a function of Australian 

nation-building, but as a tool of national security. Multiculturalism still existed, but it lacked 

substance with regard to funding services and programs that might help achieve those ideals. 

Its advisory bodies were being eroded and over successive Liberal and ALP governments it 

was slowly moved out of a dedicated ministerial portfolio and department, down the rungs of 

parliamentary secretary, landing in a sub-group of the Department of Home Affairs.  

 

By the 2010s Australian multiculturalism was entering its rhetorical phase. In 2011, Prime 

Minister Julia Gillard (ALP 2010-2013) launched “The People of Australia—Australia's 

Multicultural Policy” and the Australian Multicultural Council. In 2017, Prime Minister 

Malcom Turnbull (Liberal 2015-2018) released “Multicultural Australia: United, Strong, 

Successful”—less policy and more corporate mission statement. The document includes a 

summary of “our shared story”, “shared values”, “shared rights and responsibilities” and 

“shared vision for the future”, but no information on government programs or services that 

might support this vision (7-11). Instead the document features large photos accompanying 

migrant “success stories”. Lynn Yeh arrived from Taiwan when she was nineteen and runs a 

successful pharmaceutical business; Peter Scanlon (second generation migrant from Ireland) 

started a policy thinktank “to help build social cohesion in Australia”; and journalist Marija 

Jovanovic from Serbia was taught by her parents “to work hard and never give up”. Each 
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story foregrounds the individual’s economic contribution. They are citizen-exemplars and 

endorsements of the overarching message that cultural diversity and unity is of benefit to all. 

 

Multiculturalism now exists in many forms—rhetorical, discursive, aspirational and critical. 

It is the manifestation of political and policy discussion and it still guides a range of 

community programs and events. For example, Harmony Day, which coincides with the 

United Nations’ International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, and 

Australian Football League (AFL) Victoria’s program to improve access to football for 

migrant and refugee communities. It is a general description of Australian society and at 

other times refers specifically to migrant Australians (those who arrived as migrants or 

refugees from 1945 onwards or those who are marked out as culturally or racially different 

from a White Australian norm). It is also found in the ubiquitous phrase “Australia is the 

most successful multicultural nation on earth” (ECCV; @ScottMorrisonMP; Turnbull), 

deployed rhetorically as a statement about national unity in the face of perceived external and 

internal security threats.  

 

In his critique of late twentieth century Australian politics, Hage uses the term “white 

multiculturalism” to describe attitudes of people he calls White Australian multiculturalists 

towards cultural diversity, ownership and ethnicity. Hage’s theory of White multiculturalism 

is as a “subjective formation” which he uses to explain how some White people see 

themselves, others and the nation (18). White multiculturalism obscures alternate realities 

where White people are not the central occupiers of the national space (19). What is 

significant about Hage’s theory, applied and critiqued in this thesis, is the way he 

demonstrates multiculturalism can be skewed in both racist and benevolent ways in service of 

the dominant culture and entrenched power schemas to maintain White privilege.  
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In the preamble to “The People of Australia”, it states that “[i]n all, since 1945, seven million 

people have migrated to Australia. … Australia is and will remain a multicultural society.” 

Using 1945 as the point from which migration to Australia is explicitly acknowledged in 

government policy favours the era of mid to late twentieth century migration over all others. 

The effect is to reinforce a hierarchy of citizenry or cultural heritage in which some migrants 

are more migrant (or more culturally Other) than others. Drawing a starting line at 1945 

means that those who arrived before World War II are considered part of a “base-line” 

Australian citizenry (which tends to be portrayed as White) against which later arrivals are 

contrasted. A celebration of multiculturalism as a mid to late twentieth-century phenomenon, 

therefore, has the implication of validating White colonial occupation of Aboriginal lands. 

The implication is a sleight of hand in which the colonising migrants who displaced 

Indigenous nations are reframed as legitimate occupiers.  

 

Focussing on multiculturalism as a post-World War II phenomenon also obscures a long 

history of racially diverse migration that the White Australia policy inhibited, but was unable 

to entirely prevent. In relation to cultural representation and self-identity formation this is 

brought to light through the lack of multicultural films before the 1990s and their limited 

presence from the 1990s onwards. Framed as post-war, multicultural policy also has the 

advantage of making Australia look like a benevolent nation that accepted the world’s 

migrants and refugees after a devastating war. From the 1950s onwards the Australian 

Government has consistently claimed that its reception of refugees has been “exemplary” 

(Neumann, Across the Seas 295). By the 1970s the popular idea that Australians were “a 

tolerant people who had created one of the world’s most successful multicultural societies” 
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had taken hold in the Australian cultural imaginary (Jayasuriya, Walker and Gothard 2; Elder, 

“Invaders” 241; Rutherford).  

 

Establishing migration as part of the positive effect of post-war reconstruction also enables 

the popular idea of multiculturalism to be differentiated from controversial debates about 

more recent migration in the twenty-first century. It offers a point of contrast for later arrivals 

as “economic migrants”, implying some are not genuinely in need of new homes or that 

seeking economic prosperity is a disingenuous reason to migrate. The narrative of 

multicultural Australia, therefore, serves to portray a new, more cosmopolitan persona for the 

nation internationally as well as to ground Australians in their social reality. It acknowledges 

the diversity of the population and the right to individual cultural expression. It also has a 

homogenising effect considering all cultural difference in opposition to established White 

stereotypes of Australian identity, and a way of differentiating between supposedly “good” 

and “bad” migration. However, in the 1970s, when it came time to refocus the nation’s 

attention on Australian culture through its visualisation on screen, multiculturalism and 

cultural diversity could not be further from the camera. 

 

 

A film industry of one’s own 

 

Over the last thirty years report after report has bemoaned the lack of screen representation 

for migrant Australians (Coupe, Jakubowicz and Randall; Bertone; May; Seeing Ourselves). 

Yet despite this lack of screen attention and the opportunities that film provides for cultural 

representation and self-identity formation for migrant Australians, there is an established 

tradition of Australian film that specifically deals with multicultural stories. It is this subset 
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within the discourse of Australian cinema that this thesis is most concerned with. It seeks to 

demonstrate how Australian film has been instrumental to elevating the status of some 

migrant subjects to the national level. To understand where multicultural films fit in, it is 

necessary to provide some background to the operation of the Australian film industry since 

the 1970s and its critique by Australia studies scholars as a “national cinema”.  

 

Australia’s film industry has been in existence for roughly the same amount of time that 

Australia has been a nation-state, but it was not until the 1970s that it came into its own as a 

national cultural institution. In the early 1970s the Australian Film Development Corporation 

and the AFC oversaw film funding selection, with Australian filmmakers initially applying to 

government organisations directly. In 1980 the funding model shifted to a more indirect 

provision of tax subsidies designed to encourage private investment. While government 

began to run the process at arm’s length, the idea of Australian film as a nation-building 

project still imbued the industry. Throughout the 1980s tax subsidies, referred to as 10BA, 

underwrote an Australian film and television golden age of “national culture” (O’Regan, 

“Australian Cinema” 120-21; Jacka, “Financing Australian Films” 9). Demonstrating the 

continued connection between Australian film funding and nation-building, in 1988, the year 

Australia celebrated its bicentenary of British settlement, the Film Finance Corporation 

(FFC) was announced with a $100 million budget in its first year (Jacka, “Financing 

Australian Films” 19). Showing the enduring nature of this funding, in 2008 Screen Australia 

took over from both the AFC and the FFC and was legislated as its own government agency. 

 

Screen Australia currently funds everything from feature film to documentary and children’s 

programming, providing marketing, certification for tax rebates, and screen research. In 2020 

Screen Australia’s tagline remained “celebrating Australian stories”. As well as ensuring that 
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an Australian film industry exists and that local content is produced, Australian film has an 

ongoing nation-building function, one that this thesis characterises as both representative and 

interpretative. In combination with industry funding, its critique and problematisation by 

Australian Studies as a national cinema has established film as a place where national 

conversations are had. Of the Australian films analysed, only half received public funding 

(Appendix 1), but all carry out a nation-building function.  

 

Australia’s film industry began with the world’s first feature film, The Story of the Kelly 

Gang (1906). The film’s hero Ned Kelly was a historical bushranger (or highwayman) who 

has been portrayed and memorialised in Australian culture as a Robin Hood-like figure. In 

the Australian imaginary, Ned Kelly is a “larrikin” conforming to a stereotype of masculine 

Australian identity, a common trope in the national psyche. Film adaptations of Ned Kelly 

include The Glenrowan Affair (1951); Ned Kelly (1970), Ned Kelly (2003), and True History 

of the Kelly Gang (2019). The latter is a queer adaptation made for Stan and advertised as an 

opportunity to “rewrite history”, further embedding the idea of film as a key influencer in the 

construction of Australia’s past. Kelly has also been immortalised by Sidney Nolan in a series 

of paintings (1946-1947) that are hung in the National Gallery of Australia.  

 

As an Australian masculine figure, Ned Kelly has become an Australian cultural trope 

refunctioned beyond his namesake for different audiences. As others have pointed out, 

Australian “[n]ational identity has often been understood through the image of iconic 

heterosexual males (the bushman and the digger)”, pictures that do not “encapsulate 

Australianness” for all citizens (Bennett and Beirne xxii; Elder, Being Australian). Mad Max 

(1979) is another example, albeit a dystopian version. Crocodile Dundee (1986) was a 

caricature easily sold to Americans. Chopper (2000) repurposed the character to humanise 
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real-life criminal thug, Mark Read (Whelehan, “The Criminal and the Yarn”). The adaptation 

of this national figure demonstrates how Australian film has become intertextually codified in 

ways that produce and reproduce popular forms of national identity, what Screen Australia 

refers to as its cultural nuance. 

 

Despite leading with what would become an iconic national story, by the 1950s Australian-

made film was in decline. Though the industry had shown early signs of success—by the 

1930s more than 250 silent feature films had been made—from 1945 to 1969 production had 

slowed. Australians were big cinema consumers, but mostly of content from elsewhere—in 

large part because the United States had almost total control of distribution and screening 

rights (Molloy 83; Dermody and Jacka 13). Financial backing for a local industry was 

established in order to change this dynamic, directly and indirectly shaping Australian film 

content. Yet, despite that fact that this coincided with the establishment of multiculturalism, 

Australian film paid little heed to the growing diversity of the population.  

 

In the 1970s and 1980s, Australian “new wave” cinema began to be critically recognised 

internationally. The films that best embody this period drew on stories about White 

Australians and were largely set in the bush or in other rural settings. They were often 

adapted from late nineteenth century literature, poetry and art (Couzens 1; McFarlane, “The 

Australian Literary Adaptation” 90). In their influential study of Australian film, Susan 

Dermody and Elizabeth Jacka referred to this style of filmmaking as the “AFC-genre” (32): 

“the tasteful, safe and rather bland style of filmmaking often found in the lyrical ‘period’ 

film, that at one point was virtually synonymous with ‘Australian film’” (Jacka “The 

Government Film Organisations” 38). Examples include, Picnic at Hanging Rock (1975), 

Sunday Too Far Away (1975), Caddie (1976), Break of Day (1976), The Getting of Wisdom 
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(1977), and My Brilliant Career (1979). Jacka contrasted the AFC-genre with “social realist” 

or “social problem” films (“The Government Film Organisations” 38), which tended to have 

urban rather than bush settings and be set at the moment of their production. The AFC-genre 

developed the idea of an Australian cultural heritage based on iconic imagery of Australian 

landscapes populated by White people. Social realist films provided space for the negotiation 

of pressing issues, eventually capturing the themes of migration and social change.  

 

As Australian society was being acknowledged as irrevocably diverse, however, the film 

industry was working hard to craft visual representations of Australia’s colonial past that 

reached new audiences via the big screen. Australian new wave and the AFC-genre 

established White colonial heritage as central to Australian national identity and a fixture in 

the representation of Australia’s past. This era of filmmaking is for Australia what Robert 

Hewison described in a British context as a period of heritage nationalism (306), a 

nationalism intent even in the face of freshly recognised cultural diversity, on White 

depictions of the nation’s past. Gallipoli (1981) and The Man from Snowy River (1982) are 

further examples that illustrate this point.  

 

Gallipoli is about the Anzacs (Australian and New Zealand Army Corps) who died in Turkey 

during World War I, a story that functions as a White Australian “creation myth” (Lake et 

al.). The Man from Snowy River is adapted from an 1890 poem by Australian literary hero 

Banjo Paterson. It is the story of an unassuming young man who herds a team of wild horses 

down a treacherous mountain range. As well as visualising the Australian landscape and 

enhancing Australian cultural narratives, Gallipoli and The Man from Snowy River draw 

attention to the positioning of masculine figures in heroic roles. In the genre of comedy, The 

Adventures of Barry Mackenzie (1972), Alvin Purple (1973) and Crocodile Dundee are 
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alternative examples. These films were based on the comedic antics of a leading man, 

portrayed as a brash uncultivated Australian, reinvented as an “ocker”1 type, which would 

later be adapted in multicultural filmmaking. 

 

This well-known Australian stereotype also recalls “the Australian legend”. In 1958 

nationalist historian Russel Ward sought to define a national type in The Australian Legend. 

Ward based his argument on the colonists who populated Australia in the nineteenth century, 

describing an Australian “everyman” (2). According to Ward the Australian legend was anti-

authoritarian, reserved, and hardworking, with a sense of humour, including the capacity to 

be self-deprecating. Ward described this figure as: “rough and ready in his manners”, “a great 

improviser” who is willing “to have a go” but not a perfectionist—a “national mystique” (2), 

relying entirely on an essentialist argument which can be summarised as masculine, English-

speaking, and racially and ethnically White. The Australian legend has been roundly 

critiqued, but remains a fixture in the Australian imaginary, especially through its 

representation and adaptation in film. For United States readers a comparison might be made 

with Frederick Jackson Turner’s “Frontier thesis” (1893) in which he argued that the 

experience of the frontier shaped the American character.  

 

Rare exceptions of films about migration from before the 1990s include They’re a Weird 

Mob (1966), Silver City (1984) and Harp in the South (1987). They’re a Weird Mob is a 

comedy about an Italian migrant arriving in Sydney during the assimilation era. The film 

predates government investment in the film industry, but achieved a wide audience because 

of the fame of its British director, Michael Powell. It is analysed in chapter 3 because of its 

intertextual relationship to later migrant comedies such as The Wog Boy (2000). Silver City is 

 
1 “Ocker” is Australian slang meaning someone who is overtly “Australian” and is associated with masculinity. 
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a romance about post-war Polish immigration to Australia, but makes scant reference to the 

ideals of multiculturalism (Murawska 137-146). Harp in the South, adapted for television, is 

ostensibly a story about a White Australian family, but includes a cast of stereotypical 

Jewish, Italian, Scandinavian and Chinese characters. The “hyphenated status of identity” of 

the migrant characters, reinforces the legitimacy of the White family in the story as 

“normative” Australians (Teo 135). It is emblematic of the representation of cultural diversity 

at this time.  

 

Enhancing Australian film’s capacity to portray the “nation” alongside government subsidy, 

was Australian studies’ role in problematising it as a national cinema. In Anderson’s theory 

of nation’s as “imagined communities” he argued that to maintain the idea of the nation it 

was necessary to represent it in widely disseminated cultural products—“the novel” and “the 

newspaper” (34-36). As film and other media became more accessible, especially for children 

and non-literate audiences, screen representations too were crucial to “re-presenting” popular 

ideas about the nation, with the added benefit of a visual dimension. Anderson’s theory 

proved so powerful that it was adapted across a range of fields and disciplines, including film 

studies. Ella Shohat and Robert Stam argue that contemporary scholarship now understands 

nations as existing in narrative form (9-10), a position which supports not only the analysis of 

ideas about nationhood in film narratives, but the grander idea that framing those films as 

part of a distinct national cinema strengthens their influence in the social imaginary.  

 

In “The Concept of National Cinema” (1989), Andrew Higson examined the use of “national 

cinema” as a critical term. Higson later theorised national cinema as a category that described 

a body of films with “a coherence and a unity … a unique identity and a stable set of 

meanings”, and in which there was “a hegemonizing, mythologising process”,  a tendency to 
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“attempt to contain or prevent the potential proliferation of other meanings” (“The Limiting 

Imagination of National Cinema” 54). Crocodile Dundee, for instance, is undeniably 

Australian, marked by footage of a distinctive outback landscape, heavily “Aussie”-accented 

characters, and the (anti)heroic underdog (and Australian legend trope) of “Crocodile 

Dundee” that could be easily marketed as “Australian” to local and United States audiences. 

While considering the idea of a national cinema as a bounded form runs the risk of 

essentialising (Hayward 92), as the following comparison shows there is porosity in the 

borders of what is imagined as Australian.  

 

In contrast to Crocodile Dundee, Mad Max: Fury Road (2015) also fits into the idea of an 

Australian national cinema, but in a more complicated way. Fury Road received Screen 

Australia funding, but the dystopian hero, “Max”, is played by British actor Tom Hardy, and 

filming took place in Namibia. It is also the fourth of the “Mad Max” films, and although 

Mad Max (1979) was not funded by government it is nevertheless regarded as a classically 

Australian film. The “Mad Max” series illustrates the degree to which the concept of a 

national cinema, like the idea of nations as “imagined communities”, is subject to a process 

of continuous construction and change. What is significant for this thesis, is that Australian 

film as a cultural form is a medium of—constructing and transmitting—stories about the 

nation and what it means to be Australian.  

 

Over the history of Australian film subsidy, scholars have problematised the government’s 

interventionist approach (Jacka, “Financing Australian Films”), through a series of critiques 

of centralist attempts to turn Australia’s film industry into a form of national cinema 

(O’Regan, Australian National Cinema; Turner, National Fictions; Film as Social Practice; 

Making it National; Verhoeven). If the idea of the nation is imaginary as Anderson 
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suggested, that means it can be imagined differently by each member of that nation, even as 

they believe themselves to be imagining the same traits, histories and ways of being as the 

other members of that nation. In short there can be many different types of national identity 

(just as there can be many different types of Australian film). While meaning is contingent on 

both intertextual and contextual factors, the “imagery” of films, not to mention the fact they 

can be played and replayed, provides an accessible record of how Australian nationhood has 

been depicted and consumed at different points.  

 

In 1993, Stephen Crofts’ “Reconceptualizing National Cinema/s” suggested a disaggregation 

of the idea of a national cinema as a singular entity, calling attention to the “multiple politics 

of their production, distribution, and reception, their textuality, their relations with the state 

and with multiculturalism” (49). In other words, Crofts was calling for a greater awareness of 

how Australian cinema has been constructed as “national”. This thesis adapts this in order to 

consider the extent to which Australian cinema has or has not been constructed as 

“multicultural”.  

 

The idea that the Australian nation (like all nations) is constructed, is central to Australian 

studies scholarship. After Richard White pioneered a social construction approach to 

critiquing Australian identity (Inventing Australia), Turner’s National Fictions informed a 

generation of thinking about Australian cultural products, arguing that narratives (film and 

literature) are important sites for interpreting the “ideology of the culture: the way it makes 

sense of itself and infers meaning onto its institutions and practices” (1-2). Turner developed 

these thoughts in Film as Social Practice (1988). In a measure of its broad appeal as an 

academic text, National Fictions was republished in 1993 and 1999. O’Regan also positioned 

film as key to “popular socialization and social problem solving”, as well as the 
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transmutation of cultural and political values, histories and identities (Australian National 

Cinema 17-19). The combined history of public film funding and Australian studies have 

made film a significant resource to return to for the analysis of the adaptation of 

multiculturalism as part of Australia’s national heritage. 

 

Since the 1970s, however, the shape of Australia’s national cinema has taken a series of 

conceptual turns. From first being characterised in relation to its expressive difference (as 

somehow original and originating), to its contribution to an international eclecticism 

(indicated by the observation of its unoriginality) and finally its negotiation of local and 

global issues (Verhoeven 3). Deb Verhoeven argues “the idea of the ‘national cinema’” has 

itself taken on “a chimerical quality”—being all of these things and none. Australian cinema 

and film scholars have had a self-reinforcing function, aware of Australian film as a national 

product and working “to continually stress the definition of that awareness.” Verhoeven 

proposed that Australian cinema was better framed as “national” and “notional” (3-4). 

Through a combination of film production and analysis, Australian film is now historically a 

platform and a conduit for national representation, with the caveat that those representations 

are always propositional and theoretical. Where the concept of an Australian national cinema 

holds weight, especially in relation to the nation’s multicultural heritage, is through its critical 

framing of Australian film as a place where national stories are projected, problematised and 

adapted, and the legitimation of this project by enduring government subsidies—reinforcing 

its ability to be a channel for many different national stories.  

 

While multiculturalism was introduced at the same time as government film funding, it was 

not until the 1990s that an increasing number of films began to reflect the policy and new 

national ethos. The shift in film content was in part due to the children of post-war migrants 
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coming-of-age, and a new cohort of film professionals—actors, writers, producers, 

directors—entering the industry for the first time. It can also be attributed to a range of 

reports drawing attention to the gap between the composition of Australian society and on-

screen invisibility (Coupe, Jakubowicz and Randall; Bertone; May; Seeing Ourselves). In 

2016, a report by Screen Australia into culturally diverse representation in TV drama found 

that Australians from cultural backgrounds other than Anglo-Celtic, and especially those who 

were non-White, were still vastly underrepresented on Australian screens (3). The name of 

the report, Seeing Ourselves, was especially ironic. As the findings illustrated, many 

Australian audiences were not seeing themselves on screen.  

 

While the 2016 report is evidence that real change has yet to occur, it is also true that there is 

a wide range of films that interpret multiculturalism and represent the migrant experience and 

stories of cultural diversity. While debates about immigration, citizenship and nationhood 

have intersected with and limited the effectiveness of multiculturalism as a cohesive narrative 

for the Australian nation, especially from the 1990s to early 2000s, the same nuance and 

contestation of multiculturalism as a national ethos has been rendered visually through the 

medium of Australian feature film. Because of the intertwining relationship of Australian 

film funding and its critique as a national cinema by Australian film studies scholars, this 

thesis argues that film is especially well-placed as a resource for the analysis of how 

Australian multiculturalism has been adapted as part of a national heritage discourse over a 

longer period of time. To demonstrate how this differs from previous Australian studies 

approaches to film, nation and multiculturalism, the next section outlines the key concepts in 

the thesis’ adaptation studies framework. 
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Adapting multicultural Australia 

 

In adaptation studies it has become commonplace to take an expansive view of adaptation to 

account for a wide range of media and the intertextual relationships between them, rather 

than to focus on singular texts from one medium being used to create a cultural product in 

another (most commonly in adaptation studies, this used to focus on the transition from print 

literature to feature film). A growth in film studies brought greater recognition of cinema as a 

legitimate artform where literature had previously been privileged, and laid the groundwork 

for adaptation studies further expansion to consider a vast range of cultural mediums—

theatre, video games, television and online resources to suggest just a few.  

 

Adaptation theory also began to hone its interdisciplinary status, harvesting and incorporating 

ideas from cultural studies, sociology, history and politics (Elliott 71; Corrigan 29). Thomas 

Leitch’s edited Oxford Handbook of Adaptation Studies (2017) evaluates adaptation studies’ 

trajectory over two decades. The Routledge Companion to Adaptation (2018), edited by 

Dennis Cutchins, Katja Krebs and Eckart Voigts, attempts to wrangle the growing 

interdisciplinary field by mapping a variety of perspectives on the scope of adaptation 

studies, outlining the way that adaptation engages representations of history and assists in the 

construction of identity. 

 

Yet within the now inter- and multi-disciplinary field, analysis of film adaptation remains 

strong. See Mcfarlane’s revised edition of Novel to Film (2006), Deborah Cartmell and 

Imelda Whelehan’s edited collection Adaptation: From Text to Screen, Screen to Text (1999), 

Literature and Film: a Guide to the Theory and Practice of Film Adaptation (2005) edited by 

Robert Stam and Alessandra Raengo, Christine Geraghty’s Now a Major Motion Picture: 
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Film Adaptations of Literature and Drama (2008), and Film Adaptation and its Discontents: 

From Gone with the Wind to The Passion of the Christ by Thomas Leitch (2009). That is not 

to mention the ongoing preoccupation with debunking the myth of fidelity, for example True 

to the Spirit: Film Adaptation and the Question of Fidelity (2011). Cartmell and Whelehan 

have also articulated the relationship between literature, film and heritage in The Cambridge 

Companion to Literature on Screen (2007), and in Screen Adaptations: Impure Cinema 

(2010), they revise their approach to literature to screen adaptations. This thesis continues in 

this film tradition, but makes a significant new contribution to these debates by turning to 

other intertextual and contextual relationships inherent in the adaptation of multiculturalism 

to Australian film.  

 

Intertextuality describes “an intersection of textual surfaces” (Emig 15). As a theory it is most 

famously attributed to Bulgarian-French philosopher and literary critic Julia Kristeva, who 

coined the term in an attempt to combine Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of semiotics with 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism (Irwin 227-242). Where Saussure had argued that 

signs are arbitrary, deriving their meaning from their situation in the text (157-166), 

Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, or dialogic communication, proposed that all language exists 

in response to, and in relationship with, other language (259-331). Language and texts do not 

exist in a vacuum, but are relational, dynamic and endlessly involved in redescribing and 

redefining the world in which we live.  

 

Kristeva built on Bakhtin’s assessment that “any text is constructed as a mosaic of 

quotations” and is “the absorption and transformation of another”, to argue that the “notion of 

intertextuality replaces that of intersubjectivity” (66). Kristeva proposed that language be 

read “as at least double”, both “mediator” and “regulator” of meaning (66). Speaking to how 
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this meaning was derived, Roland Barthes’ “Theory of the Text” (1981), conceived of 

intertextuality as there being nothing outside the text. Barthes argued that intertextual codes 

exist as a “mirage of citations” in which meaning is made and interpreted by the various 

knowledge of a range of other texts, brought into being through the act of reading. Applied to 

film representations of migrant subjects, this thesis argues that multiculturalism is produced 

in the social imaginary as a “mirage” of genres, character tropes, settings, and storylines. An 

intertextual approach considers that meaning is made based on the various relationships and 

significations of texts characterising them in terms of the cultural and historical contexts that 

surround them.  

 

Intertextuality has been crucial for adaptation studies because it mobilised the idea that there 

is always a multiplicity of meaning, and that interpretation is bound up in the analysis of 

various textual traces as well as the analyst’s capacity to map them. Intertextuality also freed 

adaptation studies from the assumption of textual sameness. It abolished the supposition that 

a source and adapted text could ever be the same, and it opened up the field to wider 

intertextual considerations beyond the notion of a singular source-text or a discreet single-

source-to-adapted-text relationship. My approach considers the adaptation process to be 

inherently intertextual and that the recognition of intertextual traces in the production and 

reproduction of texts is key to the way that those texts are understood or given meaning. In 

relation to multiculturalism or national identity, as this introduction has demonstrated, there 

is no singular interpretation, but many. Multiculturalism like national identity, or as a form of 

national identity, derives meaning from and is dependent upon its intertextual and contextual 

surrounds. 
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In her ground breaking work, A Theory of Adaptation (2006), Linda Hutcheon applied 

intertextuality to adaptation studies, reframing adaptation doubly as a “process” and 

“product” (8-9). Hutcheon levelled stinging critiques of fidelity criticism, proposing instead 

that adaptations and their source-texts exist in non-hierarchical relationships, that adaptations 

can be acknowledged and unacknowledged as adaptations by their audiences, and that how 

those audiences engage with adapted texts changes over time. Hutcheon’s reconceptualisation 

of adaptation as a duality was revolutionary in the field because it provided a way beyond 

thinking about adaptation in the context of debates about fidelity (whether or not the adapted 

product had adequately or accurately reproduced its supposed source).  

 

Hutcheon recast adaptation studies as being concerned not about losses or gains, but the 

process and context in which this occurred. To put this another way, the important point was 

to identify what enabled and what happened during acts of transposition, rewriting and 

revisioning (16), rather than the mere documentation of change. Drawing on (and adapting) 

Geoffrey Wagner’s earlier theorisation of adaptation—in The Novel and the Cinema 

(1975)—as transposition, analogy or commentary, Hutcheon redefined adaptation as: 

 

 

An acknowledged transposition of a recognizable other work or works; 

A creative and an interpretive act of appropriation/salvaging; 

An extended intertextual engagement with the work. (9) 

 

 

The film adaptations studied in this thesis meet this definition. They include transpositions of 

novels to film, as well as the “appropriation”, “salvaging” and interpretation of multicultural 
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discourse, as a policy and national framework, and the adaptation of the theme of migration 

to the medium of film. They also represent an “extended intertextual engagement” with 

debates about migration and multiculturalism, and changing assumptions about race, 

ethnicity and nationality. In accordance with the criteria set out previously, each film has 

been chosen not only because they are representations of cultural diversity or migration is a 

contextual factor in the story, but because they adapt and therefore interpret the discourse of 

Australian multiculturalism. 

 

Informed by Kristeva’s theory of “intertextuality”, Hutcheon’s definition of adaptation as an 

“extended intertextual engagement” also reconfigured the study of adaptation beyond the idea 

of transposed content. It instilled in it the notion that meaning is never fixed or final but 

exists in and is given meaning to by its relationship with other texts and as part of an 

intertextual web or constellation.2 In applying intertextuality to adaptation studies, Hutcheon 

was also instrumental in pointing out that adaptations do not occur in a vacuum (28). 

Construction and reception are contingent on both the times adaptations are created and 

consumed, effecting how they are interpreted “ideologically and literally” (Hutcheon 28). 

With regard to the context of film audience, this thesis is not a reception study. It is not an 

empirical or qualitative assessment of how these films were consumed, rather it considers the 

social and historical context of the time in which these adapted texts were produced.  

 

While Hutcheon has been applauded for her fresh approach, these ideas (as with much of 

adaptation studies) also adapt earlier film and critical theory. Rainer Emig’s “Adaptation in 

Theory” (2015), argues that re-appropriation of theoretical concepts is rife in the field of 

 
2 The term constellation is borrowed from Cartmell and Whelehan who argue for enquiry into a “constellation” 
of adapted texts, advocating that acknowledging adaptation as a process provides greater insight into previously 
unexplored textual relationships (Screen Adaptation 12). 
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adaptation studies and suggests this is key to its interdisciplinarity. Influential French film 

scholar André Bazin, for instance, made the case in 1948 that the adaptation “critic of the 

year 2050 would find not a novel out of which a play and a film had been ‘made’, but rather a 

single work reflected through three art forms, an artistic pyramid with three sides, all equal in 

the eyes of the critic” (26). The non-hierarchical evaluation of adaptations and their “sources” 

has arrived sooner than Bazin anticipated—and this is a central theme of this thesis.  

 

American film theorist, Dudley Andrew, foreshadowed the idea of adaptation as intertextual 

in 1984 when he stated: “[e]very representational film adapts a prior conception” and that 

films should be considered “as acts of discourse”, calling on analysts to be conscious of the 

“forces that motivate” those discourses (29; 37). Bazin and Andrew, along with other 

influential film and literature scholars, such as Robert B. Ray, were reprinted (and thus 

appropriated) in an edited collection for adaptation studies, Film Adaptation by James 

Naremore in 2000. Applying these ideas here, this thesis considers Australian film 

adaptations as part of a discourse of interpretations of multiculturalism. Rather than 

considering multicultural policy, or official statements by government to have the final or 

definitive say on what multicultural heritage is, this thesis deploys the understanding of non-

hierarchical relationships, and intertextual and contextual significance, to consider film 

adaptations as sites worthy of analysing the production and critique of multiculturalism in 

their own right. 

 

It also deploys Gérard Genette’s theory of “palimpsests”. In Palimpsests: Literature in the 

Second Degree (1982), Genette characterised various intertextual relations as palimpsests 

referring to a written text in which there are the traces of other written texts. Genette 

proposed a series of strategies—parody, pastiche, caricature, commentary, allusion, and 
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imitation—that texts use to ask readers to remember an earlier text. Applying this framework 

in the chapters that follow, this thesis examines how these techniques are deployed in 

multicultural films. In employing this concept, the analysis pays attention to the way that the 

portrayal of migrant subjects reflects a textual history embodied by Australian film as a 

national storyteller and considers the discursive role of these representations in broader 

political debates.  

 

This thesis also proposes a new way of “doing adaptation”. This is influenced by Kamilla 

Elliott’s 2014 repositioning of the “adaptation as critic”, which she uses to suggest new ways 

of theorising and writing about adaptations, and different angles from which to engage with 

the aesthetics of adapted texts. Adaptation is impossible to define in a fixed way, because by 

definition, it is always changing. Elliott used the idea of doing adaptation to develop a 

pedagogical approach. She argues that undertaking the process of adapting texts from one 

form to another offers new insight into the process and context of their production. As she 

puts it: 

 

 

Doing adaptation opens insights, interpretations, and concepts inaccessible to 

conventional modes of theorizing, criticism, and expository writing about adaptations. 

It also offers new ways to engage the aesthetics of adaptations. (Elliott 71) 

 

 

This thesis considers its research as the analysis of doing adaptation. Characterising these 

films as adaptations of multiculturalism, enables the thesis to go beyond their status as 

representations—of colonial heritage, multiculturalism, migration, migrant subjects, or of 
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Ellis Island in the last chapter—to consider how each film has interpreted, explored, 

theorised, critiqued and given expression to culture and identity. This approach is a new entry 

point to analysing film, migration and nationhood, especially in the Australian context.  

 

Each of the films analysed offers new ways of representing and thinking about Australia as a 

multicultural nation. Because they are fictional feature films they also offer vastly different 

formal and aesthetic approaches than traditional multicultural criticism (academic books or 

journal articles). Film offers a unique depiction of the issues that surround multiculturalism. 

As Cartmell and Whelehan remind us, not all adaptations “announce themselves” (Screen 

Adaptation 17). Where some adaptations are well-known or even anticipated—Shakespeare, 

Austen, or the recent barrage of Marvel films—others are hidden from non-specialist view, 

masquerading as originals or once-offs. While most of the adaptations studied in this thesis 

are adapted from other textual sources, it is also the case that they embody unacknowledged 

adaptations, particularly with regard to the way that they produce and reproduce multicultural 

identities. An adaptation can become more famous than the adapted text eclipsing its 

“source”.  

 

In the case of multicultural films, this is integral to understanding how these films are 

adaptations, but not always overtly. It is also crucial to analysing how multiculturalism is 

understood as a form of national heritage, and how Australia has been conversely interpreted 

as White, multicultural and racist. Unlike Cartmell and Whelehan’s concept of 

unacknowledged adaptations, multicultural films often do credit their sources. This might be 

that they were based on a novel, interviews or a political event, named upfront at the start of 

the film. Or it might have been divulged in an interview with the director. Some Australian 

films are also described in their summaries as “multicultural”, suggesting that multicultural 
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filmmaking has become a discernible sub-group or genre of Australian national cinema. This 

thesis argues that each act of establishing the film as multicultural, framing it as being about a 

specific way of imagining Australia as culturally diverse, acknowledges that these films are 

preoccupied with interpreting the discourse of multiculturalism. It also makes them far more 

accessible acts of “multiculturalism” than many of the statements released by government, 

and therefore intrinsic to the working knowledge of multiculturalism and Australian heritage 

in the social imaginary. A more specific way of characterising doing adaptation is as a 

“creative interpretation”, outlined in relation to film, history and heritage in the next section.  

 

 

Adapting multiculturalism as national heritage 

 

According to the United Nations Education, Science and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

cultural heritage is defined as both “tangible” and “intangible”. Where examples from the 

first category might include paintings, manuscripts or buildings, examples of intangible 

cultural heritage include “oral traditions, performing arts or rituals”. This thesis argues that 

film is a cultural product that fits into and bridges both definitions. As a physical artefact, 

film is tangible insofar as it is able to be recorded, screened over and over again, and 

restored. It is also intangible because it gives form to what UNESCO refers to as “living 

expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on to our descendants” (“Browse the 

Lists”). This makes film an example of material culture that gives rise to intangible cultural 

expression, and as such is an ideal medium through which to study the production of national 

and (multi)cultural heritage.  
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What is apparent from the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage list is that film is also 

frequently the medium on which examples of intangible cultural heritage are recorded, 

captured for prosperity and used to demonstrate exemplars of certain expressions or practice. 

The films analysed in this thesis are given the same treatment, considered to be fundamental 

contributions to the intangible record of Australian heritage. This study offers a new 

contribution by reading film through the lens of intangible heritage discourse in order to 

identify the representational and aesthetic trends in the visual production of Australian 

multiculturalism. It builds on work undertaken in the disparate fields of adaptation and 

heritage studies, and not only brings these themes together in an interdisciplinary approach, 

but enhances the understanding of Australia’s cultural heritage which situates this study in a 

global framework of heritage production and preservation.  

 

The relationship between heritage, history, film and adaptation is complicated. David 

Lowenthal has characterised heritage as that which “clarifies pasts so as to infuse them with 

present purposes”, in contrast to history which he suggests is in the business of illuminating 

“pasts grown ever more opaque” (xv). Heritage can be understood as an historical overlay, an 

interpretation of history with the view, in the case of film, of reaching a target audience. 

Heritage can also be characterised as inherently political, or as the ideological interpretation 

of history, and it is characterised as such in this thesis with regard to the adaptation of 

multiculturalism.  

 

In her foundational study, History Goes to the Movies (2007), Marnie Hughes-Warrington 

argues “that films are not a form of history but are history” (12). Influenced by the 

postmodern turn (in which a whole range of texts were reappraised as having equal value), 

Hughes-Warrington makes this claim because of the frequency with which audiences 
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(especially Australians in her study) said they received their historical information from film. 

Hughes-Warrington builds on a range of film history scholars who are briefly addressed and 

critiqued here to differentiate the conceptual framework for this thesis.  

 

In the early 1990s, John E. O’Connor argued that film and television must be “recognized as 

shapers of historical consciousness”, however, he was critical of the fact that the narrative 

trajectory of most film and television programming meant that their characters’ motives were 

“understood in terms of present day values and concerns” so as to be accessible to 

contemporary audiences”, and satisfy the expectations of those audiences by providing 

adequate resolution (2). This view relies on an understanding of film as existing only in 

relation to the contemporary setting of its release. O’Connor’s agenda was to encourage 

viewers to consume film and television more critically, arguing that the outcome would be 

“an even more effective way of historians to influence the public perceptions of the past” (3). 

O’Connor’s position is that “the analysis of a film or television program as historical artifact 

[sic] can contribute to both a fuller understanding of the nature of history and a richer 

appreciation of the media production” (4). Taking up this point in this study, film is 

conceived of as a cultural artefact and an archival resource, not of history as we might 

conceive of it in an academic sense, but its adaptation in which evidence of intangible 

cultural heritage can be intertextually and contextually read. 

 

In 2017, Frans Weiser argued that film studies and adaptation studies were in the habit of 

interpreting the past in similar ways “despite their disciplinary differences”. Echoing 

Hutcheon’s definition, Weiser used the term “creative interpretation” to describe the linkage 

between film adaptation and history, suggesting that adaptation was a useful concept across a 

range of disciplines (6). It is evoked here in the context of Australian studies in a similar 
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spirit. As Lydia Nicholson suggests in her PhD thesis, “I’m Not Making It Up, I’m 

Interpreting: Adapting the Founders and Survivors Project for Drama and Web‐Series 

(2018), framing “the creative interpretation of history … ‘as adaptation’ … supports this 

notion of history as a medium” (15). This thesis argues that beyond the idea of Australian 

film as a medium of national identity, multicultural film is also a historical medium. Over the 

twenty-five year period in question, film provides insight into the heritage narratives 

(history’s ideological overlay), and how the notion of multicultural nationhood has been 

constructed.  

 

Robert A. Rosenstone describes film as “the contemporary medium still capable of both 

dealing with the past and holding a large audience”, and contemplates the potential of film to 

“create narrative histories” that reach vast numbers of people (24). However, Rosenstone’s 

account grapples with whether or not it is actually possible to represent history on film, its 

accuracy, authenticity, and legitimacy. In contrast to Hughes-Warrington, Rosenstone saw 

film as producing a particular (fictional) kind of history, rather than as a legitimate form from 

which history was consumed. As adaptation studies would suggest, these qualms are easily 

debunked by poststructural and postmodern approaches. But Rosenstone’s reservations also 

suggest there is further value to this thesis as a contribution to the analysis of how the history 

of migration is transformed into heritage by film, specifically as it manifests through the 

theme of multiculturalism, which is itself an ideological overlay to Australian migration 

history portrayed in Australian film.  

 

As Rosenstone reminds us, written history, which has “historically” been read as more 

authoritative a source than visual representations, is, like film, also shaped by genre and 

narrative conventions (35). The result is a series of “visual genres and visual language” or 
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“visual fictions”, which Rosenstone defines as “not mirrors of the past but representations of 

it” (35). Robert Brent Toplin, on the other hand, argues that “Hollywood’s interpretation of 

American history can make a significant impact on the public’s thinking about the past”, 

because of the sheer size of the audiences reached and the debates and discussions often 

generated by the release of new film content (1). Peter Beck argues that for many people 

“Hollywood History is the only history” (168). This thesis—taking as its subject films that 

are mostly set in the present—argues that the idea of film as a historical product should not 

be limited to representations of the past. A retrospective analysis of a series of films that were 

contemporary at the time of their production serves to show, not only how multicultural 

heritage has formed, but how it contrasts to typical Australian historical films that tend to be 

set in the colonial era, or are about migration in a time of assimilation.   

 

In another account, Philip Rosen argues that “knowledge about history can be constructed 

and conveyed through historiography”, but that only some forms of historiography are 

“conceived as legitimate” (7). The way that history is written therefore implies “different 

ways of conceiving or understanding history … a variety of conceptions of relations between 

historiography and history, which means a variety of historicities”. In the dialogic world that 

Rosen describes, he argues that the construction of history is “referential”, compared and 

contrasted against what is perceived as “real”. He argues this is the case even in narrative or 

fictional form (7). In the context of this thesis, the layering that Rosen describes, through the 

process of adaptation of different narratives of national identity, is both intertextual and 

authentic in its portrayal of a sense of Australia’s past.  

 

This thesis considers film as a legitimate source of history, one that offers “publicly 

consumable historical narratives”, and serves as a “memory resource”, or a means by which 
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collective memory is constructed and communicated (Edwards and Walling 1-5). Australian 

film is a primary source of evidence of heritage narratives, but it is a secondary source of 

history because those representations, despite their framing as authentic Australian stories, 

are imagined—figments of the national imagination. Unlike Hughes-Warrington this thesis 

does not consider film to be history, but rather a historical source that provides insight into 

the creative interpretation of multiculturalism, the analysis of which constitutes a form of 

cultural history.  

 

Building on Rosenstone, this approach analyses the visual genres, languages and fictions that 

have accumulated in the representation of multiculturalism. It argues that for Australians who 

live in places where the population is still predominantly European, Australian multicultural 

film is their main conduit to multiculturalism. It argues that because of the nature of 

government film funding and the industry’s categorisation as a national cinema that these 

representations, fictional though they are, have been given a greater sense of authenticity and 

legitimacy than they might otherwise have received. They have become perceived as norms, 

authentic representations of Australia as a multicultural society, even though they continue to 

produce exclusive narratives of national identity. It argues that in the competing narratives of 

Australia’s national identity, multicultural heritage is one of many threads, seeking to tie 

down the definition of Australian nationhood, even as it works to undo previous iterations.  

 

Extending the heritage studies approach, Graeme Davidson suggests that history and heritage 

are “rivals”, both fighting for control of “the past” as opposed to working “towards a 

common goal” (35). Tom Griffiths discusses the “turf war” between history and fiction (272). 

Richard White has argued that “history is the enemy of memory”, one chasing each other 

across “the fields of the past claiming the same terrain” (Remembering Ahanagran). Heritage 
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is not history, rather it is the interpretation of the past. But what happens if heritage 

adaptations are not framed as history at the time of their release? What if they are set in the 

present, but the cinema and film industry in which they were produced constructs them as 

socially real portrayals of Australian life? What happens when iconic masculine figures, such 

as Ned Kelly or Crocodile Dundee, are inverted in multicultural films or when migrant 

subjects too become mythological national figures? A historical approach to adaptation, 

critically revisiting a series of Australian films from 1992 to 2017, provides unprecedented 

insight into these issues. 

 

While the texts under discussion are not an exhaustive list of Australian films about 

migration, they are exemplars of the various ways multiculturalism has so far been adapted in 

film. As such they deserve re-evaluation with regard to how multiculturalism and migration 

have become part of Australian (and American) film cultures and national and international 

heritage discourses. The juxtaposition of the close reading of Australian and United States’ 

examples also shows how the cultural heritage of multiculturalism and migration is built up 

through an intertextual layering of film adaptation and critical historiography. It reveals that 

even when multicultural heritage is represented as part of a national identity discourse, it is 

also influenced by international factors. The study, therefore, analyses how these palimpsests 

re-imagine nationhood and how national imaginaries are informed by (not just the boundaries 

of the nation-state), but like the process of migration itself, the constant flow of stories, 

genres, characters and settings, between nations and across borders.  
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Methodology 

 

The chapters that follow have been researched using a textual analysis methodology 

embedded in contextual overviews of relevant information about the historical, social and 

political context in which these films were produced. The chapters each offer a longer-term 

case study approach of multiple films that embody similar themes, genres, characters or 

styles of representation, analysed in juxtaposition. Each critique, though film-based, draws on 

a range of intertextual and contextual relationships that reveal the implications of the 

adaptation of multiculturalism as a form of national heritage through a consideration of 

genre, character, narrative, and setting. This methodology does not include direct 

comparisons of film adaptations with literary or other sources for the purpose of revealing 

losses and gains. It does, however, highlight where the adaptation process has re-

appropriated, refunctioned, re-imagined, critiqued, deconstructed and repeated conservative 

stereotypes and assumptions to represent Australian multicultural nationhood. 

 

The extended case study approach has been chosen in response to, and in spite of, criticism of 

traditions of “individual case study”. Critiques have been made that simplistic appraisals of 

the transposition of book to film fail to give adequate attention to “cumulative knowledge or 

heuristic potential” (Ray 44). This methodology counters this by relying on an intertextual 

and discourse approach to adaptation, as outlined above, as well as conceiving of adaptation 

as a process of creative interpretation and adapted texts as evidence of doing adaptation.  

 

Adaptation by its definition is a form that involves a practical approach to problem-solving 

and self-discovery, and the analysis of doing adaptation over a twenty-five year period (not to 

mention the potential for comparison with film analyses of White Australian and Ellis Island 
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migration heritage) only enhances the heuristic potential of this research. As Cartmell and 

Whelehan have argued “[c]learly if a ‘case study’ amounts to an attempt at like-for-like 

comparison between ‘source’ and adaptation” it is of little value. However, “as advocates of 

an intertextual or dialogic approach suggest, each relationship between texts is individualised 

and dependent upon the fate of those two (or more) texts and what results by their 

interconnection and cross referencing” (Screen Adaptation 17). Analysis of the adaptation of 

multiculturalism in Australian film from 1992 to 2017, in this way, provides unprecedented 

insight into the way the policy and ideal of multiculturalism have been projected, critiqued 

and reprojected in the Australian imaginary. By returning to these films in the context of 

almost half a century of multiculturalism, this study accumulates a wealth of new knowledge 

about Australia’s multicultural and national heritage.  

 

Finally, this thesis also integrates the concept of “intersectionality” (Crenshaw), into its 

methodological approach, which has not previously been overtly undertaken by adaptation 

studies. Intersectionality, or intersectional feminism, is the premise that to fully understand a 

person’s experience of oppression, their whole range of intersecting social identities must be 

taken into account—(including race/ethnicity, gender/sex, sexuality, age, class, ability and 

education). Intersectionality is crucial for this thesis because it enables consideration of how 

the representation of migrant subjects differs according to their identity and the historical 

context in which each film is set. It is also critical to reviewing how the meaning of race and 

ethnicity have shifted over time in relation to the characterisation of Australian migrant 

subjects and the creative interpretation of multiculturalism in Australian film.  

 

First coined in 1989, Kimberle Crenshaw argues it is only by considering multiple aspects of 

identity in relation to one another that a full understanding can be developed into an 
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individual’s lived experience, especially their position of oppression and privilege in varying 

contexts (229-232). This chapter combines this approach with adaptation theory to show how 

the layering of textual identities in multicultural filmmaking is constitutive of both inclusive 

and exclusive forms of Australian nationhood. It also draws on Vivian May’s argument that, 

despite the “growing impact” of intersectionality across disciplines, and as an approach to 

policy creation and political activism, there remains a tendency to use simplified definitions 

that “ignore historical literatures or depoliticise its approach” (18-19). An improved method 

is to use intersectionality like a “prism”, that enhances and highlights insight into specific 

problems “by drawing attention to dynamics that are constitutive”, despite the fact they may 

be regularly obscured or overlooked (Crenshaw 229-232 cited by May 19). In this case, 

intersectionality is used as an overlay to critique the representation of migrant subjects with 

the added elements of sex/gender and class. 

 

 

Chapter outline 

 

In the pages that follow there is one chapter about White Australian heritage, five chapters 

about multicultural filmmaking, and a final chapter about the adaptation of United States 

migration history, followed by a shorter conclusion.  

 

Chapter 2 analyses two films that depict White colonial heritage. These film critiques 

establish a “base-line” discussion of White Australian heritage representation against which 

multicultural Australia and multicultural filmmaking can be contrasted. Picnic at Hanging 

Rock (1975) and Australia (2008) are both historical film adaptations, although one is vastly 

better regarded than the other. Where Picnic at Hanging Rock is revealing about the process 
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of heritage construction as a form of nation-building in Australian film (the epitome of the 

AFC-genre), Australia demonstrates the way that these representations have been adapted in 

a postcolonial context to meet the expectations of new audiences with new historical 

information. This chapter argues that where Picnic at Hanging Rock conceals Australia’s 

history of colonial violence behind the nostalgic imagery of women in white dresses, 

Australia problematises the colonial view, re-reading some core colonial texts in ways that 

both critique and perpetuate racialised stereotypes. 

 

Moving into the multicultural films, chapter 3 considers the genre of migrant comedy. It does 

so specifically through the characterisation of Nino Culotta in pre-multicultural film, They’re 

a Weird Mob (1966); 1980s comedy act “Con the Fruiterer”; and The Wog Boy (2000). It 

identifies some of the many issues with representing migrant subjects as satirical caricatures, 

arguing that these representations adapt each other, as well as the image of the “Australian 

legend” as an “ocker” comedy or larrikin figure. It argues that the adaptation of these 

characters within the comedy frame blurs the extent to which the appropriation and re-

appropriation of migrant stereotypes by migrant and non-migrant subjects is an act of 

blackface, or what this thesis refers to as “migrant-face”.  

 

In chapter 4, the thesis turns to the genre of romance and romantic comedy, analysing Strictly 

Ballroom (1992) and Looking for Alibrandi (2000). It argues that these films established a 

style of filmmaking that will be referred to as “multicultural romance”, and that this 

embodies the assimilatory power of heteronormative and romantic love. It also identifies the 

didacticism of this style of filmmaking through the deployment of school settings and 

“coming-of-age” narratives. The chapter then examines contrasting and more recent 

representations of multicultural romance—Alex & Eve (2015), UnIndian (2015), and Ali’s 
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Wedding (2017)—all of which portray arranged marriage. This chapter demonstrates the 

ways in which multiculturalism as a form of national heritage is culturally and religiously 

both an emancipatory and limiting framework.  

 

In chapter 5 the thesis turns to the genre of social realism, which Jacka originally contrasted 

to the AFC-genre. It examines the critical adaptation of multiculturalism in Romper Stomper 

(1992), Head On (1998) and Dead Europe (2012). In 1994, O’Regan introduced the concept 

of “critical multiculturalism” in a Special Issue of Continuum. O’Regan defined the term as 

the consideration of Indigenous issues in relation to “(official) Australian multiculturalism”, 

which he described as being concerned with “Asia mindedness”, “ethnicity, race and nation”, 

and “indigenous issues”, but in which attention to the latter was lacking (7-19). In this thesis 

critical multiculturalism refers more prosaically to those films that not only adapt and 

represent multicultural policy and discourse, but are critical of multiculturalism as a national 

ethos or as having failed to dislodge White social privilege.  

 

Chapter 5 illustrates the normative representation of everyday multiculturalism, as well as the 

portrayal of its failure as a national ethos or government policy, to counter institutionalised 

and casual racism. In Romper Stomper it considers the implications of the representation of 

racial diversity, and the underlying current of Australian racism as a White Australian 

problem, and another form of social exclusion for non-White Australians or cultural 

minorities. In Head On and Dead Europe it examines the serial adaptation of novels by 

Christos Tsiolkas, and how these adaptations function to produce a genre of critical 

multicultural filmmaking in which multiple and intersecting identities are represented. In 

Head On these are homosexuality, low social status, unemployment and youth. In Dead 

Europe these issues are transferred to Europe in the context of post-Soviet collapse, which 
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provides a counterpoint to the representation of Australia’s refugee or economic crisis. This 

chapter argues that these three films re-imagine Australia as a multicultural and irrevocably 

racist society. 

 

Chapter 6 analyses the multicultural adaptation of crime-thriller genres in The Combination 

(2009) and Cedar Boys (2009), both films that provided much needed representation for 

Australia’s Lebanese community. It then examines Down Under (2016), a comedy adaptation 

of the 2005 Cronulla race riots, during which racial and ethnic tensions between White and 

Lebanese Australians broke out into violence; and Australia Day (2017), a political-thriller 

made for television that examines a grab-bag of social issues, including Aboriginal rights, 

child abuse, farmers’ rights, race relations and sex-trafficking. This chapter argues that while 

multicultural filmmaking is a crucial form of cultural representation for migrant subjects, it 

has a growing tendency to make martyrs out of its migrant characters, constructing them 

oppositely as unfailingly good (exemplars of migrant contribution) or as inciting violence—

failing to live up to the multicultural standard Australian film has set.  

 

Chapter 7 considers a series of Australian films that include multiple languages, most of 

which represent Asian Australian characters. This chapter demonstrates the nuance of 

Australia’s multilingual films, often branded as “world cinema”. It considers these in the 

context of Australian multiculturalism, which while honouring the right to cultural expression 

continues to uphold English as the sole national language. The films analysed in this chapter 

are Floating Life (1996), La Spagnola (2001), The Finished People (2003), Footy Legends 

(2006), The Unfinished Sky (2007), and Lucky Miles (2007). While Asian or non-English 

speaking Australians are not absent from the multicultural films discussed in previous 

chapters, chapter 7 reveals that the positioning of multilingual Australians, as both migrant 
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subjects and “Australian”, remains precarious. It is conditional on context, genre, and their 

ability to perform characteristics associated with “being Australian”, or wanting to be.  

 

In chapter 8 the thesis branches out from Australia to examine three historical films that all 

re-imagine the “Ellis Island era” of migration—arrival into New York Harbour in the early 

twentieth century. Avalon (1990), The Immigrant (2013), and Brooklyn (2015) are 

adaptations, not of multiculturalism, but creative interpretations of the nationalist and critical 

historiography of United States migration. This chapter identifies the shifting meaning of race 

and ethnicity over the course of the twentieth and twenty-first century, in representations of 

Ellis Island immigrants. It reveals the ongoing tendency to foreground White heritage, even 

when celebrating the idea of an immigration nation. This final chapter draws attention to the 

transnational implications of the Australian case study that precedes it, specifically the ways 

that the “global colour line” is redrawn in film representations, not just of colonial heritage, 

but of migration and multiculturalism in Australia and beyond.  

 

In the final chapter the key findings are outlined in response to the research questions posed 

at the beginning of the thesis. The conclusion also summarises the significant contribution 

this research makes to Australian studies, film, adaptation, heritage and migration studies, 

and maps out paths for future research. 

 

 

How to read this thesis 

 

Some of the films under discussion are very famous and known around the world. Others are 

well-known, but no longer available. Others are largely unknown even in Australia. Some are 
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easy to access online via streaming services, Itunes or even YouTube—for example, They’re 

a Weird Mob and Strictly Ballroom. Or have recently become more available in an Australian 

context (Head On is a recent addition to the Special Broadcasting Service’s (SBS) online 

streaming platform, and Romper Stomper, UnIndian and Alex & Eve feature in Stan’s list of 

movies). Others, such as Floating Life, are trapped in the NFSA in Canberra, almost 

impossible to access in full.  

 

A range of methods has been used to access the films analysed in this thesis, including the 

avenues listed above. The various acts of consuming these multicultural films shows the 

exponential increase in media products and interfaces in the Internet age, highlighting the 

process of adaptation too applies in the consumption of cultural texts. While feature film is 

the primary source, its consumption is far from the context of the cinemas George Bluestone 

might have frequented, or Russel Ward for that matter. For these reasons, drawing attention 

to the intertextual and contextual relationships between these films, over multiple decades, is 

crucial to demonstrating the heritage narratives that have developed and circulate in the 

Australian imaginary. While they have not been collated until now, these narratives have 

continued to be made and remade in Australian film.  

 

While a familiarity with films such as Picnic at Hanging Rock and the general details of 

others such as Strictly Ballroom or Romper Stomper is assumed, a working knowledge of any 

of the texts, especially lesser titles such as Down Under, Australia Day and Ali’s Wedding, is 

not. That is to say that to read this thesis it is not necessary to access or watch the twenty-five 

movies that it discusses. Some are recommended viewing and others are arguably not. Either 

way, a summary of each film and the historical and social context in which it was produced is 

provided with which to contextualise the major points of each critique. The chapters that 
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follow also establish each text specifically as an adaptation, apart from and as well as their 

adaptation of multiculturalism, White colonial heritage, or Ellis Island.  

 

Given the extensive changes to Australia’s immigration program since 1901, and the shifting 

nuance of multiculturalism since the 1970s, this thesis also ensures that the study of 

multicultural heritage in Australian film is intrinsically embedded in the Australian 

historiography of migration. This makes the research both a significant new contribution to 

the study of Australian and migration history, and it contextualises the film analysis that 

follows in a way that has not been done before. At a time when there is renewed interest in 

questions of citizenship, nationhood and multiculturalism (including an Australian Senate 

Inquiry into this issue, which at the time of writing is currently underway), controversy over 

migration and national identity around the world, and when Australian multiculturalism is 

fast approaching its fiftieth year, this study is a timely contribution to the multi-disciplinary 

scholarship that informs these debates.  
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2. 

 

Women in white dresses: celebrating colonial heritage3 

 

In the 1970s, at a time when Australian society was rapidly changing, and in the lead up to 

the celebration of 200 years of British occupation, Australian film’s return to images of a 

colonial past indicated a nation anxious to construct its own White heritage. As Australian 

film gathered momentum, Picnic at Hanging Rock (1975) was the jewel in its crown. 

Emblematic of the AFC-genre and Australian new wave, Picnic at Hanging Rock was the 

first Australian-made film of this era to receive critical recognition internationally. It 

launched director Peter Weir’s career, and as an adaptation of Joan Lindsay’s novel of the 

same name (1967), was taught widely alongside the book in Australian schools for many 

years (“Picnic at Hanging Rock: 40 Years of Mystery”). Picnic at Hanging Rock, set in 1900, 

re-imagined Australia’s past as a vision of women in white dresses threatened by a sexualised 

landscape. It produced a sanitised and romantic version of White Australian heritage in 

contrast to the violent dispossession of Australia’s Indigenous people. It also imposed upon 

the landscape an inscrutability—only one of the girls who goes missing is ever found.  

 

By contrast Australia (2008), directed by Baz Luhrmann, re-imagined colonial Australia set 

in the late 1930s and early 1940s, a time immediately preceding the bombing of Darwin in 

1942, and when Aboriginal people’s lives were still governed by individual states and 

territories (as opposed to being national subjects). Indigenous Australians were not granted 

citizenship until 1949, along with other locally-born Australians, after the Nationality and 

 
3 Parts of this chapter have previously appeared in Claire McCarthy, “Adaptations Down Under: Reading 
National Identity Through the Lens of Adaptation Studies.” The Routledge Companion to Adaptation, edited by 
Dennis Cutchins, Katja Krebs and Eckart Voigts. Routledge, 2018, pp. 218-231.  
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Citizenship Act 1948 came into force. Aboriginal people were also not allowed to vote in 

Commonwealth elections until 1962 or counted in the Census until after a 1967 referendum 

(“Electoral Milestones”). Relying on an intertextual medley of sources, Australia adapts 

multiple texts, including Xavier Herbert’s Capricornia (1938) and Poor Fellow My Country 

(1975). It references Australian films such as Jedda (1955), Walkabout (1971) and We of the 

Never, Never (1982), and Hollywood classics, Gone With the Wind (1939) and The Wizard of 

Oz (1939). Significantly, Australia also adapts the history of the “Stolen Generations”— 

Aboriginal children who were taken from their families and raised in state or church-run 

institutions. Despite lacking the critical acclaim of Picnic at Hanging Rock, Australia marks a 

pivotal moment in the adaptation of colonial heritage to include Aboriginal trauma. 

 

Picnic at Hanging Rock fits the most traditional definition of adaptation, a book adapted to 

film. Australia, blurs the boundary between intertextuality and adaptation. Both films exist in 

much larger webs and have complex relationships to their sources and surrounding contexts. 

A historical perspective also informs the way these films are interpreted, along with 

Genette’s work in Palimpsests as it has been applied to adaptation studies by Hutcheon and 

Monika Pietrzak-Franger. Hutcheon describes the “palimpsestic” nature of adaptations (9), a 

metaphor she uses to explore the way that traces of past texts are always present. This chapter 

develops this concept, along with Pietrzak-Franger’s extension of Derrida’s theory of 

“hauntology”. It considers how echoes of White colonial thought are deconstructed and 

repeated in these two films.  

 

As a metaphor for adaptation, a palimpsest refers to the layering, repetition, and reuse of 

material that is inherent in the adaptation process. A palimpsest is a parchment that has been 

used again and again, and thus alludes to the ever-presence or coexistence of multiple 
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versions. The pages reveal the most recent text as well as hints and traces of writing from 

before. As a concept in adaptation studies, this metaphor allows consideration of the 

intertextual signs that cluster and manifest in the adapted entity. It also assumes an 

atmosphere or location that surrounds the adaptation and the process of its construction—its 

context.  

 

By extending the definition of adaptation to consider each text as a layered entity, this 

chapter argues the process of construction is revealed. Pietrzak-Franger argues that studying 

adaptations as palimpsests foregrounds “the constant dialogue between the past, present and 

future” (85). The past is not present in these conversations but manifests as a ghost, framing 

how we interpret the current time and plan for the future. This chapter builds on these 

concepts using them as analytical tools to consider how cultural heritage is produced via film. 

The concept of a palimpsest is also pertinent to a discussion of national heritage and identity 

because it dismisses all thought of a faithful rendition (Pietrzak-Franger 85). From an 

adaptation studies perspective this represents a chance to bury what Voigts-Virchow calls the 

“undead hand” of fidelity, casting its lingering shadow over the field (“Metadaptation” 137). 

If there can be no faithful rendition, any attempt at or claim to faithfulness, accuracy, or 

absolute truth is futile. There is no one story of Australia’s past. However, as this chapter 

demonstrates, the ongoing adaptation of visual representations of White colonial heritage are 

key to constructing a popular, and seemingly authentic, version of Australia’s past in the 

national imaginary. 

 

The palimpsest or adaptation’s capacity to haunt is not predicated on bringing the past to life 

but instead relies on acknowledging the process of adaptation in the production of meaning 

and multiple versions. The construction of heritage is, therefore, a process of adaptation and 
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interpretation rather than a representation of historical truth. The significance of this concept 

to this thesis is that it shows that the authenticity of heritage comes from the layering 

involved in producing each text, from their intertextual references, and the intersections 

between history, fiction, and myth in the social imaginary. Picnic at Hanging Rock and 

Australia are not stories that accurately reflect Australia’s past, but archival records of 

tangible and intangible cultural heritage that show how the past has been constructed for 

audiences in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. In Specters of Marx (1993), 

Derrida writes: “[t]o haunt does not mean to be present,” yet “it is necessary to introduce 

haunting into the very construction of a concept” (202). The ghost or spectre of the past 

conjured for new audiences is at the heart of the adaptation process. This chapter argues it is 

also central to how White Australian heritage narratives have sought new audiences and 

maintained their social relevance.  

 

This chapter argues that together Picnic at Hanging Rock and Australia are key markers in 

the changing production of White Australian heritage narratives, and as such provide a useful 

point of comparison for later chapters, which discuss multicultural films. Along with the 

concepts of palimpsest and retrocolonialism,4 the analysis demonstrates how some Australian 

heritage narratives have been adapted since the 1970s, serving to establish, displace, and 

recreate colonial assumptions of White racial superiority and the idea of an authentic and 

legitimate White national past. In Picnic at Hanging Rock, this occurs by problematising the 

Australian landscape as a space that is both romantic and foreboding. In Australia, the 

incorporation of Aboriginal history, based on information provided in the Bringing Them 

Home report (1997), reconstructs a colonial past in which Aboriginal people are irrevocably 

present. The chapter draws attention to the intertextual web of texts and contexts that 

 
4 “Retrocolonialism” is a term coined in “Adaptations Down Under” (McCarthy 221).  
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surround and inform each film, revealing the process of adaptation inherent in the 

construction of nostalgic forms of national identity. 

 

 

Picnic at Hanging Rock: fashioning a colonial era 

 

While the idea of the past and history are obviously related, the concept of history differs 

from heritage in that the latter cannot be verified. In his chastisement of the heritage industry, 

John Urry argues that it is debatable as to whether or not the “industry’s account is any more 

misleading than popular media” (Ch. 6). This chapter argues that film as a historical medium 

is worth re-evaluation as a heritage source, not only because of its political messaging, but its 

ability to reach vast audiences as a creative interpretation of the past. Analysing adaptive 

texts as palimpsests provides a window into representations of the past through the glass of 

contemporary culture. The view distorts in accordance with current preoccupations and 

frames of reference, as well as in consideration of various cognitive frameworks or 

knowledges with which consumers use to interpret the text. In Picnic at Hanging Rock (1967; 

1975), what is most significant in its representation of Australian heritage is the absence of 

Aboriginal people, reframing Australia’s White colonial past as beatific and unchallenged.    

 

With regard to Picnic at Hanging Rock as an adaptation, the longevity of the narrative—

starting out as a 1967 novel, made into a 1975 film, and adapted as a mini-series in 2018, not 

to mention countless other versions and remakes—is indicative of the story’s cultural 

significance. As the story typically goes, three schoolgirls and a teacher go missing at the 

now infamous Hanging Rock in rural Victoria (a state in south eastern Australia). It is part of 

a group of Australian cultural products fixated on children lost in the bush—such as novel 

and film adaptation Walkabout (1959; 1971), and autobiography and mini-series A Fortunate 
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Life (1981; 1986). Elspeth Tilley calls these texts “white-vanishing tales” (33), suggesting the 

trope is symptomatic of ongoing anxieties about White colonisation. Dermody argues the 

obsession with this theme speaks to “the guilt of the intruder”, where the lost child enables a 

way of seeing the landscape “with the eyes of a hopelessly other time and world” (“Action 

and Adventure” 82). Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs argue these narratives provide space to 

discuss “uncanny spatiality”, or issues of ownership and custody of the land (23). What is 

apparent is that the critical attention Picnic at Hanging Rock (1967; 1975) received, 

established it as a text that facilitated discussions of the legitimacy of White occupation, even 

though no Indigenous Australians feature in these versions. These analyses are predicated on 

the viewer being able to discern that Picnic at Hanging Rock is offering a selective, fictional 

memory of an Australian past. 

 

This is significant because of Picnic at Hanging Rock’s influence on Australian culture. In 

1975, Weir’s film “caught the public imagination and helped to establish the idea of a 

national cinema of a particular kind”. It ushered in a series of films “based on literary 

sources, set in a carefully re-created past, and of a gentle, decorous kind that eschewed the 

genres of the dominant American cinema” (McFarlane, “The Australian Literary Adaptation” 

90; “The Long Shadow” 109). It also contrasted with Australian genre films (horror, action, 

violence, or comedy), characterised as low-budget and lewd, and later critically-identified as 

“Ozploitation” by Mark Hartley in his documentary Not Quite Hollywood: the Wild Untold 

Story of Ozploitation! In the 1970s, Picnic at Hanging Rock created an arthouse aesthetic the 

nation could export proudly, the whimsical feel of the images enhanced by a bridal veil 

draped over the camera lens (Byrnes).  
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Adaptations of Picnic at Hanging Rock now include Yvonne Rousseau’s unsolicited sequel 

to the novel, The Murders at Hanging Rock (1980), which speculated as to what happened to 

the lost girls. Weir’s producer Patricia Lovell called her autobiography No Picnic (1995), in 

reference to the film (Byrnes). Signalling a contemporary resurgence, in 2016 Tom Wright 

adapted the story for the Malthouse Theatre. The website promoted it as a “chilling 

adaptation” of a story that has “haunted the Australian psyche for over a century” (“Season 

2016”)—a marketing move that forgot the story was published for the first time in the late 

1960s. A further adaptation was developed by New York based singer-songwriter Daniel 

Zaitchik and playwright Jordan Harrison for the Lincoln Center in 2016, suggesting this 

Australian myth is not limited by national borders. Scenes from the film have also been 

remade into a 1990s music video by Australian band Magic Dirt, and most recently appear as 

a serial adaptation for Foxtel (2018). 

 

In all these adaptations the vision that has proven most popular is one of women in white 

dresses set against the Australian landscape. The story of “Picnic at Hanging Rock”, 

however, is not restricted to the arts. In the advertising for Hanging Rock as a tourist 

destination in the Macedon Rangers, the rock is both protagonist and storyteller:  

 

 

Hanging Rock has fitted in so much over 6 million years … from sacred place for 

local indigenous people and backdrop to Joan Lindsay’s book Picnic at Hanging Rock 

and Peter Weir’s film of the same title, to a colourful host of music concerts, markets 

and popular horse races, the Rock tells many tales about the history of the Macedon 

Ranges. (“Visit Macedon Ranges”).  
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In this iteration, Aboriginal people—the Wurundjeri nation—are written back into the story, 

not as part of the tale of “Picnic at Hanging Rock”, but into the history of the land. They are 

acknowledged as having their own cultural attachment to the location that eclipses Western 

history, let alone the British Empire. 

 

As an adaptation of White colonial heritage, Picnic at Hanging Rock (1967; 1975) is neo-

Victorian. Louisa Hadley defines neo-Victorian texts as literature set in the Victorian era, but 

written in the 1960s or later (2). While the story is set in the year 1900 (a year before the 

Federation of Australia and the final year of Queen Victoria’s reign), both novel and film are 

products of the 1960s and 1970s—a time when there was a resurgence of Australian 

nationalism. Where Picnic at Hanging Rock differs from British heritage adaptations, or neo-

Victorianism, is its setting in a place so far away from the cultural centres of Britain and 

Europe. Embedding the story in the Australian landscape, which is so beautifully represented 

in the film, grounds the text as intrinsically part of Australia, framed by the idea of Australian 

national cinema’s function as a conduit for heritage and identity. Its production, however, 

reveals the illusion of the period drama’s fabrication of an authentic colonial era.  

 

In a prefatory statement in the novel Lindsay notes: 

 

 

Whether Picnic at Hanging Rock is fact or fiction, my readers must decide for 

themselves. As the fateful picnic took place in the year nineteen hundred, and all the 

characters who appear in this book are long since dead, it hardly seems important. (7)  
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This statement is designed to create suspense. It describes the participants in the narrative as 

characters, providing a reference to fictional norms, but declares they are all dead. It thus also 

suggests they are potential historical actors, although ones who cannot be authenticated. The 

story is framed as a legend, representing it as both historical and unverifiable, foregrounding 

the idea of the past (like Australian identity itself) as something that can be invented. Picnic 

at Hanging Rock, therefore, becomes a metaphor for the production of myth and fictions in 

the social imaginary. The stories that circulate in the Australian imaginary are simultaneously 

understood as authentic and as part of a national mythology, which is inherently fictitious. 

Re-examining Picnic at Hanging Rock as a historical artefact—not as history per se but as 

heritage (the creative interpretation of history)—illuminates the role of adaptation in giving 

expression and legitimacy to Australia’s colonial past.  

 

In the film this sense of authenticity is enforced by the presentation of the missing girls as 

historical fact. The film begins with white text on a black background, which reads as if it 

were an extract from a newspaper: 

 

 

On Saturday 14th February 1900 a party of school girls from Appleyard College 

picnicked at Hanging Rock near Mt Macedon in the State of Victoria. During the 

Afternoon several members of the party disappeared without a trace.  

 

 

The use of “trace” is also relevant because it shows how the text establishes the mystery as 

both subject and genre, although disrupts the usual course of events by precluding a 
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resolution where the girls are found. While the girls disappear “without a trace”, their legacy 

produced by the retelling of the story is very traceable. It also suggests that the past is entirely 

a figment of the imagination, conjured through memory and often steeped in nostalgia.  

 

Adding to this sense of nostalgia, in the 1975 film the opening scenes include a long shot of 

the towering pillars of Hanging Rock looming out of a grey mist. The title appears in a 

flourish of white cursive letters over the monolith. Zooming in, a breeze blows away dry 

thistle heads, a gesture to “time”, one of the film’s central themes. A young woman says: 

“What we see and what we seem are but a dream. A dream within a dream”. The camera 

fixes on an establishing shot of stately Appleyard College before cutting to a closeup of one 

of the main characters, Miranda, waking up in her bed. The young woman is dressed in a 

white nightgown reminiscent of British heritage adaptations, an intertext that appeals to pre-

established Australian and British audiences and aligns this heritage representation of 

Australia with its British forebears. The allusion to the dreamworld that the characters inhabit 

conveys the fiction of White ownership as a dream—or as a dream-like state—so potent it 

has proven near impossible to wake up from. 

 

Literary scholar, Svetlana Boym, describes nostalgia as “a mourning for the impossibility of 

mythical return, of the loss of an enchanted world with clear borders and value” (8). 

Enhancing the film’s sense of nostalgia for things that are irretrievable: dreams, the missing 

girls—and for the contemporary analyst, spotless images of Australia’s colonial past—the 

opening scene is complemented by an ethereal pan flute score. Nostalgia is conveyed through 

the imagery of schoolgirls in the bush, confident in their sense of belonging in the landscape 

despite the latent danger it holds. Nostalgia is also conjured through frequent references to 

time and symbols of renaissance culture. Their picnic is in celebration of Saint Valentine. As 
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Miranda walks away from the group to explore Hanging Rock she says: “[w]e shall only be 

gone a little while”, and Mademoiselle (the French tutor) says: “I know that Miranda is a 

Botticelli angel.” In this moment Miranda becomes part of an idyllic, idolised past. This 

scene of Miranda walking away is an image oft-repeated in the film, and Australian culture 

generally, recognisable to some, even if they have not seen the whole film, and adding to the 

renown of the text.  

 

Increasing the feeling of enchantment, when the picnickers wake from their naps they realise 

their watches haves stopped, and that the girls have not returned. Reinforcing their sense of 

longing for the glorious afternoon spent in the shadow of the rock—their innocence prior to 

knowing something was wrong—is their mourning for the lost girls, and the impossibility of 

turning back time to stop them wandering off. This magical disruption of time, and the texts’ 

obsession with symbols of high European culture (1967; 1975), speaks to Pietrzak-Franger’s 

proposition that while the past is always in conversation with the present and future, it can 

never be fully realised, only ever manifesting as a spectral return (79). Of the group who goes 

missing, only Irma is found, and when she makes a physical return she is attacked by the 

other students. In contrast, Miranda, depicted as blonde-haired and blue-eyed, remains a 

mythical figure, returning as a white swan (symbolising elegance, purity, and 

transformation).  

 

Miranda’s incarnation as a white, rather than black swan which is native to Australia, also 

references the influence of British culture and colonisation. The white swan, like Miranda 

and her peers, is an introduced species, one that represents White privilege in colonial 

assumptions about race. However, where colonisation is defined by the occupation and 
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dispossession of Australia’s First Nations, Picnic at Hanging Rock produces imagery of the 

colonial era entirely absent of Aboriginal people.  

 

Retrocolonialism is a useful term here, referring to a simplified construction of the past, a 

retrospective envisioning that in this context offers images of White Australian heritage that 

do not reference Aboriginal people or dispossession, let alone controversy over Land Rights 

or migration. In Overloaded: Popular Culture and the Future of Feminism (2000), Whelehan 

defines “retrosexism” as “nostalgia for a lost uncomplicated past.” Like Pietrzak-Franger’s 

characterisation of adaptations as palimpsests, retrosexism implies a re-imagining or 

conjuring that “[o]ffers a dialogue between the past and the present” given rise to by a change 

in the status quo of the gender order or fears that changes will occur (11). The gender order 

describes “a patterned system of ideological and material practices, performed by individuals 

in a society, through which power relations between women and men are made, and remade, 

as meaningful” (Pilcher and Whelehan 32). Retrocolonialism signifies a retrospective re-

ordering of racial and ethnic hierarchies, in this case, one where Indigenous or non-White 

Australians are made invisible. As an adaptation of retrosexism, retrocolonialism, hints at an 

attempt to re-imagine the colonial era absent of bloodshed, and prior and ongoing ownership. 

It signals that in a time of political flux when social orders were being challenged, a return to 

images that creatively interpreted Australian history as White was (like Miranda herself) 

incredibly attractive. 

 

Retrocolonialism differs from postcolonialism because it does not refer to an entire discourse 

or the ongoing or aftereffects of colonisation on contemporary societies. Postcolonialism is 

what Pramod Nayar defines as “the academic, intellectual, ideological and ideational 

scaffolding of the condition of decolonization” (1). Like the concept of retro or vintage 
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fashion, retrocolonialism indicates an inherent recycling or revisioning of old styles so that 

they are appealing for modern consumption. Retrocolonialism is a way of acknowledging the 

return to mythic images of Australia’s colonial heritage that are quite obviously out of step 

with historical reality, but are adapted as a sense of authentic Australian heritage, 

nevertheless. On the day of the picnic the girls are reminded by their teacher, Ms McCraw, 

that the “rock is extremely dangerous”. She bans them from “tomboy foolishness even on the 

lower slopes” and warns them about “venomous snakes and poisonous ants”. Yet the images 

as they approach their destination are bucolic. Rural Australia passes the windows of the 

carriage in faded pastel tones. Dry yellow fields appear paradoxically lush, even though 

Australia is regularly in drought. The cinematography is a celebration of the Australian 

landscape, connected to or mediated through representations of White heritage.  

 

Considering both text and landscape as palimpsest, it is possible to recognise the latent 

danger in this mythology. As a revision of the past, the retrocolonial perspective that Picnic 

at Hanging Rock provides, obscures and draws attention to crucial issues in Australian 

history, in part through absence. As the carriage approaches the picnic ground, Mr Hussey 

(the driver) tells the girls that Hanging Rock is more than one thousand years old. Ms 

McCraw corrects him saying it is millions of years old: “Quite a recent eruption really”, 

language which gestures to the sexual overtones in the narrative. One of the girls peers up at 

the rocky outcrop and in a baby voice says: “Waiting a million years, just for us” (1975). Ms 

McCraw is positioned as somewhat of a geology expert, and as an older woman not nearly so 

naïve as the girls, but her characterisation does nothing to save her from her mysterious fate 

on the rock, reinforcing the idea that the landscape can never be completely known or 

understood. Through a postcolonial lens, these statements also register the absence of the 

nation’s first people from the text. More than forty years since the film was released, these 
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gaps represent both blissful ignorance and a statement of ownership attributed to the 

dominant White Australian community. The characters romanticise place through their awe 

over the longevity of the landscape and by imagining they are the only ones in it. In this 

version of the national story, the landscape has been waiting just for them, making the film 

itself an adaptation of terra nullius (the idea that Australia was uninhabited and the legal 

basis on which the land was claimed for the British Empire).  

 

Yet the scenery is imbued with risk and agency. Where there is no human identified as 

responsible for the girls’ disappearance, it must be the power of the rock formation itself that 

has lured them away. The mass of Hanging Rock—its age, the uncertainty it inspires, and the 

mysterious disappearance of the girls—all suggest a retrospective, White imagining of the 

colonial era, one that forgets the land was not, or is not, solely the resource or product of 

White settlers, but is nevertheless uneasy. Ross Gibson argues the film became “the 

projective screen for a persistent national neurosis deriving from the fear and fascination of 

the preternatural continent”. The representation of the landscape “as generically Australian” 

was a crucial statement about Australian identity (“Camera Natura” 69). The proposition that 

the rock had been waiting for the girls the whole time implies these fears are both real and 

imagined, and reiterates the assumption of Whiteness as part of Australian nationhood.  

 

The statements laying claim to the rock formation invest the Australian landscape with a 

sense of White ownership, which Aileen Moreton Robinson argues is at the heart of non-

Indigenous, White Australian belonging. Grounded in the colonial era (or in this case the 

representation of that past): 
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this sense of belonging … is derived from ownership and achievement and is 

inextricably tied to a racialized social status that confers certain privileges: a social 

status that is enhanced by a version of Australian history that privileges the exploits of 

white Australians by representing them as the people who made this country what it is 

today. (2) 

 

 

It is also ironic. The lack of Aboriginal people in 1970s Australian film landscapes, 

representing the colonial era, conjure for the historically-aware viewer a sense of the injustice 

that these images, like colonisation, still inflict in a postcolonial society. Referring to 

Australian society in the 1800s, Catherine E. Rigby describes a “double dislocation”—the 

dual displacement of Aboriginal people from their land, and the mass transportation of 

convicts from Britain to Australia (71). Retrocolonialism reveals that in visual terms there is 

a further dislocation occurring. As Aboriginal people were dispossessed of their lands, so too 

were they dispossessed from iconic Australian screen representations of the nation’s past. 

With the bicentenary celebration of British arrival coming up in 1988, “inventing Australia” 

(White, Inventing Australia), including constructing and perpetuating White Australian 

heritage through an Australian national cinema, was of utmost ideological importance.5  

 

When Picnic at Hanging Rock produced these retrocolonial images, the Aboriginal Land 

Rights Movement was in full swing, the White Australia policy was being abolished, and 

multiculturalism was being introduced (Collins and Davis 1-10; Jupp, From White Australia 

to Woomera 12). However, the zeitgeist embodied by Picnic at Hanging Rock was a fixation 

 
5 For a more detailed analysis of Aboriginal screen representation in the late twentieth century see Marcia 
Langton’s “Well, I Heard it on the Radio and I Saw it on the Television …”: an Essay for the Australian Film 
Commission on the Politics and Aesthetics of Filmmaking By and About Aboriginal People and Things. 
Australian Film Commission, 1993. 
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on representing images of White heritage imbued with a sense of nostalgia for an intangible 

and impossible past. While these images were adapted from 1960s literature, as opposed to 

historical events, they still produced a powerful sense of White national identity, situated in 

the Australian landscape and connected to “legitimate” colonial ownership. Through the 

process of adaptation, Picnic at Hanging Rock offers a spectral return to an imagined past. It 

provides lineage to Australia’s heritage through colonial and White interpretations, but it is 

haunted by the knowledge of what actually occurred. 

 

Considered with this retrocolonial lens, Picnic at Hanging Rock has many similarities with 

British heritage adaptations of the 1980s: a dream-like aesthetic, the adaptation of literature 

to screen, and a return to seemingly non-controversial stories about the nation in the context 

of contemporary political change. The idea of heritage as a theoretical concept developed in 

Britain in the 1980s “to describe an emerging political use of the past in the cause of identity 

definition and formation” (Childs 89). Heritage was conceived, not as history handed down 

from the past to present, but as a series of appropriated representations of the past that are 

“superimposed”, one upon the other “by a modern generation” (Childs 89). In Britain the 

term “heritage film” came to address issues of national, ethnic, cultural, class, and gender 

ideologies (Voigts-Virchow, “Heritage and Literature” 123). Analysis of these films drew 

attention to the way the heritage of certain groups of people attempted to take possession of 

the past. Voigts-Virchow argues: 

 

 

Heritage industries (film, novels, tourism, theme parks, etc.) re-establish the past as a 

property or possession, which by ‘natural’, or better, ‘naturalized’ right to birth, 
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‘belongs’ to the present or to be more precise, to certain interests or concerns active in 

the present. (“Heritage and Literature” 123) 

 

 

As a heritage adaptation, Picnic at Hanging Rock provided a reference point for late 

twentieth century Australia to a cultural history that privileged White settler experiences and 

literary histories, even in the context of greater recognition of First Nations and post-war 

migrants. However, in contrast to British heritage films it is inextricably related to the 

mystery and allure of the Australian bush, a heritage portrayal that is also easily differentiated 

from multicultural films, which tend to be set in cities and suburbs. As the spectre of Picnic 

at Hanging Rock remains in the Australian imaginary, adapting into an ever-expanding 

intertextual palimpsest, so do assumptions about an explicitly White past, refracted through 

angelic women and rural vistas that lie in the shadows of an ominous landscape. Weir’s film 

is layered with romantic yet hostile representations of the Australian bush, symptomatic of 

real fears about the ongoing adaptation of Australia’s national identity to recognise 

Aboriginal rights and to include the growing cultural diversity brought about by migration. 

This is its enduring legacy. 

 

The NFSA argues that “a key factor in Picnic at Hanging Rock’s ongoing appeal is that the 

mystery of the disappearing girls is never solved” (“Picnic at Hanging Rock: 40 Years of 

Mystery”). But in Lindsay’s original manuscript it was. A final chapter removed prior to 

publication explained the girls as having leapt from the rock into a time warp. Despite the 

printing of this coda in The Secret of Hanging Rock (1987), the popular version of the 

narrative remains the one where the girls disappear without a trace, signifying the hidden 

risks of a stolen landscape, and its unfathomable meaning for White audiences. Aside from 
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the allure of a perpetual mystery, this version of Picnic at Hanging Rock has gained and 

maintained cultural traction because of its long tradition of adaptation outlined earlier in the 

chapter. Had Picnic at Hanging Rock remained in novel form alone, it is likely that—as with 

the girls who go missing, besides Miranda—the story would never have been heard of again.  

 

Picnic at Hanging Rock, as a palimpsestuous adaptation, is evidence of the tangible and 

intangible aspects of White colonial heritage. In 2018 this was honoured by a mini-series 

adaptation for Foxtel. The 2018 version references Weir’s film, splicing and mimicking old 

footage in ways that literally retro-vision the text. Natalie Dormer (who played Margaery 

Tyrell in Game of Thrones) stars as schoolmistress Mrs Appleyard, and Madeleine Madden 

(who is an Australian Aboriginal actor) is cast as Marion Quade (“A Foxtel Original Series”). 

These changes demonstrate how adaptations adjust to meet the expectations of new 

audiences. 

 

In the 1975 film Marion Quade is one of the girls who follows Miranda up the rock. She is 

the spitting image of Miranda but wears glasses codifying her as less attractive and as such 

less popular. Marion also speaks with a philosophical tone, which the glasses help to 

authenticate. She says things like: “A surprising number of human beings are without 

purpose, though it is probable that they are performing some function unknown to 

themselves.” Quade’s function in Weir’s film is as sidekick to Miranda. Her transformation 

in the 2018 version, to a stunning brunette who is the “mixed-race” daughter of a White 

Judge and his Aboriginal lover, performs a political purpose.  

 

Quade circa 2018 passes up glasses for what a reviewer describes as a “bookishness” that 

provides the “basis for an improper romance with Miss McCraw” (Patterson n.p.). Alongside 
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the development of a lesbian theme, the casting of an Aboriginal actor as Marion, and the 

overt inclusion of Aboriginality as part of her character’s identity, represents a shift, hinting 

at the history of the Stolen Generations. While the children who were taken were typically 

raised in very different institutions to the elite finishing school represented by Appleyard 

College, as a conversation between the past, present and the future, this inclusion 

demonstrates the way that screen representations can give effect to changing expectations and 

priorities in the representation of national heritage.  

 

  

Australia: the yellow brick road to nationhood 

 

A different example of the adaptation of colonial heritage to include new perspectives is 

Australia (2008). Australia is a self-described “epic”. Where historically epics have been set 

in Africa, Asia or the “Wild West”, Luhrmann wanted a setting not associated with 

contemporary hardship or social ills. Of his home country, he said “Australia, to the rest of 

the world, is just far away, and Australia in the Thirties was the faraway of the faraway” 

(“How We Made” n.p.). Part romance, adventure, quest, and war movie, Australia is set on 

the cusp of World War II, but still draws on characters and tropes from the colonial era, such 

as “the drover” (an Australian-style cowboy), and the figure of a “traditional” Aboriginal 

man living remotely, and named after a British monarch. Australia also disrupts these 

stereotypes by including the history of the Stolen Generations in its framing and plot. 

 

As an adaptation, Australia draws from Hollywood, Australian film, literature and history, 

characteristic of the “archivism” of Luhrmann’s work, which makes recurring references to 

film history and visual cultures (Morris n.p.). It pays homage to stunning scenery of far 
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northern Australia, and was distributed internationally in cinemas and in various short form 

advertisements for Tourism Australia (Cook 6), extending its reach. Australia contrasts with 

Luhrmann’s earlier work which is referred to as the “red carpet” trilogy: Strictly Ballroom 

(1992) adapted an Australian story to the world of ballroom dancing (analysed in chapter 4); 

Romeo + Juliet (1996) adapted Shakespeare to a grungy L.A. setting of gang warfare and 

excess; and Moulin Rouge (2001) was a musical that re-imagined the world of late nineteenth 

century Parisian cabaret. Where Luhrmann’s early work de-centred cultural expectations 

about Australian cinema (steering away from bush settings and including musical scores at 

odds with the periods portrayed), Australia homes in on and maximises the representation of 

Australian stereotypes. Yet like the “red carpet” films, Australia is a love story. 

 

Set on a remote cattle station called “Faraway Downs”, in Darwin, and the outback, Australia 

stars Nicole Kidman as Englishwoman “Lady Ashley” and Hugh Jackman as “Drover”. Lady 

Ashley travels to Australia to check up on her husband who owns the station. She finds him 

dead on arrival and takes over the station, including custody of a young Aboriginal boy, 

Nullah. Kidman’s character embodies the trope of an educated White woman transported 

from the city to the Australian bush, in this case affluent England to the “Land of Oz”—an 

intertext with The Wizard of Oz (1939). Her character references the AFC-genre, resembling 

Jeannie Gunn in We of the Never, Never (1982), which is a biopic about Gunn’s adaptation to 

isolated, rural life. Drover, performed by Jackman (another Australian-darling made good in 

America),6 is another colonial heritage intertext. The character of “the drover” was 

immortalised by Henry Lawson in “The Ballad of the Drover (1889), and by Walter Withers 

 
6 For more on star discourse as a perspective on reading adaptations see Cartmell and Whelehan (Screen 
Adaptation 17-19; 97). 
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in his painting “The Drover” (1912). Australia transforms the generic use of the term into a 

pronoun, emphasising the character’s mythic status.  

 

Over the course of the film, Lady Ashley and Drover fall in love, herd cattle to the coast for 

sale, survive the 1942 bombing of Darwin, and rescue Nullah from capture and detention. 

These narratives embody the “rules of classical Hollywood”, which “unofficially” include 

preference for narrative over form, a lack of moral ambiguity, character-driven and 

identifiable genre structure, reliable time-space constructs, an action scene, and intertextual 

references to other films (Cartmell and Whelehan, Screen Adaptation 77). The focus of this 

analysis, however, is on the intertextual codification of the history of the Stolen Generations 

by the film. This inclusion, as part of tried-and-tested White Australian imagery, was 

significant because it was the first time this very upsetting part of Australia’s history was 

included in a Hollywood-style movie. Films such as Rabbit Proof Fence (2002) broke the 

mold representing these issues from the point of view of Aboriginal Australians, but 

Australia was the first film to represent this part of Australian history as inextricably 

connected to the fabled representation of White heritage.  

 

First brought to light in the Bringing Them Home report in 1997—the outcome of a national 

inquiry—the Stolen Generations refer to thousands of Aboriginal children forcibly removed 

from their families by the Australian Government from the late nineteenth until the mid to 

late twentieth century. Child removal supported the objectives of the White Australia policy 

(Markus 176). Based on colonial assumptions that Indigenous Australians were inferior to the 

White “race”, the idea was that Aboriginality (specifically children with both an Aboriginal 

and White parent) could be assimilated into a dominant White culture. These children were 

raised in government institutions or Christian missions and trained for lives of servitude. 
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Others were adopted by White families. Denied the right to grow up in their birth 

communities, separated from culture, language and country—which constitutes a profound 

aspect of Indigenous knowledges—these children endured systemic abuse, and many suffered 

lifelong disadvantage, including poor physical and mental health. The Bringing Them Home 

report found: 

 

 

The laws, policies and practices which separated Indigenous children from their 

families have contributed directly to the alienation of Indigenous societies today. 

 

For individuals, their removal as children and the abuse they experienced at the hands 

of the authorities or their delegates have permanently scarred their lives. The harm 

continues in later generations, affecting their children and grandchildren. 

 

 

The report argued that there was a need to revision or redress historical accounts, stating:  

 

 

In no sense has the Inquiry been “raking over the past” for its own sake. The truth is 

that the past is very much with us today, in the continuing devastation of the lives of 

Indigenous Australians. That devastation cannot be addressed unless the whole 

community listens with an open heart and mind to the stories of what has happened in 

the past and, having listened and understood, commits itself to reconciliation. 
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Noting intergenerational suffering and the desperate need to revise Australian history to 

include these stories, the report recommended that government acknowledge and apologise; 

guarantee against repetition; and provide restitution and rehabilitation, including monetary 

compensation. For the next decade, Prime Minister John Howard (Liberal 1996-2007) 

refused to even consider an apology. His position became symbolic of the failure of the 

nation-state to even attempt to reconcile in good faith with its Indigenous people, and was not 

overturned until Prime Minister Kevin Rudd was elected in 2007 (ALP 2007-2010; 2013).  

 

In February 2008, just months before Australia was released, Prime Minister Rudd officially 

apologised to the Stolen Generations in the Australian Parliament. As an adaptation of White 

heritage, Australia’s release at this watershed moment in Australian politics, was 

instrumental in representing a new version of the nation’s past to domestic and international 

audiences. While critics have engaged with Australia on the basis of its intertextual 

referencing of twentieth century film culture (Nugent; Morris), this chapter is concerned with 

the film’s adaptation of Aboriginal history into or as part of mainstream Australian heritage 

narratives. As a sympathetic acknowledgement of this history, Australia addresses the history 

of child removal in written text as part of the opening section of the film, and through the 

character of Nullah whose mother dies protecting him from a villainous policeman who is 

trying to take him away. The police officer, Neil Fletcher, played by David Wenham, is later 

revealed as Nullah’s White father.  

 

As outlined in the introduction, neither the process nor product of adaptation occurs in a 

vacuum: “major shifts in a story’s context—that is, for example, in a national setting or time 

period—can change radically how the transposed story is interpreted, ideologically and 

literally” (Hutcheon 28). Screen adaptations “can re-vision a well-worn narrative for a new 
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audience inhabiting a very different cultural environment, and their relationship to the 

‘origin’ may itself change enormously”. The process of adaptation is therefore both “an act of 

criticism and reparation simultaneously; a text may well have outlived its usefulness or 

become too tired for contemporary tastes”, requiring updating (Cartmell and Whelehan, 

Screen Adaptation 23). In Australia, the inclusion of the Stolen Generations was a chance to 

act on the Bringing them Home report and pursue a reconciliation agenda. It also provided a 

new marketing opportunity by revamping stale narratives of White Australia.  

 

In Australian Cinema After Mabo (2004), Felicity Collins and Therese Davis argue that after 

the Mabo decision in 1992 a process of “backtracking” occurred. Otherwise known as Native 

Title, Mabo was a Supreme Court decision that recognised Aboriginal Land Rights for the 

first time and rejected the legal doctrine of terra nullius. After Mabo, Australian film 

underwent a revisioning that demonstrated a major “paradigm shift in Australian historical 

consciousness” (3-4). As a mode of representation, backtracking refers to the adaptation of 

moments, characters, or tropes associated with Australian national identity, that are 

reconstructed, inverted or transformed in the context of a new social and political imaginary. 

After the national apology to the Stolen Generations, Australia signified a similar 

backtracking.  

 

The film rewrote the relationship between representations of national heritage, Whiteness, 

Aboriginal history and the past. It offered a new vision for film audiences that shifted the way 

colonial heritage in Australia is portrayed, and it symbolised that Aboriginal history was no 

longer detachable from Australian histories but a fundamental part. Australia did this by 

foregrounding its own status as an adaptation, peppering the text with clichés, stereotypes and 
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familiar imagery, making it a conduit for a less easily acknowledged history. Australia is an 

“extended intertextual engagement” (Hutcheon 8-9), with Australian history and identity.  

 

With regard to considering Australia as an adaptation, it is worth returning to adaptation 

scholars, Cartmell and Whelehan, who suggest:  

 

 

[o]ne of the seductions of adaptation criticism is that the literary text will not 

disappear, and its traces (often obscured or unacknowledged) come to the surface in 

numerous ways, just as an adaptation, particularly a successful one, inhabits and 

imprints itself upon the notional “original”. (Screen Adaptation 12) 

 

 

The same might be said of a series of sources, contexts and intertexts at play in the film. 

Australia explicitly acknowledges Xavier Herbert, a prize-winning Australian author (1901-

1984). Herbert’s writing encapsulated many stories set in remote Australia involving 

relations between White and Indigenous Australians and is a hallmark of twentieth century 

Australian literature. Testimonials by Aboriginal people who contributed to the film were not 

given the same recognition in the credits (Nugent 51), which suggests the valuing of some 

sources over others. It also signals that preferencing the recognition of written culture over 

oral histories was a way of legitimising the film as a historical representation. 

 

Australia also adapted and appropriated from well-known Hollywood movies, such as Victor 

Fleming’s The Wizard of Oz (1939) and Gone With the Wind (1939). The timing of these 

films, released when Australia is set, suggests that Luhrmann’s epic is not just adapting the 
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past in a historical sense, but is intertextually referencing itself as an adaptation of multiple 

versions (and fictions) of the past as they have been constructed on film. Demonstrating that 

national heritage is also not exclusive to nationally produced cultural products, there are 

recurring references to The Wizard of Oz throughout Australia, including Lady Ashely 

singing “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”, and framing statements such as: “The story takes 

place in a faraway land called Oz”. These intertexts embed Australia in a transnational 

discourse of film and film history, providing an excellent analogy for the complex production 

of heritage. Australia, as an adaptation, used these intertextual and contextual references to 

construct a more acceptable representation of Australia’s past in the context of the country’s 

freshly acknowledged treatment of its First Nations. 

 

In Australia, the inclusion of a controversial part of Australian history, encased in the 

material-frame of a Hollywood feature film is evidence of multiple voices, and an example of 

the layering process through which cultural heritage develops. Bound up in the lavish 

trappings of a blockbuster, the bitter pill of Australian race relations is made easier to 

swallow. However, it is not necessarily fully able to surpass the conservative stereotypes of 

the past either. The intertextual references were located in an altered context, which 

successfully undercut some of the earlier meanings and resonances, but in other ways 

perpetuated them. Derrida’s theory of hauntology applies here, with the argument that 

multiple narratives are always in play, a dialogic situation, which forms the basis of an ethical 

encounter (Specters of Marx, xvii-xix). Australia’s effectiveness as an act of reparation and 

restitution, or as a representation that caused further damage, became a point of debate, 

triggering a variety of critical responses.  
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While Australia is an example of retelling old stories in more palatable ways for 

contemporary audiences, the film also received criticism for perpetuating colonial stereotypes 

and ideologies. As a palimpsest, the film was able to revision a series of colonial narratives 

presenting them in a postcolonial context in ways that recognised some of the harms done to 

Aboriginal people, and gave increased agency to Aboriginal characters. As with Lady Ashley 

and Drover, however, the legacy of colonial assumptions also manifests in the character of 

King George, Nullah’s grandfather. King George is represented as an Aboriginal elder who 

does not speak English, and who continues to live traditionally in remote Australia. This is 

signified by the character’s style of dress, the spears he always carries, and the role he plays 

protecting Nullah from his White biological father, continuing to teach him about their 

culture. As a singular figure in the landscape (the other Aborigines in the film all work on the 

cattle station), King George also embodies the assumption that Aboriginal people or culture 

would die out, portraying him as the “last of his kind”.  

 

This characterisation is enhanced by “King George’s” name, honouring the British monarch, 

King George VI (1937-1952). This nomenclature also references a tradition imposed upon 

Aboriginal people by colonisers to manipulate them into acquiescence (“Creation of 

Aboriginal Kings”). It is an ironic and condescending use of a royal title in the context of a 

people divested of their power and land. In a postcolonial context, this trope conversely 

performs a move towards decolonisation. The reigning monarch, in the logic of the film, is an 

Aboriginal man, symbolising that sovereignty over the land was never ceded. Played by 

David Gulpilil, King George also connects Australia to a long history of Australian 

filmmaking in which Aboriginal people have been present. Gulpilil has performed in 

Walkabout (1971), Storm Boy (1976), The Last Wave (1977), Crocodile Dundee (1986), 
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Crocodile Dundee II (1988), The Tracker (2002), Rabbit Proof Fence (2002), The 

Proposition (2005), and Ten Canoes (2006).7 

 

Including representations that are both fraught and potentially transformative, Australia was 

perceived as inherently political and hugely problematic by some viewers. One of the film’s 

most strident supporters was Marcia Langton (an established Aboriginal academic). Its 

biggest critic was Germaine Greer (an Australian born feminist and author living in England). 

Both were drawn to the way Australia adapts national history to acknowledge past injustices. 

In her review, Marcia Langton wrote: “In fabulous hyperbolic film Australia, Baz Luhrmann 

has leaped over the ruins of the ‘history wars’ and given Australians a new past—a myth of 

national origin that is disturbing, thrilling, heartbreaking, hilarious and touching” (n.p.). The 

“history wars” refer to a debate between historians, politicians and right-wing media 

commentators in the 1990s and early 2000s about the impact of colonisation on Aboriginal 

people. Several prominent academics were accused of exaggerating the levels of colonial 

violence to construct a “black armband” version of history.8 By declaring Australia had 

surpassed these debates, Langton’s critique reframed the contestation of Aboriginal history—

not as a matter of historiography—but as a matter of competing stories in the social 

imaginary. Langton considered Australia to have finally provided a “new” national story that 

accounted for Indigenous history, within a popular White colonial frame.  

 

 
7 Tracing David Gulpilil’s career provides a history of its own of Australian film as it intersects with Aboriginal 
Australia. For more on Gulpilil see Felicity Collins’s “The Ethical Violence of Celebrity Chat: Russell Crowe 
and David Gulpilil” and Lisa French’s “David Gulpilil, Aboriginal Humour and Australian Cinema.”  
8 Keith Windshuttle’s The Fabrication of Aboriginal History (2002) questioned the extent of colonial violence 
towards Aboriginal people. Henry Reynolds and Lyndall Ryan, who were targeted in Windshuttle’s critique, 
responded in an anthology edited by Robert Manne, On Keith Windschuttle's Fabrication of Aboriginal History 
(2003), arguing that the extent of violence on the frontier had not been exaggerated. 
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In contrast, Germaine Greer called Australia a “disaster” and took it to task for historical 

inaccuracies about the cattle industry, the bombing of Darwin, race relations between White 

and Indigenous Australians, and the failure to represent Darwin as a “multiracial” city. Greer 

also accused Australia of having a Mills and Boon plot and took personal issue with 

Langton’s acclaim, describing Langton as an “odd champion” and her reaction as “frothed 

and foamed” (n.p.). Both Langton and Greer make salient points in their reviews. Australia 

does include problematic representations. Drover is an emblem of stereotypical, Australian 

masculinity (the Australian legend). King George’s name is a symbol of colonial 

condescension. Lady Ashley becomes the White mother of an Aboriginal boy, displacing his 

living Aboriginal grandparents. However, these tropes are also subverted. Drover is called 

out for his simplistic view of Aboriginal culture when he lets Nullah (a small boy) go off into 

the bush alone. Lady Ashley uses her social standing (as a White woman) to advocate on 

behalf of Aboriginal mothers for an end to child removal. Kidman’s character thus repeats 

injustice and puts forward the case against it, using star power to add profile to the argument 

that the practice was inhumane. An adaptation studies analysis suggests that the rehearsal of 

this trope makes a powerful statement about the effect of child removal, serving as both 

perpetuation and critique. Through the character of Lady Ashley, who is also separated from 

Nullah (whom she considers a son) when he is captured, non-Indigenous viewers are 

introduced to a touch of heartbreak felt by Aboriginal mothers and families. While this in no 

way can be compared to the reality of the history of the Stolen Generations, a positive of the 

film, or what perhaps appealed to Langton, was that the magnitude of these experiences was 

being represented on screen in a feature-length blockbuster.  

 

Through the villainous character of Nullah’s father, the text also points out that the history of 

the Stolen Generations is not reserved as a story of matrilineal grief and loss. It is intimately 
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connected to a history of sexual oppression—the exploitation of Aboriginal women by White 

men. Where Langton celebrates Australia as having elevated the cultural status of Indigenous 

heritage to that of a nationally imagined past, Greer critiques the film’s historical 

inaccuracies. Greer’s view is predicated on the idea that Luhrmann attempted to, or even that 

he could, produce the definitive version of “Australia”, and by association of Australian 

history. Langton, on the other hand, considers Australia as a palimpsest—part of the ongoing 

construction of Australian heritage and a creative interpretation of history—one that can no 

longer exclude Indigenous pasts.  

 

What is radical about Australia as an adaptation, is not its rehearsal of colonial hang-ups, but 

that these are disrupted in the social imaginary and fused with a new set of stories brought to 

light by Bringing Them Home. Australia is “an allegorical reframing of Australian colonial 

history” (Collins, “After the Apology” 71). As a process of haunting, sifting through the 

layers of the palimpsest, these representations reveal the potential for conversations between 

the past and the present, and ethical encounters with multiple histories—Indigenous, colonial 

and Other—in ways that herald a more just future. Australia is not a documentary. It is “a 

highly orchestrated event in national screen culture and world cinema” that “commodifies” 

and “politicizes the past by pastiching film history and putting new images into circulation” 

(Collins, “After the Apology” 65-77). This commodification makes it vastly different from 

First Australians (2008), a documentary Langton advised on. Where First Australians had a 

responsibility to be as accurate as possible, Australia can only ever be read as a fictional 

representation. It is both a tribute and critique of Australian history and film culture, 

problematising earlier representations of Indigenous Australians, as well as carrying on these 

tropes.  
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Considering the process of adaptation, demonstrates the vexed nature of constructing film 

representations of Australian heritage. It reveals the layering through which the past is 

created in film cultures and how it can be remade as authentic, legitimate, inaccurate and 

mythological, blurring the status of “truth” and fiction. By seeking to authenticate the 

representation of Australia as historically accurate, Greer’s criticism (akin to a fidelity 

approach) found the film had not matched up with the historical, political and social reality 

and must be written-off. Academic study continues to return “to the criterion of fidelity and 

its other associated binary distinctions of type and value to critique their inconsistencies and 

implications” (Brooker 208). As an example, Greer looks for accuracy in a place it can never 

be found.  

 

Australia deploys clichés and stereotypes to produce what would be perceived as an authentic 

screen version of the past—one that made the representation of a brutal part of Australian 

history more acceptable and easily dispensed to a wide audience. This demonstrates that 

colonial ideologies are not easily displaced by greater social and historical awareness and 

must resort to fusing multiple narratives. Not wishing to disrupt the imagery of colonial 

Australia to the extent it was unrecognisable, Australia exists within an intertextual 

framework that reflects broader issues in Australia as a postcolonial society. It adapts 

prescient topics, such as the history of the Stolen Generations, within a familiar depiction of 

colonial Australia. While to Greer the outcome was a lousy repetition of colonial oppression, 

for Langton the newfound visibility for Indigenous Australia as an intrinsic part of White 

colonial heritage was a sign of ideological change. 

 

While in most cases heritage is viewed positively as an honouring or commemoration of the 

past, in the Australian nation-state it has been the case that Aboriginal history has been 
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characterised conversely by dispossession and ongoing disadvantage, as well as by denial and 

conflict at the political level. For instance, the “history wars” and refusal by Howard to 

apologise. In her work on “negative heritage and past mastering”, Lynn Meskell argues that 

“dissonant heritage” is that which does not accord with society’s master narratives (557-574). 

Australia plays a role as an adaptation in reshaping these master narratives. It takes what 

Meskell calls “negative heritage” and revises it so that it is a constitutive and inescapable part 

of national heritage, which typically “occupies a positive and culturally elevated position” 

(557-574). The elevation of the Stolen Generations as a narrative in the national mythology 

was, therefore, a sign that Aboriginal history had finally reached the mainstream. 

 

The result is what Emig might describe as a “breaking out of this implicit discourse of 

authority”. In his discussion of the link between adaptation theory and postcolonialism, Emig 

suggests that the process of adaptation opens itself up to vastly different modes of reception 

and expertise (19), in this case far beyond debates of historical accuracy. The concept of 

“mimicry”—defined by Homi K. Bhabha as “almost the same, but not quite”—is drawn on 

by Emig to refer to the way that cultural appropriation occurs (20). Bhabha claims that within 

the process of mimicry there is “an ironic compromise”, a tension between identity, history, 

and change. Emig suggests that the “cultural power” of the original comes from the 

“monumentality” of its construction (19-20). In a film named “Australia”, it is also the case 

that acknowledging the film’s status as an adaptation offers a new starting point. It 

foregrounds the intertextual and contextual process of construction, highlighting how 

Australian heritage is adapted through the telling and retelling of stories in reference to other 

texts and contexts. 
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However, as Greer and Langton’s opposing views suggest, it is indeed an “ironic 

compromise”. Australia revisions the fictions of the past, incorporating contemporary 

sensitivities and postcolonial awareness. It shines light on a part of Australian history that in 

2008 had rarely been represented in films that primarily depicted a White colonial past and it 

gave this history a massive domestic and international reach. Australia’s status as an 

adaptation, in relation to previous representations, such as Picnic at Hanging Rock as a 

leading light of the AFC-genre, enabled it to unsettle associations with the past and comment 

on how White Australian narratives have been constructed.  

 

Considering Australia as an adaptation goes beyond the intertextual framework of the film’s 

composition to be both an artefact and expression of intangible cultural heritage. As an 

adaptation the film conjures familiar tropes and images, but it does so in ways that unsettle 

prior associations and comments on White Australian narratives of the past. The motif that 

best expresses this in the film is storytelling. In the opening scene Nullah and his grandfather 

are silhouetted against a brilliant orange sunrise. Nullah says: “My Grandfather teach me 

most important lesson of all. Tell ‘em story.” This line is repeated throughout the film, 

suggesting that the version of “Australia” Luhrmann has captured is one of many. At the end 

of the film the camera pans out to the destruction left after the bombing of Darwin, and then 

to Drover, Lady Ashley, and Nullah driving home. Nullah’s voiceover says: “One thing I 

know is why we tell stories is most important of all. That’s how you keep them people 

belonging always.”  

 

As well as preaching a message of inclusion, Nullah’s narration draws attention to the 

importance of oral history in Indigenous cultures and memory-making. Kate Darian-Smith 

and Paula Hamilton argue that “oral histories have been utilized in a multitude of memory 
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practices”, including film (11). Film serves as a performance of collective memory giving 

expression to oral traditions and is fundamental to the process of change in the social 

imaginary. Australia as a historical film, and as a fantasy history, is a creative interpretation 

of the past to include Aboriginal people in the national story. In 2008 this made it a far more 

convincing and disruptive representation than other versions of Australian heritage film. By 

adapting a range of tropes associated with the nationalist construction of Australia to include 

Aboriginal stories, Australia remade the picture of Australian heritage to one that is vastly 

more inclusive than prior versions. It disrupted the stereotype of legitimate White ownership, 

and it revealed the ongoing effects of colonisation far beyond the initial period of White 

settlement. Through the palimpsestuous layering of Hollywood, Australiana, star power, and 

aspects of Australian history that invite postcolonial critique and restitution, Australia is a 

vehicle through which a new story of the nation could be told.  

 

 

Conclusion: what about multicultural heritage? 

 

Returning to the conceptual framework, in which it is argued that film is a record in a 

physical (archival) and intangible sense of heritage—otherwise construed as myth and 

folklore—it is worth considering what that means for the ongoing construction of the nation. 

If nations are narrated (Anderson; Shohat and Stam), Australia, a film named after a nation-

state, reveals the process of adaptation at the heart of this construction. Rather than offer a 

definitive version of “Australianness”, Luhrmann’s Australia presents a narrative, a creative 

interpretation of the nation in the medium of film. This thesis also argues it offers a template 

for reconstructing versions of Australian nationhood again and again. In the closing scene, 

King George takes Nullah into the bush to learn more about his culture, saying to Lady 
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Ashley as they go: “You have been on a journey. Now we are heading home to my country, 

to our country.” Lady Ashley responds: “And I will hear you.” Framed in this way, Australia 

serves as a metanarrative for the way heritage is constructed and reconstructed through the 

process of adaptation, predicated not only on the telling of national stories, but their 

consumption (who is listening). 

 

As Bhabha claims, nations are only ever realised in the imagination (“mind’s eye”) (1). Film 

offers a visual dimension to this collective imagining. It is a site where auteurs can 

problematise or blur assumptions about colonial heritage and Whiteness. It is a space where 

non-White Australians can be depicted in ways that make cultural diversity highly visible. 

This is empowering for those communities who are able to finally see themselves physically 

and historically inserted into the narrative (and it is this aspect of Australia that was so valued 

by Langton). However, there is also a limiting effect when representations are grounded in 

stereotypes, (which is Greer’s take on Australia). The question might be asked—in regard to 

are we who we watch?—what is better: absence, as in Picnic at Hanging Rock, or inclusion, 

as in Australia, but with a failure to fully dislodge conservative representations? 

 

By incorporating the narrative of child removal in a stereotypical representation of White 

colonial heritage, Australia irreversibly connects two disparate histories, portraying what 

Rosen calls “a variety of historicities”. Hutcheon argues that “[p]alimpsests make for 

permanent change” (29). This is profound because while Picnic at Hanging Rock constructs 

the landscape as an ambivalent and precarious site of White belonging, Australia represents it 

as both overtly contested and uncontested. Australia reveals the same White heritage that it 

glorifies with stars such as Kidman and Jackman, as wholly built on the subjugation of 

Aboriginal people. At the same time, it dares not discuss the ownership of Faraway Downs, 
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the homestead that remains in the hands of Lady Ashley, while Nullah and his grandfather 

leave this site of economic wealth to traverse the country.  

 

These multiple historicities are also evident in the changes between the 1975 and 2018 

versions of Picnic at Hanging Rock, and in the shift from the arthouse style of the AFC-genre 

to the blockbuster aspirations of Australia. Adaptations, as demonstrated in relation to both 

texts, perpetuate stereotypes and rehearse dominant traditions, but they also disrupt and 

drastically alter established modes of storytelling. As creative interpretations, and as 

palimpsests in which the traces of other stories are present, these texts reveal the model by 

which it is possible to make visible parts of Australian culture that were previously obscured, 

raising them to the level of myth in the social imaginary. Taylor argues that “one of the most 

powerful narrative modes centres around the nation.” He states that while it is passé to point 

out that the idea of a “common past” is largely generated by “invention”, it has proven very 

“politically effective … interiorized and become part of the social imaginary of the people 

concerned” (176-177). This chapter argues that it is not just Australian history, but the film 

production of that history as national heritage, that is responsible for the stories that circulate 

in the imaginary, and which in turn shape and define the boundaries of Australian 

nationhood.  

 

While these stories are subject to change over time, there are also inherent ideological 

frameworks and decisions of power at play that influence whose stories are told, retold, in 

what form, and at what representational cost. Picnic at Hanging Rock and Australia are not 

just markers in film history, but symbols of Australian colonial heritage and the adaptation of 

that heritage. Considering Picnic at Hanging Rock and Australia as adaptations, 

acknowledges them as palimpsests, foregoing the assumption of there being a “first” source 
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or “original” narrative. This shows that the various constructions of intangible cultural 

heritage that circulate in the Australian imaginary are subject to change, and that they are 

ideologically loaded.  

 

What neither of these films or their adaptations do, is address multiculturalism or the 

migration history of Australia. While some of the girls in Picnic at Hanging Rock are British 

migrants or their descendants, their status as immigrants is not foregrounded, and is 

fundamentally different to the experience of non-British migrants. In Australia, two migrant 

subjects appear: a Chinese cook, “Sing Song”, played by Australian actor Yuen Wah; and 

Ivan the bar owner, played by Jacek Koman a Polish Australian actor. Both roles are small 

and inconsequential—“bit parts” (Simpson, Marawska and Lambert 33-35). They represent 

diversity in a way that is decontextualised and dehistoricised and which reverts to stereotypes 

that are literally only “skin deep”.  

 

While Australia accounts for Indigenous history, it offers only a limited history of cultural 

diversity that existed in communities such as Darwin in the early to mid-twentieth century. It 

still saves the lead roles for White Australians. Examining who is included and who is left out 

is directly relevant to understanding the production of multiculturalism as national heritage. 

Where Picnic at Hanging Rock (1975) was an opportunity for Australia to break onto the 

international stage with an arthouse debut by a promising local director, the 2018 version 

confirmed the story as an intrinsic part of Australian national culture, tweaking it for 

audiences who now expect to see at least some non-White faces. In 2008, Australia was a 

chance to sell the nation to an international audience, and provide the Australian people with 

a new national story that acknowledged the past in order to move forward, but it still 
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projected a version of Australia’s past split along racial lines—White and Aboriginal—rather 

than considering the deeply multicultural history of Australia’s population.  

 

In their 2018 study of the commercialisation of Australian culture industries, Making 

Culture: Commercialisation, Transnationalism, and the State of ‘Nationing’ in 

Contemporary Australia, David Rowe, Graeme Turner and Emma Waterton argue there has 

been a shift away from objectives aligned with nation formation or cultural nationalism in 

favour of a focus on the national economy under the influence of globalisation. They coin the 

term “nationing” to refer to a policy approach, formerly characterised by a commitment to 

developing “national culture”. AFC-genre films are an example. The authors suggest that 

while “discourses of nationing” still abound, they are less in the service of “successfully 

building an imagined community” and more in response to commercial priorities (1-5). If that 

is the case, it seems that it is more pressing than ever to evaluate the types of national stories 

that are told, and how heritage is made.  

 

As seen by the juxtaposition of Picnic at Hanging Rock and Australia, and what they reveal 

about the evolution of portrayals of White heritage, it is not that national cultural formations 

are not still occurring, it is just that it is no longer happening under the explicit or exclusive 

guidance of government. This thesis argues that the Australian film industry, as part of a 

cinema that is both “national” and “notional” (Verhoeven 3-4), has taken on this nation-

building role for itself. The idea of nationing suggests a project engaged with the national and 

transnational dimensions of Australian culture, from a political and economic perspective. 

However, from an adaptation and heritage approach, this thesis now turns to the issue of 

Australia’s multicultural heritage—specifically the adaptation of multiculturalism as part of 

Australia’s national heritage in the genre of migrant comedy. 
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3. 

 

“Migrant-face” in Australian migrant comedy   

 

As the Australian film industry locked in around representations of White colonial heritage 

during the 1970s when film funding was getting started, the cultural make-up of Australian 

society was shifting from predominantly British ancestry (with English language and culture) 

to an array of cultural heritages, languages, customs and traditions. Accommodated in the 

new national outlook of multiculturalism, representations of Australian cultural pluralism, 

and related issues such as migration, cultural tolerance, belonging and non-belonging, and 

questions of who did or did not have the right to call themselves Australian began to be 

explored in the nation’s cultural products. One of the most easily identifiable ways in which 

this occurred was in the genre of migrant comedy. Comical and satirical representations of 

migration offered a way to adapt multiculturalism into films that appealed to wide audiences. 

However, as this chapter reveals, these representations had the dual potential to subvert and 

reinforce racialised stereotypes. 

 

To illustrate this argument, this chapter analyses two significant Australian films that 

visualise the intersection of migration and multiculturalism in the era of post-war migration 

and late twentieth century multiculturalism. These films are They’re a Weird Mob (1966) and 

The Wog Boy (2000). While the focus of this research is 1992–2017, They’re a Weird Mob is 

an example of a migrant comedy and feature film that is too influential not to discuss, 

especially as an adaptation. Produced in the mid-1960s at a time when assimilation was 

government policy, They’re a Weird Mob was an extremely popular Australian film. It was 
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adapted from an equally successful satirical novel by White Australian, John O’Grady, 

published in 1957.  

 

In the film, Nino Culotta, an Italian immigrant and journalist, arrives in what Felicity Collins 

refers to as the “hedonistic modernity” of Sydney (“The Hedonistic” n.p). So follows a 

“slapstick” rendition of a European migrant figure, immersed in and assimilating to mid-

twentieth century Australia. In The Wog Boy, adapted from a series of migrant-made 

comedies and stage-plays—most notably sitcom Acropolis Now (1989-1992), and theatre 

production Wogs Out of Work (1987)—the figure of Nino is transformed into Steve, a self-

described “wog boy”, in the context of “multicultural” Australia. Steve is Australian-born, 

but his identity is marked as the child of Greek migrants, leading him to take on the 

pejorative moniker (“wog”), which is critiqued in the body of this chapter. One part 

Australian legend, another part John Travolta, Steve’s story contrasts with Nino’s experience 

of assimilation through its articulation of Australia as a multicultural society. This chapter 

also considers the character of “Con the Fruiterer”, a variety show character in which a White 

Australian man impersonates a Greek Australian migrant, popular in the late 1980s and 

1990s.   

 

Using an adaptation studies framework, this chapter re-examines these texts as examples of 

the production of (multi)cultural heritage. It argues that the construction and adaptation of 

these migrant figures as assimilatory and multicultural has blurred the racialised construction 

of migrant stereotypes in Australian comedy. While Nino and Steve are two points in a much 

larger constellation of adapted migrant figures and texts about migration and 

multiculturalism, this analysis provides an introduction to a valuable cultural history of the 

representation and stereotyping of European migrant figures in Australian film. In particular, 
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this chapter is concerned with the representation of migrant subjects in migrant comedies and 

the adaptation of multiculturalism through this popular film genre, in which there are pros 

and cons of making critical statements about race and ethnicity.  

 

As a subset of multicultural filmmaking, “migrant comedy” contrasts with historical films 

about migration that often focus on the era of assimilation. In Australia during the 1950s and 

1960s the common experience for “new” (non-British) migrants to Australia was to be 

housed in barrack like camps, for instance, Bonegilla in the state of Victoria (Richards; 

Neumann, Across the Seas). Despite prior qualifications, often as elite members of society, 

many migrants were also required to work as manual labourers for a period of time on state 

projects, such as Hydro Electric schemes in Tasmania and New South Wales. The former is 

represented in Richard Flanagan’s novel The Sound of One Hand Clapping (1997), which 

was adapted to film in 1998. In contrast to migrant comedy, The Sound of One Hand 

Clapping (1997; 1998) portrays a more harrowing side of migration—isolation and 

displacement. Stationed at a remote Hydro camp in the south west Tasmanian wilderness 

(where it rains most of the year), a mother of a migrant family commits suicide, an act that 

has a lasting effect on her daughter and husband’s social integration. Silver City (1984), 

which is set in a post-war Australian migrant camp is another example.   

 

Reflecting on Collins’ assessment that Australian migration films are usually portrayed in 

either “comic or tragic modes” (Remembering Migration 301), it is also the case that migrant 

tragedies—suggesting the inevitable downfall of the main characters (migrant subjects at the 

hands of an uncaring nation-state)—tend to be set in the past. Migrant comedies are most 

often set in the present, contemporary to their release, and paint multiculturalism in an 

aspirational light. They share stories in which past discriminations can be laughed off with 
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the assumption that those viewing the film would no longer behave that way. This thesis does 

not examine historical or tragic modes of representing migration, because they tend to 

predate the era of multiculturalism. While They’re a Weird Mob also predates this period, it is 

set at the time of its release and is a crucial intertext with later adaptations of 

multiculturalism.  

 

The genre of migrant comedy describes a particular often slapstick-style, where first, second 

or third-generation European migrants make fun of themselves on their own terms. This 

phenomenon has been theorised to some extent by Simpson, Murawska, and Lambert who 

refer to films such as The Wog Boy as “migratory self-inscription” or “wog comedies”. They 

define these categories as films in which the maker has a cultural connection to their subjects 

and as “send-ups of ethnicities or cultural tendencies”. The authors argue that “stereotypes 

often become the prime inspiration for comedy” (33-35). Considered in this way, “wog 

comedies”, or what this thesis refers to as migrant comedy, is a way to deconstruct 

established power hierarchies and re-evaluate racial and ethnic prejudice all in the harmless 

posture of having a laugh.  

 

The Wog Boy and its counterparts have also been described by Lesley Speed as 

“wogsploitation” (136). “Wogsploitation” is an adaptation of “blaxpoitation” used in the 

United States to refer to film and television dedicated to employing writers and actors of 

colour (Dale n.p.). Speed argues that The Wog Boy is an example of this because it no longer 

positioned migrant characters as victims. The migrant characters took on lead roles and as 

protagonists were able to “assert their ethnic identities and reconfigure the Australian 
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stereotype of the ‘ocker’” (138).9 Where Nino is represented as having to adapt to the 

Australian “way of life”, Steve in The Wog Boy is conjured as Australian on his own terms. 

Dale argues that in Australia “wogsploitation” films are “designed to pull money from the 

children of immigrants and those who like to laugh at them.” These films can be offensively 

stereotypical, or as suggested by Tony Mitchell, also reflect a community back to itself (119-

133). These representations can be problematic but offer at least some visibility and 

recognition when before there was none.  

 

The label of “wogsploitation”, however, also signals a lack of agency for the migrant subjects 

who created the work, and suggests these texts are not consumed by the mainstream. To the 

contrary, like They’re a Weird Mob, which made over $2.4 million in the 1960s, The Wog 

Boy was very popular. It made approximately $5 million at the Australian box office, and 

almost $11.5 million internationally (“The Wog Boy.” IMDb). These films are directed at 

mass audiences. They are not “accented cinema” caught on the boundaries of national cinema 

consumption (Naficy), but widely consumed examples of Australian film. 

 

It must also be noted, that the term “wog” is incredibly fraught—culturally, politically and 

historically. This chapter refers to people who are identified as having migrant heritage, in 

ways that differ to the experience of British migration, as migrant subjects. Migrant subject is 

a critical category that denotes the position of the lead characters (in this case comical 

migrant figures) in broader social context. It also gestures to the intersectional approach that 

guides the following critique. The chapter refrains from describing these films as “wog 

comedies” or as “wogsploitation”, in favour of foregrounding a reading of migrant comedy 

 
9 The reworking of “wogsploitation” by Speed is borrowed from Australian film commentary, such as reviews 
of Fat Pizza (2003) by Steven Aoun (2004) and David Dale (2003).  
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and comedic migrant subjects, who are significantly, typically portrayed as Australian men 

with Italian or Greek heritage, thus favouring European identities.  

 

In Australia the word “wog” (an ackronym for Western Oriental Gentleman) is used to refer 

to Australians with migrant heritage, typically Italian, Greek, or Maltese, or other non-

English speaking European heritage. It is also applied to people from Lebanese backgrounds. 

Historically it has denoted racial as well as cultural difference. Belying its reference to 

ethnicity, the term originated during the Gold Rush in the nineteenth century when it was 

used to refer to Chinese people. In Britain, the word is still used against people who are non-

White. In late twentieth and early twenty-first century Australia, “wog” gained a double 

meaning as it began to be used by Australians from migrant backgrounds to describe 

themselves. For example, the stage play Wogs out of Work (1987) or The Wog Boy. It is this 

Australian inflection, the adaptation from racial slur to denoting proud migrant heritage that 

this chapter is concerned with. In particular, how the label came to be acceptable 

representational currency in the Australian imaginary through the character of the comical 

European migrant figure, despite its ongoing signification of racial and ethnic hierarchies.  

 

In They’re a Weird Mob, Nino is not referred to in this way, but is called an “Itie” and a 

“Dago” by his White Australian workmates, also defamatory terms, and suggesting the 

influence of the British screenwriter and production team. “Dago” originated as a British 

racist slur for Spanish sailors in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, but during the 

twentieth century was used against Italians as well as Spaniards, or people with Hispanic 

heritage. The ongoing and changing use of these terms underscores how indiscriminate 

racism, and the marking of cultural Others, is. In the United States, early twentieth century 

immigrants who were of eastern and southern European backgrounds were not considered 
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“White” at the time of their arrival. They were referred to as “new immigrants”, a “racially 

inflected” term, marking them “as different both from the whiter and longer established 

northern and western European migrants to the United States and from non-white Chinese 

and other ‘Asiatics’…” (Roediger, Working Towards Whiteness 5-6). In Australia, historical 

analysis of racialised terms for new arrivals, which Nino represents, indicates a similar 

trajectory of non-Whiteness to Whiteness. This chapter proposes that the reason that the word 

“wog” is now acceptable in some contexts is very much to do with the contemporary 

perception of post-war era European migrants as White. It concludes that these comical 

representations (Nino, Con and Steve) are emblematic of bigger issues with the screen 

representation of Australian migrant subjects. They participate in a discourse that Sneja 

Gunew calls “performing ethnicity” (“Performing Ethnicity” 53-62), and which this thesis 

refers to as “migrant-face”, in reference to its similarities with traditions of minstrel 

performers and blackface.  

 

 

“Who is Nino Culotta?”: They’re a Weird Mob  

 

Set in post-war Sydney in “the heroic age of Australian migration” (Hughes-d’Aeth 80), 

They’re a Weird Mob (1957; 1966) is about naïve but charismatic Italian sports journalist, 

Nino Culotta. Nino arrives in Australia by boat and over the course of the film gains 

employment, makes friends, finds a fiancée (White Australian woman Kay Kelly), and buys a 

block of land to build a house and raise a family. Each of these events amount to stages of 

Nino’s socialisation and assimilation into Australian culture. Already fluent in English, Nino 

must also become conversant in Australian slang, and demonstrate his overriding 

commitment to his new country by forgoing his chosen career and work as a builder’s 
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labourer. To use Robert Fleegler’s concept of “contributionism”, Nino’s worth in the film, or 

his successful integration into Australian society, is measured by the contribution he is able to 

make to the community around him (2). It is symbolised by his “work ethic” and endorsed by 

his acceptance from a group of White Australians and their designation of Nino as “a good 

bloke”. 

 

Nino also demonstrates his willingness to fit into a guild of pre-established “mateship” (an 

Australian term referring to a masculine form of comradery), by drinking copious amounts of 

beer with his new friends. The concept of mateship has a long association with heritage 

discourses that surround Australian soldiers known as the Anzacs who fought in World War I 

and relationships between rural workers, for instance drovers and stockmen. In They’re a 

Weird Mob the concept of mateship is adapted or reinterpreted through the lens of post-war 

migration. As well as fitting in, Nino—who is chivalrous, loyal, and romantic—differentiates 

himself from his friends, who are represented as lazy and at times chauvinistic. Nino proves 

himself “worthy” of Australian citizenship, as a person who adds value to Australian culture, 

particularly in his commitment to traditional values, such as hard work, heteronormativity, 

and the intent to start a large family. Nino’s contribution, showing a wider social benefit, thus 

articulates the value of post-war migration. Emphasising this point, one of the Australian 

wives remarks to her husband that he could learn a thing or two from Nino. 

 

As a migrant subject, however, Nino is not portrayed as culturally specific. Apart from his 

denotation as Italian, his cultural background does not come into play. Like his journalism 

career it is a detail that describes his character but all but fades into the background in the 

greater trajectory of the narrative. In the spirit of assimilation, the Australians do not learn 

any Italian and they do not take on Italian customs, rather it is Nino who takes on theirs. The 
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outcome is represented as a positive contribution to Australian society. In turn the 

idealisation of Australian culture is reinforced even as it is being satirised. “Being 

Australian”10 is revalued by Nino’s commitment to fitting in, suggesting that Australian is a 

nation worth changing for. However, to analyse Nino’s construction as a universal migrant 

subject in film, it is necessary to go back to the details of They’re a Weird Mob as an 

adaptation.  

 

Written by John O’Grady under the pseudonym of Nino Culotta, They’re a Weird Mob began 

its textual life as a satirical memoir in which O’Grady impersonates an Italian migrant. Of 

Irish Australian background, O’Grady wrote the piece as a joke. His identity was revealed 

two months after the book went on sale, but They’re a Weird Mob went on regardless to be 

very popular. In its first year it sold more than 130,000 copies and was reprinted every year 

until the mid 1990s (Nolan 97; Tynan xii-xiv). The revelation that O’Grady had passed off an 

Italian migrant identity as his own encountered none of the backlash experienced in later 

years by writers such as Helen Demidenko or Nourma Khouri. Demidenko was lambasted for 

feigning Ukrainian heritage in her authorship of The Hand That Signed the Paper (1995). 

Khouri was excoriated for falsely presenting herself as a witness to Jordanian honour killings 

in Forbidden Love (2003) (Caterson 63-64). In another literary scandal, in 1996 Colin 

Johnson who identified as Aboriginal, and renamed himself Mudrooroo Nyoongah in 

reference to the name of the Aboriginal people in south west Western Australia, was revealed 

as the son of an Irish immigrant mother and an African American father (Fischer 96). Like 

Demidenko and Khouri, Mudrooroo was accused of “fraud” and his work was “devalued” by 

his lack of Aboriginal descent (Fischer 98). Gerhard Fischer argues that Johnson’s experience 

demonstrates the blurred boundaries between biographical writing and literary fiction (100-

 
10 See Catriona Elder (2007) for a sociological study of this concept. 
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101). Where Mudrooroo/Johnson was admonished for inauthentic voice, the authenticity of 

They’re a Weird Mob, framed as satire, never seems to have been called into question. 

 

One explanation for this is that They’re a Weird Mob was written at a time when the idea of 

migrants assimilating to Australian culture was not just expected but mandated by 

government policy. Performing what “fitting in” looked like, in this context, might not have 

seemed so out of place. As Jessica Carniel has proposed, “[a]s an Italian, Nino Culotta 

represents an acceptable face of white immigration, albeit of a darker shade of pale …” (243). 

Another explanation is that the genre of comedy provided an escape valve for the seriousness 

of O’Grady’s appropriation, suggesting that he meant no harm and was just having a laugh. 

The deployment of comedy, including satire and parody, also reinforced the idea of Australia 

as a place where people do not take themselves too seriously. Far from denting the book’s 

regard, David Carter argues that the revelation of what he calls O’Grady’s “wog drag”, and 

the subsequent sales figures and adaptation of They’re a Weird Mob the film, doubled the 

comic effect of the story. O’Grady’s exposure was transformed into a marketing opportunity 

(58-59). The novel’s adaptation to film further entrenched They’re a Weird Mob as a staple 

representation of migrancy, and Nino as a comical migrant figure in Australian film.  

 

They’re a Weird Mob, the film, was released just before the Australian government began its 

concerted effort to make Australian cinema a national institution and was privately co-funded 

between Australia and the United Kingdom. It achieved international reach, primarily 

because it was directed by famous British director, Michael Powell, with the screenplay 

adapted by Emeric Pressburger. He and Pressburger were most famous for their wartime 

films, such as 49th Parallel (1941), The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp (1946), Black 

Narcissus (1947) and The Red Shoes (1948), which would have been well-known in 
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Australia. They’re a Weird Mob was made during a lull in Powell’s career (Hoorn 159). 

While Australia’s film industry was in a mid-century slump, the attention by Powell and 

international investors, as well as the topicality of the film, made They’re a Weird Mob a 

huge success.  

 

The film adaptation, which made $2,417,000, broke local box office records (Tynan xiv). 

While the profit was small in comparison to Powell’s back catalogue, They’re a Weird Mob 

was a financially successful film, securing a wide audience in Australia and abroad. Its 

adaptation under direction from an internationally renowned director, ensured the story 

garnered further reach than it would otherwise have done. Jeannette Hoorn also suggests that 

Pressburger’s adaptation changed O’Grady’s novel “in a number of crucial ways that made it 

more appealing and in tune with the assimilationist temper of the 1960s” (159-60). Adding to 

the adaptation’s success was Powell’s rise to cult status in the 1970s, as part of which his 

work, including They’re a Weird Mob, went through a period of retrospection.  

 

The book was also adapted in many different forms in addition to Powell’s film. In 1958 it 

was serialised in the Sporting Globe in Melbourne and other newspapers. It was subsequently 

adapted for radio by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) and Melbourne’s 3XY. 

A song version was released in 1959 by George Dassey and Graeme Bell, and the 

Elizabethan Theatre Trust announced their interest in a stage adaptation (Carter 69-70). 

Cedric Flower and Alan Seymour also wrote a stage play adaptation, which Ure Smith sent 

on to John McCallum at J. C. Williamson’s who later invested in the film. Film rights were 

sought as early as 1958 by Gregory Peck, famous for On the Beach, and later sold onto 

Michael Powell (Carter 70). In 1967, O’Grady also toured Vietnam, performing the “Weird 
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Mob Show” to Australian troops (Carter 70). “Weird Mob” parties were also a common 

theme in Australia at this time (Tynan xii).  

 

They’re a Weird Mob was a timely representation of post-war Australia and a comical, light-

hearted depiction of the issue of migration. Collins has gone so far as to call the film “an 

enduring comic template for the European adult migrant’s initiation into ‘the Australian way 

of life’” (Remembering Migration 301). The proliferation of They’re a Weird Mob also meant 

there were a multitude of versions that directed attention back to the book and film 

adaptation, prolonging its legacy in the Australian imaginary. This chapter argues the film is 

also evidence that They’re a Weird Mob’s currency as an adaptation contributed to the ever-

growing body of remakes and intertexts fueling its longevity in the Australian imagination—

in particular the character of a generic European, comical migrant figure, which can be traced 

from Nino, to Con, to Steve, among many others.  

 

 

Authenticating the comical European migrant figure 

 

As a work of satire, O’Grady’s text is aware of how problematic his impersonation is. 

Oscillating between self-deprecation and slander, the novel begins: 

 

 

Who the hell’s Nino Culotta? That’s what you asked yourself when you first picked 

up this book, wasn’t it? Well I’m Nino Culotta … The Culotta family is not famous 

for doing anything the hard way. It is not famous for doing anything. Because as far 

as I know it doesn’t exist … My family name is something quite different, but I can’t 
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use it here. Because this little book is about Australians, and if they knew who wrote 

it, some of them might put bricks through my windows. (O’Grady 5)  

 

 

As with Lindsay’s framing of Picnic at Hanging Rock, O’Grady plays with the idea of fact 

and fiction to create mystery and allure. Lindsay implored her readers that the story was true, 

and then suggested it did not matter even if it was not, because no one could verify it anyway. 

O’Grady endorsed his text by claiming “I’m Nino Culotta”, but then called into question his 

own fabrication by alluding to the fact that the Culotta’s are not famous, because they do not 

exist. The allegation of the Culottas’ lack of fame “for doing anything the hard way” or “for 

doing anything” is also doublespeak, alluding to the stereotype of Italians as lazy and 

opportunistic. Tony Hughes-d’Aeth draws attention to “[t]he book's crude ethnic stereotypes 

and cultural chauvinism”, arguing that its “comedy seems invidious if not coercive, so 

desperate is it to claim our complicity” (81). Hughes-d’Aeth also argues “that neither the 

book nor the film has even the slightest interest in Italy or Italian culture” (81). Nino is a 

device used to inscribe the existence of Australian culture in its own right, and as this chapter 

demonstrates, Nino as a character was authenticated by his adaptation to film. 

  

The book’s introduction positions Nino as a mechanism of satire and social critique of 

Australians through the lens of Nino as migrant subject. O’Grady’s suggestion that if the 

author’s real name was revealed he might have bricks thrown through his window can be 

read in two ways. Contrary to the overwhelming success of the novel and its manifold 

adaptations, O’Grady might have suspected he would be charged with the act of 

appropriation. From the position of satirist, O’Grady also seems aware that not everyone will 

appreciate his criticism of Australia as a masculine, heavy drinking society with an insular 
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national outlook. As Roland Caputo and Adrian Danks have argued, the “weird mob” of the 

title “refers not to the migrant but to the very strangeness of Australian culture as perceived 

via the gaze of a foreigner” (91-99). In the film’s case, Powell and his directorial team, 

through the lens of Nino. 

 

They’re a Weird Mob and its representation of migrant and Australian culture was 

complicated by not only its setting in an era of assimilation, but its production by White 

Australian O’Grady, and its adaptation by Powell. While the story is a panoply of jokes about 

Australian culture, using Nino to make the society in which he was immersed seem strange, 

softened what could otherwise have been too big a blow. For international audiences, Nino is 

positioned as tourist in a representation of a backward or uncouth Australian society. His 

experiences are all the more comical not because of his digressions as a migrant, but because 

the Australians who surround him think their cultural traditions are the only ones going. The 

film adaptation especially, develops these contradictions through the use of visual “slapstick” 

humour in which Nino is depicted in verbally and physically funny situations.  

 

Slapstick refers to choreographed physical and verbal jokes, where things deliberately go 

wrong or are destructive for the sake of a good laugh (Hansen 70). When Nino first arrives in 

Sydney he gets into trouble when he copies what he has heard from a local and tells a police 

officer he needs to go to Kings “bloody” Cross. In another example, Nino dresses in a light 

coloured business suit for his first day’s work as a builder’s labourer. A combination of 

verbal misunderstanding and visual humour via exaggerated physical comedy are paired to 

make the audience laugh. The layering of jokes in They’re a Weird Mob, including familiar 

slapstick elements, are also specific to the Western social and political context of the 1950s 

and 1960s. Miriam Hansen argues that in the mid-twentieth century slapstick comedy 
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represented a departure from the logical operation of Ford era mass culture offering a 

counterweight to that reality (70). Where modernity was characterised by the factory and 

production line, slapstick comedy offered an opportunity to disrupt the usual order. The 

shambolic style of this humour, in contrast to mid-twentieth century consumer culture and 

post-war reconstruction, offered relief via its realignment of regimented social norms. Nino’s 

inclusion in Australian society is marked by moments of comedy, supporting Hansen’s theory 

that slapstick films provide a site where conflicts in “multi-ethnic” societies, “diasporic 

identity and upward mobility”, and anxieties about gender roles and sexuality can be played 

out (71). Nino’s cultural difference is presented alongside the arbitrariness of Australian 

traditions. His growing knowledge of these customs assists his integration.  

 

Ilustrating this is a particularly famous scene where Nino goes into a bar and is bought a beer 

by a stranger. The man drinks his beer and tells Nino it is his “shout”, which means it is 

Nino’s turn to buy a round. Finding the custom strange and not wishing to drink a second 

beer, Nino asks if he can buy just one beer for the man. Quickly realising his faux pas, Nino 

skulls a second beer, a punchline that performs the idea that a harmonious multi-ethnic 

society is predicated on Nino’s willingness to bend to Australian social mores no matter how 

ridiculous. Deniz Göktürk argues that “ethnic role-play, imitation and impersonation were 

familiar to audiences from the vaudeville stage, but these routines were revitalised and even 

more widely disseminated through early sound cinema.” Through these comedy techniques 

cultural Others could be positioned in ways to induce fear, anxiety, repulsion or even 

aggression, or alternatively to evoke “curiosity, fascination, attraction, desire, and play” 

(“Strangers in Disguise” 106). In this instance of “ethnic role-play”, or what Gunew refers to 

as “performing ethnicity”, Nino is constructed as a slapstick, assimilatory agent (“Performing 

Ethnicity” 54; Carniel 245; Carter 57). He is part of an even greater comedic tradition in 
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which the cultural Other achieves inclusion, by being deconstructed as harmless or non-

threatening, and reconstructed as culturally the same as the host society.  

 

Nino functions as a stereotypical migrant subject, a figure that would be adapted over and 

over again on Australian screen, carrying the exemplar of assimilation into an era of 

multicultural filmmaking. They’re a Weird Mob gave Australians an opportunity to laugh at 

themselves, while offering “a walloping hint to migrants” to assimilate to an Australian “way 

of life” in order to fully access the benefits of Australian culture (Tynan xii). However, as 

Gunew has argued “the question of authenticity” continues to haunt the representation of 

minority groups, including the battle over who has the right to represent whom (“Performing 

Ethnicity” 53). With good humour and without a hint of “swallowing his pride”, Nino’s 

ability and willingness to forget his past—including family, language and occupation—and 

fully embrace Australian culture, makes him a stereotype. However, disrupting and 

authenticating this representation in the social imaginary is Nino’s adaptation from book to 

film.  

 

Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci, famously theorised that institutions such as 

governments maintain power through the enforcement of ideologies that are hidden through 

the conditioning of social norms. In the case of They’re a Weird Mob, the prejudicial and 

even condescending treatment of Nino as a migrant subject is very much due to these 

pressures. From a multicultural point of view, as a character, or caricature, Nino is contrasted 

with the White Australian cast. However, Nino as a “new arrival” is left with little of the 

racial or ethnic legacy this term carried with it at the time. From the twenty-first century, as a 

European and as an Italian Australian, Nino is not obviously non-White. He is able to pass as 

White (enabled by his European heritage and status as a post-war migrant) in the context of 
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mainstream Australian society. This discounts Nino’s experience of discrimination and it 

obscures the history of O’Grady’s impersonation. 

 

Nino as a migrant subject is the butt of most of the jokes, but he is also a representational tool 

holding a mirror up to Australian culture. Nino is thus a fulcrum of Australian comedy, 

functioning to both perpetuate and critique racialised stereotypes. The extent to which these 

competing representations pivot, is hidden by the performance of Nino in the film by Walter 

Chiari, a performance which this chapter argues, authenticated the character impersonated by 

O’Grady. In her work on adaptation and appropriation, Julie Sanders argues that: 

 

 

the study of appropriations in an academic context has in part been spurred on by the 

recognized ability of adaptation to respond or write back to an informing original 

from a new or revised political and cultural position, and by the capacity of 

appropriation to highlight troubling gaps, absences and silences within the canonical 

texts to which they refer. (98) 

 

 

In the case of Nino Culotta and John O’Grady, the impersonation of an Italian migrant and 

then the performance of that character by an Italian actor and comedian, significantly blurred 

O’Grady’s act of cultural appropriation, and the power hierarchies that entailed. The study of 

appropriation from an adaptation perspective, particularly considering Nino’s serial 

reincarnation, reveals that Walter Chiari’s casting in the role was a re-appropriation. While 

this offered an opportunity to “respond or write back”, analysing this change also exposes 

“gaps, absences and silences” within an established tradition of migrant comedy, suggesting a 
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troubling erasure of the historical and political dimensions of Nino as a stereotypical migrant 

figure, and the later characters he would inform.  

 

While in Australia blackface traditionally refers to White people impersonating Aboriginal 

people, it is relevant to introduce the concept here to shed further light on the adaptation of 

Nino Culotta. Stratton argues that historically in “Australia blackface was understood in 

terms of the establishment of whiteness against an excluded Other: an absent Other who was 

excluded from Australia as well as from Australian society; and also Aborigines”. Unlike 

other parts of the world, in Australia, during the 1970s and 1980s, “blackface did not die out 

but, rather, went underground …” (“Television Blackface” 226-227).11 In relation to the 

representation (appropriation, impersonation and re-appropriation) of migrant subjects, this 

chapter argues that blackface did not just go into hiding, but has yet to be properly 

acknowledged as a problem in Australian culture. The history of They’re a Weird Mob 

reveals that through the process of adaptation, O’Grady’s act of cultural appropriation, akin 

to textual blackface, is obscured.  

 

Nino not only functions as an acceptable template of European Otherness in an Australian era 

of assimilation but was authenticated through Chiari’s performance. The medium of film 

provided a visual and aural representation of an Australian migrant subject to a much wider 

Australian and international audience. The character O’Grady created as a farce was now 

embodied by an Italian, assisting its perceived authority as a legitimate representation of a 

migrant subject. The focus of the film, like the novel, remained on Nino’s ability or at times 

struggle to “fit in” with Australian culture, rather than the cultural specificity of his Italian or 

 
11 See Maxina Beneba Clarke (2010) and David T. Smith (2016) for a more in depth analysis of blackface as a 
legacy in Australian culture.  
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migrant heritage, but the fact that Chiari was Italian still suggested this was a valid 

representation. This is not a story about migration insofar as it depicts the journey of a 

migrant, but the representation of migration as a theme against which Australian identity 

could be defined. It is an act of hidden blackface, because as adaptation studies shows, the 

relationship of the source text to its adaptation sometimes means that the adapted work 

eclipses the original in the social imaginary. After the film was made, it provided a crucial 

intertextual link to the novel with Chiari’s performance concealing the history of Nino 

Culotta as a wholesale impersonation and blackface act.  

 

However, considering the specific reference of blackface to mean the impersonation of non-

White identities, and acknowledging that migrants from eastern and southern Europe have 

largely become recognised as White over the course of the twentieth century, this chapter 

proposes a new term. While the purpose of They’re a Weird Mob as a comedy was to 

entertain, analysing the text as cultural heritage reveals its influence as a depiction of 

Australian migration history. The production of the stereotypical migrant subject, Nino 

Culotta, would have a long future after its performance and release. Looking back from an 

era of multiculturalism reveals this text as not just a showcase of arbitrary cultural difference, 

or the representation of a freshly minted sense of Australian cosmopolitanism, but a 

reiteration of the prowess of White Australian culture in the face of ever-increasing 

migration. Nino is not an envoy of the migrant experience, a vehicle through which a greater 

immigration history or insight into Italian culture can be divulged, or even simply an 

assimilatory envoy, but an example of “migrant-face.”  

 

To establish this new term, it is necessary to address an added dimension of Nino’s character 

as an adaptation. With reference to the book, Carter argues that the “doubleness” of Nino’s 
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exposure as a fake and the revelation of O’Grady as the real author reinforced “the book’s 

assimilating trajectory” and thus its popularity (59). Nino became a stereotype not just of 

migrant Australia, but of Australian culture per se. He demonstrated the capacity of these 

tropes to assimilate the idea of cultural difference into the mainstream, albeit in problematic 

ways. The comical migrant figure became an emblem of Australian nationhood against which 

White Australian identities could be defined, compared and contrast. As evidence of this, 

Nino experiences casual racism from the builders he works with, which is portrayed as 

“harmless”, and fends off a racially motivated verbal attack from a drunk man on a ferry, 

which is represented as unacceptable. In this example, it is Nino a migrant subject, already at 

a position of disadvantage, who stands up for another family of Italian immigrants being 

harassed by the older White Australian man. While the drunk ends up literally “in the drink”, 

a slapstick deterrent against racist outbursts, the message is that Nino and the other migrants 

must come to their own defence. While racism is portrayed by the film as socially abhorrent, 

Nino’s position as victim and hero, illuminates the power imbalance with regard to the 

position of migrant subjects in greater Australian society. 

 

The issue of migrant-face, as an adaptation of blackface, therefore, is the perceived 

authenticity given to this stereotypical construction in which there is an inherent privileging 

of White Australian culture as the standard the “funny” immigrant must meet. White 

Australian, O’Grady, created a migrant figure who speaks English as an additional language 

and is made fun of for his Italian accent, mannerisms and misunderstandings. Christopher 

Hay describes “traditional blackface” as “ranging from minstrelsy-style wide eyes and thick 

lips for the clown characters to a more neutral effect for the religious characters” (61). The 

notion of a clown-like performance and the alteration of aesthetic appearance and voice in the 

portrayal of migrant-face is in keeping with this. Where in the book it is clear that Nino is a 
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false depiction of migrancy deployed as a send-up and social critique, in the film Chiari’s 

mimicry (doubly of character and stereotype of migrant subject), also donning migrant-face 

(performing as a little stupid, naïve, and overly earnest), hides the performance’s intertextual 

and contextual significance.  

 

As Jacques Lacan has written the “effect of mimicry is camouflage.... It is not a question of 

harmonizing with the background, but against a mottled background, of becoming mottled” 

(91-104). The adaptation of They’re a Weird Mob, has “mottled” the representation of a 

comedic migrant subject in the Australian imaginary, confusing it as a portrayal that is fake 

and seemingly genuine or permissible at the same time. The significance of this, as Bhabha as 

argued, is that mimicry is “one of the most elusive and effective strategies of colonial power 

and knowledge”: 

 

 

… the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be 

effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference. … 

Mimicry is, thus the sign of a double articulation; a complex strategy of reform, 

regulation and discipline, which “appropriates” the Other as it visualizes power. (85) 

 

 

If They’re a Weird Mob, the novel, is an act of cultural appropriation, then the film adaptation 

is an act of re-appropriation, as well as “slippage”, “excess” and “difference”. It is a “double 

articulation” in which O’Grady’s act of migrant-face is obscured through the process of 

adaptation. The mimicry of migrant-face, is all the more important because it shows how this 

representation of a nominal migrant figure was made culturally acceptable by its positioning 
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in the genre of comedy. While Nino might seem to be an obvious representation in the 

context of assimilation, the next section examines how the colonial power of this portrayal 

continued, aiding the construction of an “essential” migrant figure throughout Australian 

culture.  

 

 

The reproduction of migrant-face in “Con the Fruiterer” 

 

This section argues that the ongoing adaptation of Nino represents a “cumulative narration” 

(Stam, “Introduction” 33), with the effect of reinforcing cultural hierarchies in which White 

Australian identities are privileged. In his theory of narratology, Genette proposes three main 

ways that events are narrated in textual discourse: singular (where the event is told just once), 

repetitive (where it is recounted many times and from different perspectives), and iterative 

(where an event that occurred multiple times is told just once). Stam builds on this model in 

film theory to argue that there also exists a combination of the first and second approach, 

which he calls “cumulative narration”—“where a single causal event is gradually fleshed out 

through repeated flashbacks over the course of the film …” (“Introduction” 33). The concept 

of cumulative narration in a cluster of adapted texts, is relevant here. It describes the 

approach to analysing the recurring adaptation of a stereotypical migrant figure in Australian 

comedy. It also conveys the idea that the adaptation of Nino, and a collection of migrant 

stereotypes in the Australian imaginary, represents a cumulative narration, or an 

accumulation, repeated, returned to, and “fleshed out” over time.  

 

Developing the concept of iterative narration has implications for understanding the way that 

representations of comical migrant figures have become part of the mythology of migration. 
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Where the character of Nino has been adapted many times, the trope of the comical migrant 

figure represents a repeated event, a stereotype that has become metonymic for representing 

the theme of migration in Australian comedy, collapsing what is otherwise a diverse and 

complicated history. It has become shorthand for representing generic cultural difference and 

cultural Others. This section considers how the accumulation of this caricature gathered 

steam with the production of “Con the Fruiterer”, leading into the analysis of The Wog Boy, 

to show how these characters, as touchstones of migrant comedy, have been instrumental in 

adapting multiculturalism as a national heritage discourse.  

 

This is not an exhaustive study of the various adaptations of Nino, or all representations of 

comedic migrant figures, but one example that is too significant to miss in an analysis of 

migrant-face, is Con the Fruiterer. For generations of Australian television viewers, Con was 

a familiar parody of a Greek Australian fruit-seller, first developed by White Australian 

comedian and actor Mark Mitchell in the 1980s. Con the Fruiterer, was popularised by 

appearances on the sketch show The Comedy Club (1988-1990). Where Nino’s authenticity 

was secured through the character’s adaptation from book to film, Con the Fruiterer was 

unashamedly an appropriation and enactment of a migrant stereotype by a member of the 

dominant White group. Writing in the early 1990s Tony Mitchell suggested that Con the 

Fruiterer was an attempt at “proportional representation” for non-English speaking migrants. 

Mitchell also noted the character involved the performer (Mark Mitchell) literally blackening 

his hair, darkening his facial features, and wearing artificial chest hair (1-2). Mark Mitchell 

also put on an accent purported to be that of a “working class Greek migrant”, thus denoting 

cultural difference and lower social status through the inability to speak “correct English” (1-

2). Tony Mitchell (critic) concluded that Con the Fruiterer was therefore both an “insulting 

caricature” and an “emblem of a new acceptance of Greek migrants in Anglo-Australian 
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culture” (3). While Con offered newfound visibility to Australians with Greek heritage, the 

character’s name was also a reference to “conman”, and “Dickaletus”—Con’s surname—

translated as “dickhead”. On top of that, Con’s mangling of English, and constant 

malapropism, meant that while the act became a household name, it was and remains an 

unreservedly derogatory stereotype.  

 

As in They’re a Weird Mob, the cultural appropriation of a migrant identity meant crucial 

screen time for a community that had experienced little visibility, but Con the Fruiterer did so 

through the lens of defamatory slapstick humour, and the act of migrant-face. The 

impersonation of a migrant figure by a White Australian also presents an intertext with 

O’Grady’s Nino. It provides another example of migrant-face, and where this style of 

representation has been deemed acceptable—not just in the 1980s or 1990s—but as recently 

as a couple of years ago. All might be forgiven if we consider these representations in 

historical context. Where Nino was a creation of the 1950s and 1960s, a time of assimilation, 

Con appeared at a time when multiculturalism was only just being formalised as part of 

government policy. Perhaps it could be argued that the ethos of respect for cultural pluralism 

and diversity had not had a chance to take effect. However, a quick look at the timeline of 

Con the Fruiterer, specifically the act’s longevity, shatters this supposition.  

 

As well as regular features on The Comedy Company throughout the late 1980s and early 

1990s, Mark Mitchell brought Con to life in a book called Con’s Bewdiful Australia: A Guide 

to the Second Best Country in the World (1989) and a song “A Cuppla Days”, which featured 

on the national music video show Rage and on ARIA charts at number 49 in 1989. In the 

1990s Con also had his own show: Con’s Bewdiful Holiday Videos, a series for the Ten 

Network, which aired in 1997. In the 2010s Con the Fruiterer featured in a government 
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campaign calling on Australians to eat more fruit. As recently as 2017 the caricature appeared 

in an edition of New Idea magazine. In the interview Mark Mitchell (as actor) and Con the 

Fruiterer (as character) are asked to reflect on three decades of marriage. Emblematic of 

Mitchell’s Jekell and Hyde creation, he refers to his real wife with admiration and respect. 

His alter-ego, Con, jokes about his fictional wife’s weight: “Marika is the whole world to 

me—well she’s the same shape, anyway!”, and Marika describes Con as “useless” (“You 

Won't Believe”). For the characters, there is nothing unusual about this interaction. Mitchell 

has not changed his style or approach to humour since Con’s inception in the 1980s. What is 

remarkable is that this type of comedy is still socially acceptable, to the extent that it was 

solicited by a popular magazine. While the intent or purpose may have been comedy, the 

legacy in terms of cultural heritage is the ongoing expression of migrant heritage hidden 

through the racist performance of migrant-face. 

 

Another Australian example is Chris Lilley’s performance in “mockumentaries”: Summer 

Heights High (2007), We Can Be Heroes (2005), and Jonah from Tonga (2014). Lilley, a 

White Australian comedian, performs multiple problematic roles, including as female 

characters, Ricky Wong a twenty-three year old Chinese Australian physics student who 

longs for a career in the dramatic arts, and a delinquent high school student, Jonah Takalua, 

whose family comes from the Pacific Island nation of Tonga. Lilley wears blackface (or 

yellowface) to perform both Ricky Wong and Jonah, a move that was so successful Jonah 

now has his own spin-off show. As Ricky Wong, Lilley also performs in Aboriginal 

blackface in an amateur theatre performance. Lisa Bode argues this scene “provides Lilley 

with another mask—a permissive context in which he can produce a blackface performance 

of Aboriginality, by a character, who, troublingly, is positioned as ‘not knowing any better’” 

(143). Not only does blackface in Australia still exist but it achieves excellent ratings. This 
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also reinforces the point that, in regard to Nino Culotta, the performance of migrant-face by a 

non-Australian actor, provided a “permissive context” in which these stereotypes were 

deemed acceptable. 

 

Clemence Due has written about these issues in relation to a 2009 incidence of “blackface 

parody” of the Jackson Five on popular Australian variety show Hey, Hey It’s Saturday (36-

53). Due notes that many commentators “argued that since Australia does not have the same 

history with blackface as America (where minstrel shows have a long and problematic 

tradition), the skit could not be considered offensive” (37). However, in the case of migrant-

face as an extension of the blackface tradition, Australia does have a long history of 

discriminating against immigrants, and when considering regimes of mandatory and off-shore 

detention that are ongoing, it still does. The acceptability of migrant-face when performed by 

European or White Australian characters and actors, therefore suggests a massive shift in the 

racial and ethnic positioning of migrant subjects, especially those from eastern and southern 

Europe in Australian culture over the last half century. Now widely perceived as White, the 

mask of Eurocentric representation, assisted by the genre of comedy, has obscured the 

fractious historiography through which these representations have been constructed.  

 

 

The re-appropriation of migrant-face 

 

The examples in this chapter so far have been characterised as cultural appropriations of 

migrant heritage, namely that of Italian and Greek identities by White Australians. As 

adaptations, these accord with Hutcheon’s definition that adaptation is “[a] creative and an 

interpretive act of appropriation/salvaging” (9). This section examines a shift or a re-
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appropriation of these stories and stereotypes by second-generation migrant Australians, and 

the effect this has on the construction of migrant-face. In particular it considers the salvaging 

part of Hutcheon’s theory, in relation to the reclamation of this trope by migrant subjects, as 

well as her focus on adaptation as an “acknowledged” and “recognizable” act and as “[a]n 

extended intertextual engagement with the work” in reference to the well-known status of 

these characters. As outlined in the introduction, Hutcheon’s definition builds on Wagner’s 

categorisation of adaptations as transpositions, commentaries or analogies. In consideration 

of this taxonomy, this chapter also examines how Steve as “the Wog boy” exists as an act 

that provides both commentary and critique, and the opportunity to compare and contrast to 

earlier and later versions of comical European migrant figures. Juxtaposed with the study of 

Nino as an act or performance of migrant heritage in the guise of migrant-face, this section 

considers the implications for the adoption of these stereotypes by Australian migrant 

subjects. 

 

The figure of “the Wog boy”, although related to Nino and Con the Fruiterer, must be 

contextualised as a new form of migrant comedy that appeared first on stage and television in 

the late 1980s and 1990s, as part of the creative interpretation of Australian multiculturalism. 

As well as the main character of The Wog Boy (Steve) having an adaptive relationship to 

Nino Culotta, the film can be described as a transposition of a very successful stage-play 

Wogs Out of Work (1987), and a series of other acts of reclaiming the representation of 

migrant Australia by second-generation migrants entering the film and television industry. 

For instance, Acropolis Now (1989-1992), an Australian sitcom made by and about a group 

of second-generation Greek Australians, set in a Greek style café in Melbourne. Or comedy 

series, Pizza (2000-2007), which was an absurdist approach to migrant representation, 

adapted to film—Fat Pizza (2003). John McCallum has labelled Wogs Out of Work, with its 
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stage sequel Wogarama (1994) and TV spin-off Acropolis Now, as “one of the biggest stage 

successes of the 1980s” (202). McCallum argues that the rise of these performances reflected 

“a new interest in the comedy of minorities or marginalised groups who had been excluded 

from the theatrical new wave of the early 1970s” typified by “the rebelliousness of a 

generation of white, middle-class Anglo Australians against English and American models” 

(203-204). Wogs Out of Work was “a highly provocative variation on the Anglo comedy of 

the alternating cringe and strut”, which McCallum defines as humour located between 

“colonial cringe and self-assertiveness” (214-215). The striking thing about these productions 

was that for the first time, migrant characters were being developed by comedians and actors 

with migrant heritage or who were migrant subjects. These productions were also being 

performed for large and diverse audiences, screened on mainstream television and in 

commercial movie theatres.  

 

However, these representations still tended to play off the idea of a stereotypical migrant 

figure. Made by and for migrant and mainstream audiences, these stories included a cast of 

main characters, first or second-generation migrants, typically from Italy or Greece. The 

characters’ ethnicities were hammed-up, but with the understanding that it was Australians 

from migrant backgrounds making fun of themselves. This meant creating a “safe space” for 

migrant and mainstream audiences to laugh about shared experiences and the quirks of 

Australian culture, and provided much needed screen roles for actors who had previously 

been limited by their cultural background. These performances marked the entry of European 

migrant communities steadfastly into Australian screen culture, and were central to the 

development of multicultural filmmaking. In contrast to Con the Fruiterer, or even O’Grady’s 

creation of Nino as an agent for satire and assimilation, these migrant-led productions 

represented the ability for migrant communities to laugh at themselves, and at what non-
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migrant communities portrayed them to be. They were representations of Australian 

multiculturalism, suggesting the broader benefits of cultural pluralism and social inclusion, 

and have become central to its enactment as a national heritage discourse.  

 

But the issue still remains of the ongoing stereotyping of migrant subjects in these new 

comedies. A study into the audience of Acropolis Now by Tony Mitchell found that while it 

was thought the characters were “exaggerated” there was also a perception that this was a 

deliberate choice to make the performance more humorous. Mitchell also found nothing in 

his survey to indicate that the audience members interviewed, defined as people from non-

English speaking backgrounds, perceived the show to be contributing to “racist attitudes” (8). 

The question of migrant-face as it relates to the reclaiming of the “wog” stereotype, however, 

requires more analysis.  

 

While Acropolis Now and Wogs Out of Work marked a turning point in the self-

representation of migrant characters and the experience of being culturally different in 

Australia, this chapter argues that their intertextual and adaptive links to characters such as 

Nino Culotta and Con the Fruiterer problematise a reading of the texts as racially or 

ethnically unbiased. Returning to Acropolis Now, one of its most profound contributions was 

the use of “wog”, a word that was taken up by film critics and journalists “in its newly 

liberated mode as a term of defiance and self-assertion for non-Anglo youth” (T. Mitchell 8). 

While it was one thing for the characters of the show, who were from Greek Australian 

backgrounds, to adapt and repurpose this term, its wider usage took on a life of its own. The 

term still works as much as an insult as a symbol of migrant pride, depending on the delivery 

and the position of the deliverer. It has also expanded its reach to include Australians with 

Lebanese heritage and other Arab nationalities, broadly denoting the position of non-British 
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migrant subjects, but not non-White Australians. The catch is, that like Nino’s adaptation 

from text to screen, the re-appropriation of the “wog” caricature from dominant White culture 

to a form of migrant-owned comedy, blurred its history as a case of Australian blackface. 

Reproduced as a seemingly less offensive version—migrant-face—hid its racial and ethnic 

implications.  

 

 

The Wog Boy and Australian multiculturalism 

 

The Wog Boy (directed by Aleksi Vellis and starring Nick Giannopoulos who co-wrote the 

screenplay) is about Greek Australian man “Steve” a.k.a. “the Wog boy” and his fight to 

clear his reputation, which has been besmirched by the Australian political elite, represented 

by the media, social welfare department and the office of the Minister for Employment. 

Accused of being a “dole bludger” (Australian vernacular for a person who is unemployed 

because they are “too lazy” to look for work) Steve becomes a public figure—first as he tries 

to defend himself on national television, and then after he takes up a position with the 

Minister’s office to sell her latest “work-for-the-dole” program.12 Steve’s representation as a 

migrant subject and as unemployed, indicates the intersection of race/ethnicity and class. In 

contrast to the representation of contributionism and assimilation in They’re a Weird Mob, 

The Wog Boy speaks to late twentieth century concerns with youth unemployment, economic 

recession, and the lingering effects of institutionalised racism despite an active framework of 

multiculturalism.  

 

 
12 Work-for-the-dole refers to specialised work programs long-term unemployed people must sometimes 
undertake in order to continue receiving unemployment benefits. 
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Like They’re a Weird Mob, The Wog Boy is a critique of Australian national culture. In The 

Wog Boy, Steve reclaims the derogatory label as a marker of pride, and a symbol of his 

identity as a second-generation Greek Australian. Steve, who was born in Australia but still 

suffers discrimination and disadvantage as a migrant subject, is represented as a 

“multicultural” agent. Where the word “wog” is absent from They’re a Weird Mob, it is 

foregrounded in The Wog Boy, not only in the film’s title but as the way Steve has been 

defined in the Australian social imaginary, and how he defines himself. In the film, Steve as 

“the Wog boy” is positioned as a means to deconstruct the idea of essential migrant 

authenticity. “The Wog boy” trope reconstructs the idea of migrant heritage, instead, as 

fundamentally Australian. In an adaptive move similar to that discussed in relation to 

Australia, Steve represents the layering of Australian nationhood, in particular the enactment 

of multiculturalism as not just cultural heritage discourse but as a new way of conceptualising 

Australian national identity.  

 

In The Wog Boy, “deconstruction” applies in reference to the deployment of stereotypical 

migrant figures in a multicultural context to expose the underlying racialisation of migrant 

subjects, and the continuation of discrimination in late 1990s Australian society. As a theory 

attributed to Derrida, deconstruction refers to the way that meaning is made, or systems of 

meaning, specifically highlighting instances where meaning is constructed in hierarchical 

opposition and rendered unstable by its reliance on arbitrary signs (Of Grammatology). In 

The Wog Boy, Steve is revealed as an Australian figure who has arbitrarily been construed as 

a “migrant subject” and stereotype, despite being deeply ingrained in Australian culture.  

 

In the opening scene, Steve gives the audience a run through of his childhood, which is 

crucial to establishing him as Greek and Australian, and shows that unlike his parents, Steve 
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is Australian born. Steve’s second-generation migrant status is significant, revealing the 

schoolyard abuse he suffers as a child, and the casual prejudice he endures as an adult, as 

illustrative of wider systems of inequality across Australian society. It also alludes to the fact 

that these examples of discrimination cannot be attributed to recent migrant arrival but are 

deeply entrenched hierarchies of belonging.  

 

Steve’s migrant experience is not a story of arrival and assimilation, or adaptation, but a 

portrayal of his life as part of multicultural Australia. As a child at school, Steve is shown 

wearing Greek cultural dress, seated behind an array of Greek foods, far too much for one 

person to eat. Three White Australian boys jeer at him: “Wog boy” over and over again. One 

of the boys has red hair, a visual allusion to Anglo-Celtic identity through the association of 

Irish and Scottish heritage with red hair, also gesturing to the arbitrary nature of prejudice 

and harassment (with redheads often the target of schoolyard taunts). The funny side of this 

scene, or the joke, is that Steve is only wearing Greek cultural dress, because his mother 

misunderstood the school’s instruction to wear a “uniform”, sending him off in clothes 

identifying him as the cultural Other. This language mishap along with the representation of 

an over-catering European mother is indicative of a tendency in creative interpretations of 

multiculturalism to associate culture or migrant heritage with a trifecta of cultural 

difference—costume, food and dance (Gunew, Framing Marginality 22). It also does so 

within a familiar rendition of Australian migrant ethnicity, as post-war, European and male.  

 

Flashing forward to adulthood, Steve affirms his place in Australian society, shaped by his 

childhood experience of ethnic prejudice, by being even more stereotypical than the label he 

has been given. Using his experience to justify his persona, Steve says: “I dedicated my life 

to becoming the best ‘wog’ I could be.” However, Steve is far from the only character to take 
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on that identity in the film. Revealing the fluid use of the term for multiple cultural 

backgrounds, Steve’s Italian Australian friend, Frank, (who, fitting a typecast, runs a pizza 

shop) also identifies proudly as a “Wog boy.” In Steve’s words they have: “The car, the 

clothes, the attitude” and model themselves on “the biggest ‘wog’ of all”—John Travolta. 

While the reference to a movie star such as Travolta adds a transnational layer to the issue of 

racial and ethnic prejudice, it also harnesses Travolta’s star power to deconstruct the negative 

association of being called a “wog”. Conversely, the stereotype is reinforced by the 

representation of two Vietnamese Australian delivery boys who work in Frank’s pizza shop 

and try their best to imitate Steve and Frank in appearance and demeanor, including donning 

migrant-face. Considering the representation of the Vietnamese or non-White men in the film 

it is clear that Steve and his friends with European backgrounds are much closer to “fitting 

in” than some others, revealing hierarchies of assimilation based on race as well as ethnicity.  

 

While Steve’s identity is represented as a personal choice, acknowledging the history of the 

White Australia policy and assimilation as the predecessors of multiculturalism, Steve’s 

characterisation also suggests this is an act of “making do”. Having been steeped in a social 

context in which as the child of a post-war migrant family Steve failed to be recognised as an 

individual in his own right, adopting the insult—deconstructing and re-appropriating it on his 

own terms—is a logical response in the pursuit of national belonging. Unlike Nino’s acts of 

economic contribution—hard manual labour, buying land, and engagement—Steve who is 

unemployed demonstrates his “Australianness” by equating his social worth with being 

community-minded. Steve reads Bingo numbers at the multicultural senior’s club and helps 

other migrant Australians navigate the welfare system. In a multicultural framework the film 

positions Steve as part of a culturally plural society where cultural difference is accepted and 

celebrated. However, it still represents cultural diversity or cultural Otherness as best 
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demonstrated through economic contribution (for instance, when he agrees to work for the 

Minister’s office), or his work in the community, which adds social value.  

 

Diversity and migration are inherently valuable. Within a multicultural paradigm, however, 

there is a tendency in Australian film to spell out these social and economic benefits, rather 

than consider them implicit. In his critique of Australian multiculturalism, Ghassan Hage 

uses the term “White multiculturalism” to describe attitudes by White Australian 

multiculturalists towards cultural diversity, ownership and ethnicity. Hage argues: 

 

 

that both White racists and White multiculturalists share in a conception of 

themselves as nationalists and of the nation as a space structured around a White 

culture, where Aboriginal people and non-White “ethnics” are merely national objects 

to be moved or removed according to a White national will. (18) 

 

 

White multiculturalism obscures alternate realities where White people are not the central 

occupiers of the national space (Hage 19). What is significant about Hage’s theory applied 

here, is that in Steve’s search for or journey to social acceptance, it is the established power 

of White Australia who he must convince. While this is reflective of Australian social 

hierarchies (White Australians are more likely to be in positions of power in business and 

politics), in accordance with the theory of White multiculturalism it also suggests a 

reiteration of the idea of a “White national will” as arbitrary, an overarching national interest 

that Steve must accord with as a “good” multicultural subject. 
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Building on Hage’s theory, Peter Aquila applies the category of “White multiculturalist” to 

argue that some “film producers assume control of the national space by embracing cultural 

difference as a theme or character in their films” (103). Creatively interpreting 

multiculturalism, which was itself a new national framework, is inherently a national move. 

However, Aquila concludes that Hage’s theory fails to consider how “White cosmopolites” 

provide visibility to multicultural communities on mainstream platforms (108). The Wog Boy 

as an exemplar of turn of century migrant comedy is evidence of both. It shows the existence 

of migrant comedies as subversive acts in the construction of multiculturalism as a national 

heritage discourse, and the ongoing representation of migrancy largely devoid of cultural 

specificity beyond the limited symbols of food and cultural dress. Steve is marked by his 

southern European heritage, and more generically his cultural background, and identity, is 

also situated as a stepping-stone to full inclusion in Australian culture. As part of a racial and 

ethnic hierarchy of inclusion, Steve serves to critique multiculturalism’s failure to ensure all 

Australian citizens are given the same level of respect and opportunity. His character reveals 

how constructions of race and ethnicity have been “fleshed out” and interpolated behind a 

façade of cultural difference or Otherness, as part of the multicultural story.  

 

 

Migrant clowns, “wog drag”, and White women 

 

Steve is an outsider in his own country. But like Nino, Steve achieves social inclusion in part 

through his relationship with White Australian woman, Celia, who is the adviser to the 

Minister of Employment. Like Nino’s fiancée, Kay, Celia is characterised as a workaholic 

who has not made time in her life for a man. As in They’re a Weird Mob the relationship gets 

off to a rocky start but provides a means to show the audience what the misunderstood 
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migrant subject is really like. The outcome in both films is that the female love interest is 

softened in appearance, manner and attitude, becoming more feminine, happier and less 

committed to her paid employment. Adrienne Rich’s 1980 theory of “compulsory 

heterosexuality”, in part, can be applied and adapted here. Rich developed the term to refer to 

the way that heterosexual relationships are assumed and enforced by a heteronormative and 

patriarchal society, thus obscuring lesbian relationships to the point of erasure. Rich implored 

heterosexual feminists to reconsider “heterosexuality as a political institution that 

disempowers women—and to change it” (11). In the context of multicultural films, cross-

cultural, compulsory heterosexuality is portrayed as key to Nino’s integration, and Steve’s 

acceptance in multicultural Australia. The portrayal of inclusion through cross-cultural 

romance, suggests therefore that as a political institution, compulsory heterosexuality also 

means “heteronormative multiculturalism”, where migrant men partner with White women. 

This also alludes to the disenfranchisement of migrant women from multicultural discourse. 

 

In both They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy there are very few female characters. There 

is Kay, Nino’s fiancé, her mother, and a young Italian woman with whom Nino tries to begin 

a romance but finds her already engaged. These roles are not large and tend to facilitate a 

romantic subplot (discussed further in chapter 4). They are also constrained by traditional 

gender roles. Kay and her mother disappear into the kitchen when Nino asks her father for 

her hand in marriage, allowing the men “to talk”. In The Wog Boy, female characters include 

Celia (love interest), her sister, and the Minister who is the villain and is represented as mad 

with power and sexually rapacious.13 As well as providing a critique of 1990s politics, the 

Minister’s stereotypical portrayal, belittles women in power. The main female roles in 

 
13 The Minister’s character is adapted from a splice of 1990s female Ministers, Amanda Vanstone (employment) 
and Jocelyn Newman (social welfare). 
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They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy are reserved for facilitating romantic relationships 

with Nino and Steve, the male migrant clowns.  

 

In both films it is the adaptation of the male migrant character to the status of national subject 

that is the main focus or the climax of the narrative. Felicity Collins argues that examining 

the cross-cultural couples that end They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy—Nino and Kay, 

and Steve and Celia—illustrates the formation of “ethnic or diasporic difference” and 

“evades and even upstages bureaucratic and political attempts to define, contain and control 

Australian identity”. The result is the creation of “the Wog boy” as “an active agent rather 

than a passive object, assimilating the ocker and appropriating the vernacular story-space” 

(“Wogboy Comedies” 81-82). However, this chapter argues that these enactments of 

multiculturalism as heritage discourse are limited in their discursive power—restricted by the 

adherence to the idea of Australian citizens as men.  

 

Beyond the trope of romance, gender/sex also intersects these representations in Steve’s 

impersonation of his father and mother. Both parents are performed by Steve/Giannopoulos 

(character and actor) and invite a critical return to the concept of “wog drag”. Along with 

Mark Mitchell’s performance of Marika (Con the Fruiterer’s wife), these performances 

employ actual “drag” to represent migrant women. At the start of The Wog Boy Steve’s 

parents are portrayed arriving in Australia in black and white footage. The father arrives first, 

followed by the mother carrying nothing but one of the father’s shoes. Reflecting 

conservative stereotypes, Steve’s parents are represented as a bit stupid, an echo of earlier 

assumptions about the value of migrant subjects. While the representation of migrant 

characters by migrant subjects is supposedly an empowering act, when a male migrant figure 

stands in for all migrant bodies it means less screen time for actors with migrant heritage, in 
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this case women in the profession. While “Effie” (Mary Coustas), popularised through 

Acropolis Now, is a notable exception of a female migrant stereotype, the typical portrayal of 

deconstructive migrant figures in multicultural filmmaking is as European and male, 

reasserting masculinity at the heart of Australian nationhood through the adaptation of the 

Australian legend.   

 

Writing in the 1950s, Ward’s attempt to define a national Australian “type”, suggested 

Australians were White, masculine and English speaking. In her critique of the Australian 

legend, Linzi Murrie argues that the myth was so powerful because it constructed a dominant 

understanding of masculinity and “Australianness” in Australian culture, producing and 

reproducing those meanings through “male homosociality and the mythology of mateship” 

(92). This is reflected in The Wog Boy. The first association of Steve with the Australian 

legend is the idea of an “Aussie battler”—a trope synonymous with the Australian legend and 

often used by politicians to evoke the idea of “ordinary” Australians or the “working class”. 

When Steve is interviewed by a conservative media anchor, he is initially shamed for being 

out of work, but then reframed as a battler. The media personality says to Steve on air 

(suggesting communication with a large audience): “[i]f that’s what it means when you call 

yourself ‘Wog boy’ then I’m a ‘Wog boy’ too.”  

 

In a later scene, Steve is told by a photographer that he needs to look “more ethnic”. He 

comes out of the change room wearing traditional Greek dress on the bottom, and a Crocodile 

Dundee outfit on top, calling himself “Zorba-Dundee”. The image is a visual metaphor for 

culture as a surface level phenomenon where cultural expression is merely a matter of fashion 

choices (Gunew, Framing Marginality 22). The photographer and adviser tell Steve to look 

more like “[a]n everyman that embodies Australia”, a phrase that alludes to Ward’s concept 
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of the Australian legend. Steve comes back out in his normal clothes (his Travolta outfit: 

jeans, leather jacket, and slicked back hair) and they decide they have the shot. In the context 

of multiculturalism, Steve’s newfound recognition not as the but as an (adapted) Australian 

legend, deconstructs the arbitrary negative association of his identity with unemployment and 

cultural difference, re-establishing him as both migrant subject and legitimate national figure. 

 

Steve’s image, photographed for the government marketing campaign, is revealed as an 

updated expression of Australian nationhood, symbolising a new era of cultural pluralism. 

While this is a discursive expansion of White or British discourses of Australian nationhood 

(analysed in chapter 2), the reproduction of an Australian national figure as a European male, 

demonstrates that it is not so much a deconstruction of a mythic Australian identity, but a re-

appropriation now deployed in the service of Australian multiculturalism. Attributing this 

identity to Steve has the effect of aligning one stereotype with another. It shows the 

archetypes of “the Wog boy” and “the Australian legend” to be of equal value in the 

symbolic and visual construction of Australian national identity. It also reframes the image of 

a European, male migrant subject (conjured by John O’Grady) as a “White” Australian 

figure. Tapped into the cultural power of a nationalist archetype, Steve as “the Wog boy” is 

recognisable as both migrant and national subject—as an anti-authoritarian everyman who 

looks a lot like previous incarnations of Australian national figures.  

 

The power of this representation is in its potential to collapse the idea of hybridity. 

Intersectional analysis would suggest that Steve is not Greek and Australian, but both. The 

combination of those identity traits has shaped his individual experience of Australian 

society. What these impersonations hint at is that the representation of a comical migrant 

figure is not about giving an in depth or even broad history of migration to Australia. It is not 
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even about sharing aspects of the cultural diversity that exists in Australian society. Rather 

“the Wog boy” as a form of migrant-face is a discursive character that has been mobilised as 

a critique of Australian society, but that also reinforces the idea of masculine and Eurocentric 

Australian nationhood. The position of migrant subject is reframed through the adaptation of 

multiculturalism as a springboard to full participation in Australian society, yet access to that 

platform is characterised over and over again (like the Australian legend) as male.  

 

As “the Wog boy”, Steve’s greatest value to Australian society is demonstrated through his 

likeness to or inseparability from an iconic White Australian type. His most important 

relationships are also represented as being with his male friends. The rendition of this legend 

via The Wog Boy solidifies the power of the myth where Steve proves his national credentials 

by demonstrating that despite his migrant heritage, he is in fact also a White Australian man. 

Through the process of adaptation and the performance of these roles of and by migrant 

subjects, the act of migrant-face is variously perpetuated, perpetrated, critiqued and endorsed. 

In consuming these representations, the layering of adaptation—the palimpsest—reveals as 

Cartmell and Whelehan have argued how “historical ‘authenticity’” is produced and 

“ideological perspectives” are interpreted (Screen Adaptations 17). In relation to the 

adaptation of multicultural policy to film or as an act of “doing adaptation”, it is clear that 

adapting the Australian legend into “the Wog Boy” and vice versa is not just a transgressive 

act on behalf of migrant Australia taking over stereotypes, it also demonstrates the 

conservative longevity of the Australian legend and its ability to harness multicultural 

representations to reinvent itself for new audiences.  

 

In The Wog Boy the representation of migrancy by migrant Australians can be read as 

inherently anti-racist in its intent. However, in his study of racist humour, Simon Weaver 
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examines how racially motivated jokes are central to the construction of “racist rhetoric” in 

easily communicated and persuasive ways, and which “affect impressions of truth and 

ambivalence (The Rhetoric of Racist Humour 1-12). Weaver has also outlined the concept of 

“reverse discourses” employed by Black, African American and Afro Caribbean comedians 

in the United Kingdom and the United States (“The ‘Other’ Laughs Back”). By “reverse”, 

Weaver refers to how performances that embody “cultural racism … develop, or seek to 

develop, a reverse semantic effect.” The result is a form of resistance establishing an 

alternative rhetoric that can serve to deconstruct racist thought, but which can paradoxically 

“reproduce racism” (“The ‘Other’ Laughs Back” 31-48). The Wog Boy, by appealing to the 

lowest common denominator of Australian identity, returns to the representation of the same 

old nationalist discourse. It is both a visualisation of resistance and the reproduction of 

Australian racisms. 

 

 

Conclusion: an adaptive trajectory for multicultural heritage 

 

When considering the historical trajectory from They’re a Weird Mob (1966) to The Wog Boy 

(2000), and the development of multicultural heritage through the genre of migrant comedy, 

it is clear that much has changed, and much remains the same. Collins argues that popular 

Australian film since the 1970s has been fixated on the reinvention of “the national type”, but 

that “wog comedies” offered an opportunity to subvert this trend with a more recent 

“celebration” of the “ocker-wogboy” as a transgressive, hybrid figure marking a shift in the 

cultural meaning of the “wog” epithet” (“Wogboy Comedies” 73-74). While “wog” has 

multiple meanings, including as a source of migrant empowerment through the reclamation 
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of cultural space, this chapter disagrees that only good has come from the term’s elaboration 

to include colonial Australian heritage via the motif of the Australian legend.  

 

While comedies such as They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy “have each turned the comic 

spotlight on ‘Australian ethnicity’ as a work-in-progress” (Collins, “Wogboy Comedies” 73-

74), this chapter argues that asserting “the Wog boy’s” “Australianness” has less to do with 

subversion and more to do with upholding entrenched power structures and gender relations 

during this working-out stage. As suggested with the representation of the Vietnamese 

Australian delivery boys, if working-it-out is based on the ability of Australian migrant 

subjects to become White, or to be recognised as White, then full inclusion might be a long 

time coming for some Australians—whether or not they are born in Australia. In 

multicultural Australia, Steve gets to be himself. The Vietnamese Australian characters get to 

strive to be like Steve.  

 

Multiculturalism represented in this way serves as a metaphor for cultural hierarchies, paths 

along which migrant subjects must journey through the rights of assimilation, adaptation and 

multiculturalism, modelling themselves on the “go-to” image of an Australian migrant, 

typically a post-war masculine, European figure whose family is Greek or Italian, and who 

has an awful lot in common with the Australian legend. While The Wog Boy and They’re a 

Weird Mob have been the focus of this chapter, attention to these issues is timely given the 

continued adaptation of these stereotypes: The Wog Boy sequel, Wog Boy 2: Kings of 

Mykonos (2010); Fat Pizza vs Housos (2014); television series, Here Come the Habibs 

(2016-2017); and a six-episode comedy called Superwog (2018). Other examples of this 

character include Firouq (from Lebanon) in The Castle (1996) and Vanno (from Italy) in Red 

Dog (2011).  
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Reviewing the construction of Nino in They’re a Weird Mob in relation to the representation 

of Steve in The Wog Boy, demonstrates what can be called a cultural history of adapting 

migrant stereotypes. Significantly, this chapter has shown how the adaptation process, over 

the space of almost fifty years, has blurred the process of the construction of these characters 

in ways that make comical migrant figures seem authentic and non-controversial, harmless 

stereotypes produced for and by migrant Australians. In their study of American multicultural 

films, Janice R. Welsch and J. Q. Adams argue that film representations offer insight into the 

way that the meaning of race and ethnicity as social constructs has shifted over time (xi). 

Considering this in relation to Australian film, this chapter argues that the visualisation of a 

series of comical migrant figures has become intersected with the portrayal of 

multiculturalism as a form of cultural heritage that has been set adrift from historical 

narratives.  

 

In contrast to examples of White colonial heritage, multicultural films tend to be set in the 

period of their release and focus primarily on the social interplay of White Australians and 

cultural Others. However, They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy are also examples of the 

establishment of national heritage traditions, reflecting what Turner and O’Regan have called 

the ongoing preoccupation of Australian society with establishing a national past and the 

problem-solving dimension of Australian film (Making it National; Australian National 

Cinema). Specifically, this chapter has drawn attention to the ways that the comical migrant 

figure has been adapted in migrant comedy as authentic and in nostalgic ways using the trope 

of migrant-face to embody a new multicultural agenda. Investigating the “intertextual 

relationships” of adapted products (adaptations, series, sequels, remakes), and the 

“discourses” that surround them provides insight into the social, political, economic and 
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cultural context in which they were produced and received (Loock and Verevis 3). In They’re 

a Weird Mob, Italian immigrant Nino functions as a comic envoy in an era of assimilation 

and post-World War II migration. While the policy of multiculturalism was not yet in place 

when the film was released, from the position of the twenty-first century, the film is 

inextricably bound up in a web of representations of migration and multiculturalism that both 

produce and provide a lens through which migration heritage is now understood.  

 

The comical migrant figure, at times performed by White Australians or by Italians (Chiari) 

on behalf of White Australians, and at other times by migrant Australians themselves (The 

Wog Boy) has become a symbol of multicultural Australia. The intertextual world that these 

images circulate in, in relation to their adaptation, shows the blurred status of each as an act 

of cultural appropriation, social inclusion and conversely the ongoing restriction of non-

British migrant subjects to fully participate in Australian society. By raising the barrier of 

stereotype, typecast, and caricature, these characters also maintain gendered power relations 

and instill aspects of social exclusion at the heart of critiques of migrant stereotypes and the 

Australian legend. Considering adaptations as an “extended intertextual engagement” 

(Hutcheon 9), it is clear that the web of stereotyping, reclaimed identity and migrant-face is 

never-ending. The result is a dual adaptation, the reproduction of a stereotype normalised 

through migrant comedy, and the metamorphosis of the Australian legend cliché into the 

body of a second-generation European migrant. This also blurs the history of “wog” as a 

racially loaded term and repurposes it for a new audience, and it highlights the idea of 

migrant or multicultural heritage as grounded in the era of post-war migration in which 

European cultural diversity (now associated with Whiteness) is foregrounded.  
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Therefore, while “slapstick multiculturalism” (to coin a phrase) positions itself as a form of 

comedy not to be taken seriously, its ramifications are. Slapstick representations of 

multicultural heritage make fun of migrant issues, of not speaking English properly. They 

ridicule being homesick, not fitting in, dressing and eating differently and represent migrant 

characters as being of reduced mental capacity, at least not initially as smart or intuitive as 

White Australian characters. They also provide valuable screen time for migrant Australians, 

and at least some representation of the experience of cultural Otherness. However, as a genre, 

slapstick multiculturalism is defined by blurring the repetition of migrant-face, obscuring the 

appropriation of cultural difference, and collapsing it as irrelevant. While the idea of a 

universalising effect suggests harmony and acceptance, it also evokes the idea of 

homogeneity. Migrant-face therefore perpetuates power structures and hierarchies that 

promote White identities. It refocuses the issue of migration and multiculturalism on already 

established groups, such as those migrants from eastern and southern Europe who arrived in 

the 1950s and 1960s. If you are a non-White migrant subject, as Screen Australia found in 

2016, and as demonstrated in these examples, you barely make it to the screen at all. 

 

To conclude, by far the greatest success of Nino Culotta as an act of mimicry, and as an 

assimilating agent, was the representation’s ability to go beyond the adaptation of the text to 

film, and to proliferate as not just the character of Nino, but a popular motif in the style of 

migrant comedy. In the context of contemporary multiculturalism, the tropes that They’re a 

Weird Mob and The Wog Boy helped develop—Nino’s doppelgangers of varying European 

ethnicity—show how Australian society has become more culturally diverse in terms of 

screen representation, but also how migrants have for the most part been assimilated or are 

still required to “fit” into a broader sense of Australian culture. The next chapter analyses 
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what happens to multiculturalism when it is interpreted through the prism of female migrant 

subjects in the genre of romance. 
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4. 

 

It must be love: multicultural romance 

 

Australian multiculturalism was first articulated in 1973, but not introduced as a National 

Agenda until 1989. It was the early 1990s before multicultural films began to appear. By this 

time multiculturalism had attained a normative and ideological status (Lopez 3). It was also 

contested with regard to its implementation, funding, relevance and social effect. It was a 

catch-all description for a culturally diverse population, but very much still an aspiration for a 

nation working through issues of race, often highlighted by controversy over migration. 

There was also ongoing debate about the success or workability of multiculturalism as a 

policy approach, and underlying cultural and racial hierarchies that it had been unable to 

resolve. Where Prime Minister Paul Keating (ALP 1991-1996) tried to establish a sense of 

Australia as part of the Asian region both culturally and through trade, Leader of the 

Opposition, John Howard, disagreed with the multicultural agenda and sought to limit 

migration to Australia. When Howard was elected Prime Minister in 1996, he oversaw ever 

more draconian systems of border protection, including mandatory detention for asylum 

seekers in facilities often located in remote Australia, then moving processing “off-shore” to 

Christmas Island (an Australian external territory) and later to small Pacific Island nations 

such as Nauru. As Howard became Prime Minister, Pauline Hanson, Leader of the One 

Nation Party, a new Far-Right group, was also elected. Hanson received significant air-time 

for her polemical views, making headlines around the world for her racist comments, 

specifically her anti-Asian stance on immigration. Hage describes Hanson’s political ascent 

as a sign of a growing conservativism in Australian politics, claiming that the country was 

experiencing “the Hansonisation of our souls and our national culture” (25). The effect was 
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the formal representation of particularly xenophobic views inside the Australian Parliament, 

even as multiculturalism continued to be endorsed as national policy. Tempered by Hanson’s 

ultra-conservatism, by the end of the century Howard had also endorsed multiculturalism, yet 

continued to strengthen border control.  

 

The intersection of these political and social debates, over levels of migration and the success 

of multiculturalism as a cultural policy, was reflected in the nation’s cultural products, 

including in Australian film which provided a space where these issues could be worked 

through. Rather than address these debates “head on” (elaborated on in the next chapter), this 

chapter re-examines two films that were central to constructing what will be called the genre 

of “multicultural romance” as a form of multicultural nation-building. The focus is on Strictly 

Ballroom (1992) and Looking for Alibrandi (2000), extremely well-known Australian 

examples, even within the subset of multicultural filmmaking. Against the fraught backdrop 

described above, these films returned to characters whose ancestry involved European 

migration to consider issues of belonging/non-belonging and social inclusion as it played out 

in the late twentieth century.  

 

Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi re-imagine Australian multiculturalism through a 

framework of cross-cultural, romantic love (touched on in the last chapter) with stories that 

embody fairy-tale and “coming-of-age” narratives. Hage describes these films as representing 

a new Australian multiculturalism (201). Simpson, Murawska and Lambert suggest they are 

evidence of a “coming of age through ethnicity” (23; 33-35). The idea of coming-of-age 

through ethnicity applies to both the characters in each film, and functions as a metaphor for 

the construction of multicultural national identities through Australian cinema. These films 

adapted the objectives of Australian multicultural policy, espousing cultural tolerance and the 
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benefits of diversity. Most of all they use romantic relationships to bring migrant subjects 

into the national fold, thus articulating the power of Western culture, enhanced by the 

educational setting of each film, which suggests that multiculturalism as a new form of 

Australian nationhood was something that could be both taught and learned.  

 

Strictly Ballroom is a love story between amateur-ballroom dancing champion, Scott 

Hastings (a White Australian man) and Fran who after being typecast by the dance school as 

clumsy and frumpy is transformed by her relationship with Scott—and her access to her 

family’s cultural heritage—into a beautiful Spanish dancer. Looking for Alibrandi is about 

teenager Josie Alibrandi working through her intergenerational experience of Italian 

migration, including discovering her father and biological grandfather, and starting a 

relationship with White Australian school boy, Jacob Coote, all in her final year of school. 

Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi are also adaptations—of a play (by Luhrmann 

1987) and a young adult novel (by Melina Marchetta 1992), respectively. This chapter 

analyses how multiculturalism has been adapted as part of Australia’s cultural heritage using 

a generic framework of romantic comedy, including Western notions of romantic love.  

 

Other examples of Australian multicultural romances from this period include the Heartbreak 

Kid (1993), and Head On (1998), which is discussed in chapter 5. The Heartbreak Kid, based 

on a play by Richard Barret (1987), is about a Greek Australian teacher (Claudia Karvan) 

who starts a soccer team in an AFL dominated school. The teacher has an affair with one of 

her Greek Australian students, breaks off her engagement, and quits teaching to travel the 

world. The film was later made into a series, Heartbreak High (1994-1999), an Australian 

version of “Degrassi”. Head On was the first screen adaptation of a novel by famous 

Australian novelist, Christos Tsiolkas, providing a more critical portrayal of Australian 
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society at the intersection of ethnicity and homosexuality. Strictly Ballroom and Looking for 

Alibrandi are the focus of this chapter because of their huge commercial success (indicating 

wide and diverse audiences). However, it is important to note they are not alone in the genre 

of multicultural romance. 

 

The final part of the chapter contrasts Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi with three 

more recent multicultural films—Alex & Eve (2015), UnIndian (2015), and Ali’s Wedding 

(2017). These films demonstrate the layering of the adaptation process that has established 

cross-cultural romance as a key mechanism through which multicultural stories are told, and 

multiculturalism creatively interpreted, promoting a discourse of positive cultural diversity to 

a wide audience. The more recent films also illustrate the incorporation of issues that 

intersect with the ethos of multicultural Australia in the 2010s. For instance, Islamophobia, 

concerns about the practice of arranged marriage, international students studying in Australia, 

and the intergenerational effects of migration.  

 

While the films in this chapter share similarities with They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy 

insofar as they are about migrant subjects, the main focus of each narrative in this case is on 

fledgling romances between protagonists from culturally diverse backgrounds. In Strictly 

Ballroom, Australian born Scott meets Fran whose family is Spanish. In Looking for 

Alibrandi, Josie (who is Italian-Sicilian Australian) encounters Jacob (White Australian). 

UnIndian is also about a White Australian, Will, an English language teacher (played by 

Australian cricketer Brett Lee) and who falls in love with an Indian Australian woman, Meera 

(played by Indian actor Tannishtha Chatterjee). In these examples romantic love becomes a 

tool of multicultural inclusion. In Alex & Eve and Ali’s Wedding, the romances are between 

two migrant subjects—Alex who is Greek Orthodox, and Eve who is Lebanese Muslim, and 
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in Ali’s Wedding, the Iraqi son of a Muslim cleric and Dianne who is Lebanese Australian. 

Tracing these relationships, the final part of the chapter demonstrates how the trope of 

multicultural romance has shifted from the negotiation of cultural difference between White 

and cultural Other, to being a matter first and foremost for those who identify with migrant 

Australia. Viewed through the lens of romance and romantic comedy, this chapter argues that 

by subscribing to Western notions of romantic love, these films reinforce the idea that 

acceptable multiculturalism occurs within a framework of Western attitudes and assumptions, 

and the racial and ethnic power hierarchies those entail.  

 

 

A genre of multicultural romance 

 

In the case of multicultural films there are multiple “genres” or categories at play: the idea of 

Australian national cinema, multicultural filmmaking as an identifiable part of that, and 

narrative styles not restricted to the Australian context—romance, comedy, romantic comedy, 

crime, thriller and so on. The use of genre classifications, however, is not “neutral” or 

“objective” (Chandler 1). As Jane Feuer has noted genres are “ultimately an abstract 

conception rather than something that exists empirically in the world” (144). As David 

Bordwell noted in 1989, “any theme may appear in any genre” (147). Grouping may occur by 

“period” or “country”, the film’s creator or mode of production or by “ideology”, subject, 

theme or narrative structure (148). Or as Stam puts it, “[w]hile some genres are based on 

story content (the war film), others are borrowed from literature (comedy, melodrama) or 

from other media (the musical)” or even on racial or sexual identity, for instance Black or 

Queer cinema.  
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Defining genre may not seem overtly problematic, but film theory has shown it to be more 

complicated than at first glance (Bignell; Bordwell; Stam, Film Theory; Chandler). How 

genre is defined, therefore, must be in accordance with the purpose of the analysis (Chandler 

2-3). Genre analysis offers a mechanism to consider texts in relation to their textual, social 

and historical contexts, underlying the intertextual nature of textual production (Thwaites, 

Davis and Mules 92; Chandler 10). This chapter deploys the concept of “multicultural 

romance” to refer to stories that follow a predictable trajectory where a heterosexual couple 

meet and eventually fall in love. It combines this with the principles of Australian 

multiculturalism to illustrate how as a genre, this style of filmmaking uses the familiar 

patterns of love stories to convey ideas about what Australia as a multicultural nation should 

look like, or what is appropriate behaviour (with regard to tolerance, respect and diverse 

cultural expression) in a multicultural society.  

 

While “generic classification” is subjective, “[g]enre is therefore best understood 

discursively, as language addressed by one party to another usually for a specific, identifiable 

purpose” (Hughes-Warrington 50). With this in mind the term multicultural romance is 

employed to signify a combination of the familiar genre of romantic comedy with an 

espousal of official, government-endorsed multiculturalism. As a critical term multicultural 

romance is useful because it highlights the transnational, or Western reach of romance as a 

genre. It also highlights the adaptation or re-appropriation of light-hearted comedy and 

romance tropes familiar in Hollywood films to convey a multicultural message. There is also 

a didactic element to these representations, with the genre of multicultural romance tending 

to involve an educational setting. In Strictly Ballroom it is a dance studio. In Looking for 

Alibrandi and Alex & Eve, a high school. In UnIndian the setting is largely at a university 

campus, and in Ali’s Wedding three important spaces are the Mosque, Ali’s study, and the 
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University of Melbourne. These settings are significant, framing each film’s adaptation of 

multiculturalism as a “lesson” in cultural tolerance and diversity. 

 

  

Love is in the air in Strictly Ballroom14 

 

Strictly Ballroom is an exemplar of multicultural romance. It was unusual at the time of its 

release because it told an undeniably Australian story, but forewent any of the typical motifs 

associated with Australian cinema, such as period dramas representing colonial heritage, or 

stories set in the bush. Strictly Ballroom is set in the inner-city Sydney suburb of Kings 

Cross, traditionally one of the poorer areas of the city known for its “red light” district. As 

well as visualising a new tradition of multiculturalism, it was extremely financially 

successful, clearing $21 million at the domestic box office, making $80 million worldwide, 

and launching Baz Luhrmann’s career (Staying Power). Demonstrating the longevity of 

Strictly Ballroom as an adaptation—and its ongoing representation of Australian 

multiculturalism—in 2016 it was also made into a musical, which toured the United 

Kingdom, Europe and the United States. 

 

The ongoing adaptation of Strictly Ballroom demonstrates a nostalgia for early 1990s 

representations of multicultural heritage. Strictly Ballroom is a living text, still part of the 

way that Australia thinks about multiculturalism, still present in the Australian social 

imaginary. In David Brett’s 1996 theory of the construction of heritage, he argues that 

modernity, which he articulates as a series of social processes that erode social customs, roles 

 
14 The part of this chapter about Strictly Ballroom has appeared in a similar format in McCarthy “Adaptations 
Down Under”, pp. 224-226. 



 

  152  

and expectations, “forces us to rearticulate our sense of the past” (1-10). The constant work 

of producing heritage, or in this example, adapting Strictly Ballroom as a way of prolonging 

its representation of multiculturalism and the versions of Australian nationhood attached to it, 

renders the film as an artefact of cultural heritage. As with other multicultural films it is both 

material (can be watched and performed), and intangible (giving expression to that which is 

both widely imagined and implicitly characterised as having multiple meanings).  

 

In Strictly Ballroom the film, Scott who is a very good dancer falls in love with “ugly 

duckling” Fran. Scott is positioned as White. Fran is denoted as having Spanish heritage but 

given little cultural backstory. Fran lives with her father and grandmother. Her family are 

poor, dress mostly in black, and literally live on the wrong side of the train tracks at the back 

of a dusty shop. Given the film’s placement in Kings Cross, already the “wrong side of the 

tracks”, this inversion speaks to broader archetypes evoked by the film. Scott’s family by 

contrast dress garishly and are deeply invested in the world of ballroom, which is portrayed 

as trivial and tacky, especially when juxtaposed with Spanish dancing. Rather than 

foreground Fran’s Spanish identity these details position her as a Cinderella-figure. At the 

start of the film Fran’s bad skin and poor dance skills, coupled with her angry, over-

protective, non-English speaking father, are set in opposition to Australian culture. But like 

Cinderella at the ball it becomes clear that Fran and her family hold the key to life fulfilment 

for the Australian characters.  

 

Fran translates an expression for Scott from Spanish: “A vivir con miedo es una vida media 

vivido/A life lived in fear is a life half lived.” This saying is a refrain, articulating a shift from 

assimilation to multiculturalism in which new experiences and interactions become 

commonplace. The saying also appears in the opening credits of Looking for Alibrandi, 
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making it a multicultural intertext in Australian film. Scott takes on Fran’s adage, rejecting 

the safe, blonde Anglo-Australian15 dance-partners arranged for him and instead preparing to 

dance at the championship with Fran.  

 

While the couple are officially disqualified for dancing “non-regulation”, the moral—of the 

benefit of trying new things—is emphasised by Scott’s father who reveals that his biggest life 

regret was being too scared to dance “new steps” when he had the opportunity to do so. The 

adaptation of multiculturalism into Australian cinema via Strictly Ballroom represents the 

incorporation and appropriation of ethnicity into broader Australian culture. As a cultural 

heritage narrative, migrancy and social inclusion are represented whole-heartedly as a 

positive social change, benefiting all who are willing to “feel the rhythm” (1992). As with 

They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy, however, the focus of Strictly Ballroom is on 

European migration. As Fran transitions into a swan, “worthy” of Scott’s love, the film 

advocates the benefits of multiculturalism but does so by juxtaposing ballroom (as a 

metaphor for the cheapness of Australian culture) with flamenco, which conjures a mythic 

sense of European heritage—suggesting that even in the deconstructive move that 

multiculturalism represents, established cultural hierarchies carry on. 

 

As per the romance genre, at the start of the film Fran wears big glasses and long t-shirts, but 

becomes more and more beautiful, and an excellent dancer. Fran loses the glasses, wears 

tighter fitting clothes and becomes more confident. In the final scene Fran is dressed in her 

mother’s flamenco costume, providing a visual reference to her Spanish heritage in an 

Australian context. Fran’s transformation is in keeping with makeover narratives that are a 

 
15 “Anglo” or “Anglo-Celtic” is a term used in Australia to refer to people from English speaking backgrounds, 
specifically with British or Irish heritage. In 1999, Miriam Dixson published an analysis of what she called the 
idealisation of the term “Anglo-Celtic” through the 1970s and 1980s (as evident in the AFC-genre), and its 
demonisation as a category of identity in the 1990s (1). 



 

  154  

feature of female-focused romantic comedy. In My Big Fat Greek Wedding (2002), Toula 

goes from bookish-loner to loved-up beauty. She’s All That (1999) and Ten Things I Hate 

About You (1999) offer similar trajectories. In each case the leading female character starts 

out unglamorous and unloved but transitions to be recognised as holding both beauty and sex 

appeal, and winning the leading man.  

 

In her study of American reality TV program, “Extreme Makeover”, Fiona Whittington-

Walsh points out that makeovers such as these have a racial dimension that she describes as a 

“fascist ideology” or “beauty myth” that “ideal beauty resides primarily in white bodies” 

(113-122). In Fran’s transformation she goes from being a “no-body” to foregrounding an 

“authentic” Spanish identity, highly-valued in Western society. However, Fran’s 

transformation is just as much about her ability to tap into a pre-established cultural hierarchy 

where Spanish dancing is privileged over the tackiness of ballroom, and where as a European 

migrant subject it is possible for her to be reconstructed as a legitimate part of White culture. 

When considering the analysis of migrant-face in the last chapter, it is also clear how this 

representation blurs histories of racial and ethnic prejudice. While the story is a positive one 

with a strong message of cultural tolerance and social inclusion, it too includes the 

performance of migrant-face. Fran and her family literally don Spanish attire, and Fran’s 

frizzy mop is teased into glossy, black curls–in keeping with Whittington-Walsh’s idea of the 

inherent racialisation of makeover narratives.  

 

In Strictly Ballroom, Scott also benefits from the makeover narrative, albeit not in 

appearance, which remains the same. He becomes less arrogant and self-assured, humbled by 

the experience of having to learn a dance that is unfamiliar to him. In this regard, Strictly 

Ballroom redefines Australian identity, making it not just an adaptation of a prior text, but a 
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transposition of Australian multiculturalism. In its representation of multiculturalism Strictly 

Ballroom is not critical (like the films addressed in chapter 5) but offers rousing applause—

quite literally in the final scene—for Australia’s new national ethos. By creating a world 

where amateur ballroom dancing is the highest priority, Luhrmann poked fun at his own 

culture, which has been typically obsessed with sports involving balls, as well as naturalising 

“the experience of culture as spectacle” (Stratton, Race Daze 149). Taking advantage of this 

unusual setting Scott and company are able to step out of the confines of “monocultural” 

Australia to realise a more exciting way of being (and “being Australian”). Scott’s coming-

of-age is metonymic for White Australia coming to terms with its newfound cultural 

diversity. Fran and her family serve to teach the others a lesson, and in the process achieve a 

higher level of social integration. 

 

When Strictly Ballroom was released multiculturalism was in force—not so much inflected 

by debates about the treatment of asylum seekers or offshore detention as it would be later in 

the decade, or rising concerns about Islamophobia or congested cities, which are a hallmark 

of the 2000s and 2010s. Yet as with migrant comedies and the construction of a European 

migrant figure in a slapstick tradition, Strictly Ballroom was not only fixated on the idea of 

European migration, but portrayed multiculturalism as an opportunity. It is significant, 

however, that as another example of multicultural filmmaking it largely excludes people of 

colour in favour of telling stories about European migrants to Australia who are now 

perceived collectively as White. Therefore, while multiculturalism was entering the 

mainstream in terms of cultural representation, it was still portraying an exclusive form of 

national identity predicated on the idea of post-war European migration.   
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Adding to this is the construction of Fran and her family as timeless European/migrant 

figures. In the private sphere behind her father’s shop, Spanish culture is a well-kept secret. 

On the floor of the Pan-Pacific championships it is a performance for the masses, hinting at 

the broader consumption of multiculturalism through the mediums of costume, food and 

dance (Gunew, Framing Marginality 22). As Scott and Fran learn the pase doble they 

practice on a specially built wooden dancefloor at the back of her father’s shop, providing a 

sanctuary from the hostile and culturally insensitive world of Australian ballroom. In 

contrast, the ballroom dancing school is a bastion of sequins, fluoro taffeta, eyeshadow and 

pyramid schemes. In the final scene Fran wears a brilliant red flamenco dress and Scott is 

dressed in her father’s traje de luces, the traditional clothing of a Spanish bullfighter. As the 

couple perform, the music suddenly stops, but the audience begins to clap out the rhythm and 

Scott and Fran continue—a physical endorsement that the dance, as a metaphor for 

multicultural Australia, must go on. 

 

Returning to Taylor’s theorisation of social imaginaries, Jürgen Habermas’ concept of the 

public and private spheres is also relevant here. Where the private sphere refers to the 

intimate life of the family, the public sphere refers to those social spaces that facilitate and 

influence political action. Taylor argues that “modern forms of common agency … demanded 

strong commitment from their members, drawing them to associate with others beyond the 

bounds of family, lineage, neighbourhood, and traditional fealty” (106-107). In Strictly 

Ballroom multicultural heritage is enacted as a national discourse by the taking over of the 

public space of the ballroom championship, reinforced as the audience join Scott and Fran on 

the dancefloor. The viewing of culture as spectacle (transposed from the dusty living space 

behind the family shop) also occurs comically when considering the context of mainstream 

Australia that does not participate in the sequined extravagance of ballroom dancing. This has 



 

  157  

the effect of de-centring renditions of Australian nationhood or colonial heritage in which 

Australianness is invested in rural or bush landscapes.  

 

This juxtaposition, of Australian culture and ballroom, also has the effect of casting Fran’s 

migrant family as exotic and essential cultural Others unconcerned with the small time world 

of “strictly ballroom” because they are part of a much longer tradition of dance and culture. 

When Scott struggles to pick up the rhythm of the dance, Fran’s grandmother (whose lines 

are subtitled) beats her palm against Scott’s chest, suggesting the tempo is in time with his 

heart—an innate cultural expression. As with They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy, 

however, the idea of cultural specificity or non-specificity comes to bear. Hage claims 

Strictly Ballroom is “… based on an opposition between an archaic, restricting Anglo-

Australian culture and a living, promising White cosmo-multiculturalism” (202). This chapter 

argues Fran’s family also embody a universal sense of migrancy. They are nominally 

represented as “Spanish” migrants, but the way they are portrayed (including costume) 

positions them as “out of time”—mythical figures from whom the White Australian 

characters can draw deep cultural knowledge.  

 

The power struggle in the film is between the White Australians, but it is Fran’s family who 

enable Scott to “embrace ethnic difference and to use it to ‘beat’ his archaic and 

unsophisticated Australo-British opponent” (Hage 202). While Fran and her family have 

access to Spanish dancing traditions, like Nino and Steve, they are represented as generic 

migrant subjects, again in a European form. Drawing on another intertext, they are also 

Spanish archetypes. Francisco Griñán Doblas describes these figures in the context of early 

Spanish cinema as “Andalusian stereotypes: flamenco dancers, bullfighters, gypsies, and 

bandits.” These tropes had become so clichéd by the 1920s that they were already known as 
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“españoladas”. Resistance to this type of imagery was formalised in Spain with the 

Salamanca Conversations (Conversaciones de Salamanca) 1955, but Doblas notes it remains 

popular with foreigners (487-503). As an adaptation of multiculturalism these timeless 

figures are employed to inclusive ends, but are problematic in other ways. Australian identity 

in Strictly Ballroom is defined in contrast to these essential, stereotyped Others, adapted in 

the Australian context as an idealised European, akin to the notion of high European culture 

espoused in Picnic at Hanging Rock. At the end of the transformation or coming-of-age, the 

characters are redefined as no less archetypal than Doblas describes, but as part of a broader 

multicultural story. Fran and her extended family function to make Scott and the other White 

Australians more cultured and empathetic. Spanish heritage is represented as authentic, and 

both timeless and historical. Whereas the fluoro colours of the Pan-Pacific Championship, 

held in a Returned Servicemen’s League—typically a club full of electronic gambling 

machines, beer and buffets—represents Australia as always contemporary, home to a culture 

at the mercy of passing fads. 

 

Through their cross-cultural romance Scott is liberated from the confines of Australian 

society and Fran reaches her ethnic and stereotypical potential. When the value of her cultural 

heritage is recognised by the others (White Australians) and embraced in her own identity, it 

transforms her from the lowly rungs of the social hierarchy—clumsy dancer whose partner is 

a woman—to the belle of the ball. Returning to the Cinderella and makeover narratives, Fran 

and Scott’s journey is an archetypal expression of romance, with a good dose of “feel good“ 

comedy provided by the strange world of ballroom. The concept of palimpsestuous 

adaptations reveals the adaptation of shifting political and cultural views that require the 

representation of new versions of the national story, but also how flawed this can be when put 

into effect. Elder argues for instance that “… the multicultural story is often deployed by 
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Anglo-Australians to find out more about themselves rather than to encourage intercultural 

exchange” (Being Australian 141). Hage echoes this suggesting that Fran’s role is to exploit 

difference through representations of the exotic Other in ways that do not actually challenge 

the dominant narratives (201). Where Hage argued that films such as Strictly Ballroom were 

symbols of the perpetuation of existing racial and ethnic power hierarchies, Jacobs suggests 

“that the foregrounding of migrant experiences and the rites of passage” in films like Strictly 

Ballroom “is symptomatic of wider changes in Australia that stem from processes set in train 

by globalization” (105). While the deployment of Spanish archetypes does not reflect migrant 

Australia, it drew on a globally recognised discourse enabling a vast audience to engage with 

multiculturalism as an issue.  

 

While the stereotypes Strictly Ballroom deploys are not overtly derogatory, they continue to 

represent cultural Others as non-specific or universally exotic. Through the use of Andalusian 

archetypes, Luhrmann avoided the accusation of appealing to one migrant group over 

another, yet did so by appealing to stereotypes which Spanish institutions sought to abolish as 

long ago as the 1950s. As in chapter 3, therefore, while migrant comedy was a way of 

subverting or reappropriating the stereotypical construction of the migrant subject, it also 

limits the ongoing representation of migrant subjects in culturally specific and nuanced ways. 

In multicultural romances, the trope of cross-cultural relationships in which the cultural Other 

becomes the teacher or guide for the mainstream to come on board to multiculturalism, is 

both a way of expanding the discourse as well as limiting the agency and scope of Australia’s 

migrant subjects.  

 

Examining Strictly Ballroom as a palimpsest in the broader context of Australian society, 

demonstrates the role that adaptation has played in popularising positive multicultural 
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narratives as part of the national story, and how those narratives are read as part of the 

cultural heritage of multiculturalism. However, it also demonstrates the degree to which 

multiculturalism as a national ethos has become devoid of cultural specifics. While there is 

not a significant Spanish migrant population in Australia, the evocation of this particular 

European ethnicity taps into a mythic tradition of storytelling that conjures the idea of 

passionate, Spanish dancers.  

 

The structure of multicultural romance, therefore, also embodies archetypes more familiar to 

fairy-tales. For Scott and Fran and their friends who all dance at the end of the film to “Love 

is in the Air”, their greater cultural awareness has been transformative at an individual and 

societal level. The authenticity of Spanish dancing is privileged over the gaudiness of 

ballroom which, standing in for Australian culture, is represented as artificially constructed, 

low class, corrupt, and lacking historical value. But this structure of cultural value runs the 

risk of conceiving culture as an unchanging entity. The new steps that Scott learns are far 

from innovative in the context of European culture. In these ways Strictly Ballroom uses its 

educational setting to produce a rendition of multiculturalism that reframes migration and 

cultural diversity as necessary to develop, improve, sustain and give meaning to Australian 

nationhood.  

 

At the end of the film when Scott’s father and then the whole room break into applause for 

Scott and Fran, Australian identity is redefined in relation to the Other as part of a broader 

multicultural story. The multicultural heritage this represents is less about the migrant 

experience and more an iterative expression of cultural appropriation—this time of 

Andalusian archetypal figures. At the time of the film’s release, in contrast to the laboured 

use of outback Australia, Strictly Ballroom provided a film adaptation of a new type of 
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Australian nationhood. The issue is who benefits from this revisioning. Even though this 

coming-of-age narrative relies on a deeper knowledge of Spanish dance, the history of 

European migration is delved into only so far as to make a point about White, English 

speaking Australian culture. As a representation of multicultural heritage, Strictly Ballroom, 

which ends with Scott and Fran’s first kiss, also implies that romantic love is the real answer 

to social inclusion. 

 

 

The look of love in Looking for Alibrandi 

 

Like Strictly Ballroom, Looking for Alibrandi (1992; 2000) portrays the migrant subject as a 

young woman, however, this time Josie Alibrandi, a third generation Italian migrant, is also 

the main character rather than a love interest. Segueing from how multiculturalism can 

benefit White Australians, Looking for Alibrandi is concerned with how multiculturalism 

manifests for migrant subjects. In her coming-of-age, Josie does not undergo a physical 

makeover, but one of cultural understanding. In the context of multicultural Australia Josie 

establishes a sense of belonging through greater knowledge of her family history. The 

romance narrative imparts instruction about multiculturalism as a more inclusive national 

framework, and references to the history of wartime internment suggest a much longer 

history of non-British migration than the policy of multiculturalism usually suggests. Rosen 

argues that historicity or historical authenticity is produced through a combination of history, 

which he refers to as “the actual past”, and historiography or “the writing of history”, 

producing “a variety of historicities”. History or historical knowledge can only ever be 

conveyed through historiography, which “always purports to be referential” (6-7). This 

section considers Looking for Alibrandi as a historiographical text, referencing very specific 
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yet hidden historical details in order to contextualise its representation of multiculturalism. 

This analysis also builds on the educational aspect of representing multicultural heritage. 

 

Looking for Alibrandi (2000) is adapted from a young adult novel by Melina Marchetta 

(1992). The novel received critical acclaim and wide readership enhanced by the film’s 

success. Marchetta, born in Sydney in 1965, is from an Italian cultural background, aiding the 

authenticity of the Italian characters she created. While the text is framed as fiction, Marcus 

Sandford—Josie’s biological grandfather—also exists in the historical record. Sandford was a 

policeman based in Adelaide, fluent in Italian having spent time in Italy during and after 

World War II (O’Connor 176). The text is therefore also a creative interpretation of the 

historical record. The film adaptation made $8.3 million at the Australian box office, which is 

a significant amount in Australian film. Appealing to younger audiences, Looking for 

Alibrandi (1992; 2000) addressed issues such as suicide, bullying, and relationships, in 

addition to intergenerational experiences of migration. It was also one of the first Australian 

films to include a soundtrack dedicated to showcasing Australian music (Stratton, “Lost in 

Music” 74-77), further embedding it in the cultural representation of Australia in the social 

imaginary.  

 

In the book and film, Josie is conflicted about her Italian-Sicilian heritage and her identity as 

Australian born. She does not know who her father is, and as the daughter of a single mother 

is in a precarious social position at her private school (where she is on scholarship), and 

within the Italian community is considered deviant for being born “out of wedlock”.16 Josie 

describes the Alibrandi women (her grandmother, her mother and herself) as “cursed”. The 

intersection of their ethnicity, nationality, gender/sex, and age, all contribute to their 

 
16 In Australia a private school means one which is privately funded and attended by the elite. 
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experience of oppression, represented through Josie as a sense of non-belonging and played 

out in the social paradigm of Australian multiculturalism, brought to a head during Josie’s 

final year of high school. 

 

In the opening scene of the film, Josie’s extended family prepare tomato sauce in the 

backyard of a suburban Sydney home. There is laughing, dancing and everyone speaks 

Italian. Josie narrates: “Oh in case you’re wondering this is Tomato Day …  national “Wog” 

day [sic]… I mean you’d think they’d never left Sicily except it was like fifty years ago. This 

might be where I come from, but do I really belong here?” There is ambiguity in her 

statement: is Josie concerned about her Australian or Italian identity, or both? The next shot 

is a closeup of Josie washing tomato juice off her hands under the garden tap, an act that 

references Lady MacBeth’s “out damn spot” moment. As a metaphor for cultural heritage the 

allusion here to a Shakespearian tragedy hints at Josie’s attempt to wash away her Italian-

Sicilian identity, which is both invisible and always present. The scene closes with Josie 

leaving the family gathering to go to the beach with her friends, which in contrast to Tomato 

Day is represented as a “normal” Australian activity.   

 

While The Wog Boy is evidence of the reappropriation of the word “wog”, its use by Josie is 

self-deprecating. It signals that she is embarrassed by her family, gesturing to a wider social 

context in which as the daughter of a migrant family she is made to feel uncomfortable with 

her position in Australian society. As Josie walks away from the scene, she says: “That’s the 

past … you can’t let the past ruin your life.” For Josie, the past, is as David Lowenthal 

described it in 1985, quite literally “a foreign country”. In Lowenthal’s theorising of heritage 

he argues that before the eighteenth century the pace of change was much slower and that 

societies were more connected to the past, whereas now the past is no longer familiar (1-10). 
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While Lowenthal’s argument falls down at the point of non-industrialised societies that also 

have strong heritage traditions, it is useful here. Applying this to Looking for Alibrandi, 

shows that in learning about her family history, especially the identity of her father and 

grandfather, Josie is able to reconstruct a sense of the past, providing her with a newfound 

sense of Australian national belonging. 

 

In adaptation studies the metaphor of biological evolution is often used to discuss the process 

or result of textual adaptation. Gary Bortolotti and Hutcheon suggest that “[s]tories, in a 

manner parallel to genes, replicate; the adaptations of both evolve with changing 

environments.” They argue that this approach offers a way of determining the success of 

adaptations with regard to evolutionary longevity, not in terms of their faithfulness (444; 

454). In Looking for Alibrandi, the notion of cultural evolution provides more than a 

suggestion of social and cultural change. It implies a biological basis for a sense of belonging 

through White Australia, and the implicit hybrid or “multicultural” construction of Australian 

heritage thanks to the processes of migration. While Looking for Alibrandi is told from 

Josie’s point of view, her identity and place in the world is inextricably tied to her mother and 

grandmother. Josie discovers that her father is Michael Andretti, the Italian boy from next 

door, and that her grandfather was a White Australian, Marcus Sandford, with whom her 

grandmother had an affair.  

 

This knowledge serves doubly to certify Josie’s European and migrant heritage and to reject 

the “wog” identity that has been imposed on her by the school bully, Ivy. The revelation that 

Josie’s real grandfather was not her grandmother’s Italian husband also provides her with a 

biological connection to White Australia. As Bortolotti and Hutcheon argue, the value in 

approaching adaptation, and indeed multicultural identity, as a form of cultural evolution is 
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not in making judgements about fidelity but in this case revealing the historicity of Josie 

Alibrandi as a legitimate migrant and Australian subject.  

 

While Looking for Alibrandi was very much a film of the late 1990s in terms of fashion and 

soundtrack, its reference to Australian migration history provides a much more historically 

grounded account for the construction of the nation’s multicultural heritage. The lens through 

which this past is filtered, however, is through the familiar trope of romance, including the 

expectation of heteronormativity. It also alludes to, as in Australia with Nullah’s White 

father, the idea that had these cross-cultural relationships never formed, significant parts of 

the population would not exist. Therefore, in discovering her family history, this version of 

multiculturalism suggests that not only does Josie have a right to belong in Australia as part 

of a multicultural society, but that her right is compounded by the fact that she has 

“legitimate” White ancestry that she can point to through her grandfather.  

 

This is further enhanced by her grandmother arriving in Australia prior to World War II, and 

thus historically-speaking being part of the normative Australian population, against which 

post-war and more recent migrant subjects have been defined. In their study of reinventing 

the past in fiction and film, Cartmell and I. Q. Hunter foreground the idea of fictional 

constructions of the past. These are not what actually happened but contemporary imaginings 

of how the past could have been (Cartmell and Hunter 1-7). For Josie, part of her realisation 

is that her family’s past contradicts and subverts dominant representations of multiculturalism 

as a post-war event.  

 

Through the medium of feature film and through the genre of romance, “history” is at the 

mercy of generic and representational trends, conventions which are used to appeal to a wide 
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audience, but so is the adaptation of multiculturalism. Hughes-Warrington argues that 

representations of history are not just about “events” but the “relationships between those 

events” and the way they are presented: “[h]istorians and historical filmmakers are thus 

stylists … they shape their works according to conventional story forms or forms of 

‘emplotment’” (9). As a framing device it is crucial to acknowledge genre as a key influencer 

in the way that history is consumed and the past is popularly imagined, and significantly for 

this thesis how multiculturalism is creatively interpreted.  

 

While Looking for Alibrandi is set at the time of its release, as is typical of most Australian 

multicultural films, the representation of family history just described is central to shaping 

Josie’s experience and to subverting stereotypical understandings of multiculturalism as a 

mid to late twentieth century phenomenon. The fictionalisation of the Alibrandi family also 

provides a heritage narrative that frames Australian migration history, co-opting romantic 

comedy as a vehicle to convey the history of wartime internment, which will be discussed in 

the next section. 

 

 

Multiculturalism and wartime internment  

 

During both world wars Australia implemented policies of internment, but despite excellent 

records its history is largely unknown (Neumann, In the Interest of National Security 5-13). 

One reason for this is that wartime internment profoundly contradicts the popular narrative of 

Australian as a benevolent immigration nation. It also undermines the notion that non-British 

migration to Australia is a post-World War II phenomenon. By way of background, by 1901 

there were already 57,000 Italians living in Australia out of a total Australian population of 
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3.77 million (“Fact Sheet”). An Italian community has been in place for as long as the 

Australian nation has existed, despite the White Australia policy that sought to limit 

immigration from eastern and southern Europe.  

 

In the early 1900s Italian migrants to Australia took advantage of the deportation of Pacific 

Islander labourers, which caused a gap in the employment market, especially in the sugarcane 

industry (Cresciani 18). By the 1920s numbers of Italians coming to Australia increased in 

part because it had become more difficult to get to the United States. In the 1930s the 

Australian Government raised the landing fee to £500 per person, and from 1929 to 1945 

Italian migration almost stopped completely (Gentilli, Stransky and Iraci 4). When war broke 

out, those who were already in Australia faced deep divisions over their perceived loyalty to 

Australia and Italy’s role in the conflict (Gentilli, Stransky and Iraci 32). The impact of 

immigration controls also produced “social closure” or “ghettoization” of migrant 

communities around Australia, and exacerbated prejudice towards them (Baldassar 26).  

 

While internment camps existed in World War I (known as concentration camps), tensions 

flared again when Italy joined the Axis. To appease public opinion the Australian 

Government passed emergency National Security powers in 1939, enabling detainment of 

“enemy aliens” (Gentilli, Stransky and Iraci 32). Italian Australians represented the largest 

group of people interned, followed by Germans, Austrians, and “local internees”—detainees 

born in Australia yet marked as second-generation migrant subjects (Beaumont 5-13), who 

were potentially loyal to the Axis powers. By 1942, 12,000 Italian Australians were detained 

(Neumann, In the Interest of National Security 82-86). Anyone defined as an “enemy alien” 

was required to register with authorities and alert them to changes of address or plans to 

travel. They could no longer own weapons, cameras, vehicles, codes or homing pigeons 
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(“Wartime Internment” 2).17 Wartime internment also accommodated Prisoners of War who 

were captured overseas and brought to Australia (“Wartime Internment” 7). This meant 

internees were sometimes held alongside Nazis or representatives of the regimes they had 

fled. Others were released to financial ruin unable to carry on their business interests while 

they were detained (Beaumont 4). The experience was also an enduring source of stigma, 

leading to mental health effects, psychiatric treatment, institutionalisation, and even suicide 

(Beaumont 4; Neumann, In the Interest of National Security 58). After the war, most 

detainees were released back into the community, their period of detention without trial 

pushed aside.  

 

Wartime incarceration of perceived enemy aliens occurred in most Western nations, 

including the United States. Unlike Australia, however, in 1988 the United States government 

made an official apology to more than 100,000 Japanese Americans who were detained 

during World War II, and paid a modest amount of compensation (USD $20,000) to each 

surviving victim (“From Wrong to Right”). The experience of Japanese American detainees, 

removed from their businesses and land, is represented in David Guterson’s novel Snow 

Falling on Cedars (1994), adapted to film in 1999. In Australia there has been no such 

recognition, which makes the reference to this event in Looking for Alibrandi all the more 

noteworthy. 

 

 
17 Heidi Kaye and I. Q. Hunter examine the representation of “alien” characters in science-fiction to consider 
broader questions about how hierarchies and prejudices are created on the basis of race, gender, class, 
nationality and sexuality (3). They argue that “the changing meaning of aliens in contemporary culture, whether 
they are represented as benevolent or malevolent, reflects very different ideological agenda” (7). The same can 
be said of the term “alien” when it is applied to migrant subjects, as illustrated here. See Saskia Sassen’s Guests 
and Aliens (1999) for a sociological analysis of the broader extent of the dichotomous positioning of migrant 
subjects over time. 
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In Looking for Alibrandi wartime internment is a contextual and historical detail that situates 

the Alibrandis as migrants from before World War II. It highlights the intergenerational 

injustice wrought upon the family through systemic and institutionalised prejudice justified 

by the “national interest”. Wartime internment in the film is what Vivian May refers to in her 

approach to intersectionality as a constitutive dynamic (18-19). Josie’s Italian grandfather 

was a cane worker—part of a group of new migrants who took over from deported 

Polynesian workers. He and his male friends were detained during World War II leaving the 

women isolated in an otherwise English-speaking rural community. In the film one of the 

older women speaks in Italian, translated to: “We cried so much when our men were 

interned.” As well as inviting historical inquiry, this statement hints at the longevity of 

migration as a historical practice and the legacy of discriminatory practices informing 

multiculturalism.  

 

The Alibrandis’ experience of internment also dates their origin in Australia, which assists 

Josie in refuting the school bully’s claims that her family fought with the Germans during 

World War II (Marchetta 207-209), (and are therefore the enemy). The bully’s name is 

“‘Poison’ Ivy”. She is an accentuated representation of a racist White Australian—blonde 

curls and blue-eyes like Miranda in Picnic at Hanging Rock, and with a rich father who is 

determined to maintain their social privilege. Ivy’s family represents everything that 

multiculturalism is trying to counter, such as entrenched ideas of White entitlement. Ivy’s 

name and nickname indicates a long association with the British Empire, evoking the image 

of ivy growing in rambling English gardens, a characterisation which sets her up in 

opposition to Josie. Ivy’s name also marks her out as an introduced species and as one that 

requires the support of others to grow. Taking this metaphor further, the invasive root system 
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of ivy is known to cause damage to the structures underneath it, thus suggesting that Ivy—the 

character—is a destabilising force within a multicultural framework.  

 

Incorporating these attributes into her persona, Ivy is a constant torment to Josie. In the 

novel, Ivy calls Josie a “new Australian” despite the fact that both she and her mother were 

born in Australia (Marchetta 198; 207-209). The term “new” is used in this instance to mark 

out a difference between citizens such as Josie who are characterised as migrant subjects, 

despite being born in Australia, from a longer history of White settlement (Roediger, 

Working Towards Whiteness 5-6). This point is reinforced by Josie’s rejection of “new”, 

stating that she is “Australian”, only her grandparents were Italian. Contemporary adaptation 

studies advocates for the consideration of “difference” rather than “sameness” (Albrecht-

Crane and Cutchins 16), to visualise “the effect of a reimagining of a given work in 

contemporary context, as a dialogical way of engaging with the past and with the imagined 

future” (Pietrzak-Franger 85). In this interpretation, and “extended intertextual engagement” 

with multiculturalism and Australia’s migration history, it is the Alibrandis’ difference from 

multicultural stereotypes, and their individual or specific experience within their own 

communities (cultural and academic), that suggest a plethora of other versions of Australian 

nationhood.  

 

While the Alibrandi women—grouped by their “curse”—provide a metaphor for the shared 

experience of non-belonging among Australian migrant subjects, their specific history points 

to the very nuance and point of multiculturalism as a policy to accommodate culturally 

diverse expression. For the purpose of studying intangible cultural heritage, this is valuable 

because it encapsulates the idea of heritage as a creative interpretation of the past in service 

of present and future expectations. Where Josie represents multicultural Australia, Ivy stands 
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for a prejudiced White Australia, fixated with the idea that cultural diversity occurred in 

Australia only after World War II, and oblivious to Josie’s family’s experience in Australia 

during the war. In response to Ivy’s remarks Josie smacks her in the face with a textbook. In 

the novel Josie uses a science text, symbolising rationality and evolution. In the film it is the 

Decline of the Roman Empire. Both titles allude to an evolution or “changing of the guard” in 

terms of established power structures, with an incoming discourse of multiculturalism.  

 

From the position of the twenty-first century this historical plotline also invites reflection on 

contemporary systems of mandatory detention. By representing a lesser known aspect of 

Australian history, Looking for Alibrandi de-centres dominant representations of Australia’s 

migration history. However, to do so the narrative invokes cross-cultural love, positioning 

Josie’s grandmother in an unhappy marriage, and Sandford as her one “true love”. Adapting 

genre in this way reiterates Hughes-Warrington’s theory of “emplotment” (9), concealing 

uncomfortable historical details within the conventions of romance. There is also a tendency 

in coming-of-age films to represent the past as an “innocent and secure place”, or the chance 

to “escape history”, where young people are situated as the inheritors of the Australian 

nation, albeit one that is divided by race, politics, the shame of colonisation and national 

security. Nostalgia “is displaced by an emphasis on the immediacy of the moment” causing a 

rethink of the relationship between the past and the present (Collins and Davis 152-154). In 

Looking for Alibrandi (1992; 2000), nostalgia is displaced by the immediate pressures of 

Josie’s final school year. Josie’s revised understanding of the past changes her relationship 

with her grandmother, making her own concerns about belonging seem trivial. Placing the 

past in conversation with the present, this offers her the chance to “escape history”, but also 

reveals the past as far from “innocent and secure” as she may have believed previously, 

conveyed by Josie’s boredom with her grandmother constantly pouring over old photo 



 

  172  

albums. As Josie “comes-of-age” she is able to realise the sacrifices her mother and 

grandmother made to remain part of the Italian community and to provide her with a private 

school education. She is also able to fully realise her newfound multicultural identity through 

her relationship with a White schoolboy. 

 

 

Highschool sweethearts 

 

Josie has two love interests, John Barton (Head of the private Boys’ School) and Jacob Coote 

(captain of a co-ed public school). John is from a political dynasty represented by his family 

name, which he shares with Australia’s first Prime Minister. Josie daydreams that she and 

John marry and that he appoints her as Attorney-General when he becomes Prime Minister. 

Overwhelmed by school and family pressures, John commits suicide. In the context of a 

multicultural romance, John’s death ends a line of White political authority, making way for 

alternate voices (such as Josie and Jacob). Jacob’s mother has passed and he is raised by his 

working class father. Josie has been raised by a single (immigrant) mother. The intersection 

of class with ethnicity, therefore, suggests that multiculturalism is a form of national heritage 

ready to be accessed by citizens of lower economic means—it is a discourse available to 

subvert entrenched privilege in cultural, fiscal and social hierarchies.  

 

In their work on adaptation and genre, Cartmell and Whelehan write that the “structure and 

basic plot” of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, albeit likely adapted from Shakespeare’s 

Much Ado About Nothing and The Taming of the Shrew, has directly influenced “Hollywood 

romantic comedy.” They note: “the central couple commence the story as adversaries; their 

overt repulsion conceals to each other and themselves a covert attraction … a couple 
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vehemently arguing at the beginning of the film is normally a signal to the audience that they 

will end up married” (Screen Adaptation 93). In accordance with Cartmell and Whelehan’s 

Hollywood prescription, Josie and Jacob first meet when they are competing in a school 

debate. There is immediate friction. While the film does not end in marriage, it does conclude 

with Josie taking Jacob home to celebrate “Tomato Day”, thus including him and reasserting 

her pride in her family.  

 

To examine how this romance and its intersection with Australian discourses of race and 

ethnicity is given expression through a multicultural framework, it is worth recounting Josie 

and Jacob’s first date and how it is inverted in its adaptation from novel to film. In the novel, 

the scene is a fight between Josie and Jacob at the cinema: 

 

 

“Don’t you dare call me an ethnic,” I [Josie] said, furious.  

“Well, what the hell are you? The other day you called me Australian as if it was an 

insult. Now you’re not an ethnic. You people should go back to your own country if 

you’re so confused.” 

We looked at each other for a minute before he groaned and shook his head.  

“Forget I said that.” 

“This is my country,” I whispered before I turned and ran out of the complex back 

into the freezing weather. (Marchetta 149) 

 

 

In the film, the xenophobic remark is reversed. Jacob says: 
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“I’ve never had to go out with an ethnic girl before.”  

“Had to?” replies Josie. “Well if we’re slumming it, I’ve never had to go out with an 

Anglo before.” 

“What the hell is an Anglo?” asks Jacob.  

“You should go back to your own country if you’re so confused”, says Josie. 

 

 

Anglo is being used in its negative form here, along with a variation on the “go back to where 

you came from” insult, which is common in the Australian vernacular, recalling a range of 

racist commentators (such as Pauline Hanson) and alluding to a latency of casual racism. The 

switch from Jacob to Josie’s delivery of the line provides a moment of comic relief, because 

it shows how absurd the statement is when applied to either party. Its delivery by Josie in the 

film also takes the sting out of Jacob’s racism, which he inflicts upon his love interest in the 

novel. From Josie, in the position of migrant subject, the words are empty, powerless to 

dislodge Jacob from his position of White belonging. From Jacob they are a reassertion of 

White Australia through the discourse of migration and multicultural heritage.  

 

In Australia, “go back” is a motif of racism. Demonstrating its prevalence, SBS television co-

opted the wording as the title of a documentary series, Go Back to Where You Came From 

(2012-2015), which pairs a White Australian with racist views with a non-White Australian 

from a migrant background, each learning about the other’s life. Belying its contemporaneity, 

the expression is also used by the drunk on the ferry in They’re a Weird Mob (1966), when he 

tells the Italian family: “Why don’t you go back to your own bloody country?” In relation to 

assimilation policy, this scene demonstrates that prejudice towards migrants attempting to 
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integrate, was entirely unwarranted, denouncing it “as ignorant and irrational” (Lopez 47). 

However, as discussed in chapter 3, it is Nino, a migrant subject himself, who defends the 

family, suggesting that while racism is ever-present in Australian society, it is an issue 

primarily dealt with by migrant subjects.  

 

In Looking for Alibrandi “go back” provides a model of acceptable and unacceptable 

multicultural behaviour. Göktürk argues that “[c]omic moments in the transnational and 

transethnic imagination can suggest liberating rhetorical positions beyond territorially 

grounded notions of identity and belonging and can destabilize dominant practices of 

inclusion and exclusion” (“Strangers in Disguise” 103). While the transference of the line 

from Jacob to Josie calls into question the legitimacy of Jacob’s sense of belonging in the 

context of a greater postcolonial awareness of Australia’s history, it also hints at a desire to 

not go as hard in screen representations—not wanting to represent Jacob as too racist. In the 

film version the blame for national or cultural disunity is levelled at Josie for continuing to 

exist in multicultural Australia with a chip on her shoulder about her place there.  

 

Where the film seeks to lighten the moment by showing how illogical the statement is in 

relation to either Jacob or Josie, the book represents more deeply held prejudice rising to the 

surface. In relation to Indigenous and non-Indigenous belonging, this signals that White 

national ownership is intertwined with “a racialized social status”, conferring “certain 

privileges”, above all, a sense of authentic “Australianness” or legitimate national belonging 

(Moreton-Robinson 4), and that migrant subjects cannot always access this. Through a 

combination of references to history and contemporary debate, Looking for Alibrandi (1992; 

2000) deconstructs cultural boundaries to demonstrate that Josie and her family are 

legitimately Australian—they are multicultural subjects. However, adaptive moves such as 
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this one, are also evidence of ongoing cultural hierarchies in which Jacob and Josie have 

fundamentally different social statuses.  

 

Like many Australians, Josie can lay claim to White Australian and migrant identities, but 

her interaction with Jacob reveals that it is still possible to foreground her cultural Otherness 

as a form of oppression and discrimination even within a romantic relationship. Baldassar 

argues that the success of Looking for Alibrandi and other films that focus on migrant 

Australia is that they promote what she calls ‘“wogpride”, marking a significant change in the 

discursive formation of Italian identity (27). The idea of being proud of one’s heritage is 

valid, but in a form that has historically been tied to discrimination and disadvantage (“wog”) 

seems like a false pride or a pride misplaced. Josie’s Italian-Sicilian and Australian heritage 

is rich and inherently valuable, yet her family’s treatment (identified in the film as the 

ramifications of wartime internment) is a blot on Australia’s record. Her ongoing treatment as 

the victim of casual racism compounds these effects. Looking for Alibrandi is therefore also a 

statement about the right and wrong way to do multiculturalism. The story depicts a future in 

which Australian nationhood is imagined as intrinsically culturally diverse, yet historically 

inflected with great hardship.  

 

 

Going back to school 

 

The message of positive multiculturalism as an antidote to those adversities is enhanced by 

the school settings employed in various multicultural romances. In Strictly Ballroom (1992) it 

is the dance school and in Looking for Alibrandi, Josie’s high school—settings that allude to 

and facilitate educating a wider population about multiculturalism as a cultural practice. Key 
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educational strategies in migrant cinema include highlighting similarities rather than 

differences between characters, focusing on aspects of “shared heritage”, contemporary 

examples of cultural hybridity, and focusing on issues beyond ethnicity (Jørholt 173), such as 

suicide, and school pressures. Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi offer lessons in 

tolerance, cultural difference, hybridity, and multiple or complex identities, presenting 

multiculturalism as a new reality of Australian culture. The educational settings shape each 

narrative as a story of self-discovery. They also moralise, attempting to establish a framework 

within which multiculturalism can be appropriately acted out or performed.  

 

What will be referred to as “didactic multiculturalism”, constructs migrant identities as 

authentic and as a spectacle against which mainstream Australian identity can be defined. 

Jacobs argues that “the didacticism of migrant film-making opens a discursive space in which 

we can consider the politics of contemporary Australia and its history.” It also functions “as a 

brake on more confident and radical ways of viewing migration” (215). Didactic 

multicultural narratives such as Looking for Alibrandi and Strictly Ballroom provided new 

ways to represent migration and cultural diversity. In providing educational pathways for 

their characters, and by default the film audiences, Strictly Ballroom and Looking for 

Alibrandi pose and resolve the problem of cultural tension in contemporary Australia. But in 

doing so they collapse any real issues to do with cultural difference in favour of, or under the 

weight of, dominant cultural hierarchies, which value Eurocentric heterosexual love, above 

all other forms.  

 

The adaptation of migrant characters in this context, particularly female migrant characters, 

functions to deliver a message about the historical impact of prejudice and the importance of 

multiculturalism to Australian belonging. In this regard, both Looking for Alibrandi and 
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Strictly Ballroom have elements of what Göktürk and Eva Jørholt call the “cinema of duty” 

(“Turkish delight” n.p.; 171-187). Such films are dutiful because they aspire to show 

authentic representations of migrant cultures, and in these Australian examples, the visual 

representation of fully functioning multiculturalism. To this extent Looking for Alibrandi and 

Strictly Ballroom can also be defined as what O’Regan, Turner and Jacka have referred to as 

problem solving films.  

 

In the 1980s Jacka argued that “social realist” or “social problem” films could be contrast 

with the AFC-genre (“The Government Film Organisations” 38). In the 1990s, O’Regan 

argued that Australian filmmaking was part of a “popular socialization and social problem 

solving” process representing “cultural and political values, comportments, histories and 

identities” (Australian National Cinema 17-19). Turner also argued that film was a “social 

practice”, a means to construct and reconstruct national power dynamics, constructing 

different nations over time (Making it National). Noting that as problem solving films, 

multicultural filmmaking tends to be set in the time of release, the commitment to 

contemporaneity suggests a lack of historicisation of multiculturalism as a discourse. 

Examined more closely in chapter 5, adapting multiculturalism in this way conceives of 

cultural pluralism as an always present problem to be solved. 

 

In Looking for Alibrandi, Josie realises her potential to be a contented young multicultural 

Australian largely through her understanding of history. In Strictly Ballroom, however, the 

archetypal use of Spanish stereotypes positions diversity as timeless, or at least, without 

history. As established ideas about preordained cultural hierarchies are altered, eroded, and 

maintained, adaptation theory is well placed to research the political beliefs and ideologies 

that form part of the adaptation process, as well as the social and historical context that 
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surround them (Hassler-Forest and Nicklas 2–3). What these didactic multicultural films 

reveal is that, as well as the adaptation and (re)presentation of a series of archetypal European 

migration stories, the articulation of cultural difference is a White project. Both films are 

archival evidence of the creative interpretation of multiculturalism that favours the 

representation of European migration. While Looking for Alibrandi gestures to a much longer 

and complex history, the issue of multicultural heritage is also portrayed as very much a 

matter for “today”.   

 

 

Saying “I do”: romantic love vs arranged marriage in Alex & Eve, UnIndian and Ali’s 

Wedding 

 

Jumping forward to the 2010s, the intertextual legacy of Strictly Ballroom and Looking for 

Alibrandi, and the Australian film construction of cross-cultural romance, is now considered 

in Alex & Eve (2015), UnIndian (2015) and Ali’s Wedding (2017). These films represent 

Australian multiculturalism as well as adapting earlier films, genres and life stories. For 

instance, My Big Fat Greek Wedding in the case of Alex & Eve, Bollywood conventions in 

UnIndian, and in Ali’s Wedding the personal story of Osamah Sami who plays Ali, and is one 

of the film’s creators. These are intertexts and context that add to the authenticity of each 

representation. While each film involves a cross-cultural romance, this section examines how 

the development of multicultural relationships are constructed differently in alignment with 

the changing notion of multiculturalism from an inclusive and just national ethos, to an 

“everyday” or normative description of Australian society. It also considers how 

multiculturalism is inflected by the introduction of “arranged marriage” as a theme in each of 

these later films. 
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While Alex & Eve, UnIndian and Ali’s Wedding are all adaptations it is worth noting that they 

were nowhere near as financially successful as their predecessors. While narratives of 

multicultural romance still circulate in the Australian imaginary, their expression in these 

particular examples did not reach audiences anywhere near the scale of Strictly Ballroom or 

Looking for Alibrandi. While UnIndian benefited from marketing to Australian and Indian 

audiences, also serving as a shameless advertisement of Sydney and the University of New 

South Wales (UNSW), it only made $151,245 globally (“Australian Box Office for 

UnIndian”). Alex & Eve and Ali’s Wedding also had limited box office success: $384,885 

(“Alex & Eve”), and $973,411 (“Ali’s Wedding 2017”), respectively. 

 

In Alex & Eve, a young lawyer from a Lebanese-Muslim family falls in love with a high 

school maths teacher whose family is Orthodox Greek. The couple has to work through their 

family’s prejudices against the other’s cultural background and the restrictions of their own 

cultural identity in order to be together. Eve’s family has arranged a marriage for her with a 

suitable bachelor in Lebanon. Alex’s family are putting pressure on him to move out of home 

and marry a Greek woman like his brother did. Through the intersection of these families, 

and with support from their White Australian and Irish friends, the genre of multicultural 

romance is adapted to reconfigure the relationship between a migrant Other and a White 

Australian to two children of migrant families. In their study of “everyday multiculturalism”, 

Wise and Velayutham argue that cultural diversity has now become a societal norm in 

Australia, reflected by the shift in cross-cultural romance from between White and migrant 

subject, to migrant subject and migrant subject. The authors claim that “[f]ar from mundane, 

its everydayness offers a rich array of interpretive possibility for understanding how it is we 

live with difference and how the mundane is experienced and mediated …” Furthermore, 
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they suggest there is value in considering multiculturalism from the perspective of daily 

interactions, as opposed to a top-down policy approach (1-17). With the recent turn in history 

towards material practices and intangible cultures of the everyday, considering 

multiculturalism through this lens, focusing on predictable and oft-repeated love stories, is 

valuable.  

 

As the idea of everyday multiculturalism indicates, by the twenty-first century Australian 

society was irrevocably diverse, and the cultural diversity that multiculturalism was deemed 

to represent was taken as a given. With this in mind, it is worth noting that the portrayal of 

everyday multiculturalism, or day-to-day culturally diverse interactions in Alex & Eve, 

UnIndian and Ali’s Wedding, mostly highlights individuals and communities that are 

identifiable as migrant subjects, or migrant communities in contrast to the ongoing idea of a 

White Australia. Contrary to the Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi, these migrant 

subjects are also often non-White, and practice a religion that is not Christianity. These films 

demonstrate not so much the articulation of multiculturalism as the national ethos, but its 

reframing as a national ethos, a story that accounts for some of Australia, namely those who 

can trace their ancestry or place in the nation-state through a story of non-British migration. 

The outcome for films such as Alex & Eve is a reframing of racial and ethnic prejudice as a 

matter concerning these revised “multicultural” communities, represented as a subset within a 

White majority, or Australia as a whole.  

 

Alex & Eve, a title which alludes to the story of Genesis, referencing Adam and Eve, frames 

the film (which is about a young Muslim woman and Greek Orthodox man) within a 

Christian tradition. It also plays on Romeo and Juliet, the latter conferring the cultural weight 

of a Shakespearian tragedy (high British culture) through the allegory of star-crossed lovers 
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to what for all intents and purposes is a light-hearted rom-com. Fulfilling the expectations of 

the genre, Alex spills a drink all over Eve at their first meeting and is clumsy in his apology. 

Romance ensues. 

 

Alex and Eve are both represented as steadfastly Australian and from migrant backgrounds. 

They have none of the “outsider” status of Fran, or the existential doubt of Josie Alibrandi. 

Both have successful careers—teacher and a lawyer—supporting Fleegler’s narrative of 

contributionism. In the context of twenty-first century Sydney, however, Alex and Eve are 

also represented as constrained by their cultural backgrounds. As their romance blossoms the 

characters begin to disregard their cultural heritage in favour of dominant Australian traits. 

Eve gives up her “no alcohol” policy, which she easily dismisses as something she used to do 

to limit her calorie intake (as opposed to not drinking for religious reasons). As Alex is trying 

to decide what to do about the relationship that has so upset his parents, his brother reveals 

that his own marriage to a Greek Australian woman is unhappy, and if he had his time again 

would follow his heart rather than subscribe to cultural allegiances.  

 

Following in the footsteps of multicultural romance classics, Strictly Ballroom and Looking 

for Alibrandi, romantic love wins out, leading to greater personal fulfilment. In these ways 

and others, Alex & Eve represents a greater understanding of the complex cultural makeup of 

Australian society, but also the watering down of cultural practice so it more easily fits into 

an Australian “way of life”. While Alex and Eve and their families are able to express their 

cultural identities at will, the narrative ensures that true happiness is found in, if not forgoing 

these traditions, then at least toning them down. 
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In 2010 Canadian scholar Will Kymlicka published an influential paper called “The Rise and 

Fall of Multiculturalism?” Kymlicka proposed a period of “post multiculturalism” was 

underway, marked by the mischaracterisation of multiculturalism as a failed project; an 

exaggeration of the extent to which multicultural policies have been abandoned; and a 

misidentification of the actual limits or problems that multicultural discourse has encountered 

(97-112). Trends that have emerged in post-multicultural societies include a greater focus on 

gender inequality in ethnic minorities, a move from culture and ethnicity to religion, stronger 

emphasis on security and social cohesiveness, new types of racism, and the watering down of 

international human rights laws as they are applied on the ground (Gozdecka, Ercan and 

Kmak 53). Post-multiculturalism functions to rationalise or facilitate “an increased control of 

diversity by the adoption of seemingly emancipatory and ‘non-discriminatory’ laws and 

practices” (Gozdecka, Ercan and Kmak 60). Through these binary processes, post-

multiculturalism “masks the moral judgement on the newly racialized subjects ‘inferiority’ 

with discourses on religious, cultural and political origins” (Gozdecka, Ercan and Kmak 54-

55). In Alex & Eve, and the other two films about to be discussed, post-multicultural 

discourse has inflected or adapted the idea of multicultural heritage, especially through the 

narrative of arranged marriage.  

 

In keeping with the Shakespearian theme, though not ending in death, Alex and Eve struggle 

to achieve a happy union. Their relationship is against the wishes of both families, of whom 

Eve’s mother and Alex’s father are represented as Ivy-style figures, failing to comply with 

the discourse of cultural and religious tolerance espoused by multiculturalism. Wanting to 

“do the right thing” by her parents, Eve goes through with her arranged marriage, only to run 

away as the ceremony is almost complete. In full Islamic-bride outfit, Eve’s departure pays 

homage to Julia Roberts in Runaway Bride (1999), a United States rom-com that made over 
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$300 million. Saved by multicultural romance, Eve is able to escape the confines of her 

arranged marriage for her true love in the Christian and Western tradition, secured by falling 

in love outside of her own cultural background. Alex & Eve represents the need to adapt to 

Christian and Western mores, if not fully assimilate, in order to find happiness in 

multicultural Australia. The film is emblematic of the adaptation of multiculturalism in the 

twenty-first century, that across the world has suffered the affront of conservative ideologues 

and been the target of a refocusing on more singular forms of national identity.  

 

Where adaptation is reliant on a canon of stock stories, themes, characters, and ideas that can 

be varied and reproduced (Sanders 45), Alex & Eve also represents the adaptation of earlier 

multicultural romances. Adaptations have a tendency to operate within the boundaries of an 

established canon serving to reinforce a continued interest in the source text (Sanders 97-98). 

Alex & Eve references Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi, (not to mention the 

American films mentioned). It also continues to adapt Australian multiculturalism, reflecting 

the changing nuance of this policy in the 2010s. Reverting to type—cultural expression is 

permissible within a framework of romantic love. What is different is the foregrounding of a 

relationship between two migrant subjects, repeating the motif of cross-cultural romance, but 

relegating British-Australia to the background—except of course the film’s commitment to 

Western, Christian values of marriage and heterosexuality. 

 

In UnIndian (2015) the cross-cultural romance returns to between White Australian man, 

Will, and Meera an Indian Australian woman. The theme of arranged marriage is again 

addressed. Directed by famous Bollywood director Anupam Sharma and starring former 

Australian cricket player (and non-actor), Brett Lee, UnIndian presents an Australian rom-

com meets Bollywood, enhanced by Tannishtha Chatterjee’s casting in the film (as Meera). 
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The film is highly visually descriptive of Sydney (something like a tourist ad) and very 

complimentary about the UNSW, which happens to be a funding partner of the film. In 

between working as an English-as-another-language teacher and teaching “Aussie-English”, 

Will meets Meera who is a marketing consultant for a hearing aid company, and a divorcee 

with a young daughter. Meera’s job is an advertisement of the opportunities that might arise 

for international students. It also demonstrates her contribution as a migrant subject to 

Australian society by working for a company that has a public good. In the context of 

adapting multiculturalism, and the espousal of cultural harmony, Meera’s job is also a 

metaphor for helping Australians “hear” the stories of Others. However, Will and Meera’s 

cross-cultural romance suffers a number of hurdles, and must initially be negotiated in secret 

so as not to offend Meera’s parents who want her to remarry within the Indian community.  

 

UnIndian, plays on the slogan of “unAustralian”, which is a political insult fit-for-(almost 

any)-purpose. Inverted here it suggests that as well as participating in multicultural Australia, 

there are greater expectations on migrant subjects to not “lose” culture within a host society. 

Like in Alex & Eve, Meera’s parents are represented as the ones who are not able to fully 

comprehend or accord with the rules of multiculturalism. Worried about their daughter 

eroding her heritage and holding their own prejudices towards White Australians, Meera’s 

parents wish her to remarry a man of their choosing. Raising the spectre of arranged marriage 

only to shoot it down even more fiercely, the melodramatic plot thickens when it is revealed 

that Meera’s first husband (from an arranged marriage) was homosexual. Meera tells Will she 

wanted to support her ex-husband to “come out”, but that he refused. The ex-husband is 

represented as much older than Meera and as romantically unappealing. He also becomes the 

villain. With Will’s naïve assistance, the ex-husband tries to steal Meera’s young daughter 

(also his child) and take her to India. At Meera’s daughter’s request Will has been taking her 
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to see her father, and while Will’s sensitivity is applauded, he is portrayed as way out of his 

cultural depth when the ex-husband is apprehended, about to take his daughter out of the 

country. In keeping with the contradictions of post-multiculturalism, Will’s attempt at 

broadscale social inclusion backfires, suggesting a revision of multicultural heritage as a 

more conditional form of cultural tolerance.  

 

Like all the films in the chapter, UnIndian is also an example of the enactment of didactic 

multiculturalism represented via the conduit of educational settings, namely UNSW and the 

students Will teaches and who Meera mentors. As an example of didactic multiculturalism, 

Will is also schooled in the complexities of Indian culture, showing there is much he does not 

understand. The melodrama, however, reduces the idea of cultural difference to a series of 

problematic issues—overbearing parents with prejudices of their own, assumptions about 

arranged and therefore “loveless” marriage, and inhibitions of sexual orientations that do not 

conform with heterosexual desire. UnIndian also embodies the term “nationing” (Rowe, 

Turner and Waterton). The representation of Australian national identity and multiculturalism 

are also invested with the commercial priorities of UNSW and the City of Sydney, which 

used the film as a marketing opportunity. Sydney is visualised as a multicultural paradise 

where young Indian Australian women have powerful careers and meet cricket stars who 

accept them for who they are. As in Strictly Ballroom, however, the greatest beneficiary of 

the romance is a White Australian man. A parallel might be drawn that UNSW also benefits 

far more from this type of marketing than the international students who study there, who 

often experience racism and discrimination, and have difficulty breaking into the Australian 

job market on completion of their studies. 
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In Ali’s Wedding (2017) another arranged marriage almost occurs. Co-written by lead actor 

Osamah Sami, the genre is also romantic comedy, this time set against the backdrop of 

Melbourne’s Islamic community. Ali has just finished his final year of school and has fudged 

his results so that his entire community thinks he has been accepted into medicine. He then 

falls in love with Lebanese Australian woman, Dianne, who attends the same Mosque. As 

well as pretending to go to medical school, Ali maintains a secret romance with Dianne, 

despite his parents’ arranging his marriage to an Iraqi Australian woman.  

 

In contrast to Alex & Eve and UnIndian, Ali, whose family migrated from Iraq during the 

reign of Saddam Hussein, is provided with a backstory. Ali’s love interest, Dianne is also 

given context—her mother is dead and she works with her father in his fish and chip shop, 

although this also provides an intertext to Fran in Strictly Ballroom. Dianne’s future is 

inhibited by the cultural conservatism of her father and the Mosque and the gender order 

enforced there, which involves separate worship rooms for men and women and an 

expectation that Dianne wear a veil. Dianne actually gets the highest university entrance 

score out of the whole congregation, but only the young men are recognised for their 

achievements. She has to fight with her father to be able to take up her place to study 

medicine because he does not initially see this as a fit pursuit for a woman. Like in Strictly 

Ballroom, the trope of over-protective father is repeated.  

 

While Ali’s Wedding is ostensibly an adaptation of a period in Ali’s life, a biopic, it also 

conforms to romance conventions. In their first meeting Ali impersonates Saddam Hussein 

and manages to insult Dianne, but eventually the pair hit it off. Within this generic 

framework Ali’s Wedding provides much needed representation for Islamic migrant subjects 

who (a) rarely appear in Australian film; and (b) even more rarely do so in a context where 
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the Islamic community is foregrounded and the rest of the imagined community fades into 

the background. As well as developing female and male characters, Ali’s Wedding invites the 

viewer into an alternative Australian world, one which is located in Melbourne but which for 

many if not most viewers, is vastly unfamiliar.  

 

The contrast of Western and Islamic values is portrayed in the film as a pressing concern for 

young migrant subjects trying their best to bridge family, religion and broader Australian 

society where they work and go to school. Sheree Joseph argues that what is different about 

Ali’s Wedding is its commitment to telling a story about the Melbourne Islamic community 

from the point of view of an insider (11-12). Joseph argues that “[a]fter a while, the film’s 

cultural depictions even become unremarkable—in managing to transcend exoticising 

portrayals and stereotypes, it becomes just another film about a family and their community” 

(12). Rather than the universalising approach seen in Strictly Ballroom, which renders Fran’s 

family’s ethnicity irrelevant, Ali’s Wedding based on Sami’s life produces an historically 

authentic representation of growing up in a version of Australia that is vastly different from 

many others. It is not a reflection of multicultural Australia as a whole, but brings one part 

into focus in the context of a much bigger and more complicated nation.  

 

The result is a subversive adaptation of the clichés and tropes articulated in chapter 3, such as 

migrant-face or the adaptation of the Australian legend, or in this chapter the didactic 

approach to multiculturalism adopted by Strictly Ballroom, Looking for Alibrandi, Alex & 

Eve and UnIndian. As with all the others, however, it does accord with the narrative of 

romantic love, which this chapter proposes (in its heteronormative form at least) is a 

condition of entry into Australian nationhood. Where Strictly Ballroom, Alex & Eve and 

UnIndian have relied on a simplification of cultural Otherness or a collapsing of cultural 
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specificity, Ali’s Wedding is all about the exact position of Ali and his community in the city 

of Melbourne. Ali’s story is one of an individual experience of multiculturalism or its post 

form, and of what life looks like for a young migrant subject situated in his community. It is 

not an interpretation of multiculturalism in a broader sense but incorporates this national 

ethos as an aspect of everyday life and as an example of personal as well as social heritage.  

 

In the scenes pertaining to arranged marriage in Ali’s Wedding, the film neither conveys a 

distinct rejection of the concept or its support. Instead the narrative suggests it is unfortunate 

that Ali is already in love with another. One of his friends in contrast is happily married to a 

woman who he was arranged to be with. Ali’s bride who is ultimately cast off or rebuked is 

also nuanced in her dealing with the situation, and even though she is rejected, accepts this 

because she realises there was no future in their relationship. This in itself sets up a more 

complex representation of the idea of romantic love versus arranged marriage, where neither 

one is depicted as flawless, blameless, or a less hurtful form of coupledom. 

 

The insight into the microcosm that is Australia or Melbourne’s Islamic community that Ali’s 

Wedding provides offers a new way of imagining multicultural Australia by providing insight 

into social codes and mores specific to the fictional representation of Muslim Australia. The 

question of belonging is not one of “nation”, but of meeting the more immediate expectations 

of family and church. In all three films in this section, however, the greatest deterrent to each 

multicultural coupling comes from within the multicultural community itself. In Alex & Eve 

and UnIndian the idea of a White Australian community is represented as peripheral. In Ali’s 

Wedding, it is de-centred almost entirely. Multiculturalism remains a stylistic motif or 

approach to Australian film, shifting from cross-cultural romance between White and non-

White subjects to within migrant communities. This suggests a relocation of multiculturalism, 
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or everyday multiculturalism, as a phenomenon specific to migrant communities—or 

Australians whose heritage includes the experience of migration and who can be therefore 

defined in contrast to White Australia—rather than multiculturalism being a discourse that 

affects and accommodates Australian society as a whole. It also shows a broader shift in the 

understanding and more nuanced consumption of multiculturalism as a cultural heritage 

discourse in a post-multicultural phase. 

 

In adaptation studies it is common to use the metaphor of evolution in relation to textual 

adaptation and change. Stam argues that using this language, film adaptations can be read as 

“mutations” that help their source to “survive”. Stam also argues that adaptations are 

designed to fit into “changing environments and changing tastes” (“Introduction” 3). The 

adaptation of multiculturalism to the genre of romance signifies just that—it is both an 

evolution of the discourse adapted in Australian film culture, in order some might argue, to 

survive by appealing to wide audiences. Having reached or made a space for itself through 

film in the social imaginary, the representation of multicultural romance, as shown in the 

later films, has also changed to fit new political environments and audience expectations. The 

genre of romance has become intertwined with didactic multiculturalism, which has both an 

assimilatory and a culturally plural message. The adaptation of multiculturalism into 

Australian cinema—through the genre of romance and the repetition of coming-of-age stories 

that align a range of youth issues with a sense of belonging in multicultural Australia— 

represents the incorporation and appropriation of ethnicity into broader Australian culture and 

power structures, but in accordance with the idea of Western romantic love as a liberating 

framework.  
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Conclusion: the winner takes it all 

 

To conclude, all of these films focus on a female protagonist or on a female and male lead as 

part of a multicultural relationship. These relationships, however, are confined to the 

parameters of heteronormativity. While Strictly Ballroom relies on mythic constructions of 

European migrancy, Looking for Alibrandi delves into the historical record to represent the 

intergenerational experience of migration through the three Alibrandi women. As adaptations 

both films present multicultural narratives that draw on the broad themes of Australian 

multicultural policy to acknowledge and critique underlying ethnic prejudice in Australian 

society and advocate a more inclusive, tolerant approach. In Looking for Alibrandi and Ali’s 

Wedding there is also a family history approach—the retelling of an individual family’s story 

as part of a greater historical context and community in which the characters exist.  

 

In Strictly Ballroom the multicultural message is emphasised when it is revealed that Scott’s 

father did not ruin his career by dancing new steps, but curtailed his opportunities by being 

too afraid to do so. As Strictly Ballroom adapts the representation of Australia’s national 

identity to include cultural diversity, however, it is Scott who is liberated from the confines of 

Australian society and whose life is made even better. Fran’s life is just made better. She is 

finally treated with respect and as a person, rather than as a misfit, and allowed to reach her 

authentic, “ethnic” or “archetypal” potential. Strictly Ballroom, therefore, speaks to the 

adaptation of multiculturalism into Australian identity and the legacy of Australia’s ongoing 

migration programs and attitudes to cultural difference.  

 

In Looking for Alibrandi, this sentiment is reflected in the unhappiness Josie’s mother and 

grandmother have experienced by not being able to fully participate in Australian culture—
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which Josie refers to as a “curse”. Josie’s revelation in Looking for Alibrandi, that she has 

just as much right to be Australian as her oppressors, biologically as well as culturally, casts 

off this curse revealing the tangled construction of the prejudices she is exposed to. These 

adaptations also reveal how Australian national identity is made with reference to an 

imagined past and how it can be reconfigured and reconstructed over time. 

 

As suggested in each film critique, the way that multiculturalism is represented continues to 

be official and didactic in style—always contemporary to the time of the film’s release and 

portrayed as European, or able to pass as White in terms of career and education in late 

twentieth and early twenty-first century Australia. Multicultural romance as a genre shores up 

a White space in which Australian heritage and identity can be located and worked through. 

It highlights mid-twentieth century migration and precludes the analysis of more recent 

immigration issues by continuing to draw attention to a need to work on existing underlying 

prejudice as part of the achievement of a fully functioning, multicultural society. While a 

positive from this is the assumption that migrant subjects are implicitly Australian, an 

inevitable conclusion is that there are now multiple and concurrent ways of defining the 

nation as separately White and multicultural. The next chapter analyses how these themes are 

intersected by issues of racism, sexism and homophobia. 
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5. 

 

Too good to be true: critical multiculturalism 

 

Where chapter 3 and 4 have demonstrated the deployment of comical or romantic versions of 

multiculturalism that also serve as positive espousals of the policy, this chapter considers 

films that take a more critical, or social realist, approach. While multiculturalism is a policy 

that continues to receive bi-partisan support in Australia, as a political ideology (or even as a 

national or social framework), it has adapted over time. Sociologists have described this in 

terms of everyday multiculturalism. Political philosophers have theorised and critiqued a 

phase of post-multiculturalism, signified by a growing preoccupation with fostering “both the 

recognition of diversity and the maintenance of collective national identities” (Kymlicka; 

Vertovec 83). The idea of Australian as a multicultural nation has also been affected by 

globalisation and economic conditions, such as the recession that hit Australia from 1990 to 

1991, and the Global Financial Crisis triggered in 2008. As the world became a more 

cosmopolitan place, during the 1990s and 2000s financial pressures and debates about 

migration and perceived terrorist threats, emphasised historical prejudices brought into new 

focus through critiques of multiculturalism. Against this backdrop this chapter is concerned 

with shifts and inflections in multicultural filmmaking, particularly with regard to portraying 

Australia as both implicitly diverse and inherently racist.  

 

This chapter critically analyses Romper Stomper (1992), which centres on a neo-Nazi gang 

and their racial violence towards a group of Vietnamese Australians; Head On (1998), which 

follows a second generation Greek Australian man Ari on a drug-fuelled, (homo)sexual 

rampage through the streets of Melbourne; and Dead Europe (2012) part family history, part 
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vampire quest that sees Isaac, again a Greek Australian and homosexual man, travel to 

Europe where he is beset by the horrors of the past as they are manifest through a range of 

social issues and the apparition of a young boy. As well as providing new insight into 

Australia’s multicultural heritage narratives, these films are worthy of analysis because of 

their reach, influence on Australian screen stories, and because they have yet to be examined 

as adaptations.  

 

Each film is identifiable as multicultural insofar as they represent diversity, migration and 

have main characters, or a large number of characters, who are migrant subjects. These films 

are also adaptations of interviews, social contexts, and in the case of Head On and Dead 

Europe, novels by Australian author, Christos Tsiolkas. Unlike migrant comedies or 

multicultural romance, they do not celebrate a positive outlook for a culturally diverse nation. 

Rather they engage directly with stories of racism, often through graphic depictions of 

violence and abuse. A brief examination of the White Australia policy, colonisation or 

contemporary social relations reveals that Australia has issues with both systemic and casual 

racism. This chapter explores the idea of Australia as a “racist” multicultural society. It 

argues that, through the visualisation of expanded forms of nationhood, the construction of 

Australia as racist has also become a foundational part of the screen representation of 

Australia’s intangible cultural heritage.  

 

Romper Stomper is a significant text in this discussion because it became a cult hit and is 

well-known outside of Australia. Romper Stomper made $3.3 million internationally, a 

significant amount in the early 1990s for an Australian film, and $175,340 domestically 

(“Romper Stomper”). Based on the adaptation of neo-Nazi skinhead culture, inspired by real 

events and interviews conducted by director Geoffrey Wright with convicted neo-Nazi figure, 
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Dane Sweetman (Zammit n.p.), Romper Stomper developed a “social realist” picture of 

Australian society, highlighting social tensions despite a multicultural framework. Romper 

Stomper also won a series of awards, and was adapted into a miniseries for Stan in 2018, 

demonstrating its longevity as a cultural text in the Australian imaginary. 

 

Head On and Dead Europe are both adaptations of novels by Christos Tsiolkas—Loaded 

(1995) and Dead Europe (2005). Tsiolkas is an author who lives in Melbourne, and who 

identifies as a second generation Greek Australian and homosexual. He holds a dominant 

position in Australian literature as a novelist who writes about the intergenerational 

experience of migration, as it intersects with class, racism and sexuality. The ongoing 

adaptation of Tsiolkas’ work to film and television has enhanced his profile as a 

“spokesperson” of multicultural Australia. In the first monograph to deal specifically with 

Tsiolkas’ fiction, published in 2015, Andrew McCann argues that in the world of Australian 

literature, Tsiolkas is “tied to this broader cultural landscape” of debates about identity, 

including race, LGBTIQ issues and migration, especially because of his commercial success 

and public profile (15). Acknowledging the significance of Tsiolkas (as multicultural auteur) 

in this context, this chapter considers two film adaptations of his work.  

 

Head On and Dead Europe, the films—adapted by different directorial teams—are 

illustrative of how motifs from Tsiolkas’ writing have become central to the critical 

representation of Australian multiculturalism. Head On is the first screen adaptation of 

Tsiolkas’ writing and with Dead Europe represents the only feature film transpositions. In 

addition, The Slap (2008) was adapted for television by the ABC in 2011, with another 

version made in the United States for NBC in 2015, and Barracuda (2013) was adapted as an 

ABC series in 2016. Head On and Dead Europe are therefore part of a much bigger galaxy of 
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multicultural representation in which Tsiolkas’ identity as a migrant subject enhances the 

authenticity of both his novels and their adaptations, as socially real accounts of multicultural 

Australia. 

 

 

Keeping up with the skinheads in Romper Stomper: the White portrayal of multicultural 

Australia 

 

Romper Stomper is a graphically violent depiction of race relations between a group of 

Vietnamese Australians and a gang of White skinheads. The story is told from the point of 

view of the skinheads and is set in Melbourne’s inner-west. The western suburbs, including 

Footscray where the film is located, are historically poor areas of the city, often contrasted 

with wealthier eastern or south-eastern neighbourhoods. As well as an iconic depiction of 

racial violence, the setting establishes Romper Stomper as a film about class and 

unemployment, as well as multiculturalism and migration. High youth unemployment was 

characteristic of the economic downturn that Australia experienced during the early 1990s 

when the film is set.  

 

Romper Stomper revolves around the relationship between two main skinheads, Hando 

(played by now superstar Russell Crowe) and Davey (played by Daniel Pollock who sadly 

committed suicide before the film’s release), and their apolitical love interest Gabe (Jaqueline 

McKenzie who was also cast in the 2018 version). Gabe first dates Hando, then Davey. 

Hando is the leader but becomes increasingly unstable, alienating his followers. Hando’s 

violent outbursts initially target Vietnamese Australians, locating the social tension as a 

matter of race, but as the film progresses Hando becomes more indiscriminate. The gang steal 
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from Gabe’s abusive father’s house, redistributing his wealth in an act of social banditry. 

Hando takes over a warehouse-squat, attacking the men living there and accusing them of 

being homosexual, and he turns on Gabe for making pasta, which he calls “wog” food. 

Hando also forces two women to leave the gang, and murders a non-White service station 

attendant, implicating both Gabe and Davey in his crime as the trio flee Melbourne. 

 

Hando’s crimes are motivated and given expression to by his racist worldview. They are also 

portrayed as the natural actions of a villain as opposed to an in-depth analysis of hate crime. 

In the context of high youth unemployment, they are presented as a logical conclusion of 

social disaffection. While Nazi paraphernalia adorns Hando’s room, Gabe, and later Davey, 

are represented as ambivalent on the subject of race. Gabe finally calls the police on the gang, 

but she does so because she is angry with Hando, not because she is offended by his racism. 

However, as an added layer of complexity, Davey’s grandmother is characterised as an old 

German woman who keeps dachshunds. The grandmother wants Davey to stop associating 

with Hando and the other skinheads, a desire that hints at her attempt to distance herself from 

Germany’s past. At the end of the film Davey kills Hando with a Nazi-issue dagger, thus 

turning the source of racially motivated violence—represented as neo-Nazi politics—back on 

itself. 

 

Before considering the representation of racism in Romper Stomper more closely, as an 

adaptation of multiculturalism, it is necessary to describe some of the key scenes from the 

film in which non-White actors appear. The first is the film’s opening scene, which occurs in 

an underpass of a train station. Hando and his friends come across two Vietnamese Australian 

men and a woman playing with a skateboard, and proceed to beat them up. While the attack 

is random, its motivation is not. Politicising the violence and associating the issue of race 



 

  198  

with migration, Hando tells the trio that Australia is not their country and to “fuck off”. The 

scene ends with the young woman cradling her boyfriend and screaming gutturally into the 

night. The girl’s non-verbal cry can be read as her ironic silencing—she reaches great 

volume, but is given no language, neither English nor Vietnamese. This scream is mirrored 

by one of the neo-Nazi’s girlfriends after her boyfriend is hurt in the fight at the Railway 

Hotel. Juxtaposed, these scenes indicate the intersection of race with sex/gender. Women in 

the text are limited by both gender roles and the gender order, taking a backseat to the 

working out of issues of race, especially when the method is physical violence. As illustrated 

in chapter 3, multicultural films tend to position women in supporting or facilitating roles in 

the construction of national identity, and it would seem here also in regard to its critique.  

 

In the second violent episode, the skinheads find out that some Vietnamese Australian youths 

are in their local pub and run down to fight them. The Vietnamese Australian men are in the 

pub because their dad has bought it and they are taking it over. The position of the 

Vietnamese Australian characters (who are not named and hence the repetition of this clumsy 

phrasing) signifies the economic contribution they make as migrant subjects. The change of 

business ownership draws attention to broader societal change underway in the previously 

industrial working class suburb. When Hando’s gang arrives, a huge brawl breaks out but it is 

the skinheads who are ultimately defeated. The Vietnamese Australians enlist the help of 

their friends (also Vietnamese Australians) who chase the White Australians back to their 

squat and burn it to the ground. As police sirens approach, one of the Vietnamese Australian 

men says, “Fucking next time.” This line echoes Hando’s use of “fuck off” in the opening 

scene and reveals the mostly silent Vietnamese Australian characters are not just bilingual but 

keepers of Australian accents. It is, however, the only such line, and the last words spoken by 

a Vietnamese Australian character before they disappear for the rest of the film. 
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These scenes are analysed in detail because apart from the bus of Japanese tourists who peer 

over the clifftop to where Davey has just killed Hando at the end, and the Indian Australian 

service station attendant whom Hando kills, these two fight scenes are the only episodes in 

which non-White actors feature. Romper Stomper is first and foremost about Hando, Davey 

and Gabe, and their gang. In a film that is all about racism, especially race relations between 

White Australians and Asian Australians, it is striking that the story is still told from a 

dominant “White” point of view. Even when White cultural hierarchies are being critiqued, 

White characters are given the greatest visibility and attention.  

 

In Hage’s theory of White multiculturalism he establishes a dichotomy of “White racists” and 

“White multiculturalists”—both groups believing themselves to be representatives of the 

nation and in control of the national space, in contrast to Aboriginal Australians and migrant 

subjects who can be positioned by the dominant White culture at will (18-19). Under these 

conditions—what Hage refers to as the “‘White nation’ fantasy”—the “voice of the ‘ethnic 

other’ is made passive not only by those who want to eradicate it, but also by those who are 

happy to welcome it under some conditions they feel entitled to set” (17-18). In Romper 

Stomper, the Vietnamese Australian characters are visualised, but in a largely passive way. 

They receive limited screen time and function only as a necessary part of the performance of 

the neo-Nazi abuse. The disproportionate representation of White Australians and migrant 

subjects, foregrounds the paradoxical idea that Australian racism is a matter that most 

concerns and must be solved by White Australians, reinforcing the idea that Australia is a 

White nation against which cultural diversity or multiculturalism is defined and contrasted.  
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In a review of Romper Stomper written before he was a published novelist, Tsiolkas argued 

that the inclusion of Vietnamese Australian characters was a “plot contrivance” and that 

racism in the film was “linked not only to a threat to the skinheads’ ethnic identity, but also to 

their masculinity” (47). He accused Romper Stomper of demonstrating “that for Australian 

filmmakers and critics the equation of Australian identity with Anglo-Celtic identity still 

holds”, calling the film an extension of new wave Australian cinema insofar as the dialogue 

and soundtrack were sharp and contemporary, but the thematic concerns remained the same 

(48). In Tsiolkas’ critique, Romper Stomper is a film complicit in the ongoing construction or 

adaptation of White Australia and the production of Australian heritage through the bodies of 

White masculine figures, even as it adapted multiculturalism to screen in a socially realist 

way. Despite being set in the early 1990s, Romper Stomper represented the ongoing fixation 

with the idea of a White Australia, even as part of an exposé of racism.  

 

Romper Stomper does not attempt to provide meaningful screen time for non-White actors. 

When it no longer serves the story, which is ostensibly a tale about a version of White and 

racist Australian nationhood, the Vietnamese Australian “chorus” is dismissed. Neo-Nazism 

is used as a vehicle through which to examine Australia-specific concerns, ironically 

continuing to portray those in power as White Australian men. Through the limited inclusion 

of Vietnamese Australian characters, and Davey’s German grandmother, Australian society is 

represented as multicultural, but the greater focus of the film on the implosion of the 

skinhead gang re-establishes the idea of White Australia (as a racist) underlying national 

ethos, despite the presence of multiculturalism. Here racism also intersects with class. The 

skinheads are portrayed as part of an underclass, a social position from which it has been 

traditional to blame newly arrived migrant subjects (Fleegler; Roediger, Working Toward 
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Whiteness; J. Collins; Neumann, Across the Seas). Historically speaking, the adaptive web of 

migration, class, and multiculturalism is apparent here. 

 

Speaking to the ongoing audience for Romper Stomper (1992) in the twenty-first century, 

John Marmysz draws attention to the representation of skinhead culture as a symbol of 

racism and high fashion. The prevalent view of a skinhead is now associated with racism and 

neo-Nazi movements, but it was once just a style of fashion characterised by big boots, 

braces, tailored pants and number one shaved heads (629). In the 1960s skinhead culture was 

associated with “British mod youth culture”, but by the mid 1970s, it became embroiled with 

the “British Movement” and the “fringes of the new punk-rock music scene”. Marmysz 

argues that Romper Stomper is an example of “ambivalence towards skinheads, depicting 

them in a sometimes very sophisticated and sympathetic light”, despite their close association 

with Nazi or neo-Nazi ideology (626-27). In Romper Stomper, fashion cushions the blow of 

the racism for a White audience attracted by the cult status of the film. It also helps explain 

why Gabe finds Hando appealing despite his extremist views.  

 

In the Australian context, however, while Hando’s gang dress as skinheads and assert neo-

Nazism, these views are inflected with Australian concerns around migration, its place in the 

Asia-Pacific region, cultural diversity, and recession. Furthermore, dispensing with the 

Vietnamese Australian characters (who do not dress in such fashionable ways) makes the 

film only partially multicultural. The skinheads are reframed as the oppressed. They are 

disadvantaged thugs, disenfranchised socially, politically, and economically, projecting 

apathy and soliciting sympathy from mainstream Australian society. The subculture is also 

represented as a “family” for the disaffected (Quinn 6). The gang take Gabe in, and Gabe and 

Davey perform the roles of mother and father or brother and sister as they flick each other 
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with tea towels while washing dishes. When the gang needs money it is Gabe’s father’s 

house they rob, not the Vietnamese Australian businesses. As well as serving as a metaphor 

for the national family as White, when considering the intersection of race and class, it is not 

the migrant subjects who are targeted for a redistribution of wealth, but those with entrenched 

power and privilege represented by Gabe’s art collecting father.  

 

The Vietnamese Australians, in contrast to Hando’s gang, are represented as industrious 

small business owners, or workers in family restaurants who are actively contributing to the 

Australian economy. This juxtaposition of unemployment and industry indicates a link 

between “broad social and economic structures and the violence which is at the centre” of 

Hando’s gang’s actions (Butterss 41). The Vietnamese Australians are represented as part of 

hardworking migrant families. The White Australians are portrayed as racist and lazy, the 

true scourge at the heart, but also emblematic, of Australian nationhood.  

 

This sentiment recalls a scene from Gallipoli (1981), which is a fictional account of the 

Anzacs––who fought and lost a major battle on the Gallipoli Peninsula in Turkey, 1915-1916. 

The Anzac story, which has been mentioned briefly in previous chapters, is held up as a 

defining moment in Australia’s national history. Where the nation-state formed 

bureaucratically in 1901, it is said that the bloodshed on the battlefield at Gallipoli forged a 

spirit of mateship that provided a sense of Australia as an imagined community around which 

the population could gather. In 2010, Craig Stocking critiqued this idea in his study of 

Australian military history, coining the term “zombie myths” to refer to those stories that 

stagger on despite years of wounding critique. In Gallipoli the men are stationed in Cairo for 

training and are represented as completely disrespectful to the Egyptian people based on 

colonial assumptions of White superiority. Gallipoli justifies this racist behaviour (from a 
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retrocolonial perspective) as the Anzacs being the product of a long-gone racist past. In 

Romper Stomper (set at the time of its release), Hando and his friends are social pariahs in the 

context of multicultural Australia, yet symbolic of the ongoing presence of racism in 

Australian society.  

 

In another intertextual link, similar themes appear between Romper Stomper and This is 

England (2007), which is about racially motivated violence and “mod” culture. Set in 1983, 

the gang in This is England serves as a family. The act of joining the group is achieved 

through fashion choices—Dr. Martens, braces, and a shaved head. The original group, 

however, splits along factional lines, those who are neo-Nazis, and those who simply choose 

to dress that way as a point of social differentiation and a place to belong. This is England is 

also an example of the exploration of race through the lens of economic downturn. In a 

postcolonial era, films such as these hint at unresolved tensions stemming from the colonial 

project, which inform historical and contemporary anxieties pertaining to non-White 

immigration. The title also calls into question the “England” that is supposedly in need of 

nationalist protection, suggesting it is White, British, racist and multicultural, all at the same 

time. As evidence of the popularity of this type of filmmaking, adaptations of This is England 

aired for television in 2010, 2011, and 2015 as This is England ‘86, This is England ‘88, This 

is England ‘90.  

 

When Romper Stomper (1992) was released, much of the criticism against it, including by 

famous Australian film critic David Stratton, alleged it would incite racial violence (Quinn 

5). As director, Geoffrey Wright, pointed out at the time, these reviews were grounded in 

elitist assumptions. The reviewers were not motivated by the film to become racially violent, 

but they assumed that its broader viewership would be (Quinn 5). As well as situating racism 
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as a White problem through the association with skinhead culture and disaffected youth, 

Romper Stomper, or at least these reviews, also palmed it off as a problem of the lower 

classes. By locating these particularly violent and terrifying representations of racism with a 

group of extremists, racial and ethnic tensions in the general population were conveniently 

relocated, and White hegemonic and patriarchal hierarchies inadvertently reinforced.  

 

Building on Hage and combining his idea of the White nation fantasy with economist Adam 

Smith’s metaphor of the “invisible hand of the market”, supposed to structure and restructure 

the economy advantageously on the basis of supply and demand, White multiculturalism 

serves to ensure that while the Australian population is culturally diverse, White Australians 

continue to consider themselves in control. That notion of control may be a thought exercise, 

easily undermined by statistics that demonstrate the true extent of Australian diversity, but it 

nevertheless remains an omnipotent idea in the social imaginary, the invisible hand of White 

multiculturalism. In 2016, the Australian Bureau of Statistics reported that nearly 50 per cent 

of Australians had either been born overseas, or had one or both parents who had been; that 

over 300 different languages were spoken in Australian homes; and that 2.6 per cent of 

Australians were Muslim and 2.4 per cent Buddhist (“Media Release”). But this is not 

reflected in positions of political or business leadership, or on screen (Coupe, Jakubowicz and 

Randall; Bertone; H. May). Romper Stomper exposed an underbelly of Australian racism 

through the lens of White Australia and within a tradition of White multicultural filmmaking. 

As an adaptation of multiculturalism, it reinforces or foregrounds the representation of 

Australia as a primarily White nation, even though it is a critical version of this construction. 

Re-examined through a cultural heritage lens, this act of creative interpretation indicates a 

failure in the film’s scope as a socially realist film to really reflect Australian society, 
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especially via the absence of, or the lack of fully-fledged, non-White characters who are 

intrinsic to the narrative.  

 

 

Streaming for Stan: revising Romper Stomper 

 

Paying homage to the 1992 “original”, a serial adaptation of Romper Stomper was released 

on Stan in 2018. The series is set twenty-five years on from the film and the storyline is 

different, but includes many of the old White characters. Not a single Vietnamese Australian 

actor has been recalled. Gabe is a successful yet corrupt philanthropist, and a number of 

Hando’s aging gang members have become politically connected, now represented as having 

far greater power. The character of Hando is memorialised in the series by his friends and as 

the suspected father of Kane, a revived young neo-Nazi leader. However, the adaptation 

shifts its portrayal of racism from prejudice towards Asian Australians to Islamophobia. 

Echoing the limited representation of Vietnamese Australian characters in the 1992 film, the 

series has just one Asian Australian character. She has a very small role—a “fleeting 

representation” or a “bit part” (Simpson, Murawska and Lambert 33-35)—as the personal 

assistant to a racist and misogynist television personality.  

 

This limited characterisation hints that Asian Australian migrant subjects have been co-opted 

into the conservative mainframe of Australian politics, and serves to illuminate a new group 

to which prejudice is directed—Muslim Australians. The latter change reflects a shift in 

Australian politics. In 1996 Pauline Hanson’s maiden speech to parliament included that 

Australia was “in danger of being swamped by Asians” (“Pauline Hanson’s 1996” n.p.). 

When she was re-elected in 2016, she declared that Australia was “in danger of being 
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swamped by Muslims” (“Transcript” n.p.). In Romper Stomper (2018) the focus of racial 

attacks is on the Australian Islamic community. This brings visibility to contemporary issues, 

thus making the narrative relevant for new audiences. However, while a young Muslim 

woman is used by a group of anti-fascism protesters as a spokesperson, the main characters 

(or those with greatest agency and speaking roles) continue to be White Australians. 

 

Where the spectre of youth and social deviancy of Hando’s gang is relocated to a group of 

anarchist university students who call themselves “Anti-Fasc”, the skinheads are transformed 

into an organised Alt-Right group—“Patriot Blue”. In contrast to Hando’s group who live 

between squats, the leaders of Patriot Blue are small business owners with houses in the 

suburbs. They are media savvy and politically astute, with a main goal to stop the 

Immigration Minister relaxing existing immigration controls. Where Hando’s gang is 

represented as disillusioned and imploding, Patriot Blue are a growing cancer, a logical 

conclusion of Australian nationalism. As a gesture to the inner-west’s large African 

Australian population, the 2018 adaptation also includes a small group of African Australian 

youths. However, they also have very small parts and are typecast as petty criminals, their 

crimes (robbing White Australians) is justified by the racial attacks they suffer on a daily 

basis. Despite a greater awareness of race debates, the 2018 series continues to adapt racial 

stereotypes. 

 

Another significant change is the position of women and the role of biological determinism. 

Gabe (now middle-aged) is recast as Kane’s mother, who the series suggests is Hando’s son. 

Kane is depicted as truly evil, caring only for his foster-home sister. Given he was not raised 

by either his mother or father, his worldview is represented as having been shaped by an 

innate biological connection to Hando, and Gabe’s failure as a mother. In the trailer Gabe 
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says: “I thought I should let you know, my son is back” and “I just can’t take this, if this is 

happening all over again” (2018), suggesting history is about to repeat—the old adage, like 

father, like son. For Kane, Patriot Blue represents a family for the disaffected and like Hando 

he is prepared to go to any lengths to get his own way, including murdering the existing 

leader of the group, then taking his wife and position. Kane also despises his estranged 

mother, a relationship that is represented as incestuous via a kiss on the mouth (alluding to 

Gabe’s abusive father). Kane’s hatred is so ingrained that Gabe leaves town, unable to stop 

him. Further demonising the female characters, yet portraying them with vastly more power 

than in the 1992 film, Kane’s girlfriend Zoe is established as a femme fatale. A White, 

(white) wine-drinking, overly-zealous Christian bookkeeper, Zoe incites Kane to even more 

violent lengths and in a final scene shoots a policeman to ensure his silence. 

 

Stam argues that many of the changes that occur in the adaptation process are the result of 

“ideology and social discourses”. The question is whether the adaptation swings to the left 

“interrogating or levelling hierarchies in an egalitarian manner”, or to the right “by 

naturalizing and justifying social hierarchies based on class, race, sexuality, gender, region 

and national belonging” (“Introduction” 42). In his 1993 review, Tsiolkas argued that in the 

context of multicultural Australia, Romper Stomper homogenised the Australian population 

as either White or Other, suggesting “that by using the motivation of race hatred cynically 

and exploitatively, the film actively works to reinforce Australian identity as specifically 

Anglo-Celtic” (47). Heeding this criticism, the 2018 version offers an updated depiction of 

racist, White, and multicultural Australia. It is cognisant of a growing conservatism in 

Australian and global politics, representing the racists as no longer destitute but as people in 

positions of great power. Racism as a form of identity is no longer the scourge of the lower 

classes.  
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While these adjustments represent what Stam calls an improvement or correction of the 

source text, the 2018 version also embodies what he calls “aesthetic mainstreaming”. 

Aesthetic mainstreaming refers to television or Hollywood adaptations that conform to 

anticipated schema, such as coherent characters. Stam also characterises adaptations of this 

kind as “a purge”, where there is a cleansing of “moral ambiguity, narrative interruption, and 

reflexive meditation”, and which reflects “economic censorship” or the drive to make 

changes that will draw big profits (“Introduction” 43). In Romper Stomper (2018), all trace of 

ambivalence is erased quite literally in the final episode when one of Hando’s remaining 

skinheads blows himself up in a crowded room, killing members of all sides, and Kane—who 

is thwarted by Melbourne peak-hour traffic in his attempt to save his foster-sister from the 

bomb—realises the error of his ways.  

 

In a chilling reminder of David Stratton’s concerns, extracts from the 2018 version have been 

co-opted online by Far-Right groups. In a scene that recalls the battle at the Railway Hotel, 

Anti-Fasc are attacked on the beach by Patriot Blue. The setting also conjures the final scene 

in Romper Stomper (1992), and the battle for Anzac Cove at Gallipoli. While this scene is a 

critique of Australian nationalism, it has nevertheless been appropriated by the Alt-Right on 

YouTube in a celebratory fashion, revealing the inherent danger of such a representation 

taken out of context, and of allowing racism to “speak for itself”. 
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Ari’s tour of duty in Head On 

 

Three years on from the release of Romper Stomper (1992), Christos Tsiolkas published his 

first novel, Loaded (1995). In 1998 it was adapted to film, Head On, by Greek Australian 

director Ana Kokkinos. Head On achieved critical acclaim and was a significant contribution 

to the representation of the migrant experience and LGBTIQ visibility during the late 1990s. 

It also caused great controversy in the Greek Australian community, some who saw it as a 

pivotal representation of intergenerational migration, and others who considered it to be a 

shameful portrayal of Greek Australian characters. The film only made $379,384, indicating 

its lack of reach into a more mainstream audience. It was, however, included on SBS’s list of 

“on demand” films in 2019, free for public streaming, suggesting that supported by its critical 

attention Head On remains significant in the Australian imaginary.  

 

In both book and film, the main character is Ari, a young Greek Australian man who is sure 

of his homosexuality (which he hides from his parents) and his status as a second-generation 

migrant. Ari is proudly Greek Australian and openly discriminated against on the basis of his 

heritage, sexuality and intergenerational-status as a migrant subject. However, unlike Nino in 

They’re a Weird Mob or Steve in The Wog Boy, Ari has no intention of laughing-off instances 

of casual racism or finding a way to assimilate or deconstruct it. Ari is angry, depressed and 

powerless, yet powerful in the reckless abandon he shows to the people he meets and the 

chaos he brings to his life. He deliberately operates against his parent’s wishes, and by 

extension social norms. While the migrant story is typically one of contribution and 

opportunity, Ari throws away the chances provided for him in favour of immediate 

gratification.  
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The novel’s title “Loaded” is a statement of portent, euphemistically signaling Ari’s sexual 

readiness and the fact that he is typically drunk or high. It is also an allusion to the politically 

charged status of Ari’s identity—a young, homosexual man with Greek Australian heritage 

who is transgressing social expectations of his behaviour as both migrant and national 

subject. Written in the first person, Loaded is a 24-hour account of Ari’s movements around 

Melbourne. Loaded and Head On counter Hage’s theory of the “‘White nation’ fantasy” by 

foregrounding the “voice of the ‘ethnic other’” (17-18). As an adaptation of multiculturalism, 

the novel and film also represent an extended intertextual and critical engagement with casual 

and systemic issues of ethnic prejudice and trans and homophobia in Australian society. Ari’s 

movement around the city also makes Head On an adaptation of the popular Australian genre 

of the road movie or quest (Hardwick 33). For instance, the Mad Max films, Rabbit Proof 

Fence, or Priscilla Queen of the Desert, that all rely on the main characters undertaking a 

journey from one destination to another.  

 

Ari’s character is reflective of a late twentieth century zeitgeist of identity politics, and a 

more contemporary intersectional approach. While the novel dwells on the theme of 

migration and its generational effects, the power of the narrative is that Ari’s experience is 

not structured by his cultural background, but by the complex intersection of his identity 

traits, especially his sexuality, gender/sex, and age. Terry Goldie describes Loaded as a 

transition from “immigrant novel” to “a neat rejection of the little Aussie battler”, pointing 

out how unlikeable a character Ari truly is (58). Unlike the comical European migrant figure, 

doing their best to fit in or be recognised as authentically Australian, Tsiolkas’ migrant 

subject experiences a range of issues to do with his family, relationships, unemployment, 

sexuality, and ethnicity, that are characterised as coming-of-age. Where this adaptation 

differs is that Ari never achieves full social inclusion or participation rights. His 
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representation as a gay, second generation migrant subject suggests that the coming-of-age 

Ari experiences is the nihilistic realisation that multiculturalism as a national doctrine has 

failed. 

 

Loaded’s critique of multiculturalism is therefore not so much as a problem of assimilation or 

cultural recognition, but a melee of issues including but not limited to Ari’s ethnicity, youth, 

economic circumstance and sexuality. Goldie’s idea of the “unlikeable Ari” is represented as 

a fixture—as much, or as legitimately, a part of Australian multiculturalism as the 

hardworking opportunist. Contextualising Ari’s (“bad”) behaviour, is the portrayal of racism 

which provides a backdrop to his life. The refrain of “wog” reveals that Ari’s perception as 

White (because he is Australian born and European) masks a more complicated visual history 

of racism, migration and cultural diversity. While Australian racism can be traced 

historically, there is a tendency to present it “as best tackled as a social pathology that 

manifests in specific incidents borne of outdated attitudes that jar with the proposed 

acceptance, dominantly, of multiculturalism as a civic value” (Lentin 125). The racism 

portrayed in Loaded is encountered “head on”, in its film adaptation, as an intractable social 

issue. 

 

While Head On can be characterised as a coming-of-age film, it is not in terms of Ari coming 

to terms with his homosexuality or ethnicity. Ari’s “dilemma takes the form of a double bind: 

he simultaneously belongs to and is rejected by his patriarchal Greek community” and is 

forced to lead a “double-life” as a result (Collins and Davis 60). In 1986, Black feminist 

scholar, Patricia Hill Collins famously wrote about the concept of “outsiders within”. Patricia 

Hill Collins used this term to refer to Black women who worked in White people’s houses, 

thus providing them with a specific vantage point and insight to White and White-Black race 
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relations (14-32). Considering the idea of location—and evoking Donna Haraway’s 1988 

theory of “situated knowledges” as providing insight or understanding that is contingent on a 

specific context—Ari’s experience of Australian nationhood is very different to that of 

migrant subjects represented in the multicultural films studied so far. Ari is an “outsider 

within”. At the end of his circular journey he is not included or more accepted in Australian 

society, but remains an outsider, albeit with a specific, situated, view of Australian society. 

 

Previous chapters have argued that migrant value and worth has been historically measured 

by and demonstrated on screen with actions that contribute to the economic prosperity of the 

Australian nation—for example, steps towards home ownership in They’re a Weird Mob, the 

realisation that Steve in The Wog Boy is in fact hardworking despite counting himself among 

the long-term unemployed, or in Looking for Alibrandi via the pressure Josie feels to excel at 

school and be the first in her family to go to university. In contrast, Head On, set in the 

backstreets and dark clubs of Melbourne (depicted as a grimy bastion of drugs, sex, and 

racism), Ari’s journey is visualised not as coming to terms with his ethnicity or his sexuality, 

but asserting his position in opposition to the ideal of multicultural Australia. The notion that 

migrants should contribute and thus only become visible as legitimate national subjects when 

they conform, reinforces just how disempowering the narrative of multiculturalism can be.  

 

In one example, Ari and his transgender friend Toula are arrested. Taken into a holding cell 

Ari is maligned on the basis of his ethnicity and Toula for her gender expression and 

sexuality. In this version the social expectation of harmonious multicultural life is inflected 

by the social reality of racism. Ari and Toula’s encounter with police and their racism 

towards them serves to justify Ari’s disconnected attitude (Goldie 58). Ari remains silent, his 

apathy providing protection, and demonstrating his awareness of the unequal power dynamic 
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and potential for violence if he resists. Unlike Ari’s parents who are shown protesting in the 

streets at the start of the film against the Greek junta in power from 1967 to 1974, Ari’s 

modus operandi is self-preservation. Given his resistance is shown to be futile, it also has the 

effect of making his indifference seem less reprehensible overall.  

 

Head On deconstructs the essential notion of a migrant stereotype. Ari is overtly masculine, 

hiding his homosexuality from his family—not because he is ashamed—but because he 

wants to avoid controversy. As a school leaver, he rejects the pressure to get a job or go to 

university, actively forgoing opportunities his parents have availed him with by migrating to 

Australia. Ari’s identity is therefore also a rejection of his parent’s political and family values 

(Hardwick 40). He exists in a time of “disappointment and narrowed horizons” where the 

“political rhetoric” of his parents’” is empty (Berry 36). Ari’s attitude is represented as 

reflective of a system of engendered prejudice far too large for one individual, or one 

community—be it migrant, queer or trans, or a combination thereof—to counter. Ari fails his 

nuclear and national family by his lack of contribution and his attitude. Ari’s “disloyalty”, 

and yet the sense of “why would he bother?”, critiques multiculturalism, exposing it as a 

deeply flawed and inherently ideological system.  

 

In doing so Ari’s character offers new ways to envisage Australian national identity—as 

queer, ethnic, urban, Greek, White, heterosexual, unemployed, young, and apathetic. In 

contrast to Romper Stomper and Strictly Ballroom, Ari is given a clear rationale for his 

behaviour based on his social context and backstory. He is not assimilated like Nino Culotta 

or freshly recognised as an “Australian legend” like “the Wog boy”. He does not discover 

details of his family’s past or enjoy a cross-cultural romance that provides him with a 

shortcut to belonging. Ari’s experience is one of alienation, which is embodied by the 
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audience’s experience of watching the film. Ari’s story provides insight into the lived 

experience of multiculturalism, including its failure to address the ongoing oppression of 

casual racism and homophobia across Australian society.  

 

Where intersectionality exposes how power, privilege, and opportunity are constructed by 

and form social identities (Romero), Head On’s critique of multiculturalism cries out (like 

the policy itself) for greater cultural awareness—calling ultimately, for social change. In 

Ari’s heroic act of rebellion against his family and friends it is also his differentiation as an 

individual that is “romanticised” (Jorgensen 148). Head On represents a new form of 

“Australian realism” that in “global terms … can be thought of as a local and male response 

to hegemonic space” and in “national terms … supersedes an older, dogmatic kind of realism 

with subjective, multiple and magical representations” (Jorgensen 151). In the film and novel 

Ari is a self-appointed Other, demanding to be recognised as an individual rather than as part 

of a pre-determined category of identity, whether that be White or multicultural. Most 

significantly, Ari is portrayed as an individual as opposed to being metonymic for the migrant 

experience. His particular experience, however, represented through the genre of social 

realism, serves as a critique of multiculturalism, creatively interpreting the policy as 

inherently flawed. 

 

At the end of the film Ari arrives in exactly the same place that he begins, the Melbourne 

wharf—alone and cast out, a habit or habitus that the film makes clear Ari intends to keep, as 

much part of his identity as his sexuality or Greek heritage. In this regard, Hardwick calls 

Head On a “street movie”. Well-known from European of French cinema, a street movie 

typically casts the protagonist as a “wanderer figure” where “the emphasis is far less on the 

idea of reaching a destination and much more firmly placed on digressiveness or deviation 
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from a linear trajectory” (34). Ari is literally moving in circles. Where the destination in 

slapstick and didactic multicultural films is the successful functioning of multicultural 

Australia, in which migrant subjects find belonging and are treated with respect, Ari’s linear 

departure from this framework is existential—a rejection of the multicultural framework his 

generation was intended to aspire to. 

 

At the start of the film Ari is stoned and dancing on the wharf, an image juxtaposed with 

black and white footage of his forebears arriving in Australia. Ari narrates:  

 

 

They tell you that God is dead, but they still want you to have a purpose. They say 

look at your parents, hardworking migrants, work two jobs, struggle all your life, buy 

your kids a house, yeah, that’s purpose. They tell you to be a doctor, a teacher, be 

creative, do something, believe in something, believe in family, in the future, save the 

world, believe in love. But fuck it, I’m no scholar, I’m no worker, I’m no poet. 

 

 

Ari is positioned at the site of migrant arrival by boat, conjured here (as in They’re a Weird 

Mob, Lucky Miles and The Wog Boy). Aligned with the history of post-war migration and its 

visual depiction, Ari’s commentary deconstructs the typical characterisation of migrant 

subjects. At the end of the film Ari dances on the wharf again, narrating: 

 

 

I’m a whore, a dog and a cunt. I’m sliding toward the sewer. I’m still breathing. I’m 

going to live my life. I’m not going to make a difference. I’m not going to change a 
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thing. No one’s going to remember me when I’m dead. I’m a sailor and a whore, and I 

will be until the end of the world. 

 

 

Via hedonistic means Ari joins the cult of the individual. His power is achieved through a 

wholescale rejection of the discourse of multiculturalism, but the result is his rendering as 

mythic, a ghostly figure. In this context, Ari is not just an “outsider within” (a whore) but an 

essential outcast (a sailor), a fundamental Other against which the nation can be defined, and 

which evoking “hauntology” (addressed in detail in the next section), will forever echo in the 

representation of multiculturalism as part of Australia’s national heritage.  

 

In her theory of “abjection”, Kristeva argues that there is a subjective horror associated with 

an individual’s experience in a physical and spiritual sense: 

 

 

There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of being, directed 

against a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant outside or inside, ejected 

beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable. It lies there, quite close, 

but it cannot be assimilated. It beseeches, worries, and fascinates desire, which, 

nevertheless, does not let itself be seduced. (1) 

 

 

In Head On, abjection looms in particular at moments where there is a break between the 

opposition of self and Other. In Ari’s opening and closing act, he is performing the 

deconstruction of Other and the self. He is the waste of a society that has failed him and 
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failed to seduce him with its paradigm of multiculturalism. Ari is also violent and intolerable, 

portrayed as unable and unwilling to be assimilated either within White or multicultural 

versions of the nation. Ari is the abjection with which a critical discourse of multicultural 

heritage is critiqued and defined. Head On foregrounds Australia as not only White and 

multicultural, but as a racist nation. It poses the question of what becomes of any conception 

of nationhood if young Australians decide to (or are alienated to the point that they) “opt-

out”. 

 

In performing the migrant as individual, Head On reveals structural inequality in Australian 

society. Ari’s experience of prejudice hardens him against his parent’s wishes to assimilate, 

and manifests in a lack of respect for mainstream Australian culture. In laying bare these 

problems, Head On avoids offering “a didactic perspective on social problems”, or as György 

Lukacs might suggest, it gives “insight into the historical causes of the social problems they 

represent” (Jorgenson 149). Rather than providing a two-dimensional migrant figure to teach 

a non-migrant Australian character a lesson about themselves, Head On re-interprets 

multiculturalism as ineffectual rhetoric, like the future Ari’s parents aspired to. Portraying 

Ari as a hedonist—self-centred, disillusioned, ungrateful, but most of all bored—is also key 

to deconstructing the migrant stereotype. At the end of the film when Ari has sex with a 

White Australian man who he actually likes, the relationship symbolically ends in violence. 

For Ari, a homosexual migrant subject in the 1990s, there is no redemption, and no quick 

multicultural-fix.  
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Dead Europe and Isaac’s grand tour 

 

This section considers the second of Tsiolkas’ novels to be adapted to feature film, analysing 

how its creative interpretation in a visual format both accords and critiques Australian 

multiculturalism, moving into the twenty-first century. While Leitch argues that adaptation as 

a concept is so amorphous it has no meaning (“Adaptation as History” 7), this thesis proposes 

that the understanding of history as an adaptive process is useful because it draws attention to 

the practise of heritage-making, and the way the past is critiqued and reconstructed. As well 

as the prominence of Tsiolkas as an author (informing the critical acclaim of multicultural 

films such as Head On and Dead Europe), the repeated adaptation of his work to screen has 

meant far greater cultural visibility for the “Ari”-motif. This trope refers to a deconstructive 

migrant figure, who exists in an Australian context portrayed as implicitly multicultural, but 

which also functions to critique that social context as inherently racist. This character has 

moved through a number of Tsiolkas’ novels and their adaptations, typically involving a 

main character who is a young, homosexual, Greek Australian man—now a mainstay of 

Australian screen.18  

 

In Dead Europe (2005; 2012) this character is Isaac. Isaac is a second generation, Greek 

Australian man who is openly gay, thus extending a conversation begun in Loaded and Head 

On about the lives of migrant subjects at the intersection of migration, multiculturalism, and 

homosexuality. Dead Europe is set between Melbourne and Europe, told from Isaac’s point 

of view as he struggles to come to terms with his family history, specifically their anti-

Semitism, and a growing sense of “bloodlust” that begins to take him over. Dead Europe, 

also considers social and economic reconfigurations caused by the fall of the Soviet Union 

 
18 See also Danny Kelly in Barracuda and Hector and Harry in The Slap.  
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and the end of the Cold War, reconstructing Europe as “Hell”, a “place where History has 

ended, not with the advent of Fukuyama’s liberal democratic idyll, but in a welter of random 

violence and meaningless sex” (Sparrow 28). For Isaac, Europe in the text is “dead … but 

only in the sense that death can be felt all around him, in the daily composition of bodies, in 

the palpable amassing of history” (Cornell 29). From a cultural heritage and adaptation 

perspective, this analysis considers Europe’s metaphoric death, as a former bastion of high 

culture and Western privilege, and as a palimpsest, informing Australian multicultural 

discourse.  

 

In Dead Europe the novel, Isaac travels to Europe for a photography exhibition leaving his 

boyfriend, Colin, behind. Isaac’s father is already dead, and Isaac’s grand tour across Europe 

is haunted by the family’s past, which appears in the apparition of a little boy and Isaac’s 

growing recklessness and vampire-like behaviour. At the end of the novel, Isaac is overcome 

by an unknown sickness from which he almost dies. He is rescued by his mother and Colin 

who travel from Australia to London to bring him home. Intersecting the contemporary 

narrative is a story about Isaac’s parents, focused on his mother’s family who allegedly killed 

a Jewish boy during World War II whom they were supposed to be protecting, and who the 

book suggests may have been Isaac’s biological grandfather. The figure of the boy, in both 

novel and film, is sometimes real and sometimes a ghost. Refracted through Isaac’s camera, 

the boy can be conceived of as a Marxian spectre, a subject that also alludes to the post-

Communist collapse and “hauntology”.  

 

Hauntology combines the concepts of “haunting” and “ontology”, suggesting that some 

things are brought into being or only given meaning through the process or act of conjuring 

or evocation. Derrida used the concept in Specters of Marx to refer to the way that Marxism 
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continued to “haunt Western society from beyond the grave”, suggesting it manifest as a 

disjuncture between temporality and ontology, causing the notion of presence to be always 

displaced by the idea of there not being an “original”. Hauntology relies on Derrida’s theory 

of “deconstruction”, which proposed that any attempt to locate the origins of identity or 

history was depended on there already being an arbitrarily defined set of linguistic codes (On 

Grammatology). Eleni Pavlides proposes that the blurry apparitions Isaac captures on film 

during his time in Europe are not just ghosts of the past: “[t]hey are also the ‘present-future’ 

hauntings of the stateless refugee and the colonial refugee, displaced because of the 

communist collapse and/or imperial exploitation” (39-40). Returning to Pietrzak-Franger, this 

analysis suggests that through a layering of the boy and Isaac’s story the past is put in 

constant conversation with the present and the future, which is particularly significant in 

regard to Dead Europe’s representation of anti-Semitism.  

 

The book’s staunchest critic, Robert Manne, accused Tsiolkas of producing an anti-Semitic 

text because it was the last “taboo” in a “post-transgressive age” (n.p.). Lynda Ng argues, 

however, that the inclusion of anti-Semitism was the reason that the book was adapted to 

film. The production team all identify as Jewish, and for Emile Sherman, the producer, 

adapting the novel was “an opportunity to confront narratives of anti-Semitism and to wrest 

control of them” (131). While some parts of Dead Europe, the novel, are shocking, it is a 

matter for interpretation as to whether the book is anti-Semitic or represents such views in a 

wider social and historical context, a subject addressed in comparison with the film. In the 

novel the notion of haunting is also drawn out through Isaac’s racist outbursts, which can be 

read as society’s incapacity to acknowledge paradoxes at the heart of hierarchies of prejudice. 
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Against the backdrop of post-Soviet Europe, Isaac is overwhelmed by the history of the West 

of which racial, ethnic and religious discrimination and hatred is a fundamental part. McCann 

argues that the idea of being summoned or conjured by a ghost, taps into one of the West’s 

most fundamental narratives of commitment and political responsibility (12). Using the 

mythic structures of a vampire-tale Tsiolkas draws out complex issues to do with the 

representation and embodiment of the Other and the self. Huggan argues that “[v]ampires are 

less figures of the Other (racial, sexual, etc.) than the admittedly twisted embodiments of a 

process by which Otherness is returned to subject formation.” Vampires are fundamentally 

“double”. They are capable of “cultural adaptability” as well as “figures of alienation” 

because of their difference and potential to consume humans into their Otherness. In geo-

political terms they symbolise both “East” and “West” as well as the West’s tendency to 

over-indulge to the point of self-destruction (“Vampires, Again” 193-94). In Isaac’s case he 

is represented as becoming thirsty for blood, serving as a symbol of his transnational identity, 

crossing the borders of Europe-Australia, migrant-local, human-non-human. Isaac is both an 

individual and a figment of past wrongs.  

 

With these themes the novel goes beyond issues of migration and multiculturalism in an 

Australian context, to examine what McCann calls “the death drive at the centre of consumer 

culture and accordingly begins to expose and displace a system that assimilates millions of 

people—whether as subjects or objects, agents or victims—to its empty dream of enjoyment” 

(84). Vampirism as a metaphor was used by Marx to describe capitalist economics (Baldick 

Ch. 6). Huggan argues that “capital-as-vampire raises the spectres of anti-Semitism and 

‘Jewish self-hatred’” as well as other forms of racism related to colonialism (“Vampires, 

Again” 194). In the novel identity, nationhood and ethnicity are intertwined and in submssion 
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to the pressing concerns of the market as it affects the cultural and political lives of everyone 

on the planet.  

 

In an interview, Tsiolkas claimed his two aims in Dead Europe (2005) were to explore the 

“consequences of the fall of Communism in Europe” and to examine the continuation of anti-

Semitism as a form of racism in Greece and the former Yugoslavia. Tsiolkas stated that he 

wished to examine the confluence of Semite denoting both Jews and Arabs, especially in the 

context of John Howard’s slow rejection of Australian multiculturalism (Padmore, “Interview 

with Christos Tsiolkas” 446-447). While Roland Barthes’ “death of the author” theory 

suggests the intent of the auteur is irrelevant (2-6), an adaptation studies scholar and a 

historian might point to the intertextual representations Tsiolkas’ contextualisation alludes to. 

An intertextual approach, also espoused by Barthes, suggests that Tsiolkas’ statement of 

intent hints at a desire to revision history via a creative interpretation in a way that exposes 

the legacy of—and similarities between—historical and contemporary debates about race, 

migration and multiculturalism.  

 

In 2012 Dead Europe was adapted to film by director Tony Krawitz. In an interview Krawitz 

explained that the documentary or journalistic-style of filmmaking was a deliberate attempt 

to capture the political sentiment of post-Soviet collapse. The social realism of the film, 

which omits many of the more confronting anti-Semitic scenes, is spliced with vampire and 

photography imagery adapted from the novel to present “a verite idea of Europe, so the 

audience doesn't know what's fact and fiction” reflecting the confusion of the main character 

(Krawitz n.p.). However, by the time the film was made it was not just post-Communism, but 

the Global Financial Crisis (2008-2009) and other events—which inspired panic about 

immigration around the Western world (Dietrich 723-745)—conjured by the film. Greece had 
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been forced to implement major austerity measures and faced the threat of exit from the 

Euro-zone. The United Kingdom had voted to leave the European Union via “Brexit”, and 

Australia had introduced even more restrictive citizenship laws and immigration controls. 

 

What this section re-examines, is the way that Dead Europe (2012) tempers aspects of the 

book, in particular those that were highlighted as the most controversial, and how drastically 

it changes the ending. In the film these shifts, particularly regarding the increased visibility of 

migrant diasporas across Europe, are reflected by the figure of Eli (the little boy Isaac’s 

family have supposedly murdered). Eli manifests in the film as a homeless child, a potential 

immigrant or stateless person, as well as ghoulish shadows scratched across Isaac’s 

photographs. In the book Eli is a historical figure, a memory attributed to Isaac’s family.  

 

There are also major changes in the plot. In the film Isaac visits Greece against the wishes of 

his father, who commits suicide in an attempt to rid himself of a demonic-like possession. 

Isaac’s trip becomes about taking his father’s ashes home to Greece, rather than artistic 

endeavour. As he scatters the ashes, however, Isaac is cursed by a villager for bringing evil to 

their town. The responsibility for Eli’s death is transferred from maternal to paternal side of 

the family from novel to film. Furthermore, in the film, Isaac receives no saviour through the 

love of his family. He is stabbed by Eli in a Prague hotel room, in a scene where it is unclear 

if Isaac wishes to hurt or protect the child. As an enactment of cultural heritage, the ending in 

the novel proposes the restorative potential of Australian multiculturalism, a place where 

Isaac’s family have been able to thrive and keep their demons at bay, and to which they are 

free to return. In the film Isaac bleeds out onto the floor and the boy disappears into the 

faceless crowd of a nearby train station—a more ambiguous conclusion.  
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While this works in opposition to Stam’s premise of “aesthetic mainstreaming”, analysed in 

relation to Romper Stomper (2018), it is also worth considering how the film deals with the 

novel’s explicit portrayal of anti-Semitism. While Dead Europe (2005) was designed to 

shock through its invocation of racial hatred, anti-Semitism, and child abuse, its film version 

is milder in its approach. As an example of what Huggan calls “performative racism”, 

Tsiolkas’ novel stirred critical debate and solicited a range of reviews and rebukes for the 

views it presented (“Vampires, Again” 201). However, the film largely removed these 

remarks, avoiding engaging in visual or verbal stereotyping of Jewish characters. For 

example, in the opening lines of the novel, Isaac narrates: “The first thing I was ever told 

about the Jews was that every Christmas they would take a Christian toddler, put it screaming 

in a barrel, run knives between the slats, and drain the child of its blood” (3). In the film, 

Isaac’s mother repeats this story, but this time it is expressed in the context of her immediate 

grief after her husband’s death. On screen, Isaac is quick to tell her she cannot say those 

things. Racism in the film is framed as inappropriate and random, an outburst of hate inspired 

by grief or other strong emotions. In the book, anti-Semitism is conveyed as a major current 

of Isaac and his partner Colin’s childhoods, alluding to more deeply ingrained prejudice.  

 

To provide another example, in the book Isaac lashes out at an old Jewish man in Venice. In 

the film this episode is cut, and anti-Jewish remarks are instead attributed to a pregnant 

Muslim woman who Isaac has been asked to chaperone (illegally) to Australia. The woman 

wears a hijab, and is herself a symbol of persecution and exploitation, which visually serves 

to contradict her expression of racial hatred. She tells Isaac that the Jews are taking over the 

world, and as with his mother Isaac in the film is quick to disagree with her. Within the visual 

parameters of Australian multicultural filmmaking, Isaac is cast as judge and reformer. The 

argument between Isaac and the Muslim woman also catches the attention of police, who 
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arrest her for being in Paris with no papers. This outcome symbolically punishes the woman’s 

racism and conveniently absolves Isaac from his responsibility to her as an asylum seeker. 

 

The analysis of adapting Dead Europe from novel to film, shows that the novel’s brutal 

depiction of contemporary European race relations has been watered down in the film in 

ways that address, rather than unleash, anti-Semitism. The portrayal of Isaac as spokesperson 

for multiculturalism provides both critique and a denial of these racist positions from his 

character’s point of view. Where the novel constructs Isaac’s exploits as unswervingly 

immoral (for example cheating on his loving partner and watching highly-sexualised child 

abuse), the film restructures these exploits in a safer yet more ambivalent way, although 

ultimately offers Isaac no saviour, and is therefore also less morally ambiguous. The 

adaptation of Dead Europe thus reveals the different tones afforded to portraying prejudice in 

textual and visual representations.  

 

One of the strengths of Dead Europe the novel is that it forces the reader to embody 

abhorrent views and stereotypes in order to reflect on them. Although the representations are 

undeniably shocking, in the film the greater espousal of Australian multiculturalism—

represented by Isaac’s tolerance for everything except ethnic and racial abuse—softens these 

blows. Through the invocation of vampirism, Isaac’s sexuality—and in the novel, his implied 

Jewish heritage—Dead Europe (2005; 2012) deconstructs the grounds on which these 

prejudices flourish. Both versions problematise the historicisation of racism or anti-Semitism 

as something located in the past, revealing it to be still very much present. The film, however, 

ends with death and despair—not good signs for the future of an Australian multicultural 

society living in the shadow of its European forebears. It is also indicative of a trend in social 

realist filmmaking that adapts multiculturalism as not just a form of national heritage counter 
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to White versions but offers its critique of Australia as a successful multicultural nation by 

proposing it is also deeply racist. 

 

 

Conclusion: too good to be true? 

 

Romper Stomper, Head On and Dead Europe interpret multiculturalism as a discourse in 

which racism is a constant, inescapable fixture. As such, these are films in which white 

multicultural hegemonies, or “white multiculturalism” (Hage), are challenged more radically. 

The films reject a straightforward understanding of Australian multicultural policy and offer 

critical representations of ethnic and racial tensions. In Dead Europe, these issues are 

reframed in a transnational context between Australia and Europe. Rather than cultural 

difference or prejudice being represented as a social issue that can be overcome through the 

mechanism of comedy or the tutelage of a good romance, these films depict Australia as 

intrinsically diverse and yet desperately racist. 

 

The films in this chapter are all set in Melbourne apart from Dead Europe, which also 

contains scenes staged in Athens, rural Greece, and Paris. The turn away from Sydney, where 

They’re a Weird Mob, Strictly Ballroom, Looking for Alibrandi, Alex & Eve, and UnIndian 

are all set, is important. Melbourne’s sprawling suburbia of a port city known for its 

changeable weather forms a more fitting backdrop for a critical exploration of Australia’s 

handling of migration and race issues. While intolerance is not absent from the films 

previously discussed in this thesis, Romper Stomper, Head On and Dead Europe are different 

in that they portray racism, not as something that can be solved, but as a constant social issue, 

undermining the efficacy of multicultural discourse. These films are by no means the only 
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critically informed, or critical of multiculturalism, examples Australia has to offer. Analysed 

together, however, and in constellation with the other adapted texts in this thesis they 

demonstrate a trend in alternative versions of critical representations of official 

multiculturalism.  

 

The character of the male European migrant continues to be foregrounded, yet clichés 

previously seen are countered by homosexuality and an international or transnational focus. 

Collectively, these films canvas a broad swathe of social, political and economic issues, but 

are also concerned with destructive personal problems that intersect and constitute lived 

experience. Going beyond representations of state-sanctioned multiculturalism, the films 

discussed in this chapter provide a framework through which more complex, culturally 

diverse expressions of the nation and identity within the nation can be portrayed.  

 

Rather than offering a hopeful or nostalgic solution aligned to the governmental definition of 

multiculturalism, these films demonstrate a complex range of experiences in Australia and 

between nations and national identities. They also delve into the tensions between 

multicultural policies as they are officially espoused, and contemporary migration issues and 

debate. Even in its critical form, however, multiculturalism is presented as a unifying 

narrative of nationhood, rather than a fragmentary story. In each film the Other is represented 

as fundamentally Australian. The issue is not with national cohesion or integration, but with 

understanding the pervasive root of racial and ethnic tension, the alienation that occurs when 

this is not addressed, and who remains excluded. Head On pulls no punches. Extending 

Tsiolkas’ coming-of-age narrative in Loaded, it rejects the positive potential of 

multiculturalism portrayed as a logical way of rethinking Australian nationhood. Dead 
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Europe goes even further changing the redemption narrative at the end, indicating that issues 

of race, religion and prejudice might never be peacefully resolved, and must be killed off.  

 

As well as contributing to alternative depictions of Australian identity, these three films are 

prime examples of Australian literature and film that have stirred social and critical unease by 

addressing taboo issues, such as neo-Nazism, homosexuality, transgender identity, and illicit 

drugs. The adaptation and reproduction of Tsiolkas’ novels represents an acknowledgement 

of alternative voices within the standard frame of multiculturalism, or rather an attention to 

those who more willingly voice critique—or as this chapter has demonstrated, the way that 

Australian screen has a tendency to sanitise the harshness of literary critiques by conforming 

to an overarching multicultural code. While Romper Stomper is first and foremost a story 

about White Australians, Head On and Dead Europe position migrant subjects in the lead, 

thus de-centring the power hierarchy that upholds White or non-migrant as superior. All three 

films, however, also position national identity as a masculine activity through their leads, 

sidelining female characters. In the next chapter, these themes are considered in relation to 

four films that adapt a series of social and political events, as well as the genres of crime and 

comedy to interpret multiculturalism in relation to the rising discourse of Islamophobia.  
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6. 

 

Falling in with a new crowd in the 2000s and 2010s 

 

In Australia, the 2000s saw a gradual shift in the way multiculturalism was perceived. No 

longer an aspirational framework or a government-led policy mission, “multicultural” was 

the normative description of Australian society. By 2016 one third of the population was born 

in a country other than Australia, 18 per cent of whom had arrived since the start of 2012, 

over 300 separate ancestries had been identified, and one-fifth of Australians spoke a 

language other than English at home. While England and New Zealand continued to be the 

dominant sources of migration, the proportion of Australians born in China and India was 

steadily rising (from 6 to 8.3 per cent and 5.6 to 7.4 per cent between 2011 and 2016 

respectively). Moreover, while Christianity was still the “main” religion, Islam was the 

second largest (2.6 per cent), closely followed by Buddhism (2.4 per cent) (“Media 

Release”), indicating ingrained religious as well as cultural diversity. The first two decades of 

the 2000s were also a time of intense political change and growing conservatism. Australia 

began the century under the Howard Government, but between 2007 and 2013 was led by the 

Australian Labor Party, including the nation’s first female Prime Minister, Julia Gillard. 

Plagued by leadership conflict, the Liberal-National Coalition wrested control back from 

Labor churning through its own string of leaders; Tony Abbott (2013), Malcolm Turnbull 

(2016), and Scott Morrison (2018). 

 

The backdrop to these machinations included a series of controversies surrounding 

Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers and refugees, the September 11 attacks in 2001, the 

2002 Bali bombings in which eighty-eight Australians were killed, and the Cronulla race riots 
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in a southern suburb of Sydney in 2005. Australia also joined the war in Afghanistan in late 

2001, and the 2003 invasion of Iraq. These events contributed to a general climate of fear and 

distrust, manifesting in rising Islamophobia and greater questioning of multiculturalism as a 

capable or relevant national framework for the new century. The 2010s included a series of 

terrorist attacks on Australian soil, the surprise election of Donald Trump as the President of 

America, and ongoing fallout from the Brexit vote by the United Kingdom to leave the 

European Union.  

 

Over the same period Australian governments were pulling back from grander articulations 

of multicultural policy and funding. The Howard Government’s last statement on the matter 

in 2003 framed it in terms of security concerns with a greater commitment to achieving 

national unity through citizenship and a refocusing of political debates on the elusive ideal of 

“Australian values” (Commonwealth of Australia). As well as a growing conservatism 

internationally, the Cronulla riots in which violence was directed by White Australians to 

those of “Middle Eastern appearance” found their way into global news schedules, reframing 

Australia internationally as xenophobic, and as perceiving itself as a White nation despite the 

undeniable presence of a culturally diverse population.  

 

Responding to these contexts and events, the films in this chapter—The Combination (2009), 

Cedar Boys (2009), Down Under (2016) and Australia Day (2017)—give expression to the 

adaptation of Australian multiculturalism during a time when the very idea of harmonious 

cultural integration was being undermined. Collectively these films demonstrate how 

multicultural filmmaking changed during the twenty-first century, from articulating 

multiculturalism as a national discourse, to using it as a paradigm through which to view 

political events and social tensions. The Combination, Cedar Boys, Down Under and 
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Australia Day explore aspects of racial and ethnic tension and ongoing debates about 

Australian citizenship, pitched at a mainstream audience through their adaptation of crime, 

thriller and comedy.  

 

Tapping into a zeitgeist of fear and anti-immigration sentiment these films address the 

efficacy and failure of multiculturalism as a form of Australian heritage. This chapter argues 

that these changes in representation reflect global anxieties about cultural diversity 

(Kymlicka; Vertovec). In recent years, Australia and other nations that have formerly 

embraced multiculturalism—Canada, Britain, the United States and the Netherlands—have 

staged a retreat from these types of overt cultural policies (Gozdecka, Ercan and Kmak 53). 

While academic discourse has focused on the potential for multiculturalism to “advance 

cultural equality, integration and positive group relations” in politics multiculturalism is often 

considered “a failed project” leading to social and cultural ghettoization (Gul-Rechlewicz 

70). Pitched as a way to move on from protracted debate “[t]he discourse of multiculturalism 

has begun to be replaced with the notions of national identity and belonging” (Gozdecka, 

Ercan and Kmak 53). The danger is where these re-imaginings of nationalism return to. 

Dorota A. Gozdecka, Selen A. Ercan and Magdalena Kmak suggest that rather than a revival 

of multiculturalism the “post” phase heralds “the emergence of new forms of racism in 

cultural plural societies” (53). Rather than multiculturalism being an alternate version of 

inclusive Australian nationhood, these examples demonstrate its potential as a divisive 

construct. 

 

Trends that have emerged in post-multicultural societies include a greater focus on gender 

inequality in ethnic minorities, a move from culture and ethnicity to religion, stronger 

emphasis on security and social cohesiveness, new types of racism, and the watering down of 
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international human rights laws as they are applied on the ground (Gozdecka, Ercan and 

Kmak 53). Post-multiculturalism, therefore, involves a number of contradictions most evident 

when considered within the context of neoliberal political frameworks (Gozdecka, Ercan and 

Kmak 60). The way that cultural diversity is managed in this new era constructs the concept 

of “good” and “bad” citizens and those who are unable to be assimilated within an 

overarching discourse of “security and social cohesion.” This functions to rationalise or 

facilitate “an increased control of diversity by the adoption of seemingly emancipatory and 

‘non-discriminatory’ laws and practices” (Gozdecka, Ercan and Kmak 60). Gozdecka, Ercan 

and Kmak argue that through these binary processes, post-multiculturalism “masks the moral 

judgement on the newly racialized subjects’ ‘inferiority’ with discourses on religious, cultural 

and political origins” (54-55). Post-multicultural has the potential, therefore, to construct 

even stronger ideas of “group homogeneity” leading to “social stratified class-like ghettos” 

(Gozdecka, Ercan and Kmak 54-55). This can lead to “marking new racialized subjects with 

the help of essentialized notions of culture and religion” and “brings together the subjects’ 

political origin (citizenship) and essentializing images of difference” (Gozdecka, Ercan and 

Kmak 54-55). An example of this is the marking out of the Muslim community in Australia 

as racially, ethnically, and morally different.  

 

This chapter interprets The Combination, Cedar Boys, Down Under and Australia Day as 

adaptations, not just of an Australian multicultural framework, but as intertextually bound to 

a range of political events, including the post-multicultural turn. These films adapt and 

respond to these events and contexts representing the growing unwieldiness of 

multiculturalism as a discourse established to serve the whole nation, and which in operation 

has benefited some more than others. They also demonstrate some of the key aspects of 

multicultural film discourse that have now become staples of the Australian film diet, 
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representing the intertextual enactment of multicultural heritage through the creative 

interpretation of social issues and political events. This chapter analyses the enactment of a 

new kind of multiculturalism through these texts. One that acknowledges that there is 

inherent cultural diversity in Australian society but is also fixated on a national culture of 

racism that informs these debates. Rather than solve the issue of racial or ethnic prejudice as 

there is a tendency to do in migrant comedy or multicultural romance, these films take on 

aspects of these genres—in addition to crime and thriller—to offer a fresh critical approach to 

depicting Australia as a racist, yet functioning, multicultural society.  

 

 

New faces on the block in The Combination and Cedar Boys 

 

In Australia, the Lebanese community dates back to the late nineteenth century. Anne 

Monsour has written extensively about how Lebanese migrants posed a paradox to the White 

Australia policy, often passing as White for immigration purposes, but then discriminated 

against within Australian society because they were not “white enough” (1-13). By 2011, 

over 200,000 Australians had Lebanese heritage, the majority living in Sydney’s poorer 

western suburbs, such as Bankstown, Homebush and Campbelltown. Many had migrated to 

Australia during the 1970s and 1980s as a consequence of the Lebanese Civil War (1975-

1990). Australia’s Lebanese community includes multiple ethnicities and religions, including 

Sunni and Shia Islam and Christianity.  

 

Following September 11 and Australia’s support for the United States in the Afghanistan and 

then Iraq war, there was growing disquiet about the arrival of “boat people” on Australia’s 

northern coastline. Many of the asylum seekers were from Muslim nations, or places such as 
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Afghanistan and Iraq that Australia was at war with. As the government strengthened its 

measures of border control, prejudice towards Lebanese Australians or people who were 

assumed to be Muslim already in Australia also increased. Paula Abood and Lena Nahlous 

illustrate this in their 2001 film, Of Middle Eastern Appearance (Verghis). Five young men 

of Arabic background walk down a busy street passing a soccer ball. Onlookers stare and one 

woman locks her car door. The men are represented as marginalised outsiders, perceived by 

their on-screen audience as potential criminals.  

 

A clear example of this racial profiling or stereotyping that Abood and Nahlous draw 

attention to in their short film appears in Gangs of Oz (Season 1, 2009), a sensationalist 

documentary about organised crime in Australia. The first episode is called “Middle Eastern 

Gangs: Power, Passion, and Betrayal.” As is typical of such racist constructions, the title 

conflates an entire geographical region with gangs and crime. The further association of the 

Middle East with Islam also taps into ideas of Islamophobia and the conflation of Islam with 

terrorism. The episode suggests there is danger (again, a criminal potential) bound up in 

ethnicity, which acted upon serves as a form of disloyalty to the national family, an act of 

betrayal.   

 

In 2009 two films were released about Australians with Lebanese heritage that sought to 

counter these types of assumptions. The Combination directed by David Field (written by and 

starring George Basha, a Lebanese Australian) is about John, a young man trying to start his 

life over after time in jail. John is represented as Lebanese Australian. As part of his 

redemption he meets Sydney, a White Australian woman who represents his ticket to social 

legitimacy. John’s little brother, however, gets involved with a drug dealer and is murdered. 

Drawing on similar themes, Cedar Boys is written and directed by Serhat Caradee. It is about 
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Lebanese Australian man Tarek and his group of friends who are sick of their menial roles 

and low social status and try to get ahead by stealing a drug dealer’s supply. As well as 

similarities in story arcs, The Combination and Cedar Boys are both set in western Sydney, 

and have an intertextual relationship with each other as well as the political events of the 

time.  

 

The two films represent an attempt to overturn the stereotypical portrayal of Lebanese 

Australia and provide visibility to this minority. In addition to the context already provided, 

the association of criminality with the Lebanese community, conjured through racist 

assumptions, was paired with sexual threat in 2000 after a series of gang rapes perpetrated by 

Lebanese Australian men specifically against White women (Fickling). The Cronulla riots in 

which people “of Middle Eastern appearance” were targeted in violent attacks also provides a 

framework for the films’ production. Despite having lived in Australia for many years (or 

like Josie and Ari having been born there) Lebanese Australians continued to be treated as 

cultural outsiders. Basha, the creator of The Combination, told reviewers that during his early 

career he struggled to get roles other than as a mugger or a rapist. He also claimed that an 

agent once told him that because he was “ethnic” there would never be enough roles for him, 

a remark that inspired him to star in his own film (“Filmmaker George Basha”).  

 

In this context, The Combination and Cedar Boys, are narratives that reclaim agency for 

Lebanese Australians. Growing up Basha endured racism at school and was often called a 

“wog” or “camel driver”, which he learned to respond to with physical violence further 

entrenching his low social standing. Basha describes the film as an adaptation of his personal 

experience, especially coming to terms with the futility of violent behaviour to the ultimate 

goal of social inclusion (“Filmmaker George Basha”). Grounded by the authenticity of 
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Basha’s story, The Combination provided unprecedented screen time for a number of 

Lebanese Australian actors in lead and supporting roles. 

 

Further, like Ari in Head On and Josie in Looking for Alibrandi, both The Combination and 

Cedar Boys represent the characters as individuals who are part of extended families and 

social groups. They are not metonymic for their entire community, or constructed as 

universal migrant figures like “the Wog boy” or Nino. In The Combination, John like Ari 

moves deliberately around his city spaces, building relationships within and between other 

multicultural communities (including his Aboriginal friends who run the boxing centre where 

he works). More than the experience of migrancy, John and his family’s story is also one of 

poverty, being working class, and living in a low socio-economic area rife with drugs, 

disadvantage and crime.  

 

As a crime thriller The Combination recalls 1990s films such as Boyz n the Hood (1991) and 

Menace II Society (1993). David Hoskin argues it is unsurprising that “the urban black 

experience” resonated with Lebanese Australians. John, and Tarek (the hero/antihero of 

Cedar Boys), experience social disadvantage similar to the characters in the American films. 

Intertextual references appear in the form of posters of Tupac Shakur and Scarface (1983) in 

the Lebanese Australian men’s bedrooms. Hoskin, however, goes on to accuse The 

Combination of poor execution: “the feeling that we’re watching an assemblage of clichés … 

like it's merely imitating the original” (“East/West Side Story” 59). In a review of Cedar 

Boys, he similarly described the film as a “second draft” of The Combination and criticised 

Caradee for his first-time directorial naivety (Hoskin, “Not Yet Grown” 48-49). Hoskin’s 

comments draw attention to the ongoing prevalence of fidelity criticism, where certain films 

are held up as poor imitations (Voigts-Virchow, “Metadaptation” 137). In this case, 
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Australian multicultural filmmaking is compared to Hollywood blockbusters. Stam and 

Raengo propose that fidelity itself is a trope that has given rise to moralistic, judgemental, 

and derogatory terms nearly impossible to escape (Literature Through Film 24). It might be 

the case, therefore, that the Australian reviewer can see little value in films they deem to be 

derivative of an American “version”, a position that fails to consider what else these 

constructions might be doing.  

 

Where Australia (2008) paved the way for depictions of the Stolen Generations to become an 

inextricable part of Australian culture, The Combination and Cedar Boys reset the norm of 

what was expected on Australian screen. While adaptation studies can make the case that 

Hoskin’s comparison and derision of the texts as secondary is not worthwhile, it also alludes 

to a bigger issue in the appraisal of minority representation in Australian culture. Where the 

AFC-genre films and their spin-offs denote imagery of authentic Australian identity and its 

past, films such as The Combination and Cedar Boys were read as mal-adaptations of 

American genre films. Or put another way, as inauthentic representations of Australian 

identity.  

 

This chapter argues, in the context of multicultural heritage, these films were instrumental in 

giving new visibility to Lebanese Australians in ways that deconstructed derogatory 

typecasting. Audience numbers, however, were limited. The Combination, released a few 

months ahead of Cedar Boys, stayed in cinemas for nine weeks making $727, 586 (compared 

to $1.169 million in production). Cedar Boys only opened for four weeks and made just 

$203,998 (compared to its $1.36 million production) (“Cedar Boys”). David Field, The 

Combination’s director, however, argued that based on opening week figures his film would 

have done far better had it not been removed from screening halfway into its run.  
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While The Combination was being shown at a cinema in Parramatta, a fight broke out and 

rather than just call the police Greater Union pulled the film from all four cinemas across the 

Sydney area (Free n.p.; “Local Film”). This was an unprecedented move causing uproar in 

the Lebanese community. While The Combination was eventually reinstated, Field argues the 

damage to its financial success, and viewership, had been done. The film’s hiatus did, on the 

other hand, garner media attention from as far away as Beirut’s Daily Star newspaper 

(Wander n.p.), suggesting a greater diasporic discontent with the treatment of the Lebanese 

minority by dominant Australian institutions. A similar event occurred in Britain in 

November 2019 when the Vue cinema chain withdrew Blue Story (2019), from movie 

theatres across the United Kingdom. Like The Combination and Cedar Boys, Blue Story is 

about the futility of violence. It is also narrated in rap and stars Black British actors.  

 

Removing The Combination revealed latent prejudice towards the Lebanese Australian 

community, many who turned out to see the film, thus rehearsing the very issues that the film 

sought to address. It also suggests a legacy in the assumption that screen viewers can be 

incited to violence by what they watch, such as the link made by David Stratton and Romper 

Stomper. In terms of cultural visibility, however, The Combination and Cedar Boys achieved 

what other Australian films had yet to, projecting Lebanese Australia characters onto the big 

screen and therefore making the whole community more visible, and visible in positive ways.  

 

Imposing these new characters on the public consciousness enhanced the representational 

power of the images. It also strengthened their capacity to hark back to older representations 

of migrants on screen. Bazin argues that “insofar as the style of the original has managed to 

create a character and impose him on the public consciousness, that character acquires a 
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greater autonomy, which might in certain cases lead as far as quasi-transcendence of the 

work” (23). While The Combination and Cedar Boys cater for a specific audience, for a wider 

audience these films offered both positive and negative images of Lebanese Australia. While 

the characters depicted are no longer limited to muggers and rapists, the socially realist aspect 

of the films still depicts the heroes as existing in a world populated by an underclass, crime, 

drugs, risk-taking behaviour, and family loyalty.  

 

In the trailer for The Combination the promotion says: “In a world where you must fight to fit 

in … You get no second chance.” In the trailer for Cedar Boys music reminiscent of 

Eminem’s “Lose Yourself” plays over the footage, and the song is recalled by the words: “If 

you had one shot … to change everything … would you take it? … When you’re on the 

outside all you want is in.” The marketing for each film frames these stories as ones of 

exclusion and inclusion. They adapt the idea of multicultural Australia to a crime, thriller 

genre, but likewise adapt the idea of cultural Otherness to a romanticised notion of class 

division.  

 

The oppression that multiculturalism has been unable to alleviate is expressed here as a 

position of social and political disadvantage. One that can be overcome by individual strength 

of character, maintaining loyalty to the immediate family group and getting out of a life of 

crime (selling drugs) despite the attractive prospect of easy money. It is also helped along the 

way with the trope of cross-cultural romance. As in other multicultural films studied in this 

thesis, partnering with a White woman both signals and eases the transition of the main 

character into mainstream Australia and the rising middle class. Read as part of a 

constellation of adaptations of multiculturalism, therefore, The Combination and Cedar Boys 

rehearse certain clichés at the same time as they de-centre the idea of a White Australia.  
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In adapting elements of crime and gang genre films, these examples also perpetuate a range 

of gendered tropes. Both films have an older brother character who has been, or is still, in 

jail. Each film casts a blonde, White Australian woman as the love interest, and each has a 

mother figure who is powerless to protect her sons, an absent father, and a series of untimely 

deaths. In Cedar Boys Tarek lets down his friends, family and wider society. By “attempting 

to transcend stereotypes of a cultural minority in Australia, via rare and realist-style depiction 

of that minority … [Tarek] ultimately manages to reinforce those familiar stereotypes” 

(Lagerberg and McGregor 251). In The Combination, John succeeds, but loses his younger 

brother.   

 

From an adaptation studies perspective two concepts are worth returning to. First, Stam’s 

idea of “aesthetic mainstreaming” (“Introduction” 43). Second, Bakhtin’s theory of 

reaccentuation (Stam, “Introduction” 45). With regard to “aesthetic mainstreaming”, The 

Combination and Cedar Boys adapt popular genres to appeal to as a wide an audience as 

possible and in doing so come down hard in a moral sense. Drugs are represented as bad even 

as they are inextricably linked to the representation of the Lebanese Australian community. 

With regard to reaccentuation, however, it is evident that what is being reframed is the 

reasons why the Lebanese community has been associated with criminality.  

 

By providing a more complex narrative based on the idea of entrenched social disadvantage, 

criminality is rebranded in The Combination and Cedar Boys as part of a much bigger failure 

of multiculturalism to facilitate opportunity, recognition and participation rights for all of 

Australia’s migrant subjects. In contrast to Gangs of Oz, the Lebanese Australian characters 

in The Combination and Cedar Boys are depicted with complex identities, foregrounding 
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ethnicity, class and masculinity. The “Australia” that these characters wish to be a part of is a 

White one, signifying that the discourse of multiculturalism continues to be haunted by ideas 

of assimilation and integration and how it has failed migrant subjects by systematically 

excluding them from positions of power. In this regard, the films’ association of ethnicity and 

crime aligns Lebanese Australians with nostalgic ideas of Black power and Civil Rights in 

the United States. It repositions the characters as unjustly disadvantaged as well as 

empowered through narratives of aspiration and hope. 

 

Beyond the adaptation of multiculturalism, The Combination is also influenced by the 

Cronulla riots. John’s family are shown watching the riots on television. This scene gives the 

audience a chance to experience the of point of view of the Other. The Combination filters 

through “alien” perspectives in a non-didactic way that encourages both empathy and 

provides distance (Hoskin, “East/West Side Story” 58). The scene where the family watches 

the riots on the news alludes to a much greater social and political context to the criminal 

actions of Charlie the younger brother involved in drugs, and John’s attempt at reform. The 

advent of these films into the Australian market represent the expansion of narratives of 

national identity and multiculturalism, as well as the enlargement of the Australian screen 

industry to more actors and audiences. They also suggest a much larger conversation exists 

about Australia’s national heritage beyond the flashpoints that make the nightly news.  

 

Demonstrating the legacy of The Combination and its value in the broader community on 

YouTube there are homemade commemorations to the film, such as “The Combination 2009 

Emotional Song From the Movie with Pictures” published 12 June 2009. The actor who 

played Charlie (Firass Dirani) also went on to star in hit television series Underbelly (2008-

2013), and has since gained access to a range of performances he may not have otherwise 
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achieved. More recently comedy series Here Come the Habibs also featured a Lebanese 

family. While The Combination and Cedar Boys marked a turning point in the representation 

of cultural diversity on film, they also revealed how systematically underrepresented minority 

groups are on Australian screen.  

 

When considering the representation of women this is even more concerning. Other than love 

interests, Sydney and Amie, the female characters in The Combination and Cedar Boys are 

only “bit parts”. In The Combination there is John and Charlie’s mother Mary (Doris 

Younane), and their grandmother (Josephine Nakhoul), literally kept in the shadows of the 

lounge room. In Cedar Boys there is Tarek’s mother Huda Ayoub (Helen Chabatte) and his 

younger sister. These women, especially the mothers oscillate between being a supportive, 

caring influence and symbols of family unity, which at times is used to incite violence or 

retaliation. Love interests, Sydney and Amie, are given comparatively more screen time than 

the Lebanese characters and function as stepping stones to the lead characters’ transition to 

legitimacy.  

 

Sydney, named after Australia’s most iconic city and the place where John wishes to start his 

new life, is previously unblemished by a life of crime. She meets John in a park after he stops 

her being mugged, characterising her as a potential victim of crime but far from a criminal 

herself. When Sydney gets pregnant their baby becomes a symbol of functioning 

multiculturalism as the product of a multicultural union. John is offered a future through 

Sydney and their child (Lagerberg and McGregor 260). However, after she moves in with 

John and his mother, Sydney’s agency is greatly reduced. Once trained by John in self-

defence, Sydney fades into the background (gloom of the lounge room) becoming almost 

silent, and dressing in black like John’s mother after Charlie’s death. Sydney’s 



 

  243  

transformation makes her a supportive figure to John’s heroic actions at the end of the film, 

also suggesting a return to traditional values as a way through or out of social decline.  

 

In Cedar Boys, Tarek falls in love with Amie who he assumes is rich because she is beautiful 

and White. One of Tarek’s friends says to him: “If she was a ‘wog’ chick you wouldn’t even 

have noticed her”, suggesting that Amie’s allure is bound up in racial hierarchies in which 

Whiteness is privileged. Amie turns out to be an exotic dancer addicted to cocaine. No longer 

living up to expectations, Tarek abandons her. When Tarek realises Amie is an addict her 

ability to symbolise purity, sexual attraction, and mainstream Australian life is quashed. The 

act of dancing in the strip club, partially disguised by a black wig and performing “high”, 

disrupts her ability to represent the version of (White) Australia that Tarek so desires 

(Lagerberg and McGregor 257). In her performance, Amie conjures the “look” of cultural 

Other (or Tarek’s mother and sister), no longer so appealing to Tarek. In the context of this 

thesis, Amie’s costume is also another version of migrant-face. 

 

These issues aside, The Combination and Cedar Boys remain powerful adaptations of 

multicultural heritage represented by and on behalf of a specific migrant community. Until 

the films’ release there was little positive screen attention for Lebanese Australia at all, and in 

these examples they are quite literally the stars of the show. The film representation of 

multicultural Australia, moving on from European migrant identities was thus irrevocably 

diversified. However, neither set of characters emerge from their ordeal intact. In complying 

with the genre conventions of crime and thriller and read in combination with the social and 

political context of the 2000s, these films represent social inclusion and racial and ethnic 

tensions as a work in progress, variously constructing Australia as White, multicultural and 
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racist. This analysis also makes a point by omission that as Lebanese Australians finally 

found a place on screen, many other migrant groups have yet to do so.   

 

 

Who are we now? In Down Under and Australia Day 

 

By the 2010s Australian society was finally economically embedded in the Asian-Pacific 

region, breaking ranks from former dependencies on the United Kingdom and Europe. Fears 

about too much Asian immigration had been replaced by the fear of a Muslim influx. 

Meanwhile, Australian soldiers started pulling out from Iraq in 2008 and from Afghanistan in 

2014. A whole decade passed since the Cronulla riots, but racial and ethnic tensions still 

flared spotlighted by a series of what would be called “homegrown” terror attacks. The Lindt 

Café siege in Sydney in 2014 saw two hostages killed by a radicalised gunman carrying a 

jihadist black flag and in 2015 an Anzac Day terror attack by Islamic extremists was foiled. 

The government cracked down on citizenship laws and Far-Right groups became established. 

In 2016, Pauline Hanson was re-elected to the Australian Parliament, and Muslim Australians 

reported far greater levels of abuse and street harassment than the general population (“Social 

Cohesion Index”).  

 

For multiculturalism the future looked bleak. In 2010 the government’s advisory body had 

released a statement in which it noted the enduring need for multiculturalism in a nation so 

diverse and made recommendations about how the government could approach “promoting 

social cohesion and overcoming racism and intolerance through positive engagement with 

diversity” (Koleth n.p.). However, the statement was only partially adopted by government in 

2011, “The People of Australia”. In 2007 the Howard Government had removed the term 



 

  245  

“multicultural affairs” from the Immigration Department, and on the other side of politics in 

2010 the Gillard Government removed the portfolio from the title of the Parliamentary 

Secretary assisting the Minister for Immigration and Citizenship causing outcry, especially 

from multicultural peak bodies (Koleth).  

 

In 2017 there was a turning point when the then Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull released 

the “Multicultural Australia: United, Strong, Successful” statement, affirming his political 

commitment to the policy as a longstanding form of Australian national identity and a tool 

with which to unite the national community. In the statement Turnbull declared that 

“Australia is the most successful multicultural society in the world” and stated his 

government’s commitment “to a multicultural Australia, in which racism and discrimination 

have no place” (3) But Turnbull is no longer the Prime Minister. By the end of the second 

decade of the 2000s multiculturalism was a policy in flux, defined and undefined by 

successive governments to suit the agenda of the day and interpreted ever more broadly in 

cultural products. 

 

Two such examples from Australian film are Down Under (2016) and Australia Day (2017). 

Both are multicultural films as well as adaptations of issues such as crime and racial and 

ethnic tensions. Down Under is in the style of comedic tragedy, re-imagining the Cronulla 

riots from the point of view of groups on both sides. Australia Day is a political thriller that 

raises issues including (but not limited to) nationalism, racism, Aboriginal rights, domestic 

violence, child and drug abuse, sex-trafficking, and farmers affected by drought. Both films 

illustrate the ongoing adaptation of multicultural policy, historical events and topical issues 

within the frame of popular genres. They recall the positive aspiration for a multicultural 
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agenda and represent the reality of Australia’s diverse population. They also reiterate many 

of the critiques of multiculturalism aired in the adaptations discussed in previous chapters.  

 

Funded by Screen Australia, Down Under is a self-described “black comedy” about the 

Cronulla riots, which occurred in and around Sydney’s southern beaches from the 11-15 

December 2005. As well as conveying a didactic political message about the futility of 

violence and the harm done by both sides, Down Under entered established academic, 

creative and journalism discourses surrounding the riots (Mehal 16). For instance, Anna 

Zahalka’s photograph, The Girls #2, Cronulla Beach (2007), which depicts three women 

wearing brightly coloured, hijab-style bathing suits standing proudly on the sand at Cronulla, 

or Suzie Miller’s play All the Blood and All the Water (2006), a love story that mirrors 

aspects of The Combination and Cedar Boys. While it is necessary to acknowledge the vast 

range of adaptations and intertexts of the Cronulla riots, some listed above, this chapter 

examines the only feature film adaptation, Down Under.  

 

Down Under is the creative interpretation of a significant political event in Australian history. 

It is also an enactment of Australian multicultural heritage in which the riots are both framed 

by multiculturalism and serve as a cautionary tale. The film begins with white words on a 

black background:  

 

 

This Sunday every Fucking Aussie in the Shire get down to North Cronulla to help 

support Leb and Wog bashing day … Bring Your mates down and lets [sic] show 

them this is our beach and their [sic] never welcome back. Text Message sent 8 

December 2005.  
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This is an example of hundreds of thousands of texts that were sent in the lead up to the riots. 

It also illustrates the expansion of the term “wog” to include Lebanese Australians and its 

continued racial loading despite its reclamation by some Australians with (and without) 

migrant heritage.  

 

The next shot pans the Sydney skyline closing in on an idyllic day at Cronulla Beach—white 

sand and blue sky. An overly upbeat version of “We Wish You A Merry Christmas” plays 

over the scene, which cuts to footage of the riots. The intertextual pastiche of historical film 

and Sydney glamour shots is reminiscent of the tourist advertisement-style of 

cinematography in UnIndian. In the news reel footage, crowds of White Australians have 

gathered, some carrying or wearing Australian flags. They are chanting and some physically 

attack individuals perceived to be of “Middle Eastern appearance.” This phrase is in 

quotation marks to indicate how fraught terms such as these are. As catchalls of identity they 

are very much suggestive of racial profiling, yet are nevertheless part of the Australian 

vernacular.  

 

It is the Christmas jingle that sets the tone for the satire that follows, a social critique that 

simplifies the riots as an entrenched social dichotomy represented by the competing interests 

of two groups of Lebanese and White Australian men who get caught up in the violence. 

Their reasons for joining the riot are spurious, and each has a member portrayed as reluctant 

to join, but symbolically without the moral fortitude not to. Solving the issue of moral 

ambiguity, which Stam refers to as a component of “aesthetic mainstreaming” 
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(“Introduction” 43)—in the adaptation of a dark part of Australian history to a palatable film 

version—both parties end up wounded or dead.  

 

Many reviews of Down Under considered its comedic elements a valuable addition because it 

lightened the discussion of a polarised issue. Krayem Mehal, however, speculates that 

understanding these issues as comedy is a privilege that “may only be accessible if you’re a 

white male in Australian society” (16). Relying on entrenched stereotypes to make a case 

about the futility of racial violence is a way of distancing the debate or positioning it as being 

limited to racist Others. The result is a film completely at odds with the severity and gravitas 

of the documentary footage it begins with. Considering the transition of multicultural 

filmmaking from the 1990s to the 2010s, it must also be noted that while Down Under is still 

billed as a comedy it is not a “migrant comedy” in the same vein as The Wog Boy. It does not 

set out to establish its migrant subjects as legitimately Australian. All the characters are 

portrayed as already intrinsically Australian. Rather it builds on the trifold construction of 

Australian identity as distinctly White, multicultural and racist. Multiculturalism, however, is 

still enacted as the national saviour. Those who transgress its code, which Down Under 

represents as both sides of the riots, meet their demise.   

 

Tracking the changes in multicultural filmmaking is useful for examining how multicultural 

heritage narratives have changed to meet contemporary preoccupations. Despite this 

updating, many stereotypes familiar to migrant comedy or slapstick multiculturalism continue 

to be employed or have been revived. For instance, the rehearsal of a strict separation 

between White and migrant subjects as having distinct interests. Or in Down Under, the 

representation of the main Muslim Australian character, Hassim, as studious, thus gesturing 

to his social contribution as a migrant subject, again an intertext with previous didactic 
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multicultural films that take place in school settings. The song at the start of Down Under 

also recalls They’re a Weird Mob, which is set in Sydney and begins and ends with an upbeat 

song with the refrain “it’s a man’s country, sweetheart.”  

 

Through signals such as these, Down Under aligns itself as a political satire within a history 

of Australian film dedicated to not telling Australian stories but constructing visual 

representations of national identity. O’Regan described this as the problem-solving function 

of Australian film (Australian National Cinema 17-19), or what Turner referred to as film’s 

role as “social practice” (Film as Social Practice 157-158). It is a visual and narrative form of 

constructing and reconstructing power dynamics. The juxtaposition of these intertexts 

demonstrates Down Under’s status as part of a body of multicultural filmmaking, 

simultaneously establishing the film as a source of entertainment and a contribution to 

Australian social debate.  

 

The impact of this contribution was limited, however, by the film’s lack of audience and 

minimal international reach. Down Under made just $83,702 at the Australian box office and 

$84,333 worldwide. While poor earnings have been established as a trend more generally 

with Australian film it is also indicative of the niche space that interpretations of 

multicultural Australian stories find themselves in. Given the film cost an estimated $2 

million to make, it raises the question as to whether film is the most appropriate forum going 

forward to air these debates, or if government support for the publicly funded film industry 

might do well to put its money into other programs. From a different point of view, the 

reception of Down Under indicates a lack of appetite for the rehearsal of these types of 

multicultural narratives told in such predictable and clichéd ways.  
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As Stam argues “[s]ince adaptations engage the discursive energies of their time, they 

become a barometer of the ideological trends circulating during the moment of production” 

(“Introduction” 45). Down Under demonstrates the currency of the Cronulla riots as an 

emblem of Australian cultural history and its ongoing relevance a decade after the event. The 

clash became a focal point for public discussion about racial and ethnic tensions that had not 

been alleviated by multiculturalism despite its longevity. However, a closer inspection of the 

methods used in the film to critique these issues reveal some of the same conservative 

assumptions that multiculturalism was once said to be trying to escape. 

 

To consider the extent to which Down Under solves or adds to the stereotyping of migrant 

subjects, it is necessary to examine the characters. The film follows two groups, one 

characterised as migrant subjects (Arab Australian Muslims), the other White Australians 

(working class). In the migrant group there is Hassim, who recalls Josie Alibrandi studying 

so she can be the first in her family to attend university, later echoed by Ali in Ali’s Wedding 

who is expected to become a doctor. Education is represented as a path to migrant prosperity. 

There is also an amateur drug dealer, a characterisation that continues to associate ethnicity 

with criminality, and a religious fundamentalist uncle who insists the group pray and 

becomes increasingly militant and unhinged as the story progresses. The uncle is represented 

as insane which deconstructs the idea of religious extremism as a deeply held and powerful 

ideology. It also trivialises the issue of religious tolerance and radicalisation. Together the 

members of the group check the stereotypical boxes for Muslim migrant subjects of migrant 

contribution, criminal underclass, and religious fanatic.  

 

In the White group, there is a long-haired stoner called Shit-stick, a dreadful nickname that 

matches the young man’s apathy and perceived worthlessness in the wider context of 
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Australian society. Shit-stick works in a video store and is teaching his cousin Evan to drive. 

Evan has Down syndrome or trisomy 21 and is more nuanced in his approach to race and 

ethnicity than anyone else in the film, providing a contemporary voice of multicultural 

reason. There is also a man who works at a bank. As an act of patriotism, he has a Ned Kelly 

mask tattooed to his face, which makes him look like he is wearing a bank robber’s 

balaclava, or more to the point—a burqa. Another man, Jason, who incites the group to 

violence, is an unemployed father with another child on the way. The group receive backing, 

not from a powerful elite like in Romper Stomper (2018), but from Shit-stick’s Dad who 

provides them with an antique rifle from Gallipoli. The reference to the Anzacs situates the 

White Australians’ endeavour as a nationalist act. It also represents White Australian identity 

as historically racist. Shit-stick’s Dad also fills their car with tanks of petrol, which explode at 

the end of the film killing Evan, who represents both humanity and reason. 

 

The origins of each group’s weaponry suggests that while White Australian prejudice is 

steeped in national history or in nationalist interpretations of that history, the potential for 

violence in migrant Australia is connected to ready access to a criminal class. The migrant 

subjects get their gun from the local drug dealer. While the White group are handed a rickety, 

old, one-bullet gun, Hassim and his friends have access to firearms through what is 

represented as a multicultural crime syndicate. Adding to the layers of problematic 

representation, the head drug dealer is a gay elderly White man living in a waterfront 

property with a group of semi-naked Asian men who work for him. The Asian characters are 

fetishized and do not speak English, thus they are represented as being outside the national 

construct, or as more Asian than Asian Australian.  
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As the groups start to drive towards each other for the eventual showdown, cultural 

difference is explained in terms of food, religion and class—an adaptation of Gunew’s 

critique of simplistic multiculturalism as food, costume and dance (Framing Marginality 22). 

After a ninety minute jaunt through the suburbs, one of the migrant subjects is shot with the 

Anzac rifle, and Evan backs the car over a cliff. While the shooting is a logical conclusion to 

the rehearsal of the Anzac myth—White Australian identity forged through bloodshed—it is 

also a reminder of the inherent danger of these forms of nationalism. The scene is also 

problematic because Evan, the only character with a disability, is empowered by his 

progressive political views only to be killed off by what is represented as his own 

inadequacy—he has not learnt to take the car out of reverse. The multicultural ideal that Evan 

espouses does not protect him from his disadvantage of not being an able-bodied member of 

Australian society.  

 

Another issue in the film speaks to one of the reasons the Cronulla riots began, a belief held 

by some White groups that Lebanese Australian men were being predatory towards White 

women at the beach. Hassim is drawn into the dispute because his brother has gone missing, 

they assume caught up in the riots. Hassim’s brother has actually hitched a ride with two 

women (who he explicitly identifies as White) to the Gold Coast. This information is not 

revealed until the final scene. Hassim, wounded and waiting to be arrested checks his voice 

messages. His brother who is having the time of his life invites him to join them. This closing 

scene represents the utter futility of racially motivated violence. Hassim should have kept on 

with his studies. The brother’s adventure, however, also serves as a dog whistle, recalling the 

concerns and prejudices that started the riots, but which are not explicitly named in the film. 

Another conclusion is that if the brother had not engaged in a cross-cultural relationship, the 

violence never would have happened. While there is obviously nothing wrong with Hassim’s 
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brother taking a trip with two White Australian women, the irony in the text is that buried in 

the film’s critique of the Cronulla riots are some of the same representational injustices it 

seeks to challenge. Spurred into action by family loyalty, Hassim, the diligent student, is also 

portrayed as having far more to lose than his White Australian counterparts who are already 

part of a social underclass. At the same time, the film’s message of non-violence, yet its 

representation of unrelenting racial prejudice and the strict distinction between White and 

migrant groups, removes all recourse for the casual racism towards Australians of “Middle 

Eastern appearance” that fuelled the riots—suggesting this is just the way it is, turn the other 

cheek.  

 

Almost a decade on from The Combination and Cedar Boys, Down Under (2016) also 

continues to represent the few women in the film as bystanders or victims, and 

unquestioningly locates casual and explicit racism as a problem of the uneducated working 

class or overly patriotic White Australian “bogans”.19 For the Lebanese Australians the only 

female character is Hassim’s sister, Rashida. She appears just once at the start of the film 

wearing a headscarf and jeans, opening the front door while Hassim studies. Rashida’s face is 

mostly hidden by the door and as she walks back down the hallway her head is cut out of the 

shot, a visual choice that signifies her insignificance. For the White Australians the main 

female character is Stacey who has two little girls. Stacey still lives with her mother and is 

heavily pregnant. She wears heavy makeup and talks in a brash voice. She is demanding, 

vindictive and ignorant and represented as a bad mother. Stacey encourages the men to go 

“Leb-bashing”, then asks her partner to bring her Lebanese takeaway unaware of her 

contradictions. Stacey’s characterisation provides comic moments, but like the other female 

 
19 “Bogan” is a derogatory Australian word used to refer to people who are considered to be of a lower social 
class, often denoted by frequency of swearing, fashion choices, and a lack of sophistication. As with “wog”, 
bogan has also been reclaimed as a label of self-identification.  
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characters functions mostly to complement the men, lacking agency in her own right. The 

representation of the White group as of lower social class also flattens the complexity of 

Australian racism along socially stratified lines. 

 

Similar issues occur in Australia Day (2017), also funded by Screen Australia, but only for 

release on ABC television. The director Kriv Stenders is best known for Red Dog (2011) 

about a loveable dog who lives in a remote mining community in the Pilbara.20 Stenders also 

directed the 2017 adaptation of Ted Kotcheff’s 1971 version of Wake in Fright, indicating his 

commitment to the Screen Australia mission to tell Australian stories. While Red Dog and 

Wake in Fright are outside the scope of this thesis, considered as part of Stenders’ body of 

work, Australia Day is not only the creative interpretation of multiculturalism, but a story of 

controversial, multicultural nationhood.  

 

The film is set on “Australia Day”, which is currently 26th January, the anniversary of the 

arrival of the First Fleet marking the beginning of the invasion and dispossession of 

Indigenous land. Australia Day is in some circles considered the “foremost expression of 

Australian culture and identity, celebrated with much fanfare” (Macnamara and Crawford 

294). It is a popular date for citizenship ceremonies, and national honours such as the Order 

of Australia are handed out on this day. During the 2010s, however, a lobby calling for the 

date to be changed from “Invasion Day” has gained traction. This is the social and political 

context that Stenders’ film examines. In contrast to the majority of multicultural films 

analysed, Australia Day is set in Brisbane (the capital of Queensland) and includes White and 

migrant Australians as well as Indigenous characters. While multiculturalism was originally 

intended to include Indigenous Australia (Markus 176), in practice it has referred mostly to 

 
20 The Pilbara is a remote region of far north Western Australia. 
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cultural diversity through migration. The inclusion of a range of cultural identities reflects an 

intent to represent the diversity of the Australian population and the intersection of issues of 

race and ethnic tension with the ongoing legacy of colonisation and postcolonialism. In 

Australia Day it is not just one ethos but many that define the nation. In this regard Australia 

Day is emblematic of a shift in Australian television drama that has sought to include a “grab 

bag” of topical issues. For example, socially realist dramas such as The Slap (2011), On the 

Ropes (2018) or Sunshine (2017). Each explores a complex range of social problems with a 

multicultural cast. While these texts are outside the current purview, they illustrate the 

ongoing tendency of multicultural filmmaking—in this case for television—to represent a 

plethora of social issues that need to be worked through.  

 

Australia Day is a concoction of many Australian films, including The Combination (2009), 

The Finished People (2003), Wasted on the Young (2010), Pure Shit (1975), The Jammed 

(2007), Goldstone (2016) and The Fringe Dwellers (1986). In Australia Day three plots 

converge: an Aboriginal teenager fleeing the scene of a crash turns out to be an abuse victim 

in need of state protection; a group of White Australian men take an Iranian Australian man 

hostage accusing him of raping one of their sisters; and a bankrupt farmer rescues Chinese 

woman, Lan Chang, from sex slavery, later dying in a shootout when he tries to free the other 

girls.  

 

One issue in the film is the greater level of expectation placed on the Aboriginal police 

officer than others. Sonya (Shari Sebbens) is responsible for the car crash and the welfare of 

the Aboriginal girls involved. Her role conveniently reframes the problem of ongoing 

disadvantage in the Aboriginal community as an Aboriginal matter. Rather than articulate the 

issues as part of the legacy of colonial or postcolonial power hierarchies, Sonya, who has 
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achieved a position of relative power in the police force, is held accountable for the future of 

her people. Her supervisor, and the force as a whole, remain unblemished. Reinforcing this is 

her father in the film (played by Australian screen heavyweight, Ernie Dingo), who tells her 

to take matters into her own hands. 

 

A Woman’s Day review described Australia Day as “[t]icking off everything from sex 

trafficking to farmer suicide and tensions between Indigenous Australians and the police.” 

While the list is thorough, the intersection of these issues is often forced, brought together by 

coincidence and overlapping stories as the characters move around. Luke Buckmaster gave 

the film two stars calling it “the sort of project you can imagine a public broadcaster happily 

investing in: a button-pushing multicultural drama” (n.p.). Buckmaster’s dismissal of the film 

as “multicultural” goes to the heart of the issue with Australian film representations of 

diversity, which often try to do or solve too much or end up falling back on clichés and 

typecasting. In another review Craig Mathieson wrote that “earnestness … hangs over the 

film like a shroud” suggesting that it follows the template of Short Cuts (1993) insofar as the 

plotlines never really collide: “[e]verybody has a message to deliver … Politics upstage the 

actors at every turn, denying them the opportunity to supply their characters with a life 

beyond the bounds of what they’re symbolising …” (n.p.) 

 

While the overlapping plotlines reinforce the idea that multicultural, White and racist 

Australia are deeply interwoven, they also represent social divisions in ways that are 

impossible to integrate. The construction of multicultural films in this way is safe and 

predictable, never reaching a resolution, thus veering away from controversy at the final 

moment. It also demonstrates that adaptations of multicultural policy are now recognised by 

the film community (reviewers) as part of a much bigger intertextual web. Adding to the 
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basket of clichés, Australia Day draws on the figure of the angry Arab mother inciting her 

sons to violence, and who is located in the family home while the absent father works long 

hours in a taxi.  

 

Like other female figures in multicultural filmmaking, Lan Chang, rescued from sex-

trafficking, is also silenced. Restricted to speaking Chinese or making guttural noises her 

silencing occurs by not granting her subtitles. Lan Chang’s panicked performance portrays 

her as crazy. Her redemption, however, comes via an English language class at the end of the 

film in which she raises her hand to answer a question, demonstrating both her commitment 

to Australian society (in which English is mandatory for participation) and her willingness 

(like Nino) to wait humbly for permission to speak.  

 

In another example pertaining to the way sex and gender are represented in the film, it turns 

out that the alleged rape victim has lied about having consensual sex with an Iranian 

Australian man. Her behaviour is explained as cowardice, too timid to draw the wrath of her 

racist brothers by admitting to sleeping with a man considered to be “non-White”. This 

subplot taps into an aspect of Australian rape culture in which women who accuse men of 

rape are later constructed as “liars” who invited sexual conquest. As the myth goes, these 

women lie about consensual sex to cover up their feelings of shame and regret for their 

promiscuous behaviour. Australia Day buys into these assumptions. 

 

What is grossly troubling about Australia Day and its catalogue of two-dimensional 

caricatures, is that these images of post-multicultural nationhood are now key to how 

Australia defines itself at home and abroad. While a diverse range of Australians are 

represented in the film, the characters are limited to their own lanes—those who are White, 
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those who are immigrants or “multicultural”, and those who are Aboriginal. Never shall they 

truly meet, let alone intersect or overlap. In an American review, Australia Day was 

described as “crudely sketched” and as “subtle as a hammer to the head” (Windsor n.p.). 

Rather than opening a dialogue about Australia’s migration history, colonisation, and how 

these issues criss-cross global concerns about immigration, globalisation and gender equality, 

Down Under and Australia Day adapt previous representations of Australian race relations in 

conservative ways.  

 

Representing Australian nationhood as a series of exclusive identities is problematic because 

it entrenches social stigma, and racial and ethnic stereotypes. Another American reviewer 

more favourably described the film as: 

 

 

a meditation on cultural diversity and the questioning of national identity … it holds a 

mirror up to contemporary Australian society and offers those unfamiliar with its 

tensions a relatively factual dramatic experience … [offering] … audiences the 

opportunity to learn about a darker facet of life in the Lucky Country. (Cockrell n.p.) 

 

 

The question of “factual” aside, the joke here is that the “lucky country” coined by Donald 

Horne in his 1964 book of the same name, was intended as a tongue in cheek comment on 

Australian society. In the context of what A. A. Philips called Australia’s “cultural cringe” 

(1950), Horne wrote that “Australia is a lucky country run mainly by second rate people who 

share its luck.” In common parlance, however, “lucky country” has come to refer to 

Australia’s great space and prosperity, gestured to with a general attitude of nostalgia in 
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Lucky Miles. The sensationalist representation of Australian race relations as seen in 

Australia Day, therefore limits rather than expands the idea of who belongs and who does 

not. It normalises the expression of casual racism between Australians as part of what defines 

Australian nationhood, and it reframes the representation of race and ethnic tension as part of 

the thriller genre, making it exciting even as it admits it causes harm. 

 

 

Conclusion: criticism and reparation 

 

As Australian cinema adapted to make space for new groups and genres, it also continued as 

a powerful force perpetuating racial and cultural stereotypes and the unthinking promulgation 

of simplistic versions of Australian nationhood. As Cartmell and Whelehan argue “adaptation 

may be an act of criticism and reparation simultaneously” (23). As shown here, the transition 

of multicultural filmmaking into the twenty-first century offered both critique, reparation and 

a way of maintaining the status quo. Film has been instrumental in the representation of new 

communities, or communities who were previously largely invisible, historically represented 

only via the news media or in stereotypical ways. However, the re-examination of these texts 

also reveals how critical and positive multicultural narratives have been adapted in ways that 

repeat negative tropes and continue to disadvantage wide sections of Australian society. The 

result is a skewed picture of Australian nationhood and migration history. Despite the 

growing recognition of transnational, complex and cosmopolitan identities, at the individual 

and national level, identity is first and foremost framed as male. This erodes agency from at 

least half the population, and it locates the resolution of racism as a social problem, on screen 

at least, that rests in the hands of male agents.  
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In contrast to the previous chapters, The Combination, Cedar Boys, Down Under and 

Australia Day offer much needed representation for Lebanese, Arab and Muslim Australians. 

These films mark a shift to a greater focus on migrant subjects beyond the frame of post-

World War II migration. They also conjure contemporary concerns about immigration on a 

global scale. These films, therefore, broaden the Australian identity-franchise to more people 

at the very same time as they reduce it to a common (male)-denominator. These twenty-first 

century examples indicate an ongoing attempt to solve clearly identifiable problems in the 

Australian community to do with systemic racism. However, as Down Under and Australia 

Day show, these debates are increasingly portrayed as two-horse races—White versus 

multicultural Australia.  

 

In the context of Australian cinema, and multicultural filmmaking, this state of affairs has 

resulted in the production of films that present new voices and issues alongside reductive 

tropes and frames of reference that perpetuate systematically unjust modes of representation. 

These ways of representing are adaptations of the popular representations of migration 

described in previous chapters. Specifically, this chapter argues that these films rely on 

blurring the process of adaptation in the construction of new stories in order to enter the 

conversation, but also to hide the repetition of these tropes. What is also clear is that central 

to these creative interpretations is the sidelining of female figures, and the ongoing 

representation of Asian characters as outside the position of Australian migrant Other. The 

next chapter considers some Australian films in which Asian characters are given centre 

stage, as well as the always contemporary status of the heritage process. 
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7. 

 

Speaking another language: Australian multilingual films 

 

As Australian multicultural filmmaking developed, another set of films began to appear 

across the 1990s and 2000s that also adapted multiculturalism, but did so using multiple 

languages. In a landmark speech in Singapore in 1996, Prime Minister Paul Keating (ALP 

1991-1996) spoke in detail about the relationship between Australia and the Asian region. 

Described as “new regionalism” this outlook took into account the greater reliance of 

Australia on economic partnerships and trade with Asian nations as well as the shift in 

thinking in defence planning to the idea “that Australia needs to seek its security in Asia 

rather than from Asia.” Appealing directly to national and regional values, Keating declared: 

 

 

the values I believe in and most Australians believe in are precisely those that are 

often referred to in this debate as "Asian". The importance of family, the benefit of 

education, the need for order and public accountability, the inherent value of work - 

most Australians I know would describe these as Australian values. (n.p.) 

 

 

Counter to these views, when Keating was dismissed from office just a couple of months 

later and the Howard Government took power, the debate shifted irrevocably to the right. In 

the same 1996 election, Leader of the One Nation Party, Pauline Hanson won a seat in the 

lower house. Famously in her maiden speech, she claimed that Aboriginal Australians 

received more government benefits than non-Aboriginal Australians, and conjuring “yellow 
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peril” debates of old, argued that current rates of Asian immigration were at risk of 

“swamping” Australia. These comments reflected a growing climate of contestation of 

multiculturalism, and the reassertion of Australia as a non-Asian (or White) nation, despite 

being part of the Asian region, and home to millions of Australians with Asian heritage, 

especially Chinese, Indian and Vietnamese.  

 

This chapter draws attention to a series of films that represent Asian Australian migrant 

subjects, and that are multilingual as well as multicultural representations of Australian life. 

As with all the films in this thesis, these examples illustrate the adaptation or creative 

interpretation of multiculturalism as a national heritage discourse. The examples are 

classified as adaptations because they adapt prior texts, biographies, and events. Finally, they 

raise questions about the practicality of Australian multiculturalism as a national framework 

in the context of the ongoing commitment to a singular national language, English. While 

many Australian films include small amounts of dialogue in languages other than English, in 

these films Cantonese, Chinese, German, Spanish, Cambodian and more, are constitutive 

factors in the production of each film’s representation of multicultural, and multiracial, 

Australia.  

 

These films are Floating Life (1996), La Spagnola (2001), The Finished People (2003), 

Footy Legends (2006), Lucky Miles (2007) and Unfinished Sky (2007). While La Spagnola is 

a representation of Spanish migration, and therefore remains fixated on European migrant 

identities, the other films explore the lives of characters from Hong Kong, Vietnam, 

Cambodia, Iraq, Indonesia and Afghanistan. What is striking about these examples is that 

where cultural difference has previously been represented as a generic trait, these films use 

languages other than English (with the support of subtitles) to provide greater depth to the 
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narrative interpretation of multiculturalism. As Michael Silverstein argues, language is 

culture (621-652). The following analysis interprets this assertion through the framework of a 

collection of Australian multilingual films, arguing that the representation of Australian 

multiculturalism as a multilingual phenomenon, has more in common with the popular idea 

of “world cinema” and transnational identity, than it does with the idea of a national 

framework, or the ongoing construction of Australian nationhood.  

 

It is taken for granted that for the most part Asian Australians only receive limited 

representation in Australian cinema. Previous chapters have highlighted the roles of Asian 

Australians including the Vietnamese Australian characters in the first half of Romper 

Stomper (1992), the Vietnamese pizza delivery boys in The Wog Boy, the drug dealer’s 

harem of young Asian men in Down Under, and Lan Chang the woman who is sex-trafficked 

in Australia Day. In They’re a Weird Mob there is also a Chinese character, a man who lives 

next door to the building site where Nino works and who drives a van with a golden dragon 

painted on the side. The inclusion of a Chinese stereotype in They’re a Weird Mob gestures to 

a global political situation in which communism posed an ever-present threat to the West, and 

to Australia’s uncertainty of its place in the region.  

 

In Luhrmann’s Australia, the cook at Faraway Downs is also characterised as “Asian”. He is 

named “Sing Song” and played by Hong Kong actor Yuen Wah, stereotyped as a loyal 

servant to the White station owners and “denigrated” and made fun of by his “Yellowface 

name, his frantic rants in Chinese, and his relegation to the feminine realm of the kitchen” 

(Hogan 69-70). These examples suggest that Asian Australian characters are both a fixture of 

Australian cinema and continuously limited in the roles they perform. The character-motif of 

the Chinese “cook” (“Sing Song” in Australia) is an example of entrenched typecasting for 
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people with Asian heritage (Bertone). In their detailed study of the representation of Asian 

characters in Australian film, Khoo, Smaill and Yue claim that even though Asian characters 

have been present in Australian cinema since the 1920s, they continue to be represented in 

stereotypical ways. Asian characters (especially Chinese and Vietnamese) tend to be 

associated with “social problems of drugs, prostitution and gambling” (25; 29). In Australian 

cinema “Asian characters remain marginal, a token of exchange in what Turner notes as a 

‘social process’ that remains seemingly extraneous to the process of gendered nation-

building” (“Art Directing History” 33). The depiction of Asian characters in the examples 

just listed confirms this theory. There is a much larger piece of work to be undertaken outside 

this thesis, examining the ongoing exoticisation in Australian film and television of Asian 

Australians (which as a concept includes so many different nationalities and ethnicities), and 

the representation of African Australians for that matter.21 This chapter analyses some 

examples of Asian Australian and multilingual representation that hand agency back to their 

characters.  

 

Floating Life is a drama about a Hong Kong family who have migrated to Sydney. Footy 

Legends is a comedy starring comedian Anh Do as a footy-mad Vietnamese Australian man 

trying to raise his kid sister, and The Finished People directed by Khoa Do is a socially 

realist film about a group of homeless youth, also set in Sydney. Floating Life demonstrates 

how more conservative representations of migrant subjects were disrupted. In Footy Legends 

there is a return to slapstick multiculturalism but for a new generation. The Finished People 

examines the intersection of homelessness and the culturally diverse make-up of Australia’s 

underclass.  

 
21 African migrant subjects began arriving in Australia in significant numbers from the 1990s onwards. The only 
film to be made about the African Australian community, however, is Gossip Nation (2012). On TV the only 
series to date, specifically about this minority group, is Sunshine (2017).  
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In Lucky Miles a story of boat arrival to Australia is represented via a group of Asian and an 

Iraqi man who quickly become lost in the desert. This chapter also briefly examines La 

Spagnola, about a Spanish woman living in a remote Australian town with her teenage 

daughter, and Unfinished Sky in which an Afghani woman escapes sex-trafficking and is 

given sanctuary by a reclusive farmer who teaches her English. The juxtaposition of these 

films with the analysis in previous chapters, demonstrates the limited representation of Asian 

Australians in Australian cinema. It also provides more insight into the frequent silencing of 

female “ethnic” characters through a lack of agency or sub-titles.  

 

 

The right to speak in my own voice: Floating Life, La Spagnola, The Finished People, 

Footy Legends and Unfinished Sky 

 

In the rule book for the Oscars a “foreign language film”, now renamed to “international 

feature film”, is defined “as a feature-length motion picture … produced outside the United 

States of America with a predominantly non-English dialogue track” (“Academy 

Announces”). Cartoons and documentaries of feature length are also permissible. However, 

there have been many instances where multilingual films that meet these criteria are judged 

to have too much English and therefore disqualified from their nominations. Floating Life is 

an example of this. In Floating Life multiple languages are used in addition to English, which 

is often provided in subtitles. The film was selected as Australia’s entry for the Best Foreign 

Language Film in 1997 at the 69th Academy Awards, only to have the nomination refused. 

This is relevant because it indicates the interstitial space that Australian multilingual films 
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exist in, neither part of mainstream Australian film culture, nor officially part of the foreign 

language sphere.  

 

Writing about the rejection of Singaporean film Be With Me (2005) from its Oscar 

nomination for similar reasons, Felicia Chan argues “[i]n a world that is becoming 

increasingly dependent on English for inter-cultural communication, the Academy’s 

conservative criteria in the Best Foreign Language Film category are starting to appear more 

and more out of sync with the social and cultural realities of the present time” (98). Missing 

out on an Oscar is one thing, but not being able to be in the running signifies a raft of missed 

opportunities for promotion and reaching potential new audiences. What this also 

demonstrates is that while in contrast to the majority of Australian cinema, which 

communicates primarily in English, films such as Floating Life are categorised as being 

“foreign-language” films, even if they are not officially judged to be so. In Australia, these 

films stand out as “world” movies, or alternative kinds of narratives, simply because they 

employ linguistic diversity.  

 

The versions of “Australianness” constructed by Floating Life, La Spagnola, Footy Legends, 

The Finished People and Unfinished Sky are, as a result of these multiple languages, 

transnational as much as they are national. They are nuanced and diasporic representations 

implying that what is multicultural exists in an ever-growing web of global cultural diversity 

and connection. They are multicultural films, but they are also adaptations of migration and 

multiculturalism that foreground a transnational perspective through languages other than 

English. 
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Floating Life is about a family from Hong Kong who settle in Sydney. Summarised by the 

NFSA as “[a]n Asian family … caught between two cultures” (Australian Screen), the film 

was critically acclaimed but struggled to achieve the exposure many critics thought it 

deserved. Without access to awards systems and the publicity that attention would likely have 

garnered, films like Floating Life run the risk of being starved of publicity and distribution 

options (Chan 97). While Floating Life won a number of prizes, including the Silver Leopard 

Award at the Locarno International Film Festival and awards at the Melbourne, Singapore, 

Seattle, Rotterdam, Sao Paulo, Hof, Locarno, and Hawaii International Film Festivals, it only 

made $141,138 at the box office. Therefore, while Floating Life is illustrative of alternative 

voices in the Australian film and multicultural film community more generally, and is widely 

known by film critics, its public reception was limited. 

 

Floating Life reflects director Clara Law’s family’s experience of migrating to Australia, 

joining many Hong Kong-Chinese who settled there in the early 1990s (Australian Screen). 

Law trained as a filmmaker in Hong Kong where she worked before migrating to Australia in 

1991 ahead of the British handover to China. In Floating Life, the Chan family arrive in 

Sydney in a state of fear and unease. The sun is too bright, the native animals are deadly, and 

there is endless space. The parents keenly feel the distance from their ancestors, and the older 

daughter Bing, who has lived in Australia for seven years on her own, enters a state of deep 

depression when she is unable to provide for her family in the way she wants to. Another 

daughter who lives in Germany with her husband and child is happy in her family life but still 

feels like an outsider in the community in which she lives. 

 

Despite its existential subject matter, including themes of alienation, depression, and 

intergenerational expectations, Floating Life is described as a comedy. The poster for the 
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movie features the heads of the four members of the Chan family who come to live in 

Australia. In an image recalling the Australians walking on their heads in They’re a Weird 

Mob’s opening scene—which plays on the idea that the “land down under” is “upside-

down”— the Chans are pictured at the top of the image, looking down upon the scene. 

Beneath is a made-up tableau where the father is squaring up to fight a large red kangaroo in 

the middle of a suburban street. Their upside-down faces literally turn the land down under 

the right way up, but also suggest a story about outsiders looking in, or, as “outsiders-within”.  

 

The film situates the audience’s gaze directly on the Chan family and their trials and 

tribulations of integration. They are depicted as mostly speaking Cantonese, which is 

subtitled in English. The entire focus is on the family unit, consigning the position of White 

Australians to the “periphery”, reversing the insider-outsider status (Kim 108). Father, 

mother and brothers typically wear white sun hats and dark sunglasses. This choice of 

traveler-chic makes the family look like perpetual tourists, also serving as a metaphor for 

their ongoing sense of alienation from and within Australian society. It also recalls Simpson, 

Murawska and Lambert’s categorisation of the “tourist” in migrant representation, which 

describes a diasporic subject who can never be fully integrated into Australian culture (33-

35). Unlike many other multicultural films, the Chans do not function to teach Australian 

characters a lesson. In fact, White Australian characters barely feature. But like in Nino in 

They’re a Weird Mob, the Chan’s story inadvertently reveals idiosyncrasies of Australian 

culture. 

 

Unlike most multicultural films the migration experience is portrayed as personal and 

complex, specific to the Chan family who are intersected by transnational and familial bonds, 

the political reality of China regaining control of Hong Kong, as well as Australian 
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multiculturalism and politics. Floating Life, which deals “with quandaries that are familiar to 

many migrants whose struggle to adjust to their new lives is characterised by a determination 

to break free of the past and the urge to maintain old connections” (Jacobs 112). In the 

Australian context, and raising the spectre of mono versus multilingualism the Chan family is 

made even more highly visible as migrants because of their Asian appearance, limited 

English and commitment to speaking Cantonese in the broader context of English-speaking 

Australia. Their migrant journey and their experience of cultural integration and adaptation is 

one of bridging a divide between a past they had to leave, and their deeply held need to retain 

a sense of connection to their cultural heritage. This makes Floating Life a classic Australian 

film about migration as well as part of its multicultural heritage.  

 

In contrast to many of the multicultural films analysed, Floating Life reveals (by doing the 

reverse) how much of this filmmaking blanks on the specifics of the migrant experience. The 

unsettledness or discomfort of the Chan family reflects a growing political climate of anti-

immigration sentiment in Australia at the time the film was made. While Floating Life does 

not directly address government immigration policy, Lee-Von Kim argues that the theme of 

home in the film is permeated by Australian policies of border protection. Floating Life 

suggests that “the hospitality offered to Asian migrants in Australia is haunted by the 

historical conditions in which Asian migration was encouraged in the years following the 

abolition of the White Australia policy” (108-109). The family’s sense of alienation is a 

metaphor more broadly for the historical discrimination against people from Asia by 

Australia’s migration system.  
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For instance, the daughter who has lived longest in Australia, Bing, is positioned as both 

guest and host to her own family, causing the audience to rethink the binary construct and 

instability of this relationship. Kim argues that:  

 

 

[h]ospitality in a national context is largely dependent upon the conceptualization of 

the nation as a home. … in spite of the conditional hospitality offered to Asian 

migrants in Australia, the Chan family is able to negotiate a tentative sense of home in 

Australia: their sense of home and belonging is not entirely contingent on the offering 

of hospitality by the nation in which they reside. (117) 

 

 

The example of Bing hosting her family in her own home serves as an allegory for the 

audience to consider the wider implications of nation-states hosting new arrivals. It hints at 

the expectations of those who have arrived and those who were here already, showing that 

the two rarely run in even alignment.  

 

The different locations of the Chan family around the globe, Hong Kong, Australia and 

Germany, and their separation from their spiritual ancestors in Hong Kong, has less to do 

with the construction of Australian nationhood as it does a representation of the distance felt 

by many migrants from their former homes. It also portrays a sense of shared and divided 

loyalty between the competing demands in migrant lives: family, nation and self. Floating 

Life is an example of an alternative voice facilitated by Australian multiculturalism and 

migration. Using the idea of the adaptation constellation it shows that there are multiple, and 
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multilingual voices present in Australian society, however, as constructions of multicultural 

nationhood some are not necessarily as loud as others.  

 

La Spagnola, which means “the Spanish woman” is a comedy and like Floating Life, it was 

submitted as Australia’s entry to the 74th Academy Awards for the Best Foreign Language 

Film prize, but not accepted. Despite its rejected nomination, reviewer, Margaret Pomeranz, 

described La Spagnola as “unusual” because it is a “foreign-language Australian film” (n.p.). 

The film made $477,197 at the Australian box office. Shot on location at the Caltex Refinery 

at Kurnell on the Botany Bay Peninsula south of Sydney, La Spagnola is about Lola, who is 

Spanish, and her Spanish Australian daughter Lucia. It is the 1960s and Lola, who discovers 

she is pregnant, has just been left by her husband for a White Australian woman. Lola is 

portrayed as passionate, flamboyant and exotic. Lucia, the daughter, desperate to fit in during 

an age of assimilation, is plain and bookish. As in Looking for Alibrandi, mother and 

daughter must negotiate their relationship, but this time against a backdrop of mid-twentieth 

century cultural conservatism. At the end of the film both mother and daughter are far more 

socially integrated, reflected by Lola’s comparatively tamer demeanor and Lucia increased 

rebelliousness and zest.  

 

Writing about migrant cinemas during the period that the film is set, Mischa Barr argues that 

anecdotal evidence suggests that “[c]ontinental cinemas were predominantly patronised by 

educated, middle class Anglo-Australians, while foreign language popular cinema venues 

catered more specifically to migrant groups” (1). By continental film, Barr refers to high 

culture art films, whereas she argues foreign-language films tended to be screened at migrant 

cinemas and could be anything from popular international releases or subtitled Hollywood 

films (1). One of the outcomes was a separation in the association of a sophisticated film-
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going elite “in part premised upon the severing of European ‘culture’ from European 

migrants” (Barr 14). In contrast, La Spagnola is on the safer multicultural ground of 

depicting European migration, however, in using subtitles it also enters it into the database of 

world cinema.  

 

Harking back to the era of the 1960s when the films Barr describes came of age, La Spagnola 

crosses these boundaries, appealing to a “film-going crowd” in the early 2000s with an 

interest in cross-cultural narratives and multi-lingual texts, but also evoking the popular 

genres of comedy and romance. Where “continental cinema” helped to facilitate the move 

away from an understanding of Australia as a White, British, monocultural society (Barr 14), 

La Spagnola entered a discourse of multiculturalism in which the idea of an Australian film 

largely told in a language other than English was still an oddity. The reception of the film, 

therefore, was in part predicated on its own identity as an artefact of cultural difference—in 

contrast to assimilatory or multicultural Australia. La Spagnola is, therefore, a nostalgic 

representation of early multicultural Australia, in which through the continuation of the 

Spanish language, (multi)cultural expression endured, and assimilation was deterred. 

 

Proving some of the broader benefits of filmmaking beyond the box office, The Finished 

People (2003), set at the time of its release, was made on an ultra-low budget as part of a 

community project. The film production was derived from a series of video-making 

workshops that Vietnamese Australian director Khoa Do taught in Cabramatta in Sydney’s 

south, a part of the city known for its low-socioeconomic status. The location and local 

involvement in the film had the effect of bringing new stories and faces to the big screen, and 

investing in the communities that the film represented. The film dazzled critics, relocating 

what started out as a Community Cultural Development project from the suburbs to the 
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“audiences of art-house cinema”, thus raising its status among the cinema going elite and 

making it more available to those in positions of power who Khoa Do was hoping to address 

(Brooks 177). The film examines issues of homelessness, poverty, and drug use with a 

diverse cast.   

 

Footy Legends (2006), the second film directed by Khoa Do, is by contrast a light-hearted 

comedy that channels Australia’s obsession with sport, offering a redemption story through a 

social transformation narrative, similar to The Wog Boy. Footy Legends only made a minimal 

return, $382,243 worldwide, but it did solidify the successful career of the film’s star, Anh 

Do, who is a comedian, painter, TV personality, and the brother of the film’s director. Anh 

Do is also the author of a memoir, The Happiest Refugee, in which he recounts his life as the 

child of a Vietnamese Australian family, struggling to make a living in Sydney. The gist of 

Do’s story is one of great achievement through hard work and social contribution, against the 

backdrop of family breakdown, partially explained by the horrific circumstances that caused 

the family to migrate to Australia in the first place.  

 

Adapting the happy-go-lucky persona Anh Do develops in his autobiography, the main 

character in Footy Legends, Luc Vu, is also a young Vietnamese Australian man, although in 

the film the character is obsessed with rugby league, unemployed, and the sole carer for his 

kid-sister. Unable to fulfil his responsibilities, the welfare authorities—in the guise of well-

known Australian actor Claudia Karvan—threaten to take Luc’s sister away. To stop this, 

Luc reunites his high school rugby team and eventually wins a ute (Australia’s version of a 

flat-tray truck) in a local competition. The vehicle enables the men to start a rubbish disposal 

business, thus representing the beginning of their employment and greater contribution to 

Australian life and economy. Impressed by the family’s industriousness the social worker 
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(Karvan) does not remove the young sister. The film ends with the suggestion of a flourishing 

cross-cultural romance between Luc Vu and the social worker, emblematic of Australian 

multicultural romance.  

 

Ascribing again to the philosophy of contribution and showing how popular this outlook 

remained in the early 2000s, Footy Legends checks the boxes of issues including 

unemployment, family and sporting prowess, and enters Luc Vu and his teammates firmly 

into the annals of Australian nationhood via the national theme of sport. Footy Legends also 

conjures a number of slapstick moments, suggesting its converse articulation of assimilation 

and integration, and cultural difference, as central to the definition of Australian nationhood, 

reminiscent of They’re a Weird Mob and The Wog Boy. Like these earlier films, Footy 

Legends represents the Vus as national, as well as migrant subjects. However, in contrast to 

Anh Do’s memoir, which is filled with Vietnamese Australian friends and family, and unlike 

Floating Life, focused on the Chans, in Footy Legends, Luc and his sister exist predominantly 

in a community of non-Vietnamese Australians.  

 

Enhancing Luc’s cultural difference is his racial identity in a sport (rugby league) that within 

Australia rarely attracts players with Vietnamese heritage, or Asian backgrounds more 

generally. As a result, the characters are represented as individuals with individual interests. 

Luc is obsessed with rugby, his sister is preoccupied with the care of her freshwater tortoise, 

and they both grieve the death of their mother, which is attributed to ongoing fear of 

abandonment and social isolation. While these portrayals are positive, insofar as they give the 

characters individual agency and universal relatability, they are negative or simplistic 

because they represent the Vietnamese Australian characters’ Otherness as non-specific and 

out of context, positioning them as representatives of a much larger but invisible group. In 
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this depiction, “multicultural Australia” is determined through the presence of a non-White 

Other and his family in the context of a majority White cast. Cultural difference is still 

defined against the norm of White Australia. 

 

While the content of Footy Legends is unbelievably lighter than The Finished People they 

share the issue of a lack of cultural specificity. The Finished People is a socially realist film 

and Footy Legends is a comedy. Despite the generic differences the multicultural cast in both 

is a sign of what Yue and Scott Brooks argue is a move towards post-ethnic representation 

(190; 188). Post-ethnicity is a “representational strategy in relation to cultural diversity” for 

adapting and subverting “patronizing discourses” of ethnic Otherness, and for re-negotiating 

directorial identity beyond the frame of ethnic filmmaker. The Finished People offered “a 

counter-vision to the Australian imagined community that has been anxiously reconfigured 

by assertions of a singular, homogenising national identity threatened by the different and the 

unassimilated” (Smaill 43). Rather than portray limited or clichéd representations of 

characters based on or determined by their ethnicity, these films developed new ways of 

representing different, multiple and complex identities through attention to diverse cultures, 

experiences and languages. 

 

Of these four films, The Finished People is about a range of different characters and Footy 

Legends returns to the mainstay of the male-lead, especially in the visual renegotiation of 

Australian national identity. La Spagnola and Floating Life, however, are predominantly 

about women. They give agency to their female characters and despite their protagonists’ 

lack of English, the women are not silenced or limited by their accents. In Unfinished Sky, the 

migrant subject is also a woman, but in this example her lack of English means that she is 

represented as child-like, a characteristic reinforced when the farmer caring for her buys a 
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kid’s alphabet book with which to teach her English. In Unfinished Sky, Tahmeena, an 

Afghani woman, escapes sexual-slavery in a rural Australian town and is rescued by a local 

farmer who falls in love with her, and later her with him. While Tahmeena has most of her 

lines subtitled, thus enabling her to be understood by a mostly English-speaking audience, the 

film also represents her as infantile as opposed to traumatised.  

 

Over the course of the film, Tahmeena’s English improves, and in an unlikely romance-

meets-crime drama, she becomes the farmer’s lover. Beyond her language difference, 

however, Tahmeena’s cultural specificity is erased, especially given that the farmer’s 

attraction to her is explained by a photo that shows she is the spitting image of his late wife 

(who was not Afghani). This blurring effect or ambivalence can be attributed to the fact that 

the film is an adaptation of a Dutch movie, De Poolse Bruid (1998), which translates to “The 

Polish Bride.” Dutch actor Monique Hendrickx plays the rescued woman in De Poolse Bruid 

and in Unfinished Sky, making the character’s identification as Polish or Afghani, entirely 

arbitrary, and thus an example of migrant-face through the performance of broken-English 

and visual portrayals of “ethnicity”. The result of the adaptation is to produce a stereotypical 

migrant or “sex slave” figure rather than a culturally nuanced narrative of forced migration.  

 

In the Dutch version the love interest is Polish, in the Australian version she is Afghani, 

demonstrating the choices in adaptation in line with contemporary events relevant to each 

national context. The success of an adaptation relies on it finding relevance and meaning in a 

new audience. The performance by Hendrickx, however, of a Polish and Afghani woman, 

respectively, also serves as an ongoing appropriation of cultural identities positioned as 

inferior to White culture. This is also an example of an adaptation according more with its 

source text (De Poolse Bruid) than the Australian context to which it was transposed, in 
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which it is likely that Tahmeena and her daughter would be immediately deported, rather than 

humanely and speedily processed and allowed to stay.  

 

While these representations are problematic, in contrast to Australia Day, where Lan Chang 

the former sex-slave speaks only in Chinese and is not translated or given subtitles, these 

films at least allow their characters to speak in their own voices. In another example, outside 

the foreign-language or international feature film set, in Red Dog (2011) there are no Asian 

Australian characters. Instead, one of the miners babbles from heatstroke and is diagnosed as 

speaking “Chinese”, which the texts suggests is a form of “madness”. Therefore, while there 

are plenty of examples of nuanced Australian films depicting complex identities and multiple 

languages, there is also a long history of a lack of representation, or when representing Asian 

Australian characters, doing so in stereotypical ways that drastically limit their agency by 

diminishing their power to speak and/or be translated and therefore understood by a majority 

English-speaking Australian audience.  

 

In deploying multiple languages these films are examples of more inclusive visions of 

Australian national identity. They are predicated on the idea that language is culture, and thus 

multilingual filmmaking is inherently multicultural. As the analysis indicates, being able to 

speak in one’s own language(s) or be translated to English for the majority audience, is 

fundamental to being represented in film culture. Australian foreign-language films 

deconstruct the notion of a fixed Australian identity by invoking multiple languages as well 

as cultures. They reveal characters who are embedded in individual and family projects and 

whose identities are complex, constitutive and intersectional. They also demonstrate the 

many different communities that multicultural Australia gives rise to, nationally and 

transnationally, and the languages required to move between those different spaces.  
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You make your own luck: Lucky Miles and a culture of neo-liberal economics 

 

Lucky Miles is a film about a group of men who arrive in Australia by boat from a range of 

different nations. One is an asylum seeker and another is searching for his father. The 

prevalence of multiple languages puts it in the same category of films discussed above, but it 

is also an adaptation of political debates in Australia surrounding seeking asylum, refugees, 

and the protection of the island continent’s borders. Set in 1990 but released in 2007, Lucky 

Miles conjures the controversy of mandatory detention for asylum seekers and the excising of 

Australian territories from the immigration zone, which made it even harder to initiate claims 

for protection in the first place. Lucky Miles, which is nominally set before border protection 

reached the level of contestation it currently experiences, is thus a nostalgic comedy, 

following the group as they become lost in the desert searching for an urban centre and trying 

to evade capture.  

 

Directed by Michael James Rowland, Lucky Miles is the only Australian fictional feature film 

to date to be made specifically about refugees who have arrived in Australia by boat, or as 

“boat people”. While this subject matter is explored daily in the news and has been portrayed 

in fictional TV mini-series Marking Time (2003) and Safe Harbour (2018), it has not often 

featured beyond the genre of documentary, such as Molly and Mobarak (2003), Freedom 

Stories (2015) or Chasing Asylum (2016). In the context of film as an institutional tool of 

Australian nation building, Lucky Miles is worth re-examination in the context of the 

changing relationship between multiculturalism, national identity, migration and border 

control. While many people arrive “illegally” in Australia via plane or overstay their visas, 

public attention and framing of Australian border control as a political issue is 

characteristically focused on stopping boat arrivals. Asylum seekers, or “boat people” as they 
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are pejoratively referred to, are much maligned in Australian politics, also associated with the 

idea of “queue-jumping”. The phrase “we are all boat people” has been used as a discursive 

move to establish the idea of all non-Indigenous Australians as having come from a migrant 

background (Elder, Being Australian Ch. 5). However, beyond its postcolonial use “boat 

people” as an expression also has specific connotations relating to late 1990s and early 2000s 

politics. The label, like “wog”, is both derogatory and a conduit for deconstructing power 

hierarchies.  

 

Lucky Miles begins with a vignette of a relationship between a Cambodian woman and an 

Australian man set in Cambodia before the Pol Pot regime genocide. The placid opening 

scene breaks to a shot of a woman and a boy running across a broken field in the dark. Lights 

flash and distorted noise accompanies them. The next scene jumps to the film’s present day, 

depicting a group of men aboard a rusty fishing boat. The focus of the narrative is on three of 

these men—Arun who is the adult version of the running boy, finally leaving Cambodia in 

search of his Australian father; Youssif who is an Iraqi engineer, fleeing political persecution, 

the details of which are not explained; and Ramelan is an Indonesian man whose uncle is the 

boat’s captain. The uncle is characterised as a mean and angry people smuggler who leaves 

his nephew behind. After their boat arrives on a remote part of Australia’s north coast, the 

men are told there is a bus waiting “just over the sand dunes”. There is no bus, and a long 

trek through the desert ensues for Arun, Youssif and Ramelan who, unlike the others, evade 

immediate capture.  

 

While Lucky Miles intertextually and contextually references Australia’s refugee debate, only 

one of the men, Youssif, actually requests asylum. He does so at the very end of the film, 

from one of the army reservists, a man who is identified as Aboriginal. Stratton argues that it 
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is not clear if the Aboriginal man accepts Youssif’s request for asylum on behalf of 

Indigenous landowners or as a soldier representing the nation-state (“‘Welcome to Paradise’” 

642). Either way the interaction highlights the ongoing role of migration as a form of 

colonisation, as well as the act of asking permission revealing how some people are assumed 

to be Australian, whereas others must ask nicely. In contrast, to Youssif, it might be assumed 

that Ramelan, who has no wish to be stranded in Australia, is deported to Indonesia.  

 

Arun has a different trajectory, with the film closing with a scene where he knocks on the 

door of a house in Perth (the capital of Western Australia), suggesting a family reunion. A 

man comes to the door and says: “What can I do for you, son”, which is both a colloquial 

expression and an indication that Arun has finally been reunited with his White Australian 

father. As in Australia (Nullah and his White Australian father), Looking for Alibrandi (Josie 

and her White Australian grandfather), and Romper Stomper (2018) in which Hando’s legacy 

is biologically determined through the behavior of his son—the greater Australian gene pool 

is represented as drawing Arun into a legitimate form of Australian belonging. Unlike the 

other arrivals, Arun is not apprehended by police and makes it safely to an urban centre. As a 

young Cambodian man with an Australian father, the narrative destabilises the idea of White 

Australia by intersecting the representation of legitimate Australian identity with a non-White 

character, and with a family connection that extends beyond national borders into the Asia-

Pacific region. However, it also continues to privilege biological ancestry in the construction 

of national belonging.  

 

In the early 2000s when Lucky Miles went into production there was enormous anticipation 

for its release. It secured $500,000 private investment in just one month of fundraising, an 

unprecedented amount in Australian screen funding and indicative of the appetite for a film 
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that engaged with Australia’s immigration debate (Gleeson). But while the total budget for 

the film was just over $3 million (McFarlane, “A Road Movie” 27), Lucky Miles only cleared 

$678,110. The film was nominated for Best Film and Best Screenplay at the Australian Film 

Industry awards and won an Audience Award at the Sydney Film Festival, but in contrast to 

many other multicultural films, Lucky Miles’ commercial success was underwhelming.  

 

Australian film as a whole saw a downturn in the 2000s and 2010s. From 1997 to 2007 more 

Australian films than ever were made, but their overall popularity at the Australian box office 

was down despite ongoing industry support from the FFC and then Screen Australia (French; 

McKenzie and Walls 247). The general consensus was that Australian films were “mundane” 

and lacked “entertainment value” (McKenzie and Walls 247-248). A decade earlier, however, 

mundanity was the hallmark of Australian cinematic success. Muriel’s Wedding (1994) and 

The Castle (1997) rose to prominence because of their attention to the humdrum of everyday 

life, and were seen as quintessentially Australian. It would appear then, that the mundaneness 

of films focused on migration, or involving the representation of Asian Australian stories, 

eroded a sense of authentic Australianness, which films like The Castle and Muriel’s 

Wedding, or even Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi, traded off.  

 

In the same year that Lucky Miles was released, Home Song Stories (2007)—about a 

nightclub singer from Hong Kong who migrates to Australia with her sailor husband—made 

just $371,000; The Jammed (2007), about illegal sex-trafficking in Melbourne and a Chinese 

mother who enlists the help of a White Australian woman to find her daughter, made just 

$252,000 (Stratton, “‘Welcome to Paradise’” 630). However, Romulus, My Father (2007), 

about philosopher Raimond Gaita’s Romanian-German father, made $2.5 million. Adapted 

from the memoir of the same name (1998), Romulus, My Father had the advantage of literary 
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credentials and a famous author, as well as fitting into the more palatable and familiar 

representation of Australian migration as a European phenomenon associated with the post-

war era of reconstruction.22   

 

Romulus, My Father is a historical film set in regional Australia in the 1950s and 1960s, soon 

after the family arrived in Australia. While it is relevant to the theme of migration, it is 

tangential to a study of the adaptation of multiculturalism and is not defined as a multicultural 

film. As an adaptation of a memoir to film, however, Fincina Hopgood argues that “[t]he 

process of adaptation—whether from page to screen to page again or from post-war Germany 

to rural Victoria—is central to ‘reading’ Romulus, My Father” (23). Hopgood characterises 

the relationship between the texts—book, film, and family history and memory—as an “act 

of love” (31), a dedication by Gaita to the memory of his father. The idea of adaptation as an 

act of love has also been theorised by Katja Krebs who argues adaptation can “show itself to 

be disruptive, selfish, and perverse yet is central to the (re)writing, (re)construction and 

reception of cultural positions and ideologies” (30). What is relevant here is evidence of the 

greater success of the reproduction of the history of post-war European migration in contrast 

to stories of non-White migration.  

 

The lack of financial success for Lucky Miles, Home Song Stories and The Jammed, in 

comparison to Romulus, My Father and others, indicates a majority of Australians were still 

not ready to watch films set in Australia with Asian protagonists (Stratton, Uncertain Lives 

45-46; “‘Welcome to Paradise’” 630). This thesis argues that these attitudes are reinforced by 

a lack of visibility for Asian Australians, not just in Australian cinema, but in multicultural 

filmmaking as a subset of that. The traditional foregrounding of European migrant subjects in 

 
22 Raimond Gaita is an Australian philosopher and award-winning writer.  
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multicultural films, and the lack of representation or English language or subtitled roles for 

Asian Australians as “Australian subjects”, further entrenches this level of screen 

disadvantage. So, while there was an overall decline in the financial success of Australian 

films between 1997 and 2007, it also seems that films about migration, focusing on the 

established idea of post-war European migration, were favoured compared to those that 

touched on controversial issues such as the refugee debate or sex-trafficking.  

 

As an adaptation, Lucky Miles is a transposition of a book. The screenplay (co-written by 

director Rowland and Helen Barnes) is based on Rowland’s favourite book The Lexus and 

the Olive Tree: Understanding Globalization (1999) by Thomas L. Friedman. This work 

considers a capitalist approach to “peace” and identifies two main global debates—the 

struggle for prosperity and development, and an urge to maintain traditions and identity amid 

constant change. Thus, it is in a tradition of post-multiculturalism, referring to the ongoing 

articulation of cultural difference, even as “national” values are reasserted. Rowland wrote: 

“[p]eople around me couldn't see how I had gone from Friedman's book to page-seven news 

stories from the past" (“Lucky Miles” n.p.). This indicates a retro-visioning of multicultural 

heritage to include a nostalgic reading of the past (set in 1990) intertwined with twentieth 

century conflicts and global economics. As well as tackling issues that might make it a 

socially realist film, Lucky Miles is a comedy, and through the film’s use of multiple 

languages—English, French, Indonesian, Khmer, Arabic, and Gumatj (an Aboriginal 

language from the Yolngu nations)—is an example of world cinema too.  

 

As well as suggesting an awareness of the interplay between Lucky Miles and news media, in 

an interview with Brian McFarlane, Rowland claimed that Lucky Miles was “not a reaction to 

political events”, arguing that only one of the characters actually seeks asylum out of a cast of 
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nine. Rowland asserts that despite or because of the characters’ varying experiences they are 

“speaking across a sort of void, across some kind of ‘deafness’ in understanding each other’s 

cultures …” and argued that his team “resolutely stayed away from the issues of the 2001 

election” because they were not relevant to the broader creative project (qtd. in McFarlane, 

“A Road Movie” 24). The events to which the director refers are summarised here.  

 

In August 2001, a Norwegian tanker rescued a large group of asylum seekers off the 

Australian coast, but was prevented by the Australian government from bringing them 

ashore. The asylum seekers were resettled as refugees in New Zealand. In October 2001, 

another boat arrived, and this time the Australian government falsely accused asylum seekers 

of throwing their children into the sea, an event which became known as “the children 

overboard scandal”. The political spin demonised asylum seekers whose situation as 

aspirational citizens of Australia was already precarious. Later in October 2001 another boat, 

the SIEV X, sank in open seas and 353 people drowned. In November 2001, an Australian 

national election was held, one which was seen as a litmus test on border control. During the 

campaign, Prime Minister Howard said “… we will decide who comes to this country and the 

circumstances in which they come”, calling the issue of boat arrivals a matter of “national 

security”, yet also describing Australians as “a generous and open-hearted people taking 

more refugees on a per capita basis than any nation except Canada” (n.p.).  

 

Howard’s comments marked a return to the public articulation of the social engineering of 

migration. Given its timing, one hundred years after the first Australian parliament passed the 

Immigration Restriction Act, it was also a centennial invocation of the White Australia 

policy. Howard and his Coalition—the Liberals and Nationals—were re-elected. While Lucky 

Miles may well be an allegory for globalisation, given the ever-present topic of border control 
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in the news media at the time of the film’s release, its audience would have struggled to read 

it as not at least a partial “commentary” on those issues.  

 

Under Howard, neo-liberal economics became a major influence on the Australian economy 

and welfare system. Stratton argues that the implementation of mandatory detention was part 

of a broader ideological shift associated with neo-liberalism, coinciding with the reduction of 

Australia’s refugee intake and expansion of the skilled migration program (“Uncertain Lives” 

678). Because of the contemporary political events, the historical setting of Lucky Miles 

projected a “nostalgia for more humane times” (Stratton, “‘Welcome to Paradise’” 631; 

Uncertain Lives 152). Given the controversy over asylum seeker issues, however, many 

people were surprised to realise that Lucky Miles was a comedy (Stratton, “‘Welcome to 

Paradise’” 638; Uncertain Lives 152). From an adaptation studies perspective, Lucky Miles is 

both an “acknowledged” and an “unacknowledged” adaptation (Hutcheon; Cartmell and 

Whelehan, Screen Adaptation). While the director stressed it was an allegorical adaptation of 

his favourite text on globalisation, the everyday viewer would be hard pressed not to consider 

Lucky Miles within the frame of Australia’s immigration debate.  

 

This is compounded by the fact that Lucky Miles is also based on interviews with people who 

arrived in Australia by boat (“Lucky Miles” n.p), thus directly linking it to the representation 

of refugee history and current events. Therefore, while Lucky Miles as a comedic offering 

provided much needed representation for refugees and asylum seekers on Australian screens, 

it also painted an out-of-date picture of a time when Australia’s borders were not heavily 

policed by the state. Veronica Gleeson refers to Lucky Miles as a “Trojan horse of a movie 

eschewing overt political remonstration in favour of what publicity notes describe as ‘the 

three-guys-stuck-on-a-limb tradition.’” It had all the hallmarks of being a political film but 
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turned out to a be a light-weight example of slapstick multiculturalism, with a multilingual 

cast. As an adaptation, Lucky Miles’ failure to really engage with the politics related to its 

content, made it an impotent and largely uncritical representation of Australian immigration.  

 

Returning to Kreb’s characterisation of adaptation, Lucky Miles is an act of love that is 

“selfish and perverse” (30). In adapting his favourite book, Rowland contributed to the 

visibility of asylum seekers and non-White arrivals to Australia, but also trivialised the 

characters by continuing to represent them as cultural Others in the context of a largely 

invisible Australian population. While Lucky Miles foregrounds its refugee characters, the 

film also recalls the racial exceptionalism with which (White) Australia defined itself at the 

time of Federation (Stratton, “Uncertain Lives” 688). The characters who are non-White are 

set in contrast to a background cast of White Australians. As a representation of Australian 

society, Lucky Miles falls into the pattern of representing “mainstream” Australia (the locals 

at the bar of the outback hotel) as White—a homogeneous group against which to contrast the 

“cultural diversity” of the boat arrivals.  

 

This is another example of multicultural Australia being constructed as distinct from but co-

existing with White Australia. By addressing these issues in the genre of migrant comedy, 

Lucky Miles marked a shift from feel-good urban dramas such as The Wog Boy and Looking 

for Alibrandi that conclude with cultural diversity as a harmonious fait accompli. Immigrants 

in Lucky Miles are depicted as free to roam (for a certain amount of time), but as 

fundamentally different from the White Australians in the bar or the hapless trio of army 

reservists, two of whom are Aboriginal. Multiculturalism in the text continues to be 

something produced by the act of migration rather than the state of Australian society per se. 
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Carrying on the discussion from chapter 6, Lucky Miles’ depiction of asylum seekers also 

focuses entirely on male characters. There are just three women in the film, but they only 

have minimal amounts of screen time. These are Arun’s mother in the opening flashback, a 

White Australian barmaid, and the woman who first opens the door to Arun at the house in 

Perth. These female roles are unnamed and inconsequential to the narrative. Rather than “bit 

parts” or “fleeting representation” (Simpson, Murawska and Lambert 33-35), they are what 

this thesis calls, muted figurines. The adjective “mute” conveys the silent, or almost silent 

nature, of these roles, the way they are quiet, soft, controlled, often non-verbal, and 

conversely because of the association of muted with anger to convey a repressed emotion 

bubbling beneath the surface. Combined with “figurine”, a diminutive expression for a statue 

in human form, this term conveys the redacted nature of female inclusion. It also denotes the 

objectification of women who in many instances are representationally part of the furniture. 

 

On the one hand, this problematises the lack of female representation in the refugee debate. 

On the other, it perpetuates the silencing of women in Australian politics. Women and 

children are an integral part of Australia’s immigration story, yet consistently receive limited 

representation, or no representation at all, in films that are instrumental in enacting 

Australia’s multicultural heritage. Stratton argues that having all male characters in Lucky 

Miles “decreases the emotional loading” of the film, making it more plausible as a comedy 

and also erasing “the history and treatment of all the female asylum seekers”, making the 

government seem less responsible (“‘Welcome to Paradise’” 640). Stratton’s comments 

essentialise the role of women as better able to elicit an emotional response from viewers. 

These comments, ironically, reiterate the idea of migration to Australia as a male-only plight 

in which the history of women is often absent or erased.  
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Proving this to be strongly not the case, a survivor from the SIEV X sinking, Amal Basry, 

described a situation where she clung to the body of a dead woman as they were encircled by 

sharks. She reported at least three women giving birth in the water (Perera 642). Lucky Miles, 

despite its rare attention to the subject of seeking asylum is no different to many other 

multicultural films. The government is no more or less culpable because of the use of male or 

female characters, rather it is those bodies who are positioned as potential Australian citizens 

who are once again depicted as male. Suvendrini Perera argues that instead of “a refugee 

drama” she read Lucky Miles “as a yarn of multiethnic mateship and an interracial family 

romance of sons and fathers” (659). As a story of mateship, associated with the Anzacs, it is 

perhaps unsurprising that the physical vehicle to belonging is male.  

 

Lucky Miles is more than an adaptation of Rowland’s favourite book or the Australian debate 

over border protection, but an intertextual echo of the construction of Australian nationhood 

through masculine figures. Despite Lucky Miles being a rare Australian film to have dialogue 

in multiple languages and roles played by refugee, asylum seeker and Indigenous actors, “its 

narratives structure, tropes, landscape and characters are all part of a cinematic stock-in-trade, 

working to affirm an assimilationist injunction” (Perera 659). Continuing to represent 

migration narratives as a masculine activity enhances the power of post-multiculturalism, 

making the representation of cultural diversity as part of a nation building project more than 

the representation of complex and historical situated identities. Every time a film like Lucky 

Miles fails to represent key players in the debate it serves to extinguish their right to be 

remembered as part of the popular narrative of Australian multiculturalism.  

 

As a narrative about globalisation and refugees, Lucky Miles produces a “Teflon” political 

critique. It is non-stick and delimited by its early 1990s setting, yet bubbling with convenient, 
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cringe-worthy coincidences with other stereotypical ways of representing Australia’s migrant 

subjects. Contrary to a humanitarian agenda, it also positions Arun, Ramelan, and Youssif out 

of any immediate danger of persecution, thus suggesting they are—as conservative 

politicians would argue—“economic refuges”, opportunists seeking a better life in Australia. 

 

 

Conclusion: an ongoing problem 

 

The results of this analysis speak to the ongoing diversity problem with Australian screen. As 

revealed in the films discussed above, where multiple languages are present, it is far more 

likely that the film be categorised in terms of world cinema or a transnational representation 

of migration rather than an adaptation of Australian nationhood through a multicultural 

lens—and that the film will be multiracial as well as multicultural. As adaptations of 

multiculturalism, all of the films discussed in this chapter serve to reinforce the creative 

interpretation of multiculturalism as part of Australia’s national heritage, as a contemporary, 

rather than historical situation. They are also still heavily reliant on there being a visual 

“standard” of White Australia against which to contrast that which is multicultural.  

 

Historians, Ruth Balint and Zora Simic argue that the “crucial point that before and after 

1901 Australia was not exclusively white—even if, as Eric Richards notes, the new nation 

was ‘more homogeneous than the homeland’—has already been oft-made in relation to 

histories of northern and northwestern Australia” (385).23 The research of these historians has 

helped to deconstruct the idea of a White and multicultural binary, by demonstrating the 

 
23 For more on this see historians such as Christine Choo, Henry Reynolds, Regina Ganter, Peta Stephenson, 
Julia Martínez, Claire Lowrie and Ruth Balint, who have examined history and impact of workers from different 
parts of Asia and the Pacific on northern coastal settlements of Australia. 
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length and complexity of multicultural exchanges on Australia’s northern coastline and 

elsewhere. What is clear in multicultural filmmaking, however, is a return to these debates 

from the point of an always present or always contemporary setting.  

 

Even Lucky Miles, set in 1990, is inseparable, intertextually and contextually, from 2000s 

debates about migration and globalisation. Along with the other films in this chapter, the 

fixation on portrayals of cultural diversity as a contemporary social issue, reinforces the myth 

countered by historians that Australia was ever an exclusively White nation, or that it has 

only recently become multicultural. Demonstrating how entrenched this visual belief system 

is, another emblematic example is the film Pawno (2015) set in and about daily-life in 

Footscray. Footscray is a commercial hub in Melbourne’s inner-west, and a suburb that is 

home to 9 per cent Vietnamese ancestry and 7.8 per cent Chinese, compared to 0.9 and 3.9 

per cent nationally (“Media Release”). This makes it one of the largest Vietnamese and 

Chinese communities in Australia. There are also significant Indian and pan-African 

populations in addition to longer migrant groups, such as Italian, Greek and Macedonian. The 

film Pawno, however, is predominantly about White Australians. Where there is a 

Vietnamese Australian character, she is stuck behind the counter of a Pho restaurant and 

speaks with a pronounced Vietnamese accent.24  

 

This alludes to a greater problem in Australian screen, raised again in 2016 when Waleed Aly 

(host of current affairs panel show, The Project) won a Gold Logie for most popular TV 

personality. Aly, a practicing Muslim, who was born in Melbourne to Egyptian parents in 

1978, was “the first non-white person to take out the top gong” (“The Project Host Waleed 

Aly Wins Gold Logie”). In his acceptance speech he highlighted the issue of representational 

 
24 Many Footscray locals are accented, but the “Aussie” accent is routinely among them, no matter of skin tone. 
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norms, joking that there was “nothing wrong” with the image of him standing on stage that an 

Instagram filter could not fix. Aly dedicated his win “[t]o Dimitri and Mustafa and all the 

other people with unpronounceable names like Waleed.” Aly’s mention of Mustafa was a 

reference to Australian actor Tyler De Nawi, who changed his name in order to pass screen 

auditions. De Nawi’s experience—as a Sydney-born actor with a “foreign” sounding name—

was much publicised after the event, revealed as an experience shared by many Australian 

actors who had been positioned as migrant subjects.  

 

In response to Aly’s comments and a rise in public debate about the issue of culturally 

diverse representation, Screen Australia prepared the Seeing Ourselves report, which found 

culturally diverse representation was sorely lacking. Anglo-Celtic Australians made up 67 per 

cent of the population but represented 82 per cent of main characters, and 76 per cent of 

actors. Australians with European heritage made up 12 per cent of the population, but only 9 

per cent of actors and 6 per cent of characters; and non-Europeans were measured at 17 per 

cent of Australia’s population but only 10 per cent of actors and 7 per cent of main characters 

(Seeing Ourselves 3). The discrepancy in actor and character figures suggests a limited ability 

for actors identified as European or non-White to “pass” in roles identified as “Anglo-Celtic”, 

but suggests an overarching commitment to the visualisation of a White Australia, despite a 

long tradition of multicultural filmmaking outlined by this thesis. 

  

In response, Benjamin Law, creator of The Family Law (2016-2019) a sitcom about a 

Chinese-Australian family streamed on SBS, wrote that “everyone had a hunch that 

Australian TV was disproportionately white”, but with the Screen Australia benchmarking 

report, it was finally proven. The Family Law has been instrumental in constructing a new 

genre of Australian story beyond a White versus migrant subject binary, focusing on the Law 
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family (as Clara Law does on the Chans in Floating Life) as a representation of not just 

multicultural policy, but everyday multicultural life. 

 

With Australian screen content firmly established as a signifier of national identity, and a 

space in which new ways of imagining Australian nationhood are worked out, the results of 

Screen Australia’s study speak to two separate problems. The first is structural barriers in the 

industry for entry to migrant subjects (Australians with names like Mustafa and Waleed). The 

second is to do with patterns of representation that have developed, particularly around the 

always-contemporary representation of cultural diversity. In Australian multicultural film 

heritage, migrant subjects are always at the point of almost fitting in, often shown to be 

implicitly Australian, but contrast against a more established form of “being Australian” that 

is historically grounded or has the historicity of White or colonial versions of Australian 

nationhood.  

 

At the same time Australian film has been “doing adaptation”, creatively interpreting and 

providing many different expressions and critiques of Australian multiculturalism, and 

developing a permanent tradition of culturally diverse filmmaking, it has continued to 

disproportionately represent White Australia. This has the effect of contextualising 

multiculturalism as a form of national heritage within an overarching commitment to the idea 

of a White Australia, which is acknowledged and privileged over and over again in film 

culture, especially within the framework of social realism (with its in-built perception of 

authenticity), even as it becomes ever more dissonant with the experience of living in 

Australia. When multiple languages are evoked, the result is an expansion of the discourse of 

multiculturalism, as well as a reminder that Australia is an English-speaking nation and that 

these portrayals exist outside the norm.  
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The next chapter departs from the Australian context, to examine the way that race and 

ethnicity is adapted in representations of the Ellis Island narrative, demonstrating the ongoing 

tendency to foreground White heritage, even when celebrating the idea of an “immigration 

nation”, and revealing how screen diversity, or lack thereof, is not just an Australian problem.   
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8. 

 

Across the seas: the adaptation of Ellis Island 

 

As Australia introduced the White Australia policy in the early 1900s, the United States was 

implementing similar immigration controls. Epitomising a new Federal approach to 

migration, rather than allow it to be managed by individual states as it had been previously, 

was the Ellis Island Immigration Station. Located in New York Harbour, Ellis Island was the 

very first nationally-run immigration processing centre, opening in 1892. Between then and 

its closure in 1954, an estimated 12 million migrants arrived through the centre, also the site 

of discriminatory and eugenics-based migration practices. Despite a long history of mixed-

use, in 1990 Ellis Island was reopened as a museum of immigration, and in 2015 it became 

the National Museum of Immigration. Ellis Island is a significant heritage site, frequented by 

millions of visitors each year en route to the Statue of Liberty. Its “Great Hall”, formerly the 

main reception centre where immigrants were processed, and various other buildings, are 

now filled with exhibitions, interpreting America’s migration history from the slave trade to 

contemporary migration, but with the greatest focus on the Ellis Island era of the early 1900s. 

 

While other immigration stations existed, none have been remembered or interpreted to the 

extent of Ellis Island. Angel Island, in San Francisco Bay, was a major site of Asian 

immigration and deportation. Chinese lyrical poetry is etched into the prison-cell walls, 

garnering it official heritage protection (Van den Abbeele 254-55), but the site has failed to 

be adapted as a tourist destination. Ellis Island by contrast not only exists as a museum and 

tourist venture, but has informed and inspired countless adaptations throughout popular 

culture, including screen. This chapter is concerned with three such examples: Avalon (1990), 
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The Immigrant (2013) and Brooklyn (2015). Each example tells a version of what this thesis 

refers to as the “Ellis Island narrative”—defined as a story of immigrant arrival to the United 

States in the early part of the twentieth century, and symbolic of the ongoing production of 

the United States as an “immigration nation”. 

 

In contrast to Australian multicultural filmmaking, Ellis Island narratives demonstrate how 

early twentieth century immigration history has been adapted as part of United States’ 

national heritage, with Ellis Island becoming a conduit (like Australian film) for stories of 

American nationhood. This chapter problematises these representations with regard to the 

intersection of migration with race, ethnicity sex/gender and the idea of “becoming 

American.” Branching out from the Australian context is significant because it opens up the 

study of the representation of migrant subjects to transnational and international contexts, 

which are inextricable from the experience of migration itself. This chapter also analyses how 

Ellis Island has been adapted as a national mythology of migration, and how this relates to 

the discourse of multiculturalism as national heritage in the Australian imaginary. Where 

Australian film has enacted multiculturalism by conjuring representations of cultural 

diversity in the present, these narratives re-imagine American nationhood, both positively and 

negatively, in relation to the idealisation and critique of Ellis Island. 

 

Avalon, The Immigrant and Brooklyn demonstrate how mythologies of migration not only 

serve national imaginaries but are intertextually bound-up in Western or transnational 

imaginaries as well. Taylor argues that as modernity expanded there were shifts in the idea of 

a located-ness in “time and sense” and with “understandings of history and modes of 

narration”, in other words changes in “the story (or myth) of progress”, which often centres 

powerfully on the nation. Taylor notes that while the idea of modern social imaginaries for 
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the most part conceives of the imaginary in terms of distinct nation-states, it also accords 

with a “supra-national loci”. For instance, the economy or idea of the public sphere (175-

176). This is applied in this chapter, to argue that like the supra-national loci that Taylor 

describes, there is more than one imaginary in play at any given time.  

 

This chapter demonstrates where representations of Australian multiculturalism and 

America’s immigration history intersect and overlap. This analysis is valuable because when 

juxtaposed with the other chapters it shows what Australia’s multicultural films do not do. It 

calls into question the difference between the Australian examples that repeatedly adapt and 

represent the topic of migration and multiculturalism in the present, compared to an 

American focus on the past. It considers what this transnationally, traceable palimpsest 

reveals about the White construction of national identity, and shows how these privileged 

versions of history, or historicity, have become “conceived as legitimate” (Rosen 7). It 

reveals how these stories function to conversely expand the franchise of nationhood to more 

and more people, and yet continue to define Australian and American identity in racialised 

ways—thus to adapt Du Bois’ and Lake and Reynold’s phrase, introduced in the 

introduction—“redrawing the global colour line”. 

 

 

The remaking of Ellis Island  

 

Ellis Island has a long and varied history of use. This has included as an ammunitions depot, 

training site for the United States Coast Guard, holding depot for “militant activists”, and in 

the second half of the twentieth century, a site of African American self-determination, a 

drug rehab centre, and the subject of a First Nations land claim (Green 241). However, by the 
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2010s it was most famous for its role in early twentieth century immigration control, 

commemorated and interpreted by the Ellis Island National Museum of Immigration. This 

was in part brought about by a refocusing of attention on the Ellis Island era of migration by 

historians from the 1980s onwards, so much so that Nancy Green argues Ellis Island is now 

“metonymic” and “shorthand” for the whole of United States immigration history (242).  

 

Adding to its symbolism and national significance was the location of Ellis Island alongside 

Liberty Island, which houses the Statue of Liberty. This location, and the fact that Ellis Island 

and the Statue of Liberty feature as part of the same boat tour, means that the museum 

receives a constant flow of visitors, millions of people every year. While inside the museum 

there are multiple exhibits about different periods, styles and sites of migration, it is the Ellis 

Island era that has stuck fast in the cultural imagination. Showing how fraught this 

representation of nationhood can be, in an episode of Broad City (an American sitcom about 

best friends Ilana Wexler and Abbi Abrams, living in New York), Ilana waxes lyrical about 

how all Americans are descendant from the Ellis Island immigrants. Her boyfriend who is 

African American corrects her, stating simply that his family was not. For the third of 

Americans for who Ilana’s story is true, Ellis Island is a powerful story of national belonging 

(Roediger, Working Towards Whiteness 9). For those who cannot trace their ancestry through 

this space and time, it is a less coherent and more exclusive version of national identity.  

 

The privileging of Ellis Island migration as a story of national belonging suggests that the 

adaptation of this specific era of migration has a nation-building function. It is appealing 

because it offers an origin narrative that is not responsible for the dispossession of First 

Nations or the transatlantic slave trade. It also serves as an authentic “immigrant” story of 

“becoming American”, which portrays the United States as a proud immigration nation, yet 
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differentiates a nostalgia for the early twentieth century, with more recent migration, often 

characterised in politics and news media as a social problem. Ellis Island narratives are also 

attractive, because as Roediger points out, the assimilation process that occurred for the Ellis 

Island immigrants was not just one of becoming American, but becoming White Americans 

(Roediger, Working Towards Whiteness 9-10). The implication on screen, is that the United 

States history of migration, as it intersects with the construction of nationhood, is skewed 

along racialised lines, obscuring the extent of the discrimination the Ellis Island immigrants 

faced at the time of their arrival, and blurring their transition from non-White to White 

citizens over the course of the twentieth century.  

 

As the United States first nationally-run processing centre, Ellis Island was a primary site for 

the implementation of eugenics practices, contributing to its characterisation as an “island of 

hope and tears” (Brownstone and Franck 150). During the Ellis Island era “foreignness”, 

represented by the immigrants themselves, became “medicalized as a contagious threat to the 

nation-state” (Galusca 138). Deviations “from the norm were pathologized and criminalized” 

(Chen 78). In Ellis (2015), a short film by art house director JR, Robert De Niro performs a 

monologue at the site of the old Ellis Island hospital. Snow is deep on the ground and De 

Niro wanders through the old buildings in a long black coat, embodying those people who 

were prevented from entering America, quarantined forever in a space of non-belonging, an 

interstitial experience of migration. Like the “spectre of Marx”, De Niro represents a 

haunting of the American psyche, throwing into conversation the past present and future 

treatment of its citizens (Derrida, Specters of Marx; Pietrzak-Franger). He also represents the 

mythic return of the Ellis Island story, which is now the lens through which United States 

migration history is understood, or in the case of the following film examples, viewed. 
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Avalon and the mythical island of American identity 

 

Avalon (1990) is an adaptation of the life story of Polish immigrant, Sam Krichinsky, and his 

growing extended family. It is set in Baltimore, and partially adapts the life of director Barry 

Levinson. It was released in the same year that the first Ellis Island museum was opened, and 

reflects a turning point in the prideful representation of American migration in accordance 

with the “nation of immigrants” philosophy. The nation of immigrants, refers to a paradigm 

popularised by President J. F. Kennedy in the 1950s. It served to counter a long history of 

discrimination towards “new Americans”, and contrasted to nativist approaches to American 

politics, which guided early twentieth century immigration controls. Avalon is also imbued 

with a sense of migrant contribution like many Australian multicultural films. Fleegler 

defines contributionism as the belief that “the United States was enhanced by the ideas and 

skills brought by eastern and southern European immigrants and expanded the definition of 

American identity to include this generation of former undesirables” (2). The analysis of 

these concepts in relation to United States immigration history reveals the shifting meaning 

of race and ethnicity in relation to citizens and migrant subjects.  

 

Most of the people to arrive through the Ellis Island Immigration Station were from Ireland 

and eastern and southern Europe. They initially faced major restrictions to entry and extended 

disadvantage on arrival. By the 1960s the Ellis Island immigrants had transitioned into 

Fleegler’s contributionist category. Their worth as human capital, however, still depended on 

the successful adoption of American norms and values (assimilation), but their status as 

immigrants was obscured by their newfound inclusion as authentic American citizens (2). 

Enhancing the new appreciation of migrant contribution, the nation of immigrants ethos 

established the idea that immigration was important to the history and the future of the United 
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States. These sentiments are reflected in films like Avalon, which are celebrations of 

migration through the telling of individual and family stories.  

 

As exemplars of this mid-twentieth century zeitgeist, in Avalon, the Krichinskys are 

industrious and hardworking. Sam, who is the grandfather recounting his story, is a wallpaper 

installer. His son is a salesman then business owner, and his grandson becomes a teacher. As 

well as the family’s economic contribution, this trajectory illustrates their growing 

respectability and entry into the middle class. The family’s intergenerational willingness to 

“knuckle-down” for the national cause is rewarded by a steady march into financial security 

and increased social standing, represented by their move out of one of Baltimore’s inner-

suburbs and into bigger houses in the suburbs, where each nuclear family lives alone rather 

than with multiple generations. Despite the Polish accents of the older family members 

remaining, the Krichinskys are portrayed as successfully transitioning from migrant to 

national subjects.  

 

Alluding to the power of stories to convey identity and family history, Avalon begins with 

Sam recounting his story of arrival, as his Polish American family gather for a very 

traditional American Thanksgiving dinner. Gathering his grandchildren around him, Sam 

speaks in English with a thick accent: “It was the most beautiful place I ever saw”, he recalls 

of his first sight of America. Arriving on the night of 4th July 1914, a flashback shows a 

young Sam, suitcase in hand, walking along the docks amid Independence Day fireworks. 

Red, white and blue banners, and turquoise replicas of Lady Liberty adorn the wharf. Sam’s 

American origin story becomes a refrain. The repeated telling aligns the family’s past with 

the celebration of national identity epitomised by Independence Day, and the location of the 

wharf as a site of arrival conjures the fabled history of Ellis Island. 
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The phrasing in Sam’s retelling—“I ever saw”, rather than “I had ever seen”—also verifies 

his identity as a migrant who speaks English as an additional language. As the family 

becomes more and more American, it is Sam’s accent that marks him as different, and by 

association his son and grandson, although as part of the intergenerational experience of 

migration an becoming American, only Sam’s Polish accent remains. Showing how this can 

still work against him, marking Sam and his family out negatively as cultural Others, in one 

scene Sam’s grandson is sent to the Principal’s office because he says, “can I go to the toilet” 

instead of “may I”. Sam is called into the school to support the disciplining of his grandson, 

but cannot see or does not understand what the child has done wrong. When the Principal 

explains, Sam reasons that the language subtlety is confusing for a child. The Principal 

refuses to take Sam’s point. This episode is a moment of comedy. It also serves as a not so 

subtle reminder of the requirements for participation in the country they so adore— 

assimilating to the rules of English and bending to the arbitrary will of those in positions of 

authority.  

 

Reinforcing the idea of assimilation, some of the Krichinskys’ extended family arrive in 

America after World War II and do not speak English at all. The Krichinskys, having been 

insulated from the horrors of war, struggle to relate to their family’s experience, conveyed by 

the young girl’s unassailable night terrors. Having arrived in the United States in 1914, the 

Krichinskys revelry in America is also perhaps an indication of how grateful they feel to have 

escaped what other members of their family could not. While it is clear Sam’s family is 

Polish, Mary McCune argues that Sam’s unspoken restoration post-arrival also represents a 

recuperation from his family’s early twentieth century persecution as Jews (29). While 

migration is foregrounded in Avalon, the reasons for the family’s move are not explained. 
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Instead, the film draws together universal themes, placing “the immigrant story as a central 

pivot … yet interwoven so seamlessly as to become nearly invisible” to a bigger narrative of 

American nationhood (McCune 25). The effect of this lack of backstory or context is that it 

also de-racialises and de-ethnicises the characters, reconstructing their immigrant experience 

as a universal American story (McCune 29-30). The act of migration and the repetition of 

Sam’s arrival story provides a metaphor for becoming American, or at least the start of that 

journey. With an overlay of assimilation, the Krichinskys status as national subjects is 

predicted on their willingness to focus on the future—their lives in America—rather than the 

past. As for Josie Alibrandi, for the Krichinskys the past is quite literally a “foreign country” 

(Lowenthal)—and in the context of an Ellis Island narrative, not information that is deemed 

necessary for constructing migration history as national heritage. The idea of “national”, 

rather than transnational migrant heritage, is the operative word. 

 

Speaking to the mythological dimension of this national ideal, the title of the film, “Avalon”, 

is taken from the name of the suburb where Sam and his brothers first settle in Baltimore. It is 

also the name of the island from King Arthur’s The History of the Kings of Britain. Avalon is 

where the Sword of Excalibur is forged, and where Arthur goes to recover from his wounds 

after the Battle of Camlann. Avalon’s connection to this legend imbues Sam’s story with a 

mythic quality, and in terms of producing a national migration mythology, alludes to the 

opportunity his immigration provided for his family to recover from oppression and forge 

new lives.  

 

This reference also evokes the idea of America as a welcoming place, conjured by Emma 

Lazarus in her poem “The New Colossus”. “The New Colossus was auctioned in 1883 to 

raise funds for the installation of the Statue of Liberty (“Statue History”). In the poem, which 
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is now inscribed on the base of the Statue, Lazarus likens it to the Colossus of Rhodes, an 

ancient wonder of the world. Lazarus poem was instrumental in aligning the symbolism of 

the Statue with the theme of migration, characterising Lady Liberty as a “Mother of Exiles”, 

inviting the world’s “tired and “poor”, those longing “to breathe free”, to enter through 

America’s “golden door”. The poem’s prominence in interpreting the symbolism of the 

Statue of Liberty is evidence of the power of cultural texts in constructing and adapting 

meaning and significance. The Statue of Liberty was intended as a gift to mark a century of 

American independence, but is now a global symbol of freedom associated with migration. In 

Avalon, Statue of Liberty iconography is a primary visual feature of Sam’s arrival story, 

symbolising his entry into freedom and opportunity.   

 

These prospects, however, are also conveyed as an intergenerational project. Sam and his 

brothers start a successful wallpapering business, but the subtext is that he pursued 

wallpapering out of a lack of opportunity to pursue the career he wanted. When Sam’s 

grandson Michael asks if he can take a turn at applying wallpaper, Sam tells him, “you 

should never do this in your life”, encouraging him instead to play the piano. The golden 

door (signified in Ellis Island narratives by moments of light, in Sam’s case the fireworks on 

arrival) represents salvation, but it is also portrayed as coming at a cost that could only be 

rectified through future generations.  

 

This is also often characterised as the pursuit of the “American dream”. Robert C. Rowland 

and John M. Jones argue that “[i]t is precisely the fact that the American Dream is open to 

ordinary citizens that makes it such an extraordinary story in human history” (148). 

Conjuring this symbolism, Sam is remade as an American hero, occupying the space of an 

“ordinary” American. The family makes an honest living, moves to the suburbs, and 
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celebrates national holidays together. Recalling Nino’s assimilation in They’re a Weird Mob, 

their nationally endorsed aspirations can be distilled as economic participation and 

procreation. However, the Krichinskys also experience challenges. The violent mugging of 

Sam’s son, the family store burning down on opening day, and the gradual breakdown of the 

extended “family circle”. As they overcome each hardship, the erosion of the family 

hierarchy makes way for a broader loyalty to the nation, also constructed in familial terms.  

 

In this construction, however, in contrast to Grassby’s proposition that Australian 

multiculturalism was like a “family”, fostering the individuality (and cultural heritage) of 

each member under an overriding commitment to the national interest, Avalon is haunted by 

the concept of the “melting pot”. In the United States, melting pot is an assimilatory 

discourse, suggesting that through the mixing of a range of disparate cultures a heterogeneous 

society will become homogeneous or monocultural. The term was popularised by the stage-

play The Melting Pot (1908). David Michael Smith argues that the “‘melting pot’ narrative” 

has endured as “a central myth and symbol of American national identity”, despite 

“significant scholarly critique” (387). It is also clear that the concept has wider application or 

adaptation in Western social imaginaries.  

 

In October 2019, Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison (Liberal 2018-), referred to 

“Australia’s multicultural society” as a fragrant “garam masala”. Morrison said: 

 

 

Getting the cloves and the black cardamom and all this, and you put it all together. … 

You have any one of them on their own, rubbish. Doesn’t leave a good taste in the 
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mouth. But when you blend them all together, you crunch them up…wow.” (“Scott 

Morrison” n.p.) 

 

 

Morrison’s statement, which relies on the clichéd association of ethnicity and food, suggests 

that as per the melting pot analogy the interpretation of multiculturalism at the government-

level is returning to an assimilatory discourse. Individual heritage or the right to cultural 

expression is no longer valued on its own (“rubbish”), but for what it contributes to the whole 

“flavour” of the nation, described here as a singular dish.  

 

In Avalon, by becoming part of the national family, the Krichinskys benefit from individual 

recognition as individual Americans, however, their integration into American society also 

obscures their heritage almost to the point of erasure. In the final days of his life, Sam enters 

a dream-like state of reflection. Memory and forgetting, history and the past converge at the 

borders of myth, suggesting that had Sam not kept up his refrain of arriving in America (the 

Ellis Island narrative) his family would not know where they were from, or how their lives 

were shaped by a history of migration. Sam’s character draws attention to the significance of 

this process of adaptation when he tells his grandson (who is now an adult with a child of his 

own) that before he was put in the nursing home he went back to look for their old row-house 

in the inner suburbs where multiple generations had lived together. The suburb had 

completely changed. Sam says: “For a minute I thought I never was. If I knew things would 

no longer be, I would have tried to remember better.”  

 

In their work on memory studies, Marianne Hirsch and Valerie Smith define cultural memory 

as a practice individuals and groups use to develop their identities “by recalling a shared past 
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on the basis of common, and therefore often contested norms, conventions and practices” (5). 

The idea of a shared past and a common story to convalesce around is attractive and central 

to Anderson’s concept of nation’s as imagined communities. Hirsch and Smith write that:  

 

 

[w]hat a culture remembers and what it chooses to forget are intricately bound up 

with issues of power and hegemony, and thus with gender … the cultural tropes and 

codes through which a culture represents its past are also marked by gender, race, and 

class. (6) 

 

 

Compounding Sam’s commitment to honour the past and gesturing to an unspoken regret that 

he did not do so in a more detailed or nuanced way, Sam’s great-grandson turns to his own 

father and asks “who is that old man?” In the passing of time, and as a metaphor for 

assimilation, Sam’s identity—as the head of the family, his Polish and American heritage, 

and experience as a migrant subject—is forgotten.  

 

Enacting this process of cultural memory in the film, as part of a narrative of societal 

progress, Sam represents a success story where migrant subjects fade into the background, 

returning only as spectres in dimly lit rooms, echoes of the past. Avalon suggests that the past 

is both persistent (Derrida, Specters of Marx), yet hidden under many layers—a 

palimpsestuous construction inherent in the adaptation process (Genette; Hutcheon). As the 

Krichinskys have been subsumed by the national culture their individual experience has been 

blurred by the power of the Ellis Island narrative, which interprets migration, represented as 

the moment of arrival, as metonymic for national identity. For the great-grandson, the 
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encounter with Sam’s Otherness is an “encounter with ghostly presences” (Derrida, Specters 

of Marx xvii-xviii; Piertrzak-Franger 78). Derrida has argued that “to learn to live with 

ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation …” the sense of the past informing and having 

ongoing influence on other times, is to live “more justly”. Being with or being aware of these 

spectres is “not only but also, a politics of memory, of inheritance, and of other generations 

(Spectres of Marx xvii-xviii; xix). As Pietrzak-Franger has counselled, drawing attention to 

these traces and the way that they throw the concept of the past, present and future into 

conversation, makes for a more “ethical engagement” with adapted texts (70-85). In Avalon, 

the fact that Sam’s great-grandson cannot place his great-grandfather speaks to much larger 

issues with collective memory, and the political injustice of selective re-imaginings of 

national pasts.  

 

Reflecting on the historical processes that saw European immigrants (such as the 

Krichinskys) gain inclusion in America, reveals a particular realignment of racial and ethnic 

hierarchies. The Ellis Island immigrants who arrived in the 1900s became widely recognised 

as White by mid-century, which Roediger argues was implicated in “the process of excluding 

other races” from the national story (Working Towards Whiteness 33). In Avalon the 

Krichinskys, who are Polish, Jewish and American, are made visible as legitimate national 

subjects, even though they are eventually subsumed into a common identity. In contrast, 

despite Baltimore being home to a two-thirds African American population, there is not a 

single Black character or actor in the film. Avalon’s representation of migration in the context 

of the critical historiography gestures to a series of historical events, alluding to the changing 

status of Sam’s identity as migrant and national subject. It also reveals how the Ellis Island 

narrative is now a White version of the past. Its story of migration is like a pebble thrown into 
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a pond. It causes momentary ripples to racial and ethnic hierarchies, before returning to a 

smooth and even surface—the authentic portrayal of a White America.  

 

 

An island of hope and tears in The Immigrant 

 

In contrast to Levison’s family-friendly biopic, The Immigrant (2013) is (like the 

multicultural films in chapter 5) a more critical examination of early twentieth century 

migration. It reflects the growing scholarship about the discriminatory effect of immigration 

control. Set in the early 1920s, The Immigrant is another story of arrival, this time focused on 

two Polish sisters, Ewa and Magda, who are processed through Ellis Island. Unable to hide 

her illness, Magda is removed to the hospital wing, and Ewa left alone is scheduled for 

deportation because she is a young woman travelling solo and is accused of “low morals”. 

With the help of Bruno, a more established migrant subject, Ewa escapes Ellis Island but 

must work for Bruno as a prostitute. The film portrays Ewa’s experience as an “undesirable” 

potential citizen, revealing the oppressive regime of eugenics-based migration restrictions at 

the intersection of her sex/gender, ethnicity and class.  

 

The Immigrant begins with a gloomy shot of New York Harbour. The Statue of Liberty is the 

main feature but only its back is shown. The audience’s gaze is directed from Bruno’s 

perspective, from the far south of Manhattan, through a brown fog, and out to Ellis Island. It 

positions the viewer in a point of reflection, a return to the history of early twentieth century 

migration to the United States. The Immigrant adapts the critical historiography surrounding 

Ellis Island as a way of providing insight into immigrants as—to evoke Patricia Hill Collins,  

the “outsiders-within”—which can be further defined as the experience of being an outsider 
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within a space of oppression, in this case the effect of immigration controls and ethnic 

prejudice on Ewa and Bruno, her oppressor.  

 

The next scene is a long shot of the inside of the Great Hall. The room is full of people 

wearing heavy winter clothing, gathered around their battered suitcases. The camera focuses 

on the group as a whole, conveying the immensity of the migration-project, before locating 

its main character, Ewa, in an establishing shot beside her sister. Functioning as a critical re-

examination of Ellis Island, Ewa serves as the immigrant through which the story is told. The 

film’s title (“The Immigrant”) also alludes to the system’s failure to account for nuance or 

difference in its application, and which enacted a strict set of rules in a uniform fashion to 

disastrous effect. 

 

As part of the Ellis Island Immigration Station’s oversight of migrant-entry was the 

implementation of eugenics practices. Eugenics refers to the assumption that through careful 

social engineering the genetic quality of the population could be “improved”. In the 

immigration system this manifest in entry restrictions on the basis of race, ethnicity, poverty 

and ability. For instance, Congress passed the Page Law in 1875 barring entry to all Chinese 

people (Yung and Lee 2). In 1882 the Chinese Exclusion Act blocked entry for a period of ten 

years, and in the year that Ellis Island opened this legislation was renewed indefinitely. By 

1917 the bar on Chinese immigration had been extended to the entire continent of Asia, not 

repealed until 1943. In 1906, English-language was required for naturalisation, and 

inspections began at the Mexican border designed to prevent Chinese immigrants from 

entering across land. A year later, a “Gentlemen’s Agreement” with Japan halted Japanese 

immigration, and further changes saw women lose their American citizenship if they married 

a “non-citizen” (Chomsky 200-201; Yung and Lee 2). As in Australia, these restrictions 
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highlight the preoccupation with denying entry to non-White migrants.  

 

The Ellis Island immigrants, who tended to be from Ireland, and later eastern and southern 

Europe, faced similar limitations. While Chinese non-Whiteness was established by court 

cases in 1900, other methods were employed to restrict entry to European “undesirables” 

(Roediger, Working Towards Whiteness 4). These included “Quota Laws, first passed in 

1921, and reset in 1924 with the Nations of Origin and Immigration acts. Quota Laws set 

entry-levels for migrants based on the percentage of “ethnic” populations present in the 

United States in 1890 (Barone 180). These quotas, also in place in Australia, were designed 

to limit the entry of a diverse range of cultural groups under the assumption that if only small 

numbers were allowed in the “melting pot” would work effectively to homogenise the 

population over time.  

 

Immigration checks at Ellis Island and elsewhere were also stratified by class. First and 

second class passengers were exempt from visiting the processing centres and were assessed 

on their boats (Bogen 11; Kraut 125). Feeding into the early twentieth century conflation of 

poverty, immorality, and assumptions about criminal potential, in 1891 the category of 

“likely to become public charge” was introduced, enabling immigration inspectors to declare 

immigrants physically or mentally defective, with regard to health, and perceived ability to 

support themselves financially (Dolmage 32). By 1903 epileptics, anarchists, polygamists and 

beggars (from any nation) were banned. In 1907 this was extended to anyone with mental or 

physical disabilities, including tuberculosis and unaccompanied children (Chomsky 201). 

These circumstances are reflected in The Immigrant. Ewa is denied entry on the basis of 

perceptions about her morality and lack of means, and her sister Magda is quarantined. 
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In considering Ewa’s removal from the crowd in the opening scenes, it is useful to note Jay 

Dolmage’s assessment that the restrictions enacted at Ellis Island “made a spectacle of 

inspection and exclusion” by focusing on the identification of defects as the primary 

“initiation rite for hopeful immigrants” (37). Inspections were carried out as part panopticon 

and part factory assembly line, with the public separation of those deemed defective from the 

others providing visual warning to all involved (31-34). Further influencing this process was 

a system where ship’s captains were charged fines and the cost to return for any arrivals who 

were not allowed to enter, meaning that the vetting process began well before arriving in 

New York (Baynton 40). While most arrivals were eventually deemed fit to enter, the process 

itself was a performance of desirable national identity.  

 

At Angel Island on the west coast, deportation rates were much higher. In the first decade of 

Ellis Island the detention rate was 20 per cent, however, only 2 per cent were deported 

(Szleźak 14). In 1895 deportation rose to 6 per cent. In 1905 to 7 per cent, and by 1910 it had 

dropped to 1.6 per cent, which was small in comparison to the vast number of migrants 

arriving (12 million between 1892 and 1954), but still numbered 16,000 deportees (Baynton 

40). At Angel Island, between 1910 and 1940, one million people were processed, many from 

Asia. Almost half were detained, some overnight and others for as long as two years. Of 

those arrivals, 341,000 migrants were allowed entry and another 483,000 were deported 

(Yung and Lee 1-2). Angel Island was the primary entry point for Chinese immigration as 

well as from Japan and Russia. The greater number of deportations out west suggests that, 

overall, migrants from these regions or countries were not as desirable as the eastern and 

southern Europeans who arrived through Ellis Island. Ellis Island represented a point in a 

hierarchy of migration, which would be later interpreted as a version of White American 

history.  
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As a cultural representation, Ewa’s experience in The Immigrant demonstrates the 

devastating effects of border control in exacerbating trauma. Not only does the film suggest 

that Ewa and Magda’s parents have been killed and that they are fleeing persecution, which is 

not taken into account by the American officials, but she confides in a priest that she was 

sexually assaulted during the crossing. Ewa is listed for deportation but manages to enter 

illegally. Her work and treatment by Bruno, is portrayed as compounding her abuse and 

exploitation. When Ewa performs as a dancer she is given the symbolic role of Lady Liberty. 

Wearing her costume, she is asked: “What do you want in America?” She replies: “I want to 

be happy.” A man yells: “I made you happy last night you cheap whore”, and people jeer and 

throw food at her. For Ewa the Statue of Liberty does not represent hope or freedom (an 

immigrant success story), it reveals her servitude. In the final scene, Ewa and her sister leave 

Ellis Island by boat, but despite crossing New York Harbour, the Statue of Liberty and its 

false symbolism is nowhere to be seen.  

 

What this more critical representation illustrates, is that while Ewa would be considered 

White in the twenty-first century (as visually evidenced by how the Krichinskys blend into 

the mainstream in Avalon) her identity as a persecuted-Polish Jewish woman did not afford 

her any privilege at the time of her arrival. As discussed in relation to They’re a Weird Mob, 

“new immigrants” was a racially loaded term marking out the Ellis Island immigrants from 

older Americans, many of whom also had a long immigration history but from western and 

northern Europe. It also differentiated the Ellis Island immigrants from those who were non-

White (Angel Island) and considered were by the immigration system as even less desirable 

(Roediger, Working Towards Whiteness 5-6). Even Bruno, who is a successful businessman 

is characterised as disadvantaged by his status as a migrant subject in White America. Bruno 
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brags: “I speak Yiddish, so people here don’t mess with me”, but twice he is verbally abused 

by a policeman, once badly beaten, and another time robbed. The police use anti-Semitic 

slurs in their attacks, demonstrating that despite contemporary constructions of Whiteness, 

assumptions about racial and ethnic inferiority fell in different ways in the past, and that as 

Tsiolkas suggested in Dead Europe (2005), anti-Semitism is a spectre that continues to haunt.  

 

In a worrying representation of gender relations, despite Bruno’s poor treatment of her, Ewa 

stays in his service. Their relationship hints at a loyalty to a fellow migrant subject and an 

understanding of the broader subjugation of migrants. Bruno’s behaviour is in part 

represented as borne out of long-term suffering. At the end of the film, however, Bruno 

admits to Ewa that it was him who accused her of low morals, causing her precarious 

situation in the first place. This turnabout is curious, withdrawing the allegation of blame 

from the nation-state, and instead representing the United States as disinterested and 

bureaucratic—an immovable force, largely unaware of the goings on. This ending also 

echoes the motif of establishing racism as a character trait of the lower classes, as 

problematised in the analysis of Down Under and Romper Stomper, thus passing the 

historical buck.  

 

The shift in The Immigrant’s focus, from state-run border control to misguided individual 

villain, is emblematic of post-multicultural discourse. One of the changes in post-

multicultural societies is a greater focus on gender relations, particularly inequality in 

minority groups (Gozdecka, Ercan and Kmak 53). The Immigrant offers insightful critique 

via a re-imagining of what migration was like during the Ellis Island period for a single 

woman. It also reframes these hardships and social ills as a problem between a woman and an 
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abusive man within an immigrant community, in which cultural difference is at times 

associated with conservative ways of thinking about sex and gender.  

 

In contrast to Bruno, his cousin Orlando (also an immigrant, but one who has embraced 

mainstream American culture) is portrayed as a fully functioning member of American 

society. This is in part through his espousal of the American dream, which so often inflects 

United States tales of migration, and which reflects social attitudes and is revelatory about 

“the psyche of a nation” (Rowland and Jones 131). Ewa watches Orlando (a magician) 

perform a levitation trick. He first asks the crowd how they came to be on Ellis Island, 

suggesting it is because they believed in a better future. Orlando is lifted into the air and says, 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, I believe”, re-articulating the American dream as rhetorical, and 

aligning it with the experience of migration. For the film audience, the wires attached to 

Orlando’s body are visible, but are unseen by the Ellis Island immigrants. For the film 

viewer, the American dream is revealed as a farce, a trick-of-the-eye. In Orlando’s version, 

Ellis Island is a waiting room where entry is guaranteed by attitude, not as it were, via 

exclusive immigration controls, or racial and ethnic hierarchies that privileged Whiteness—

or, as history has shown in relation to the Ellis Island immigrants—the ability to become 

White. In this iteration the nation-state is a backdrop to Ewa’s individual journey. As in 

Avalon, success is measured by contribution, including the unconditional and unfailing belief 

in the American system, which as Ewa sails into the unknown at the end of the film remains 

unconfirmed—a story of unsuccessful immigration.  
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Brooklyn and the White portrayal of 1950s America 

 

Brooklyn (2015) marks another shift in the portrayal of the Ellis Island narrative as national 

heritage. In this version, young Irish woman, Eilis, leaves her family in rural Ireland for the 

prospect of employment in New York. There she meets and secretly marries an Italian 

American plumber, Tony. After Eilis’s sister dies suddenly, she goes back to Ireland where 

she meets an alternate love interest (Jim Farrell) and inherits her sister’s old job. At the 

climax of the narrative Eilis must decide whether or not to return to the United States. Aiding 

her choice is her old employer, shopkeeper Miss Kelly, who knows about Eilis’s marriage 

and threatens to expose her. Eilis returns to America, excited and committed to her new life, 

however, the decision is portrayed as leading to pretty much the same kind of life, just a 

different location, and there is ambiguity in whether Eilis makes the choice for herself or is 

clouded by Miss Kelly’s interference. 

 

Starring young Irish actor, Saoirse Ronan, Brooklyn was hugely successful. It made over $94 

million worldwide. It was also nominated for three Oscar Awards, including Best Picture, 

Best Actress, and Best Adapted Screen Play. The film was adapted from Colm Tóibín’s 

award-winning novel Brooklyn (2009), and produced in Canada mostly filmed in Montreal. 

These details indicate that representations of national migration history are not limited by 

national borders, but have transnational and international dimensions. Of the novel, Tóibín 

claimed that Brooklyn is an adaptation of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Mansfield 

Park, and of Henry James’ Washington Square (Londe n.p.). These novels appear through 

Brooklyn in the guise of “appropriation/salvaging” and “extended intertextual engagement” 

(Hutcheon 8-9). This is particularly the case in the representation of conflicted relationships, 

and Eilis’s choice between two love interests, which can be characterised as Elizabeth’s 
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choice between Mr Bingley and Mr Darcy. In a review of the novel, The Guardian quotes 

Tóibín as saying: “Americans thought “the story was ‘about them”, but for other readers “this 

was a novel rooted in literature.”  

 

While the focus of this section is on Brooklyn the film, as an adaptation or creative 

interpretation of America’s migration history, it is worth addressing the suggestion of the 

text’s relationship to British and American literature. In Western culture the primacy of 

written texts, affirmed by the sacred text of the Bible, shaped the way that film was initially 

considered to be a lesser art when compared to literature (Stam, “Introduction” 3-8). Where 

literature represented high culture, film was a product for the masses, a source of 

entertainment. However, as Andrew building on Bazin suggests, “[e]very representational 

film adapts a prior conception” (29-37). Adaptation is a model in which representations are 

delimited by the contexts in which they exist, and the modes they are produced in. Films are 

“acts of discourse” with “forces that motivate” those discourses (Andrew 29-37). With this in 

mind, the couching of Brooklyn as an adaptation of English literature gives weight to this 

particular story of Irish American migration across the breadth of Western culture.  

 

Considering this in relation to a story about migration to the United States, one that taps into 

a greater mythology of migration and national identity, Brooklyn as an adaptation must also 

be understood as deeply engaged in the canonisation of those narratives. In relation to British 

heritage adaptations of the 1980s, part of the successful dissemination of “culturally 

significant narratives from national history and classic fiction” to new audiences, was through 

film (Childs 90). Brooklyn indicates that this is still very much the case. In adapting these 

texts, Tóibín establishes Brooklyn in association with these canonical heritage works. It 

aligns the Ellis Island narrative—already strengthened and made more visible by the 
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rebranding of the Ellis Island National Museum of Immigration in the same year as 

Brooklyn’s release—to the status of these cultural texts, which are also synonymous with the 

representation of White, European culture. The association of an American immigration story 

with English literature is thus part of a bigger agenda of reinforcing the primacy of Western 

culture, enacted through stories about White people.  

 

If adaptations are measures of ideological assumptions circulating at the moment of 

production, then applying Stam’s theory Brooklyn “is a work of reaccentuation”. Stam 

argues: “[b]y revealing the prisms and grids and discourses through which the novel has been 

reimagined, adaptations grant a kind of objective materiality to the discourses themselves, 

giving them visible, audible, and perceptible form” (“Introduction” 45). The idea of 

reaccentuation is powerful, because like intertextuality it draws attention to the multiplicity of 

meaning and the vast number of versions or stories being told, as well as to the ideological 

trends they subscribe to. Building on Bakhtin, who has theorised that “classic works” are 

established by the ongoing “process of their social and ideological reaccentuation” (421), 

considering Brooklyn as an adaptation of canonical English literature and the Ellis Island era 

of migration, establishes it as a classic account of United States migration. These intertexts 

(or the adaptive history of the text) is also indicative of the transnationality of these 

representations, crossing national borders to serve in a greater construction of Western 

heritage and myths of Whiteness. 

 

Analysing Brooklyn in relation to Avalon and The Immigrant the film is an Ellis Island 

narrative, because it is about arriving in the United States by boat and the act of becoming 

American. Where Brooklyn differs is its timeframe. Avalon spans multiple generations across 

the twentieth century, beginning in 1914 and ending close to 1990 when the film was 
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released. The Immigrant is set in the early 1920s. Both of these films denote the arrival of 

their main characters at the time of peak immigration through Ellis Island. Brooklyn in 

contrast, is set in 1951, just three years before the Ellis Island Immigration Station finally 

closed and by which time it was only occasionally being used as a migration facility.  

 

From the late 1930s onwards Ellis Island was no longer the immigration thoroughfare it had 

been in the early 1900s. Therefore, as well as being an adaptation (book to film), the 

transposition of the Ellis Island story from the early to mid-twentieth century represents 

another adaptation. Trading off the trendiness of vintage fashion, and the growing popularity 

of Brooklyn as an alternative cultural centre to Manhattan, Brooklyn transposes the story of 

the Ellis Island immigrants onto a retro-chic depiction of 1950s America. It transforms the 

heavy brown coats of Ewa’s time in The Immigrant into a fashionable and glamorous tale of 

mid-twentieth century Irish migration. By this point, the Ellis Island immigrants were already 

starting to be considered part of America’s White mainstream, which perhaps explains why 

Eilis faces none of the discrimination that Ewa does, or even the condescension that Sam 

experiences in Avalon. Eilis’s Irish lilt is portrayed as a point of attraction.  

 

Brooklyn is thus part of a discourse of 2010s’ film and television that celebrates and revises 

the mid-twentieth century. Examples include Mad Men (2007-2015), Masters of Sex (2013-

2016), Manhattan (2014-2015), and feature films such as Carol (2015) adapted from Patricia 

Highsmith’s The Price of Salt (1952). Like in Carol one of the key settings in Brooklyn is the 

department store where Eilis works. This mirrors the workplace in which Therese Belivet 

meets Carol, an intertext that gestures towards the portrayal of post-war consumerism, as well 

as the burgeoning sexuality of both Therese and Eilis. An Australian example that touches on 

both this time period and the theme of migration is Ladies in Black (2018). Set in 1959, the 
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film (adapted from the 1993 novel The Women in Black by Madeleine St John) is about a 

group of women who work at a Sydney department store. The women include Magda, a 

Slovenian immigrant (played by English actress Julia Ormond) who introduces small-town 

White Australian woman, Faye, to an exotic Hungarian intellectual, Rudi. Like Magda’s 

character Rudi is also played by a White actor, Ryan Corr, thus illustrating the reality of 

Screen Australia’s findings in 2016, that White Australians were most likely to garner screen 

roles. This casting also references the concept of migrant-face, demonstrating how White 

actors are still able to appropriate the position of migrant subjects, donning made-up accents, 

darkened hair and essentialised exoticism, manifesting in these examples in unusual 

wardrobes, worldliness, and a penchant for fine food. The aesthetic of Ladies in Black, 

Brooklyn, and the other productions listed is brilliant lighting and close attention to the style 

and fashion of the 1950s and 1960s. Kathleen Loock and Constantine Verevis refer to this 

trend as “retromania” (12). Antonija Primorac calls it “the current nostalgic bent” (35). In an 

Australian and United States context, these heritage representations idealise the era of post-

war reconstruction, and for Australia privilege the post-war period of migration in the 

national psyche. 

 

Brooklyn’s adaptation of the Ellis Island narrative from early to mid-twentieth century also 

enables it to fit more easily into Kennedy’s “nation of immigrants” and contributionist frame, 

in which migration is thought of more positively. Eilis has no trouble entering America, faces 

zero discrimination, and her contribution to the national community is represented as 

implicit. Eilis becomes a wife and potential mother. She studies night classes to improve her 

employment prospects as a bookkeeper, and she and Tony buy land to build a house on (like 

Nino Culotta). Eilis’ greatest challenge is a personal one, making the choice between her old 

life in Ireland or her new one. As outlined in chapter 2, retrosexism describes the 
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representation of historical sexism in ways that distance those injustices from current 

practices as well as glorifying old-fashioned and inappropriate behaviours within an aura of 

nostalgia (Whelehan, Overloaded 11). Mad Men was central to establishing a new trend of 

retrosexism in the twenty-first century. This can be defined as a portrayal of sexism in a 

1960s workplace that glamorises the look and lifestyle of the time, but “does not hide the fact 

that sexism was an integral part of that period” (Hordyniec 114). Mad Men “creates a sense 

of nostalgia for the days when gender roles were clearly assigned … and for times when men 

were allowed to do and say things that are not allowed anymore (Hordyniec 122-123). In 

Brooklyn, retrosexism manifests through Eilis’ confinement to gender roles that render her 

choice of country largely insignificant to the way her life will turn out. In terms of a visual 

portrayal, Eilis’s decision is also structured as a fashion choice, quite literally between the 

plain faded gingham of Ireland, and the bright sexy clothes and dark sunglasses recalling 

Hollywood movies stars that she wears in Brooklyn. As Eilis’s ship approaches New York 

for the first time her bunkmate helps her to “dress” for America, picking out a bright outfit 

and coaching her on how to deport herself—polished shoes, good posture, not too much or 

too little make-up—generally grooming attributes that reflect 1950s assumptions about 

gender roles, and which symbolise her swift passage into American identity.  

 

As well as tapping into a zeitgeist for representing mid-twentieth century life and fashion, 

Brooklyn also locks onto a range of symbolic tropes related to the heritage of Ellis Island. Her 

name, Eilis, is pronounced “Ay-lish”, but in its written form (taken from the book) recalls 

“Ellis” Island. Eilis also evokes the mythical figure of young Irish woman Annie Moore, who 

is commemorated as the first migrant to arrive through Ellis Island (Barone 160). There is a 

statue honouring Annie Moore on display in the Great Hall at the Ellis Island museum. Eilis’s 

sense of inclusion in the United States is also grounded in a long history of Irish immigration. 
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Part of Kennedy’s articulation of the “nation of immigrants” was his espousal of the value of 

diversity and acceptance of cultural pluralism. For Kennedy, the son of Irish immigrants, 

America was not a “melting pot” but a “multiethnic” community, tied together by “common 

experience” and a “common past”, grounded in his Irish heritage (Jacobson 37; 13-14). In 

Brooklyn, Eilis serves at a Christmas lunch put on by the church for a large group of old Irish 

men. The priest tells Eilis: “These are the men that built the tunnels, the bridges, the 

highways. God alone knows what they live on now.” Having laid the foundation for 

American civilisation, represented by grand avenues and subways, these men have been 

tossed aside, cared for by the church but forgotten by the state. However, foregrounding their 

role (literally) in nation-building, establishes Eilis as part of an Irish diaspora, deeply 

connected to not only a history of migration but the figurative and actual construction of 

modern America.  

 

Further revealing the mythic potential of Eilis as both an Ellis Island immigrant and national 

subject are moments of arrival (in time or thought), overlayed by a visual depiction of 

glowing light, conjuring Lazarus’ reference to the “golden door”. This occurs as Eilis leaves 

the Christmas dinner (snowflakes swirl above her head in the light of a streetlamp and she 

realises for the first time that she is part of an Irish American diaspora). It also happens when 

she first arrives in New York and is told: “walk through the blue door, please”, straight into 

an American future. In two other examples, a light mote appears to signify the moment that 

Eilis has made her final decision in Ireland to return to Brooklyn, and once she is back in 

America she is bathed in sunlight as she waits for Tony her husband against a brownstone 

building (iconic New York architecture). These moments are visual statements about the start 

of Eilis’s new life, associating the end of Eilis’s voyage with being welcomed into heaven. 

However, the idea of heaven also symbolises inclusion and exclusion. Eilis is a model 



 

  322  

American citizen, represented as already White at the moment of her arrival. Eilis is told to: 

“Think like an American. You have to know where you are going”, and when she returns to 

New York after her sister’s funeral she passes on this advice to a younger woman, thus 

repeating the American dream suggested by Orlando in The Immigrant, where the road to 

national belonging is paved in self-belief. 

 

Adapting the Ellis Island narrative to the early 1950s, Eilis is also able to bypass much of the 

suffering dealt out to Sam and Ewa’s generations, and stake her immediate claim to White 

national identity. This is relevant because as in Avalon and The Immigrant, there is not a 

single Black, Asian or Hispanic character in the film. Despite Eilis’s journey taking place at 

the advent of the Civil Rights movement, when United States society was striving to become 

more just—not to mention that the film is set in Brooklyn, historically a borough that is home 

to a large African American population—Brooklyn re-imagines Ellis Island as a story of 

White national history. Not only does this (extremely popular) version of the Ellis Island 

narrative function as a cultural motif that blurs the transition of the Ellis Island immigrants 

from non-White to White, it erases whole swathes of the American population, many of 

whom predated the Ellis Island immigrants by hundreds of years.  

 

 

Conclusion: redrawing the global colour line 

 

Representing these stories of migration as revived narratives of Whiteness not only distorts 

the memory of the past, but erases whole swathes of people from it. The “rhetorical success” 

of Ellis Island is that in becoming a mythic entity, as well as a metaphoric and actual place, it 

enabled the United States to “pick up the border … and lay it down across the bodies of 
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thousands of Others within the country” (Dolmage 53), suggesting rhetorically and 

symbolically who could be included and excluded as a normative national subject. As Eilis 

arrives and is welcomed with open arms to New York, her story of becoming American is 

fast-tracked, enabling her to overtake thousands of Others in the stakes of belonging, many of 

whom were there already and many who would arrive in the future (often illegally and thus 

never be able to access American citizenship, let alone symbolic inclusion). In Avalon and 

The Immigrant, while the depiction of migration is more historically nuanced, it is a similar 

White picture. 

 

As with the continued preoccupation of Australian multicultural discourse with the post-war 

era of migration, which Australian film tended in the 1990s to represent through stories of 

European migration (the characters, genres and tropes from which were adapted throughout 

the 2000s and 2010s in both multicultural and multiracial versions to some extent), in Avalon, 

The Immigrant and Brooklyn, the Ellis Island immigrants are Whitewashed, distorting the 

historical relationship between migration, national identity, and race and ethnicity. In doing 

so these films represent an adaptation not only of United States migration history, but a 

creative interpretation of that history as White, and a re-inscription of the colour line in which 

Whiteness is privileged. As in Picnic at Hanging Rock, these films are powerful adaptations 

of national heritage, but ones in which non-White subjects are invisible.    

 

While Harvey May has argued that Australia has been unable to “evoke immigration as a 

powerful nation-making symbol” as has been the case in the United States (9-10), this thesis 

begs to differ. In contrast to the films discussed in this chapter, Australia’s multicultural films 

show a far greater attention to diversity and cultural nuance, and do so as part of a national 

project, rebuilding and re-inventing the national image in accordance with the discourse of 
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multiculturalism, which is necessarily informed by migration. Where the global colour line is 

redrawn, however, is with a commitment to Whiteness—White or sometimes European main 

characters or migrant subjects, or via the assimilation of cultural Others into a national 

heritage framework defined separately as White, multicultural and racist.  

 

As it currently stands, Australia also participates in continuing to enact a global colour line 

through its identification with and consumption of Western culture, and historically via 

colonial representations that suggest—like Ellis Island narratives—the legitimacy of White 

ownership and belonging. As Scott Morrison put it, “Australia’s multicultural society” is 

what gives the rest or the total of Australia its “fragrance”—its culture (“Scott Morrison” 

n.p.). White, European and Western is the norm, against which non-White identities are raced 

(Dyer). In the following conclusion chapter these findings are summarised in more detail, 

with attention to the intersection of sex/gender and class in the Australian context, and 

opportunities for future analysis, including historical films about migration. 
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9. 
 

Conclusion: are we who we watch? 

 

In all, this thesis has examined twenty very different examples of multicultural filmmaking. 

These have been contextualised in relation to Australia’s migration history and social and 

political issues contemporary to each film’s release—as well as in reference to films that 

portray White colonial heritage and Ellis Island narratives. In so doing, the thesis has 

extended adaptation theory as applied to the production of heritage. As such it offers new 

potential for research in Australian studies, as well as providing an analytical framework that 

can be applied (as demonstrated in chapter 8) to other national or transnational contexts. It 

has shown that the nation-building projects of multiculturalism and public film funding in 

Australia during the period of analysis (1992-2017), have intersected in various ways. As 

argued in the introduction, film funding has been central to the actual and perceived 

legitimacy of Australian national cinema, and in many circumstances (but not all) is the 

reason that the multicultural films in question exist. 

 

Australian films have adopted a number of different approaches to the treatment of 

multicultural subject matter, interpreting multiculturalism as both policy, national ethos and 

normative description of Australian society in a range of different ways. While some might 

be described as stereotypical, and others as critical, this thesis has shown that all are 

intertextually and contextually discursive in their adaptation, and indeed interpretation, of 

Australian multiculturalism. At times cultural diversity has been represented as an implicit 

part of Australian society, while at others Australia has been represented normatively as 

White, against which (adapting Richard Dyer) multiculturalism is raced.  
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Often the ideological inflection of multicultural stories on screen, has served to depict 

Australian society in ways that centre White, or European migrant identities, despite the well-

documented historical diversity of the Australian population. Lopez has argued that 

Australian multiculturalism is both a normative statement about Australian society 

(describing it as culturally diverse), and an ideological position—articulating the kind of 

society that Australia aspires to be. This analysis similarly concludes that, while multicultural 

films have become more nuanced in their representation of cultural diversity overall, it is also 

the case that the overwhelming portrayal of the Australian nation in the medium of feature 

film has been through the stories of White or “now White” Australians, blurring the 

adaptation of categories of race and ethnicity as they have applied to migrant subjects over 

time.  

 

As the analysis of They’re a Weird Mob (chapter 3) revealed, Australian film has at times 

adopted an assimilatory discourse. That is, Australian multicultural film has not only adapted 

the ethos of multiculturalism, but creatively interpreted it in the context of assumptions about 

the expectations that migrants will “adapt” and “fit-in” with a dominant White Australian 

culture. While The Wog Boy (chapter 3) suggests a deconstructive approach, establishing 

multiculturalism as a very different national framework to assimilation, the return to visual 

and cultural tropes derived from the Australian legend, suggest restrictions on how far these 

critiques can go, at least in the realm of popular and commercially successful Australian film. 

Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi (chapter 4), are cases in point, these 

multicultural films saw huge financial success, but arguably success which stemmed from 

their repackaging of recognisable Hollywood genres of romance and coming-of-age 

narratives, rather than their multicultural content. While there are obvious traces of these 
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films in more recent romance titles, such as UnIndian, Alex & Eve and Ali’s Wedding, it is 

clear that these versions of Australian identity, like Australian film in general, lack the 

audience they once had.  

 

As these films and film characters have been adapted, the concept of “mimicry”, with 

reference to the gentle teasing or comic positioning of migrant subjects within a framework 

of social critique, also indicates a re-assertion of colonial power. Migrant subjects achieve 

representation, but in very specific ways. Bhabha’s work has also addressed the extent to 

which colonial discourses can be subverted via the deployment of “hybridity”, “difference” 

and “ambivalence”. Chapter 5 explored how alternative depictions of multicultural society 

have played out on Australian screens. Romper Stomper, Head On and Dead Europe all 

offered highly critical portrayals of Australian multiculturalism, creatively interpreting 

Australia as an unavoidably racist society, yet situating hybridity, difference and ambivalence 

as implicit to Australian identity.  

 

While the lead in Romper Stomper was unmistakably White, in Head On and Dead Europe, 

the foregrounding of Ari and Isaac indicated a shift towards a more implicit focus that 

Australian migrant subjects were also national subjects. In The Combination and Cedar Boys 

(chapter 6) we saw these themes played out in crime genre adaptations that provided 

unprecedented screen time for Lebanese Australians. While neither of these were problem-

free representations, both were justified on the grounds that, as forms of entertainment, they 

sought to speak to a wider audience. In Down Under the adaptation of the Cronulla riots, and 

in Australia Day a range of contentious issues were used in similar ways. The argument here 

was that while attempting to fulfill a “community service”, these films failed to achieve 

meaningful representation for migrant subjects. These films also demonstrate an issue with 
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the genre of social realism. As was the case with Walter Chiari’s performance of Nino 

Culotta, authenticating the stereotype of a migrant subject, these films blur the line between 

Verhoeven’s concepts of “notional” and “national” cinema. They portray their treatment of 

migration and multiculturalism as genuine reflections when really it is far more complex. 

 

The films discussed in chapter 7 used multiple languages to explore Australia’s multicultural 

and multiracial diversity. However, all of these films (Floating Life, La Spagnola, Footy 

Legends, Unfinished Sky, The Finished People and Lucky Miles) underperformed at the box 

office. While they provided much needed representation for multilingual groups, their poor 

performance, and inclusion in the category of transnational rather than national cinema, also 

demonstrates that the issue with screen portrayals is not only about who is represented, but 

about whose stories people want to watch. Stories about multicultural, multiracial and 

multilingual Others, appear not to resonate with wider audiences, perhaps because they are 

not seen as stories that address wider issues of Australian identity. They are construed more 

in terms of “world”, “accented” or “intercultural” cinema (Naficy; Marks). In contrast, 

colonial adaptations such as Picnic at Hanging Rock and Australia, which are not reflective 

of contemporary Australian society, cannot be read as anything other than Australian in the 

greater intertextual atmosphere in which films exist. 

 

The first question this thesis set out to ask was—how has multiculturalism been creatively 

interpreted in Australian film? What genres, character tropes, and settings have been 

deployed? The evidence detailed here has established that there is a historical tendency in 

Australian film to adapt multiculturalism in the following ways: 
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1. As part of the genre of “slapstick multiculturalism”, deploying “migrant-face” and 

stereotypical constructions of comical migrant figures who are typically male and 

European, in order to blur the extent to which these stereotypes (like the word “wog”) 

are offensive forms of representation. Although some of these films attempt to turn 

this on its head, reclaiming traditional terms of abuse. 

 

2. Through the genre of “multicultural romance” (typically set in Sydney) in which 

female migrant subjects are given screen time, but where the Western ideals of 

romantic love and heteronormativity become conditions of social inclusion. 

 

3. “Didactic multiculturalism”, which describes both (1) and (2) in regard to the way 

these narratives articulate, advocate and educate about Australian multiculturalism as 

an aspirational and liberating national framework, which benefits all citizens. 

 

4. “Critical multicultural narratives” (typically set in Melbourne) that portray Australia 

as a multicultural and racist society in order to expose the flaws in more positive 

accounts of Australia as a proud immigration nation. 

 

5. Adaptations of political events or social moments, for instance representation of the 

Lebanese Australian community or the Cronulla riots, and other instances of racial 

and ethnic tension, which provide newfound visibility for minority communities, but 

often at the expense of reinforcing entrenched associations of ethnicity with 

criminality.  
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6. Multilingual films that bridge transnational and interstitial spaces, and can be read as 

“world cinema” in an Australian context, but which also tend to represent Asian 

Australian or refugee characters. While these are the exceptions to the general pool of 

multicultural filmmaking because they visualise racial as well as cultural difference, 

they have not been well received at the box office. 

 

Each of these “ways” of representing constitutes an intertextual and contextual relationship 

with Australian multiculturalism, which this thesis argues has been integral to the social 

functioning of multiculturalism as a policy and national ethos. Each film represents the act of 

“doing adaptation”. Each “opens insights, interpretations, and concepts inaccessible to 

conventional modes of theorizing, criticism, and expository writing about adaptations …” 

(Elliott 71). As part of Australia’s social, cultural and political framework, these adaptations 

have been crucial in informing, as well as reflecting, the “everyday” enactment of 

multiculturalism and its understanding in the wider community. That is how “imagined 

communities” work (Anderson). By which I mean, that like any process of nation-building, 

adaptation is necessarily in play—ensuring through careful selection, retelling and updating, 

that Australian stories still have relevancy and the power to entertain, captivate and inspire 

new audiences.  

 

As Richard White has argued, “Australia” is an invented concept, and as this thesis has 

shown, that process of invention is open to adaptation and constant re-invention. This applies 

to both the way new government policies are framed and in respect to shifts in social 

consciousness often relating to major political events. However, the stories that we tell often 

rehearse, or at the very least echo, conservative narratives of national identity. Thus, the 

portrayal of multicultural Australia in film is haunted by the past, or more to the point, former 
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inventions of that past. Charles Taylor has argued that inventing a “common past”, has been a 

particularly powerful way for people to internalise key ideas about different nations (176-

177). This thesis argues, that in relation to multicultural films, this is also true of the 

invention of a common present. 

 

As Picnic at Hanging Rock and the Ellis Island films demonstrate, nostalgia is a dangerous 

phenomenon. In part this is because it reflects contemporary views of the past in which the 

injustice and inequality experienced by many historical actors are replaced by a vision of a 

world unencumbered by the complications of the present. Nostalgia not only has the capacity 

to overwrite or forget, but it is naturally inclined to represent the stories of those who are in 

power, and have the most to gain emotionally and politically from “remembering” (Hirsch 

and Smith). Cultural memory, and films as “memory resources” (Edwards and Walling 1-5), 

are acts of commemoration, necessarily bound up in frameworks of power and hegemony. 

Continuing to adapt multiculturalism as a phenomenon that is always present, suggests a 

reverse nostalgia—a fixation on cultural diversity in the here and now, and a discounting or 

erasure of (ironically) its presence in the past. 

 

It is more difficult to answer the second research question—what kinds of (multi)cultural 

heritage narratives has this produced in feature films released between 1992 and 2017? 

While individual films adopt various approaches, three broad trends are discernible. These 

are that Australia is (a) multicultural, (b) White, and (c) racist. To make matters a little more 

complicated, these contrasting (and conflicting) narratives often manifest together or in 

triangulated form within a single film. Nevertheless, the typology provides a framework 

through which to portray and critique depictions of multiculturalism as distinct from earlier 

White versions of national identity. A consistent feature is that many film narratives portray 
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multiculturalism as a matter that primarily concerns migrant subjects (defined as those 

Australians with cultural backgrounds not derived from British or English-speaking cultures 

more broadly). These films also regularly represent Australia’s success as a multicultural 

nation as inhibited by systemic and casual racism that is perpetrated by White Australian 

villains. In later films, migrant characters with conservative outlooks, at odds with a 

multicultural code, take up these roles consistent with a shift in post-multicultural discourse. 

 

Multicultural heritage narratives typically exist in the present. While the present, like the 

future and the past, can never be realised, Australian filmmaking’s social realist tendency has 

the added effect of authenticating these representations, not as adaptations of history or the 

past, but “true” reflections of Australian society at the time each film was made. This has 

added to the success of multicultural heritage as a discourse around which the nation could 

coalesce, conjuring a sense of itself in the present as both a culturally harmonious and 

politically fraught place to live. It has also provided a way of separating the discourse of 

multiculturalism, and non-White migration from the ongoing invention of a national past. 

While multiculturalism is explored in film through the lens of the present, this is the ever-

present, with only slight shifts in the emphasis of delivery from 1992 to 2017. This has 

broader ramifications. While present day Australia (read anywhere post-1990) is seen as 

multicultural, the past is not. This is particularly true of the period pre-1945—despite the 

historical evidence of earlier rates of ethnic diversity. 

 

To put this into perspective, Australia has a fifty-year history of multiculturalism in terms of 

policy directives and a seventy-year engagement with mass migration. While chapter 2 

revealed how White colonial heritage narratives have been successfully adapted to include 

Aboriginal history, the same cannot be said for migration. Where historical films about 



 

  333  

migration exist, like Romulus, My Father, they still fixate on the post-World War II period, 

framed by assimilation. Where Australian film representations have not gone (and perhaps 

this is because such large numbers of migrants arrived after 1945), is to a White re-

inscription of migration history through tropes similar to the Ellis Island narratives common 

to a number of United States films.  

 

Thus, while the stories Australian filmmakers tell about migration are diverse, early to mid-

twentieth century Australia is invariably depicted as a White space in the national imaginary, 

a place dedicated to telling and paying homage to versions of White heritage. This is 

significant, because as outlined in the introduction, the intent of both Australia and the United 

States in the early years of the twentieth century was to produce a White nation. While this 

policy intent failed, it might be argued that a Whitening of the nation was achieved on screen. 

White film depictions of that era have persisted ever since.  

 

Where Australia is fixated on stories of the bush (a safer White space than port cities), the 

United States has mythologised the Ellis Island experience to create a White narrative of a 

“nation of immigrants”. While migration through Ellis Island was characteristically Irish or 

eastern and southern European, non-White immigrants were not excluded from attempting to 

enter there, and importantly typified the profile of immigrants who arrived elsewhere—

especially at Angel Island. Yet these stories are not the ones celebrated in the film 

productions of the history of the United States that focus on Ellis Island or early twentieth 

century migration more generally. In similar ways, an Australian film fixation with late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century colonial heritage has yet to engage with the history of 

non-White migration, except through the stereotype of the “Chinese cook”. Other migrant 
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subjects, be they from Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Europe or other places aside from 

Britain and Ireland, simply do not feature.  

 

This is even true of some of the more controversial depictions of Australia’s past. Stan’s 

release of True History of the Kelly Gang (2019), can be read as an attempt to disrupt 

established historical perceptions in a similar vein to Luhrmann’s Australia. The film is an 

adaptation of Peter Carey’s 2000 novel of the same name, which in turn is an adaptation of 

the legend of Ned Kelly and Russel Ward’s “Australian legend”. The twist is that this is a 

queer versioning, in which the masculinity of the main character, Ned, is intersected by his 

ambiguous (bi)sexuality and that of his friends, who go into battle in “drag”. As a queer 

adaptation the film is marketed as an opportunity to “re-write history”, but the main 

characters are still men, and the only cultural diversity is the rivalry between the Irish and the 

English, which in itself is heavily intersected by class. 

 

True History of the Kelly Gang, for all of its queer counter-narrative, is far from subversive. 

The only female character with extensive speaking parts is Essie Davis who plays Ned’s 

mother. She is characterised as conniving and incites much of the violence that follows. The 

portrayal of women (especially mothers), as supporters of male actors is a central tenant of 

Ward’s Australian Legend. While they might be a necessary prop to nationhood, they are 

superfluous to the definition of the national subject—the wild (and very White) colonial 

boy—albeit in this case, one dressed in stolen female clothes.  

 

In cases where “strong” female characters are written into Australian screen, there is 

tendency to use them to symbolise a narrow set of essentialised ideals. This is also true of the 

representation of women in films that engage with multicultural issues. See, for example, 



 

  335  

Amirah Al-Amir who becomes a pro-boxing trainer in On the Ropes (2018), but remains a 

virgin in accordance with her religion—even though she refuses to wear a hijab or follow 

other rules. Or for that matter Laila Taheer in Romper Stomper (2018) who becomes a 

spokesperson for the Islamic community, co-opted and manipulated by Anti-Fasc and a 

conservative media commentator. Even Zahra Al-Biyati in Safe Harbour (2018), the mother 

and wife in a family of asylum seekers whose daughter died on the journey to Australia, 

counsels her husband to practice non-violence in his desire to retaliate against the people he 

believes have harmed them. In all of these cases, the effect of the character trope is 

compounded by the fact that the same actor, Nicole Chamoun, performs each role. The 

suggestion here is that actors, like characters, can be adapted (typecast) into motifs of 

Australian cinema.  

 

From an intersectional perspective, all the multicultural films discussed in this thesis can be 

read as stories about the working out of identity, and related issues such as intergenerational 

migration, cultural diversity, and racism. They are also deep musings on class, race, ethnicity, 

gender/sex, youth subcultures, global politics, nationalism, masculinity, and the negotiation 

of cultural difference. However, where some of the films are positive endorsements of 

multicultural policy, others are unashamedly stories about racism involving mostly White 

people (see Romper Stomper 1992; 2018). In instances where these themes are subverted, 

(see Head On and Dead Europe), White or European representations of Australian identity 

through the figure of European migrant subjects and via male lead characters, remain 

dominant.  

 

However, as Noble reminds us, the way that Australia’s multiculturalism has often been 

imagined is as discreet cultural variances, or ranges of difference, that all fit together as a 
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series of “nationally defined cultures transplanted through migration” (829-830). A collective 

reading of the films discussed in this thesis suggests that Australian culture itself has been 

reconfigured, through the joint processes of migration and the circulation of a multicultural 

ethos in the social imaginary. Hando or the Vietnamese Australian figures who are not 

named, or Ari or Isaac, even Josie, Ali or John from The Combination, are not migrant 

subjects caught between two worlds, or living in a third or interstitial space—but part of a 

layered production and reproduction of multiculturalism. It is their individual experiences as 

members of Australian society that are represented, and while this is not always problem free, 

it does make them national migrant subjects. 

 

In relation to the final question—what does this tell us about the adaptation of visual 

portrayals of Australian nationhood? And what might this reveal about the representation of 

migration history in Australia and beyond?—a clear finding is that Australian screen does not 

just have a race and ethnicity or cultural diversity problem. It also has an issue with 

sex/gender and class. In nearly all the Australian examples examined, the focus of the 

deconstruction and construction of migrant subjects as national figures is male. This is even 

the case in more critical films, such as Romper Stomper, or Head On and Dead Europe, 

where at least heteronormativity is subverted by the sexuality of the main character. Or in 

films that depict multiracial migrant subjects, such as Footy Legends and Lucky Miles.  

 

Despite the disadvantages and limitations masculine migrant subjects have been shown to 

face, as a cohort in multicultural filmmaking (and Australian film generally), it is women, 

especially female migrant subjects, who lack screen time and are effectually sidelined from 

these debates and visual renegotiations of Australian identity. Where women do feature they 

tend to be love-interests or muted figurines, non-speaking or untranslated. The Tsiolkas 
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adaptations are typically about the intersection of masculine and queer identities, thus 

disrupting heteronormative constructions of Australian maleness. But, as it is typically seen 

in They’re a Weird Mob, The Wog Boy or even Strictly Ballroom and Looking for Alibrandi, 

their treatment of multiculturalism continues to present Australian identity from the point of 

view of men, visually through the bodies of men or via men in relationships with migrant 

women.  

 

While multicultural films portray Australia as culturally diverse, they are at pains to point out 

that this does not always translate into harmonious community relations. Multicultural 

heritage is represented instead as a fractured and incomplete discourse that fails to fully 

account for the racialisation of Australian migration history or to displace an older imagined 

Australia as a White nation. These portrayals are also inflected by class and social status. 

There has been a tendency, for example, to represent migrant subjects as “unclassed” or as 

“aspirationally classed”—a motif common to social inclusion narratives. These 

representations often differentiated migrants from a racist, White elite, and a White 

xenophobic working or underclass. 

 

In conclusion, this thesis has argued that the way stories are told and retold in Australian 

cinema continues to shape a national understanding of Australian multiculturalism, and the 

idea of Australia as a multicultural nation. The debate around migration and national identity 

is thus, not only reflected in what we see on our screens, but film has also powerfully shaped 

perceptions. It has also argued that these visual representations are cut along racialised lines, 

reflecting how new versions of post-multicultural nationhood enhance or limit the popular 

understanding of multiculturalism as a form of national belonging for migrant subjects—

rather than the whole of Australian society. The film analysis has shown that the way 
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multiculturalism has been portrayed has changed over time. It has also demonstrated that 

multicultural narratives are most popularly represented as benefiting White Australia. Thus, 

reflecting Morrison’s “fragrant garam masala”, an exotic dish enhancing the otherwise 

“plain” repertoire of Australian culture. Finally, it has shown that this usually occurs by 

foregrounding the position of migrants, especially European male migrants, as ideal national 

subjects.  

 

This study has also highlighted the significant role that film has played in creatively 

interpreting Australian multiculturalism, adapting it from the realm of policy and government 

service into narratives through which it can be popularly understood in the social imaginary. 

The analysis has identified a number of ways this has typically occurred, and in doing so, has 

raised issues with the ongoing representation of multiculturalism as a form of nationhood that 

is both inclusive and exclusive at the same time. Over the period of these films’ release, and 

the even longer span of their adaptations, multiculturalism came under “critical scrutiny”, if 

not the subject of open opposition in both Australia and overseas (Pakulski 23). This was 

especially the case in Europe. Where criticism had previously been limited to the Far-Right, 

it started to be expressed by more moderate centre-right politicians such as the United 

Kingdom’s David Cameron or Germany’s Angela Merkel. These debates extended to 

Australia, despite the fact that Australia has a history of bi-partisan endorsement of 

multiculturalism stretching back to the 1970s (Pakulski 24). Rather than stick to the “official” 

line of cultural tolerance and respect, some more recent films address issues of prejudice 

underlying harmonious cultural diversity. 

 

In all these ways of representing Australia’s multicultural heritage, however, the migrant 

subjects are typically constructed as White and European, and are nearly always male: Nino 
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Culotta, Con the Fruiterer, Steve a.k.a. “the Wog boy”, Hando, Davey, Ari, Isaac, John are all 

good examples. By contrast, Fran, Josie (her mother and grandmother), Eve, Meera, 

Tahmeena, Lola and Lucia (La Spagnola) and Bing (Floating Life) are the only main migrant 

female characters in the films discussed. Of these women, Bing is the only one not engaged 

in a “love story”. Therefore, as much as multicultural filmmaking represents an alternative to 

styles of Australian film focused on re-imagining the colonial era, or wedded to the idea of a 

national mystique embodied by the Australian legend, there are limits to the extent to which 

they have re-imagined Australia. The “colour line” is thus also a barrier demarcated along sex 

and gender lines.  

 

By contrast The Immigrant and Brooklyn counter this attention to masculinity by portraying 

their primary migrant subjects as young women. What Avalon, The Immigrant and Brooklyn 

suggest as part of the broader Ellis Island ideology, however, is that it is White immigration 

that is inextricably linked to American belonging. While Sam, Ewa, and Eilis’s place in the 

United States is problematised by their accents, the intergenerational success story of social 

inclusion obscures the actual treatment of new arrivals, slotting these migrant subjects into a 

history of migration that is ironically portrayed as neither culturally nor racially diverse. In 

1993, author and literary scholar Toni Morrison warned that “the move into mainstream 

America always means buying into the notion of American blacks as the real aliens.” 

Morrison argued: “[w]hatever the ethnicity or nationality of the immigrant, his nemesis is 

understood to be African Americans”. For migrants to be able to open the “Americanizing 

door”, which she uses as a metaphor for inclusion, they must adopt a “hostile posture toward 

resident blacks” (n.p). As my reading of Avalon, The Immigrant, and Brooklyn has shown, it 

is not so much a hostile posture that is adopted, but no posture at all. The cloak of invisibility 

is used to obscure all that is not White.  
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While we can hope there might be a democratisation of these screen spaces, history has 

shown that at times when Australian society has become more diverse (for instance, the 

1970s and 1980s when multiculturalism was introduced) there has been a tendency to double-

down on White heritage representations. While there have been some recent attempts to 

redress this, Benjamin Law’s hit-series The Family Law being a notable case in point, it is 

clear that there is a way to go. The question now is, as Australian society continues to 

change, will that be reflected in how it is portrayed on screen? Is it simply a matter of time 

before everyone gets their turn? Or as this study has shown, will it continue to be the case 

that Australians who are White, and those who can pass as White, hold onto the sacred space 

of legitimate national identity. Will nationally endorsed migrant subjects ever be portrayed as 

the norm, or will they continue to be cast in supporting roles and as anomalies against which 

the nation as a whole can be defined? 

 

 

Laying the groundwork 

 

Applying adaptation theory to a study of multicultural nationhood, has meant embarking on a 

new style of historical research and a new way of approaching Australian and adaptation 

studies. This approach has enabled an analysis of both the way in which multiculturalism has 

been adapted, and the cultural heritage narratives that this has produced. In doing so this 

thesis makes an historical and theoretical contribution to a number of fields. It is the first 

dedicated analysis and collation of Australian multicultural films motivated by a 

consideration of how migrant subjects are framed as national subjects. In the lead up to the 
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fiftieth anniversary of the first articulation of multiculturalism, this is a valuable contribution 

to existing scholarship. It also helps to lay critical ground work for future research.  

 

As well as extending Australian film and heritage studies via an adaptation studies approach, 

this thesis has theorised new concepts, including retrocolonialism, migrant-face, slapstick 

and didactic multiculturalism, multicultural romance, muted figurines and Ellis Island 

narratives. It has extended the existing scholarship of Australian national cinema, migrant 

comedy, the global colour line, and indeed multiculturalism itself. It has elaborated on a 

range of theoretical perspectives, including an engagement with the historiography of 

Australian and Ellis Island migration, and the extent to which that body of work intermeshes 

with issues such as film heritage and multicultural nationhood and citizenship. This work is 

also significant for adaptation studies, in that it is the first of its kind to consider the way in 

which the “adaptation” of a policy framework, national ethos, and normative assumptions 

about Australia’s population plays out in the medium of film.  

 

It is also the first to analyse this with consideration to the wider effects across the spectrum of 

Australian and Western film culture, as an intangible form of cultural expression that 

illuminates the changing construction of race and ethnicity in narratives of national identity. 

The films analysed in this thesis are reflective of this, providing extraordinarily rich material 

for research. They form a complex, intertextual portrayal of multicultural heritage, the 

attempt by a collection of auteurs over a twenty-five year period to capture the cultural 

diversity of Australia. The stories they tell reflect many of the core issues that support and 

challenge the ongoing maintenance of Australia, as not just descriptively—but ideologically 

multicultural.  
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The added benefit of using creative interpretations to better understand Australia’s 

multicultural heritage is that it takes as a given that there will be multiple versions and that 

these versions will bear complex intertextual relationships with each other. These films and 

their analyses lay the groundwork for future studies of other sources and different forms that 

are intertextually and contextually linked to film representations. Opportunities identified for 

future research include analysis of “quality” dramas (serialised for television and streaming 

services, and film). For instance, the adaptation of “Australian classics” Picnic at Hanging 

Rock (2018), Wake in Fright (2017), Romper Stomper (2018) and Kurzel’s (2019) version of 

“Ned Kelly”. Or conversely multicultural series such as The Slap (2011), On the Ropes 

(2018), Superwog (2018), Here Come the Habibs (2016-17), The Family Law (2016-19) and 

Ronny Chieng: International Student (2017).25  

 

In relation to these more recent series there is also a chance to consider the ongoing 

“exoticisation” of Asian and Muslim Australian characters which, as concepts, have become 

catchalls for many different nationalities and ethnicities. It would also pay to examine the 

limited representation of Australia’s African community. To date this has been restricted to 

the film Gossip Nation (2012) and series Sunshine (2017). There is also room to explore 

documentary film and television about migration, including refugee and asylum seeker 

stories. More could also be done in regard to the screen performances of David Gulpilil (King 

George in Australia) from the 1970s until the 2010s. Indeed, we are overdue a history of 

Aboriginal film representation, a project that has the potential to reveal, as Lydia Plath in 

2018 described in relation to American representations of slavery, how the colour line exists 

as a colonial legacy revealing the exploitation of labour along racial lines.  

 
25 In Ronny Chieng International Student, the first episode includes a to-and-fro between two international 
students, identified as “Asian”, about their favourite Australian films, including Muriel’s Wedding. This scene 
uses knowledge of Australian film to establish the characters’ commitment to and enmeshment with Australian 
culture. 
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There is also further study to be done on the tension in film, or Australian screen generally, in 

its many diverse platforms between nation-building, in the sense of projecting images and 

stories into a national imaginary, versus “nationing” as a commercial objective and priority 

(Rowe, Turner and Waterton). Steering away from historical films on the whole (because 

they do not engage directly with the adaptation of multiculturalism), this thesis has also 

barely touched on what Felicity Collins calls the tragic mode of representing migration 

(Remembering Migration 301). As Sarah Ilott has argued, however, analysis of such films in 

historical context (as also shown by this thesis), reveals that while narratives of national 

identity are often presented as a “complete picture”, contextualising these stories reveals the 

many “gaps” (115). This illustrates the importance of using cultural products to analyse how 

the preoccupations of the present inflect the memories of the past. 

 

James Hinton argues that “‘[r]emembering’ how we became who we are now, involves a 

process of narrative construction in which, often we forget or rewrite earlier stories about 

who we were then” (5). Oral historians are well-versed in the ways in which memories can 

shift and reorder recollections of the past. Film, therefore, offers an opportunity to analyse 

captured memories and situate them in the time and place of their creation, offering a 

privileged source of information for the historical investigation of multiculturalism. 

Analysing historical films about migration also offers insight into the representation of 

“arrival” (often by boat in historical narratives) as with Ellis Island. Furthermore, this 

research would intermesh with analysis of other forms of cultural memory, such as the 

Immigration Museum in Melbourne or Adelaide, or autobiographical accounts about 

migrating to Australia. For instance, Anh Do’s The Happiest Refugee: My Journey from 
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Tragedy to Comedy (2010), No Country Woman (2018) by Zoya Patel, or Walking Free 

(2014) by Munjed Al Muderis. 

 

As we begin a new decade, it is also timely to set this discussion of multicultural heritage in 

the context of future debates about migration, cultural diversity, nationalism, regionalism and 

transnationalism. It is fair to say that since the early 2000s multiculturalism has taken a back 

seat compared to other national priorities such as border protection and citizenship. But the 

fact remains that Australia has a rich multicultural heritage made up, not just of the diverse 

communities who have migrated and set down roots here, but the creative interpretation of 

multiculturalism as a national ethos as represented through Australia’s cultural products. The 

year 2023 will mark the fiftieth anniversary of the first mention of multiculturalism by an 

Australian politician. Despite the passage of time, the extent to which Australia has and 

should embrace multiculturalism continues to be debated. In 2019, for example, a 

Parliamentary Inquiry was initiated into Australian nationhood, national identity and 

democracy, with an explicit remit to explore the impact and future of “multiculturalism” 

(“Discussion Paper”). 

 

More to the point, or the moment, at the time of writing the Coronavirus is fundamentally 

disrupting daily life, with increases in mortality rates, panic buying and economic shutdown 

all dominating headlines. How will issues such as these—not to mention the overlay of 

climate change, which has already sparked a category of “environmental refugee”—inflect 

Australian multiculturalism? This latter point is particularly germane as so many Pacific 

Island nations lie within Australia’s perceived sphere of influence. As this thesis has shown, 

Australian society is intrinsically multicultural, but with regard to film, that level of diversity 

is far from who we watch. It has also argued that, those images that do appear on screen—of 
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White, multicultural and racist Australia—continue to hold significant power. As the world 

moves towards aligning national interest with security, the extent to which those narratives 

become more inclusive or exclusive, is a matter to be determined.  
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Appendix 1: Filmography and box office figures 
 

 
Year of 
release: 

Film:  Adapted from:  Box Office: 
(AUD) 

Chapter: 

1966 They’re a Weird Mob 
 

Novel, They’re a 
Weird Mob by John 
O’Grady (1957). 
 

$2,417,000 3 

1975 Picnic at Hanging Rock 
 
(South Australian Film 
Corporation and the Australian 
Film Commission) 

Novel, Picnic at 
Hanging Rock by 
Joan Lindsay 
(1967). 
 

$5,120,000 2 

1990 Avalon Semi-
autobiographical 
film adaptation of 
director Barry 
Levinson’s family 
history. 
 

$24,080,000 8 

1992 Romper Stomper 
 
(Film Victoria and the Australian 
Film Commission) 

Interviews with 
members of Alt-
Right and political 
debates about racism 
versus 
multiculturalism 
during early 1990s 
Australian recession. 
 

$3,300,000 5 

1992 Strictly Ballroom  
 
(NSW Film & Television Office 
and the AFC) 
 

Stage play by Baz 
Luhrmann (1987). 
 

$80,000,000 4 

1996 Floating Life  
 

Director Clara 
Law’s experience of 
migrating to 
Australia from Hong 
Kong. 
 

$141,398 7 

1998 
 
 
 

Head On 
 
(Australian Film Finance 
Corporation) 

Novel by Christos 
Tsiolkas, Loaded 
(1995). 

$708,334 
 
 

5 

2000 Looking for Alibrandi  
 

Novel by Melina 
Marchetta, Looking 
for Alibrandi (1992). 
 

$8,300,000 4 
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Year of 
release: 

Film:  Adapted from:  Box Office: 
(AUD) 

Chapter: 

2000 The Wog Boy  
 
(Australian Film Finance 
Corporation) 
 

Stage play and 
comedy show, Wogs 
Out of Work (1987).  
 

$11,449,799 3 

2001 La Spagnola 
 
(Australian Film Finance 
Corporation) 
 

Adapts 1960s era of 
migration through 
the genre of comedy. 
 

$477,197 7 

2003 The Finished People 
 

Real-life stories, 
adapted footage 
from community 
film workshop with 
disaffected youth in 
Sydney.  
 

$75,431 7 

2006 Footy Legends  
 

Fictionalised version 
of actor Anh Do and 
director Khoa Do’s 
experience as 
Vietnamese 
Australians living in 
Sydney. 
 

$557,331 7 

2007 Lucky Miles 
 
(South Australian Film 
Corporation) 
 

The Lexus and the 
Olive Tree: 
Understanding 
Globalization (1999) 
by Thomas L. 
Friedman, 
interviews with 
asylum seekers, 
early 1990s 
Australia. 
 

$678,110 7 

2007 
 
 
 

Unfinished Sky  
 

Dutch movie, De 
Poolse Bruid (1998). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

$966,160 7 
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Year of 
release: 

Film:  Adapted from:  Box Office: 
(AUD) 

Chapter: 

2008 Australia  
 
(ScreenWest) 

Xavier Herbert’s 
Capricornia (1938) 
and Poor Fellow My 
Country (1975), 
interviews with 
Aboriginal people; 
Drover (Hugh 
Jackman) is also an 
adaptation of “the 
drover” character in 
Australian cultural 
imagination; King 
George (David 
Gulpilil) adapts 
stereotype of a 
“traditional” 
Aboriginal man. 
 

$323,290,000 2 

2009 Cedar Boys  
 
(Screen Australia and Screen 
NSW) 
 

Political climate post 
September 11.  

$742,355 6 

2009 The Combination  
 

Semi-
autobiographica by 
script-writer and 
lead actor George 
Basha. 
 

$204,160 6 

2012 Dead Europe 
 

Novel by Christos 
Tsiolkas, Dead 
Europe (2005).  
 

$2,084 5 

2013 The Immigrant  
 

The history of early 
twentieth century 
immigration to the 
US through Ellis 
Island. 
 

$9,005,000 8 

2015 Alex & Eve  My Big Fat Greek 
Wedding (2002), 
Romeo and Juliet. 
 
 
 
 
 

$384,885 4 
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Year of 
release: 

Film:  Adapted from:  Box Office: 
(AUD) 

Chapter: 

2015 Brooklyn 
 

Novel by Colm 
Tóibín, Brooklyn 
(2009) 
 

$94,340,000 8 

2015 UnIndian  
 
(Australia India Film Fund) 
 

Bollywood-style 
romance. 
 

$151,245 
 

4 

2016 Down Under  
 
(Screen Australia) 
 

Cronulla Riots, 
2005.  

$84,333 6 

2017 Ali’s Wedding 
 
(Australian Film Finance 
Corporation and the South 
Australian Film Corporation) 
 

Osamah Sami’s life, 
Melbourne’s Islamic 
community.  

$973,411 4 

2017 Australia Day  
 
(South Australia Film 
Corporation) 

A series of 
contentious 
Australian political 
debates including 
Australia Day, 
Aboriginal Rights, 
Islamophobia, child 
abuse, poverty, lack 
of government 
support for farmers, 
and sex-trafficking. 
 

$17,346 6 

 

The data for this table was compiled with reference to Film Victoria funding information, 

IMDb, Box Office Mojo figures and The Numbers. A note has been made where film funding 

was contributed by state or federal bodies. 
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