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Foreword 
I write this Foreword with some relief, given the history of the project on which 
the book is based. 

When the Australian Institute of Family Studies was established in 
February 1980, one of the most obvious issues we had to tackle was the 
multiplicity of family types, family processes and family life experiences that 
exist in Australian society. Not only did we have to convince our public and 
political 'audience' that 'the family' is not always, or even typically a unit in 
which the wife stays at home as mother, the husband goes out to work as provider 
and the children can depend upon both parents performing these tasks 
adequately in an idyllic suburban home; but we also had to identify the vast 
range of ethnic and class differences which give 'the family' such different 
meanings for whole groups and for the individuals within them. 

Our first assumption was that perhaps we could leave the tricky question of 
'ethnic' families to the equally new Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs, 
or at least work jointly with them. However, it soon became obvious that this was 
not possible and that we must build in to all our studies consideration of ethnic 
differences. At everyone of the first round of 'Family Impact Seminars' run in 
the major cities (IFS, 1980/81) we were asked to do studies on the nature of 
family life in different groups. A gap clearly existed in Australian research on the 
family characteristics and values of the many non-English speaking groups that 
make up Australian society. The earlier work of Jean Martin and George 
Zubrzycki which looked at migrant family experience had not been pursued with 
later arriving ethnic communities and despite the shift towards 'multicultural
ism' during the Whitlam era in the 1970s, surprisingly little new work had been 
done which could answer the pressing problems of Family Court judges, lawyers 
or counsellors about how people from non-Anglo backgrounds could be 
'handled' more sensitively. 

Social workers, police, youth workers, doctors, nurses, teachers and other 
services all face clients of whom one-quarter were born overseas (approximately 
55 per cent of them non-English) and a further 20 per cent of whom have at least 
one parent born overseas. Though language is a problem it is not the major one. 
To their credit, many professionals recognize that beyond language barriers lies 
a vast ignorance and insensitivity to different value systems deeply entrenched 
and dearly held. There are other professionals of course who are unaware of their 
ignorance or who feel that 'migrants' must in any case give up their old value 
systems and learn to accept the' Australian way'. The assimilation thrust, as 
comically portrayed in They're a Weird Mob, still holds widespread sway. 

So the Institute decided that action needed to be taken quickly in order to 
provide professionals, especially those in the Family Court system (since home 
and hearth are the focus of the most deeply entrenched values), with some clear 
guidelines about ethnic family value differences. We could not wait for our own 
research projects to begin to provide new information, so it was suggested that 

ix 



x Foreword 

we produce pamphlets on different ethnic groups, for easy access and wide 
distribution. However, such an approach could not be pursued - brief 
characterizations easily become stereotypes and we did not wish to be party to 
glib descri ptions of the Italian 'big Mother' or the paternal authoritarianism of 
the Greek or German male. We knew that regional variations, class distinctions, 
reasons for migration and family reunion or isolation would all cut across any 
such generalizations including those about 'southern' versus 'northern' 
Europeans or 'Asians' as a summary group. 

Yet descriptions were needed and some typification would inevitably occur. 
The task was to do this in a way which warned against over-generalization but 
provided insight into how family and sex-role values tended to influence ethnic 
responses to Australia's dominant cultural values. The solution was to 
commission people who were experts on particular societies to pull together the 
then available literature and research findings so that both the generalizations 
and the complexity could be indicated. The Institute's staff at that time was 
small so external proposals were sought in 1981. Des Storer co-ordinated this 
work and a common framework was developed for each of the five contractors 
who would cover some fourteen ethnic groups. They were asked to review the 
literature in both Australia and the country of origin in order to show 

• the place of family life within each particular historical context, 
• the nature of sex roles within ethnic family structures and the values 

most central to parents, children and kin, 
• how families from each group had adapted within the Australian 

context, and 
• what changes, if any, had taken place in recent years in the country of 

origin (particularly in family law matters). 

We did not expect every group to be equally well covered and our selection 
was based on quality of proposal rather than on total coverage of all ethnic 
groups. Nonetheless, we did not receive a proposal for a study of Italians and, 
therefore, we had to commission both the Italian and Aborigine chapters, which 
led to delays while locating suitable authors. Further delays ensued by our 
decision to publish through a commercial publisher rather than 'in-house' and 
by the slow 'perfectionism' of some writers - most of the chapters were 
completed in 1982. All chapters have been updated to take into account major 
changes in legislation affecting families in the countries of origin (for example, 
the Family Law Act in Greece has been modelled on the Australian Act), but 
only the Italian chapter is completely up-to-date regarding the current 
literature. For this we apologize and ask that the authors not be criticized for 
something quite beyond their control. 

The notorious difficulties of welding a collection of papers into a coherent 
whole must also be mentioned. Our authors inevitably produced more than 
could be published and, in the interests of keeping the book within economic 
bounds and in attempting to establish some consistency of style, we have 
reduced some chapters considerably. The bibliographies too (especially of 
Yugoslavs and Aborigines) have been reduced so that only those sources which 
are referred to in the text are included. The original copy of each paper is held in 
the Institute's public-access Family Information Centre. 
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The Institute's research has, in some ways, overtaken production of this 
volume. Our study of 'Family Support Networks', based in Geelong, Darwin, 
Jabiru, and Ashfield, Sydney, has revealed many of the problems faced by 
migrant families, in particular the differences between early post-War arrivals 
and more recent settlers and their lack of either knowledge or usage of 
community-based services. Our 'Australian Family Formation Study' included 
many migrants in the national sample of2500 and a report by Siew-Ean Khoo 
based on this study is now available. However, the papers in this book provide 
the most up-to-date review of what is known about ethnic family values and 
indicate many areas in need offurther research. We do not as an Institute have 
the resources to do much of this research and hope that this book will stimulate 
new activity in the area of 'ethnic research' in Australia. One of the ironies that 
should be kept in mind in future work is that while migration once contributed to 
the 'youthing' [sic] of Australia, its flow-on is to become a large part of the 
'ageing' of Australia. Some interesting research has already begun on this topic, 
but second- and third-generation problems are likely to increase for Australian 
families with a migration background. 

Finally, a word or two about multiculturalism. Despite some cynicism 
about our political shift from a policy of 'assimilation', to 'integration', to 
'multiculturalism', the term 'multiculturalism' is an expression of fact. The 
efforts of Al Grass by, in the 1970s, to insist that Australian society was enriched 
by ethnic groups and that equality and diversity could go hand in hand marked a 
clear break with the past. Only in 1958 had the 'White Australia' dictation test 
been dropped, and the dominant theme of post-war migration policies had been 
the 'population or perish' line of Arthur Calwell's 1945 recognition that 'we 
Australians are like koalas. We both belong to dying races and both are well on 
the way to becoming museum pieces, along with the extinct moa and the great 
auk' (Wilton and Bosworth, 1984: p. 1). The same theme re-emerged after 1975 
with an increased migrant intake, and the 'Blainey debate' of 1984 illustrates 
how far we still have to go in allaying the fear that cultural homogenization may 
not be possible if the 'wrong' balance is achieved. 

Nationalism and consensus still serve to divert attention away from internal 
divisions and inequalities and it is not surprising that 'multiculturalism began to 
seem an attractive mechanism by which unity could be preserved, even if only 
through diversity. So we became all the more proud to be Australian because we 
were polyethnic ... The spectre of assimilationism still stalks the land' (Wilton 
and Bosworth, 1984: p. 36). We are indeed still ambivalent about cultural and 
structural pluralism. Does 'multiculturalism' mean merely the former, accepting 
different languages, dress, life-styles, but not the structural grouping around 
common interests and 'territory' that go with the latter? Does it mean being 
tolerant of people acting in different ways, or believing in different things, yet 
not allowing them to carry such beliefs and traditions into actual behaviour? 
Does the law of the land limit the meaning of 'multicultural' or are there 
different rules for different groups? Aboriginal tribal law is a case in point, or a 
Moslem marriage or divorce, which does not conform to our own Family Law 
Act. If we are looking not for assimilation but merely for some updated version 
of integration, we will be less concerned with subjective change on the migrant's 
part and may merely hope they will be accepted into the wider community. Will 
we then continue to tolerate the disadvantages that may flow from parental 
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ignorance of child development or from unequal incomes and resources? Will we 
encourage bi-lingualism and even teaching English as a second language, but not 
accept the American problem of teaching in only the ethnic language? How far 
do we wish to go, and how far can we go in maintaining a 'hyphenated identity' 
(Rist, 1979) if Australian nationalism takes on a more rampant form? 

We must remember that a country's immigration policy is rarely motivated 
by altruism or by a desire to diversify the national culture. Economic motives 
usually dictate the 'uses' of migration (Edgar, 1980: p. 282). We must remember 
too that ethnic migrant groups are not passive-and come with varying hopes and 
interests. Multiculturalism, in light of the latter point, means that ethnic 
community life is a positive, active move to maintain cultural, and thus personal, 
identity and continuity (Martin, 1972). Ethnic groups in Australia no longer 
accept their 'treatment' passively. New self-assertions by ethnic organizations, 
new media outlets and greater realization that existing institutional structures 
must change or be changed make it likely that the 30 per cent of our population 
which consists of post-war immigrants and their children will be heard and will 
have a more profound impact on Australian society than they have hitherto been 
allowed. 

There is no question about whether Australia should be a multicultural 
society - it is already. The real question remains over the 'treatment' of ethnic 
groups, and it is my hope that this book will assist in extending that 
understanding which alone can undermine prejudice and place 'treatment' on 
more equal terms. 

Our thanks go not only to each of the contributors but also to Dr Gil 
Bottomley of the Department of Anthropology, Macquarie University, Mr 
Frank Pavlin, Reader in Social Work at the University of Queensland, Dr Lorna 
Lippman, Victorian Director of Community Relations and Mr Dugald 
McLellan, freelance editor. 

Don Edgar 
Director 
Institute of Family Studies 
January 1985 
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Introduction 

Des Starer 

Since 1947, Australia has undergone a demographic revolution in both 
size and ethnic composition. Nearly 4 million migrants have entered 
Australia, of whom nearly 3 million have remained, to whom 2 million 
children have been born. Fifty-six per cent of these migrants are of 
non-British origin. This immigration has accounted for nearly 60 per 
cent of Australia's post-war population growth. 

In 1947, only 9.8 per cent of Australia's population were of overseas 
birth, but by the 1 976census 21 per cent of the populace had been born 
overseas. In 1947, less than 14 per cent of the total population were either 
first-generation migrants or had at least one parent born overseas; by 
1976, this proportion had more than doubled, so that 28.6 per cent were 
made up of 'the generations of post-war immigration' (Price, 1981 a: p. 5). 

Before forming its own Constitution in 1900, Australia had a long 
history of encouraging people to migrate from a variety of European and 
Asian countries, as well as from Britain and Ireland, but migration from 
both Asia and Europe was severely curtailed following the establishment 
of Immigration Restriction Acts after 1901. In effect, these Acts meant 
that few migrants of non-British or non-Irish origin were able to settle in 
Australia between 1901 and 1947. The economic depression of the 1930s 
also greatly reduced any immigration, even among those of British or 
Irish origin. And even though many persons could eventually trace their 
origins back to various non-British or non-Irish countries, by_ 1947 
Australia was noted for its social and cultural homogeneity: only 3 per 
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2 Chapter 1 

cent of the population had been born in a non-British or non-Irish 
country. At that time Australia was a small society of7 million people. Its 
economy was essentially based on rural products, which were traded with 
Great Britain for manufactured goods. Secondary industry had devel
oped only on a limited scale, and even this had been operating at well 
below capacity in the pre-war depression. Great Britain was the basis of 
trade and finance and the model for Australia's structures and insti
tutions. Most people (more than 70 per cent) lived in coastal cities, about 
which there was nothing particularly urban or cosmopolitan. 

This 'immigration revolution' helped transform the Australia of 
1947 into one of the most heterogeneous of all contemporary industrial
based societies (Tables 1.1 and 1.2). Cities are now large, complex and 
sprawling. The economy is based not only on primary and mineral 
production but also on secondary industry. Most of the population is 
employed in secondary and tertiary industries. Large numbers of post
war immigrants work in manufacturing and construction industries and 
have been high consumers of housing and other goods. Post-war 
immigration has become closely associated with the post-war economic 
'boom' in the minds of the general public and policy makers. So much so 
that even today, in a period of growing unemployment (especially in 
. manufacturing and construction industries), Australia is still promoting 
a 'relatively' high rate of immigration, a rare policy among Western 
nations. / 

Table 1.1 Birthplace composition of post-war Australia: 
population by birthplace (percentage) 

Place of birth ·1947 1954 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 

Australia 90.2 85.7 83.1 81.6 79.8 79.9 79.4 
UK & Ireland 7.2 7.4 7.2 7.9 8.5 8.2 7.8 
Italy 0.4 1.3 2.2 2.3 2.3 2.1 1.9 
Greece 0.2 0.3 0.7 1.2 1.3 l.l 1.0 
Yugoslavia 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.6 1.0 l.l 1.0 
Germany 0.2 0.7 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 
Netherlands 0.6 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 
Other Europe 0.5 2.3 2.6 2.6 2.5 2.3 2.2 
America 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.6 0.7 
Asia 0.3 0.6 0.8 0.9 1.3 1.8 2.5 
Mrica 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.6 
New Zealand 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 1.2 
Other 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: ABS, 1980; unpublished 1981 Census Information 
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Table 1.2 Birthplace of Australian population 1947-81: percent
age expressed as a proportion of the overseas-born; overseas
born expressed as a percentage of the total population 

Place of birth 1947 % 1961 % 1976 % 1981 % 

UK/Europe 541267 72.7 755402 42.5 1 117 700 41.1 1132523 37.7 
Italy 33632 4.5 228296 12.8 280154 10.3 275883 9.2 
Greece 12291 1.7 77333 4.3 152908 5.6 145524 4.8 
Yugoslavia 5866 0.8 49776 2.8 143591 5.3 149331 5.0 
Germany 14567 1.9 109315 6.1 107599 4.0 110750 3.7 
Turkey 252 1544 0.1 19355 0.7 24313 0.8 
Vietnam 2427 0.1 41097 1.4 
Overseas-born 744187 9.8 1778780 16.9 2718832 20.1 3003573 20.6 

Total population 7579358 10508186 13548448 14575687 

Source: Price & Martin, 1975; and Australian Bureau of Statistics Census Bulletins 

Aims of Publication 
The social and cultural diversity of post-war Australia can be added to 
other social changes, such as the rising proportion of married women 
entering paid employment; the steady decline in reproduction and family 
size; the increase in official separation and legal divorce; and the rise in 
single-parent and 'blended' families. Any attempts to look at these trends 
in family structures and processes in post-war Australia must take into 
account the cultural diversity of the population. 

Attempts to deal humanely and justly with family dissolution, such 
as the Family Law Act of 1975, and the development of a plethora of 
family counsellors and social workers as well as various government and 
community crisis support services (for example, refuges, rape crisis 
centres; family care centres; Lifeline), in response to these post-war 
trends and changes must also acknowledge the cultural and ethnic 
diversity of contemporary Australia. In most instances the legislation 
enacted and services set up do not adequately cater for this diversity. 
This is systematically documented in various research reports (for 
example, Migrant Services and Programmes: Review of Post-Arrival 
Services for Migrants, AGPS, Canberra, 1978, and the subsequent 
Evaluation of Post-Arrival Services and Programmes, 1982) as well as by 
the agencies themselves, for example, the various reports issued by the 
Family Law Council, between 1978 and 1981. 

Agencies have complained that they do not have the resources 
-information, interpreters, ethnic-based counsellors, or experience -
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to deal adequately with people of non-Anglo-Saxon origin. Family Court 
judges and counsellors have also frequently said that they wished they 
had more information on the cultural experience and backgrounds of 
people of different ethnic origins concerning attitudes to marriage, 
divorce, custody, inheritance and maintenance, as well as about the 
socio-Iegal systems that presently operate in the various countries of 
origin of the people they must deal with. 

The papers in this book are a first attempt to provide some of this 
information about people born in nine countries covering seventeen 
ethnic groups and seven major religions. The papers attempt to cover 
four broad areas for each of the ethnic groups reviewed: aspects of 
traditional values; changes to these values in the countries of origin of 
migrants; and the effects of the migration experience, and how these 
experiences affect the migrants' values in Australia in the 1970s and 
1980s. 

Methodology 
Participants in this project used a common methodology based on the 
following sequence: 

1. Extensive literature searches were made for all relevant English
language material for each of the ethnic groups. This literature search 
was carried out for both Australia and overseas. 

2. Relevant literature found by this process was collected, translated 
into English if necessary, summarized and then incorporated into 
overview papers for each of the ethnic groups. 

3. Each of the overview papers was circulated, for comments, to: 
Ca) academics who have specialized in the various ethnic groups; 
Cb) relevant ethnic group members, experts and activists; 
Cc) some specialists in the countries of origin of the ethnic groups 
being reviewed in order to check the validity of information 
services. 
4. Comments and criticisms obtained from these three sources were 

incorporated into final papers in this publication. Sometimes these 
comments have been appended to provide extra information. 

S. The final drafts were reviewed by an external editor and finally 
amended by the editor to provide more uniformity in style and 
presentation. 

In this final review stage a number of themes, qualifications and 
problems emerged that were common to all papers. These common 
themes and problems, which emerge from the post-war emigration-
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immigration process, are discussed and set in context. The introduction 
will conclude with a summary of some of the implications for migrants 
and their families. 

Common Themes 

Countries of origin 

Despite the complexities of trying to explain the cultural basis of 
attitudes for any group of persons from any cultural or ethnic background, 
the following common factors for the groups discussed here can be noted: 

1. Many countries of origin of migrants have been through long 
periods of internal political turmoil and conflict, sometimes civil war (for 
example, Greece, Vietnam and Lebanon). 

2. Many countries consist of different ethnic, religious and class
based groups that have been in conflict over resources and power, such as 
Muslims and Hindus in· Pakistan, and a number of ethnic groups in 
Yugoslavia. 

3. Many countries have been through periods of post-colonial rule 
and establishment of new states since the Second World War. 

4. The economies of most of these countries have been largely 
rural-based and industrially under-developed. Education has also been 
limited. 

These factors (social, political and economic) in varying degrees 
motivated people to migrate in search of economic opportunities and 
political stability in the two decades between 1947 and 1967. 

People who migrated in this period tended to come from traditional 
rural-based economies with high emphasis on traditional social struc
tures. But as communication, technology and trade developed in the 
1960s, and these countries were drawn into closer contact with the 
industrialized West, so industrialization began to increase. This led to 
increased work for money and greater education for skills. 

Social changes resulted: married women began to seek paid 
employment and a greater variety of family types emerged, with more 
single parent families, separation and divorce. Attitudes to courtship, 
marriage, sex-roles, child-rearing, separation, divorce and inheritance 
began to change, especially in urban areas where the economy was based 
on industrialization and the cash economy. Shifts in attitudes have been 
reflected in changes in laws and regulations. Many countries have 
recently introduced family law acts based on western European models. 
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In assessing the cultural influence on people from any of the 
countries reviewed here, consideration must be given not only to their 
ethnic and religious background, but also to their education, occupation, 
region of origin and time of immigration. 

A note of caution 

Most of the literature about the countries of origin suffered from similar 
biases, including the following: 

1. Most of the literature in English appears to be <fated, covering 
largely the period up to the 1960s. 

2. It tends to concentrate on small-village or rural areas: there is 
little literature dealing with urban areas, especially in more recent times. 

3. It is gender-biased: many studies collect information primarily 
from female respondents. 

4. It is class-biased: it focuses on information given by rural 
workers and villagers rather than from policy makers, managers of 
businesses and other decision makers. 

5. Often the literature is apolitical. The studies reviewed tend to 
ignore or deal inadequately with the effects of political conflict and 
turmoil on attitudes and behaviour. 

More up-to-date works tend to be summaries of recent socio-Iegal 
changes rather than considerations of how such changes affect everyday 
social behaviour. 

If these cautions are kept in mind, however,- the publications 
reviewed in the course of these studies do provide much information and 
insight into the effects of traditional socialization on the attitudes and 
behaviours of many of the people who migrated to Australia in the 
periods covered by the literature. 

Post-war migration to Australia 

In this section the factors that encouraged and enabled people to settle in 
Australia will be considered. Post-war settlement patterns of migrants in 
general and of the ethnic groups discussed here will be described. Times 
of migration and settlement, where migrants lived and worked, and their 
socio-economic situation are also discussed. Data on family formation 
trends and patterns for the various migrant groups will be compared with 
trends among the Australian-born. 

Post-war migration: a social context 

Programmes of migration to Australia were and still are essentially for 
economic purposes: to provide unskilled labour; initially to develop 
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industries, and now to fill jobs considered socially undesirable by 
Australian-born workers; to provide some needed skills; and to build up 
internal consumer markets. At various times other reasons have been put 
forward, including the need to build up population for defence purposes, 
to allow people refuge from catastrophes and to allow family reunion on a 
humanitarian basis. A good case could be argued that the main reason for 
post-war immigration was, however, the need to develop post-war 
secondary industry (Storer, 1983). This is an important factor to 
acknowledge in attempting to understand the situation of migrant 
families in contemporary Australia. Once this fact is acknowledged, 
migrant-intake policies, and migrant recruitment and settlement pro
cesses can be more readily comprehended. This also helps explain the 
diversity of present-day Australia. In 1947 it was hoped to recruit only 
British migrants. This was impossible for a number of reasons (Storer, 
1983), so eastern Europeans were recruited to work on two-year . 
contracts with Australian industry and as they became unavailable, 
western European, then southern European, Middle Eastern and South
east Asian migrants were recruited successively to work and live in 
Australia. Tables 1.3 and 1.4 show some of these changes in migrant 
intake patterns. 

Table 1.3 The changing patterns of immigration (Net Settler 
Gain) from 1947 to 1983 by country of origin of immigrants 
(percentage) 

Origin 1947-51 1951-61 1961-66 1966-71 1971-73 1973-83 Total 

British 41.4 32.6 54.7 53.9 65.2 41.7 44.7 
North Europe 7.5 26.3 0.8 4.9 -0.8 5.5 9.9 
East Europe 37.3 5.0 6.6 13.3 7.6 7.0 11.9 
South Europe 11.5 33.1 29.4 11.3 -3.5 7.5 18.0 
Asia 1.6 2.3 5.2 11.2 21.2 31.6 11.8 
Mrica 0.1 0.2 1.5 1.5 2.8 0.9 0.9 
America 0.5 0.4 1.8 3.8 7.5 5.9 2.9 

Total foreign 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Annual average 116089 83253 92051 121284 56453 69987 90581 

Australia -5728 -5019 -12854 -17056 -21613 -7053 -9345 

Net total 110316 78234 79097 104228 38840 62934 81236 

. Sources: Australia, National Population Inquiry 1975; p. 117: Australia, Department of 
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Australian Immigration, Consolidated Statistics, no. 13, 
1982 and unpublished tables 
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Table 1.4 Changing nature of sources of Australian immigration 
(Net Settler Gain) 1965 to 1983 (percentage) 

Ongin 1965-70 1970-75 1975-76 1977-78 1980-81 1981-82 1982-83 

U.K. & Eire 48 42 33 29 28 32 27 
North Europe 13 10 6 6 10 15 19 
South Europe 23 19 16 10 8 6 5 
Middle East 3 4 6 12 2 1 1 
Asia 4 7 14 22 22 28 , 36 
Oceania 4 5 10 15 20 9 2 
South America 4 7 2 2 1 2 
North America 3 6 5 3 3 2 3 
Africa 3 3 4 45 5 6 

Source: Australia, Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Australian 1mmi
gration, Consolidated Statistics, no. 13, 1982 and unpublished tables 

Data provided in Tables 1.3 and 1.4 are important to keep in mind in 
reading the review papers on each of the ethnic groups. Most migrants 
from southern European countries bordering the Mediterranean mi
grated to Australia during the period 1951 to 1966, so most people from 
Italy, Greece and Yugoslavia have been in Australia at least fifteen to 
twenty years. The majority of people from the Middle East region (that 
is, Turkey and Lebanon) and South-east Asia (Indo-China) have 
migrated since 1966, and in particular during the last ten years. The 
period of migration and length of residence in Australia affect experiences 
and attitudes to family formation issues. . 

The changing patterns of migrant intake are directly linked to the 
requirements of Australian industry and the supply of potential workers 
and consumers from various countries at various times (Collins, 1977; 
Gallagher, 1978). Such requirements and the resultant migration 
recruitment patterns affected the settlement opportunities and processes 
of different migrant families in different ways. Generally, British 
migrants were preferred and they were given assistance to settle in 
Australia. When British migrants could not be obtained, only then were 
unassisted young non-Anglo-Saxon males allowed to enter Australia to 
work. After a period of work and residence, young men were able to 
sponsor families, wives, parents, children and others to join them in 
establishing their families in Australia. The number of family reunions 
increased during periods of economic recession (Price, 1981b), and 
migrant intakes of single males increased in periods of economic growth. 
Family reunion has been, and still is, an important, if secondary, 
component of post-war immigration programmes. 

Post-war migration was, therefore, primarily the result of post-war 
industrial requirements, and this fact must be kept in mind in assessing 
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the following data outlining trends concerning migrant family structures 
and the situation of migrant families in contemporary Australia. To 
highlight its importance, data are presented on the situation of migrants 
in Australian society: where they work and their income distribution. 

Employment 

Occupational distribution of male migrants 

Labour force statistics of the Australian Bureau of Statistics show 
occupational distribution of all migrants and Australian-born. The 
labour force statistics of February 1978 show similar distributions for all 
migrant men and women in comparison with Australian-born men and 
women in terms of professional occupations. The occupation distribution 
for both overseas-born and Australian-born males shows 11.5 per cent in 
management, 8.5 per cent in administration, 6.5 per cent in sales and 7 
per cent in transport and communication. For both men and women 
slightly higher proportions of all migrants than Australian-born men and 
women work as tradesmen and process workers. 

Differences only become noticeable when the occupational dis
tribution of different groups of migrants is examined. The 1971, 1976 
and 1981 censuses show that migrants from non-English-speaking 
countries tend to be in higher proportions in manufacturing and 
construction industries than Australian-born or British-born or those 
born in other English-speaking countries, such as the United States or 
New Zealand. (See Table l.5 for 1981 census details.) 

In 1971, for example, among males 48 per cent of Yugoslav-born, 37 
per cent of Italian-born and 48 per cent of Greek-born worked in 
manufacturing industries, compared with 19 per cent of Australian
born, 28 per cent of British-born, 35 per cent German-born and 10 per 
cent United States-born migrants. Similarly for males, 16 per cent of 
Italian-born and 17 per cent Yugoslav-born work in construction 
industries, compared with 7 per cent of Australian-born and 9 per cent of 
British-born male workers. Conversely, higher proportions of Australian
born, United Kingdom-born and United States-born males worked in 
the public service, community services and finance sectors than did 
migrant workers from non-English speaking countries. 

This occupational distribution largely reflects migration policies 
and migrant intakes over the years. Thus 75 per cent of Greek, 62 per 
cent of Yugoslav, 46 per cent of Italian and 38 per cent of Maltese 
migrants who entered Australia in the 1960s came as unskilled migrants. 
English-speaking migrants tended to be more skilled, and they conse
quently obtained occupations more in accordance with the Australian 
norm or, in some cases (such as New Zealand-born and United States
born), obtained relatively high-status employment. 
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Table 1.5 Employed persons: birthplace by -occupation 1981 
census (percentage of birthplace) 

Birth 
in Leb- Yugo-

Occupation Aust. NZ UK Greece Italy anon slavia Asia 

Professional, technical 14.2 14.8 15.1 2.8 3.6 2.4 3.5 19.0 
Admin., exec. 
& managerial 5.3 5.8 6.2 4.7 4.2 4.5 1.7 5.0 
Clerical 18.6 16.5 17.6 4.7 6.9 5.8 4.9 16.4 
Sales 8.9 8.7 8.9 14.0 7.4 13.6 3.1 6.1 
Farmers, 
fishermen, etc. 7.8 3.3 2.4 2.4 6.7 0.8 2.3 1.2 
Transport & 
communications 5.1 4.6 4.5 4.2 4.1 6.7 3.3 3.0 
Tradesmen, p~o-
duction process 
workers (including 
miners, etc.) 25.8 29.9 31.0 49.8 51.5 49.1 64.3 32.4 
Service, sport 
& recreation 8.0 9.7 9.6 11.3 9.7 7.2 10.2 ILl 

Source: ABS unpublished statistics 

Migrant women in the workforce 

Similar data can be described for the distribution of migrant women in 
the workforce. Owing to economic circumstances, migrant women today 
constitute 39 per cent of the total married female workforce, even though 
they form only 25 per cent of all married women in Australia. Non
Anglo-Saxon migrant wome~, like their husbands, tend to work in 
manufacturing industries ~s process workers, general labourers or 
production and service personnel. The 1981 census shows that 56 per 
cent of Greek-born, 54 per cent of Yugoslav-born and 45 per cent of 
Italian-born women work as labourers, or production or process workers 
compared with 9 per cent of Australian-born, 14 per cent of British-born, 
and 20 per cent of German-born women. 

Migrant workers and lower status work 

_ Migrant men and women have been crucial to the development of the 
post-war manufacturing industry in Australia. A less obvious and 
perhaps more important point is that this migrant concentration in 
unskilled process and labouring occupations has remained over many 
years, and non-English-speaking migrants have not achieved any marked 
degree of occupation mobility. 
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A survey of data provided by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
covering the years 1961 to 1971 concluded: 'The proportion of migrants 
in certain, mainly low status, manual occupations is rising faster than is 
their proportion in the population. Australian and British born are 
leaving these jobs while non-British migrants are either entering them, 
staying in them or leaving them more slowly than are Australian or 
British workers!' (Lever, 1975: p. 45.) 

Similarly, a survey of 7700 migrant household heads carried out for 
the Australian Population and Immigration Council (APIC) in 1973 
notes that non-English-speaking workers have often been under
employed in relation to their skills and have remained in lower status 
manufacturing jobs over their total period of residence. The survey 
found that 23 per cent of migrant family heads were holding jobs that 
ranked lower than the jobs they had held overseas. The study revealed 
that, when migrants first arrived, they accepted such lower-ranked 
occupations because of lack of opportunities and language skills. 

The sodo-economic situation of migrants 

The occupational situation of non-English-speaking migrant workers is 
reflected in their socio-economic situation. The 1975 Poverty Inquiry 
found that, after housing costs are taken into consideration, 12.5 per cent 
of income units from non-English-speaking countries were in poverty, 
compared with the Australian average of 6.7 per cent for all adult units. 

Table 1.6 Mean weekly earnings by birthplace, 
August 1982 

Federal 
Mean Main Republic Total 
earnings Aust- English- of Yugo- average 
($) ralia speaking Germany Greece Italy slavia Other $ 

Males 318 320 326 258 262 268 287 293 
Females 233 244 235 205 210 223 289 232 

Source: ABS Weekly Earnings of Employees 1982, Table 14, no. 6310.0 

The August 1982 Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) survey of 
weekly earnings was the last (as at 1985) to indicate the different incomes 
according to birthplace (Table 1.6). On average, male migrant workers 
from Mediterranean countries were earning between $50 and $60 per 
week less ($10 to $28 less for females) than Australian-born or English
speaking migrants. This correlates to the occupational distribution of 
migrants and suggests two main groups of migrants: the first consists of 
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professional and skilled migrants from English-speaking and northern 
European countries, and the other consists of unskilled labourers from 
non-English-speaking countries but, as the ABS household expenditure 
survey shows, their rents or mortgage repayments are also higher. 

Migrant unemployment 

Migrants, especially the more recent arrivals, have always had higher 
unemployment rates than Australian-born workers. In 1972, when the 
unemployment rate was 2.2 per cent, the rate of unemployment for all 
migrants was 3.3 per cent. For specific ethnic groups, the rate was 
significantly higher: for example, fo.r Greeks 3.9 per cent, for Yugoslavs 
4.8 per cent, and for migrants who had been resident less than 18 months, 
it was 11 per cent. 

The latest available statistics which show unemployment by 
birthplace were compiled by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in May 
1984 (Table 1.7). These figures indicate that unemployment is critical for 
non-English-speaking workers, for recently arrived migrants, and 
especially for female migrants. 

Table 1.7 Civilian labour force by birthplace, May 1984 

Unemployment Participation 
Birthplace Labour force rate rate 

'000 per cent per cent 

Born in Australia 5264.7 8.4 61.4 
Born outside Australia 1862.8 10.6 62.6 

Africa 58.9 7.9 68.0 
America 60.5 9.4 67.4 
Asia 256.0 18.6 63.1 

Lebanon 28.5 . 32.7 56.2 
Vietnam 41.9 40.6 68.3 

Europe 1360.1 9.3 61.3 
Germany 71.2 7.6 63.6 
Greece 89.7 10.6 62.9 
Italy 162.5 7.3 57.3 
Malta 33.0 * 59.9 
Netherlands 64.9 9.2 62.7 
Poland 28.0 16.6 47.5 
UK and Ireland 684.5 9.0 62.1 
Yugoslavia 97.0 12.8 66.0 

Oceania 127.2 9.8 72.6 
New Zealand 108.2 8.9 73.7 

Note: *Figures too small to be statistically significant 
Source: ABS, The Labour Force, May 1984, Table 9, no. 6203.0 
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Second generation 

Charles Price at the Australian National University has analysed 
Australian censuses looking at occupation of residents according to age, 
country of birth and length of residence in Australia. People living in 
Australia for less than ten years have thus been compared with those who 
have been here for longer periods including their children born in 
Australia, taking into account the present ages of respondents. For 
migrants of the Mediterranean region (Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia), the 
majority of all ages work in the tradesmen-processor-industry category. 
There is evidence, however, of a shift out of such work by those who have 
lived in Australia for some time, and especially by children of such 
migrants. For example, whereas 80 per cent of Italian-born male, 75 per 
cent of Greek-born male and 86 per cent Yugoslav-born male immigrants 
who have lived in Australia less than ten years work in tradesmen
processing occupations, only 41 per cent of Australian-born males of 
I talian parents, 37 per cent of male children of Greek parents and 42 per 
cent of children of Yugoslav parents work in such occupations. Many of 
these Australian-born children have shifted into the professional and 
technical categories, with some Greeks entering management or 
administrative categories or sales jobs (Price, 1981a: p. 4). 

Summary 

These data show something of the social context in which people born 
overseas have established themselves in Australia. It is in this context 
that they form relationships, establish families, and sponsor fiancees, 
children, parents and other family members to join them in Australia. 

A changing Australia: migrant family trends 

The first problem apparent from the data is that of diversity and, 
therefore, of the complexity in attempting to define the term 'migrant 
family'. The term refers to groups of individuals who have themselves 
been born in another country and have subsequently come to live in 
Australia, those who have married such persons or have been born to 
such persons, and those who have later been sponsored by such persons 
to join them in Australia. Families might, therefore, first consist of single 
men living with a relative or friend, who later marry and have children, or 
bring wives and children from their countries of birth, and who after 
some settlement period sponsor dependent parents, siblings, even aunts, 
uncles, cousins and grandparents. . 

Not only are there difficulties in defining 'migrant' and 'family', but 
the diversity of post-war Australia has also meant there is no such thing 
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as a typical migrant family that could be compared with an Australian 
counterpart. Migrant families are derived from a multitude of different 
socio-cultural backgrounds. They have.arrived and formed at different 
periods in Australia's post-war history. All these factors of sodo-cultural 
diversity, time of arrival, length of residence and so on affect the type of . 
family formed and their subsequent experiences. 

Figure 1.1 Australian population, age-sex profile, 30 June 1981 

4 3 percentage 4 5 

Source: Australia, Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Population and 
Research Branch. 

Age distribution 

Many of the key demographic impacts have been described and analysed 
by the National Population Inquiry (1975). By the end of the Second 
World War, Australia was a country with a slowly increasing population 
with low fertility and low mortality - migration changed this. For 
instance, the proportion of population aged 10 to 29 in 1947 was 30.6 per 
cent; by 1973 this age group made up 35 per cent of the population. Not 
only did immigration contribute to 60 per cent of Australia's overall 
post-war population growth, but it also tended to be greatest in younger 
age groups (Figure 1.1). The majority of migrants in 1976 were between 
the ages of 20 and 60, that is, of working age, whereas the age profile for 
the Australian-born shows a greater proportion of persons as dependants, 
either too young or too old to work. 
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Sex ratios 

Another important demographic factor is that there were many more 
young men than women in early intakes of non-British migrants, owing 
to economic requirements for labour mobility. During their immediate 
settlement years, this made it difficult for young male eastern Europeans 
to find a wife or companion. The same imbalance occurred later with 
southern Europeans and Middle Eastern migrants. In these groups, 
however, many young men were already either married or engaged, and 
so they were able to sponsor their wives or fiancees to join them through 
family reunion programmes . 

. The National Population Inquiry reviewed the sex ratio intake of 
the late 1960s. The Inquiry found that, even in these more recent 
migrations, males exceeded females in intake, especially in the 'courting' 
years between the ages of 15 and 24 (National Population Inquiry 1975, 
vol. 1, p. 104). 

Marital status 

Most migrant males aged 25 and over marry in higher proportions than 
their Australian-born counterparts (Price, 1981a). Only a very small 
proportion of migrant women aged 25 or more have never been married 
(Table 1.8, page 16). For example, in 1981 only 2.7 per centofItalian and 
Yugoslav women had never been married, compared to 8.7 per cent of 
Australian women and 12.9 per cent of New Zealand women living in 
Australia aged 25 years or more. Even though many people migrate as 
single workers, they soon establish themselves sufficiently well to 
become married by their mid-twenties. 

Divorce and separation 

Migrants have lower rates of divorce and separation than do Australians 
(Table 1.9, page 17). In 1981,2.6 per cent Italian, 3.5 per cent Greek, 6.4 
per cent Yugoslav,S per cent Asian, and 4.8 per cent Maltese women 
were divorced or separated, compared with 8.5 per cent of Australian 
women. The same ratios can be seen for the 1976 census. When southern 
Europeans divorce they soon remarry (Price, 1981a). 

Intermarriage of first generation 

In the order of frequency of marriage with a person of the same 
birthplace (Price, 1981a), Greek-born mostly marry someone of the same 
birthplace; next are Italians, Maltese and Asians. In the 1960s, nearly 92 
per cent of Greek and 72 per cent of Italian men married Greek-born and 
Italian-born women respectively. These figures fell in the 1970s to 62 
and 32 per cent. Census figures also indicate, however, that the 
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Table 1.8 Australia: marital status 1976 and 1981 by birthplace 
(population aged 25 and over) 

Birthplace Never married 

Male Female 

1976 1981 1976 1981 
% % % % 

Australia 12.3 14.2 7.9 8.7 
New Zealand 16.2 19.9 11.5 12.9 
British Isles 9.2 9.3 5.6 5.4 
Germany 13.4 12.0 5.3 4.9 
Netherlands 7.6 7.5 3.5 3.7 
Poland 11.3 12.1 2.7 2.3 
Yugoslavia 10.2 9.5 2.6 2.7 
Italy 8.1 7.1 2.5 2.7 
Greece & Cyprus 6.6 5.9 2.4 2.5 
Malta 11.7 10.8 4.6 4.2 
Other Europe 13.8 13.8· 4.0 5.8 
Western Asia & Egypt 12.8 11.3 5.0 15.6 
Other Asia 15.7 15.9 10.5 10.9 
Other countries 14.7 13.2 11.2 8.1 

Total 11.7 13.1 7.2 7.9 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing Tables 

proportion of Yugoslav and Asian in-marriages increased over this 
period. (In-marriage is where a person marries another of similar ethnic 
origin, from the same birthplace, or from that of either parent; in 
out-marriage, a person marries a person of different ethnic origin.) This 
seems to indicate that in-marriage for non-Anglo-Saxon migrants is 
more frequent in periods of high migration. Over time there appears to 
be less likelihood of marriage with a person of the same birthplace. The 
migrant is still, however, more likely to marry a person from the same 
ethnic background, that is, whose parents had been born in the same 
country of origin. 

The majority of English-, Dutch-, German- and pnited States
born migrants marry native-born Australians. The data also show 
eastern European migrants are those most likely to marry other 
immigrants, perhaps because eastern European migrants are often 
Jewish and have similar refugee experiences that bring them together 
(Price, 1981a). 
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The data indicate that migrants of Anglo-Saxon backgrounds tend 
to marry Australian-born; migrants from eastern European refugee 
backgrounds tend to marry within this broad category; the vast majority 
of migrants from Mediterranean countries tend to marry within their 
own national groups. 

Table 1.9 Australia: marital status 1976 and 1981 by birthplace 
(population aged 25 and over) 

Birthplace Divorced, Separated 

Male Female 

1976 1981 1976 1981 
% % % % 

Australia 5.5 7.4 6.4 8.5 
New Zealand 8.4 11.8 8.7 12.3 
British Isles 5.7 7.7 6.3 8.5 
Germany 6.6 9.3 8.9 11.2 
Netherlands 5.5 7.3 5.9 8.5 
Poland 7.9 9.3 7.1 8.6 
Yugoslavia 4.1 5.6 5.0 6.4 
Italy 2.0 2.9 1.9 2.6 
Greece & Cyprus 1.8 2.5 2.0 3.5 
Malta 3.0 4.6 3.4 4.8 
Other Europe 7.9 9.3 8.0 8.7 
Western Asia & Egypt 2.5 4.0 4.0 5.0 
Other Asia 4.0 5.1 5.3 5.9 
Other countries 5.6 6.5 6.0 6.1 

Total 5.4 7.2 6.2 8.2 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing Tables 

Second-generation intermarriages 

Intermarriage relates not only to ethnic and cultural factors, but also to 
educational experience, religion and social class (Price, 198Ia). For 
example, the British and northern Europeans have similar educational, 
class and religious backgrounds to many Australian-born people. 
Migrants from eastern Europe have similar religious backgrounds. 
Migrants from southern Europe tend to have low education experience, 
little English-speaking ability and low social status, and they are 
seemingly more bound together by these factors than by a commori 
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religious belief (to either Catholic or national Orthodox adherence). 
Second-generation marriages have considerably higher out-marriage 
rates than those of actual migrants, especially for persons whose parents 
were of non-Anglo-Saxon origin. Nevertheless, in 1979-1982, 59 per 
cent of Italian, 45 per cent of Greek and 27 per cent of Lebanese men 
married Australian-born women. During the same period, 22 per cent of 
Greek, 39 per cent of Italian and 10 per cent of Lebanese women married 
Australian-born men. (It is not known, however, how many of these 
Australian-born have parents from similar ethnic backgrounds to those 
of the marriage partner.) 

Family size 

Because the majority of migrants arrived during their childbearing years 
they have greatly increased in total the number of births. For example, 
the Borrie Report shows that in 1947 the overseas-born women in the 
prime childbearing ages of 20 to 34 years represented 5 per cent of all 
women in this category in Australia. By 1954, their proportion at these 
ages had increased to about 15 percent, and by 1961, to nearly 20 percent 
(Australia, National Population Inquiry [Borrie Report], 1975: p. 67). 
Confinements of overseas-born women increased from 6 per cent of total 
confinements in Australia in 1947 to 18 per cent by 1961. The overall 
fertility, however, was only 2.6 issue to overseas-born women, compared 
with the fertility of Australian-born women, which in the 1961 and 1966 
censuses showed 3.0 issue per woman. The stereotype of southern 
European or Asian women bearing more children than Australian-born 
women is a myth. In fact, the only groups of women with higher 
childbearing ratios than the Australians are the Dutch (3.2 issue) and 
Maltese (4.1 issue) (Australia, National Population Inquiry 1978, 
Supplementary Report: p. 50). 

Even though the vast majority of migrant families are smaller than 
those of the Australian-born, migrants have greatly contributed to 
population growth through childbearing, owing to the concentration of 
their intake during their childbearing years. 

Migration and family formation 

It has been argued that the reasons for the post-war migration pro
gramme were largely economic. It was economic pressure that created 
the need for workers and consumers. It was economic pressure that 
created the need to take such people not only from the United Kingdom 
and western Europe, but also from a succession of countries in southern 
Europe, the Middle East and South-east Asia. This has resulted in the 
diversity of backgrounds of people who make up present-day Australia. 



Table 1.10 Marriages in Australia 1947-1982 

Bridegrooms marrying bn'des born in:- Brides marrying grooms born in:-

Birthplace Same Same 
Country Australia Other Total Country Australia Other Total 

% % % No. % % % No. 

England A 16.0 76.7 7.3 44779 22.9 62.0 15.1 31216 
and B 18.0 69.7 12.3 15447 20.3 62.5 17.2 13674 
Wales C 19.2 69.3 11.5 24353 21.8 61.3 16.9 21441 

D 19.0 68.8 12.2 40539 23.0 59.5 17.5 33434 
E 19.8 67.5 12.7 39743 22.6 62.2 15.2 34704 
F 18.4 53.9 27.6 33178 20.4 52.2 27.5 30054 

Scotland A 11.2 75.7 13.1 11 727 16.4 61.5 22.1 7987 
B 11.1 71.9 17.0 3471 12.5 62.9 24.6 3107 
C 9.7 69.8 20.5 4831 11.0 61.5 27.5 4266 
D 7.9 70.1 22.0 7175 9.6 61.3 29.1 5863 
E 7.2 69.1 23.7 6142 8.3 63.9 27.8 5313 
F 7.2 57.5 35.3 4862 8.1 55.4 36.6 4363 

Ireland A 13.8 72.8 13.4 5471 26.3 48.1 25.6 2875 
B 12.1 70.3 17.6 1623 18.9 50.1 31.0 1036 
C 12.1 65.4 22.5 2047 18.4 51.5 30.1 ·1347 
D 12.5 63.9 23.6 3199 17.4 48.6 34.0 2307 
E 11.1 62.0 26.9 2953 14.0 52.9 33.1 2331 
F 8.8 58.4 32.8 1931 10.5 50.4 39.0 1616 :r 

Denmark 1165 
a 

A 13.1 70.1 16.8 51.4 22.8 25.8 298 0.. 
s:: 

and B 15.5 54.8 29.7 502 33.5 25.3 41.2 233 (") 

Norway C 8.9 58.6 32.5 541 19.1 46.4 34.5 252 S' :s 
D 9.3 64.6 26.1 721 16.3 48.4 35.3 411 
E 5.2 64.5 30.3 648 9.6 54.4 36.0 355 
F 7.0 55.6 37.3 466 10.2 49.7 40.1 322 

..... 
10 



Bridegrooms marrying brides born in:- Brides marrying grooms born in:-
~ 

Birthplace Same Same (J 
::J'" 

Country Australia Other Total Country Australia Other Total .g 
% % % No. % % % No. ..... 

Cl) .... .... 

Germany A 41.3 37.8 20.9 9742 47.0 14.7 38.3 8552 
and B 33.4 43.4 23.2 6119 38.6 28.9 32.5 5301 
Austria C 22.0 55.0 23.0 8422 22.6 46.1 31.3 8214 

D 13.9 64.6 21.5 12084 18.5 51.3 30.2 9093 
E 10.7 64.1 25.2 7414 15.2 53.9 30.9 5217 
F 7.8 63.9 28.3 4942 10.4 56.9 32.7 3718 

Netherlands A 42.3 44.5 13.2 7728 61.7 20.2 18.1 5301 
B 30.2 55.2 14.6 4785 37.5 39.7 22.8 3852 
C 20.0 62.2 17.8 5999 24.4 51.5 24.1 4938 
D 12.8 69.8 17.4 8360 17.1 59.3 23.6 6258 
E 8.5 72.6 18.9 5651 12.6 63.0 24.4 3830 
F 7.8 70.8 21.4 3509 11.8 63.2 25.1 2329 

Baltic States A 44.5 32.6 22.9 3648 55.6 13.2 31.2 2917 
(Estonia, B 31.0 43.1 25.9 1091 37.7 32.1 30.2 897 
Latvia, C 21.4 49.8 28.8 1052 34.1 37.4 28.5 660 
Lithuania) D 22.1 46.8 31.1 666 36.5 31.3 32.2 403 

E 22.4 45.1 32.5 406 33.3 30.8 35.9 273 
F 26.5 43.7 29.7 279 38.9 28.9 32.1 190 

Czechoslovakia A 17.0 46.1 36.9 2980 46.3 10.1 43.6 1092 
B 10.9 47.6 41.5 651 24.1 26.1 49.8 295 
C 16.1 45.8 38.1 583 25.3 38.2 36.5 372 
D 29.7 39.0 31.3 1012 45.7 18.5 35.8 656 
E 16.8 43.9 39.3 679 32.7 29.5 37.8 349 
F 20.0 38.9 41.2 486 33.7 29.9 36.5 288 



Birthplace 

Poland A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 

U.S.S.R. A 
and B 
Ukraine C 

D 
E 
F 

Yugoslavia A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 

Greece A 
and B 
Cyprus C 

D 
E 
F 

Bridegrooms marrying brides born in:-

Same 
Country 

% 

40.1 
43.5 
36.2 
34.0 
38.0 
5l.0 

24.1 
25.4 
20.4 
17.2 
25.3 
4l.4 

43.6 
43.0 
45.1 
66.2 
63.7 
56.0 

84.6 
9l.8 
9l.9 
8l.0 
64.4 
39.8 

Australia 
% 

30.9 
28.6 
28.6 
35.4 
36.1 
28.8 

2l.9 
28.2 
30.6 
3l.0 
29.0 
28.0 

26.4 
24.9 
26.6 
18.9 
22.2 
29.5 

1l.4 
5.3 
5.0 

12.6 
27.1 
45.0 

Other 
% 

29.0 
27.9 
35.2 
30.6 
25.9 
20.2 

54.0 
46.4 
49.0 
5l.8 
45.7 
30.6 

30.0 
32.1 
28.3 
14.9 
14.1 
14.5 

4.0 
2.9 
3.0 
6.4 
8.5 

15.2 

Total 
No. 

8573 
1948 
1653 
1665 
1506 
1360 

2870 
735 
614 
477 
352 
389 

5700 
4090 
4742 
8948 
7341 
5326 

13577 
12505 
15313 
12176 
8428 
4518 

Same 
Country 

% 

67.2 
56.0 
48.7 
39.1 
40.2 
55.3 

37.5 
33.1 
30.5 
24.0 
30.9 
45.5 

64.1 
73.3 
75.1 
83.4 
79.4 
73.0 

89.7 
9l.9 
92.4 
88.6 
82.1 
59.1 

Brides marrying grooms born in:-

Australia 
% 

7.3 
11.8 
17.2 
20.3 
26.0 
3l.9 

10.3 
16.0 
19.7 
18.5 
14.6 
23.2 

6.9 
6.3 
6.8 
6.3 
9.3 

15.0 

2.1 
l.6 
1.7 
4.2 
8.9 

22.0 

Other 
% 

25.5 
32.2 
34.1 
40.6 
33.8 
22.8 

52.2 
50.9 
49.8 
57.5 
54.5 
3l.4 

29.0 
20.4 
18.1 
10.3 
11.3 
12.0 

8.2 
6.5 
5.9 
7.2 
9.0 

18.9 

Total 
No. 

5121 
1514 
1231 
1450 
1422 
1254 

1841 
564 
410 
341 
288 
354 

3882 
2401 
2848 
7099 
5888 
4087 

12803 
12500 
15095 
11131 
6608 
3046 

:r ..... 
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Cl.. s:: 
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~ ..... 



Bridegrooms marrying brides born in:- Brides marrying grooms born in:- ~ 

Birthplace Same Same (') 
:r 

Country Australia Other Total Country Australia Other Total .g 
% % % No. % % % No. ..... 

Cl) ..., 
..... 

Italy A 66.2 26.1 7.7 23169 90.4 4.6 5.0 16964 
B 70.9 20.3 8.8 14089 91.2 3.5 5.3 10957 
C 65.8 23.7 10.5 13367 86.8 7.4 5.8 10 122 
D 52.9 34.8 12.3 17165 79.1 12.7 8.2 11481 
E 37.1 50.6 12.3 12913 65.6 21.8 12.6 7292 
F 26.1 59.4 14.4 7148 45.5 39.0 15.5 4102 

Malta A 58.2 33.3 8.5 3075 75.8 11.2 13.0 2361 
B 54.7 33.3 12.0 2178 65.8 17.7 16.5 1811 
C 58.7 30.0 11.3 3314 64.4 20.8 14.8 3018 
D 43.3 44.0 12.7 4077 51.1 29.3 19.6 3454 
E 32.2 54.7 13.1 3153 44.7 38.0 17.3 2272 
F 23.0 60.8 16.2 1835 32.2 48.4 19.4 1309 

Lebanon A* 72.1 19.8 8.1 459 83.6 8.8 7:6 396 
*1956-1960 B 72.1 18.7 9.2 423 87.1 6.6 6.3 350 

C 71.2 17.4 11.4 657 82.4 7.7 9.9 568 
D 69.0 18.4 12.6 1578 87.0 5.3 7.7 1263 
E 64.2 21.0 14.8 1666 80.7 7.7 11.6 1343 
F 59.1 27.4 13.5 1728 72.4 9.9 17.7 1410 

Asia A 27.3 55.7 17.0 6663 33.8 37.8 28.4 5381 
(excluding B 28.2 55.1 16.7 2797 35.5 37.0 27.5 2224 
Indonesia, C 31.7 50.4 17.9 3635 34.8 33.6 31.6 3305 
Cyprus, D 40.4 41.9 17.7 6988 42.2 30.7 27.1 6687 
Israel and E 52.0 33.0 15.0 9699 47.5 30.6 21.9 10617 
Lebanon) F 55.4 30.3 14.4 10012 44.2 33.6 22.3 12558 



Birthplace 

North America A 
(Canada and B 
U.S.A.) C 

D 
E 
F 

Australia A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 

Total A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 

Bridegrooms marrying brides born in:-

Same "-
Country Australia 

% % 

2.9 82.6 
5.2 76.0 
7.9 73.2 

10.4 70.0 
11.4 68.2 
7.4 71.2 

95.6 
92.3 
89.8 
89.2 
88.0 
86.7 

1947-1960 
1969-1964 
1965-1968 
1969-1973 
1974-1978 
1979-1982 

Other 
% 

14.5 
18.8 
18.9 
19.6 
20.4 
21.4 

4.4 
7.7 

10.2 
10.8 
12.0 
13.3 

Total 
No. 

2553 
805 

1524 
3396 
3158 
2705 

863575 
241704 
293596 
424323 
401606 
341393 

1034736 
322705 
395937 
572902 
532495 
444816 

Same 
Country 

% 

7.5 
11.6 
13.3 
17.5 
13.3 
8.4 

Brides marrying grooms born in:-

Australia 
% 

61.2 
56.2 
62.2 
55.4 
60.9 
65.3 

90.5 
87.0 
85.0 
83.1 
83.1 
83.4 

Other 
% 

31.3 
32.2 
24.5 
27.1 
25.8 
26.3 

9.5 
13.0 
15.0 
16.9 
16.9 
16.6 

Total 
No. 

969 
363 
905 

2017 
2694 
2358 

912426 
256313 
310178 
455599 
425434 
355025 

1034736 
322705 
395937 
572902 
532495 
444816 

Source: D lEA 'Demographic Consequences of Immigration', 1984; updated table from Price, C. A. (1982) The Fertility and Marriage Patterns of 
Australia's Ethnic Groups 

:r ..... ... 
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Demographic data have indicated that 

1. the majority of post-war migrants arrived between the ages of 15 
and 45; 

2. more single males than single females initially migrated, and this 
was especially the case for non-Anglo-Saxon migrants; 

3. after a period of establishment, the great majority of migrants 
married by the age of 25; 

4. single migrants from the United Kingdom and western Europe 
are more likely to marry Australians; 

5. eastern-Europeans tend to intermarry, whereas southern
Europeans tend to marry people of the same birthplace because the 
majority of them sponsor fiancees and wives to join them in Australia; 

6. there is less divorce or separation of non-Anglo-Saxon migrants 
than among the Australian-born; 

7. the second generation from non-Anglo-Saxon backgrounds tend 
to marry Australians in higher proportion than their first-generation 
counterparts; 

8. on average migrant women have produced proportionally fewer 
children than Australian women; and 

9. the migrant family, regardless of ethnic origin, tends towards the 
traditional norm of the Australian-born, that is, two parents and two 
children. 

Social implications and social issues 

There have been few systematic studies concerning the situation of 
various migrant families in Australia. Those studies that have been done 
tend to be case studies or anecdotal and impressionistic in form. 
Nonetheless, a number of issues concerning migrant families can be 
isolated. These are issues concerned with recent and present Australian 
migration policy, particularly criteria for family reunion; issues relating 
to migrant family settlement and integration, including lack of support 
owing to loss of friends and extended family, interfamilial conflicts, 
culture shock, confusion and changing conjugal roles; and issues relating 
to the socio-economic situation of Australian society and its effects on 
migrant families. 

Migration policies and family reunion 

Successive governments have preferred migrants from the United 
Kingdom. To obtain such migrants, governments used financial assist
ance to encourage the migration of entire nuclear families. Northern 
European families also received such assistance. However, non-Anglo-
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Saxon migrants (from southern Europe, the Middle-East and South-east 
Asia) rarely received such assistance, and usually only single men were 
accepted for migration. Only later could these men sponsor wives, 
fiancees, children and parents to join them in Australia. As Australia 
began to accept more non-Anglo-Saxon migrants, it had to balance the 
pressure to accept the families of such migrants against the economic 
requirements of the day. Family reunion criteria began to be written into 
various migration agreements between Australia and countries of 
recruitment (APIC, 1977). 

Sponsorship offamily members by individual migrants working in 
Australia accounted for approximately 25 to 30 per cent of the annual 
migrant intake. Nominees for family reunion have been classified on the 
basis of 'closeness to' or 'dependence on' the family member residing in 
Australia (APIC, 1977). Thus, regardless of technical selection pro
cedures, those nominees immediately dependent on the sponsor (that is, 
spouse, dependent parents and dependent children) have generally 
received high priority to enter Australia. Close non-dependants (that is, 
non-dependent children, parents and siblings) have had some small 
chance of being accepted as immigrants, depending on overall numbers 
applying and migrant quotas set. Uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces, 
grandparents, more distant relatives and non-relatives have had generally 
little chance of being sponsored under the family reunion provisions. 

Settl~ment and integration 

Family reunion policy has considerable implications. Many persons of 
non-Anglo-Saxon origin argue that they ought to be able to sponsor a 
wide range of relatives to come to live in Australia. They argue that 
grandparents, brothers and sisters are an important component of their 
previous life in their country of origin and are now needed for support. 
Under present policy, about 20000 dependant close relatives are 
admitted each year. If brothers and sisters were to be included, the 
number would increase to 40000; if grandparents were included, the 
number would be 50 000; and if all formal nominations were included, it 
is estimated that at least 100000 family reunions would be the result. The 
average total annual intake of migrants over the past five years (1977-82) 
has been around 85000, so the problem is a complex one (APIC, 1977: 
p.36). 

Sponsorship for extended family members appears to be particularly 
important for recently arrived migrants, particularly those from the 
Middle Eastern and Asian countries (Table 1.11). 

The issue of the extent to which family reunion should be allowed is 
both highly emotive and political, and it has considerable implications 
for migrant settlement and integration. The data on family reunion 
indicate that only a few close dependant relatives are allowed entry to 
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Table 1.11 Sponsorship cases lodged with 
DIEA* 

Country of birth of 
sponsored person 

Vietnam 
United Kingdom 
Lebanon 
Philippines 
Sri Lanka 
China 
Yugoslavia 
Indonesia 
India 
Malaysia 
Poland 
Hong Kong 
Cambodia 
Italy 
South Mrica 
Turkey 
Korea 
Germany 
Chile 
Greece 
Cyprus 
Laos 
Pakistan 
Other 

Total 

Percentage of total 
sponsorship lodged 

16.2 
13.6 
10.0 
6.0 
5.3 
3.7 
2.6 
2.6 
2.6 
2.1 
1.8 
1.8 
1.6 
1.3 
1.3 
1.3 
1.2 
1.2 
1.2 
0.9 
0.4 
0.3 
0.2 

20.8 

100.0 

*Note: Percentages shown are based on a sample offamily 
migration sponsors hips lodged since the introduction of 
the current migrant selection system on 19 April 1982. 
Total family migration sponsorship cases lodged for 
1982-83 were 46458 and for 1983-84, 34 611 
Source: Australia, Department of Immigration and Ethnic 
Mfairs 

Australia and that this has resulted in the breakdown of many traditional 
extended families. 

Loss of extended family networks 

According to many social commentators and welfare workers, the lack of 
their extended families for non-Anglo-Saxon migrants in Australia 
creates many social problems for such families, as indicated by the case 
records of migrant social welfare agencies and a small study by Krupinski 
and his co-authors (1977). The Krupinski survey found that 80 per cent 
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of eighty-four migrant families interviewed complained ofloneliness and 
lack of support. The following list shows the main problems caused by 
loss of extended family mentioned in interviews: 

1. The separation from female relatives means that the young 
migrant women lack informal familial education in marital relationship 
management, in child-rearing techniques and in dealing with the normal 
life crises suffered by women. Similarly, a man loses the educative 
contact with male relatives that enables him to develop skills in 
matrimonial and paternal functioning. Migrant children must grow and 
develop without the patient teaching of grandparents and older relatives. 

2. The migrant family is socially isolated. It has lost the familial 
support that gives it strength and emotional security and stability; 
furthermore, it lacks the emotional support it needs to cope with cases of 
ill-health, personal upset and the like. 

3. A major social control mechanism is lost in that the extended 
family normally defines the parameters of socially acceptable behaviour 
and imposes its own sanctions on any family member who oversteps the 
boundaries (Krupinski et al., 1977: p. 11). 

Inter-generationalconflict 

The few studies carried out indicate a number of inter-generational 
problems that develop within families as a result of migration. These 
include the following: 

1. Conflicts between parents and children occur over values and 
morality and their priorities. This is especially the case for persons of 
non-Anglo-Saxon origin. Those involved in helping migrants have noted 
the conflict between parents adhering to the morals and values that 
existed in their country before their migration (and which were often 
already out of date even there) and adolescents who want the freedom 
enjoyed by their Australian peers. This applies especially to southern 
European girls, who are more restricted and supervised than their 
Australian counterparts. Relationships in the family, too, are frequently 
affected by culture conflict that aggravates inter-generational differences 
in such issues as 'inter-dating' and 'inter-marriage'. The Krupinski 
survey (1977) found that parents were evenly divided on the question of 
different treatment of sons and daughters with availability of and advice 
about contraceptives to adolescents of both sexes. A majority supported 
the statement that 'there is nothing wrong with a boy and girl going out 
alone together'. Parental arrangement of marriages was rejected by 86 
per cent of parent respondents. It should be stressed that many 
adolescents also find considerable comfort in an extended family and get 
a great deal of support from the family. 
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2. There is a struggle to maintain ethnic family identity. A number 
of case studies (Isaacs, 1975; Hill, 1977) have described families caught 
between two cultures and the identity confusion and behavioural 
problems that result, especially for adolescents of non-Anglo-Saxon 
origin. The Krupinski (1977) survey, for example, found that 80 per 
cent of parents wanted children to maintain old customs and tradi
tional values, compared with less than 50 per cent of children who 
wanted this. 

3. Conflicts concerning conjugal roles occur. Such conflicts are 
believed to be acute if husband and wife are from non-Anglo-Saxon 
countries and particularly acute if the wife is forced to work to 
supplement the family budget. Many studies (Storer, 1979; Cox et al., 
1975) have described situations where the wife is forced to make child
care arrangements because she works, which creates tensions in terms of 
traditional roles. Conversely, if the wife remains at home, she is left 
behind her husband and children in the life and changes they experience 
in a new, urban industrialized society. As Cox (1980: p. 47) found in his 
review of welfare case studies, it is in such circumstances that breakdowns 
can occur: 'the woman becomes aware that her usefulness is at an end and 
she is being left behind by the children and even by her husband, all of 
whom are becoming more assimilated in the life of the general 
community in contrast to her own isolation'. 

4. Problems occur with adolescents. Studies have described the 
particular problems faced in non-Anglo-Saxon families arriving with 
adolescents aged 10 years or older. These adolescents experience extreme 
'culture confusion', resulting in interfamilial conflicts (Cox, 1980: p. 77). 
They tend not to be proficient in their home language or in English, with 
the consequence of having little chance of obtaining employment (Young 
et al., 1980). This situation aggravates family tensions. Welfare files 
indicate increasing occurrence of delinquency, drug use and various 
breakdowns among such adolescents. 

5. Generational conflicts with parents occur: 

the aged parents, brought into this country within the framework of the 
family reunion scheme, often do not want to accept the loss of power and 
influence they expected to enjoy. They believed that they would play a 
leading role in the household, and on arrival find themselves in a position 
of an unpaid home-helper in an alien environment. On the other hand, the 
children who sponsored the migration of their parent(s) to Australia, 
remember them as physically and mentally active, as they were when they 
left them. After ten to fifteen years of separation, the gap between them 
and their often feeble and demanding old folk becomes unbridgeable. The 
young ones want to remain independent, the elders feel particularly old 
and unwanted (Krupinski et al., 1977: p. 14). 
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Effects of the structure of the Australian economy 

All interfamilial tensions and problems are intensified by the economic 
situation. Most non-Anglo-Saxon migrants have been allowed to settle in 
Australia to work in the less desirable jobs in developing industries. Such 
migrant males thus earned less than average, their qualifications (if they 
had any) were rarely accepted, migration often meant a drop in status, 
and limited occupational opportunities led to fear of unemployment. In 
addition, non-Anglo-Saxon working wives had to obtain work in a 
similar employment environment. Thus with both parents working, the 
size of families was limited. Further, there was little extended family 
support because of limited family reunion opportunities. By the time 
parents could be sponsored, children had grown up, and interfamilial 
tensions increased. Non-Anglo-Saxon families had to survive in such 
circumstances for years without adequate health, education or welfare 
services and with limited familial support. 

Conclusion 
This introduction has provided an overview of the aims, hopes and 
context of an ambitious plan. What started out as a reasonably 
straightforward project, that is, to describe something of the cultural 
traditions and backgrounds of a range of people and groups who have 
migrated to Australia and how they are likely to affect their attitudes, 
expectations and behaviour to various issues and processes of family 
formation and family life, has become very complex. 

An attempt to describe the subtleties of influence of anyone culture 
or the attitudes and behaviour of anyone person, makes clear the 
problems of attempting to analyse a diverse group of people. But this 
cultural background is vitally important, and it needs to be understood 
by professionals working with these people. These documents must not, 
however, be accepted uncritically as 'blueprints' for such understanding. 
The reviews in this book are in no sense the final work on the subject. 
They are an attempt to provide some information, to begin to show the 
complexity of any culture or society, and to use all this as an aid for 
readers to begin to raise the right questions. This introduction has 
attempted to indicate some of this complexity by 

1. highlighting some of the range of factors, social, economic and 
political, that converged to push people to migrate from their homelands; 

2. indicating the pluralism that exists in any of the countries of 
origin reviewed (pluralism based not only on ethnicity and religion but 
also on region, occupation, education and social class); 
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3. delineating something of the changing nature of societies from 
which people have migrated and the need to be aware of the period in 
which they migrated; 

4. describing something of the special situation in which migrants 
found themselves in Australia, in the economy, occupation and social 
mobility, for instance; and 

5. pointing to the economic situation and time of migration which 
often merged with the previous experience of the migrants in their 
countries of origin as determining factors in the type and size of their 
families, as well as everyday family dynamics and processes. 
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Italian Families 

Lidio Bertelli 

'We have made Italy; now we have to make the Italians', the famous 
writer and patriot Massimo d' Azzeglio is reported as saying last century 
when Italy was, for the first time, unified in one kingdom. These words 
highlight the contradictions, strengths and weaknesses ofItalian society, 
both in the past two centuries and today. 

Unfortunately, onlookers have traditionally spoken of Italians and 
Italy as a monolithic, univocal entity. Historical, social, cultural and, 
above all, regional differences and peculiarities have too often been 
ignored or glossed over in the English literature. At most, they have been 
acknowledged in a very superficial way. The Italian experience is so 
complex and diversified that the social practitioner must be sensitive to 
the possible implications of his or her approach in dealing with an Italian 
client. To grasp adequately the full dynamics of Italian society it is 
necessary to approach the subject on a comparative basis among the 
various regions and sub-regions. The focus of a great part of the existing 
literature on peasant and lower-class populations means that the global 
features of Italian society are ignored. It is of paramount importance, 
particularly when considering the family, to be aware of the extensiveness 
of social stratification in Italy and of the effects of social and economic 
mobility on individual groups during the last thirty to forty years. 

The main focus of this paper, which draws almost exclusively on 
Italian sources, is on the variety of family models found in Italy (and 

33 
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consequently among Italian migrants in Australia) according to three 
basic variables: 

1. historical perspective, 
2. regional and local differences, and 
3. social and economic stratification. 

Historical 
Background 

In many ways, Italy's social, cultural and economic strengths and 
weaknesses have deep roots in the past twenty centuries. Divided into 
several states (frequently identified with small cities) for a long time, 
Italy has not had an easy passage into a unified country since 1860. 

Italy also has characteristics unique among the European countries. 
The northern regions have been, traditionally, closely linked with the 
central-western parts of the Continent, particularly France, Germany 
and Austria. The southern regions are more characteristically Mediter
ranean in character and orientation. Historic and geographic components 
have affected the development of the country. Visible in the differences 
of climate and vegetation existing between the northern and southern 
regions, these two factors explain many of the contradictions experienced 
in Italy today. 

The common image of early Italy is connected with Rome and the 
Roman Empire. But the influence of the Greek presence in the sixth and 
earlier centuries before Christianity should not be under-estimated. 
When the legendary Romulus founded Rome (753 BC), the Greeks were 
establishing nearby their first colony on the Italian mainland. Within 
about half a century, other Greek colonies - towns that are still in 
existence today - were established. The culture and political system of 
the Etruscans, established in cities in northern Italy, were substantially 
different from those of the Greeks. The Greeks, for instance, were 
shocked by the presence of Etruscan women on equal terms at social 
functions (Trease, 1963: p. 11). 

The rise of Rome unified Italy by force, under the same political 
structure, but extensive freedom' in cultural, linguistic and religious 
traditions remained. This helped maintain strong regional and local 
divisions and antagonisms that paved the way for the so-called Dark 
Ages, and the barbarian invasions of Goths, Lombards and Franks in the 
north, while the south was dominated by the Saracens and, later, by the 
Normans. 

Regional differences were reinforced in mediaeval times. In the 
north, divided from the south by the Papal States, cities - and 
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occasionally towns - developed unique forms of self-government (the 
comuni and, later on, the signorie) and, favoured by their geographical 
positions, became flourishing communities trading with northern Europe 
and the Far East. The southern mainland and Sicily, on the other hand, 
soon fell under the dominion of Angevin and Aragonese monarchs and 
remained economically under-developed. 

I taly's political instability, resulting from the ever-changing alliances 
and fortunes of European kingdoms, also impeded the development of a 
unified national conscience and culture. The variety of dialects is just an 
indication of the deep cleavages existing in Italian society and of the 
complexity of subcultures formed usually, but not exclusively, along 
regional boundaries (Devoto and Giacomelli, 1972). To divide the Italian 
population, particularly today, into different 'ethnic groups' would be an 
exaggeration; nonetheless, past events have fostered and maintained 
cultural subgroups that do not easily share the same symbolic meanings, 
myths, memories and values. 

The Italian Economic 
and Social System 

Post-war Italy is a modern, industrialized and urbanized country. It has 
entered the select 'club' of the top ten developed countries. It remains, 
however, a country of both economic and social contrasts, and the effect 
of economic factors on regional cultural patterns cannot be ignored. 

Socio-economic regions 
Unquestionably, unification in 1860 signalled the turning point in the 
social and economic development of Italy. Although the country could 
not be considered to be industrialized, some regions had great economic 
potential (Cafagna, 1977). In the fifty years leading to the First World 
War, the country developed its own industrial base, and by the first 
decade of the century some areas had already witnessed a true industrial 
revolution, although overall Italy remained a rural country. The 
northern regions were characterized by higher levels of production and 
income than those in the south. Data on fixed capital (such as roads, 
railways and manpower training) and on both the types and volume of 
agricultural and industrial production show that the passage from a 
system of traditional life to a so-called 'modern' system was already well 
under way in the north by the middle of last century. 

Since the beginning of this century, and particularly since the 
Second World War, the process of industrialization and urbanization has 
gained momentum and has' become irreversible. Mass migration from 
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the rural south (previously to the Americas, later to other European 
countries and to northern Italy), coupled with the flight from the country 
to the cities, has deeply affected the structure of Italian society. The 
image of a rural and frugal country is no longer appropriate: customs, 
ways of life, and traditions are fast changing and disappearing and new 
ideas and life patterns are emerging. In the last three decades, the 
country has undergone deep changes: the cities have expanded to the 
point where it is now difficult to distinguish where the metropolis ends 
and its hinterland begins, since the industrial presence has become 
increasingly visible, especially in the north. Even the south is affected, 
albeit slowly, by emerging industrial conglomerates. Extensive industrial 
development has had some positive consequences, such as improvement 
in the material quality of life, questioning of old economic and political 
structures, and acceptance of more open and modern models of 
behaviour and attitudes. At the same time, modernization has aggravated 
old problems, such as rural exodus, urban decay and housing exploitation, 
consumerism, and environmental pollution, and it has fostered anomic 
patterns of behaviour . Obviously, these side effects are not unique to the 
Italian situation; rather, they are commonly experienced, in varying 
degrees, by all industrialized and developing countries. But they are 
aggravated by serious disparities that characterize contemporary Italy. 
Industry has expanded in a geometrical progression and, in certain 
sectors, has reached American standards, but agricultural production, 
based on old and obsolete techniques, remains uneconomic and is a heavy 
drag on the national economy. There are also structural gaps. In the 
north, the economy is in general modern and developed: standards of 
living are - in relation to more advanced societies - more than 
satisfactory. In the south, the economy is archaic and stunted: living 
standards are sometimes appalling according to present-day standards. 

It should be stressed, however, that the division between north and 
south Italy is to be seriously questioned in the light of current research. 
We should more properly speak of four main socio-economic areas 
according to the distribution of the labour market, the structure of the 
local economy, and the organization of collective life (Ardigo and Donati, 
1976; Bargnasco, 1977). These regions are: 

1. The urban-industrial area of Milan, Turin and Genoa, together 
with the surrounding hinterland, as well as some fully urbanized and 
industrialized pockets in the central and north-eastern areas (particularly 
Bologna and Venice). In this area adequate job opportunities imply some 
economic security for the family unit during and after the normal 
working life of the bread-winner. 

2. The peripheral area of the central and north-eastern regions. 
Here survival is ensured by a combination of three factors: a moderate 
level of urbanization and industria~ization (small and medium enter-
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prises), an agriculture still viable for immediate consumption purposes, 
and extensive 'black' work practices. 

3. The marginal rural areas of the south, particularly in the interior 
but inclusive also of some regions of the centre and north (for instance 
Trentino and Umbria). People in this area can survive on locally 
produced income only when coupled with additional resources in the 
form of pension and other social security benefits or public welfare 
services. 

4. The marginal urban area, which covers most of the southern 
cities and substantial sectors of the population residing on the outskirts of 
the northern industrial centres. Here subsistence is always a daily and 
pressing problem; job opportunities are very limited; and local agri
cultural resources even at the most basic consumption level are, at best, 
unreliable. People can only make ends meet from income derived from 
unsatisfactory social security provisions. 

Social stratification 

Italy is still characterized by social imbalances. There is an abundance of 
personal, disposable goods (for example, one Italian in five possesses a 
car; seven in every ten families own a television set), but at the same time, 
social services (schools, hospitals, means of public transport, sporting 
facilities and the like) are inadequate. Inevitably, Italian society is also 
conditioned by marked class stratification, which persists, notwithstand
ing the high degree of economic development in recent decades. 
Modernization has deepened social divisions within the country, despite 
the rapid expansion of the middle class, owing to the sharp differences in 
the distribution of income throughout various regions and sub-groups 
(Sylos Labini, 1982). 

In 1980, 28.4 per cent of Italians lived in cities of over 100000 
inhabitants. Between 1951 and 1971 an estimated 2 million people moved 
to a new place of residence within the country. Over one-third of the 
population (nearly 19 million people) moved to the eight largest urban 
areas, which occupy only 4 per cent of the national territory. Many more, 
particularly from regions of slow industrial development, were forced to 
migrate abroad. After the fall in migration between the two wars, owing 
to restrictive policies, particularly in the United States and in Fascist 
Italy itself, migration revived, and a record of 390000 emigrants was 
registered in 1957. In the last few years, this trend appears to be reversed: 
Italy has received thousands of illegal immigrants from developing 
countries. 

The upper class of the Italian population is made up of owners of 
large rural estates or valuable urban properties, entrepreneurs, and 
managers of large joint-stock companies and government instrumental
ities, as well as some independent and economically successful pro-
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fessionals. The middle class comprises a number of sub-groups, namely 
the small bourgeoisie of the white-collar workers, relatively well-off 
autonomous workers (owners of small and economically viable farms, 
artisans and small professionals, traders and dealers) and some pro
fessionals, such as the military and the clergy. Farm and factory wage
earners, the unemployed, unemployable and the under-employed make 
up the lower class. 

The south is still the loser in the modernization process. The 
expansion of the lower echelons within its public service does not reflect 
improved social conditions but is rather the consequence of limited 
economic opportunities and a reinforcement of patronage. 

Above all, the social system has changed very little when it comes to 
access to power. Notwithstanding the profound changes over the last one 
hundred years, income distribution within the classes - the basis of 
economic and political power - has only marginally altered. Between 
1936 and 1981 the rich have constantly formed about 2 to 3 per cent of the 
population while at least 15 to 20 per cent could be classified as 'poor' and 
'very poor'. 

Social Stratification 
and Family Patterns 

The historic, social and economic factors outlined above greatly 
influenced the specific forms and models of the Italian family that 
developed during the last century or so. Although the western industrial 
revolution of the nineteenth century had already affected some regions of 
pre-war Italy, the country was still largely tradition-oriented. It was only 
in the 1950s and 1960s, with the adoption of a capitalist economy on a 
large scale and the massive rural exodus to the cities, that Italian society 
found itself catapulted into a new social order, which had profound 
effects on the family. 

Family structure after the Second World War 

After the Second World War, new family models developed, such as that 
most frequently found among entrepreneurs who accumulated some 
capital: the natural outcome of the modernization process of the middle 
class. Members ofthis type offamily find their security in a career and in 
a secure job (pasta fissa). This family system cannot be identified with 
that of the nobles, which places great stress on domestic life values in the 
primary socialization of the children. Instead, the family-life system 
prevailing amongst the successful entrepreneurs closely reflects the style 
of life emerging from the economic boom of the fifties and sixties and, 
consequently, seems to be fading today. Easily identifiable for its 
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ostentatious consumption patterns, it has been the first victim of the 
international economic crisis of the early seventies; which has under
mined its clay foundations. It is in fact a very fragile family, a family that 
has been losing its hold in recent years. The way oflife of this family will 
probably survive, however, through the commercial and financial 
bourgeoisie, which displays similar values and patterns of behaviour. 
Not having to rely on the availability of private capital resources, it has 
become a widespread and growing family pattern, even in areas of 
minimum capital development, such as the south and provincial centres, 
areas in which unearned income and commercial enterprise provide the 
only avenue for social mobility. 

While creating new privileged families, the industrial revolution 
was also at the roots of the formation of another family model, the one 
most frequently identified with the industrial proletariat. Regardless of 
its numerical strength, it is a marginal family. Isolated at the outskirts of 
large urban centres, it is in a conflict-ridden position. The natural heir of 
the rural family, it struggles to reinforce internal solidarity against the 
destabilizing influence of its social environment. It is unable to socialize 
the children into the consumption/individualist patterns of an exploding 
capitalist system. Rather, it develops some unique form of sub-culture 
along class lines, not easily integrated into capitalism. This family is the 
meeting ground between the great cultural traditions of popular 
Catholicism, usually of rural origin, and the urban social proletariat, 
especially within those strata more directly exposed to work alienation in 
an environment lacking a strong supportive system. Its fragility is largely 
due to the need for the woman to find employment outside the home in 
order to counterbalance the impact of economic recession. It often 
ensures its financial viability, particularly in the south, through 'out
work'. In Naples, for example, over 20000 small businesses use women 
and children working at home. 

Unquestionably, the woman's increasing economic independence, 
derived from a salaried position in the workplace, fosters greater intra
familial equality in the division of labour and encourages a deeper 
democratization of the family unit. This process, however, also brings 
about additional interpersonal conflicts in a situation of rapid change, 
greater economic security and stability clash with established cultural 
mores and expectations. 

The year 1968 was a turning point for Italian society, when the 
contestazione giovanile, namely the youth rebellion, brought to the 
surface all the contradictions and tensions of an era of chaotic industrial
ization and urbanization. One of the victims of this upheaval was the 
family, and this is reflected in the debate on the private and public 
domains of social organization (Universita Cattolica, 1979). 

Initially the family was in the front line of the movement towards 
greater participation by all citizens in the affairs of Italian society (for 
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instance, in the education system and management of the national 
environment). In the last few years, however, a tendency has emerged 
towards isolating the family from any involvement in the life of society at 
large. The increasing anomie created by large urban centres and by the 
new social order, which appears to lack any form of control, insecurity 
regarding the future, and dissatisfaction with job opportunities have all 
been destructive influences on contemporary Italian families. For most 
individuals, the family has become an area of refuge and relief, providing 
psychological and emotional security, with no public function in relation 
to, for example, politics, employment and social life in general. 

As a direct consequence of the polarization of management and 
dependent functions within the division oflabour, new family models are 
emerging, which also absorb and modify previous family systems. 

The middle class 
The traditional bourgeoisie is now being superseded by the technocrats 
and managers. Similarly, in the last few years, the family characteristic of 
the traditional middle and proletarian classes has been superseded by a 
new type of family - that of the employee in the new tertiary sector. This 
family is the target of a mass-consumption-oriented economy. In 
contrast to the small and middle bourgeoisie of former times, it is a family 
torn by interpersonal tensions. There is, for example, the pressure of a 
cultural system pushing for egalitarianism between spouses as a con
sequence of greater participation by females in employment. The 
working woman brings home aspirations and behavioural patterns 
proper to a higher style of life. Whereas working-class females remain 
largely conditioned by the still dominant spouse, the 'liberated' middle
class females continue - albeit in a different form - to find a particular 
expressive and affective meaning in their role as housewives. At the same 
time, the husband-father finds himself in a more threatening working 
situation (for instance, because of greater job insecurity) and is forced to 
establish family relationships that depend less on authoritarianism and 
more on affectionate communication and companionship. 

The family seems to have been the main victim of the economic 
crisis of the seventies, which has levelled off popular expectations by 
progressively lowering middle-class material standards to the point 
where they have become more like those of the proletariat. 

The proletarian family 
Among the various models that have emerged in Italy during the last 
decade, of specific interest to the scope of this paper, is the family 
characteristic of the semi-proletariat or marginal urban population. It is 
the family most commonly encountered in the poorest suburbs on the 
outskirts of the cities in the north, centre and south of Italy. 
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The picture of the Italian family is complex, and many kinds of 
families exist. Family patterns in Italy drastically change according to the 
social class and socio-economic area considered. 

Socio-economic differentials 

Families in the urban-industrial areas have undergone the most dramatic 
socio-cultural changes in relation to fertility patterns, marriage solidarity, 
cohabitation and parent-child relationships. These areas contain the 
highest participation by women (including married women) in the labour 
force, with a resultant redefinition of the female role within and outside 
the household. Greater availability of, and access to, welfare services 
(hospitals, schools, day nurseries, kindergartens and the like), more 
secure and better paid jobs, and higher educational levels have also 
brought about a redefinition of the places and ways family members 
meet. Leisure time, for instance, is increasingly spent away from the 
familiar environment of the house or neighbourhood. Adolescents are 
expected to enjoy a fairly high degree of freedom and independence. 
Families differ, not only on the basis of income and access to public or 
private social services, but also in relation to the life cycles of their 
members and the composition of the unit itself. A childless couple 
possesses greater resources (in goods and time) and enjoys greater 
flexibility than a family with small children. Life-styles also vary 
according to the number of children to be raised. Different again is the 
family made up of elderly persons: 

Obviously this differentiation has always, in some way, existed; however 
the organization of urban life, coupled with the work organization (times 
and places of work, together with the norms related to pension provisions), 
marks off these diverse situations in a more pronounced manner by 
making available resources - and at times by even assigning spaces -
which vary according to the various phases oflife (Saraceno, 1981: p. 80). 

Family solidarity, instead, remains a basic feature of the peripheral areas. 
An extensive network of small production facilities, diffused (albeit on a 
small scale) urbanization, politico-cultural homogeneity and above all a 
fusion between industry and agriculture, contribute to satisfactory living 
standards only because families work together as units. Factory work is 
complemented with toiling on one's own piece of land for personal 
consumption purposes. It is estimated that over two-thirds (2.5 million) 
of heads of rural families are not farmers by profession. Women, 
including those who are married and have small children, combine 
domestic duties with employment in the ever-present family enterprise 
or by making themselves readily available as out-workers; unmarried 
children are commonly expected to find a factory job and to contribute to 
the general well-being of the family. 
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Yet domestic roles continue to be segregated. As a rule, running the 
house falls entirely upon the wife-mother, and the husband-father is 
supposed to be the major income earner. Chiara, Saraceno (1981: p. 88) 
has written that this family is 

to a large extent a work unit, whose income is derived from a variety of 
sources: salaried factory work, paid work within the family production 
unit (such as out-work done by the various family members at different 
places), work for home consumption purposes and domestic work. The 
entire family life pivots around these work roles and times. (Some surveys 
have found that all in all 12 hours a day form the normal working day for 
men and women as well as parents and young children.)-

Fertility rates are low, particularly among women who hold regular jobs 
outside the household, because of the high demands of employment and 
home duties. 

What really separates these families from others living in more 
industrialized and urbanized areas is that they operate as true family 
concerns (jamiglia azienda): they expect to become self-sufficient and 
they tend to establish their own independent family production units. 
Earning a wage by finding employment outside the household is 
considered merely the first step towards eventual self-sufficiency. 
Consequently these families are imbued with a work ethic that allows the 
exploitation of family labour at levels not acceptable elsewhere. The same 
consumption patterns reflect the cultural expectations still strictly linked 
with a peasant social system: to be owner of one's own house is more 
important than taking a holiday or having some leisure time, even if it 
implies giving up personal whims and interpersonal relationships. 
Expenses for the home (for example, for furniture) take priority over 
many others (cultural activities, education, leisure), 

notwithstanding the fact that the house itself is not a place in which to live 
and to entertain other persons, but a place to show and possess: where the 
lounge is always kept locked and the kitchen turned into a collective area 
where everything takes place: here people cook, eat, work, welcome guests, 
play with children, study (Saraceno, 1981: pp. 88-9). 

Very different is the family pattern in marginal ru'ral areas. In this 
case we could more properly speak of remnants of rural families, since the 
land is too poor to ensure family survival. Subsistence levels can be 
maintained only through welfare subsidies or, usually on an occasional 
basis, work in non-rural enterprises (for example, the building industry, 
arts and crafts), or both. The other alternative is migration abroad or to 
the more prosperous northern regions of Italy. 

The negative consequence of this economic system (subsidized 
privately by migrants' remittances or publicly by welfare payments or an 
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occasional expansion of public works) have been repeatedly and 
convincingly identified: clientalismo, differential access to resources, 
chronic shortage, or even total absence, of basic community services, 
particularly those most beneficial to individuals and families (child
minding centres, public kindergartens, after-school programmes, health 
centres and the like) have accustomed the population to struggle less for 
social needs than would be expected in a modern, developed society. The 
response to this situation is a type of family which, far from being 
irrational and backward, is the logical combination of peasant and 
welfare-patronage culture. On the one hand, hard work has become the 
force binding together all family members regardless of age and sex: even 
children and the elderly have to work to make ends meet, as it was 
everywhere in the poorest regions of rural Italy fifty years ago; on the 
other hand, mobility through education can be achieved by placing the 
children in boarding schools or by leaving them with grandparents while 
the parents migrate elsewhere. 

As a consequence of the particular organization ofland tenure, hard 
domestic work is almost the rule for women and girls. In contrast to 
central and northern Italy, rural properties in the south usually consist of 
small and widely dispersed parcels ofland (Silverman, 1971). People live 
in the towns and villages and not on the land, so the men who till the land 
or tend a few cattle commute between their houses and the fields. These 
daily, or even weekly, time-consuming trips make it impossible for the 
woman - except in emergencies - to be of particular assistance when 
she has, at the same time, to do all household duties. Only women from 
extremely indigent families will undertake, as occasional labourers, such 
burdensome and sometimes even perilous heavy and underpaid jobs as 
harvesting of jasmine (done at night), olives and tomatoes (Piselli, 1975; 
Cutrufelli, 1975). 

The woman's relegation to the role of a housewife has to be seen in 
the general historical and social context. It does not follow (as is 
frequently assumed) that she is normally the victim of a male-dominated 
system. Husbands and sons labouring in unrewarding fields or working 
in the intermittent service of bosses are not really better off and when 
they return home are usually physically exhausted. The women, as 
Saraceno points out (1981: p. 98), are more isolated from, perhaps more 
subordinate to, the male world, but they are also more involved in the 
network of solidarity, gossip, and even control, existing among the 
relatives and in the neighbourhood. To depict these women in negative 
terms under-estimates their inner strengths and real power within the 
family and the village. 

Finally, there are families living in the so-called marginal urban 
areas (for example, Milan, Rome, Naples, Palermo, Syracuse). Regardless 
of the variety of local situations, these families have one thing in 
common: they lack a stable and reliable income because of a structural 
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lack of employment opportunities and of adequate social welfare services. 
This is particularly, but not exclusively, true for the south, where job 
opportunities are always scarce and the concentration of people living on 
welfare is the highest. 

These families have had an urban tradition for some time and retain 
no ties with the rural world, or they have left a hard land in the vain hope 
of improving their lot in the cities. The individual who is lucky enough to 
find a regular job (mainly in the manufacturing and building industries 
as well as in the bottom brackets of the tertiary sector) is expected to 
eventually support a variety ofless fortunate, jobless and needy close and 
not-so-close relatives. The wage, which is supposed to feed, clothe, and 
shelter two or three persons, has to be stretched to an unrealistic limit 
(Saraceno, 1981: p. 102). 

Lack of resources and of community services, at least adequate for 
ensuring minimum survival, is reflected in family organization under 
many forms. First of all, unemployment is very high among youth and 
women. Paradoxically, increasing educational achievements tend to 
exacerbate conditions: in the south the highest (and still increasing) rate 
of unemployment occurs among young graduates, and in recent decades, 
more and more women who have obtained diplomas or degrees are 
actively, but unsuccessfully, looking for work. This qn only be 
interpreted as a basic change in cultural expectations. Second, the figure 
of the father as head of the family is disappearing at a great rate in families 
forced to make a living in submerged, fringe (often illegal) economies. 
There is no traditionally acknowledged wage-earner, and consequently 
there is no recognized family head. This can have a devastating effect on 
family structures and roles, where the father previously had the position 
of being the visible all-round provider. Instead, family members are 
forced to find work regardless of age and sex. 

Especially in the northern urban centres where many southern 
expatriates concentrate, women take positions as maids and cleaners, 
leaving young daughters in charge of domestic chores and the upbringing 
of children. Competition among adult males for scarce jobs is strong, and 
employers can easily exploit the young, who are able to do the same job, 
and under more favourable conditions, as far as employers are concerned. 
To stay at school usually does not pay, because even a 'matriculation 
certificate leads nowhere. Indeed, employment could better serve the 
need of controlling and supervising minors rather than a school system 
that functions only in the mornings. Consequently, in this environment 
youngsters often have to play adult roles and be independent at a very 
early age. To these youth and their families, the usual stages of infancy, 
childhood and adolescence are meaningless and, given the economic and 
social circumstances, this could not be otherwise. 

The wife-mother has to take up roles and functions which, in 
comparison with the families already described, are unique. She is the 
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imaginative pivotal point who has to take care of, and solve, all daily 
problems. This is why Ann Parsons (1962) has spoken of a matriarchal 
system as predominant in the Neapolitan suburbs she studied (although 
incorrectly [Saraceno, 1981]). The father is, in fact, frequently missing 
(although rarely because of divorce or separation, more frequently 
because of unemployment), so the burden of providing economic and 
formative support falls entirely on the wife-mother, even if the husband 
appears to remain the publicly accepted head of family. Saraceno's 
observations (1981: pp. 108-9) are revealing: 

To her inventiveness, ability to manage and at times create resources is 
trusted the possibility of getting as much as possible from a budget made of 
'second wages' and 'minors' wages' (this is largely true also of the 'lucky' 
man with a job whose guaranteed earnings have to be stretched to the 
utmost, as already described). 

Often it is the women (wives and mothers) who represent the family 
in public, dealing with the various welfare bodies to obtain pensions and 
benefits, sometimes having to make the decision about which of the 
children should be left more or less permanently in an institution for his 
own good and that of the rest of the family. 

Excluded as they are from access to a 'service culture' as users of more 
or less qualified services, they develop a 'welfare culture', which, with 
implicit and explicit rules, requires a different, but not altogether less, 
'professionalism' . 

Questioning Some Myths 
of the Italian Family 

Two myths about the Italian family are common. The first is that Italians 
(particularly southern Italians) uphold the value and importance of 
family ties to the point of not being community-minded at all. The 
second myth is that the normal Italian family is very numerous with 
extended kin living together in the same household. 

Familial ties and morality 
E. C. Banfield's study published in 1958, The Moral Basis of a Backward 
Society, has been for over two decades a bench-mark in the analysis of the 
Italian family. Banfield's thesis is that in southern Italy (or more 
precisely, at least in Montegrano, a town in the Province of Potenza in 
Basilicata - the real name of the town is Chiaramonte) no real progress 
can be achieved because, given their particular historical and social 
environment, people behave as if they were following one basic rule, 
namely fostering the immediate, material interests and welfare of their 
own nuclear family without any concern for the needs and interests of the 
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community at large. This ethos is the result of several factors: high 
mortality and the consequent sense of fatalism; the specific system of 
land tenure, which keeps the peasants in a chronic state of indigence and 
dependency; and lack of the institution of the extended, patriarchal 
family. People find themselves in a vicious circle: structural deficiencies 
determine the local ethos, which determines alienation from society 
which, in turn, determines structural conditions and so on, without end. 
The ring will never be broken, Banfield implies, because the Monte
granesi themselves are unable and unwilling to move out from their close 
family ties and co-operate for some communal interest. In other words, 
the fault of the under-development and backwardness of Montegrano 
(and, it could be implied, in the Italian deep south) lies in the peasantry 
itself. 

Banfield - and many others who use his study uncritically - sees 
the family as the basic obstacle to communal involvement and, eventually, 
acceptance of more 'modern' values and patterns of behaviour. In reality, 
the type of close family structure described in The Moral Basis of a 
Backward Society, if and when it really exists, is the result, not the cause, 
of chronic deprivation and under-development. It is the only reasonable 
response to, and defence against, a set of social and economic structures 
that exploit these peasants. A change in the socio-economic environment 
(as shown today in many villages and towns of the south and other parts 
of Italy and in the migration experience) brings to the surface the inner 
strength of these families and individuals, who are able to co-operate and 
to organize when they see a purpose for it. This is confirmed by many 
examples, such as the Fasci movement, which developed in Sicily at the 
turn of the century; the active participation of the peasants in land reform 
during this century; the progressive support by the electorate of political 
parties that seek to overcome deep-rooted regional imbalances; the ever
growing class consciousness, which strongly links the under-proletariat 
and proletariat of the south and the north, as well as of the peripheral and 
urban marginal areas; and the increasing adoption of non-traditional 
practices, such as divorce, abortion and birth control in relation to the 
family itself (De Masi, 1976: p. 28). 

The extended family 

A second myth is that Italian families are predominantly large or 
extended, with grandparents and other kin living with the nuclear family 
in the same household. In comparison with other European and non
European countries, Italy had the highest rate of extended families in the 
seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. Even today, this is a phenomenon 
with no correspondence in other industrialized societies (excepting 
Japan and the Philippines). According to the 1971 census, for instance, 
multiple families comprising spouses, children, and other relatives 
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formed 16.7 per cent of all Italian families. This proportion was much 
lower in England (3 per cent in 1966), in France (2.6 per cent according to 
the 1968 census), and in the United States (6.0 per cent on the basis of a 
1968 survey). A few points should be stressed, however, to put the Italian 
experience in the right perspective. 

Unquestionably, the extended family has been declining in Italy 
since the Second World War. It is, nonetheless, still particularly strong 
in the central and north-western regions where, as already mentioned, 
economic development has taken place along a mixed or peripheral 
model. According to many researchers, there is a strong correlation 
between the agricultural system of sharecropping, the extended family 
model, and the development of a mixed economy. To be economically 
viable, sharecropping (as happens in Australian sWall business today, for 
instance in milk-bars) has to capitalize on any available family labour, 
and consequently, it has been a decisive force in establishing a system of 
familial organization in which blood-related nuclear families reside in 
one household, usually the isolated cascina (farmstead), with its large 
communal courtyard, hay-loft and cowshed, which still forms a 
characteristic feature of the countryside of Veneto, Lombardy, Emilia, 
Marche and elsewhere. By its very nature, sharecropping also requires 
and favours the development of entrepreneurial skills, willingness to 
sacrifice oneself for the common (family) good, interpersonal co
operation, the aim of capital accumulation, and inventiveness. These 
families, therefore, have had a long history of autonomy and self
sufficiency, coupled with strong family solidarity, which contrasts with 
those peasants forced to survive on small parcels of land, as was 
frequently the case in the south and in many other parts of Italy. 

It is no coincidence that the largest nuclear families occur in these 
central and north-western regions, although the typical Italian family has 
never been large, particularly in the last one hundred years. It is also true 
that, in general in both the north and south, even nuclear Italian families 
are characterized by strong ties and contacts with relatives, particularly 
within the family of orientation, as well as (although to a lesser degree) 
within the friendship network. But the two aspects should not be 
confused. 

Demography of the 
Italian Family 

Demographic trends in Italy follow the pattern of Western populations, 
with one main difference: owing to the slower process of social and 
economic development, there is a gap of one or two decades in the trends 
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experienced in the more advanced Western societies. This paper focuses 
only on some specific aspects, namely, trends in fertility and family size, 
marriage rates, and the age structure of the population. 

Fertility 

Since last century, fertility in all Italian regions has declined, except for a 
brief period in the late 1950s and early 1960s, when birth rates rose 
progressively from 18 per thousand in 1952-53 to 20.1 per thousand in 
1964 (Livi Bacci, 1980: p. 151). This post-war marginal baby boom did 
not last very long, however, and following the pattern of other 
industrialized countries, the general decline in Italian fertility reached its 
lowest rate of 10.9 per thousand in 1981. This is a drastic reduction 
compared with rates of 35 to 40 per thousand registered in the middle of 
the nineteenth century, when Italy became a unified nation. However, 

two different patterns of behaviour have developed since the end of the 
nineteenth century: the first pattern with early and rapid decline of 
fertility leading to a two-children family system prevails in the centre and 
in the north; the second pattern, with late and slow decline and still a 
wide-spread larger family system, prevails in the south of the country (Livi 
Bacci, 1967: p. 657). 

The 1981 census indicates that this trend is continuing. In only five 
regions, all in the south (Campania, Puglia, Calabria, Sicily and 
Sardinia), have birth rates remained significantly higher than the 
national average. Nevertheless, for all practical purposes Italy has now 
(1981 census) reached zero growth levels. 

Among the various factors mentioned by researchers (liberalization 
of access to contraceptives since 1971, the women's liberation movement, 
occupational and professional mobility, changed state family policies and 
so on), probably education is to be considered, particularly in the south, 
as the most important variable influencing current Italian fertility 
patterns. Additionally, 

[the] weight of tradition, a more extended and more resistent inter
connected system of family relationships, the very heavy weight of social 
control, the limited emancipation of women, the weight of Church 
teaching, which is often very conservative, ... are all factors which we 
could quote to explain the a-typical behaviour of the south. It is certain 
that the peculiar nature of southern culture seems to influence the 
fecundity patterns of all sectors in a fairly uniform manner, down_playing 
the influence of variables such as income, profession, residence and so on 
(Livi Bacci, 1980: p. 301). 
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Marriage trends 

I t is only in the last ten to fifteen years that marriage trends have changed 
greatly in Italy. In the pre-war period, the marriage rate per 1000 
inhabitants had been fairly constant at seven to eight per thousand, with 
the only - and comprehensible - exceptions being the war years of 
1914-20, 1931-32 and 1941-44. 

The temporary increase in marriages during the first two decades 
after the Second World War has now been completely reversed: the 
1970s marked the beginning of a rapid decline in the marriage rate which, 
according to the 1981 census, is now low, at 5.5 per thousand. 

As in the case of fertility, marriage rates vary according to region, 
although inter-regional differences do not seem to be as great as twenty 
or more years ago. Even those northern and central regions (Veneto, 
Umbria, Marche) that were traditionally characterized by a markedly 
higher marriage rate are now in line with the national average. The pace 
of the decline has instead been slower in the south; nonetheless, it has 
been substantial. 

There are many reasons for this trend. First, it is a direct result of the, 
current economic crisis. CENSIS, the most important social research 
centre in Italy, found that in Rome in the late 1970s one in four couples 
was living in accommodation neither owned nor rented by themselves. 
Many engaged persons are, consequently, forced to postpone their 
wedding until they can afford to rent an apartment: the only apartments 
freely available are very new and, therefore, very expensive. The only 
resort, if they marry, is to remain with either of their families of 
orientation, an alternative that is not very appealing. 

This and other economic considerations (for example, lack of 
regular employment), although important, are not sufficient to explain 
why marriage as an institution has become less popular in contemporary 
Italy. Another cause could be identified in the changed age structure of 
the Italian population: fewer people enter into marriage simply because 
the 16 to 26 age group has become less numerous than in the past. A 
further explanation could be cultural: the widespread acceptance, 
particularly among the younger generation, ofless stringent behavioural 
norms, has brought about a certain unwillingness to legalize cohabitation. 
Given the lack of more up-to-date and reliable research on this issue, 
probably all that can be said is that all three factors (economic, 
demographic, and cultural) have a role in the trend of the last decade. 

A final observation should be made on marriage trends in Italy. It is 
commonly taken for granted that Italian families (particularly southern 
Italian families) tend to marry off their children at a very early age. 
Available data clearly do not support this (average ages in 1970-71 at first 
marriage were as follows: Italy 26.2 for men, 24.3 for women; England 
and Wales, for men 24.9, women 22.2) (Council of Europe 1979). 
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The ageing process 

Declining fertility and greater longevity (due to improved health services 
and education) have substantially accelerated the ageing of the Italian 
population. A boy born at the end of last century had a life expectancy of 
42.6 years, and a girl, of 43.0 years. In 1970, average life expectancy was 
70 years for men and 76 for women. 

The ratio of old people (those over 60) in relation to the population 
under 14 provides a useful tool for evaluating the long-term consequences 
of the ageing of a population. In many regions the under-14 generation, 
who eventually will have to carry the burden of economic and 
demographic development in the country, are now outnumbered by 
those aged 60 and over. Consequently, in those regions, a decreasing 
workforce will have to support an increasing aged population, with the 
assistance of inadequate welfare structures. This problem is particularly 
acute in the centre and in the north, the only exceptions being 
Lombardy, Veneto, Trentino-Alto Adige and Valle d' Aosta. It also 
means that the industrialized areas of the north and the centre will have 
to rely more and more on the relatively abundant and cheap manpower of 
the south to sustain their economic expansion. Consequently, migration 
from Italy, particularly to distant countries such as Australia, will remain 
at a low level. The implications for Italian communities abroad should be 
obvious: they will age fast and will not be strengthened by the input of 
young, culturally innovative cohorts. 

The first signs of the ageing of the Italian family can also be seen 
indirectly in the fact that between 1951 and 1971 the number of one
person families doubled from around 1 million (10.6 per cent) to 2 
million (13.6 per cent) (ISTAT, 1981: p. 37). 

Intra-family Relations 
Obviously, a family is not a mere social category or a bunch of statistics. 
It is made up of individuals who interrelate among themselves and also 
with others, such as relatives, friends, neighbours and the community at 
large, at different levels. 

As the analysis so far has shown, the picture of the family in Italy has 
become so multi-faceted and complex that any generalization becomes 
misleading. An attempt is made, in the following sections, to highlight 
the regional differences in values and behaviour of families in Italy 
regarding, in particular, marital interaction, parent-child relationships, 
kinship and community involvement, and the status of women. Some 
emphasis will be placed on the southern Italian family, because a 
substantial number ofltalians in Australia have come from the south and 
also because the literature on them is more abundant. Particular 
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attention will be given to the way of life characteristic of the 1940s and 
1950s. The Italo..:Australian community has its roots in the migration of 
individuals who were culturally mould~d in the pre-war and.immediate 

. post-war decades and who either were not exposed to the faMeaching 
changes of contemporary Italian society or were affected to only a limited 
extent. 

Patriarchal versus matriarchal system . 

The complexities of intra-familial relationships in Italy, even within the 
south, are clearly evidenced by the contrasting interpretations given by 
various authors. Many speak of the Italian family system as patriarchal, 
while others claim that it is matriarchal and that the complex of the 
'Mediterranean Big Mother' is at the roots ofItalian culture. In reality, 
the contradiction simply reflects regional variations in the family system. 
The mother-centred family was, and is, in some cases, common in areas 
characterized by a pastoral economy, specifically, some parts of Sardinia, 
Marche, Abruzzi and Molise. The husband...;father spent most of the 
time away from home, following the flocks in the mountains or 
shepherding them from one pasture to another. He stayed away for weeks 
and even months; the wife-mother had entrusted to her extensive 
responsibilities in running day-to-day family affairs, although the 
husband would always have maintained his authority in the house. 

In the classic southern Italian village, 'attachment to one's own 
family is the over-riding loyalty to which all others are subordinate' 
(Boissevain, 1966: p. 202). But the nature of this loyalty needs to be 
clarified. It does not necessarily follow that it was equivalent to the 
'amoral familism' expounded by Banfield. The interpretations by 

. historians and social researchers of why the family still plays such a role 
in various regional Italian sub-cultures cannot be ignored if the issue of 
attachment to family is to be placed in the proper perspective. 

Exploited for centuries, continuously under the domination of 
foreign rulers and absentee landowners and lords, ruled according to 
laws that applied only to the peasantry, the dispossessed and the poor, 
and never to the rich, the ruler, or the lord; constantly under the threat of 
losing the small parcel of land held by the family and>taxed ruthlessly, the 
southerners resorted to the only defence they could count on -
themselves - and felt safe in the only place they could trust -:- their 
house. . 

The Spanish domination of the south (in the sixteenth to eighteenth 
centuries) w~s more destructive than any other regime: it fostered mutual 
hostility between the local nobility and the peasants. As a consequence, 
both upper and lower social classes gradually weakened, and there was a 
lack of co-operation and trust between landowners and workers. Fights 
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and rivalries occurred among peasant families as a way to redirect their 
own resentment for the ruling class. Above all, an independent, self
sufficient, innovative middle class was lacking. In the centre and the 
north this did not take place, at least not on the same scale or with such 
devastating consequences. The domination by the French and Austrians 
was less oppressive. Even if unintentionally, it allowed the eventual 
formation of a middle class and the development of a nationalistic 
outlook. The decisive effect of these historical, political and socio
economic forces on the Italian family can be seen in some striking 
differences among the southern regions, such as Sicily on the one hand, 
and Calabria and Sardinia on the other. 

The lack of means of communication and transport in southern 
Italy, Sicily excluded, impeded the diffusion of socio-cultural changes 
already taking place in other parts of the country, and its limited natural 
resources (of a mere subsistence type) forced people to fight among 
themselves for survival. Thus each village became an isolated, small 
physical entity made up of two interlocking factions of 'friends' and 
'enemies'. This was particularly true of Sardinia and Calabria. Sicily was 
in a more favourable position. Under the Arabs (AD 827-1060) and the 
Normans (1060-1194) it remained fairly independent and relatively 
well-off. Its rural economic system was not as poor as those of the other 
southern regions, which helped to foster a nuclear family system that was 
relatively open to the local community (Cutrufelli, 1975). 

In Sicily, the nuclear family could provide the emotional and social 
support needed by the individual, whereas in other regions, particularly 
Calabria and Sardinia, this could be ensured only by larger and tighter 
units. At the same time, the Sicilian nuclear family, because it was less 
self-sufficient, favoured a more open and positive attitude to the 
outsider. Thus a Sicilian tended at first to be more hospitable and 
friendly than a Calabrese, who would have accepted the stranger (the 
non-relative) only if accepted by the entire clan or extended family. In 
Sardinia, a further variation occurs. Any guest, including the law
enforcement officer who could have arrested a member of the family, is 
sacred unless his or her behaviour endangers family and community 
interests (Pintore, 1974: p. 110). 

Nevertheless, these families had in common two basic characteris
tics, which in many cases could explain some of the confusion found in 
the literature. First, the family was the social structure providing basic 
psychological and economic security against 'the others', and second, the 
individual received almost all from the family and was supposed to give 
everything to the family. Consequently, within the family structure, and 
supported by the family, the individual adopted various defence 
mechanisms, which may appear as odd and 'backward' to the observer, 
but which in reality were ingenious and understandable ways of dealing 
with a hostile environment. These defence mechanisms were 
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1. ignoring (if you know that you are always the loser it is easier and 
wiser to simply ignore 'the other'); 

2. mistrust (never trust the other, who is expected to simply take 
advantage of you, expecting that you will behave in the same manner); 

3. servility (the other might be more powerful and, therefore, when 
you are forced to deal with him - rarely with her - it is always safer to 
act in such a way that the outsider cannot hurt you or, later on, retaliate); 

4. not giving co-operation to the other (unwillingness to provide 
support to anybody who can be considered as not in the family circle). 

The fundamental problem - missed by many writers and observers - is 
that the boundaries of what an individual calls 'family' were not clearly 
set. Particularly in small villages and towns (and even today) kinship ties 
were complex: most of the families were related by blood (marriages 
between cousins were not as rare as in the north) or by comparaggio 
(religious parenthood through christening or confirmation). Conse
quently, it was difficult to draw clear boundary lines between families. 
And the roles of the individual towards his or her family changed 
according to the frame of reference as defined by the family of 
identification at a given time. Even if comparaggio is not a strong social 
institution, as it is in Latin America or Spain, Constance Cronin (1970, 
p.49) is not correct in stating that 'most people never see their 
godparents and even more they are rarely seen afterwards unless they 
already happen to be good friends'. Particularly in the south, godparents 
were, and are, usually relatives (by blood or previous ties of comparaggio) 
and, therefore, are already very close family friends. 

Honour and respect 

Honour is an underlying trait ofItalian culture even today, as confirmed 
by recent studies among young people of different regions. It concerns 
not only the individual but also his or her entire family . Honour, and the 
consequent respect that a person of honour would command, was in the 
past based on two sets of criteria: for the man it required the ability to 
cater economically and socially for his family; for the woman it required 
her to be a good wife. 

Before marriage, the woman was expected to be a virgin; after 
marriage she was expected to be faithful to her husband. Otherwise she 
would have been vergognosa and would have brought vergogna (shame) 
upon the family. Partly because of the strict teaching of the Church on 
sex matters, it was commonly taken for granted that a man and a woman 
who were left alone were immediately involved in a sexual relationship. 
Consequently a daughter was to be protected and never left alone, even 
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with her fiance. Once she had been seen around with a young man, 
people would easily interpret the event as a sign of impending marriage. 

At the same time, a man's virility was considered his greatest virtue. 
In other words, a man could be accepted as a woman-chaser and forgiven 
by his own family. And the proof of virility was given by the number of 
children begotten, to the point that, if the young wife did not conceive 
early in married life, people would doubt either her husband's virility or 
her own virginity. Because of this concept of virility, it occasionally 
becomes impossible to obtain the husband's co-operation in cases of 
dissolution of marriages on the ground of impotency. 

A survey of Milan families carried out in the last few years (Barbero 
A vanzini and Lanzetti, 1980: pp. 88-90) shows that, notwithstanding 
greater acceptance of sexual equality, women remain more flexible and 
understanding when it is a question of marital infidelity on the part of the 
husband than of the wife (see also Moretti, 1983). 

Admired qualities in a man were diligence, calmness in difficult 
situations and lack of aggression, together with concern for the well
being of his family. The concept of honour was important to the male, 
with friends and neighbours on hand to distribute prestige on this score 
and, concomitantly, to act as agents of social control: 

However much people may be concerned to improve their reputation, and 
thereby acquire new opportunities, the pressure on them is to conform to 
what is appropriate to their situation in life, to their position in the 
neighbourhood. Their associates comment on and resent behaviour which 
appears to assert a claim to higher prestige; their superiors resist their 
claims to associate with them, partly on the ground that their rank may be 
lowered if they associate too much with people whose equality with them is 
uncertain. The general tendency, therefore, is to enforce conformity with 
particular expectations of how certain individuals and their equals ought 
to behave. Reputation is formed in the neighbourhood. The assessment of 
honour requires a minute and day-to-day observation of domestic 
behaviour: there is little hidden. A man who wishes to impress his 
audience with his honour does not recount his deeds. If a man says that his 
wife is under his thumb, or that she has everything she wants, he is 
regarded with polite indifference; if he wants to impress people he says 'Go 
to the neighbours; they will tell you what sort of man I am ... (Davis, 1969: 
p.71). 

This concern with honour has been determining in Italian culture. The 
means by which prestige is accrued varies, however. In the south, it is 
more related to the general well-being of the family; in the north, it is 
more a question of public image (fare la bella figura), achieved by a 
person appearing well integrated in the local community and being 
successful. Deep down it remains the same: a concern with what gente 
(people) might say about you and your family. 
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Clientism and social control 

Since most people have had to rely frequently on resources outside the 
nuclear family (particularly in cases where favours and recommendations 
were required), the institution of clientalismo became deeply rooted over 
the centuries and was part of the effect of the cultural prominence given 
to the family unit as the core society. Clientism was a way of making sure 
that the powerful would help you if the need arose, without giving them 
the right to become a member of your family and, therefore, of expecting 
loyalty and support in every circumstance. 

The ideal of the 'good man' and the opinion of the paesani were 
essential elements in social control. The good name and reputation of 
everybody was entrusted to all the relatives and the neighbours, who 
knew each other's affairs extensively. Social control of the deviant from 
the expected norm of behaviour could take different forms: direct 
avoidance of the culprit, scorn, ridicule or teasing, gossip or even direct 
pressure from close relatives. Revenge and murder would have been a 
last resort, usually in cases of sexual crimes (the so-called delitti d' onore). 
The figure of the Sicilian and other southern Italians constantly armed 
with a knife is an exaggerated and unfortunate stereotype. Normally 
people try to avoid situations in which they have to face somebody who is 
more powerful, and to give in to family or neighbourhood pressures. Acts 
of violence so widely reported by the media are due to a small, well
organized, and tightly knit minority, of which the common citizen 
himself is a victim. 

Intertwined with the concept of social control was the practice of 
omerta (ignorant silence): as one had to defend the other's honour so one 
had to make sure that family and neighbourhood affairs were kept as 
private as possible and not revealed to outsiders, whose intervention 
could cause harm to the informer or his family. 

The authoritarian pattern found in social relationships in the 
neighbourhood was reinforced within the family walls. The main 
decisions affecting the family and individual family members were taken 
by parents, and in particular by the father-husband. This position of the 
father-husband was also sanctioned by the old family law, which clearly 
discriminated in favour of the father as head of the household. Major 
decisions, besides the choice of the marriage partner, were taken by 
parents in the areas of education, occupation and use of disposable 
income. 

Education of children 

Decisions concerning the education of the children (compulsory now to 
the age of 14) were relatively easily taken by parents within the financial 
possibilities of the family. If, in fact, in the past peasants and labourers 
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did not fully support formal schooling for their children, the main reason 
was economic: they needed the help of young children for tilling the land, 
bringing in some extra money by selling their services to other land
owners, or helping at home by supervising younger siblings. There were 
also some practical reasons: educational facilities beyond elementary 
schooling were few and were mainly located in the cities, and the 
elementary school itself was often poorly equipped and staffed. Edu
cation, however, has been always highly esteemed, because the educated 
were usually associated with success and could make a living without 
sweat. 

Italian parents had (and, as far as Italo-Australians, still have) very 
concrete expectations from school. They expected it to prepare children 
for a profession or other lucrative employment that would guarantee 
economic sufficiency. Accustomed to a stratified society where everybody 
had his or her own status, they relinquished to school and teacher the task 
of imparting literacy and perhaps continuing studies. If parents did not 
co-operate with the efforts made by the teacher, it was not because oflack 
of interest, but because of the pressures of daily life and the fact that they 
themselves had had a very limited education. But they knew how their 
children were getting along at school, because any misbehaviour would 
have been easily brought to their attention either by the older brothers or 
sisters of the pupil or through the informal network of the neighbourhood. 
Besides, most children at primary level had only one teacher during the 
entire five years of compulsory schooling, giving parents ample time to 
get to know their child's teacher very well, to meet her (rarely was there a 
male teacher) informally at church, at the shops, in the street or the 
piazza. 

Given the prominence of the male both in and outside the family, 
boys tended to be privileged in education. Where girls were expected to 
become housewives and marry as soon as possible, boys were, economic 
conditions of the family permitting, pushed to continue their studies, 
even against their will and inclination (Barbero A vanzini and Lanzetti, 
1980; Taft, 1975). Usually, however, the resources of the family were so 
limited that, at most, it could afford the cost of educating one child: in 
this instance, the efforts of the whole family were supposed to be directed 
towards providing him with the necessary support. But this should not 
be over-generalized. For instance in pastoral areas, it was more common 
for girls to complete compulsory schooling than boys, and both in the 
north and the centre girls had better chances of completing elementary 
schooling than did girls, and perhaps also boys, in the south. 

Occupational mobility 

The choice of occupational career for boys was mainly a parental 
decision, although in practice occupational mobility remained limited. 
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Sons were supposed to follow their fathers' footsteps and daughters to 
become expert housewives. There was, realistically, no other choice, and 
peasants and labourers were very conscious of this. The only alternative 
was to migrate abroad. 

That economic circumstances were also the conditioning factor in 
the occupational mobility of offspring is confirmed by the rapid changes 
in the distribution of the workforce in the post-war period. If female 
participation has actually decreased, this is due to various causes strictly 
linked with the structure of the Italian economic system. It is not due to 
parents resisting children spreading their wings. The industrial revolution 
has opened up new avenues of advancement, and families are well aware 
of these new possibilities. The reality, however, is that actual jobs remain 
limited and conditioned by the professional requirements of the current 
employment market. The findings of a recent survey (Padoa Schioppa, 
1977: pp. 25-6) show that a larger proportion of the southern than 
centre-northern families are pushing to get into the job market. The 
structural reasons for this are debatable: the fact remains that, if this is so, 
parents (and families) display attitudes that diverge from the stereotypes 
that occur in a great deal of English literature. 

Authoritarianism 

Children knew well the dimensions of daily life and, consequently, 
accepted, in most cases, the sacred rule of tradition and parental 
authority. Occasional problems emerged. If conflict arose in matters 
such as choice of a career or of a marriage partner, the norm was for the 
father to make the final decision in the context of complex family 
considerations and expectations. The 'deviant' children who did not 
accept the final decision knew the consequence (in practice ostracism) 
and made their own conscious decision. Although this may appear to be 
an unjustified, authoritarian intrusion by a parent, in fact children know 
what is expected from them and why, and they are usually happy to 
follow the father's decision. 

Italo-Australian children have frequently been heard to express 
their (suffered but, at the same time, appreciated) acceptance of parental 
control; one also hears of understanding by parents that life-styles are 
continuously evolving. These realizations do not justify stereotyped 
interpretations of the' Italian family' that do not show appreciation of the 
various adaptations people make in real life. A clearer example is 
provided by the attitude displayed in relation to the use of independently 
earned money. This remains a family affair. Advice from other relatives 
and even friends may occasionally be sought but not necessarily 
followed: to open up one's own family economic circumstances is not 
easy for anybody, even in an Anglo-Saxon context. 



58 Chapter 2 

Financial affairs' 

Brought up in an environment where cash was scarce and precious, at 
first sight the Italian could appear mean. His generosity may, however, 
be expressed in other ways, which do not require a direct outlay of 
money, such as gifts in kind, hospitality, and readiness to donate .time and 
work for a good cause. Since the family had to cater for all the basic needs 
of its members, the individuals also had the duty of contributing to the 
economic and financial well-being of the family by pooling their 
resources, including wages earned by employed children, even of adult 
age. In return, parents would give them pocket money to spend with 
their friends and peers, at least on the occasion of public feasts. In an 
economy of limited resources, the enjoyment of leisure time did not 
usually require availability of cash. Only on periodical communal 
festivities - usually the celebration of patron saints of the town or 
suburb of the city - would people have expected to spend money. In 
other cases, the most common form of relaxation consisted of visiting 
relatives, strolling along the main road of the town, or spending time 
chatting in the public square. 

Money contributed by working children did not pass unnoticed. 
Where possible, parents would save it or invest it in property to be given 
at the time of the child's marriage. When the day of forming their own 
new family came, it was also considered natural that parents would repay . 
the children indirectly by taking charge of the wedding festivities 
according to well-established rules that determine the respective duties 
of each family. 

Communal celebrations 

These communal celebrations, which might involve the participation of a 
few hundred people and be very expensive, have to be seen in the light of 
a number of considerations. First of all, for people who have rarely the 
occasion to enjoy themselves freely, rites of passage acquire particular 
relevance: it is the time to forget all your daily worries, to act like the 

. envied people who are rich and powerful, to be merry and gay, and so 
drown ever-depressing reality. Second, these are times when it is of 
paramount importance fare bella figura, to cut a dash, to impress others 
or at least convince them that the family's fortunes are not so desperate as . 
their social status might suggest. Above all, these elaborate efforts served 
an unproclaimed but very basic function: to cement family solidarity by 
publicly showing who was a member or friend of the family. Selection of 
the guests often involved a complex process that considered several 
factors. All of this served to reinforce in the children sentiments ofloyalty 
and dedication to the family and, in particular, to the parents. 
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Ties with relatives 

Advice to relatives and friends was easily and freely provided, almost as a 
duty. Practical aid was more usually restricted to close relatives, which is 
understandable given the limited resources people could count upon. 

It was, and is, particularly in the case of illness that expressions of 
concern are expected. Visiting and asking for news does not cost 
anything, but it strongly contributes to reinforcing family loyalties: it 
visibly shows that people care for and are concerned in the general 
well-being of an individual with whom they feel some kind of personal 
identification. The sick becomes, and expects to be, the centre of 
attention and care. All family members are supposed to sacrifice 
themselves to ensure that every available help is provided: illness is not 
only the problem of an individual, it really is a family problem. It could 
not be otherwise when publicly accessible health services, above all in the 
rural environment, are inadequate. To accept that nothing could 
physically be done in moments of crisis was interpreted as lack of 
concern, and people frequently over-committed themselves financially 
in order to ensure that the best medical treatment was provided to the 
sick. 

Visiting and regular formal contacts with relatives were also a duty 
in specific circumstances, such as birthdays, baptisms, weddings and 
funerals. But family solidarity was also particularly enhanced by 
frequent and informal visits to other relatives, a practi<;e that persists 
today as shown, for instance, by Massimo Paci (1982: pp. 75 if). The 
diffusion of the nuclear family model has not caused a breakdown of the 
family structure at all. Researchers have shown that, even in the largest 
Italian cities, related nuclear families tend to live in close proximity, 
possibly in the same neighbourhood. Furthermore, interaction with 
relatives, particularly parents, when measured on the basis of the number 
of visits paid or received during the last week (or month) has been found 
to be more sustained in Italy than, for instance, in the United States or 
France. And in various instances relatives willingly give practical help to 
each other. For instance, it would appear that even today in Italy 
assistance provided by parents and other relatives for family tasks and 
child-minding is more noticeable than in other countries. 

Conjugal roles 

Conjugal roles were traditionally strictly defined and segregated. The 
husband was '-- and the old Civic Code reinforced it - the head of the 
family in right and practice, and he was expected to act, or at least appear 
to act, accordingly before the public and the neighbourhood. In reality, 
however, within the house, the wife often enjoyed a great degree of 
autonomy and power - a point often missed by researchers. The first 
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duty of the husband was to provide for the family. The duty of the wife 
was to run daily domestic life, a role strongly emphasized even today, 
notwithstanding the increased participation by women in the workforce. 
The mother-wife could thus develop extensive control of the children 
and, indirectly, of the husband himself. 

The 'Big Mother' figure 

The figure of the mother in Italian culture has assumed a character of 
sacredness and, in a certain sense, has been a stabilizing factor in a society 
full of contradictions, while at the same being an additional source of 
those contradictions (Tentori, 1974). It is a trait that probably explains 
many psychological and social characteristics of contemporary Italians. 

The 'motherly instinct' prescribes full dedication to the child and 
anybody who can be seen as a child. A mother understands, covers up, 
forgives everybody and everything. Thus, the instinct of motherhood 
could explain many past and present Italian cultural traits. For instance, 
warmth in interpersonal relations, particularly towards children, can be 
traced to the direct influence of the mother figure. Children are to be 
loved, protected (Anglo-Saxons might say over-protected), even spoiled 
and allowed - up to their teens - a noticeable degree of freedom, 
although good manners are strongly enforced from an early age. This 
attitude favours the formation of character that is un systematic and 
relatively unconcerned with laws and rules limiting one's own freedom 
(exemplified by the sometimes chaotic traffic of many Italian cities). This 
can also explain attempts at manipulating other people, as well as 
unexpected acts of generosity, humanitarianism, and the tendency to 
show tolerance towards others and oneself. The popular expression 
pazienza in the face of (real or imagined) insurmountable difficulties is 
indicative of the predominant influence of the Big Mother figure in the 
anthropological sense. 

Submission, implicit in the Italian concept of patience as a pattern 
of life, implied also a deep trust in the future, a filial sentiment of 
protection, which becomes complete abandonment to God's providence 
(one of the pillars of Italian religiosity), and the feeling that things cannot 
be changed by humans and, consequently, a certain inability to become 
self-asserting individuals. 

The passion of the Big Mother towards her children and humanity 
in general is also at the roots of the deeply passionate relationships 
between sexes, coupled with the giving-in, resistances, sublimation, and 
complications of jealousy. The aspiration to remain beloved children of 
the Big Mother can also explain the natural ability of the I talian father to 
know how to deal with his own children, to understand, protect and care 
for them to the point that he becomes - although this is much less so 
today - a true playmate of his sons and daughters. 
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Finally the Big Mother lies at the origin of some negative traits 
found in the Italian father conditioned by certain aspects of this figure. 
These are: 

1. Jealousy, which is part of the tactics adopted in the sexual game. 
The fear of being overwhelmed by passion and oflosing control of oneself 
determines the relationship between sexes. The best defence against 
becoming a victim of the contender is to keep him constantly in love, in 
other words, dependent on one woman. Jealousy can explode in 
passionate crime, but usually it goes hand in hand with a state of 
continuous innamoramento (being in love), which is also a source of great 
insecurity and indecision, sometimes leading to marital relations that are 
not based on honesty, sincerity and openness. 

2. An eternal state of puberty without moving into adulthood. This 
is also the reason why the man is never ashamed of proclaiming his total 
dependence on, and veneration for, his mother, and he remains so loyal, 
traditional and conservative in all social fields, even in relation to the 
Catholic Church. This state of eternal puberty contains positive elements 
(rebellion, daring, outburst, enthusiasm, creative intuition and love of 
adventure) and negative elements (carelessness, happy-go-lucky behav
iour, exhibitionism, vanity, gallismo, that is, cocksure behaviour, and 
even contempt for women). 

3. The acceptance of the Church as another Big Mother, who 
protects and blesses the children who conform unquestioningly to her 
teachings and at the same time punishes when they do not follow her. 
Italian religiosity is still a mixture of unreasoning love and fear, and it 
does not presuppose a personal commitment; it is similar to the 
behaviour of a child who makes his mother happy by doing certain things 
more than by accepting her ideas and ideals. 

The unspoken predominance of the wife-mother comes out fairly clearly 
in some studies, such as Con stance Cronin's, which have analysed the 
power of women. The husband expects a lot of love from the wife, 
considers her as socially inferior, but, at the same time - once she has 
proven her worth -leaves her extensive freedom and responsibility. He 
will not acknowledge in public, however, that this is so, and his behaviour 
outside the home will be different from that at home. 

Children 

The birth of a new child was (and is) always a great event in the family. 
Besides adding a prospective new worker, it heightened the status of the 
parents by proving their physical strength. It was also an expensive 



62 Chapter 2 

event, not so much because of medical requirements (hospital confine
ment is only now becoming really popular), but because of social duties 
and traditions that had to be followed. 

Naming after close relatives of the nuclear family was commonly 
enforced, especially in southern regions. Breaking this rule could easily 
cause serious resentment among families: also it was an unconscious 
cultural technique adopted by society to enforce the value of the family 
system. 

The choice of the godparents was as important as the choice of the 
marriage partners. It placed obligations on the parents (to overlook some 
possible candidates would have been a serious offence) and on the 
godparents themselves, who had to show their appreciation for this 
honour by bestowing generous gifts, some of which (for example, the 
gold neck-chain, the medal, the ring, the white dress) were traditionally 
defined. 

Baptism and confirmation were occasions for great family feasts to 
which all relatives belonging to the extended network had to be invited, 
although usually it was not such an expensive outward show as it may be 
today in the migration context where resources are more plentiful. They 
were, however, an unavoidable burden on the limited finances of the 
family. 

During infancy the child tended to be spoiled and showed to others 
with pride. Discipline remained fairly lenient, and small children could 
be easily excused for misbehaviour. At the same time, however, and just 
because they were considered to be capable of standing on their own feet 
at a very young age, parents did not use reasoning with children as an 
educational technique: 

They scream, curse and hit them but with little or no conviction behind the 
punishment, and children ignore it ... Therefore, very early in life the 
child begins to learn that he is representative of the family and that all his 
accomplishments reflect credit on the parents, who trained him (Cronin, 
1970: pp. 91-2). 

At a very early age (4 or 5 years) children were expected to take part 
in the family's life and routine by doing easy (and occasionally not so 
easy) tasks and chores around the house and helping the parents. Even if 
it was a kind of play, it helped make them understand that they had 
definite duties and responsibilities. 

Family ties were also in an unconscious way reinforced by keeping 
children off the streets as far as possible to avoid mixing with other 
children who could have taught them 'bad things'. Cronin's statement 
(1970: p. 93) about Sicily applied to many other regions: 
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This is a constant preoccupation with mothers who, irrespective of social 
class, fret about the child learning bad things. Bad things may be anything 
from speaking dialect to sexual instruction ... Young children are taught 
that it is dangerous to leave home, and the many activities manufactured 
for them in and around the home serve the purpose of keeping the child 
content. 

The mistrust and fear of the stranger and the outside world were built up 
at this early age by means of horror stories (the figure of the orso and the 
'black man', which have deep historical explanations), tricks to impress 
the memory of the child, and so on. The effect of this practice was that 
children just out of infancy learned that the world away from home was a 
dangerous place filled with strange, unspecified beings who would teach 
a child 'bad things'. Security and safety were to be found only at home 
with one's relatives (i miet)' The home was not necessarily expected to be 
a pleasant place, but the outside world was made so unpleasant that any 
other alternative appeared preferable (Cronin, 1970: p. 94). 

Once children began compulsory schooling, their daily routine did 
not vary substantially. After school, they were back at home, strictly 
supervised, and it was not common to receive visits from the few friends 
made at school. Girls mixed with older women freely and were expected 
to learn from them many practical skills, such as knitting, sewing and 
embroidery, as well as their unquestionable knowledge about neigh
bourhood affairs. 

Sexual education was in practice unheard of; the Church made sure 
that difficult subjects were not mentioned; and parents felt a sense of 
vergogna (shame) about these things. Sexual education at school was not 
socially approved, and the parish priest would limit his instruction to 
presenting the sinful side of everything. 

All these attitudes directed to keeping the children dependent on 
their parents and closely watched at home enforced two basic values, 
namely: parents, more than knowing best, know everything; and children 
have no right to make any decisions - they must only follow very strictly 
the directions imparted to them by their elders. Consequently children 
were not brought up in an environment where they were allowed, and 
supposed, to make their own decisions in a gradual way. The pattern of 
decision-making was already fixed by a tradition that had to be observed. 
Obedience to parents was the basic rule within and outside the family. A 
disobedient child was always wrong, notwithstanding the reason for his 
or her behaviour. 

It is, therefore, understandable that in Australia immigrant parents 
frequently complain about the freedom and easy-going attitude of the 
education System, which favours independence and self-determination, 
the pervading influence of the peer group, and the inability to maintain 
due control on the offspring because, in many instances, both parents are 
out at work most of the day. 
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Recent Developments 
in Italian Laws Related 
to the Family 

For centuries, church and state have remained strongly intertwined in 
Italy. Consequently, family laws closely reflected the moral teaching of 
the Catholic Church in such matters as marriage dissolution, rights of the 
unborn, access to artificial means of birth control, rights and duties of 
marriage partners and so on. It is no surprise that the attempts made by 
Napoleon to secularize and modernize the family legal system failed and 
that, up to a few decades ago, to advocate the introduction of divorce, the 
equal status of women, or freedom of conscience in determining one's 
own family size, and other secular trends was commonly equated with 
undermining the basic tenets of Italian society and culture. 

Officialdom, as enshrined in national laws, inevitably lags behind 
community standards and expectations. Changes in Italian family law 
are no exception. If at the time of the adoption of the Napoleonic Code 
the revolution in legal standards did not materialize or was suffocated, 
this is due to the resistance exerted by the community itself, and in 
particular, by the ruling classes, which saw in the changes a direct threat 
to their own ideologies and, consequently, to their power base (Ungari, 
1974). By the late 1950s the scene had already changed so much that it 
became politically acceptable (and necessary to avoid political suicide) to 
formally sanction changes in intra-family relationships. 

Adoption 

After decades of long and frequently vitriolic debate within and outside 
the Italian parliamentary system, 1967 can be rightfully considered as the 
turning point in Italian family law. On 5 June of that year Law No. 431 
on adoption was finally passed. Its importance is twofold. First of all, it 
provided the forum to question the entire body of family norms and 
inheritance contained in the Civil Code. Second, the introduction 
(parallel to ordinary adoption practices) of cases of special adoption along 
the lines of the French system reveals the concern of the legislators with 
the rights and interests of the minor, independent of the expectations of 
the adopting parents. Adoption is not considered any longer as a means of 
childless parents acquiring descendants or heirs (or even as a way of 
increasing available manpower within the family nucleus). Rather, it is 
seen as the way by which abandoned children are given the opportunity 
of growing up in a loving family environment and developing their full 
potential. 
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Divorce 

The real moment when the decisive break from the old regime finally 
took place was 1970, when divorce was made possible (Law No. 898170). 
The road to legalizing divorce was not an easy one, given strong 
opposition from the Catholic constituency. It was not only a question of 
regligious or ethical considerations: the common interpretation given to 
the Constitution was that Article 7, formally recognizing the Lateran 
Concordat, upheld the Church's teaching as the only determining factor 
in family affairs. When, on 1 December 1970, Law 898 was finally 
approved, it was not simply the victory of skilful politicians: it was the 
acceptance of a common feeling of support among the population, which 
had started to distinguish between church and state, and private and 
public spheres. The overwhelming defeat - even in the south - of the 
May 1974 referendum calling for the abrogation of the divorce law 
merely revealed what many people already suspected, namely, that 
Italian society had deeply changed in a few decades. 

In comparison to other countries' (such as Australia's) legislation, 
the Italian divorce laws are not very liberal, but they are indicative of a 
new and widely accepted attitude. After almost a century since the first 
proposal to legalize divorce was made in the Italian Parliament by 
Salvatore Morelli, MP, in 1878, divorce is now legally possible in Italy in 
at least a number of specifically indicated instances. The usual case is that 
of two spouses who have been separated for at least five years. 
Additionally, divorce is admissible in various exceptional instances: 
imprisonment of one of the spouses for a period of over fifteen years; 
judicial conviction of attempted murder of the partner or offspring; 
conviction for acts particularly endangering the unity of family life (such 
as incest, carnal violence, forcing to prostitution); decree of divorce 
obtained abroad or the fact of one partner having remarried abroad. A 
further ground for dissolution remains the traditional justification, 
namely non-consummation. 

As expected, in the first years after the promulgation of Law No. 
898170 the number of requests for divorce was very high. Requests for 
divorce submitted in 1971 were over 55000; about 17000 (35 per cent) 
were granted, corresponding to 4.24 per cent of marriages. This was a 
levelling-off period, for in 1977 only 11 909 requests for divorce were 
made, and 10 485 (that is 92 per cent) were granted, equal to 3.43 per cent 
of marriages. It is safe to forecast that now, once the backlog of anormal 
family situations has been cleared, the number of divorces granted will 
probably be about 10000 a year, corresponding to about 3.0 per cent of 
the total number of marriages. It is, therefore, a limited phenomenon and 
is probably in decline (Burgalassi, 1980: p. 48). These figures at first sight 
suggest that the family system is not breaking down in Italy after all, in 
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comparison with other countries, although it can be seen that in the 
post-war period Italy has strongly maintained the pace of socio-cultural 
change of the so-called more open and modern societies. 

Secularization trends 

Secularization of Italian society is now an irreversible process. For 
instance, although divorce rates have levelled off, the number of 
marriage separations is constantly increasing: from 8548 in 1951 to 
13 995 in 1967 and 37074 in 1976, an increase from about 2.0 per cent 
annual separations to at least 10 per cent today. The number of extra
marital conceptions and births is another indication of the secularization 
of intra-family relations in contemporary Italy. Precise statistical data are 
scarce, but it has been estimated that about 40 per cent of births and 40 
per cent of conceptions today occur before marriage. In other words, 
social control is not as strictly enforced as in the past; what in the past was 
considered to be a 'family crime' is now accepted as an inevitable part of 
daily life. 

The present lack of relevance of ethical or religious principles for 
social behaviour is confirmed by the increasing number of civil marriages 
compared with religiously performed ceremonies. The interpretation of 
this phenomenon varies according to one's social, political and above all 
religious background. The fact remains that it is clearly indicative of the 
substantially reduced influence of religious considerations in family 
affairs. Its effect can also be observed in the issue of abortion. 

Abortion 

Until the early seventies open access to any form of artificial contra
ception was strictly forbidden; even advertising was not allowed. 
Introduction of divorce and changes in family law inevitably paved the 
way for the legalization of abortion as an artificial means of birth control. 
After heated debates, greatly conditioned by religious considerations, 
Law 194 was passed in the middle of 1978. As in the case of divorce, it did 
not go as far as some groups expected, and at the same time it became for 
others the symbol of unacceptable moral freedom. 

The law allows (apart from exceptional cases, such as grave medical 
reasons) the woman to abort artificially within ninety days of conception 
by giving notice of her intention at least seven days in advance to a 
medical officer. Once again, the law was from the beginning contested on 
two fronts: the so-called radicals· considered it too conservative; the 
traditionalists (represented by the Right to Life movement, mainly of 
Catholic inspiration) opposed it as a further sign of unacceptable lack of 
morality in private life. A national referendum on the issue was held 
on 17 May 1981: it overwhelmingly supported the legislators, with 67 
per cent of the respondents being in favour of the law as passed by 



Italian Families 67 

Parliament. Observers have tried to analyse the results of this referendum 
to feel the pulse of I talian society. Their interpretations have been fairly 
contradictory. The reality is that ethical and religious considerations 
have lost relevance in marshalling the support of the traditional basis 
within, and outside, the Catholic community (Parisi, 1983). 

Once again regional differences are important, but the official data, 
since the introduction of Law 194178, are to a certain extent misleading 
for a number of reasons. First, the law places great importance on the role 
of public family counselling centres in assisting mothers who intend to 
abort. These facilities are, however, few in number or even non-existent 
in parts of the south. For instance, in 1979 there were none in Sicily, only 
three in Calabria, four in Puglia and one in Molise. The consequent lack 
of knowledge and understanding of the provisions and facilities provided 
by Law 194 may be an explanation of why cases oflegalized abortions do 
not appear to be as frequent in the south as in other parts of the country. 
Additionally, the suspicion remains among observers that a substantial 
percentage of abortions performed in public clinics of the north and 
central Italy are requested by expecting mothers not living in these 
regions: in other words, southerners are forced to utilize other regional 
facilities because they have again been penalized by the Italian socio
economic system. Finally, and more importantly, there is no way of 
monitoring the number of clandestine abortions. According to many 
experts, even after Law 194, their number may easily be around 500 000 a 
year (Pacchin, 1981). 

Anti-abortionists have used the data made available since 1978 to 
stigmatize current secularization trends within Italian society, but 
liberalization of abortion control has simply regularized a reality that was 
easily ignored in the past. 

Italians in Australia 
The roots of the Italian contribution to Australian society and develop
ment are to be found earlier than the arrival of the Endeavour, with an 
Italian crew member, at Botany Bay in 1770. Italian explorers and 
adventurers were involved in the discovery of the 'elusive continent' for 
many centuries. It is, however, with the establishment of the colonies 
first, and of the nation later, that the Italian presence became of 
particular relevance. It is, for instance, estimated that by the end of the 
First World War about 120000 Italians had come to Australia as either 
permanent or temporary settlers. During this century, the rate of Italian 
immigration slowly but steadily increased, notwithstanding the (some
times bitter) opposition encountered both in Italy and in Australia. It 
was only after the Second World War, however, partly because of 
changes in Australian policies, that the number of Italian residents 
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noticeably increased; in fact, for some decades up to the middle of the 
sixties Italian-born arrivals were second only to the British as an 
immigrant group. This article does not intend to outline the history and 
demography of the Italo-Australian community (see Bertelli, 1980a, 
1980b, 1980c, 1982, 1983; Favero and Tassello, 1983; Ware, 1981), but is 
limited to outlining some of the basic elements of more immediate 
concern. 

First of all, it can be stated that Italian migration to Australia (as to 
many other countries) was sparked off by socio-economic conditions in 
the home country. The characteristics of the Italo-Australian community 
are as follows: 

I. The territorial composition of the Italo-Australian community 
has never been as homogeneous as is commonly assumed. U ntiI the turn 
of the century, northern Italians (particularly from Lombardy, Piemonte 
and Liguria) were overwhelmingly predominant. Their proportion of the 
total of new Italian-born settlers has fallen constantly since the late 
1940s, from just under half the total between the wars, to little more than 
a quarter (largely from the Veneto and Venezia-Guilia regions) in the last 
four decades, when people from Calabria, Sicily, Abruzzi and Campania 
almost came to be identified as the 'typical' Italian migrant to Australia. 
Today, about 60 per cent of the Italian-born community in Australia are 
from southern regions (Bertelli, 1980b). 

2. The time of arrival in Australia is another important variable. 
Three major historical stages in Italian immigration to this country can 
be identified. The first is made up of the adventurers of last century and 
the early part of the present century: in most cases these immigrants have 
almost disappeared in the melting pot of those decades. A few, however, 
have maintained strong ethnic linkages and, having been successful 
entrepreneurs, now form what could be considered the aristocracy of the 
Italian community. The second and largest wave is made up of the many 
thousands who came to Australia in the post-war period. Of low 
professional and educational standing, frequently from a rural back
ground, they form the backbone of the present community. Finally, 
there are those who arrived in the late 1970s and after. Leaving aside the 
issue of numbers (changed conditions have greatly limited the annual 
intake to the point that nowadays Italian migration to Australia has been 
reduced to a trickle) this group mainly consists of elderly parents or of 
young, skilled and educated individuals who are politically and socially 
active: frequently their aspirations and experiences tend to be seen 
within the community as extremist and unsettling. 

3. Italo-Australians are over-represented in the labouring class 
(Table 2.1): the upper middle class remains fairly weak, although this 
appears to be changing with the emergence of the second generation. 
Supported by a strong tradition of hard work, family cohesiveness and a 
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Table 2.1 Occupational distribution of Italian-born, Australia, 
1981 census 

Males Females Total 

No. % No. % No. % 

Professional, technical 4160 3.7 1714 3.5 5874 3.6 
Administrative 6219 5.5 631 1.3 6850 4.2 
Clerical workers 3405 3.0 7837 15.9 11242 6.9 
Sales workers 6642 5.9 5351 10.9 11993 7.4 
Farmers, fishermen, etc. 7873 6.9 3056 6.2 10929 6.7 
Miners, quarrymen, etc. 401 0.3 2 403 0.2 
Transport, communications 6352 5.6 244 0.5 6596 4.1 
Tradesmen, labourers, etc. 67394 59.4 16114 32.7 83508 51.3 
Service, sport, recreation 6624 5.8 9104 18.5 15728 9.7 
Members of armed services 113 0.1 6 119 
Inadequately described; 
not stated 4237 3.7 5157 10.5 9394 5.8 

T ocal employed 113420 100.0 49215 100.0 162635 100.0 

will to succeed, the economic crisis of the last few years was not initially a 
worrying issue; lately, however, unemployment among the Italian-born 
has increased almost to the level of the Australian-born. How the second 
generation copes with limited economic opportunities is not clear from 
available statistics and studies; unemployment is probably greater than is 
commonly suspected. Even if precise data are hard to obtain, it can be 
stated that the unemployment experience has more devastating con
sequences on the family whose sweat and blood provided the basis of 
their achievements in the past. 

4. In the last two decades or so, new settlement patterns have 
emerged. In the years before and immediately after the last war, Italians 
tended to concentrate in rural areas, particularly in Queensland and 
Western Australia. Now they are concentrated in the metropolitan areas 
of New South Wales and Victoria. By 1981, 40 per cent of the Italian
born resided in Melbourne. The process of urbanization and geographical 
concentration can be directly linked with changed economic opportu
nities in this country and the attraction that city life has had for 
contemporary rural migrants (Bertelli, 1983). 

5. It is also an ageing community. Within a few years, more than a 
quarter of the Italian-born in Australia will be of pensionable age; in 
about fifteen years over half of the community will be made up of elderly 
persons (Bertelli, 1980a). 

6. However, it should not be considered, demographically speaking, 
as a dying community. We are in the middle of the explosion of the 
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second generation (Table 2.2). In practice, it can be stated that if the 
children of Italian migrants are taken into account, the Italo-Australian 
community is at least double that revealed by official census data. 

Table 2.2 The halo-Australian community by state or territory, 
1981 census 

Australian-born 
of Italian 

Italian-born parents Total 

New South Wales 77087 75494 152581 
Victoria 115430 109623 225053 
Queensland 17956 25589 43545 
South Australia 31323 33376 64699 
Western Australia 29211 35264 64475 
Tasmania 1343 1731 3074 
Northern Territory 763 918 1681 
Australian Capital Territory 2772 3024 5796 

Total in Australia 275883 284983 560866 

The practical consequences of the above for I talo-Australian families are 
many. First of all, in the next couple of decades Italo-Australian families 
will have to face two basic challenges: adequate care of the aged and the 
issue of culture and language maintenance among the second generation, 
who are marrying outside their ethnic boundaries at a much higher rate 
than is popularly believed (Price, 1975). 

The first problem has emerged lately as an issue of general concern. 
The second has not been seriously and courageously tackled as yet. 
Notwithstanding the current development in teaching Italian within the 
school system, inter-generational differences will pose the major chall
enge to the community in the next few decades. The absence of a 'normal' 
environment conducive to an understanding and appreciation of socio
cultural developments will inevitably increase difficulties among the 
elderly in accepting the natural changes from one generation to the other. 
Life has drastically changed in Italy itself, and people have more easily 
accepted these changes just because their relatives, friends, acquaint
ances, not to mention the mass media and the formal educational 
structure, were supportive. In Australia today, the Italian-:born are 
isolated from this natural development; normal feedback and indirect 
pressure from relatives and friends who have experienced, and more 
probably accepted, new trends and expectations on the part of the 
children, are missing. Consequently, Italian middle-aged parents would 
tend to confuse what are basically inter-generational changes with 
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cultural changes. That is, Italian-born parents would blame it on 
Australia if they have difficulties of any kind with their offspring, 
without realizing that the same problems are experienced by parents in 
their own region of origin. Inter-generational misunderstandings tend to 
be interpreted in the light of the original decision to come to this country; 
rather, many of their children's objectionable attitudes and behaviours 
are the result of rapid changes in society throughout the world, not of 
living in Australia. It is not uncommon for Italian parents, who have 
fulfilled their dream of returning to their own town of origin with the 
intention of settling there for good, to discover that they are strangers in 
their own country. In this case, the only logical and natural solution is to 
return for a second time to Australia and to settle here permanently. 

Conclusion 
This paper has outlined the complexities ofItalian family structures. It is 
an attempt to caution practitioners and researchers when dealing with 
Italo-Australians because generalizations (though useful) can often be 
dangerous. 

As pointed out by many researchers, the impact ,of the migration 
experience can be easily seen on the Italo-Australian family. But this is 
only one facet of a very complex reality. The truth is that Italo
Australians, though placed within a completely different cultural, social 
and historical environment, would have changed even if they had not 
migrated to Australia. The main issue is not a question of how to explain 
and interpret the influence of migration on the Italo-Australian family, 
rather, it is a question of how to make Italo-Australians themselves 
appreciate the changes that have taken place in their country - and 
above all their region - of origin. The Italo-Australian family today is 
certainly different in structure, values and behaviour from the way it was 
thirty or more years ago. It is similar to the 'typical' working-class family 
in Italy today and to the so-called 'Australian' model, should such exist. 
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Yugoslav Families 

Lyn Tisay* 

In 1958 noted Yugoslav author Milovan Djilas, in writing about the 
evolution of the Yugoslav family, and more particularly the evolution of 
his own individuality, stated: 

The roots from which a human creature arises are many anq entangled. 
And while his growth is unfolding, a man does not even notice how and 
whence comes the wholeness of his personality. The component parts 
become lost in it. He is derived from various strands, but he also forms 
himself, re-arranging impressions from the outside world, inherited traits, 
and accepted habits, and thus himself having an effect on life about him ... 

Man does not leave behind the world he found. Though he arose from 
it, he himself has changed it, while also becoming changed within it. Man's 
world is one of becoming (Djilas, 1958: pp. 28-9). 

Djilas was referring to vast transitions in Yugoslavia that have changed 
old family patterns and the shaping of the individual. He also pointed to 
the need for studies examining the interrelationship of family structures, 
ideology and social change. Immigrants from Yugoslavia are not a 
homogeneous group, and they have few traditional cultural, historical, 
and religious bonds. Besides the major nationalities of Slovenians, 

*1 would like to acknowledge the help of Nada Mio~evic, Frank Pavlin, Don Edgar, 
Des Storer, Lorna Lippman, Gordana Gerban, Luka Novak and the Yugoslav 
community. 

75 



76 Chapter'3 

Croatians, Serbs, Macedonians and Montenegrins, Bosnians and 
Herzegovinians, there are minority groups of Albanians, Bulgarians, 
Italians, Hungarians, Romanians, Slovaks, Czechs, Germans and 
Ukrainians, An additional group from these varying backgrounds in the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and Australia recognize their nationality 
as Yugoslav, The cultural diversity of immigrants from Yugoslavia has 
been maintained in political,' familial, religious, racial and socio
economic areas. These variations affect the community in Australia, in 
both social and educational needs. Yet there has been little research into 
these variations, resulting in a tendency to stereotype, a lack of 
understanding, and less than successful integration into multi cultural 
community programmes and services. 

This paper reviews the literature available on Yugoslav families in 
Yugoslavia and in Australia. The paper is in itself a shortened version of a 
detailed monograph available in the library of the Institute of Family 
Studies. The full monograph includes a detailed description of changes 
in family relations and structures and a translation of the Family Law and 
facilities in Yugoslavia. There are many difficulties in understanding 
family processes and values from a literature survey alone. Studies in 
English that describe family life in rural Yugoslavia may, if read 
uncritically, reinforce outdated stereotypes about the nature of family 
life and relationships. Few contemporary studies of the modern Yugoslav 
family in an urban setting or the ways in which rural families have been 
modified by the impact of technology, literacy and migration are 
available in English. There has been no research in Australia investigating 
the family structures and relations of immigrants from Yugoslavia. 

Historical Background 
Yugoslavia is historically and culturally a land of contrasts and transi
tions. It has borders with seven states - Italy, Austria, Hungary, 
Romania, Bulgaria, Greece and Albania - which have from time to time 
influenced it in a variety of ways. There are six republics, which roughly 
correspond to historical divisions - Serbia, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia
Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro - and two autonomous provin
ces: Vojvodina and Kosovo. The four official languages are Croatian, 
Serbian, Macedonian and Slovenian and there are also 'many dialects. 
Two alphabets are used, the Cyrillic and the Latin. 

The Yugoslav state does not officially recognize or observe any 
religious festivities or holidays; different religions are practised and 
different festivities are celebrated. The major religious groups are 
Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Islamic, Protestant and Judaic. Religious 
differences have reinforced ethnic identity and differences in language 
have strengthened feelings of separation. Each of the different regions 
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had a unique historical development and came under the influence of 
different cultures. 

Through their historical development, which included foreign 
occupation, the Yugoslav peoples retained their regional identities. In 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, strong national 
movements developed, with the ideal of a unification of all South Slavs. 
This ideal was realized in 1918, when the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats 
and Slovenes was founded, later named Yugoslavia. Yet the regional 
differences were too pronounced to be forgotten and there was insuffi
cient time to smooth them out. At the first opportunity, during the 
Second World War, the country was again divided. Internal dissension, 
and deep ethnic and regional animosities manifested themselves during 
the war. Slovenia was divided between Germany and Italy, which also 
received Dalmatia and Montenegro. Most of Macedonia and South 
Serbia went to Bulgaria; Hungary received the fertile northern plains; 
while under German sponsorship the rest of Croatia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina formed an independent state of Croatia under Ante Pavelic; 
and part of Serbia remained autonomous, ruled by a quisling. Under this 
occupation, underground movements developed. Against a background 
of factionalism and inter-ethnic civil war, resistance to the German 
occupation solidified in the Communist-dominated partisan movement 
under the leadership of Tito. The efficient organization and military 
success of the partisans, combined with their lack of identification with 
specific ethnic and religious groups, soon gave them a broader base of 
popular support than the pro-royalist and highly nationalistic move
ments. By the time advancing Soviet armies had reached Belgrade, the 
partisans had liberated most of Yugoslavia. The end of the war found 
Tito's forces in control of the government, and the new Yugoslav state 
was constructed on socialist and federal principles. 

Following the war, redistribution of agricultural land renewed 
internal migration, while the new government policy of industrialization 
created a further wave of internal migration (Auty, 1965). The remarkable 
expansion of the economy and a complete replacement of the ruling 
stratum made rapid social mobility possible. Innovations entered the 
society at all levels, thus reducing the tendency for pronounced differ
entiation between migrants and long-time urban residents (Simic, 1973). 

Traditional Family 
Relationships and Values 

Traditional family structures 

Before the nineteenth century, two forms of social and familial organi
zation had evolved: the zadruga and the tribe. Tribes consisted of several 
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clans or brother groupings, all descended from a single ancestor. All 
members of the clan were brothers and sisters. As a clan grew in depth 
and breadth, segments of increasing independence and power would 
split off, forming a . new clan. Zadruga in Serbo-Croatian means 
'association' or 'community'. The zadruga still exists in Bela Krajna in 
Slovenia on the Croatian border. The work style, that is, working for 
neighbours without wages during harvest time, and some mutual 
marketing practices have now returned, especially since farms were 
returned to the ownership of the farmers rather than made state co
operatives (Pavlin, 1982, personal communication). 

The zadruga was a family institution with a long cycle of develop
ment. A basic principle of the zadruga was that male members never left 
the association. Sons and their descendents remained within it, and only 
the daughters left on marriage to become members of the zadruga of their 
husbands. The zadruga was governed by a hierarchical system. Every 
member had a definite rank, which was governed by sex and age. Women 
formed the bottom rank, particularly in regions with a fighting tradition. 
The zadruga held land, stock, water rights, tools and other material goods 
in common. It was in every sense a family corporation united in common 
production and consumption (Simic, 1973: p. 43). All adult males were 
voting members, with shares for inheritance reckoned by generation. 
Women inherited only if there were no sons, and daughters otherwise 
married out. A brotherless daughter would frequently bring in a husband 
who would become a fictive member (Simic, 1973; Ha1pern, 1958: pp. 
134-50; Ha1pern, 1972: pp. 17-23; Halpern and Anderson, 1966; 
Mosley, 1940; 1943; 1953; Trouton, 1952: pp. 27-33; Ehrlich, 1966: pp. 
33-4). In Muslim districts, the zadruga never flourished as it did in other 
areas. The intimacy of the married couple and the separateness of the 
wife are important Muslim principles that did not fit into the zadruga 
institution. In the region that was once Turkish, including Serbia, the 
zadruga developed more independently than in the Austrian region, as it 
was not tied up by codifices (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 35). 

In the Dinaric regions (Montenegro and Albania), society became 
tribal and was strongly male oriented. Throughout centuries of dom
ination, these areas generally remained outside central political and 
military control, and even after the creation of Yugoslavia, 'central 
government remained precarious. Honour and heroism came to be 
regarded as supreme virtues among men; warfare and violence were 
socially sanctioned patterns of behaviour (Simic, 1973: p. 48). Sexual 
morality was strict, and faithfulness in marriage was the norm (Ehrlich, 
1940; 1966). Descent was reckoned through men, as the uterine link was 
referred to as 'thin blood', or tanka Krv (Simic, 1973: p. 48). Women 
brought no dowry to marriage except linen, bedding and a few personal 
effects, and they received no inheritance except in cases where there was 
no male heir (Hammel, 1968: pp. 13-37). Land and other property then 
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passed to a daughter, and the in-marrying husband became an adopted 
son of his father-in-law (Hammel, 1968: p. 18). Unrelated clans were 
often bound to each other by marriage, ritual sponsorship at marriage 
and baptism (kumstvo), and blood brotherhood (pobratimstvo) (Simic, 
1973; Djilas, 1958; Hammel, 1968). 

The institution of kumstvo had its base in Orthodox canon law, 
which required a sponsor at baptism to care for the well-being of the 
child whom he held during the baptism ceremony. At marriage, 
witnesses were required to hold the crowns of the bride and the groom, 
and this devolved to the kum* (the godfather) because a woman was not 
allowed to sponsor at marriage. There were three kumstvo ceremonies: 
baptism kumstvo, marriage kumstvo and the first hair cutting of the child. 
The kum even paid for 'freeing' of the bride, that is, he paid a sum to the 
warriors of the village from which the bride came, and he paid for the 
wedding ceremony. 

Between the First and Second World Wars, an increasing scarcity of 
good land, monetarization of the economy, some inheritance by women 
and the acceptance of modern ideas made the maintenance of these large, 
patrilineal, village-based, residential associations difficult. By the time of 
the First World War, few households numbered more than twenty-five 
persons, most were of less than ten, and few included relatives of wider 
span than a married brother and his young children (Hammel, 1969). 
Political functions passed even more into the hands of the state; 
socialization was assumed in part by emerging village schools; and the 
economic self-sufficiency of the household was diminished by an 
increasing reliance on money, credit and manufactured goods (Trouton, 
1952). Nevertheless, the ideology of kinship remained male-centred and 
male-dominated; males retained their public role as managers of 
property. In public and private, sex roles remained traditional (Simic, 
1969; Ehrlich, 1966; Hammel, 1968). Women seldom held positions of 
authority, and when they did, the positions were minor and involved few 
subordinates (Hammel, 1969; Simic, 1969). 

Traditional family roles 

The positions of father and mother are the key to understanding both the 
patriarchal system and the conflict regarding the changes in family values 

Ji1.Kum means godfather or best man. This particular position is a fraternal position 
that includes certain social security obligations over the person and the family to whom 
one now belongs in this special position. In this case, it is equivalent to the confirmation 
godfather in the Catholic region. This powerful social role still exists throughout 
Yugoslavia. The kum gives significant gifts to the child on baptism or confirmation as a 
pledge to his future potential responsibility, which includes responsibility for the child in 
case of parental death, both in terms of upbringing and financial responsibility. 
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and roles today. In both the tribe and the zagruda the male principle was 
more important than that of seniority: all men were higher in rank than 
women (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 64; Hammel, 1968; Halpern, 1967: p. 154). The 
authority of the father was a natural, unquestionable right. This 
authority was maintained by experience and superiority in relations with 
others and by the obedience of children, secured through economic 
controls or force. In Macedonia, Serbia and Croatia corporal punishment 
was frequent. Children stood up when their father came into a room and 
did not sit down until he did so. They were not allowed to smoke in his 
presence or interrupt when he was speaking; a common sign of respect 
was kissing the hand (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 65). 

The mother occupied a central position, particularly with the 
children. Her lower position in the hierarchy allowed her to give 
unhindered affection to her children, as she was not obliged to remain 
aloof or maintain discipline. In return, the children felt a special 
tenderness towards their mother and she occupied a central position in all 
her children's most deeply felt emotions. This is shown in love songs, 
poems and the literature (Djilas, 1958; 1966). The grandmother spent 
much time with the children while the mother was busy with her work. 
She frequently had a significant role in the upbringing of the children, 
who often took their wishes to her. This strong bond with the 
grandchildren provided a support for both children and mother. 
Grandmothers became almost exclusively the culture carriers and 
cultural propagators, particularly in developing manly behaviour in 
young boys. 

There was no greater loyalty and no greater emotional bond than 
that between sister and brother. A sister was the 'Bond between the 
family and another and the guardian of the blood community ... Her love 
was a pure and unselfish love which kept watch over the brotherhood ... 
The mother was a mother, but a sister was born into the brotherhood and 
was part of its honour' (Djilas, 1966: pp. 240-1). Sons were given greater 
privileges in land and later education, as they would carry on the family 
name and standing. Older brothers held authority over younger 
brothers, and brothers looked after, chaperoned and defended sisters. 
ThIS gave them sanctioned superiority. 

Aloofness between husband and wife was emphasized. A wife was 
subordinate in every sense. The authority of a husband over his wife was 
broader than the authority of father over son (Halpern, 1967: pp. 141, 
142; Ehrlich, 1966: p. 236). A respondent in Ehrlich's study of 1940 
stated: 

The mentality of the time was such that the husband, as a man, on all 
occasions gave expression to his masculinity, so as thereby to demonstrate 
his lofty standing, particularly military. With such a view of things, he 
enjoyed complete authority in the family, and this he often applied 
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terroristically, especially toward his wife. It was not that a husband hated 
or despised his wife, but the age - the collective mentality - made him 
shape himself according to such a view. It was held that a man was not a 
real hero or man ifhc spoiled his wife and treated her nicely. Of such a man 
it would have been said: 'He grovels under his wife's petticoats.' There 
were sly things said if a man called his wife by name (M ilitza), and likewise 
if a wife addressed her husband (Marko). They mainly used pronouns, 'he' 
and 'she'. This again was to hide the intimate relationship, which on the 
one hand - as they thought - injured the pride of the husband, and on 
the other the dignity of feminine modesty. Today, however, people have 
largely got away from this outlook. On the contrary, if a husband is unable 
to treat his wife tenderly and humanely, people think him a fool and 
unworthy of marriage (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 242). 

In Macedonia, apart from a general patriarchal atmosphere, circum
stances tended to prevent harshness towards the wife. There was a 
shortage of women and wives were often older than their husbands. 
Many husbands left their village to work in large towns in Yugoslavia or 
further afield for long periods. In contrast, in Serbia and Bosnia, the 
rapid iricursion of a money economy, together with unfavourable 
political factors, resulted in internecine family struggles causing dis
advantage and harshness. An outstanding result of this was a conviction 
that there should be severity towards women, with actual use of force 
(Ehrlich, 1966: p. 265). In Croatia and Slavonia women were beaten less 
frequently and fierceness was less evident (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 270). 

Traditional attitudes to marriage 

Impediments to marriage in traditional law show fraternal bias. Canon 
law in Orthodox religions specified that relatives within seven or fewer 
degrees of relationship should not marry, but it made no distinction 
between fraternal and maternal links. In Montenegro and western 
Serbia, no persons related in a fraternal degree might marry (Hammel, 
1968: p. 31). Muslim Serbs frequently took matrilateral cousins to wife 
and formerly availed themselves of the blessing of a kadija (Muslim 
judge) to legitimize marriages with close kin (Filipovic, 1965). Most of 
the marriages with close kin that were prohibited by canonical regulation 
but sanctified under Shari'a (religious) law were probably with matri
lateral kin. Folk custom usually did not tolerate fraternal unions, and 
only the wealthiest Yugoslav Muslims practised even occasional marriage 
with the father's brother's daughter, despite the prevalence of the custom 
among most Muslims and its sanction in the Koran (Filipovic, 1954). 

The role of the fraternal group (the father's male relatives) in 
marriage was also visible in a positive sense. Accumulation of dowry and 
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the accumulation of funds for wedding expenses and for bride price, 
where bride price was given, was the responsibility of the fraternal group. 
One effect of this corporate responsibility could be seen among northern 
Albanians. Among Catholic Albanians in Kosovo-Metohija, the levirate 
was common, so that if a man died, his widow married his brother 
(Ham me I, 1968: p. 32; Filipovic, 1954). If the brother was already 
married, she became his second wife. The father's brother's wife might 
also be inherited by a male of the group. The rationale for these practices 
was explicitly based on bride price. There are no modern reports of true 
bride price or the levirate in Montenegro or Serbia proper, but the 
sororate is reported for the Montenegrin coast and for Serbia in the 
seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and it was common law 
in the Banat as late as 1953 (Hammel, 1968: p. 33). First marriages were 
often without benefit of registrar or clergy as families were quite small, 
and the rationale for the levirate was preservation and accumulation of 
land (Filipovic, 1954). The same practice, with the same rationale, is 
reported for Bosnian Muslims (Filipovic, 1954). 

Sexual privilege, which extended to a member of one or another of 
the spouse's group, is frequently mentioned in the literature (Hammel, 
1968: p. 33). At times, complete sexual access is described or implied. At 
other times, the reported stories seem to be moral lessons pointing to the 
error of such relationships (Filipovic, 1954). The general tenor of such 
accounts is usually that the relationship is sinful, and that exercise of jus 
primae noctis is a depravity (Hammel, 1968: p. 63). 

Otmica, that is, bride theft, was widespread in patriarchal districts, 
and particularly in the Dalmatian highlands, Serbia and Bosnia, and no 
government in power was able to stamp it out (Lockwood, 1972: p. 254). 
Whenever an abductor was brought before a judge, however, no matter 
whether he was a Turkish Kadi, an Austrian or Yugoslav magistrate, or a 
member of the armed police, the girl almost always testified that she had 
followed the abductor by free will. There were several reasons for this 
reaction. First, an abducted girl found it more difficult to get married to 
another man. Second, the aggressive man corresponded to the concept of 
ideal manliness in the region of otmica custom and his action impressed 
the girl. Third, it often happened that the girl 'deserted' to her chosen 
one and allowed herself to be captured (Ehrlich, 1966: pp. 201, 202). 
Sometimes otmica took on the character of a fictitious raid. In this case, 
kidnapping was merely acted out to avoid the solemn marriage ceremony 
which, according to custom, required prohibitive expenses (Lockwood, 
1972; Ehrlich, 1966: p. 203). In this case the girl's parents simulated 

. anger regarding the abduction, but all parties were reconciled later 
(Ehrlich, 1966: p. 203). 

Marriage age varied greatly among the different regions. In most 
parts of Macedonia, Bosnia and Serbia, men generally married women 
between one and ten years older than themselves, as the wife had to be 
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'hard working' (Halpern, 1967: p. 189). In Croatia and Slovenia, most 
couples were of an equal age or the husband was one to two years older 
than the wife. In Dalmatia, older men often married younger women. 
The age range for marriage was between 13 and 24 years (Ehrlich, 1966: 
pp. 220-5). 

A bride was chosen almost exclusively and autonomously by the 
parents of the young man (Halpern, 1967: p. 189; Eterovich and S patalin, 
1964: p. 218). In the Muslim areas of Bosnia, however, where love was 
considered a legitimate motive, a marriage could be arranged by either 
girl or boy through a mediator who would request the father's consent. 
The father then took over all arrangements (Lockwood, 1972; Ehrlich, 
1966: p. 188). In Montenegro, good reputation of the family and love 
were decisive (Djilas, 1958). The reputation and ancestry of the father 
and mother were crucial. Boys would not accept a daughter from a man 
who had failed to distinguish himself in war, or who was unreliable. The 
father and genealogy of the mother was also considered, although the 
girl's father was of primary importance (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 192). Motives 
for the choice of bride, stated as an average for the entire country, are 
shown in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 Motives for choice of bride in 1940 

Motive 

Property 
Capacity for work 
Love 
Good reputation of family 

Source: Ehrlich, 1966: p. 193 

Percentage 
of villages 

75 
50 
40 
25 

The dowry usually consisted of an important part of the paternal 
possessions and differed in significance from the marriage portion, or the 
bride's outfit (Halpern, 1967: pp. 191-2). Theoretically, the dowry 
depended on the legal provisions of the rights of inheritance. Sometimes 
a daughter received her entire inheritance as dowry in her father's 
lifetime. Since laws were not unified (the different civil laws in force 
before the unification of Yugoslavia - Austrian, Hungarian, Serbian, 
Croatian and others -"- had remained in the various historical regions), 
there were seven different legal areas, plus the Muslim areas, where 
Shari'a laws were in force for matrimony and inheritance. The provisions 
for inheritance differed widely in these eight areas (Ehrlich, 1966: 
p.209). . , 

In Macedonia, legal provisions were in accordance with Serbian or 
Montenegrin law (the two were similar). According to these provisions, 
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the daughters did not inherit anything after their father's death. They 
were only entitled to a bridal outfit and a 'suitable contribution toward 
the establishment of the household', a settlement within the father's 
means and in accordance with prevailing custom (usually chattels). 
Muslims in Macedonia fell under Shari'a law, which allowed more 
favourable provisions for daughters than the Serbian law. According to a 
complicated key which classified all assets (house, farm, cattle, cash and 
so on) in the estate, daughters were entitled to one-quarter, one-half or 
three-quarters of the inheritance. But these provisions had little in
fluence on practice, where the patriarchal system remained unimpaired, 
and girls rarely inherited or brought a dowry to marriage (Ehrlich, 1966: 
pp. 209-10). 

In the Muslim part of Bosnia, Shari'a law was the same as in 
Macedonia. But marriage had become difficult for women because of a 
smaller number of men in the population, so a dowry was customarily 
substantial and inheritance was both paid to women and accepted. In 
Christian parts of Bosnia, the daughters were in a better position than 
Muslim women, because according to Austrian laws sons and daughters 
had equal rights. If villages remained patriarchal, however, women did 
not take advantage of the legal provisions but frequently renounced their 
claims in favour of their brothers (Ehrlich, 1966: pp. 210-11). 

In Serbia, the daughters were not entitled to the property. 
Consequently they inherited nothing, although fathers began to provide 
girls with substantial dowries of money or land to make it possible for 
them to get married (Ehrlich, 1966: pp. 212-13). 

In the areas of Croatia and Slovenia and Dalmatia that had belonged 
to Austria, legal conditions differed fundamentally from those in the 
former Turkish provinces. A steadily increasing number of farms 
became subject to Austrian or Hungarian law, which accorded sons and 
daughters equal rights to the paternal inheritance. Daughters asserted 
their claims to the paternal heritage and the dowry became an important 
consideration in marriage. 

Traditional sex roles 

In an environment in which there was no departure from chastity, 
dancing and the singing of songs became a substitute for intimate 
contact. Songs were a vehicle for the expression of love that told of 
desires that could not be expressed verbally because of the modesty and 
reserve that prevailed. It was obligatory for Muslim women or grown 
girls to veil the face, and to be modest and retiring. Virginity was 
regarded as important and barriers were created to maintain girls' 
decency and chastity (Halpern, 1967: p. 188). Men generally entered 
marriage with no experience of sex. At a wedding, a young man was 
selected to be the so-called 'bridegroom's man' and he instructed him in 
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the secrets of marriage. Similarly, the girl was instructed by a married 
woman (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 166). 

There were practically no extra-marital relationships among mar
ried women although adultery was more common among men (Djilas, 
1958; Halpern, 1967: p. 223). Adultery was particularly absent among 
the Albanians and Muslims in Bosnia, and the situation continues in 
these regions, despite social and political changes (Pavlin, 1982, personal 
communication). Adultery amounted to cheating the husband of his 
authority as head of the family and brought disgrace on the family, public 
condemnation and corporal punishment (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 328). If 
husbands left to work overseas in Europe, the United States or Australia, 
women abstained from extra-marital relationships. In Macedonia, 
Dalmatia, Croatia and Serbia there were many cases of young men 
marrying, then going to sea after a few months and remaining away for up 
to sixteen years. In Muslim regions, the strictest morals prevailed, 
especially among the Albanians. As it is against the precepts oflslam for a 
man to leave his wife for a number of years, husbands did not go away for 
long periods. Particularly in Bosnia, the Shari'a courts enabled women to 
marry again after the husband's absence of one or two years. Divorce was 
a short procedure, for it was considered that a woman should not remain 
alone much longer. This practice often placed Muslim women in a much 
more favourable position than other women (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 310). 

Traditional attitudes to childbirth and abortion 

Between the First and Second World Wars, Yugoslavia's birth rate, at 
34.6 per 1000, was one of the highest in Europe (cf., Italy 25.8, France 
17.8, England and Wales 16.1). Several Yugoslav regions exceeded the 
national average: in Bosnia (Vrbas Banovina) the rate was 42.0 per 1000, 
and in Macedonia (Vardar Banovina) it was 42.27 (Direkcija ddavne 
statisticki, 1938). 

Yugoslavia had the highest infant mortality rate in Europe. Yet 
there were many children in families, and the natural population increase 
was great. There was an aversion to abortion, leaving constraint as the 
major form of birth control (Ehrlich, 1966: p. 182). While there were 75 
doctors and 55 hospital beds for 10000 inhabitants in Czechoslovakia, 
there were 3.1 doctors and 15 hospital beds for the same number in 
Yugoslavia. Few villages had a midwife, and some old customs and 
superstitions in connection with childbirth had fatal consequences 
(Ehrlich, 1966: pp. 181-2). 

Dr Nico Branisavljevic, of Jajce, Bosnia, gave Ehrlich (1966: p. 181) 
in the autumn of 1940, the following data. In Bosnia (Vrbas Banovina), 
out of every 1000 female deaths, 230 were due to the consequences of 
childbirth. In the Jajce district, a typical patriarchal area, of 100 women 
who died, 56 died in childbirth and confinement. According to his 
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statements, in the Herzegovina (region of Bosnia) and in Macedonia, 
more than half of the deaths of women were in consequence of childbirth. 
In some places the figure reached 70 per cent. 

Contemporary Changes 
to Traditional Attitudes 
in Yugoslavia 

Following the Second World War political and economic shifts and 
increasing urbanization caused changes in the traditional roles and 
stability of the family. Even so, many upland families, particularly in 
Eastern Yugoslavia, Serbia, Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Slovenia and north-west Croatia retained aspects of familial organization 
that had existed between the wars, retaining a few members to work on 
the land in the traditional co-operative format. 

The new Constitution of 1946 stated in Article 24: 

Women have equal rights with men in all fields of state, economic and 
social-political life. Women have the right to the same pay as that received 
by men for the same work, and as workers or employees they enjoy special 
protection. 

The State especially protects the interests of mothers and children by 
the establishment of maternity hospitals, children's homes and day 
nurseries, and by the right of mothers to a leave with pay before and after 
childbirth. 

And in Article 26: 

Matrimony and the family are under the protection of the State. The State 
regulates by law the legal relations of marriage and the family. Marriage is 
valid only if concluded before the competent state organs. After the 
marriage, citizens may go through a religious ceremony. 

All matrimonial disputes come within the competence of the peoples 
courts. The registration of births, marriages and deaths is conducted by 
the State. Parents have the same obligations and duties to children born 
out of wedlock as to those born in wedlock. The position of children born 
out of wedlock is regulated by law. 

Minors are under the special protection of the State. 

For many people, employment away from the land became a vital 
necessity. Nationalization of privately owned capital and means of 
production (in 1946 and 1948), agrarian reform (in 1945), and finally the 
advantages regarding the satisfaction of vital needs (food, clothes and 
lodgings), offered only to the employed, fostered employment in state
owned enterprises (Boh, 1980). From an under-developed country with a 
75 per cent rural population before the Second World War, Yugoslavia 
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underwent quick industrialization. The number of farmers decreased as 
they entered the labour force as unskilled industrial manpower (Breznik, 
1979; Boh, 1980). 

Changes to social and family policy 

The year 1972 represented a turning point in the development of family 
and social policy, when a programme was adopted and certain activities 
were introduced to improve the following: 

1. the standard of living, including guaranteed minimal incomes, 
subsidized meals in working organizations, facilities for recreation and 
holidays for workers and their families, and favourable credit terms; 

2. housing conditions, including the founding of solidarity funds, 
more favourable criteria for acquiring flats, subsidized rents for less 
well-off families; 

3. child welfare, including the construction and organization of new 
child-care institutions, subsidized child care for less well-off families and 
for unmarried mothers; 

4. education, including funds for scholarships, educational reform 
and the levelling of secondary schools; and 

5. old age welfare, including the construction of homes for elderly 
people and the organization of home help (Boh, 1980). 

There is, however, no uniform social and family policy in Yugoslavia. It 
is also unlikely that there will be one in the future, owing to the variation 
in needs and requirements of people from different republics with 
different cultural backgrounds (Boh, 1980). 

Changes to traditional family formation 

As rural people moved to the cities, they often moved in with or in 
proximity to kinsmen. These might be the husband's paternal relatives or 
his maternal relatives, depending upon which alternative was most ad
vantageous. In the town neighbourhoods, clusters of people related by 
varying kinds of kinship ties lived as neighbours, in constant contact with 
each other, offering each other aid and co-operation. Brothers and sisters 
and their respective spouses formed bilateral interacting networks. 
Sibling pairs often formed the basis of co-operative house-building, in 
which two couples built a two-family house together, establishing a close 
relationship, although they remained separate units (Denitch, 1970). 

The family became typically the husband, wife and their unmarried 
children living in their own household, the nuclei of the system becoming 
the parent-child and sibling relationships of the domestic unit. Re
lationships within the family generally remained authoritarian, with 
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deference being shown to the father. This is especially the case in the 
villages (see First-Dilic, 1974, on how tasks and decision making have 
been distributed between husband and wife) as in the cities women in 
their employment came to feel more economically independent and more 
prepared to voice their emancipation. The bond between grandparents 
and grandchildren remained strong. Because of housing and economic 
problems, more and more women entered the workforce and left their 
children with the grandparents. Children often lived with grandparents 
and stayed with their parents during the weekend. This is called 
'grandmother service' (AlinCic, Brajsa and Gajer, 1981). The traditional 
idea of the male child being more valued and honoured than the female 
child still prevailed, and the son was usually cherished more than the 
daughter. 

Changes in traditional attitudes to sex roles 

Despite the vast legal and socio-economic changes in Yugoslavia, many 
characteristics of the traditional masculinity of Yugoslav society lingered 
on (Ehrlich, 1966; Tomsic, 1975). This is prevalent in both work 
(Denitch, 1970; Boh, 1980) and the family (Boh, 1980; Brajsa, 1979; 
Simic, 1973). 

The number of women participating in economic activities has 
doubled since the war, but the problems of equal opportunity for women 
have remained unsolved and are subject to continued criticism (Denitch, 
1974; Brajsa, 1980a-e; Boh, 1980; Tomsic, 1975: p. 25). Research into the 
attitudes to the new status of women shows that people have changed 
more in theory than in practice (Tomsic, 1975). In spite of the regulations 
trying to prevent discrimination in employment, better jobs are often still 
reserved for men (Boh, 1980). The money that the woman contributes to 
the family budget is essential, and without it the family, in present-day 
conditions, would be unable to maintain the expected standard ofliving. 
Yet, even if the financial situation enabled many women to give up work, 
they would not do so as they would not like to renounce their in
dependence. The idea of women doing part-time work is not looked on 
favourably. Instead it is believed that some other arrangement, to relieve 
women of their housework, should be found (Boh, 1980). Despite the 
changes in roles outside the household, partners tend to adopt roles at 
home which are similar to those of their forebears. This segregation of 
roles in the face of legalized equality has led to tension in marital 
relationships and is presently subject to discussion in academic, 
counselling and media circles (Brajsa, 1980a-e; Boh, 1980; AlinCic, 
Brajsa and Gajer, 1981). 

Both partners have increasingly come to be seen as victims. The 
husband as a victim of expectation - to be successful in his work, a good 
worldly manager, authoritarian and sexually strong. The wife as a victim 
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of equality and emancipation that have not been transferred to the family 
domain, in which men have tended to share in home duties only when 
and if they feel like it. 

Changes in traditional attitudes to childbirth and child care 

The rapid industrialization and creation of the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia following the Second World War called for vast 
changes in the socialization and education of the new generation. Within 
the framework of political and social changes in Yugoslavia, women 
achieved equal rights with men. The notion of a patriarchal marriage and 
family was changed into a marriage between partners with equal rights 
and equal duties towards their children. By introducing socialist social 
and production conditions, perspectives of rapid economic and social 
development were opened to all citizens. A policy of sending children to 
secondary, technical and tertiary education in the cities was instituted. 
This policy brought peoples of different backgrounds together and 
resulted in further changes in attitudes to mobility, family formation and 
socialization. Working in the new industries became one of the major 
channels for mobility, and education was the vehicle for achieving this. 
Providing the best education available for both sons and daughters came 
to be seen as crucial to future standing. Mothers were seen as providing 
most of the care and direction of pre-school children and schoolchildren 
in supervising the development of attitudes and work at home. Fathers 
were seen as providing a super-ordinate role as economic and worldly 
facilitators (Prokop, 1972; Buric, 1972; 1973; Dodor, 1978). 

Childbirth and welfare 

The new welfare system designed a special programme for the care of 
parents and children: family planning and counselling and contraception; 
and full medical care, particularly during pregnancy and delivery; 
financial substitution during maternal leave; and full medical care of 
the newborn, babies, pre-school and school-age children up to 15 years 
(Boh, 1980). 

Every employed woman has the right to maternity leave of 105 days, 
which can begin 45 days before delivery or at the latest 28 days before 
delivery. After the 105 days, the woman can take another 145 days sick 
leave for the care of the child or work part -time (four hours a day) for one 
year, or three years if the child needs special care. A prolonged sick leave 
can also be taken by the father if he takes care of the child and both 
parents have agreed to it (Boh, 1980). Deliveries are performed in 
hospitals and clinics in 97 per cent of cases. Midwives and nurses 
regularly visit every household in which there is a mother and baby (Boh, 
1980). Women can use specialized institutions for medical help regarding 
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pregnancy, delivery and contraception, or they can use gynaecological 
outpatient departments at hospitals and clinics (Boh, 1980). 

Levels of fertility are higher for illiterate women or those with lower 
levels of education: literate women show the average of 1.53 live-born 
children and illiterate 4.03, with the result of having 1.41 and 3.33 living 
children respectively (Tomsic, 1975: pp. 21-3). Women's attitudes to 
family planning depend to a great extent on educational level. The 
percentage of women who unconditionally approve of family planning 
and accept it is directly proportional to their educational level (as well as 
to the educational level of their husbands). Approval of family planning 
is higher among women than among men. The percentage of disapproval 
among women is highest in Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Macedonia and lowest in Slovenia and Vojvodina, whereas among men 
the percentage is almost identical everywhere, irrespective of the region 
(Tomsic, 1975: p. 22). 

Among married women approval of abortion has been established in 
28.5 per cent of the women surveyed in Yugoslavia. The percentage of 
disapproval of abortion is highest among women in Kosovo (53.17 per 
cent). The lowest percentage of disapproval of abortion is found among 
women of Slovenia and Serbia (Tomsic, 1979; Boh, 1980). The per
centage of disapproval of abortion is highest among women with no 
education and declines with increasing levels of education. The level of 
disapproval of abortion is also in proportion to the level of the 
significance of the role religion has in life (Tom sic, 1979). 

Recent surveys have shown that there are fewer pregnancies and 
deliveries among employed than unemployed women (Tomsic, 1975: 
pp. 21-3). Inquiries often or more years ago have shown that employed 
women have had many more abortions than those who are unemployed. 
New data demonstrate that employed women increasingly avoid un
wanted pregnancies by means of contraception (Tomsic, 1979: p. 23). 

Changes in traditional attitudes to marriage and divorce 

Marriage 

In contrast to the early years of the twentieth century, bride theft (otmica) 
has become illegal; premarital sex is conducted more freely; and 
marriages generally are no longer arranged. Although there have been 
recent cases of the payment of bride price (Dodor, 1978: p. 66), it is not 
necessary to provide a dowry. Instead the parents of the new couple will 
try to provide them with the best start they can manage by buying 
household equipment and arranging for the inheritance of properties by 
each individual. 

There are no major regional differences in the crude rates of 
marriage: in 1977 they ranged from 7 per cent in Kosovo to 8.2 per cent in 
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Serbia, 8.1 per cent in Slovenia, 7.8 per cent in Croatia and Montenegro, 
8.6 per cent in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia and Vojvodina 
(Radivojevic, 1980: p. 62). The average age of marriage for the first time 
has been decreasing: from 1956 to 1975, for men it declined from 26.3 to 
23.2 years, and for women, from 22.2 to 21.9 years, although there are 
still considerable regional differences. In developed areas and towns, the 
average marrying age has decreased, while in some less developed areas, 
especially in agricultural regions, which historically had a young 
marrying age, it has increased slightly (Radivojevic, 1980: pp. 62-3). 

Major departures from the national average in the rates of marriage 
by age and sex are found in Kosovo, and there are noticeable differences 
in Montenegro (Radivojevic, 1980: p. 63). 

Between 1956 and 1976, 85.3 per cent of all marriages were 
contracted by single men and 91.1 per cent by single women. Widowers 
and divorced men, especially those with small children, often remarry to 
ensure adequate care and upbringing for their children, while widows 
and divorced women remarry less frequently, perhaps partly in order to 
retain benefits stemming from their first marriage (Radivojevic, 1980: 
p.64). 

Remarriage is highest in Vojvodina and lowest in Kosovo and 
Montenegro. The percentage of divorces is smallest in Kosovo. Women 
marrying for the second time most frequently marry men who are 
marrying for the second time; men marrying for the second time are more 
likely to marry single women. Of the total number of men marrying for 
the third time, 34 per cent marry single women; only 16 per cent of 
women marrying for the third time marry single men (Radivojevic, 1980: 
p.64). 

Owing to rapid socio-economic changes and increased internal 
migration, the occupational and ethnic homogeneity of marriages has 
changed. Of the total number of marriages recorded in 1976,94.3 per 
cent were contracted by economically active men, and 66.1 per cent by 
economically active women. The proportion of occupationally homo
geneous marriages are high among farmers, tradespeople, technicians, 
artists and in the managerial professions. Marriages in which husbands 
have higher school qualifications than their wives are most numerous. 
Women with higher education marry men with similar qualifications in 
57.7 per cent of cases, while men in this group most frequently marry 
women with secondary education (46 per cent) or higher education (36.4 
per cent). A large number of women farmers marry men of other 
occupations, which means that marriage is an important channel of 
mobility (Radivojevic, 1980: p. 66). 

The proportion of mixed marriages has increased among all 
nationalities except among Albanians and Slovenes. In 1976 the 
proportion was highest in Vojvodina (26.4 per cent), Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (17.9 per cent), Croatia (16.9 per cent), Macedonia (9.3 per 
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cent), Slovenia (11.6 per cent) and Kosovo (6.7 per cent). For the 
Slovenes, this is primarily the result of the ethnic homogeneity of the 
area; for Albanians and Muslims, it is the result of a wish to retain 
customs, language and religion. There have been significant rises in 
mixed marriages contracted by Montenegrin men, especially with Ser
bian women, and Hungarian men and women (Radivojevic, 1980: p. 65). 

Divorce 

Before the Second World War, the rate of divorce was 0.5 per cent; after 
the war the rate rose to 1.4 per cent; and in 1977 the divorce rate was 
highest in Vojvodina (1. 7 per cent), and lowest in Kosovo (0.3 per cent), 
followed by Macedonia (0.5 per cent). 

Fifty per cent of marriages ending in divorce are childless or have 
one child (36 per cent), which may indicate that children are an important 
link in binding the spouses. Supported children are in most cases 
adjudicated to the mother and more rarely to the father, except in 
Kosovo, where children are adjudicated equally to mother and father. 

Divorce is most frequent during the first four years of marriage and 
then after the first ten years. Marriages in which both spouses are 
economically independent appear to be more stable. This is particularly 
so among farmers and related workers or where a woman with a farming 
background is married to a man in another occupation. These marriages 
have provided some social ascent, and it is said that these women make 
great efforts to make their marriage work and are less likely to· be 
economically independent (Radivojevic, 1980: pp. 67,68). Differences in 
national background do not appear to affect marital breakdown. Of 
24431 divorced marriages in 1976, 21185 were homogeneous and 3246 
heterogeneous. Different educational qualifications do not greatly 
influence the divorce ratio (Radivojevic, 1980: p. 65). 

Family roles are constantly changing and the traditional en
vironmental influences have become considerably weaker in many 
regions. Yet the traditional patriarchal attitudes still influence marriage 
partners and their parents, who often differ in their opinions on how to 
live in marriage and how to bring up children. This often leaves the 
individual isolated in his or her crisis (A1inCic, Brajsa and Gajer, 1981). 
They argue that the basic problems appear to be the relationship between 
the partners in their management of roles and attitudes, problems with 
children and problems with economic management. Poor communi
cation often hinders the knowledge of and allowance for mutual dif
ferences, individual and independent growth, and the ability to discuss all 
aspects of the relationship. If sex is not mutually satisfying, this may also 
provide reason for divorce (Brajsa, 1980a-e). 

Not every unsuccessful marriage, however, ends in divorce. In 
addition to the formal, legally executed divorces, there are the informal, 
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solely emotional divorces in which the marriage partners remain in the 
marriage as separated partners or live separately, alone or with different 
partners (Brajsa, 1980a-e; AlinCic, Brajsa and Gajer, 1981). 

The Family and Family Law 

Fundamental principles 

Yugoslav family law is a system of precepts that regulate the relations in 
the family. A number of national social values have their origin in the 
Constitution of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) 
which also aims to suppress any form of discrimination (according to the 
economic, social and personal security of the individual); to promote the 
principle of solidarity and mutual help; and to create work as a fulfilment 
of personal and social needs. In addition to the principles of the general 
framing law, legislation in individual republics may differ according to 
the area's cultural and historical precedents. 

The legal relations in the family are directly regulated by the Act on 
marriage and marital relations and by the Act on resolving conflicts. A 
number of other bills and regulations are equally important and augment 
the two main Acts. Regulations ensure that every marriage is contracted 
with the free consent of both marriage partners, that parents take care of 
children and that children tend parents when the latter grow old. 

The most important characteristic of legal-family relations is the 
need for an individual and society to improve the conditions of life for 
their offspring and for those who are unable to take care of themselves 
(AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 8-15). 

Marriage and marital relations 

The principles of the Yugoslav marriage laws are that marriage is 

1. an institution and bears a social character; 
2. under the sole authority of the state; 
3. the basis of the family, is protected by the state; 
4. based on equality between man and woman; 
5. monogamous; and 
6. a permanent institution that can be dissolved only m cases 

provided by law. 

The legal presumptions for an invalid marriage fall into two categories. In 
the first category are cases where marriage is not possible without 
permission of the court, that is, persons who have not reached the age of 
16 years, blood relations in the first cousin category and for persons 
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related through marriage. In the second category are cases where even the 
court cannot give permission to marry, that is, for minors, for seriously 
mentally retarded persons, for married persons and for blood relatives 
who have the same ancestor (AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 
29-45). There are similar presumptions in the case of adoptive parents 
and adopted children. 

Regulations regarding marriage 

The family law for the whole of Yugoslavia states that without voluntary 
consent for marriage from both partners, there is no valid marriage. Such 
a marriage will be terminated (AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: 
pp. 45-8). 

Marriage is not valid if one of the partners has agreed to it under 
misconception regarding the other partner. Although such cases are rare, 
they are possible in cases of a partner who is of poor eyesight, in the 
mistaken identity of twins or where a proxy is representing one of the 
partners. A misconception is one that would otherwise have prevented 
the individual contracting the marriage had he or she known about a 
certain fundamental characteristic of the partner: that is, a serious 
disease, frigidity, pregnancy by another man prior to marriage, a 
dishonourable occupation, a previous conviction for a criminal act or 
abnormal infirmities (AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: p. 29). 
There are also some regional differences in the way misconception is 
defined. 

A marriage between in-laws is prohibited for 

1. father-in-law and daughter-in-law, 
2. son-in-law and mother-in-law, 
3. stepfather and stepdaughter, and 
4. stepmother and stepson, 

unless the court grants them permission to marry (AlinCic and Bakaric
Mihanovic, 1980: p. 44). 

Marriage must be contracted before an authorized official at the 
municipal office which keeps the register of marriages and divorces. 
Citizens of Yugoslavia living abroad have the option to contract their 
marriage abroad in the consulates of Yugoslavia before a Yugoslav 
consul. Future partners must submit a written or oral application with 
birth certificates (to prove they are over 18 years of age) to the registrar. 

Marriage can be contracted by a proxy (standing in for one of the 
partners); thi~ is the case for citizens living abroad who want to marry a 
person residing in Yugoslavia. The proxy must have a special authoriz
ation issued only for the purpose of contracting marriage. The author
ization is valid for only ninety days from the date of verification of 
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signature of the authorizer. A marriage contracted between two persons 
represented by proxies is not valid in Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and Kosovo and will be annulled in Montenegro, Slovenia and Macedonia 
(AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 45-8). 

Marital rights and obligations 

Marriage brings certain rights and obligations: personal and property 
rights and obligations, and obligations regarding maintenance as a 
specific right and obligation. 

Personal rights and obligations include the following: 

1. Choice of surname. 
2. Equality, fidelity, mutual support and respect. The law states 

that both partners have the obligation to work on improving their marital 
. relations and to adapt to each other in order to maintain a harmonious 

marriage. It is, therefore, of the utmost interest to talk to marriage 
counsellors prior to or during the marriage and to try to sort out 
differences without utilizing divorce as the most drastic measure in the 
settling of marital difficulties. 

3. Choice of work or occupation. Each of the partners has the 
freedom of choice of occupation without needing the consent of the other 
partner. This principle is of great importance today, as increasing 
numbers of women obtain a better education and join the workforce 
compared with the previous patriarchal system, which prevented them 
from doing so. 

4. Determination of place of residence and rights regarding pro
perty. Choice of place of residence is a principle that the marriage 
partners can agree upon and control. The housing problem or un
employment might affect their choice but, contrary to the old patriarchal 
system, it is a choice. In the patriarchal system, the woman was by law 
considered subordinate to the man and was forced to follow him and his 
decisions. Property may belong to both partners or to each partner 
separately. Jointly owned property is property acquired through work 
while the partners are legally married to each other. Personal property is 
property belonging to either partner at the time of contracting the 
marriage or which he or she has acquired, not through work, but through 
inheritance, presents, lottery or property left to one partner after a 
property settlement. Apportioning the joint property is the right of both 
partners, who may agree verbally, in writing or by mutual consent, that 
the more skilful partner will manage both property and finances. 

5. Responsibility in bringing up children and performing family
related tasks in marriage is equal for both partners (AlinCic and Bakaric
Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 57-65). 
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Legal parent -child relations. 

The Constitution of Yugoslavia covers the most important principles 
regarding these relations. The basis of these relations lies in the equality 
of responsibility of men and women in caring for their children, and the 
social protection of the mother and child, and of the minor who is not 
cared for by his parents. Parents have the right and the obligation to care 
for their children, but children also have the right and duty to care for 
their disabled parents. Illegitimate children enjoy the same rights as those 
who are legitimate. 

Every individual has the right to decide whether to have children 
(AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: p. 116). 

Legitimacy of children 

The Constitution guarantees the same rights and obligations to illegit
imate as to legitimate children. Children born in wedlock are considered 
to be children of the husband or their mother, if they are born while the 
marriage lasts or within a certain period of its cessation. Illegitimate 
children are those 

1. born to mothers who are not married; 
2. born to mothers whose marriage is not valid; 
3. born to widows and divorcees after the period of 300 days from 

the cessation of marriage; or 
4. born during marriage or in the period of300 days after that if the 

father has successfully contested his parenthood. 

During 1977, 178337 marriages were contracted in Yugoslavia. 
There were 353702 children born in lawful wedlock and 30935 
illegitimate children. In Croatia in the same year, there were 32524 
marriages, and 64 789 legitimate and 3246 illegitimate (total 68035) 
children. 

In many communities, even today, children born out of wedlock are 
still considered to be less worthy and less moral, so legislation has been 
developed to rectify their position. In such cases, parenthood is 
established by the father's confession together with the confirmation of 
the mother and the child (if older than 16 years). 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, a child will be considered to be a child of 
the first husband if the mother remarries and the child is born within 270 
days from the date of cessation of the first marriage; an exception is when 
the second husband, with the mother's agreement, adopts the child as his. 
The family law of Croatia determines a period of 300 days after the 
cessation of marriage. In Macedonia and Slovenia, the child's father will 
be considered the mother's husband (the one to whom she is actually 
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married, not the previous husband) (Alincic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 
1980: p. 119). 

Rights of parents and minors 

Parental rights consist of the parents' right and the obligation to care for 
the rights and interest of their under-age children. Parents must take care 
of their under-age children and watch over their life and health. Minors 
have the right to live with their parents. These two norms express the 
expectation that parents will personally and directly fulfil the life needs 
of their children. Parents must provide for the intellectual education of 
their children. The Constitution prescribes at least eight years of 
schooling as obligatory and the parents must ensur.e that their children 
obtain this education. Representation of minors is a part of the content of 
Parental Rights; its task is to ascertain the legal protection of the personal 
and property interests of the children. The parents are legal repre
sentatives of their children and they have the obligation to act on behalf of 
their children. Exceptions to this rule are children who have reached the 
age of 15 and are employed. They have the full right to dispose of their 
salary and to enter into any legal or property contract, without being 
represented by the parents. 

The Act on employment makes it possible for 15-year-olds to enter 
the workforce. If the parents, however, do not agree with the child's 
wish, it is up to the Body of Guardianship to discuss the matter with the 
parties concerned and to decide whether it is in the interest of the minor 
to discontinue his or her schooling and start working. 

There are other cases when the parents do not represent their 
children: the request of a minor to gain the court's permission to contract 
a marriage; giving a statement in matters of recognizing a child; consent 
to adoption; and change of surname. Parents also do not represent their 
under-age children when a conflict of interests occurs, such as during 
proceedings of contesting parenthood; when some legal property affairs 
are taken out of their control; and in matters where their interests might 
be in opposition. The children will then be given a guardian. Aguardian 
is also assigned if the interests conflict between brothers and sisters, in 
which case parents might not be objective (AlinCic and Bakaric
Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 191,261-317). 

Adoption 

Only couples between the ages of 30 and 50 who have been married for 
three years can apply for adoption. Adoption has the full effect of 
parental relations (AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: p. 224). In 
exceptional cases, when one of the marriage partners is the parent of the 
child, the other partner may apply to adopt the child, regardless of the 
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years spent in marriage. Upon adoption, a child is fully incorporated into 
the adoptive family and breaks all ties with his or her blood relatives. The 
contesting of parenthood is then not possible. The adoptive parents are 
entered in the register book of births and become the adoptee's parents. 
The adoption is unbreakable. 

A relationship that is breakable is that between foster parents and 
foster children. In such cases, the foster child does not break all ties with 
his or her blood relatives. The foster parents are not entered as parents in 
the register book of births. 

Similar legislation regarding adoption in all the republics embodies 
the following points (AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 221-8, 
232): 

1. Where both parties are Yugoslav citizens, they are governed by 
the law of the republic in which the adoptee has residence. If that is not 
possible, then according to the place of residence of the adopter. 

2. If the parties are not Yugoslav citizens or have no citizenship at 
all and international law has to be applied, the place of residence of the 
adoptee has importance. If the adoptee has no place of residence in 
Yugoslavia, then the court considers the place of residence of the 
adopter. If he or she also has no place of residence, the authority lies with 
the law of the republic of which either the adoptee or the adopter is a 
citizen. 

3. The adoptee must not be the adopter's blood relative in the 
straight line - father-son, grandmother-grandson or brother or sister. 
The law has regulated these cases because there already exists a close 
relationship between these persons and any change in these relations 
would have no real meaning. 

4. Legislation prevents a guardian becoming an adoptive parent 
before the guardianship has been dissolved and the guardian has 
presented a report on the management of the protege's property. If the 
relationship between the guardian and protege would automatically be 
transformed into that of parent-child, the guardian would escape all 
control. 

5. Having one's own children is no hindrance to an application for 
adoption of another child, although through the nature of adoption, an 
adopter who has his own children rarely applies for adoption of additional 
children. In Zagreb, Croatia, the adoptive parents had no children of 
their own in 88 per cent of adoptions. 

6. The age limit for an adopter in Yugoslavia is 50 years. 
7. In Croatia, adoption with full effects of parental relationship can 

be executed only until the age of five of the possible adoptee. In 
Macedonia, Slovenia and Vojvodina that limit is moved to the age of 18 
years. In Montenegro the limit is four years of age. 
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8. The law rarely allows an adopter from outside of Yugoslavia to 
adopt a child from Yugoslavia. One case is a stepfather abroad who wants 
to adopt the child and thus incorporate it completely into his family. In all 
republics except Macedonia, legislation states that there must be good 
reason to allow an alien to adopt a Yugoslav child. 

Divorce 

Among the republics and autonomous regions there are substantial 
differences regarding divorce and its legal consequences. Section 18 of 
the family law of Yugoslavia states: 'The Law of the Republic or 
Autonomous Region in which the marriage partners have their residence 
is competen-t in regulating the divorce and its legal consequences.' 
Divorces are issued through the municipal courts. 

Applying for divorce 

In Macedonia, marriage can be dissolved on the ground of an application 
by one of the partners. In Slovenia and Vojvodina divorce is possible if 
relations have become unbearable, and either partner may apply for 
divorce. In Montenegro, the law regulates joint application for the 
dissolution of marriage but does not provide for a consented divorce, 
whether or not there are children in the marriage. Slovenia and Croatia 
provide for a consented divorce, but under the condition that the partners 
have, prior to divorce, come to an agreement regarding custody and 
support of the uninsured partner who has no means for living and is either 
unemployed or unable to find employment. The spouses must submit a 
verified written agreement regarding distribution of their joint property 
or lease or both. In Serbia, the law provides for a consented divorce that 
follows a joint application and there is no probing into the reasons for the 
divorce. In Kosovo, no legal rule exists as in Serbia, but if the married life 
has become unbearable, and both partners jointly apply for divorce 
stating justifiable reasons, it will be granted. This concerns only joint 
applications and not the right to a consented divorce. In Vojvodina, 
however, a consented divorce is possible if the marriage has lasted more 
than two years and if the parents have agreed on custody, maintenance 
and upbringing of their children. Legislation also authorizes 
the Family Court to reject an application for a consented divorce if it has 
come to the conclusion that the parents' agreement on children is not in 
the children's best interests. In Montenegro, Serbia and Kosovo, only the 
party not at fault may apply for divorce, although some exceptional 
circumstances allow an application to be made regardless of fault (for 
example, after three years of separation). In Slovenia and Bosnia, there 
are restrictions regarding the right of application. In Croatia, the partner 
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at fault may apply only after three years of separation. A further 
restriction applies (except in Bosnia and Herzegovina) if the wife is 
pregnant or if a child of the marriage has not reached 12 months of age. 

Reasons for divorce 

Sections 54 and SS of the family law of Croatia formulate reasons for 
divorce in the following manner: 

Ca) A marriage partner can apply for a divorce if the marital relations have 
become seriously or permanently damaged through character differences, 
serious insults, mistreatment, adultery, immoral way oflife, mental disease 
or some other serious cause. 
Cb) A marriage partner can apply for a divorce if the other partner is 
missing and there has been no word ofhim/her for a duration of two years. 

, 
General reasons for divorce may include disagreement about place of 
residence, about work or occupation, or about family planning, education 
and upbringing of children; long periods of separation; or maltreatment 
of family members or of one of the marriage partners. In order to grant a 
divorce, the court must establish that the family relationship has been 
seriously and permanently damaged. The court directs that partners 
receive counselling to ascertain whether reconciliation is possible. If a 
marriage has failed and reconciliation is not possible, an application for 
divorce may be made. 

It has been said that the unlimited right to divorce by consent 
enables thoughtless contracting of marriage, resulting in divorce. Couples 
with under-age children must apply for the dissolution of their marriage 
together and they must state their reason for wanting a divorce. The court 
must examine that reason and its seriousness, because it is the court's 
intention not to grant a divorce to a couple with under-age children, 
keeping in mind social interests as well as the interests of the children 
(custody, maintenance and access). 

Reconciliation procedures 

In Croatia, Bosnia, Herzegovina and Slovenia, a Body of Guardianship 
has been authorized to try to establish a reconciliation. Before divorce 
proceedings, the spouses apply for reconciliation to centres ordered by 
the Family Court. In Yugoslavia, much counselling is provided at the 
regional and district levels. At the local social welfare centre, problems 
relating to interpersonal relationships before, outside and within marriage 
and the family can be discussed with experts. 

In Serbia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo and Vojvodina, recon
ciliation is tried at the first court hearing. Absence from the first court 
hearing (reconciliation) or non-attendance at a social centre have 
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different meanings in various republics. In Croatia, if the applicant does 
not attend the reconciliatory procedure at the Body of Guardianship, it is 
considered that he or she has changed his or her mind and abandoned the 
idea of divorce. The same applies to joint applicants. In Serbia and 
Kosovo, if spouses have jointly applied for a divorce and neither is living 
abroad, and if one or both do not attend the first or reconciliatory hearing 
at the court, the court will consider all the circumstances and either list 
the case for another date or abandon it and withdraw the application, 
considering that the partners have abandoned the idea of divorce. In 
Bosnia, Herzegovina, Montenegro and Macedonia, absence of one or 
both partners from the first or reconciliatory court hearing is automatic
ally considered a failure to reconcile. In Macedonia, however, in cases of 
consented divorce, absence of one or both partners will have the meaning 
of withdrawal of application. 

Before divorce proceedings, the Body of Guardianship tries to 
reconcile the marriage partners in separate proceedings. Professionals 
who work in such centres are social workers, psychologists, legal 
counsellors and psychiatrists who have the task of helping the couple 
realize the difficulties they are facing and of offering appropriate 
treatment and advice. The law has prescribed that a couple with under
age children must first apply to the social welfare centre for a procedure of 
reconciliation. The same applies to applications submitted by one partner 
(although there might be no under-age children in the marriage) because 
the law tries to protect the interests of the other partner. 

Section 61, however, provides for exceptions when the reconciliation 
procedure does not have to precede the divorce proceedings: first, if the 
residence of one partner is not known to the other for a duration of six 
months; and second, if one of the partners lives abroad, in which case 
reconciliation will be tried if there are minor children in the marriage and 
if it is not excessively difficult for the parties to be present at the 
reconciliation. 

Reconciliation is a sorting out of differences between the marriage 
partners. If parents are not able to reconcile their differences and a 
divorce becomes imminent, the social workers and counsellors have the 
task of helping them to find a peaceful agreement regarding custody, 
maintenance and the general welfare of their children. It may become 
obvious that the parents are treating these important issues lightly and 
that they are primarily keeping in mind their own interests, in which case 
the Body of Guardianship will take specific measures to protect the 
interests of the children. 

The Body of Guardianship has three months to terminate the 
reconciliation procedure and make a decision as to whether the partners 
will reconcile their differences or proceed with the divorce. There is also a 
one-year limit in which partners who have not been reconciled must 
complete their divorce proceedings. If they do not, they should start with 



102 Chapter 3 

the reconciliation proceedings again, because some of the circumstances 
might have changed and this might influence the consequences for their 
children (AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 97-102). 

Family courts in Australia needing verification of divorce certificates 
or papers relating to marriage issued in Yugoslavia should apply for 
verification of the certificates to the Yugoslav Consulate, which will issue 
formal verification through Canberra and Belgrade from the Municipal 
Court Registrar. 

Custody and access 

A pare~t who has not been given custody of children of the marriage has 
the right of appeal but also has the right and obligation to maintain 
relations with his or her child and to contribute to maintenance. He or she 
can also apply for reversal of a custody order (AlinCic and Bakaric
Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 199-200). 

If the parents, for whatever reason, are not in a position to have their 
children living with them, they have to ascertain that the person they have 
chosen to take care of their child is one who will take good care and not 
leave the child uncared for. If they fail to do so, the Body of Guardianship 
will take over. The latter applies in many cases of parents who leave 
Yugoslavia to work (about 1 million Yugoslavs work and temporarily 
reside abroad, many of them leaving their children behind, usually with 
relatives, mostly grandparents). 

A Body of Guardianship can change or reverse its order (or the 
court's order) if the circumstances have changed between the parents and 
one of them has perhaps better conditions to take care of the child, and if 
that is in the best interests of the child. For such an order to take place, 
both parents must apply. There are several possible outcomes to such an 
application. The order may say that 

1. one parent be given custody over all children; 
2. some children will reside with the mother, some with the father; 
3. children be given into custody of a third party; or 
4. children be put into a welfare centre. 

When determining all the relevant circumstances in custody applications, 
the court or the Body of Guardianship will take into consideration the 
housing and financial conditions of each parent and their ability to take 
care of the children. 

Professional advice from psychologists and psychiatrists is also 
sought to determine the parents' suitability to take care of children. If the 
child in question is over 10 years old, the court may take the child's wishes 
into consideration. As the belief is held that a child needs both parents to 
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be able to grow into an independent personality, the law states that the 
parent who has not got custody has the right of access. Although the 
parents should ideally agree on such an important issue, they commonly 
do not and the law has to intervene. 

Because access is a very important part of parental rights, it can be 
limited in time, place and manner, but only because of health reasons and 
other important interests for the child. The same also applies if it is 
established that the parent who has custody is behaving in a manner that 
is harmful to the child. 

Maintenance and property division 

Maintenance is a legally binding obligation that exists between spouses, 
parents and their children, grown-up brothers and sisters towards their 
minor brothers and sisters, between step-parents and stepchildren, and 
among in-laws (AlinCic and Bakaric-Mihanovic, 1980: pp. 325-47). 
Parents have the obligation to support their minor children and enable 
them to complete their education. According to the Constitution of 
Yugoslavia, the children also have the obligation to take care of and 
support their needy parents; where there is more than one offspring, the 
obligation is divided among them according to their means. 

In determining property division and the amount of maintenance to 
be paid, the court will take into consideration not only the monetary 
contribution of a partner, but also other aspects of contributions, such as 
help given to the spouse, work at home and care for the children, and 
work on increasing the jointly owned property. Items that will not be 
divided are those of personal nature, clothing, jewellery, or items for 
exclusive use of the children. If jewellery or other expensive items form 
the major part of the property, they will either be divided, or the partner 
who will retain them will reimburse the other partner in money for his or 
her part of that property. Items used exclusively by children go to the 
parent who has custody of the children. In some cases, one of the partners 
has left and items remain with the other partner. Such items as furniture, 
television or a car quickly decline in value and they occupy space. The law 
states that the partner who has been left with the items may become the 
sole owner of that property if he or she applies for property settlement 
and informs the other partner in writing of that intention, or if the other 
partner takes no notice of the intention within one year after the decree 
absolute. Stepchildren have the obligation to support their step-parents 
only if the step-parents have cared for them and supported them for a 
long time. 

A marriage partner who has inadequate means and is either unfit for 
work or unable to find employment has the right of maintenance. The 
person who is supposed to give that support, however, must be in a 
financial position to do so. Such an application for maintenance may be 



104 Chapter 3 

rejected if the person applying has, unprovoked by the other side, led an 
immoral and wasteful life while married to his or her spouse, since 
payment of maintenance to such an individual would present an injustice 
for the supporter. The right to maintenance ceases if the person asking for 
it enters into another marriage, enters into a de facto relationship or 
becomes unworthy of that right. 

An application for maintenance must be lodged within three years of 
the divorce in Bosnia and Herzegovina; in Croatia, the period is one year. 
In Montenegro, maintenance is temporary, for a period of one to three 
years. In Macedonia that period is five years with the option of 
prolongation. 

A de facto partner can also receive maintenance if he or she has 
insufficient means for living or cannot realize sufficient means from his or 
her own property or employment. The obligation ceases if the de facto 
partner marries or enters into another de facto relationship. Regardless of 
the duration of a de facto relationship, a de facto husband must pay 
maintenance to the mother of his illegitimate child for three months 
before and six months after the birth of the child, if she has no means of 
supporting herself. In Bosnia and Herzegovina the same applies for one 
year after the birth of the child. In Slovenia, a de facto relationship has the 
same status as a legal marriage and the consequences follow those of a 
legal divorce. Each partner is responsible for his or her personal property 
and responsibility for debts incurred during the marriage will be joint. 

Maintenance is a strictly personal obligation, and it cannot be 
transferred to another individual. Maintenance ceases in the event of 
death, and no further demands can be made on the heirs, except perhaps 
for the debts left after the supporter has died, when heirs might be liable 
for the back payments. Nobody has the right to waive maintenance, and 
even if a parent who has custody does not apply for an increase of 
maintenance, the law provides for the possibility to apply on behalf of the 
minor and against the wishes of that parent. 

Maintenance exists until the presumptions for maintenance cease to 
exist. An application for maintenance may be made on the dissolution of 
the marriage and must be lodged within three years of the date of legal 
dissolution. Paid out maintenance is non-returnable. The court can order 
payments during the maintenance proceedings and issue the main order 
for maintenance after the final hearing. The court orders an amount of 
maintenance that is not less than the social welfare benefit being received 
in a particular municipality. This amount is never less than 40 per cent of 
a minimal (guaranteed) income, which in 1979 amounted to 3000 dinars 
(then about $100 a month), in other words, 40 per cent of that amount 
(1200 dinars or $40.00). 

Some of the issues that have to be considered by the court in 
determining the amount of maintenance are the financial situation of the 
partner; the partner's health and capacity to find employment; and the 
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ages of the children of the marriage and their needs for education and 
schooling. The court is able to order higher maintenance if the financial 
situation of the respondent is good, and he or she can contribute from that 
income. Owing to the yearly increase in costs and necessities, the court 
has given authority to the Body of Guardianship to provide for increases 
in maintenance. 

Legislation also regulates the cases of parents who try to avoid 
paying maintenance by not accepting employment or changing jobs and 
causing difficulty in keeping track of their whereabouts. A defaulter can 
be sentenced to three years imprisonment for trying to avoid paying 
maintenance for a minor child. In order to ascertain a regular payment of 
maintenance, the legislation obliges the organization employing the 
father or mother to inform the Body of Guardianship if there are any 
changes to his or her address or a change of employment; maintenance 
may be deducted from the wages. 

The Family in Australia 
Given the diversity of peoples in Yugoslavia and the vast changes in 
family formation and relations already outlined, it is difficult to delineate 
a typical family and typical family values. In addition to the vast array of 
backgrounds and experiences, migrants from Yugoslavia have arrived at 
different stages of Australia's development, and this has affected family 
formation and subsequent life-style. 

It is even difficult to generalize about family organization, especially 
in its derivative form in Australian society. It should be recognized that 
'family' does not merely correspond with household. The notion of 
family includes kin (aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents) to their 
remotest degree, and the notion of residentially nuclear domestic groups 
does not indicate the extent of a family. Simic, in his study of urban 
immigrants in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, in 1973, suggests that in preserving 
strong family bonds in the new settings, the migrant becomes an 
extension of the family, maintaining family solidarity through a series of 
ritual and symbolic exchanges between kinship members. The obligations 
families accept in the form of remittances, assistance for migration 
passages for 'eligible' family members, the bringing out of relatives for a 
holiday, the holidays in Yugoslavia, the retention and maintenance of 
family holdings in Yugoslavia and family links for support, friendship, 
marriage partners and mobility in Australia and Yugoslavia point to the 
persistence of family solidarity over time (Tisay, 1975; 1982). If migrants 
do not have kin in Australia, or if their kinship network is fragmented or 
small, a friendship network is often integrated into the kinship network. 
This is structured around the kumstvo relationship when a child is 
christened and a kum and kuma are chosen to become the child's 
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godparents. They also become responsible for the upbringing, welfare, 
moral and psychological security of the child and hold a highly important 
position in later marriage ceremonies as sponsors and in the family 
hierarchy. In Australia the family of the kum and kuma often become 
adoptive members of the Australian kinship network as well (Tisay, 
1983). 

Identity maintenance in Australia 

Although there has been no comparative research in Australia, Bennett 
(1979) discusses six domains that influence the retention or loss of 
cultural values for Serbs, Croats and Slovenes in Washington, DC. 

The historical domain 

A sense of ethnicity is acquired through direct involvement with 
historical developments or indirect familiarity acquired through reading 
and listening to the interpretation of events. 

The demographic domain 

Demographic characteristics of a person's living environment and 
geographic mobility provide certain incentives and constraints on the 
socialisation process and ethnic identity. 

The social domain 

The socio-cultural influence from the wider society in which the ethnic 
group exists can be an important factor in the individual's maintenance or 
non-maintenance of ethnic identity. Depending on the date and place of 
birth and migration, individuals experience different reactions to their 
ethnicity from members of the wider society. 

The organizational domain 

The availability of ethnic organizations - religious, political, social and 
cultural, and educational- provides incentives to the development of an 
individual's ethnic values. 

The family domain 

Marital patterns are particularly critical to the maintenance of ethnicity. 
Mothers, especially, exert a strong influence, but grandparents and other 
members of the extended family can also play a vital role in inculcating 
ethnic identity values, particularly in children of mixed marriages. 
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The individual domain 

Incentives and constraints generated within the individual reflect values 
developed through socialization and, when making decisions, the 
individual integrates new incentives and constraints from external 
sources with the already internalized values. 

A study focusing on attitudes to Australian citizenship and cultural 
identity among migrants from the United Kingdom, Italy, Malta and 
Yugoslavia (Wearing et al., 1981) has noted that members of the 
Yugoslavian sample were most likely to keep in touch with friends and 
relatives, and they favoured the retention of national customs and 
language by their children. Non-Australian citizens were also more likely 
to feel Yugoslav than those who had taken Australian citizenship. 

Migration from Yugoslavia to Australia 

People from ethnic groups in Yugoslavia migrating to Australia tend to 
represent two separate migrations, a pattern similar to that seen in the 
Washington study. There are those descendants of families who migrated 
between 1890 and 1930 and those who have migrated since the Second 
World War, of whom 65 per cent have migrated since 1970. Frank 
Galbally (1978) estimated the population of Yugoslav-born people in 
Australia in 1977 as 151 300. Economic circumstances were reasons given 
for emigration before 1940; former prisoners-of-war and refugees and 
their families leaving for political reasons were predominant in the 
immediate post-war period. The first migrants, mainly from the coast of 
Dalmatia, began to arrive in Australia after the 1890s. They were 
followed by migrants from northern Croatia, as between 1921 and 1924 
the United States introduced quotas restricting immigration from 
southern and eastern Europe, and in Zagreb it had become policy to 
advise intending immigrants to migrate to Australia (Vijeca Za Hrvatsku, 
1980). By 1947 persons of Yugoslav birth in Australia numbered less than 
6000. Between 1947 and 1954, 23 600 Yugoslavs arrived as displaced 
persons under the auspices of the international refugee organizations. 
Many were highly qualified and had emigrated from refugee camps in 
Europe following the traumatic effects of the Second World War. Major 
groups migrating at this time were Serbs and Croats with some Slovenes. 

Emigration for internal political reasons continued through 1951 to 
1960, but during the late 1950s, a shift to economic and employment 
factors occurred. Beginning in the early 1960s, a combination of 
economic, political, employment and familial factors encouraged 
emigration, a situation that has persisted. While migration before the 
Second World War consisted largely of individuals leaving rural areas of 
Yugoslavia for rural areas of Australia, migration after the war consisted 
largely of individuals leaving urban areas of Yugoslavia for urban areas of 
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Australia. The immediate post-war migration consisted of well-educated, 
middle-class individuals who had been active in the military, or in 
education and the professions, and the groups arriving between 1950 and 
1970 consisted of many who were well-educated technically. 

Migrants from Yugoslavia generally came to Australia for economic 
or political reasons or both. Their migration was characterized by the 
strength of family or kin chains (Price, 1969; Tisay, 1975;), the 
sponsorship of further migration, continued remittances to Yugoslavia, 
the desire to maintain family ties between Australia and Yugoslavia and 
the desire for further social, educational and occupational mobility 
(Hammel, 1969). In contrast to northern Europeans, few came on 
assisted passages. An established settler advanced the cost of the fare and 
arranged residential requirements in a protective family or friendship 
circle. Even groups supported by the government or the churches, who 
knew only former villagers and acquaintances when they arrived in 
Australia, initiated the migration of further family members once they 
had become established. Government policy initially favoured the 
immigration of young, single males. It did not favour the immigration of 
aged parents or whole families, and those wishing to sponsor aged parents 
or relatives did so under the system of maintenance guarantees, by which 
they undertook to wholly maintain those relatives within the family. The 
social and economic hardships imposed great strains on these families 
(Centre for Urban Research and Action: Aged Migrants: Their Needs and 
Rights, a collection of source documents, also Maintenance Guarantees 
N.S. W. Council of the Ageing 1980). These differing motivations 
regarding migration experiences in Australia and time of migration 
have influenced values regarding family-formation patterns. Migrants 
from Yugoslavia have been exposed to different family-formation 
patterns in their own socialization. Certain aspects of these patterns are 
often transposed into the new situation. 

Family formation in Australia 

Evidence suggests that the early migrants, who came before the Second 
World War, brought with them a way of life that was folk-oriented, 
ethnocentric and traditional (Price, 1969; Tkalcevic, 1980a-c). After 
establishing themselves in the new situation, many brought wives out 
from their community or married by proxy. Many established close 
neighbourhoods in rural areas along traditional patterns (Price, 1969; 
Tisay, 1975). They preserved their ethnic institutions, particularly those 
in religion, language, endogomous marriage and close-knit family life. 
Intermarriage was common among the second generation. Price (1981: 
pp. 13-14) believes that this is related not only to ethnic and cultural 
factors, but also to educational experience, religion and social class. 
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In contrast, migrants arriving after the Second World War largely 
became urban settlers. Close neighbourhood solidarity became difficult, 
owing to geographic and occupational dispersion around industries that 
were predominantly users of migrant labour. There was less possibility of 
immediate and continuing interaction, and interaction has become 
predominantly a weekend event that focuses around church and visits to 
relatives and national social clubs. 

Attitudes towards family formation and family values that contain 
both a hope for change and conservation of their own identity in the 
Australian setting have been noted by Tisay (1975; 1982). Yugoslav 
networks follow similar organizational and generationallayers to those of 
Greeks in Australia (Mackie, 1975; Bottomley, 1979). Networks are 
typically dominated by kin, friends from the same village or context in 
Yugoslavia and friends made during the early stages of settling into 
Australia. Close friendships are usually formed horizontally within a 
particular generation, and each generation tends to develop a homogen
eity in occupational and educational status and life-style. It is within 
these networks' ritualized visiting and social venues that the dialogue of 
values, and avenues for mobility and stability are engendered. Commun
ity networks have historically been an important source of flexibility and 
resources within Yugoslavia and Australia (Simic, 1973; Dodor, 1978; 
Tisay, 1975; 1982). 

Socio-economic situation 

The socio-economic situation of Yugoslav migrant families can be 
established from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 1981 Census. 
The largest proportion of males (38 per cent) earn between $8000 and 
$12000 per annum, while 26 per cent of females have no income. Only 5 
per cent of males and 0.4 per cent of females have incomes above $18 000 
per annum. The statistics do not indicate the large proportion of 
Yugoslavs holding prestigious trade and tertiary qualifications but 
working in unprestigious occupations and situations. 

A survey of 7700 migrant household heads carried out for the 
government's Australian Population and Immigration Council in 1973 
reports that non-English-speaking workers had often been under
employed in terms of their skills and had remained locked into lower 
status manufacturing jobs over their total period of residence. Twenty
three per cent of migrant family heads stated they were holding jobs that 
ranked them lower than the jobs they had held overseas. The study 
concluded that when the migrants first arrived, they accepted such lower 
ranked occupations because of lack of opportunities (Australian Popu
lation and Immigration Council, 1977). The 1981 census showed the 
percentage of all Yugoslavs in the labour force as one of the highest with a 
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participation rate of 69 per cent. Those employed in major industries 
compared with the Australian labour force generally are shown in 
Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2 Employment of Yugoslavs in comparison to labour 
force generally for major industries (percentage) 

Employment 

Manufacturing 
Construction 
Wholesale and retail trade 
Community services 

Yugoslav-born 
workers 

50.6 
12.4 
8.4 
4.1 

Labour force 
generally 

23.2 
7.9 

18.9 
10.8 

Source: Australian Department of Immigration and Ethnic Mfairs, 1981, pp. 24-5 

Tkalcevic (1980a-c: p. 13) points out that many migrants from 
Yugoslavia were disadvantaged in their pursuit of work because of an 
inability to speak English and non-recognition of qualifications. They 
accepted jobs with low wages providing the work was regular and the 
wages were sufficient to meet their basic necessities, taking on shift work 
or overtime if the financial rewards were commensurate with the 
problems. Many were occupationally mobile and became established in 
professions and businesses; many have now been thrown into the pool of 
unemployed labour owing to the recession and increased automation in 
the industries that were predominant users of migrant labour. 

In order to realize general living standards and faced with hire 
purchase, high home interest and mortgage repayments, women found it 
imperative to work. Not knowing the language or their rights, or what 
authorities to consult, they have often been exploited, received less than 
the basic award wages, have been dismissed when expendable and often 
insulted (Storer, 1976). In addition to employment, they have found that 
the facilitation and upkeep of family life have remained their prime 
responsibility and they have missed child-minding facilities at factories 
or with the grandparents that they were used to in the home country. The 
1981 census indicates that 48 per cent of Yugoslav-born women work as 
labourers, or production or process workers and 43 per cent of those 
employed earn less than $8000 per annum. 

Apart from the stresses and strains of adjustment to the new 
situation, attitudes by members of the wider public often tended to 
further disadvantage migrants from the various ethnic groups of 
Yugoslavia. There has been stereotyping in the media, and particular 
groups have come to be seen as deviant and violent. There has been a 
reluctance to spend money on research that would add to the knowledge 
of these migrants, particularly in the areas of the service professions and 

/ 
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education. In writing about the difficulties migrants from Yugoslavia 
face in the education system, Tkalcevic (1980a) points out that 

because parents have been pre-occupied with housing, employment and 
initial difficulties of adjustment and are unfamiliar with the Australian 
school system, curriculum and teaching methods they have often felt 
unable to provide their children with the support they require in their 
schooling. The differences have not been explained to them and often a 
hesitancy to approach teachers due to difficulties in communicating has 
been interpreted by teachers as lack of interest. 

Owing to the lack of material explaining the cultural contexts of children 
of these heritages, teachers and trainee teachers have had to rely on 
inaccurate information. Frustration in coping with school work and 
attitudes such as these have caused many children of Yugoslav back
grounds to leave school earlier than necessary to take up occupations 
below their real capabilities, causing much personal and family bitterness. 
At present, many of these children are on unemployment benefits owing 
to lack of employment opportunities and apprenticeships they might 
have been eligible for. . 

Marriage 

Migrant males aged 25 and over marry in higher proportions than their 
Australian-born counterparts (Price, 1981 ). Similarly, only a very small 
proportion of migrant women aged 26 or more have never been married. 
For example, only 2.5 per cent of women aged over 25 born in Italy, 
Yugoslavia or Greece have never been married, compared to 7.9 per cent 
of Australian-born women, 11.5 per cent of New Zealand-born women, 
and 11.2 per cent of United States-born women living in Australia of the 
same age group who have never been married. Even though many people 
migrated as single workers, they soon established themselves sufficiently 
well to become married by their mid-twenties: there was considerable 
social pressure on men and women to marry and have children. Those 
who stayed single had difficulty in participating in their community's 
social life, which has traditionally revolved around family celebrations 
and gatherings. 

In Australia, Price's figures for intermarriage according to birthplace 
show that, among ethnic groups, the Yugoslav-born have one of the 
highest frequencies of marriage to someone with the same birthplace. 
The tendency to marry into the same nationality is increasing. Between 
1947 and 1960,43.6 per cent of men married brides born in Yugoslavia, 
compared with 26.4 per cent of brides born in Australia and 30.0 per cent 
of brides born in another country; 64.1 per cent of women married 
grooms from Yugoslavia, compared with 6.9 per cent of grooms born in 
Australia and 29.0 per cent of grooms born in another country (total of 
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3882 marriages). Between 1974 and 1978, however, 63.7 per cent of men 
married brides born in Yugoslavia, compared with 22.2 per cent of brides 
born in Australia and 14.1 per cent of brides born in another country; 79.4 
per cent of women married grooms born in Yugoslavia, compared with 
9.3 per cent of grooms born in Australia and 11.3 per cent of grooms born 
in another country (total 5888 marriages). Intermarriage according to 
birthplace, however, is more complicated than these statistics show. As 
has been stated, Yugoslavia is composed of different national groups and 
the rate of intermarriage between these groups is quite high, except for 
the Slovenian.and Muslim groupings (Price, 1981). 

Second-generation migrants have considerably higher out-marriage 
rates than first-generation migrants. However, it is likely that many of 
the Australian-born who marry Yugoslav-Australians are also ofYugo
slav origin. Price believes that for the second generation especially, 
intermarriage is related not only to ethnic factors but also to education 
and social experiences, religion and social class (Price, 1981; S torer, 1981: 
pp. 13-14). This matches the pattern of marriage in Yugoslavia 
(Radivojevic, 1980). 

Marriage chances for women have usually exceeded those for men, 
as there were many more young men than women in the early intakes of 
non-British migrants, owing to economic requirements for labour 
mobility. Many young men married women from different Yugoslav 
ethnic groups and from other ethnic groups. Some men married by proxy 
girls from their old village, whom they then sponsored to join them 
through family reunion programmes. The imbalance of sexes among the 
early migrants in Australia, particularly among the early post-war 
arrivals, was a major contributing factor to such intermarriage and 
intra-marriage. 

Tkalcevic (1 980a-c ) believes that the number of arranged marriages 
has declined in Australia. He maintains that, although parents still 
exercise an important influence over the selection of a marriage partner 
and prefer marriage partners to come from the same national and 
religious background, and although they cultivate contacts with members 
of their group and with their children participate in social gatherings at 
their church, social clubs, soccer club, and cultural institutions where it is 
hoped the children will meet suitable partners, they rarely, even in the 
case of Muslims, make the actual decision. In spite of this, there is 
sufficient evidence confirming that inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic and 
religious intermarriages, particularly by the Orthodox Serbs, Catholic 
Croats and Catholic Slovenes, are increasing. 

In Yugoslavia, virginity was traditionally a central issue in the choice 
of girls for marriage. In both Yugoslavia and Australia, however, 
premarital relations with the prospective marriage partner have come to 
be viewed as acceptable (with the exception of Muslims). No statistics are 
available for pregnancies among girls of Yugoslav birth; however, if 
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pregnancy occurs, the majority of women try to marry the father or seek 
an abortion. 

Attitudes to contraception, spacing and timing of pregnancies, and 
desired family size of Yugoslav communities tend to resemble those in the 
larger community. Similar attitudes to the acquisition of a home and the 
establishment of a career are also evident. Both sons and daughters are 
encouraged to undertake tertiary or technical education, as the future 
career is recognized as a valuable resource for mobility, stability and 
standing. 

As in Yugoslavia, the dowry is not a requirement in preparation for 
marriage in Australia; however, parents of both partners will provide 
money, land and furniture as bridal presents to give the new family the 
best start possible. Yet many Yugoslav Muslim families, as with other 
Muslim nationalities, still choose to pay a dowry or bride price under 
Shari'a marriage contract. This dowry goes from the groom to the bride 
and is used to provide a degree of financial security for the wife against the 
husband's traditionally unilateral right of repudiation (Humphrey, 1981: 
p. 13). Payment of the dowry is part of the marriage contract witnessed by 
the imam and a solicitor, and the dowry is held in trust. The amount paid 
can vary, and it is connected in status with the affinity and consanguinity 
of the prospective marriage partners. 

Family roles 

Settlement in Australia has frequently meant that both husband and wife 
have to work. When a wife has to work and contribute to the family 
income in much the same way as her husband, roles become less defined. 
Although the husband nominally continues to act as head of the family, 
his wife and children increasingly indicate a reluctance to accept their 
traditional roles and gradual changes towards a more equitable re
lationship, with greater discussion, communication and shared authority 
between the spouses, develops. Apart from working full-time, however, 
the wife is still expected to perform all household duties, and she is 
seldom able to reserve time for social life outside the home. Thus, she has 
little opportunity of developing relationships beyond the family circle. 
Traditional marriage education also includes the expectation that a good 
wife will have prime responsibility for the children and the family within 
the home, and that she will tolerate her husband's weaknesses and keep 
marital disagreements within the family; she often comes to feel quite 
isolated in dealing with these changes. The saying, 'The mother holds up 
three corners of the home' still applies and is still carried into today's 
life-style and increased independence (Tisay, 1978). 

Changes in family roles are not restricted to the relationship between 
wife and husband; they also extend to the relationship between parents 
and their children. For example, parents increasingly consult their 
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children on all of the more important decisions concerning the children's 
future life. Furthermore, the relationship between parents and children 
in Australia is less formal and tense than it was traditionally in 
Yugoslavia. Parents, especially those with a middle-class outlook, tend to 
be more permissive in controlling the behaviour of their children 
(Tkalcevic, 1980a-c). The positions of mother and father remain 
important. If possible children are cared for by grandparents if both 
partners are working. When this is the case, the parents often help with 
the housework (mother) and home maintenance (father) and contact 
between the elderly and their families is frequent (Campbell, 1979). 
Although the aged parents may not entirely understand the younger 
generation in Australia today, the welfare of their children and the love of 
their children's children pervades all. 

Family breakdown, divorce and separation 

Migrants of non-Anglo-Saxon origin have lower rates of divorce and 
separation than Australian-born (Storer, 1981). In 1981 (by birthplace), 
1.3 per cent ofItalian, 3.7 per cent of Greek, 3.7 per cent of Yugoslav, 4 
per cent of Asian, and 2.1 per cent of Maltese migrants were divorced or 
separated, compared to 4.9 per cent of Australians. The same ratios apply 
for the 1976 census, although all rates increased by about 30 per cent. 
Price (1981) suggests that when southern Europeans divorce they soon 
remarry. 

Besides the difficulties in adjusting to new situations, the migrant 
family faces many events requiring reorganization. Counsellors have 
noted a similarity in trends pertaining to marital breakdown in Yugoslavia 
and Australia. As in Yugoslavia, the first few years of marriage and then 
the years following the first ten years seem to be the most problematic. 
The family experience in the homeland, the ability to control social and 
economic pressure and events requiring re-organisation of the family, the 
upbringing of children, care of the ill and the elderly, significant 
relationships with others, employment status and stability, as well as the 
need to make a success of their immigration are often contributing factors 
to marriage breakdown. There is difficulty regarding the management of 
roles and communication (Tisay, 1983). Instead of attending formally 
approved marriage counselling organisations, troubled couples and 
individuals often turn to less formal sources for advice and assistance: 
neighbours, relatives and friends are likely to be the first informal sources 
of support. General practitioners also report that patients in many cases 
present with marital distress disguised as a medical problem. Depression 
and anxiety linked to disturbed interpersonal relationships are among the 
most common illnesses. An increasing number of women are turning to 
counselling for help in the management of attitudes towards the role of 
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women and men in marriage and the management of children (Australian 
Yugoslav Welfare Society, 1982; Miocevic, 1981). 

Counselling 

Marriage counselling agencies that assist migrants from Yugoslavia 
indicate that they frequently refer their clients to the local branch of a 
country-of-origin association, such as the Australian Yugoslav Welfare 
Society or the Catholic Family Welfare Bureau, as there is little bilingual 
counselling available for individuals in family conflict or breakdown. In 
Victoria both the Catholic Family Welfare Bureau and the Australian 
Yugoslav Welfare Society employ a Yugoslav family counsellor. Migrants 
experiencing problems prefer to visit these counsellors because they 
understand the cultural context and communication is easier. For many 
migrants, sub-culture often seems more important in marital difficulties 
than the culture of their country of origin or that of the host country 
(Miocevic, 1980). For effective delivery of services to migrants, more 
bilingual counsellors and more contact and exchange of work experience 
are needed between professionals in Australia and professional workers 
from the country of origin (Miocevic, 1980; Australian Yugoslav 
Welfare, 1982). 

The family and the Australian legal system 

Like migrants from other countries, migrants from all areas of Yugoslavia 
lack knowledge of the Australian legal system and have considerable 
difficulty in acquiring a basic understanding of it. They are used to 
codified law and find it hard to understand a system that is based on a 
system of precedents. Legal representation between Yugoslavia and 
Australia differs (Draskovic, 1980). In Yugoslavia there is no distinction 
between a solicitor and a barrister, and so there is often a failure to see the 
need for making this distinction in Australia. There is also confusion 
regarding the roles of the various courts and there is a tendency to insist 
on having their cases heard before the highest court (Tkalcevic, 1980a-c). 
The concept of subpoena and injunction is alien, as is the concept of bail, 
the reading of 'fine print' and the caution issued on arrest. 

The lack of knowledge about the legal system and family law in 
Australia results in a feeling of insecurity and reluctance to provide 
personal details about their own position or their family's, particularly in 
custody, maintenance and access matters, which are hotly contested and 
acrimonious. There is also often confusion regarding adoption, foster 
care, guardianship, wardship, home release and discharge as there are 
differences in these concepts in Yugoslavia (Tkalcevic, 1980a-c). Many 
visit the consul, who refers them to welfare and counselling officers, 
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barristers and solicitors who are conversant with the legal differences and 
can explain them. 

According to Tkalcevic: 

It is important for all members of the Family Court to realise that a lack of 
understanding of legal terms and precedents can cause a miscarriage of 
justice. This may be aggravated by the fact that upon being asked if they 
understand the meaning of a certain legal term they answer 'Yes' when in 
fact they do not. Because a migrant is fluent in English, it does not 
necessarily follow that he or she understands the legal terminology used 
during the interviewing process (1980a, p. 23). 

Social implications 

The post-war immigration programme has created a considerable 
number of pressures with quite serious implications for families. The 
reasons for 'the programme were largely economic, and usually only single 
men were accepted for migration. Only later could these men sponsor 
wives or fiancees, or children and parents to join them in Australia. 

As Australia began to accept more non-Anglo-Saxon migrants, it 
had to balance the pressure to accept the families of such migrants against 
the economic requirements of the day (Storer, 1981). Family reunion 
criteria began to be written into various migration agreements between 
Australia and countries of recruitment (APIC, 1977). Generally, 
Australian governments made decisions to accept about 25 to 30 per cent 
of any annual intake from the sponsorship of the family of individual 
migrants working in Australia. Generally, nominees for family reunion 
have been classified on the basis of 'closeness to' or 'dependence on' the 
family member residing in Australia. Thus, regardless of technical 
selection procedures, those nominees immediately dependent on the 
sponsor (spouse, dependent parents and dependent children) have 
generally received high priority to enter Australia. Close non-dependants 
(non-dependent children, parents and siblings) have had some small 
chance depending on overall numbers applying and migrant quotas set. 
Uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces, grandparents and more distant relatives 
and non-relatives have generally had little chance to be sponsored under 
the family reunion provisions. 

It should be noted immediately that there have been few systematic 
studies concerning the situation of various migrant families in Australia. 
Most social-indicator material regarding age, sex, religious background, 
geographic, cultural, ethnic belonging, educational background and 
income breakdown among Yugoslavs is completely lacking, or incom
plete or out-of-date. An urgent need exists for obtaining accurate up-to
date estimates of these for the Yugoslav community (Australian Yugoslav 
Welfare Association, 1982: p. '6). Studies also need to be made into 
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inter-gene rational problems that develop within families as a result of 
migration. These include: conflicts between parents and children over 
values and change, the struggle to maintain ethnic family identity, 
conflicts concerning conjugal roles; strains requiring readjustment and 
issues relating to employment, ageing, education and daily life. 
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4 

Greek Families 

Susan Hearst 

Studies of families in rural Greece may, if read uncritically, reinforce 
popular stereotypes about the nature of Greek family life and relation
ships. There are few contemporary studies available in English of the 
Greek family in an urban setting or of the ways in which rural families 
have been modified by the impact of technology, literacy and emigration. 
The picture that emerges of the 'traditional' Greek family is static, based 
upon investigations that are now several decades old. Methods of study 
of the Greek family have varied, ranging from the anthropological and 
descriptive to the psychodynamic approach of the Vassiliou's (and 
others). A Greek Australian social worker and academic warns that 'the 
direct applicability of such studies to an immigrant situation is quest
ionable' and draws attention to the use of social network analysis for the 
study of the Greek immigrant family (Rodopoulos, 1978: p. 33). Loula 
Rodopoulos stresses that the Greek family stereotype must be modified 
by taking into account the ways in which Greek families undergo 
dynamic change over time and through the processes of migration and 
urbanization (Rodopoulos, 1978: p. 24). 

One researcher who has developed social network theory in the 
Australian-Greek context, Gillian Bottomley, maintains, nonetheless, 
that Ellenismos - the notion of a common (or core) culture - is widely 
held by Greeks themselves and that a discussion of the beliefs and values 
associated with the Greek family is central to an analysis of the core 
culture. She outlines several problems allied to this approach - the 
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difficulties of comparison between these cultural elements and the lives 
of Greek Australians, the difficulties of evaluating change, and the 
possibility that the core culture concept under-rates the regional 
economic and social diversity of Greeks (Bottomley, 1979: p. 78). 

In 1975, David Cox made a speech about 'Greek behavioural 
patterns', which contained a series of generalizations about the ways in 
which Greeks perceive and react to various situations. This speech, 
which was somewhat selectively reported in the Age, prompted an 
outraged reaction from certain prominent members of the Greek 
community. An account of the so-called 'Cox controversy' shows the 
damage that can follow from the kind of generalized 'cultural background' 
material that is often sought by educators and other responsible 
community groups. In a paper discussing both the Cox statements and 
the Greek reaction, King (1976) stresses that statements about 'Greek 
behaviour' must be read in the light of the two main institutional factors 
that differentiate Greek experience from that of other Australians: 
kinship and community (King, 1976: pp. 63-76). 

Historical Background 
and Socio-economic Context 

Emigration has a long history in Greece and the 'extent and antiquity of 
the diaspora offer historical justification for a concept of ethnicity not 
dictated by geographical location' (Bottomley, 1979: p.42). Greek 
communities in the diaspora (the dispersion of a people of common 
national origin) have well-established techniques for the preservation of 
their identity, based primarily on the establishment of Greek Orthodox 
Communities, churches and ethnic schools. The Greek Orthodox 
Community of New South Wales, for example, was founded in 1898, 
built a church in 1899, and immediately organized an ethnic school. 

The first decades of Greek settlement in Australia were dominated 
by migrants from coastal and island Greece; the islands of Kythera, 
I thaca and Castellorizo provided 42 per cent of all Greek migrants to 
Australia between 1889 and 1947. Post-war emigration has greatly 
diversified, with large numbers coming from Cyprus, Crete, Lesbos, the 
Peloponnese, Epirus and Macedonia, as well as Egypt. Migration to 
Australia, on a mass scale, dates to the post-war period, with the largest 
numbers arriving between 1961 and 1970. In comparison with northern 
Europeans, few Greeks came on assisted passages. 

The most significant difference between pre-war and post-war 
settlers lies in their class situation (Bottomley, 1979: p. 47). The pre-war 
settlers are predominantly the owners of businesses; the post-war settlers 
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are mainly factory workers and labourers. Ownership of small businesses, 
largely in the food and catering trades, enabled families to function as an 
economic unit. The post-war settlers have been highly urbanized, 
settling mostly in Melbourne and Sydney, especially in the inner 
suburbs, where their pre-war compatriots had established churches and 
communities. 

Government policy itself influenced family formation and inte
gration of Greek settlers. For example, in the absence oflarge numbers of 
assisted passages, migration followed established 'chains', whereby 
established settlers sponsored relatives from the village or island of 
origin, usually advancing them the cost of the outward fare. Newcomers 
generally shared their nominator's house, which was often within 
walking distance of their employment, the coffee house, the club and the 
church. One important exception to the majority who entered the 
'protective family circle' were groups supported by the Intergovern
mental Committee for European Migration (ICEM), which sponsored 
workers in the 1960s. When these people arrived, they knew nobody in 
Australia apart from former villagers or acquaintances. I CEM -sponsored 
female workers reported that many had left their homeland villages 
because their parents had been unable to provide dowries large enough to 
attract acceptable grooms (Appleyard and Amera, 1978: p. 19). Migration 
to Australia gave the oppoItunity for higher wages, from which fiancees 
and relatives could be sponsored. Australia was also a place where single 
Greek males aged between 20 and 35 outnumbered single Greek females. 

Government policy initially favoured the migration of young single 
Greek males rather than whole families. It has not favoured the 
migration of aged parents, and this has worked against maintaining kin 
support systems and obligations. Migrants wishing to sponsor aged 
parents or relatives have done so by the system of 'maintenance 
guarantees', by which they undertake to maintain wholly those relatives 
within the family. The maintenance guarantees have often had a 
destructive effect on migrant families, both economically and socially 
(CURA, n.d.; NSW Council on the Aging, 1980). 

Greek migrants have mainly come to Australia for economic rather 
than political reasons. Their migration has been characterized by the 
strength of family chains and their importance in sponsoring and 
financing further migration; the desire to maintain family ties across the 
distances of time and space by return visits to Greece; and high 
educational and social aspirations for children (Storer, 1978: pp. 53-8; 
Isaacs, 1976: pp. 103-05). Continued remittances to Greece have also 
been important: remittances from Greek workers abroad totalled $400 
million in the first eight months of 1975, as big a contribution to the 
Greek balance of payments as tourism and shipping (New Society, 
October 1975). 
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Most of Australia's Greek immigrants are semi-skilled or unskilled, 
and more than two-thirds of them have moved into the unskilled 
segments of the Australian workforce. In these positions it is only the 
availability of shiftwork, overtime, and bonuses for dangerous or dirty 
work that lifts incomes to reasonable levels (Cox, 1975: p. 27). Given 
these findings, it is hardly surprising that high proportions of Greek 
migrant wives are forced to go to work. Poor working conditions of 
migrant women (CURA, n.d.) and the attendant difficulties of child-care 
and alternating shifts between husbands and wives are obvious causes of 
great financial and familial tensions. 

Family Law in Greece 

Civil code 

Greece is governed by a Civil Code, which has applied since 1946. 
Family law is contained in this code, and in 1979, the Karamanlis 
Government set up a special commission headed by Professor Ghaziz to 
reform the Civil Code, especially with a view to establishing formal 
equality between women and men. The new family law that resulted is 
contained in Law 1329 GG 25/18.2.83. 

Among other provisions, the Code in Article 1387 stated that 'the 
man is the head of the family and takes all decisions concerning conjugal 
life provided that his decision does not constitute an abuse of right'. 
According to Greek law the man was the bread-winner of the family 
(Article 1391). Only the father had the right of patria potestas, that is, the 
right to represent the child in case of legal or financial transactions and 
also the right to train, rear, educate and punish; if the father was unable to 
do so, then this power was exercised by the mother (Articles 1500, 1502). 

Dowry 

The dowry was primarily a legal institution defined in the Civil Code as 
'the property which the wife or somebody else on their behalf gives to the 
husband in order to alleviate the burdens of marriage' (Article 1406). 

The husband could not alienate either the movable or the real dower 
property without his wife's consent; if the marriage was dissolved by 
divorce, the dower property was returned to the wife (or her heirs); the 
husband had no more rights over its management. In practice, dowry was 
often extremely difficult to retrieve after marital breakdown. The father 
was obliged to provide his daughters with a dowry proportionate to his 
wealth, the number of children, h,is social position, and the social position 
of the future husband. He was exempted only if he would be impover
ished by such provision or if his daughter had some other source of 
revenue. 
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Parents had the right to refuse to fulfil this obligation if their 
daughter had married without their consent or there were valid reasons 
for disinheriting her. Dowry-giving was a transfer of property from the 
girl's family of origin to herself and her husband by means other than 
inheritance (Lambiri-Dimaki, 1972: p. 75). It affects relationships 
within the family, especially with regard to brothers, who have a moral, 
although not a legal, responsibility to help sisters obtain an adequate 
dowry. 

Traditionally, the dowry contained clothing and household goods, 
though it may also have contained livestock and land. In Athens, it was 
likely to have been a cash payment rather than property. In some cases, a 
girl's secure employment was regarded as an equivalent (Bottomley, 
1979: p. 87). At a symbolic level, it represented a woman's 'family's 
investment in her unborn children' (Bottomley, 1979: p. 82). It had 
implications for her power within the marriage (Friedl, 1967) and 
influenced social change and emigration patterns of Greek families 
(Lambiri-Dimaki, 1972; Isaacs, 1976: p. 28; Appleyard and Amera, 
1978: p. 19). Some women returned to Greece and brought husbands 
back to Australia; their passage was a kind of dowry. 

Abolition of the dowry is one of the reforms effected under the new 
Family Law. 

Inheritance 

According to Greek law, all children had equal rights to their parents' 
property. The sons acquired their share mainly through inheritance, 
whereas the daughters acquired it sooner by getting their dowry. 
Traditionally, sons inherited by way of patrimony at the time of the 
marriage of the youngest son. 

Marriage 

Until the new marriage laws there was no civil marriage in Greece, and 
civil marriages between Greek couples in Australia were not recognized 
by the Greek Orthodox Church, which regarded such couples as 
adulterers and their children as illegitimate. Under the new laws the state 
recognizes both civil and religious weddings as having equal legal status, 
leaving the choice to the couple. . 

Divorce 

The reforms have also had major implications for divorce, which has 
changed from a fault-based system, often involving long and distressing 
legal procedures, to a simplified no-fault system, with divorce. being 
based on irretrievable breakdown of a marriage. 
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Comparison of the old and new laws 

Former law 

Husband/Wife 
Marriage by religious ceremony only; 
minimum age 14 for girls and 18 for 
boys. 

Man head of family; woman responsible 
for care and management of home. 

Wife took husband's surname as own. 

Complex dowry laws and customs 
settling property of the bride's family on 
the bridegroom. 

Divorce initiated on grounds of fault by 
non-faulting party only. Maintenance by 
spouse at fault only. 

Children/Parents 

Children took father's surname. 

Paternal authority. 

Custody of children to spouse not at 
fault. 

Illegitimate children had rights in 
relation to mother's family only. 

Reforms 

Marriage either by religious or civil 
ceremony; minimum age 18 for both 
boys and girls. 

Husband and wife decide jointly on 
matters connected with marital life and 
contribute according to circumstances of 
their family life. 

Husband and wife may each use other's 
surname or add it to their own. 

Dowry abolished; dowries in form of real 
estate and chattels returned by right to 
wife, money not returned unless spouses 
so decide. 

Divorce by mutual consent or on 
breakdown of marriage. Maintenance 
obligation of both spouses regardless of 
fault. 

Before marriage, future parents must 
specify surname to be given children; 
may be one or the other parent's surname 
or a combination of the two and must be 
applied to all their children. 

Parental care exercised by both parents 
jointly. 

Custody awarded by court depending on 
circumstances of each case. 

Distinction between legitimate and 
illegitimate abolished. 
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The traditional values discussed here deal with pre-reform customs. 
Although the changes outlined in the previous section are far-reaching 
and radical it is unlikely that attitudes will change overnight and, in any 
case, an understanding of traditional values is basic to the understanding 
of Greek families formed in Australia by immigrants who left Greece 
when traditional values still held. 

The family in Greece typically consists of a man and wife and their 
unmarried offspring, living in their own household. The nuclei of the 
system are the parent-child and sibling relationships of the domestic 
unit. The kinship system is bilateral in form with a stress on patrilateral 
affiliation (which includes father's kin through female links), related to 
male dominance. Relationships within the family are authoritarian. 
Deference is paid to the male household head and older siblings. Older 
siblings are responsible for younger, and males are responsible for 
females. A man may remain unmarried in order to earn dowries for his 
younger sisters (Bottomley, 1979: p. 81). Traditionally, girls will marry 
before the boys in a family and older girls will have priority. First and 
second cousins are not allowed to marry but are encouraged to act as 
companions to each other, and their relationship is endowed with trust 
and approval (Stavrakis, 1978: p. 2a). 

Family formation 

In the traditional family, marriages are arranged by families rather than 
individuals and include a careful calculation of the economic and social 
resources of both sets of kin. Through the dowry of the bride and the 
potential patrimony of the groom, both sides contribute towards the 
establishment of a new family in which they have a balanced interest. 
Within Greek marriages, three points are important: the contribution of 
both partners to the marriage, both economically and in status; the unity 
of the family system, in which both men and women strive to protect the 
moral and economic interests of the family; and the separateness of the 
generations, with emphasis on responsibility to one's children rather 
than the family of origin (Bottomley, 1979: pp. 81-2). 

Some key terms and concepts in Greek families are: 

1. Koumbaros. Koumbaros is the institution of spiritual kinship, 
whereby a special relationship is established with wedding sponsors who 
subsequently baptize the children of the marriage. Koumbaroi are 
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regarded as spiritual kin by the Church and intermarriage is prohibited 
in the same degree as with consanguineals or blood relations, that is, up to 
and induding second cousins (Bottomley, 1979: p. 84). Isaacs, however, 
maintains that these restrictions apply to godparents (nom) but not 
koumbaroi (1976: p. 33). 

2. Godparents. It is customary to select a godfather (nonos, plural 
nom) or godmother (nona) for the first-born child from the bridegroom's 
family and for the next-born from the bride's family. The nonos of the 
first-born baby is usually the parents' best man (koumbaros), and the noni 
offurther children, if not already koumbaroi, become so by courtesy. In 
Greece, and with some modifications in Australia, godparents are 
selected with an eye to their social prestige and status. The godparents 
begin the extension of the child's circle of relations and of his social and 
environmental social support. Some Greek children in Australia com
plain that noni do not take their responsibilities towards their godchildren 
as seriously as their Greek counterparts (Isaacs, 1976: p. 34). 

Divorce 

The incidence of divorce has trebled in Australia since 1900, but it is still 
negligible in Greece. Divorce is not forbidden by the Church, but 
Orthodox Greeks in Australia must apply for divorced status within the 
Church to supplement their civil decree. The application must show 
evidence that every effort has been made to re-establish the marriage 
(Bottomley, 1979: p. 94). 

Traditional sex roles 

The essential masculinity of Greek society is discussed by most sources 
(Campbell, 1964; Campbell and Sherrard, 1968; Friedl, 1967; Safilios
Rothschild, 1969; Schneider, 1971; Spinellis et al., n.d.). Women have 
had the right to vote and be elected as members of Parliament only since 
1952. While female illiteracy dropped from 80 per cent in 1907 to 27 per 
cent in 1961, male illiteracy dropped from 48 per cent to 8 per cent in the 
same period (Vassiliou V. and G., n.d., p. 3). 

In a discussion of formal and informal power, E. Friedl (1967) 
points to the strong significance in Greek rural life of the segregation of 
public space, and the ritual deference accorded men by women in public 
situations. The agora is a place of social intercourse and convenience for 
men only. In the village churches, female segregation also exists. Females 
may not go behind the altar screen, and unlike males, they are not carried 
there as part of the baptismal ceremonies; women and girls stand at the 
back of the church while men and boys stand atthe front (Friedl, 1967: p. 
99). On Saints Days in the home, men are the hosts, and daughters and 
wives serve the guests. Men are served before women, who remain 
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standing if there is not enough food to go around. The deference 
accorded men in public spaces is paralleled by public comments about 
the respective merits of men and women. The birth of a son is greeted 
with public rejoicing. Women, in their role as potential sex partners, are 
considered untrustworthy and a danger to men. The laments about the 
economic burdens of raising daughters add to the chorus of verbal 
expressions of irritation with women (Friedl, 1967: p. 101). 

There are no public roles in the villages, with the exception of school 
teaching, where women wield public power. While there are many 
shared household tasks, the public management of the household is 
assumed by men. They talk to officials, merchants and school teachers 
and oversee marriage negotiations between families. The husband in a 
household where these functions are taken over by the wife is despised 
and ridiculed. 

Nonetheless, Friedl argues that women have significant power at 
the private level. Economic power is derived from land, which women 
may bring into the household as part of their dowry and which cannot be 
alienated by their husbands without their consent. Women are, in 
private, vigorous participators in decision making about farming, prices 
of produce, and the like. Conservation of that portion of the land that the 
woman brings to the marriage gives the wife influence in marriage 
decisions. Friedl hypothesizes, however, that this economic power may 
be being eroded through the movement of rural girls with substantial 
dowries to urban husbands, leaving only the poorer brides who are 
willing to stay in the villages and do farm work. Women also maintain 
informal control through their willingness to maintain the family's 
honour and their ability to foster a sense of obligation in their husbands 
(Fried I, 1967: p. 108). 

There is strong ambivalence and tension between the conception of 
women as lovers and mothers. Research indicates that the male-female 
relationship, when separated from family ties, is perceived by Greek 
subjects as involving hostility and 'outgroup' behaviours (Spinellis et al., 
n.d.: p. 10). The arrival of a child triggers a number of changes 
concerning family roles. The woman assumes a role that is highly 
idealized and considered 'holy'. 'Despised and suspected as a woman, she 
is revered, trusted, respected and obeyed as a mother' (Spinellis et al., 
n.d.: p. 9). Negative stereotypes of women are almost equally shared by 
men and women. Sons will be reared with this ambivalence towards 
women, encouraged to remain highly loyal to only one woman, their 
mother. Among a large number of Greek families 'the least intimacy is 
attributed to the husband-wife roles' and the most to the mother-son 
roles (Spinellis et al., n.d.: p. 9). 

The boundaries of the central social unit, the family, are defined in 
sexual control, and anxiety about these boundaries is reflected in an 
emphasis on virginity (Bottomley, 1974: p. 10). Greek ethnographies 
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describe the practice of displaying a sheet or nightgown to a groom's 
mother as evidence of the bride's virginity. The practice of 'dishonoured' 
Greek women seeking to repair their hymen has been reported as 
happening in Greece (Gabriel, n.d.: p. 17) and requested of gynaecol
ogists in Australia (Bottomley, 1974: p. 4). It is incumbent on Greek 
males to guard the honour of women in their families, both before and 
after marriage. 'Only in a legitimate marriage which is the foundation of 
the family and the symbol of its honour is sexual activity possible and 
even then it holds an ambivalent quality' (Campbell and Sherrard, 1968: 
p. 44). 'Honour as the core of one's essence is the prevalent value in the 
traditional culture of Mediterranean countries' (Safilios-Rothschild, 
1969: p. 205). The Greek concept of philotimo (love of honour - personal 
integrity) clarifies the connection between honour and shame and 
determines whether any action will be taken in order to restore damaged 
honour. Honour involves the sex-linked qualities of manliness in men 
and sexual shame in women (Bottomley, 1974: p. 10). Women should be 
chaste and restrained; men should be assertive and courageous. 

Traditional values prescribe different actions for the restoration of 
honour in men and women. Women, through shame, can only resort to 
suicide if they have philotimo; they must not commit acts of violence. 
Men may wash away dishonour with blood by killing or assaulting the 
dishonoured woman or those responsible for the dishonour, or both. 

In a study of 'honour crimes' Safilios-Rothschild (1969) commented 
on the changes brought about by urbanization in contemporary Greece, 
the growth of an urbanized middle class, and the existence of greater 
freedom and choice for women. Differences were detected between rural 
and urban offenders in terms of the definition of dishonour. In rural 
areas, honour and dishonour had family-wide dimensions, but in the 
cities it had become more restricted and individualized, no longer 
incorporating the actions of a man's family of origin. This finding is in 
accordance with the Vassiliou's report that the definition of philotimo 
changes as one moves from a village to a large urban environment. It 
becomes more a value defined by the individual and less a group-defined 
value (Vassiliou V. and G., n.d.: p. 8). Honour crimes are comparatively 
rare and are declining (Spinellis, n.d.: p. 14). The institutionalization of 
'shame' has meant that women have themselves largely assumed the role 
of maintaining their honour. 

Child-rearing and socialization 

Considerable research on child-rearing patterns, beliefs, mores and role 
expectations in Greece has been carried out by the Athenian Institute of 
Anthropos and published in various communications (especially nos 30, 
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82 and 65). This literature assumes a psychodynamic framework as the 
basis of discussion. Mothers are assigned and assume a primary role in 
child-rearing. Fathers are assigned a super-ordinate role. They are the 
'household providers' and supporters of the family. Family roles are kept 
clearly delineated and complementary with little overlap (Vassiliou G. 
and V., 1970: p. 441). 

Stress is placed in these studies on the intimacy of the mother-son 
relationship. The Greek family in general is seen as child-oriented and 
future-oriented: 'a great part of its activity and planning aims to secure 
the meansfor the child's advancement on which the family's advancement 
is based'. Education as the key to social mobility is highly valued, and 
providing the best possible education for the son is seen as all important 
for the family's future. Parental preferences are generally for sons. In 
some rural areas the word 'child' is synonymous with 'boy' (Spinellis et 
al., n.d.: p. 9). 

Mothers intervene extensively in child-milieu transactions. In the 
pre-school years, following the prevailing cultural pattern, she permits 
little recreational freedom and carefully selects friends for the child. 
Consistent with these patterns, she treats sex as taboo and does not 
respond to the child's need for information (Vassiliou, 1968: p. 10). 
Intervention for prolonged periods is regarded as natural and is 
intensified in relation to the future achievement of the child. The 
overwhelming majority of mothers in Athens were found to closely 
supervise the child's school life and to work with the child on homework. 
When an adolescent faces an obstacle, most mothers consider it their job 
to mobilize the kinship and 'ingroup' network of resources that may be 
able to render assistance (Vassiliou G. and V., 1970: p. 440). 

Despite formal deference patterns and some authoritarianism, 
Greek children are usually enjoyed and indulged, forming an integral 
part of their parents' activities. Men as well as women respond to and 
care for small children, their own and others (Bottomley, 1979: p. 87). 

Changes to traditional values in contemporary Greece 

Proposed changes to family law have already been discussed. In 1981 
fifteen women deputies were elected to the Parliament. Despite this, 
women still face the repressive 'paraphernalia of a traditionally andro
centric society' (Bottomley, 1982: p. 7). There is no unequivocal 
movement in the direction of change, and the introduction of new 
legislation relating to marriage and divorce is creating rifts in Greece 
(Age, 8 February 1982: p. 9). The literature on contemporary values and 
attitudes, and marital patterns and preferences is sparse, which no doubt 
contributes to the persistence of the 'usual Greek family' stereotype. 
While it may be supposed that urbanization has brought marked changes 
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in the pattern of family life in Greece, there is little contemporary 
literature dealing with this situation. 

Although urban Greeks often regard the dowry as outmoded, it has 
been pointed out that the persistence of the dowry has in itself 
contributed to social change in Greece. One of the basic reasons for a 
number of Greek fathers and brothers emigrating from Greece is to get 
higher wages to help females in the family obtain a dowry. When young 
Greek women emigrate, they are in search not only of higher wages but 
also of a non-dowry-oriented society, such as in Australia or Germany. 
In Greece, the wish to form a dowry is often the decisive factor in a young 
girl's decision to work. The traditional institution of dowry is thus a 
factor in female emancipation and at the same time leads to a more rapid 
acceptance of social change (Lambiri-Dimaki, 1972: pp. 77-8). In
creasing participation of women in higher education and the labour 
force, and the decline of arranged marriages, particularly in larger urban 
centres, have started to undermine the institution of the dowry. 
Nonetheless, it continues to derive its strength from its economic 
functions within marriage and from its social function as a powerful 
status symbol (Lambiri-Dimaki, 1972: p. 82). 

While the notion of honour persists among urban families, it has 
become a means of evaluating individuals rather than families. 

Studies of marital power have indicated that the more highly 
educated the Greek man, the more likely he is to grant his wife egalitarian 
status within marriage. In a cross-national study, Greek data on marital 
power contrasted sharply with data from the United States and France. 
In the United States, the husband's occupational, educational and 
income status were all positively correlated with his authority, lending 
credence to the 'resource theory' of marital power. Also in the United 
States, the husband had most power in the marriage when children were 
of pre-school age. In Greece, the husband's authority score was 
negatively correlated with increases in his educational, occupational and 
income status, suggesting that in Greek families such husbands learn 
new roles that contrast with traditional patriarchal norms. In Greece, a 
woman's marital power increased with the arrival of children and was 
found to increase with each stage of the family life-cycle (Rodman, 1967: 
pp. 320-4). Like Friedl, Rodman points to the seeming paradox of the 
amount of actual power possessed by Greek women as contrasted with 
the stress on traditional patriarchal norms. 

The complexities of the issues involved in discussions of female 
power, class and ethnicity are highlighted by Bottomley, who points out 
that 'paradoxically, gains in formal status may be accompanied by 
apparent losses in interpersonal power relations' (1981: p. 6). She points 
out that, while women in Greece have traditionally been non-political 
and isolated, they can be politicized around issues offamily life that have 
high priority for them. 
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Six factors influence the retention or loss of their culture in Greek 
migrants (Bottomley, 1979: pp. 100-03): 

1. Pre-migration experiences: place of origin, whether migrants 
came from other overseas communities of Greeks, education, class and so 
on. 

2. Mode of migration: that is, whether the migrant left the country 
of origin as an individual or as part of a group. In the Greek case, chain 
migration has retarded cultural change, but not all Greeks have come to 
established chains, and chains vary in their strength. 

3. Settlement in Australia: whether, for example, a migrant moved 
to an isolated country town or to a densely settled Greek area in a large 
city. Post-war Greek settlers have been highly urbanized, although many 
have come from a non-urban background. 

4. Ties with the homeland: opportunities that exist to maintain 
contact with the homeland are crucial in nourishing a continuing cultural 
and family identity. For the second generation, a visit to Greece is an 
important cultural event (Bottomley, 1979: p. 102; Isaacs, 1976: p. 32). 

5. Occupation: whetherthe family functions as an economic unit or 
is dispersed occupationally. 

6. Structure and policy of the host society: how the society 
functions at both a formal and informal level in relation to the migrant 
group. Migration policy has, for example, defined Greeks and other 
southern Europeans as less desirable migrants than northern Europeans. 

Family formation 

Marital patterns 

Evidence from the United States suggests the following impact on 
marital patterns among Greek immigrants (Kourvetaris, 1971: pp. 
34-48). Large-scale Greek emigration to the United States began at the 
turn of the twentieth century. Most of these immigrants were working
class males from southern Greece. They brought with them a way of life 
that was folk-oriented, ethnocentric and traditional. 

Marriages were normally made among those from the same region 
or community in Greece and were arranged by returning to Greece to 
select a bride, or by relying on a choice by relatives in Greece, or simply 
through an exchange of photographs. According to Kourvetaris, the 
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arrival of the second generation and the migrants' children saw the 
emergence of two types of philosophy regarding Greek settlement. The 
traditionalists attempted to rear their children as though they were 
Greeks, and they flourished in cities with large Greek populations. They 
preserved their ethnic institutions, particularly those pertaining to 
religion, language, endogomous marriage (marriage with members from 
inside the group), and close-knit family. The environmentalists accepted 
the inevitability of assimilation but wanted their children to continue 
membership of the Greek Orthodox Church, maintain a Greek name and 
learn the Greek language. 

The traditionalists were generally faced with more conflict with 
their children, particularly in view of the pressures towards Anglo
conformity exerted by social structures outside the Greek community. 
Intermarriage was common among the second generation, despite strong 
social pressures on the part of relatives and the community as a whole. 
The second-generation male, rather than the female, was more likely to 
marry outside the Greek community, especially those who were mobile 
or professionally oriented. Among the first and second generations, 
however, intermarriage tended to occur where the non-Greek spouse 
(usually female) adopted the Greek Orthodox faith. A study of thirty
four intermarried couples revealed that all but two followed the Greek 
Orthodox faith (Kourvetaris, 1971). In this way, both the ethnic and 
religious identity of the Greek spouse was maintained. While inter
marriage among the first and second generations was looked upon as 
atypical behaviour by the Greek community, 'in the third generation it is 
accepted both as desirable and as a form of status and social mobility'. 

In Australia, Price's figures (1975) for intermarriage according to 
birthplace show that, among ethnic groups, the Greek-born have the 
highest frequency of marriage to someone with the same birthplace. In 
the 1960s, nearly 92 per cent of Greek men married Greek-born women. 
This fell to 62 per cent in the 1970s. Offspring of migrants have 
considerably more out-marriages than do their parents: nearly 49 per 
cent Greek second-generation men and 27 per cent Greek second
generation women marry Australian nationals. These figures do not, 
however, necessarily reveal a true picture of Greek out-marriage. It is 
highly likely that many of the Australian-born who marry Greek
Australians are themselves of Greek origin. Price believes that for the 
second generation especially, intermarriage is related not only to ethnic 
cultural factors but also to education, experiences, religion and social 
class (Storer, 1981: pp. 13-14). 

Attitudes towards family formation 

The attitudes of Greek women in Melbourne towards marriage and 
potential sexual relations were explored at length in a series of group 



Greek Families 135 

interviews conducted in 1976 as part of the Australian Family Formation 
Project (Caldwell et al., 1976: pp. 120-1). The interviewees fell into five 
groups: 

1. Mothers, mostly in their forties, half of whom were born in 
Greece, a quarter in Egypt and a quarter in Australia. The mothers lived 
in middle-class suburbs with professional or white-collar businessmen 
husbands. 

2. Monash University girls, born in Australia, with parents of 
similar class to those in the first group. 

3. Melbourne University girls, born in Greece, from working-class 
inner suburbs and both parents working in blue-collar occupations. 

4. Richmond girls, born in Greece, relatively recently arrived, with 
working-class parents. 

5. Sunshine girls, mostly the daughters of more recently arrived 
migrants, many from Cyprus. Their mothers were all housewives, but 
the girls worked in factories. 

With one exception, all the women were of Greek Orthodox religion and 
most were still of Greek nationality. 

Marriage 

Interviews revealed that arranged marriages are declining in Australia 
and those in the mothers' group maintained that they no longer 
influenced the choice of marriage partner, although they preferred 
daughters to marry men of Greek backgrounds. Girls agreed that 
parental influence on marital choice had declined in Australia, although 
university students still perceived the degree of parental interference as 
far greater than that experienced by Australian-born girls. Parents were . 
thought to place less stress on the marriage partner of sons being of Greek 
origin than that of daughters, although there is fear that such daughters
in-law will prevent sons from carrying out family obligations, particularly 
with respect to the aged. Girls perceive their brothers as having far more 
freedom to make contacts outside the home and to interact with the host 
culture than they do. Even tertiary-educated girls report that much of 
their upbringing is a preparation for marriage. 

Mothers emphasized the desired qualities of the good husband: 
. stability, a non-gambler, a good provider; while girls emphasized in 

addition the need for love, companionship, trust and mutual under
standing. The university-educated added education of an equivalent 
nature and the need to be treated as equal, unique individuals. 
Unsupervised dating before an engagement was still regarded as 
exceptional and most girls assumed that they would arrange meetings 
with boyfriends and lie in order to do so. 'There was surprisingly little 
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resentment against parents and there would probably have been 
suspicion of parents who showed little concern about their daughter's 
doings' (Caldwell et al., 1976: p. 128). Concealment of one's activities 
from parents, rather than confrontation, was the accepted way of dealing 
with the incompatible pressures placed on girls by parents and society. 

Attitudes towards sex 

Virginity has traditionally been a central issue for marriage of Greek 
girls. All daughters, irrespective of class or education, said that this was 
still the case and that this was totally understood between girls and 
parents. The girls regarded premarital sex as acceptable with one's 
intended marriage partner. 

Pregnancies among single girls of Greek birth are substantially 
fewer than among the Australian-born (about a quarter of the 
Australian-born or northern-European-born rate). The rate is also 
probably considerably below the level in contemporary Greece, perhaps 
'evidence of how tight social control can be in an ethnic minority 
concerned less with internal social evolution than maintaining the 
behavioural patterns of the land of origin' (Caldwell et al., 1976: p. 132; 
Smyrnios and Tonge, 1981: p. 21). If pregnancy occurs, most of the 
working-class girls would try to marry the potential father and, despite 
the strain placed on their family of origin, believe that the family 
relationship would be maintained. The only group that believed that 
their family relationship would survive even unmarried motherhood 
were the Monash University'girls, whose parents were relatively well
off, middle-class and had been in Australia for at least a generation. All 
groups originating in Greece would favour abortion if marriage were not 
possible, and the university students and the mothers' group would 
generally favour abortion over a forced marriage. 

Socialization 

In matters relating directly to demography, such as attitudes to 
contraception, spacing and timing of pregnancies, and desired family 
size, the Greek community closely resembles the larger community. 
Greek girls emphasized the importance of acquiring a suitable home, and 
university students stressed establishing a career, before starting a 
family, In terms of their own potential as mothers, the girls emphasized 
their hope for a more intimate and trusting relationship with prospective 
daughters, and implied that they would not regard themselves as the 
custodians of virginity. There was no expressed desire, however, to raise 
daughters according to what are perceived to be Australian norms. 

A 1981 study compared a group of Greek mothers living in Greece 
to a group of first-generation Greek mothers living in Australia to assess 
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degree of change in family values, child-rearing practices and family life. 
The Greek-Australian mothers reported that they were more likely to 
have their marriages arranged by a parent or relative (73 per cent as 
compared to 25 per cent Greek mothers), less likely to conceive before 
marriage, and more likely to experience difficulties and anxieties related 
to child-rearing than their Greek counterparts. They were better 
informed about contraception than their Greek counterparts, but they 
were more likely to conceive a child within the first six months of 
marriage. Greater anxiety and difficulties among Greek-Australian 
mothers were attributed to differences in class and status between the 
two groups (the Greek mothers being urban and less likely to be 
employed in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs, if at all) and to the tensions 
and ambivalence experienced by Greek-Australian mothers in a new 
society (Smyrnios and Tonge, 1981). 

These attitudes towards family formation and family values reflected 
in the literature reveal both the hope for change and the desire to retain a 
'Greek' identity that differentiate these families from 'Australian' 
families. A sociological framework for understanding these aspirations 
towards both change and conservation is contained in Mackie's (1975) 
and Bottomley's (1974; 1979) use of network analysis (Rodopoulos, 1978: 
pp. 24-35). They remove the focus from the experience of the individual 
migrant or member of the second generation and locate it in networks. 
Greek networks are typically dominated by kin, and it is in these 
networks that what Mackie terms a 'dialogue of values' takes place. 
Children are normally the catalysts in this dialogue, in which the 
individual may be freed to move towards cultural change (Mackie, 1975: 
p. 106). 

Research into community networks offers insight into the values 
associated with family and family formation in the Greek community. It 
shows that among second-generation Greeks, many retain a great 
number of the cultural patterns associated with the 'core culture', albeit 
with adaptations to Australian society (Bottomley, 1979: pp. 133-59). 

The fourteen informants in the 1979 study with community-type 
networks had classified networks as predominantly Greek. Like Mackie 
(1975), Bottomley found these networks to be 'layered' along mainly 
generational lines. Thus close friendships between kin are usually 
formed horizontally, within one's own generation, and each generational 
layer shows considerable homogeneity in occupational and education 
status and in life-style. 'Layering' is formalized in public ethnic 
organizations, which among the young provide an acceptable venue for 
meeting and courting a spouse. Because they are part of the Greek 
community, they are marriage markets acceptable to most Greek parents 
(Bottomley, 1979: p. 120). In Bottomley's sample, the three women who 
were viewed, and viewed themselves, as anomalies within their networks, 
all felt uncomfortable within their age-graded organizations, which 
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confine women far more than men. Nonetheless, all three would prefer to 
marry men with a Greek background and none rejected the public ethnic 
institutions entirely. 

In most cases, layering creates flexibility within the community, and 
where youngsters are at variance with their elders, they can usually find 
either support or example within their own age groups (Bottomley, 1979: 
p. 121). Several of Bottomley's informants commented on the strength 
and supportive value of community networks, while some were stifled by 
the sense of embeddedness so satisfying to others. Of the five who felt 
constrained by the narrowness of role obligations within their network, 
four were women, which highlights the greater flexibility for males. 

The nine clustered networks, by contrast, showed separate group
ings of kin, friends and associates. Non-Greek ties rarely overlapped with 
ties of kinship and organization membership, and the prevalent pattern 
was for working hours to be spent with Anglo-Australians and leisure 
time with Greeks. 'A large kin universe and/or close-knit network clearly 
sustained kinship norms more readily than did an isolated family in a 
clustered network ... Particularly in community-type networks kin were 
an important source of resources ... and peer groups of kin frequently 
formed the basis of friendship groups and the core of the kinship group 
into which the next generation of children were socialised' (Bottomley, 
1979: p. 177). 

Sex roles in Australia 
In a small-scale comparative study of sex roles and expectations in Greek 
families in Sydney (Bottomley, 1974: pp. 8-16), the following (tentative) 
conclusions were drawn: 

1. The formal level of female emancipation in Australia affects only 
a few highly educated individuals, although male deference patterns are 
less obvious than in Greece and women are generally more leisured. 

2. A traditional Greek ideology is sustained by many families. 
Structural prerequisites for the informal power held by Greek women 
were not found in the Australian urban setting, nor was the liberalizing 
effect of higher education, which is found in Greece, duplicated in 
Australia. 

3. Frequent references were made to the need to guard daughters in 
the Australian setting: the need for such vigilance was given as a reason 
by four out of the ten respondents, who said they preferred sons to 
daughters. 

From this study, it was argued that it is the close-knit network that forms 
the Greek sub-culture, which sets the moral and social climate for Greek 
families, rather than the broad Australian setting. 
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A study of Greek families in Hawthorn and Clifton Hill in Victoria 
in 1973 concluded that many traditional family values were relatively 
untouched in Australia. Some adaptation of roles had occurred owing to 
economic necessity, but fathers were still found on the surface to be in 
charge and to act as family disciplinarians. During interviews, it was 
most common for the father to sit in the lounge-room with his guest while 
mother and children waited in the kitchen. Children were expected to 
contribute to domestic duties but, more significantly, to generate 
prestige for the family, largely through high academic and vocational 
distinction. In the case of girls, their 'virtue' was still regarded by many 
as the highest value, but high academic achievement is increasingly 
sought. There was little stated approval of arranged marriages or of the 
necessity of their children finding Greek marital partners, but researchers 
suspected that, in some cases at least, these responses indicated what the 
respondents thought were the desired answers rather than a reflection of 
real belief. Despite the children's function of generating family prestige, 
parents perceived them as highly vulnerable and they are given endless 
care and affection (AlIen et al., 1973: pp. 69-84). 

'One major change in Greek families in Australia has been in the 
father's authority over his children. Not only the extent but the nature of 
that authority appears to have changed' (Bottomley, 1979: p. 142). Greek 
marriages have moved in the direction of greater discussion, communi
cation and shared authority between husbands and wives. In Bottomley's 
sample, those who challenged traditional sex distinctions were the 
tertiary-educated or those who had held managerial positions. In 
practice, none of the men attempted to alter the division of labour in his 
own household, no matter what theoretical position he held (Bottomley, 
1979: p. 143). 

The welfare perspective 

The literature that has emerged from the 'welfare' field tends to focus on 
the problems of Greek families and the stresses inherent in the life of 
migrants that have a destructive effect on family life. In an early 
discussion of marital conflict within the Greek community, David Cox 
(1970: pp. 1-6), for example, focused on those couples whose difficulties 
'appear to be the outcome of a clash of cultures occasioned by the 
integration process'. He hypothesized that the major reasons for the 
stresses of marital conflict are those factors in the environment that alter 
traditional roles and reduce supports, such as the economic necessity for 
both spouses to work, which is often coupled with a change in the 
woman's perception of her role; loss of close kinship networks, which 
traditionally compensate for lack of intimacy in the marital relationship; 
and divergence of marital values and goals, especially if lengthy 
separation has preceded the emigration of one partner to Australia. 
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Also in accordance with the 'clash of cultures' perspective is an 
article on the meaning of pregnancy to a single Greek girl in Australia. 
The writer concluded that 'pregnancy to the single Greek girl is nothing 
less than an absolute disaster. Ostracized by family and friends, her life 
must at times seem a terrible nightmare for her' (Watkins, 1971: p. 27). 
Single Greek girls seen by social workers at a Sydney maternity hospital 
fell into two groups: those born in Greece who had migrated to Australia 
as adults and who suffer great guilt and anxiety at having transgressed 
their moral code; and those who, having grown up in Australia and 
partially moved away from traditional values, nonetheless find that 'often 
the situation is more devastating for them, since their family ties are 
generally here in Australia and there can be no hiding a pregnancy' 
(Watkins, 1971: p. 26). 

The isolation of Greek women in Australia is emphasized by a 
researcher who found that, in group discussions with Greek women, 
nearly all the women agreed that 'the men were better off in Australia and 
the women better off in Greece'. Greek women suffered from 

isolation, lack of communication between husband and wife, changing 
roles and role expectations of spouses and children, resulting in alienation 
of children from parents and conflict within the family, which in turn 
produces inner conflict within its members. Many working women are 
overtired as a result of two full-time jobs (in the factory and the home, 
where the husband rarely assists them). Many suffer a marked decrease of 
sexual appetite and even ask their doctors for medication to cure their 
condition. Others, who do not go out to work - usually because of family 
commitments - become tired out with hard work in the house, loneliness 
and boredom, and confess to beating their young children and taking 
tranquillisers or antidepressants. Many of these women constantly pick on 
their children and describe the behaviour as due to nerves. Yet all these 
women when asked whether they have any problems at home answer 'no', 
simply because they would lose face if they admitted they had difficulties 
with their husbands or in controlling their children (Buckland, 1975: 
p.40). 

These stresses were also mentioned by Rita Packer (1981), of the 
Australian Greek Welfare Society in Melbourne, in a discussion of Greek 
women and women's refuges. In the past eight years, an increasing 
number of Greek women have been prepared to leave their husbands, in 
particular where physical violence and inadequate financial support are 
involved. Packer suggests that, to some degree, they may have been 
influenced by current views about women's rights and the fact that a 
pension gives them some degree of financial independence. Every 
woman who has been referred to a refuge has suffered a great deal of 
beating, and practically every such woman bitterly complains that her 
husband calls her a poutana (slut). Concern aboutthe increasing number 
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of clients presenting with marital problems has led to the employment of 
a part-time marriage guidance counsellor by the Australian Greek 
Welfare Society in Melbourne (Packer, 1981: p. 4). . 

Domestic violence in Greek families is also discussed in a recent 
report by the Women's Information Switchboard/Adelaide Women's 
Community Health Centre. Of the 250 enquiries from Greek women 
received by both these organizations, over 200 mentioned domestic 
violence as part of their problem. The report contains twenty case 
histories that reveal the extent of rape, violence and l?ashing inflicted 
upon both women and children. The report emphasizes that Greek 
women were able to confide their 'problems' only after a chance to 
establish a trusting, non-judgemental relationship with a bilingual 
female helper, and that they had considerable problems in using 
women's shelters, including prejudice from Anglo-Australian users and 
the reluctance of most shelters to take adolescent boys. Greek women 
were considered unlikely to use a shelter where they could not take all 
their children. 

The pressures placed on Greek families by poverty, lack of extended 
family supports and the pressures to acquire possessions, especially one's 
own home, that denote having 'made it' in Australia, have been discussed 
in a series of reports on migrant welfare (Cox, 1975). 

Welfare practitioners see a skewed sample of families and this bias is 
reflected in their writings. A useful corrective to this perspective is to 
refer to the sociological frameworks that stress the importance of 
understanding the historical background, the family background and the 
kinship and community networks in which individual Greeks and their 
families live. 

Conclusion 
The literature on Greek families in Greece is based largely on rural 
anthropological studies of small communities. Its applicability to Greek 
families today, especially those who have been through the processes of 
migration and resettlement, is doubtful. Greece itself is undergoing a 
time of legislative upheaval in relation to family law, which has 
engendered new debate and conflict about issues such as civil and 
religious marriage, grounds for divorce, and status of males and females. 

In Australia the literature, while embodying a kind of received 
'community knowledge' about Greek families, nonetheless raises several 
important points. Rodopoulos points out that even rural Greek families 
in Australia should be viewed as undergoing dynamic change. The 
continuing importance of kinship networks and the nuclear family rather 
than the individual as the pivot of those networks is stressed by 
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Bottomley, Mackie and Rodopoulos, Smyrnios and Tonge. Change in 
the, Greek family is not the same as assimilation. While the second 
generation has in many respects moved towards' Australian' values and 
society, there is a continuing regard for components of what Bottomley 
terms 'core culture' and a desire to maintain a Greek identity that 
coexists rather than clashes with an Australian identity. 

Literature on working-class families is relatively scarce, most 
publications having arisen from the concerns of welfare practitioners. 
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5 

Turkish Families 

Susan Hearst 

The literature on Turkish families should be read cautiously, because it 
may convey a stereotyped view of Turkish family life as punitive, 
patriarchal and feudal - a village or even nomadic life. Much of the 
literature is based on American anthropological studies of Turkish rural 
life and may contain distortions or inaccuracies, seen, for instance, in the 
statement that in Turkish the word for 'family' is also the word for 'wife' 
(Magnarella, 1972: p. 189). 

According to Benedict (1976: p. 219), the influence of Paul Stirling's 
work Turkish Village (1965) has been pervasive. He states that: 

Many discussions of ideology and social structure in Turkey, both in and 
out of the literature, continue to depend heavily upon data and observations 
derived from his study of two small then-isolated villages in central 
Anatolia. 

Some recent sociological research in Turkey, however, has begun to 
call into question the validity of the wider application of Stirling's 
conceptual statements, until now tacitly applied to a number of social 
contexts. Much of this recent research has added to our growing 
appreciation of the large ethnographic differences existing in Turkey, 
differences which tend to limit the usefulness of a single, Turkish Village, 
ethnographic description of rural life. A number of such studies serve a 
purpose in pointing out that marriage customs differ between regions and 
ethnic groups, as do matters of kinship terminology, land tenure and 
inheritance. 

145 
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Benedict also highlights the need for studies that extend beyond 
exposition of ethnographic differences and examine how family 
structures, ideology and social change are interrelated. 

Background 
The ethnic history of Anatolia, which forms the bulk of modern Turkey, 
is highly complex (Hotham, 1972: p. 7). Anatolia was successively 
Hellenistic, Roman and then Byzantine. Armenians lived in the east of 
the country and Kurds in the south-east. The Turks are descendants of 
nomadic tribes from Central Asia who, in successive waves from the 
eighth century onwards, over-ran Anatolia or Asia Minor. In due course, 
they adopted the Islamic faith, and after repeated attacks in the eleventh 
and thirteenth centuries, they brought about the collapse of the 
Byzantine Empire and the fall of Constantinople in 1453. The Ottomans 
became the dominant tribal group and established an empire that lasted 
for over 400 years. 

Hotham refers to a long tradition in Western historiography in 
which the Turks and the Ottoman Empire were perceived as the enemy 
of Christendom and Europe and the fall of Constantinople was seen as a 
European tragedy (1972: pp. 4-5). The Ottoman Empire reached its peak 
in the seventeenth century, when it extended from the walls of Vienna to 
north of the Black Sea, east to the Persian Gulf, and south to Egypt and 
North Africa. 

In 1909, a group of young military officers and civil servants known 
as the Young Turks staged a coup and deposed the Sultan. After the First 
World War, in which Turkey fought as an ally of Germany, one of the 
Young Turks, Mustafa Kemal, stirred the country into a fervent revival. 
By 1922 a Greek occupation army had been forced out of Anatolia and, in 
subsequent treaties, Turkey's independence was assured. Kemal became 
president and shifted the capital from Istanbul to Ankara. In 1935 he 
adopted the surname Ataturk, 'Father of Turkey'. 

Ataturk was instrumental in carrying out many reforms. Mosque 
and state were separated, and education and social life were secularized; 
the Caliphate, under which notional successors of the Prophet 
Muhammad combined civil with religious authority, was abolished; 
Muslim schools were closed and religious instruction was forbidden in 
educational institutions. Many Islamicpractices, such as the veiling of 
women, the wearing of the fez and polygamy, were outlawed. The Arabic 
alphabet was replaced by Roman script, and emphasis was placed on 
developing the Turkish constituents of the language. The Western 
calendar, time system and measurements, and a French system of 
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education were adopted. Islamic law was replaced by a combination of 
elements from European civil codes. 

Religion 

Islam is the religion of98 per cent of the Turkish people, the majority of 
whom are adherents of the Sunni sect. In contrast to other Muslim 
countries, the religious family law has been abandoned in favour of a 
secular law based on a Western code of values. Nonetheless, the Islamic 
law of marriage and divorce needs to be understood as a background to 
Turkish family values. 

Some important terms are defined here (and see Chapter 7). Shari'a 
is Islamic law, of which the family law is the heart (Anderson, 1970: p. 
493).'ldda is the period during which a divorced (or widowed) woman 
was precluded from remarriage. This was designed not only to avoid 
doubt as to the paternity of children, but also to give the husband an 
opportunity to reconsider any hasty action and to revoke the divorce at 
any time before the 'idda ended. There are two forms of divorce based on 
mutual consent: Khul' is a dissolution granted by the husband on the 
basis of a financial consideration offered by the wife. Mubara'a is the 
mutual release of the spouses from any outstanding financial commit
ments arising from the marriage relationship. By far the most frequent 
form of divorce in Islamic law is, however, the talaq, or unilateral 
repudiation of a wife by her husband (Anderson, 1970: p. 501). 

The differences between Turkey and other Islamic countries in 
matters of family law are emphasized by el-Daghestani (1970). He notes 
the growth of nuclear families in towns in the Middle East as opposed to 
patriarchal families, and the virtual eclipse of the 'tribal family', that is, a 
group of persons, men and women, who are linked by ties of patria.rchal 
relationship, bear the same name, acknowledge a single chief, and claim 
the same origin. He states that 'In almost any Moslem conjugal family 
chosen at random, the observer can note the survival of traces of the 
patriarchal family such as the spirit of co-operation among the relations 
(no matter how distant the relationship may be), their affection for each 
other, and the help afforded by the men to their women relations (sisters, 
aunts, and so forth), (1970: pp. 557-9). 

Muslim marriage norms have undergone rapid transformation, 
according to el-Daghestani, even where, unlike Turkey, Muslim family 
law still pertains. Engagement or betrothal vows have become common, 
and under the Turkish Civil Code, engagement is a legal institution and 
damages may be incurred by one or the other party in the event of its 
breach. El-Daghestani notes that Turkey alone of Muslim countries has 
provided full equality to women in political and family rights, and he 
comments that a resurgence of Islamic political power may pose a threat 
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to these developments. Beck (1970) describes and contrasts traditional 
and contemporary family mores of Muslim families in the Middle East. 
She points out that increased freedom for interpersonal contact, together 
with the impact of mass communication from the West, has placed a 
heavy strain on the old mores prohibiting premarital courtship (1970: p. 
570), while noting that preferences for sons and modesty for women are 
still prevailing values in the Middle East. Socialization of children and 
traditional methods of child training are discussed by Patai (1970). 

Family Law in Turkey 
Islamic (Shari'a) law has been completely superseded in Turkey by 
secular law (under which all marriages must be celebrated under civil 
authority, though not excluding the possibility of a religious ceremony as 
well). Under the Shari'a, the position of women was greatly impaired, 
notably by polygamy and the husband's freedom of talaq. The intro
duction of the Civil Code of 1926 (a slightly modified version of the Swiss 
Civil Code) brought all legal aspects of family life under the domain of 
secular law. The law is based on the principle of equality of men and 
women; polygamy is prohibited, dissolution of the marriage is possible 
only by legal proceedings on the initiative of either husband or wife; 
interfaith marriages are possible in both directions. The husband is still 
the head of the family and owes maintenance to his wife and children; 
both parents are natural guardians of the children, but the father has a 
decisive say in the event of disagreement. These last features originate in 
Swiss law but are in accordance with the norms of an Islamic society 
(Layish, 1973: p. 241). 

Grounds for dissolution of a marriage include mental illness, 
adultery, desertion by either spouse, cruelty and offences involving 
moral turpitude. In several matters the traditional norm was introduced 
by way of jurisprudence; in this way lack of virginity at the time of the 
marriage became recognized as grounds for dissolution. 

What was the impact of the introduction of Western matrimonial 
law in Turkey? There is evidence of heightened stress among married 
couples following the reforms, reflected in an increase in the number of 
married suicides in the period 1927-46, to a situation where married 
people had almost double the rate of suicide of those living alone (Suzuki, 
1971: p. 1). 'The problem of the reception of Western Law in modern 
Turkey is not merely the confrontation of European legal codes and 
prevailing practices ... It is the assertion by a Westernised elite that 
matters relating to marriage, divorce and family life are concerns of the 
state, and can be separated from their religious context' (Starr and Pool, 
1974: p. 534). 
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Certain modifications to the Civil Code brought the law closer to 
social reality. In 1938 the marriageable age was reduced to 17 for a male 
and 15 for a female, and a judge may, at his discretion, permit the 
marriage of a boy of 15 and a girl of 14. 

In the past, a great number of marriages continued to be performed 
in accordance with the Shari'a and not before the civil authorities. As a 
result, millions of children of religious marriages were considered 
illegitimate under civil law, and retroactive legislation legitimizing the 
children of such marriages was passed from time to time. Nearly 8 
million children had been legitimized in this way by 1965 (Layish, 1973: 
p.242). 

Data gathered by Starr and Pool from the records of a regional court 
from 1965 to 1967 indicated that women had begun to use the courts as a 
means of access to their legally granted rights. In the Bodrum court in 
this period, women filed twice as many 'routine' suits as men and they 
won more; almost half the 138 divorce cases were brought by wives. Only 
on the extremely emotional issue of adultery did court records reflect the 
tradition of male superiority: women were accused four times as often as 
men (1974: p. 553). 

A study by Magnarella (1973: pp. 100-16) analyses how extensively 
the social norms prescribed by Turkey's new family law are gaining 
acceptance as a consequence of structural changes in Turkish society. It 
shows that under the impact of new industry, and the Westernizing of 
economic, governmental and education systems, the traditional ethno
religious norms governing intra-familial relations are being challenged. 
There is an increased stress on individual equality, individual achieve
ment, and individual physical and social mobility. These social, cultural 
and economic changes are helping to promote a greater acceptance of the 
new law, and in turn this acceptance is facilitating further change. 

Turkish family law" 

The following are the main characteristics of Turkish family law: 

1. The unity and continuity of the family. 
2. Upholding the rights of those who need protection. In practice 

this is usually protecting wives against husbands or children against 
parents. 

3. All degrees of relationships are clearly defined by family law and 
there is no liberty on the part of individuals to redefine them, that is, a 
parent cannot deny his or her relationship to his or her legitimate child. 

~This account of Turkish family law was translated and summarized from Turkish 
legal texts (Akintiirk, 1978; Feyziog1u, 1979; Olga\, 1976) by Romans Mapolar of the 
Ecumenical Migration Centre, Richmond. 
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4. Strong state intervention in areas of family law. All matters, such 
as registration of marriage, termination of marriage and maintenance of 
marriage are under the control of the state. The family is regarded as the 
basic unit of society and it is the duty of the state to uphold that unit. 

5. Marriage is a civil legal contract. Early marriage has been a 
particular feature of Turkish society, and this is still more common in 
rural areas than in urban ones. 

Divorce 

Six grounds for divorce are set out in the Civil Code, in Articles 129 to 
134. These are: 

l. Article 129: adultery. According to the Code, adultery of wife or 
husband is equal, but in practice women may be discriminated against as 
to the penalties. Action by a husband or wife should take place within six 
months of learning of the spouse's adultery, but in any case not later than 
five years after the event. Adultery is only considered to have taken place 
when there is 

(a) a legal marriage, 
(b) sexual intercourse with someone of the opposite sex, and 
(c) sexual intercourse with consent and awareness of the event 
taking place, that is, not rape or abduction. 
2. Article l30: attempt to kill a spouse or inhumane treatment. 

Inhumane treatment is defined as extreme cruelty or acts inflicting 
grievous bodily injury or grievous mental suffering on one's spouse. 

3. Article l3l: commission of an infamous crime or leading a 
dishonourable life. Commission of an infamous crime includes theft, 
forgery, misappropriation of funds, bribery or leading a dishonourable 
life (for example, drug addiction, excessive gambling, alcoholism, 
homosexual relationships or prostitution). Evidence must show that a 
dishonourable life has been led over a long period and has made life 
together impossible. 

4. Article l32: desertion. This covers desertion by wife or husband, 
with the intention never to return and with intent to refuse to carry out 
marital obligations as defined in the contract of marriage. 

5. Article 133: insanity. Two conditions apply: 
(a) continuation of sickness for over three years; and 
(b) marital life made unbearable and undesirable as a result of the 
sickness. 
6. Article l34: incompatibility. This refers to incompatibility of 

husband and wife, and the existence of such a state (that is, no mutual 
understanding or love) over time is grounds for divorce. 
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Effects of divorce 

Women. A woman loses the right to use her husband's name and cannot 
remarry for 300 days from the dissolution of the marriage. This is to 
ensure that there are no further children of the marriage who might be 
thought to be someone else's offspring. If the wife is considered to be the 
party at fault, the waiting period for remarriage is a minimum of one and 
a maximum of two years; if the wife was not at fault and suffers poverty as 
a result of dissolution of a marriage, the husband must pay maintenance 
for one year. 

Property. Everyone gets his or her property back, or if there is a 
contract in regard to marital properties, according to the contract. The 
Turkish legal system accepts three systems of contract. These are: 

1. Mal Ayriligi: separation of the properties of a man and wife. The 
system is applied to the properties of a married couple where they retain 
title to, and the right of enjoyment and disposition over, their respective 
properties. 

2. Mal Birligi: unity of the properties of a man and wife. The system 
is adopted by a married couple through a marriage contract concerning 
the status of their properties, whereby all properties each had at the time 
of marriage and will acquire thereafter will be in a state of unity. Title to 
such properties belongs to the husband, and the properties are admin
istered by the husband. The husband also administers personal properties 
of the wife, but he cannot dispose of them without consent of the wife. In 
this system, the husband owes the wife the sum of money equivalent to 
the wife's properties in the unity. 

3. Mal Ortakligi: in family law. This is tenancy by the entirety or 
community property. The system adopted by a man and wife through a 
marriage contract whereby all the property other than that specified in 
the contract is jointly owned and enjoyed by the spouses. 

Custody of children. A judge has great discretionary powers in matters 
of custody but must take into account the best interests of the child. The 
financial situation of the parties, their ages, and the party at fault in the 
marriage break-up are not important. The important matter is with 
whom the child will be better off in general terms, for example, 
education, discipline and the home environment. Criteria for allocating 
custody of a child are not laid down in the Turkish Civil Code. However, 
Professor Velidedeoglu of Istanbul University says 'If the grounds of 
dissolution of a marriage are insanity, desertion, commission of an 
infamous crime or leading a dishonourable life, in these circumstances 
the children should not be given to the party at fault' (Akinturk, 1978: 
p.240). 
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A judge, when giving a custody decision, should consider the child's 
sex, age, temperament, and the characters of the mother and father. 
Life-style, social circumstances and environment should also be taken 
into account in order to maintain the best interests of the child. A judge is 
not bound by any prior agreement concerning custody made by the 
parents, but he or she should listen to the wishes of the parents. Different 
legal authorities have different views about how judges should exercise 
their discretionary power. Some believe that generally the younger 
children should be given into the custody of mothers and the older male 
children, who are thought to need male authority and discipline, should 
be given into the custody of the fathers. Other authorities believe that 
siblings should not be separated unless there are overwhelming circum
stances in favour of such a move, as it is believed that siblings raised in 
different environments may suffer psychological damage in their 
relationship. 

A legal guardian can be appointed by the court if this is considered 
to be in the best interests of the child and if there are strong reasons for 
terminating the parents' custody of the child or children. 

If, after the dissolution of a marriage, another child is then born, 
another custody action must be held to consider the needs of the newborn 
child. 

When a marriage dissolution is granted, the judge should consider 
the question of access; that is, how the non-custodial parent should see 
his or her children, on which days and at what times, in what places and 
for how long. Upbringing is the responsibility of the person with 
custody, but the Turkish legal system also says that the other party has 
some responsibility for the financial needs of the children. This 
responsibility continues until legal adulthood is reached at the age of 
eighteen. If the circumstances governing a custody order change (for 
example, the custodial parent becomes a drug addict or very ill) the judge 
can review his or her decision. 

Separation and dissolution 

Grounds for a formal separation order and dissolution of a marriage are 
the same, but the effects are different. If a judge considers that there is a 
strong possibility for reconciliation ofthe marriage, he or she can give a 
separation order for a period of one to three years instead of a dissolution. 
Separation expires either with reconciliation, or an application for a 
dissolution of the marriage. 

The party who is not at fault can apply for dissolution. There are no 
avenues for exploring a reconciliation through the court. 
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Marriage 

In towns and cities, a public declaration of intent to marry must be made 
either verbally or in written form before a mayor or some authorized 
official or, in villages, before a board of aldermen. Identification cards, 
residential certificates and medical certificates must be attached to these 
declarations. A couple can be prevented from marrying on medical 
grounds. Notice of Intent to Marry must be posted at a Registry Office 
and in the private residences of both parties for fifteen days before a 
marriage, during which time a marriage cannot take place. Article 100/1 
of the Civil Code says that anyone can object to the marriage within those 
fifteen days. 

The parties to a marriage must be physically present (that is, proxy 
marriage is not possible) and there must be a civil marriage celebrant and 
two witnesses at the ceremony. After the ceremony, the marriage is 
registered and the couple are given a marriage certificate. 

Rights and responsibilities of spouses 

Mutual responsibilities in marriage are to ensure prosperity of marriage, 
fidelity, solidarity, mutual aid, maintenance and upbringing of children. 

The husband's rights and responsibilities are to be head of the 
family, to choose the matrimonial home, to represent the family to 
external authorities, to ask his wife to contribute to family expenses and 
to give consent to his wife undertaking a trade or profession. A husband 
must maintain his wife and children and provide accommodation. 

The wife's rights and responsibilities are to use her husband's 
surname, to be provided for, to represent the family's honour in dealings 
with others, to be responsible for the management of the household, to 
reside in her husband's home, to take care of her spouse and children, to 
contribute to family expenses and to provide financial help to her 
husband. 

Security of the family 

Article 601 Turkish Civil Code states that judicial intervention in a 
family can take place 

1. if family responsibilities are neglected constantly and a party is at 
fault; 

2. if a spouse is in physical danger, for example, physical assault or 
attempted murder; 

3. if a spouse has venereal disease; 
4. if a spouse brings shame on his or her partner; or 
5. if a spouse causes financial damage to his or her partner. 
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Either a husband or wife can apply for judicial intervention in these 
circumstances. A judge can 

1. warn or caution the party at fault; 
2. suspend the marriage; during the period of suspension the 

. spouse can 'reside in a different place; 
3. order money owing to the family to be paid to the wife; 
4. make a maintenance order; 
5. make an interdiction order, that is, take control of legal and 

financial affairs of the family; 
6. give a wife permission to use her trade or profession or find 

employment outside the home; 
7. give a wife permission to represent the family; or 
8. act to protect the children from neglect. 

All these measures are temporary and can be lifted at the discretion of the 
judge. 

Care of children 

Care of children is the joint responsibility of the parents unless there is a 
disagreement, in which case the father's views are regarded as superior. 

Rights of parents 

The parents have the following rights: 

1. to give their name to their children; 
2. to have authority over their children; 
3. to choose their children's place of residence up until the age of 18 

(this causes some confusion to Turkish parents in Australia where 
children can legally leave home at 16); 

4. to exercise discipline over their child, right of correction; 
5. to represent the child; and 
6. to manage property owned by their children. 

State powers over children 

The Turkish Civil Code gives the court the right to take custody away 
from the parents in the case of neglect or mismanagement. The judge has 
wide discretionary powers over the child, taking into account the best 
interests of the child. 

Court orders 

Those who can apply for a court order over children include anyone who 
has a financial or moral interest in the child; and the child himself or 
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herself. A judge can direct parents to act in a certain way, force them to 
appoint someone to educate the child or caution the parents. There need 
be no malicious intent on the part of the parents; negligence is enough. A 
judge can place a child in a foster home or boarding school if 

1. the physical or mental progress of the child is endangered; 
2. the child is not sent to school; 
3. the child is placed in ,moral danger; or 
4. the child is encouraged to become a beggar. 

Taking custody away from the natural parents is the heaviest sanction 
available to the courts. This can be ordered in the following circum
stances: 

1. Inability of parents to perform custody owing to illness; ex
tended travel away from children; or because tpe parent or parents are 
convicted criminals; or because the wife has a de facto relationship; or 
because the father changes residence too often; or because the child is 
considered uncontrollable. 

2. Interdiction. When a parent is considered legally incapable of 
administering his or her affairs, the court can make an interdiction order 
formally prohibiting that person from exercising his or her civil rights 
and in such cases custody is also removed. 

3. Abuse of right, for example child abuse, or if a child is engaged or 
married against his or her will. 

4. Gross negligence. 
5. Remarriage of husband or wife; for example, if custody is given 

to a divorced parent who subsequently remarries, the custody can be 
reconsidered in the light of the new step-parent. 

When the parental custody is removed, the child is given a legal guardian, 
and the parents lose their rights over the development and property of 
the child. Custody can be reinstated after a minimum period of one year. 

Adoption 

Adoption law is contained in Article 253 of the Turkish Civil Code. The 
main features of adoption are 

1. only a person not less than 40 years old, and 
2. who has no natural offspring may adopt a child who must be 
3. at least eighteen years younger than the adopter. 

Adoption is subject to the permission of the basic civil court (Asliye 
Hukuk Mahkemesi). The parties are required to draw up an adoption 
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contract, which must be solemnized by. the notary public and registered 
through the registry office. 

Inheritance 

Inheritance is bilateral (that is, both sons and daughters may inherit) in 
law and in practice. Although the actual division of land (excluding 
houses and some chattels) does not take place until the death of the family 
head, allocation is often clear at an earlier stage. Daughters inherit both 
from their natal household and through their husband. Few conditions 
can disinherit a son or daughter. It should be mentioned, however, that 
Stirling suggests that, at the time of his study in the early 1950s, 
inheritance by daughters was fairly uncommon: 

The real complications and many of the disputes about inheritance arose 
out of the claims of daughters. These claims are generally admitted to be 
formally valid but they are by no means always accepted or enforced. 
(1965: p. 123). According to the Turkish Civil Code, children each receive 
an equal share and widows receive one-half the estate in trust, or one
fourth in full possession (Peristiany, 1976: p. 235). 

Traditional Marriage 
Patterns and Customs 

Anthropologists and sociologists have recorded many of the traditional 
marriage and courtship patterns in the various regions of Turkey. 
Erdentug (1964: pp. 6-7) describes the family structure ofa village in the 
eastern part of Turkey as patrilineal. Although the large extended family 
has mostly been replaced by individual family units, economic factors 
still support the unity of the family and paternal authority. Polygamy has 
disappeared largely because of women's awareness of their legal rights in 
marriage. The custom of levirate, or marriage of a widow to a husband's 
brother, is common, because it protects the economic interests of the 
family. Generally, however, remarriage of widows is not sanctioned. 
There is no tolerance of extra-marital sexual relations, and adulterers, 
especially women, are severely punished by other villagers. Divorce is 
rare; the principal reason given is impotence, a condition that meets with 
severe social disapproval. 

Marriage observances include the giving of a bride price to the 
bride's family as compensation for the loss of a working member of the 
family. Stirling (1965) sees the bride price as a form of conspicuous 
consumption, a way in which the groom's family gains prestige for itself 
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and its affines or relatives by marriage. Religious marriage rituals are 
complex and lengthy, but they include no rites symbolizing the union of 
the couple. The religious ceremony may be celebrated several years 
before the civil ceremony if the couple concerned have not come of age. 
Marriage among relatives, especially on the paternal side, is the preferred 
type of marriage, cementing existing kinship obligations. 

Residence after marriage is patrilocal, that is, the newly wed girl 
goes to live with her husband's family in an extended household, often 
consisting of about ten people, including the husband's father and 
mother, unmarried daughters and male children (Stirling, 1965). 
Erdentug (1964) points out, however, that extended family structures are 
increasingly breaking up, owing to migration and increased mechan
ization in agriculture and changing values. Although contacts with 
relatives are still strong, relationships with remote relatives are decreas
ing, a change that is reflected in the language. 

The new bride is accorded little status until the birth of a child 
(preferably male) or until a younger brother brings a new bride into the 
household. Women in rural Turkey are separated from men at all stages 
of their lives, with interaction among sexes restricted to kin groupings. A 
woman's status increases throughout her life depending on her age and 
place in the family lineage (Dobkin, 1967: pp. 65-72). 

Daniel Bates discusses kidnapping and elopement as an integral part 
of marriage practices among the Yoruk of south-eastern Turkey. The 
ideology of Y oruk marriage favours first -cousin marriage and marriages 
are concentrated within the narrowest circle of extra-household kinsmen 
(1974: p. 271). Marriage is a contract entered into voluntarily by two 
households in which the bride and groom are the primary parties, but the 
contract is negotiated by the heads of the two households. Bates estimates 
the percentage of marriages arranged through bride theft to be about 20 
per cent of all marriages among the Y oruk (compared with 5 per cent in 
the village of Hal, according to Erdentug, 1964: p. 4). Bride capture 
works to adjust the marriage system to the realities of individual choice 
and to resolve the question of which of the contenders qualified by 
kinship for a girl's hand should receive it. It also mitigates the unequal 
effect of high cash bride price on families of different wealth. 

Traditional kinship patterns in eastern Turkey are also affected by 
kivrelik, a form of ritual co-parenthood established through the Islamic 
rite of circumcision. The kivrelik relationship involves the sponsor of the 
circumcision ritual in shared responsibility for the boy's circumcision 
expenses, training, education and marriage. The boy reciprocates with 
filial loyalty and obedience. The incest taboo is extended to both families. 
While the sponsored boy may, and often does, marry his father's 
brother's daughter, he may neither marry, nor have sexual relations with, 
the offspring of his sponsor, unless the sponsor is kin, in which case the 
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incest taboo does not apply. The kinship structure of various people of 
eastern Turkey has a strong agnatic (kin related exclusively through 
males) bias. 

With respect to marriage preferences, various ethnic groups are 
believed in the past to have been highly endogamous (banning marriage 
with outsiders). Inter-ethnicmarriages have increased, but religion is a 
strong boundary-maintenance factor. Marriage is used to strengthen 
existing kin ties or to extend kinship outside the village to people of like 
ethnicity. Ayse Sertel (1971) claims that kivrelik is normally formed 
between villagers of equal age, wealth, and so on. It is used as a means of 
getting political support, and it enables an individual to manipulate the 
system in order to maximize his interests (Sertel, 1971: pp. 37-50). 
Magnarella and Turkdogan claim that this is too narrow an interpretation 
of its functions (1973; p. 1630). They argue that kivrelik functions as an 
intragroup or an intergroup integrative mechanism or as a device to 
extend one's personal social network. Unlike marriage, which is 
relatively endogamous, kivrelik may be inter-class, inter-religious and 
inter-ethnic. . 

Sex roles 

Quite another interpretation of the portrait of the subservient traditional 
woman is put forward in a discussion of sex roles by M. and L. Fallers in a 
study of Edremit, a provincial agricultural town. Margaret Fallers notes 
here a paradox· about the life of women. The world of most women is the 
private world of house and courtyard and yet, 'My conclusion, which 
may seem paradoxical, will be that the women of this secluded world are 
in many respects more independent than the "emancipated" women I 
knew in Europe and America' (Peristiany, 1976: p. 246). What leads 
them to this conclusion? They discuss the segregation of male and female 
life. Each has its own world, its own hierarchy, peer reference groups and 
spheres of authority. Women conduct their home-making, their busi
nesses and their social life in a female environment, as do men in a male 
environment. Women are not dependent on male approval in the same 
way as Western women. Even in a marriage ceremony, which is clearly a 
rite of passage in which the girl is the centre of attention for three days, 
the ceremonial emphasis is not on the couple. ,For the bride, the entire 
three days of celebration are spent with large groups of women: the 
decisive ceremonial gesture from the bride's standpoint (apart from the 
formal requirement of the state) is her first dance each evening with the 
groom's sister (Peristiany, 1976: p. 253). Even in the world of public 
work, in banks, medical practices and the like, women are able to act as 
'professionals', argues Fallers, using only that part of themselves which 
has been trained and skilled. The separation of the world of men and 
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women and the non-necessity for women to attract marriage partners 
through their 'feminine' qualities allow them to operate at work without 
relating to men as males. 

A husband in Edremit is most often chosen for a woman by her 
family, although she will not be forced to marry against her explicit 
wishes. As it is the family's responsibility to find a suitable husband, the 
woman will have a sense of fatalism about the outcome. Husbands are 
expected to be good providers and fathers, and respected citizens, not a 
major source of companionship, comfort or help. The closest relationship 
between men and women observed by the Fallers was that between 
brothers and sisters. Girls are expected to listen to and 'obey' their older 
brothers, but they can count on them for companionship, advice, help 
and defence. 'In later life the men with whom women feel most 
comfortable and upon whom they can most depend are their brothers' 
(1976: p. 254). 

Male authority and possession of public space does inhibit women's 
movements. Nonetheless, the Fallers conclude that 'in Edremit women 
have an institutional structure and sense of solidarity of their own, 
parallel to those of men, which give them a substantial field for self
assertion and psychological independence of men, an independence 
underscored by the performance of those· women who break into the 
public sphere' (1976: p. 260). 

Child-rearing and socialization 

Ozturk and Voltan's excellent account of child-rearing (1971) concen
trates on a generalized description of rural practices. Features of rural 
infant nurture are swaddling and prolonged breast feeding (for one year 
and not uncommonly for two to three years); the latter may be related to 
belief in its contraceptive efficacy. Child-rearing in the early develop
mental years is described as coercive and restrictive in rural areas. 
Autonomous will and activity are discouraged. Later, beatings, shaming, 
threats of castration, and frightening tales about supernatural beings are 
among the punishments used. 

Circumcision of boys is done without anaesthesia, usually between 
the ages of four and eight. Because of many compensatory and counter
phobic factors, such as verbal preparations, ceremonies, gifts, the 
enhancement of the masculinity status and so on, this potentially 
traumatic operation becomes something strongly needed by the ego, so 
much so that the lack of it may be severely traumatic (Ozturk, 1973). 
Girls are not circumcised, but they witness the experience, not without 
overt envy. In addition to this experience, which is a social milestone in 
the development of sexual identity, there are significant differences in 
the societal treatment of boys and girls from early childhood. This is seen 
clearly not only in later training patterns, but also in early feeding and 
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caring attitudes. For example, in certain rural areas boys are breast fed 
beyond the age of two or three in the belief that mother's milk will 
strengthen them. This sort of attitude towards sex differences and the 
early awareness and later experience of circumcision are ll\lrgely respons
ible for a clear sex-role differentiation and consciousness of sex-related 
matters in early childhood. In the peasant society, this sex-role 
differentiation is reinforced by introducing the boy and girl into the 
world of work and responsibility around the age of 6 or 7 years. The girl 
particularly becomes mother's important helper in housework and 
child-care. 

Sumer (1970), utilizing Lerner's classification of Turkish society 
into three groups (1962) - traditionals, transitionals and moderns -
examined the effect on children of being part of the 'transitional' group. 
The transitional group consists largely of those who have made the rural 
to urban migration, frequently settling first in squatter districts on the 
outskirts of cities. Exposure to the mass media and new values results in 
family upheaval. At the extremes, were mothers who left their families to 
go to work in Germany and those who reacted by becoming over
protective and over-stimulating. According to Sumer (1970: p. 426), the 
over-protective mother compensates for feelings of inadequacy induced 
by the disappearance of old certainties: 'The transitional situation, 
therefore, brings strife between husband and wife, mother and child, and 
daughter-in-law and mother-in-law. This can frequently end in sexual 
maladjustment between the partners, divorce, the misuse of children for 
libidinal satisfactions and emotional disturbances in the children who 
run away or remain tied to the mother'. 

Adolescents in the villages are productive members of the agrarian 
family and marriage at this stage is common. If higher education is not 
pursued, either marriage or military service mark the end of adolescence. 
The sexual life of the adolescent is restricted, since concern for virginity 
is strongly felt by both men and women. The Turkish adolescent is 
described as highly patriotic, politically conscious, attached to and 
dependent on his parents, and generally respectful to elders (Ozturk and 
Voltan, 1971: pp. 5-6). 

Contemporary Changes 
to Traditional Values in Turkey 

A number of sources discuss the significance of the 'modernization' of 
Turkey and in particular the movement of people from a rural to an 
urban environment in a context of changing family values. The rural to 
urban movement exposes migrants, particularly women, to new life
styles: 
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While in their village the traditional patriarchal val ues still ascribe women 
a secondary role, in the urban areas the status of women has changed in the 
direction of equality and competitive participation both in the family and 
outside. Consequently, the migration of rural families to urban settings 
provides an almost 'laboratory like' condition in which to study the effects 
on the family structure or differential exposure to new sets of behaviour 
and attitudes regarding the role of women' (Holmstrom, 1973: p. 546). 

Ho1mstrom (1973) studied the conflicts for women in the process of 
modernization and how this varies according to the individual's se1f
perception and socio-economic status. He compared three groups of 
wives: an upper-midd1e-class urban group, Istanbul-born and raised; a 
group of rural immigrant wives in squatter-house areas; and a group of 
rural immigrants living and working in high-class residential areas. 
Ho1mstrom found that the urban wives, who perceived themselves as 
modern and Turkish society as traditional, experienced little conflict. 
The squatter housewives, who perceived themselves as traditional and 
the society as traditional also experienced little conflict, although 
objectively their life-style had deviated from traditional rural patterns. 
Only the group of formerly rural wives who were working and living in 
the city and had made a much greater movement towards autonomy and 
role equality than the squatter housewives experienced dissatisfaction 
and psychic stress. 

Magnarella (1972) reports on Turkish research, centred on the 
district of Eregli on the Black Sea Coast, which compared the life of 
villagers to townsmen. It is based on data collected in the early 1960s by 
the Turkish sociologist Kiray. Because many of Turkey's villages are 
town satellites, the tOw:l occupies a critical mediating position between 
Turkey's folk cultures and the culture of the urbanizing national elite. 
Towns may in some cases also serve as step one in a two- or three-step 
migration to large metropolises or other nations (1972: p. 230). A strong 
correlation was found between family-household characteristics and 
place of residence. For example, although in the village sample only 16.1 
per cent of households consisted exclusively of nuclear families, in the 
town sample, this percentage rose to 61.6 per cent. As a general rule, 
villagers were found to travel less than townsmen, and to travel less with 
their families. Townsmen were found to have more liberal views on the 
unchaperoned travel of wives and daughters. Village recreation was 
strictly divided along sex lines, with 80 per cent of males professing never 
to take their wives anywhere for entertainment, while in town a large 
proportion of married couples participated in joint recreation (1972: pp. 
231,235). Nonetheless, kinship and common village origin remained the 
principal criteria for mutual aid among families in towns. 

Kiray (1976) discusses the changing family interactions and patterns 
of authority observed in her Ereg1i study. Of the families she studied, 
only 9 per cent had the characteristic composition and function of the 
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patrilineal, joint, extended family, in which father, mother, married sons, 
their wives and children, as well as unmarried sons and daughters live in a 
single unit. The data gathered by Kiray in 1962 indicated that sons were 
increasingly challenging the authority of their fathers. The father-son 
relationship was the traditional basis of the family and its security, 
particularly as regards the security of the elderly. The insecurity caused 
by the breakdown of this mechanism, as more and more sons break away 
from traditional norms and leave their homes, has also changed the role 
and place of daughters. More and more parents are basing their homes on 
daughters rather than sons, while mothers are increasingly part of a 
buffer relationship between husbands and sons. In many cases, mothers 
and sons unite in rejecting the father's authority, not only to prevent his 
arbitrary decisions as in the past, but also to force him to accept new 
modes of behaviour or new values (1976: p. 267). Kiray concludes that 
'In Eregli the family seems to adjust itself to changing social conditions 
through the changes in the family's internal relationships caused by 
mothers in particular and women in general. The roles they assume in 
these new relationships smooth the way for further change and 
integration' (1976: p. 271). 

Kandiyoti (1977) points out that one of the most striking findings of 
the Eregli study is the change manifested in attitudes towards female 
children. Parents stressed the greater loyalty of daughters and jncreas
ingly considered basing their lives on the location of daughters and 
sons-in-law rather than sons. The actual evidence of family extension 
around a married daughter was 7.8 per cent of households, a significant 
shift from the traditional pattern. Nonetheless, the mother-son relation
ship continues to be crucial: the same pattern of privileged status and 
over-indulgence in the socialization of sons prevailed (1977: p. 66). 

Further evidence of the impact of modernization was observed by 
Magnarella (1972) in a formerly agrarian town that became the site of a 
large government sugar beet refinery in 1955. The introduction of a wage 
economy changed the size and social and occupational structure of the 
town, attracting many villagers. Using Bott's concepts of 'segregated 
conjugal role relationship' and 'joint conjugal role relationship', 
Magnarella analysed the changes in marital relationships and attitudes in 
the town. 'Traditional Turkish conjugal role relationships, as described 
by Erdentug (1964), Stirling (1974) and others, have been highly 
segregated, with the areas covered by male and female roles almost 
mutualy exclusive. In a survey of male residents of the town, change in 
the direction of joint relationships was found in recreation (only 1.6 per 
cent of men would take their wives to a restaurant, but,69.05 ,per cent 
would take them to the cinema, and 75.4 per cent to the park), family 
holidays and control of family finances. A positive relationship was noted 
between the degree of husband-wife consultation and level of husband's 
education. 
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Exposure to modernization and 'Westernization' was not met 
uncritically. While local people were anxious to improve their standard 
of living through modern technology, they were critical of urban and 
Western influences on the family, heterosexual relationships, and social 
life in general. This attitudinal resistance to change in the area of conjugal 
relationships was also noted by Stirling (1974: p. 227). 

Employment of women outside the home, while against traditional 
mores, has been aided by economic inducements. Favourable attitudes 
among men to the outside employment of married women rose with the 
level of male education. Opposition to employment of married women 
was commonly based on three fundamental fears: neglect of home and 
family; that outside employment increased the dangers of promiscuity; 
and the potential threat to male authority (Magnarella, 1972: p. 189). 
Vocational preferences for daughters were strongly influenced by the 
level of education. More than half of the respondents with middle or 
higher education hoped that their daughters would obtain professional 
status. 

In 1971, Stirling (1974) observed many changes in Turkish village 
life that had occurred since his classic account of village life, based on 
data recorded between 1949 and 1952 (1965). In the area of explicitly 
held values, assumptions, and customs relating to sex, marriage and 
child-rearing, little had changed; indeed there was 'plenty of evidence 
that change is resisted'. Women were still not openly courted; marriages 
were arranged by fathers or kin networks; and there was strong emphasis 
on wifely respectability. Most villagers still believed that a son ought to 
begin married life in his father's household. Nonetheless, the growth of 
literacy among youth and the migration of large numbers of village men 
into town has altered the nature of social relationships and brought about 
a decline in cultural consensus. The young in the village had become 
literate and could draw on sources of authority other than the oral 
authority of village elders. In 1971, teachers reported that most villagers 
were eager to send daughters to school. Women now wanted to move into 
towns and to have more consumer goods and greater freedom. 'In 1950 a 
wife shackled a man to the village. Wives may soon be driving husbands 
out of it' (1974: p. 222). 

Kongar (1976) explored some of the changes that a rural family 
undergoes in moving to an urban environment. The focus of his study 
was the family in the gecekondu, the shanty-towns on the fringe of cities, 
which have proliferated as a result of the mass movement of population 
from rural to urban centres. Forty-six per cent of the total population of 
the three largest cities in Turkey live in gecekondu areas (1976: p. 13). 
Families in the gecekondu areas were found to be relatively small; their 
size declined in proportion to the extent of industrialization in the urban 
area. 'Family' he defines as a 'household': that is, relatives living under 
the same roof whose food is cooked in common. One of the most 
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significant findings was a substantially decreased dependence on kin for 
resources, such as borrowing money, advice and help with housework 
(1976: p. 213), and a move towards reciprocal relationships with 
neighbours, work mates and formal organizations. In other words, the 
gecekondu residents are ceasing to rely on kin and becoming immersed in 
the type of interaction common to urban life, 'a rapid and drastic change'. 
Kongar asserts that such factors as economic necessity, changing socio
economic status (from farmer to worker, trader or shopkeeper), changing 
reference groups and rising expectations are not enough to account for 
such a change. He suggests that 'the main reason why the rural family 
adapts itself so smoothly to urban conditions in the gecekondu areas is that 
the process of change has already started in the village' (1976: p. 216). 

Benedict (1976) also questions the assumption that a change from 
extended to nuclear family structure attends. the move from a rural to 
urban setting. The opposite may be true. Data from a provinci~l town 
show a domestic cycle that is quite different from the generalizations 
about joint extended family structure extant in the literature, one that is 
remarkably adaptable to the conditions oflife in a small urban centre. In 
the provincial town studied by Benedict, weakened, extended family ties 
in both economic and social matters made it easier for families to migrate 
to urban centres (1976: p. 239). 

The emergence of the 'modern wife' in Turkey has been consistently 
related to such factors as length of urbanization, amount of education and 
age at marriage (Schnaiberg, 1970; Fox, 1973). The core problem, 
according to Fox, is the process by which women can take on attributes of 
modernism in a social setting that has traditionally produced highly 
constrained and confined women. She found that when differences in 
modernism of attitudes and behaviour of 803 Turkish wives were 
examined, the type of community background (that is, number of 
generations of urban residence, amount of education, age at marriage and 
exposure to mass communications media) could be formed into an 
orderly system of influences that determined how modern or traditional 
a woman would be as a wife. Behaviour and attitudes specific to 
husband-wife relations were selected as areas appropriate to measure 
modernism. 

In discussing women and urbanization, Kandiyoti (1977) points to 
the dangers of adopting Western models of conjugal union and label
ling their appearance in Turkey as 'egalitarian' or 'emancipated'. For 
example, the existence of the extended family in urban centres may be a 
function of the necessity for poorer families to pool their resources in 
order to mitigate the higher costs of urban living, a reversal of the rural 
pattern, where the extended family was associated with more landed 
wealth and patriarchal attitudes. 'Thus superficially similar residential 
patterns may perform different functions in different settings. Hence the 
difficulties of attitudinal inference' (1977: p. 70). 
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Kandiyoti summarizes the changes affecting women in Turkey in a 
comparative context, looking at women in settings ranging from the 
nomadic to the urban. Her summary of the position of women in Turkey 
bears repeating in full: 

Women's roles form different configurations in each setting. The nomadic 
tribe is highly patriarchal, high on female participation in production and 
low on actual physical segregation. The traditional village is also 
patriarchal, varies region ally in terms of types of female participation in 
production, is higher on physical segregation than the nomadic tribe, but 
apparently less so than the small town. In all these cases, however, the 
determinants of female status are invariant, namely, child-bearing and 
advancing age. Whatever women's place in production may be, their lab or 
goes largely unrecognized and the specialized areas and public dealing 
remain in the male sphere. This clearly indicates that the labor productivity 
of women has no direct impact on their status, unless they have control 
over the marketing of their own labor. In the above-mentioned cases, 
women have no control over production or reproduction; the products of 
both belong. directly to the patrilineage. In that sense, the breakdown of 
the traditional, land-based, patriarchal system has a potentially liberating 
effect on women. However, this effect has remained largely potential, 
since there has been no shift from an unrecognized, underprivileged 
laborer status to that of a free and emancipated one. Rather, as the female 
has become freed from her traditional toil and begun to enjoy leisure, she 
has increasingly turned into a conspicuous consumption item for males 
and not into a productive member of the community. Rural change led to 
redefinition of male authority relations and has affected women through 
complementarity by putting them at the head of nuclear households at a 
younger age. It has also meant a decrease of participation in production 
where labor-saving techniques are available, and important decreases in 
home production due to increased contact with markets. In small towns, 
which show more structural heterogeneity than the rural areas, female 
labor can be more varied despite greater resistance to the work of married 
women. Cash earnings, over which women could have potential control, 
must have created an unprecedented threat to male authority which did 
not exist in the rural areas. In the larger urban centres, there is a whole 
range of very different life contexts for women - from the shanty-town at 
one end to the upper-middle class on the other, whose orientations in 
terms of education, work aspirations, marriage patterns, and leisure have a 
distinctly 'Western' cultural backdrop. The changes of having access to 
education and of entering a wider variety of gainful occupations are 
obviously enhanced in large urban centres. As can be expected, role 
conflict and strain are maximized under those conditions. The social and 
psychological implications or urban patterns have been least explored, and 
constitute the area where most remains to be done (Kandiyoti, 1977: 
pp. 72-3). 
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Attitudes to family planning in Turkey 

Family planning is reportedly now discussed and approved at all levels of 
Turkish society. A national survey in Turkey revealed that most Turkish 
couples approved of family planning. On the national front, they knew 
that the population was growing rapidly and a substantial number 
thought it should grow more slowly. In their personal situation, they 
were having more children than they wanted. Few ideological objections 
to contraception were found, but there was widespread ignorance about 
the physiology of reproduction and about contraceptive methods. 
Married women in the reproductive ages were more in favour of family 
planning than men (Be reI son, 1967: p. 45). 

The negative influence of female literacy (and education) upon 
fertility has been shown to be stable and substantial. In Turkey, this 
influence is manifested in changing attitudes towards desirable family 
size rather than because of female opportunities for non-agricultural 
employment. 'The pertinent conclusion is that, in Turkey, continuing 
modernization and the concomitant spread of female education will 
result in a continuing decline in the fertility rate' (Farooq and Tuncer, 
1974: p. 273). Another study, however, attributed the desire to limit 
family size among women to economic reasons. Of 496 women sampled 
at Ankara Hospital Family Planning Clinic in 1966,90.6 per cent of those 
who wanted no further children gave economic reasons. Only 36 per cent 
of the sample were literate. Many of the women were presumed to be 
ready to limit family size because they already had one or more living 
sons. In the sample, 15.4 per cent had had one abortion and 26 per cent 
had had two or more abortions. Oral contraceptives and IUDs were the 
preferred methods of contraception. The need to foster favourable 
attitudes towards' family planning among males is stressed by Cillov 
(1967): of the 496 women in his sample, 99.8 per cent had come to the 
hospital only after obtaining their husbands' consent. 

The Impact of Migration 
on Turkish Families 

Europe 

According to Abadan-Unat (1977: p. 46), labour migration has had a 
profound impact on Turkish families, especially the women. Family 
members left behind in villages and towns have increased social status at 
home, even though they are considered as members of a marginal group 
in the host society. More and more women who are left behind establish 
independent households and take over management of the family's cash 
resources and negotiations with institutions such as banks, post offices 



Turkish Families 167 

and government agencies. The functional nature of literacy quickly 
becomes apparent to such women, who now have high educational 
aspirations for their daughters. The most visible effect of external 
migration in rural and urban Turkey is the high value placed on 
conspicuous consumption, a process that Abadan-Unat terms pseudo
emancipation (1977: p. 52). 

Migration of women abroad has created high mobility and 
fragmentation of families. While temporary separation of the father from 
the family is not unusual in Turkey, it is a major break with tradition for 
unmarried an~ married women to leave their families in order to work 
abroad. External migration of women workers has led to a noticeable 
decrease of extended families and an increase in nuclear family role 
structures. Changes in women's roles favour the educational outlook for 
women but also cause substantial marital strain and conflict. The most 
handicapped within this framework are frequently the eldest girls in 
families, who have to shoulder heavy responsibility in taking on some of 
the mother's functions. . 

Australia 

Fragmentation of Turkish families is also occurring in Australia, where 
Turkish families are experiencing the problems of being a relatively new 
and marginal group in the larger society. In Australia, without the 
supportive kinships networks of home, Turks have looked to institutional 
child-care for working mothers. In a submission to the Poverty 
Commission, the feelings of a group of Turkish migrants in Sydney 
about the limitations of child-care facilities in Australia are expressed 
and the economic realities that force both husbands and wives to work are 
emphasized. Creches providing for up to two-year-olds are insufficient, 
and kindergarten hours are unsuitable for working mothers. As a result, a 
number of families have sent their children back to relatives in Turkey. 
This imposes great financial and emotional strain on the parents and 
difficult problems of adjustment for children. The alternative of working 
different shifts also disrupts patterns of family life. As most adults cannot 
speak English, their only way of having an adult conversation is to speak 
to each other. Working shifts denies even this elementary communication 
in families (Yaman, 1974: pp. 71-6). 

In a study of Turkish and Lebanese families carried out in 
Melbourne between 1981 and 1982, Fiona Mackie (1982) commented on 
the societal pressures which immigrant families experience in their new 
homes. For example until recently primary schooling only was com
pulsory in Turkey (ages 7 to 12), whereas in Australia the period of 
compulsory schooling is considerably longer. Both parents and children 
may experience considerable difficulties in adjusting to this extension of 
schooling and an elongation of the period in which individuals are treated 
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as children. 'The family must cope with a longer period before a 
functioning adult enters its system. Family identities and institutions are 
altered through such changes' (Mackie, 1982: p. 18). 

In a sample of fifty Turkish interviews (twenty-five men and 
twenty-five women) drawn from western, north-west and inner suburbs 
of Melbourne, the following findings were significant. All respondents 
stated that they were Muslim (Mackie, 1982: p. 52) and all wish their 
children to retain both Muslim customs and Turkish customs. For this 
reason 80 per cent are sending or have sent their children to Turkish 
language classes. People saw, however, many more difficulties for their 
children in keeping up Turkish customs than retaining Muslim customs. 

Where local community networks of relatives and friends are 
available to people these are of major importance in areas relating to 
welfare, information and social activity. Many are deprived of such 
networks, however; half in the sample had no relatives in Australia and 74 
per cent of respondents had no relatives living in the same suburb. Only 
13 per cent of the sample mix with non-Turkish Australians in any close 
or personal situations and of these the majority are men (Mackie, 1982: 
pp. 76-7). 

In considering Australian education, 81 per cent of women and 50 
per cent of men stress the lesser emphasis that they see on discipline 
compared with education as they know it in Turkey (Mackie, 1982: p. 
62). This viewpoint was also stressed in discussion with Turkish welfare 
workers at the Ecumenical Migration Centre, who see that families are 
fearful of schools' influence towards permissiveness, especially in respect 
of female children. They don't want their children to be taught at school 
that they can legally leave home at sixteen. Many would prefer all-girls 
schools at secondary level. However, all the men and 76 per cent of the 
women saw no difference in the importance of education for boys and 
girls (Mackie, 1982: p. 62). Turkish customs that parents would like 
children to keep up stress respect, discipline, respect for elders and 
family, and from women, hospitality and some aspects of specifically 
female behaviour (Mackie, 1982: p. 65). Mehtion of respect as a custom 
to be maintained was 100 per cent in the male sample. Just over half the 
sample (a majority of men but not women) would expect to choose a 
child's marriage partner. Mackie concludes that, 'Pressures and conflicts 
may be created for Turkish children through differences and contra
dictions between perceptions, definitions and expectations held by 
parents and home network, and those held in the school and peer 
environment. For some this will provide creative stimulus ... a 
meaningful balance of two cultures. But in many situations, particularly 
in times of current economic strain,the conflicts may generate situations 
that constitute welfare problems' (Mackie, 1982: p. 87). 
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Turkish families in Melbourne 

The following comments were derived from discussions of experiences of 
Ecumenical Migrant Centre Turkish welfare workers. 

Divorce and separation. Divorce is very rare. There has been some 
experience with property and access hearings. Social and community 
pressures operate to keep couples together. There is pressure against the 
break-up of families and marital breakdown is accompanied by guilt and 
isolation from the rest of the Turkish community. In the absence of other 
supports, those who divorce feel in the wrong. If the wife leaves, she 
carries a large burden of guilt because she is not being a proper wife and 
mother. Women's refuges cannot cope with the different food prefer
ences, and there is a view in the Turkish community that these refuges 
are run by prostitutes and that the Australian government encourages the 
break-up of marriages by providing refuges and income support. 

Welfare workers see marriages that, in their terms, are a disaster, but 
clearly the couples concerned cannot afford to see it like that. In Turkey, 
the wife may have had some supports, but in Australia she is likely to be 
isolated. There is a strong view that a wife is supposed to stay with her 
husband and family. Women who run away are regarded as bad, and 
women who do so in every case try to make it clear to welfare workers that 
there are special reasons for doing so and that they are different from 
other women who do it. In other words, those Turkish women who leave 
the marital home have a strong need to justify their actions to themselves 
as well as to the worker involved. The stigma that surrounds separated 
couples is particularly attached to women, who may also fear being the 
object of unwanted attention. 

Separation affects visiting patterns, as single men are unlikely to 
visit families. This also applies when there is a death in the family. One 
case known to Ecumenical Migrant Centre staff was of a 67-year-old 
woman who was too ashamed to go out and sit in the park because people 
would say that she was gadding about now that she was a widow. 

Visiting. Women visit women. Single men are restricted to coffee 
houses and the like. All social activities take place as families, but once a 
group is together it splits into men and women. 

Circumcision. This continues as an extremely important ritual occasion 
in Australia. When families book a hospital room, both the room and the 
bed are decorated. When the boy is brought home, there is a huge party 
with the child receiving gifts, money, and so on, and being the centre of 
attention. Some families hire a hall or reception room, and the 
celebration on the same scale as a wedding or engagement party is held. 
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Families have been known to borrow $1500 on Bankcard, for example, to 
pay for their son's party, even though they are already in debt. 
Circumcision takes place not later than age eight or nine. It signifies the 
child's acceptance of his Islamic identity, and it is the single most 
important occasion in the life of a male child. 

Violence. Violence in families is not condoned. A woman's male 
relatives would regard it as their duty to protect her in such a situation. If 
it happens, a wife would be unlikely to seek help from Australian 
institutions, such as the police or social workers. First, help is sought 
from family, especially older relatives. Australian social workers may 
suggest going to the police, which is culturally inappropriate. 

Mediation in family disputes. This would normally be the function of 
family elders, but often these family members are not here. Government 
immigration policy since the 1970s has prevented large-scale family 
reunion, and the economic situation of Turkish families is such that often 
when parents are brought out under maintenance guarantees it imposes 
great strain on families. Some religious families seek mediation through 
the mosque. Occasionally, where there is a relationship of trust, family 
matters will be brought to social or welfare workers. 

Marriage. Most marriages are arranged with guided parental choice. In 
few cases are people unhappy with the choice of partner. Pressure is 
strong to marry an approved partner. Marriage celebrations are huge 
affairs. Families are known to have borrowed thousands of dollars from 
finance companies to pay for wedding parties. A girl who got married 
without full celebration would be regarded as very unlucky. 

Home ownership. Young Turkish couples have the dual pressure of 
paying off their debts and buying a house, and having a child. Buying a 
home is a life-time pressure that is put before all recreational activities. 
Families asked why they don't have leisure pursuits even once a year 
might say, 'Oh, we haven't paid off our house yet'. 
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Historical Background 

Present-day Lebanon as a political entity was formally created after the 
Versailles Conference following the First World War, which transferred 
that part of the Ottoman Empire to French mandate, a situation that 
lasted until the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939. Lebanon was 
historically the land of the Phoenicians, the Semitic tribes, the mediaeval 
land of the Crusaders, the Caliphs and the Saracens, and from 1516 to 
1918, the subject of Ottoman suzerainty, part of a loosely structured 
feudal organization. Traditionally, Lebanon has been the refuge of 
dissident Middle East peoples, Muslims and Christians, whose safety 
was guaranteed to some extent by the tradition of regional autonomy 
under the Caliphs and Ottomans. This left internal affairs relatively 
untouched in each feu, provided tribute was raised and sovereignty 
accepted (Hourani, 1954; 1976; Salibi, 1965; Owen, 1976). The popu
lation was a complex conglomeration of Christian and dissenting 
Christian sects; Muslims and dissenting Muslim sects. The most 
important groups were the Maronite Christians and the Druze Muslims. 
The country was divided into millets (communities) of religious, not 
regional affiliations. Millet laws over-ruled local laws for the individuals 
of each millet, preventing people from acquiring social or regional unity. 
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It also prevented religious denominations from developing regional or 
geographical power bases, and militated against a unifying identity that 
may have overcome language and doctrinal barriers (McKay, 1980). 

The vilayet (district or province) of Beirut was created in 1864 
during an administrative reorganization of the Ottoman Empire; it 
incorporated the vilayets of Tripoli and Sidon, while the vilayet ofBique 
became part of the Damascus regional administration. This organization 
virtually created the divisive problems of modern Lebanon, for the 
autonomous mutesarriJate (feudal region) of the Lebanon was virtually 
under the control of non-Lebanese Christians and Druze Emirs. By 1932 
the Muslim population of Sunnis, Shias, Druze, Alawis and Ismailis was 
383180, and the Christian population of Maronites, Catholic Christians, 
Eastern Orthodox, Armenians, Assyrians and Protestants numbered 
392 544. Jews and others at that time numbered 6819 (Hourani, 1954: 
p. 121). 

Nationalism developed among the major communities and divisions 
arose between them; the Arab Revolt between 1916 and 1919 failed to 
secure dominance and autonomy for the Arab/Muslim populations and 
the Sykes-Picot Treaty secretly negotiated in 1916 guaranteed French 
post-war control of Syria and Lebanon as French mandates. This had the 
effect of ensuring Maronite Christian political dominance. Following the 
fall of France and the establishment of the Vichy regime, the free French 
under de Gaulle unilaterally proclaimed Lebanese independence in 
1941, despite the fact that Lebanon was under de facto British control at 
the time. Before they withdrew in 1946, the French wrangled with the 
British authorities about holding elections, suspended the constitution 
for the second time in four years and created a united nationalist 
opposition against themselves. In the new republic in 1946, a plural 
society in which communities coexisted under a common structure, 
reformist groups kept Muslim nationalism initially confined. The official 
language was to be Arabic, but French was allowed for certain official 
legal matters. Votes were given to women in 1953. 

External events - the rise of Nasser in Egypt, the rise of Arab 
nationalism and big-power manipulations that fuelled Arab/Muslim 
resentments, not least the behaviour of Israel - created a militant 
opposition that, by 1957, had set the pattern for future violent 
confrontation. This has persisted with growing frequency for 25 years. 
The Arab-Israeli wars of the period created a Palestinian Arab refugee 
popUlation in the Lebanon, which sustains the Muslim nationalist fight 
for control and heightens the Christian political animosity. The earlier 
constant civil wars created surges of refugee migration to Australia (in 
the 1970s, particularly in 1976-77). The social and political upheavals 
following the large-scale Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 have 
provided additional impetus for large-scale movement of Lebanese 
people, some of whom have found refuge in Australia. 
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Traditional Religions 
and Customs 

Islam 

Religion plays a dominant role in Lebanese society, both in Lebanon and 
Australia. The various customs and religions developed within the 
geographical divisions of a maritime commercial littoral, with a mainly 
Sunni Muslim population, a hinterland of Maronite Christians in the 
north and Druze Muslim agricultural populations in the Mount 
Lebanon area. 

Islam has now become the religion of the majority of Lebanese. It 
includes the Sunni, the Shia, the Druze, the Ismaili and Alawi Muslims. 
The Sunni Muslims believe that the legitimate succession of the caliphs 
derives from Abu Bakr, successor of the apostle of God, the first caliph, 
and Muhammad's earliest and most devoted supporter. The Prophet is 
said to have indicated his own preference in the succession by 
nominating Abu Bakr to lead the public prayers during his last illness. 
The Shia Muslims (known in Lebanon as the Metawali) believe that the 
legitimate succession of the caliphs derives from Ali, the Prophet'S 
son-in-law (husband of Fatima, the Prophet'S daughter), cousin of the 
Prophet, and the fourth caliph. The wars of the caliphate succession 
ended with the military defeat of Ali who, with his rival, was deposed in 
favour of the unity of Islam. Ali's descendents by Fatima, known as the 
Fatimids, ruled Egypt. Ali is known among the Shias as the Lion of God, 
whose legitimacy as caliph derived in part from his direct religious 
instruction by the Prophet and the simplicity and nobility of his religious 
profession. The Druze sect originated in the eleventh century, when 
followers of the Fatimid caliph Hakim venerated him as the last 
incarnation of God. Initially converts to the sect were made among the 
Ismailis, an earlier fragmentation of the Shias at the time of the eighth 
century caliphate succession controversy. The main Druze characteristics 
are the belief in initiation and exclusion of the uninitiated, the rigour of 
their moral code, and their social and religious solidarity. The Ismailis 
believe that the orthodox caliphate descent derives from the seventh 
imam of the Shia succession. They also believe in the successive 
incarnations of God; transmigration of souls; the infallibility of the 
imam; and in initiates who receive doctrines directly from the imam. The 
sect developed into a territorial group known as the Assassins at the time 
of the decline of the Fatimid caliphs in Egypt. They profess allegiance to 
the Agha Khan at an annual ceremony. The Alawis are a development 
from the Ismailis. They regard Ali as the incarnation of God, believe in 
esoteric doctrines, and possess a liturgy that marks them off from other 
Muslim communities. 
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Christianity 

Christianity, the other dominant religion in Lebanon, also includes a 
number of sects. The Maronites have a Syriac liturgy, and a patriarch at 
Antioch resident in Beirut. They rejoined the Roman Catholic commun
ity in 1736 after 1300 years of schism but remain autocephalic 
(independent archiepiscopal or patriarchal jurisdiction). During Byzan
tine and Crusading periods the Maronites supported the Christian forces 
against Muslim invaders, and they remained religiously autonomous 
under Ottoman rule. They were attacked and massacred by Druzes in 
1860, opening the way for French intervention to protect Christianity. 
The Five Uniate Churches of Catholicism, which split off from the 
Eastern Orthodoxies, include the Greek, Syrian, Armenian, Chaldean 
and Catholic churches. The Eastern Orthodoxies include the Syrian and 
Armenian Orthodox churches, which differ fundamentally from the 
Maronites on doctrinal matters but use a Syriac liturgy; their head is also 
called the patriarch of Antioch, residing at Homs. They were the original 
persecutors of the Maronite sect. The Greek Orthodox sect fragmented 
from the Roman Church in the eleventh century, rejecting the papal 
claim to universal supremacy. They have an Arabic liturgy and a 
patriarch of Antioch resident in Damascus. The Assyrian Orthodox sect 
split off from the Roman Church in the fifth century on doctrinal issues. 
They are remnants of the Nestorian Church, use a distinctive Syriac 
liturgy, and have a spiritual head without a formal title at present. 

All the Christian religions of the Lebanon have auto cephalic 
traditions and are all schismatic in origin, with the exception of the 
Roman Catholics. The Maronites have the advantage of having the 
spiritual and political head in one person, who is resident in Lebanon, 
giving them a degree of political influence. 

Traditional Lebanese customs derived from 

1. religious observance and sanctions: Christians unlike Muslims 
have no mandatory dietary proscriptions; Muslims, with the exception of 
the Druze, allow polygamy but Christians are monogamous; 

2. the extended family unit was traditionally housed under one roof 
but was modified initially to separate dwellings, and more recently to 
dwellings in countries other than the Lebanon, functioning as a kinship
based economic and social welfare system; 

3. the economic, social and political predominance of men over 
women, considerably modified among the wealthy, well-educated and 
urbanized population; and 

4. an innate exclusiveness within each community, which is, 
beyond the major and obvious religious differences, the result of 
historical arid geographical factors of location at the crossroads of 
political turbulence, cultural influences and trade routes. 
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The Maronite community is also very tightly organized internally. 
It is in itself an extended family, producing social, political and economic 
cohesiveness. This is reflected in the high rate of endogamy (marriage 
within the group: 70 per cent in the second generation and 49 per cent in 
the third generation) (Khalaf, 1976; McKay, 1980). Antiochans also have 
a relatively high rate of in-marriage: 55 per cent in the first and 40 per 
cent in the second generation. In contrast, the Melkites, a schism of the 
Syrian Orthodoxy, have low rates of 28 per cent in the first and 16 per 
cent in the second generation. The high and comparable level of 
endogamy in the second generation for Maronites and Antiochans 
illustrates the strength of the Church in upholding traditional Lebanese 
cultural and family values through its institutions such as schools, social 
dubs and welfare associations. The church building itself is significant. 
Historically Lebanese Christians regarded their churches as a material 
expression of their survival against invading Islam. In Australia, the 
church building is the material expression of their cultural values and a 
focus for their social and political identity. 

For the Muslim, the mosque is a statement of their faith, a place for 
cultural and social contact, and for migrants sustenance for their 
psychological identity in a predominantly non-Muslim community 
(although Islam is the largest religious grouping, other than Christianity, 
in Australia). Earlier, Lebanese Muslim migrants used the informal 
public gatherings such as Id-al-Adha and Id-al Fitr (celebrations ending 
Ramadan) to stimulate interest in founding special associations to deal 
with migrant problems in Australia, such as education and customary 
law regarding marriage and divorce in the Australian legal framework. 
Lebanese Muslims are considered to be socio-economically disadvant
aged even in relation to other migrant Muslims, mostly educated 
Indians, Pakistanis and Egyptians, and they have special problems in 
language, customs and aims (Chami, 1982). 

Both Muslim and Christian Lebanese migrants have difficulty 
identifying with the Australian concept of a unified nation, coming as 
they do from a socially, politically and religiously fragmented culture. 
The literature reinforces the image of Lebanese culture as diverse, 
individualistic, and exclusive rather than homogeneous. However, there 
are important and common strands present in both religious communi
ties: the extended family, male dominance, religious rather than secular 
personal status, and personal rather than state responsibility for the 
management and resolution of problems of daily life (Khalaf, 1976; Ata, 
1979a-c; Humphrey, 1982; Dib, 1975). The national language is Arabic 
but French is also spoken, and many educated Lebanese, especially the 
Christians, speak English fluently. 

Problems of socio-religious acculturation in Australia are considered 
by Ata (1979c). A set of respondents were questioned about their 
religious affiliation: 20 per cent did not attend the churches or mosques 
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of the affiliation they acknowledged; and 20 per cent were not attached to 
any church or mosque. Ata concluded that religious affiliation mattered 
less to these migrants than social status, though he thinks that a 
combination of religion and nationality specifies Lebanese identity. In 
another of his samples, 49 per cent were not members of any Lebanese 
association, but 78 per cent were not members of any Australian 
association either; about 23 per cent had successfully integrated to some 
extent with Australian society. In reactions to favourable or unfavourable 
reactions towards them as Lebanese, 30 out of 90 had experienced an 
adverse or negative reaction; 8 out of 90 had had a favourable or moderate 
reaction; and 46 out of 90 had had a qualified or other negative reaction. 

Migration to Australia 
Lebanese migration to Australi~ began in the gold rush days of the 1890s, 
and most migrants at that stage were Maronite Christians. By 1901 about 
2000 Lebanese had arrived, and by the early 1930s this had slowly risen 
to over 3000. Between 1959 and 1979,48 171 Lebanese migrants arrived, 
both assisted and unassisted by the government. Lebanese now constitute 
the largest Arabic speaking migrant population in Australia. In the 
1976-1977 civil war, 12144 Lebanese migrants arrived in Australia, 
whereas for 1974-75 the number was 1445, and in 1977-78 it was 2520. 

A common migration process was chain migration, which involved 
the father making the initial migration, followed by his immediate family 
and in later years by members of his extended family, males coming first 
followed by the female members. The reasons for leaving Lebanon 
include perceived and actual religious intimidation, poor social conditions 
and economic opportunities, poor educational opportunities for siblings, 
and an adverse or turbulent political climate. The major aim in the new 
country was and is to develop conditions in which the children would 
increase their socio-economic opportunities. The difference in moti
vation to emigrate between pre- and post-1967 waves is reflected in the 
politicized behaviour and affiliations of the more recent groups (Chami, 
1982). 

Demography of the Lebanese community in Australia 

In 1947 there were only 1886 Lebanese-born settlers in Australia. By 
1976 their numbers had increased to 33424, and according to the 1981 
census, they numbered 49 625 of which 26 623 were male and 23 002 were 
female. Table 6.1 gives the structure of Lebanese-born population of 
Australia by age and sex. 
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Table 6.1 Lebanese-born by age and sex, 1981 

Sex Age 

0-14 15-19 20-24 25-34 35.-14 45-54 55-59 60-64 65e Total 

Male 3512 2643 2899 7279 5416 2826 957 365 721 26623 
Female 3208 2659 3525 6189 3410 2106 .780 357 763 23002 

Total 6720 5302 6424 13468 8826 4932 1737 722 1484 49625 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Cross Classified Characteristics of Persons and 
Dwellings, 1981 Census of Population and Housing, Australia. Catalogue No. 2452.0 
Canberra, 1983, Table I, p. 3. 

Most of the Lebanese-born take up Australian citizenship as soon as 
they become eligible. Between January 1945 and June 1981, a total of 
41953 Lebanese took up Australian citizenship (Department of 
Immigration, 1982). The sex ratio of the Lebanese tends to be slightly 
imbalanced. There were 86 women for every 100 men in 1981. As the 
data in Table 6.1 show, the imbalance in the sex ratio tends to be highest 
in the age category 35-44. The sex ratio for persons below the age of 20 
tends to be normal. As Table 6.2 shows, most of the Lebanese tend to be 
married and very few were divorced in 1981. 

Table 6.2 Lebanese-born by marital status, 1981 

Sex Marital status 

Never Now Separated, not 
married married divorced Divorced Widowed Total 

Male 10326 15621 244 250 178 26623 
Female 6610 14656 314 297 1122 23002 

Total 16936 30277 558 547 1300 49625 

Source: Asfor Table 6.1. 

Most of the Lebanese workers tend to be engaged in blue-collar 
occupations (76 per cent with a median income of between $8001 and 
$12000for men and between $3001 and $8000 for women in 1981). Over 
40 per cent of women, compared with about 9 per cent of men, received 
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no income in 1981 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1983). In general, 
Lebanese men, with an average of eleven years of schooling, are more 
educated than Lebanese women. 

In general, the demographic profile shows a relatively young 
Lebanese population with a peak in the 25 to 34 age group and with males 
outnumbering females by about 15 per cent. Most Lebanese have settled 
in New South Wales, followed by Victoria, South Australia, Queensland, 
Western Australia, Australian Capital Territory, Tasmania and the 
Northern Territory. Like other post Second World War immigrants, 
most Lebanese immigrants tend to concentrate in the major Australian 
cities especially Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide. The preceding 
demographic profile refers to Lebanese-born persons residing in 
Australia in 1981. The total population of Lebanese origin, however, is 
estimated to be over 100000 (Mograby, 1981). 

Family and Kinship 
Organization 

The Lebanese family is traditionally patrilineal, endogamous and 
extended, with wide and complex kin relationships known to all 
members of the kinship group. In contemporary Lebanese society, the 
extended family still functions as a socio-economic group spread over 
large geographical areas of residence, on occasion transversing continents, 
and sustaining the traditional functions of economic, social and welfare 
interdependence. The individual, though a more separate identity in 
modern times, is still dependent on kinship structure for identity 
protection, economic advancement or security. Relations between kin 
were, and still are, institutionalized; obligations and rights are clearly 
defined, even in alien social and economic environments. Welfare 
agencies are familial rather than state structures; economic agencies 
follow suit and are kinship interdependent. 

Other factors in the traditional culture - political, economic, and 
military modernization, the emergence of a powerful middle class, and 
physical and social mobility - have produced new urbanized economic 
units in the family firm and the family corporation (Farsoun, 1970). The 
partnerships, the managerial structure, and the corporate shareholding 
are dominated by kinship participation, a form of nepotism Samith 
Farsoun describes as being regarded as dysfunctional in the West, but 
which is the most appropriate response in a technically under-developed 
country that lacks a large pool of expertise and resources to draw on, and 
in a society with an inbuilt cultural distrust of strangers. The family 
corporation has controlled the fissiparous tendencies (that is, of splitting 
up holdings) of inheritance laws; family corporate share holding means 
that the inheritance remains within the extended family as an economic 
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asset. This in turn maintains the employment agency function of the 
extended family, a form of welfare system in which there is an obligation 
to find employment for kinsmen and which transcends the size and 
location of the family firm. Emigrants from Lebanon are generally 
assured of migrant kin support and some form of job or economic 
protection in a new country. 

Family and kin relationships 

Family welfare 

The Lebanese state had no government welfare system of any sort until 
1961. The extended family functioned as a welfare unit for aged relatives, 
single unproductive kin, and other disadvantaged family members, for 
example, orphaned children. The convention is easily adapted to new 
countries. Parents who are able to care for themselves live independently 
but near their married children, who are ultimately responsible for them 
when they are old. 

The obligations of supported kin living with a family are to 
contribute to general household functions. Married siblings or family 
units that do not contribute to the extended family welfare system may be 
ostracized; children are seen as sources of relative security. Religion and 
religious personal status laws sustain extended kinship structures, 
providing material, moral and social support, such as youth activities and 
clubs. 

The extended family structure is modified by social and spatial 
migration. Among middle-class Lebanese, for example, modernization, 
a higher (and often overseas) education, upward social mobility, 
enhanced individualism, and a legacy of Westernization modify the 
traditional extended family structure and role. Middle-class professional 
activities are often sustained by extended kinship financial aid. 

The extended family also functions as a marriage bureau, but this 
function is reduced by social mobility, modernization, education, 
increased political awareness and a degree of secularization (Ayoub, 
1970). This occurs within Lebanon as well as in the migrant host country. 
Traditional techniques of mediation and consultation are modified 
sufficiently to remain functional in alien socio-economic environments. 
Both Humphrey (n.d.) and Farsoun (1970) suggest that traditional 
extended family and kinship organizations are essentially adaptable 
social structures; that many Lebanese migrants coming to Australia have 
already lived in a relatively mobile society in which changes in kinship 
and family life have been going on for some time; and that the structure of 
the extended family is still a vital one, especially to migrant Lebanese life, 
and is elastic enough to encompass some of the demands of a new 
environment. 
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Adaptations made by second-generation Lebanese migrants in 
marriage show that 61 per cent of male Lebanese migrants married 
Australian brides but only 38 per cent of female Lebanese migrants 
married Australian groonis, indicating that familial obligations were 
obeyed more by females than males (Storer, 1981). In Lebanon, family 
structure was regarded as less binding by younger community members, 
who chose more modern methods, such as legal proceedings, to resolve 
intra-family strife (Ayoub, 1970; Storer, 1981). 

Honour and shame are important features of Lebanese family 
organization and familial obligations. Honour comes from success that is 
reflected in the family and family name; shame accrues to a family when 
members flout conventions in religion, such as by intermarrying with a 
socially unsatisfactory partner. 

The model example of a Lebanese extended family would be of 
parents and their children, grandparents, and unattached dependent 
relatives under one roof, and similar families of kin living nearby. In 
Australia this pattern may be reduced to a nuclear family unit of parents 
and children with kin nuclear families too far away or too occupied to 
function as domestic or social auxiliaries. 

The family is protected by the Lebanese Constitution and (in times 
of peace) the domicile is inviolable. Thus the role of the male head of the 
family is institutionalized within the family house. His perceptions of 
his absolute authority are reinforced by custom, making it difficult for 
male heads of household in Australia to accept state intervention in 
the physical management of his family, in accordance with the Family 
Law Act. 

On the other hand the state in Lebanon has 'interfered' in family 
affairs to the extent of supplying family allowances to large families from 
1963. It was provided for up to five children in each family and limited to 
those on wages, a concept so defined as to exclude managers, self
employed tradesmen, small businessmen and those employed on 
commission. This meant that with the high current fertility rate, many 
large families were ineligible for this family allowance. Pension and 
retirement schemes also exist in Lebanon. 

Humphrey (1982) maintains that the continuance of family tradi
tional structures is a defence against the uncertainties of their socio
cultural and socio-economic status as migrants in Australian society. 
Family values still central to migrant Lebanese culture are unicy, that is, 
the collective economic and social values of the family; the continued 
division of sex roles in Australia, despite adaptations, such as women 
assuming extra roles and men losing economic predominance; the 
recognition of a male family head, with the attendant assumption by men 
of responsibility in the moral and social welfare of the women; and 
persistence of familial reciprocity and obligation, even during prolonged 
or extensive geographical separations of family members. 
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There is no religious law in Australia equivalent to secular law and 
religious heads have no legal status in Australia (with the exception of 
Aboriginal tribal law and even here there is no concerted acceptance in all 
states). Muslims accept the affinity of state with religious law, but 
Christians with a long religious history of conflict of state and church do 
not do so. Each religious sect in Lebanon has its own personal status laws, 
which the state respects and which have legal status. This is the initial 
problem facing a migrant dealing with the holistic secular Australian law. 
Further, the protection of the rights of the family unit may bring 
Lebanese into conflict with Australian law where that infringes the rights 
of other citizens: ignoring local laws and by-laws, industrial and labour 
laws, health and sanitary by-laws, marriage laws, child-care and welfare 
laws. Increasingly, Lebanese Muslims are turning to ethnic welfare 
associations in preference to the imams or to family elders who have no 
legal status to resolve adaptation conflicts. Humphrey discusses the way 
in which Lebanese migrants circumvent conflict by using Australian 
legal conventions to achieve the requirements of the Shari'a; for example, 
in the dowry system in which, instead of paying the dowry in the 
conventional Islamic way, the groom writes a note of indebtedness to the 
bride which is witnessed by a solicitor. This makes the money transaction 
binding, enforceable, and within the requirements of the Shari'a. 

In particular, Australian family law conflicts or interferes with 
Muslim traditional religious law, the Shari'a, in matters where individual 
welfare is the concern of the Australian law and family, and community 
relations are the implicit concern of the Shari'a with emphasis on the 
patrilineal group. Australian family law appears rigid in some circum
stances where Lebanese customs or the Shari'a allow flexibility and 
choice of method in resolving the conflict. There is no single cultural and 
legal code such as exists in the Australian system. Family honour remains 
a fundamental concept, though this is often stated less clearly than in 
Lebanon because of the changing role of women in Australian migrant 
communities. The concept of honour and the Shari'a are used in 
Lebanese society to regulate family relations in all aspects of family life; 
in Australia, there is no legal sanction, beyond that of the sheikhs as 
marriage celebrants, to enforce the Shari'a. Consequently, family 
disputes are often carried on at two levels, the Australian legal and the 
community or cultural. Internal family organization is strengthened by 
chain migration, proxy marriage, and financial remittances; community 
organization is strengthened by religious and religio-legal observances 
and adherence to Shari'a jurisdiction (Humphrey, 1982; Mackie, 1982). 

There is a modernizing tendency among some in Lebanon to 
patronize the state legal system as an avenue of conflict resolution. 
Christian families do resort to the legal system, and it may be supposed, 
therefore, that Christian migrants do not have as much difficulty with 
Australian family law as Muslim migrants. 
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Family power 

In the patrilineal extended family, power is exerted by the father of the 
family over all members, and by males over females and by parents over 
children. Physical as well as organizational power is exerted by the family 
over recalcitrant members within one unit. 

Some erosion of family powers would already have occurred among 
some migrant families reaching Australia and the new socio-economic 
setting in Australia could hasten the process. Family power may also 
have to succumb to litigation processes, for example, in land ownership 
disputes, where younger members have recourse to legal procedures 
rather than traditional mediation processes (Ayoub, 1970). Conflict with 
secular judicial processes may occur with the exercise of family power, 
especially over daughters and wives (Humphrey, 1980). Lebanese family 
law defines the legal age of maturity as 18 years, under which consent of 
parents is required; there are punitive clauses regarding infringements, 
but modulations of religious family law are respected and allowed, in for 
instance, the transfer of jurisdiction over females from the parental to the 
matrimonial family. 

Family power may also be affected by economic necessity, especially 
in a migrant country where the wife has to work outside the home as well 
as function domestically, thus disrupting the power structure through 
which the male directs the family economy (Ata, 1982; Chami, 1982). 
Socially mobile children may also reduce family power by becoming and 
choosing to remain economically independent. By becoming much 
better educated than the parents they increase their social mobility. They 
do not necessarily relinquish cultural norms, however, at least publicly, 
particularly in the areas of expressed sexual mores (Ata, 1982). 

Power structure of the family 

The division of labour between male and female was clearly defined in 
traditional society. The female was the domestic manager and worker; 
the male was the provider and worker. Modernization, social mobility 
and economic necessity have meant that the female role has enlarged to 
cover both domestic manager and economic worker, especially among 
migrants; the male role has not so enlarged. Considerable variations in 
the traditional role have occurred in some. migrant families. There are 
some instances where Lebanese women (like other isolated women but 
with additional problems of separation from the traditional family 
structure, often without the money or knowledge to seek extended family 
members in other districts for help) are said to have resorted to child 
abuse when daily domestic crises become insupportable. Further, the 
power that Lebanese mothers have within the family is dissipated in 
isolation, and self-satisfaction and self-respect wane (Porteous, n.d.). 
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Traditionally the role of the male was to transmit the family wealth, 
both in material objects and in knowledge to the younger males, and the 
female role was to transmit domestic and female skills including 
obedience. This transmission of traditional knowledge is said not to have 
included sexual information (at least for females). Dispersion, urban
ization and nuclear families have made sex instruction a necessity in the 
Western view, an attitude now shared by many migrant Lebanese 
families. 

Children within the family unit have a form of power and an 
economic value, but this was traditionally controlled by the expectations 
of parents and the conventions of filial obedience and responsibility 
(Ayoub, 1970; Farsoun, 1970; Humphrey, 1982). 

Families also exert power in society. The power of a family name 
such as Shaikh or Sayyid among Muslims, for example, is known and 
used. In Australia, migrant families repeat this disposition, although this 
is not an exclusively Lebanese trait. The name has a cultural significance, 
an expression of cultural identity that goes beyond the material 
manifestations of prestige, for Australians as well as for Lebanese. 

Extended interviews conducted by the authors generally reinforced 
these observations about the role of the family in Australian Lebanese 
society. (The respondents included five leaders of the Lebanese com
munity in Adelaide and eight Lebanese blue-collar workers in Sydney 
and Melbourne. The workers were interviewed by one of the authors as 
part of another study on industrial relations.) Our respondents agreed 
that the family was central to Lebanese life and worth preserving, 
notwithstanding the difficulties in preserving family importance and 
ascendancy in the face of cultural and social pressures from Australian 
society. All expressed concern that the conflict of values does loosen 
family ties for descendants born in Australia, and that the independent 
behaviour of younger generations brought shame and dishonour to the 
family name. Almost all male respondents expressed dislike of the 
perceived interference of government social welfare schemes in the 
autonomy of Lebanese family management. These welfare schemes were 
seen as real and potential sources of cultural conflict. 

Sex roles 

Social roles of men and women are clearly defined in traditional 
Lebanese society and are still applicable. Traditionally the female role is 
to be subordinate, submissive and dependent; the male is dominant, 
authoritative and executive. The function of women is primarily 
maternal, principally domestic; the function of males is economic, 
societal, and mediatory in family and public affairs. The parental role of 
the female is to nurture, and to transmit domestic and cultural knowledge 
in that sphere; the parental role of the male is to instruct young males in 



186 Chapter 6 

socio-economic management in the outside world for the'benefit of the 
family, and to transmit or arrange for the transmission of religio-cultural 
knowledge. Both Islam and Christianity place women in a subordinate 
position in the exercise of religion, so in Lebanese society there is no 
comparable female custodial function as in Buddhism. Until the 1940s, 
men and women were seated separately in Christian churches, as in 
Jewish synagogues. 

The traditional role of female siblings is to be energetic and efficient 
domestically; to be submissive and obedient to parental and familial 
direction; to defer to all males in the house and, on marriage, to devote 
these obediences to the matrimonial family. The young male role is 
traditionally circumscribed by socio-economic status, by expectations of . 
prowess and success, the right choosing of a bride, and maintaining 
family honour and prestige in society. He operates under special 
privilege from babyhood in educational, financial and social matters 
(Sweet, 1974b). Although these roles are clearly defined and culturally 
enforced, education, social mobility and urbanization have modified 
them, especially among the upper classes in cities (Salama, 1977). 

Humphrey (1982) discusses the division of sex roles in relation to 
cultural conflict between Lebanese norms and the egalitarian individ
ualistic ethic that informs Australian family law. He notes that the 
underlying interests dealt with in court procedures are those contained in 
the traditional domination of men in the organization and regulation of 
family relations, which for Muslims are expressed in the honour code 
('ird) and the Shari'a. These issues of moral blame and retribution are 
sometimes dealt with by the migrant men outside the functioning of the 
Family Law Court, and this unilateral action brings them into conflict 
with the law, both civil and family. 

Male dominance carries with it obligation to protect, not only the 
female and aged members of the extended family, but also the family 
honour by disciplining males in the family and supporting members who 
have been disadvantaged by male transgressions or neglect. Humphrey 
points out that senior women in a family may also take responsibility for 
family morality and honour, and the status of motherhood extends both 
moral and hierarchical supremacy over the females in the whole family. 
In migrant families, the woman assumes the added responsibility of 
economic provider, which does not necessarily increase her status. 
Rather it can cause conflict within the conventional status structure, for 
the men resent the woman's new role. 

Traditionally daughters suffer educational deprivation, since a son's 
education and advancement are more important. Economic necessity, 
however, also means that the female role is extended into the economic 
and labour fields; among the well-to-do, the females move into tertiary 
education and the prospect of future socio-economic independence. In 
an effort to circumscribe the freedom of females in Australia, some 
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Lebanese migrants have sent girls to segregated private schools in 
preference to coeducational state schools; Muslim families have even 
sent daughters to single-sex Catholic schools to achieve greater super
vision (Humphrey, 1980; 1982). Another practice is to remove girls from 
school at the age of puberty, which may be well below the legal age for 
withdrawing from formal education. This is sometimes rationalized as a 
need for economic support in the family business, and these rationales 
are supported by religious and cultural mores (Ata, 1982). The 
requirement for female sexual purity and 'acceptance' of male sexual 
permissiveness is seen by Ata as an integral part of the ethos of male 
dominance in Lebanese culture, which he calls the 'male double 
standard'. Supervision of females is to protect female modesty, an 
essential requirement in marriage negotiations and contracts. Despite 
strict supervision of females, the prospective bride and groom play 
almost equivalent obedient roles, each being directed by over-riding 
family status and honour. 

All our respondents agreed that in theory and practice the role of 
women was subordinate to that of men. It was said that the main function, 
of women was in the domestic domain, where they exerted considerable 
influence and were respected and deferred to by men and had cultural 
significance, dignity and status as mothers. 

There was general concurrence that women were expected to marry, 
and to this end their social behaviour should not impugn either their own 
honour or that of their families. Parental and familial discipline was 
expected to counteract behaviour that could lead to disgrace, but the 
problems of interaction with Australian society created conflicts of 
values and a desire for more independence, in which the younger 
generation, as one respondent put it, 'lost their culture'. 

There were, however, some subtle contradictions. The best was 
expected and striven for, for all the children, including the girls, 
especially of the upper socio-economic levels of Lebanese society. The 
girls were, therefore, well educated at tertiary level, often professionally 
qualified (as doctors or architects, for instance) and some were in 
professional practice, but the aim, as expressed by the respondents, was 
that their girls would marry and become dutiful wives and mothers in a 
family of their own. For all respondents, men were seen as heads of 
households, decision makers, socially and culturally more dominant than 
women, but not necessarily more powerful, except in the public sphere. 

Marriage formation and dissolution 

Marriage formation 

As traditional Lebanese marriages were endogamous, they were arranged 
within the extended family network and sometimes outside it. Those who 
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baulked at or defied the tradition brought shame and dishonour to their 
families. Women were expected to be pliant to the father's or family's 
wishes in marriage arrangements; family power requirements and 
custom over-rode personal preference. Each religious community has its 
own set of prohibitions, dealing with consanguinity, affinity and religion. 
Personal status laws codify these rules; most of the prohibitions restrict 
the man, since the woman is thought to have no choice. 

Official minimum ages for marriage vary with each sect and are 
generally related to the onset of puberty and fertility. The Greek 
Orthodox community has the highest minimum age of 18 for both males 
and females; the Jews set the lowest age for females, 12Y2 years, and 18 
years for males. There is an acceptable reduced age category, which again 
varies with sect and is reduced to an absolute minimum of 9 years for 
both Sunni and Shia sects. Consent of parents is regarded as mandatory. 
Marriages of minors without parental consent fall under penal provision 
in the Lebanese Family Law Act. Religious doctrines also allow 
Christians and Druze to have only one wife; Jews can be either 
monogamous or polygynous to two wives, and Muslims may have up to 
four wives if able to support them. 

Intermarriage is generally prohibited, although it does occur. 
Catholic Christians have wider prohibitions on intermarriage than most, 
prohibiting intermarriage with non-Catholic Christians, although again 
this does occur, and the Catholic Church allows it if the children are to be 
instructed in the Catholic faith. Muslim men are allowed to intermarry 
with Jews and Christian women (People of the Book) without demanding 
acceptance of Islam as a prerequisite; for other intermarriage, the non
Muslim partner must accept Islam before the marriage. The dowry is an 
important component of marriage transactions for both Muslims, 
provided by the groom, and Christians, provided by the bride's parents, 
and it is a significant part of the ritual and negotiations. 

While chastity and virginity are highly prized and are said to be 
obligatory for females, premarital intercourse is sometimes used as 
justification for a marriage to be arranged. A study based on the analysis 
of 3398 marriage contracts among the Lebanese Druze from 1931 to 
1974, demonstrated the connection between social differences within the 
Druze community (such as social class, and political affiliation and 
divisions) and the institution of marriage (Alamuddin and Starr, 1980). 
For instance, analysis of the marriage contract showed that maher (or 
meher - bride wealth or dowry) is highly influenced by the values Druze 
place on the bride's virginity and previous marital status (divorcees are 
least appreciated), social class origins, political affiliation, kin relation
ship, physical proximity or closeness to parents, and age. The study also 
reveals the persistent adherence of the Lebanese Druze to their traditions 
over the period studied. A Druze community religious leader reported 
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that many of the values of the Druze community pertaining to the 
institution of marriage were similar to those of the values of the Lebanese 
in general (Alamuddin and Starr, 1980). Modernization has meant that 
some girls are no longer so pliant to parental arrangements as in the past, 
but statistics indicate that there is still a significant degree of compliance, even among the second generation. The traditional purpose of marriage was social and economic, to increase family wealth by dowries and to 
increase family wealth by children. 

In Australia, marriage is controlled through the Marriage Act, 
which does not present great difficulties for Christians, except in the 
matter of minimum age. Difficulties exist for Muslims, because the Shari'a law generally regulates marriage and its dissolution. This has 
been resolved, in part, by making the sheikh the official marriage 
celebrant, allowing him to marry couples under both laws at once, and 
also to conduct proxy marriages legally in Australia under the Muslim 
system of guardianship or wali (Humphrey, 1982). The social implications 
of marriage are extremely important, since two families' interests and 
welfare are at stake. 

Conflict about marriage settlements arises only when one family 
resents the demands of the other family in terms of settlement and bride wealth (maher), which is technically illegal in Australia. As Humphrey 
(n.d.) points out, however, these financial arrangements can be legalized 
by subsuming them under other financial headings in business or legal 
tr~nsactions. Marriages may also be arranged as acts of reciprocity, as a 
qieans of repaying debts or enlarging the chain of family migration; this is particularly true of proxy marriages. 

All respondents interviewed by the authors were unanimous that 
marriage was desirable, expected, and had permanent status when 
achieved. The information they provided about marriage formation in 
the Lebanese community in Australia reveals that marriages were· 
generally arranged, and 'unsuitable' marriages rarely occurred. If such 
unions seemed likely, parental or familial counter-influence was said to 
be decisive. 

Marriage dissolution 

The Catholic Church in Lebanon, as elsewhere, generally prohibits 
divorce but allows separation. Annulment is allowed for either non
consummation, or a marriage which, though consummated, was con
cluded before either or both parties became Catholics. The Orthodox 
communities allow divorce on grounds of adultery, change of religion, 
insanity, entering a religious order or becoming a hermit, or attempted 
murder; Protestant religions include desertion and non-consummation. 
The Jews have two complex groups of grounds for divorce, which are 
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generally categorized as obligatory or discretionary. Divorce is allowed in 
Islam, but there is no concept of separation. Repudiation is one means of 
gaining divorce for men; women can also ask for divorce on grounds of 
impotence, contagious disease, insanity or desertion. The Druze com
munity does not allow repudiation as a means of divorce, but by mutual 
consent the marriage can be dissolved (Dib, 1975). 

Maintenance and child support are not covered by legal provisions, 
and the religious communities differ widely in their interpretation of 
obligation. Generally, the religious court has discretion in the matter. 
Divorce in Lebanon is a solely religious matter, there being no general 
secular law as in Australia. The Family Law Act in Australia is in 
essential points alien legislation to most Lebanese, and for Muslims it 
creates serious difficulties, since the only law that controls marriage 
dissolution for them is the Shari'a, which has no legal authority in 
Australia. 

Children of divorced or single parents are provided for by the state 
through special social welfare payments. Under Australian family law, 
full custody and control of the children may be removed from the male 
parent and, therefore, from the interlocking family structure created by 
the original marriage. For Muslim migrants it represents a decline in the 
traditional values that control the moral order of the family, moral 
obligations and distribution of 'fault' in matrimonial disputes. There is 
thus a direct conflict between traditional Muslim norms and those of 
contemporary Australia and, more seriously, a challenge to the stability 
of traditional relationships they have tried to reconstitute in the new 
social and economic circumstances of migration. 

Some other provisions of the Shari'a are also in direct conflict with 
Australian family law. They are the male prerogative of divorce and the 
use of raiaq, a repudiation by husbands only. Should a husband refuse to 
use taiaq, his wife remains married and is unable to remarry, while he 
may remarry, since he is allowed four wives by law if he can afford to 
maintain them and treatthem equally. She, however, may be divorceu as 
defined by Australian family law. The custody of children creates 
conflict, since the Shari'a grants custody of boys to the father at the age of 
seven and girls at the age of nine, while Australian family law grants 
custody in terms of the child's perceived welfare - regardless of age 
and sex. 

Our respondents were unanimous that divorce among the Lebanese 
in Australia was very rare, a view held by all the religious groups. The 
Muslim respondents did not even wish to discuss it. The Druze 
respondents did, implying it was a last resort action, and the Christian 
respondents intimated that marriage was a permanent institution 
whatever impediments were put in the way of it being pleasant or 
peaceful. Adultery, though deplored, was not seen as reasonable grounds 
for divorce, and it was agreed that efforts to repair a marriage were more 
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worthwhile than arranging a divorce. The reason for this was grounded 
in the concept of impugning family name and honour. Where divorces 
occurred, it was agreed that these resulted in complicated maintenance 
and property settlement, and child-custody problems. 

Death 

No literature has been sighted on burial, funeral, death observances and 
rituals beyond a brief statement in Salama (1977) that public expression 
of grief and the wearing of black for mourning are acceptable and that 
there is normally a high degree of social and emotional solidarity with the 
bereaved. Religious observances will obviously follow the custom and 
conventions of each religious affiliation. Most Australian states and 
territories are now in the process of considering amendments to laws 
relating to graveyards and burial practices in order to allow the Lebanese 
Muslims as well as the other Muslims in Australia to bury their dead in 
accordance with Islamic Shari'a law. 

Childbirth and child-rearing 

Children in Lebanese society are highly valued, but generally, expectant 
mothers pray for sons, although maternity, regardless of the infant's sex, 
confers status on a Lebanese woman; pregnancy is both a role and a duty. 
The mother of the pregnant woman is culturally a figure of consequence, 
and traditionally has played an important pre-natal and post-natal role in 
transmitting cultural lore on child-rearing. Childbirth assumes an added 
significance in Muslim law since divorces cannot be finalized until 90 
days after a birth, to protect the legitimacy of the child's descent. 
Divorced mothers are not forced to breast feed the child of a dissolved 
marriage if custody is not granted to her, but neither is she forced to 
relinquish the child in these circumstances to other forms of nurture 
(Dib, 1975). Breast feeding was the normal form of nurture and remains 
so among the poorer classes, and religious family laws on marriage 
prohibition have provisions on this matter written into them. The 
wealthy, Westernized and urbanized adapt these laws to their own 
requirements. 

Porteous (n.d.) refers to beliefs still active among the less educated. 
Protection against the evil eye (said to be derived from the blue eye of the 
Norman and Anglo-Saxon crusaders who left illegitimate children 
behind them), for example, is afforded by the baby wearing a small blue 
medallion. Another Christian belief is that an infant will receive 
protection from a particular saint if it is clothed in a miniature replica of 
the saint's habit. There is a further belief that the gods will not envy a girl, 
so to dress a boy as a girl preserves him from malice. 
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Difficulties with child-rearing are particularly hazardous for the 
young migrant mother, who may receive advice from health clinics that 
conflicts with cultural traditions and advice from the extended family. 

Traditionally a boy receives educational and religious instruction 
from the age of about seven years, girls either did not go to school, or did 
not stay beyond the primary stage. The costs and duties of education are 
assumed by blood relatives if parents cannot do so. 

Illegitimacy is defined differently by Christians and Muslims. 
Christians recognize two sorts of illegitimacy: that in which conception 
occurs before marriage but the parents eventually marry, and that in 
which conception occurs extra-maritally but the parents can never 
marry. Muslims consider that the child can be made legitimate only if the 
mother admits maternity, regardless of paternal claims. 

The respondents were asked about their views on child-rearing and 
custody of children. The common view was that rearing children was the 
province of parents and the family and not the state; that conflict of 
values arose where the state interfered in family control and solidarity 
through the schools, through disciplinary methods in courts, and 
through social welfare services, such as unemployment benefits in the 
post-school years. All respondents reiterated that the cultural norms of 
Lebanese family life ensured that children were adequately cared for 
physically and socially; that the state might be called in to assist 
financially with welfare payments in time of need but that it was the role 
of the family, not the state, to manage the way that assistance was 
directed to the children. In education, an interesting divergence of view 
was expressed between one that allowed the children to attend a state 
school to widen their social and cultural experience of Australian society 
and yet remain attached to Lebanese cultural values, and the view that a 
religious school was preferred because it better supported the ideas of 
obedience, deference and manners in Lebanese culture. 

A recent study by Mackie of fifty Lebanese men and women in 
Melbourne reveals some interesting differences in perception of the 
meaning of education among men and women. Both men and women 
respondents held high expectations of their children's education. While 
the majority of both women and men saw education in Australia as 
different from education in Lebanon, women tend to see the differences 
in positive terms while men see it in negative terms. Women value the 
greater freedom and independence fostered in Australian schools, seeing 
reduced discipline as an aid to education. Men, by contrast, call for 
greater discipline, and many see education as an influence preventing 
children from keeping up Lebanese customs (Mackie, 1982: p. 138). 
Respondents interviewed in connection with the present study also 
agreed that children should be reared to respect their parents; their 
family honour; their elders, which included their Australian teachers; 
and the cultural values of Lebanese society, which defined status and 
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hierarchy, both sexual and socio-political. Similar findings have been 
reported by Mackie (1982). 

Fathers in Lebanese society would customarily take the children in 
times of separation, rather than the mother as is more customary in 
Australian society. Many Lebanese-Australians are seriously concerned 
at the way Lebanese cultural norms are ignored by Australian legal 
processes in this issue, and at the deleterious effect that this is said to have 
on the coherence of family life for the Lebanese and their cultural 
self-respect. Adoption as defined by Australian norms is unknown in 
Lebanon since the extended family takes the children. 

Resettlement and cultural change 

The problems of cultural adjustment for the Lebanese are both complex 
and difficult. Problems of secular law affect all religious groups, but 
particularly the Muslim population, to which are added, for Muslims, 
the mandatory dietary proscriptions. Language and occupational diffi
culties are common to all groups, as are the egalitarian, social education, 
and sex roles in Australian society. Legal sanctions in Australia that 
govern child-care, child-parent and husband-wife relations also cause 
problems. 

The method of resettlement is sometimes through a government 
hostel (for assisted migrants) but more usually through the established 
extended-family organization in Australia, by chain migration. Religio
socio-cultural organizations are support mechanisms for the family
based resettlement. Adelaide, for example, like other major Australian 
cities, has a Druze Community Association, a Maronite Centre, a 
Lebanese Cultural Union and a Lebanese Association. 

Matters of health and medical conventions create difficulties for 
Lebanese, as for other migrants who are seen by some as either bludgers 
or whingers who demand more attention and privileges from the health 
system than is said to be expected by Australians. 

Ata (1982) looked at the responses of the Lebanese to their new 
situation in a survey which showed that expectations fulfilled are only 
marginally better than expectations disappointed in most categories; the 
most striking example is in the employment category, where only 22 per 
cent thought their expectations had been realized and 44 per cent had 
been disappointed. Nearly all the 90 people interviewed thought there 
was racial or religious discrimination. The most unfavourable aspects of 
Australian life were seen to be sexual permissiveness and fragmentation 
of social ties. 

The most serious problem in settlement is the shift in the traditional 
role of the woman and the duality of her role in Australia as both 
economic provider and domestic functionary, a problem not confined to 
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Muslim migrant women. This leads directly to, or exacerbates, the 
breakdown of the traditional family unit and family roles, but the family 
unit still provides moral and economic protection in an' alien society. 
Among other problems of socio-cultural adaptation are 

1. the adaptation of the family economic unit to Australian 
conditions, where family members act as unpaid workers; 

2. the persistence of the (modified) extended family role as a 
protection, especially for newly arrived unskilled workers; and 

3. the role of a voluntary association as an organized support system 
, for the traditional family structure in an alien environment (Humphrey, 
1982; Mackie, 1982). 

A further development has been the increasing political consciousness of 
the later migrants and particularly the post-1976 migrants, which makes 
it more difficult for some of them to accommodate to the requirements of 
Australian law regarding foreign nationalist political organizations 
(Mograby, 1981). 

In the interviews conducted by the authors for this study, pride in 
the intense individuality of Lebanese culture and its heritage, and an 
equally intense need to preserve it were clearly apparent. Respondents 
thought that Lebanese culture could contribute much, though a better 
understanding of it by Australian society and its functionaries was 
needed. (One respondent expressed the view that the Lebanese should 
also acquire a better understanding of Australian social norms and 
cultural values. His family migrated in the late nineteenth century and 
his connection with AustraliaQ culture was of long standing.) 

The most important commonly held view among the respondents 
was that the family should be accepted, by Australians, as the funda
mental component of Lebanese society in all official transactions, and 
that the family should become a recognized adjunct in the management 
of migrant settlement and welfare problems and transactions. 

There were various attitudes among respondents towards the 
divisions within Lebanese society. At one level, these divisions were 
recognized as something of a problem; each sub-group among the 
Lebanese community wished to push its own purpose to the exclusion of 
the other sub-groups. At the other extreme was an attempt to gloss over 
the divisions between the sub-groups, which revealed a certain failure of 
interaction between the groups, with resultant lack of knowledge or 
understanding of other Lebanese migrants' problems. This sort of 
interchange of understanding together with mediation between Austral
ian officials and Lebanese community leaders could lead to a better 
mutual understanding between migrant and host, and to a system of 
community management in which the community dealt with community 



Lebanese Families 195 

problems before they degenerated into civil or criminal legal problems by 
Australian socio-legal definition. 

All the respondents recognized that changes in Lebanese cultural 
norms were inevitable, but they were not welcomed. Great concern was 
expressed that in this process of change the significant Lebanese cultural 
values would be at best modified and at worst lost, to the detriment of 
first the family then the Lebanese society generally. The solutions, when 
they were offered, seemed to be to modulate the effect of change, a 
process in which Australian law and society, as the controlling body, 
should make the effort to understand the Lebanese culture and society in 
Australia. 

Conclusion 
Notwithstanding the considerable religious and ethnic diversity that 
characterizes the Lebanese community, there are some cultural uni
versals. Taken together, they form the framework that regulates social 
and cultural life within Lebanese society. The traditional Lebanese 
family, a complex, extended kin structure based on patrilineal descent 
and endogamy, is a key socio-cultural institution. It operates as an 
economic unit as well as a welfare system. 'Honour' (ird), the central code 
within and between extended kin groupings, is buttressed by religious 
and customary laws, which govern marriage and family affairs and 
provide a framework for continuity in family and community relations. 
The code of honour assigns separate spheres to the sexes, providing a 
status ranking system that gives dominance to males over females and to 
some males over others. It also prescribes the sex roles. In general, males 
are responsible for the economic, social and moral welfare of women, 
children and aged parents in the family. Women's purity, chastity and 
seclusion are central to the concept of 'honour'. Unsupervised contact 
between women and unrelated males destroys the central female ideal of 
'shame' and threatens the honour of the male responsible for her control 
and thus his whole family and kin group (Mackie, 1982). 

As a result of international migration, modernization, and contact 
with Australian institutions and social patterns, traditional Lebanese 
cultural patterns are under considerable pressure to accommodate to the 
demands of the Australian society. For example, in the Australian setting 
the Shari'a law, which regulates the Lebanese family and community 
ties, has neither recognition nor an equivalent legal institution in 
Australia. Instead, family disputes are governed by the Family Court, 
based on very different kinship and customary procedures and focusing 
on the individual instead of the kin group. Humphrey (1982) claims that 
this tension between conjugal (husband-wife) and consanguinal 
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(parent-child) ties is heightened for Lebanese in Australia through this 
legal difference. These differences, particularly as they affect traditional 
marriage, divorce and child custody practices, heighten community 
tension and intra-community conflict. These differences also mean that 
disputes are played out in the dual, and often contradictory, arenas of 
Lebanese community custom and Australian law. Formulation of 
disputes in terms of 'honour' are also at odds with Australian custom and 
court procedure, which accord no recognition to these cultural and legal 
procedures. 

The very limited accounts that exist of the social and cultural 
patterns of the Lebanese community in Australia indicate that 'honour' 
and 'shame' codes are constantly used to regulate and reconstitute 
Lebanese family and community relations in the new setting. 

The Australian courts are used only as a last resort, since the legal 
norms on which they function are at odds with the conjugal-consanguinal 
property and family arrangements. Even when they are used, the 
'verdicts' of the courts are not likely to lead to a prompt resolution of the 
underlying problem. The Australian courts can play a more effective role 
in mediating family and community conflict if the Lebanese social and 
cultural norms were accorded some formal recognition by the Australian 
legal system. This may prevent institutionalization of a dual system of 
conflict resolutions, which may in the end work to the disadvantage of the 
Lebanese community in Australia and within the Lebanese community 
to the disadvantage of socially and culturally less powerful members of 
the community, such as the women and children; Furthermore, this may 
also facilitate the development of a more effective and supportive role of 
the state institutions, such as social welfare and the police, as they relate 
to the general well-being of the Lebanese community in Australia. 
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7 

Pakistani Families 

Hanifa Dean-Oswald * 

The key to understanding Pakistani family life and the values that 
underly it is the realization that Islam is the major influence. Certain 
Islamic concepts, if appreciated in their historical and social context, can 
provide a deeper understanding of the factors affecting family outlook, 
family law, and an en tire range of family matters. It is sometimes difficult 
for non-Muslims to understand that Islam dictates rules, obligations and 
rights, punishments and rewards for every phase of a person's life, both 
as an individual and a family member. By laying down a strict moral and 
ethical order, Islam leaves its followers in little doubt as to their 
respective family roles, the nature of the family itself, and the religious 
laws governing marriage, divorce, inheritance and custody, as prescribed 
by God and His Holy Prophet Muhammad. 

Each family theme discussed in this chapter refers back to an 
Islamic law or concept, which should enable a more coherent picture of 
Pakistani traditional and contemporary family attitudes and values to 
emerge. This should make clearer the factors that affect the family lives 
of Pakistanis who have settled in Australia, most of whom attempt to 

* My grateful thanks are extended to the Pakistan Association of Western Australia. 
In making themselves available for consultation, they provided invaluable insights into 
Pakistani community attitudes in Perth over a wide range of family issues. In particular I 
would like to thank the association's president, Mr Abdul Majied Dean, secretary, Mr 
Almaz Khan, and Messrs Nasim Bokhari and Javed Shakoor. 
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maintain their family traditions and Islamic perspective in an Australian 
society of contrasting and often disturbing family attitudes and life-styles. 

Historical Background 
Pakistan as a nation came into existence in 1947. Its birth took place 
amidst intense bitterness and bloodshed, and against a background of 
political rivalry, power plays, and confusion in the partition of what was 
then British India. Since 1947, Pakistan's development has been 
thwarted by political instability, together with periods of hostility with 
its neighbour, India. It also had to contend with the most destructive 
force that can strike an emerging nation, a period of civil war with its 
eastern wing, East Bengal, which led to the formation of Bangladesh in 
1971, leaving Pakistan devoid of its eastern half, and a subject of 
international criticism. 

Since the advent of General Zia-ul-Haq and his martial law 
government in 1977, Pakistan has once again become a subject of interest 
to the international press. Articles appear criticizing certain fundamental 
Islamic attitudes, which seem to be enjoying favour under President Zia, 
or containing details of suspension of civil liberties, including press 
censorship and arrests of political opponents. There are also items 
heralding Zia and the Pakistani army as a democratic bulwark against 
Soviet influence and expansion in bordering Afghanistan, whose refugees 
are entering Pakistan in large numbers. These conflicting reports tend to 
place many Pakistanis who have migrated in a defensive position, a 
position further complicated by what they perceive as consistent attacks 
against Islam and Muslim countries by a largely hostile and unsympa
thetic Western press. 

Demography 

The Islamic Republic of Pakistan consists offour provinces: the Punjab, 
Sind, the North West Frontier, and Baluchistan. Other political 
components are the federal capital in Islamabad and the federally 
administered tribal areas. 

According to the 1972 census, the population was 65 309 000, with a 
popUlation density of 82 persons per square kilometre. In total, its land 
area is 796095 square kilometres. Estimates in 1977 indicated a 
population growth of 3 per cent, with a popUlation of approximately 
73.43 million. The female population is less than the male; the life 
expectancy for males is 52.9 years and for females 51.8 years (Pate!, 
1979: p. 6). 

Although 74.6 per cent of the population live in rural areas, 
rural-urban migration is increasing significantly, with large numbers of 
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males moving to the cities, while their families stay behind. The bread
winner may also migrate overseas in search of work, perhaps to the Arab 
Gulf States or the United Kingdom, again leaving the family behind. 
Large amounts of cash and kind are thus transmitted from the country of 
migration to the village or town of origin where the rest of the family 
resides. Family support networks are provided by the extended family 
while the husband-father is absent. 

Islam is the state religion, and most of the population is Muslim, 
with a small minority of Christians, Parsis and Hindu Pakistanis living 
peacefully with full and equal rights of citizenship. Within the Muslim 
community itself, most belong to the Sunni sect of the Hanafi School. A 
very small minority are Shias. (See Appendix A for an explanation of the 
major differences between the two.) 

Religious and secular conflicts 

Although Pakistan is described as an Islamic republic and the Islamic 
code oflife and religion is the ideal, certain anomalies exist in the modern 
state of Pakistan. These anomalies existed before independence and have 
not been completely resolved today. Although basically political and 
ideological in nature, they merit examination because they highlight the 
problems surrounding the concept of an Islamic state in a modern age, 
particularly because family laws must exist within this framework and 
are subject to the pull between religious and secular, between traditional 
and modern. . 

A conflict has always existed between secular politicians and 
orthodox religious leaders (the ulema). This has revolved around the 
ulema's demands for a religious state versus the Western-educated 
politicians' beliefs in a modern state along secular lines. In the past, a 
compromise was effected, where an external image of Islam was 
projected and the concept of Pakistan as an Islamic state theoretically 
acknowledged. Thus the law and the administration of the state as 
envisaged in the Constitution have remained broadly secular (Kanwar, 
1971172). The ulema, however, have never given up their opposition to a 
Western-style democracy and have maintained demands for a complete 
Islamic state. In the 1950s, they became deeply involved in national and 
regional politics and contributed to the breakdown of parliamentary 
government, which forced the army under the leadership of Muhammad 
Ayub Khan to intervene and assume control. 

Under the 1956 Constitution, the ulema had successfully forced 
through a 'repugnancy' clause, which stated that no law should be 
enacted that was contrary to the tenets of Islam and that existing laws 
should be made to conform. Another feature of this Constitution was the 
creation of the Council of Ulema and Muslim Scholars, whose power was 
exceptionally strong and who meant to ensure that the repugnancy clause 
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was carried out. Ayub Khan, with the support of the bureaucracy, the 
army and the educated classes, reduced this clause in the 1962 
Constitution to an evasive equivalent, allocating the Council a strictly 
advisory role. Further clashes occurred over President Ayub Khan's 
family-law reforms, which were being formulated at about the same 
time. The ulema were particularly incensed and loud in their opposition 
to what they viewed as interference with Islamic law, and therefore an act 
of heresy. 

Although on this occasion the ulema were soundly defeated, 
Pakistan has often been a battleground for these two groups: on the one 
hand the modern secularists, personified perhaps by former presidents 
Ayub Khan and Bhutto; and on the other, the orthodox interpreters of 
Islam, the ulema. It is the latter who seem at present to be once more on 
the ascent. They remain an influential, and possibly the strongest, 
pressure group with which President Zia must contend. Indications are 
that he has already forged an alliance with them. (See Appendix D for 
details of current conflicts in areas of family law and women's rights.) 

Islam 
The message of Islam is one of direct monotheism. There is no church 
structure or church hierarchy, and the emphasis is on direct communion 
between the believer and God and complete submission to His will. 

Basic tenets 

There are three basic elements of Islam. First is the acceptance of 
revelation. Muslims believe that God's word was revealed to His 
Messenger Muhammad and recorded in 114 suras (chapters) of the 
Koran. Many of the stories contained in the Koran are similar to those of 
the Old Testament, for all the Old Testament prophets, as well as Christ, 
are accepted. Muhammad, however, was the seal of the prophets, and 
with his coming Islam was perfected. 

The second basic element of Islam is the confessional aspect. A 
believer must openly declare that there is but one God and Muhammad 
is His Prophet. The terms 'Muhammadan' or 'Muhammadanism' are 
disliked by Muslims as it seems to signify an adoration of Muhammad 
similar to that extended by Christians towards Christ. Muslims do not 
regard Muhammad as divine. Neither do they accept Jesus Christ as the 
son of God. His virgin birth is, however, acknowledged, and he is 
respected as a prophet, but as a prophet only, for there can be but one 
God. 

The third element is a list of duties that Muslims are required to 
observe. These four duties, together with the Confessional, make up the 
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Five Pillars of Islam. They are prayer five times daily, fasting during 
Ramadan, giving of alms, and the pilgrimage to Mecca (ha)). All 
Muslims, irrespective of their sect, accept these five requirements, 
although there may be some variation in the details of performance of 
ritual surrounding them. 

Religious law 

The primary sources of Islamic law are the Koran and the Hadith. The 
Koran is the unalterable word of God revealed to Muhammad; it is the 
will of God and covers all religious, political and social matters. The 
Hadith ('the example of the way'), also known as the Sunna of the 
Prophet, consists of Muhammad's opinions and decisions, and it is 
regarded as an essential source of Islamic theology and jurisprudence. 

The body of Islamic law sometimes described as personal law is 
called the Shari'a (the straight path). It is very difficult for Muslims to 
deviate from this path, even though they may be living in non-Muslim 
countries where family laws seem in conflict with those of the Shari'a (see 
Humphrey, 1980 for a full account of the Shari'a and its derivation). The 
Shari'a is derived from four sources; the Koran is the primary source, 
with the Hadith second in importance. The third source is known as 
qiyas, the body of jurist opinion from preceding cases using analogy as 
the method of reasoning. Finally, ijma (consensus) represents the 
opinions of orthodox scholars. 

U sing the Koran and the Hadith as their sources, religious and legal 
scholars of the early centuries of Islam systematically categorized all 
personal acts and relationships into four categories oflaw. According to 
the Shari'a, actions are either obligatory, for example prayer; forbidden, 
for example incest; desirable, for example ritual slaughtering of animals; 
or objectionable, eating pork and drinking alcohol (Weekes, 1978). At 
that time, differences of opinion amongst religious scholars led to the 
development of four different schools of law. Arguments over the 
emphases of the other three sources created these four schools, each 
named after its founder and still active today (see Appendix B). 

While criminal and contractual law became the function of the state, 
paying only formal recognition to the Shari'a, the Shari'a's position 
became supreme in the area of family law. In essence, the Shari'a 
represents 'the sum total of the personal privileges and duties of all 
individuals' (Humphrey, 1980: p. 5, quoting Shacht). Today Pakistan, 
like many Muslim countries, with the possible exception of Saudi 
Arabia, has two sets oflaws: secular law, which does not infringe against 
the Shari'a, and religious law. 

In family law, the Shari'a has most influence, for the family is 
viewed as a moral entity not merely a social one. Marriage, divorce, 
family relationships and inheritance remain areas of personal religious 
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law where theory and practice meet. Family law is also the main area of 
conflict between the two opposing factions, the religious and the secular, 

. for theoretically at least there is little room in Islam for a separation 
between secular as opposed to religious jurisdiction. The ulema (religious 
judges and scholars) in Pakistan are opposed to any attempts to 
undermine the authority of religious law over family law (see the section 
on Muslim family laws and Appendix D). 

Religious beliefs and values and the family 

In Islam, the family as an institution holds a vital place, providing the 
basis of individual identity and being the most natural and desirable of 
bonds. Marriage is a religious duty, for Islam places no special value on 
celibacy. This contrasts with Christianity where, because of Christ's life, 
celibacy has special spiritual merit. The Koran and Muhammad's 
example as a husband and father make it clear to Muslims that marriage 
is a moral safeguard and socially desirable, at least for those who are able 
to meet its responsibilities. 

Male Honour and 
Female Protection 

A deeply embedded tradition of male honour and female modesty and 
morality characterizes the relations between the sexes. Attributable to 
customary as much as religious law, it has created a strong code of 
masculine protection towards the Muslim female, irrespective of her 
family role. Obligations for purity and chastity are the same for both 
sexes, and offences under Islamic law carry the same punishment for the 
male or female offender. Yet the male concern with honour and family 
pride is located in the behaviour of the female members of the family. In 
short, male honour is dependent upon the unsullied honour of women 
(McC.Pastner, 1974: p. 409). 

Women are seen as weaker by nature and more likely to bring shame 
upon the family, which would effectively dissolve male honour. Women, 
therefore, must be protected from this inherent weakness. Measures 
such as seclusion, early and arranged marriages, the use of burqua (long, 
body-covering robes) and so on are all customary practices, many of 
them un-Islamic, which ensure that the vulnerability of women will be 
protected and the male's honour will remain intact (McC.Pastner, 1974). 
Protection may take the form of seclusion from male company (outside 
the kin group) or from male gaze, as illustrated in the custom of purdah. 
Described as a 'symbolic shelter' and a system oflimiting the socialization 
between the sexes, it has many different forms and is related to the status 
and the maintenance of moral standards (Papanek, 1973; McC.Pastner, 
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1974). The wearingofa veil is the better known form of purdah, but this 
custom is not observed by most upper- and middle-class women in 
Pakistan today. To the writer's knowledge it is not used by Pakistani 
women in Australia nor is it insisted upon by their husbands. 

Marriage 

Husband and wife: duties and obligations 

The role of the husband is an extension of male-female relations, with the 
same emphasis on male honour and female protection. According to 
religious laws, husband and wife complement each other, with the 
husband designated the chief role of maintainer and protector. He is also 
required to treat his wife with kindness and respect and provide her with 
economic support and shelter. In return, he is entitled to children, 
obedience, fidelity and sexual privileges. 

In the Koran, men are regarded as women's trustees. The home is 
seen as a unit in the organization of the nation, and chaos is thought to 
result if one person is not given greater authority over the other (Saleh, 
1972: p. 39). Men are granted this authority over women by virtue of 
their role as provider and protector. Numerous passages in the Koran 
indicate that men and women are not created equal. Women's rights are 
protected by such measures as dower and inheritance laws, and the 
example of love, respect and kindness shown to women by the Prophet 
himself. 

Modern reformist writers emphasize that it is mistaken to think of 
men as being superior in Islam and women correspondingly inferior. 
Their roles are meant to complement each other and are a vast 
improvement on the horrific pre-Islamic situation of women in Arabia. 
Seen in this context, the Koran was indeed an instrument of social reform 
that improved the lot of women, giving them status and rights previously 
denied them. 

The nature of marriage 

Marriage is both a religious duty and a moral safeguard advocated for 
those individuals physically and mentally able to fulfil its requirements. 
It is not recommended for those who are incapacitated (Hammudah, 
1974: p. 41). 

The act itself takes the form of a voluntary civil contract aimed at 
ensuring procreation and the legitimate satisfaction of the sexual instinct 
(Saleh, 1972: p. 38). A woman must give her consent for the contract to 
be valid, and this consent must be witnessed. The contract is signed by 
both parties and may consist of specific details agreed upon by both. 
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Included amongst these might be the amount and payment of dower to 
the bride, property details and a waiver of inheritance rights. Following 
the marriage, both husband and wife will retain their individual 
identities, and neither party acquires any right in the property of the 
other partner. The woman's property and earnings remain her own. 
N either is she required under religious law to obtain permission from her 
husband to alienate any of her assets. No concept of community of 
property between husband and wife exists in Pakistan (Pate I, 1979: 
p.75). 

Although marriage has been described as a religious duty, no 
religious ceremony is conducted. It is customary, however, for the 
recitation of Koranic verses to take place. Until the Muslim Family Laws 
Ordinance of 1961, marriages were not required to be registered, and an 
oral contract could suffice. Arrangements were solely in the hands of the 
parents on both sides. 

Arranged marriages 

The arranged marriage remains the norm in Pakistan. Segregation of the 
sexes means there is little opportunity for male and female adolescents to 
socialize, even if they attend coeducation colleges, for here the classes 
usually remain segregated. Status considerations are very important in 
marriage, and young people accept the decisions of their parents, who are 
seen to be wiser and better judges in these matters. This willingness to 
accept control over personal decisions is congruent with other values of a 
'purdah' society, that is, a society that strictly controls socialization 
between the sexes (Papanek, 1973: p. 320). 

Although the arranged marriage is still the preferred form of 
choosing a marriage partner, changes have occurred, and among the 
middle classes there is much more flexibility. One factor remains 
inflexible, however: a marriage between a Muslim and a non-Muslim is 
generally not valid. Sunni Muslims of the Hanafi School permit Muslim 
men to marry Christian or Jewish women without a conversion having 
taken place. Other schools do not permit this, and even the Hanafi School 
insists that a Muslim woman must marry a Muslim male. In cases where 
one party is a non-Muslim, a conversion to Islam takes place before 
marriage (see Appendix B). 

Some modern families may permit males and females to inde
pendently select their partners, although the selection process is limited 
or complicated because of restricted boy-girl interaction. Others select 
the partner presuming acceptance by the son or daughter. The trend 
today among the educated classes is for parents to arrange a marriage in 
consultation with their children. Parents consider the possibilities and 
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organize meetings but allow the son or daughter to have the final say. 
First-cousin marriage, particularly in the Punjab, is often the preferred 
form (Patel, 1979: p. 58). 

In the arranged marriage, questions of dowry from the bride's 
parents and the maher (meher), or dower that the groom presents to his 
wife, are important traditional items. Dowry is a customary practice, an 
example of hundreds of years of Hindu influence before partition divided 
the sub-continent into two separate nations. It is not required by Islam, 
and it is found in very few other Islamic countries. On the other hand, the 
practice of maher and the rules relating to its transmission are laid down 
in the Koran. Although surveys show that dowry is regarded as unimportant 
by Pakistani university students, their parents still insist that this custom 
be observed, even if it proves financially burdensome in many cases. 
Government attempts to restrict the amount of dowry through an act of 
law have failed (see Appendix C). 

Consent 

Modern secular law, however, does allow for male and female to enter 
into marriage without parental consent if puberty has been attained 
(presumed at 15). A female may also repudiate a marriage entered into by 
her parent or guardian after she has reached 16 and before she turns 18 
(Patel, 1979: p. 58). Both these practices are severely restricted by 
custom, social pressure and access to the courts. 

Although the Majority Act of 1875 states that minority ceases on the 
completion of 18 years, an exception exists in cases relating to marriage, 
dower, divorce and adoption. Here it seems that Muslim personal law has 
influenced secular law, and those who have attained puberty may marry. 
Under the original 1929 Act, a child was defined as a female younger than 
14 or a male under 18 years. This Act was amended in 1961 to read that a 
female younger than 16 is defined as a child. There remains a 
contradiction in this area, and it seems that religious law holds sway, for it 
countenances marriage between those who have attained puberty (15), 
and consequently the Child Marriage Restraint Act does not rule such 
marriage invalid, because this would penalize the young bride and any 
issue. Her chances of remarriage would be negligible in a society where 
female shame and male dishonour are so closely linked. What the Act 
does is punish those male persons, including the groom, who conducted 
or arranged such a marriage. This punitive measure has probably 
contributed to a general rise in age at marriage, which is now 19 for 
females, but this has been brought about in conjunction with such factors 
as education, increased awareness and changes in local custom (Patel, 
1979). 
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Polygyny 

Many misconceptions exist concerning this subject. They have been 
handed down from one generation to another and can be found in 
Western and Islamic countries alike. That Muslim men may take more 
than one wife is well-known. That husbands must be able to love each 
wife equally, obtain the first wife's permission and support each wife 
equally seems less well-known and in most cases these conditions are not 
. observed. Custom has conveniently taken over from religious theory, for 
there is nothing in the Koran that indicates that unconditional polygyny 
is permissible. 

In Pakistan, polygyny is rare and found mostly in the landlord class, 
where families are anxious to retain land within the family. In some cases 
a son may be married to a young girl cousin, a marriage that later often 
proves unsatisfactory to the boy (who finds himself married to an 
unsatisfactory partner) (Patel, 1979: p. 85). 

Immediately following independence, many educated men and 
women began to question the belief that a man is legally and morally 
entitled to as many as four wives at one time. With few exceptions, 
modern writers state that polygyny is permissible only under special 
circumstances, such as those that prevailed after a particularly bloody 
battle in the time of the Prophet Muhammad which, because of the death 
toll, left large numbers of women and orphans unprotected. This is the 
view of the Koran, the primary source of Muslim law. Modernists 
believe the question of polygyny to be obsolete. In the Muslim Family 
Laws of 1961, attempts were made to restrict polygyny. These attempts 
at the time aroused a great deal of controversy, and the government of the 
day was unable to implement them fully. 

Family and Kin 
Relationships 

Household structure 

In Pakistan, it is usual for the bride to move into her husband's 
household to commence her obligations as wife, mother and daughter
in-law. These rules of patrilocal residency are the norm in most areas, but 
sometimes the pressure to move into one's own household is greater 
because of the strained interpersonal relations that often characterize the 
extended household. Female rivalry, particularly in domestic organiz
ation, is a reason often given for the break-up of joint households. 

The joint household provides family members with a common fund, 
which acts as a form of insurance for needy members since the 
unemployed, children and the aged are cared for by those who have 
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employment. Married sons from the professional or middle classes who 
have separate homes have separate funds as well (Kennedy, 1957: p. 87). 
These households may also have wives who are virtually free of 
household obligations because they have one or two servants. 

Within the traditional extended household, daughters and sisters 
are generally indulged, while more is expected from wives and 
daughters-in-law. On the birth of a son, a young wife's prestige and 
security is established, and she begins her rise as a matriarch within the 
household, a position not without importance. 

Natal households demonstrate a strong bond of interdependency, 
sometimes described by Muslim writers as the complementary role of 
male and female. Strong emotional ties exist between mother and 
daughter, brother and sister, and husband and wife. Extended families 
provide young wives and husbands with models they can learn from and 
demonstrate the role of a good wife and husband, and mother and father. 
This support network disappears when young couples emigrate and 
perhaps explains why young Pakistani couples in Australia tend to 
organize themselves into a larger extended family among their own 
friends or turn to older Pakistani couples in the community to provide 
them with the guidance they would normally get from their own families. 

Parent -child relationships 

Parent and child, according to Islam, are bound together by bonds of 
mutual obligations and reciprocal expectations. Amongst the rights that 
parents owe their children are the right of life and equal life chances 
(Hammudah, 1974: p. 46). The stress that Islam places on this is better 
understood if it is seen against the historical and sociological background 
of pre-Islamic times, when infanticide was common. 

The right of legitimacy is also stressed, and measures to determine 
this are laid down in the Koran. The conception-birth span is set at a 
minimum of six months and a maximum of four years. If a wife gives 
birth to a child six months after she and her spouse have cohabited, the 
baby is legitimate. Even if she gives birth up to four years after the ending 
of legal cohabitation, the child is still recognized as legitimate. It is also 
legitimate if the father simply recognizes paternity. In cases of adultery, 
however, which is strongly forbidden in Islam, the child may be 
legitimate through its mother's descent and the father would be denied 
paternity (Hammudah, 1974: p. 48). 

The emphasis placed on legitimacy by Islam is a further indication of 
the high value placed upon or the preoccupation with the concept of male 
honour, which in many societies is mirrored in the father ensuring that 
the child has but one father. 

Children have a religious duty to provide for their parents in time of 
need. This maintenance is defined as adequate provision of food, 
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lodging, clothing and general comfort. Support for parents is divided in 
accordance with the children's inheritance shares (according to one 
school) or equally (according to the other). The concept of ihsan 
describes what is right and good, and it includes the qualities of kindness, 
compassion, charity, reverence and conscientiousness. Deep parental 
respect (even after death), prayers and honouring of their commitments 
are values inculcated into children and developed throughout their lives. 

Divorce 
Divorce is an area where simplistic views and misconceptions result in 
much misunderstanding. Divorce is frowned upon both religiously and 
socially and is often described in texts as the act most repugnant in the 
sight of God. It is essentially a last resort and is not encouraged. Attempts 
at reconciliation must be made beforehand, with both parties' views 
equally represented. In religious law, even after its pronouncement, 
divorce can be revoked, and there are periods of time and proper 
conditions stipulated for this. 

Theoretically at least, it has never been the 'one-way process' 
whereby only the husband has the right to divorce, so often described by 
writers and depicted in the pronouncement three times of talaq ('I 
divorce thee'). Other possibilities for divorce have included mutual 
agreement on a basis of lack of harmony , or for other grounds that might 
have been laid down in the marriage contract, such as neglect of 
maintenance, conjugal rights, cruelty and infidelity. 

Over the centuries, however, in Pakistan and many other Muslim 
countries, since women were rarely able to initiate divorce, customary 
law assumed the undisputed right to divorce for the husband only. Many 
injustices resulted, and the belief that Islam allowed 'easy divorce' 
developed. What most writers ignored was that, in this sytem of so called 
'easy divorce', relatively few actually took place. 

Nevertheless, a system that had come to be abused (perhaps because 
it viewed divorce as a moral act only) and virtually depended on social 
pressure and a strong sense of morality, was open to further abuse, and 
women and children were the obvious victims. Gradually, within 
Pakistan, pressure from the modernists, including strong lobbying from 
the All-Pakistan Women's Association, resulted in changes, so that 
divorce became a legal act as well as a moral one. 

Divorce reform 

Underthe Muslim Family Laws Ordinance Act 1961, divorce became a 
secular concept and a legal act. For the first time, it was a legal 
requirement to give notice of divorce to the government under the 1962 
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Constitution. This had not been part of the first Constitution. Women 
thereby had greater access to divorce, which was now no longer solely in 
the hands of their husbands or the qadi (religious judges). They could 
legally ensure that, if they divorced, they would receive maintenance and 
a share of their dower. Although in the past this had been provided by 
religious law, it could not be enforced, leaving women dependent on the 
strength of their husband's religious beliefs. 

Although the divorce laws have been liberalized for women, there 
has still been no great increase in divorce. It is still relatively difficult for 
women to finance a divorce with all its legal costs; it is still socially and 
religiously disfavoured; and life is difficult for a divorced woman within 
the society itself. Statistics for the city of Lahore show the low incidence 
of divorce, although Lahore is regarded as more 'liberal' than other cities. 
Between the ages of 14 and 50 years, 2.62 per cent of married people were 
divorced and 0.55 per cent were separated (Patel, 1979: p. 35). 

Custody 

Although there are some minor differences among the different Sunni 
religious schools in regard to custody of children, the underlying 
principle is the same. It is accepted that children belong by right to the 
legal father (Beck, 1980: p. 34). Upon reaching a certain age, which 
differs from school to school (Zeinab, 1975: p. 15), the children will be 
entrusted to their father or his family. In effect, the mother only has 
temporary custody and even this can be terminated under religious law if 
she marries a non-Muslim, apostatizes, or proves herself unworthy. 

According to the school of Hanafi, the mother holds custody of a son 
until he reaches seven years and of a daughter until she reaches puberty. 
Shafis and Malekis permit sons to remain with their mothers until 
puberty, and daughters, until they marry (Zeinab, 1975: p. 15). These 
rulings are found in neither the Koran nor the Hadith; they are the 
interpretations of the differing schools of Islamic jurisprudence. 

Inheritance 
The laws of inheritance do not treat men and women equally, but there is 
little public dissent from Muslim women over this issue, for the Koran 
states quite clearly that in general a female's inheritance is half that of a 
male. There is no ambiguity on this point likely to cause different 
interpretations: 'Men have authority over women since Allah has made 
men superior to women because men spend their worldly goods on their 
wives' (Koran: 38: 34). This regulation is based on the assumption that 
the man is the main provider for all women under his protection, even 
though his wife may own property of her own. 
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Ownership of land and other property is an important factor in the 
arranged marriage. Under Islamic law, women can inherit property and, 
therefore, the arranged marriage within the kin group ensures that 
property remains intact. This custom counters the tendency towards 
fragmentation of holdings, which is a product ofIslamic inheritance laws 
unless steps are taken (through an arranged marriage) to prevent this 
(Papenek, 1973: p. 321). It is also a reason that the customs of arranged 
marriages and the marriage contract are factors of great concern to 
upper- and middle-class Pakistani families. Rules and regulations 
concerning inheritance are complicated and extensive. They are discussed 
in detail in Patel (1979). 

Following a general principle of a female receiving half the 
inheritance of a male, a daughter inherits one-half the share of a son from 
the father's estate and a wife one-fourth or one-eighth of the husband's 
estate. A wife's share is half of what her husband would have inherited if 
he had been the survivor. This is because there is no mandatory 
communal property in Islam, and both parties may hold their properties 
independently of each other. 

Muslims are forbidden to dispose of more than one-third of their 
property by will or bequest without the consent of the potential heirs. 
Arrangements favouring one heir or discriminating against another are 
also forbidden. 

The various legal schools have formulated differing interpretations 
of these laws, and in practice Islamic law concerning women's property 
was often flouted and women were denied their rights. Many instances 
arose where, despite Islamic law to the contrary, possession and control 
of a wife's property was assumed by a male guardian. The 1961 Muslim 
Family Laws attempted to minimize these non-Islamic practices. 

The Muslim Family Laws 
Ordinance 1961 (MFLO) 

When they were introduced in 1961, the Muslim Family Laws were 
enthusiastically welcomed by Pakistani women. It was mainly the efforts 
of Muhammad Ayub Khan, then President, and the support of women, 
their organizations and progressive male members of the Assembly and 
educated classes, that allowed the Ordinance ever to see the light of day. 
Time and again they were challenged on the public platform and attacked 
in the provincial and national assemblies. Extremely controversial, 
arousing bitter opposition from the Council of Ulema and Muslim 
Scholars and other traditionalists of more fundamentalist ideas, they 
were seen as interfering with Islamic Law and, therefore, committing an 
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act of heresy. The debate that raged around them was a reflection of the 
religious and secular conflicts that have often bedevilled Pakistani 
politics. 

The functioning and regulating of the Ordinance were largely 
dependent on the system of Basic Democracies devised by Ayub Khan. 
Expressed in simple terms, this was a tiered structure of political 
organization ranging from a National Assembly at the top to Union 
Councils, small local units at the village and town levels, catering for a 
limited number of people living in close proximity. For a variety of 
mainly political reasons, the Basic Democracies system proved very 
unpopular. In the minds of many people, the Ordinance was aligned with 
the Basic Democracies System, as the Family Laws were dependent on 
the Union Councils for registering marriages and divorces, and for other 
family matters. This added to the unpopularity of the Family Laws 
(Patel, 1979: pp. 26, 35). 

Since the downfall of Ayub Khan and the abolition of his political 
structures in 1971, the procedures of the Ordinance have suffered severe 
setbacks. At the moment, a vacuum exists. Theoretically, there is still a 
person with the powers of the Chairman of the old Union Councils, but 
the Council itself is defunct. The records and functions of the old 
councils have been transferred to the municipal offices and various 
deputy commissioners, but the provisions for penal action against those 
who break family laws have become ineffective. Coupled with the 
resurgence of the ulema-dominated Islamic Ideological Council and its 
recent attempts to repeal the Ordinance, the functioning and continuation 
of the Ordinance has been severely affected (see Appendix C). 

Pakistani Australians 
Although many Pakistanis have migrated to the United Kingdom, they 
have never migrated to Australia in great numbers. According to recent 
statistics, they number about 2776 (Price, 1981). The formerly restrictive 
immigration policy and the greater distance have both been prohibiting 
factors. Those who do arrive today are mostly business or professional 
men accompanied by their wives, couples who sometimes begin their 
families later than would be the case in Pakistan. 

Today's immigrants 

Educated and fluent in English, from urban, often wealthy and middle
class families, they form a direct contrast to the Pakistanis forced to 
migrate to the industrial centres of England. The latter are usually from 
rural or working-class backgrounds, with limited English and financial 
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resources, and they are often poorly educated. Male immigrants usually 
have a family to support, usually by sending monthly remittances home. 
After a number of years a man may send for his wife and family, who will 
join him in a difficult but more financially rewarding life in the United 
Kingdom than they would experience in Pakistan. It is this family that 
forms the basis for the ugly 'Paki' stereotype and becomes the target for 
the 'Paki bashers' in the industrial slums. Together with other immigrant 
communities, they become general targets of racial discrimination, both 
individual and institutionalized, particularly during periods Of economic 
recession. 

The pioneers 

Pakistanis have, however, a long tradition ~n Australian history, a 
tradition until recently forgotten. This can be traced back to the 1890s in 
Western Australia and pre-Federation days in South Australia and 
Victoria. 

Rathur has traced the story of Muslim immigration to Western 
Australia and begins with an account of the 'Ghans', as they were called. 
Many of these early pioneers seem to have come from areas such as the 
Punjab, Sind, Baluchistan and Kashmir which, although British Indian 
at the time, became Pakistani following partition in 1947. These 
'Afghans' filled a variety of jobs in the outback: camel drivers, breeders 
and owners, wool carters, hawkers and mail carriers. Just how many 
came here seems to be unknown. Their occupations forced them to live in 
country towns and outback communities, and the lives they led were 
lonely and isolated. Those without wives at home either intermarried or 
remained single. Their descendants rarely continued as Muslims, and 
they became absorbed into the larger community. 

A few men who managed to bring their wives out did so in the face of 
difficulties and delays caused by the anti-Asian governments of the day. 
To maintain a traditional Muslim family life in such an alien culture as 
Australia was difficult. Often their wives returned home as the adjust
ments and loneliness caused by the lack of an extended family proved too 
difficult for these women, most of whom could not speak English. When 
this occurred, the children often accompanied their mothers, growing up 
in what was then India and returning to Australia when they were adults 
to rejoin their fathers. Over the years the fathers had invested their 
savings in property, often establishing small businesses, which they and 
their families ran. Attempts to bring other relatives out were often made 
but were never successful enough to significantly increase the numbers 
of the community. The children and grandchildren of this group of 
Pakistani settlers remained Muslim and staunchly Pakistani in their 
life-styles and the family values they adhered to, but they have always 
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been a very small community. In the 1970s their numbers were 
supplemented by a new generation of Pakistani immigrants. 

Islamic and Western male-female relations 

In Islam, the man is in a dominant and superior position. The birth of a 
girl is rarely celebrated with the same enthusiasm or expense, unless she 
is the first girl after many boys. It is the son who will perpetuate his 
father's name, who will go into the outside world and work, provide food 
and shelter for his own wife and children, and if necessary, look after his 
aged parents and divorced or widowed sisters. Men are regarded as 
constant, rational and steadfast, and women are seen as possessing an 
emotional and changing character, unable to pursue a course of action for 
very long, a character peculiarly suited to motherhood, a role character
ized as noble and exalted (Qtb, 1967: pp. 191-3). 

Australia, in comparison with Pakistan, has gone through, and is 
still going through, a period of considerable social and cultural change, 
particularly in regard to the role of men and women, and today sex roles 
are becoming less rigidly defined. North American values and factors 
affecting social change are a strong outside influence, especially in regard 
to the changing role of women. 

Christianity and Islam have similar views of women's nature. Islam 
also stresses the different natures of man and woman, considering 
women who want to be different as abnormal (Qtb, 1967: p. 195). This 
theory is, however, now challenged in the Western world, although it is 
accepted in Islamic countries (although not without rationalization) by 
educated Muslim women themselves, who are under considerable 
pressure and tend to legitimize women's position in the Koran and to 
dismiss all obstacles as non-Islamic, customary rather than religious law. 

From an early age, Muslim women are trained to accept their 
essentially unequal status, a situation that can be described as protected 
inequality, and to accept the preferential treatment given to men as just 
and right. The twin virtues they must develop are patience and sacrifice, 
with the only socially acceptable role being that of wife and mother. Even 
in the cities, where educated women may go out to work, the decision of 
whether they do and what work they will undertake, even what courses 
they may study at university, is usually not theirs to make. Such decisions 
are often made by their fathers and brothers if they are unmarried or by 
their husbands if they are married. 

Australian children in general also have a clear idea of the sexual 
role-playing in their society and tend to conform to the established image 
long before puberty. Nevertheless, some Australian children may 
witness a marriage in which both parents are in the workforce and share 
equal household responsibilities. This is, however, not the Australian 
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norm, although some girls may perceive that marriage need not be their 
destiny. In Pakistan this is most definitely not the norm, and it is socially 
unacceptable for a woman to remain single. 

Undoubtedly the Western bride, wife and mother has greater 
freedom of movement and does not have to hide her body anymore. 
Unlike Pakistani women, they are not taught to disguise their bodies and 
are permitted to mix freely with men. Rather than cloak his wife in 
purdah, the Western husband may take pleasure in flaunting her before 
other men, for his status is sometimes increased by an attractive wife. 
Though woman's sexuality is still regarded as the Achilles heel in both 
cultures, Australian males do not admit to their own weak sensual nature 
as readily as Muslim men seem to do, by hiding their women's bodies 
from their own and other men's gazes. 

Many Pakistani women in Australia are surprised by the general 
disapproval of the system of purdah and general standards of modesty 
required by them. It is difficult to remain neutral about purdah in its full 
form, the stifling burqua, which is not worn by Pakistani women in 
Australia. The Australian 'lack of modesty' in clothing surprises 
Pakistani women, for they wonder what freedom being able to wear 
bikinis brings. This emphasis on modest apparel and behaviour is still 
observed by Pakistani women in Australia. The majority of women 
continue to wear their traditional costume of either sari or salwa and 
chemise (loose trousers with a long-sleeved tunic and head scarf loosely 
draped over the head). At parties and other social gatherings, the women 
converse among themselves. They arrive and depart with their husbands, 
but it would be most unusual for couples to remain together or for the 
women to join the men. Such behaviour is immodest and not encouraged. 
It is uncertain whether these patterns are still observed when mixing 
with Australians. Teenage daughters born in Australia are still subject to 
traditional Muslim values regarding dress and behaviour, although from 
observation there has been a breakdown in their seclusion from young 
male company. At Pakistani parties, which they attend with their 
parents, the young people are more likely to mix freely with one another 
in a group, although not on a one-to-one basis. It would be an exceptional 
case indeed if a boy and girl were to go out alone together, and even more 
startling if a Pakistani girl went out with a non-Muslim boy. Although 
girls may wear Western dress on many occasions, their dress must still be 
modest. Men and boys are also required to be modest in their attire and 
do not normally wear shorts (except for sport) in front of Muslim women. 

Australian Observations 
The illustrations provided in the following section do not apply to all 
Pakistanis living in Australia. They are offered as interesting insights into 
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current community attitudes and life-styles held by many, but not all, 
Pakistanis living in Western Australia. 

Background 

In Perth, most Pakistani couples were born, educated, and married in 
Pakistan. They are usually in their late twenties and thirties with one to 
three children. From educated and wealthy middle-class families, their 
occupations are in business or the professions. Representative of fairly 
recent arrivals, having immigrated in the 1970s, some as male students, 
this group interacts socially and religiously with those older Pakistani 
families whose parents and grandparents settled in Australia in the late 
nineteenth century. The latter have maintained traditional values 
through the years but have always been few in number. 

The more recent arrivals experience less culture shock and have 
adapted with greater ease than the pioneer group, because the differences 
between modern day Pakistan and Australia are not as extreme as they 
were in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Fluency in English 
and a greater exposure to Western influences are factors that also 
facilitate this process. In terms of male-female relations the younger 
generation of couples describe themselves as modern in outlook and 
behaviour. Distance from such strong conformist pressures as the 
extended family and the reality of living in a non-Islamic society, have 
led to the relaxation of certain customs. Husbands are more likely to 
assist in household duties and wives to participate in financial and other 
decision making than might be the case if they resided in Pakistan, 
particularly if they lived in a joint-family unit. 

In Australia, the family resides in a single household, compared 
with the joint household that is often the custom in Pakistan. While 
missing the warmth and support the extended family network offers, 
young couples seem to appreciate the privacy and greater freedom in 
personal matters that they now enjoy. Concern is still expressed, 
however, as to the well-being of parents, and provisions are made for long 
visits from relatives. The notion of elderly parents joining them under 
Australia's family reunion scheme is entertained, but the couples are 
realistic about the associated problems of cultural alienation and 
adjustment that the elderly would experience. As the extended family 
network in Pakistan looks after the old, the infirm, the widowed and the 
unemployed, they are usually satisfied that their relatives' welfare is 
secure and that regular visits can fulfil their obligations towards them. 

Host-community attitudes 

The attitudes of the host community towards Pakistanis indicate that 
interaction is a two-way process. The degree of social interaction varies 
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from family to family. On the Pakistani side, it may depend on factors 
such as past experience, incidences of racial discrimination, occupation, 
or the degree of religious orthodoxy within the family. Pakistanis 
perceive the reaction of the host community towards them at two 
different levels: first as Pakistanis and second as Muslims. 

While many of the older families have in the past experienced both 
institutional and individual discrimination on the basis of their skin 
colour and sometimes their religion, the more recent arrivals note an 
improvement in terms of host-community reaction. The periodic 
campaigns of the various anti-Asian lobby groups do not alter this belief 
that Australia has matured in terms of community relations since its 
White Australia Policy days. 

In many instances, Pakistanis socialize with Australian friends and 
neighbours. The community in Western Australia is small, which no 
doubt creates more interaction than would otherwise be the case. 
Elsewhere in Australia, where there are larger numbers of Pakistanis and 
where there is a well-developed religious community of Muslims from 
many other countries, less interaction is likely. 

Host-community attitudes towards Islam places many Pakistani 
Australians on the defensive. The community believes that Australians 
are largely ignorant about Islam and that in many cases their perceptions 
are based on what they read and hear about Arabs or Iranians. While 
quick to point out that this is not the fault of Australians, they lay 
responsibility on the media for what they see as consistent attacks against 
Islam. There is general agreement that the press and television 
perpetuate stereotypes and create a misunderstanding of Islam. Some 
Pakistani Australians also express the opinion that the Christian Church 
has over the centuries, from the time of the crusades, also transmitted 
this bias. 

Arranged marriages 

Arranged marriages are the norm for Pakistani Australians. In a society 
like Pakistan's, where there are limited opportunities for boy-girl 
socialization, this custom is accepted by young people, but amongst the 
educated classes in contemporary Pakistan sons and daughters have the 
final say. 

Pakistani Australians note these more flexible arrangements with 
approval. Parents see this custom as a method of protecting their 
offspring from impulsive and often unwise decisions that may lead to 
marital conflict. In Western Australia, because their children are still 
very young, most have not yet directly experienced arranging their 
children's marriages, although their own marriages were organized 
according to custom. 
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Some parents realize that in the future they may have to 'turn a blind 
eye' in some respects to their children's behaviour. They imagine that 
their children will not have the same strong emotional ties to Pakistan as 
they have. For this reason, mother-tongue maintenance is regarded as 
vital, along with religious instruction and Arabic lessons, so that children 
can read the Koran in its original language. Parents envisage that, by 
local Australian standards, their life-styles and family values may be 
judged as conservative, but by Pakistani standards they are very liberal. 

What values should be retained by their families, who are growing 
up in a society of contrasting life-styles? The response is quite definite 
that both religious and cultural values should be retained but with 
perhaps not the same degree of intensity. 

Divorce and child custody 

In Australia, the same traditional abhorrence of divorce is evident. 
Pakistani Australians consider that the speed with which Australians 
enter marriage is only matched by the speed with which they dissolve 
marriages. In Pakistan, both processes involve protracted negotiations. 

Marital conflicts among Pakistanis in Perth continue to be resolved 
according to tradition. In the absence of relatives, selected friends, with 
equal representation for each party, counsel husband and wife as to their 
rights and obligations and generally act as mediators. There is reluctance, 
indeed strong resistance, to consulting professional marriage counsellors 
and social workers. Reasons for this include tradition and the concept of 
family honour and shame. Professionals are also largely unfamiliar with 
Islamic values and attitudes in matters of husband-wife relations, which 
probably contributes towards this reluctance. No divorces seem to have 
occurred within the local community, although there have been instances 
of inter-ethnic marriages between Pakistanis and Australians that have 
resulted in separation and divorce . 
. - Pakistani Australian men consider themselves much more loving 
and generally demonstrative towards their children than their Australian 
counterparts. They believe that in Australia the custody of children is 
usually given to the wife because the average Australian father is less 
emotionally attached to his children. In deciding matters of custody, it is 
considered that more provision should be made for the depth offeeling a 
father has for his children. 

Conclusion 
Western influences in education and upbringing are clearly visible in 
Perth's Pakistani community. Nevertheless, the formative and binding 
social influences in their lives have been, and continue to be, both 
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religion and custom. In many homes, it is the Pakistani woman who 
remains even more traditional than her husband and acts as the custodian 
and transmitter of values. In most cases women do not join the workforce 
and are, therefore, less likely to interact with the host community than 
their menfolk, which may account for this tenacity. 

In spite of their Western education and exposure to Australian 
life-styles, the present generation's family values are still strongly 
moored to Islamic law and Pakistani custom. It is still too early to predict 
what changes may occur when their children mature and a new 
generation of Australian-born Pakistanis emerges. Some parents believe 
that, unless a stronger Muslim community develops in Western 
Australia, they will eventually go home, an option that is always open to 
those who retain dual nationality. This refrain is often repeated by many 
Pakistanis resident here and was no doubt the intention of those early 
pioneering families of the previous centuries whose descendants have 
nevertheless remained in Australia for three or four generations. 

It is believed that strong links with the country of origin are 
important. Unless extra efforts are made to preserve values, maintain 
language, and retain an Islamic identity, the community fears a possible 
breakdown in Islamic family values and ideals. 
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Appendix A 

The Shias 
The Shias are the major divergent sect of Islam; they disagree with the Sunni 
majority on certain religious practices and interpretations. At least 10 per cent of 
the Muslim world and 8 per cent of Pakistani Muslims belong to the Shia sect. 

Their origins go back to the beginnings of Islam and the historical dispute 
over the order of the caliphs following the death of the Prophet Muhammad. 
Some Muslims who disagreed with the line of succession followed Ali (the 
Prophet's nephew and son-in-law) as imam (leader). One of Ali's sons, Hussain, 
and his followers were murdered, and his martyrdom is still commemorated 
today by Shias throughout the world. It is an essentially esoteric sect that accepts 
the Koran but has its own secret Sunna (Hadith). Shiism is further divided into 
sects, which in many cases are further subdivided. Within Iran, it forms the 
dominant sect, and Sunni Muslims are a small minority. 

The dominant sub-sects in Pakistan are the Khoja, who believe in a 'living 
imam', the Agha Khan, and the Ahmadiya sect. The Ahmadiya sect evolved in 
the early twentieth century in the Punjab, where its members are still regarded as 
heretical and were the subject of anti-Ahmadiya riots (led by Sunni ulema) in 
Pakistan in the early 1950s. The Ahmadiya sect is often regarded by non-Sunni 
Muslims as a modern progressive movement within Islam. For example, they 
are extremely energetic in west Africa, where they are actively proselytizing. 
While still following the basic precepts of Islam, they tend to be more liberal and 
in general are said to favour secular education. 

Within Pakistan, Sunni law applies to Sunnis and Shia law to Shias, with 
the law peculiar to each sub-sect applying to its respective followers. At present 
the sects do not operate under one Muslim law. If the sects could resolve their 
differences and reach consensus then a uniform Muslim Law could be applied 
by courts in Pakistan (Weekes, 1978). 

Appendix B 

The Four Schools 
of Law 

1. The Hanafi School, named after its founder Abu Hanafi (died AD767), 
with perhaps the largest following, is most widespread in the Muslim world and 
the dominant school in Pakistan. It is characterized by a more liberal 
interpretation of the Koran and emphasizes the qiya, the use of reason and 
analogy in its interpretation of religious law. It permits marriage between a 
Muslim male and a Christian or Jewish female (both religions in common with 
Islam possess a 'Revealed Book') without a conversion to Islam taking place. 
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Children of such a marriage are expected to be brought up as Muslims. The same 
dispensation is not granted to a Muslim female, whose partner must convert to 
Islam before the marriage is permitted. 

2. The al Shafi School also applies a more liberal interpretation of the 
Koran and stresses the ijma (the consensus of the community through the ulema, 
the religious judge). It does not permit marriage between Muslims and non
Muslims. Followers occur in Indonesia, east Africa, and western and southern 
Arabia. 

3. The Maliki School has its judicial system based primarily on the Hadith, 
with only limited use of the ijma. It is present in north and west Africa, Upper 
Egypt, and the Sudan. 

4. The Hanbali School is the most conservative of the schools, and it is 
found only in central Arabia. It accepts only the literal interpretation of the 
Koran and the Hadith. 

Divergences amongst the schools are considered to be more a question of 
practice than principle and are believed by Muslims to be equally valuable. The 
orthodox Muslim is free to decide for himself which school he will follow. All 
Muslims, whatever their school or sect, accept the Five Pillars of Islam. 
Differences occur in some details of performance (Weekes, 1978: p. xxv). 

Appendix C 

Social-legal Enactments 

Muslim Family Laws Ordinance 1961 (MFLO) 

The MFLO was a major reform legislated to secure for female citizens the rights 
they had under Koranic law; it was the cause of much violent disagreement from 
the ulema. It arose from the deliberations of the Rashid Commission of 1959, 
made up oflawyers and government officials. Before this Ordinance, customary 

. and religious laws continued to be applied, with some legislative modifications 
from the British period known as Anglo-Muhammadan Law with a series of acts 
covering marriage, divorce, dower, inheritance and the like. Included in the 
Ordinance are the following Acts: 

1. Child Marriage Restraint Act, which increased minimum age at marriage 
for females from 15 to 16; 

2. Registration of Marriages Act, which meant that marriages were required 
under law to be registered with local councils; and 

3. Dissolution of Marriages Act, by which divorce had to be notified to the 
government and registered. The requirement of attempts at reconciliation was a 
major feature of this Act. Under the strength of customary practice, provisions 
in the Koran advocating and allowing reconciliation between husband and wife 
were not as widely observed. The MFLO endeavoured to incorporate the 
procedures for reconciliation before divorce in line with the Koran. This was to 
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be achieved by an arbitration council, with a chairman and two arbitrators, one 
on behalf of the husband and one for the wife. Written notice of intention to 
divorce had to be conveyed to both chairman and wife, and became effective 
after a certain period of time during which the council was obligated to try to 
effect a reconciliation. Evidence suggests that the structured approach to 
reconciliation and divorce is not working because the council concept has not 
been adopted (Patel, 1979). 

Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) Application Act 1962 

This law allows for the application of Muslim personal law to the special 
property of females; women are now legally entitled to inherit property as 
described by Muslim law. The above law is applied by courts in accordance with 
the sect of the individual Muslim litigant. Prior to the formulation of this Act, it 
was legally accepted that customary laws superseded religious laws in matters of 
personal life, inheritance being first on the list. Through this new Act, Islamic 
rights of inheritance were made available and applicable to women for the first 
time. In contemporary Pakistan, however, custom is not easily dislodged, and a 
range of devious means is used by families to circumvent the law (Patel, 1979). 

1973 Constitution 
Article 25.2: 'There shall be no discrimination on the basis of sex alone.' 
Article 25 Clause 3: 'Nothing in this article shall prevent the State from making 
any special provision for the protection of women and children.' 

Family Law Courts Act 1964 

This Act was introduced during Muhammad Ayub Khan's administration as an 
attempt to provide effective legal machinery to deal with family and matrimonial 
cases. This was necessary as the judicial process in Pakistan is very slow. The Act 
provides for 

1. the establishment of district family courts, and 
2. the appointment of special and experienced judges of at lea!>t district 

judge level. 

This Act has not been implemented. No separate or special courts have been 
established anywhere to carry out the functions of the family courts. Instead, 
judges in the civil courts exercise jurisdiction over family matters. Already 
overburdened with an enormous backlog of civil work, they also deal with family 
cases side by side with civil litigation (Patel, 1979: p. 158). 

Dowry and Bridal Gifts (Restriction) Act 1976 

This Act restricts the amounts that can be given as dowry and marriage 
expenses. It is an attempt to prevent the custom of the bride's parents going into 
debt in an attempt to meet exorbitant demands from the groom's family. It also 
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attempts to ensure that the dowry and bridal gifts remain the exclusive property 
ofthe bride, something she can fall back on in times of difficulties. Even though 
legislation decrees otherwise, this Act is being flouted by rich and poor alike, an 
indication of the strength of customary practices prevailing over the law (Patel, 
1979: p. 34). 

Women's Division 

This was created by President Zia as a result of pressure from women's groups, 
who at the time were agitating for a Special Ministry for Women's Affairs and a 
National Commission to examine women's status. The division works directly 
under the president and has been allocated the following subjects: 

1. to formulate public policies and laws to meet the special needs of women, 
2. to register and assist women's organizations, 
3. to undertake and promote research on problems and conditions of 

women, 
4. to undertake and encourage projects related to women, 
5. to represent Pakistan in international organizations dealing with 

women's problems, and 
6. to ensure equal opportunity in education and employment and the fuller 

participation of women in all spheres of national life. 

No information is available yet to record any results, positive or otherwise, that 
have emerged through the creation of this division (Pate1, 1979: p. 29). 

Appendix 0 

All-Pakistan Women's 
Association (APWA) 

The recent revival of fundamentalist interpretations of Islam by the ulema in the 
Islamic Ideology Council of Pakistan, together with their attempts to repeal the 
1961 Muslim Family Laws Ordinance, has provoked urban women's groups 
into uniting with a nationwide coalition called the Women's Action Forum (The 
Economist, 14 August 1982: pp. 28,31). 

The largest and most active women's association within the coalition is still 
the APWA. Since Pakistan's foundation in 1947, it has been extremely active in 
the areas of education, employment and family law. Women members strongly 
supported and lobbied for the 1961 Act. As the Koran cannot be legitimately 
challenged, the APW A and similar organizations rely on defeating the 
traditionalists through tjtehad (creative interpretation of the Koran); they argue 
that Islam gives women definite rights and protection in family areas and that 
current attempts to change the law are un-Islamic. At the 10th Triennial 
Conference of the APWA, 18-21 February 1982, the conference theme was 
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'Status of Women: Symbol of National Progress'. Resolution 4 was passed stating 
that 'This Conference records that the President of Pakistan, General 
Mohammad Zia-ul-Haq publicly stated on the occasion of the Muslim Women's 
Conference ... 1980 that a National Commission on the Status of Women would 
be set up' (Hidayat, 1982: p. 37). Resolution 4 also stated that it 

1. regrets that no Commission has been established, 
2. requests the President to form such a Commission, 
3. recommends that all laws and matters of social and economic policy 

affecting women be referred to such a Commission, 
4. recommends that 60 per cent representation in the Commission come 

from non-governmental women's organizations, and 
5. strongly emphasizes that until such a body is formed no laws concerning 

women and the family be passed, especially with reference to the Muslim Family 
Laws Ordinance 1961. 
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Sri Lankan Families 

Hanija Dean-Oswald" 

Ethnic Groups 
The republic of Sri Lanka is an ethnically plural society with a 
concomitant variety of family values and attitudes. The multiracial, 
multireligious, multilingual characteristics of Sri Lanka have a long 
historical background, yet despite centuries of coexistence, the various 
cultural groups have maintained separate identities. (See Tables 8.1 
and 8.2.) 

Sinhalese Buddhists 

The Sinhalese form the largest single ethnic group or community in the 
island, about 71 per cent of the population. Their origins go back perhaps 
3000 years, when they are thought to have migrated over the course of 
centuries from the north-western and north-eastern areas of India. 
Originally settled in the north-eastern plains and central hill country, 

* I wish to thank Helen Schwenke for her research assistance and for the interest she 
sustained throughout this project. A number of Sri Lankan community people provided 
invaluable knowledge and insights: my thanks to them all, especially Mrs Elizier of 
Melbourne, whose paper and personal comments provided a rich source of material, 
Dr Don Chandraratna, Dr P. ]anaganathan and Mrs ]anaganathan, Mr C. Kangatheran, 
Mr Kulan Ramesar, and Professor Weeramantry and his colleagues from Monash University. 
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they were, through a series of invasions by the Tamils of southern India, 
driven further south-west and deeper into the hills. 

Most of this group speak Sinhala (an Aryan derived language) and 
practise Therevada Buddhism (67.4 per cent). There is, however, a clear 
regional distinction between the low-country Sinhalese, who form 
almost two-thirds of the total Sinhalese population, and the up-country 
Sinhalese or Kandyans, who for centuries have inhabited the hill country 
of Sri Lanka. Originally there was little distinction between the social 
structure, customs and laws of the low-country and Kandyan Sinhalese 
(Cooray, 1972: p. 111). The subsequent separation of the two is the result 
of historical development. In 1505, the maritime provinces came under 
foreign rule, but the kingdom of Kandy maintained its independence 
until 1815. Contact with European law, customs and religion during the 
Portuguese and Dutch periods gradually affected the traditional values 
of the low-country Sinhalese. In the course of time, the Kandyan 
province became the last stronghold of completely indigenous Sinhalese 
customs and practices. 

Contact with the outside world gave the low-country Sinhalese a 
head start in the political process following independence in 1948. Their 
much earlier exposure to Europeans ensured that they had learnt about 
Western-style politics, and subsequently they were in a better position to 
assume control when the time came. Later, in the 1950s, the great and 
powerful Kandyan families were able to reduce this gap, and their 
influence has steadily increased (Singer, 1964: p. 58). Since this period 
there has also been a revival of Sinhalese ethnic nationalism and the 
advantage enjoyed by the English-speaking, English-educated Sinhalese 
and Tamils has been replaced by greater emphasis on identification with 
Sinhala language, dress and traditions. 

Table 8.1 Ethnic composition of Sri Lankan population 

Ethnic group 

Sinhalese: 

Tamils: 

Moors: 

Low-country 
Kandyan 
CeylonlSri Lankan 
Indian 
CeylonlSri Lankan 
Indian 

Burghers and Eurasians 
Malays 
Others 

Source: 1971 census (Jayasuriya, 1980: p. 1) 

Population 

3705000 
5426000 
1424000 
1175000 

828000 
27000 
45000 
43000 
16000 
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Table 8.2 Religious composition of Sri Lankan population 

Religion 

Buddhist 
Hindu 
Christian 
Muslim 
Others 

Percentage of population 

67.4 
17.6 
7.7 
7.1 
0.1 

Source: 1971 census (Jayasuriya, 1980: p. 1) 

Sinhalese Christians 

In cultural terms, ~he Sinhalese are one community; whether Buddhist 
or Christian, Kandyan or low-country, the habits of thought and custom 
cultivated for over 2000 years are still shared. In matters of religious 
practice they differ, but they are still members of the same ethnic and 
linguistic group. This is reflected in certain family traditions and the 
amicable social relations and religious tolerance that exist between the 
two religions. Inter-religious marriage across the two communities is far 
more evident than inter-ethnic marriage between Sinhalese and Tamils. 

Sri Lankan Tamils 

The second largest ethnic community is the Sri Lankan or Ceylon 
Tamils, as they are still known. Originally descendants of those Tamil
speaking Hindu invaders and immigrants from southern India, who 
many historians believe came to the island in about the eleventh century, 
they still mainly inhabit the same north-eastern plains and· have 
maintained a distinct identity. They form about 11 per cent of the 
population and are mainly concentrated in the far north in the Jaffna 
Peninsula; they are also sometimes known as the J affna Tamils. Smaller 
numbers are still to be found on the east coast, mainly north and south of 
Batticaloa. Their language, religion and caste structure are witness to 
their south Indian heritage, but they nevertheless consider themselves as 
much a part of Sri Lanka (and as Sri Lankan) as their fellow Sinhalese 
citizens. 

Indian T amils 

Another group of Tamils in Sri Lanka are the Indian Tamils (not to be 
confused with the Ceylon Tamils), who are fairly recent arrivals in terms 
of the island's long history. Originally imported by the British from 
southern India at the turn of the century to work on plantations, their 
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descendants are still to be found working on the tea, coffee and rubber 
estates as labourers. 

The Citizenship Act of 1948 made it difficult for this group to 
acquire citizenship through registration (Jayasuriya, 1980: p. 22). An 
agreement between India and Sri Lanka in 1964 has since followed; a 
proportion of the Indian Tamils have been granted citizenship and a 
larger number have been repatriated by the Indian government. 

Tamil Christians 

A small percentage (less than 3 per cent) of Ceylon and Indian Tamils 
have become Christians. Strong cultural ties between Hindu and 
Christian Tamils exist in much the same way as those between Sinhalese 
Buddhists and Christians. Traditional attitudes towards courtship, 
marriage, male-female relationships, and, other aspects of family 
formation and family dissolution show a similar cultural background. It 
presents another instance of differing religious practices against a 
common cultural mosaic: the ethnic and the linguistic links prevail. 

Muslims 

The Muslims are the fourth largest religious community in Sri Lanka 
today. They make up a little over 7 per cent of the total population but are 
further subdivided into three different ethnic communities: Ceylon or 
Sri Lankan Moors, Indian Moors and Malays. 

The Ceylon Moors have links with the island going back almost 900 
years; they are descendants of the Arab traders who dominated the sea 
trade in this part of the Indian Ocean during the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. Similar to their Ceylonese counterparts, but nevertheless 
regarded as having separate identities, are the Indian Moors, more recent 
arrivals, whose Arab descendants came to the island after several 
centuries on the south-east Indian coast. Smallest in numbers are the 
Malay Muslims, who once again bear witness to the important historical 
role of Sri Lanka in the Indian Ocean trade of the time. Unlike the 
Ceylonese and Indian Moors, their trading ancestors came from the 
Malay Peninsula and Indonesia. 

Burghers 

In Australia today, the Burghers represent the largest Sri Lankan 
community, yet in their country of origin they are the smallest 
community. This group has chosen to emigrate because of the pressures, 
psychological, political and economic, encountered since independence. 
The term 'Burgher' is sometimes used 'as a generic term to describe the 
descendants of the Portuguese, Dutch and British who have for centuries 
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lived in Ceylon'. This definition has been, and still is, unacceptable to 
many Burghers (Singer, 1964: p. 4). 

Indiscriminate use of the term 'Burgher' has been a constant 
complaint of the community. Many believe that it cannot be applied to 
Eurasians of mixed Portuguese and English descent, as the term is 
essentially Dutch. From the Burgher point of view, they are the 
descendants in the male line from the original settlers of the Dutch East 
India Trading Company. This description stresses their legitimacy as 
well as their proud ancestry, traced back to the respectable Dutch 
Burgher class of the upper and middle classes. Over the years, however, 
the term Burgher has tended to become synonymous with Eurasian until, 
today, it has lost its pure Dutch connotation. 

Few Burgher families can claim pure European descent, as most are 
the products of intermarriage with Sinhalese and Tamils. English is the 
mother tongue of the Burghers, and they have always tended to be 
extremely loyal to the British Empire. Burghers are Christians of one 
denomination or another, which has also enhanced their 'Europeanness'. 
Independence and the withdrawal of English patronage has resulted in 
this community losing its favoured position, and as a result they have 
chosen to depart in large numbers. 

Once part of the English-speaking, English-educated elite, the 
Burghers have, in a sense, always formed their own caste group, with the 
same endogamous marriage patterns of most caste groups on the island. 
Their identity problem has been compounded by the lack of a traditional 
culture of their own - their values have always been strictly Western and 
particularly English. Ironically, it appears that their identity problem, in 
terms of claims to Dutch ancestry, began at the time of the British 
takeover from the Dutch, that is to say, it was instigated by the English 
with whose traditions and life-style the Burghers came to identify and 
imitate. 

Perhaps because of British experience in India, where a sizeable 
Anglo-Indian or Eurasian community had already developed, the British 
lumped the Burghers and Eurasians together in official censuses and in 
their thinking. This assumption, bitterly resented at the time by the 
community, tended to confuse their identity with that of the steadily 
increasing Eurasian community, whose numbers were being increased 
by the presence of many single English male planters by the mid 1920s. 
From the Burgher viewpoint, 'Eurasian' meant offspring resulting from 
illicit and de facto relationships. This can be seen in the continued stress 
that some Burghers place in their claims to be descended from the male 
side of those Dutch company men of long ago. Generally speaking, the 
term 'Burgher' held the connotations of respectability - 'Englishness' 
and eliteness based on an English education and subsequent entry into 
the privileged professions or upper levels of the army and civil services. 
'Eurasian' on the other hand, came to imply lower socio-economic 
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standing and many of the negative stereotyped images associated with 
'mixed blood' marriages. 

Communal Tensions 
Outbreaks of communal violence, mainly directed against the Tamil
speaking minority, have occurred from time to time since independence. 
Although tensions between the Sinhalese majority and the Tamils 
stretch back centuries, to the period when rival kingdoms fought for 
supremacy, since 1948 the problem has assumed a socio-political 
dimension of some magnitude. While the British 'held the ring', the two 
communities, despite different religions and languages, coexisted. 
Cross-cultural contacts were minimal and intercourse was largely 
economic, and this has continued today. 

Many Sinhalese considered that the Tamils under British rule held a 
disproportionately high share of positions in the civil service, professions, 
and commercial life. Since independence, the Sinhalese have successfully 
attempted to diminish this gap, and they now wield the greatest power. 
Several discriminatory measures against Tamils introduced by gov
ernments in the past have tended to radicalize Tamil demands. 
Consequently, in the early 1970s, a number of Tamil parties united to 
form the Tamil United Liberation Front. Results of the latest election in 
1977 showed a victory for the Front, which won all seats in Tamil 
majority electorates, emerging as the biggest opposition party in 
Parliament. Meanwhile, Tamil demands for a Tamil-controlled state 
have fallen on deaf ears. Agitation for a less discriminatory language 
policy has, however, been successful. 

Although Sinhala is now the official language, both Tamil and 
Sinhala have the status of national languages used in schools and the 
administration. This somewhat belated recognition of the Tamillanguage 
was nevertheless only achieved after a period of intense campaigning 
marked by bitterness and communal rioting. In 1958 this Act was 
amended to provide for the 'reasonable use of Tamil' (Jiggins, 1978: 
p.ll). 

Clearly the patterns of coexistence among the different ethnic 
groups could not be maintained after independence in 1948. New 
relationships with a new balance of power emerged with language, 
religion, and race playing major roles: a style of 'ethnic nationalism' 
(Marga Institute, 1974: p. 4). Those Tamils, Sinhalese and Burghers who 
were 'anglicized' in terms of education and often religion, who hitherto 
had maintained an elite position through their monopoly of certain skills, 
were no longer to have more than their fair share of power or wealth. 
Subsequently many of them left. 
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Emigration 

The Burghers were the first community to emigrate from Sri Lanka in 
sizeable numbers following independence. Perhaps more than any other 
community, they possessed a strong sense of colonialism. In many cases, 
they had become so completely assimilated with British values that life 
on the island became difficult for them, and so they chose to settle in 
English-speaking countries, such as the United Kingdom or Australia. 
Another factor that hastened their departure was that it became clear that 
they were no longer going to enjoy the power and privilege that many of 
them had under British rule. As a totally anglicized urban minority, they 
were the first to suffer a loss of status and wealth in the early years of 
post-1948 independence. Many Western-educated Sinhalese who 
achieved power strongly disliked the Burghers for the airs and graces 
they were accused of giving themselves at the expense of the 'natives' and 
for the patronage they had enjoyed for so long. 

Many believed that, in terms of skin colour (where their mixed birth 
was usually obvious) and place of birth, they were definitely Ceylonese, 
but that their acceptance of this was tinged with regret at British refusal 
to accept them as equals. Clearly the long combination of historical forces 
that had favoured them for so long was at an end. 

A second wave of Burgher emigration was to occur when Western- . 
educated Sinhalese politicians were no longer dominant in the 1960s, and 
a more ethnic nationalism emerged with an emphasis on Sinhala or Tamil 
language and culture. Again these requirements were out of their reach: 
the Burghers had no 'traditional' culture they could fall back on. 

Australia provided an attractive solution, as an English-speaking 
Christian nation with a British heritage, where their natural talents could 
be utilized. Entry requirements at this time demanded proof of European 
descent. Only the Burgher community, of all the Sri Lankan groups, 
could meet these requirements. 

The Sri Lankan 
Legal System 

Sri Lanka's present legal system reflects both its colonial past and its 
multi-ethnic character. Over a hundred years ago it was described as 'a 
rich and overgrown jungle - interesting indeed, in its variety and 
luxuriance, but very difficult to thread and in many places almost 
impervious to the light of day' (J ayasuriya, 1980: p. 3). Since then, many 
legislative changes have been introduced, but the legal code still reflects 
the island's history and the ethnic mosaic of its social structure. These 
two factors provide the key to what at first may appear to be a confusing 
array of laws existing side by side. 
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Traditional laws: pre-colonial 

When the Portuguese arrived, they found various forms of law and 
custom already existing in different parts of the island: 

1. Sinhala law, 
2. Thesawalamai Code, 
3. Muslim law, and 
4. The laws of a number of smaller communities: the Mukkuvars, 

the Chetties, the Pars is (or Parsees) and the Paravars, communities 
whose laws, particularly in the later British period, subsequently lapsed 
(Cooray, 1972: p. 3). 

Sinhala law 

Developed over many centuries, this consisted of an elaborate system of 
courts over most of the country. Local and indigenous customs, other 
Indian customs, and the laws brought by the original Sinhalese with 
them to Ceylon had, in their different ways, affected the laws of the 
Sinhalese. 

Thesawalamai Code 

This system was brought to Ceylon by the original Malabar emigrants 
from India and was modified by each succeeding wave of Tamils who 
came over the centuries. At the time of the Portuguese arrival, it was only 
administered in the Northern Kingdom of Ceylon (Jayasuriya, 1980: 
pp. 2-3). 

Muslim law 

Those Muslims who came to Ceylon brought with them a system of 
jurisprudence shared by Muslims throughout the world. Wherever they 
settled in their small communities, they preserved their own customs, 
although it is not known whether their laws were administered separately 
by Sinhalese tribunals. The Portuguese and later the Dutch administered 
and recognized Muslim law as a separate system. 

Colonial laws 

Two forms of colonial laws were introduced to Sri Lanka: Portuguese, 
and Roman-Dutch and English. 

Portuguese 

The Portuguese were the first Europeans to occupy the island, from 1505 
to 1656. Mainly interested in dominating the sea trade of the Indian 
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Ocean region and wresting control from the Arabs, they remained 
traders, with coastal trading forts in the sea ports. Some intermarriage 
occurred with local women, and conversions to Catholicism took place, 
but they remained basically traders and were not intent on staking 
territorial claims. No traces of Portuguese law remain. The Portuguese in 
no way influenced the traditional laws of the Kandyan provinces, which 
they never occupied. It was the maritime provinces of the south that 
came under Portuguese and later Dutch influence and in the course of 
time it was. the laws and the customs of the low-country Sinhalese that 
changed their character. 

Roman-Dutch and English 

Remnants of Roman-Dutch law introduced by the Dutch during their 
rule from 1651 to 1796 still remain today. They introduced their own 
laws into the country, which applied to Dutch settlers, their native 
servants, to Sinhalese living in the forts, and to those who had become 
Protestants. They were also unable to penetrate the Kandyan provinces 
where traditional Sinhala law continued unaffected. Elsewhere on the 
island the local laws and customs of the Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims 
continued; Dutch laws acted as a residuary law when the local laws were 
silent or considered unsuitable (Cooray, 1972: p. 5). 

English law was introduced during the English period of colonial 
rule· from 1796 to 1948, when Ceylon gained independence. The 
principle was followed that the existing laws of the colony were to 
continue subject to certain qualifications (Cooray, 1972: p. 7). In 1815, 
when the Kandyan Kingdom was ceded, they were given the right to 
continue their laws, institutions and customs. Consequently the 
Roman-Dutch law and the customary laws of the Sinhalese, Muslims 
and Tamils continued; the addition was English law. 

Family law 

Today in contemporary Sri Lanka customary or special laws arising from 
a variety of traditional religious sources exist side by side with Roman
Dutch and English law. Family law is affected by four different legal 
systems. They are 

1. general law, 
2. Kandyan law, 
3. Thesawalamai Code, and 
4. Muslim law. 

General law 

General law includes the statute law of the country, together with 
common law, which, depending on its context, could be either Roman-
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Dutch or English law. Statute law applies to all communities irrespective 
of ethnic background or religion in the following enactments: 

1. Age of Majority, 
2. Adoption of Children Ordinance, 
3. Registration of Births and Deaths, 
4. Maintenance Ordinance, and 
5. Maintenance Ordinance - Facilities for Enforcement. 

In marriage and divorce, however, general or statute law only applies to 
low-country Sinhalese, Tamils, Burghers and Europeans. These groups 
do not have special customary laws regarding marriage and divorce, so 
general law has the character of a residuary law in these instances. 

Where customary law exists, it has definite precedence over general 
law: for example, Hindu Tamils are married and divorced under general 
law enactments, but in the area of matrimonial rights and inheritance, 
they have their own special law that takes precedence over general law. 
General law thus applies in areas where the special laws contain either no 
reference to the subject or are ambiguous. The Kandyan, Thesawalamai 
and Muslim laws are special laws. 

Kandyan law 

Kandyan law covers those persons who come within its scope or 
definition. It applies to those Sinhalese regarded as Kandyan as opposed 
to low-country. A satisfactory definition of Kandyan Sinhalese appears 
to be lacking, although a birth certificate showing antecedents and place 
of birth may be sufficient to establish a Kandyan identity (Jayasuriya, 
1980: p. 2). 

In the past there would have been little doubt as to who was 
Kandyan, as people tended to remain where they were born and knew 
each other by family and kin names. With increasing geographic 
mobility, which has been a feature of the post 1948 period, many 
Kandyans have moved away from their home town or village. Today they 
may be born outside the region, so the territorial application the term 
once held has been lost. Those Sinhalese and their issue who were settled 
in the Kandyan province at the time of annexation in 1815 are generally 
regarded as Kandyan. 

Thesawalamai Code 

The Thesawalamai Code is that set of personal law belonging to the 
Jaffna Tamils of north Ceylon. Its literal meaning is 'customs of the 
land'. It is discussed in more detail below; here it is sufficient to say that it 
goes back to the early eighteenth century, when it was codified by the 
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Dutch, submitted to and approved by twelve mudaliyars (native chiefs), 
and since then accepted as an authoritative account of the customs and 
practices of the J affna Tamils. The term malabar refers to the south 
Indian Dravidian ancestors of the Ceylon Tamils. Socio-Iegal enactments 
dealing with family law will be dealt with in the subsequent section on Sri 
Lankan Tamils. 

Muslim law 

Muslim law is the only system of law based solely on religion. In its 
definition, it applies to all followers of Islam. In this respect, it covers 
those persons born to Muslim parents as well as those who may convert 
to Islam. Family laws pertaining to Muslims are 

1. Muslim Marriage and Divorce Ordinance, 
2. Muslim Intestate Inheritance, and 
3. Registration of Marriages - Muslim. 

Sinhalese/Buddhist 
Religious Beliefs and Values 

'Religious life, possibly influenced by the ascetic elements in Buddhist 
ideology, related more to man's relationship to the universe than to man's 
relationship with man' (Ryan, 1958: p. 68). In his accountoflow-country 
marriage, Ryan stresses the absence of a specific role for religion or 
religious functionaries in marriage, for in no part of the celebrations 
surrounding this major event does a priest participate: it is the kinsmen 
who 'tie the knot', hence his description, 'Marriage is a sacrament of 
families' (Ryan, 1958: p. 78). Major life-cycle ceremonies, such as birth 
and puberty, are also marked by an absence of religious ritual, although 
supernatural beliefs and customs are present. Death is the only major 
crisis in life where Buddhism has direct significance and the priest is 
called upon to provide direct solace to the bereaved family (Ryan, 1958: 
p. 108). 

Buddhism reached Sri Lanka from India in the third century BC. 

Certain Hindu influences, such as caste which is not a tenet of Buddhism, 
have had their effect on the religion. This tendency occurred because of 
the practice of recruiting Sinhalese kings from southern India for, 
although these kings became Buddhists nominally, they brought with 
them their Hindu influences and Hindu practices. This explains the caste 
system in Thereravada Buddhism in Sri Lanka, a form of social 
stratification found in no other Buddhist nation. Caste within Buddhism 
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is, however, unlike the classic Hindu style of the fourfold varna system, 
nor does it allow for the concept of untouchability, for in Buddha's eyes 
no man was unclean. It is a system where the cultivator group (goyigama) 
is the largest and traditionally ranks the highest. Numerous other groups, 
some small and some large, were in the past largely functional or service 
groups, providing services to society at large, but in no way having the 
status of depressed castes, as in India (Leach, 1971: p. 30). These groups, 
such as washermen, potters, drummers, dancers, while not members of 
low castes, are more a legacy from the feudal past of the ancient Kandyan 
kingdoms. 

Within Sinhalese society then, status, structure and achievement 
have been conditioned in the past by a heritage which has included both 
feudalism and caste. It has been a society where one acquired elite status 
by birth, not by skill. Much of this has changed, and caste is no longer 
synonymous with status and occupation as it once was. Today there is 
usually no social subordination and no social precedence of one group 
over the other (Leach, 1971: p. 24). 

Traditional Sinhalese 
Values and Attitudes 

The Sinhalese community is divided into two religious groups and two 
regional groups, Buddhists and Christians, low-country and Kandyan. 
In their country of origin, Sinhalese Buddhists are a clear majority, 
forming a significant power bloc in the political system. The pre
independent dominant role of Sinhalese Christians - those with 
significant Western skills vis-a-vis language, education, and knowledge 
of the parliamentary system - has been dramatically reduced (Singer, 
1964: p. 49). 

Statistics reflecting the ethnic background and religion of those Sri 
Lankans entering Australia is lacking, but there appear to be roughly 
equal numbers of Sinhalese Buddhists and Christians settled here. This 
lack of solid data presents no great problem when discussing the 
traditional family attitudes and values, .as they were formed centuries 
before any conversions to Christianity occurred, so one fairly coherent 
picture emerges in discussing these values. The task is also simplified 
when one remembers that, although religious practices may differ today 
in Sri Lanka, the Sinhalese - whether Buddhist or Christian, low
country or Kandyan - belong to the same ethnic group with the same 
socio-cultural mores. Finally, continuity of tradition is a feature of most 
of the family outlook of the Sinhalese. 
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Courtship 

Traditional values prohibit a courtship pattern along Western lines. 
Young people do not 'date' one another and there is a fairly strict 
segregation of young people, particularly girls, from the age of puberty 
onwards (Siriwardena, 1963: p. 159). How then are marriage partners 
found? The answer lies in arranged marriage. 

Marriage 

Parents on both sides are the initiators and organizers of a marriage. 
There is usually a set of criteria for the selection of spouses, which is 
strictly adhered to. According to Ryan (1958: p. 63), some factors in the 
selection process are regarded as essential, while others may be subject to 
compromise. Parental approval is a necessity, but as it is the parents who 
manage all aspects of the proposed union, this seems irrelevant. The early 
Sinhalese tradition, which stated that approval had to be obtained from 
all adult relatives on both sides up to the third degree, seems no longer 
operable. 

Endogamous considerations, which require marriage within one's 
own group, are also inflexible, these include Sinhalese ancestry and 
identical caste groups. Ryan (1958: p. 64) states that even the elite urban 
groups, the Western-educated, progressive families who are usually 
non-discriminatory in other areas, observe and ensure that their children 
observe caste considerations in seeking a partner. 

Another non-variable is that the prospective bride must be younger 
than the groom. There is a strong preference for a woman aged under 25 
years. Usually the husband is six to ten years older, which reinforces the 
tradition of marriage transferring the girl from her father's authority to 
that of her husband (Ryan, 1958: p. 66). Until marriage, the adolescent 
girl is regarded as beinR unable to look after herself (Siriwardena, 1963). 

Traditionally, assurance of a girl's virginity was required. Post
nuptial evidence was demanded (except in the Kandyan tradition), and 
the bride could be returned to her parents' household if this condition 
was not met. While this tradition is no longer observed in the towns and 
cities and many villages, brides are still expected to be virgins, and the 
protective attitude shown towards girls, their careful chaperoning, and 
exclusion from the company of young men all indicate a continuation of 
the basis of this tradition. 

Matching horoscopes is another marriage prerequisite. Traditionally 
horoscopes are cast at every child's birth (Siriwardena, 1963: p. 164), so 
when children are of age, their parents can match them with a suitable 
partner. Matching horoscopes ensures the psychological and personal 
compatibility of the couple; a long series of points require matching. The 
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belief that separation, through death or some other means, will occur if 
the horoscopes are incompatible is very strong. Few people are prepared 
to take the risk. 'A firm belief in the system makes even the youthfully 
ardent reluctant to try the Westerner's more inexact empirical method of 
courtship' (Ryan, 1958: p. 67). 

Traditionally the professional marriage broker acts as the go
between or agent for both sets of parents. In some cases, he is dispensed 
with, and a kinsman assumes the role. When endogamous essentials of 
matching caste and ethnicity are established and parents are satisfied that 
the horoscopes are in harmony, the next phase begins. Careful con
sideration is given to a number of factors, some of which are assets and 
some liabilities. These are balanced and counter-balanced until final 
agreement is reached. Included in the list is the economic power and 
status of the family lines. Sinhalese marriage is not based on the Christian 
ideal of two individuals achieving a union for purposes of procreation; it 
establishes, rather, a relationship between two families or clans. The 
girl's parents seek for their daughter a husband who has a prestigious 
position in terms of education or occupation or both and comes from a 
family with honourable lineage. His parents, on the other side, while 
judging the latter, are also assessing the dowry power of his proposed 
spouse (Ryan, 1958: p. 68). The desire to ensure that wealth does not 
leave the family (in its broadest sense) is the main reason for marriage 
partners being sought from one's own kin group, with a traditional 
preference for cross-cousin marriage. (Children of siblings of opposite 
sex, for example the children of a brother and sister, are cross-cousins. 
Parallel-cousin marriage is taboo, that is the children of two brothers or 
two sisters.) 

Dowry among the low-country Sinhalese is usually in the. form of 
money, clothes and jewellery. Traditionally regarded as the daughter's 
share of the family inheritance, it also symbolizes a transference of 
responsibility from the kin of her birth to her kin through marriage 
(Ryan, 1958: p. 70; Obeyesekere, 1967: p. 41). The amount of the dowry 
varies according to the family'S means and often on the number of 
unmarried daughters left at home. Considerable sacrifices are often made 
by the parents in their efforts to accumulate a respectable dowry, which 
they see as enhancing their daughter's chances of acquiring a prestigious 
partner. This accounts for the tendency in many middle-class families to 
invest money as dowry rather than finance their daughter's education 
beyond secondary school (Siriwardena, 1963: p. 157). An adequate 
dowry seems to be regarded as significant. Theoretically, it may be 
disliked by some women, who consider that it lowers their self-esteem, 
but it is an issue of psychological importance seen by Ryan (1958: p. 71) 
as removing a possible source of friction between the bride and her 
in-laws. 
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Other factors that are also carefully weighed by the family in seeking 
a wife for their son include personal looks, a light complexion, ability as a 
home-maker and a moral character, but these are all 'overshadowed by 
family status and amount of dowry' (Ryan, 1958: p. 58). 

Family and kin relationships and obligations 

Marriage is regarded as an alliance of kin reinforcing the circle of kin ship. 
Jiggins, in her discussion on Sinhalese caste (1978: p. 20) sees the clan or 
kinship group as forming a circle, which from time to time must renew its 
bonds of descent, many of which have grown weak. In the Kandyan 
tradition, the same word, nadayo (kinsmen), is used to describe both 
blood kin and marriage kin (Jiggins, 1978: p. 7). 

Although this interdependence of kin is a characteristic of the 
marriage alliance, it is nevertheless the conjugal household that forms the 
basic functioning unit. Described by Ryan (1958: p. 35) and other writers 
as the 'nuclear family', this classification can be misleading to the 
Western reader, who may understand the term in its Western sense, with 
connotations of mother, father and children living an isolated existence 
in a single household unsupported by any family or kin network. This is 
not the case in Sinhalese society. Perhaps it would reduce misunder
standings to substitute 'elementary' for 'nuclear'. The elementary unit, 
then, consists of husband, wife and their children. It is the unit that 
functions as a whole within the larger extended kinship web. 

Relationships among the elementary family are well defined and 
represent the most intimate functioning unit. Joint-family households 
may occasionally occur, but they are unpopular (Ryan, 1958: p. 36). 
Nevertheless, because many families live near each other, a joint-family 
intimacy remains in many households. Those families who live some 
distance away still maintain close ties with their ancestral home, 
returning there for major life-cycle ceremonies (puberty, marriage and 
death) and religious ceremonies. These ties are further strengthened by a 
strong sense of filial responsibility to the aged, with married sons 
traditionally assuming major responsibility. 

Male-female relations 

The general religious belief that only a man can become a Buddha and 
that it is more difficult for women to achieve the second highest plane of 
enlightenment (arahantship) seems to have moulded women's position in 
society (Anuradha and Muni, 1974: p. 43). 

As in most societies, the ideal role for a woman is to be a good wife 
and mother. This popular ideal is still accepted today. Marriage as the 
accepted goal for women leaves spinsterhood relegated to a low status, 



242 Chapter 8 

with parents or, in their absence, brothers held responsible for not having 
arranged a marriage. Spinsterhood and early widowhood are also seen as 
the result of a bad karma, that is, the belief in both Buddhism and 
Hinduism that the consequences of a person's actions determine his or 
her position in the next plane of existence (Siriwardena, 1963: p. 152; 
Anuradha and Muni, 1974: p. 43). 

Male offspring are usually preferred, but once a daughter is born she 
is cherished and usually regarded as something precious. A girl is 
considered to be in her childhood until she reaches puberty, which 
usually takes place between the ages of 12 and 14 years. Until this 
important event, she plays freely with boys and, indeed, this whole 
period of her life is remarkably free and permissive. But the training of 
girls from rural and urban working-class families as a wife and mother 
begins at a much earlier age than that of their urban elite and middle
class sisters. Tasks such as drawing water, washing clothes, looking after 
younger children, sweeping and cooking simple meals are performed by 
girls between the ages of 5 and 9 years. Daughters of the urban elite and 
middle class enjoy a far less arduous and much happier childhood. 
Servants usually take charge of the household chores that the poorer 
child must do. She is free to pursue her leisure hours playing, visiting the 
cinema, bringing up pets and involving herself in hobbies. Petted and 
pampered by parents and relatives, and waited on by female servants, 
who may even accompany her to school, her life is indeed carefree. 

Segregation of the sexes begins at puberty. All religious communities 
in Sri Lanka observe puberty ceremonies (Siriwardena, 1963: p. 160), 
and these are regarded as important life-cycle ceremonies in a young 
girl's life. From this moment, her childhood is over, her chastity must be 
protected, and she begins in some form or other her preparation for her 
future role of wife and mother. 

The concept of family honour is inculcated in the young girl by her 
mother and female relatives. She must bring no shame upon the family 
lineage and is expected not to associate with any male or female who is not 
approved by her parents as exerting a good influence. The urban middle
class girl's leisure time is virtually an extension of her childhood. She 
may be taught accomplishments, such as piano playing, music and 
dancing, which are usually seen as desirable in obtaining a high-status 
husband. If she wishes, and her parents approve, she may continue her 
studies; once again her lot is in direct contrast with that of her village 
sisters. 

The traditional role of men has religious sanctions in Buddhism, for 
originally Buddha did not admit women into the clergy (Anuradha and 
Muni, 1974: p. 50). The male, whether father, brother, uncle or 
grandfather, is the supporter and protector of the family and the one who 
makes final decisions in important matters, as he is the traditional 
custodian of knowledge and experience. 
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Male dignity is an important concept to the Sinhalese male. He 
performs no household tasks and is usually indulged and waited upon by 
his womenfolk and servants. As a child and adolescent, he has much more 
freedom than girls to do as he pleases. Education is seen as an important 
investment in his future, ensuring him a position in the civil service or the 
professions, which in turn will improve his chances in the marriage mart, 
where he may attract a wife with a handsome dowry. 

The Sinhalese married couple do not make a display of public 
affection, which is frowned upon and regarded as an indecent Western 
custom. It would be incorrect to interpret this as an absence oflove and 

. affection, for both are an ideal of the Sinhalese marriage and undoubtedly 
present in most unions (Ryan, 1958: p. 42). In their relationships towards 
their children, the mother is warm and loving, while the father, although 
extremely demonstrative in Western terms towards small babies, 
becomes more distant as the children grow older, in keeping with the 
dignity he is required to display as a male and a father, for the family 
exists under his mild patriarchal custody. 

Traditional Sinhalese Attitudes 
to Divorce, Property and Inheritance. 

Marriage unifies; inheritance separates; property endures. 
(Leach, 1971: p.ll) 

Through the centuries, Sinhalese custom has been preserved in its purest 
form within the Kandyan tradition. This tradition has ensured that 
property relations are managed by kin. Marriage, an alliance organized 
by kin, is motivated by the desire that wealth does not leave the family. 
Kandyan marriage, so closely intertwined with property and inheritance 
rights, can, therefore, be examined along with these matters. 

The two types of marriage available to the Kandyan are diga and 
binna. When a husband marries in binna, he contracts to go and live in his 
wife's parental home or property owned by her family. Technically he 
places himself in a subordinate position by this action, illustrated by the 
old saying that the binna husband should always have nearby a walking 
stick, a palm-leaf umbrella and a torch so he can leave at any time he is 
asked to quitthe house (S. J. Tambiah, 1973: p. 130). Leach (1971: p. 85) 
describes binna marriages as sometimes occurring when the parents of a 
girl without brothers, who stands to inherit substantial property, insists 
that she marry in binna. Children of this marriage may take their 
mother's family name. Generally this style of marriage will only appeal to 
an under-privileged or poor young man without prospects of his own 
inheritance. Diga marriage, on the other hand, is the most common and 
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the preferred form. In diga marriage, the young woman accompanies her 
husband to his house, which emphasizes the severance of her ties with 
her own family. By doing this, she is said to have forfeited her right to 
inheritance in her father's state in favour of her brothers. This exclusion 
is based on the idea that she has already received her dowry at marriage, 
which may include land. Under the Kandyan Marriage Ordinance of 
1870 a marriage is considered to be diga unless registered to the contrary. 

Kandyan divorce 

Under Kandyan customary law, divorce was frequent and did not 
require great formality, except for the one essential condition of intention 
to separate for good. 

Divorce (dissolution) of binna marriage 

Only the parent who made a settlement on the couple had the power to 
force the daughter to divorce her husband. Brothers held this power after 
the death of parents, if this right were granted to them. The widowed 
mother who had inherited her husband's property could not force her 
daughter to dissolve her binna marriage, but the widow could evict both 
the daughter and son-in-law without prejudicing their rights or those of 
their children. 

Divorce (dissolution) of diga marriage 

No parents or kin had the power to enforce divorce against the will of a 
couple, except in the case of family disgrace where even relatives could 
enforce a divorce against the will of both the parents or the couple 
(usually when caste relations were grossly contravened). Brothers and 
uncles responsible for the dissolution of their sister's or niece's marriage 
were required to support her until her remarriage. 

Under the provisions of the Kandyan Marriage Ordinance of 1870, 
a divorce could be obtained on the grounds of adultery and incest, 
desertion or mutual consent. 

Inheritance 

Kandyan customary law provided for the written or oral form of a last 
will and testament. The contents of testaments or oral bequests were 
mostly openly declared before witnesses, and succession rights were 
traditionally entailed from father to son or male heirs. There is some 
contention that formal disinheritance is not necessary, but S. J. Tambiah 
states that, for the very reason that succession is assumed, the disin
heritance of heirs had to be expressed either in writing or orally. 
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Similarly, if an adopted child or other beneficiary other than the assumed 
heir is to inherit, this must be clearly made known by the testator. 
Gradually the modern will, as a secret document executed in the 
presence of witnesses, has come into effect, and the Wills Ordinance of 
1844 allows property to be bequeathed to any person without formal 
disinheritance. 

Even the form of diga and binna marriages is tied to the tradition of 
inheritance. A diga marriage observes the implied succession of male 
heirs. A binna marriage ensures succession through the female line, as 
grandchildren take the mother's father's name. A daughter married in 
diga may resume her rights of inheritance by returning to and residing in 
the parental home, but she must be able to prove there was an agreement 
to share in parental property; it is most likely she would have been given 
her inheritance by way of dowry. 

It is the custom among Kandyan communities for couples to each 
bring wealth or property or both into a marriage, but these commodities 
remain separate, to be disposed of at the will of the possessor. Only 
property acquired during the marriage partnership becomes joint 
property, which is commonly bequeathed at the will of the father
husband. A widow of a diga marriage is entitled to a life interest in her 
deceased husband's estate (preferably supported out of the acquired 
property). She may become heir to her deceased husband's properties in 
the absence of direct heirs or distant relatives, and she can also manage a 
deceased estate until the coming of age of her children unless otherwise 
empowered. The Kandyan Law Declaration and Amendment Act of 
1938 provides that in the case of intestates, a widow is entitled to a life 
interest in her husband's property; this interest is halved in the event of a 
surviving wife of an associated marriage. All legitimate children (as 
minors) are likewise to be maintained. Support ceases on remarriage. A 
binna widower retains only the movable property that he brought into the 
marriage or has acquired during the marriage. 

An adopted son will inherit from his adopted father's deceased 
estate and also that of his natural father's estate in proportion, whereas an 
adopted daughter will only inherit from her adopted father or mother 
(H. W. Tambiah, 1968: p. 237). An unmarried daughter's inheritance 
share is somewhat temporary and lost upon marriage in diga. If she is sole 
heir, however, she has absolute title to her father's estate. 

Writers cannot agree as to the outcome of inheritance when a 
binna-married daughter later contracts in diga. Opinions differ on the 
significance of having contracted the second marriage before or after the 
father's demise. Some say that if a child of the binna marriage remains in 
the patrilineal home, the inheritance is assumed; others state inheritance 
is naturaliy forfeit. H. W. Tambiah (1972: p. 160) says that adiga contract 
after a father's death automatically ensures succession rights for a binna
daughter's children, if she has later married in diga. 
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In theory, the property of a deceased estate would go equally to all 
children of the marriage or marriages or associated marriages. In 
practice, inheritance varies according to the sex of the child (Leach, 1971: 
p. 137). Illegitimate children cannot inherit from a father's estate, other 
than from acquired property under Kandyan law, but they have 
succession access to the mother's estate. The illegitimate child of a binna 
mother cannot inherit ancestral property other than acquired property. 
According to H. W. Tambiah (1968: p. 120) the children of a man who 
lives with a low caste woman cannot inherit their father's ancestral 
property. 

Contemporary Changes 
in Sinhalese Society 

The relevant socio-legal enactments that have affected Sinhalese society 
are outlined in Appendix A. 

Attitudinal 

Although there is no direct evidence that family life and family 
institutions are being transformed, urban and Western values are 
beginning to impinge on traditional beliefs. This is more apparent in the 
cities and among the educated urban elite groups from both the Sinhala 
and Western-educated groups. 

The strength of the Sinhalese family system has always depended 
upon the concept of lineal honour, with the preservation of family 
honour and status the prerogative of the immediate family, supported by 
its kinship group. That is why major decisions such as marriage and 
choice of occupation have been made by family and kin and not by the 
individual. Family honour has been a secularized concept, which at all 
times has had to be protected against the weaknesses of individuals who 
might make rash decisions, bringing about a loss of this ideal and 
consequently family wealth. 

A new value system that encourages individualism at the expense of 
the family has, as yet, to make serious inroads into Sinhalese society, 
especially the more traditionally oriented Kandyan society. While 
parents and kin still maintain the right of making decisions for the 
individual in marriage and vocation, no serious challenge has occurred. 
The growth of new attitudes in some youth would seem, however, to be 
developing. These changes have come about through such influences as 
compulsory education, Western cultural influence and universal fran
chise (Siriwardena, 1963: p. 154). 

Arranged marriages, while still the norm, now more often take into 
accountthe wishes of both boy and girl. It would seem, however, thatthe 
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selection of spouse still takes place within the traditional values 
previously outlined, that is identical caste, ethnic group, matching 
horoscopes, familial background and so on. Cross-cousin marriage i)s no 
longer preferred, and the future husband or wife is more likely to come 
from a further removed kin group or a new family, but still from within 
the same caste group. Inter-caste marriages are still not socially approved 
and are said to occur only among the urban elite families (Anuradha and 
Muni, 1974: p. 47). Social pressure of varying kinds still exerts con
siderable influence to make inter-caste marriages an exception, dis
approved of by family and kin alike. Inter-religious marriage between 
Buddhist and Christian from the same caste group is more likely to occur. 

Ryan (1958: p. 159) states that, in the West this transition of 
marriage from institution to companionate has already occurred and that 
in Sri Lanka romantic unions, undowered and disapproved, occur, but 
that this area of parental control is not yet under attack, although there 
are hints of rebellion. Siriwardena (1963: p. 165) also indicates that, 
because of Western influence, some individuals esteem such elements as 
mutual love, similar education, health, appearance and temperament, 
but that these people are a minority, even among the university educated. 

Dowry is another area in which some change is occurring. Although 
parents are reluctant to ignore this criterion in selecting partners for their 
children, indications are that among poorer and extremely wealthy 
families it is sometimes ignored. 

The position of women has undergone significant change in the last 
few years, as women have achieved equal opportunities for education 
from kindergarten through to university. With the exception of the civil 
service, women have equal opportunities of employment. Many women 
have taken up careers but the ideal of successful wife-mother still 
remains, although Anuradha and Muni (1974: p. 49) believe that the 
demand for working wives in the urban lower middle class is increasing. 
Few women are in a position to add extra dimensions to their role, 
although with increasing numbers graduating from universities and the 
increasing cost of living, the advantages of having an additional income 
may overcome traditional attitudes in this area. 

Sri Lankan Tamils: 
Hindus 

The Sri Lankan Tamils are sometimes still referred to as Ceylon Tamils, 
the name under which they were known during the British period. Other 
writers prefer the term' J affna Tamil', which emphasizes their links with 
the northern province of J affna, their traditional home, and still the 
recognized heartland in cultural and religious terms for many Hindu Sri 
Lankan Tamils. J affna is a peninsula in northern Sri Lanka with a 
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population of about 1.4 million Tamils. Today it is not exclusively a 
Tamil area, as Sinhalese and members from other ethnic communities 
also live there, but Tamils, both Hindu and Catholic, are the majority 
community. J affna is, however, only one part of the northern province, 
and large numbers of the community are to be found throughout the 
northern and eastern provinces, particularly around Barricaloa. 

Culturally, the Sri Lankan Tamils are similar to the Tamils of 
Dravidian southern India. They speak the same language (Tamil), 
practise the same religion (Hinduism), and function within a similar 
caste system (Singer, 1964: p. 2). Despite these obvious links, their 
customs have their own Sri Lankan character and they consider 
themselves to be as Sri Lankan as the Sinhalese. 

The northern and eastern plains of the island, where their forebears 
settled, are still the main areas of Tamil concentration. These lands have 
always been the least fertile of the island, and eking out an existence from 
agriculture is a hard and usually unrewarding occupation. Perhaps 
because of this, the Sri Lankan Tamils (at least those who were in a 
position to do so) went into commerce and the professions; they were also 
anxious to gain English language skills and education, which under the 
British meant entry into the administration. Today, disproportionate 
numbers of Sri Lankan Tamils are still found in commerce and the 
professions, a trend that has often been cited as a reason for communal 
rivalry between the Sinhalese and Tamils. 

Thesawalamai 

Most Sri Lankan Tamils are Hindus and have their own set of personal or 
special laws known as Thesawalamai. Although they marry and divorce 
under general law common to most communities (the exceptions are 
Muslims and Kandyan Sinhalese), their special law has precedence over 
general law in certain matters concerning family relations and inherit
ance. Thesawalamai was originally a collection of the customs of the 
J affna Tamils codified at the time of the Dutch and later acknowledged 
by the British. It is still operable today, although some amendments have 
been made. It is applicable to those Sri Lankan Tamil Hindus who 
mainly reside in the northern and eastern provinces. The Thesawalamai 
Code contains a strong sense of female property rights, with male and 
female having equal rights to the same kinds of property, both movable 
and immovable assets. 

Chidenam 

Chidenam (dowry) is the hereditary property brought by the wife into her 
marriage. It is regarded as a form of pre-mortem inheritance transferred 
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to the daughter in a legal document before she marries. Marriage does 
not occur until the dowry has been transferred to her in a written legal 
deed, which in many cases is carefully scrutinized by the bridegroom and 
his kinsmen. In poorer families, an oral promise made before two 
witnesses suffices and is regarded as legally binding. 

Although the dowry is legally transferred to the daughter and not to 
her husband, it was, nevertheless, the latter who until 194 7 had the rights 
of management, and a wife could not dispose of her money, jewels and 
other movable property without his written consent. The Jaffna 
Matrimonial Rights and Inheritance Act of 1947 has changed this, 
although the husband's consent is still needed if the wife wishes to sell 
her immovable property, such as land or houses. Provisions exist, 
however, for court action if a wife can prove that her husband is 
unreasonably withholding his consent (see Appendix B for further 
details). 

According to Thesawalamai, the daughter's dowry comes from 
parental property. In the past she could make no post-mortem claim on 
their estate, but today if she wishes to claim a further share of the 
inheritance, her original dowry must be declared. The strength of female 
rights is further illustrated in the rule of reversion. In the instance of a 
dowried married daughter dying without issue, her property is be
queathed in the following order of priority: her sisters; their daughters 
and their granddaughters; if there are no sisters or female offspring, then 
to her brothers, their sons, and their grandsons; if none of these, then to 
her parents if they are still alive. 

Brothers usually adopt a generous attitude to the question of their 
sisters' dowries, for this is their duty, and they must, according to 
tradition, wait until their sisters are married before they themselves can 
marry. Eventually a brother will be recompensed by the dowry that his 
own wife will bring into marriage. 

Modesium (son's inheritance) 

According to the Thesawalamai Code, sons, unlike their sisters, can only 
claim a post-mortem inheritance. A son's obligations are heavier than a 
daughter'S, for even if parents fail to leave him anything, he is 
nevertheless obliged to pay all debts contracted by them. He is also 
bound to bring into the common household all his earnings while still a 
bachelor. There are some provisions for the informal division of acquired 
property during their lifetime if parents are rendered incapable of 
administering their own acquired property, but should sons fail to fulfil 
their obligations, parents are at liberty to resume their property. With 
sons, the rules of reversion are opposite to those of daughters; the 
inheritance bequeathed in the order of brothers, brothers' sons and so on. 



250 Chapter 8 

Australia 

Since independence and the subsequent emphasis on Sinhalese 
nationalism, many Sri Lankan Tamils (Hindu and Christian), that is 
those with financial resources, skills, and sometimes an overseas kin
support network, are migrating to English-speaking countries, including 
Australia. 

In Western Australia, the Sri Lankan community is small. There are 
about twenty families, making up less than a hundred individuals 
altogether. The total number ofTamil families residing in Perth is much 
larger. Estimates place their numbers as close to two hundred families, 
the majority having emigrated from Malaysia, Singapore and India. 
Although they share a common language, religion and culture, there are 
some variations in religious practices and family traditions, because their 
different countries of origin have influenced their socio-historical 
development. Sri Lankan Tamils, in many respects, are a distinct 
community, as are Malaysian, Singaporean and Indian Tamils. It is also 
relevant to note that the West Australian illustrations in the following 
sections are applicable to some, but not all, Sri Lankan Tamil Hindus 
residing in Western Australia. 

Those Sri Lankan Tamils residing in Perth are a closely knit 
community of mainly young couples in their thirties, the majority of 
whom arrived in Australia after 1979. Well-educated and fluent in 
English, they are to be found in a variety of professions, including 
commerce, medicine and various academic fields. While still retaining 
their traditional values, they mix freely with their Australian colleagues 
and neighbours. They have been pleasantly surprised to find that in 
Perth there are many people who are knowledgeable about their home
country and the different ethnic communities found there. They ascribe 
this to Australia's involvement in the Colombo Plan of the 1950s and the 
stop-overs at Colombo when sea travel was more prevalent. 

Religious values 

The three Hindu religious paths arejnana yoga, the path of knowledge; 
karma yoga, the path of religious performance; and raja yoga (meditation) 
and bhakti yoga, the path of devotion (Sen, 1967: p. 91). The last mode of 
worship has enjoyed great popularity in southern India, and it was 
natural that this influence would accompany those Tamils who settled in 
J affna. Love and adoration of God as the supreme being is the main 
characteristic of this strand of Hinduism, in contrast to the metaphysical 
preoccupation with the supreme abstraction, an emphasis of other Hindu 
believers. 

The realities of living in a Christian society have been met by West 
Australian Tamils through the establishment of Tamil House in Perth. 
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Under the auspices of the Tamil Cultural Association, religious education 
classes, Tamillanguage classes (it is a recognized government subsidized 
Ethnic School) and prayer meetings have been organized on a regular 
basis for all members of the Tamil community, including Sri Lankan 
Tamils. Tamil House also serves as a centre for the celebration of 
religious festivals. Parents are anxious that their children should retain 
their religious and linguistic heritage. 

The traditional family system in Sri Lanka 

Dowry 

Parents are concerned that their unmarried daughters receive the 
economic security and protection that marriage usually brings. This 
anxiety over an unmarried daughter may partly explain why families in 
Sri Lanka are so anxious to marry off their daughters - even to the 
extent of incurring enormous debts to provide a dowry, which in turn 
will attract a family with an educated, presentable son. Considerable 
time, energy and money is spent on accumulating an acceptable dowry, 
arranging a marriage, organizing the costly celebrations and then, if there 
are other daughters, replenishing the family fortune and starting all over 
again. Unlike India, dowries are still legal in Sri Lanka. Elizier (1981) 
reports that these days an acceptable dowry in some cases might include a 
house in Colombo, far to the south and the capital, cash between $25 000 
and $50000, and jewellery. Where possible, the rich will increase this by 
adding a car as well as $10000 to $20000 to each of the groom's 
unmarried sisters. (It is most likely that these families belong to the 
vellalah caste, traditionally landlord farmers with more wealth~) 

These continual expenses mean that some families are frequently 
borrowing money, often at exorbitant interest rates, which leads to a state 
of constant debt. Elizier, in her aptly titled 'Daughters, Dowries and 
Debts in J affna' (1981), tells us that the parents and relatives 

have to invite between 500 [and] 2,000 'sitting cousins' and friends for the 
wedding, lunch and dinner, and to the 'Home Coming' on the fourth day. 
The first baby must be born in her parents' home. She goes to her parents' 
home when she is about seven months pregnant. They will look after her 
well being, her hospital expenses and entertaining of the relatives and 
friends who come to visit the baby, the 31st day's naming and shaving 
ceremony. 

While the custom of dowry seems to be waning in many middle-class 
Sinhalese families, it is still an essential component of the arranged Sri 
Lankan Tamil marriage. In the small community in Western Australia, 
there are some instances where young Western-educated couples have 
disclaimed this custom. In many cases, the parents on both sides have 



252 Chapter 8 

insisted that the custom be observed. As yet it is too early to see what role 
dowry considerations will play amongst the young Tamil children who 
are being brought up in an Australian environment. 

Joint family 

A matrilocal residency pattern (where the young couple live with the 
wife's parents) has been the tradition in Sri Lanka. Within the joint
family system are features difficult for Westerners to appreciate, as the 
emphasis lies on mutual dependence, not individuality. The collective 
solidarity of the family and kin group come first, and individual desires 
and interests must be subordinate. To ensure this, the younger 
generation have always been strictly controlled by their elders (Lannoy, 
1971: p. 86). A great sense offamily loyalty and obligation is perhaps the 
most outstanding feature of the extended family. The belief and reliance 
of the family as a support network is of great significance in countries 
such as Sri Lanka and India - countries that lack large-scale government 
programmes of social security, unemployment compensation and old
age benefits. It is the extended family that has provided temporary relief 
when a young man loses his job, the harvest fails, or someone becomes ill. 
Even today, when the joint-family system seems to be changing and 
many young couples live by themselves, the same support network 
functions. 

In Western Australia, the nuclear family is the normal residential 
structure, and there are no known instances of joint or extended family 
networks operating. Children are still brought up, however, with a sense 
of family loyalty and obligation to their parents and overseas relatives. 
This feeling of family loyalty is inculcated from an early age. In Sri 
Lanka, the young child is surrounded by many surrogate parents and 
finds he is not an individual but part of a whole clan. The sense of family 
identity is instilled from birth in much the same way that an Australian 
child is taught or encouraged to become independent. In the West, 
adolescents, or those in their early twenties, often leave home, but in Sri 
Lanka this could be scandalous, resulting in a great feeling of family 
shame and social ostracism for the individual. It is unlikely that similar 
independence would be encouraged in most cases in Australia, particu
larly for girls. 

Family relationships 

Father-son. In the traditional joint family, the father is often remote 
and aloof to his grown children, but a special bond exists between father 
and son, for it is the latter who will become the main bread-winner, and it 
is the elder son who will light his father's funeral pyre (the youngest son 
lights his mother's), ensuring the departure of his father's soul. Families 
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hope for a son out of religious and economic necessity. There is a clearly 
marked reciprocal relationship. The father owes his son sustenance, a 
good education and the best possible marital arrangements, as well as the 
inheritance of property. The son in return is obliged to show obedience, 
respect and support in life and death (Lannoy, 1971: p. 104). 

Brother-sister. According to Sri Lankan Tamil tradition, sons do not 
marry until their sisters are wed. They are obliged to work hard to help 
provide their sisters' dowries, and they are conditioned to accept this as 
their sacred duty. If the son is well educated and has a profession, new 
opportunities are open for his sisters to achieve a partner from a similar 
status group. Caste restrictions apply - another characteristic held in 
common with the Sinhalese Buddhists. The main castes among the Sri 
Lankan Tamils are the vellalahs (landlord farmers), koviars (household 
servants and originally Sinhalese prisoners of war), pariahs (scavengers 
and toddy tappers) and navalars (toddy ta ppers). The las t two groups are 
considered untouchable (Elizier, 1981: p. 3). 

From a very early age, girls are taught to respect their brothers and 
appreciate the family sacrifices made so that their brothers will receive a 
sound education. Brothers in turn are taught to make personal sacrifices, 
study hard, find a good job and contribute to the family coffers, that is, 
help save towards their sisters' dowries. The brother-sister relationship 
is one of mutual support (S. J. Tambiah, 1973: p. 118). Brothers are also 
taught that it is their duty to love, honour and help their sisters. It is a 
warm relationship, unlike the brother-brother relationship, which S. J. 
Tambiah describes as competitive and tense (1973: p. 118). Close 
relationships exist, however, between male cross-cousins and brothers
in-law, and these are marked by friendship and loyalty. Again it is as yet 
too early to observe if the traditional brother-sister relationship will 
continue in Australia, although community members believe that 
changes will necessarily occur. 

Female status 

Alternative role models are difficult for the Tamil female to find, but she 
is inculcated from an early age to feel dignity and pride in her role as a 
wife and mother. A sense of power develops in many women once they 
are in their forties and they have given birth to a son. Following these 
important events, their status increases, reaching its climax when they 
become grandmothers. From this point, they are free to do as they wish 
and act as counsellor and arbitrator in family matters. 

The role of elder sister in society is also important. She becomes a 
'little mother' to her siblings and has an especially close relationship with 
her brother. It is her approval that her brother seeks for his marriage and 
she generally receives the ancestral home, which continues to be the 
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centre of major life-cycle ceremonies, under her supervision (Elizier, 
1981: p. 4). Local community members in Australia consider that these 
matters illustrate the importance of a woman's role in their socio
religious values. 

Contemporary changes in Sri Lankan Tamil society 

Changes are occurring in the area of tertiary education for females, and 
Hindu girls are enrolling at the university in increasing numbers. This is 
part of a new trend, in which some women are taking the initiative in 
finding a marriage partner themselves. The custom of dowry still 
dominates, but many educated women are assuming responsibility for 
their own dowries. With a university education, their marriage prospects 
improve, for a working wife is an asset; here there appears to be a 
difference in attitude from the Sinhalese, who seem to prefer their wives 
to remain at home, unless economic circumstances dictate otherwise. 

By placing importance on their own further education, young 
women are breaking with tradition, which has always given this 
preference to sons. This will probably have a further effect on young 
men, who will be freed from the duty of contributing to their sisters' 
dowries and delaying their own marriages to fulfil this obligation. Elizier 
(1981: p. 8) says that female graduates, especially doctors and teachers, 
often take overseas jobs in remote areas of Mrica, Sabah, and the Middle 
East to save for their dowries and to put their future husbands through 
university . 

Sri Lankan Tamils have migrated on a large scale to many different 
English-speaking countries including Australia, the United States and 
the United Kingdom. Those who have migrated are mainly professional 
people with a progressive outlook, who find the lack of technological 
progress in Sri Lanka stifling. An added incentive to emigrate is the 
communal tension between Sinhalese and Tamil. An increase in 
immigration applications usually follows each wave of communal 
violence in Sri Lanka. This exodus has brought about a 'brain drain' , a 
loss of political and intellectual leadership and the break-up of the clan 
and extended-family pattern. Indirectly, it has also helped preserve the 
conservative social elements of the northern and eastern provinces. 
Losing what is virtually a generation of young, educated people has also 
left a preponderance of the elderly and very young. 

The recent 1983 communal outbreaks against Tamils in their 
country of origin have been a source of continual worry to Sri Lankan 
Tamils living in Australia. In many states, they are intensifying their 
efforts to bring family members to Australia under the family reunion 
scheme, which seems the only recourse open to them as they have no 
refugee status under Australian law. 
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The impact of urbanization and increased geographic mobility, 
which means that many Sri Lankan Tamils no longer live in traditional 
areas, has also resulted in the disintegration of the extended family. 
Family residence is today more likely to be the elementary or nuclear 
family, although this trend is by no means uniform. A transition stage is 
also taking place, whereby many adults now living in a nuclear family 
have at one stage of their married lives lived in a joint household. There is 
also the likelihood that, following the death of an elderly parent or 
relative, their household will at a later stage assume one of the 
characteristics of the joint family by providing a home for a lone family 
member. This is the further proof that, despite the nuclear residential 
pattern, close ties are maintained with the original family with support 
networks intact. Continued financial assistance from overseas members 
of the extended family is, in a large majority of cases, maintained. 

Nevertheless, with the break-up of the joint family, some changes in 
family life, which represent a break in tradition, do take place. The son is 
emancipated from his parents in decision making. He is responsible for 
his own decisions and is more likely to consult his wife - another new 
feature (Lannoy, 1971: p. 127). Relations between husband and wife tend 
to be more equal than in the past. The wife finds her world more complex 
now, for she no longer shares responsibilities with a number of 
kinswomen but is in charge of co-ordinating her own family activities. All 
these changes are taking place, but they are juxtaposed against a 
traditional background where segregation of young people and arranged 
marriages are still the norm. The interdependence and well-defmed 
duties of the extended family, while undergoing change, still seem to 
exert considerable influence on the individual family and its members. 
Loyalty to one's family is still a paramount virtue. 

Conclusion 
The Burgher community represents the largest Sri Lankan group within 
Australia. Given the Western, and particularly English, influences in 
their backgrounds, they experience relatively few problems in adjusting 
their patterns of family life to Australia. This has been facilitated by their 
lack of a traditional culture and their familiarity with English law. 
General law , either Roman-Dutch or English, has always applied to their 
community in Sri Lanka. Instances of inter-ethnic marriages with the 
Austra!~an community have occurred in increasing numbers, although 
many Burghers still tend to marry within their own community. 
Problems for the community do not appear to lie in the area of adjusting 
to an Australian life-style but perhaps are founded in how they may be 
received by those members of the host community, who tend to see them 
as 'Asian'. 
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With regard to the Sinhalese community resident in Australia, it is 
as yet difficult to gauge how their family system, dependent as it is upon 
the concept oflineal honour, which in turn relies strongly on support by 
its kinship group, will continue in Australia. Absence of the extended 
family and other kin may result in major decisions, such as marriage and 
occupation, being made by the individual instead of the family. Perhaps 
the continuance of these traditions will depend on the number of return 
visits to Sri Lanka actually made. Research into Australian-born 
Sinhalese children will also discover whether arranged marriages within 
similar caste groups are still the norm. Removal from social pressures 
may make inter-caste marriages more acceptable. It is more likely that 
inter-religious marriages between Sinhalese Buddhists and Christians 
will increase in Australia, particularly if community numbers do not 
appreciably increase. Inter-ethnic marriages between Sinhalese and the 
host community are likely to increase in future generations, but 
intermarriage with Sri Lankan Tamils is unlikely. 

Detailed study of the Sri Lankan Tamil community in Australia is 
also needed. They are an emerging ethnic group and, in the main, 
represent recent arrivals in terms of Australia's history of immigration. 
Given these restrictions, the observations recorded are generalized and 
represent no more than impressions and likely trends. 

As with many migrant communities, it is the first generation that 
will attempt to preserve traditional values fairly strictly. Endogamous 
considerations, particularly caste restrictions, will continue to be enforced 
by parents and inter-caste marriages are unlikely. While facing the 
inevitability ofinter-ethnic marriages, such unions are disapproved of in 
the Perth community. Because of these strongly held values, the custom 
of arranged marriages will probably continue in Australia; arranged 
marriages of a flexible and liberal nature may increase, in which sons and 
daughters have the final choice in their partner, from within Australia's 
Tamil communities or from Sri Lanka itself. Inter-religious marriages 
between Sri Lankan Tamil Hindus and Tamil Christians remain another 
alternative, if they are from the same caste group with a suitable family 
background. Certain family traditions, together with a background of 
amicable social relations and religious tolerance in Sri Lanka, make this 
possible. Changes may occur in the custom of sons delaying marriage 
until their sisters are wed, but other traditions, including dowry, 
disapproval of divorce and support for elderly family members, are 
deeply held values that are likely to continue with only minor adaptations. 

Problems could arise for both the Sinhalese Buddhist and Tamil 
communities in the area of inheritance. Some uncertainty is already 
evident as to the application of the Thesawalamai law in regard to a 
daughter'S pre-mortem and son's post-mortem inheritance rights, 
particularly if the person is an Australian citizen and the inheritance is in 
the form of property in Sri Lanka. For the Sinhalese community, 



Sri Lankan Families 257 

inheritance problems may only arise if the form of marriage was the 
traditional marriage of diga or binna, which on the one hand ensures 
succession through male heirs, and on the other, through the female line. 
As it is only the Kandyan Sinhalese group who have the choice of either a 
traditional marriage or one conducted under the general marriage laws 
common to most of the communities in Sri Lanka, this issue may not 
arise at all. It is unknown how many Kandyan Sinhalese have migrated 
here. And how many of the Kandyans are Buddhists and married under 
the general marriage laws (that is, non-traditional form) is also unknown. 

Cordial community relations exist amongst the Burghers, Sinhalese, 
and Tamils in Western Australia. There is not the proliferation of 
associations which is, for example, so evident in Sydney. Smaller 
numbers may be one explanation for this difference. The Sri Lankan 
Association, Tamil Cultural Association, and to a lesser extent the 
Buddhist Society, provide structures, social, cultural and religious, for 
the different groups. Dual membership is quite common and joint 
celebrations for many Sri Lankan festivals are not unusual. 

Sri Lanka's varied ethnic and religious composition and its unusual 
colonial experiences have all contributed to the system of family law 
operating against a background of strong traditional values for the 
Sinhalese and Tamils. By Western standards, the system of family law is 
indeed complex, yet it functions smoothly and has sufficient flexibility to 
allow for the special traditional values of its different peoples while 
remaining adaptable to reform. To the immigrants from Sri Lanka, there 
is no basic difficulty in understanding Australian family law and there is 
no resistance to following the law. In their efforts to obtain an 
understanding of the background of immigrants, however, professionals 
in the field of law should also take into account the different systems of 
family law and values in the countries of origin of many of the people they 
encounter. These influences, particularly those dealing with family 
formation and family dissolution, play an important role in the family 
lives of many immigrants and in subsequent generations. 
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The following enactments affect various aspects of family law in Sri Lanka 
today. Some are applicable to all communities, but others fall under the category 
of special laws involving members of the particular ethnic or religious group to 
which they refer. For the purposes of this study, which does not deal with Sri 
Lankan Muslims, family law belonging to this religious community has been 
omitted. For information on Muslim laws, see H. W. Tambiah, Principles of 
Ceylon Law (1972). Those laws applying to a number of communities which 
come under general law will be dealt with first. This law covers all those 
communities that do not have their own special law covering marriage and 
divorce. 

Marriage Registration Ordinance 

This ordinance defines marriage as 'any marriage, save and except marriages 
contracted under the Kandyan Marriage and Divorce Act and except marriages 
contracted between persons professing Islam'. Under this Ordinance, regis
tration of marriage is not compulsory but is simply regarded as the best method 
of providing evidence that a marriage has occurred. 

Valid types of marriages are 

1. civil marriage, duly registered and solemnized; 
2. 'customary' marriages among Hindus and Buddhists, recognized as a 

solemnized, customary marriage; customary marriages must also comply with 
the regulations covered under general law , such as parental consent if under 21 
(the age of majority), prohibited degrees of relationship, re-marriage, dissolution 
of marriage and so on, that is they must satisfy the requirements of capacity to 
marry (Cooray, 1972: p. 23); and 

3. some local courts also recognize marriages by 'habit and repute' where a 
couple have cohabited for a long period and are recognized by relatives and 
neighbours as man and wife. However, this would not be recognized as a 
marriage if one of the partners had been married during this time or if certain 
essential ceremonies had been overlooked. This type of marriage is said to occur 
mostly in villages in the south (Jayasuriya, 1980: p. 62). 

Maintenance of children 
There is a general law applicable to all communities. Although the father is 
regarded as the natural guardian of all minor children, the court can waive this 
traditional right of the father and, in the best interests of the child, award 
custody to the mother. This may happen if the parents are not living together. 
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While a marriage is in existence both parents have the right to decide all 
questions relating to upbringing and education. When a marriage is dissolved, 
the parent awarded custody has these rights. The court may in exceptional 
circumstances exercise its right as 'upper guardian' and exercise supervision 
over these matters. 

There is a reciprocal duty of support by which both parents are legally 
obliged to support children until they are able to assume this responsibility for 
themselves. In the event of a divorce or judicial separation being announced, the 
court has to decide which parent should maintain the children. The estate of 
either parent is also liable for the above. 

Maintenance Ordinance - Facilities for Enforcement, 
1972 (amended) 

The court has the power to order any person who, while having sufficient means, 
neglects or refuses to maintain his wife or cqildren, legitimate or illegitimate, up 
to the age of 21 years. Employers may be instructed to deduct the required 
amount from the person's salary or he may be imprisoned. 

Special Law - Kandyan Marriage and Divorce Act (1952) 

The main provisions of this Act are: 

1. Lawful age of marriage is 16 for a boy and 12 for a girl. (Under the Age of 
Majority Ordinance this is 21 for other communities.) 

2. The partners should not be related within the prohibited degree. 
3. A second marriage is invalid without legal dissolution of the first 

marriage. 
4. The marriage must be solemnized and registered within 3 months of 

date. Kandyan marriage is only valid if registered. Customary marriage is invalid 
for Kandyans. 

5. Polygyny and polyandry, permitted under customary Kandyan law, are 
penalized. 

Kandyan couples have the choice of either marrying under the Kandyan 
Marriage Ordinance or the General Marriage Ordinance. However, if they 
select the general law statute, then their marriage can only be dissolved by 
satisfying those grounds for divorce. Divorcing parties now apply to the District 
Registrar, stating the nature of marriage (diga or binna) and the grounds for 
dissolution. Compensation agreements are entered into and maintenance for the 
wife and children is at the discretion of the Registrar. The property of spouses is 
regarded as separate in marriage and, in the event of divorce, the personal 
property of the husband and wife is still retained individually. Jointly acquired 
property is divided. 
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The following laws apply specifically to the Sri Lankan Tamil community, 
falling under the category of special laws. Where special laws exist, they take 
precedence over general laws. 

Sri Lankan Tamils, although married and divorced under general law, have 
their own laws, mainly in the area of matrimonial rights and inheritance. These 
special laws have their origins in the ancient Thesawalamai Code, but they 
represent significant legal advances for women. 

Matrimonial Rights and Inheritance Ordinance 1911 

This Bill completely changed the question of intestate succession and the· 
matrimonial rights of spouses. Any provisions of the Thesawalamai Code 
inconsistent with this section of the Ordinance were automatically repealed. 

Jaffna Matrimonial Rights and Inheritance 
(Amendment) Act of 1947 

Under the Code, a woman passed from the guardianship of her father to that of 
her husband, and as guardian of his wife's property he also became the manager. 

The Ordinance recognizes the separate property of the wife, including 
money due to her on insurance policies, jewels and the like (movables), which 
she can dispose of without her husband's permission. But his consent is still 
needed if she wishes to sell land or a house, that is, immovable property. 
Provisions in the Ordinance state that, if he unreasonably withholds his consent, 
she may apply to the district court. In granting consent, the order of the court 
replaces the consent of the husband. 

Under the Code, a dowried daughter was excluded from a post-mortem 
share of her parent's estate. Today, ifshe wishes to make a claim to a share of the 
inheritance, she must declare the property she received by way of dowry. 

Guardianship 

The Thesawalamai recognizes the father as the natural guardian of the child. If 
the father dies, the mother becomes the guardian, but if she remarries, she has to 
hand over the child and its property to the maternal grandparents. Today this is 
seen as a matter of convenience and is not a principle of law (H. W. Tambiah, 
1972: p. 213). 
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The literature on Vietnamese families is sparse. There are few anthro
pological or sociological studies of family life as it existed in Vietnam 
before the period of intense destabilization brought about by partition, 
war, the collapse of the South in 1975 and the subsequent exodus of 
refugees. The material that is readily available in Australia has in general 
been put together as advisory information for welfare or educational 
personnel who will be dealing with Vietnamese families. This advisory 
and descriptive material is largely the same, consisting of a short 
historical background of Vietnam, with some information on Vietnamese 
religions and philosophies, family life, educational patterns and the like. 

Family values of Vietnamese, particularly sex roles, have been 
modified by the profound changes that have taken place in Vietnam and 
in the Vietnamese communities abroad. Although Vietnam was, to a 
large extent, a male-dominated society, the power of women increased 
with age, marriage and the birth of sons. The impact of Western culture 

*The authors gratefully acknowledge the assistance of Mr Peter Saunders, the 
Medical Librarian, Flinders Medical Centre in the Flinders University of South 
Australia for generously donating his time in arranging introductions among members of 
the Vietnamese community for the authors and making available his large collection of 
material on Vietnamese refugees and migrants. 
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has brought about many changes. The main factors affecting traditional 
sex roles and family organization were rural or city backgrounds, where 
the differences were very great, and the war, which meant, for example, 
that many women were forced into economic and social independence. 

Historical Overview of 
Vietnamese Society 

Historically, Vietnam has experienced three major cultural and political 
influences. Before the conquest of Vietnam by the Han dynasty in 111 BC, 

an indigenous culture existed, supported by a spirit religious system, for 
which there are few written records. Mahayana Buddhism was not a 
profound influence at that time, although it had been introduced by 
Buddhists and travellers crossing from India to China from 500 BC on. 
The Han dynasty (Quayle, 1966; Henderson, 1967; Buttinger, 1968; 
Fitzgerald, 1972; Rambo and Jamieson, 1973) introduced Confucian 
precepts and social order, and their rule lasted for about 1000 years until, 
in AD 934, the Vietnamese regained their independence from Chinese 
rule, while retaining the Confucian and Buddhist cultural influences, 
and socio-religious systems. There were, however, many subsequent 
invasions from the north, always ultimately unsuccessful: 

This history of rejection of China while at the same time drawing from the 
deepest resources of Chinese culture and paying appropriate homage to 
Peking, fostered the historical ideal that has sustained Vietnamese 
nationalism until today: that a united Vietnam has always existed, that its 
antecedents are as venerable as China's and that its internal harmony can 
only be managed by a single ruler (Grant, 1979: p. 34). 

Christian influence was first introduced in the sixteenth century by 
Jesuit missionaries during times of Portuguese influence in South-east 
Asia, and this marks the beginning of the second major cultural-political 
domination. The extension and consolidation of Christian influence was 
not easy, as the Vietnamese emperors were generally hostile and punitive 
towards the by then predominantly French missionaries. In the seven
teenth century, the pattern of cultural and political division between 
North and South Vietnam became established and conflict between 
them intensified. The southern emperor, in difficulties, was persuaded 
by the French bishop in Vietnam to seek French aid to re-establish 
himself, thus opening the door to de jure French colonization, which was 
officially achieved after the seizure of Saigon and Tourain by French 
warships in 1861-62. 

Christianity was legalized and protected; the French introduced a 
romanized form of script based on French linguistic principles, which 
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was the medium of education, and introduced new laws that cut across 
the traditional roles of males and females. Vietnam had been united in 
1802, with three main regions, Tonkin (capital Hanoi) in the north, 
Annam (capital Hue) in the centre and Cochin-China (capital Saigon) in 
the south. 

Resistance to French rule continued throughout the twentieth 
century but did not triumph until 1954, after the defeat of the French 
army at Dien Bien Phu. The nationalists' moral authority had been 
strengthened during the Second World War, being seen as the true 
upholders of Vietnamese liberty after the fall of France in 1940 and the 
Japanese invasion of 1942. The Communist influence marks the third 
period of cultural change, followed rapidly as it was by increased 
American intervention, which grew finally into full-scale war between 
two ideological groups, each seeking hegemony. This was finally resolved 
by the fall of Saigon in 1975 and the completion of Communist control 
over a formally reunited Vietnam in 1976. 

Communist cultural influences were profound, challenging cultural 
norms at the family, economic and religious levels, with priorities of 
concern radically shifted from the good of the individual group (the 
extended family) to the good of the state, with no recourse to religious 
convention. 

The war itself was to cause two great mass migrations of refugees, 
one at the time of the Geneva Conference in 1954, which granted 
Communist authority to the North, resulting in the mass exodus to the 
South of thousands of northern Vietnamese Christians, and the second 
great exodus around and following the fall of Saigon in 1975. The exodus 
of refugees from Vietnam following the fall of Saigon is the background 
to significant Vietnamese settlement in Australia. Viviani (1980: pp. 2-3) 
claims that: 

The settlement of some 37,000 Indo-Chinese refugees in Australia over 
the last five years, though a small number in itself, is of historic importance 
to this country in two senses. 

1. It was the first time in our history as a nation state that we have 
settled a significant number of Asian refugees ... 

2. The second historic factor was that some of these refugees arrived 
by boat on our northern shores. These 'self-selected' refugees, only some 
2,000 of a total intake of 37,000 had a far-reaching and complex impact on 
many Australians' deeply held perceptions of the vulnerability of their 
country to Asian penetration. 

Ethnic composition of Vietnam 

Ethnic Vietnamese constitute about 80 per cent of the population of 
Vietnam. Minority groups include the Montagnards (tribesmen of the 
Central Highlands), the Chinese and the Khmer of the south. 
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Of the minority groups, the Chinese formed the largest and 
economically most important group. For about 1000 years (Ill Be
AD 928) Vietnam was under Chinese political control. Immigration of 
Chinese people during the early history of Vietnam was, however, small, 
becoming significant only after the establishment of French control. The 
Manchu edict of 1712, which prohibited the emigration of Chinese, was 
relaxed after 1893. The period of major European colonial expansion in 
South-east Asia coincided with extreme economic depression and 

,political instability in China and large-scale Chinese migration into 
South-east Asia. In Indo-China, the largest concentration of Chinese 
was found in Vietnam, and within Vietnam, the Chinese converged on 
Cholon and Saigon, that is Cochin-China. The more rapid economic 
development of Cochin-China attracted the immigrant Chinese, who 
were able to take advantage of the expansion of the rice trade and the 
improvement of the transportation system. 

Population growth and urbanization 

The demographic profile of Vietnam in the post-colonial period showed 
a marked upsurge in births after 1964. In Vietnam, the government only 
started to support family planning activities officially as late as 1968. 
Contraception became available to women over 30 years of age free of 
charge at government clinics. According to Vietnamese women in 
Melbourne, however, contraception was very rarely used, because it 
violated cultural norms. Illegal until 1975, abortion violated the moral 
code of all religious groups in Vietnam. 

The Indo-Chinese population is essentially rural in character and 
the rhythm of life is governed largely by the agricultural cycle. The 
village is still the most important basic unit of social organization. The 
growth of cities is a phenomenon of the twentieth century, triggered off 
first by the establishment of colonial rule and more recently by the large 
influx of migrants from the surrounding countryside. Saigon provides 
the classic example of the growth of such a city: established as the 
administration centre for French colonial rule, its population increased 
through rural emigration from the war zones. 

Religion and religious beliefs 

The main religions of Vietnam are Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, 
Christianity, and two indigenous sects, Cao Dai and Hoa Hoa. 

About two-thirds of the South Vietnamese regard themselves as 
Buddhists, although many do not practise their religion in an organized 
way. The Buddhism of Vietnam is Mahayana, and it has been strongly 
influenced by Confucianism. Buddhist philosophy reflects the funda-
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mental law of the universe through four fundamental truths common to 
all Buddhist sects. These are 

1. that life is full of sorrow because of 
2. worldly desires that can be cured by 
3. abstaining from worldly craving through 
4. disciplined and moral conduct controlled by ritual practices that 

will lead to eventual salvation. 

This process is also controlled, however, by the law of karma, a 
predetermined sequence in which good action brings individual reward 
and bad action brings disaster on a universal as well as individual level. 
Buddhism is cyclic: reincarnation marks each stage of endeavour to reach 
nirvana. Mahayana Buddhism has a pantheon of heavenly Buddhas, and 
saints (Bodhisattvas) with a god-like Buddha. In practice, the prayer 
wheel expresses the cycle of endeavour. Buddhism has a monastic 
tradition for men and women. 

Taoism (Tao means 'the way') is essentially a philosophy of 
passivity. Chinese in origin, it is characterized by the ideal of we-wei 
(meaning 'no action') and an emphasis on simplicity, selflessness, 
frugality, tranquillity and accord with nature. It is not an exhortation to 
do nothing: the ideal is to conform to nature and events so that, by not 
interfering in natural processes and pre-ordination, every necessary 
process is maintained without human intervention. 

Confucianism (named after Confucius 551-479 BC) is a philosophy 
of social order that venerates status, age, obedience (to the emperor, 
superiors, parents, husbands) and virtue. Only the virtuous might 
govern, and if the emperor should, from lack of virtue, lose the 'mandate 
of heaven' he might legitimately be deposed. Like Taoism, Confucianism 
became syncretic, absorbing elements of Taoism and Buddhism. It has a 
heaven but no churches and no clergy. It stresses the need for reverence 
for the dead, for the aged and for superiors, and the value of rectitude, 
piety and education. In Vietnam the ideals of Confucianism remain part 
of Vietnamese life. The ideals of filial piety and obedience are still the 
basis of ancestor worship and support the extended family system in 
which age is the basis of authority, a view still expressed by educated 
Vietnamese writing about their own culture. Thus, Tran Van Do (1967: 
pp. 74-7) states: 

Among the Vietnamese, the honest man is born amidst traditions and rites; 
as an adolescent he seeks to improve himself through culture and in 
maturity, he aims at wisdom through following the spiritual path. This 
pattern is not an abstract ideal, but a way of life which often leads to an 
attitude of tolerance and detachment. The bulk of the Vietnamese people 
lived for centuries in this environment of ancestral beliefs and religious 
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doctrines. The Vietnamese, as with a great number of others who have 
lived under Chinese influence, ... [believe that] ... man possesses three 
souls (hon) and seven vital principles (phach). For this reason, woman is 
said to have nine vital principles instead of seven because of her 
supplementary responsiblities of childbearing ... The cult of the ancestors, 
which has no connection with religious faith, exerts a profound influence 
on the daily life of the Vietnamese people. The recollection of the 
ancestors, the fear of offending them or soiling their reputations, coupled 
with the desire to please them, are sources of inspiration, which guide the 
actions of the descendants. Even for a hardened sinner, to lack respect for 
the ancestors is the worst offence imaginable. 

As mentioned earlier, Christianity was introduced into Vietnam in the 
sixteenth century by Catholic missionaries from France, Spain, and 
Portugal. The number of Catholics in South Vietnam before 1975 was 
about 2000000, including refugees from North Vietnam. 

Social demography of Vietnamese in Australia 

In 1981, according to the population census statistics, there were 41 097 
persons in Australia who were born in Vietnam. The male:female ratio 
was 54:46. According to figures supplied by the Department of 
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, by the end of 1982, a total of 51 966 
Vietnamese had settled in Australia. 

Most of the Vietnamese live in large Australian cities, with Sydney 
and Melbourne accounting for 67 per cent of their population. Most of 
the Vietnamese are concentrated in the ages between 20 and 55 years. In 
1981, the majority of residents (87 per cent) had been in Australia for 
three years or less. Of persons who have been here for more than three 
years, 60 per cent had become Australian citizens. In the 5 to 14 age 
group, 84 per cent spoke a language other than English at home, and for 
those aged 15 years and over, 92 per cent fell in this category. Over 29 per 
cent are Buddhist and 18 per cent Christian, and over 52 per cent 
belonged to 'other' religions. The last label is usually used by people who 
follow the traditional syncretic Chinese religions, notably Taoism. 

In 1981, their labour force participation rate was 65 per cent, and 
almost 56 per cent of married females participated in the labour force. 
Most (70 per cent) employed persons are tradesmen, production-process 
workers and labourers, and most (63 per cent) of them are engaged in 
manufacturing. The largest proportion of males (39 per cent) were 
earning between $8001 and $12000 per year, although only 24 per cent of 
females earned this much. The largest proportion of females (29 per cent) 
earned less than $4000 per year. Just over 24 per cent of females had no 
income, compared with 11 per cent of males. Less than 2 per cent of 
males and 0.3 per cent of females had incomes of over $18 000 a year In 
1981 (Gatbonton, 1980). Thus, as a recent wave of migrants, the 
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Vietnamese have had difficulty in finding work during an economic 
recession and are congregated in low-skill, low-pay jobs. 

Traditional Vietnamese 
Family Values and Organization 

Phung Thi Hanh, formerly a journalist in Saigon, states that traditionally 
Vietnamese society 

rests entirely on the solid core of structure of the family which owes its 
cohesion to the religious nature of the relationship between the living and 
the dead. Indeed, the Vietnamese family consists not only of the living -
father, as head of the family, grandparents, the mother and children, the 
sons and daughters-in-law - but also of all the spirits of the dead as well as 
those not yet born (Phung, 1979: p. 177). 

Christian families have retained some of these precepts, including 
respect for the dead, for older relatives and above all for the father as head 
of the family. The wife had a subordinate, but often powerful and 
influential, position in the family, but publicly she deferred to the wishes 
of her husband, as other women in the family deferred to the males of the 
family. In rural areas, the women were engaged in cultivation and 
marketing, retaining a share of the transactions, and traditionally they 
managed the family finances. On marriage, women left their parental 
families and joined the marital family. Boy children were preferred to girl 
children, and families were large, because children had economic and 
social value. 

The importance of the family is expressed linguistically in forms of 
address and a number of terms that express the nature and type of 
familial relationship: 

In addition to the usual words like father and mother, brother and sister, 
the Vietnamese have words to show relative age and the father's side of the 
family as against the mother's side. The extreme importance of the family 
may also be seen in social life through the different social forms of address: 
"Ong" (Mr.), "Ba" (Mrs.) and "Co" (Miss); "Anh" (young man older 
than self), "Cau" or "Chu" (young man younger than self), "Chi" (young 
woman older than self). These are also terms to indicate blood relationships 
(Ong = Grandfather, Ba = Grandmother, Co = Aunt, Anh = big brother, 
Chi = big sister, Cau, Chu = young brother. There is no other way to 
address people besides these terms (Phung, 1979: p. 78). 

The traditional family was an economic as well as a social unit. The home 
was also a place of worship where, at the ancestral altar, the Confucian 
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rites linked the living generations with the dead and impressed upon all 
who witnessed them the sacredness of filial piety. The duty of hieu or 
filial piety is the basis of Vietnamese morality and ethics (Phung, 1979: 
p. 80; VICRA, 1980: p. 5). 

In the twentieth century, traditional family organization has been 
modified by the influences of urbanization and the impact of Western 
values. Emphasis on individuality and self-expression and the movement 
of young men into cities challenged the moral authority of the father. In 
cities, Western style housing made it difficult to follow the traditional 
extended family life-style. Young married couples in cities tended to live 
separately, forming nuclear families in the Western pattern. Educated 
women in positions of public life became common, and under the 
influence of the French, Vietnamese law changed to require the 
signatures of both husband and wife before property could be sold. 
These changes in the lives of women tended only to affect the urbanized 
middle classes. In rural areas women were scarcely affected by French 
influences. 

In the South, the rising educated urban middle class operated as 
nuclear family units in the Western fashion, although in rural areas the 
extended family was still a necessary adjunct to agricultural life. In the 
North, after 1954 particularly, Communist rule meant that individual 
and family obligations were subservient to the good of the state; 
communes replaced the extended family, although families are once 
more being allowed to operate as individual units in certain circumstances 
(White, 1980). 

The model extended Vietnamese family consists of the father, 
mother, several children, grandparents on the paternal side (the mother's 
parents are traditionally cared for by the brothers of the maternal side); 
unmarried and widowed brothers and sisters and their dependants; 
affinal relatives (related by marriage) as well as those of consanguinity 
(related by birth). These relationships may nowadays extend over several 
dwellings, and the various components may be economically independ
ent, but they function still in many ways as an extended family. 
Obligations are to the family first, over-ruling community or political 
interests (Kim, 1979). 

Behaviour patterns are directed more to family than personal well
being, the advice of older relatives is sought and respected, and older 
relatives are bound to help younger ones. Despite modifications in recent 
times, respect is still granted to the head of the family and to males in the 
family. The males in the family, in order of descent, accept responsibility 
for the family. One account (Townsend, 1981: pp. 1-80), however, 
reveals that it was the female who showed initiative, and moral and 
physical endurance, and protected her older brother while he lived. 
Gentleness and good manners are regarded as obligatory within the 
family and out of it to protect the family name. 
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Family power 

Decision making is a corporate family affair based on the convention of 
maintaining parental power and authority, particularly paternal author
ity, and the family good name. In the traditional system decisions are 
made and solutions arrived at without recourse to outside authorities, 
which may include the church and Buddhist priests as well as government 
agencies. This convention conflicts with Communist ideology (Quayle, 
1966; Lemercinier, 1980). Further disruption by war as well as by the 
Communist regime has meant that many women have had to make 
decisions formerly made by men. In traditional families, the power of 
grandparents was very great and the eldest son was the most important 
child, because the duty of honouring the ancestors fell upon him. 

Traditionally the division of labour in the family was between 
producer/purveyor/reproducer for female and provider/social/political 
participatory activities for males. This simple arrangement was con
siderably modified by industrialization, urbanization, modernization 
and war. Well-educated women became economic and social partners 
with their husbands and professional colleagues, although they were not 
generally equals. Deference was still accorded, though legally women 
were equal. This simple division of labour disappeared in post-1976 
Vietnam, especially in the Red River Delta and the North, where there 
was a longer history of adaptation than in the South (Lemercinier, 1980). 
Wives made decisions for the family under this altered system. Women's 
roles changed and the feminist independence movements grew in the 
1930s; they were more successful in the North under Communism than 
under the fragmented hegemony of Buddhism and Catholicism in the 
South, and the later military rule ofKy. Women were enfranchized in the 
North by 1940, and in that year they gained 10 seats in a 403-seat 
Parliament. 

Marital customs 

Marriage within the extended family (for example, with cousins) is not 
permitted. Traditionally, marriages were and are often arranged by 
parents, and very few marriages are made independently of parents 
(Mitchell, 1981: p. 5). Young couples in Vietnam who ran away together 
could be disowned by their families. Brides formerly always wore red 
rather than white, which is considered the colour of mourning, but many 
Vietnamese girls now choose white in imitation of Western customs. 
Brides are expected to be virgins, and this requirement is taken very 
much more seriously than in some Western countries. In contrast to the 
Australian custom, it is the husband-to-be and his family who provide 
the wedding clothes for the bride, and his family provides the reception, 
because it is the bride who leaves her family to come to his (VICRA, 
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1980: p. 5). In some circumstances, the bridegroom must contribute by 
using money given as wedding gifts. 

Under French law, registration of marriage was required, but in fact 
rural people were relatively unaffected by such laws, and often they had 
no 'marriage papers' as such. This can create problems for refugees 
trying to establish their marital status with Australian immigration 
authorities. After marriage, the wife kept her own family name, and the 
birth certificates of children had the family names of both parents. 

Concubinage was allowed traditionally, but in contemporary 
Vietnamese society, legal norms are based on monogamy. The new 
family law was one of many influences that contributed to female 
emancipation. 

Attitudes to childbirth and child-rearing 

Beliefs about childbirth and knowledge about pregnancy vary with 
degree of education, rural or urban residence, and ethnicity. In cities, 
women may have their babies in hospital, while in rural areas births are at 
home, attended usually by mothers, mothers-in-law or midwives. Many 
distinctive beliefs are involved with pregnancy and childbirth among 
rural people, and traditional customs are observed to avoid angering the 
spirits during this period. Parental influence is believed to begin when 
the child is in the womb, as if he or she were already born. Babies are 
dressed in second-hand clothes in case the spirits get jealous. There is a 
party to celebrate the child's first month of life, at which the Holy 
Godmother, who protects the child, wets a flower with special water and 
sprinkles the baby's face, speaking with gentle words. After one lunar 
year, the baby quits the cradle and, seated upon a bed, selects a toy from 
those strewn around him or her, which is supposed to indicate the form of 
his or her future career (Crawfurd, 1966). 

Dietary proscriptions and prescriptions are observed by Vietnamese 
and ethnic Chinese mothers-to-be. Foods that are thought to be hot or 
damaging to the foetus are avoided, and others are eaten to encourage its 
well-being (Manderson and Mathews, 1981). Some women return to 
their parental home prior to birth and remain there for several months 
afterwards. The husband is not supposed to sleep with his wife for two to 
three months after the birth of a child; a woman in labour is considered 
unclean. 

Large families are valued and sons are preferred to daughters, a 
natural consequence of the Vietnamese family system, under which a boy 
gives his parents life-long aid and comfort, while a girl leaves at marriage 
to enter the family of her husband (Phung, 1979: p. 79). Couples who 
have all girls might say they have no children (Mitchell, 1981: p. 17). 
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The roles of parents in child-rearing are clearly differentiated. 
Feeding, washing and toilet training are not seen as part of the father's 
role, but teaching and moral guidance are. Child-rearing is a family 
co-operative venture, and respect for elders ensures that older siblings, 
uncles, aunts and grandparents will all be listened to with respect. The 
highest value is respect towards parents; disobedience is regarded as a 
serious violation of the moral code (Phung, 1979: p. 179; Mitchell, 1981: 
p.24). 

As a general rule, girls model themselves on their mother and boys 
follow their fathers' interests. In rural Vietnam, in the absence of trade 
schools or apprenticeships, boys follow the father's trade. For girls there 
is traditionally an emphasis on politeness, cleanliness and gentleness. 

Children are brought up to treat their parents with politeness, 
obedience and great reserve. Since elders act as advisers and guides, 
family members greatly respect their experience and wisdom and 
support aged parents and grandparents, as Confucius taught. In rural 
areas, the feelings of duty and responsibiity are still extremely strong, 
and to go against a father's choice of career or choice of a spouse places 
the disobedient son or daughter under severe sanction and stress. As filial 
piety and conformist respect for tradition do not lend themselves to 
change, the average Vietnamese family remains much as it was in its 
traditions, principles and cultural practices, and it is only slowly and 
reluctantly beginning to respond to the pressures of Westernization 
(Australia, Department of Social Security, n.d.: p. 11). 

Adolescents are often not instructed by their parents in sexual 
matters, and they may be ignorant and naive concerning sexual 
intercourse and contraception. Children in Vietnamese families have 
more freedom in some areas than Australians, for instance, they are 
allowed to run in and out of neighbouring dwellings unchecked, but the 
social manners of children towards elders and teachers are reserved 
(Mitchell, 1981). 

Sex roles 

Women are traditionally subservient to men and are taught the three 
obediences: before marriage to obey their fathers; after marriage to obey 
their husbands; on becoming a widow they must obey their sons. This 
has been called the three degrees of dependence rather than obedience 
(VICRA, 1980: p. 7). According to a Vietnamese proverb, the four 
virtues of the Vietnamese woman are proper employment, proper 
demeanour, proper speech and proper behaviour. Although the admired 
characteristics of the Vietnamese woman as revealed by traditional 
sayings emphasize her ability to endure, suffer and sacrifice, they also 
reveal her strengths. Events in Vietnamese history have meant that 
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women have become accustomed to being alone, and taking over the 
family business and the household while the father is away. 'Therefore, 
the Vietnamese woman's position in the family is very important. She 
can control her husband, her household and the economic power of their 
community' (VICRA, 1980: p. 9). Another significant female role is that 
of daughter-in-law, an amanuensis in the marital family, extending 
obedience to that family in the traditional unit (Vo, 1966). 

The male is traditionally dominant, authoritative, executive, 
providing de jure the wherewithal of continuity, care and support; the 
female is subordinate, obedient, administrative, providing the method of 
continuity, care and support. The parental male role is provider and 
judge, public upholder of family honour by his social intercourse; the 
parental female role is provider through productive activity and capacity, 
the maintainer, through domestic organization, of continuity and family 
honour, as well as a source of relatively unlimited unpaid labour for the 
family unit. 

Urbanization and modernization have altered the role of females 
from that of being noi tuong, 'general', of the family to being that of wife 
and mother in a nuclear family. There is generally a degeneration of the 
role of the elderly woman as noi tuong when families migrate. In 
Australia, reduction in the power formerly wielded by older women 
within the family has compounded the psychological difficulties of 
readjustment for this age group, and increased their isolation (Vo, 1966; 
Knowles; 1984). Vo regards the female role (and, by effect, the male role) 
to have been in a state of transition in 1966; at that time in Saigon, 36 per 
cent of the workforce were women. There has also been debasement of 
the female role, shown by a study of prostitutes being cared for in North 
Vietnam, the tragic reminders of the 1954-76 wars: 20 per cent of them 
have an incurable drug addiction; 70 per cent of them have venereal 
diseases (Blanch, 1976). 

Refugees and Resettlement 

All accounts stress the demoralizing and disruptive effects of the refugee 
experience on Vietnamese families. The process of family break-up and 
destruction preceded the outflow of refugees. The ten most violent war 
years, 1965 to 1975, the period of heaviest American involvement, had an 
incalculably devastating impact on the social fabric of Vietnamese 
society, particularly in the area that, until the war's end, had been South 
Vietnam (Fox, 1979: p. 72). Women and the aged were left to fend for 
themselves. Children were born into a society at war. The end of the war 
and the large outflow of refugees have resulted in the permanent 
separation of many families. Numerous children were alone throughout 
the crucial years of adolescence. Family separation continues to be the 
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main concern of refugees resettled in Australia (N.S.W.Ethnic Affairs 
Commission, 1979: p. 17). Anxiety and guilt may be the dominant 
emotional state of the refugee. 'This country is a good country but it 
makes us feel guilty about leaving our families to the terrible starvation, 
jails or New Economic Zones with no doctors in time of sickness. The 
more we get ... the more guilty we feel' (VICRA, 1980: p. 3). This 
problem is further explained by Nancy Viviani (1980: p. 11): 

The operation of selection policy of refugees has been very similar to that 
of migrants. The government has emphasised two aspects - family 
reunion and skills. The criteria for family reunion is [sic] quite restrictive 
- dependent parents, spouses and dependent children. While this causes 
difficulties even for European nuclear families, it has had some devastating 
effects on ethnic Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese extended families and has 
resulted in a significant level of family hardship and failure in resettlement 
processes. Divided families generally have difficulty in settling because of 
this emotional pre-occupation with the welfare of other family members. 
This problem has not been solved, but there now appears to be some 
flexibility in administration. 

A further problem to which Viviani draws attention is a severe imbalance 
between the sexes in some age groups within Vietnamese ethnic groups. 
There are, for example, in some areas, very large numbers of single young 
Vietnamese men who suffer some of the problems experienced previously 
by similar groups ofltalians and Greeks. One respondent also mentioned 
difficulties for young unattached females, who, though not so numerous 
as unattached young males, both have and create problems in settlement. 
Without the traditional restraints imposed by the males of their families, 
they may turn to prostitution, form frequent de facto alliances or, at the 
least, suffer abuse at the hands of employers who recognize their 
vulnerability. The Ecumenical Migration Centre has also expressed 
concern for the disproportionate number of single men: 

The vulnerability of such a group to social isolation; emotional and 
employment instability arising from lack of a family group; lack of 
marriage opportunities and, either lack of, or insufficient, compensating 
ethnic structures, cannot be underestimated (Howie and Blacher, 1979: 
p.23). 

Reasons for leaving Vietnam 

The main reasons for leaving Vietnam seem to be ideological, political, 
religious, economic and racial. Buddhists, Confucians and Christians, 
the capitalist and commercial classes, and the educated professional 
classes feel heavily disadvantaged in Vietnam today, and their cultural 
norms have been disrupted by Communism and the socialist state; 
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among the capitalist classes are also relatively poor fishermen who own 
their own boats and whose boats and catches have been nationalized by 
Communist rule. They are often the master/owners of the refugee boats; 
professional classes find their freedom of professional activity circum
scribed, if not stopped altogether, and their income reduced; they are 
often redirected to forced labour and re-education (Hawthorne, 1982). 
Small shopkeepers and artisans, like the fishermen, find their small 
businesses nationalized and their income stopped. Christians, Buddhists 
and Confucians are forbidden organized religious observance, at least in 
public, and concern about the education of their children is a major cause 
of the exodus. 

Most of these reasons are those given by South Vietnamese whose 
urbanized, commercialized, educated population was predominantly 
affected by the establishment of the Communist government. 

The Report from the Department of Immigration and Ethnic 
Affairs (1982) reveals that 49 per cent of family heads said they had 'no 
alternative' to coming to Australia because of the perceived intolerable 
position in Vietnam, although no examples were given. Of the boat 
people, 11 per cent came because they had friends and relatives in 
Australia, and 35 per cent of camp or assisted people gave the same 
reason. This study points up an important fact, not noted in other 
studies, that many refugees initially perceived their migration as a 
temporary exodus: they thought they would be able to return if and when 
circumstances altered in Vietnam. The over-riding concern was, however, 
to escape for the sake of the children, regardless of future hazards or 
conjugal considerations. 

Five Vietnamese boat people were studied in Darwin, and an 
account of their reactions to the current circumstances in Vietnam and to 
the impact of Australia was given (Tran, 1980). Their opinions and 
accounts are often qualified by reference to 'discrepancies' between their 
spoken accounts and their actions. This serves as a useful corrective to 
their generalizations, for example, about the tightness and unity of 
Vietnamese families and about perceptions of temporariness noted 
elsewhere. Two of the respondents were brothers who had left Vietnam 
with their family, some of whom had remained in Thailand, en route, it 
turned out, for a Malaysian refugee camp. The two brothers initially 
stayed together in Darwin but later split up, the elder going to Brisbane, 
where he was later killed in a road accident. This left the younger brother 
ill-prepared to assume the role of family head. In this capacity he was 
responsible for the rest of the family, who were still in refugee camps in 
Malaysia. This function he actually discharged wholeheartedly, creating 
financial insecurity for himself by visiting Malaysia and later Canada, 
where some family members had resettled. Initially, because of temporary 
residence status, it was difficult for the brothers to get jobs. This was 
correctly interpreted by one brother, but the other felt insulted by the 
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perceived derogatory remarks about his stamina, build and youth. Other 
difficulties arose over perceptions of work skills. Those who called 
themselves 'mechanics' were faced with the highly specific and highly 
skilled definition of that term in Australia and were unable to do the work 
or keep the jobs given to them in that area. Tran My-Van (1980) reveals 
the difficulties of both Australians and Vietnamese in the resettlement 
process and avoids the stereotyped picture of Vietnamese as always and 
totally disadvantaged in any exchange. 

Vietnamese in Australia 

Conflicts in resettlement 

Cultural conflict problems arise from disruption of cultural norms of 
family structure, social intercourse, diet and health, which are difficult to 
maintain in the new situation. Religious beliefs and practices, other than 
Christian, do not fit easily into the new surroundings. Educational 
expectations and employment aspirations are constantly thwarted 
(Impact, 1980). 

Many hardships and problems remain to be faced by Vietnamese 
families. The pain of separation, anxiety, guilt and alienation are outlined 
by refugees in their own accounts: 

Even though we have problems which make us sad, the biggest one, which 
we parents think about all the time, is that our Vietnamese customs of right 
and wrong and traditional behaviour are more and more infl uenced by the 
life here too quickly and here it is too free for our people (VICRA, 1980: 
p.5). 

In a study of refugees at Pennington Centre, South Australia, Lewis 
(1981) describes the initial phase of relief and gratitude that was 
noticeable in the first few weeks, especially among 'selected refugees' as 
opposed to boat people. This phase' was followed by psychological 
reactions of anxiety, grief and depression. Older married refugees who 
had suffered heavy financial losses in escaping became particularly 
depressed when confronted with realities in Australia. Two high-risk 
groups were separated or widowed parents with dependants and 
unaccompanied minors. There was limited opportunity for the refugees 
to work through the stages of their emotional reactions to the trauma of 
escape, and their feelings of grief, bewilderment, restlessness and 
inadequacy (Lewis, 1981: p. 19). J ones (1977) discussed the difficulties of 
adjustment involved in 

1. cultural shock, 
2. acclimatization, 
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3. loss of identity and personal possessions, and 
4. loss ofloved ones through death or separation and the absence of 

extended family supports. 

As time goes on the adjustments will include 

I. learning to handle constant anxiety about parents, relatives and 
friends, 

2. accepting that they may never return home, 
3. establishing new social links within the ethnic community and in 

the wider community, 
4. learning to make decisions as individuals rather than as a 

community, 
5. resolving their identity crisis, 
6. mastering the English language, and 
7. adjusting to the education system. 

A paper on parish resettlement in Melbourne (Wilkinson, 1980) 
documen ts the first attempt of an Anglican parish in Melbourne to settle 
a family of Indo-Chinese refugees. It highlights the problems involved 
and sets guidelines for future efforts. In this parish, two attempts were 
made to settle a refugee family in private accommodation within the 
parish, but in neither case did this eventuate. Finance was a problem, as 
the parish could only afford to subsidize rent for six months. The families 
were reluctant to consider paying the increase after that time. The 
reluctance of the families to move into the parish led to the conclusion 
that perhaps 'Indo-Asian refugees ... may not wish at this point in time 
to be dispersed throughout the Australian community. One of the 
strongest influences open to them are their friends and peers. They are 
their security in a new world' (Wilkinson, 1980: p. 6). The parish 
settlement aims were redefined, in relation to this situation, by 
befriending the two families rather than settling them. 

A Vietnamese woman described the problems faced by Vietnamese 
families and said that families have problems that they did not have in 
Vietnam: 

The wife goes to work and the husband is scared she will meet another man 
and leave him. 

If she doesn't go to work she can learn English quicker than he can, 
and he has an awful or dirty job, and is too tired to learn English. 

The husband may send money to his family in Vietnam, and the wife 
can't, or he sends more to his family, and so the wife sends some of her 
money. Before, all money was his. 

If he is sad, he may drink too much, and she won't give him money 
when he asks her. 
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He goes to visit friends like he did in Vietnam, but his wife is also far 
away from her friends, and has no car, and sits home sad. 

Vietnamese must not divorce or have more than one wife. There is a 
difference here between the refugees. Here divorce is easy, and many good 
families can too quickly break up. 

Our problems are not understood by Australians because life here is 
too free, and children are not taught to have respect for parents or teachers 
(VICRA, 1980). 

Other Vietnamese who spoke to the authors stated in discussion about 
this list that, in some cases, if the wife doesn't work there are also 
problems because she can't send money to her family. The statement that 
'life here is too free', however, met with general agreement. It was stated 
that Australian teachers complain that Vietnamese children are too 
passive and timid, but when the children learn a new behaviour pattern, 
it conflicts with parental values and expectations. The children are torn 
between two cultures: 'in school we are too Vietnamese, but at home we 
are too Australian'. 

A complication for young male migrant Vietnamese is that they are 
often thrust into the role of head of family in Australia, a position which, 
through youth and inexperience, they are incapable of fulfilling to the 
expectation of other subordinate family members or those left behind in 
Vietnam or in migrant camps. Because of family dispersal the young, 
often married, males have no senior family members to turn to for advice; 
they also lack the cultural training and self-confidence needed in the role 
of head of family. In Vietnam, the child was secure in the family circle. In 
Australia, the father may no longer be the authoritarian head of the 
family. He is often unemployed or under-employed. He may no longer 
be the sole support for his family. The changing role of a person whom 
the child respects the most is a confusing factor that causes emotional 
conflicts and insecurity (Tham, n.d.). 

The resettlement of unattached refugee children, including the 
Timorese and Vietnamese children airlifted to Australia in 1975, has 
been a major concern, because the unattached refugee minor, by virtue of 
his status, is without parents or family supports (Lim, 1979). Blacher 
(1980) interviewed twenty-two families who adopted Vietnamese child
ren who came to Australia in the 1975 airlift. According to those families 
whose children were older on arrival and, therefore, could remember life 
in Vietnam, the initial settlement period was facilitated by having 
someone with whom they could share a language, culture and experiences. 
The paper raises many issues in relation to the adoption and placement of 
refugee children, including the whole nature of inter-country adoptions 
and whether the best interests of the children are served by leaving them 
in their country of origin. Blacher concludes that arrangements for such 
children must be considered in relation to the vulnerability of the child 
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and the sorts of pressures the child has to confront as a result of being 
culturally and ethnically different to the mainstream community 
(Blacher, 1980: p. 23). 

Memories of teenage refugees are contained in a collection of stories 
written by girls at Richmond Girls High School. Their stories recall 
leaving home, pirates, starvation and death, bewilderment, alienation, 
and culture shock in Australia (Falk, 1982). One girl recalls leaving 
Vietnam: 'during those days our boat was on fire twice. I do not know 
why I was not scared when I saw the fire. Maybe the first fright when I 
first walked onto the boat made me become a wooden person' (Age, 30 
April 1982). 

Socio-legal System 

Unfortunately, no written material appears to be available on the 
Vietnamese legal system, marriage registration, formalities of divorce, 
separation, inheritance and custody. 

There is a suggestion that formal notification of marriage to 
government authorities was unimportant in Vietnam compared with 
Australia - 'Signing with the government is not as important as it is with 
the Australians' - and that divorce was not morally sanctioned in 
Vietnam (VICRA, 1980: p. 6). Inheritance has been influenced by the 
cult of the ancestors. In every family, as a rule, a part of the inheritance 
will be set aside for the use of the cult of the ancestors, to assure the 
perpetuation of the rites. This part of inherited property is called 
'worshipped property' and is entrusted to the most worthy of the heirs, 
frequently the eldest son (Tran Van Do, 1967). 

These impressions are partly confirmed by discussions with 
Vietnamese in Melbourne and Adelaide, who emphasize that rural 
people in Vietnam were relatively unaffected by French family law. 
Marriage registration was a middle-class procedure, and divorce, a 
difficult and very rare process, was regarded as wrong and a separated 
couple might be excluded from the community. If a couple decided to 
,separate, parents would try to bring about a reconciliation, especially the 
parents of the wife. Moral values were a pressure upon women: the 'good 
woman' was expected to make sacrifices for her children and to keep the 
respect of her community. 

Concerning the present situation of Vietnamese in Melbourne and 
Adelaide, it was stressed that Vietnamese have options here that did not 
exist in Vietnam. In Vietnam, a woman who wanted to leave her husband 
had no social security system to fall back on, and often her parents 
actively discouraged such a move. Here, she is entitled to state support 
and rarely has her whole extended family to put pressure on her. It is 
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believed that separation is far more common than divorce; only one case 
of legal divorce was known to a group of Vietnamese, who included 
welfare workers dealing with marital problems. 

Attitudes towards divorce affect the lives of women in particular. 
Divorced Vietnamese women are unlikely to remarry. Widows are also 
unlikely to remarry, for it is considered a 'good and desirable' act for a 
widow to remain unmarried. Cultural values direct women to devote 
their lives to their children. Although a widow or divorcee may remarry, 
the statement in the Vietnamese community that 'that woman had two 
husbands' would be a disapproving one. 

Adoption 

In the traditional family structure, adoption is an alien concept, and 
distant relatives will care for children. The problems with adoption are 
twofold: legal and cultural. The legal ones derive from claims to the child 
from the extended family and the need to ensure that the Vietnamese 
child is truly an orphan and not separated, for instance by migration, 
from its still-living parents or other relatives. 

The cultural problems are manifold and difficult. There are 
pressure groups whose concern is with themselves as prospective parents 
rather than with the child's needs (Tolfree, 1978). Corrupt pressure 
could be exerted on impoverished parents, through bribes, for them to 
relinquish their children to give, it was said, the children a better chance. 
Tolfree sees a serious need for greater controls and safeguards throughout 
the adoption process. 

The cultural adjustment is the most difficult problem, especially 
with older adoptees, whose problems have started in the refugee camps 
(Harding and Looney, 1977). The children suffer feelings of loss and 
isolation, anxiety and hostility, and they are profoundly vulnerable. In 
the United States, Harding and Looney recommended a four-point 
programme, in which the first stage is to return children if possible to 
their own parents; failing that, the legal status of the children is to be 
clarified, allowing for permanent adoption; there should be continuing 
monetary support for long-term care in highly disturbed children; and 
welfare of children should be over seen by a Federal agency. Fordham 
(n.d.) discusses the resentments and complex reactions of Vietnamese 
children in Australian homes where there are already natural children. 

Marital problems in Australia 

Clearly the nature and extent of the trauma suffered by many of the 
refugees and the difficulties of resettlement, including pressures of work, 
confrontation with different community attitudes and the downward 
mobility of former professionals, are some factors that impose strains on 
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marriages in the Vietnamese community. Alcohol is also said by 
Vietnamese welfare workers to be causing problems as it is much 
cheaper, more accessible and more culturally acceptable in Australia 
than in Vietnam. It is used as a means offorgetting loneliness. Working 
conditions create difficulties: fathers especially don't have enough time 
for their children and are unable to carry out the traditional role of moral 
arbiter. Work is considered to be much harder and more demanding in 
Australia, and there is little leisure time. 

Marital counselling 

Marital counselling focuses on how the new pressures are affecting each 
spouse and attempts to give an understanding of changing roles. The 
counselling approach is, however, alien: in Vietnam, community and 
parental pressures were the agents of reconciliation. Difficulties involved 
in counselling were recounted by a Vietnamese social· worker in 
Melbourne. In the case of a couple who had separated, he defined the 
problem as one of adjustment to the new environment rather than one of 
helping the wife to obtain benefits or the husband to accept separation .. 
In this case, both husband and wife had minimum education and were 
originally from a small fishing village. Unemployment placed great strain 
on both partners; the husband would not help the wife to look after the 
children or do housework. He wanted their roles to remain as they had 
been in Vietnam, but his role as bread-winner had been undermined, and 
his insecurity in Australia, where he did riot know how to borrow money 
or communicate, undermined him further. In addition, his wife's 
English had improved faster than his, putting her in a more advantageous 
position in the general community. The problems of the Vietnamese 
social worker in dealing with marital problems involved several elements: 

Vietnamese are reluctant to divulge information about their past and their 
families due to fear arising out of past experiences and their anxiety in an 
alien environment. 

There is no tradition of seeking help with personal problems and 
especially with intimate problems. Traditionally, to seek help on such 
matters in Vietnamese society would lead to loss of face. 

Coming from an impoverished and war torn situation, representing a 
wide spectrum of South Vietnamese society in the state of disintegration it 
had reached at the end of the war, they bring with them less co-operative 
orientations towards organized community activities and help (Nguyen 
Huu Thu, 1978). 

Case studies in Adelaide 

Because of the lack of detailed literature, some case studies were 
undertaken in Adelaide to throw additional light on the situation of 
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Vietnamese in Australia. Four knowledgeable community leaders and a 
young Vietnamese man, the head of his family, were interviewed. There 
were points of concurrence between respondents' replies and some 
obvious points of difference about the degree of damage resulting from 
the disruption of family life and cultural norms. 

Family 

All respondents agreed that family was important to Vietnamese and that 
the fragmentation of families created most of the problems of settlement, 
both material and psychological. It was a common remark that extended 
family as well as nuclear family responsibilities placed great economic 
strain on family members in Australia, who supported family in either 
Vietnam or refugee camps. Added to this economic strain was the 
psychological strain of guilt feelings at leaving members in Vietnam or 
refugee camps. It was agreed that a great deal of trouble was encountered 
in adjusting to the different pattern of division oflabour and sexual roles 
within the family in Australia - a consequence of the economic need for 
the wife, as well as the husband, to earn an income. The lack of extended 
family support in domestic crises was seen as a disruptive pressure on 
traditional family structure, resulting in broken marriages and separ
ations, which would not have occurred in normal circumstances of 
domestic strain in Vietnam. 

Role and status of women 

Four of the five respondents remarked on the changed role of Vietnamese 
women in Australia and the changed response to difficult domestic and 
family situations. It was agreed that women were traditionally subordin
ate to men and that they were circumscribed by domestic duties and 
environment. Women in Vietnam were not only subordinate but actually 
seen as inferior; three of the five respondents remarked that it was quite 
'usual' for Vietnamese men to hit their wives during domestic alter
cations. It was not said by any respondent that women exerted any 
influence in the family, except by implication as mothers-in-law (that is, 
mothers of an eldest married son) and grandmothers. Four of the five 
respondents agreed that Vietnamese women in Australia were taking 
advantage of Australian law regarding the independence of women and 
the Australian social security system, which gave them financial 
independence to assert their individuality and leave intolerable marital or 
domestic situations. These, it was agreed, often arose from the dual 
burden imposed on the women in Australia of being both the economic 
and domestic provider without any general additional help from their 
spouses. One respondent (a married man) thought this new-found 
privilege and ability was sometimes misused, and another respondent 
indicated that in well-run families the burdens were shared. But the 



284 Chapter 9 

welfare worker respondents reported a pattern of marital abuse followed 
by flight and separation, despite one respondent's judgement that 
women did not want change. The role of young (unmarried) women in 
the family was still seen as subordinate, subdued and obedient. 

Role and status of men 

It was agreed that men had superior status, were dominant and decision 
makers, experienced in worldly matters and not concerned much, if at all, 
with domestic matters, which led them to be indifferent to the added 
burden assumed by working wives. One respondent suggested that 
perhaps too much emphasis had been placed on the wife's side in 
domestic disputes, whereas the husband's side of the argument was an 
important factor in arriving at a resolution of domestic disputes. 
Respondents suggested that the Vietnamese male regards his wife as his 
property; that he uses physical force to exert authority lest he be seen to 
lose face by the recalcitrant behaviour of his spouse; and that his resorts 
to the law or police to return his absconding wife derives from these two 
factors, his ignorance of the cultural norms of Australian society, which 
gives equality with impartiality, and above all, the implication of 
dishonour to his family name by his spouse's wilful behaviour. This 
could lead to expressions of violence or suicide. All respondents agreed 
that the new freedom and security of Vietnamese women in Australia 
threatened the traditional role of men. A further threat derived from the 
non-recognition of Vietnamese professional qualifications; men were 
reduced to taking unskilled, ill-paid work, and their self-esteem was 
further diminished. 

Marriage 

In both Buddhist and Catholic societies, marriage is regarded as a 
permanent institution. It was under some attack in Australian
Vietnamese society for a number of reasons, including the presence of de 
facto wives after long, enforced separations; the absence of extended 
family support; and generally the accumulated pressures of cultural 
adjustments. Whereas in Vietnam marriages would have been arranged 
to some extent by social class, habitat, religion and so on, in the disrupted 
world of refugee camps, de facto unions were created. The large number 
of unmarried young males without family also created a social and 
demographic problem within the Vietnamese community. 

Rearing of children 

I t was agreed that the cultural norm for the rearing of children was 
traditionally a joint, extended family, in which children were taught 
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obedience to received precepts, and respect for parents and elders. Girls 
were taught to respect and defer to all males in the family. Respondents 
agreed that this was severely disrupted by the migration process, cultural 
contact and clash with Australian society. The responses indicate, 
however, that Vietnamese family structure has remarkable adaptive 
qualities, and precepts for rearing children could be adjusted to some 
extent. In education, it was clear that the dominant factor motivating 
parents was for their children to have either a better or as good an 
education as themselves; hard work and application to study were 
expected of offspring. One respondent agreed that some child-rearing 
practices and child-care methods, such as C~6 Gi6 (an indigenous 
therapeutic treatment for fevers, headache and cough, in which the 
affected area is prepared with hot oil and then rubbed with a coin, a 
process that raises weals, resembling severe bruising), created problems 
with Australian health and law enforcement officials, resulting in 
prosecutions, according to our respondents .. 

The absence of grandmothers, or single, older female relatives, 
meant that children of working parents became in that sense deprived or 
were the causes of domestic rows and violence ifhusbands were expected 
to care for the children. 

The welfare system had taken the place of the extended family as the 
support system in the rearing of children. Although this was not regarded 
as welcome, there were no strong comments about it being a threat to the 
Vietnamese family as a social concept. It is perhaps a direct result of the 
proximity of Vietnamese migration and its extended, violent causes that 
the Vietnamese population in Australia is not considering matters of 
cultural or institutional threat, if they think they exist. Parents were 
concerned, however, about young people ofless than 17 leaving home, or 
even wishing to, in response to Australian cultural influences. 

Custody of children 

In cases of marital separation, respondents agreed that in Australia the 
mother commonly takes the children. In cases of marital breakdown in 
Vietnam, respondents said that the paternal grandparents would have 
custody of the eldest son of their eldest son; husbands may also try to 
have custody of their sons. Adoption is unknown in Vietnam, as defined 
in Australian terms; deprived or bereaved children are cared for in the 
extended family. 

Divorce 

It was agreed that divorce was uncommon in Vietnam, and that the 
traditional method of dealing with marital disputes was mediation by 
family members to achieve a resolution of the problem. It was pointed 
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out that, traditionally, the burden of proof of misdemeanour lay with the 
offended party, and if this were the wife, the sexual asymmetry of 
male-female status in Vietnam effectively prevented the wife from 
obtaining and producing proof. Not only was divorce not sanctioned on 
religious grounds, both Catholic and Buddhist, but it was also made 
practically impossible to achieve for women because of their economic 
and social dependence. In Australia, for Vietnamese women the position 
is reversed; they have legal if not social status and a degree of economic 
independence effected by the social security system. Distribution of 
property in Vietnam after separation was at the good will of the husband 
if property was all in his name. In Australia, women are entitled to 
maintenance payments, which some respondents thought encouraged 
some women to opt for divorce rather than try reconciliation. They also 
thought that some organizations encouraged Vietnamese to make 
divisive rather than ameliorative decisions. Some respondents thought 
that divorces were entered into lightly in an atmosphere of unaccustomed 
freedom, and that sometimes only one side of the dispute was presented 
in the Family Court, as some husbands did not attend the hearings. 

Remedial recommendations 

Most respondents agreed that a better understanding of Vietnamese 
culture would enable Australian welfare workers and legal authorities to 
deal with settlement processes and problems. The greatest difficulty was 
the language barrier, and it was strongly held that more qualified 
interpreters should be made available. This was coupled with the view 
that more professionally qualified Vietnamese should be employed in the 
social welfare and legal fields, since mere translation of a language often 
missed the underlying complexities of the need and the current 
Australian law applying to those needs. There was agreement that 
cultural problems were the most intractable, and a plea was made for a 
better understanding of the significance of family life in Vietnamese 
culture and the role that mediation and reconciliation plays in resolving 
disputes, in contrast to what was seen as the more divisive adversary 
conventions of Australian processes. 

A recommendation was also made that the process of recognition of 
Vietnamese professional qualifications and the means by which retraining 
is organized should be restructured, so that time is not wasted in what 
was seen as needless academic retraining, and more time was spent 
retraining in the field to accustom Vietnamese professionals to the 
conventions of the relevant Australian professional practice. 

Vietnamese refugees as migrants in Australia have become a fairly 
well-organized community (now with several Vietnamese associations; 
such as the Indo-Chinese Refugee Associations (ICRA) in the various 
states and the Indo-Chinese Women's Associations, which are corporate 
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efforts between the Indo-Chinese themselves and members of the 
Australian public). There are also denominational associations, Christian 
and Buddhist, as well as particular Christian parish schemes. These 
schemes, like other voluntary social service schemes for the under
privileged throughout Australia are too chronically short of funds and 
workers for them to be efficient support systems. But the fact that they 
exist, many of them on the initiative of the Vietnamese themselves, 
indicates that a mechanism exists through which the migrant community 
leaders can assert pressure on both their own people and the host 
community to resolve inevitable problems. 
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History and Public Policy 
The origins of the ancient culture continue to be researched, and dates 
for the arrival of these first Australians have been pushed back to at least 
40000 years ago, to the current limits of accurate radiocarbon-dating 
methods (Jones, 1977). The Aboriginal population of Australia were 
gatherer-hunters, nomadic by habit, and widely dispersed into over 500 
linguistic and territorial groups. Before the systematic colonization of 
Australia by Britain, brief contacts had been made by traders from 
Indonesia and the islands who visited the northern coast, and later 
intermittent and destructive contact was made by whaling crews 
(Blainey, 1975). 

Permanent European settlement from 1788 onwards ushered in a 
disastrous period for Aboriginal culture and society, with continuing 
clashes between the two cultures. The pre-contact Aboriginal population 
is thought to have numbered over 300000, but this fell rapidly after 
European settlement, until by 1933 it was about 74000, one-fifth of the 
original size. Aborigines, with their stone and wood weapons, were 
slaughtered by punitive expeditions sent out by settlers. This destruction 
was hastened because the Aboriginal population of the isolated continent 
had no immunity to introduced European diseases, such as smallpox, 
measles and venereal disease (Lippmann, 1981). 

291 
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Public policy towards Aboriginal people has moved through several 
phases over the last two hundred years (Rowley, 1972a-c; 1978). 
,Alongside the unofficial destruction of Aboriginal people and their 
culture, the official policy was one of protection. For over a century, 
Aborigines were perceived as a dwindling savage race, and the aim was to 
'smooth the dying pillow' (Elkin, 1979). Some remote people remained 
relatively untouched, but in other areas, unrelated groups were herded 
together on small reserves, often away from their traditional lands, with 
resulting disruption to familial and cultural ties. 

By the 1930s, the policy had shifted to one of assimilation: the aim 
was to submerge Aborigines into the larger Australian population. It was 
a dual policy, involving the acculturation of the mixed-race fringe and 
urban dwellers, and the segregation of traditionally oriented Aborigines. 
The Aboriginal population were not consulted on their future. The 
assimilation policy was most fully articulated in a joint governmental 
statement titled One People in 1961: 

The policy of assimilation means that Aborigines are expected eventually 
to attain the same manner of living as other Australians and to live as 
members of a single Australian community enjoying the same rights and 
privileges, accepting the same responsibilities, observing the same customs 
and influenced by the same beliefs, hopes and loyalties as other 
Australians. 

During the 1960s, public concern about the condition of Aboriginal 
people gathered momentum. The Yirrkala people in 1963 sent a petition 
to Parliament, written on bark in their own language, protesting against 
mining company activity on their land on the Gove Peninsula. The 
Gurrindji people went on strike about rates of pay at Wave Hill station 
and asked for title to land at Wattie Creek. The constitutional referendum 
of 1967 made Aboriginal affairs a Commonwealth responsibility, 
concurrent with, but not over-riding, the states. The restrictive state 
legislation, which for generations had ruled the lives of Aboriginal 
people, was abolished by the end of the 1960s in all states except 
Queensland. Since 1972, the Commonwealth government has pursued 
its policies under a Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, with land rights and 
self-determination as fundamental issues. The establishment of a central 
advisory council of Aboriginal people, under successive permutations, 
has increased Aboriginal influence on government policy, as has the 
formation of the Aboriginal Development Commission (Mendelsohn, 
1982). But despite some progress, Aboriginal people have so far not been 
able to wield any significant power (Wild, 1978; Tatz, 1980). 

For traditionally oriented people, land is not just a matter of owning 
real estate, but a social and spiritual concern (Elkin, 1979; Maddock, 
1982). European settlers have had little understanding of the Aborigines' 
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relationship to their traditional land. The spiritual significance of this 
land is vividly explained by an Aboriginal researcher and writer, Marcia 
Langton: 

The land for Aboriginal people is a vibrant spiritual landscape. It is 
peopled in spirit form by the ancestors who originated in the Dreaming, 
the creative period from time immemorial. The ancestors travelled the 
country, engaging in adventures which created the people, the natural 
features of the land and established the code of life, which we today call 
'the Dreaming' or 'the Law'. The Law has been passed on through 
countless generations of people through the remembrance and cele bration 
of the sites which were the scenes of the ancestral exploits. Song, dance, 
body, rock and sand painting, special languages and the oral explanations 
of the myths encoded in these essentially religious art forms have been the 
media of the Law to the present day (World Council of Churches, 1981: 
p.13). 

Most state governments (except Queensland) have now made moves on 
land rights, and Aboriginal people continue to press for control over their 
traditional land. Some of these gestures are token, as the acreage is not 
extensive. Larger tracts of remote and arid lands put aside for Aborigines 
in the nineteenth century have, in the twentieth century, however, 
emerged as mineral rich. Mining exploration and mineral rights are a 
matter of contention. There are extensive Aboriginal land claims now 
outstanding in the Northern Territory especially, and in South Australia 
and Western Australia. Land claims involve complicated questions of 
traditional ownership, and rights of access to other lands for economic 
and spiritual purposes (Maddock, 1982). 

The Aboriginal struggle now involves broader questions of 
Aboriginal identity, compensation, and political and economic power. In 
1979, the National Aboriginal Conference called for a Treaty of 
Commitment or Makarrata, to provide compensation to all Aboriginal 
people, not just those on their traditional land, in terms of land, cash, 
services and political power (Harris, 1979). There are now many active 
Aboriginal associations and agencies seeking to preserve and extend 
Aboriginal welfare and Aboriginal social, cultural, economic and political 
life. Considerable research is now underway documenting community 
and personal histories before they are lost, for example under the 
auspices of the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies. 

The welfare of the Aboriginal popUlation remains generally poor, 
and this must be kept in mind when reviewing Aboriginal family 
patterns. The affluent world of Australian non-Aborigines must be 
contrasted with the Dickensian world of Aborigines, that is: 

an 'Oliver Twist' world of blinding poverty with 19th century demographic 
patterns of high birth rates, high population growth, high mortality rates 
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both adult and infant, as well as high levels of illiteracy and unemployment, 
and a high incidence of morbidity largely of an infectious nature. 
Trachoma, leprosy, tuberculosis, otitis media, bronchitis, pneumonia and 
gastroenteritis are the order of the day (World Council of Churches 
Report, 1981: p. 27). 

These infectious diseases and the chronic diseases of poor nutrition and 
health care, such as high rates of diabetes, kidney failure and heart 
disease, as well as social and health problems, such as alcoholism, are 
being studied and reported (House of Representatives, 1975). Poverty is 
the lot of many Aboriginal families (Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, 
1975), and much of this poverty is due to lack of job skills and available 
work. During the 1970s, a conservative estimate was that Aboriginal 
unemployment rates were ten times greater than general unemployment 
rates (Department of Aboriginal Mfairs Newsletter, 1978), and worsened 
as the recession deepened, with at least one-third of the total Aboriginal 
workforce unemployed (Mendelsohn, 1982: pp. 146-8). As with the rest 
of the population, youth are especially disadvantaged. 

Racism is said to be entrenched in Australian society (World 
Council of Churches, 1981: pp. 9-10), and it affects Aboriginal pride and 
dignity, and structures living conditions and opportunities (Summers, 
1981: p. 141; Commissioner for Community Relations, 1978). 

The Old and the 
New Law 

In 1977, the Australian Law Reform Commission was referred to matters 
concerning the practice and administration of European law and 
Aboriginal customary law, in the light of the principle that Aborigines 
should be able to retain their racial identity and traditional life-style 
where they so desired. Customary law in Aboriginal society is difficult to 
define, as it covers the body of rules backed by religious sanctions and 
prescribes daily behaviour. The customary law of Aborigines is struggling 
to deal with the impact of European culture and its laws, and with 
introduced goods and behaviour, for example, alcohol and money, which 
are not encompassed by customary mechanisms (Australian Law Reform 
Commission, 1980; Bell and Ditton, 1980). An Arnhem Land Aboriginal 
man says: 

It is not easy at all to live in two ways, the Aboriginal way and the balanda 
(white) way. You are telling us to combine the two ways but that is not easy 
because on the one hand we depend on money and jobs and on the other 
hand we cannot live without moieties, skin-groups, dreamings, animals, 
country, totems (Murritji, 1981). 
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Investigation of the customary law of traditionally oriented Aborigines, 
which has existed for thousands of years, has begun. Particular attention 
is being paid to tribal marriages (Australian Law Reform Commission, 
1982a-c). Attention to Aboriginal customary law and also to the 
traditions and structure of rural and urban Aboriginal families is long 
overdue, especially as these traditions and practices may conflict with 
European Australian family law. So far, criminal law has received 
priority, because Aboriginal people are greatly over-represented in 
criminal law cases (Eggleston, 1976). A recent Commonwealth report on 
legal services for Aborigines made forty-four recommendations on 
criminal and, to a lesser extent, civil matters, but none was made 
specifically on family law. Two family law issues, nonetheless, emerge 
from this report. First, Aboriginal legal services prefer not to act in 
disputes between Aboriginal parties, and second, there is a significant 
under-representation of Aborigines in civil law matters (House of 
Representatives, 1980: p. 98). 

Demography and Life-style 
Aboriginal people, who previously had been regarded as 'a dying race', 
are now increasing. The earlier official practice was to measure the 
degree of Aboriginal descent, using biologically incorrect terms such as 
'blood' or 'caste'. Aboriginality is now defined as Aboriginal descent and 
primary identity, rather than degree of ancestry. Since the 1967 
constitutional referendum, a question on Aboriginality has been included 
in each census, but the counts vary and accurate demographic inform
ation is still lacking (Smith, 1980a; ABS, 1982). Table 10.1 shows that 
115 953 people were recorded as Aboriginal in the 1971 census, and by 
1976, the number had risen to 160915. The Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs in 1981 counted 208485 Aboriginal people (1.3 per cent of the 
total Australian population). The 1981 census, however, reports the 
much lower figure of 159897. 

The 1976 census (a breakdown of the 1981 figures was not available 
at the time of writing) shows striking contrasts in the age breakdown of 
the Aboriginal and the total Australian population. About 9 per cent of 
the Australian population was aged less than 5 years, compared with 
about 15 per cent of the Aboriginal population; 9 per cent of the 
Australian population was aged 65 years and over, compared with about 
3 per cent of the Aboriginal population. Gale (1982: p. 225) comments 
that the Australian population of the 1976 census is the standard shape of 
a developed nation, while that of the Aboriginal population resembles a 
deprived Third World population. The dependency ratio (the young 
plus the aged as a ratio of adults between 15 and 59 years) is considerably 
higher than in the non-Aboriginal population (Lippman, 1981: p. 106). 
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Table 10.1 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders by states, 
territories and Australia, Commonwealth census 1971, 1976 and 
1981, and 1981 Department of Aboriginal Affairs count 

State 1971 1976 1981 

Queensland 31922 41344 44698 
New South Wales 23873 40451 35367 
Western Australia 22181 26125 31351 
Northern Territory 23381 23750 29088 
Victoria 6371 14760 6057 
South Australia 7299 10714 9825 
Tasmania 671 2943 2688 
Australian Capital 
Territory 255 828 823 

Total 115953 160915 159897 

Note: * Department of Aboriginal Affairs, Newsletter No. 11, n.d., Table 4 
Source: ABS, Information Paper, Cat. No. 2164.0, 17 August 1982 

1981* 

71559 
43397 
33832 

. 29305 
15339 
11612 
2793 

648 

208485 

Mortality rates indicate serious health problems. In the 1960s, the 
life expectancy for an Aboriginal at birth was 50 years, compared with 72 
years for other Australians (National Population Inquiry, 1975). Despite 
the recent improvement in Aboriginal infant mortality rates, if current 
trends continue, over 60 per cent of Aboriginal neonatal deaths in the 
1980s should not occur if the general population rates applied (Smith, 
1980b: p. 20). Adult mortality patterns are beginning to be examined in 
more detail. New South Wales figures indicate a pattern of mortality that 
would be unacceptable in the total Australian population. Analysis of the 
causes of death shows a much higher proportion of Aboriginal deaths 
from pneumonia, infective and parasitic diseases, and alcohol-related 
diseases, and much higher death rates for Aborigines in the 35-44-year
old age group (Thomson, 1982). 

Categorization by life-style is difficult, because in a particular area, 
people may live in a range of situations. For example, in Port Augusta in 
South Australia, as in many small towns on the edge of sparsely 
populated areas, some Aboriginal families live an urban life in the town, 
others live on the settlement or reserve outside the town, while other 
more traditionally oriented or· transient people camp in the sandhills. 

The census (see Table 10.2) categorizes the Aboriginal population 
according to location into major urban centres, other urban centres, and 
rural areas. The proportion of Aboriginal people living in the urban areas 
increased from 44 per cent in 1971 to 58 per cent in 1981. The Depart
ment of Aboriginal Affairs 1981 statistical collection noted four types of 
Aboriginal communities (Table 10.3). While mindful of the pitfalls of 
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generalizing Aboriginal socio-economic and cultural diversity, for 
convenience this chapter reviews family patterns within the context of 
three broad categories in the Aboriginal population, in terms oflife-style 
rather than locality. The numbers involved can only be an approximation 
derived from, among other estimates, the 1981 census and the Depart
ment of Aboriginal Affairs count. 

Table 10.2 Distribution of Aboriginals and Torres Strait 
Islanders 1971, 1976, and 1981 by major geographic regions 

State and Region 1971 1976 1981 

New South Wales 
Major urban 6522 15511 11229 
Other urban 9395 16535 16128 
Rural 7956 8405 8010 

Total 23873 40451 35367 

Victoria 
Major urban 3493 9281 2844 
Other urban 1926 3724 2412 
Rural 952 1755 801 

Total 6371 14760 6057 

Queensland 
Major urban 2901 6245 6524 
Other urban 10238 16471 18317 
Rural 18783 18628 19857 

Total 31922 41344 44698 

South Australia 
Major urban 1827 4206 3217 
Other urban 1537 2416 3066 
Rural 3935 4092 3542 

Total 7299 10714 9825 

Western Australia 
Major urban 2302 5612 6474 
Other urban 6596 8538 11269 
Rural 13283 11975 13608 

Total 22181 26125 31351 
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State and Region 

Tasmania 
Major urban 
Other urban 
Rural 

Total 

Northern Territory 
Major urban 
Other urban 
Rural 

Total 

Australian Capital Territory 
Major urban 
Other urban 
Rural 

Total 

Australia 

Major urban 
Other urban 
Rural 

Total 

1971 

17332 
34076 
64545 

115953 

% 

15 
29 
56 

100 

1971 

n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a. 

671 

4094 
19287 

23381 

n.a. 
n.a. 
n.a. 

255 

1976 

42187 
53669 
65059 

160915 

1976 

680 
1300 

963 

2943 

4685 
19065 

23750 

652 

176 

828 

% 

26 
33 
40 

100 

1981 

610 
1299 

779 

2688 

9302 
19786 

29088 

1981 

31546 
61793 
66558 

159897 

648 
-
175 

823 

% 

20 
38 
42 

100 

Note: Major urban - urban centres with a population of 100000 and over; other urban 
- urban centres with a population of I 000 to 99000; rural - includes bounded rural 
localities with population clusters of 200 to 999 persons, and the balance of the state 
including migratory workers. 
% of Aboriginal population. 
n.a. not available 
Source: ABS, Census of Population and Housing, Counts of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islanders, Australia, States and Territories, 30 June 1971,1976, 1981. Cat. No. 
2164.0,17 August 1982 
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Table 10.3 Classification of Aboriginal communities by 
population (Department of Aboriginal Affairs 1981 
statistical collection) 

Type of Community Number Percentage 

Outstations and other small groups 10167 5 
Aboriginal townships on Aboriginal land or 
reserves 40860 20 
Towns: either residents of towns, fringe camps or 
nearby reserves 71441 34 
Cities: state capital cities, and major urban centres 
with a popUlation of 20 000 or more 86017 41 

Total 208485 100.0 

Source: Department of Aboriginal Affairs, '1981 Community Profile Statistical 
Collection', Newsletter No. 11, n.d.: pp. 7, 13 

Traditionally oriented Aborigines 

/ Traditionally oriented Aborigines may include the 10167 people cate
gorized by the Department of Aboriginal Affairs in 1981 as living on 
relatively remote outstations and in small groups, and some from the 
second category, that is, the 40860 people living on Aboriginal reserves 
(Table 10.3). The number of people said to be living in the traditional 
way has declined to a greater or lesser extent, depending upon the criteria 
used. The 1971 census question reported 44605 people (42 per cent) to 
be full-descent Aborigines, although this number can be used only as a 
general indication of a traditional orientation. 

A more recent definition of a traditional orientation produced an 
estimate of about 16679 Aboriginal people living in 158 communities, 
where initiation rites are performed; Aboriginal customary law is still 
influential; traditional forms of behaviour and methods of communication 
are used; and English is not the main language spoken (Australian Law 
Reform Commission, 1980: pp. 33-4). Despite the loss of many 
languages, about a hundred Aboriginal languages are still in active use, 
and in some areas a creole version has developed, for example Roper 
creole or Cape York creole (Watts, 1981). These communities have 
increasing outside contacts, but they still survive in Western Australia, 
especially at Laverton, the Warburton Range and in the Rawlinsons; in', 
South Australia, at Ernabella and in the north-western regions; in the 
Northern Territory, particularly in the desert areas and Arnhem Land; 
and in Queensland in the Cape York region. There are no traditionally 
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oriented groups in the Australian Capital Territory, New South Wales, 
Victoria, or Tasmania (Australian Law Reform Commission, 1980: 
pp. 30-4). 

Included in this category are some people involved in the outstation 
or homelands movement, which has grown in recent years, and has 
immense significance for an adapted Aboriginal culture (Maddock, 
1982). Aborigines are leaving the large settlements created by European 
policy and pastoral agricultural practices, which had brought together a 
variety of clans and language groups. They have set themselves up on 
their own lands, if they still have access, and are fighting to retain or 
resume their right to the land. By 1978, the Commonwealth Department 
of Aboriginal Affairs counted 134 of these communities involving 3900 
people in the Northern Territory, northern Queensland, South Australia 
and Western Australia (Gale, 1982: pp. 229-30). By 1981, the Northern 
Territory Department of Community Development listed 540 remote 
Aboriginal communities. Many of these outstations have bores, airstrips, 
some durable housing and are developing into village-type communities 
(Sims, 1981: p. 104). 

Rural Aborigines 

The majority of the 40860 people living in settlements on Aboriginal 
land or reserves would be included in the category of rural Aborigines, 
along with 71441 people said to be living as residents of small country 
towns, in fringe camps, or on nearby reserves (Table 10.3). This group 
would include most of the 66 558 rural dwellers and fringe-dwellers from 
around the smaller urban centres counted in the census (Table 10.2). 

It is difficult to find a satisfactory term to describe this diverse 
population, whose numbers and way of life are changing. They do not 
belong fully to their old traditions, or to the dominant European 
Australian culture. These people are often described in negative terms, 
for example, 'de-tribalized', 'marginal' or 'fringe-dwellers'. Many were 
driven off their lands and their traditional cultures destroyed; others 
were escaping the restrictions of reserve life or seeking employment. An 
attempt at acceptance in Australian society often meant becoming 
culturally marginal and adrift from the indigenous culture (Rowley, 
1972c). 

Among this rural group are the fringe-dwellers or town campers. A 
government report (House of Representatives, 1982) estimated that 
there were up to 20000 town campers located in about 200 communities 
throughout mainland Australia. The report identified three types of 
town campers, the permanents, transients, and homeless drifters. Many 
of the permanent dwellers in town camps want to maintain some of their 
traditional life-style, but they often face deplorable living conditions 
with rundown shanty housing, lack of secure tenure, and a host of health 
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and social problems. The report recommended expenditure on decent 
housing, more involvement by local government, help with land claims, 
assistance to people who wish to return to traditional homelands, and a 
public awareness programme to overcome the lack of sympathy and the 
prejudice shown to them by the general community. 

Urban Aborigines 

Aborigines living in the major urban centres, with a population of 
100000 and over, were recorded in the 1971.census as 17 332, or 15 per 
cent of the Aboriginal population; in 1976 as 42 187, or 26 per cent; and in 
1981 as 31546, or 20 per cent. This group thus grew quickly between 
1971 and 1976, but in 1981 either growth slowed or there was an 
under-enumeration (see Table 10.2). The Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs 1981 count reported that 86 017 people (41 per cent) lived in the 
state capital cities or large towns with a population of 20000 or more 
(Table 10.3). 

Traditionally Oriented Aborigines 
No Aboriginal groups remain totally untouched by non-Aboriginal 
influences, but many people still lead traditionally oriented lives. This 
review includes an account of traditional life (as recorded in the 
·anthropological literature) to indicate the major ways in which tra
ditionally oriented people today diverge from past beliefs and practices. 

The tribe and the family 

The term 'tribe' has been over-emphasized in the literature to conform to 
international anthropological convention. R. M. and C. H. Berndt (1977: 
p. 40) point out that distinguishing between groups of Aborigines is more 
a matter of convenience for us, as Aborigines themselves only did so 
when they wished to make some broader identification apart from their 
local ones. A 'tribe' varied in size from 100 to 1500 people and was made 
up of extended families or clans. The term 'tribe' defined a territorial and 
linguistic group, who inhabited their own area of country; used a 
language or dialect peculiar to themselves; knew themselves or were 
known by a distinct name; and had their own distinctive rites and beliefs 
(Tin dale, 1974; Maddock, 1982; Elkin, 1979: p. 57). Adjoining tribes 
often shared totems, kinship systems, similar languages, above all a 
common mythology, and formed a loose 'community', or 'nation', for 
example the Gunwinggu of north-west Arnhem Land, the Dieri in 
north-eastern South Australia, the Aranda of Central Australia, and the 
Wulamba of eastern Arnhem Land. However, Aboriginal society had no 
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encompassing political structure, and these regional or language groups 
were a loose amalgamation of kinship groups. The different territorial 
and linguistic groups and their major sacred sites have-been mapped by 
anthropologists (Tindale, 1974; Berndt and Berndt, 1977). 

Groups regularly congregated for social and ceremonial gatherings. 
It was through these gatherings that modifications to customs and rules 
were made and spread, and tribal and inter-tribal affairs were managed. 
The elders of the various groups constituted an informal council, which 
discussed and decided matters of common interest. Local clans did not 
necessarily spend all their time in their own separate territories or estates. 
Members often foraged or hunted over wider ranges on lands of other 
groups, attended ceremonies, or later came to establish a base camp at 
missions, government settlements or cattle stations (Berndt and Berndt, 
1979; Maddock, 1982). 

The social organization of Aboriginal culture was complicated, 
all-encompassing and finely balanced (Mad dock, 1982). The extended 
family was the basic political, social and economic unit. This group 
usually consisted of a man and his descendants in the male line 
(patrilineal), although membership in some areas was determined by 
descent through the female line (matrilineal). Its members married 
outside the local group (exogamous marriage). The children belonged on 
the one hand to the country and spiritual group of their father and 
father's father, and on the other hand, to the social group (social totem or 
other division) of their mother (Berndt and Berndt, 1977; Elkin, 1979). 

There were distinct stages in male and female life, although these are 
less frequently recognized now, and traditional knowledge is not passed 
on if it is feared that it will not be safeguarded. For the male there was 
childhood, when a boy child was still closely associated with his mother 
and females; adolescence and initiation, when he was relatively isolated 
and moved under the domination of males and ritual; manhood and 
marriage, when he learned more about rules and mythology and 
participated, under direction, in group life; maturity and eldership, in 
which he participated in the ordering of group life and was the repository 
oflearning; and old age when he relinquished participation. For females 
similar stages occurred, although. these have not been so clearly 
delineated by anthropologists (Elkin, 1979). 

Kinship 

For traditionally oriented Aborigines, kinship ties are very strong, even 
in places where ritual and the vernacular language is disappearing 
(Australian Law Reform Commission, 1980: pp. 33-4). Aborigines 
define kinship much more widely than European Australians in order to 
regulate mutual behaviour (Berndt and Berndt, 1977: p. 68; Elkin, 1979: 
pp. 83-5). The terminology distinguishes between 'blood' relatives and 



Aboriginal Families 303 

'in-law' relatives, based on a belief in the equivalence of the blood 
relationship; it distinguishes between the cousins of a person's 'blood' 
uncle or aunt; and it makes no distinction between actual and classifi
catory relatives. 

On the basis of such kinship principles, groups work out the 
relationship of any person to everyone else. Kinship operated within a 
relatively small and close-knit community and played an important part 
in keeping social order. As kinship was the basis of social relationships, 
persons coming into the group or community were allocated a kinship 
position to define status, totem, and local or regional affiliation. Kinship 
alliances, although stable, were not invariable; circumstances altered 
status (for example marriage) and terms used in personal reference 
sometimes altered to suit the new status (Berndt and Berndt, 1977: p. 68). 
Social distance was maintained between relatives according to traditional 
rules and kinship prohibitions on social intercourse, marriage, cohabit
ation, remarriage and the care of children. 

Social and totem groups 

In addition to kinship groupings, Aboriginal society was structured by 
several other complex mechanisms, although these structures are less 
likely to be invoked now, and their strength varies in different regions 
(Elkin, 1979; Maddock, 1982; Berndt and Berndt, 1977). 

Generation lines 

The same term was used for relations of alternate generations, which 
defined clan relationships in terms of potential spouses, so that 
succeeding generations should not intermarry. A person could only 
marry within that generation or with that of the grandparents or 
grandchildren, but not with the person's parents' generation or children's 
generation. 

Social totemic clans 

The social clan was distinguished from the territorial group. A group 
may be either patrilineal, in which case they would be more limited 
territorially, being confined to patrilocal areas; if the group was 
matrilineal, for example in central Australia, a person would belong to 
two areas (the mother's and the father's), and have two sets of 
responsibilities and loyalties. The members of a social clan professed a 
relationship not only to one another, but also to one or more natural 
species, which were their totems, for example a kangaroo or an emu. This 
was a friend or guardian, which should not be harmed, nor could one 
marry a member of the same totem, because that would be like incest. 
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Moieties 

Many groups were divided into two halves or moieties, that is, dual 
organizations of definite social and ceremonial groupings, related either 
patrilineally or matrilineally, whose primary function was ceremonial. 
The obligations of moiety members were to perform ritual duties and to 
observe certain prohibitions. Moieties also conferred privileges on 
members when settling grievances or debts, or when initiating youths of 
another moiety. 

Sections 

Some groups were also divided into four or eight social groups with their 
own rules of marriage and descent. Sections were paired for the purpose 
of intermarriage. To give an example of these group affiliations, Jack 
Mirritji explains that he was born in north-eastern Arnhem Land in the 
1930s, at a place called Warngibimirri: 

M Y name is Mirritji, my skin is Balang, my tribe is lenang, my moiety is 
Dhuwa, my group is Marrangu - this means I am of the Sugar Bay 
(honey) people Yarrpanny. In all the time when I lived in the bush we lived 
by ... [the old time Aboriginal law] and the rules made by custom and 
tradition (juburu). Mirritji's totem is the Brolga bird (Mirritji, 1981). 

Obligations 

The ramifications of the kinship system enabled obligations to be met 
without confusion. These obligations were extensive and the kinship 
rules prescribed both what must be done and what must not be done. 
Serious breaches of the rules are usually still punished within traditionally 
oriented groups, but failure to meet minor kinship obligations need not 
attract more than expressions of disapproval. 

Positive rules affect such matters as: 

Marriage and betrothal arrangements; 
food gathering, distribution and sharing; 
sharing of other goods; 
certain trading relationships with people in other communities; and 
educational roles, involving not only parents but other kin as well. 
(Australian Law Reform Commission, 1980: p. 14.) 

If a person received a gift, it was disbursed among kin in a recognized 
order; a man would usually make an offering to the father first, then to 
the mother's brother, then to the parents of the wife (Elkin, 1979). The 
recipients of gifts must reciprocate, however long the time that might 
elapse. This practice of sharing goods and later money as required by 
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kinship obligations is often misinterpreted by non-Aborigines as demon
strating shiftlessness and lack of thrift. Obligations were due at betrothal 
or marriage as gifts to the wife's parent and to the wife's mother's 
brother. For example, in north-central Arnhem Land, as in many other 
areas, prospective and actual sons-in-law are obliged to make frequent 
gifts to parents-in-law. Traditionally the gifts were food and implements, 
but now money, cigarettes, alcohol and store food are more common 
(Hamilton, 1981a: p. 110). Obligations were material, in the form of gifts, 
and behavioural, in the form of obedience to rules governing behaviour 
on all occasions, kinship avoidance, birth, death, initiation, marriage, 
illness, disputes and their resolution. 

Kinship avoidance 

One of the most puzzling Aboriginal customs to non-Aborigines is the 
rule of avoiding various relations. The strongest taboo, observed 
throughout traditional Aboriginal society, was the prohibition between a 
man and his wife's mother. Usually, they avoided face-to-face contact, 
avoided speaking directly, and did not utter each other's name. These 
prohibitions could extend with varying degrees of force to other 
relations. For example, after childhood, brothers and sisters did not mix 
freely, the wife's mother's brother was a~oided, and so were the father
in-law and brothers-in-law. Behaviour patterns in avoidance circum
stances varied from facing the opposite way to the avoidance person, to 
actually hiding or covering the face. Degrees of avoidance varied from 
the more rigid prohibitions of the Western Desert to the more relaxed 
and matrilineally controlled arrangements among the Gunwinggu of 
Arnhem Land (Elkin, 1979: pp. 148-9; Berndt and Berndt, 1977). 

In addition to an avoidance of the names of certain relations, or of 
the dead, people were disinclined to use personal names or 'skin' names; 
nicknames or kinship terms were preferred. This taboo may be because 
names belong to sacred mythological and totemic associations, and 
because people feared that magical use could be made of the personal 
name to harm the owners (Elkin, 1979: p. 155). This custom helps 
explain why Aboriginal people did not demurr at being dubbed with a 
variety of patronizing or mocking names, for example, J acky J acky and 
Nelly Bly, by whites who could not be bothered with the difficulties of 
Aboriginal names. Grant Ngabidji, an elderly man of the Gadjerong 
language group from the East Kimberley coast explains that he has two 
names: Ngabidji was given because his father dreamed of a black tiger 
snake; his more secret 'skin' name, Wilmirr, comes from his mother's line 
referring to the water goanna, which his mother ate when she was 
pregnant (Ngabidji, 1981: p. 31). 
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Marriage 

Marriages in traditional society were exogamous (marriage outside the 
close kin group), polygynous (multiple wives), and arranged under the 
'promise' system. Girls in their early teenage years were married to men 
40 years and over. The first marriage for men was usually in their late 
twenties. Social cohabitation as a junior wife often occurred when girls 
were young, although sexual cohabitation did not occur until puberty, 
which used to be around the age of 15 or 16 years (Berndt and Berndt, 
1977: pp. 188-9). On marriage, a woman in a patrilineal society 
customarily moved to her husband's social group, but retained her own 
spiritual ties. There is now increasing resistance, especially from young 
people, to promised marriages, to polygyny, and to marrying young girls 
to old men, and so marriages are moving closer to the Western pattern of 
a monogamous marriage between people of similar ages, although they 
retain traditional kinship choices (Bell and Ditton, 1980; Young, 1981; 
Hamilton, 1981a). These matters are being discussed by Aboriginal 
communities. For example, on Goulburn Island where missions have 
been influential, an Aboriginal pastor has said: 

We had a conference of all the people from the mission stations and we 
talked about all the Aboriginal customs and whether there were things we 
should keep and what things should be stopped ... one of the things we 
have talked about a lot is the promising system, the betrothal sys
tern ... Some people have said that promising for marriage must go, but 
other people think that it is right for the parents to say. Some people still 
feel very strongly about this. It was the same when we discussed whether a 
man should have more than one wife. A lot of people have told Aborigines 
that if they have a lot of wives, then they will have a lot of children, and 
they won't be able to look after them and feed them. But some Aborigines 
think this is the law, and if they have been promised wives, then they must 
keep to this. (Lamilami, 1974: pp. 234-5) 

The main requirement in a traditional marriage was for the correct 
kinship relationship to be maintained, according to a complex range of 
taboos, many of which were directed towards the prevention of 
incestuous unions between actual and classificatory kin, and towards 
increasing spiritual 'health' (Elkin, 1979). 

Aboriginal tradition allows a variety of ways for people to marry. In 
promised marriage, a formal contract or arrangement is made for a young 
girl even before her birth. The making of a promise is important even if, 
in the end, the marriage does not take place. The promised husband will 
give gifts of food or other things to the girl's family. It establishes a 
relationship that is important for both the families involved and their 
place in the community. In elopement, a person may simply run away for 
a time with the chosen partner, and their relationship may come to be 
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accepted as a marriage by their community, especially if the partners are 
correctly related. In free choice marriage, a person free to do so may 
marry another by choice, and this is especially common with later 
marriages. Inherited marriages sometimes occurred as a result of 
inheriting a spouse, although these are now uncommon (Australian Law 
Reform Commission, 1982a). 

ColI man (1979: pp. 392-4) distinguishes three types of marriage 
now in Aboriginal society: 'firestick' or tribal marriage; 'kangaroo' or de 
facto relationships, and 'proper' or ceremonial according to white 
Australian law. The question of the recognition of tribal marriages by 
Australian law is a particularly vexed one, and the Law Reform 
Commission is studying the question (Australian Law Reform 
Commission, 1982a-c). The Commonwealth Marriage Act 1981 does not 
recognize tribal marriage, except for purposes of inheritance. Tribal 
marriage presents problems in the application of the Family Law Act of 
1975, because puberty now occurs earlier and girls are sometimes 
married below the legal age, which is 16 in normal circumstances, but can 
be reduced to 14 in exceptional circumstances (Section 11 of the 1981 
Commonwealth Marriage Act); some arranged marriages are seen to be 
conducted under duress; some marriages are polygynous; and de facto 
relationships, although sanctioned under the Act, are so defined as not to 
fall within some definitions in the Act. The states also have their own 
definitions of de facto marriage status, but tribal marriage is not de facto 
but actual marriage status in Aboriginal society. The Senate Joint 
Committee on Family Law saw some difficulty in institutionalizing by 
legal amendment Aboriginal customary law on marriage, as it w061d 
impose European values and constraints. The Law Reform Commilsion 
suggests that the functional recognition of tribal marriage for certain 
areas (for example, adoption, social security, compensation for accident, 
property distribution after death) would obviate these difficulties by 
recognizing the fact of tribal marriage without necessarily endorsing any 
of the practices common to it. The Commission suggests that Aboriginal 
traditional marriages should be recognized as equivalent to marriage 
under Australian law for particular purposes, and that the Common
wealth Parliament has powerto do this under Section 51 (xxi) or (xxvi) of 
the Constitution (Australian Law Reform Commission, 1982c). 

Particular exception is taken by non-Aborigines to the custom of 
marriage of young women to old men, although it is not unknown in 
Australian and other societies. The elders argue that it protects the young 
girls from promiscuous intercourse with unattached young males, and in 
traditional society this is an important factor in maintaining kin rules and 
social order. Since marriages were arranged, often in infancy, personal 
preferences of the women were not a consideration. Provided there was 
agreement among the kin and parents, the marriage was accepted. 
Concep~s of romantic love, however, are common enough in Aboriginal 
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society, as many myths signify, and personal choice of marriage or sexual 
partner can be a significant factor, even cutting across avoidance lines on 
occasions. Love magic was practised to achieve the desired consummation 
if the attraction was not mutually shared (Berndt and Berndt, 1977: pp. 
190-2). 

Aboriginal customary law allows polygyny (having more than one 
wife). Polygyny meant that there were few unmarried women, and it also 
meant a division of economic labour within the female sphere, particu
larly between older and younger wives. The custom is diminishing, 
however, as only in a few traditional marriages does the man have more 
than one wife at a time (Australian Law Reform Commission, 1982a: 
p. 7). Wives were often lent, in traditional society, as part of a communal 
ceremony, and sometimes as an individual gesture to a visitor. This 
practice caused a great deal of misunderstanding with white settlers who 
did not understand the reciprocal obligation involved (Elkin, 1979). 

Marriage dissolution 

In traditional society, it was usual for each woman to have successive 
marriages. This would partly result from marrying young girls to old 
men, for when the old husband died, the widow would go to his younger 
brother or to some other arranged or chosen marriage (Elkin, 1979: p. 
157). But arranged marriages also led to a great many 'divorces', and the 
Aboriginal marriage system has had to bend to allow variations on the 
strict marriage rules, for example by contrived capture, or by com
pensating the husband or promised husband (Elkin, 1979: pp. 157-8). 
The recognition of a tribal divorce involves similar problems to 
recognition of tribal marriages. 

Sex roles 

The position of women in Aboriginal society is being re-assessed (Gale, 
1974; Bell and Ditton, 1980; Hamilton, 1981a; Grimshaw, 1981). It had 
been thought that customary law and ritual life was maintained by the 
men, that women played little part and that they had no system of law and 
ritual of their own. This information was elicited mainly by male officials 
and anthropologists from male Aboriginal informants, and men and 
women will not discuss each other's knowledge and business. The myths 
reinforce the authority of men over women, for example, by telling how 
men acquired secret knowledge from the women by theft and afterwards 
had a hold over women, although some myths reverse this situation, and 
the rituals of these are solely women's affairs and their secret knowledge 
(Berndt and Berndt, 1977: p. 258). Traditional Aboriginal marriage laws 
would indicate an inferior status for women. In matrilineal societies, 
however, and in moiety divisions, the female descent line over-rides the 
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male, although certain modifications occur to achieve continuity with 
paternal totems, and women have their own ceremonies (Maddock, 
1982). 

Women have the same rights to tribal land as men in matrilineal 
areas, inherited through their parents, not coming through marriage and 
not transferable. Women's relation to the land and to customary law has 
been misunderstood and under-estimated (Bell and Ditton, 1980: pp. 
17-18). For example, in the north-central area a woman is kirda for the 
country of her father, that is, together with her father's group she holds 
certain sacred objects, which validate her rights and responsibilities, and 
she performs certain rituals for the maintenance of the country. These 
objects and knowledge are passed on to her brother's children, and thus 
patrilineal descent is preserved. A woman is kurdungurlu for the country 
of her mother, and she is responsible along with her mother's group for 
the safety and correct performance of ceremonies, and as a guardian of 
knowledge about the Dreaming. Women's rights to their country have 
often been ignored by Australian officials. The recent negotiations over 
the Pitjantjatjara land rights claims were delayed as the South Australian 
government officials were dealing only with the men and did not realize 
that the men had to break off the discussions to consult with the women, 
who also had a claim to the land (Gale, 1982). 

As to economic responsibilities, the. usual division of labour was 
between men as the hunters and women as the food gatherers. Men and 
women were also individually responsible for their own subsistence, but 
women were the consistent daily providers of up to 80 per cent of the 
family food. To women, also, fell the main responsibilities of child
rearing (Bell and Ditton, 1980: p. 19). 

Conception and childbirth 

Copulation was seen as a necessary factor in pregnancy but not the 
decisive one - after all, copulation may be frequent but pregnancy is 
relatively infrequent. There is still some anthropological debate about 
the perceived connection (Mountford, 1982). Aborigines believed that 
two elements were required for a new human being: a spirit or soul and a 
human body. Sexual intercourse was connected with procreation, but a 
father was believed necessary not so much biologically as for spiritual and 
social inheritance. The spirit or soul was pre-existent and came out of the 
Dreaming, and later, after the death of the physical body, returned to 
that sacred dimension. Aborigines in some areas believed there were 
special spirit centres where the child-spirits waited for the approach qf·. . , .. ' 
potential mothers. In other areas, it was thought that mythical characters A',:.' ,.' 

might be reborn or reincarnated in the form of human beings (Berndt 
and Berndt, 1977: p. 150). In the central Australian desert the Walbiri 
believed that conception was caused by a child spirit who lives in the trees 
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at ancestral sites (Munn, 1964: pp. 86-7). It was believed on Mornington 
Island that baby spirits lived in small bubbling holes in the tidal line of 
the shore (Roughsey, 1971). 

In the Kimberleys, there were birth rites and songs to facilitate 
birth. Sometimes magical rites were performed to ensure an easy birth or 
the particular sex of a child, for example, by wearing a model of a spear to 
bring a boy, or a small bag to bring a girl (Berndt and Berndt, 1977: pp. 
150-1). The woman moved to a special shelter or windbreak for delivery; 
no men or unmarried girls were allowed to approach. In the Kimberleys 
and in Arnhem Land, the woman received help from her mother, 
mother-in-law or co-wives during birth. Various strategies for cleansing, 
such as smoking of the body, occurred after birth. Deformed children 
were not allowed to live and stillborn children were buried immediately 
(Hamilton, 1981b). 

Traditionally, family size was regulated by economic factors, 
polygyny, prolonged breast feeding until the child was aged 2 or 3 years 
which inhibited conception, by the deaths of infants and by post-partum 
abstinence. In years of drought, infants might not be able to, or be 
allowed to survive, in order to ensure that the family survived. These 
population checks are now less likely to operate (Hamilton, 1981b). 

Child-rearing 

A consistent picture emerges from accounts of traditional child-rearing 
practices (Elkin, 1979) and from more recent studies of traditionally 
oriented people, such as the Anbarra, one of many groups who 
congregated at Maningrida Reserve in north-central Arnhem Land· 
(Hamilton, 1981b), and people at Milingimbi settlement in north-east 
Arnhem Land (Harris, 1980). Traditional patterns are still followed, 
although the mothers, in particular, are subjected to much greater stress 
by the crowded conditions of settlement life and are bearing and rearing 
larger numbers of children. 

For the first year of life, Aboriginal babies are seldom apart from 
their mothers, are breast fed and experience constant social and physical 
contact with adults and older children. From early on, babies are held 
and carried in positions that require them to develop early physical 
strength and co-ordination. Until the child is about eighteen months old, 
it is discouraged from moving far away from its mother. By 3 years, the 
child is weaned and is changing from physical and emotional dependence 
upon the mother, to being drawn into its camp peer group, from which it 
learns such things as toilet training and language development. Security 
and love are emphasized throughout childhood, not discipline. Parents 
do not intervene or correct the children unless they are in some distress 
and then they usually give them what they want. From age 5 to 15 years, 
Aboriginal children have a great deal of freedom -and continue to be 
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indulged. At Milingimbi,yolngu (Aboriginal) children are often away all 
day with their peer group swimming or fishing, and can sleep at the camp 
of other relatives if they wish, sort out their own quarrels, and do not have 
to return at set times or meal times (Harris, 1980: pp. 34-5). Thus 
independence and freedom are encouraged. 

The imposition of Western school-teaching methods on traditional 
Aboriginal learning contexts has not worked well. The problems are 
beginning to be recognized in terms of cultural differences rather than 
cultural deficits (Watts, 1981: p. 304; McConnochie and Russell, 1982). 
Some Aboriginal education programmes now involve the Aboriginal 
community and build up Aboriginal knowledge of the environment, as is 
done in science lessons at Milingimbi School (Davis et aI., 1980). 
Traditionally oriented Aborigines, in their learning styles, tend to be 
more present-time oriented, to be more interested in the familiar, to learn 
by observation, imitation, and by doing rather than by verbal instruction, 
and to be person-oriented rather than information-oriented (Harris, 
1980: pp. 143-4). 

Aboriginal people differ in their views on whether older children 
should be sent away to school to residential colleges like Kormilda in 
Darwin, Dhupuma on the Gove Peninsula and Yirara in Alice Springs. 
But external schooling inevitably weakens the links with their own 
Aboriginal community and disrupts the timing of traditional processes, 
such as initiation preparations and ceremonies. The larger centralized 
schools have difficulty accommodating the avoidance relationships 
required of traditionally oriented children and the mixed classes create a 
real problem for adolescent girls, who will not speak directly in front of 
young men. 

An increasingly popular solution, particularly for the homelands or 
outstation people, has been to negotiate a visiting teacher for a day or so a 
week, as people want some schooling to supplement traditional education, 
although a major problem is that the teachers rarely speak an Aboriginal 
language or understand the Aboriginal culture (Watts, 1981). This gives 
parents and kin the opportunity to pursue traditional sorts oflearning, in 
the way it used to be done in central Australia (Lester, 1981: p. 25). A 
recent innovation is for an Aboriginal community itself to be responsible 
for and administer a school. The best-known example is that of Strelley 
School, which employs outside teachers for basic reading, writing and 
arithmetic, but otherwise organizes learning and its context according to 
Aboriginal traditions; for example, children are taught in groups 
arranged according to the classificatory or skin groupings common to the 
Western Desert culture (Bucknall, 1982). Traditionally oriented and 
rural communities are very concerned about the place of adolescents in 
their society. Boys, after initiation, often drop out of school, as do girls at 
marriage, because in their own society these persons are considered to be 
adults. Unemployment in this age group is chronic and so they get into 
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trouble. In the past, these teenagers would have been working hard; girls 
as co-wives and boys as initiates learning cultural lore and how to survive 
in the bush. These traditional areas of work and learning are diminishing 
and so far no new work is available (Bell and Ditton, 1980: pp. 101-2). 
Many of the less isolated reserve communities have had trouble also with 
pre-pubescent boys in particular, with manifestations 'of classic but 
dangerous juvenile problems, such as outbreaks of petrol sniffing. 

Old age and death 

Aboriginal society has been referred to as a gerontocracy because of the 
dominance of older men and because of their control over young wives 
(Berndt, 1981). But these elders are men of mature age, not so elderly as 
to be physically frail. The aged who are too old to be active are referred to 
as 'close-up dead' (Elkin, 1979: p. 114). These elderly people sometimes 
were left to die in extreme conditions of hardship if they represented a 
liability for the future survival of the group, but they were left in their 
own 'country' so that their spirits would be in a familiar place. Thus two 
opposing themes run through the literature, the one stressing care, the 
other apparent neglect and even callousness (Berndt, 1981: p. 278). 

Traditional A~original beliefs and practices were almost as occupied 
with leaving life behind as with passing through it (Maddock, 1982: 
p. 142). The Aborigines believed that death 'due to natural causes' was 
rare and occurred mainly in small children and the very old. Magical 
interference was believed to be the cause of other deaths and the relatives 
of the dead person were expected to seek out the initiator and take 
vengeance or demand some form of compensation (Maddock, 1982). 
Death was a social event since it broke up the continuity of life, which 
must then be restored by the rituals of mourning and purification, taboos 
on speech or social intercourse, fumigation or destruction of the 
possessions of the deceased, and by seclusion. Besides public exhibitions 
of mourning designed to placate the spirit released from the dead 
person's body, other rituals achieved this end. The inquest into death 
was part of this cleansing placating ritual; various rituals were practised 
to establish the cause or perpetrator of death. Once the culprit was 
discovered, for example, by reading the signs or dreaming of him, the 
elders decided on the form that the recompense or retribution should 
take. Aboriginal society did not, however, act impulsively but allowed 
time to consider the circumstances and repercussions of alternative 
actions. Delayed burial, or initial interment and later reburial, was part of 
this process. Burial rites varied widely throughout traditional Aboriginal 
society and included interment, mummification, cremation, platform or 
tree exposure, burial in hollow trees and delayed burial. 
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Rural Aborigines 

Despite the dispersal of people from their traditional country, there is 
still a strong identification with places of origin, whether traditional 
lands, cattle stations or reserves. The south-eastern people still identify 
with and maintain links with particular regions. The history of 
Framlingham Reserve in Victoria provides an example of the strong 
attachment of a group of people to their region, despite 150 years of 
attempts to dispossess them (Barwick, 1981). 

In South Australia, the Point McLeay settlement, founded in 1859, 
the Point Pearce settlement, founded in 1868, and Gerard, on the River 
Murray, produced a mixed-race cultural group distinct from the old 
Aboriginal culture, but also socially and culturally distinct from the 
European population. These cultural and kinship characteristics are 
maintained by the people, after moving to Adelaide, and close links are 
still kept with the 'missions'. 

Until the late 1960s in most states, Aborigines, and reserve dwellers 
in particular, were subjected to many citizenship restrictions which are 
bitterly remembered (Simon, 1978). People who were not exempted 
from the various state 'native' or 'Aboriginal' Acts were 'wards of the 
state' and faced many restrictions with no right of appeal. They had no 
voting rights, were forbidden to buy alcohol, to marry without permission 
(Hughes, 1981), to visit kin on reserves without permission or even to 
leave reserves. 

Many restrictions still apply to reserve residents in Queensland 
under the Queensland Aborigines Act 1971 and the Aborigines Regu
lations of 1972. Life on Palm Island and the operation of this Act in the 
1970s are described by Rosser (1978): no Aborigines (murries) are 
allowed to have liquor in their houses, although there are no restrictions 
on whites (migaloos); Aboriginal workers are not entitled to award wages 
and no strikes are allowed; residents must obtain permission to leave the 
island and they can be expelled for failure to comply with the Act. 

Conditions are appalling on many reserves and camp settlements 
around Australia, as attested in a recent report (House of Representatives, 
1982) and by many Aboriginal people (Gilbert, 1977; Rosser, 1978). 
Ramshackle and overcrowded housing, lack of sanitation and running 
water, poverty and a sense of oppression and discrimination bring poor 
health and disruption to social relationships. These problems are 
manifested in heavy drinking and violence, as hopelessness and anger are 
vented by people, both upon themselves as individuals and upon others. 
The annual homicide rate on 17 Aboriginal reserves and communities in 
Queensland is 39.6 per 100000, compared with a state rate of 3.28 and a 
national rate of 4.0 (Wilson, 1982). 
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Family and kinship 

As their culture broke down and as people dispersed, families and 
kinship groups remained important as the basic unit of social organization 
(Gale, 1981: pp. 286-99). On these settlements and camps, and among 
the fringe dwellers around rural towns, kinship obligations are funda
mental to social and economic survival (Beckett, 1964). Sansom (1980) 
detailed the complicated pension-day financial transactions that inte
grated a new extended family into the Wallaby Cross, Darwin, fringe 
camp. The fringe camps of Darwin are peopled by specific 'mobs', whose 
membership derives from regional and linguistic Aboriginal groups from 
pastoral workforce communities, or from missions or reserves. The 
fringe camps survive financially mainly by seasonal pastoral employment 
and social security payments. The money is circulated within the camp 
according to kinship and other obligations, and also outside the camp in 
the white cash economy. The cultural significance of the fringe camps is 
that they function as a centre for ceremonial activity, become a regional 
centre for Aboriginal people and are used for the transaction of 'black 
fella' business. 

Although new Aboriginal structures are being formed in places like 
the town camps, people tend to live in smaller family units rather than the 
traditional extended family or clan: 

Marriage 

The notion of the community as the largest corporate decision making 
unit ... has changed. People now live in larger, more permanent population 
concentrations, often many miles from country to which they have close 
ties. Each community is seen to have its own law in terms of strength,but 
within that community it is still the family concerned in any issue who 
must be consulted and must ultimately take action if necessary (Bell and 
Ditton, 1980: p. 115). 

The strength of traditional marriage practices varies greatly, depending 
upon the degree of acculturation into non-Aboriginal society. In the 
fringe camps around Darwin, fathers no longer bother to promise their 
daughters to future sons-in-law. A young man's chances are best if he 
belongs to a prestigious camp with a strong complement of seasonal 
pastoral workers and fighting men. Older men are no longer able to 
secure the young women (Sansom, 1980: p. 256). 

Most marriages in the fringe camps are de facto. Sansom describes 
how the relationship is announced and officially recognized, by the camp 
(or mob) noticing and verbally 'remarking' that the woman is cooking for 
the man and 'broadcasting' this fact outside the camp: 'Them fella really , ' 
marrit: we witness for that' (Sansom, 1980: p. 246). Although people 
could point to some longstanding marriages, most women have more 
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than one husband over the course of a lifetime, as was the tradition. 
Unlike the traditional life, women are more likely to be rearing their 
family without a man and older widowed or separated women tend to 
maintain their independence. 

Cultural disintegration, discrimination and deprivation have 
brought particular problems for women. For generations Aboriginal 
women have been victimized by white men and Aboriginal women say 
that this still goes on: 

[White men] think that coloured women are easy to get (to use their 
words). I've even heard white men say that they'd rather have a coloured 
girlfriend because there's no hang-ups. And if they want to leave, they 
can ... there's no tear-jerking to put up with. Also, the women don't know 
enough to be able to drag you through the courts for ·maintenance of 
children, although this is changing now (Gilbert, 1977: p. 20). 

Kath Walker, an Aboriginal writer, has condemned the conspiracy of 
silence on the exploitation and rape of Aboriginal women, in a bitter and 
vivid poem, titled 'Dark Unmarried Mothers' (Walker, 1966: pp. 16-17). 
But Aboriginal women are also the butt upon which an oppressed 
Aboriginal man can safely take out his anger and frustration. This 
situation has existed for a long tiine and, although Barwick (1978) 
thought that violence rarely accompanied the marital bickering that was a 
staple item of gossip among the south-eastern Aboriginal people, Beckett 
(1964) found that among the fringe-dwellers around'small townships in 
the far west of New South Wales, physical violence was common, 
particularly in association with drunkenness. 

Although arranged marriages are not welcomed by young women" 
the breakdown of marriage and kinship responsibilities and poor socio
economic conditions have left women more vulnerable. Among the 
Walbiri groups in central Australia, for example: , 

Although young women now are marrying men closer to their own age and 
the possibility of sustaining monogamous marriages is increasing, these 
women are finding they are no longer protected by the web of relationships 
which in the past ensured that they were not abused in marriage. Many 
women express horror at the incidence of rape and violent abuse of women 
which sometimes occurs today within their society. This, they insist, could 
not have happened in the past because women had relatives to whom they 
could turn for assistance. They could return to another 'country', to that of 
their parents, if a husband was cruel (Bell and Ditton, 1980: p. 17). 

One report (New South Wales Task Force on Domestic Violence, 1981) 
found that wife beating is a problem in Aboriginal communities, as it is in 
Australian society generally. The suggested cause for domestic violence 
in the Aboriginal community is that, in a patriarchal society, oppressed. 
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men will take out their powerlessness upon their women. The situation 
for Aboriginal women is even more grim because recourse to white 
institutions, particularly the police, is regarded as community betrayal. 

Family size 

As traditional structures have broken down, so too have the marriage 
arrangements and child-rearing practices that limited the birth rate. An 
indication of the rapid population growth is that, in many Aboriginal 
communities in central Australia, 20 per cent of the population is under 5 
years of age (Bell and Ditton, 1980: p. 16). Contraceptive programmes 
have been initiated with variable success. A successful programme 
conducted north-west of Port Augusta found that nearly 80 per cent of 
the women wanted no more children, but that further programmes 
should be run by trained Aboriginal women (Burden, 1974). Past policies 
and practices have created suspicions that contraceptive programmes are 
a disguised form of genocide. 

Sex roles 

In the fringe camps, a man's position of authority and esteem depends 
upon his position as arbiter or mediator within the camp, his ability to 
deal with white authority, to attract useful extra members to the camp, to 
arrange marriages, to secure women for himself, to contribute financially 
with seasonal work and to gather able-bodied men for the protection of 
the camp and its women (Sansom, 1980). 

Women are expected to attach themselves to a man-as-guardian, 
although these liaisons are not necessarily expected to be permanent. In 
the end, however, men are at a status disadvantage because of the conflict 
between the wage dollar and the welfare dollar. Men are fated to be 
inconsistent providers because of their reliance upon a seasonal and 
fluctuating labour market. This has been a long-standing pattern. 
Among the fringe-dwellers of the far west pastoral towns of New South 
Wales in the 1960s, women were powerful, at least in the domestic 
sphere. Men were away on seasonal work, and marriages were rarely 
long-lasting. The majority of Aboriginal children said that the mother 
was the most important person in the home, compared with a sample of 
white children, who nominated their father (Beckett, 1964: p. 44). 

In the absence of regular employment, Commonwealth social 
security and state welfare policies have played their part in destabilizing 
family structures. Payments are made more readily and more regularly to 
mothers supporting their children alone. In situations where work is 
scarce and unreliable, women are better off financially without a man 
around, as they are then eligible for a deserted wives pension or 
supporting mothers allowance. Collman (1979: pp. 391-6) discusses 
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'matrifocal' families that have developed from these methods of allocating 
welfare payments. The victims of this historical process are the married 
Aboriginal men. Men temporarily left the fringe camps around Northern 
Territory towns to seek employment. The camps used to receive rations 
of food for full-descent Aboriginal people and full-time residents. 
Visitors were fed by stretching the food within the group. Aboriginal 
people found that the solution to the chronic food shortage was for 
able-bodied men to leave the settlement and for the elderly, mothers and 
children to remain and receive welfare assistance. 

Aboriginal family structures and practices thus often conflict with 
the administration of social security policies. The main problems are, 
first, that these different structures are not recognized, and second, that 
women are financially better off without a husband. Although de facto 
wives are recognized for the purpose of social security payments, 
polygyny is not recognized, and it is difficult to obtain split cheques 
where there is separate cohabitation between a man and wife: 

In traditional life, men and women were in the main separately 
responsible for obtaining their own food and for daily survival, although 
the results of a large and successful hunt were shared with kin and other 
camp residents according to various obligations. Some of this tradition 
may remain, as a man will not necessarily share a pension or benefit paid 
to him which includes his spouse and dependants' allowances (Bell and 
Ditton, 1980). 

Child-rearing 

As in traditional life, child-rearing patterns stress affection and the 
security of the kinship system and expect early independence, rather 
than stressing direction of the child and material provisions. Arrange
ments for the children of dissolved marriages are worked out by the 
families concerned. Generally, the mother or her relations care for the 
children. The Aboriginal community does not, however, regard the 
children as socially fatherless. It is common for children to be reared for 
long periods of time by kin, rather than the legally defined responsible 
person, the parent, and social security payments need to take more 
account of this practice (Bell and Ditton, 1980). 

Given reserve and fringe living conditions of this kind, and different' 
cultural practices, schooling for Aboriginal children within the main
stream Australian educational system has not worked well and has long 
been a matter of concern. Despite increased public activity, recent 
indicators are not encouraging. In 1977, a report into literacy and 
numeracy in schools found that 52 per cent of 10-year-old Aborigines 
and 33 per cent of 14-year-olds were not proficient enough in English 
language skills to cope with normal classroom lessons. Among non
Aborigines, only 4 per cent of lO-year-olds and 5 per cent of 14-year-olds 
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had similar difficulties (Mendelsohn, 1982: p. 147). The National 
Aboriginal Education Committee, an all-Aboriginal Committee estab
lished in 1977 to advise the Commonwealth Minister for Education, has 
produced a four-volume report urging the education system to take 
account of the needs of Aboriginal children (Watts, 1981). 

Considerable effort has also been put into pre-school programmes 
for Aboriginal children, with the aim of reducing later educational 
difficulties, although some of these programmes have been built on 
inappropriate assimilationist and cultural deprivation theories (Com
monwealth Department of Education, 1981; McConnochie and Russell, 
1982). 

Foster care and adoption 

There is a long history of Aboriginal children being removed from their 
natural parents. The policy of removing mixed-race children gradually 
developed from unilateral missionary activity into overt official gov
ernment policy. Many Aboriginal people have attested to this practice: 

There was a round-up period every so often when all the part-Aboriginal 
kids were gathered up from the camps and taken to various missions when 
the missions first started. The children had no choice. The parents didn't 
want them taken away but they also had no choice because they were 
forcibly taken ... 

The thing was, it wasn't good to see these little parts or half-breeds 
running around the blacks' camp because you didn't know who to blame. 
Station manager? Storeman? Policeman? Teacher? So they came out with 
all these sincerest motives, you know ... to give these poor little devils a 
chance in life. Giving them a chance meant putting them into compounds. 
A lot of us have this experience (Gilbert, 1977: p. 7). 

Foster care and adoption policies still separated Aboriginal children from 
their families into the 1970s. Court cases in the Northern Territory 
highlight the cultural dilemma and emotional trauma involved 
(Tomlinson, 1977). The rights of the Aboriginal parents have, however, 
been upheld in some recent cases. In 1975, the Central Australian 
Aboriginal Legal Aid Service undertook a case, In the Matter of Freddie, 
where an American couple resident in the Northern Territory applied for 
an order for adoption dispensing with the consent of the mother. The 
judge criticized the Department of Social Welfare for denying the 
mother the ordinary concepts of justice, and found that while the 
American couple could offer Freddie living conditions and material 
advantages superior to those the mother could offer, they would not be 
able to satisfy his probable wish to make contact with Aboriginal people. 
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In several other Northern Territory cases, custody was finally obtained 
by the Aboriginal mother against a non-Aboriginal father (House of 
Representatives, 1980). 

Aboriginal people have long been concerned about the alienation of 
their children by fostering in the white community. Although tribal and 
de facto marriages were recognized for purposes of testate law, they were 
not recognized in the Northern Territory Adoption of Children 
Ordinance. This means that many couples living in what are seen as de 
facto relationships are ineligible as foster parents. This situatioq. was 
partially remedied by an amenqment to the Act, which allowed 
Aboriginal families to foster or adopt children, in effect returning to the 
traditional concept of 'growing up' children within kin groups 
(Tomlinson, 1982). 

Old age and death 

Elderly people have lost much of the respect and power that was their due 
in traditional society. Younger people have taken over, as power in 
negotiations with Australian officialdom depends upon knowledge about 
political, legal and administrative structures. In some areas, the elders 
have re-exerted some control. At an isolated Catholic mission at Port 
Keats in the Northern Territory, for example, some traditional ceremon
ial activities have been resumed, land claims lodged and minor court 
cases are now heard at Port Keats instead of in Darwin. The elders can 
also make representations about customary law (Lippmann, 1981: 
pp. 171-2). 

The advent of social security payments did, however, enhance the 
economic status of elderly people. From 1960, all Aborigines, except 
those who in the opinion of the Director-General of Social Services 
followed a nomadic or primitive life, became eligible to receive an age 
pension. As eligibility for an old age pension is more straightforward than 
other pension and benefit categories (although a birth certificate may not 
always exist), these pensions are easier to obtain, and old age pensioners 
often feed a whole camp with their money (Bell and Ditton, 1980: p. 94). 
The settlements established by missionaries had always drawn in large 
numbers of children and old people, although the view was that 'you 
can't do much with old people, better to concentrate on the children'. 
The 'pensioners camp' became an integral aspect of all missions and 
reserves (Berndt, 1981). 

The demographic facts must be kept in mind: elderly people are a 
small proportion in Aboriginal society compared with other Australian 
society - 3 per cent compared with 9 per cent. Nevertheless, old age 
pensioners are a staple source of income in the complicated and 
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interdependent financial arrangements on reserves and fringe camps 
(Sansom, 1980). Elderly women rather than men would seem to have a 
more secure position in rural communities. The effect of welfare policy, 
the absence of employment and a more stable residence than the 
wandering life often led by the men secure more status for women, as 
does the practice of raising children in the wider kin group. Children are 
often reared by their grandmothers for extended periods, and Aboriginal 
informants and published accounts stress the crucial role of grandmothers 
(Gilbert, 1977). 

A death is a major event and in some areas remnants of old traditions 
exist, for example, a prohibition upon speaking the names of dead people. 
In the Darwin fringe camps, the Aboriginal mortuary ceremonies 
held at the camp were a more important event than the preceding official 
Christian and white-administered funeral. The cause of the death, in the 
sense of the culprits rather than the physical cause, was discussed in 
detail, and the last garments of the deceased were ceremonially burned 
and the dwelling fumigated (Sansom, 1980). 

Urban Aborigines 
The culture and family structure of urban Aborigines are very different 
from those of the traditional groups. The Aborigines of south-eastern 
Australia have had long contact with European culture, and most now are 
mixed-race people. Aboriginal people still, however, form separate 
groups distinct from the white urban community, linked together by a 
sense of belonging to a locality and to an extended family (Barwick, 1978: 
p. 196). A third bond, which increasingly links urban Aboriginal people 
to the larger Aboriginal population, is a regenerated sense of pride in 
their Aboriginality. Growing social acceptance means that new Aborig
inal social and political groups have formed that are not based wholly on 
kin and regional associations. The battle for land rights and a resurgence 
of interest in Aboriginal traditions have heightened a sense of cultural 
and political identity which previously has not been recognized by 
non-Aboriginal society. A young Victorian Aboriginal university student 
explained: 

We can't compare our identification, say with tribal blacks. But we have 
our own identity. We have our own subculture. That's what we identify 
with. That's what gives us psychological support, gives us physical 
support, gives us security. Security in the sense that we can always fall 
back on our own people and that and not rely on whites, especially if 
they're going to be our oppressors (Gilbert, 1977: p. 67). 

The migration of Aboriginal people to the capital cities has occurred on a 
large scale over the last twenty years, partly resulting from the population 
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explosion on the small and confined reserves, missions and settlements 
(Gale, 1981: p. 283). Some moved to urban areas for employment and 
others sought the anonymity of city life, which was more conducive to 
assimilation and allowed lighter-skinned mixed-race Aboriginal people 
to pass as whites if they so desired. Some people have been able to 
establish themselves socially and economically in city life. Although 
Aboriginal informants maintain that Aboriginality is the over-riding 
identification, they say that there is increasing social stratification in 
urban Aboriginal society. 

I t is tempting to see echoes of the traditional people in the 
significance attached to kin and country by their dispossessed mixed
race descendants. Barwick (1978: p. 197), however, explains allegiance to 
kin and region more as a necessity for cultural survival, a sub-culture of 
poverty. Aboriginal informants all agreed that they felt obliged to help 
their kin, although some thought that there had to be a limit for 
'bludgers'. Great interest is taken in genealogical ramifications, and 
kinship terms rather than names are commonly used in reference to 
individuals and as courtesy titles, for example 'aunty', 'uncle', 'sis', 
'brother', 'cousin' (Barwick, 1978: pp. 196-7). Aboriginal informants 
maintain that 'placing' someone in kinship terms in relation to everyone 
present is a major component of social gatherings. 

Marriage and sex roles 

Up to the 1970s, Aboriginal people in south-eastern Australia still 
contracted a significant proportion of marriages, 35 per cent, within their 
regional groups (Gale, 1970). This perhaps had its origins in traditional 
regional antipathies but persisted because of geographic isolation and is 
also explained by Aboriginal people in commonsense terms: 'you know 
where you are with your own people and you've got your own relatives 
around so you don't get lonely'. Marriages across regional boundaries 
were thought to end in strife. Men wanted to live with their relatives and 
women wanted to keep their children where their own people lived 
(Barwick, 1978: p. 201). 

After generations of regional marriages among people from the 
southern reserves and cities, adults were expressing considerable 
concern about 'marrying too close' and discouraged unions between 
closely related young people. The prohibition upon first and second 
cousin marriages was widespread and was explained as a remnant of ' the 
old law' (Barwick, 1978). Aboriginal informants say that cousin marriages 
are still discouraged and older people usually knew the kinship 
relationships, even if young people did not know their ancestry in detail. 

Marriage patterns changed as people moved away from reserves into 
the towns and cities, and intermarriage with non-Aborigines increased. 
Barwick (1978: p. 203) summarized intermarriage trends up to the 1970s. 
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The incidence of intermarriage was much higher in urban areas and 
among young people, which suggested a lessening of prejudice. Aborig
inal women were still far ,more likely than men to marry out, perhaps 
because of the inferior occupational position of Aboriginal men. As many 
of these marriages were with males from southern Europe, another 
reason may have been the male migrant surplus of the time. The 
restrictions of the state Aboriginal Acts were abolished in the late 1960s, 
and intermarriage had provided an avenue for full citizenship.' The 
out-marriage rate was probably highest in Victoria where, in the early . 

. sixties, 11 per cent of married men and 27 per cent of married women had 
European spouses. In South Australia, the intermarriage rate was then 
only 14 per cent, with more Aboriginal women marrying out (Gale and 
Lawton, 1969); similar rates were reported in Sydney (Beasley, 1970). In 
Adelaide by 1980, about 58 per cent of unions were mixed marriages 
(Gale, 1981). Many Aborigines now view this intermarriage trend with 
considerable anxiety as a betrayal of racial solidarity. Like the assimilation 
policy, it is seen as an attempt to 'breed us out, make us ashamed of our 
race'. In the south-eastern states, intermarriage used to be officially 
encouraged as part of the assimilation policy. In states with large full 
descent populations, protection policies assumed that a union between a 
white man and an Aboriginal woman involved exploitation. This went 
along with an undercurrent of feeling about preserving white Australian 
'racial purity' (Rowley, 1972c). 

Two-parent, nuclear-family household structures are the minority 
rather than the majority pattern. In a Brisbane survey, 20 per cent of 
Aboriginal households were headed by a woman and 40 per cent were 
composed of extended family groups (Smith and Biddle, 1975). An 
important finding in relation to the Australian Family Law Act is that the 
proportion of Aboriginal adults entering into legal marriages has 
declined in Adelaide, so that the proportion of de facto marriages is now 
about the same as de jure unions. Of course, de facto unions are also a 
longstanding and increasing tradition in Australian society generally 
(New South Wales Law Reform Commission, 1981). De facto relation
ships used to be more common with an Aboriginal partner than with a 
non-Aboriginal partner and Gale (1981) suggests that, for an Aboriginal 
woman, legal marriage to a white male with better job prospects now 
offers the best security, otherwise a de facto relationship with an 
Aboriginal man offers easier official dissolution and thus eligibility for a 
pension or a supporting parent allowance. With massive unemployment 
in the Aboriginal population and life so close to the subsistence level, 
these are crucial considerations. Welfare policy has influenced family 
structure. In 1976, excluding age and war service pensions, 25 per cent of 
adult Aborigines in Adelaide were receivin:g welfare pensions (widow, 
supporting parent, unemployment, invalid) compared with 9 per cent of 
non-Aborigines. Aboriginal males were missing in many households. A 
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1980 Adelaide household survey of Aboriginal families recorded a 
masculinity ratio of 74.8 for Aborigines compared to 10 1.4 forthe general 
population; 'homeless' men form a 'floating' population and move from 
household to household (Gale and Wundersitz, 1982). 

Thus women are the crucial members in urban households as in the 
rural Aboriginal communities, for similar reasons. Men with low or no 
job skills, battling racial prejudice, have found permanent employment 
difficult to obtain. High rates of unemployment hit the Aboriginal 
community particularly hard. As well as being the family nurturers, 
women have become the economic providers with the help of the 
Commonwealth social security and state welfare systems (Gale, 1981). 

Aboriginal women are prominent community leaders both in rural 
and urban areas, particularly in the last two decades, although recently 
younger, educated Aboriginal men have been politically active and have 
secured leadership positions. 

Family size 

Aboriginal women still have more children than non-Aboriginal women. 
In south-east Australia, the average Aboriginal family size remained 
large at 5.26 children up to the 1 970s, although the Australian national 
average declined markedly to less than half that number (Barwick, 1978; 
Gale and Lawton, 1969). Over half the Aboriginal families in an urban 
study in Queensland were rearing six or more children, either their own 
or those of kin (Watts, 1981: p. 206). A comparison (Gale and Wunder
sitz, 1982) of child:woman ratios (the number of children under 5 years 
for every 100 females between the ages of 15 and 49 years) from the 1976 
census showed high Aboriginal rates and no marked urban-rural 
differences. The Aboriginal ratio was 52.6 in Adelaide and 54.5 for the 
rest of South Australia, compared with the total population ratio of 30.7 
in Adelaide and 40.7 for the rest of the state. 

Kinship obligations 

Aboriginal households tend to be larger than the Australian average, 
because of larger numbers of children, kinship obligations and housing 
shortages (Barwick, 1978: p. 198). A Sydney survey more than a decade 
ago found an average of 7 persons to each household (cited by Rowley, 
1972c). A 1980 survey of Adelaide Aboriginal households found an 
average of 4.77 persons to each dwelling, a considerable improvement 
upon 1966 figures, but still higher than the 1976 census figures of 2.94 
persons in dwellings in the same area for the general population (Gale 
and Wundersitz, 1982). Considerable overcrowding still exists, for 
example, in areas of Sydney, such as Redfern. The problem is 
exacerbated by insufficient public and private housing available to 
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Aboriginal people. The Aboriginal Housing Board of South Australia in 
its 1982· annual report drew attention to both the chronic housing 
shortages and the dilapidated condition of houses for the Aboriginal 
community, despite some progress from earlier worse conditions. 
Household size is larger in government rental houses than in privately 
rented or purchased dwellings (Smith and Biddle, 1975; Gale and 
Wundersitz, 1982). Class differences might explain the smaller size of the 
households among home owners than renters, and perhaps fewer 
sanctions apply in sponsored Aboriginal housing than in other forms of 
rental in the public and private sectors. 

Gale (1981) comments that two aspects of the Aboriginal household 
make it different from the average Australian household: the size and 
extended nature of the family, and the high proportion of female-headed 
households. Household mobility is also a feature, both in the sense of 
extra visitors and in more frequent permanent moves between residences 
than occur in the white population. This mobility decreases, however, as 
people obtain housing in the preferred locations near kinsfolk, or obtain 
more secure rental housing, for example from the South Australian 
Aboriginal Housing Board. 

Child-rearing 

The child-rearing pattern in urban areas has similarities with that of 
more traditionally oriented and rural people. Some child-rearing 
practices are also said to be common to a sub-culture of poverty: an 
emphasis on the present and survival, on self-reliance, on material rather 
than verbal or symbolic rewards and an emphasis on in-group affirmation 
rather than outside achievements (Watts, 1981: p. 213). Queensland 
Aboriginal urban people raise their children to be generous to others, to 
be accepted and not 'stand-offish'(Eckermann, 1980). These are not 
markedly different values from those inculcated in other Australian 
children and the difference is one of degree. Aboriginal home training 
encourages children to be gregarious, co-operative and perhaps placid; 
rather than aggressive, possessive and competitive. Children play with 
and learn from other people rather than things and, indeed, are likely to 
have few possessions - partly because of material poverty. Their 
behaviour is seldom reproved for 'children can't know what is right' 
(Barwick, 1978: p. 209). Children often move relatively freely among the 
households of their extended kin, and so can sometimes avoid unwelcome 
situations and restrictions in their parental home. Much hope has been 
pinned on education as the panacea for improving the status of 
Aboriginal people. As Kevin Gilbert (1977: p. 48) pointed out: 

Some Aboriginals are inarticulate but reasonably aware of the injustice, if 
not the politics, of modern Australia. With some, it is almost as if they feel 
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that if only they could communicate properly, say all that they feel in the 
right words, get it across, then things couldn't help but change. 

Custody, foster care and adoption 

Although marriage ties tend to be less firm in the Aboriginal community, 
Barwick (1978: p. 205) believes that Aboriginal children suffer less than 
other Australian children from marriage breakdown: 

Children usually remain with their mother, whatever subsequent unions 
she and their father contract, but in these closed communities an 
Aboriginal father does not lose touch with his children ... and the father's 
relatives will have an enduring interest in their welfare. 

Aboriginal informants had nearly all lived at different times with other 
kin and thought that the practice of 'growing up' children among the 
extended family was still common. In fact several of the older women 
were currently rearing the children of close kin. They thought that 
health, welfare and education agencies should understand and be more 
responsive to this practice. 

Aboriginal history is a tragic chronicle of families being torn apart 
and children, particularly those of mixed descent, being taken away to 
institutions or to be fostered or adopted by white families. This is a major 
issue in the Aboriginal community and has been suggested as a cause of 
ongoing family problems (Barwick, 1978: pp. 207-8). A growing body of 
literature defines the issues and the parameters of the problem (Barwick, 
1978; Rowley, 1978; Sommerlad, 1978; Gale, 1972; Atkinson, 1979; 
Lalara and Lalara, 1978; Austin, 1978; Australian Conferences on 
Adoption; Read, 1982). The Aboriginal community has now organized to 
oppose the placement of Aboriginal children outside their own com
munities. Representatives from the Aboriginal Child Care Agency 
(ACCA) told delegates to the third Australian Conference on Adoption, 
in 1982, that the adoption of Aboriginal children by white parents had 
proved unsuccessful in many cases. The eventual aim of the Agency was 
to develop in each state an Aboriginal-run organization that would be 
responsible for placing Aboriginal children in Aboriginal families. The 
behavioural, cultural and personal identity problems that have followed 
institutional and white foster care arrangements are condemned by many 
of the Aboriginal community. Charles Perkins (1975) condemns the 
forcible separation of children from their culture and families. However, 
there are also success stories in career terms, as John Moriarty has 
pointed out that: 

In fact our group became very successful. Of the initial 23 boys at St 
Francis House, more than half completed trades, 7 travelled overseas and 3 
gained university qualifications. Most also reached high levels of sporting 
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prowess. Not a bad record for one little Home, let alone being an 
Aboriginal Boys' Home (Convocation News, Flinders University, 1982). 

Many Aboriginal informants had stories to tell of the trauma they 
experienced in institutions and foster care. In some cases, they had been 
taken away at a young age with their identity concealed and later had to 
make a determined search to find their Aboriginal families. Views 
differed on whether Aboriginal children who had been reared outside 
their own culture should, as a matter of principle, be returned. Everyone 
knew of cases where the best interests of the child were difficult to 
determine after years away from their Aboriginal families. 

Large numbers of children are still away from their own parents. 
Usually the children are in foster care or institutions rather than available 
for adoption (Department of Aboriginal Affairs, Newsletter 4). Ten years 
ago, 30 per cent of all children in foster care in Adelaide were Aboriginal 
(more than ten times the number of non-Aborigines) and more than 25 
per cent of the Adelaide Aboriginal population had a history of 
institutionalization (Gale, 1972). Hundreds of Aboriginal children in the 
1970s have been traced living away from their family and kin in Victoria 
and Western Australia (Sommerlad, 1978). By 1980, Aboriginal children 
were still substantially over-represented in substitute care in New South 
Wales, and over 90 per cent of these children were outside Aboriginal 
control and in the care of white people (Family and Children's Services 
Agency, 1982). Perhaps one in six or seven Aboriginal children have been 
taken away from their families during this century, while the figure for 
white children is about one in three hundred. To put it another way, 
there is not an Aboriginal person in New South Wales who does not 
know, or is not related to, one or more of his or her countrymen who were 
institutionalized by the whites (Read, 1982: p. 18). 

Old age and death 

Elderly Aboriginal people generally live with their extended family, and 
so far there has been little interest in obtaining special housing or nursing 
home places for elderly people, although this is beginning in some areas, 
for example, in Perth (Berndt, 1981). With high morbidity and mortality 
rates Aboriginal people generally have not lived to advanced years. As 
with traditional and rural groups, and certainly because of strong 
regional and kinship ties, a funeral is an important occasion. People will 
travel long distances to attend and will postpone other commitments. 

Conclusion 
Although Aboriginal people make up only about 1.3 per cent of the 
Australian population - a small minority group - they are of great 
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moral and political significance at the international and domestic level, 
both as the original inhabitants of the continent and as a major group of 
non-white Australians. Their numbers are increasing and are of more 
account in some states and regions than others. There is a resurgence of 
interest and pride in Aboriginal culture, and many groups are attempting 
to retain or recover parts of that culture despite the nearly overwhelming 
influence of the majority Australian population. Claims for compen
sation, land rights and the recognition of Aboriginal identity have been 
unifying forces on disparate Aboriginal groups. 

The Aboriginal family is crucial to the survival of Aboriginal culture 
- whether the structure, values and practices are based on the complex 
old traditions, or the extended family and regional loyalties of rural and 
urban people. Aboriginal families are subjected to enormous psycho
logical, social and economic stresses. White institutional responses have 
often been destructive or inappropriate rather than supportive. Aborig
inal families, whether traditional or urban, do differ from non
Aboriginal families. Some knowledge of Aboriginal history and culture is 
essential for those who wish to respond with sensitivity to the clash 
between the civilizations of white Australia and Aboriginal Australia. 
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