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Diasporas in the Commonwealth and earlier in the British Empire are of special importance because the Commonwealth has brought about significant movement of people to and from member countries. To confirm this, one only has to consider the enormous movement in our own time to the United Kingdom from the West Indies, India and Pakistan.

Back in history the same might be said of the movement of peoples within the boundaries of the Roman Empire when it stretched from Scotland in the West to Persia in the East. It may be note worthy in this context – and in what Christianity is celebrating as the Pauline year – that St Paul, possibly the most famous missionary of all time, enjoyed the privilege of Roman citizenship which made it possible for him to travel so widely in the Mediterranean. It meant that he left to posterity his epistles or letters to the Romans, the Ephesians and the Corinthians whose cities he had visited. It also meant that he enjoyed the more doubtful privilege of death by beheading rather than by crucifixion!
The term Diaspora is one which is traditionally associated with involuntary recolonisation of peoples. So the most frequently referred to Diasporas on Google search are the Jewish and Palestinian Diasporas. 

This may be the reason why the U.S.A., the country which attracted the largest movement of people in modern times, has few Diasporas. So though there are areas of New York where Italians traditionally settled, there is seldom any reference to an Italian Diaspora. Diasporas of history have usually been synonymous with the survival of exiled or even persecuted minorities, not what we would associate with in countries such as Canada, Australia and the United Kingdom which have benevolent policies which recognise the preservation of new cultures and traditions as being beneficial to the host country. 

It may be true that Diasporas have been commonly associated with beleaguered minorities and that may fit the usual meaning of the word diaspora. But the word comes from an ancient Greek term meaning to scatter or sow seeds, so conjuring up the scattering or dispersal of peoples. But the sewing of seeds is the more profound origin of the term. Hence we can reflect that seeds – if they fall upon good ground will yield a good harvest. The Biblical parable of the sewing of seed is pregnant with meaning. This parable like so much of the Bible was also reflected in Islamic teaching and should lead us to see a depth and extra dimension in our own discussion of the Diasporas. We have in our previous Diversity Matters Conferences reflected again and again on how cultural and religious traditions support the new settlers as well as enriching the host country.

May I illustrate this support and enrichment from my own experience as part of an Italian family which came to Australia in 1938, when I was a 7 year old, knowing no English. I cannot tell a tale of hardships and hazardous travel. On the contrary it was an extended sea cruise of six weeks taking in the wonders of the Suez Canal, then Massawa in Eritrea, then Colombo and finally Australia. 
My family was greatly sustained by their Catholicism which was readily available in Australia, even if the Irish version which so influenced Australian Catholicism was somewhat more serious and more rigid than the Italian tradition. They also brought good coffee to Melbourne in the shape of the first Italian espresso machine. Perhaps here I should add the historical footnote that it was the Ottomans who first brought good coffee to central Europe when they were besieging Vienna.

To return to the sewing of seed by Italians in Australia, there was to be one golden harvest which came about in an unusual fashion and from an unexpected source. One of the largest contingents of Italian immigrants came from the Veneto Region, now one of the most prosperous regions in Italy; including within it Venice, Padova, Verona and Vicenza. But it was not always so, for there was once much poverty – La Miseria, Veneti used to say – and many of them, including my family, migrated to distant lands. Even though they prospered, those who remained always recognised the hardships their co-regionali experienced and it became official policy to demonstrate this in a positive way by providing grants and cultural benefits. Let me give two examples which illustrate this generosity to a distant Diaspora. 

In 1988 Australia celebrated the Bicentenary of European settlement there. Many countries, including Italy, made gifts to Australia to mark the occasion. But the Veneto Region went further. It sent three great Venetian Paintings, the famous Solisti Veneti Orchestra and a Ceramics Exhibition to Melbourne and Brisbane. This was a larger gift than many nations sent. In this way the Veneto sought to show that those who migrated could share some of the fruits of the prosperity of the home Region.
The Veneto did something similar again in 1997 when it arranged and partly funded a great exhibition – The Treasures of St Mark’s Venice – which was shown in the National Gallery of Victoria. 
Another large movement of peoples into Australia has been from Turkey, a Muslim country. There were also some Turkish Cypriots. These immigrants have settled successfully in Australia. One feature of their story that should be noted is how this large part of the Australian community has settled successfully, even though they were predominantly of working class stock with very few professional or educated people in their ranks. Turkish migrants were greatly sustained by their shared faith. Leadership was provided in part by their religious leaders and in part by outstanding individuals, one of these being the father of one who is well known to us, namely Dr. Bulent Hass Dellal and a second, being Ibrahim Dellal, the uncle of Dr. Dellal. In the early days, they carried even the burden of welfare relief, advice and assistance. All this was done in a thoughtful manner which reflected great credit on these new settlers and on the host country. Though they are seldom discussed in the context of a Diaspora they truly reflect another part of the harvest from the scattering of the seeds of new cultures and faiths.
Against this background I raise the broad question – what does Australia’s experience tell us about the benefits and downside of diasporas in the wide use of the word so that it covers any group of immigrants – not just those who were involuntary exiles. The question is a more complex one than simply evaluating the benefits of an immigration program, intent on securing a labour force with skills.

This Conference will make a deeper enquiry. It will consider what are the long term effects of settlement by groups which retain many of the cultural and religious traditions of their countries of origin. It has been our experience in Australia – shared by many other countries – that the retention of culture and religion is beneficial both to the settlers and to the host country. This is subject to a number of provisos, namely, that there is commitment to the laws and political institutions of the host country. Sometimes this whole philosophy is called multiculturalism, more recently it has been labelled the search for social cohesion. 
May I now very briefly touch on two topics, namely Diasporas and Religion; and Diasporas and Wars. 

Diasporas connote Diversity – both Cultural and Religious. Indeed often religion and culture are inseparable. The Australian Multicultural Foundation was one of the pioneers in the 1990s of supporting international Conferences to discuss the implications of religious diversity. We noted at these Conferences that more was required than polite exchange of courtesies between different heads of Churches. There needed to be a serious joint dialogue to address difficult questions.
There is now a new growing and ugly phenomenon, namely an aggressive secularism which attacks all religions. Sometimes this attack refers to acts of violence in the name of religion and says that religion has always generated war and violence. That is historically not correct as I have sought to show in previous papers.

Sometimes the attack is one that paints religion and belief in God as irrational, superstitious and primitive. It appears to be achieving some fashionable acceptance. This is not a dialogue which recognises the search for a balance between Church and State. It is sometimes abusive and undermines freedom of religion. 
The second topic I wish to comment on in my concluding remarks relates to Diasporas and War. It is now over 70 years since the end of World War II. That war brought hardship and suffering to Diasporas all over the world. In Australia, I note two examples. Many Jews fled from Germany and Nazi persecution before the war and found their way to England. When war broke out most were interned. Some were sent to Australia in a ship called the Dunera which was struck by a torpedo which fortunately did not explode. They spent long periods in internment in Australia, eventually being allowed their freedom. Many of these talented Jews remained in Australia to join the Jewish Diaspora which made and continues to make an enormous contribution to Australia. 

Another involuntary group was the famous Vienna Boys Choir which was performing in Australia when war broke out between the Allies and Germany which had absorbed Austria. The boys were placed in the custody of Dr. Mannix the Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne who saw to their education and welfare.  Some became settlers in Australia. 

One unusual illustration of the effect of war on diasporas in Australia concerns Italians in Melbourne. There was a famous Italian restaurant called the Florentino. When Italy entered the war against the Allies, the proprietor dismissed all his Italian waiters, thinking that this would please his clientele which was almost entirely Australian. On the contrary they were very displeased and all the waiters were soon reinstated.

Though we have not had a Third World War, there have been conflicts such as Korea, Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan, and others in Africa, which have consumed much life and caused much suffering to civilians. In addition there has been an added, more dispersed conflict – sometimes called the War on Terror. Outbreaks of terrorism such as in Bali have caused severe loss of life amongst innocent civilians. 

There is now a public expectation and pressure in host countries for close security and increased police powers. Though these measures are understandable, sometimes this public reaction has meant that whole diasporas have felt demonised for the acts of a few. The response by enlightened Governments has shown how good programs can overcome prejudice and prevent the second generation Diasporas from turning against their host countries, and vice versa. 
The lessons of history which will surely be underlined by this Conference are that Diasporas have been a force for good and for the advance of civilised values. 

