Patricia Tan

Singapore

Message:

To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

I was born and raised in Perth, Western Australia.  

During my third year of university in Perth, I met my husband.  He was an international student from Singapore and we got engaged just after graduating.  

My husband decided to return to Singapore after university.  Since we were newly engaged at the time, I decided to follow him.  It wasn’t a hard decision to make.  I was 21 years old and, having never lived anywhere else besides Perth, I was eager to spread my wings and see the world.  The idea of living overseas seemed exciting to me.   

I have been in Singapore for six years now.  There are many great things about this small island country – a stable economy, good shopping, clean streets, excellent public transport, a low crime rate, and seemingly endless restaurants, pubs and nightclubs to choose from.  For young adults, it is also a great place to gain work experience and build up your resume. 

To many, Singapore would seem like the perfect society.  But my husband and I have decided to move back to Australia this year. Why would someone want to leave this perfect society?

One of my main reasons for returning to Australia is homesickness.  I miss my family, my friends, the beach, trips to wineries, and winter (Singapore is hot and humid all year round).  I also particularly miss wide-open spaces.  I’ve never become accustomed to the high-density living conditions and fast pace of human traffic in Singapore.  

Another main reason for moving back home is that I have never truly felt that I fit in to Singaporean society.  Many people would find this strange, as I do not look like your “typical” Caucasian expatriate or tourist.  I am of Chinese descent.   When I first came here, I thought I would easily blend in with the crowd.  This is only true until I open my mouth and speak with my Australian accent.  

One of the biggest frustrations I have encountered whilst I have been overseas is the lack of knowledge people have of how multicultural and diverse our country is.  I am proud to be Australian and have no qualms about telling people my nationality when they ask.  Unfortunately, a common response I get in Singapore is, “but you’re Chinese.  How can you be Australian?”.  It seems that the image of “real Australians” being only blonde haired and blue eyed is the impression that many Singaporeans have of us.  

Even after getting to know me, several Singaporeans I have encountered still cannot seem to get pass their initial confusion about my nationality.  Relating to me seems to cause endless confusion, even over simple every-day issues.  Should they treat me like a Singaporean because I look like one or should they treat me like a foreigner?  How can I look like a Singaporean but act so differently?  Why don’t I speak Mandarin if I am Chinese just like they are?  Why do I eat rice if Westerners are supposed to prefer potatoes?

Perhaps this ignorance of Australia’s multicultural society reflects how Australia presents itself to the world.  For instance, there is a distinct lack of non-Caucasian faces in Australian media.  Also, how many of our political leaders are non-Caucasian?  

Perhaps more effort needs to be put into proudly promoting Australia’s multicultural society to the rest of the world. 

As I prepare to return to Australia, I am aware that some people will still question my Australian identity when I am back home.  I will probably still need to fight for racial equality and cultural self-determination.  However, living overseas has helped me realise that, no matter what country I am in, I can never be anything else but an Australian.  I hope that, by bringing back this healthy attitude towards my Australian identity, I may in some small way help strengthen our multicultural society and expand the boundaries of what it means to be Australian. 

