
Ethnicity 

 

Charles Price comments “that fierce argument has sometimes raged about the exact meaning of the 

term ‘ethnic’ and its derivatives ‘ethnic group’, ‘ethnic origin’, ‘ethnic identity’ and ‘ethnic 

intermixture’. Some stress physical characteristics (skin colour, curly or straight hair, shape of eye-

lids, etc) while others stress cultural characteristics such as language, religion, life-style, values and 

customs. Others stress common history, as for the Swiss who, though possessing several distinct 

languages, religions and life-styles, have become over their 600 years or so of common history a 

quite distinct and separate people. I avoid all narrow definitions and take the term ‘ethnic’ generally, 

to refer to a collection of families and persons who, for physical, geographical, political, religious, 

linguistic, historical or other reasons feel themselves, or are felt by others, to constitute a separate 

people.”1 Clearly, ethnicity is not just another way of talking about race, for the latter is based on 

biological features and, as we have noted, ethnicity is not.2 

 

Tetsunao Yamamori defined ethnic consciousness as “the intensity of awareness of one’s distinct 

peoplehood based on race, religion, and/or national origin.”3 He asks the question, “What can WASP 

[White Anglo-Saxon Protestant] churches do to reach their ethnic neighbours?” He identifies two 

basic approaches: (1) The Integrationist Approach (Yamamori calls it “Assimilationist” but I’ve 

modified that). This is the traditional method of Anglo churches of trying to integrate ethnic 

minorities into their membership. This method is most effective with people who have low intensity 

ethnic consciousness; (2) The Identificational Approach. This method affirms the development of 

distinct mono-ethnic churches and missions. This method is most effective with people who have 

moderate to high intensity ethnic consciousness.  

 

Understanding a person’s ethnic identity is tricky because it involves two dimensions: (1) The way a 

person thinks about his or her own ethnicity; (2) the way others think about that person’s ethnicity. 

This matter is complicated by the fact that neither of these is necessarily static. An individual’s 

personal concept of ethnic identity may change and, indeed, the way others conceive of a person’s 

ethnic identity may also change. Matters are made even more complex when we appreciate that 

people, at any one point in their lives, may regard themselves as having multiple ethnicities.  

 

Ethnicity is not the same as birthplace. People born in Australia represent a variety of ethnicities and 

the same is true of people born in an overseas country. Ethnicity needs to be considered alongside 

culture and nationality. O'Sullivan4 notes that terms such as “American”, “Nigerian”, “South African”, 

“Malaysian”, “Australian” and Venezuelan” can refer to nationality and culture, but not to ethnicity. 

“Balinese”, “Navago”, “Hawaiian” may be used to refer to culture and ethnicity, but they are not 

nationalities. “Russian” and “Lithuanian,” on the other hand, could until recently only refer to 

ethnicity and culture - but now they are also nationalities. Add ‘Aboriginal.” “Japanese”, “German”, 

and “Thai”...can refer to all three concepts (which of course does not necessarily mean that all 

nationals of these countries identify themselves as ethnically and culturally Japanese, German or 

Thai. 

                                                           
1 Charles A. Price. Immigration and Ethnicity. Canberra: Commonwealth Department of Immigration and 
Multicultural Affairs, 1996, 70. 
2 Conrad Phillip Kottak. Anthropology. The Exploration of Human Diversity. 8th edition; McGraw Hill, 2000, 
114. 
3 Penetrating Missions’ Final Frontier: A New Strategy for Unreached Peoples. InterVarsity Press, 1993, 90. 
4 Kerry O’Sullivan. Understanding Ways: Communicating Between Cultures. Hale & Iremonger, 1994, 3-4. 
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Demographer Charles Price5 makes much of his observation that, through intermarriage, by far the 

fastest-growing section of the Australian population is a “mixture of Anglo-Celt and the non-Anglo-

Celt." Accordingly, he predicts that this will be “the key element in determining Australia’s future as 

a nation.” In the 1986 census, as Price showed, while given the opportunity to name themselves 

Danish, Vietnamese, British and so on, “nearly 3 million” respondents chose to give “Australian” as 

their only ancestry. Back in 1986 he also noted that while only around 47% of the Australian 

population were of pure Anglo-Celtic origin, no less than 86% spoke only Australian-English. Day-to-

day communication in Australian-English serves as a key vehicle in transmitting core attitudes and 

values in mainstream Australian culture. 

 

Types of Ethnicity 

(1) Nuclear ethnicity 

This is represented by people 

who immigrated to or were 

born in Australia, but are 

isolated from the Australian 

mainstream. Most are 

overseas born, first-

generation immigrants. 

Nuclear ethnicity includes 

Ethnic-Australian ethnicity.6 

It describes those who are 

Australian citizens but refer 

to their country of origin as 

"home", and whose identity 

is especially defined with 

reference to their language-

culture background.  

 

People possessing nuclear ethnicity are the most difficult to minister to through a majority-culture 

church. They are best reached through a separate language congregation or church. Some would say 

they must have their own ethno-specific churches. Wilcox7 observes that Christians who prefer to be 

part of mono-ethnic churches have one or more of the following characteristics: Lack fluency in 

English; are of mature age, and have little hope of ever learning English well, or adjusting culturally; 

may have a reasonable knowledge of English but feel shy about expressing themselves lest they feel 

embarrassed by their mistakes; have strong ties with their own ethnic group; do not wish to lose 

their 'cultural roots' and identity, and feel that fellowship in an ethnic church is a means of 

maintaining this; have not felt welcome in Australian churches; see practices amongst Australian 

Christians which are acceptable in the Australian culture but not in theirs; see theological trends in 

                                                           
5 See Miriam Dixson, The Imaginary Australian: Anglo-Celts and Identity - 1788 to the present. Sydney: 

University of New South Wales Press, 1999, 33. 
6 The use of the hyphen emphasises the distinctness of such people, e.g. Chinese-Australian. Some would 
prefer to speak rather of “Australians of Chinese descent”, which puts the stress on what Australians share 
rather than on what makes groups different from one another. Cf. Fred E. Jandt. An Introduction to 
Intercultural Communication. Identities in a Global Community. 5th edition; Thousand Oaks/London/New 
Delhi: SAGE Publications, 2007, 17. 
7 Charles Wilcox. Ethnic and Cross Cultural Ministries Handbook. Hawthorn: Baptist Union of Victoria, 1994, 27. 
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Australian churches which conflict with their conversion experience and understanding of the 

Scriptures; while fluent in English, feel that nothing speaks to their hearts as does their own mother 

tongue; have a real concern for reaching newcomers of their language group; see the ethnic church 

as an important base for missionary endeavour back into their homeland. 

 

(2) Bicultural/Cross-cultural ethnicity 

People with this kind of ethnicity are those who remain bicultural by choice. They are usually bi- or 

multi-lingual, and choose to function in more than one cultural lifestyle, and are able to live in two 

worlds simultaneously. They have an ethnicity that might be described as Australian-Ethnic. Usually 

they are people who were born, raised and educated in Australia, while remaining proud of the 

heritage of their parents. 

 

Family units made up by intermarriage of two persons from different cultural backgrounds are often 

in this category. This group can accommodate to a majority-culture church, but may require a special 

type of ministry in order to be reached with the gospel: possibly bi-lingual Bible studies, literature, 

and preaching services. Some may prefer the culture of their roots, especially where they belong to 

an indigenous people group which is seeking to regain its original identity. Some Maori people are in 

this category. 

 

(3) Marginal/Fellow Traveller ethnicity  

People with this kind of ethnicity are those who identify with a language-culture group when 

convenient and beneficial. But in most cases their knowledge of a language other than Australian 

English is limited. Some of these people are invisible, that is, they easily become lost among the 

masses. Others are more visible but often try to lose themselves. 

 

Such people are moving towards assimilation into the majority culture. Many are highly transitional 

towards assimilation. Some churches whose membership is say totally Korean, may use English 

exclusively. But some will retain their marginal ethnicity till death, and some will even return to the 

culture and language of their roots, developing stronger nuclear ethnicity once more. These people 

are best reached by a multicultural, preferably multi-congregational, church which provides cultural 

and language options.  

 

(4) Alienated ethnicity 

People with this kind of ethnicity are those whose relationships with their ethnic heritages and 

languages are non-existent, but whose physical appearance distinguishes them. They may or may 

not have been effectively assimilated into the majority culture. 

 

(5) Amalgamated ethnicity 

People possessing this kind of ethnicity are those who are constantly in search of their heritage and 

are uncomfortable in whichever setting they are at the moment. 

 

(6) Assimilated ethnicity 

People with this kind of ethnicity have moved out of their own culture and have been effectively 

assimilated into the majority culture. They may or may not have been born in the country of 

residence. They speak English and have adopted the lifestyle of the country of residence, more or 

less. Such people are happy in Anglo churches. Wilcox8 notes that such people usually have one or 

                                                           
8 Ethnic & Cultural Ministries, 26. 
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more of the following characteristics: Fluent in English; educated; well-travelled; loose ties with own 

ethnic group; determined to make Australia their home (especially for their children); second 

generation or later; from mixed marriage; that is, between people from two different racial 

backgrounds, particularly where one spouse is an Anglo-Australian; culturally akin (e.g., folk from 

northern Europe in particular); found very real Christian love in the Australian Church concerned; 

converted in an Australian church as a result of that love. 

 

(7) Dominant ethnicity 

This kind of ethnicity is characteristic of those who represent the majority culture of Australia. The 

word "dominant" as I use it is deliberately ambiguous. It may only connote that such Anglo-

Australians are 'dominant' in numbers, or that the culture of a particular church is dominantly Anglo-

Australian. Then again, in many situations it also means that Anglo Australian Christians often 

dominate leadership and decision-making in churches into which have come significant numbers of 

people from other cultural backgrounds. 
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