
	

	

A project of the Federation of Ethnic Communities’ 
Councils of Australia (FECCA) 

Women’s stories 

Marion Lau and Salma Sumar 

Marion arrived in Australia as a young woman, in 1969. She’d previously 
studied and trained in the United Kingdom (UK) before returning to her 
homeland of Malaysia, where she ultimately made the decision to leave 
for Australia.  

“After being back in Malaysia for several years, I realised that I wasn’t 
sure about what I wanted to do with my life”, she said. “I could have 
gone back to the UK, since I’d lived there before for many years, but I 
was keen to experience something different. So, at the time, my mother 
suggested that I consider going to Canada, America or Australia. She 
wanted me to go to Australia because of its proximity to Malaysia–she 
thought I’d be able to go home for visits more often. I agreed, and made 
my decision to set off for Australia.” 

In contrast, Salma moved to Australia from the UK as a young child with 
her parents and two older brothers. 

“It was relatively easy for my family to find employment in Australia, so 
they decided to make the move”, she said. “My uncle was also living in 
Sydney, so we already had some family connections in Australia—and 
my father was eager to take the opportunity to reunite with his brother.”  

	

Do you want to share your experience or do you know someone who has an 
interesting story to tell, please contact the FECCA Office at admin@fecca.org.au  
 or call (02) 6282 5755 for more information. 

“I left my homeland 
because I was 
young and wanted 
to try something 
new. Young people 
want to travel 
around the world 
and experience 
new things. I was 
looking for a little 
bit of adventure. I 
was asking myself 
if Malaysia was 
really the place 
where I wanted to 
settle and live the 
rest of my life”. 

An intergenerational 
dialogue with immigrant 
and refugee women 

The stories of… 
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“My homeland is Australia 
now. I believe that our 
cultural and spiritual 
values don’t leave us  
once we leave our country 
of origin. I will always 
carry my Indian culture 
with me.” 

Salma was born in India, but 
moved soon after to London with 
her family. “Despite it being my 
birthplace, I only lived in India for 
a short while.” She said, “I can’t 
remember too much about 
London—except that it used to 
be very gloomy and that there 
was a lot of snow”.  

“My homeland is Australia now. I 
believe that our cultural and 
spiritual values don’t leave us 
when we leave our country of 
origin. I will always carry my 
Indian culture with me”, she said. 

Marion explained that she left her 
homeland because she was 
looking for a new experience. 
“Young people like to travel 
around the world and experience 
new things”, she said. “I was 
looking for a little bit of 
adventure. I asked myself if 
Malaysia was really the place 
that I wanted to settle and live the 
rest of my life. Australia was an 
easy option at the time so I didn’t 
have to think twice, and when I 
arrived, I liked it so much that I 
stayed.”  

“After deciding to come to 
Australia, I went through the 
process of applying for a visa. I’m 
a registered nurse, so I thought 
that they surely wanted nurses in 
Australia. I told my parents that I 
just needed to try it out for a 
couple of years to see if I liked it, 
and if I didn’t, I’d leave and go 
somewhere else. I got my 
permanent residency with the 
intention that I might be here only 
for a couple of years, but 40 
years down the track, I’m still 
here!”  

Marion’s most special memories 
from her homeland relate to 
Malaysia’s rich cultural diversity.  

“Malaysia has been, and still is, a 
very multiracial country, and 
when I lived there, I never had to 
worry about ‘everyday racism’”, 
she said.  

“There is a general view that 
everyone is equal—I went to 
school with everyone else’s 
children, and my classmates 
were all from multiracial 
backgrounds. One of my 
classmates was even the grand-
daughter of the head of the state 
in which I was living! Other 
classmates were from Indian, 
Malay, European and Chinese 
backgrounds. Even amongst 
those of Chinese heritage, there 
were an array of different 
backgrounds and languages 
spoken.”  

“I was educated in what is 
known as a Methodist girls 
school, set up by the Methodist 
missionaries”, explained Marion. 
“In my class, we had students 
from all religious backgrounds 
though, as you didn’t have to be 
a Methodist to study there. With 
my Chinese classmates, we 
used to speak about half-a-
dozen dialects. It was a very 
multilingual and multiracial 
environment and other than at a 
high political level, we didn’t 
experience everyday racism in a 
‘local’ sense. That is one of my 
special memories.”  

Marion explained that “in 
Malaysia we didn’t use the term 
‘multiculturalism’. We use 
‘multiracial’ instead, because 
we are from different races. I 
suppose that we take it for 
granted that if you are a 
different race, then your culture 
and your values will also be 
different to someone from 
another race.”   

“Each one of us had our own 
New Year celebration. The 
Lunar calendar, for me, was the 
most significant. I remember we 
used to have at least three 
days of holiday during the 
Lunar festival. Others had their 
own celebrations. The Indians 
had Indian New Year, the 
Hindu festival and the Tamil 
festival; the Malays had 
Ramadan and Eid al-Fitr. The 
Europeans and those who had 
converted to Christianity 
celebrated Christmas and 
Easter. The variety of different 
celebrations was all taken as 
normal, and we all had days off 
to participate in festivities”, said 
Marion. 

Salma was too young to 
remember her first impressions 
on arriving in Australia. 

She said, “When you’re so 
young, you can only really 
remember things like going to 
the park and playing. I 
remember these sorts of happy 
things, but nothing too 
significant. I think I was a very 
happy child. I remember that 
after arriving in Australia, we 
lived in Sydney for a couple of 
months and after that, we 

“[…] we don’t use the term ‘multiculturalism’, but we use 
‘multiracial’ instead because we are from different races. I 
suppose that we take it for granted that if you are a 
different race then your culture and your values will also 
be different […].” 
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“The most fulfilling aspect was that through this program I 
was able to see after a couple of months an improvement in 
the lives of the women we were working with. We could see 
that the program helped them to gradually improve their 
English, they made friends and they became overall more 
confident” 

moved to Tasmania, where my 
family and I have lived until 
now.” 

Marion recalls that she was 
anxious about living in Australia 
when she first arrived. 

“While I didn’t directly connect 
with the word ‘racism’, I knew 
there was some sort of 
discrimination experienced by 
people who looked or sounded 
different. I sensed that while 
living in the community”, 
she said.  

 “I had an interesting experience 
many years ago in Melbourne, in 
a very up-market general 
department store”, Marion 
recalled. “The first time I went in 
there, I encountered someone 
who was like a floor supervisor, 
standing guard at the front door. 
As I walked into the shop, she 
looked me up and down. I was 
dressed in casual student 
clothes, which probably meant 
that I didn’t fit in with the 
sophisticated nature of the 
place. She looked me up and 
down again and asked me if I 
was trying to sell or deliver 
something. She said the trade 
person’s door was at the back!”  

“I told her that I wasn’t trying to 
sell anything, but that I was 
actually looking to buy 
something. She told me that she 
didn’t think I could afford 
anything from the store. Her 

judgemental attitude shocked me 
and stuck in my mind.” 

Marion said, “after this 
experience, I felt like people 
would keep looking at me in the 
street because I appeared 
different. Looking back, I see that 
at the time, Australians were still 
getting used to the idea of a 
diverse community. Despite this, 
I remember my disappointment at 
that experience being one of my 
first impressions of Australia. But 
gladly, it didn’t last and things got 
better.” 

By contrast to Marion, Salma 
observed that having lived most 
of her life in Australia, her 
experiences had been 
predominantly positive. 

She said, “One of my most 
fulfilling experiences has been 
working with the Multicultural 
Women’s Council in Tasmania, 
with newly arrived migrant and 
refugee women. One of the 
projects that I was working on 
was helping migrants and 
refugees settle in Australia and 
help them meet other migrants 
and members of their 
communities.”  

“What I found through this 
program was that newly arrived 
migrants and refugees couldn’t 
speak much English, they didn’t 
know anyone, were lacking 
confidence and were very quiet. 
The project helped them get 
involved in community activities 
and meet other women from 
different backgrounds”, she said. 

“The most fulfilling aspect was 

seeing improvements in the 
lives of the women we were 
working with through the 
program, which was very 
rewarding. The program helped 
these women improve their 
English, make friends and 
overall, become more confident. 
It was great to see how they 
were then able to go on and 
help other members of their 
communities to settle”, she said. 

“Comparing my own experience 
as an immigrant to these 
women, I feel that I was lucky”, 
Salma added. “I lived in London 
before coming to Australia and 
was therefore proficient in 
English, and I had a lot of 
support through my family. 
Many of the women that I’ve 
worked with have not had these 
benefits.” 

Marion recalls one of her most 
fulfilling experiences in Australia 
as being appointed a Justice of 
the Peace (JP). 

“I didn’t think I could do that 
without following certain steps 
or paying for it. But I was 
introduced to the local MP who 
told me that it was an honorary 
role, and that I need only be 
prepared to accept it. So I went 
ahead with my nomination and 
was later sworn in. Having the 
role and associated 
responsibilities explained to me 
was very exciting, as was 
having the opportunities to fulfil 
my duties.” 

Marion also reflected on her 
other experiences in working 
with communities.  

“While I didn’t directly 
connect with the word 
‘racism’, I knew there was 
some sort of discrimination 
of people who looked 
differently or sounded 
differently. And I sensed 
that while living in the 
community”. 
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“Through my late husband, I was 
able to do work with the Chinese 
community. With a background in 
nursing, I was able to make a 
contribution through that work in 
the beginning, and then gradually 
transitioned to the aged care 
sector, where I was able to help 
the elderly and vulnerable. This 
work led to my nomination for the 
Order of Australia award in 1996, 
which was extremely gratifying.”  
 
Marion explained that her work 
with Chinese communities led to 
her subsequent involvement with 
the Ethnic Communities’ Council 
of Victoria (ECCV). 

“I think I joined ECCV in the early 
1980s, was the organisation was 
about 10-11 years old. Since 
joining, I’ve had the opportunity 
to work with a diverse array of 
communities.”  

She added, “I was even the 
Women Deputy Chair of FECCA 
at one stage! During my time with 
FECCA, we negotiated and came 
to an agreement on the purchase 
the piece of land on which 
FECCA House is currently 
standing! I was proud to be the 
Master of Ceremonies at the 
event for the opening of the 
building, which was also attended 
by the Australian Prime Minister 
of the day, Paul Keating.” 

 
Challenges of settling in 
Australia  

Salma recalled that her 
experiences in Australia had 
been predominantly positive, and 
that she’d never felt unwelcome 
or discriminated against.  

She observed that, “my family 
probably has experienced 
discrimination at some point, but 
they have always tended to 
shelter me from it, and not 
discuss it.” 

Marion observed that some of 
the most common challenges 
that she experienced stemmed 
from feelings of being treated 
differently in Australia.  

“When you’re a migrant, a 
female, and also have a 
different colour skin, the 
challenges are greater. If you’re 
a European migrant, it’s less of 
a challenge to gradually modify 
your accent to the extent that 
people won’t know that you 
weren’t born in Australia.” 

She continued, “I remember 
when I was working at a 
hospital, and was in charge of a 
children’s ward, I spoke on the 
phone to a mother about her 
child. I’d never met her before in 
person, as the child had been 
admitted the previous day when 
I hadn’t been present. Over the 
phone, I asked the mother to 
request to see me when she 
arrived at the hospital in order 
for me to tell her more about her 
child’s situation.”  
 

“When you’re a migrant, a 
female, and also have a 
different colour skin, the 
challenges are greater. If 
you’re a European 
migrant, it’s less of a 
challenge to gradually 
modify your accent to the 
extent that people won’t 
know that you weren’t 
born in Australia.” 

 

 
“She arrived the next day and 
asked at reception to speak to 
the sister in charge of the ward. 
I happened to be standing 
nearby and said, “you’re 
speaking to her”! She was 
perplexed and said that it must 
have been a mistake and that 
she wanted to speak with the 

English sister in charge. I told 
her that I was the person that 
she needed to speak to, 
confirming that we’d spoken to 
each other on the phone on the 
previous day, however, she 
insisted on speaking to the 
English sister.”  

“I asked her to close her eyes 
and listen to me speak. She 
finally recognised my voice; she 
opened her eyes and felt so 
embarrassed.”  

Marion recalled, “that was the 
sort of challenge that I faced all 
the time in my first few years in 
Australia. I still experience it 
even now, every so often. I’d say 
that this kind of discrimination 
was actually decreasing in 
Australia, up until a couple of 
years ago, but I feel that now, it’s 
on the rise again. I am not sure if 
it is because of increased 
migration from South-East Asia 
and the Middle East, where, in 
the past, there were only a 
handful of us compared to those 
from Europe and New Zeeland 
or other white-skinned 
countries.”  

She added, “Religion has also 
become a focal point and a 
source for discrimination. In the 
past, it never appeared to factor 
so much.”  

Factors assisting settlement 
in Australia 

Salma said, “when my family 
and I first came to Australia, we 
tried to connect with other Indian 
families that were living here. My 
parents also got in touch with the 
Indian Association in Tasmania 
to build connections within the 
community. Through this, they 
were able to meet other people, 
make friends and get involved in 
community activities and events. 
I think that helped them a lot 
because it gave them a sense of 
belonging and it meant they 
were not isolated.” 
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Marion believes that practicing 
‘self-determination’ helped her 
to settle in Australia.  

“I applied the logic that “I am 
here, I am equal, I speak 
English, and I work the same as 
everybody else, despite the 
colour of my skin.” I think this 
attitude helped me to overcome 
other challenges. In fact, this 
worked as motivation for me to 
help other people who didn’t 
have the same advantages as I 
did.” 

Marion added, “I didn’t use to 
get homesick too much because 
I used to speak with my family 
on the phone quite often, and 
they used to come to visit me on 
a regular basis. It was beneficial 
for them too, because they used 
to come here on their holidays 
and I used to go back home for 
my holidays.” 

 
Looking forward 

Salma said she looked forward 
to many opportunities and 
challenges in the future 

“In terms of multicultural youth, 
because that is the area that I 
am focusing on at the moment, I 
feel inspired to see 
organisations like FECCA 
helping migrant and refugee 
youth to be more involved in the 
community. I feel privileged to 
help in addressing the barriers 
and issues that they face, 
advocating on their behalf and 
giving them a voice.”  

She continued, “at a personal 
level, I think that what keeps me 
strong is believing in myself and 
having a strong motivation. I am 
always trying not to give up on 
what I want to achieve.” 

“Some of my hopes for the future 
are to encourage the youth from 
diverse backgrounds to be more 
involved in their communities, to 
improve life outcomes for them 
in general, and to help women to 
be more engaged and involved 
in our society. I would also like to 
see discrimination levels in 
Australia decrease, and I’d like 
to work towards making 
Australia a truly welcoming 
country.”  

Marion said that her focus into 
the future is on recognising the 
achievements of the second and 
third generation migrant children, 
who she believes are a 
generation of hope and 
inspiration. 

“Many of them are settled and 
many of them don’t consider 
themselves as ‘immigrants’; they 
are Australians, they are strong, 
and determined, and are 
prepared to be full participants of 
society. I think we should 
encourage them to become 
more involved in our 
communities and in the political 
realm to ensure that they 
continue to advocate and 
improve the lives of those who 
come from immigrant 
backgrounds.”  

She added, “looking forward to 
these generations gives me 
hope. I am very optimistic about 
the future. If something is not 
good enough, then we simply 
need to work on improving it to 
help those in need.”  

Marion observed, “many of my 
friends tell me that I shouldn’t be 
doing all these things—that I 
should be staying at home and 
relaxing! But I believe that if I 

can help others, then I 
should. I am fortunate in that 
I had many opportunities in 
my life, a good upbringing 
and a sense of 
determination, so I want to 
help those who have not 
been as lucky.” 

She said, “my hopes for the 
future are that we can all 
work together, regardless of 
our political views, towards 
improving the lives of the 
most vulnerable members of 
our society. There are always 
ups and downs, but we have 
to remain positive and bring 
together those people who 
are willing to do their best to 
improve the lives of all 
Australians.”  

 
Advice to other immigrant 
women 

Salma’s advice to other 
immigrant and refugee 
women coming to Australia is 
to get involved in the 
community as soon as 
possible.  

She said, “this is important, 
so they can create social 
connections and participate 
in community activities. It will 
give them confidence, 
improve their English skills 
and empower them.”  

Salma added, “If I had a 
daughter, I’d probably advise 
her to be proud of her cultural 

“I asked her to close her 
eyes and listen to me 
speak. She finally 
recognised my voice; 
she opened her eyes 
and felt so 
embarrassed.”  

“I am fortunate in that 
I had many 
opportunities in my 
life, a good upbringing 
and a sense of 
determination, so I 
want to help those 
who have not been as 
lucky.” 
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heritage. I’d tell her that she 
doesn’t have to change for 
anyone or anything. I would 
encourage her to believe that 
she can do anything she wants if 
only she believes in herself.”  

Marion’s advice to other 
immigrant women is that “we are 
equal to men, and there is 
nothing to stop us other than 
ourselves. There are so many 
opportunities here in Australia 
and all you need is your 
determination and will power, as 
well as believing in your own self 
as a capable individual who can, 
and will, be able to achieve 
anything that others can do.”  

She continued, “If I had a 
daughter, I would give her this 
same advice. I would tell her that 
she needs to be determined and 
to know what she wants. People 
who are indecisive have a great 
disadvantage. At some point in 
time you need to make that 
decision and to be determined 
about what you want to do and 
how you want to do it. But, at the 
same time, do this with some 
flexibility, because 
circumstances are sometimes 
out of your control, and it’s 
important to always have a ‘plan 
B’ as an alternative that will 
allow you to overcome barriers.”  

Meaning of International 
Women’s Day 

Salma sees International 
Women’s day as a time to 
“acknowledge the challenges 
that women have struggled with 
in the past, as well as their 
accomplishments, and how far 
they’ve come in their struggle 
for gender equality.”  

Marion regards International 
Women’s Day as “an 
opportunity to recognise 
women’s achievements, to 
celebrate their diversity and 
their independence.”  

Marion concluded, “for me, it is 
a special day, since I was 
nominated for the Victorian 
Honour Roll for Women, which 
is a system for recognising the 
contribution and achievements 
of women. The Victorian 
Government established it over 
12 years ago and every year, 
they nominate about 20 women 
to go on the roll. I was very 
lucky when five years ago I was 
nominated. I am proud of this 
achievement and I reflect on it 
when I celebrate and 
acknowledge the achievements 
of other women during 
International Women’s Day.” 	

FECCA wishes to 
thank Marion and 
Salma for sharing 
their stories. 

 
 
The views and opinions 
expressed by 
participants in the 
‘Women’s Stories’ 
project do not 
necessarily reflect 
those of FECCA. 

FECCA received verbal 
and written consent 
from participants to 
publish their stories. 

Want to read more women's stories? Please visit:  

http://www.fecca.org.au/aboutus/fecca-advisory-committees/womens-
advisory-committee/womens-stories-project 
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