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Abstract

This interdisciplinary study addresses a problem of intellectual concern at the
intersection of the scholarly fields of heritage studies and migration history: How
to recognise and manage the heritage of a shared past beyond the boundaries of the
nation-stater Existing research and conservation practice on sites of migrant
heritage in Australia conventionally considers events and places related to the
immigrant experience after they arrive in Australia, but not their continuing links
to migrant places of origin overseas. An exception to this is the China—Australia
Heritage Corridor project—an Australian Research Council-funded Discovery
Project initiated by researchers at the Institute for Culture and Society at Western
Sydney University to document the diasporic dimension of Chinese migrant

heritage to Australia in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Under the umbrella of the China—Australia Heritage Corridor project, this doctoral
thesis specifically explores the social and architectural dimension of the Chinese
diaspora’s educational philanthropy in the period from the early twentieth century
until the present. It helps reveal how Chinese migration to Australia ultimately
resulted in the socio-material transformation of the native home of migrants in the
Pearl River Delta of China’s Guangdong Province, specifically in relation to the
construction and operation of modern schools there. The following interrelated
research questions are posed: How was this twentieth-century diasporic educational
philanthropy organised? How did diaspora-funded schools engender new ways of
being modern in rural China? What role do diaspora-funded school buildings
assume once they cease functioning as schools? And, ultimately, how do Chinese
Australians reclaim or reconnect with their heritage in China generation after

generation?
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Data collection was conducted between 2017 and 2021 in the giaoxiang (remittance-
built localities) of Zhongshan (China), and in Sydney and Townsville (Australia).
Fieldwork included locating and photographically documenting Australian-funded
schools in Zhongshan, archival and library research, and the recording of firsthand
oral accounts by school donors, donor descendants, and former pupils of the

schools.

This thesis presents a dual—qiaoxiang and diaspora—perspective that disrupts the
conventional understanding of migrant heritage as defined by the nation-state. The
study is the first of its kind to examine how the Chinese diaspora relates to the
material heritage of the diaspora-funded school setting in China. Diaspora-funded
schools were unique socio-material assemblages that first emerged in southern
China in the early twentieth century. This thesis reveals how the modern school
shaped a new way of life and future for the giaoxiang. The socio-material legacies of
the diaspora-funded school buildings are a testimony to the generosity of the
donors, but the schools may also become a burden for donors and their
descendants, requiring maintenance and continuous improvement. Since the 1980s,
Chinese migrants in Australia (and their descendants) continued the tradition of
erecting new schools and renovating old ones as a way to contribute to the
qgiaoxiang's future. But this second wave of construction only lasted until the turn of
the twentieth-first century, after which China no longer depended on the diaspora

as a funding source for schools.

The thesis concludes that Chinese-Australian migrant heritage in China remains
relevant to both China and Australia. It testifies to the history of their mutual
entanglement and place-based attachment, as well as improving intergenerational
relationships. It also has potential to strengthen the transnational ties established

by the history of diaspora philanthropy.
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