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Introduction 

Established over 40 years ago, the bilateral relationship between Australia and China is based 
on shared interests and mutual respect (Holmes 2013). One of the key values shared by 
these nations is education. Both Australian and Chinese governments are committed to the 
international education market and regard the education sector as a national priority. 
International education is ‘Australia’s third largest export and is the largest service export’, 
accounting for 30.8 per cent (Xi, Zhou, & Wang 2018), whereby China is the largest market 
for education exports from Australia and is responsible for the largest number of overseas 
students. This is indicative of how education links these two countries and reflects the crucial 
role international education plays in their economic development. An education exchange 
embodies a reciprocal relationship where both parties benefit: one country gains economic 
growth and cultural wealth, and the other receives new education opportunities and a 
different cultural immersion experience. But this relationship does not exist without 
challenges.  
 
Although Australia and China have built this partnership for more than 40 years, including 
collaboration in education, the education relationship between the two countries is seen as 
‘barely beginning’ and there are still many challenges (Pyne 2014). These challenges are 
applicable to many different areas in education, however they are particularly evident in the 
tertiary education sector. Accordingly, differences in cultures and pedagogical approach, 
quality of education and resources, along with language barriers, create great difficulties for 
the two countries to collaborate in the area of education (Gow 2018). Currently there is 
strategic policy in place targeted at alleviating the impact of these challenges, such as the 
establishment of a number of Sino-Australia joint educational programs. It is reported that 
rapid expansion of these joint programs has resulted in insufficient high-quality educational 
resources, low teaching quality, weak professional competence, and has led to low student 
satisfaction. The key point of the issues is that the collaborations fail to fully meet the 
requirements of high-quality education and teaching and as a result, almost 30 per cent of 
149 Sino-Australian joint programs have been terminated by China’s Ministry of Education in 
2018 (Gow 2018). These challenges open many opportunities for collaboration between the 
two countries to not only solve the problems but also promote truly high-quality educational 
collaboration and achieve optimal outcomes in this relationship.  

Current situation 

Sino-Australian educational exchanges and cooperation mainly take the following forms: 
exchanges between Chinese and Australian official and semi-official higher education 
institutions; exchanges between Chinese and Australian universities; study abroad; Australian 
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research centres in China; the promotion of Confucius institutes and Chinese language and 
culture in Australia (宋楠 2016). 
 
In today’s globalised world, China and Australia have maintained stable diplomatic relations, 
shared markets, and become important trading partners. The stable political and cooperative 
economic relationship provides a guarantee for the environment of educational cooperation. 
The two countries seek more comprehensive and in-depth cooperation in education and the 
provision of policy support. China has open policies these years in many fields, including 
education. In 2017, the Chinese government started a plan called ‘Double First Class’ aiming 
to strengthen and modernise the Chinese education system to be in a position to play a more 
influential role internationally in education. As a part of the plan, international education 
including student exchange, credit transfer, qualifications recognition and scientific 
cooperation with world-class foreign universities is encouraged. Also, the China Scholarship 
Council (CSC) sends students to study abroad with scholarships, including at universities in 
Australia. The Chinese government also sets up scholarships for international students. Since 
CSC established the Chinese government award for outstanding self-financed students 
abroad in 2003, every year there are Australian students winning this award. Australia also 
has policies to improve its education partnership with China. The New Colombo Plan is a 
signature initiative of the Australian government which aims to lift knowledge of the Indo-
Pacific in Australia by supporting Australian undergraduates to study and undertake 
internships in the region (DFAT 2019). In addition to student exchange and study abroad, 
there are also attempts and progress in Australian-China cooperation in managing schools, 
especially in vocational education. Thanks to the advanced vocational education in Australia, 
which is backward and insufficient in China, there are more and more vocational education 
and training projects jointly run by Australia and China, expected to help develop the capacity 
of the Chinese vocational education system (Lawson 2017).  
 
However, there are still many challenges, leaving room for improvement. Politics and 
diplomacy, which play an essential role in relations between countries, can on the one hand, 
profoundly influence the educational cooperation by affecting the policies and funding 
directly, and on the other hand, could indirectly harm the communication atmosphere. Due 
to different ideologies, political relations between Australia and China have been unstable. In 
the year 2018, the relationship between the two countries suffered a tough period, which 
was described as a ‘rollercoaster’ (Fang, Kilbride & Shelton, 2018). In the future, China-
Australia political relations will remain a challenge for education cooperation. 
 
Another problem is the asymmetry of Australia-China educational cooperation. The typical 
way to cooperate is that China sends students and Australia sends educational resources, 
which weighs much more than the opposite. This mode of cooperation is unhealthy and 
unsustainable. In fact, with the development of China, this nation can also provide high-quality 
educational resources for international students to reverse this asymmetrical situation. 
 
Quality is another challenge in Australia-China educational cooperation. Taking the joint 
vocational education projects as an example, the English ability of the students is lacking, and 
it is difficult for them to adapt to the teaching of foreign teachers. As a result, students spend 
too much time learning English making it difficult to achieve in their major courses. This 
ultimately harms both the students’ learning motivations and teachers’ enthusiasm for 
teaching (刘汾涛 2017). It has further affected the quality of teaching so that the 
cooperation in managing schools did not perform as well as expected. The purpose of 
cooperative education is to provide high-quality, international education instead of wasting 
students' money, but the education level is not guaranteed. In 2018, due to the lack of quality 
education resources introduced by the project, the low quality of teaching, the lack of 
professional competence, and the lack of a proper development mechanism, China stopped 
234 Chinese-foreign cooperative education projects, including 45 Sino-Australian 
universities’ projects. 
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Potential collaboration  

There are many existing collaborations in the education field between China and Australia, 
and the most effective approach in expanding the current relationship would be to deepen 
those established collaborations and uncover further potential opportunities for educational 
development.  
 
First and foremost, the quality of China-Australia cooperation in international education 
projects can be improved, and the strengths of the education systems of the two countries 
truly absorbed, through enhanced communication and understanding. Drawing from each 
country’s strengths, consisting of Australia’s cultivation of personality development and 
critical thinking and China’s emphasis on professional knowledge, more effective education 
programs can be designed. The development of all-inclusive international talent with 
professional knowledge and comprehensive quality could make outstanding contributions to 
future collaboration and exchanges between the two countries. In order to progress this 
collaboration, it is important to reflect on the previously unsuccessful initiatives and use the 
learnings to inform future action. Accordingly, the extensive abolishment of education 
programs between Australia and China in 2018 were due to low-quality education resources, 
reduced teaching standard and lack of professionalism. With this in mind, strategic action 
would account for and expand upon these problem areas, identifying correct approaches that 
can be employed in future educational programs.  
 
Considering the current success of cooperation between vocational schools in China and in 
Australia, there is capacity for improvement in the quality of tertiary education relationships, 
and links among universities should be established to strive for educational quality. 
Professional and academic skills should be regarded as a key focus, as these are the 
foundation skills that facilitate effective and quality education. Increased Sino-Australian 
tertiary education relations is one of the aims in the Australia’s ten-year National Strategy 
International Education 2025 plan, which was launched in 2015 to encourage emphasis on 
strengthening partnership abroad (Ng & Nyland 2017). Partnership at the tertiary education 
level would help facilitate recognition of China’s rising education systems, allowing for greater 
engagement to develop educational practices across both countries (Pyne 2014). This would 
then guide the implementation of targeted strategies based around the importance of China 
being accredited as not only a forerunner in demand for education services, but as an 
emerging leader in education and market outcomes.  
 
Second, transnational education is also a rising trend and is described as the provision of 
education to international students by Australian institutions offshore (Yang 2008). In light 
of this definition, there is ample opportunity for Australia and China to connect through this 
channel as it provides a refreshing perspective on educational collaboration. The need for 
internationalised education and tertiary partnerships is only going to grow, especially when 
considering the prediction that by 2025 there will be 500 million middle-class citizens in 
China and this increasing population would be linked to greater demand for international 
education (Yang 2008). Currently there is an imbalance rate in the educational exchange 
between the two countries, with the number of Chinese students in Australia being more 
than 20 times the number of Australian students studying in China. This is due to many 
different factors such as language barriers, lack of cultural knowledge and exposure and 
different study styles Therefore, in order to maximise the outcomes of this transnational and 
international higher education relationship, communication, in terms of both language and 
culture, is key. 
 
While there is currently a great number of Sino-Australia joint educational programs, the 
differences in cultures and pedagogical approach along with language barriers create difficulties 
for the two countries to collaborate (Gow 2018). Language training and cultural 
communication between Australia and China are critical components to the educational 
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relationship, and therefore require attention and commitment for improvement. In addition to 
the obvious language courses, more thorough examinations of language and culture should be 
implemented, so that the international students studying in the two countries can adapt to the 
language and cultural environment of their host country. The assessments of proficiencies could 
then be followed by intensive bridging courses in the country of origin to prepare and assist 
students to cope more generally with cultural and language requirements of the host country 
(Yang 2017). In effect, this works both ways — for an Australian student going to study in 
China, or for a Chinese student undertaking study in Australia. In such a language and cultural 
intensive program, Chinese international students would be able to experience a real English-
language academic environment before commencing their discipline-specific study in Australia 
(Sawir 2005).  
 
Concurrent to development and enhancements of these bridging courses, Chinese and 
Australian literacy could be better developed in both countries. Embedding further Chinese 
literacy within the education systems of Australia at all levels would help to place greater 
emphasis on the importance of the Sino-Australia educational relationship. At the same time, 
this approach will open doors for Australian students to partake study in partnered Chinese 
institutions, and vice versa. Within the Australian curriculum, there are integrated cross-
curricular priorities aimed at meeting the needs of students, one of which is Asia and Australia’s 
Engagement with Asia. This focuses on relations with Asia in social, cultural, political, and 
economic spheres. Although these cross-curricular priorities are secondary-focused, their 
scope is evident through all levels of Australian education. If approached strategically, the 
separate demands and goals of these two countries could be met simultaneously through 
collaboration, and the creation of new collaborative goals. These language and cultural 
considerations would allow greater authentic cross-cultural learning experiences to be 
embedded within the teaching curriculum and teacher education. 
 
In addition to the student exchange programs, the two countries can also strengthen exchanges 
and cooperation among teachers in education, so that exchange of educational methods and 
experience can be mutually shared, and, through this, differences in educational concepts 
between the two countries can be explored (Wang, Moloney & Li, 2013). With this, Australian 
teachers could travel to China to teach, to let Chinese students experience the atmosphere of 
foreign classes; Chinese teachers could also go to Australia to teach, and allow Australian 
students to experience Chinese-style education. In different educational patterns, a deeper 
understanding of the educational traditions and culture of the two countries will be gained. This 
would be a dominant driver in the future of the Australia-China educational relationship. 

Conclusion 

Despite being in its early stages, Australia-China educational collaboration is evidently a 
crucial part of Sino-Australian relations and holds great capacity to grow and develop into the 
future. In order for this relationship to effectively progress, however, current challenges 
inhibiting effective collaboration need to be addressed. Only through this can potential 
collaboration opportunities be sought and instigated. These challenges currently threatening 
the educational collaboration between the two countries are centred around a lack of quality 
education resources introduced by joint international projects, low quality of teaching, a lack 
of professional competence, and a lack of a proper development mechanism. Due to these 
shortcomings, China has stopped 234 Chinese-foreign cooperative education projects, many 
of which were with Australia. Although this is a concern for the future of their collaboration, 
there are many opportunities to build on this current situation through potential courses of 
action. Accordingly, these would involve the establishment of programs to develop 
professional and academic proficiency across both parties, enhanced language and cultural 
communication training, and teacher education programs to ensure higher-quality resources 
and pedagogy. If approached strategically, the individual goals of these two countries could 
be met simultaneously through collaboration, and new collaborative goals for the future could 
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be actioned. It is important for China and Australia to recognise their roles as emerging leaders 
in education and develop an appreciation for how this collaborative relationship could be an 
invaluable opportunity to transform international and transnational education. Moving into 
the future, it is particularly crucial to remember that this educational collaboration relationship 
will be threatened if benefits are not accrued by both sides, Australia and China.   
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Introduction 

Since ancient times, music and culture have had an inseparable relationship. On one hand, 
music originates from culture. On the other hand, culture utilises music as a means of 
expression. These factors complement each other with a common impact on human 
civilization. Aesthetic tastes, national characteristics, patterns of thinking and the way of 
viewing matters are reflected in music. Although cross-border exchanges are continuously 
strengthening, the exchange of cultures reveals some inevitable contradictions that may 
cause conflicts, due to the existence of differences and varying developmental progress in 
each country. This could have some adverse effects on regional and national relationships. 
Nevertheless, through music communication and integration, people in different regions have 
developed the potential to understand each other’s culture as music reflects the culture of a 
nation. Therefore, multiculturalism must be included in the field of music education. 
Meanwhile, culture diplomacy is also more acceptable and accessible than other forms of 
diplomacy. In this paper, the current status of classical music education between China and 
Australia is compared. Second, the paper explains the importance of friendly cooperation 
between China and Australia. Finally, based on the current friendly collaboration between 
musicians of the two countries, the prospects and direction of future cooperation are 
discussed. 

Instrumental music education in China 

Before the twentieth century, Chinese folk music often appeared as an accompaniment, and 
the way of teaching was personal. The current Chinese music education system is derived 
from the Western education system. However, due to the influence of the imperial 
examination system, China’s college entrance examinations have led people to pay less 
attention to music education. Therefore, from 1997 to the first decade of the twentieth-
first century, music education in ordinary primary and secondary schools and comprehensive 
universities has not been valued. Only professional music schools have a systematic music 
education. In this system, there are two sections divided as ethnic groups and Western 
regions. Although the communication between the two is relatively close, students often only 
specialise in one instrument and understanding of the other type of music and its cultural 
connotations is not profound. Generally, Western music occupies a great position in the 
Chinese music education system, but the exchange of traditional music and Western music 
does not permeate cultural connotations.  
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The Chinese music education system is divided into two stages: its formation in the early 
twentieth century and development in the second half of the twentieth century. At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the invasion of foreign powers forced China to open its 
doors, and advanced Western technology as well as Western culture were introduced to 
China. In 1919, Cai Yuanpei, then president of Peking University, established the Peking 
University Music Research Association. It was renamed Peking University’s Music Institute in 
1922. This is the first professional higher education music institution in modern China. The 
music school hired influential musicians at home and abroad as mentors, such as the famous 
Guqin musician Wang Lu, the national music master Liu Tianhua, and the father of Chinese 
modern music Xiao Youmei. It is precisely them who have created the correct path for the 
combination of Chinese and Western cultures to improve Chinese national music. 
 
Take Liu Tianhua’s teaching experience as an example, he learnt Chinese traditional 
instrumental music such as Pipa, Erhu and bamboo flute at a young age. When he entered as 
a lecturer during the institution’s second year, he systematically studied violin, trumpet and 
other Western musical instruments under a foreign professor to learn Western music theories 
such as harmony, contraposition and composition. Liu Tianhua believed that mastering the 
essence of Western music would improve the efficiency of Chinese instruments and practice. 
According to the practice method of Western classical music, he compiled the first systematic 
textbook on the history of Chinese instrumental music education that included ‘Nanhu Etude’ 
containing 47 tones, and ‘Pipa Etudes’ containing 15 tones — these were used to replace the 
old dictating teaching methods. His Erhu Etudes are from simple to complex and pay attention 
to the basic exercises of the first position, including full bow, half bow practice, push and pull 
bow practice, squatting and playing string techniques, as well as exercises for common tuning. 
At the same time, they also draw on the teaching methods of Western musical instruments, 
combining the practice songs and music composition, as well as merging the beauty of the 
formal structure and Erhu technique practice. This system achieves the purpose of practicing 
two-handed techniques, mastering the basic skills of the Erhu, and obtaining beautiful 
enjoyment from the Etudes. Liu Tianhua also wrote two Etudes in the tune of Peking Opera, 
so that students can master a variety of playing styles. Several years of exploration and 
summarisation gradually formed a specific style in teaching, that laid a solid foundation for 
the establishment of the Erhu professional teaching system in China. He developed the Erhu 
to the same level as the violin.  
 
In the second half of the twentieth century, the upsurge of reform and opening up once again 
brought Western culture to China. This formed the basis of the current Chinese music 
education system. Since Chinese traditional instrumental music is basically played as an 
accompaniment before it develops, there is not enough depth in courses that teach only 
traditional Chinese music. Therefore, the system and content of the current Chinese 
education curriculum mainly rely on Western education methods. The curriculum is mainly 
composed of two parts. Students who learn Chinese traditional instrumental music are 
required to learn piano to compensate for the lack of traditional instrumental music learning. 
In addition, due to the lack of difficulty in traditional methods, the new methods use the 
composition of Western music. Meanwhile, many Western, especially technical works, have 
been introduced to China. For example, Sarasate’s ‘Song of the Wanderers’ and other songs 
have become an indispensable part of professional Erhu teaching. 
After several generations of unremitting efforts, the most essential part of the Western music 
education system has been applied to Chinese music education. In the meanwhile, people’s 
understanding of Western music and even culture is more profound. With the implementation 
of quality-oriented education, more and more Chinese students learn music from an early 
age. Their generation will have a deeper understanding of music and different cultures and 
will treat other people from different cultures with a more respectful and inclusive attitude. 
There is no doubt that this transformation is beneficial to the future development of relations 
between China and other countries. In the face of a country with a diverse cultural integration 
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such as Australia, mutual understanding and tolerance at the cultural level will promote the 
development of bilateral relations in a better direction. 

Instrumental music in Australian primary and secondary schools 

There is a lack of music education programs in Australia. Statistics reveal that 63 per cent of 
Australian schools don’t receive classroom music education, let alone instrumental tuition 
(The Music Trust 2015). Classical music education is more accessible in schools that relate 
to the middle- and upper-class family demographic (Music in Australia Knowledge Base 
2014). Further to this, the primary outlet of instrumental tuition is through private instruction 
(Music in Australia Knowledge Base 2014). The cost of music education can become 
overwhelming for some families due to the constant resources that need to be purchased, 
instrument maintenance and music camps. On top of this, private instrumental lessons cost 
at least $50 per hour. For those who can support their children through school music 
education, there are some organisations and programs designed to enhance musical 
engagement. The Queensland Government, for example, supports Creative Generation — 
State Schools Onstage (CGen). CGen is the largest state-school’s performing arts production 
in Queensland. It promotes collaboration between the arts through drama, dance, music and 
art. In addition to this, CGen supports MOST (Musically Outstanding Students), a program 
for excellence in instrumental music. The program includes ten days of intensive rehearsals, 
concluding with a concert (Queensland Government 2019). Independent organisations such 
as Musica Viva participate in outreach music education programs for regional areas. Musica 
Viva’s education outreach programs include teaching resources, workshops and a live concert 
(Musica Viva 2019). It remains accessible with the package only costing AU$9.50 per 
student (Musica Viva 2019). According to the Australian Curriculum (2019), promotion of 
cross-cultural understanding through the arts is focussed solely on Indigenous arts and 
culture during primary school years. When students progress into high school, some time is 
given to researching Asian culture. To improve Australia’s school music education system, the 
importance of music education must be realised by the government and thought must be 
given to those who cannot afford additional costs.  

Tertiary classical music 

Tertiary classical music education in Australia offers an overall high quality of courses and 
graduates (Music in Australia Knowledge Base 2014). Government funding, however, is 
limited, and this presents a threat to tertiary music institutions (Music in Australia Knowledge 
Base 2014). This is due to a decline in high value of the arts; many people believe that ‘… 
classical music, opera and ballet are insufferably boring …’, as in the words of former Labor 
Party Leader, Mark Latham (Tregear 2014). In retrospect, all six state orchestras as well as 
the Australian Chamber Orchestra offer highly prestigious scholarships to emerging musicians 
(Music in Australia Knowledge Base 2014). The Australian Chamber Orchestra’s Emerging 
artists program, for example, gives highly skilled tertiary and post-tertiary musicians the 
opportunity to play alongside and be mentored by seasoned professionals (Australian 
Chamber Orchestra 2019). The Australian Youth Orchestra is another highly regarded 
organisation that provides young musicians aged 12–30 years old the opportunity to 
perform a professional repertoire guided by expert musicians. A range of programs for 
exclusively tertiary aged students are offered such as Orchestral Career Management, 
Chamber Players and Sound production (AYO 2019). The cost of these programs is often 
above AU$1000 per participant but it can be reduced through fee help supported by AYO 
donors. Regarding the curriculum, many tertiary music institutions are heavily centred upon 
performance, and do not give research as much weight (GAP 2011). GAP (Global Access 
Partners) (2011) believe more generalised music courses should be offered to enable a wider 
range of employment prospects rather than only performance outcomes. Some music 
universities offer cultural subjects. As examples, the Queensland Conservatorium, Griffith 
University, offers Indonesian Gamelan as a practical performance subject and the University 
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of New South Wales embraces West-African percussion and Cuban-based conjunto as 
course options. While tertiary classical music institutions struggle with underfunding, there 
are still many opportunities for aspiring professionals to practice their craft at a professional 
standard both internally and externally.  

Importance of the China-Australia Relationship and how the Arts can help 

Australia’s relationship with China is becoming increasingly important due to China’s potential 
to become an economic superpower (Goldring 2019). Australia exports 30.6 per cent of its 
goods worth AU$123.3 billion to China, deeming it Australia’s largest trading partner (Chau, 
2019). In 2015, the China-Australia trade relations were boosted by the China-Australia Fair 
Trading Agreement (ChAFTA). ChAFTA has proven to be extremely beneficial for Australia 
with tariff reductions in multiple trade aspects, opportunities for Australian businesses to be 
run in China and improved business partnerships (ABC News 2015). Without this essential 
partnership, Australia would suffer losses in education, tourism and in the general economy 
(Leigh 2016). Due to the significance of the two countries’ relationship, Chinese and Australia 
citizens alike should be educated on each other’s cultural differences to promote a stronger 
relationship outside this business world. Classical music can be used as a way of bridging the 
cultural understanding gap between the two countries. This can be done through sharing 
cultural traditions through performance, education at all levels and at events such as festivals. 

Current contributions to promoting cultural awareness 

In contemporary society, the communication of music between China and Australia is multi-
layered and deeply rooted. From individuals to groups and from the people to the 
government, musicians of different natures and ages engage in cross-cultural 
communication. For example, on the evening of 23 October 2017, the National Symphony 
Orchestra of China celebrated the 45th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic 
relations between China and Australia at the Sydney Opera House in Australia (Wang 2017). 
The music hall, which can accommodate more than 2600 people, was packed. Former 
Australian Prime Minister Hawke and local people who love music, love Chinese culture and 
are committed to the China-Australia friendship were dressed up to offer their best wishes 
(Xinhua News 2017). This kind of culture and music diplomacy between Australia and China 
as exemplified by this landmark cultural event not only shows the elegance of the outstanding 
musicians from this world-class symphony orchestra, but also reflects the closer ties between 
the two countries. Moreover, from the perspective of the individual-based civil exchange, 
the famous violinist Lu Siqing believes that although the two countries are physically far apart, 
exchanges between the musicians of the two countries have been going on constantly. Lu 
Siqing frequently works with the symphony orchestras in Melbourne and Sydney. He has 
collaborated with recordings and co-productions in China and Australia (The People’s Daily 
2017). Cooperation in the field of classical music indicates that people of different cultural 
backgrounds can communicate well through music, and that it is appropriate to use music to 
celebrate and communicate. 

Future contributions to promoting cultural awareness 

Currently music exchange programs between government organisations and civil society 
organisations are frequent but are almost exclusively in the form of concerts. Concerts are 
not accessible to all classes of citizens and therefore other methods of music communication 
need to be devised. Music can convey some cultural information through unique melodies, 
but this kind of information is hidden and cannot be directly communicated to a non-musically 
trained audience. Without a contextual background, the typical audience cannot understand 
different cultural values and aesthetic concepts. After the end of a concert, the audience’s 
reaction is often limited to their knowledge of the musical styles of other ethnic groups 
outside the nation. There may be only one initial impression of the deep aesthetics, philosophy 
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and cultural meaning behind the music, as well as understanding, accepting and inclusivity of 
the other culture. 
 
Therefore, audiences of all socio-economic backgrounds need to be educated to assist them 
in understanding the content of music and its cultural connotations. Cultural information in 
music needs to be presented in a way that reflects and suggests the importance of music 
education. In the future, the form of music exchange should be diversified. Musicians from 
different countries could go directly to primary and secondary schools, universities could hold 
music exchange-sharing seminars, and music lectures to tell about the music of their country 
and culture embedded in music. Music communication should not be presented only in 
concerts, that only reveal a shallow surface, or are solely for musicians or elites. Instead, it 
should be opened to include more social classes and consciously provide listeners with the 
meaning of music in order to understand the culture it represents. 

Conclusion 

Chinese traditional music and Western music are parallel in China’s current music curriculum 
system, largely from the improvements transferred from Western teaching methods. Music 
education in Australia is mostly concentrated on Western classical music. At the same time 
the music exchange between China and Australia is not deep, being impacted by the existence 
of cultural barriers. It is necessary to enrich/expand the form of music exchange. Australia is 
a country with an open multi-ethnic culture, and China is a country that respects different 
cultures and practices the ‘harmony but difference’ concept. The music education in the two 
countries should embrace the music of different nationalities and countries. Deep 
communication at the music level will enable people to better understand each other’s 
culture, and such understanding and tolerance of culture will inevitably promote changes in 
intergovernmental relations, enabling government officials to treat other countries with a 
more understanding and inclusive attitude. Therefore, it is not sufficient to rely solely on policy 
changes in the development of China-Australia relations. What is behind the policy is the 
influence of ‘cultural genes’’. Music can be used as a tool for diplomacy giving people a deeper 
understanding of the cultures of different ethnic groups, thus making the relationship 
between China and Australia stronger in achieving win-win outcomes for both nations. 
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Introduction 

The social class systems that operate in both China and Australia derive strength from more 
than economic factors. For years cultural and social factors have had an increasing relevance 
on where one can expect to be situated on the social ladder. Class is one of many aspects of 
life, such as race and gender, which shape identity (Heller 2010). However, it is seen as the 
most fluid of the categories, with the perceived notion that one has the possibility to alter 
the social class they were born into through the attainment of additional social, cultural and 
economic capital, the access to which is grounded in quality education (Johnstonbaugh 
2018). Nevertheless, the question remains to be answered as to the aspects of social, cultural 
and economic capital in China and Australia, and whether education, whilst it purports to be 
a mechanism for reducing class barriers, acts as such in reality. This paper seeks to explore 
dimensions of class stratification in the Chinese and Australian context, arguing that an 
essential comparable factor is culture and the degree to which it influences class stratification. 

Cultural dimensions 

Despite being classified as a developed nation, Australia has experienced increasing inequality 
(Ward 2017). However, the perception and experience of inequality and class structures in 
Australia is not collectively defined. Studies have shown that class structure perception and 
experience in Australia strongly rests on the individual, with some family and economic 
implications to opportunities (Greig, Lewins, & White 2003).  
 
Australia’s cultural climate is multidimensional and is not influenced by a single ideology. 
Australia is predominantly described as a ‘Western culture situated in the Asia-Pacific Region’ 
(Johnson 2018). Despite increasing multiculturalism, Australia has sustained majority 
Western, liberal ideology in private and public spheres, and is understood as having an ‘Anglo-
centric’ identity (Johnson 2018). Australia’s deeper political context also gives character to 
the extent of social stratification. Esping-Anderson emphasises the role of the ‘welfare state’ 
as a major actor in social mobility. For example, gender-associated inequality for women has 
been largely reduced due to a widening of state services and provisions (Esping-Anderson 
1993). Furthermore, stemming from Western ideology, a strong emphasis has been placed 
on the individual in dictating class outcomes based on merit and credentials, where a premium 
is placed on formal qualifications and social skills (Esping-Anderson 1993). 
 
Additionally, a cultural comparison framework proposed by Geert Hofstede in 2001 offers 
additional insight into Australia’s cultural identity and highlights the stark difference in culture 
between China and Australia in several areas. In comparing the two countries, the dimensions 
that reach a substantially different score are the individualism-collectivism dimension, the 
long-term to short-term orientation and the power distance category. The cultural dimension 
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of individualism highlights the disposition of Australia’s class structure where Australia scores 
a factor of 90 in comparison to China scoring a factor of 20. 

 

Figure 1: Cultural comparison framework 

 
Source: Hofstede 2001. 
 
This framework denotes Australia as a highly individualistic culture, whereby people look after 
themselves and their immediate families. Furthermore, in a business context, individuals are self-
motivated and hired based on merit (Hofstede 2001) which alludes to high social mobility 
potential. Studies have also shown that existing inequality is felt on a more personal level, where 
class experience is a private economic phenomenon rather than a public issue (Greig, Lewins, & 
White 2003).  
 
China, like many other Asian states, has a rich cultural history founded by the Confucianist ideology, 
which has gained salience in both the private and public spheres within China and remains a key 
source of national pride today (McDonald 2011). The Confucian philosophy endorses notions such 
as devotion to knowledge attainment, harmony, filial piety, and gender and family roles which 
provide a force for class structures within China. Contrastingly, cyclical class stratification is a well-
founded reality in China. China’s social class system rests on Chinese traditions, customs and norms 
that have underpinned Chinese society for thousands of years. Despite an increasing Western 
influence, Chinese institutions strongly reinforce Chinese culture as a foundation of society, which 
consequently has a major impact on class stratification (McDonald 2011). An inherent component 
of Confucianism is the concept of ‘harmony’, which encourages different members of society to 
coexist in peace. Harmony under the Confucian philosophy does not require a society to reduce 
nor eliminate the presence of differences, and that harmony is rather achieved by differences 
(McDonald, 2011). However, the Chinese Communist Party often expresses a rhetoric of 
‘harmonious society’ in reference to intentions of redressing China’s social inequalities due to the 
rigorous economic reform since 1978 (Bian 2002). This rhetoric is consistent with the Party’s 
vision of a ‘xiaokang’ one class/no-class society in the future, which requires policy initiatives to 
minimise the increasing gap between the rich and poor (Bell 2008). 
 
An interesting factor to consider in exploring Confucianism and its impact on China’s current class 
system, is that a core proponent of the ideology is the notion of equity in education (McDonald 
2011). Mu et al. (2013) provide a comprehensive analysis of the ‘education for all’ rhetoric within 
the Confucianist philosophy. First and foremost, Confucius teachings emphasised the link of 
educational quality with individual and social development, which is a reality in any context today. 
The teachings also advocate that any person, irrespective of their family, ethnicity, personality or 
intellect deserves education; ‘education for all’. Furthermore, the teachings also extend to affirm 
that socio-economic status, area of residence and gender should not interfere with students’ 
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opportunities. Limits to education attainment in China remain an impeding factor in social mobility 
however, something that will be explored further in this paper (Mu et al. 2013). 

Social dimensions 

The social status of one’s family and network determine the starting point of an individual’s 
experience and perception of class structure, which is known as equality of conditions (Greig, 
Lewins, & White 2003). The extent to which equality of conditions persists as a driver of life 
opportunity is where a major difference lies between Australia and China.   
 
Income level is the main determinant of class stratification in Australia, however the 
associated social implications can further impede or elevate class outcomes. Whilst the idea 
of a social hierarchy and class structure is not a popular concept in Australia, the perception 
of social status still exists. A study conducted by Australian National University in 2015 
measured social, cultural and economic capital positions to uncover social groupings. Data 
from 1200 Australians revealed five social divisions according to public perception, these 
were the established working class, established middle class, mobile middle class, emerging 
affluent class and established affluent class. This study also indicated that despite high levels 
of social mobility, there is a strong link between one’s parents’ level of education, assets, social 
network and occupation with the direction of an individual’s class situation (Ward 2017). For 
example, child and adult poverty in Australia correlates with either both or one parent being 
unemployed. Additionally, a study based on material deprivation found that social exclusion 
remains high for Aboriginal Australians, Australians with long-term health issues or disabilities, 
and to some degree, women (Nolan et al. 2014). However, according to Leigh (2013), the 
biggest issue of social inequality in Australia is the attainment of quality education, which 
enables an individual to move to a higher income level than their parents. 
 
In China’s social stratification system, an individual’s location is strongly influenced by the 
group in which one belongs (especially clan and family). This popularity stems to a certain 
extent from the Confucian thought tradition and the history of Chinese social organisation. 
When looking at China’s social stratification, it should not be considered on an individual basis. 
It should be considered in the context of an individual’s social network, especially a family 
network. Extensive slang and proverbs can reflect social awareness and widely shared values. 

There are idioms in China called ‘六亲同运’ (‘six parents in the same boat’) (Cao 2010), and 

there are also slang words ‘有三家穷亲戚，不算富；有三家阔亲戚，不算贫’ (‘You are 
not rich if you have three poor relatives, and you are not poor if you have three rich relatives’), 
indicating that property sharing and mutual cooperation between blood relatives is a common 
phenomenon. The existence of the family-based social stratification system partly comes 
from Confucian family values. Confucianism believes that the individual is not limited to the 
individual body in the physiological sense, but also refers to other people who are 

psychologically connected with the individual. Zheng Zhen claims that ‘至亲这，一体之亲也
’ (‘You and your kin as a whole’) (Zheng 1888). Confucianism believes that parents, children, 
spouses, and siblings are in ‘one body’. Sharing resources, prosperity and wealth with relatives 
is not only an emotionally rational approach, but also an obligation to comply with traditional 
Chinese ethics. Zhang Dongxi claims that ‘In the Chinese thought, there is none that recognize 
the independence of an individual. They always regard the individual as a “dependent being”, 
which does not mean that their survival must depend on others, but rather emphasizes each 
individual’s responsibility to others’ (Zhang 2010).   
 
The family or clan constitutes an independent unit in the process of political operation and social 
organisation, and becomes the intermediate force between the state or the upper-level power 
and the individual.  In the past, dual-track politics in China created a vacuum of administrative 
power below the level of county (Fei and Wu 1948). The imperial power and its representative 
ceased at the level of the county. However, ‘the situation between the county and the gates of 
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each house’ is actually more profound and has a greater impact on the people in the local villages. 
Inside the county, the actual implementation of the decree was completed by the local self-
governing organisation. The most influential group inside these autonomous organisations is the 
class known as ‘Chinese gentry’. These are scholars and officials who returned to rural areas. 
These groups have enough knowledge, prestige and interpersonal relationships to enable them 
to handle complicated issues. More importantly, they are often the eldest sons of their clan, 
being responsible for important clan affairs such as sacrifices. Here, blood and politics are 
intertwined, strengthening the influence of the family as an independent unit.  
 
This responsibility to family or clan should not be regarded as a hindrance to individual 
freedom. Rather, the responsibility of continuing or reviving family glory gives Chinese 
individuals an opportunity to gain greater meaning in life and power that surpasses the 
narrowness of an individual life. This ideological tradition can explain why the Chinese often 
show incredible indifference and obedience in the face of disasters and unfortunate fates. 

Economic dimensions 

When thinking about class stratification, generally the first factor considered is an individual’s 
economic standing, most notably their occupation and level of income. In a 2015 study 
conducted by Zou, occupational structure was identified to be closely linked to the 
interpretation of class stratification similarly in both China and Western societies (Zou 2015). 
However, by comparing the methods of occupation classification used in China and Australia, 
some light can be shed on small differences in the level of value and prestige each occupational 
subtype garners. By evaluating Australia and China’s historical estimates of their GINI coefficient 
scores, the significance of income inequalities and how this may affect how important one’s 
income level is in determining their social standing can also be identified. 
 
Working adults in China, particularly in urban areas, hold no qualms in arranging job titles in order 
of prestige despite there being little variation in income between many of them (Bian 2002). 
Goldthorpe’s definition of social class is commonly used of an example of how social classes are 
characterised, particularly within a Chinese context (Zou 2015). His theory states that class 
stratification arises from an inequality in production units, as reflected in the labour market by 
categorised occupational structures (Zou 2015). Goldthorpe identified three subtypes of 
occupational structure: ‘service contract’, ‘intermediate contract’ and ‘labour contract’. The 
characterisation of this structure is demonstrated in the table below (Goldthorpe 2007). 
 
Table 1: The Goldthorpe class classification 

Contract type Goldthorpe class 

Service contracta I Higher-grade professionals, administrators and officials; 
managers in large industrial establishments 

 II Higher-grade professionals, administrators and officials; higher-
grade technicians; managers in small industrial establishments; 
supervisors of non-manual employees 

Intermediate contractb IIIa Routine non-manual higher grade 
 IIIb Routine non-manual lower grade 
 IV Small employers and self-employed 
 V Lower-grade technicians; supervisors of manual workers 
Labour contract VI Skilled manual workers 
 VIIa Semi-skilled/unskilled manual workers 
 VIIb Agricultural/other workers in primary production 

Notes: 
aExcludes large employers 
bExcludes small employers and self-employed 

Source: Zou 2015 
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ANZSCO is a skills-based classification of all occupations within the Australia and New Zealand 
labour markets, released in 2006 and developed by the Australian Government Department 
of Employment and Workplace Relations, Statistics New Zealand and the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (Beavis, Jones, & McMillan 2009). The Australian Socioeconomic Index 2006 
(AUSE106) is an occupational status scale that utilises the ANZSCO classification to calculate 
a prestige score and groups occupations by subtype in order of their scores (Beavis, Jones, & 
McMillan 2009). The major groups, in order of prestige score from highest to lowest, include 
managers, professionals, technicians and trade workers, community and personal service 
workers, clerical and administration workers, sales workers, machinery operators and drivers, 
followed last by labourers (Beavis, Jones, & McMillan 2009). 
 
By comparing the Goldthorpe’s class stratification theory and the AUSE106, some particular 
differences in the level of prestige that different occupations are perceived to carry within 
Australian and Chinese society are highlighted. The most significant difference is that 
technicians and trade worker occupations in Australia are considered to be much more 
prestigious than in a Chinese social context. High school students in China have expressed a 
strong preference for non-manual occupations (Bian 2002). Clerical and administration 
workers are much more highly regarded in China, their value being further determined by the 
size of the industry they are engaged in. By interpreting social class through the lens of 
occupation, income inequalities between classes in Chinese society become increasingly 
apparent (Zou 2015).  
 
The GINI coefficient is a measure of income distribution within an economy, generating an 
index between 0-100 (0 indicating no income inequality and 100 indicating significant 
inequality) (World Bank n.d.). The graph below compares the estimated historical GINI 
coefficient between China and Australia, measured from 1981–2015. 
 
Figure 2:  GINI Index for Australia and China 1981-2015 

 
Source: World Bank n.d. 
 
As China has experienced insurmountable economic growth since the late 1970s, the level 
of income inequality in the nation rose quite significantly between the years of 1996 and 
2010 (World Bank n.d.). During this period, it is likely that there was a stronger emphasis on 
how an individual’s level of income affected their social standing. Following 2010, China 
experienced a slow descent in the GINI coefficient and as of 2014 there was only a gap of 
3.3 between the two countries (World Bank n.d.). As such, the effect of an individual’s level 
of income on their social standing is becoming increasingly similar within both Australian and 
Chinese social contexts.  
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Education and social mobility   

The link between one’s place in the social construction of society and the level of education 
attainment is well established (Chesters 2015). During the latter part of the twentieth century 
tertiary education rates throughout Australia, as with much of the developed world, increased 
exponentially and continue to do so (Chesters & Watson 2013). Due to this influx it was widely 
perceived that an enhancement in the population of highly educated individuals would result in 
intergenerational change — with more young people than ever from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds enrolling in tertiary studies, and hence increasing the possibility of class movement 
and fluidity (Czarnecki 2018). Despite this perceived shift, it is evident that family background 
and social class inequalities still persist (Czarnecki 2018). The experiences of an individual in the 
family setting influence greatly one’s thought process in regard to the end-of-school transition. 
Young people belonging to a lower socioeconomic family immediately harbour fears about the 
risks and constraints of certain types of employment (Donovan 2018). Here it can be seen how 
young people’s understanding of the risk of tertiary education in specific fields, or the security 
of the job market, are influenced by their position within the structure of inequality present in 
Australia (Donovan 2018). It is shown that working class young people are less confident when 
imagining their futures, and as such choose life paths that involve less risk. Comparatively, peers 
from the middle class are removed from such qualms and are more likely to choose a career 
path free from the restriction of requiring utmost consideration to stable employment 
(Donovan 2018). However, it has been established that tertiary education in particular has been 
successful in achieving generation mobility. This occurs when individuals return to education 
after spending time in the workforce, to reskill or change professions seeking an improved 
career and increasing their capital earning capacity (Chesters 2015). 
 
Similarly, in China, higher education affects an individual’s occupation, income, social prestige 
and so forth, thus also affecting the individual in the social stratification system. However, 
compared with other cultures, traditional Chinese society’s emphasis on education is unique. 
Those who have achieved higher education are naturally authoritative in traditional Chinese 
society, being ruled by the feudal ethical code. After the Eastern Han Dynasty, official education 
was considered equivalent to learning Confucian classics. The rules of social operation are 
empirical ethics (Confucianism) and only those who have been educated are most familiar with 
these classics. In other words, education has become a means of empowering individuals. 
Education not only garners social prestige but also allows individuals to rise up in the political 
system. The Chinese bureaucratic team never closed the door to the imperial examination for 
long; as the saying goes, ‘Morning as a farmer, by night becomes a chancellor’ (朝为田舍郎，
暮登天子堂). In traditional China, featuring underdeveloped industry and commerce, the 
imperial examination is one of the key mechanisms to ensure the vertical flow of the society’. 
 
However, the role of education in safeguarding social mobility is now being questioned. 
Educational reforms that emphasise quality education and child burden reduction have 
weakened the role of public schools in educational competition. Whether this practice is 
leading to an educational investment war between the rich and the poor, and pushing the 
children of the poor out of the higher education team is worthy of observation and discussion. 
 
It is clear that class structure is derived from aspects including one’s social, cultural as well as 
economic capital. The prominent determining factor of class differs between China and 
Australia, with Australia’s class system founded primarily on economic wealth, and China’s 
class system focused much less on individual earnings of capital and rather more focused on 
collective family prestige. Both societies however, recognise the importance of education and 
the pathways it can create to enable fluidity between the social classes. Education is the mode 
for addressing social and cultural inequalities, which then expand into economic and class 
inequalities. As such, education can be seen as a vehicle for change and movement, for those 
wishing to construct their own unique social, cultural and economic identity, altering where 
one sits on the class ladder. 
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Introduction 

Australia has always had a unique place in the world of international politics, in which its 
geographical position combined with its cultural and historical ties create something of an 
identity crisis. This leaves the nation questioning whether it still aligns with the West as it 
always has done historically or whether it is shifting to the Asia-Pacific. Recent trade tensions 
between the United States (US) and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) have once again 
posed this question to Australians. This essay will argue that Australia has taken a passive role 
amidst US-China trade tensions as it would not be in its national interest to hurt its political 
ties with its historical allies or cause damage to its relationship with China as its major trading 
partner. While there are a number of aspects that have shaped this position, this essay will 
focus on how US-Australia and China-Australia trade relationships as well as security and 
domestic politics impact Australia’s position on the conflict. 

US-Australia trade relationship 

Last year, Australia and the US celebrated 100 years of mateship, which was a result of the 
friendship formed in in the trenches of World War I. However, economic relations between these 
two countries are only 79 years-old. The two countries established their diplomatic relationship 
on 8 January 1940 and have been trading together since. Throughout this history, trade between 
these two countries has been diverse and economically beneficial to both parties. The US is one of 
the largest economic partners and foreign investors in the Australian economy, with an investment 
relationship valued at US$1.1 trillion (Australia in the USA 2019). This supports over 300,000 
employment opportunities. Such a rich trading culture between these two nations can be 
attributed to trade agreements such as the Australia-United States Free Trade Agreement 
(AUSFTA) which was established in 2005 (Austrade 2019). This agreement increases trade 
opportunities between Australia and the US by improving regulations regarding trade, increasing 
business mobility and enhancing prospects for trade. After AUSFTA, over 97 per cent of exports 
that were not agriculturally related were no longer taxed, becoming duty free (Armstrong 2015). 
Meanwhile, agriculture tariffs decreased to zero for two-thirds of the stock (DFAT 2019a). Not 
only is the US a strong economic partner with Australia, it is also the world’s largest economy. They 
are a world leader in many aspects of international trade, innovation, research and global 
corporations amongst others. For the financial year 2017–2018, two-way trade between both 
Australia and the US was valued at AU$70.2 billion (DFAT 2019). 
 
Products of this relationship include the establishment of the G20 (Group of Twenty), which 
is an international economic forum, as well as the promotion of global trade liberalisation that 
the Americans have been advocating for 50 years. Australia and the US also work together in 
the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and at forums such as the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) (DFAT 2019b). This shows that throughout the history of these two 
countries cooperating as economic partners, many beneficial aspects have been introduced 
to daily life. Australia and the US have a strong historical bond, which could be jeopardised by 
the trade friction between the US and China. 
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China-Australia trade relationship 

Whilst not as historically significant as the US-Australia relationship, the China-Australia trade 
partnership has flourished since the late twentieth century, boasting strong economic 
connections between the two nations. As of January 2019, roughly a third of Australia’s 
exports have been shipped to China, so to say Australia relies on its relationship with China 
would be an understatement (Chau 2019). With the ongoing trade war between the two 
global powerhouses, many economists believe any ripple in the economic ecosystem could 
cause Beijing to send shockwaves into Australia’s steadily growing economy (Li, He, & Lin 
2018).  
  
However, the current trade war waged by the Trump administration has put Australia in an 
inconvenient situation, forcing the government to choose between their historical allies and 
their geographical partners. Although Australian politicians have tried to stay neutral in the 
encroaching trade war, Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison made comments in June 
2019 stating ‘It is in no-one’s interest in the Indo-Pacific to see an inevitably more 
competitive US-China relationship’.  Whilst not picking a side outright, the prime minister did 
mention that the US’ concerns about China’s economic structure and policy practices were 
legitimate, which was in reference to the strict intellectual property rights laws that sparked 
the trade war to start with (Scott 2019).  
  
With the Trump administration refusing to back down on the US-China trade war, many 
economists fear Australia will be backed into a corner with regards to choosing their past 
relationship with the US or an economic future with China. For the financial year of 2017–
2018, China came out on top as Australia’s largest trading partner totalling AU$194.6 billion 
in total imports and exports, with an increase of over AU$20 billion from the preceding year. 
Unfortunately for the US, they are not following close behind China, in fact with total imports 
and exports totalling only AU$70.2billion, they are not even in second place. The economic 
importance of Australia’s Asian counterparts is highlighted by Japan stealing the second spot 
and the US at number 3. Furthermore, of Australia’s top 10 trading partners for the year, 7 
were from the Indo-Pacific region, heavily tying Australia’s economic dependence to the 
country’s geographic allies (Chau 2019). 

Security 

Besides the trade relations, Australia will be affected by the deterioration of the current US-
China trade frictions given its security concerns over the Asia-Pacific region. First, Australia 
has been a military ally of the US since World War II. During the post-war and the Cold War 
era, the alliance was further enhanced by the Australia, New Zealand, United States Security 
Treaty (ANZUS) in 1951, focusing on military cooperation in the Pacific Ocean 
region.  Australia also supported the US during the Cold War and the Vietnam War. As long as 
the US wants to maintain the current US-led liberal world order, Australia will be an important 
part of its worldwide system of security alliances and partnerships. The US and Australia hold 
military drills every two years with other allies like Japan, Canada, the Philippines and New 
Zealand. The security concerns come from China being an emerging power which increases 
the uncertainty and instability of the world order. How to deal with the rise of China has 
become a key point for Australia in the current China-US strategic competition. 
 
Moreover, from a geopolitical point of view, China’s rising influence and engagement in the 
Pacific Islands and Southeast Asia makes Australia feel worried and insecure. In 2018, before 
President Xi made his first visit to Papua New Guinea, a signed article titled ‘Set Sail on a New 
Voyage for Relations Between China and Pacific Island Countries’ was published in two local 
newspapers. The article stated that Papua New Guinea is China’s largest trading partner in 
the region, while China is the biggest foreign investor and project contractor in this country 
(Xi 2018). With concessional loans and assistive construction projects, China’s overall 
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relations with the Pacific islands have entered a new stage of rapid growth. These postures 
have been interpreted as China challenging Australia for influence over the Pacific Islands, as 
for decades, Australia has been the biggest donor of their aid. Australia’s Prime Minister Scott 
Morrison reiterated in his speech that Australia’s national security and that of the Pacific are 
intertwined — as the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper made clear when it identified the 
Pacific as one of Australia’s highest foreign policy priorities (Morrison 2018). Indeed, 
regarding security issues, Australia has been working closely with Papua New Guinea and Fiji, 
two of its biggest military partners in its region. Therefore, as the level of investment from 
China in the Pacific islands has increased in recent years, so have the worries of some 
Australian analysts. 

Role of domestic politics on Australia’s stance 

Australia’s position on the trade conflict, one of impartiality, is indeed tied to the internal policies 
and motives of its political parties and the interests of the Australian people. Sino-Australian 
relations, after a large break of active initiatives during the Howard government, came to the 
forefront of the Australian Labor government’s foreign policy under Kevin Rudd’s ‘Three Pillar’ 
approach that included engagement with Asia, the UN and strengthening the US alliance (Sheridan 
2006). This clearly indicates that the question posed to Australia — whether to side with the US 
alliance, Chinese trade or walk the thin line between them — transcends the trade war. 
 
Following Labor’s leadership, a coalition of the Liberal and National parties of Australia under Tony 
Abbott, Malcolm Turnbull and now Scott Morrison have had to balance interests between the two 
parties to maintain the status quo. Abbott’s short tenure saw the finalisation of the Free Trade 
Agreement with China. During this time Liberal Senator David Johnston stated that Australia does 
not need to choose between China and the US (Roggeveen 2013), characterising from there the 
stance the Coalition would reiterate through Prime Minister Scott Morrison in 2018 (Coorey 
2018).  Australia under the Liberal-National Coalition had solidified its position well before the 
trade conflict, the reasoning behind this stemming from the interests of each party. The voter 
base for both parties is conservative, with the Nationals focusing on Australia’s agrarian nature and 
the Liberals seeking to promote economic liberalism (Baum, Fisher, & Lawless 2012), hence both 
seeing free trade as more important than involvement in the conflict. Furthermore, the collateral 
damage that such trade conflict poses to the re-electability of Australia’s leaders has recently 
forced Morrison’s hand to appeal to Trump at the 2019 G7 meeting to resolve the issue (Benson 
2019).   
 
To summarise, despite the shifting nature of Australia’s domestic politics, the position that the 
nation has taken towards not only the US-China trade conflict but also between the two nations 
as a whole has been consistent in its impartiality. Therefore, despite the stronger efforts of 
engagement with China by the Rudd government, the position of the subsequent Liberal-National 
governments has been similar but more focused on trade than building relations; it has also 
remained consistent on the importance of maintaining a strong alliance with the US.  

Conclusion 

There is no doubt that if US-China trade tensions escalate further, the collateral damage to 
third-party economies will be huge due to the greater interdependence of modern economies 
in the Asia-Pacific region. As Australia is one of these third-party economies, with strong 
economic ties to both the US and China and a military alliance with the former, the 
government will have to decide which country it will support, if one at all. As illustrated by 
this essay, the relations between Australia, China and the US, along with Australia’s security 
concerns and domestic politics, have created a position of begrudging nuance, with the hope 
that the conflict will be resolved.     
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Introduction 

The mutually beneficial relationship between Australia and China has played a substantial role 
in transforming infrastructure, manufacturing and trade. This crucial relationship, which has 
been based on unsustainable resources, has been plunged into uncertainty with sustainability 
becoming a greater focus for energy production. Coal has always been a large portion of the 
connection between Australia and China, however, the shift away from coal to renewables 
has had a negative impact on the economic partnership. Both countries, as part of the United 
Nations (UN) have agreed to the agenda of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
and are both working towards achieving them by 2030; coal reduction has the potential to 
influence a number of the SDGs, however, whilst it has a positive impact on sustainable 
development it may have a negative impact on the integrity of the trade-based relationship.  
 
This paper will argue that the China-Australia economic relationship can be sustained, as long 
as there is diversification of trade. It will begin by detailing an overview of the relationship 
focussing on trade and the timeline of events. It will then define sustainability and create the 
connection between the trade relationship and the importance of sustainability. Following 
this, the paper will critically analyse the effects of the shift to renewables and discuss the 
potential outcomes for the two countries. Last, the paper will recommend solutions to mend 
the previously discussed outcomes and examine the overall sustainability of the current 
relationship. 

An overview of the relationship between Australia and China 

Since establishing official diplomatic relations in 1972, the relationship between Australia and 
China has been nothing short of transformative. China’s recent growth into a global economic 
power has shifted the entire complexion of the Asia-Pacific, including Australia’s economic 
and political position in the region (Munro 2017). Underpinning China’s rapid ascension has 
been a need for extensive infrastructure development, driving a demand for both raw building 
materials and energy resources to power the nation (Au-Yeung, Keys, & Fischer 2012). For 
Australia, a rich abundance in natural resources and unique seaside location has 
complemented China’s demands very well (Au-Yeung et al. 2012). Consequently, Sino-
Australian relations have been built on strong foundations of trade and both countries have 
been able to enter a productive and mutually beneficial relationship. 
 
As a product of this relationship, China has remained Australia’s largest export market for the 
tenth year in a row; Australian export volume has been growing steadily each year (Australian 
Embassy China 2012; DFAT 2019). Of Australia’s total exports in 2018, China absorbed a 
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share of 34.3 per cent (DFAT 2019). In other words, Australia directed more than one-third 
of its national exports into a single country: China. From trade that was worth less than 
AU$100 million in 1972, Australian exports to China were valued at AU$118.37 billion last 
year — an amount up by 18.2 per cent from the previous year (Munro 2017; DFAT 2019). 
This share in Australian exports is quite disproportionate compared to the remainder of 
Australia’s trade portfolio. Australia’s next biggest partner, Japan, received only AU$51.3b 
(12.7 per cent) of exports in the same year (Chau 2019). In fact, Australian exports to China 
are so rich that they outweigh the value of Chinese imports into Australia, allowing Australia 
to run a trade surplus with China. Australia is one of the few developed countries to do so 
(Au-Yeung et al. 2012). Ultimately, this is reflective of a synergy that exists between 
Australia’s unique geology and geography, and China’s extensive need for cheap natural 
resources in its rapid development. 
 
Of the AU$118.37b worth of Australian exports to China in 2018, 67 per cent 
(approximately AU$85.17b) of exports fell into just three categories: iron ores and 
concentrates, coal and natural gas (DFAT 2019). Thus, two-thirds of Australia’s input into 
China was composed of three core natural resources. As mentioned, China is clear on two 
simple needs for its development: iron ore for infrastructure, and coal and natural gas for 
energy. Last year, Chinese imports of Australian iron ores and concentrates were worth 
AU$51.36b, and constituted over 43 per cent of Australia’s entire export portfolio to China 
(DFAT 2019). Further, China purchased AU$14.32b worth of Australian coal, and its import 
of Australian natural gas was valued at AU$13.69b (DFAT 2019). Undeniably, this posits 
Australia as a major natural resource supplier to China. However, with Australia relying on just 
three natural resources to make up 67 per cent of its trade portfolio — all of which are non-
renewable — this brings into question the longevity of Australia’s prosperity as the world, 
including China, shifts towards stronger sustainable development.   
 
Ultimately, China’s appetite for Australian commodities will slow down. However, with 34.4 
per cent of Australia’s exports directed into China alone, and just three non-renewable 
resources making up 67 per cent of that share, there is significant concern that Australia is 
deeply entrenched in a sector from which there is an increasing shift away (Agence France-
Presse 2019). Although China’s purchase of Australian exports has grown in recent years, 
any downturn in China’s intake is likely to be felt sharply in Australia. Diversification of 
Australia’s traditional exports is necessary to continue the trends of economic growth seen 
in recent years, but how is this achievable? 

Moving towards a sustainable future 

Human beings have benefited substantially from the industrial revolution, which began in the 
mid-eighteenth century. Today, an increasing number of people are able to keep their homes 
warm in the winter and cool in the summer. High-speed railways with the power of over ten 
thousand horses and planes with the power of a hundred thousand horses have made our life 
much more convenient, stimulating the high and steady economic growth rate (Chu & 
Majumdar 2012). However, the deterioration of the environment caused by the over-
exploitation of natural resources has been ignored for a long time. In 1962, the publishing of 
the well-known environmental science book Silent Spring unveiled the causal relationship 
between various environmental problems and synthetic pesticides (McLaughlin 2010). By 
the 1990s, it had become widely accepted that greenhouse gases were deeply involved in 
most climate changes and human-caused emissions were bringing discernible global warming. 
Rather than only focusing an economic growth, people began to notice other aspects deeply 
related to living standards, like environment, resources and fitness. Finally, the concept of 
sustainable development naturally emerged in the face of severe environmental crisis 
involving ozone depletion, global warming, toxic and radioactive waste, air pollution, industrial 
accidents and so forth (Shrivastava 1993).  
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What exactly is sustainable development? According to the Brundtland Report: Our Common 
Future released in 1987, sustainable development is the development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs. As the concept developed, it has shifted to focus more on the balance between 
economic development, social development and environmental protection. However, the 
situation for China and Australia is not optimistic. According to the Climate Change 
Performance Index 2019, among 56 countries and the European Union, China ranks 33rd. 
Although China has made some progress compared to 2016, recent data show that 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions started to increase again in 2017 and 2018. The severest 
problem for China is still energy use, which is mostly owing to the heavy industries 
characterised by high energy consumption and high emissions (Chen Shiyi 2009). Australia 
ranks 55th with unsatisfactory performances in the categories of GHG emissions, energy use 
and climate policy. As one of the most resource- and carbon- intensive OECD countries, 
Australia needs to reduce GHG emissions by between 26 per cent and 28 per cent below its 
2005 level by 2030 in order to reach its Paris Agreement goal (OECD 2019). 
 
It is not difficult to conclude that the current relationship between Australia and China is far 
from sustainable, for the trade between Australia and China is basically focused on natural 
resources, like iron ores and concentrates, coal and natural gas. In this situation, some people 
will question the concept of sustainable development. Turner (1988) argued that there is no 
such thing as the sustainable use of a non-renewable resource, since any positive rate of 
exploitation will eventually lead to the exhaustion of earth’s finite stock. Some would find it 
difficult to reach an agreement when making policies.  
 
However, the concept of sustainable future has been deeply rooted among people. No one 
would like to live in a world with high economic growth but full of pollution and climate 
damages. According to a recent survey by Nielsen, 81 per cent of consumers around the 
globe believe it is extremely or very important for companies to have environmental 
improvement as an objective (Miller 2019). To face the problem rather than escaping from 
it, all UN member states adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015, 
which includes the 17 SDGs, to recognise that ending poverty and other deprivations must 
go hand-in-hand with strategies that improve health and education, reduce inequality, and 
spur economic growth — all while tackling climate change and working to preserve our 
oceans and forests. In conclusion, sustainable development is significant to human beings and 
the environment, and the ways to a sustainable future need a joint effort from every country 
in the world.  

Effects on the Sino-Australian relations 

As scholars of Sino-Australian relationship once claimed, the Sino-Australian trade 
relationship is basically a re-run of the Australia-Japan trade in 1970s: Australia trades 
Chinese electronics and low-end manufactured goods with natural resources and agricultural 
products (Mark & Li 2012). However, this trade relationship with a patent of resource 
complementarity (Roberts & Rush 2012) has been facing growing potential challenges as 
both countries are stressing out their sustainable strategy (Guidolin & Alpcan 2019; Zhang, 
Yuan, & Tian 2019), and in the long term generating more variables in the bilateral 
relationship. 
 
Although official statements and analyses from both sides deem the economic ties as the 
fundamental guarantee of a cooperative and friendly bilateral relationship (MFA 2019a; DFAT 
2019; Cook 2007), no corresponding research has ever been conducted to evaluate how 
strong and resilient these ties are to remain as the key stand during times of national 
economic transition or political clash. As a matter of fact, coal trade, as one of the few pillars 
that prop up the bilateral economic relation (Dupont & Hintze 2007), has shown possible 
vulnerability when faced with the authorities’ increasing ambition to uphold the environmental 
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and ecological standards in the trade relationship. On 21 February 2019, after quoting from 
an official of Chinese Dalian Port, Reuters released an exclusive report regarding the Chinese 
‘ban’ and prolonging of clearing time for imported Australian coal (Meng, Xu, & Patton 2019), 
which stirred up a round of panic among Australia’s mineral exporters together with more 
than 1.3 per cent drop of the Australian dollar (Letts 2019). Later on the same day, Geng 
Shuang, the spokesman of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, responded to the report at a press 
conference by explaining that ‘Chinese Customs conducts inspecting and testing measures ... 
to better safeguard the legal rights and interests of Chinese importers, and to protect the 
environment’ (MFA 2019b), demonstrating increasing environmental concern towards coal 
trade. The effect of such concern is gradually revealing. According to the Ministry of 
Commerce, in the first half of 2019 the number of Chinese imports of Australian fossil fuels, 
mineral oil and their products (HS Code 27) fell by 10 per cent year-on-year (Ministry of 
Commerce 2019). This event has partly demonstrated that although a massive trade volume 
forms the basis of the current bilateral relationship, governments have gradually revealed the 
intention to achieve environmentally friendly development and sustainability and this may still 
pose noticeable challenges to the Sino-Australian relationship by affecting the economic 
activities that take place between them. 
 
Taking the long-term view, the demand for Australian iron ore from Chinese domestic 
markets might also shrink due to the need to mitigate socio-economic and environmental 
problems that emerged with the unregulated growth of the steel industry in the 1980s and 
1990s (Jinlong Ma, Evans, Fuller, and Stewart 2002). In the ‘Steel industry adjustment and 
upgrading plan (2016–2020)’ the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) 
has proposed several principles and corresponding measures to ‘strictly prohibit any 
production capacity increase’ so as to cope with the ‘absolute surplus’ of Chinese steel 
production capacity (MIIT 2016: 4, 11). Matching it is the trade value of exported iron ores 
from Australia to China that peeked at 52,652,502 thousand ASD in 2013, while the figure 
from 2018 showed a slight drop (DFAT 2019). Furthermore, after looking into the specific 
figures of the Sino-Australian bilateral trade, Mark Beeson and Jeffrey D. Wilson (2015) 
argued that Sino-Australian trade might face long-term challenges because of several 
‘economic asymmetries’, which include unevenly shared dividends; differences on national 
economic independence and the lagged-behind development of investment cooperation in 
the Sino-Australian relationship (Beeson & Wilson 2015). 
 
To conclude, due to the intention to achieve sustainable development for the two countries, 
the Sino-Australian complementary trade relationship based on iron ore and coal is facing 
more uncertainties and challenges both in the short and long term, which in turn makes the 
current Sino-Australian relationship lack sufficient long-term stability in the context of global 
promotion of sustainable development.  

Where to from now 

Australia has been described as the ‘lucky country’, with its success and development being 
primarily driven by its diverse resources, Asia’s rapid industrialisation and China’s demand for 
these resources (Horne 2008). In short, China has helped drive commodity prices and the 
mining investment boom in Australia. Zhang and Zheng (2008: 95) outline that the Chinese 
economy is ‘still in the mid-stage of the process of “take-off”’ and therefore, ‘the rapid 
expansion in demand for energy and minerals will continue for about another two decades 
until its economy is fully industrialised and urbanised’. With this, China will likely evolve into a 
service-based economy, and, therefore, its demand for Australian resources will decrease, as 
it becomes more economy-efficient and ‘resource-efficient’ (Zhang & Zheng 2008: 95). 
With China and Australia both moving towards a more sustainable future, and as coal demand 
begins to lower, both nations must focus on moving away from finite resource-based trade, 
towards sustainable knowledge and service-based trade. 
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Australia is a ‘Five Pillar Economy’ rooted in agriculture (Batt 2015), mining (Garnett 2015), 
manufacturing (Green 2015), services (Rasmussen 2015) and education (Coelli 2015). 
While iron ore and coal make up a large proportion of Australian exports to China, education 
services are quickly growing, ranking as the third-largest Australian export (DFAT 2018a). 
China is currently the largest market for Australian educational services. In 2018, 255,896 
Chinese students enrolled in Australian educational institutions and comprised around 31 per 
cent of the international education industry, pulling in an impressive AU$30.3 billion for 
Australia the year prior (Australian Trade and Investment Commission 2019; DET 2018; 
Robinson 2018). With Mandarin being the second most spoken language in Australia, the 
accessibility for Chinese students to study in higher education is also greatly supported (ABS 
2017). As a result, based on current statistics, education takes up 8 per cent of export shares, 
and has been growing at a rapid pace, with a reported 12.9 per cent growth trend predicted 
for the next five years. This growth trend exceeds that of iron ore (-0.9 per cent) and coal 
(5.2 per cent) (DFAT 2018b: 25). 
 
In terms of services, China’s demand for business services is increasing. At the same time, 
Australia’s advanced services, such as legal, accounting, engineering, architecture, and 
financial services, as well as management consulting, are ‘rapidly’ growing (Rasmussen 2015: 
para. 1). Professor Kofman, in ‘Doing Business in China’ (2018: 2) outlines that ‘China will 
continue its strong demand for Australia’s primary commodities, but it won’t do so at the 
same exponential growth rates … Australia’s services sector, on the other hand, is extremely 
well placed to contribute to building that social infrastructure’. However, as Rasmussen points 
out, due to Australia’s concentration ‘on the old world slow-growth markets of the United 
States and Europe’, and restrictive trade practices, Australia’s service growth is still largely 
domestic-based, and, as a consequence, there has been a failure to penetrate the Chinese 
market. Nonetheless, there is a general optimism among Australian businesses. A 2018 report 
surveying 100 Australian businesses operating in or doing business in China, conducted jointly 
by KPMG, University of Melbourne, and China-Australia Chamber of Commerce, found that 
almost 50 per cent of surveyed companies rate China as a top priority in short-term 
investment plans, and 38 per cent list it within their top-three priorities (Kofman 2018: 8). 
This finding was bolstered by the fact that there was ‘a significant increase in investment [in 
China] by 22%, and a moderate increase in investment by 42%’ in the year ending in 2016. 
It was found that ‘virtually no companies scaled back investment level’ (Kofman 2018: 8).  
 
Both education and services are undoubtedly the future of, and key to a lasting China-
Australia relationship. Additionally, they are essential mechanisms in unlocking advanced 
cooperation and fostering the knowledge to encourage innovation in combating 
environmental issues. It is, therefore, crucial for both nations to continue to cultivate 
education and service-based trade to ensure a sustainable China-Australia relationship. 

Conclusion 

Coal and natural resource reduction are a prospect for the future, however, as the Sino-
Australian trade relationship falls behind in sustainable visions for the time to come, there is 
uncertainty about the foundations of the relationship. Sino-Australian relations have been solely 
built on foundations of trade with emphasis on the natural resources sector; they have 
continued to flourish with China as the largest export market for ten years in a row (Australian 
Embassy China 2012; DFAT 2019). Attention has been broadcast worldwide, to the 
importance of sustainability and to the major impact that coal production and usage has on the 
earth and its systems. Sustainability is a vital factor that must now be considered into every 
action including energy production, even at the detriment of international relations. The China-
Australia relationship is one of them and the answer is simple, to move away from goods and 
into services. The education and services sector have provided an excellent opportunity for 
Australia to keep up with China’s move towards sustainability. There is not only potential to 
strengthen Sino-Australia relations but also to create a platform for advanced cooperation and 
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to catalyse innovations towards a more sustainable future for both countries. Sustainability is 
not limited to the state of the earth but extends to the relationships between countries and 
their ability to unite; China and Australia may be reaching for sustainable energy production but 
are they capable of reaching for a sustainable relationship as well? 
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