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  Abstract 
This study analyses the constitution of the development of hybrid identity in 
young adult Australian-Mainland Chinese (YAAMC) in Melbourne. The literature 
review focuses on cultural adoption for Chinese immigrant. The guiding research 
questions for these multiple case studies are: How do the young adult Australi-
an-Mainland Chinese in Melbourne develop their hybrid identities which emerge 
from both Mainland Chinese and Australian cultures? The hybrid identity in-
volves an identity calibration process of adjusting the ultimate self, appropriate to 
the situations, contexts, and cases in way inherent to the conflicting, challenging, 
and dichotomous spaces within third spaces. Data was drawn from 
semi-structured interviews and a focus group collected from three participants. It 
is grounded in the third space theory. It suggests that hybrid identity formation in 
Melbourne for young adults involves a fluid, diverse and complex cultural identi-
ty formation. The experiences of hybridity are also shaped in past and present 
relationships and in expectations of what might come. Melbourne as a third space 
provides the ground for constructing interplays between culture, environment, and 
community. For 2 and 1.5 generation Australian-Mainland Chinese, these hybri-
dized identities can be understood as a process of constant shifting towards posi-
tive and harmonious way of being. 
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1. Introduction 

Living in such a multicultural country, for young adults growing up in immigrant families can create both chal-
lenges and opportunities (Gonzales, Fabrett, & Knight, 2009). The research explores the identity of young adult 
Australian-Mainland Chinese (YAAMC) based on the theory of the BhaBha’s (1994) “the third space” and puts 
BhaBha’s (1994) “hybridity” concept into practice. Hybridity is a salient feature of identity and cultural orientation 
amongst these migrant youth adults (Ang, 2001; Ngan & Chan, 2012). This study builds on YAAMC, namely 1.5 
generation and 2 generation migrants. 1.5 generation refers to adolescents who immigrated with their parents before 
or during their early teens, generally 6-14 years old (Wang & Collins, 2016). 2 generation refers to children who 
were born of immigrants in the host country (Wang & Collins, 2016). Therefore, the aim of this study focuses on 
the hybrid practices that the YAAMCs, their cultural identities’ construction employ in engaging in socio-cultural 
and communities, which involves the sense of belonging and attitudes, and cultural practices. 

Studying the relationship between hybridity and identities illuminates how individuals make transitions between 
their homes and host cultures, and how their social situatedness is influenced by their multicultural experiences and 
being in-between distinct cultures. Regardless of the purpose of Mainland Chinese’s transnational relocation, edu-
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cation, environment, and politics; they have to live in a new and unfamiliar culture. The identity development of 
children who grow up in a bicultural environment might be influenced by multiple reasons because they have to go 
through migration between the two cultures before they can integrate into any one culture (Pollock & Van Reken, 
2009). To further explain, their identities have not been completely assimilated or changed, but incorporated ele-
ments of the culture, creating a new hybrid culture. Therefore, it is necessary to explore YAAMC’s identity con-
struction process.  

For migrant young adults, belonging to an ethnic group enables them to relate to a certain culture which may 
provide them with psychological comfort (Hogg, D'Agata & Abrams, 1989). Positive attitude leads to enhancement 
whereas negative attitude causes negation (Deaux & Etheir, 1998). In the context of a multicultural society like 
Australia, belonging to the heritage culture or host culture is considered important to both ethnic minority and the 
dominant culture (Bukhori Muslim, 2015). Sam (2000) argues that the resilience of Australian society depends on 
the positive identification to its heritage while balancing between heritage and dominant cultures. Rejection of 
someone’s heritage can be counterproductive to resilience (Smolicz & Secombe, 1989). Thus, belonging to and 
having a positive attitude to Mainland Chinese heritage culture among YAAMC is worth nurturing to help support 
Australian national resilience.  

The lives of the mainland Chinese migrants clearly showed the changes of switching from one cultural to another, 
which could be explain the hybrid cultural (Chen, 2003) option. If examined as a dynamic process, in that the ef-
forts they made oscillated between their place of origin and the new country, between their original culture and 
their adopted culture, as their sense of belonging and sense of self evolved. Based on Gao’s (2006) thought, Main-
land Chinese migrants make effort to build the connection between themselves with both Mainland China and Aus-
tralia, and express themselves with both cultures. After the migrants arrived in Australia, the construction of a new 
life was followed by two types of ongoing effort to counteract marginalization in both China and Australia. Hybrid 
cultural option refers to the attempts made by the mainland Chinese migrants to counter marginalization in both 
Australia and China. 

2. Hybridity Theory and Third Space 
Being in-between various sources of knowledge discourse can be helpful and also limiting in the development of 

identities through associated literate, social, and cultural practices, which is also known as the third space theory 
(Moje et al., 2004). 

The third space is the core hybrid situation that requires calibration and constant adjustment in fluid movements 
between past and present, and in doing so, shapes the ultimate identity of such hybrid forms in fluidity, encom-
passing both past and present resources (Bhabha, 1990). The definition of identity that I utilized in this study is 
viewing hybrid identity through Bhabha’s (1994) description and it involves an identity calibration process of ad-
justing the ultimate self, appropriate to the situations, contexts, and cases in way inherent to the conflicting, chal-
lenging, and dichotomous spaces within third spaces among Mainland Chinese-Australian cultures.  

3. About the study  
The research project is guided by the following question: 
How do the YAAMC immigrants in Melbourne develop their hybrid identity which emerges from both Main-

land Chinese and Australian cultures? 
This paper draws on findings from interviews with 3 young Mainland Chinese who permanently reside in the 

Melbourne area. I recruited two participants who were born in Mainland China and the other one who was born in 
Australia, all their parents were born in Mainland China. The age of the participants ranges from 20-35, both Main-
land Chinese–born immigrations were brought to Australia when they were below 10. Interviewees were asked to 
elicit information about participants’ backgrounds, immigration experiences, and their parental information. The 
data made analysis according to themes as well as those generated through the data collection process. 

4. Researching YAAMC in Melbourne 
This section discusses three participants’ salient identity practices, and categorizes cases into sense of belonging 

and attitudes and cultural aspects.  
Several cases showed that the young adults’ sense of belonging is complicated. First, for YAAMCs, before mi-

grating to Australia at the age of eight, Bob was raised in Mainland China by his grandparents. After living in 
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Melbourne for several years, he was more intensively exposed to Australian culture. He is a citizen of Australia; 
however, he is currently working at a famous Chinese University in Beijing. Although he is exposed to Mainland 
Chinese culture at his currently working environment such as teaching Chinese students and consuming Chinese 
food, living in Melbourne for more than twenty years has shifted his identification so that now he shows a large 
proportion of sense of belonging to Australia.  

I predominantly identify as being Australian…Although like in terms of what cultural background I represent 
that depends on the situation. When I'm hanging out with my Australian friends, I mean, we all identify as mainly 
Australian, ethnically were all from different types of backgrounds some Caucasian, some Indian, Pakistani, some 
like Mainland China, Malaysia, some from Singapore so forth. So, I think we mainly just treated each other as be-
ing Strayans. (Bob, male, 32). 

However, his current workplace may have contributed to his feeling of being Mainland Chinese, as he does not 
make any mention to his colleagues of having grown up in Australia. He does not want “too distinction”. He be-
lieves that his sense of belonging both strongly to Chinese and Australian.  

On the contrary, a different process of identification is also experienced by Amy, another Mainland Chinese-born 
participant. Amy does not show too much a strong sense of belonging to either Mainland China or Melbourne. 
During her initial life in Australia, she showed a stronger sense of belonging to Mainland China. During her first 
year in Australia, she found it hard to adapt to life in Australia and missed her extended family in Nanjing.  

In fact, the first year I spent a couple of months at home waiting for school position, we were living in a house of 
my parents’ friend and then I found it really hard to make friends. During that day we didn't know anything, but 
thankfully, my parents’ friend helped us a lot (Amy, female, 22).  

After Amy’s family settled down in Melbourne and visited Mainland China occasionally, Amy displays hybrid 
identification with both places. She believes that Melbourne offers a more comfortable life.  

I only go back to China every three or four years, normally for holidays or family issues. Well, I don’t have stu-
dies there; I don’t have any friends there. So basically, half the time with my relatives and half the time spent by 
myself, and I feel a little bit alone. (Amy, female, 22). 

Meanwhile, for the 2 generation Charlotte, the main reason for identifying with Mainland China is the parental 
origin. Charlotte displays a stronger sense of belonging to Australia. Her birthplace (Nesdale & Mak, 2003) and 
limited contact with Mainland China resulted in a strong identification with Australia. Born in Melbourne, Char-
lotte has visited Mainland China only once in her life.  

I identify myself as an Australian-Chinese. But my mom always reminds me you are Chinese, but I was born and 
raised here. And so that’s why I’m Australian. I am not fully a Chinese, because I haven’t really experienced Chi-
nese Culture. I know about Mainland China’s just through my mom’s descriptions and TV. Well, if they ask me 
where I’m from I’ll say Australia, but if they want to know more I’ll say my parents are from China (Charlotte, fe-
male, 22). 

Charlotte’s identification with Mainland China was influenced by her mother. Her Mainland Chinese mother in-
troduced her to Chinese cultural values at an early age. Charlotte believes she is exposed to Chinese values at home 
but also Australian values at school. At home, she feels a strong association with Mainland China because of the 
daily dialogue with her mother and food, and even moral standards such as respect for elders. Her mother also in-
troduced her to traditional Chinese customs such as making dumplings and red pocket money (lucky money). At 
the end of the interview, Charlotte expressed positive attitudes to Mainland China. 

I'd like to travel around China, trying to go to the some of the like main cities, experience the culture. And what 
I've come to learn is the culture is very different in different areas. I think I could understand my cultural identity 
better (Charlotte, female, 22). 

All three participants’ identifications with dominant culture and parents’ origin culture are complicated, and their 
identification with both cultures in varied. Although there are discrepancies between cognitive, affective and beha-
vioral dimensions, they can turn these differences and transitions into a unity with their own methods.  

Tan (1990) had identified some significant values in Chinese culture, including the importance of the family or 
kinship groups, respects for elders, obligations toward friends and relatives, and the avoidance of conflict. In the 
context of multicultural Australia, Mainland Chinese is considered a distinct ethnic group, like another non-English 
speaking and non-Indigenous ethnic groups (Guerra & White, 1995). Identification with Australia refers to any 
claims that the three participants have made to being part of Australia such as Australian values and popular cul-
ture. 

The last source of tension is engagement in cultural tradition, which is an important mode of belonging (Wenger, 
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2008). Contestation occurs in cultural engagement. Although they live in Australia, their Mainland Chinese parents 
have a strong influence on their maintenance of Chinese values. All three participants in this study now live with 
their parents and have a positive relationship with their families. Bob was raised in Mainland China collectivistic 
values by his grandparents before 8 years old. After living in Melbourne for several years, he shows the collectivis-
tic Chinese values. When I interviewed him, he was waiting for a new academic position at a famous University in 
China. 

Currently, I am living with my parents; I’m in the periodic before I start my new job. They held me in a pretty 
positive light, I think they generally have like very positive thoughts about me, only negative is not married yet nor 
grandkids yet. So even for the other than that, I think my family relationship pretty positive (Bob, male, 32). 

Family relationship is also positive in the other two participants’ family. Since there are no relatives in Mel-
bourne, Charlotte has a very strong relationship with her mom. Amy prepares dinner when her parents are late from 
work and assists her parents in other ways. 

In this study, the three participants have invested their energy to acquire several values considered integral to 
Australia such as fair-go, tolerance and diversity. 

The main theme identified throughout the data collection across all the participants is high tolerance about being 
multicultural. For instance, Charlotte states:  

I think there are benefits to being bicultural people in general. Well, there are a lot of mainland Chinese people 
living in Melbourne that don’t speak English that well. Sometimes I can help the translation. And it’s a good ice-
breaker, if someone has never been exposed to any Chinese culture, I have something to talk about and they can 
understand a bit of Chinese culture (Charlotte, female, 22). 

Similarly, Bob and Amy reflect harmoniously in adopting being bicultural and bilingual. Amy expresses being 
bicultural is a good thing, and not letting any tensions arise or any toughness that might be caused by the diver-
gences between two cultures. They seem to have accepted that they are part of multicultural Australia.  

On the other hand, our participants show their high tolerance to race difference. For instance, Bob expresses an 
uncomfortable experience he had. 

I was once at a train station, and there were two kids, I am guessing their parental background may not be that 
great. They drawing some small rocks at me, but I didn’t feel like that race is a huge deal, for me, I just felt like 
they have bad parents. So, it was to me again not a big deal (Bob, male, 32). 

Bob used twice ‘it was a not big deal’ that indicates he tried to avoid conflict with people. Also, Charlotte saw a 
man yelling out racist comments but she thought the man under the influence of alcohol or drugs. Charlotte ex-
plains that people in Melbourne do not really experience that much discrimination because Melbourne is so diverse. 
Most significantly, participants in Melbourne reflect a disposition to avoiding conflicts and being accepting and 
being in solid positivity and reconciling manner. 

All participants adopt their own ways to manage the possible conflicts in third spaces, as a result of their balance 
identification with Mainland China and Australia, their third identity has adopted both Chinese and Australian val-
ues. They held the Mainland Chinese values of family respect and assistance and are engaged in Australian popular 
cultures. For YAAMCs, the conflict zones happened in Melbourne, where provides a new situation for switching 
principles, rethinking and extending. 

5. Conclusion: Navigating Positive Hybrid Identities in Melbourne 
The participants in this study show a positive hybrid identification with both Mainland China and Australia. 

They integrate the values of both cultures in their life in Melbourne. They positively and effectively operated com-
plex identities with robust confidence and maintained their strong hybridities. They acknowledged that they cur-
rently live in Australia but imagine themselves to be part of Mainland China. The three participants explained that 
they are now Australian but are afraid of losing their Chinese identity so they use this conflict zone and integrate 
both cultures as their identity (Berry, 2005; Sam, 2000), which was distinct from the cultures that were originally 
formed their identity (Bhabha, 2004; Moje et al., 2004); and use them strategically in different contexts. 

As all participants report that Melbourne is a hybrid space in the way it serves and functions for the community 
members to both maintain hybrid identity in theory and practice, and to manage to be socially active synchronously 
in all spheres of life diversely in the Melbourne, such as social, family, and educational life. Bhabha (1994) states 
that the third spaces as productive hybrid cultural spaces provide various knowledge and discourse. The expansion 
of diverse cultural both in Melbourne bridges people from various backgrounds. In this regard, Melbourne is a 
unique hybrid space that joins ideas of the east and west, secularism and Chinese traditions, democracy and mod-
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ernity, theory and practice. And for YAAMCs, they feel inclusive in Melbourne and their tolerance also reflects this 
circumstance. 
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