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Conclusion: Womin-dji-ka 

(welcome) to Bendigo, a city 
of flourishing diversity?

By examining histories of cohesion at the local scale, this book has revealed the 
far-reaching and cumulative effects of modest acts that hold social, religious 
and spiritual meaning: acts such as donating money, breastfeeding, praying, 
blessing, wishing, writing letters, supporting neighbours, organising and 
attending meetings. These acts enable larger groups to gather and identify 
as one. When economic, material and social conditions permitted a built 
space of faith or spiritual expression, faith-based and interfaith connections 
and belonging were often ‘scaled up’ into congregations and community. 
Conversely, where economic conditions declined, so too did the struggle 
to maintain cohesion intensify. This was perhaps no more pertinent than 
in 2015 to 2016, when dissent over the proposed Bendigo mosque became 
violent, as discussed in Chapter Nine. Amid the vocal furore, one quiet act 
of recognition and respect affirmed Bendigo’s grassroots commitment to 
keep struggling for social cohesion.

Since 2016, Bendigo’s processional culture has reflected the sovereign right of 
Djaara people to welcome newcomers to their land through the organisation 
of the Easter Parade assembly.1 A photograph of the 2019 parade shows 
Djaara people leading the parade through Bendigo’s streets. They hold 
a banner on which ‘Womin-dji-ka’ is boldly painted; below, a translation 
‘(Welcome)’, in English and in brackets, asserts Djaara sovereignty.

1	  Ralph Beh, Major Events Officer and Parade Co-ordinator, City of Greater Bendigo, personal 
communication to Jennifer Jones, October 19, 2023.
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Traditionally and into current times, the Bendigo parade has moved along 
Pall Mall, one of Bendigo’s principal streets. Wide and tree-lined, Pall Mall 
extends north from the central junction of Charing Cross, where the large 
and ornate ‘Alexandra Fountain’ honours the Princess of Wales and marks 
the centre of Bendigo city.2 Opened by Alexandra’s sons, Princes Albert and 
George, in 1881, this monument symbolises imperial relations and displays 
Bendigo’s enormous goldrush wealth. Built of highly polished Harcourt 
granite, it literally manifests the upturning and transformation of the land 
in this district. Staging the Easter Parade along Pall Mall, with its references 
to London landmarks and its grand colonial buildings and impressive 
monuments, was intended to invoke imperial patriotism and pride in 
the city’s development. The order of assembly reflected and reinforced 
the gendered, classed and racialised structures of empire and attributed 
importance to participants relative to this hierarchy. Historian Michael 
Roper has argued that public rituals, including processions, can bolster 
existing social hierarchies.3 The early Easter parades of the 1870s were led 
by the mayor in full regalia, followed by members of the legislative assembly 
and councillors of Sandhurst, Eaglehawk and surrounding shire councils, 
and then by members of various boards and committees.4 Their rank and 
distinction were also established by their elevated means of conveyance 
in horse-drawn carriages. This contrasted the procession of the friendly 
societies and fire brigades whose members walked behind, each clustered 
behind their ornate banner of allegiance. While this illustrates how ‘imperial 
locations’ have been ‘power-saturated sites of cultural conjuncture and 
contest’, they have also been (as this book has revealed) sites of connection, 
cohesion and repair.5

As a collective form of expression, parading makes visible the tight forms 
of cohesion that are usually created and sustained in the more private 
spaces, like those of community organisations and religious congregations. 
The makings of interfaith and multi-religious social cohesion become 
apparent when these associations are brought into public space: a cohesion 

2	  ‘Alexandra Fountain,’ National Trust Database, accessed October 27, 2023, vhd.heritage.vic.gov.
au/search/nattrust_result_detail/68184.
3	  Michael Roper, ‘Inventing Traditions in Colonial Society: Bendigo’s Easter Fair, 1871–1885,’ 
Journal of Australian Studies 9, no. 17 (1985): 31–40, doi.org/10.1080/14443058509386911.
4	  Michael Roper, ‘Inventing Traditions in Goldfields Society: Public Rituals and Townbuilding in 
Sandhurst, 1867–1885,’ (Master’s thesis, Monash University, 1986), 212.
5	  Tony Ballantyne and Antoinette Burton, ‘Introduction,’ in Moving Subjects: Gender, Mobility, and 
Intimacy in an Age of Global Empire, ed. Tony Ballantyne and Antoinette Burton (University of Illinois 
Press, 2009), 3.

http://vhd.heritage.vic.gov.au/search/nattrust_result_detail/68184
http://vhd.heritage.vic.gov.au/search/nattrust_result_detail/68184
http://doi.org/10.1080/14443058509386911
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visible to, and extended by, spectators – themselves of diverse faiths and 
religions – as they rub shoulders on footpaths and move along streets where 
they also conduct their daily lives. This intimacy of scale fosters a sense 
of commonality within the crowd; a shared appeal draws upon ‘the ease of 
access, comfort of contact and sharing of affinities, which underpin much 
of social life’.6 As celebratory events that bring heterogeneous groups into 
one space, parades have the capacity to unify and to challenge people just by 
being together in the same place on the same day.

Therefore, while organisers may have included marginalised groups for one 
purpose, like the Aboriginal participants that joined the Easter procession in 
1891, the intentions of actual performers and the interpretations of the crowd 
may have differed. Described in 1891 through a European lens as a ‘band 
of aboriginals’, their presence was likely designed to cultivate entertainment 
and exoticism at the tail of the procession.7 Chinese pageantry, as noted 
in the introduction, was also included to foster a carnival atmosphere. 
The long-lasting benefit that resulted from Chinese participation was a 
negotiated outcome, one that responded to the demands of the Chinese 
community and met the needs of parade organisers. As the chapters and 
popouts of this book have shown, the proximate and shared daily practices 
of spirituality, faith and religion on the gold fields were often at odds with 
the more divisive or racialised identities asserted through institutions, 
media or prevailing discourse. The nexus between race and religion has 
been a complex and shifting one, underscored by the forces of the markedly 
Christian, self-consciously white-driven project of settler colonialism. 
The cohesive operations of difference apparent in Bendigo’s Easter Parade 
displayed possibilities for the city’s identity despite current assertions of 
essential racial difference between Europeans and people of Chinese, South 
and Southeast Asian descent. This public celebration of faith, and multi-
faiths, has taken place for over a hundred years.

Through our methodical focus on the history of cohesion, we have 
developed new understandings of ‘the politics of nearness’, including how 
people mix and learn from each other in public and in more concealed 
meeting spaces.8 Sometimes in a single ceremony or event, or over years 
and decades, the spiritualities, religions and faiths of others became familiar 

6	  Suzanne Hall, City, Street and Citizen: The Measure of the Ordinary (Routledge, 2012).
7	  ‘The Easter Fair. Sandhurst,’ The Herald (Melbourne), March 31, 1891, p. 1, col. 5, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article242124666; Roper, ‘Inventing Traditions.’
8	  Hall, City, Street and Citizen.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article242124666
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article242124666
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through the physical nearness of neighbours.9 Our interest in nearness has 
shown how the daily and private intimacies of spirituality and faith – those 
beliefs and acts of trust and of worship – are inseparable from love, marriage, 
child-raising and self and familial belonging. It is also evident that these 
forces have shaped less frequent and more spectacular intimacies – those of 
congregations, parades, legal proceedings and festivals. Many of the stories 
presented across the chapters take notice of negotiated and sometimes 
tenuous forms of connection that might otherwise be elided. The local 
focus of these histories brings the granularity of this historical diplomacy 
into view and reveals how faith, spirituality and religion might inform and 
support fragile but essential efforts to communicate. The change that saw 
Djaara people lead the Easter Parade’s order of assembly exemplifies such 
quiet but powerful neighbourliness.

Local Djaara and Aboriginal community–controlled organisations invite 
Indigenous community members to ‘help celebrate and represent Mob 
by leading the parade and welcoming thousands of visitors to Bendigo’.10 
Asserting survival and celebrating identity at this important local event 
provides local settlers and visitors with ‘a starting point, an invitation to 
meet’ their Indigenous neighbours.11 Local public acts are thus enlisted, 
as Penny Edmonds argues: 

for powerful and affective processes of social transformation and 
are testament to the urgent and genuine desire of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous peoples alike … to forge different relationships 
with each other to create new cross-cultural and equitable 
futures. Such performances are thus crucial to the radical political 
work of reconstructing history for the purpose of building 
affective engagement between people … in moves towards new 
postcolonial socialities.12

9	  Ibid., 95.
10	  Bendigo Reconciliation & Allyship Committee, ‘DJAARA will be leading the Bendigo Easter 
Festival parades once again this year …’ Facebook, March 20, 2024, www.facebook.com/bendigo​
reconciliation/​photos/djaara-will-be-leading-the-bendigo-easter-festival-parades-once-again-this-yeara/​
732​83​4428961434/?_rdr.
11	  Megan Davis, ‘Speaking Up: The Truth About Truth-telling,’ Griffith Review, no. 76 (2022): 25, 
www.griffithreview.com/articles/speaking-up/.
12	  Penelope Edmonds, Settler Colonialism And (Re)conciliation: Frontier Violence, Affective Performances, 
and Imaginative Refoundings (Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 8.

http://www.facebook.com/bendigoreconciliation/photos/djaara-will-be-leading-the-bendigo-easter-festival-parades-once-again-this-yeara/732834428961434/?_rdr
http://www.facebook.com/bendigoreconciliation/photos/djaara-will-be-leading-the-bendigo-easter-festival-parades-once-again-this-yeara/732834428961434/?_rdr
http://www.facebook.com/bendigoreconciliation/photos/djaara-will-be-leading-the-bendigo-easter-festival-parades-once-again-this-yeara/732834428961434/?_rdr
http://www.griffithreview.com/articles/speaking-up/
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Celebrating and crediting the authority of traditional ownership at the Easter 
Parade establishes a nuanced dialogue between Indigenous participants, 
organisers and audiences. While not in itself addressing inequalities in 
health, education, child removal or incarceration rates, this symbolic act 
creates a local platform for acknowledging these issues as outcomes of 
dispossession.13 This dialogue recognises the centrality of access to land; 
its resources have facilitated Bendigo’s settler diversity at the cost of Djaara 
wellbeing and opportunity. Now the permanent parade leaders on their 
birthright Country, Djaara people invite newcomers to participate in 
relationship-building, an essential first step for fair reparation and repair.

13	  Megan Davis, ‘Speaking Up,’ 28.
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