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2011 HSC English Advanced – AOS Belonging: Section 3 (Question 3) 15 Marks 

Prescribed text: Romulus My Father (Raimond Gaita) Related Text: Once Upon a Time in Cabramatta 

Explore how perceptions of belonging and not belonging can be influenced by connection to places. 

Our search for who are is fuelled by a need to find a place in the world where we belong. Belonging 

describes the state when one finally reaches a connection, whether it is physical or emotional with a 

community, a place, or ideal. The importance of the need to belong is represented through the texts 

of a memoir Romulus, My Father by Raimond Gaita, and the documentary Once Upon a Time in 

Cabramatta by Jacob Hickey, which both explore the potential barriers in establishing a connection 

with a place. These barriers can be described as the inability to make connections due to a different 

cultural background, physical isolation and conflict caused by differing ideals, which frustrate one's 

ability to make connections.  

The human desire to create connections is one of the dominant motivations everyday life primarily 

occurring through the development of interpersonal relationships and the perception of home. A 

sharing of a common cultural background can develop relationships with similar directions. On the 

other hand, a lack of mutual ground frustrates attempts to develop relationships and belonging. This 

is evidenced through the recounts of the migrant experience in texts such as Romulus, My Father 

and Once Upon a Time in Cabramatta. 

In Romulus, My Father, Raimond Gaita asserts his perception that “Immigrants were tolerated, but 

seldom given respect accordingly due.” Gaita’s select choice of words, in particular the use of the 

word “tolerated” reflects that due to differing cultures, the white Australian community neglected 

the respect that Romulus deserved due to his Eastern European background acting as a foreign 

hindrance. However, Romulus' skilled craftsmanship and his character allow for a gradual 

accustoming in their attitudes towards him. Cultural barriers can be a significant impediment to the 

creation of relationships and place, particularly that of immigrants' identity amongst the wider 

community. 

Once Upon a Time in Cabramatta explores the notions of cultural backgrounds and place of 

communal identity similarly – upon the arrival of Vietnamese refugees in the 1970s, the describes 

this as a time where “white Australia clashed with a vision to create a new nation.” This shows that 

mistrust and a lack of mutual understanding can create not only cultural, but further distort the 

mental barriers that must be overcome. Once Upon a Time in Cabramatta is the untold story of how 

the Vietnamese community overcame the odds and found their place in multicultural Australia. Jo 

Le, a Vietnamese child refugee remarks “Cabramatta is a tattoo, a tattoo that I can’t get rid of” 

referring to the wider community’s negative stigma against the area and its people. Immediately the 

audience is alerted to the segregation of Vietnamese people from the Australian community. 

However, university sociologist Andrew Jakubowicz continues on to say that “multiculturalism is an 

ideal”. This is shown to be a fallacy when “the announcement was made but there was never any 

sort of consequential commentaries like – ‘and therefore the following things are likely to happen in 

your neighbourhood. And therefore we expect you to reach out to them. And it’s going to be a bit 

difficult because you won’t understand what they’re saying’. None of these conversations took 

place”. Two contrasts of hope and reality are immediately shown as Cabramatta was the beginning 
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of an experiment of new people and new policies demonstrating to us perhaps there are no such 

clear-cut distinctions of true belong of place and identity. 

Physical isolation whether on a short term basis or permanent relocation may result in the loss of 

one's relationship with a place, and cause a subsequent emotional alienation along disconnection 

leading to discomfort. From Romulus, My Father, Christine as a wife and mother is continually 

isolated from her surroundings at their country farm house Frogmore. Her emotional disconnection 

is even more severe as Raimond reflects upon his mother as “a dead red gum stood only a hundred 

metres from the house”. Raimond uses this also a figurative speech to describe the tree as “a symbol 

of her desolation”. The use of both the emotional and physical landscape is a direct correlation for 

the misery that Christine is drowning in which is deepened by her lack of emotional connection to 

Frogmore.  This is in stark contrast to Raimond's personal latter testimony later sheds light upon the 

necessity to feel at ease in a place in order to establish a connection to belong.  

Similarly in Once Upon a Time in Cabramatta, a Vietnamese community leader Hien Le says, ‘No-one 

wants to be a refugee … you are a person without knowing your destiny … you don’t have control of 

your life.” Despite the fact that Vietnam or South East Asia is the place of birth for many of the 

refugees, the Vietnamese people declare no intention to return to Vietnam due to their emotional 

estrangement caused by years of poverty and war. The underlying strength and commitment of the 

Vietnamese people in spite of their past and current terrors signifies that they are an immigrant 

community in Australia not an emigrant group waiting for better opportunities abroad. The 

multicultural ideal blurs the distinction between one's place of birth and adopted country and 

challenges the notion that one's place of birth is one's automatic place to belong to. 

The relationships between people, ideals and places hold dear a key to what may be a cause of 

conflict in the course of attempting to create connections and both physical and emotional 

belonging. In Romulus, My Father when Raimond develops partiality towards the delinquent 

characters in the movie Blackboard Jungle, but his teacher Mr Ronald Mottek consequently warns 

Raimond that “If you did anything bad, the disappointment would kill your father.” The Mottek’s  

use as hyperbole as method of illustration that Romulus’ stringent, Eastern European traditions of 

children acting in a responsible and proper manner conflicts with Raimond's pursuit of personal 

freedoms. This conflict also highlighted with Romulus’ displeasure at Raimond’s interest in Elvis 

Presley’s music creates friction in their relationship as father and son, as Raimond seeks the 

belonging to an open Australian culture whilst Romulus continues to belong to his traditional 

background.  

Once Upon a Time in Cabramatta also explores conflict in ideals, such as with the traditional 

Vietnamese family being torn apart. Hien Le recalls that in many cases the wife had now become 

“the, the breadwinner in the household” which many men struggled to accept their diminishing 

‘roles’. Children would also become a victim of the disrupted family as in many cases, both parents 

lacking English would have nearly every hour awake. “Recession, racism, the traumas of the past and 

the isolation of the present are all taking their toll. The head of the family, in particular, is struggling 

to find his place in an alien culture”. Here, through descriptive language the narrator displays a 

particular concern for the welfare of the connections of ‘family’ as a whole, which can be seen as the 

cost of the perceived dereliction of children for survival in a place of  a supposed multiculturalist and 

egalitarian Western freedom takes it toll. 
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Through text presents the challenges an outsider can face in the attempt to belong to a group or 

community, as well as the consequences a member can opting to receive external voices which 

may bring discord within the group. By suggesting that a connection towards an ideal and place 

be autonomous is as much fallacy as vibrancy of Christine’s red gum in Romulus, My Father . The 

xenophobic discrimination placed upon new migrants by White Australia symbolises the 

undesirable ramifications of unacceptance and intolerance as the stigmatised Vietnamese 

community brutality experience as recounted by Once Upon a Time in Cabramatta. It can be 

perceived that belonging, and its antithesis being physical and emotional isolation which co-exist in 

our everyday lives whether it be each other, about communal ideals, and links to places thus is in 

fact make connections ever so more important in belonging. 

 


