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The individual’s experience of belonging is not defined by where they are but rather whom they 

associate with and what ideas they posses. Memoirs are the most influential possessions that one 

can one no matter how different that they may be. The principle messages of association and 

relationships are explored through Raimond Gaita’s memoir Romulus, My Father  (RMF) which 

reinforce the necessities of effective communication. Similarly such themes are also prevalent within 

the documentary Once Upon a Time in Cabramatta (OUATIC) written by Jacob Hickey as Belonging 

within the migrant experience in Australia is examined. The characters within both RMF and OUATIC 

both resemble the changing rights and freedoms of new arrivals but more importantly it sheds light 

upon the specific interactions and associations that humans achieve in order to fulfil their 

experience of Belonging. 

Characterisation is a domineering influence that plays upon each individual and this is certainly 

visible in RMF with Romulus Gaita whom face repeated crises of Belonging. The ways and methods 

in which an individual converses with others and their community create an image of oneself that in 

the case of Romulus was frequently distorted. Romulus was a man of strong value and a “fierce 

moralist” (pg. 172) and would convey the truth without “a trace of euphemism” (pg. 172). In this 

manner, Romulus estranged his relationships with his friends and others in society whom did not 

understand him. Although Romulus describes the staged hospitality of people on his return visit to 

Yugoslavia, it became clear the act of offering food was a mere diversion for their lack of openness. 

As Raimond recalls that his father “loved to be among people” (pg. 170) indicating that he was more 

fulfilled in past years with the presence of genuine accompaniment. The experience of Belonging is 

reinforced through the individual persona and how to respond to the changing societal situations 

that they face. 

The individual is a powerful force that can either work together or function against community 

associations. Within OUATIC the essence of the migrant experience is characterised by the families 

of Vietnamese refugees seeking a new start in Australia. Being the untold story of how the 

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

documentary exonerates that every individual can associate together through a world that is for us 

“to share and to respect” and in coming together with harmonious relationships enhance their sense 

of Belonging. As the Vietnamese former Fairfield City councillor Thang Ngo puts it “we can’t report it 

if we don’t speak English”. The inability to communicate became a literal language barrier between 

affectionate adaptions into the Australian society. Thus the cultural segregation of the Vietnamese 

arrivals to the wider community limited the individual’s sense of Belonging, a challenge that would 

gradually be overcome allowing for the people “to find their place in modern multicultural Australia” 

which ultimately has affirmed their status in society. 
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Physical locations are also significant in the journey of the immigrant individual seeking to belong to 

their new landscape and culture. Hospitals are seen as places of rest and restitution but for Romulus 

it is more often the case that it is a dull and decrepit environment. Romulus encounters admissions 

to hospital institutions on a number of occasions through injury from a motorcycle crash, illness in 

Yugoslavia, depression and finally the ailment of his overall health as he passes away from a dead 

gut. This separation and feeling of not belonging is captured in the language of “the hills were grey… 

grave boulders, prehistoric”. The isolation that is attributed to being in a foreign locality is 

multilayered implications upon an individual’s emotional attachment to their associations and 

relationships with others. Such lack of authentic interaction that Romulus endured became the 

epitome of his suffering and gradual decline in fulfilment of his sense of Belonging. 

The individual’s interaction with others and the society in which they reside is in principle the 

underlying dynamics of one’s ability to communicate and associate. For the new migrants, 

Australia’s shift from the old world of White Australia to multiculturalism critically implicates their 

sense of Belonging. The contrasting family structures of the Asian world for many of the individuals 

whom struggled to settle in Australia affected their decisions to interact with each other and even 

themselves. “I wasn’t able to adapt. Our lives were … we were adrift. We weren’t even sure how to 

live anymore” as Son Nguyen, a recent refugee from Vietnam recalls emotional hurdles that cultural 

differences had made relating to the wider community and especially themselves increasing difficult. 

For the Vietnamese community, they needed “strong leadership” that would deliver them out of the 

“dark ages” and allow people to see them as “equals as everyone else”. By initially clustering 

together and then later forming a unified voice, the people of Cabramatta spoke out as an immigrant 

not emigrant population to declare their position as part of wider Australia. 

The world surrounding an individual plays an overarching role in influencing a persona’s sense of 

fulfilled Belonging. Characters thus represent the ideas that are conveyed through society as found 

in RMF and OUATIC where deliberations of the importance of association and relationships are 

examined. The migrant experience reinforces the critical nature of Belonging as not only being of the 

physical nature but also that of emotional connections and affiliations represented through 

language. Both RMF and OUATIC as non-fiction literary texts allow new and challenging ideas to be 

secured along with its ability to bear witness to the importance of the individual’s sense of belonging 

as defined by their interactions with their society, each other and most deeply themselves. 


