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Section A: Learning and teaching writing in 
context 

Creating and presenting 

The key idea in writing for Area of Study 2 
The idea that texts are purposeful structures underpins the three Areas of Study (AOS) in 
VCE English. Texts are made with intention: the ideas and the ways in which they are 
expressed are chosen and deployed purposefully, in order to achieve the writer/ director/ 
designer’s purpose.  

Students consider this key idea when they analyse other people’s texts in AOS 1 and 3, 
and Sections A and C of the examination. They are expected to understand and use this 
same idea when they make decisions about their own writing for AOS 2.  

Implications for teaching and learning Years 5–10 

The inclusion of AOS 2 in VCE English should invigorate the teaching of imaginative and 
personal writing in the earlier years.  

Students in middle school should have many opportunities to experiment and play with 
language—visual and verbal—in the texts that they compose. They should be 
encouraged to recognise the ways that other writers and composers of texts understand 
and follow conventional expectations about ways to use language and to shape the form 
of a text, as well as ways they disrupt and break these rules, for effect. Students should 
be encouraged and supported as they gain control over standard forms and conventions 
as well as presenting ideas in ways that challenge or defy these conventions. 

Students’ analysis and discussion of others texts should lead to a recognition of the 
affordances of different forms of narrative, including film, plays, novels and poetry. 
Understanding ways that the form of narrative shapes the way the story is told will help 
students make appropriate decisions about their own designs for narrative and other 
writing purposes and lead to more sophisticated and assured student writing in the senior 
years. This will include recognition of the ways that writers and speakers change the 
ways they use language to suit their purposes for particular audiences.  

• Write a brief account of an incident that happened in the school grounds. Use neutral 
language and make it sound factual and bland. Use a third person narrator. Then, in nine 
successive rewritings, (1a 1b, 1c, 2a, 2b and so on…) change the ways you tell this story 
using each of the following audiences and purposes in combination as a focus for your 
writing. 
1. a school friend  
2. the principal 
3. someone who doesn’t know much about the school, whom you want to entertain 

and 
a. you felt very sorry for the people involved. 
b. you felt very critical of the people involved. 
c. you felt amused by what you saw. 

Reflect on the changes you had to make to the language, structure and features of your 
writing. What have you learned about the influence of audience and purpose on a writer’s 
language choices? 
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Student writing for school assessed AOS 2 tasks 

Schools have a lot of freedom in deciding the form of tasks for Outcome 2. Schools may 
decide to set a folio of writing, or they may opt for a single piece for each semester. 
Schools might allow students freedom to decide upon the form, the audience and 
purpose of the text. Alternatively, a school might constrain students completely and 
design a SAC that mimics the examination task, where students respond to a prompt 
about which they have no choice, and write for the assessor, rather than a designated 
(fictitious) ‘audience and purpose’.  

The written explanation 

Student writing for the AOS 2 Outcome must be accompanied by a written explanation of 
the piece of writing, which is assessed along with the piece itself (see the assessment 
criteria for VCE English Outcome 2, Units 3 and 4, in the Assessment Handbook 
http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/vce/studies/english/index.html#H2N10091). Many schools are 
introducing this activity to accompany student writing in the junior years.  

The explanation is a means of encouraging students to be aware of and to articulate the 
decisions they make about language and form as they compose the piece. The VCAA 
provides a sample of the sorts of areas that students should consider and discuss. Often 
the explanation that students offer about their AOS 2 Outcome is largely directed to 
helping the teacher/assessor understand and appreciate the student’s intention and 
achievement, in relation to the specifics of the task, such as explaining how it is relevant 
to the prompt. However, it should be remembered that students do not write an 
explanation of their writing for Section B of the examination, and this piece of writing is 
assessed on its own merits, without any assistance such an explanation might have given 
the assessor.  

Perhaps for this reason students should be encouraged to see the explanation task as 
one that draws on the skills and understandings they use for the analysis of other 
people’s writing in AOS 3, and Section C of the examination. Rather than offering 
‘background information’ for the decisions they have made about content and form, they 
should be encouraged to discuss in some detail, using appropriate metalanguage, how 
their language choices are made to position their reader and help the text achieve its 
purposes, including impressing their reader with the student’s control over language and 
his/her developing grasp of complex ideas associated with the Context. Further, if 
students complete an analysis of the writing they undertake for AOS 1 and 3 this might 
help them see that these texts too should be designed purposefully, with authority and 
style, like the writing they do for AOS 2. 

Transposition of a story from one form of narrative into another form can help you 
appreciate the affordances of different types of text.  

Discuss these questions: 
• How is a third person narrative different from a first person narrative? What are some of 

the strengths and limitations of each of these approaches to story telling? Why might a 
writer choose one approach rather than another?  

• What are the limitations of presenting a narrative as a play? How is the experience of 
reading a play different from watching it as a theatrical production?  

• What strategies are available to a person composing a story that will be told as a film, 
which are not available to a playwright? 
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Student writing for Section B of the examination  

While students are able to write however they want for Section B of the examination, 
making language choices as they see fit, they are not able to write about whatever they 
want. The ideas that they deal with are determined by the VCAA; students must draw the 
ideas from the selected texts studied for the Context and in the examination focus on that 
which is ‘dictated’ to them by the prompt. Note the high modality of this verb!  

It follows that there are two aspects to effective preparation for Section B. Students 
should develop  

1. a comprehensive and complex understanding of the ideas relevant to the Context 
as explored in the selected texts  

2. an understanding of how to present these ideas most effectively to meet both the 
requirements set by the VCAA, and the examination criteria against which their 
pieces are judged by their teachers and the exam assessors. 

Requirements for writing in Section B  

Successive Exam Assessment Reports since the inception of the course in 2008 make it 
clear that student writing for this section should be different from that conventionally 
presented for Sections A and C. The exemplary forms that teachers have in mind when 
they teach students to write ‘text responses’ and ‘language analyses ‘, and against which 
they judge the texts that students produce for these tasks, do not apply for Section B. 
Linguistic structures and features that are appropriate, even mandatory, for Sections A 
and C in the examination, such as ‘academic’ English expression, third person address, 
objective discussion, formal terminology and a ‘received’ structure or form, do not 
(necessarily) apply for Section B.  

In Section B, the student’s text is expected to explore ideas that are associated with the 
Context chosen, that is, those dealt with or suggested by the selected texts from List 2, 
studied by the student. It follows that the single prompt provided for the Context will be 
relevant to all four texts set in List 2 and point to a central idea in the Context that these 
texts suggest.  

Teachers and students should be clear about the differences between writing for the 
School Assessed Coursework compared with writing for Section B of the examination. 
Because students will not be able to write an explanation in the examination, the piece 
must make itself clear and persuade the reader that it per se is  

• prompted (inspired by) by the prompt and  
• explores ideas that are relevant to the prompt and the Context.  

That is, the piece explores ideas that emerge from the study of the selected texts for the 
Context, including the text that is nominated on the front cover of the script book, in the 
direction dictated by the prompt.  

These aspects of the examination task are designed to guarantee both the authenticity of 
the piece of writing (that it is the student’s own work and has been composed during the 

Write an analysis of some writing you have read for your study of the Context in AOS 2, 
using the approach you would take when discussing a persuasive text for AOS 3. 
Discuss the similarities between the language choices made by the author of this piece 
and the language choices made by authors of the written pieces you have analysed for 
AOS 3. 
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examination) and that the student has read texts mandated by the VCAA for this part of 
the course. It is crucial that students include these elements in their written composition 
for Section B. When students, in their written explanation, argue for the relevance of their 
writing to the Context and/or the prompt without making this relevance clear in the piece 
itself, they could be encouraged to redraft in order to recognise (and solve) the problems 
that have to be overcome in order to do this.  

It is apparent from the Exam Assessment Reports that teachers have become more 
comfortable and experimental with this section of the examination since the course’s 
inception in 2008. According to these reports, each year more students write so-called 
imaginative pieces for Section B. Fewer students write ‘expository’ pieces that depend 
heavily on selected texts. We can infer from this that increasing numbers of teachers are 
confident that students can acquit themselves well in the examination by writing in a 
range of ways that reflect the students’ interests, preferences, and aptitudes for different 
approaches and forms of writing.  

In this way the course remains dynamic and evolving as teachers build on their 
classroom experience and the material that students have produced in previous years to 
recognise and utilise the possibilities offered in the study design and the assessment 
tasks. 

For this reason advice from textbooks published at the course’s inception in 2008 might 
be out of date or irrelevant some years later, just as information and advice published in 
the 1990s for the previous study design was well and truly out of date by the mid 2000s.  

Matching the writing’s design to its purpose in Section B 

The terms ‘expository’, ‘imaginative’ and ‘persuasive’ are used in the examination rubric 
and specifications. Such terms should become part of the metalanguage shared by 
teachers and students when they discuss effective writing and the characteristics of text, 
for any of the Areas of Study for VCE English.  

These terms have sometimes been treated in textbooks as though they describe discrete 
approaches to writing, or distinct forms of text. But many texts can be said to contain 
imaginative, expository and persuasive writing, often in ways that are inextricable, 
including narrative texts from List 1 and texts suitable for analysis in Outcome 2 and in 
Section C of the examination. 

For instance, in On the Waterfront, imaginative elements of the narrative help the 
director, Elia Kazan, to argue persuasively that individuals should ‘tell the truth’, in order 
to fulfil their civic duty and maintain the wellbeing of the community and larger society. As 
part of his strategy, Kazan includes exposition about the ways that criminal elements 
benefit from their infiltration of the longshoremen’s Union when Johnny Friendly outlines 
to Terry how his ‘operation’ makes its money. However, it should be noted by students 
that Kazan ensures that this information is presented plausibly within the narrative, 
contextualising it appropriately so that it helps to develop Friendly’s character and his 
relationships with others in the film.  

Students should consider how a narrative they read in AOS 1 or 2 could be considered to 
have a persuasive purpose. How does it position readers to think about various ideas? 
Are there elements of exposition in this narrative? How does the writer/ director include 
this exposition seamlessly, rather than making it sound as though he is awkwardly 
including something that the audience needs to know but which the characters know 
already? 
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Similarly, many of the opinionative pieces written by professional journalists (including 
editorials and feature articles and so on) combine background and/ or historical 
information, ideas and arguments, comparisons and analogies, and (possibly fictional) 
anecdotal material, organised and structured purposefully, to present an argument or 
point of view. Clearly, these writers include elements of expository, imaginative and 
persuasive writing in a text design that the writer thinks (or hopes) is engaging, thought-
provoking, authoritative and persuasive: worthy of publication in a newspaper. When you 
consider a media text or other piece of writing for AOS 3, include a discussion of ways 
that imaginative and expository elements are included and how these different elements 
of the text are shaped and placed purposefully.  

Including exposition in the composition, for Section B 

The Exam Assessment Reports make it clear that if student writing in Section B is to be 
highly regarded by the assessors it must contain some clear exploration of the Context 
ideas in the ‘direction dictated by the prompt’. This effectively means that the writing must 
contain some exposition.  

Some approaches and forms of writing lend themselves more readily to the inclusion of 
exposition than others, and in ways that do not detract from the texts’ ability to engage, to 
provoke thought, to sound authoritative and to be persuasive and convincing.   

Narrative writing 
Narratives can take many forms, and many students enjoy writing narratives for AOS 2. 
When written in response to a prompt, narratives are readily illustrative of the prompt and 
often the narrative voice is lively and engaging. The narrative may be well crafted and 
persuasive and display many aspects of excellent writing.  
However, the danger is that students will not make it explicit within this writing how the 
story illustrates the idea that the prompt puts forward, nor will they necessarily include 
clear discussion of the relevant ideas about the Context. They expect the story to speak 
for itself about these things. They assume that implicit relevance to the prompt and the 
ideas is sufficient, and that the quality of the writing will suffice. It possibly won’t.  
The Exam Assessment Reports couldn’t be clearer that the piece of writing must clearly 
explore the idea/s put forward by the prompt in ways that are relevant to the Context. 
Even if writing like this does manage to convince the reader that it implicitly responds to 
the prompt, it will only illustrate it. Such writing will not compare favourably with an 
equally well-written story that solves the problem of how to include clear exposition of the 
prompt’s ideas in ways that do not detract from the authority of the writing.  
A well written, first person narrative might convince the reader that the voice telling the 
story is real. However, if the voice is that of a teenage girl or boy, or a child, it might be 
difficult to include ‘complex and sophisticated discussion’ about the idea dictated by the 
prompt and relevant to the Context’s ideas, without going out of character and therefore 
losing the reader’s confidence.  
In order to include appropriate exposition in a first person narrative, the student writer 
must ensure that the voice being presented is that of a person who would have real 
knowledge and understanding of the ideas relevant to the prompt and the Context which 

• Discuss with your classmates what persuasive elements are evident in the narrative text 
your teacher has provided. How are you as a reader/viewer positioned to think about the 
ideas in the text? 

• Next, discuss what elements of exposition have been included in the text. Has the 
author/film maker succeeded in making these ideas fit easily into the narrative, or do they 
stand out awkwardly? Give reasons for your analysis. 
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are being presented. Elements of the narrative must allow the writer to establish a 
plausible context and persona for such an exploration of these ideas.  
A third person (anonymous) narrator knows everything that needs to be known about the 
people involved, the situation, relevant ideas and so on even though they are not involved 
in the situation or the incident. This narrator presents the story, with a commentary. The 
narrator can include the dialogue of others, indirect speech, description, compact 
background information, and so on. In other words, there is more scope in this form of 
narrative to include salient information and detail, than perhaps there is in a first person 
narrative. A third person narration offers the writer opportunities to include effective 
exposition more readily than a first person narration usually does.  
Narrative texts studied in AOS 1 and 2 can offer models of form and linguistic features 
which students can practice and adapt for their own purposes in AOS 2. 
However, many students write narratives for AOS 2 that are plot driven and which lack 
depth, subtlety and complexity. Students should be impressed by opportunities for subtle 
development of character and situation afforded by a long narrative text such as a novel, 
play or film.  
Conversely, they should realise the limitations imposed on their own writing by the time 
available in the Outcome or examination. 

Opinionative writing 

Opinionative pieces like those published in the electronic and print media take a vast 
range of forms and usually include aspects of imaginative, expository and persuasive 
writing combined in ways that are engaging and authoritative. This can be a very effective 
approach for students to take in Section B and there are many accessible models 
available from which students can glean linguistic strategies and features to apply in their 
own writing. 

Teachers can use much of the material they present for AOS 3 in this way.  

Often these pieces use a first person presentation. This allows the writer to suggest a 
directness and familiarity in his/her address and to develop the fiction that the reader and 
writer are engaged in a conversation between friends.  

Often these pieces combine sections of text that feature slangy, idiomatic expression 
providing verve and edginess to the piece, with more standard Australian prose which 
can give a gravitas and authority to the argument or point of view. Student writers can do 
the similar things in this type of writing, to show their readers that they have control over a 
wide range of registers as they explore relevant ideas, which might be impressive.  

Encourage students to practise writing brief (>300 words) examples of specific human 
experience (personal anecdotes, or examples drawn from the media or elsewhere) that 
illustrate ideas central to the Context. They also write brief (>300 words) discussions of 
the same central idea in abstract, general terms. They experiment with ways of 
combining these two approaches to the same idea in a single piece of persuasive writing. 
Demonstrate how to break up passages of exposition with anecdotal material to add 
human interest to what might otherwise be a dry account of particular ideas or 
arguments. 
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• Write an anecdote to explore a proposition relevant to the Context. An anecdote is a 
brief illustrative story. Draw the anecdote from either your direct experience or 
somewhere else. The anecdote may support or challenge the proposition. 

• Once you have written the anecdote to illustrate the proposition consider whether you 
should make alterations to the language features you have used, including vocabulary 
and syntax, in order to communicate most effectively with a group of adult strangers 
whom you wanted to engage and impress. 

• In a short piece of expository writing, explain what the anecdote shows about the 
Context idea, drawing out from the anecdote some more general, abstract (and 
complex) Context ideas, rather than just focusing on the experience of one or several 
individuals.  

• Finally, using this material, develop an opinionative (persuasive) piece that presents a 
point of view about the proposition. This piece should be designed to engage, 
challenge, educate and provoke a well-educated, well-informed audience. 
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Section B: Introduction to the Context 
How do we form our identity? What part is played by: physical features (skin, hair, eye 
colour, etc); gender; our interests; our beliefs, or religion, or the religion/beliefs of our 
family; which groups we belong to; where we live or go to school; what sports we play; 
the job we have? How many more of these factors can you think of, that might influence 
people in forming their identity? 

What groups do we belong to? What is a sense of belonging? Does it mean belonging to 
groups, to a family, to a cultural group, to a nationality or country?  

As children, we create our identity according to our physical features, our likes and 
dislikes. If asked who we are we might say our name, our age, the colour of our hair and 
eyes, our favourite colour, football team, singer, favourite food and list things we don’t 
like. Where we belong (true for most children but not all) is simple too. We are part of a 
family, with or without siblings, we might have pets, we live in a house or a flat in a 
particular place. But as we grow, life undermines the certainties on which we build our 
identity. Experience throws us questions we can’t answer; circumstances and people 
change. Before we know it, we have to start making guesses and taking chances with our 
place in the world because the circumstances of our life gradually show themselves to be 
fluid and changeable. 

We may, as we grow up and go through the changes that this brings with it, find that we 
have shifting identities. There may not be only one identity for us to assume, and one 
‘correct’ place for us to be in. In the process of trying to figure out who we are (post-
childhood certainty) and where we might best fit in, we are constantly forming and 
reforming our identities.  

Everyday we present a number of different versions of ourselves to other people. Just 
when we imagine the world has stopped moving and we can sit tight in whatever niches 
we’ve carved out for ourselves comfortable in the knowledge that who we think we are is 
who we actually are, identity darts off dragging along its good mate belonging and we 
blunder on to the next instalment of our life. We find ourselves in unfamiliar situations and 
circumstances and recognise things about ourselves of which we were unaware. We 
shape anew our view of who we are and where we fit, prompted by these new 
understandings.  

At the same time, groups seem to somehow have ‘expectations’ of the people within 
them. Thus we become aware of the expectations of family, friends, social and religious 
and national groups, sporting and school groups, and we become aware of certain 
expectations according to our gender and our abilities. It’s amazing that most of us are 
able to negotiate all this into adulthood!  

Who am I? 

Answering this question has been at the centre of the work done by countless sages, 
philosophers, prophets, philanthropists, artists, writers and so on through the ages.  

Great thinkers aside, the ordinary person is always at some level trying to answer this 
age-old question and with similar success or lack thereof. What it tells us is that 
discovering who we are and where we belong is a personal journey even if all people are 
travelling with us. There is no one size fits all answer.  



VATE 2012 Inside Contexts—Exploring issues of identity and belonging 10 

At the heart of this Context is the premise that individuals develop and understand their 
personal identity through interactions with others. An associated idea is that the sense of 
self one might achieve is largely determined by the range of ‘contexts’ (e.g. 
environments, situations, cultures, etc.) in which people exist. 

On one level Who am I? can be answered by referring to one’s DNA or fingerprints—
these physical elements of being human are unique to each person. Yet few of us would 
find this a sufficient or satisfactory response as a definition of identity. This view of 
identity merely reduces individuals to a shallow functional state, with limited personal, 
emotional and intellectual diversity. When we fill out forms that require information about 
our ‘selves’, like name, address, birth date, sex, marital status, awards, achievements, we 
are keenly aware that this information doesn’t tell anyone who we really are. We would 
want to say that there are dimensions to our ‘self’ that cannot be categorised and 
quantified in these ways.  

Psychological approaches to identity 

Psychologists and philosophers seem to agree that while our identity is composed of 
many parts, it is the integration of these parts and the sense of personal continuity that 
leads to stability in an individual. The four selected texts for this Context can be viewed 
through this lens. 

When we consider some of the personal reflections in Growing Up Asian in Australia we 
can see how losing a sense of personal continuity through living with the ambiguities and 
contradictions of two very different cultures can create a sense of personal instability, 
anxiety and crisis. Similarly, Frankie in The Member of the Wedding is torn by the task of 
reconciling her gangly twelve-year-old awkwardness with her developing awareness and 
desire. In Anthony Fabian’s Skin, everyone is a victim of the pernicious system of 
apartheid, the idea of separateness. A system, whether government or social, that 
refuses to allow individuals to make their own choices—about where to live or whom to 
live with—does inestimable psychological damage to the individuals within it. Sandra is 
not only pushed around because of the colour of her skin, but also because she is unable 

• 19th century American psychologist and philosopher William James’ posits the 
material ‘me’, the social ‘me’ and the spiritual ‘me’. 

• Oscar Wilde claimed that, ‘Most people are other people. Their thoughts are 
someone else’s opinions, their lives a mimicry, their passions a quotation’.  

• The Russian-born spiritual teacher George Gurdjieff maintained that people live their 
lives asleep, unaware of themselves and that we are made up of a series of little ‘I’s, 
each one called upon in turn to deal with the changing contexts and circumstances 
of our lives and each one unaware of the other. 

• In groups brainstorm and discuss definitions for the terms ‘identity’ and ‘belonging’ 
and create an explanation, no more than a few sentences, that outlines your 
understanding of the relationship between identity and belonging. 

• Create a mind map for yourself. Include all the qualities, relationships, preferences and 
details that you feel relevant to who you are. 

• Working with a partner, create a mind map for each other. Compare your partner’s 
perception of who you are with your own. What comments and conclusions can you 
make about this? 

• Many of the aspects you’ve noted on your identity map will change over time. Does 
this mean our identity is always changing? Is there something at the core that remains 
constant despite ‘external’ changes? 
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to meet the expectations people have of her as a woman. Bruce Dawe’s poems tell us 
much about the difficulties of drawing the conflicting parts of ourselves together. Poems 
that explore the fragility and beauty of life while also coming to terms with the reality of 
mortality point to the most ancient of all our competing drives: Eros and Thanos.  

The best-known theorist in the field of identity is Erik Erikson. Erikson speaks of identity 
formation in terms of a series of stages where, at each one, a person resolves a crisis 
and reconciles a positive and negative alternative. Resolution of a crisis does not mean 
rejecting one alternative completely, but rather, that one finds a balance between the two.  

Erikson’s seven stages of development 

TRUST VS MISTRUST: where the infant learns that either the world is basically good 
and can be trusted or is basically bad and can't be relied upon to meet one's needs.  

AUTONOMY VS SHAME and DOUBT: is the stage when children begin to recognise 
themselves as separate people with separate ideas from their parents.  

INITIATIVE VS GUILT: is a refinement of the previous stage. Children learn not only 
that they have separate desires, but also to plan out means of reaching those.  

IDENTITY VS ROLE CONFUSION: occurs during adolescence, when we explore 
different possibilities for career, interests, friends, etc. At this age, adolescents are 
trying different behaviours and values from what they have learned at home.  

INTIMACY VS ISOLATION: is the crisis of young adulthood. According to Erikson, 
intimacy comes after identity because you cannot be sure a person is right for you 
unless you are sure who you are.  

GENERATIVITY VS STAGNATION: occurs during middle adulthood. Having 
established one's values and a close relationship with another person, the adult now 
wants to pass on what he or she has learned through productive work and through 
raising or nurturing the next generation. 

INTEGRITY VS DESPAIR: is the last stage. A person looks back on his or her life 
and is either satisfied with what has been achieved, or is in despair having no other 
choice but to face death as a failure. 

These stages are not bound to a particular time in our lives—though there are periods 
when it is easier to resolve specific crises. If you don’t develop trust as an infant it doesn’t 
mean that you will never be able to trust another. According to Erikson, it means that it 
will be more difficult to achieve trust at a later point in your life.  

(Information found at: http://www.fractaldomains.com/devpsych/erikson.htm) 

Nature and nurture 

One of the great debates in the field of identity (and one of the oldest intellectual debates) 
is the nature versus nurture debate: how much of who and what we are is determined by 
our DNA, our genes: and how much by our environment and life experiences?  

Some scientists and social researchers think that people behave as they do according to 
their genetic makeup (nature). Those who are opposed to this stance fear that genetic 
arguments may come to be used to excuse criminality: ‘I’m a murderer because of my 

• Consider some of the significant characters in each of your texts in the light of 
Erikson’s theory. Can you identify stages that individuals have not managed to 
resolve? What is the impact of this in the way they see themselves and interact with 
others? 
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genes’. Others believe that people think and behave in certain ways because they are 
taught to do so (nurture). Skin shows a society (nurture) in which people are taught that 
skin colour (nature) determines and reflects one’s worth as an individual. Bruce Dawe 
addresses the issue of cultural influence in the formation of identity in many of his poems 
in Sometimes Gladness. The poem ‘Life Cycle’ shows the enculturation of an individual 
within their family and social context. Those who subscribe to the nurture view see the 
process of socialisation as the primary influence in an individual’s life. 

Initially with the discoveries of the Human Genome Project (1990–2003), the pendulum 
swung away from nurture and back towards one's genetic legacy as the key factor in 
shaping human nature. Findings in the latter part of the project, however, have muddied 
the waters. It has been discovered that genes possess what are called epigenetic 
markers. These are like a volume control for genes and adjust gene intensity. Identical 
twins are born with the same epigenome. But over time, environmental factors such as 
diet and other lifestyle differences can change these markers. This is why the differences 
between identical twins may develop over time. If you are able to access it, watch the 
New Zealand documentary Twins which explores the question of whether different 
parenting styles have as much impact on a person’s development as their genes. 
(Information can be found here: http://www.throng.co.nz/documentary/twins-part-one-two-
on-tv3) 

The paradox of belonging 

One of the paradoxes of our identity is the fact that belonging to a group can operate both 
positively and negatively in our quest to define our selves. 

In belonging to a group we can develop a sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’ that helps us define 
who and what we are by knowing what and who we are not. In being part of a group we 
satisfy our needs for belonging, acceptance and approval. However in order to maintain 
our position in the group we often have to put individual needs second and put the needs 
of the group ahead of our own interests. We move from ‘me’ to ‘us’.  

A group or a society has needs that inevitably constrain the choices available to 
individuals within it. Laws keep everyone safe, maintain order and keep institutions 
running smoothly for the benefit of all the people.  

Problems arise for some people when they feel trapped by the group. Sometimes our fear 
of rejection from the group stops us from saying what we really feel and think. We can 
end up acting in ways that are contrary to what we understand as our ‘true selves’. 
Several of the personal reflections in Growing Up Asian in Australia address this paradox 
of belonging, especially the pieces in the ‘Leaving Home’ section. These illustrate the 
crisis some of the first generation born in Australia experience in juggling the demands of 
belonging to two very different cultures and how, ultimately, the individual has to ‘leave’ 
one in order to achieve a sense of authenticity and place in the world. 

 

• What elements of the nature/nurture question do you see being played out in the lives 
of the characters in the texts you have studied? 

• Consider your own life. Has your identity been determined by your genes, or are you 
simply the shape created by your experiences? Is it both? How do the two aspects 
interact? Is one aspect stronger than the other?  

• Create a representation of you showing all the influences that have helped to shape 
your identity. This could be a collage, a moving image, in digital format, in music, or a 
written piece. 
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Section C: The texts at work 
As with all the Contexts, Exploring issues of identity and belonging is given definition by 
the texts, and conversely, each text is read through the prism of the Context. Teachers 
might find it useful to be familiar with the four texts for the Context each year, rather than 
just the two they are teaching, because emphases in a new text may bring into focus 
relevant ideas that were not apparent previously. 

Skin directed by Anthony Fabian 
(Note: The terms ‘White’, ‘Coloured’, ‘Indian’ and ‘Black (or Bantu)’ are in inverted 
commas to signify their use under the apartheid system. The prefix ‘so-called’ should 
rightly be in front of each reference, but this is cumbersome. The writer uses the terms 
only in the interests of historical accuracy.)  

This film raises challenging questions about the role of the State in the lives of 
individuals, and about the tension between group or government power and the right of 
individuals to have personal choices.  

Skin enables the thoughtful viewer to consider such questions as: 
• To what extent does skin colour (or other physical features) affect our sense of 

identity? 
• In our roles as members of social groups, and as members of Australian society, to 

what extent do we think the social system of the group should pay attention to 
people’s skin colour (or other physical features)?  

• Whatever sense of identity is adopted by individuals, to what extent should 
governments take account of that sense of identity?  

• To what extent is the state responsible for people’s sense of belonging to the 
community, the nation? 

• Is there really such a thing as race, or is race a social construct? 
• How does gender affect our sense of identity? What expectations are put upon us in 

respect of gender roles? 
To ‘read’ and understand Skin, students and teachers should be aware of some aspects 
of South African history, in particular they should be familiar with the background to, the 
facts of, and the aftermath of, the minority-government’s system of apartheid which was 
in place in South Africa from 1948 until 1991. The first fully democratic elections—in 
which all adults were able to vote—were held in 1994. This election provides the 
exuberant background to the opening and closing scenes of Skin. Students should also 
research the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and trace this theme in the film Skin 
(www.justice.gov.za/trc/).  

South Africa’s citizens are descended from many different groups of people, hence its 
characterisation as ‘the rainbow nation’. It has eleven official languages: English, 
Afrikaans, Ndebele, Sepedi, Xhosa, Venda, Tswana, Southern Sotho, Zulu, Swazi and 
Tsonga. Many wars were fought between the various groups, with Australians being 
involved in what we call the Boer War in the late 1890s, fought between the British and 

• What was it about the apartheid rules that cased so many ‘Catch 22’ situations for 
Sandra, e.g., the compulsory identity pass? 

• Australia’s government policy is that all citizens are equal under the law. Would all 
Australian citizens feel themselves equal within this society? What are the similarities 
and the differences between Australia’s treatment of Indigenous people and South 
Africa’s apartheid system? 
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Dutch settlers. The latter, known as Afrikaaners, came to the Cape in the fifteenth 
century, and settled the Transvaal and Orange Free State in mid-nineteenth century. 
They intermarried with all the other inhabitants, so after a few centuries there were many 
people referred to as ‘Coloured’.  

During the years of apartheid, South Africa’s people were ‘classified’—and ostensibly 
separated—into four main groups: 73% ‘African/Black/‘Bantu’ (people from the nine main 
tribes); 9% ‘Coloured’ (people of ‘mixed race’); 3% ‘Asian’ (mostly people who had 
migrated from India); 15% ‘White’ (people who spoke English or Afrikaans). It was a 
pernicious system in which people of each group were supposed to live in separate 
places and lead separate lives, but only 15% of the people were able to vote. 
Internationally, the system was reviled—there were anti-apartheid groups in every 
country including Australia—and by the late 1980s it was being dismantled. The great 
leader Nelson Mandela was released from gaol in 1990, and the first majority-government 
installed in 1994.  

This is the background to the true story on which Skin is based, Sandra Laing’s story. In 
1950s apartheid South Africa, two Afrikaaner parents, classified by the government as 
‘White’, produced a child who was later classified by the government as ‘Coloured’. 
Students need only a slight knowledge of genetics, and of the history of the Afrikaaner 
people in South Africa, to understand how this could happen. It may be that Abraham, 
when stressed, suspected his wife of infidelity, but we know, and he knows, that actually 
the explanation for Sandra’s appearance is ‘polygenic inheritance’. As the young 
geneticist says in court, ‘most Afrikaaners carry ‘black’ genes’. 

Both Sandra’s parents, and her older brother Leon, are ‘White’. Because Sandra is part of 
this ‘White’ family, the school Sandra is sent to is accordingly privileged. Because the 
students (with one exception), the other parents and the staff will not accept a person 
who looks ‘Coloured’, the school arranges to have Sandra examined and reclassified—as 
‘Coloured’. She is beaten sadistically and expelled with no explanation; she does not 
know what she has done ‘wrong’.  

When the Principal says ‘Sandra does not belong here’, Abraham replies ‘Try getting to 
know her’. Write a story about someone who makes the effort to get to know a person, or 
people, from a completely different group. 

Abraham goes to the authorities to beg for his daughter’s reinstatement as ‘White’, but is 
refused. He then takes the matter to court, announcing ‘I’ll take on the whole bloody 
government if I have to’. At this time, the South African government changed the law to 
take into account people’s ‘descent’, so Sandra becomes ‘white’ again. 

All is not well for Sandra, however; in her desperation to truly be able to identify as 
‘White’, we see her engaging in self-harm. Things become even worse as Sandra 
reaches maturity and her parents try to arrange dates for her with ‘White’ boys. Like 
conservative, religious families in many places, the Laings take a serious interest in the 
matter of finding a suitable husband for their daughter. But Sandra is painfully aware that 
the boys are either being made to go out with her, or they see her as a ‘kaffir’ and treat 
her with disrespect. She realises that ‘they want a white girl to marry and have children 
with, that’s what those boys want’.  

Sandra finds solace in the arms of Petrus Zwane, whom she meets in her father’s store. 
Abraham, an upright Afrikaaner patriarch, works hard in the store, but he believes in 
‘separateness’ and would not deign to be too close with ‘non-Whites’. He is furious when 
he sees Sandra and Petrus being close; he tries to send Petrus away and to lock Sandra 
up. His patriarchal fury culminates in the scene where he and his son Leon (now in army 
uniform) take up guns to shoot Petrus. This total family disintegration acts to drive Sandra 
away, but now she finds herself in even worse trouble. Having ‘escaped’ with Petrus, she 
is arrested for entering Swaziland illegally, no doubt at the behest of her parents. But she 
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is now pregnant, and her identity as an ‘unmarried mother’ is apparently even more 
unthinkable for her family than her identity as a ‘Coloured’ person.  

Petrus belongs in a group that Sandra’s parents don’t approve of. In many cultures, girls 
who go with a boy their parents don’t approve of find themselves ‘disowned’ by their 
family. This is what happens in Sandra’s family. The father and brother burn all her 
things, to symbolise that she doesn’t exist any more.  

How can Sandra maintain any sense of ‘belonging’ to anyone, anywhere? She takes up 
with Petrus and is well looked after by his mother. But that isn’t enough to compensate for 
the terrible loss of her own mother.  

Sandra now has another identity problem: she wants to be married to the father of her 
children, she is not happy with her unmarried status. But in order to marry, she needs to 
be reclassified (again). 

The system causes further disintegration around her, as the authorities bulldoze the 
homes and businesses of ‘Black’ families and send them to live elsewhere. They are 
refugees in their own land. This loss of his home and business—markers of his male 
identity—is all too much for Petrus; he takes to the drink, stops working and then 
becomes violent towards Sandra. He blames her ‘identity’ as a ‘White’ person, rather than 
accepting responsibility for his own acts of domestic violence: ‘her skin is a curse’, ‘she 
brings me bad luck’.  

Letters feature poignantly in this film. (In the days when everyone wrote letters, one’s 
handwriting was yet another marker of identity.) Sandra writes to her mother, Sannie 
writes to her, but often the letters are intercepted. ‘Black’ maids figure as co-conspirators 
with the two ‘white’ women against the ill-intentioned power of the male characters. 
Letters are the first hint of the threads of ‘truth’ and ‘reconciliation’ that we see towards 
the end of the film. As the parents age, their terrible burden of anger is seen to be self-
destructive; in this respect, they could be read as symbolising South Africa itself. When 
Sannie says to the dying Abraham, ‘You don’t deserve her forgiveness—neither do I’, she 
could be speaking on behalf of the whole apartheid system. It had wreaked havoc and 
destroyed so many lives by then, that forgiveness seemed a big ask. In a scene near the 
end, Sandra finds herself asking for her file of the very same ‘doctor’ who had reclassified 
her ‘Coloured’ back in her early school days, and we see his small contribution to 
reconciliation when he helps her to find the file, and her mother.  

Sandra says to her mother ‘I told the truth’. In these simple words, the film evokes the 
honourable ideas of the great apartheid-resistors, men such as Nelson Mandela and 
Archbishop Tutu. Mandela held true, despite his 27 years of incarceration, to the idea of a 
multi-racial society, with equality for all and majority government. Tutu and others 
oversaw the amazing ‘Truth and Reconciliation’ process, which stands as a shining 
example to other parts of the world today. 

 

• As citizens with a sense of belonging to our country, we have a right to think ‘the 
Law is there to help us’. When people migrate, do they give up a sense of 
belonging in one country and then develop a sense of belonging in another 
country? Write a story about this aspect of ‘belonging’. 

• Sandra’s longing for the closeness of her relationship with her biological mother is 
echoed in the stories of people who have been adopted, and in the stories of the 
Stolen Generation people in Australia. Write a personal reflection about the 
significance of people’s relationship with their biological parents. 
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• Footage at the end of the film shows the real Sandra Laing in her shop in the 
1990s. We are told that her two brothers still refuse to speak with her. Discuss 
possible reasons for this, and the implications for Sandra, and for the brothers. 

• Trace the stages that Sandra went through in forming her identity. Why did she 
do such harm to herself in trying to change the colour of her skin? Why does 
she say to the media ‘For me it was too late’? Why did she leave Petrus and 
take her children to Johannesburg? Write a short script in which Sandra 
explains to a fellow worker in the factory about her past life.  

• Abraham’s saying ‘Never give up’ appears to keep Sandra going. As a citizen, 
she has no identity when she can’t get identity papers, or when she is arrested 
for going to Swaziland, but even her own family seeks to destroy her identity 
when she can’t meet the family’s expectations of a daughter. Write a story 
about a person who never gives up, in their journey to find their identity and 
their sense of belonging.  

• Many people are migrants between countries, or migrants within their own 
country. What factors enable people to feel that they ‘belong’ in a particular 
country or place? Would Sandra feel that she ‘belongs’ in South Africa more 
after 1994, or less, or just the same? Is this the same as patriotism? 

• Most people feel that they ‘belong’ in their family, but some don’t. Write a short 
narrative about someone who feels they belong in their family—or someone 
who feels totally excluded from or outside of their family. Write it so that the 
piece shows why they feel like that and what factors are at play.  

• Many light-skinned people love to get a ‘tan’ in the summertime, while many 
dark-skinned people try to straighten their hair or lighten their skin. People do 
simple things to change their appearance, like dye their hair or wear body-art. 
Other people have face-lifts and invasive surgery in order to change their 
appearance. Write a persuasive piece that incorporates narrative, opinion and 
informative forms on one or more of the following topics: 
 Changing our ‘self’ by changing our body is acceptable if it makes us feel 

better.  
 Truly mature people feel comfortable in their own skin. 
 Australia’s multiculturalism ensures that no one feels left out. 
 Handwriting is an important marker of our identity—don’t let computers 

take this away from us. 
 Body art or the decision to surgically alter one’s physical appearance can 

be an important expression of identity and individuality. 
• Organise a debate on one of these topics. Ensure that you focus the 

discussion on ideas about identity and belonging.  
 The state has no place in private lives.  
 Women’s rights—the right to education, to own property, to choose a 

partner, to make free choices—is the most important issue in the world 
today.  

 ‘Race’ is a social construct which serves no purpose in a modern civil 
society. 

 The idea of ‘a people’ belonging in a particular land is outdated—people 
learn to ‘belong’ anywhere if they set their minds to it. 



VATE 2012 Inside Contexts—Exploring issues of identity and belonging 17 

Skin shows us what terrible havoc was wreaked in people’s lives by the pernicious 
system that was apartheid, and also by the malicious racist attitudes that people felt 
entitled to adopt when they lived under the system. In particular, Skin illustrates the 
inhumanity and destructiveness of categorising and demeaning people according to 
some arbitrary characteristic such as skin colour, gender or sexual preference.  

The Member of the Wedding by Carson McCullers 

‘This was the summer when for a long time she had not been a member. She belonged to 
no club and was a member of nothing in the world.’ The Member of the Wedding takes 
place over three significant days in the life of Frankie, a passionate twelve-year-old girl 
who is caught painfully between childhood and the next phase of her life. McCullers’s 
depiction of what happens on one weekend in the ‘the green and crazy summer’ of 1944 
provides an intense study of a crisis point in the development of an identity. It is also an 
examination of the panic that can be associated with the desire to belong. The novel 
explores questions such as: how powerful is our desire to belong; what lengths will 
people go to, to feel a sense of belonging; how do we react when we feel excluded from a 
group or groups. When people feel excluded from groups, reactions are different: some 
use it as a learning experience and move on; some become bitter, twisted and self-
centred. For most people, the teen years are the most important time in forming a sense 
of identity; for example, names are very important in supporting or undermining people's 
sense of identity. Our family and those closest around us are a strong focus—we might 
positively identify with them, or 'negatively' identify with, that is, reject them.  

Frankie is bored and disillusioned with the world she has inhabited in her life thus far, the 
world she shares with their coloured maid Berenice and her six year old cousin, John 
Henry, from the kitchen of her home in the Southern town in which she lives. Recently 
rejected by a key group of her peers, the long-shadowed ‘crooks’ who inhabit the nearby 
club-house, deemed ‘too young and mean’ to join in their parties, Frankie feels, for the 
first time in her life, the pain of the outsider. She spends her days mooching around the 
house, which has become a sort of museum of her youth, playing cards half-heartedly, 
trying to express her dilemma to Berenice and John Henry and slowly becoming more 
and more dangerously fixated on the only possible escape from her growing awareness 
of the limitations of existence, the impending wedding of her grown-up brother Jarvis to 
his bride Janice. 

Frankie, on the surface ornery and boyish, is actually the epitome of innocent confusion, 
caught in the sudden, rushing rapids of the formation of her self. She wishes to be 
adventurous and for her life to be grand and beautiful. She wishes to be grown up, but is 
horrified by the reality of the transition into the next phase of her life which is supposed to 
include a ‘beau’ from the town, growing her hair out nicely and becoming a ‘pretty-
behaved’ young girl. Desperate to bypass the horror of all of this, she concocts a plan to 
elope with her brother and his bride and throws herself with all her force at their wedding 
as though she might, by sheer force of desire, hurtle into being as a person who belongs 
to something other than her own life, her own town and especially her own, unsatisfactory 
self. 

• Write a 300-word personal/creative piece about either: an experience of 
wishing/needing to belong based on your own experience OR an observation of 
another individual’s experience of trying to belong or ‘fit in’. This could be a fictional or 
real life individual. 

• Design an ‘Identity Map’ that visually recreates the influences in your life that have 
shaped your identity to date. Mark points at which your identity ‘changed’ or grew or 
was impacted upon by experiences or individuals in your life. 

• What does Frankie’s dress signal about the issues she has around identity and 
belonging? 
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The drama of identity 

The Member of the Wedding tells of Frankie’s successful, though difficult, movement 
across the threshold of childhood and into the beginnings of adult identity. Despite the 
novel’s tone, which is anguished and often bleak, and despite the pain and humiliation 
Frankie experiences throughout, the novel has a ‘happy’ ending which presents its 
heroine poised to begin the next phase of her life (the one she had been so fearful of and 
deluded about). At the end of the novel, she is no different in essence from the girl she 
was at the beginning; she has retained her characteristic dreaminess and grandiosity, but 
she is quite different in her outlook which is, despite the events of the summer and the 
heartbreak and loss she has experienced, no longer one of doom and desperation but 
one that is energetic and positive.  

Through Frankie’s story we are given a study of the components of identity. We see, 
through her journey, the necessary elements ‘come together’. We learn that in order to 
begin her life as a young adult, in order to begin to establish her own lasting identity 
Frankie must find (as she ultimately does) the strength to stay herself while also being 
able to integrate the realities of the world in which she lives. She must accept that she 
lives in an unspectacular place among people who are flawed and familiar and she must 
find companions and occupations that satisfy her from the material that exists around her. 
She must, in the words of Berenice, ‘cut her suit according to her cloth’. This is just what 
we see her doing when, at the end of the book, she greets with ‘an instant shock of 
happiness’ the sound of the bell that heralds the arrival of her new and beloved friend 
Mary Littlejohn. We sense that Mary and Frankie will probably not travel to Luxembourg 
together as Frankie, typically, fancifully plans they will, but we also know that Frankie, 
having survived the events of the summer, will probably survive the reality that they don’t. 
She has, during the course of the novel, inadvertently built a foundation for the inevitable 
disappointments and undulations of life, and this foundation will provide the basis for the 
unfolding of her own unique identity, which having survived its own dramatic and 
scandalous appearance, will now continue to grow. 

The power of the desire to belong 

At the beginning of the novel Frankie is depicted as a young girl swamped by 
‘unbelonging’. The ‘green and crazy summer when for a long time she had not been a 
member’ is the point in Frankie’s development where the deep, unspoken desire to 
belong, combined with a dawning understanding that she no longer fits in anywhere 
within her world, collide to create the crisis that she experiences during the course of the 
story. McCullers shows us the power of the forces that compel her. Frankie is helpless 
against them and ‘walks around doing one thing and another’ until the sidewalks become 

• What does the way adolescents dress or behave (in the past and today) show us 
about how they feel about conformity? Working in groups research and consider the 
differences between adolescents today and in the 1940s, 50s, 60s or 70s. What role 
does dress play for adolescents in terms of establishing identity? Has this changed 
since the 40s? What similarities are there between the attitudes of teenagers of 
different generations to the idea of creating a sense of identity and belonging 
through dress? 

• Is an adolescent ‘crush’ like the one Berenice says that Frankie has ‘on the wedding’ 
a serious thing? Why/Why not? 

• Select a passage from the novel and identify how the author creates a tone that is 
‘bleak’ and ‘anguished’. In contrast, find a passage which is upbeat and optimistic 
in tone. Compare the language choices of the two passages and discuss how they 
work to influence the reader’s response. 
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too hot for her feet and she gets herself into too much ‘secret trouble’. Finally she has to 
come home to Berenice and John Henry West to sit around ‘saying the same things over 
and over so that by August the words began to rhyme with each other and sound 
strange’.  

She is perfectly primed for the arrival of her brother and his bride. McCullers intends for 
us to marvel at her and even laugh at her but also to understand why she falls upon 
them, their wedding and their whole imagined new life with such desperate desire, in the 
hope that they’ll fulfil her wish to be ‘somebody else except [herself]’. The reason Frankie 
hopes so fervently that she might use her brother’s wedding as a sort of magic carpet to 
fly away on is because she has quite literally stopped being able to ‘fit’ within her own life. 
She is ‘too tall (now) to walk between the arbour as she had always done before’ and ‘too 
young and mean’ to join the young people in the clubhouse and their parties, and too 
much of a ‘great big blunderbuss’ to sleep in bed any more with her father. Shut out from 
all these places she has nowhere else to go but to the new and magical frontier of the 
wedding (and then Alaska) where nothing will be old or closed to her. The young, hopeful 
couple and their fresh life provide a perfect answer to the ‘old question’ that haunts her. 
Once she has recognised them as a solution she is at peace and no longer feels ‘hurt 
and unanswered’. She will belong with them, she decides, as a member of the wedding 
and the ‘three of them will go into the world and always be together’. This plan provides 
her with the first feelings of safety and security she has had for a long time so that at the 
end of Part One she stands at peace, ‘no more afraid’. Incomprehensible, even mad from 
the outside, Frankie’s doomed obsession with the wedding makes perfect sense if we 
understand the power of the drive to belong and the pain associated with such a drive left 
unmet too long. 

Language and imagery 

One of the most striking features of McCullers’s novel is the way language is used to 
allow the reader to experience the world that Frankie inhabits. McCullers’s use of imagery 
ensures that the reader is able to experience Frankie’s home, her town and its inhabitants 
through this character’s charged, sometimes distorted perspective. The effect of this is 
that the reader (due to sharing not only Frankie’s view of her world but the feelings about 
it that infuse her descriptions of it) is positioned to understand, not only objectively but 
also emotionally, how it feels to be an outsider—like Frankie. The author uses imagery 
that is at times confusingly peculiar to the main character who lives, apparently, in a town 
that every day ‘turned black and shrunken under the glare of the sun’, during a ‘summer . 
. . like a green, sick dream’, in a world that is ‘huge and cracked and loose and turning at 
a thousand miles an hour’ while she experienced ‘a jazz sadness quiver[ing] her nerves’ 
and hating the ‘drawn out sickness . . . in her’. This use of language ensures that we do, 
from the outset, inhabit the main character’s world but the novel also builds to become a 
more general tribute to the state of ‘excludedness’ that some of its other important 
characters share.  

The character of Berenice, black, unmarried, with one glass eye and the other ‘dark and 
sad’ is drawn slowly by McCullers. At first she is a foil for Frankie, a sometimes comic, 
chiding, domestic voice that provides a basis and contrast for the main character’s antics, 
but eventually she emerges as a hero in her own right, a person who has survived the 
challenges of ‘outsiderness’. McCullers uses Berenice’s own voice to show us her story. 
It is through the dialogue that occurs in the scenes between Frankie and John Henry and 
Berenice around the kitchen table that we gradually come to understand her to be 
someone who has withstood sorrow and serious adversity, who has been alone in the 
world, deserted, mistreated and disenfranchised ‘caught, firstway . . . as all human 
peoples is . . . and as coloured people also’ but who has become, despite this, wise and 
capable, (the only source of comfort and wisdom that Frankie knows) a person whose 
voice is ‘strong and definite and deep’. Through the gradual revelation of Berenice’s 
story, McCullers tells another ‘bigger’ story of ‘excludedness’, of ‘unbelonging’ overcome. 
Berenice with her acceptance of the way in which she is terminally ‘caught’, as she tells 
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Frankie, ‘worse than you two because I’m black’, is a someone whose journey 
illuminates, in a different way to the journey of Frankie, the reality of ‘why people exclude 
others and what happens when they do’. 1 

In both cases the state of ‘outsiderness’ is depicted as a type of initiation into life. Both 
Berenice and Frankie make it but we are shown other characters who don’t. The sinister 
red-haired soldier, for instance, the people drinking during the day in the Blue Moon Café 
and particularly the character of ‘a boy like Honey [who] feel[s] like he just can’t breathe 
no more . . . like he got to break something or break himself’ are evidence of the dangers 
that the state of ‘excludedness’ can hold. In the end Honey does ‘break himself’ and ends 
‘out on the road with a sentence of eight years’. John Henry too, though depicted during 
most of the novel as being protected by the serenity of childhood, lives most of his life 
outside his own home and never seems to belong to the world of ordinary children who 
play in the street beyond the walls of the house. Despite his expressed desire to go along 
and play with them, we sense he ‘with his big knees’ and ‘little screwed up white face’ 
could not do this without Frankie, and that he too lacks something, some common, hardy 
ingredient that would render him more easily able to join in. In the end via his tragic 
death, no more than a whisper at the end of the novel, he becomes another poignant, 
‘unsurviving’ symbol of the indifference of a world which produced, on the day of his 
passing, ‘a golden morning of the most butterflies, the clearest sky’. 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Frankie’s world/Our world 

A paradox in perspective p. 1–p. 33 

If we look closely at the first section of the novel, mostly set during the Friday of the 
weekend of the wedding, we can see there is also an interesting paradox constructed 
within the perspective of the main character Frankie. Frankie’s perspective, in this early 
section particularly, contains two co-existing and contradictory elements; peculiarity and 
universality. Both elements of her perspective are of equal importance and work together 
to express of the novel’s themes in relation to identity and belonging.  

The first lines of the novel express with startling simplicity the painful alienation that 
characterises adolescent experience. ‘This was the summer when for a long time she had 
not been a member. She belonged to no club and was a member of nothing in the world 
… an unjoined person who hung around in doorways and was afraid.’ This first section of 
the novel (pages 1–33) is given over to establishing what is peculiar to Frankie’s inner 
and external worlds. We learn that Frankie’s life is unusual. She has no mother and a 
largely absent father. She is cared for by the black maid Berenice who is herself quite 
                                                 
1 Ali Smith, Introduction to The Member of the Wedding , London, 2004 
2 Ali Smith, Introduction to The Member of the Wedding , London, 2004 

• Using the voice of Frankie, Berenice or John Henry write a short diary account 
of a significant episode from the novel. This could include: 
 the wedding of Jarvis and Janice; 
 Honey’s crime and sentencing; 
 the death of John Henry. 

• Explain the choices you made regarding language, style and form in order to 
create an authentic character voice. 

• What is the ‘bigger story of excludedness’ (why people exclude others and 
what happens when they do) that McCullers indicates through Berenice? What 
sense of identity and/or belonging or exclusion does Berencie have? In what 
ways are these similar to Frankie’s experiences, and how are they different? 
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eccentric and her daily companion is a six-year-old waif who is, in his own unperturbed 
way, a kind of outcast. Her life has no ordinary rhythm or purpose and the ‘grey, square, 
quiet kitchen’ with its dirty, doodled on walls, Frankie’s bedroom with its weird collections 
of outfits and belongings (knife sharpener, typewriter) all make for a backdrop that is 
peculiar and yet somehow familiar despite its essential strangeness to the reader. The 
familiarity comes from the feelings that we recognise and that are embedded in the vivid 
descriptions of Frankie’s surroundings; the feelings of boredom and contempt, of budding 
hatred even for what we have, up until this point, regarded as unremarkably familiar.  

‘They sat together in the kitchen, and the kitchen was a sad and ugly room. John Henry 
had covered the walls with weird, child drawings, as far up as his arm would reach. This 
gave the kitchen a crazy look, like that of a room in a crazy house. And now the old 
kitchen made Frankie sick. The name for what had happened to her Frankie did not 
know, but she could feel her heart beating against the table edge.’ (p. 10) 

While the reader does not know Frankie’s kitchen or her town he/she does know what it is 
that has ‘happened’ to Frankie, what it is to begin to regard one’s surroundings with newly 
critical eyes. The two elements of her perspective are wrought together by the author in 
such a way as to allow the reader to appreciate the weirdness of what is specific to her 
scenario—the kitchen and its ‘crazy’ walls—but also to recognise and understand the 
dizzying change that comes with the end of childhood, when we no longer blindly accept 
the peculiarities of our environments but begin to ‘see’ them more critically. McCullers 
uses perspective in this first section of the novel in a way that positions the reader to 
access what is bizarre and unique to Frankie’s life as well as re-accessing what is 
disturbingly familiar about the moment of ‘lack’ of membership, or belonging, that is 
variously experienced by all people at this or another stage in their life. 

Love story: F. Jasmine’s ‘honeymoon’ 

In terms of plot, it is interesting to view the novel as a love story rather than a ‘coming of 
age story’ or a ‘slice of life story’. The first part of the novel (mostly set during day one of 
the three day long narrative) details the way that the heroine Frankie ‘meets’ her ‘love 
interest’ (in this case the wedding between her brother and his bride) and charts the slow 
but definite process of her slide into obsession. The second section (set mostly during 
day two) is concerned with presenting the ‘new’ heroine F. Jasmine’s transformation. In 
the third section (day three and some time in the future) we have the denouement, in 
which the heroine, now an unrequited lover, is changed again and forever into Frances, 
and must face the challenge presented by the death of her illusions.  

If we consider Part Two of the novel, the section that traces the day Frankie believes to 
be the ‘last day’ of her old life, we can see how the author weaves the structural elements 
of plot, theme and perspective together to create the layers of the main character’s 
dilemma, which is based on the tension between love, identity and belonging.  

In Part Two, Frankie (now F. Jasmine) having discovered her love object (the wedding of 
Jarvis and Janice) wanders in a new and elated state around the town ‘which has called 
to her’ and is now ‘opened up to her’. She ‘mingl[es] like a queen’, having unusual 
encounters with strangers, trying her best to impress upon the newly pliable world the 
fresh reality of her now-joined identity. It also contains the important ‘dinner scene’ that 
takes place in the kitchen between F. Jasmine, Berenice and John Henry, where the 
three discuss the nature of love and the way that human beings are both ‘caught’ and 
‘loose’ and the three of them cry together overwhelmed by a sudden eerie understanding 

• Write an extended personal/ imaginative/ reflective piece that uses the third person to 
describe an important experience of painful alienation that characterises adolescent 
experience from your own life. 
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of the human condition. It ends the evening before the wedding, after F. Jasmine has 
‘brained a crazy man’, the soldier whom she had befriended with such innocent 
foolishness earlier that day. 

F. Jasmine’s name change signals the change to her identity that she intends to be 
wrought by her decision to become a member of the wedding and the new life of Jarvis 
and Janice. At first it seems to work. She is now a ‘sudden member’ and ‘all at once 
(feels) included’. In the early part of this section, the reader is almost encouraged by the 
author’s language to believe in the ‘new’ confident, independent heroine F. Jasmine as 
she glides ‘into places she has never dreamed of entering’ feeling, as she walks along, 
‘newly risen lightness, entitlement’. The reader shares her relief too, having been 
released from the distortions and intensity inherent in the character’s perspective for the 
first part of the novel and enjoys being as free as F. Jasmine is to view the whole town, 
the Blue Moon café, Front Avenue, the Hotel with new eyes. This section develops the 
questions around identity and belonging that the novel explores: Is it possible to simply 
choose to form a new identity? Does an individual have the power to select who (and 
what) they belong to? Can love change one’s identity? In some moments, in this first part 
of Part Two, it seems that the answers to these questions might be ‘yes’, just as it would 
be in a ‘true romance’. F Jasmine seems as real as Frankie, certainly her ‘new 
unnameable connection’ to others is real. She has found a way to look the world in the 
eye, belonging as she believes she does now, to something solid and worthwhile. To 
some extent McCullers does portray F. Jasmine as a ‘new person’ who has been 
changed by the fact of having something to love and belong to. Even Berenice 
acknowledges the true power that her fantasy has bestowed upon her, recognising, 
without understanding how, that she is indeed a young woman in love. She says to F. 
Jasmine over dinner ‘yes, that is the way when you are in love. A thing known and not 
spoken’. A moment after this F. Jasmine and Berenice sit like ‘two grown people smoking 
at the dinner table’. 

But the novel is not simply a romance and though McCullers’s use of the structural 
elements that belong to this genre are effective, they are underpinned by thematic strains 
that challenge and enrich the progression of the ‘love story’. It is in these undercurrents 
that the real human drama in the novel is played out. We can see how this works if we 
consider certain passages from Part Two, the section of the novel that depicts F. 
Jasmine’s transformation, but also contains many striking clues and hints that point to the 
real story of Frankie. Each interchange she has with the soldier, for example, tells an 
exactly opposing story to the one F. Jasmine would have herself believe.  

Despite the fact that F. Jasmine tells the story as she sees it and we only have her words 
to go by, McCullers manages, in scenes like the one between Frankie and the soldier in 
The Blue Moon café, to ensure that we understand with mixed humour and fear both F. 
Jasmine’s puzzlement and the soldier’s intention. ‘He was staring at her with a peculiar 
expression, not as one traveller gazes at another, but as a person who shares a secret 
scheme.’ We know what his ‘secret scheme’ is, and that F. Jasmine, despite her 
instinctive ‘uneasy feeling’ has no real notion about it. This is an example of the type of 
clue that is given throughout the novel, to direct the reader away from the story of F. 
Jasmine and the wedding quest and toward the deeper story of Frankie and the struggle 
she is having to form her identity, that is, to become herself. In order to do this she must, 
shake off what is wilfully blind and obstinate in her extreme naiveté and begin to 
assimilate the reality of the world around her. The scenes with the soldier show us that 
not only has F. Jasmine not been transformed into the confident young woman in love 
she would like to be, but that she is in fact emotionally and mentally still a very young girl, 
abnormally immature for her age, too innocent even to see the danger she places herself 
in.  

The central question for F. Jasmine, despite the novel’s plot, is not whether her love will 
be returned but rather will she make it across the threshold she is resisting into the next 
phase of her life, will she be able to accept herself for who she is? Love cannot change 
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who we are and loving people does not ensure that we will belong to them or that they 
will belong to us. In the end, Frances does face these truths and is changed, not by love, 
but by the triumph she reluctantly effects over her own desire to escape herself and the 
natural progression of her life. 

Growing Up Asian in Australia—Alice Pung (Editor) 
The anthology Growing Up Asian in Australia reflects on issues of race and identity in its 
broad exploration of what it means to be an Asian-Australian. Editor, Alice Pung, says the 
collection raises ‘questions of identity, place and perspective’. Indeed, many of the 
collected works present poignant personal narratives about how we define ourselves and 
others—and subsequently determine our place in the world—through cultural markers 
and delineations. While the collected pieces foreground the impact of cultural heritage on 
an individual’s sense of self and place in the world, they also incorporate many universal 
experiences about ‘growing up’. We see cultural issues within the context of parent-child 
relationships, leaving home, schoolyard dynamics, developing sexuality, falling in love, 
travelling, setting goals for the future and other first-time experiences of youth. 

Various narrators tell of their struggles with dual cultural identities and of the lifelong 
process of mediation between cultures. These tales explore the notions of ‘otherness’, 
what it is like to live as an ‘outsider’ and to be a part of a visible ‘minority’. While the 
pressures of conforming to the obligations of their cultural heritage and of juggling the 
expectations of Anglo-Australian society prove demoralising and dehumanising for some, 
they are liberating and enriching for other narrators whose sense of selfhood flourishes. 
The individuals represented in the anthology challenge cultural clichés and ‘show us what 
it is like beyond the stereotypes’. 

These works also reflect perspectives on what it means to be an Anglo-Australian. The 
anthologised works are organised into twelve sections, each titled after an iconic, 
traditional Anglo-Australian heroic characteristic. In her introduction, Pung says that she 
has: ‘…arranged the anthology around loose themes selected with a certain irony, picking 
out the traits that have been worthy of collective national pride—the Battler, the Pioneer, 
the Legend—to show that these heroic characteristics are not confined to those with 
white faces and First-Fleet heritage’ (p. 2). In doing this, Pung has highlighted the 
arbitrariness of some cultural delineations and the universal qualities of humanity beyond 
cultural types. Readers become aware of the diverse, complex and interwoven cultural 
nature of modern Australian society through this application of Australian vernacular 
labels to non-Anglo Saxons. The appropriation of these heroic national characteristics in 
this anthology also counterpoints the derogatory racist name-calling referred to in many 
of the pieces and counters the notion of Asian-Australian stereotypes. 

Growing Up Asian in Australia is universally accessible to young people of all socio-
cultural contexts. The writing within the anthology, while it deals with people from Asian 
backgrounds reflecting on their bi-cultural experiences, is, in simple terms about the 
search for self (and understanding of self) and one’s place in the world (and 
understanding of this). It is about people trying to bring together the opposites of their 
lives, trying to wend a path back to childhood to make sense of it, to isolate causes, to 
assimilate it, to leave it behind; people trying to come to grips with family—father, mother, 

• What is the view expressed in The Member of the Wedding about the relationship 
between love, belonging and identity? 

• Even though their social contexts are different, both Berenice and Frankie grow 
into a more powerful sense of their identity as women. Discuss. 

• The Member of the Wedding should be seen, according to one critic, as a ‘very 
funny, very dark novel’ and its main theme is ‘why people exclude others and what 
happens when they do’. Do you agree with this reading? Prepare a brief response 
in written or oral form. 
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siblings, extended family, adopted family; people trying to understand gender, sexuality, 
love, loss, change, growing up; people examining their lives and life experiences—the 
stagnation, transformation, betrayal, defeat, victory. In this way it is a text for all of us. 
Whether we are growing up Asian or Anglo-Australian or gay or disabled or as a girl, or 
as a boy, or as teenager aware of the generation gap and on and on. The exploration of 
the issues is relevant in situations beyond the culturally specific. 

 

• What aspects make up your cultural heritage? How has your cultural heritage 
impacted on your sense of self and your place in the world? Write a personal reflective 
piece (>500 words) in which you describe a key aspect of your cultural heritage and 
then reflect on its part in your life. 

• As you read Growing Up Asian in Australia, consider and discuss responses to the 
following for each piece: 

• The specific cultural background of each protagonist/narrator. 
• The conflicts (internal and external) that each protagonist/narrator encounters as a 

consequence of their specific cultural background. 
• The strengths/weaknesses that each protagonist/narrator manifests as a consequence 

of their specific cultural background.  
• The changes and lessons that each protagonist/narrator experiences as a 

consequence of their specific cultural background. 
Complete the following chart by listing the features of each traditional Anglo-Australian 
heroic trait and give appropriate examples: 

Traditional Anglo-
Australian heroic trait. 

features (define) 

 

Examples from 
Anglo-Australian 
heritage 

Examples from 
Growing Up Asian in 
Australia 

Pioneer 

 

  

Battler 

 

  

Mate 

 

  

The Folks / The Clan 

 

  

Legend 

 

  

Tall Poppy   

 

• Given your notes, what comparisons and conclusions can you draw about issues of 
race, identity and belonging? 

• What other iconic Anglo-Australian heroic characteristics could be applied to the 
organisation of these works? 

• One of the sections is titled ‘Un-Australian’. Research when this term came into 
common usage and how it was used in Australian society. What does it mean to be 
‘Un-Australian’? 
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Many of the collected works explore the ambiguities and contradictions of the Asian 
migrant experience in Australia—in particular, how to come to terms with multiple-
identities beyond the obvious cultural one. Despite the efforts to appropriate and perform 
cultural markers like appearance, language, lifestyle and values, many of the reflections 
illustrate the difficulties and compromises of ‘being’ another culture. This is further 
complicated by other impacting factors like culturally specific gender expectations, and 
the different social, economic and political circumstances migrants may encounter in 
Australia. 

Read the following selection of quotes from the collected works in Growing Up 
Asian in Australia. Consider what each quote suggests about issues of identity and 
belonging. Annotate each quote with your reactions, ideas questions and/or 
associations in response to the Context. 

‘I think it is hard for a non-migrant to understand just how difficult it is to learn a 
new language while adapting to life in a new country … so I decided that Bruce 
Willis should do my voice … Like numerous migrants, I picked up a lot of English 
by watching television.’ (pp. 15 to 16) 

‘Robbed of speech again, but this time both inside and outside the classroom, I 
was stripped of my dignity and personality as well. I didn’t have the words to 
object, to defend myself, to argue, to cajole or control. My ethnicity made me 
conspicuous, but my reticence made me invisible.’ (pp. 47-48) 

‘Deli, with its eons of history, was not a place that could be added to. Australia, 
on the other hand, large, spacious and full of gaps, would be a place where we 
could create a new identity.’ (p. 75) 

‘being born in Australia and being an Australian are not the same.’ (p. 26) 

‘Strap-Happy Jack read it [note] out in class. He said, “We all know these 
Chinese people don’t contribute to anything. They are worthless and shouldn’t be 
part of this school. They should all be sent back on a slow boat to China.” ’ (p. 
93) 

‘I thought my parents were annoying too and I was embarrassed that my house 
always smelt of curry.’ (p. 97) 

‘As time goes by, it became clear to her that we are going the way of Australian 
children.’ (p. 10) 

‘I have raised him [adopted Filipino son] as my own son … but I have raised him 
as an Australian. That’s not because I didn’t want to honour his Asian heritage, 
but because if I had tried to raise him in his own culture it would have been a 
falsehood … To know a culture you have to live in it …’ (p. 141) 

‘… [W]e understood that our parents were struggling people who had recently left 
a war-torn country. Their old country was no longer theirs, and they were not 
equipped to participate fully in their new country. They found it easier to deal with 
other Vietnamese-Australians than to learn English. However, this kept them 
alienated from the non-Vietnamese speaking world; they lived in their own 
cultural bubble. This was problematic for them, and we too felt their uncertainty 
and awkwardness. Standing next to them, translating, we recognised their 
helplessness.’ (p. 158) 
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Narrative perspectives  
The stories in the anthology Growing Up Asian in Australia offer intergenerational 
perspectives and show that ‘there is more than one voice within any given culture’. 
Readers encounter personal reflections, short stories, poems, interviews and graphic 
texts told by individuals of diverse age groups and Asian cultural heritages. The range of 
voices represented reminds us that no group is completely homogenous and uniform—
that there is, in fact, diversity within the group. 

The majority of the stories are written in the first person as personal reflective pieces. 
This enables authors to convey their unique intimate experiences, thoughts and feelings 
in an authentic manner. The use of first person narration also engages the reader’s 
empathies with the struggles of finding a place and forging an identity.  

One of the more striking pieces of narration in the collection is ‘These Are the 
Photographs We Take’ by Emily J Sun. This surreal cyclical short story is a montage of 
defining moments for the protagonist who is living between cultures. The narrative is told 
from the second person perspective, ‘you’, in which the reader is positioned as the 
protagonist. Here, readers are invited to travel through the narrative experiencing the 
cultural disorientation, alienation and embarrassments encountered by the central 
character. We get a ‘feel’ for the ambiguities of living between cultures. 

Thao Nguyen’s fable ‘The Water Buffalo’ utilises the third person narrative point of view to 
present a perspective on cultural transitions and intergenerational tensions. The use of 
third person narration distances the reader from the story and engenders a more 
objective and critical engagement with issues of race, identity and belonging. 

‘People never suspected you could be a racial minority and gay. Of course you’re 
not gay; you’re foreign.’ (p. 200) 

‘We aimed high because we had no choice.’ (p. 291) 

‘For me, life was about survival. I could not allow myself, not even for one 
moment, to think about the tremendous shame that I had dumped upon them … I 
had found a new strength. My fear of the future was nothing compared with my 
fear of the past.’ (p. 296) 

‘There was something else about that time; a reconciling of the person I had 
been with the person I had become. I was clutching at almost faded memories of 
another time and place …’ (p. 338) 

• Comment on the effectiveness of the third person narration in writing about 
issues of identity and belonging. Give specific examples from Thao Nguyen’s 
fable. 

• Comment on the effectiveness of the second person narration in writing about 
issues of identity and belonging. Give specific examples from Emily J Sun’s short 
story 

• Brainstorm the advantages and disadvantages of first person narration in writing 
about issues of identity and belonging. Give examples from specific texts. 
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An overview of selected works 

‘The Water Buffalo ‘ 
Fable 

Thao Nguyen’s ‘The Water Buffalo’ is presented as a fable exploring the transitions 
between cultures, the subsequent personal costs and the resultant intergenerational 
tensions and misunderstandings. Like a traditional fable, this narrative has an animal as a 
key character, the sacred water buffalo, and incorporates the metaphor of the personal 
journey as well as symbolic objects. 

At the outset of the fable, the reader witnesses the metamorphosis of the water buffalo 
into a human, and then the transition from an environment of natural harmony to life in a 
chaotic metropolis. The sensory images of the opening paragraphs are increasingly 
replaced with images of cultural discordance and rhetorical questions of identity: ‘What 
had become of him? Who was he?’ These questions lead us to consider how the 
environmental contexts in which we live impact on our current sense of identity as well as 
our memories of selfhood. Nguyen evokes a sense of the water buffalo’s inability to adapt 
to certain environments and his ultimate dislocation in place and time. Finally, he 
becomes diminished as a person and marginalised in the metropolis: ‘As a stranger in a 
new land, he began to fade into the background’ (p. 35). His identity is not validated in the 
new world and he becomes powerless. As his personal journey comes to an end, the 
personal journeys of his children begin in this ‘new land’. 

The theme of the sacrifice and effort by the migrant generation so that the first-born 
generation may have more successful and prosperous lives is explored in several pieces 
in the collection. Like the Australian-born children of many Asian migrants—and migrants 
from other parts of the world—the children of the water buffalo have their lives defined for 
them: ‘They [children] were all driven by his desire for them to walk faster and talk 
smarter than he could’ (p. 35). Herein lies the cause of tensions: the obligation to fulfil 
parental expectations and maintain cultural ties within the context of a different and 
dominant culture, Anglo-Australian society. In meeting parental expectations, the 
Australian-born generation begins its process of disconnection from its cultural heritage 
and connection, bonding with the new cultural context. This generation begins living in 
the ambiguous and conflicted space between cultures. After being ostracised by her 
father for her independence, the only daughter of the water buffalo feels: ‘She existed on 
a land far away … She never did belong, here, there or anywhere. She was a stranger in 
a familiar land. She was fatherless’ (p. 36). The lack of belonging experienced by the 
daughter leaves her feeling disconnected and apart, an alien in both cultures. Finally, 
Nguyen suggests that a sense of belonging and identity can only be achieved through 
reconciliation between the generations, parent and child. 

• Examine the section from: ‘She arrived’ (p. 37) to ‘… a place of truth’ (p. 39). 
Comment on the symbolism of the water buffalo’s painting—what is important to him 
concerning identity and belonging? 

• Explain the daughter’s reaction to the painting—what does she learn about identity 
and belonging? 

• This fable incorporates two personal journeys. Draw a flow chart outlining the water 
buffalo’s personal journey, noting key turning points. Draw a flow chart outlining the 
daughter’s personal journey, noting key turning points. Note what each character 
gains or loses at their different turning points. 

• What is your personal journey? Draw a flow chart outlining your personal journey, 
noting key turning points.  
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‘Sticks and Stones and Such-Like’  
Personal reflective mode 

In this somewhat humorous personal reflection, Sunil Badami reflects on his childhood 
desire that: ‘I didn’t want to be a nigger, a coon, a darkie. I didn’t feel “black” anything. I 
just wanted to fit in’ (p. 10). Negative cultural stereotyping and the derogatory labelling of 
Asians in Australian society is a theme that is echoed in many of the stories, including 
Pung’s introduction. The mish-mash of demeaning labels in this particular story is 
dehumanising and draws attention to the notion of ‘the other’, the ‘outsider’.  

Embarrassed by his Indian name, Badami sets about obliterating his Indian heritage by 
adopting an Anglo-Saxon name and identity, ‘Neil’. For some time, he ‘… could feel their 
[classmates] approval at the effort I was making to fit in’ (p. 12). The name change was a 
significant turning point—albeit naïve and desperate—in developing a sense of his own 
identity and winning peer acceptance through demonstrating a form of assimilation by 
reneging his cultural connections. The name change was not only about survival in the 
playground, but also about self-definition and indicated Badami’s search for a bridge 
between the different worlds in which he lived. In a way, he was exerting his own 
independence by choosing to name himself. Later, through his mother, Badami discovers 
the cultural heritage imbued in his Indian name and its association with a powerful deity. 
Realising the false esteem gained from being ‘Neil’, he becomes Sunil again. And, 
although his mother has not told the truth, there is a significance to the name Sunil, that 
the name Neil doesn’t have and it is clear that the more mature Badami has learnt this. 

Badami’s piece is written as a personal reflection. It is in the first person and describes 
incidents from the past around a particular idea or theme in an informal tone and style. 
Additionally, the writer includes thoughts and observations on the events described and 
what he has personally learnt from them. 

‘Be Good, Little Migrants’ 
Poem 

Uyen Loewald’s ironic poem ‘Be Good, Little Migrants’ presents a criticism of 
multiculturalism in Australia, suggesting that at best it is mere tokenism. The poem 
highlights the patronising attitudes of the government towards migrants through the 
condescending and sarcastic tones of the poem. Migrants are advised to ‘… display your 
gratitude / but don’t be heard, don’t be seen’. This implies the institutionalised ‘invisibility’ 
and ‘voicelessness’ of migrants, and a negation of cultural identities. The sense of 

• Select a passage from the story and annotate it to show how vocabulary and syntax 
are used to create an informal tone and style. Rewrite the passage in a more formal, 
objective style using a third person narrator. Reflect on the choices you made to 
achieve a different tone in the second piece. 

• Write your own personal reflection on one or more of the following topics: 
 an incident involving name-calling and the consequences 
 the meaning/significance of your first name or surname (or both) 
 an incident about cultural stereotyping and the consequences 
 a time when you changed something about yourself in order to fit in. 

• Many of the ideas concerning intergenerational struggles with a sense of identity 
and belonging in a different culture are echoed in the recollections of several 
authors. Compare and contrast this fable with Pauline Nguyen’s personal 
reflection, ‘The Courage of Soldiers’ or Diana Nguyen’s ‘Five Ways to Disappoint 
Your Vietnamese Mother’. 
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‘otherness’ is reiterated throughout the poem through belittling comments such as ‘… 
though your colour could be wrong’ and ‘Museums are built for your low arts / for your 
multiculturalism’. The entrenched political and social ideas of ‘us’ and ‘not us’ are clearly 
evident here. Loewald implies the division and hierarchy in Australian society where other 
cultures are continually excluded unless they forgo their own cultural expression and 
conform to the dominant Anglo-Australian culture. In the poem, Loewald suggests that 
migrants are reduced to faceless, cultureless cogs in the economy. 

‘Interview with Hoa Pham’ 
Journalistic profile 

The section titled ‘Tall Poppies’ presents nine journalistic profiles on Asian-Australians 
and their achievements. These profiles are written with an introductory biographical 
paragraph and then continue in a question-answer structure. 

The interview with Hoa Pham explores how she expresses her experiences of being an 
Asian-Australian through her writing. In the interview, Pham outlines how she progressed 
from feeling ‘so much anger, not fitting in anywhere’ to realising ‘My Vietnamese 
background was now valuable in Australia in a way I had not seen before’. As a child, 
Pham notes her childhood sense of being an ‘outsider’. Like many others in the 
collection, she makes efforts to appropriate some of the visible cultural markers that 
would signify her Australianness—in her case, she fantasises herself with blond hair and 
blue eyes.  

Sometimes Gladness by Bruce Dawe 
Several critics see the ‘Australianness’ of Sometimes Gladness as its outstanding 
unifying feature. In terms of the Context Exploring issues of identity and belonging, many 
of Dawe’s poems explore aspects of our evolving cultural identity, from an Anglo- 
Australian perspective.  

Where many Australian poets in the past focused on the bush in their attempts to define 
the quintessential Australia/n, Dawe focuses on the places where most of us live—the 
suburbs of the big cities that hug the coast. His exploration of this aspect of Australian 
identity celebrates the ways in which the suburbs bring comfort and security on the one 
hand, but also negatives. 

• Comment on the tone and connotations of the title. Find examples of irony in the 
poem. How effective is the use of irony in conveying Loewald’s message? 
Explain your answer. 

• Throughout the poem Loewald outlines the ways in which migrants have been 
exploited. Make a list of these and comment on the impact these have on issues 
of identity and belonging. 

• What role does religious belief play in Pham’s life with regards to her sense of 
identity and place in Australian society? 

• What advantages are there in using a Q&A format? How effectively are the views 
of the interviewees conveyed in this form of writing? Explain you answer. 

• Create a profile piece on a person with a dual-cultural identity. Your profile 
should combine some factual information about the person and questions about 
how their cultural background has impacted on their sense of identity and place 
in Australian society. Use the structure of the profiles in the ‘Tall Poppies’ section 
as a model for your profile. Conclude with a commentary on the issues raised in 
your piece 
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‘Homo Suburbiensis’ is Dawe’s homage to the Australian species ‘suburban man’. Unlike 
the figures in John Brack’s painting, ‘Collins St., 5.00p.m.’, Dawe’s suburban man while 
‘ordinary’ and ‘average’, is nonetheless a spiritual individual—a person whose soul has 
been shaped by the complexities of life, which largely remain mysterious to him. In the 
quiet and security of his backyard veggie patch he offers up ‘as much as any man can 
offer / - time, pain, love, hate, age, war, death, laughter, fever’. In ‘Suburban Lovers’ the 
world of suburbia is presented as a supportive framework to the lovers—as a force that 
almost cocoons them. Even the physical infrastructure of the suburbs is built with the 
purpose of: ‘sustaining them / against years’ seepage’. The lovers’ are presented to us as 
belonging to a community and they represent an endorsement of the community’s values: 
‘Next door’s children / scatter past, laughing. They smile…’  

‘Up the Wall’ presents a different perspective on suburban life and its impact on the 
people who live within it. It is written in sonnet form, as is ‘Homo Suburbiensis’. The two 
quatrains of the octave sketch the relentlessness of domestic life for this woman: ‘The 
saucepan milk is always on the boil’. The next quatrain, with its repetitive ‘She says…’ 
brings the focus to the wife who endures all this alone. In the couplet we hear the 
interpretation of the husband who has been the recipient of his wife’s frustrations: ‘It’s a 
quiet neighbourhood...’ For this man, suburbia is a retreat from his busy world of work. He 
shows little insight or sympathy for his wife who must endure the negation of personality 
and identity that this environment, and her social role as an isolated, stay-at-home mother 
of young children brings, an isolation that is pushing her to the limits of her sanity.  

There are several elements of modern life that Dawe represents as a threat to identity 
and individuality. In ‘Enter Without So Much as Knocking’ we are presented with the life 
story of a man—his passage from birth to death. This is a life that is framed by popular 
culture: ‘Bobby Dazzler on Channel 7’ and where the individual will find acceptance and a 
sense of belonging by conforming to the consumerist ‘norm’: ‘one economy-size Mum, 
one Anthony Squires- / Coolstream-Summerweight Dad…’ It is a life to be lived within 
strict limits: ‘KEEP CLEAR/OUT/OFF GRASS. NO BREATHING EXCEPT BY ORDER…’ 
It is a life that is spiritually empty: ‘the old automatic smile with nothing behind, which 
offers no opportunity for authenticity or for a life lived generously and selflessly. The 
individual in this society is encouraged to shape an identity built on selfishness, self-
centredness and competitiveness and to ignore or suppress any spiritual yearnings or 
need for connections with others. 

Some of Dawe’s poems explore the role that family and the prevailing culture play in 
shaping an individual’s identity. The irreverent ‘Life-Cycle’, which portrays AFL football as 
an Australian religion, has children being assigned concrete aspects of their identity from 
birth: ‘When children are born in Victoria / they are wrapped in the club-colours, laid in 
beribboned cots, / having already begun a lifetime’s barracking’. 

‘Condolences of the Season’, while deriding what Dawe sees as the female penchant for 
fussing about and doting on babies, nonetheless underscores the warmth of belonging 
the baby experiences. The fact that this child reminds others of Uncle Tom’s eyes, Aunt 
Lena’s chin and Cousin Ted’s ears, give him a place in the world, people with whom to 
identify and against which perhaps to define himself as he grows up. The delightful ‘Easy 
Does It’ acknowledges the powerful role that parents play in a child’s growth and the 
potential they have for destroying imagination and individuality: ‘I have to be careful with 
my boy, / that I don’t crumple his immediate-delivery-genuine-fold-up-and extensible-
world’. The final image of this poem—the Sunday visitor—presents the possible 
consequences of stifling the child’s identity, that of turning him into a passive observer 
rather than an active participant in life.  

Bruce Dawe’s poetry is filled with an awareness of the frailty of our humanity. He writes 
poignantly about loss—particularly the loss of youth and thus the loss of one’s status and 
identity. In the poems ‘Happiness Is the Art of Being Broken’ and ‘Then’, Dawe explores 
this pain. In ‘Happiness Is the Art of Being Broken’ it is the elderly who ‘Practise it to 
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Perfection’. It is not a vision of comfort that Dawe offers. As we ‘fragment’, ‘We learn 
where we belong, in what uncaring / Complex depths we roll’. Senility is ‘an ironic act of 
charity’ that protects us (‘all identity lost’) from becoming ‘curios for children roaming 
beaches’. In ‘Then’ the focus is on the absence of love in the life of the elderly. It is as if 
meaning and purpose have been removed: ‘When you are older you don’t care much any 
more / Whether you walk or ride—there’s the dust, the road’. It seems that the young 
keep the elderly locked out of the experience of love because it bolsters their sense of 
identity: ‘…as the happiness of the motorist / Depends upon pedestrians envious of their 
wheels’. 

‘Soliloquy for One Dead’ is a wistful poem written in a conversational tone from one living 
to one dead, ‘Ah, no, Joe, you never knew …’. This emphasises the personal nature of 
the subject matter—a close friend’s death. The title highlights the poet’s feelings of 
isolation, loneliness at the death of his friend. There is a need to reassess one’s identity 
having lost a close friend, relative or partner. The poem suggests the yearning for 
someone we love who can no longer return to us, and the constant reminders of that 
impossibility, and the ways that one’s sense of self is redefined because of the loss. 

Dawe criticises the racism and bigotry of some Anglo-Australians in poems like ‘Weapons 
Training’ and ‘Mrs Swipe Speaks Out’. These dramatic monologues present the voices of 
complacently ignorant and prejudiced Australians whose own words condemn them.  

On the other hand ‘Getting it Together’ suggests that even the most callow of Anglo- 
Australian youth might be moved to feel respect, even awe, for something they had 
mocked and demeaned defensively. These young Western men are on holiday on a 
Pacific island. Their sense of themselves is mightily challenged when they damage an 
artefact belonging to an ancient and mysterious people. 

‘Easy Does It’ is about the imaginative capacities of young children and the 
responsibilities as adults to nurture rather than destroy this. It is a potent reminder of the 
power adults—parents in particular—have over the identity formation of their children. 
The poem opens with the speaker reminding himself, ‘I have to be careful with my boy’.  

The poem moves between the vivid and exciting world of the child and the removed, 
moribund world of the adult. The second line of the first stanza reveals the adult penchant 
for accuracy and specificity—‘tree’, but for the child ‘it comes out hazy / very green and 
friendly…’ There is so much more to ‘tree’ in the child’s mind; it is a richly sensual 
experience. This contrast is highlighted again in lines 5–12. This time it is the word 
‘aeroplane’ under consideration. For the boy it is a difficult word: ‘he has to stand on 
tiptoe to touch it’. Despite this, it does complicated aerobatic manoeuvres (Immelmanns) 
for him, where for his father it is a model reduced to scientific and technical fact. 

In the second stanza Dawe focuses on the child’s capacity for complexity, excitement and 
engagement through the creation of an imaginative word made up of multiple 
compounds: ‘immediate-delivery-genuine-fold-up-and-extensible’ world. The individual 
words of this compound word characterise the child’s world—it is spontaneous, not 
contrived; it is sincere, not a façade; and it is incredibly flexible. The father understands 
the risk he runs of ‘petrify(ing) its wonder’, as he interacts with his son.  

The final image of the poem, the visitor at the lake feeding the swans, is a sneak preview 
of the kind of life the child will lead when grown up if the father is not ‘careful’. It is an 
image of a person who lives life at a distance, who is not closely involved but is a ‘visitor’, 
devoid of any authentic place, not really belonging. Life is lived carefully as evidenced in 
the prepared crusts that the visitor brings with him.  

• Draw up a table where each column notes a different aspect of identity and belonging 
(e.g. family, culture, relationships, stereotypical expectations) addressed in Dawe’s 
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poetry. Working with the collection as a whole, initially with the list provided at the end 
of this article, discuss and categorise the issues relevant to identity and belonging that 
the poems explore and make connections between these ideas. 

• Work in groups to read and discuss the following poems from Sometimes Gladness. 
What ideas relevant to the Context do the poems present? 
Poems to consider: 
 ‘Family Man’ 
 ‘Americanised’ 
 ‘Homo Suburbiensis’ 
 ‘Katrina’ 
 ‘Happiness Is the Art of Being Broken’ 
 ‘Then’ 
 ‘The Little Blokes’ 
 ‘Widower’ 
 ‘Unemployed’ 
 ‘Big Jim’ 
 ‘Going’ 
 ‘Heatwave’ 
 ‘Drifters’ 
 ‘Mrs Swipe Speaks Out’ 
 ‘Getting It Together’ 
 Weapons training 

• Dawe writes from the perspective of an Anglo Australian who became an adult in the 
middle part of the 20th century. Do the ideas about Australian identity and belonging 
that he suggests in his poetry have continuing relevance for young Australian adults in 
the early 21st century? 

• Dawe writes from the perspective of an Anglo Australian who became an adult in the 
middle part of the 20th century. Do the ideas about Australian identity and belonging 
that he suggests in his poetry have continuing relevance for young Australian adults in 
the early 21st century? 

• Create a visual representation of the key themes related to identity and belonging for 
each poem you study. Comment on the ideas conveyed in each poem.    

• Write a short soliloquy on a theme of your own choice that emerges from your 
discussions about identity and belonging. This could be a eulogy, a toast at a 
celebration, a speech at an award ceremony, for example. Provide an explanation 
about the language features, tone and style you chose in order to achieve your 
purpose with this piece.  

• Recall an incident from your own childhood when you were enthralled and excited by a 
new experience. Discuss with a partner how this episode has helped to shape who 
you are. Write a short (> 300 words) account of this episode in the voice of a child, 
using imaginative words and descriptions. Then write an account (>300 words) of the 
same episode as an adult recounting it to another adult. Read each piece aloud and 
explain the choices you made about the language and style in each piece.   

• With a partner, conduct an interview with Bruce Dawe for the Today show. The aim of 
the interview is to discuss some of the key ideas that Dawe writes about in relation to 



VATE 2012 Inside Contexts—Exploring issues of identity and belonging 33 

 

 

 

 

identity and belonging. Be sure to ask him why he thinks his poems have been 
selected for study in this Context. 

• Write a persuasive piece that incorporates narrative, opinion and informative forms 
on one or more of the following topics: 
 Individuals are shaped by the community and culture that they live in.  
 Australia’s consumerist culture cuts across the potential that individuals have for 

happiness and fulfilment and limits what they can become. 
 The things an individual says can lead listeners to form a strong opinion about the 

identity of the person who is speaking, whatever the intention of the speaker. 
Needs an arrow. 

 Adults in a community have a responsibility to protect and nurture other members 
of the community. 
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Section D: Student texts  

Adding a layer of abstraction and complexity to the 
Context 
Reflect on how your involvement in reading and thinking about this Context deepens your 
understanding of Exploring issues of identity and belonging—the complex issues 
associated with an individual’s sense of identity and belonging and the interrelationships 
between these two aspects of human experience. 

• In what ways has your study contributed to your having a more complex and 
sophisticated understanding of human experience and human society?  

• In what ways has your study made you more aware of large institutional forces 
shaping individual lives, more aware of others suffering and joy, more understanding, 
empathetic and tolerant of others?  

• Select a passage from the print texts and/or a scene from the film you have studied 
that typifies the views and presentation style of the author/filmmaker. Provide an 
analytical commentary on how the language choices, form and style are used to 
convey the ideas in the text.  

• Brainstorm the advantages and disadvantages of first person narration in writing 
about Exploring issues of identity and belonging. Give examples from the texts you 
have studied to support your response. 

• Select a brief excerpt from each of the texts you have studied and annotate them to 
show how the tone and style have been created. Rewrite the passages in a different, 
tone, e.g., using a third person or first person narrator or voiceover. Reflect on the 
choices you made to achieve a different tone in the second piece. 

• Create a visual representation of the key themes related to Exploring issues of 
identity and belonging. 

• Write a short soliloquy on a theme of your choice that emerges from your discussions 
about Exploring issues of identity and belonging. This could be a eulogy, a toast at a 
celebration, a speech at an award ceremony for example. Provide an explanation 
about the language features, tone and style you chose in order to achieve your 
purpose with this piece. 

• Develop a word bank of terms used to refer to a specific group in society—e.g., 
women, Collingwood supporters, Generation Y, politicians or car salesmen. 
Investigate the origins of each term and explain what image or message is conveyed 
by its use. Arrange the terms on a continuum from positive to neutral to negative 
connotations. Do you see any patterns emerging in the words used to stereotype or 
to refer to the group? Choose 6 of the terms to incorporate into a piece of writing 
about the group. The purpose of the writing is to de-bunk the stereotypes. 

• In the texts you study, what evidence is there of both positive and negative impacts 
of membership of a group on an individual’s sense of self? Think about this from the 
individual’s personal point of view and from the point of view of others around the 
individual. 

• Think of the stereotypical assumptions people make about individuals on account of 
their membership of ‘that family’, ‘that class’, ‘that friendship group’, ‘that ethnic 
group’, ‘that gender’, ‘that religion’, ‘that age group’. How do these negative or 
positive impressions become established? Try to give several specific examples, as 
well as theorising about this idea.  

• When might an individual feel pressure because he or she belongs to a group simply 
because of their birth? How might such groups help their members overcome, or at 
least bear, the effects of stereotypical assumptions and prejudices? Write an advice 
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column in which you demonstrate your understanding of the importance of identity 
and of belonging and how this can be achieved.  

• If you have ever travelled overseas you have probably felt, at least initially, like the 
odd one out. Write a humorous short story (about 500 words) about this experience.  

• Consider the career you might follow after leaving school. What will this mean for 
your identity in a few years’ time? What characteristics will you possess in order to 
belong to that career group? Brainstorm a list of attributes (personality, material 
wealth, physical appearance, behaviour, friends, etc.) you expect will form part of 
who you are. Write a brief, humorous feature article for a popular magazine in which 
you describe the ingredients for success in your chosen career. Decide on the target 
audience for your article and at the end write an explanation about the language style 
and structure you used to make this piece effective and engaging. 

• Reflect on the groups you are part of. What role have they played in your identity 
development? To what extent have they been positive and/or negative? Describe 
how you behave, how you speak, how you dress when you are with one or more 
groups. Are there any differences between the groups? If so, why is that the case? 

• What are some of the services and facilities available in the community to help 
people who don’t belong anywhere in particular, e.g., the homeless or the mentally 
ill? Conduct a brief research of the group, in particular looking at the aims, vision, 
and statements of purpose of the services. Summarise what you learn from these 
statements about people’s needs and ways of helping them develop self-esteem and 
a sense of belonging. 

Prompts 
• A person’s sense of identity and belonging is defined more by their circumstances 

than any other factor. 
• Labelling and stereotyping people who belong to a particular group is lazy and 

convenient. 
• Labelling and stereotyping people who belong to a particular group is usually 

intended to be demeaning and always limiting. 
• Feelings of alienation, displacement, or discrimination are things everybody has to 

deal with, but some of us have a harder time doing this than others. 
• Exploring issues of identity and belonging makes us realise that much is common 

to all people, no matter where they come from. 
• When people strive to fit in to the dominant group, they risk losing their identity 

and integrity. 
• In a multicultural society, to successfully fit in to the dominant culture, people must 

downplay what makes them different.  
• One can be accepted and still feel terribly alone. 
• To gain acceptance in a multicultural society, minority groups must down play 

what makes them different. 
• ‘Walk around in someone else’s shoes’—when we get to know an individual we’re 

less inclined to stereotype them. 


