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Alice Pung’s Asian-Australian Place and
Truth
La vérité sur la composante asiatique de la culture australienne chez Alice
Pung

Salhia Ben-Messahel

PLAN

Reconfiguring belonging
Alternative views
Navigating between structures

TEXTE

The construc tion of an inclusive society has been central to
Australian politics from the early days of the egal it arian society
during the Feder a tion move ment of the late 19th century, and has
also been signi ficant in the emer gence of the multi cul tural tenet that
became central to Australia as a nation in the 1970s and more
signi fic antly in the late 1980s when Australia was celeb rating its
200 years as an inde pendent nation in the Asia‐Pacific region.
Multi cul tur alism as an ideal for an inclusive society nonethe less
ques tions the meaning of the term “nation” and seems to sustain the
nature of the country as a former settler- colony and a post‐colo nial
place—a place that emerged from the concep tion of land scape as
both a recip ient of utopia and dystopia; a place altern ately perceived
as an inferno or empty space and as the Elysium and land of plenty.
Thus, the myth of the destiny of the White man in the anti podes has
been a recur rent issue in literary accounts dealing with the
construc tion and evol u tion of the nation, along with the Indi genous
pres ence and the tragic consequences of colo ni alism, and while the
Asian pres ence appears in early repres ent a tions of Australia, it has
often been in negative terms, constricting Asian migrants to their
Other ness and them belonging to their country of birth or ancestry.
In the early days of Feder a tion, Asian migrants, contrary to the British
and Irish convicts and settlers, were releg ated to the fringes and
common repres ent a tions of them were stereo typ ical and racist,

1



Alice Pung’s Asian-Australian Place and Truth

depicting them as cunning oriental subjects, proponents of
communist discourse at a time when Anglo‐Australians were
becoming conscious about their isol a tion from Britain, which they
thought heightened their vulner ab ility owing to their regional
prox imity to Asian coun tries. Such prox imity and vulner ab ility still
recur in polit ical discourse. Even if Australian attempts to engage
with Asia to construct an Asian future have occurred, espe cially from
the late 1980s onward, the binary oppos i tion “Western/Asian” seems
to prevent Australia from being part of Asia. Moreover, while fiction
and the arts often sought to bridge the gap between
Anglo‐Australians and Indi genous Australians they seem to have
failed to incor porate the Asian heritage in the defin i tion of “nation”
and in the sense of belonging to place, and literary discourses may
suggest that the binary “them/us” still over shadows the idea of an
inclusive and multi cul tural society. In an essay published on the eve
of the 2002 Common wealth Games, novelist and critic Richard
Flanagan insists on how his gener a tion, like younger gener a tions of
Australians, do not relate to Britain as “back home” but rather as a
distant foreign country. He refers to Australia as a “poly glot country”,
as a “vast and troubled country” (Flanagan 2002). I wish to take on the
word “troubled” to examine the many ways in which Australian
literary discourse has attempted to redefine the under standing of
“Other ness” as “Oneness” and how the “trouble” which Flanagan
refers to may be a signi fier indic ating the shifting perspective and
blur ring effect that occurs when Australians attempt to define what
“being Australian” means, what Australian culture is. I shall address
such shifting perspect ives through the issue of inclu sion in Alice
Pung’s three works: Unpol ished Gem (2006), Her
Father’s Daughter (2009), and Laurinda (2014). I shall also refer to
Growing Up Asian (2008), a collec tion of stories by Asian‐Australian
artists and writers born in or outside of Australia and who belong to
different generations.

Pung’s writing retraces family history and explores the ways in which
integ ra tion and assim il a tion of cultural others took place in Australia.
Basing herself on her own exper i ence as the child of Chinese
migrants born in Cambodia, who fled the Khmer regime and as an
Australian‐born who had to find ways of fitting into the Anglo- 
Australian main stream, Pung delivers stories that both inscribe in
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auto bi o graphic and fictional writing. Focusing on the main char ac ters
in each public a tion, be it Alice Pung herself in Unpol ished Gem or Her
Father’s Daughter or Lucy Lam, the main char acter in Laurinda, I shall
explore the config ur a tions of home, the many ways in which home is
imagined to such an extent that it designs a space for affective
geographies. I shall in fact argue that issues such as “Home” and
“Being in place” are never stable since they are prone to the multiple
angles through which one’s gaze oper ates and since indi viduals are
able to navigate between social and cultural struc tures, temporary
spaces for being in place and out of place, in an alter moment and
space that surfaces from “lenticular onto lo gies”, to borrow from
Ghassan Hage’s own words, from a space that allows indi viduals to
inhabit real ities that are continu ously flick ering and chan ging before
their very eyes.

I will rely on Hage’s ideas and his explor a tion of multi cul tur alism and
migrancy vis à vis an Anglo‐Australian main stream espe cially in his
crit ical book The Diasporic Condition (2021). Hage argues that those
who have a social and affective connec tion to various geographic
loca tions, immig rants for instance, are commonly depicted as
indi viduals who not only have a problem with the “nation” but are
also torn between various places. His anthro po lo gical and social
approach decon structs such discourse and suggests that indi viduals
can dwell in various places at the same time so that place/home no
longer signi fies one space but many. Hage’s percep tion of other ness
and his crit ical approach operate in Pung’s exam in a tion of migrancy
and the place of Asia within the history of settler Australia. Since she
started writing Pung has always sought to design an altern ative space
whereby the migrant other and their Australian‐born descend ants
could be given a voice and thus subvert the polit ical discourse on Asia
as well as ensure a proper incor por a tion of migrants from Asia in the
national narrative. In the intro duc tion to Growing Up Asian
in Australia (2008), an antho logy gath ering stories, essays, poetry,
comic art and inter views by Asian‐Australian artists, Pung refers to
the distorted vision settler Australia may have about
Asian‐Australians and expresses her wish for the antho logy to
contribute to discus sions about iden tity, place and perspective (4).
This antho logy, like all the other works by Pung, seek to decon struct
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preju dices about non‐settler Australians and restore the truth about
migrancy and the place of Asia within Australia.

Recon fig uring belonging
In her auto bi o graphic account, Unpol ished Gem, Alice Pung insists on
the first line that “This story does not begin on a boat”, placing herself
as the teller of a tale that does not inscribe in ethnic story‐telling or
migrant writing by shifting the angle from an outside posi tion to a
posi tion from within, which subverts the Euro centric percep tion of
non‐European migrants and their descendants.

4

In the intro duc tion to Growing Up Asian in Australia (2008), an
antho logy that “reveals that there is more than one voice within any
given culture” (2), Pung states that “Asian‐Australians have often been
written about by outsiders, as outsiders” (1) and explains that the
stories by authors with an Asian heritage and from different
gener a tions “show us not only what it is like to grow in Australia, but
also what it means to be Asian‐Australian” (4).

5

Pung’s assess ments reflect her own stance as a writer since her
stories aim at examining the issue of ethni city and migra tion from an
inside perspective, from the family home in Australia, in order to
inter rogate the inclu sion of Asian migra tion and culture within the
history of the multi cul tural nation. In her books, Pung focuses on the
family micro cosm within the national macro cosm and in so doing
restores the meaning of Asia to Australia, inter rog ates the
consequences of migra tion, refugee discourse, diasporic condi tions
and the way in which ancestry, rather than colliding with the culture
of the birth country, inter acts with it and allows the subject to inhabit
a space and at the same time claim another space (Hage 2021, 78).

6

Thus, by plur al izing her own concep tion of inhab it ance, Pung delves
into the cultural and contiguous spaces that occur between “those
homes related to ancestry” and “home, the birth country”, depicting
different members and gener a tions of the same family, in the space of
domest icity and the nation. Home natur ally surfaces as a
transcul tural space that meta ph or izes the char ac ters’ own
subjectivity and posi tioning within Australian society. “Homing”
(Hage 2018, 3), the verbal form of home, may sum up Pung’s writing
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tech nique as it refers to the process of aiming for or moving directly
towards some thing. Such a process appears in her work whenever
the main narrator, Pung herself in Unpol ished Gem or
Her Father’s Daughter and the char acter of Lucy in Laurinda, is eager
to explore and expose the many ways in which belonging may
mani fest itself at a social level and, by exten sion, at a polit ical level
through the issue of multi cul tur alism regu larly. In Unpol ished Gem,
the posi tioning of Alice within her own family high lights her alterity
both at home and outside of home and such alterity, which forms
another space for discourse, is also signi fied through the other places
that the rest of the family occupy at home. For instance, when Alice
refers to her family tree, one is aware that it does encom pass a binary
between the Pungs on the father’s side and the Chias on the mother’s
side. Pung’s Chia grand par ents are depicted as outsiders to the
family: “Outside Grand father”, “Outside Grand mother”, both at the
begin ning of the first chapter and throughout the whole narrative
(56–57). Rather than being a mere micro cosm, the family unit appears
to be a field as defined by Pierre Bour dieu, that natur ally entices the
char ac ters to explore other fields and construct their own
subjectivity. In Laurinda, for instance, as Lucy is trying to put her
baby brother (called the Lamb) on a carousel, she is confronted to
racist comments by an “over weight mother” who claims, using a
faulty grammar, “we was here first” (180). The woman’s atti tude,
rather than negating Lucy’s place in the main stream, rein forces her
own sense of belonging and place in Australia, espe cially as she
real ises how much she cares about her school and
selective environment:

And it was then that I under stood my attach ment to Laurinda. I was
wearing my uniform, and this woman—who lived on welfare and fast
food—would never be part of that world. She thought that people like
us were going to steal her kid’s job in the future, just as she thought
we were trying to steal a free ride now. (180)

Lucy’s real iz a tion again brings to mind Pierre Bour dieu’s notion of the
field whereby the field (academic here but which can be polit ical,
reli gious, medical and so on) is an autonomous space within a larger
space (usually a social micro cosm within the social macro cosm),
which for Lucy encap su lates the pursuit of a specific goal, which is
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integ ra tion under the tenet “multi cul tur alism”. The school uniform is
a signi fier for Lucy’s posi tion in society and the future. Laurinda thus
seems to offer a space outside of home throughout which the
char acter is able to gain agency, even though such agency may be in
fact restricted by other fields embodied by the Cabinet, a sorority run
by a group of Anglo- Australian and middle‐class girls, as well as other
fields like the social micro cosm embodied by girls’ mothers, or the
school admin is tra tion. All these fields or places in which Lucy
oper ates tend to encloses her rather than liberate her or provide her
with a sense of belonging. School, just like home, tends to prevent
Lucy from being entirely part of multi cul tural Australia and finding
her place in the multi cul tural fabric of the nation. The nation, like
home, are places that encap su late both the real ities of
multi cul tur alism and the distorted visions one—settler Australians
and Asian Australians—may have on other ness. Thus, the world of
home is restricted to the family and the Asian migrant heritage, it is
as prob lem atic as school and high lights the diffi culty for Lucy to find
a place for being. Home is both the place of belonging and
unbelonging, the place where truth and untruth about the
multi cul tural nation unravel.

In his explor a tion of the concept of “Home”, Ghassan Hage argues
that a “home” is not the same as a “house” and that the issue of
“home” is polit ical consid ering that one’s percep tion of home may
vary according to a specific context. Hage insists on the idea that
“occupying a space does not neces sarily mean that you develop a
homely attach ment to it” (Hage 2018). Hage’s argu ments are
convin cing and resonate with Alice Pung’s depic tions of place and
percep tions of home. Speaking at the Melbourne Writers Fest ival
in 2017, in the “Second Gener a tions Narrative session”, Pung said:

9

Until you move out of home, you don’t realise how anxious your
home life is, […] You don’t realise how unreas on able some of your
parents’ anxi eties are, or the way they deal with certain things, you
don’t realise it’s prob ably not the health iest way to [live] […] they
used to have—they still do have—these irra tional reac tions to
ordinary stresses of life, which kind of made me really stressed as
well, living at home. (Pung 2017)
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Pung’s obser va tions are relevant of the discovery she made as soon as
she left the space of domest icity to integ rate the main stream for
educa tional purposes. Her comments encap su late the idea that by
sustaining the culture of the country of origin, the family home
surfaces as a space of enclosure for Alice, who can even tu ally reach
out to her own subjectivity as an Australian when she moves out from
such home to create her own home:

10

The four walls of her flat became her sanc tuary, and the suburb of
Parks ville her private retreat. […] It was then that she real ised the
relativity of tasks: that reading could mean as much as toiling, or that
sitting in the sun looking at her hands would not result in a
boot‐stamp of guilt in her face. Perhaps she was freeing herself from
the moiling mentality of her parents, free now to be a let‐us- all-
rejoice Australian. (Her Father’s Daughter, 59)

In this passage, the lexical field is remin is cent of Alice’s percep tion
that she is making a world for herself—that she is in fact
territ ori al izing, “sanc tu ar izing”, her own self and cultural iden tity in a
new place—and it also subtly under scores Alice’s Australi an ness in
that she exper i ences “basking in the sun” freely and enjoying the
outside envir on ment. Yet, while Alice inhabits a new space, she
remem bers the other (familial) space and estab lishes compar isons
that in fact initiate a move ment towards an alter space of being,
a space that surpasses the binary “them/us” since it plur al izes the
concep tion of inhabitance.

Pung’s stories raise the anxiety and the trauma of being a refugee in
multi cul tural Australia, of fitting‐in. Such anxiety brings to mind
Frantz Fanon’s study of the rela tion between power and visib ility,
between invis ib ility and power less ness, and the idea that “the
releg a tion [of the colon ized] to power less ness is met with modes of
resist ance, including strategies where the colon ized may access
spaces of visib ility and invis ib ility to avoid discip line and surveil lance
and to further their own goals or polit ical agenda” (Villegas 2010, 147).
Although migrants and refugees have not been colon ized, unlike
Indi genous Australians, similar processes of control extend to them
being non‐English back ground indi viduals. In fact, they appear to be
discarded from the Anglo‐centric main stream as well as the
multi cul tural space. In Laurinda, Lucy’s parents are posi tioned
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outside the multi cul tural space, her mother working from home,
sewing clothes in the garage and putting both her and her young
son’s health at risk. When a nurse is dispatched to check on the home
envir on ment, her percep tion of Alice’s mother encap su lates
stereo typ ical images of the sweat‐shop and Asian others (274–276).
The nurse’s taunting atti tude, just like the atti tude of Lucy’s friends
from school or that of a student’s mother, all of them suggest that
those seen as ethnic others are labelled under the category “Asian”
regard less of the many specificities—cultural, regional and national—
that such a qual i fier actu ally encom passes. Some remarks are either
racist or rely on an exotic approach, which is racialist:

“Well, would you look at those dexterous Asian fingers. So fast!”

“Yes, Asians do seem to have more nimble fingers”, said Mrs Leslie.
“When I was in Suzhou”—she pronounced it Shoo‐zhoo, trying to
make it more exotic, I suppose—“I visited a silk factory, and they
were girls around Lucy’s age, all with small and delicate hands,
embroid ering silks. The owner told me that it was a four- thousand-
year-old tradi tion, that sort of handicraft.”

“How delightful!” exclaimed Mrs White. “We’ve never been to China.”

“You know which other people have nimble fingers?” asked Chelsea.
“South Americans.”

“Oh?” Mrs Leslie loved stories about different cultures.

“Yeah, when we went to Venezuela two years ago, they stole my
camera! Remember that, Mum? Those filthy, monobrowed
pick pockets…” (167)

In this passage, one senses the “ethnic caging” of those deemed
non‐white and the ideas raised by Ghassan Hage in White Nation
consid ering that “the way the voice of the ‘ethnic other’ is made
passive not only by those who want to erad icate it, but also by those
who are happy to welcome it under some condi tions they feel
entitled to set is one of the main features of these ritu al istic
‘immig ra tion debates’ that White Australians enjoy having so much”
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(Hage 1998, 17). The various exper i ences that Lucy has within her
school envir on ment and her encoun ters with White Australians show
that the latter, racists or multi cul tur al ists, do share the idea that they
are masters of the national space and can thus decide who can fit in
or not in that space. Invited to give a speech at the school gradu ation
cere mony, Lucy refers to her personal history and exposes the
hypo crisy of multi cul tur alism and egal it ari anism in a humor istic
manner: “We came to Australia on a boat from Vietnam when I was
two. We are Teochew Chinese. I come from Stanley, one of the most
disad vant aged suburbs in Australia. According to the Australian
Bureau of Stat istics” (327–328). Lucy’s enrol ment in Laurinda, one of
the elite private cath olic schools, owes to her gaining a schol ar ship
but is performed under the guise of multi cul tur alism and
egal it ari anism, two of Australia’s most cher ished tenets which she is
often indir ectly reminded about by teachers (222–223). Yet, it is
precisely by integ rating the so‐called elite and their rules that Lucy is
confronted with the hypo crisy of white Australia and the cultural
manip u la tion she is subjected to (263). This is all the more dramatic
since in an earlier passage, the refer ence to a real polit ical event,
Pauline Hanson’s maiden speech in the Australian Parlia ment,
estab lishes a parallel between the racist comments against Asians and
multi cul tur alism and Lucy’s own exper i ence at school: “‘They have
their own culture and reli gion, form ghet toes and don’t assim ilate,’
she had declared, and I heard an echo of what was happening to me
at Laurinda. I was regressing back to my ghetto of one and not
assim il ating” (253).

Altern ative views
Issues of migra tion, Asian ness and multi cul tur alism, in Pung’s whole
work, draw on Homi Bhabha’s theor iz a tion of the “unhomely”
under stood not as a state of lacking home, or the opposite of having a
home, but rather as the recog ni tion that the fron tier between the
world and the home is breaking down. As Bhabha puts it, in
“displace ment the borders between home and world become
confused; and, uncan nily, the private and the public become part of
each other, forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is
disor i enting” (Bhabha 1994, 13). In Unpol ished Gem, Alice is expressing
her desire as a teen ager to exper i ence what others do: having a
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boyfriend, going to the movies with friends and “showing off” to her
friends. She is very much aware of the complexity of navig ating
between two cultures and of her place in the mainstream:

Australian demo cracy seemed to be avail able to all by the mere
shed ding of your clothes. Perhaps clothes did not have to be
discarded, because in broad daylight we would see the school girls
and boys in their school uniforms, full blazers and ties and kilts and
long socks, lying atop each other in the park. There was no other
place to go […] Parents did not get it. Life was not to be spent at the
mercy of sunken- faced migrants, bringing from the old country a
million scruples that made no sense. Australians all let us rejoice, for
we are young and free, not held tight in the clutches of the village
gossip or the narrow‐eyed match maker. (Unpolished Gem, 101)

One could argue here that the char acter’s percep tion of her own
alterity and her idea of home and the family rely on Paul Gilroy’s idea
of the “geometry of colo nial power”, which is “notable for the stress it
placed on recog ni tion and inter de pend ency and the way it pushed
cultural ques tions to the fore: each racial and ethnic type turns out to
have its own space where it is at home and can be itself”
(Gilroy 2005, 51). Both Alice in Her Father’s Daughter and the
char acter of Lucy in Laurinda seem to be caught in the geometry of
colo nial power, which still oper ates in post co lo nial Australia and that
tends to discard other ness under the guise of cultural diversity and
the egal it arian society. The accept ance letter that Lucy receives from
Laurinda is a fine example of the instru ment al iz a tion of other ness for
academic but also social and polit ical purposes:

14

Dear Lucy, 
As we approach the new century, we must equip our students to
become leaders in myriad far- reaching social, economic and cultural
fields. Laurinda is proud to intro duce and embrace exper i ences of
diversity in our strong tradition. 
It is with great pleasure that I write to inform you that you have been
awarded the inaug ural Laurinda Equal Access schol ar ship. (17)

The letter shows that the school’s diversity is based on economic
success and polit ical purposes rather than on issues of social
inclu sion. Lucy’s exper i ence shows that she is thus caught in an
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inter me diate space between school and home, and in a permanent
state of compar ative existence.

In Pung’s writ ings, the main char acter, be it Alice or Lucy, “captures
some thing of the estranging sense of the relo ca tion of the home and
the world in an unhal lowed place” (Bhabha 1994, 13). This idea in fact
surfaces during an inter view when the novelist mentions the racist
taunts she was subjected to and how, in fact, home and society are
both located in “an unhal lowed place”:

15

But in this scato lo gical suburb [Baybrook], I was indeed often bored
shit less. Imagine this—you go outside and hoons in cobbled- together
Holdens wind down their windows and tell you to Go Back Home,
Chinks. So you walk home and inside, it’s supposed to be like home.
But it’s not a home you know. (Pung 2020)

The use of home as a common signi fier for either belonging, iden tity,
inclu sion or exclu sion emerges through the issue of alterity so that
post co lo nial and multi cul tural Australia is being both subverted and
recon figured. Subver sion often stems from the percep tion of the
migrant char ac ters and the repres ent a tion they respect ively wish to
display to assert both a sense of un‐belonging (main taining the
culture of the home- country) and belonging (adopting the culture of
the host- country). Pung provides a fine example of this when
inter viewed by Nic Brasch and discussing her own parents’ atti tude
vis à vis their relat ives in their home- country and their own new life
in Australia. The example she provides inter est ingly draws on the
medium of photo graphy and the visual message, and how they
parti cipate in the construc tion of another story, of an alter space of
discourse, which in Nicolas Bour riaud’s sense “desig nates a different
rela tion ship with time: no longer the after math of a histor ical
moment, but the infinite exten sion of the kaleido scopic play of
temporal loops in the service of a history as a spiral which advances
while turning back upon itself” (Bour riaud, 2009, 186):

16

Alice: ‘We’ve made it. We’re living this Australian dream’. And they’d
send these photo graphs over seas to other relat ives who’d survived,
and they’d say, ‘Look. Look at us. We’ve made it’. And they were so
proud of these second- hand clothes. But when they tell the story, if
you sat them down, they’d say, ‘We’re so ashamed of our second- 



Alice Pung’s Asian-Australian Place and Truth

hand clothes. We’re so poor’. And the photo graphs tell a
different story.

Nic: Tell a very different story.

Alice: They tell the reality of the moment. And so that’s why I didn’t
inter view them, because it was a different truth.

Nic: Sure. Absolutely.

Alice: It was the truth of the moment. And my dad knew it wasn’t a
lie, because I had the photo graphic evid ence of their ecstasy wearing
these 1970s flared pants. […] (Pung 2017b)

Alice Pung’s idea that the photo graphs tell a different story, the
reality of the moment and the truth of the moment, suggests that the
photo graph is a trope that directs one’s gaze to a reality and can
redirect it simul tan eously to another reality, both narrative spaces
playing against one another and creating a mnemo his tory—a space
where memory and history interact—aimed at restoring part of the
refugee’s truth. Thus, the photo graph retraces both the Australian
Dream and the social reality that Alice’s parents were confronted to.
It conveys a visual message about the incor por a tion of Asian migrants
in Australia and displays different perspect ives consid ering the angle
one takes to look at it and inter pret it—the photo graph is a signi fier
of what Hage terms as “the lenticular condi tion” (Hage 2020). Hage’s
concept refers to the way in which indi viduals can perceive different
things oper ating on the same surface depending on the angle they
are looking at them.

In Her Father’s Daughter, as soon as she has settled away from home
and in her own space, the char acter of Alice is confronted to her own
reality and Australian cultural iden tity by looking at the outside
world. Alice refers to what she sees by insisting that they “were more
inter esting things to watch, like the way her own thoughts developed
like Polar oids and the way some of the images would not show up as
anything but a grey blur, while others were so vivid that it hurt to
look at them with the naked eye” (59). The photo graphic process acts
as thought and memory, providing details with great accuracy; it
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encom passes Alice’s ability at seeing the present and confronting her
new reality, an alter space where “No one was watching her and she
was invis ible” (59)—such invis ib ility is ironic consid ering that it
expresses her being part of the national space rather than being the
“invis ible cultural other”. The percep tion that Alice has shows that
integ rating a different place from home allows her to become part of
the main stream and thus to subvert nation al istic discourses of the
multi cul tural (and white) nation.

Ghassan Hage’s analysis of the nature of diasporic exist ence as taking
a lenticular form is useful when reading Pung’s work since the
concept of home and being in her stories oper ates through the
lenticular, the image that appears differ ently depending on the angle
from which one looks at it. Hage argues that “in contrast to the single
image/reality captured in the common photo graph the lenticular
surface contains a multi pli city of images/real ities that reveal
them selves respect ively and are continu ously flick ering and speaking
to each other” (Hage, 2019). In Laurinda, Lucy is thus compelled to
navigate between various spaces: home, the classroom, the Cabinet,
School and the multi cul tural suburb where she lives. On real izing that
“At this school, the worst thing was trying to rise above the limits set
for you by the minds of others” (238), Lucy decides to break with the
Cabinet (262), the group of Anglo‐Australian girls for whom bullying
those they think are socially or cultur ally inferior to them is normal
prac tice. Such break, which implies staying home and calling sick,
raises her aware ness that in her attempt to mimic her school mates
and subscribing to the discourse of the Cabinet, she has invari ably
donned the white mask of multi cul tural Australia; and cannot see
beyond the white sorority—the centre—as well as the
Anglo‐Australian main stream. Such real iz a tion, rather than ethnic ally
caging Lucy will in fact make her see that in wishing to join the
Cabinet and becoming “an upstanding Laurinda citizen” (23), she has
lost sight of reality:
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I did not go to school the next day. 
I woke up and decided I didn’t even want to get out of bed. My
peri pheral vision had shrunk, like the picture on our old tele vi sion.
When you switched off the black and white box, the image grew
darker around the edges, and was then sucked into a little black hole
at the centre. I spent some time examining my own hands and
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finger nails, intrigued that such things belonged to me. Pink and
brown and many- pronged, they looked like creatures of the sea, like
tentacles without a head or body attached. (262)

In this passage Lucy’s percep tion of her body as being detached from
her mind, of her hands and finger nails looking like “tentacles without
a head or body attached”, encom passes her alien a tion from her own
self and makes her realize that she was caught into one form of
reality, “white ness”, which was synonymous with enclosure. The
desire to fit into Anglo‐Australian culture is also raised in
Unpol ished Gem, espe cially when Alice is pondering on her
rela tion ship with her non‐Asian boyfriend and asserts: “I real ised that
no matter how tired or how hot, I could never be so laid‐back, even if
no one else was around. Would I ever see the sky as completely and
as clearly as he could? I was always on guard, always ready to leap to
my feet and deny everything.” (234)

The ability of seeing recurs and oper ates as the condi tion for being
and being part of main stream culture. Alice’s percep tions are fraught
with anxiety and stress to such an extent that they situate her in a
“Western modernity” with “mono existence” (Hage 2019). In Her
Father’s Daughter, Alice refers to the disap pear ance of her peri pheral
vision as she is alone in China—“a foreign country” (37)—and does not
relate to the place. Such disap pear ance expresses her own
uncer tainty about her own under standing of the family story, even
more so as her first book is being released:
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She had written about the self- centred myopia of being young, and
the para noias, real and imagined, of her outworking relat ives.
Months before the book’s release, she feared the response of these
people, who did not entirely under stand the law of the country, who
regarded most outsiders with suspi cion, who would not get the
humour. Yet her aunties and uncles, relat ives and family friends, had
come to her book launch to support her. (89)

Alice Pung’s exposure of her Asian heritage and her family story
subverts nation al istic responses to multi cul tur alism by high lighting
the mono lithic percep tion of culture both from her family’s
perspective and from the perspective of Anglo‐Australians. Issues of
race and the incor por a tion of non‐European descent migrants, more
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specific ally from Asian coun tries, affect the multi cul tural main stream
and expose the flaws of multi cul tur alism. In Her Father’s Daughter,
when Alice is away from the family home and from Australia,
retra cing her father’s story in Beijing, she real ises that her percep tion
is mono lithic: “Being alone in a foreign country like this made her
peri pheral vision disap pear. All thought and feeling was condensed to
simple words” (37).

However, by delving into family history not only is Alice asserting her
own subjectivity and agency—an alter space of enun ci ation—but she
is also repla cing the history of Asian migra tion at the very heart of
Australian society. The char ac ters of Alice and Lucy thus seem to
navigate between social and cultural spaces by means of re‐directing
their gaze onto a lenticular surface that “contains a multi pli city of
images/real ities that reveal them selves perspect ively and are
continu ously flick ering and speaking to each other” (Hage 2019).
“Perspect ively” refer ring to the way that objects appear smaller when
they are further away and to the fact that such a process makes
parallel lines appear to meet each other at a point in the distance.
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Navig ating between structures
Pung’s re‐incor por a tion of the history of Asian migrancy to Australia
designs an alter space, which extends beyond the ideal of
“multi cul tur alism” and calls for a recon fig ur a tion of the very
defin i tion of “Asian‐Australian”. Her writing and involve ment resonate
with other Australian voices calling for the incor por a tion of Asian
migrant stories in the history of the feder ated nation. A writer, critic
and former Australian cultural attaché in Beijing, Nich olas Jose made
a strong and inter esting state ment about the place of Asia in the
Australian space when he made a public state ment in Chin atown,
Sydney, in 2011�
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The Chinese- Australian writer Sang Ye calls Chin atown ‘a flowerpot
simply placed here,’ where no one puts down roots, because ‘the soil
in the flowerpot is segreg ated from the soil here’ (The Finish Line,
1995). But that’s only part of the story. That flowerpot has been in
Australia as long as any European garden. (Jose 2011)
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Jose’s use of the botan ical imagery of plants and roots meta phor ic ally
high lights the nega tion of the Asian pres ence in Australia as early as
the British settle ment of the country in the late 18th century and calls
for a recon fig ur a tion of national history. It reson ates with Edouard
Glis sant’s rela tional poetics whereby Chinese migra tion is part of the
form a tion of the nation, the “flowerpot” being a recept acle and an
actor in the process of the rela tion between China and Australia
(Ben‐Messahel 2017), “a sort of conscious ness of conscious ness”,
turning each indi vidual “into a discon certed actor in the poetics of
rela tion” (Glis sant 1997).

Nich olas Jose’s percep tion not only raises the place of Asia in
Australia and the issue of multi cul tur alism but also implies that
within the space of the settler and multi cul tural nation, one can
perceive the form a tion of alter spaces for discourse, spaces that
speak to and subvert the main space known as “multi cul tural
Australia”. Jose clearly directs the eye of the public towards the signs
and traces visible in the urban geography that decon struct standard
histor ical accounts of the nation. His obser va tions refer to the
journey- forms of gener a tions of migrants from Asia, to the visible and
invis ible compon ents of their exper i ence. Pung’s biograph ical and
fictional stories also restore the journey- forms of migrants and their
descend ants to show “what it means to be Asian‐Australian”
(Pung 2008, 4). In the intro duc tion to Growing Up Asian in Australia,
a collec tion of stories by renowned Australian authors and artists
with Asian back ground, Pung refers to the Asian migra tion to
Australia and their marginal, if not minimal, place in the history of the
settle ment of Australia. In fact, the original intro duc tion to the
volume, which was released in a magazine a year after public a tion,
refers to the arrival of the British First Fleet in 1788, to the drama of
colon iz a tion for Indi genous Australians who had been decim ated and
“eclipsed by the shadow of the great ships” and to a history that “has
not been too kind to [our] ethnic entre pren eurs and Poly ne sian
coolies, who arrived in Australia less than a century after Cook”
(Pung 2009). In this original intro duc tion, Pung addresses the
import ance laid on Australia’s egal it ari anism and the lack of
incor por a tion of Asian settler history in schoolbooks:
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So what was it like for a yellow or brown person growing up in a
country where ‘Advance Australia Fair’ was taken liter ally to mean
‘advance, pale‐faced patriots,’ while those of a different colour should
be effaced? In secondary school, the only repres ent a tions I saw of
our early Asian settlers—people with faces like my relat ives—were in
illus tra tions as pigtailed cari ca tured demons or hanging dead from
trees in the gold fields; even though the early pre- mining-boom
Chinese were known to be carpenters, merchants and free- settler
farmers. (Pung 2009)

Pung also shows how such stereo typed repres ent a tions have
prevailed in discourses of the nation and the egal it arian society since
the begin ning of the European settle ment of Australia and the extent
to which racial repres ent a tions still permeated polit ical discourse on
citizen ship in 2007�
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The Australian govern ment provides a simple explan a tion of this
skewed repres ent a tion for curious new arrivals and inquis itive
school chil dren: ‘The colon ists, like most people then, believed that
there were differ ences between races, and that the Chinese were
inferior, but they also did not want a society with deep divi sions or
where foreign outcasts worked for low wages and lowered the
dignity of all labour.’ This is the reas suring explan a tion provided in
the 2007 guide to the Australian Citizen ship Test for the racial
viol ence that erupted during the riots in Lambing Flats and other
areas in the late 1850s and the 1860s. (Pung 2009)

Such a watered- down view most certainly sustains the myth of the
destiny of the white man in the Anti podes so prevalent since the
begin ning of colon iz a tion and erases the extreme viol ence imposed
upon those deemed non‐white. Besides, Pung’s approach, which
seeks to fill in the gaps within the history of the nation and to
high light the flaws of multi cul tur alism, has often been labelled under
“migrant writing” or “second gener a tion narrat ives”. Such percep tion
misplaces the narrative genre and invari ably places the author in the
“ethnic caging”, on the margin of the space of Australian writing. Such
ethnic labelling is even signi ficant when Pung is compelled to
explain that Unpol ished Gem is “a story about coming of age,
a Bildung s roman; rather than a story about refugees in Australia”
(D’Arcan gelo 2014). Unpol ished Gem, Her Father’s Daughter and
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Laurinda all focus on the discovery of the main char acter’s
subjectivity as an Australian with Asian back ground and cannot be
labelled “ethnic” and thus cannot undergo territ orial assign ment
according to ancestry. In Laurinda, Lucy, just like her school mate
Harshan born in Australia of Sri Lankan parents (63), is constantly
defined through a locus of enun ci ation that negates her
Australi an ness. Ques tions about where she comes from
occur naturally:

“Guys, this is Lucy”, explained Chelsea. “She’s new at Laurinda.”

“Oh, really? Are you on exchange?” asked Raymond.

“No, I’m local.”

“What part of Asia are you from?” he asked, as if he had not
heard me.

[…] I must have stayed silent for a moment too long, because Chelsea
replied, “She’s Chinese.” Then she said to me, “You know, Aaron went
on the China trip last year.”

I turned towards Aaron. “How was it?” I asked. “Were the people
really friendly despite being so poor? And was the food really great?”

He didn’t detect my sarcasm. “Of yes. It’s a remark able culture.” 
What fifteen- year-old uses the word remarkable? (207)

Pung’s work responds to such ethnic labelling through the use of
irony, displa cing the distorted and mono lithic cultural vision on
non‐white others and designing an alter modern space
(Bour riaud 2009) that exceeds the multi cul tural and post co lo nial
discourses, provides a discursive space for the char acter’s crit ical
response to Australia’s nation al istic approach. Such a discursive
space oper ates through a “lenticular process involving oscil la tion
between a multi pli city of real ities” (Hage 2019) and provides
agency. In Laurinda, Lucy manages to nego tiate such an oscil la tion,
being able to find her own voice and sense of belonging when giving
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out her full name “My name is Lucy Linh Lam” (332) and thus real izing
that she is “piecing together all the separate parts” (336) of herself
and her life.

Pung’s writing aims at “making history by unmaking preceding
real ities and signi fic a tions, consti tuting hundreds of points of
emer gence and creativity, unex pected conjunc tion or improb able
continuums. It doubles history with a sense of continual evol u tion”
(Deleuze 1988).
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By showing that there is more than one voice within any given
culture and exploring a mode of simul tan eously inhab iting the
multiple cultural real ities that make Australia, Pung, whose story did
not begin on a boat, manages to create an alter space that subverts
the space of multi cul tur alism, the “reser voir for exotic differ ences”
(Bour riaud 2009, 164), the simu lacrum for post co lo nial Australia.
Through her writ ings, Pung shows that multi cul tur alism and the
settler- nation are both polit ical ideo lo gies meant to erase the culture
of the other. Her stories reverse the perspective by creating other
spaces of discourse—places for being—that reflect the true nature
of Australia.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
This paper inter rog ates the percep tion of other ness and the many ways in
which various means of belonging and displace ments occur in Alice
Pung’s writing: Growing Up Asian (2008), Her Father’s Daughter (2011) and
Unpol ished Gem (2014). 
Pung’s auto bi o graph ical account and fictional stories show that the
exper i ence of migrancy occurs through the process of lenticular analytics
described by Ghassan Hage in his crit ical book Lenticular Ontologies (2021).
Borrowing Hage’s concept of the “lenticular condi tion”, this paper will show
that multi cul tur alism has failed to find an altern ative to univer salism
consid ering that it de facto re‐creates ethnic forms of enrooting, of
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territ ori al izing ethni city. Pung’s stories thus explore issues of Other ness
through a discourse that seeks to re‐incor porate Asia within Australia so
that the cultural Other is able to navigate various spaces not by simply
breaking the bound aries between a “Them and Us” or a “Here and There”
but rather by nego ti ating between such “Here and There” and thus
recon fig uring issues of nation and place from another perspective.

Français
Les trois ouvrages de Alice Pung, Growing Up Asian (2008), Her
Father’s Daughter (2011) and Unpo li shed Gem (2014), inter rogent la
percep tion de l’alté rité et les diffé rentes formes d’appar te nance au lieu et à
la nation multi cul tu relle. Les récits, qu’ils soient auto bio gra phiques ou
fictifs, montrent que l’expé rience de la migra tion et l’appro pria tion du lieu
opèrent à travers un « effet lenti cu laire » tel qu’iden tifié par Ghassan Hage
dans son ouvrage critique Lenti cular Ontologies (2021). L’effet lenti cu laire
qui trans pa raît dans les trois récits implique que la pers pec tive sur toute
forme d’alté rité varie en fonc tion des lieux et des expé riences, que le
multi cul tu ra lisme austra lien n’est pas espace unifi ca teur mais le lieu du
diffé rent, qu’il repro duit des formes d’enra ci ne ment ethnique et
terri to ria lise, de fait, l’ethni cité. L’écri ture de Pung génère une forme de
discours et un espace qui permettent à tout indi vidu, perçu comme étant
« autre », de se déplacer à travers plusieurs espaces, à travers les inter stices
percep tibles dans l’espace « ici et là », du « nous et les autres ».
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