
Finding identity through family, history and culture: a review of two Alliance patrons’ 

books 

Alice Pung and Anita Heiss are valued Alliance Patrons. Both women have diverse careers 

and interests, which include writing award winning books. Alice Pung’s second book Her 

Father’s Daughter (2011) was shortlisted for the Non Fiction Prize in the 2012 Victorian 

Premier’s Literary Awards. Anita’s latest book Am I black enough for you? (2012) recently 

won the 2012 Victorian Premier’s Literary Award for Indigenous Writing.   

There are many parallels in these memoirs, which explore the authors’ lives through the 

lenses of family and culture. Each book is revealing, thought-provoking and moving. Alice’s 

literary style creates compelling storytelling, in contrast to Anita’s honest and laid-back 

approach which makes for easy reading. 

Her Father’s Daughter continues the themes from Alice’s first book Unpolished Gem. The 

text is constructed in three geographical parts over time: China, Melbourne and Cambodia. 

Alice uses the voices of ‘Daughter’ and ‘Father’ throughout. Each voice is distinct yet they 

meld in a familial way, filling in gaps and proving alternative perspectives. We read about the 

intimate connections in the Pung family as Alice explores her parents’ history in the killing 

fields of Cambodia, and how those experiences shape her relationship with her father over 

the next two decades. 

Part III of Her Father’s Daughter, titled ‘Cambodia: Year Zero’, is a harrowing journey from 

the birth of Pol Pot, through the decimation of Phnom Penh, to the child soldier Black Bandits 

who torture and fill the grounds of the killing fields with bodies, to the fleeing of the Khmer 

Rouge in 1979. It is sensitively told, focusing on the survival of Alice’s father and the union 

with her mother at the end of this period. Alice returns to the Cambodian fields with her 

father in adulthood and marvels that “the real miracle was that he could love” (p. 217). 

The balance between the horrors of war and domesticity in Melbourne is beautifully 

contrasted in this book, in structure and language. Writing about Cambodia, Alice states “she 

felt that this country was something precious – as brutal, as split open as a pomegranate, 

with hot breath and a million red and buried eyes” (p. 216) Throughout Her Father’s 

Daughter the cultural clashes that Alice experiences are given reason and voice, so at the 

end of the book we understand why her father loves in the way that he does, why Alice has 

grown into the woman she is and the daughter she remains. The fragility and understanding 

in the father-daughter relationship is perfectly described and sustained throughout the text. 

Heiss’ Am I back enough for you? begins from a different premise. The title of the book and 

much of its contents are a response to a newspaper columnist’s racist accusations against 

Anita and several other prominent Aborigines. This premise is used as a backdrop for Anita 

to describe her parents, upbringing, family relationships and burgeoning career. Although the 

book is otherwise chronological, Anita intersperses chapters about the trial, outcomes and 

repercussions of the group action throughout the memoirs. 

Anita does not shy away from any topic in her memoirs and this refreshing candidness 

reveals many important aspects of her life, “I believe that some people think I have failed as 

a Black woman because I don’t behave the way a Black woman apparently should. I’ve often 



felt that my life is about making others understand that you can’t prescribe Aboriginality, and 

you can’t place genetically based stereotypes on individuals” (p. 253). 

Throughout Am I black enough for you? Anita explains the complexities of Aboriginal culture 

and her place within the culture “As a Koori living in the city I am not unlike many others 

today…yet I feel that we as Blackfellas are still expected by many to remain static as 

Aboriginal people…I feel we are often still regarded by many…as only being really 

Aboriginal, or really Black if we are desert-dwellers, poor, uneducated, at risk and dark 

skinned” (p. 81).  

There are humorous elements in both texts. Anita describes her absolute loathing of 

camping outdoors, and Alice’s interactions with her parents provide lightness. Alice’s Mum 

“had bought a pair of pyjamas from Target for her children to give their dad for his sixtieth. 

‘Don’t waste your money on useless stuff for your father’ she said” (p. 224).  

Anita is an Aboriginal woman living a cosmopolitan life in Sydney. Alice is the daughter of 

Cambodian refugees, living in Melbourne. Both women travel and both writers document 

their personal understanding of who they are as women growing up in Australia with the 

varied backdrops of history, culture and family. These books would be highly informative for 

secondary school girls, many who come from similar cultural backgrounds. Alice and Anita’s 

texts are testament to the admirable women they are and could act as a guide to the young 

women in Alliance schools today. 
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