ENGLISH: AREA OF STUDY BELONGING

Belonging Speech: Immigrant Chronicle and St Patrick’s College

We crave it, we need it and we are nothing without it. The desire to belong is fundamental and
something that we all strive for. But why is it exactly that we desire to belong? According to
Professor A. Fuller, “it is a sense of belonging that bridges the gulf between isolation and intimacy.
Without a sense of belonging lives feel empty and pointless.” Belonging is portrayed in Peter
Skrzynecki's poems, Feliks Skrzynecki and St Patrick’s College, as well as Rob Reiner’s film, Stand
By Me. "Perceptions and ideas of belonging, or of not belonging,” shown in these texts, “vary
according to the perspective of the composer." An individual's view on belonging is influenced by
personal, cultural, historical and social contexts.

Stand By Me, follows the story of four boys who go on an adventure to locate a dead body. The
main characters of the film are Gordie the geek, Chris the crim, Teddy the psychopath and Vern the
loveable, chubby kid. Ok, so the plot line and characters seem a bit strange but importantly, the film
has many examples of belonging. | learnt from this film the importance of having somewhere that
you feel safe and accepted. The boys found a sense of belonging in the group that wasn’t provided
by their family. It helped shape their identity by increasing their self esteem and emotional well
being.

Feliks Skrzynecki also explores alienation from one’s family, but for different reasons due to the
perspective of the composer. The persona’s father had a connection with his Polish heritage and
garden whilst his son struggled to belong anywhere. | learnt that migration can be a barrier to
belonging as it alienated the persona from his father. The poem highlighted to me that a sense of
belonging can be derived from a place.

The persona in St Patrick’s College also felt alienated, this time from his school. “Impressed by the
uniform of her employer’s son’s,” the persona’s mother enrolled him at St Patrick’s. | learnt from this
poem that belonging is a perspective. The boy’s mother felt that he belonged at St Patrick’s, mainly
because she thought it was socially acceptable to send him to a "good" school. After 8 years
though, the persona still felt no connection with the school, so therefore felt no sense of belonging.

Different experiences related to belonging are explored in the texts and these vary according to the
perspective of the composer. In Stand By Me, as an adult, the narrator Gordie, reflects on his
childhood experiences of belonging to a group. Even though he was alienated from his family,
Gordie gained support and acceptance from his friends. Their journey made them grow closer
together and establish a strong connection. Gordie comments at the end of the film, “I never had
any friends later on like the ones | had when | was twelve.” This highlights the significance of him
belonging to a group and the benefits of the positive interaction.

Skrzynecki’'s personal experience of migration and its challenges is portrayed in Feliks Skrzynecki.
The persona's perspective is different from his father’s.

As a result, he struggled to belong, whilst his father is "happy as he had never been." Feliks is
content with the simple things in life like sitting “watching stars and street lights come on.” The
composer however, describes his negative experiences such as alienation from his father and his
disgust at the department clerk asking, “Did your father ever attempt to learn English?”

St Patrick’'s College examines the composer’'s personal experiences at high school. Different
experience, same feeling of alienation. In the poem, the persona describes his dislike of school and
his lack of connection there. He discusses his first day at school, then his last day and it becomes
obvious that not much has changed in between. The persona resents his mother for wanting him to
belong at the school and "prayed that someday (she) would be pleased.”
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So how exactly do composers convey their perceptions of belonging? The composer of Stand By
Me has presented his ideas through the content of the film and by using various filming techniques.
In one scene, as the boys approach the railway bridge, they are walking side by side. This
positioning shows equality and evokes a sense of unity and belonging. The boys then set out across
the bridge and a wide angle shot is used to encompass the whole bridge and highlight the imminent
danger faced by them. This shows the risks and sacrifices the boys are willing to make to remain a
part of the group.

Literary techniques are used in Feliks Skrzynecki to express ideas relevant to belonging. The use of
the pronoun “they” is used to emphasise the persona’s feeling of detachment from his father and
“his Polish friends.” The metaphor, “watched me pegging my tents/Further and further south of
Hadrian’s Wall,” highlights the persona’s choice to literally move away from his Polish heritage and
try to gain acceptance in his new society. The persona’s father nurtured and “loved his garden like
an only child.” This simile indicates Feliks’ affection for his garden, which evokes a sense of
belonging.

In St Patrick’s College, repetition of, “for eight years,” emphasises the lengthy time the persona
spent at school. This shows that he considers his time at school to be a waste due to how little he
learnt. The use of a simile, “like a foreign tourist,” highlights that the persona feels isolated from his
school and society. He is sent to St Patrick’s by his mother who was “wanting only what was best.”
The clichéd expression is used in direct speech to indicate the mother’s desire to fit in to what she
perceived as important Australian values.

The conclusions drawn about belonging in the 3 texts vary due to the different perspectives of the
composers. In Stand By Me, the composer has highlighted that connections to a group create a
sense of belonging. The group satisfied the boy’s fundamental human need to be accepted. It is
symbolic in the end that Gordie has a relationship with his son that he never had with his own
father.

The composer of Feliks Skrzynecki has concluded that migration can cause a sense of not
belonging. However, the effects of migration vary from person to person.

The persona failed to find a sense of belonging anywhere. In contrast, his father created a sense of
belonging in his new life. The gap between father and son continues to increase as tents were
pegged “further and further south of Hadrian’s Wall."

Skrzynecki concluded in St Patrick’s College that belonging cannot be imposed. The persona’s
mother wanted him to fit in at St Patrick’s but he resented her desire for him to belong. A connection
to a place creates a sense of belonging; something the persona never had with his school. In the
end, he comments that attending St Patrick’s “wasn’t for the best, before | let my light shine.” He felt
that his uniqueness was stifled by the school and that he couldn’t achieve anything worthy until he
left.

A sense of belonging can be created from a connection to people, places or a group. In Feliks
Skrzynecki and St Patrick's College the composer felt disconnected and had no sense of belonging.
However, the persona in Stand By Me, found a sense of belonging with his group of friends. Ideas
of belonging, or not belonging, presented in these texts varied according to the perspective of the
composer.
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