ENGLISH: AREA OF STUDY: BELONGING

To what extent have your perceptions of Belonging been influenced by the texts you
studied? (‘Romulus My Father’, ‘Kindness’, and ‘Big World’)

The fundamental human need, to Belong, can only be satisfied through a metaphorical encounter
with the interconnected notions of identity, relationships and acceptance. It is only through exposure
to this intricate web that an individual may achieve the ultimate sense of belonging, which in turn will
determine their destiny and place within society, the world and the cosmic moral order. As this
personal encounter provides the underlying framework upon which ones own identity and self
realisation can be cultivated, my personal response to the concept of belonging has been altered
extensively. Initial perceptions have been broadened and emphasised, whilst a wealth of innovative
knowledge has been acquired. The extent of these influences can be discussed through the
exploration of the concept Belonging in connection with an in depth analysis of Raimond Gaita’s
acclaimed novel, Romulus My Father, Silvia Plath’s poem Kindness and the short story, Big World
by Tim Winton.

Central to this concept is the ideal that upon acquiring a true sense of ‘belonging’ to a group or
place, an individual will obtain the ultimate experience of metaphysical and spiritual emancipation.
In Big World the fragmented sentence concerning the narrator’s best friend, Biggie, “He’s content,
he belongs” reinforces the strong inter-relationship between contentment and belonging, showing
how it is truly a human need in order to achieve happiness and further, both metaphysical and
spiritual emancipation. It has become apparent that the journey towards this desire is undertaken by
many in an attempt to escape societal influences which otherwise pose as an insurmountable
barrier to belonging. This solitary path is thought to allow an individual to discover their own
separate identity, but as time and circumstances change, an individual must chose to conform to
societal pressure or continue on their passage of self discovery. Raimond Gaita reflects on such a
defining moment in his own life, when despite the incredible strength of the filial relationship shared,
Raimond becomes so ashamed of his father's mental illness, fearing that it will create a barrier to
his own belonging, that he denies his own identity. Gaita describes his adolescent decision to be a
“conformist aspiration of teenage culture” and goes on to disclose how he was “tormented with guilt”
by his decision which consequently hindered his journey of self discovery.

Prior to studying the concept of Belonging through the specified texts the necessary strength and
resilience afforded by connection to others, in the form of a group or family, had been greatly
undervalued. The unfortunate correlation between Christina in Romulus My Father and Silvia Plath,
the poet herself, in Kindness exposes this underlying requirement as both individuals ultimately
elect to end their own lives as a direct result of their isolation. The lack of power both women
endured is illustrated masterfully by Plath, metaphorically comparing herself to a ‘powerless
butterfly’, as though pinned to a card display. She desperately longed to express her individuality
through creative means, but without the vehemence or strength of a united force, Plath’s aspiration
became unattainable. Comparably, Christina was ostracised by Australian society as a result of her
“Dangerously seductive manifestation of personality”. The young mother's mental iliness posed as
an exigent circumstance, in which the need to belong to others was fundamental for the
improvement of her condition. Paradoxically however her mental iliness acted as an imposed barrier
to belonging in a society which had a dismal understanding of mental iliness and its implications.

In order to belong, an individual or group must first be understood, then empathised with in order to
be accepted. Acceptance is another fundamental element of belonging and more importantly, a
basis for the existence and survival of the individual. However, if an individual decides to conform in
order to gain the acceptance of a group, they risk not only the loss of personal identity, but by
belonging to one the individual may have obliviously constructed barriers to belonging to others.
The adolescent narrator in Big World reveals, “Friendship, | suppose, comes at a price. There have
been girls I've disqualified myself from because of Biggie”, as Winton metaphorically depicts the
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narrators sense of belonging as ‘costing’ him something, the audience is enlightened about the
adverse effects belonging can have on an individual, particularly during the arduous years of
adolescence. In addition, conformity has exhibited both the ability to unite and destroy. As
previously discussed, the issue of mental illness poses as an extreme obstruction to belonging
especially within the community. Plath, who resided in 1930’s England, utilises sarcasm within her
poem to accentuate the lucid naivety of her condition “Sugar can cure everything, so Kindness
says.” It is conclusive that there are an abundance of overlooked necessities that need to be
satisfied in order to belong and without fulfilment an individual risks their own demise.

An individual’s connection with the land and the landscape of their mind changes with movement
from place and through circumstance. Belonging to the land on which an individual is born is by
many considered a ‘birth right' and although greatly desired, is unattainable through any other
means. The narrator in Big World plainly supports this argument, “Unlike him, I’'m not really from
here...it's Angelus itself, I'm going nuts here.” Winton uses “nuts” as a hyperbole and colloquial
language, not only to engage the reader but also to stress the importance of a secure connection to
the land, as when such a link is absent an individual’s level of content and mental wellbeing are
negatively effected. Further exploration of this element is evident in Romulus My Father, through the
depiction of the tensions between the migrant experience and the harsh Australian landscape.
These physical and mental connections to the landscape are deeply revealed as Gaita uncovers,
through a recount, his personal experience “The key to the beauty...lay in the light. Possessed of
that key, my perception of the landscape changed dramatically...the experience transformed my
sense of life.” The authority of Gaita’s omniscient narrative voice gives authenticity to his insight,
that “religion, metaphysics or the notions of fate and character as they inform tragedy are suited to
that light and landscape.” By conveying his own deep sense of belonging to the land, which he has
obtained as a ‘birth right’, and comparing that to his mother’'s complete lack of connection, Gaita
successfully portrays the intensity of metaphysical suffering and its obdurate relationship with the
land.

Through extensive exploration of this concept, belonging, my understanding of the world and myself
has deepened and the true significance of Belonging for every individual has been realised. An
individuals response to the metaphorical web of identity, relationships and understanding, that one
must encounter in order to become self actualised, concludes their sense of belonging and
determines their path of self discovery. Upon commencement of this onerous journey, an individual
must overcome obstructions to belonging, in order to gain contempt and spiritual fulfilment. If unable
to complete their journey, the individual is inevitably directed toward a deprived existence of
alienation, dejection as well as metaphysical and spiritual despair.
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