ENGLISH ADVANCED: AREA OF STUDY

The Need to Belong — Speech

One human quality that we all share, despite our individual identities, is the need to belong. The
human nature is inherently paradoxical as it longs to be free to explore independence and yet it
yearns to belong to some kind of community, group, place or another person.

To have a sense of belonging is fundamentally dependent upon our choice to accept or to reject.
When one rejects to collectively belong to the dominant culture, it is often they choose or are forced
to belong to sub-cultures, often referred to as the taboo communities. This is very true of the way in
which Anna chooses to pursue her individuality rather than conforming to her family's expectations
in Jodi Picoult's novel “My sister's keeper”. This idea is reinforced through Billy's choice to reject a
community and a father he is forced to belong to, in Steven Herrick's verse novel “The Simple Gift”.
These two examples reflect the varied ways in which one can still gain a sense of belonging through
the defiance towards our society’s morality.

While belonging suggests a desire to be connected to others, it may also result in a dependence on
others and subsequent loss of individuality or that which makes you unique. The clash between an
individual's sense of self and a group's or another person's requirement that the individual meet
particular expectations, is enough to drive anyone towards defiance. “The simple gift” showcases an
adolescent boy’s choice to discard all pressures of mainstream society coercing him to stay with a
father, evocatively described as an “old bastard” and to inhabit a place, ironically called
“Nowheresville”, a pun used to exhibit Billy’s sense of alienation in his hometown.

Similarly Anna, of "My sister's keeper", refuses her mother's and the community’s expectation to
donate a kidney to her ill sister. “I didn’t exist, except in relation to her” is Anna’s justification for
refusing help and she's "a girl who is on the cusp of becoming someone", not knowing what she
desires or who she is, "but who deserves the chance to find out", for which she defies all morality.
This is Anna’s plea in the form a dramatic monologue, expressed through her narration of the story.

Both composers exercise flashbacks, to highlight both the brutal realities of Billy’s home life and
Anna’s sense of isolation with her family.

Choosing not to belong to the mainstream can be a difficult, yet rewarding decision. Choosing to
stand apart from a group to which you once belonged is sometimes a necessary step on the way to
discovering where it is you really belong, as illustrated in ‘The Simple Gift' and ‘My sister’s gift’.
Billy’s choice to elope from home and Anna’s choice to resort to the law, lead them into two very
different paths; with Billy choosing to integrate into a taboo community whilst Anna is forced into
one.

“I'd go off alone, because you can’t trust those who want to break the rules and you certainly can'’t
trust those who make the rules, so you do the only thing possible, you avoid the rules. That's me, on
the deserted island of a soft lounge in Bendarat library.” Billy (p. 23-24) — this quote acts as a
solitary paradigm about how Billy is devoid of faith in fellow man, aided through the intertextual
reference to “The lord of the flies”. However Billy gradually opens himself up to new relations,
especially with a fellow homeless, Old Bill and not only resuming his own life but reviving life into
Old Bill as well. “And | slept/ better than | had in a long time/ so maybe /just maybe I'll work on less
beer/ for a while. For the kid’'s sake.” Old Bill, (p.137) - The repetition of ‘maybe’ in this extract
symbolizes the psychological growth in Old Bill as he begins to welcome change and Billy into his
life. “and | looked up into the sky, the deep blue sky that Old Bill and | shared.” Billy (p. 205) -
Homelessness may be considered as a taboo, but it uncovers a boundless sense of belonging
between OId Bill and Billy than any other traditional notions of family and home, clearly shown
through this quote and consequently Herrick, through these characters’ experiences, subverts
society’s belief that homelessness is dichotomous to belonging.
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Conversely, Anna’s law suit against her parents, outcasts her immediately and unwillingly. “l used to
pretend that | was just passing through this family on my way to my real one.” Anna - The first
person recount in this quote places the reader in Anna’s position, emphasising on the depth of
Anna’s estrangement from her family. The use of the past tense effectively reflects Anna’s defeat
and subsequently the way in which she is compelled to acquiesce with her family.

However Anna’s decision enables her to reconnect with her older brother, Jesse, a veteran outcast
of the family. “Anna is the only proof | have that | was born into this family. Instead of dropped off on
the doorstep by some Bonnie and Clyde couple... Under the skin, though, we’re the same...” Jesse
pg. 236 - The cause of their estrangement, as they feel is their ill sister, Kate; a similarity which ties
them with a sense of belonging, which is best expressed through this quote, an extended metaphor
for their outcast personalities, supported by the allusion to real life outlaws, Bonnie and Clyde.

The first person narrative recount and different narrators are employed by both composers to
enhance the reader’'s awareness of the impact on a character's sense of belonging through the
events and allowing the responder to directly engage with each of the characters.

There are many factors that can drive an individual towards defiance or acceptance, but I've come
to understand that as soon as we choose to reject a dominant culture rather than choosing to
"capitulate" as Kenneth Smith defines belonging, we choose to belong to another culture, taboo or
not. Belonging is an inevitable human trait, however while we can belong; simultaneously we lack
that belonging elsewhere.
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