ENGLISH: BELONGING

Romulus, My Father and Into the Wild

A sense of belonging arises from a perceived acceptance by and connection with an individual,
collective or landscape, forming an intrinsic bond that yields both security and fulfilment. Social and
cultural factors shape the capacity for affinity and thus metaphysical wellbeing, through validating or
exacerbating personal variants. Moreover, these affiliations determine one’s ability to overcome
societal difficulties, fostering notions of stability and selfhood. Raimond Gaita’s memoir Romulus,
My Father and Sean Penn’s film Into the Wild exemplify these notions, depicting the dynamic
process of belonging and its profound impact on the individual.

An individual's ability to integrate into a collective is often hindered by conflicting cultural contexts;
however, acceptance is derived through common values which nurture the foundations for respect.
Romulus, My Father reflects on the life of Gaita’s father Romulus, a Romanian migrant in a post-
WW?2 rural Australia. On their arrival, Romulus and his family are stereotypically labelled as “New
Australians”, a term connoting their segregation from mainstream Australian society due to cultural
disparity. Romulus’ consequent sense of alienation is connoted through the accumulation of hostile
imagery depicting the Australian landscape in “desolate” and “deprivation and barrenness”,
revealing his disconnection as a result of cultural isolation. However, acceptance arising from
mutual beliefs and appreciation is possible, evidenced through the connotations of success in “his
work became admired and his business prospered”, symbolising Romulus’ heightened place in the
society due to the shared value of workmanship, hence strengthening his relationship with the
community. The novel’s conclusion reveals his lasting legacy, through the appreciative tone of
Australian Neil Mikkelsen’s comment to Raimond “your father saved my life”, asserting the
respected role that Romulus earned through his valued contribution. Thus, whilst contextual
changes can perpetrate exclusion, cohesion can be gained from the shared ideals of an individual
and a collective.

One’s sense of security and identity suffer from the impact of psychological variants, exacerbating
contextual displacement and familial dysfunction. Raimond’s mother, Christine, is continuously
afflicted with mental illness, impacting upon her relationship with Raimond and preventing her from
assimilating into a conservative rural Australia, a context metaphorically depicted as providing “the
wrong conceptual environment for... others to understand her”, connoting her incongruence which
hinders human connection. Subsequently, the pathos in Raimond’s insight “seeing her... provoked
in me a pity that was both intense and disturbingly detached” highlights his inability to connect with
Christine in her impaired mental state, further fracturing the maternal bond. Her illness and physical
isolation results in a lack of self-security and temporal attachment, foreshadowed in “she said... she
would fall asleep and then die”, culminating in her suicide, symbolizing the destructive
repercussions of disconnection. Finally, the connotations of anonymity in “[Christine’s] grave
remained without a headstone until 1981” symbolize the profound impression of her illness,
predicating the severance of family ties. Hence, personal afflictions have a severe impact upon an
individual’'s acceptance and integration into a community, shaping connections within a familial
context.

Conversely, displacement within mainstream society often results in the self-imposed isolation of
individuals, enabling a strengthened identity. Into the Wild depicts the invaluable yet fatal travels of
Christopher McCandless, who rejects his previous life and family to hitchhike to the wilderness of
Alaska. Prior to his departure, Chris’ disconnection with the central American value of consumerism
is revealed through his repetitive accumulation in “I don’'t want anything. These things, things,
things, things”, communicating his hatred of this defining principle which alienates him from society
and prompts his escape. Consequently, he burns his driver's license and social security number,
symbols of institutionalized definitions of identity, and adopts the name “Alexander Supertramp”,
thus rejecting societal norms and facilitating his ability to explore beyond socially constructed
boundaries. The resultant opportunities for introspection are revealed through scenes of Chris, in
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the wild, shot in rich natural light, contrasting with the harsh artificial light of previous metropolitan
scenes, revealing the ability of seclusion in nature to strengthen both one’s self-understanding and
contextual awareness. The film’s conclusion reveals Chris’ acceptance and affinity with himself,
through the narration “To call each thing by its right name” as the camera zooms into a note signed
“Christopher Johnson McCandless”, alluding to his enriched selfhood and grounded attachments to
his context. Hence, ostracism due to conflicting values has the potential to facilitate an enhanced
self- understanding.

Furthermore, resolute human relationships are necessary in shaping of one’s perception of inclusion
within an environment. Chris’ fractured familial bonds are revealed through a muted family dinner
scene, where the tense mood is accentuated through the shaky hand held camerawork, conveying
the absence of a strong sense of familial connection which triggers his disconnection and contextual
displacement. The importance of the relationships Chris forges throughout his travels, however, is
alluded to in the connotations of human support in the advice he receives, “You can't depend
entirely on leaves and berries”, conveying the power of connections in eliciting a sense of
integration which provides sustenance and comfort. Subsequently, these affiliations are revealed to
be fundamental in facilitating Chris’ affinity within society, through the contrast in his initial belief,
that a nomadic lifestyle is the “absolute freedom”, with his final insight “happiness is only real when
shared”. This is consolidated with a concluding montage depicting individuals Chris has touched,
illustrating his newfound understanding of the importance of human connections, strengthening his
contextual attachments. Thus, significant bonds enable the consolidation of an individual’s sense of
belonging and security.

Therefore, belonging is dependent upon a variety of external and internal factors which culminate in
one’s affinity within social, cultural and familial landscapes, as supported by Romulus, My Father
and Into the Wild. The intrinsic relationship between a sense of connection and an individual’s self-
security is revealed through these texts, asserting the varied nature of inclusion and its effects.
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