ENGLISH: ROMULUS, MY FATHER

Understanding nourishes belonging; a lack of understanding prevents it.

One’s sense of belonging can be enriched through people and relationships, nurturing their sense of
self and identity. This can be seen in Raimond Gaita’s memoir, Romulus, My Father, through the
depiction of Hora as a role model for Raimond, as well as Romulus and Hora’s deep connection,
both of which nourish Raimond’s morality, identity, and philosophical views. Similarly in The
Handmaid’s Tale, a dystopian novel by Margaret Atwood, the protagonist’'s sense of self is enriched
through the acquaintance she forges with the Commander, the head of the house hold, who should
only ever have contact with the protagonist for reproductive purposes. Contrastingly, there can also
be barriers which diminish an individual’s sense of belonging. In Romulus, My Father, Raimond
describes how cultural differences in his father, Romulus, lead to a misinterpretation of and
detachment from the Australian landscape which results in his feelings of alienation from his
environment. Also, within the community there are prejudicial views towards Christine in relation to
her mental illness and Romulus as an immigrant to Australia, which deny these characters the
chance to assimilate into the community. The Handmaid’s Tale also comments on the impact of an
oppressive society in relation to sexist opinions and constrictions. Thus, misunderstandings on both
an individual and communal level prevent belonging, while positive relationships, which develop an
individual’s understandings of self, nurture their sense of belonging.

Relationships can allow for intellectual and philosophical development, and this nourishes one’s
sense of belonging. In Romulus, My Father, Hora becomes an influential role model for Raimond
when he cares for him after Romulus’ motorcycle accident. “He spoke with power and passion, his
handsome, expressive face adding to the effect. | owe to Hora the development of my ideas.” The
detail provided by Raimond in the philosophical reflection suggests the intimacy between them,
which reflects Hora’s positive role in enriching Raimond’s life and philosophies. Similarly, Hora’s
relationship with Romulus allows for Raimond to inherit a true understanding of friendship through
their mutual respect and appreciation for each other, as well as their shared values. “I know what an
honest man is; | know what friendship is; | know because | remember these things in the person of
my father, in the person of his friend Hora, and in the example of their friendship.” The reflective
tone and anaphora of ‘I know’ reveals the appreciation Raimond has for these two significant figures
in his life, which have nurtured his identity, his morality and his philosophies in the example they
demonstrate through their own relationship.

The Handmaid’s Tale also depicts how there is potential for individuals to enrich a certain
community, group, or other individual. In this science fiction novel, it is the Commander who
provides Offred, the protagonist, with a sense of self-worth, and this begins to bridge the feelings of
oppression. At first, the protagonist’s lack of choice results in her feeling helpless and inferior. She
reflects on this with a flashback, “They wore blouses with buttons down the front that suggested the
possibilities of the word undone. These women could be undone; or not. They seemed to be able to
choose.” The consequences of this tyrannical society are revealed in her longing to make her own
decisions, and reclaim her body as her own. The simplicity of choosing your own clothes mirrors this
desire and is emphasised by the short sentences. This is contrasted later in the novel when she
becomes acquaintances with the commander, breaking down original barriers of repression. “To him
I’m no longer a merely usable body. To him I'm not just a boat with no cargo, a chalice with no wine
in it, an oven — to be crude — minus the bun. To him | am not merely empty.” The accumulation of
metaphors describes her previous negative feelings which are contrasted to how she feels now in
this illegal relationship with the Commander. She may be cautious within this relationship, but their
mutual desires, their shared oppression within their roles in society, and the ability to share a
discourse with him freely gives her a sense of purpose and worth.

Cultural differences can be a strong barrier to one’s sense of belonging, and this is shown through

Romulus’ lack of appreciation of the Australian landscape, causing feelings of alienation and
disconnectedness. “Though the landscape is one of rare beauty, to a European or English eye it
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seems desolate, and even after more than 40 years my father could not become reconciled to it.”
The contrast between ‘rare beauty’ and ‘desolate’ reveals how Raimond can understand the natural
beauty of the bare Australian landscape, but Romulus misinterprets it as being barren and
unwelcoming, and he feels lonely and isolated as a result. The cultural differences on a communal
level also prevent Romulus’ full acceptance within the community. Despite gaining respect from the
Baringhup community through his immaculate work in his trade, he is still labelled within society as
a ‘New Australian’. The full extent of this discrimination is revealed when Raimond describes how “it
never seriously occurred to them [the other workers] to call my father by his name, Romulus. They
called him Jack.” Here, the short sentence emphasises the pathos of Romulus’ experience and how
his identity is diminished by the prejudice within the pre-multiculturalism society of Australia. Thus,
the barriers of misunderstandings on both a communal and individual level have led to Romulus’
feelings of alienation and isolation.

The memoir also depicts how mental illness can prevent one’s assimilation into a community,
especially one with puritanical and exclusive values surrounding a woman’s “character’. The
misunderstandings and intolerance of the community contributes to Christine’s already prominent
feelings of disconnectedness and isolation. This is shown when Christine does not turn up to court,
and as a result loses custody of her kids. Raimond uses omniscient narration to convey that even if
she had turned up, she would not have been treated fairly or with sympathy because “the matron...
declared my mother to be ‘a hopeless case.” Here, the impatience and prejudicial judgements of
Baringhup are revealed by the use of direct speech and unfortunately this attitude has a detrimental
consequence for Christine, who eventually commits suicide.

The Handmaid’s Tale similarly depicts how ignorance can diminish an individual’s sense of self. The
oppressive state controls their capacity to know, and this lack of knowledge results in a lack of
understanding, which corrupts Offred’s identity. Offred is no longer given permission to use her own
name, and while she attempts to convince herself otherwise, saying “it doesn’t matter, your name is
like your telephone number, useful only to others;” in the end the oppression is something she
cannot ignore: “but what | tell myself is wrong, it does matter.” Here, the women are property of
men, suggested in her name ‘Offred’, which is to say she is ‘of ‘Fred’. Her role is to belong to the
man, and not have an identity because their role in society does not require it. The suppressive
nature of the society is a barrier to Offred’s sense of belonging and it diminishes her sense of
purpose and alienates her from society.

These two texts therefore demonstrate the influences a positive relationship can have on an
individual’s sense of self; however also how prejudicial views and their oppressive nature can hinder
an individual's feelings of being valued within a community. Romulus, My Father portrays a clear
indication that the nurturing relationship with Hora, and between Hora and Romulus, has
encouraged Raimond’s sense of self and his philosophical views. Unfortunately, Romulus and
Christine experience a sense of detachment from society due to the ignorance and prejudicial views
from the community of Baringhup. These ideas are similarly portrayed in The Handmaid's Tale
whereby the protagonist endures oppressive rules and regulations on her life, diminishing her sense
of self-worth and purpose. These feelings subside slightly however when, like Romulus, she finds a
connection with the Commander which promotes her feelings of being valued and she feels as
though she is more than just an object. Therefore, understandings in the form of positive or strong
relationships can nurture one’s sense of belonging through promoting their sense of self; while
contrastingly misunderstandings from both individuals and a community can hinder the extent to
which an individual can assimilate into society.
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