ENGLISH: IDENTITY AND BELONGING

To belong to a group is not necessarily to identify with it.

‘We are by nature social animals who must co-operate or die, but we are also individual beings who
seek our own our fulfilment.’ Indeed English literary critic, Terry Eagleton, accentuates the nature of
human beings in balancing belonging with our identity. Peter Weir’s film Witness explores the extent
to which individuals are able to gain the acceptance of others when their identifications differ with
those in the group. However, there are occasions where we have to identify aspects of our identity
with a group to satisfy our desire to belong.

When a group has a strong sense of identity that enables its members to embrace the differences
of others, individuals don't need to identify with them in order to belong. Although John Book in
Witness gains a certain degree of acceptance from the Amish community, he realises that he
represents the antithesis of the insulated Amish world. Not only can viewers see Book’s assimilation
with the Amish by raising barns and milking the cows, the Amish’s recognition and acceptance of
Book are brought to light. It is noteworthy at the culmination of the film where he expresses his
thoughts to Rachel, ‘if we had made love last night either I'll have to leave, or you will.” The
significance of this scene is to typify Book’s own identity and his fortitude in maintaining his core
identity, regardless of external influence. No doubt, we do tend to belong to those who are similar to
us, to those who we have something in common with, yet we do not need to sacrifice a profound
aspect of our identity for the purpose of belonging.

Moreover, it would be seen as unfeasible for humans to identify entirely with any individual or
group, as we all possess unique qualities that distinguish us from others. Although the premise of
belonging to a group is based on our certain degree of commonality with the group, much of our
focus is on self improvement, rather than the mere identification with the group. As American
philosopher Ralph Emerson once said, ‘great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with
perfect sweetness the independence of solitude.” Similarly, our ego, in a way is seen as the
guardian of our super-ego, our conscience and sense of morality; constantly shielding it from our id,
our unconscious desire to belong. In Albert Camus’ novel The Outsider, Mersault's refusal to
sacrifice the truth no doubt manifest that belonging does not require us to acquiesce to the
dishonesty and hypocrisy that exist in society.

Conversely, those who don'’t have a strong sense of individual identity would have the inclination to
identify themselves with the group in order to belong. As Samuel is devoid of the exposure to the
world in Witness, his sense of identity may be seen as fragile and unstable. Hence, under Book’s
influence, Samuel has the proclivity to believe that it is necessary to kill a bad man.’ Further, Yale
University psychologist's Milgram experiment discovers the theory of conformism and the
fundamental relationship between the group and the individual person. It is concluded that, a
person who has neither the ability nor expertise to make decisions, especially in a crisis, will leave
the decision making to the group. Subsequently, the individual will tend to comply with the group as
it is seen as the ‘behavioural model’.

Sometimes it is necessarily to identify ourselves with others on occasions that would benefit our
well-beings, and the existence of masks is thus established.

Holden Caulfield, in The Catcher In the Rye, recognises the need to adopt various pseudonyms for
the purpose of socialising with certain individuals, for example, his role as ‘Rudolf Schmidt’ for Mrs
Morrow. Moreover, tracking back to world history, Hitler's bid for territorial conquest and racial
subjugation confined the Germans to obey to his dictatorship. Although many of them did not
embrace Hitler's systematic genocide of the Jews and various ‘undesirable’ populations, they were
not at free will to express their opinions as it would have directly threatened their family and their
own lives. Hence it is evident from this catastrophe that sometimes the blind obedience to authority
is in our best interest, even if it means the sacrifice of our own beliefs and values is necessary.
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In essence, there are occasions where to belong to a group does not require us to relate to it,
however, there are also instances that identifying with the group is deemed as the most appropriate
approach. British writer Colin Wilson’s words - ‘the average man is a conformist, accepting miseries
and disasters with the stoicism of a cow standing in the rain’ no doubt challenge us to consider our
rationale when conforming to a group. Perhaps it is necessarily to be an average man in some
circumstances where it would be beneficial to us.

tsix

© The School For Excellence 2019 www.tsfx.com.au Free Exclusive Online Resources



