ENGLISH: THE SUMMER OF THE SEVENTEENTH DOLL

“To conform to the expectations of others may distort our sense of identity”

As humans it is in our innate nature to seek like-minded people in order to have a sense of
belonging and feel accepted. However, in our quest to conform we will often discard our own beliefs
and morals to don a new facade so we can be deemed acceptable by our peers. Hence it can be
seen that belonging is contradictory in that we feel validated and secure within our social cliques but
doing so can leave us torn between loyalty towards our groups and the self. In spite of this
knowledge, humans will still go to great lengths to find compatible mates, ultimately sacrificing their
own personas in the process. No two individuals experience life the same-we are self-aware and
shape our own destinies. Adolescence is the period during which the groups and peers we surround
ourselves with leave the greatest impacts on us — this can be both negative and positive. “The Doll”
presents both sides of the spectrum as characters Roo and Barney must abide to Olive’s ideals in
order to keep her satisfied- by doing so they fail to realize the passage of time slowing them down.
Olive, on the other hand defied the social conventions of that era by choosing not to marry;
therefore she must adopt a new identity. However, when her ambitions are not met, she is left with
nothing and (according to the values of the time) is left “on the shelf’. The paradox of identity and
belonging is so universal that it is echoed in our current affairs. As of late February, the Australian
swim team, which competed in the London Olympics, has admitted to using the drug “Stillnox”.
Significantly this illustrates how a group mentality is dangerous as it can alter our identities in an
unforeseeable manner. Despite the detrimental effects belonging to groups can bring, humans will
continue to cling desperately even onto false senses of identity in order to fit in.

The youth can be naive in that they let others affect their own decisions. “Peer pressure” is an
interesting concept since it can either build our characters or tear it down for the worse. When
teenagers feel pressured by a group, it is in their instinct to obey, even if it means harming
themselves indirectly or directly. Refusing to comply would lead to ostracision — though by
disobeying our groups we can avoid damage to the self and improve in our personas. A family friend
of mine once recounted to me the tales of his youth, which were so inspiring that they remain in my
memory to this day. He tells me of his struggles during high school-both academically and socially-
and how he yearned to be a part of the “popular boys” to compensate for his under-average looks
and poor study skills. After years of isolation he realized he needed the affection of others, so he
finally managed to summon up the courage to talk to the “boys” in an effort to feel belonged. You
could hear a pin drop as conversations subsided in the school cafeteria as the group eyed my friend
up and down before finally giving their verdict- he would be initiated into the group if he
accompanied him to a party that weekend. Although enthusiastic to begin with, my friend soon
realized what a terrible mistake he made. These boys — not yet men — were already chain smoking
and were experimenting with marijuana. My friend made a pivotal decision, something which he tells
me was “life changing”. He defected, believing that self-preservation took priority over feeling like he
belonged, and that no amount of peer-pressure would drive him into altering his identity into
something he was not proud of. Twenty years fast forward and my friend has never regretted his
choices as a teenager. Recently he attended a class reunion, and the former “boys” were now
decrepit, pathetic men, wasted away by years of alcoholism, drug abuse and poor nutritional choice.
As we can see, isolation and solitude are aspects we humans dread as we need to be
acknowledged by others. In addition, it can also be seen how we need to form acquaintances with
those who share our interests. As noted from my friend’s recount, he chose a set of individuals to
befriend whom he had nothing in common with, whereas the “boys” themselves had already
succumbed to each other’s expectations: rebellion for the sake of popularity.

There are situations where submitting ourselves to the ideals of others catalyses our shift in
persona. Further, if we fail to realize our advancing years then we will meet our downfalls, since it is
impossible to remain concealed behind a youthful veil for our entire lives. Roo and Barney are two
fictional characters who embody certain aspects of these two notions. The two take pride in their
masculinity and status as men — Olive’s likening them to “eagles” only adds to their ego and hence
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blinds them further as they cannot come to terms of their failing physicality. “The lay-off and all its
glory” is Olive’s idea, and she drags Roo and consequently Barney into the affair, as Olive is a
woman who challenged social expectations. Roo comes down to the Carlton house every year as it
had become tradition and is expected out of him in order to maintain his relationship with Olive.
Hence, his eagerness to impress Olive hinders him from accepting his failing body. Although his
“rotten stinking pride” has a small role in his choice, Olive also sets unrealistic standards for Roo
and Barney to live up to. On the contrary Olive believed that she was a uniqgue woman since she
had “two eagles bounding down” whereas other women had men who would “roll” home every day.
Olive is strongly opposed towards marriage, and her identity must accommodate to her needs since
she does not want other people such as Peal patronising her for “never coming close”. Olive’s goals
are to be different from everyone else, and her unusual relationship with Roo gives her an identity
unique to her time era. Roo and Barney must adapt to Olive’s standards- in the process forgetting
about their own needs. By being subjected to Olive’s ideologies, Barney and Roo have sacrificed
their integrities, and must struggle to find them once again. In stark contrast, Olive consciously dons
a different identity in order to feel unique. When she storms out of her house she leaves behind a
gaping hole in her heart as she has lost a part of her identity. In life if we are underpinned by the
opinions of others we can never move forwards, and can only remain stagnant.

Likewise, in current times the issues surrounding the Australian swim team have caused uproar and
made people realize the contradictory nature of belonging. In a recent interview, when questioned
their motives for taking the performance enhancing drug months before the Olympics, one of the
members replied that “they were at a party where one of the members initiated the ritual for taking
the drug”. One member of a group can cause a domino or rippling effect, as it can cause all the
other participants to cave in to the group mentality: reaffirming the metaphor “all for one and one for
all’. Surely, the entire swim team need not have taken the drug, but by doing so proves how we
would surrender our bodies, risk failure, even fame and fortune in order to feel accepted within a
group. The urge to belong can override logical thought, so in the end we impulsively make rash
decisions — often regrettable in the future — as demonstrated by our swim team. If professional
athletes can succumb to group pressure, then it is no wonder that conformity is ill-advised. Perhaps
if one member of the team went against the group’s wishes, then our poor performance in London
could have been averted.

Falling prey to the opinions of others is inevitable since it is in our nature to judge and critique
others. To stray away from exclusion we will adhere to a standard set by society and although this
can have beneficial properties, experiences in life have shown the opposite to be true. “Peer
pressure” or the group mentality will make even the strongest of men crumble. Our identities are
always in perpetual motion as we act differently to fit in with different people. If we chose not to
belong we will feel depressed and ostracized- however we do gain some character building and
potentially avoid harm. The sad reality is that as humans we thrive in numbers and are weakest
when we are secluded from society. If we are with others, we feel accepted and content with the
knowledge that our presence is wanted, and relish in the fact that we are not shunned by our
people.
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