ENGLISH: EXPOSITORY ESSAY

Our sense of identity is never constant

Our individual identity is the manifestations of judgements, societal expectations, peer pressure,
relationships and traumatic experiences, and is thus subject to change. While identity may take the
appearance of self, it is often the formation of a false, misinterpreted sense of who we are which in
itself carries many repercussions. Through forces beyond our control, our identity is created,
moulded and manipulated, inevitably changing with the fluctuations of our environment,
relationships and society. In accordance with writer James Baldwin: “Identity would seem to be the
garment with which one covers the nakedness self’. In attempt protect and safeguard the
vulnerability of our true nature, we allow external forces to create a facade that is never constant. In
the formation of this identity, our true self — morals, values and beliefs — are overlooked due a
miscalculation and misjudgement in perception and interpretation. The implications is thus, as
humans, we each possess the power of self-determination, for just as a ship is able to anchor itself
amongst the tumultuous tides, so too can we break free from repressive, imposed identities and
create an individualised version of self that will stimulate personal growth and transcend the
unpredictability of external forces.

Indeed, our interactions with those around us form so great a portion of our lives that their ideals,
beliefs and morals become imposed upon us, thus shaping our identity. As society merges, these
ideals will inevitably change on a cycle that is founded on perception and interpretation. In these
circumstances, our individuality is compromised and society forges a collective identity that is
almost impossible to extricate from. Poet Oscar Wilde once said: “Most people are other people.
Their thoughts are someone else’s opinions, their lives a mimicry, their passions a quotation”.
Encapsulated within this quote is the complex notion of lack individuality to which we allow external
forces to sustain our individual identity. This notion is solidified in the unprecedented influence of
social media in modern society, specifically the phenomenon of Facebook. Facebook provides its
users with a rare opportunity to create a new identity that can satisfy the perceptions of society. To
exist as individuals, we depend on a private space that we think and experiment without the
judgement of society. It is within this space that we define ourselves and construct our own,
individual sense of identity. However, as the space becomes increasingly smaller, our opinions
become correlated with the perceptions of society and we find ourselves judging others by society’s
standards rather than our own. As a result, we become outsiders to ourselves, entrapped in an
identity that society has created for us. Henceforth, just as a ship awaits an impending storm, our
identity beings to mirror the perceptions and expectations of society, thus making our identity a
construct of interpretation which is inevitably subject to change.

Furthermore, unforseen traumatic experiences have the capacity to completely alter our life
circumstance and thus erode our identity. Those who possess strong foundations may be able to
recover from such an event; however those who have a weak sense of self surrender their identity
to the perceptions and response of those around them. If this response contains nuances of rage
and violence, our identity can be extinguished and we are left entrapped and imprisoned in an
identity that is subject to change. This notion is exemplified in Bruce Dawe’s poem, The Raped
Girl’'s Father, which explore the limited response of a father after his daughter’s rape. In the face of
the assault, the father's response becomes as primitive as the rape, revealing a dysfunctional,
distorted masculine honour embedded within his identity. The alliterative phrase “darker dark”
suggests that the father actually exacerbates the rape where the “darker” is the father’s response
and the “dark” is the rape. As such, the speaker is no longer in possession of an identity that she
has individually constructed but rather the aggression of the father has penetrated the boundary
between identity and self, subsequently ripping out the daughter’'s autonomy. In turn, the daughter
becomes completely invisible to herself in her phrase “somebody sobbed”, where she has
dissociated from herself to become someone unknown. Thus, in times of calamity and devastation,
just as a ship rocks back and forth in an imminent storm, our identity inevitable changes because of
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the responses of those around us. In many cases, we can find our previous identity completely
ripped from us, leaving self exposed and sometimes even extinguished.

Moreover, when placed in a particularly oppressive environment, our identity is inevitably subject to
change. In such circumstances, our identity will be moulded and manipulated by our surroundings.
However, through the power of free-will, we can overcome perception and interpretation to embrace
an identity that will stimulate personal growth. This notion is crystallised in David Michod’s film,
Animal Kingdom, which explores an adolescent’s search for self and identity after a traumatic
experience. After his mother passed away, protagonist J is placed into a world consumed with
dominance, authority, malevolence and iniquity. Indeed, his circumstances are beyond his control,
and J finds his identity being controlled and eroded by the dominant figures around him. This is
evident in the initiation scene, where J is handed power in the form of a gun. The words of his family
member, Baz: “Go get him. Let him know who’s king” accentuates the struggle between domesticity
and dominance within his world, and J’s identity is corroded by the overpowering figures
surrounding him. However, at the denouement of the film, J chooses to overcome the manipulation
of others and kills Pope, the film’'s embodiment of authority and iniquity. In doing so, J creates a new
path for himself, thus constructing an identity that he has individually defined. Henceforth, while
identity may be moulded by oppressive environment, we all possess the power of free-will and self-
determination, for just like a ship is able to anchor and guard itself amidst consuming tides, so too
can we transcend the perceptions external forces have imposed upon us an create an individualised
version of who we truly are.

Ultimately, our identity can be involuntarily imposed on us through forces beyond our control, and
thus inevitably fluctuates according to changes in perception and interpretation. In many cases, we
can find ourselves entrapped in an identity that is the construct of opinion, possibly resulting in
eternal imprisonment. However, in order to experience personal growth, we must use our inherent
capacity of self-perseverance to choose an identity that will stimulate personal and emotional
prosperity. With courage we can sail into the hazy abyss confident in an identity that mirrors self. As
Canadian author Vithu Jeyaloganathan poignantly cogitates: “The identity of one changes with how
one perceives reality.”
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