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ESSAY (5 written pages)

Belonging is a concept, defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as being rightly assigned to a
situation or purpose. Belonging has always been perceived to have a high value to the human form,
with an inherent, almost biological, desire to belonging puncturing almost every situation in our
lifetimes. The value of belonging has been explored through countless mediums, but the value of
this concept must be challenged. Belonging does not always have positive connotations, and
through studies in this area of study, it is apparent that it is difficult to belong and often takes a
lifetime of effort, whereas not belonging is easy and happens often. This is clearly evident in the
ways people reject aspects of their lives in search for belonging, the eternal struggle for belonging
and the effect of this struggle on one’s mental health. The difficulties of belonging are clearly evident
in Raimond Gaita’s memoir Romulus, My Father, the controversial 1951 novel Catcher in the Rye,
by JD Salinger, and David Fincher's 1999 cult hit film Fight Club. Each of these texts are from
widely varying contexts and deal with wildly different situations, but they all explain the value of
belonging in terms of the difficulties it raises.

Ironically, in the struggle for belonging a person often rejects a community or group in search for the
acceptance of another. The concept of rejection for acceptance is evident in Romulus, My Father, in
that Romulus and his family reject their home country of Yugoslavia for the great land of unknown —
Australia. This places a great deal of value on the concept of cultural affinity, but also raises issues
for Romulus and his wife who struggle to belong to the Australian community, who “reacted to my
father [Romulus] with a delighted double mindedness” and “tolerated” but never fully accepted.
Romulus further rejects his culture by insisting that the Australian men refer to him as ‘Jack’. Gaita
emphasises the differences between the two cultures by juxtaposing the sparse, barren Australian
landscape with the lush foliage of the Gaitas’ European homeland. Gaita also uses the landscape
metaphorically with a “dead red gum... becoming for my mother a symbol of her desolation”.

In Fight Club, the nameless protagonist rejects his former life in search of something more exciting,
i.e. a literal fight club. This again places value on belonging as the protagonist was willing to give up
everything to pursue a sense of belonging. After his apartment (filled with symbols of rampant
consumerism and conformity in the form of Ikea products) was destroyed, he states in the voice
over “It's only after you have lost everything that you can start being anything you want”. Similarly, in
Catcher in the Rye, the main protagonist, Holden, rejects the adult world, and society in general,
casting all people off as “phonies”. The first person, train-of-thought style narration of the novel
allows us to empathises with and understand this rejection. In all three texts, the composer has
placed a value on belonging as something that is desired by people in all walks of life, but also
illustrates the difficulties in the struggle to belong.

It is often the journey in search of belonging that leaves one even more isolated than before. In
pursuit of the valued concept, each of the three protagonists, as well as other characters, begin to
feel alienated. Romulus’s relocated to Australia in Romulus, My Father created a substantial
difficulties for his family, but these difficulties were further complicated. Christine, Romulus’s wife
was unfaithful and promiscuous, further isolating herself from Australian society. Romulus sought
Romanian friends in Hora and Mitru, but in the anti-multiculturalism of Australia in the 1950s, this
created an us vs. them mentality. Romulus’s embarrassing blunder, resulting in a fire, also
prevented his assimilation. This separation is conveyed by Gaita with constant use of “New
Australians” to describe himself and his parents, which creates a distinction between the cultures. It
is only after decades of struggling that Romulus finally begins to belong, with the burying of
Christine and Romulus in Australian soil as a final symbol for this acceptance and belonging.
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Likewise, in Fight Club, the protagonist spends years establishing a group in which he wants to
belong, yet still doesn’t feel an affinity. He narrates the story with statements beginning with “I am
Jack’s...,” an interesting play on the concept of belonging, but most importantly stating “I am Jack’s
inflamed sense of rejection”. The fight club grows into a world wide terrorist organisation, but the
quickly edited shots of members everywhere creates a feeling of being surrounded, rather than
belonging. Conversely, in Catcher in the Rye, Holden appears to want to not belong, constantly
referring to people as “phonies”, but he constantly seeks companionship. He starts a conversation
with a school mate’s mother, hires a prostitute, calls an old girlfriend, visits an old teacher and
sneaks in to see his little sisters. These events never end well for Holden, leaving him feeling
rejected from the world, as if he has no place to belong. By suggesting that belonging is a difficult
journey, each of these composers has placed a value and illustrated the perception that it is harder
to belong than to not belong.

Belonging can allow a person to feel safe, happy, confident, and content. Not belonging can cause
feelings of isolation, rejection, depression and desolation. In a struggle to belong, a person is often
rejected despite their attempts, which can play havoc with one’s mental health. This extreme
consequence of being rejected while seeking belonging is relevant in Christine’s depression in
Romulus, My Father, eventually leading to her suicide. Raimond Gaita’s un-intrusive, analytical style
of narration allows us to sympathises and understand Christine’s desolation, metaphorically
represented by a dead gum tree and the sparse Australiana flora. Similarly, Fight Club’s unnamed
protagonist develops a severe split personality disorder. This has extreme consequences, resulting
in a brutal shooting, representing the paradoxical dichotomy that post-modernism sets up within our
lives. The use of such graphic violence by the director emphasises the destabilising affect not
belonging can have on one’s psychological well-being. Catcher in the Rye ends with a very short
chapter insinuation that Holden in a mental health facility. The use of a short chapter allows the
reader to interpret this in their own way and form ideas about Holden’s condition. A character in
each of these texts has developed clinical mental issues as a result of their struggle to belong,
illustrating the significant value of belonging to human beings. This clearly illustrates that it is much
harder to achieve belonging that it is to accept a sense of displacement.

Each of these texts places important value on belonging and explores the consequences of not
belonging. By illustrating the protagonists’ rejection of a group, their seemingly endless struggle for
a sense of belonging and the emotional and psychological consequences of this, the composers
have explored the difficulties of belonging. Romulus, My Father, Fight Club and Catcher in the Rye
all represent the concept that it is harder to belong than to not belong by placing an unparalleled
vlue on the inherent human desire to belong.
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