
 

“Loss can be destructive to individual identity.” Discuss in relation to Cate 
Kennedy’s ‘Like a House on Fire’.  
  
In her anthology Like A House on Fire, Cate Kennedy explores the various ways in which 
individual respond to loss and discover an understanding of their identity.  Set against the 
backdrop of contemporary Australia, where life is in a constant state of flux, Kennedy reveals 
the idea that physical and emotional pain can destroy relationships, causing the loss of 
connection and individuality.  However, Kennedy does depict individuals who experiences 
loss gain a different outlook on life, are provided with the ability to cope better with change 
and proceed to find their own identity in life. Thus, Kennedy claims that individuals are 
capable of overcoming the destructiveness of loss and generates their own identity.   
 
Through the depiction of loss, Kennedy demonstrates that emotional and physical pain can 
generate hardships for individual to understand their identity. In such moments of life, the 
stability of relationships is affected, and individuals begins to lose their characteristics due to 
the loss they experience. In “Five-dollar family”, the hopeless relationship ignited Michelle’s 
attempt to construct a family portrait that represents the moments of “happy families” even 
when she knows that Des will probably not return from his “court thing”. Through the idea of 
the “clean slate”, Kennedy signifies the innocence immediately marred by Michelle’s 
knowledge that it is near impossible to celebrate their new life together as a family.  The 
desire of having a temporary comfort in this relationship enables Kennedy to lament the loss 
of individuals caused by the imperfection of relationships. Similarly, the imagery describing 
the “immobilising pain” that the narrator experience  from  “Like a house on Fire” due to the 
inevitable injury demonstrates the conflict embedded in the relationship and the couple’s 
communication has been  reduced to “the tiny squeezed and inflamed gap” that is the injured 
space in his spinal disc. Kennedy’s imagery acts as a warning for the readers that 
individual’s loss forces them to realise the imperfection of ordinary life and it is acceptable for 
individuals to lose identity and hope in such moments.   Furthermore, the occurrence of 
misfortune manipulates him to feel “like a beaten dog” and disturbs his and disturbs his 
preconceive identity as the backbone of the family and the manager of his job.  Reinforcing 
the emotional loss, the symbolic meaning of the photograph in “five-dollar family” illustrates 
that Michelle has “got everything this baby needs…”    and by ending the relationship and 
losing her identity as Des’s partner enables Michelle to recognise herself with another 
identity, which strengthen her independence and confidence in herself.   The physical pain 
felt by the husband “[offended his] perfectionist streak”, forcing him to develop a new identity 
as he is incapable of perform him job perfectly in the future. This impacted on his self-
esteem and establishes a sense of frustration to financially support his family, which is 
evident in the relationship by examining the additional hardship of the couple.  Thus, 
Kennedy recommends to the readers the necessity of fulfilling the responsibility as a 
husband in domestic life and highlights that the losses experience by individual can be 
disparaging to the identity of individuals.   
 
Although some individuals are unable to overcome the loss, losing someone or altering 
mindsets can help individual establish a different perspective of life that allows them to 
discover a new identity of themselves.  In “Ashes”, Chris returns home after losing his father 
and as “his energy draining away “from his grieving mother, it appears as simple arrogance 
and insensitivity. His steely manner is a deeply rooted sense that his parents have never 
accepted him. In a similar vein, in “Laminex and Mirrors”, the impending death of Mr Moreton 
represents the finality of the scholar, yet Kennedy emphasises the interaction offers an 
opportunity for the young narrator to self-discover her new identity. The encounter with Mr 
Moreton encourages her to change her desire of “[ walking] the streets of Paris…”  because 
the moment she decides to “[cross] the point of no return…” to help him enjoy the time he 



has left has force her to lose her current outlook on life. However, from the year she turned 
eighteen she most clearly remembers “the two of [them] content, just for this perfect 
moment”, which impacted on her mindset as she lost the opportunity to explore Europe, but 
this event enables her to discover a new identity to enhance future life. In this sense, 
Kennedy believes loss is bittersweet as the change in the narrator suggest that changing the 
embedded mindsets empowers individuals to develop a different sense of self-worth and 
identity, highlighting for the readers that the loss in daily life provides characters with an 
opportunity to gain a different outlook in life.  The imagery of scattering the ashes of Chris’ 
father becomes a technique for Kennedy to highlight the loss of opportunity to express love 
and care to others and she delivers her message that individuals can alter their 
circumstances by recognising the past and working harder on the development of 
relationships between family members. The description of the fishing trips with Chris’s father 
underlines the lack of connection within the family as after countless attempts at 
conversation the old man “got tired of trying” and loses moments to bond with his son. While 
reminiscing his father, Chris realises it is obvious both individuals failed to understand one 
another, which highlights the loss of opportunity that they both could have gone further to 
bridge the gap before it developed into a chasm, emphasizing the importance of taking the 
responsibility to develop a more considerate relationship.  However, after the loss of 
occasion to bond,  Chris gains a different perspective of family life when he displays 
kindness to his mother by brushing off “small smear of ash…” , which assist him to develop 
his identity as a son and allow Kennedy to celebrate the influence of human interactions on 
individuals to realise the importance of demonstrating gratitude to others in ordinary life.  
Depicting the change of individual’s attitude, Kennedy expresses the possibility to have a 
better understanding of identity, humanity and life.   
 
The experience of different lost impacted on the identity of individuals and this leads them to 
experience reconciliation and cope better in challenges with the opportunity to define their 
identity. Through a small gesture of reconciliation in “Flexion”, the interaction of Mrs Slovak 
and Frank displays the necessity of individual’s recognising their wrongdoings in order to 
establish a new identity. In the ending of “Flexion” ,Mrs Slovak is shocked to realise that her 
stoic, stubborn husband is “ as scared and frail…” and the moment she reaches over and  
place  “his hand wordlessly, determinedly, over his heart…”, symbolises the reconciliation of 
characters demonstrating gratitude towards others  and demonstrates that Frank is now 
capable of understanding his  identity like other ordinary husbands and the reconnection of 
him and his wife. Kennedy advocates that it is essential for individuals to make concessions 
and compromise with others to have a better understanding of other’s perspective, thus 
empowers individuals to develop the ability to cope with challenges.   Likewise, the inability 
of Rebecca recovering from her previous broken relationship in “Cross country”, where she 
uses the internet as a refuge illustrates characters are able to have moments of 
reconciliation to conquer emotional pain and develop a new mentality that defines their 
identity. The words Kennedy employs to describe Rebecca as she slowly recovers from her 
former break up, “final jarring stumble”, “gulped breath” and “whiplash jerk” demonstrates the 
hardship of overcoming losses yet gaining the ability to cope better with her new life by 
having her own identity instead of being an attachment of others. Through the imagery of the 
“merciful and unexpected breeze” brings a sense of closure as Rebecca closes the screen 
and as the “windows are shutting down”, it is time for her to reboot her life and “roll the 
credit. “Kennedy utilises types like Rebecca’s experience to demonstrate that by realising 
the value and identity of individuals, there is an opportunity for circumstance to improve and 
become less of a burden.  From the losses of  
individuals, Kennedy ultimately highlights that human being are capable of overcome the 
influence of loss to find their own identity, which encourages the readers to have a sense of 
hope for the future.   
 
The different losses that occurred in ordinary life are demonstrated in Like A house on Fire, 

where some individuals are unable to overcome the idea that loss can be destructive 



to other identity, yet her characters are determined to accept the reality of loss and 
conquer hardship to discover new identity. Kennedy illustrates the importance of 
realisation and having an alternative mindset that provides individual the ability to 
face loss and gain a different outlook of life and their characteristic. Thus, individuals 
are permissible to realise their potential of overcoming loss and regain their own 
identity in life.   

 


