New People, New Place, New Start

Reading text 2: "i feel like an animal in a cage"

The short story "i feel like an animal in a cage" contains good examples of language techniques. Note the use of the lower case "i" in the title.

This story is a first person narrative of a refugee's experiences. Kim explains why he decided to leave Cambodia ("an oppressive and corrupt country") and where his hopes that life there might have improved under a new political regime, "were like smoke" (simile). His family decides he should join his brother and go to Australia on a risky sea journey by fishing boat, "I played with my life on the sea"(metaphor). His initial feelings of happiness in arriving safely are short-lived "I felt I was born again"(metaphor). He is faced with detention at Villawood, kept "like an animal in a cage"(simile) and treated worse than their pets. The story is written as a real cry for help, "my future is still in a very dark cave" (metaphor). Kim uses a traditional Cambodian story as an extended metaphor, an analogy to describe how he feels about the choices he may have to make, "the water is full of hungry crocodiles and on the land there are hungry tigers. At the same time a mouse is eating the string that is holding you..."

Introduce the story:

Discuss what the students know of refugee experiences, why they choose to leave their own country and what happens when they first arrive, what they hope for or expect. The class may have heard about refugees in detention in Australia or read newspaper accounts of refugee experiences in other parts of the world. Be very cautious if you have refugees in the class that they feel they can share their own experiences with others.

Record the examples of language techniques used in a table.

	Language example 
	Technique used 
	Effect in the article

	"i feel like an animal in a cage" 
	Use of lower case letter for first person pronoun/simile 
	The use of the lower case pronoun "i" emphasizes the fact that Kim feels dehumanised, unimportant. He compares his own treatment with the way an animal is denied freedom in a cage, in a zoo, visible to all, but with no privacy, shown no respect.

	"our hopes were like smoke" 
	simile 
	The people's hope is compared to smoke. Smoke envelopes you then blows away quickly, it doesn't last. The Cambodian people's hopes faded quickly.

	"my future is still in a very dark cave" 
	metaphor 
	What will happen to Kim is liken to being enclosed in darkness, in a cave (where light can't reach). Kim does not feel hopeful about his future, there are no signs that anything good might happen.


Paragraph writing practice:

Examples from the text above could be modelled and written using the SEC (statement, example example, comment) structure as described in text 1.

Here is a model paragraph that could be used for a paragraph building exercise, where the text is cut up, reassembled and the different sentences labelled by the students.

    At the end of the story the writer describes how he feels now that he must make choices that are equally unattractive. He uses an extended metaphor, an analogy from a Cambodian story. "...the water is full of hungry crocodiles. On the land there are hungry tigers. At the same time the mouse is eating the string that is holding you." Nowhere, on the sea or on the land, can Kim feel safe; what is keeping him safe is about to break. He has to decide quickly what to do. There is nothing good to look forward to, only more fear. [statement, example, comment]

