
Belonging as Gravity 

Belonging is a promise. When you belong, you can be certain of things. Certain of being part of something. 

I actually don't know anyone who fully belongs. Even those who are part of tight communities find themselves 

doubting. Am I enough? Can I rely? Am I there yet? 

Belonging often becomes most apparent when there is distance—when you're far from where you come from. 

When everyday things are strange, different, maybe even appalling, then belonging becomes apparent. The 

sounds people make, the smell, laughter, food, humour, their way of being, those little things that indicate: this is 

a strange place, you are strange to it. In the midst of feeling different from what is around you, you can feel 

where you belong—when feeling that you don't. 

It seems like belonging is a problem of non-place: of desperately trying to place yourself somewhere, even when, 

and maybe especially when, you're not there (yet). Belonging is a gravitational force then. It’s a state of longing. 

The English word is very telling here: be-longing. A state of wanting something, of fixating on something, of trying 

to become part of something, of yearning to align and to be accepted. Belonging may never come to an end. 

Once upon a time, there was a frog who could jump like no other frog. At first, the frog would be cautious about 

its ability. Not showing off too much, not wanting to act out. But every jump took the frog further away, to new 

places—strange, unfamiliar, other. Other plants and animals, sounds and smells, oh those smells! that would 

shoot onto it from everywhere. 

And every time the frog jumped, it grew more confused: about where it was coming from, losing its sense of 

direction, overcome by the unknown smells and sounds around it. 

Luckily, frogs are amphibians. They strive in land and water. They can survive in many places. So the frog jumped, 

and as it couldn't find back, it stayed for a while, and got accustomed to it a bit. But it never stopped longing for 

the pond where it came from. So it jumped again and again. 

One day, the frog jumped to a place it had never seen before. The water was big and blue and shiny, as far as the 

eyes could see. The air was moist, but salty. It had jumped just close enough to the brink of the blue, to feel the 

burning on its skin. This is the day the frog knew it was right to be cautious. A jump could end up anywhere, even 

in death.

So the frog decided to make one last jump, and settle if possible.

And it jumped high and far. Away from the big blue and it’s burning.

And this time, it could feel its will to jump for the first time. And what it meant to defy gravity.

 And after floating weightlessly in the air for a moment, it felt how the force turned against it, taking it down into 

certain uncertainty. 

When the frog finally landed after what felt like forever, it looked around fearfully: there were green and brown 

colours, it was warm and moist enough, not salty. That would do. Home enough. And this is where it settled. 

The moral of this fable, of course, is made without others. It plays out the fiction that place is a matter of 

decision and chance, and a thing that holds us. Unless it doesn't. But place never comes as itself, it always is full 

of others. Belonging is a matter of groups, collectives and identities. Of in-groups and out-groups. Of conformity, 

hierarchies and exclusions. Of attachment and power. It is inherently political. 

When I was 10 years old, I couldn't wait to be old enough to finally dye my hair blonde. I looked at those other 

girls around me, so beautiful, and so blonde. And it felt like my only way to become part of their in-group: to be 

as blonde as them. For a long time I scoffed at my childish self and its naivety. But today I know: This is how the 

politics of belonging play out in the everyday. 



When I was a teenager, I learned that some people could actually tell where I was from without knowing anything 

about me. Just by hearing my name and listening to my pronunciation, my dialect. They looked for confirmation 

in my face, on my skin, at my hair. They might ask: "Pa, čija si?" Whose are you? Who do you belong to? Just to go 

sure their hunch was right and to check whether they knew my parents. I hated this transparency as long as I can 

remember it. They let me know that I belonged to something, a group, a culture, a heritage, even though I didn't 

want it. 

You can also want to not belong. It's not necessarily a positive feature of human life forms. And sometimes 

belonging runs riots as a joint identity. When under attack, when divided in friends and foes, belonging can 

become the strongest bond, one that even gets you to risk or sacrifice a life, yours or the lives of others. 

Belonging doesn’t just unite—it mobilizes. It fuels violence, even war. My father went to war for belonging to an 

ethnic group that he believed to be better than the others. His daughter went to school, afraid everyday of being 

sent back to the country of his imaginary community for not belonging enough. Some 30 years later, he still 

mourns his loss, gathering his belongings to return to the country he lost himself for—a country that turned his 

back on him. Belonging can betray you. And it probably will. 

So is there any safety in belonging?

But who doesn't strive for arrival? For a place that holds us?

Isn't this the promise of belonging: being taken in no matter what? How to not want that? Who can say they're 

free of wanting to belong?

But who is it that we seek to belong to?

And who decides that we do or don't? For what reasons, for what politics?

Can it be a safer space? 

I met a sea turtle once. When snorkelling in the Libyan Sea, one morning, it suddenly elevated itself from the 

ground some 10 meters or so under me. It was huge. It moved with incredible grace and gravity. My heart 

stopped for a moment. It was right under me, taking off from the ground, sand trickling down from it slowly, 

making a little sparkly trail along its way. If anything looked like an angel, this turtle did. It was moving right 

under me, and I took the movement in and locked in on it and followed it as far as I could, until I lost it in the dark 

blue distance. This co-motion, these few minutes of observation and alignment, it gave me the sense of being 

part of something, something bigger, not just the ocean I was in, but the weirdness of life and the crazy beauty of 

nature, for all its vulnerability and its alien likeness. How something distant can feel so intimately close. How 

gazing at this other can make you feel like you belong. 

Anja Breljak, inspired by the collective work of the project Gravity as Belonging

Belonging - a gravitational promise

that you cannot hold anymore.

Am I enough? Can I rely? Am I there yet?

From this pleasant and blurred state of longing,

the eternal swing of the water in this bowl

resists the concrete form

escapes the shape’s determination to exist.

Whispering secrets between the woods, entering

The non-linear way of shaping our presents

Belonging is a continuum,

a state created as we move through it.

We belong through permeability enmeshment,

which can survive in many places.



We belong from a distance then?

A shared inner-path,

How does a distance belong somewhere?

Belonging - a daily act of resistance,

To take care of the crescent seed, the roots and the stems of a beating principle of flower

it is moving forward from uncertainty,

even knowing it never comes to an end.

Belonging is gazing at this otherness

feeling that you’re not holding this weight alone.

Something that arises from the weight of moos, a bed made of leaves, a bird nest

But please, be careful with this floating enchanted state,

be humble with your longings

because they can betray you 

-and they probably will-.

But who does’t strive for arrival?

For a place that holds us?

Holding, folding, unfolding, a caress of sand, a mild weather

Is’t this the promise of belonging: being taken in no matter what?

But who is it that we seek to belong to?
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#belonging

Belonging is a promise.

A state of longing, a process.

An eternal swing of the water in a moving bowl. 

Belonging is a weird continuum.

A yearning forward, a desire unreachable. 

Melancholia amidst the lost. 

Belonging is gazing at your own otherness. 

Being tied to a past not yours. 

Belonging is a gravitational force. 

It can kill you.

Or make you kill.

Belonging can betray you. 

And it probably will. 

But who does not long to belong?

To be taken in no matter what.

To be no matter what when taken in. 

Anja Breljak, inspired by the collective work of the project Gravity as Belonging

Deep in the woods, soft moss, sound of the roaring brook

It’s early spring and last white of snow is joining the river dance

So, I plunge my winter feet into the depth

I sink into numbness: the softness of night owls

Here I belong, here I am part of grandmother, of autumn loss, of august grasses dried in the sun.

Lynne Scharf




