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Abstract 

Everyone wants to feel as though they belong. We crave it, just as we do with food, water 

and shelter. This is a sense that we develop early in childhood and continue to seek for the 

remainder of our lives. It can dramatically affect how we feel about ourselves and how we 

present ourselves to the rest of the world. I have been actively trying to find where I fit in, and 

through that searching I have realized that belonging is not a permanent thing that one achieves 

and is able to hold onto indefinitely. It ebbs and flows, sometimes being tangible, and other times 

not being present at all. 

Temporary dives deeper into these experiences and the emotions that come along with 

them. The series of eight images alternate between showcasing the euphoria that surrounds 

feeling as though you are where you are meant to be, and the despair and isolation felt in sensing 

that you do not fit in. In this series, I employ butterflies to symbolize the fleeting feeling of 

belonging. I also use bright blue colors to symbolize the vibrancy of life that one can have at 

their happiest points. 
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Process Analysis 

In many ways this series was something that was always supposed to happen. For most of 

my life I have been searching for a sense of belonging, any indication that I am on the right 

track. These feelings culminated in the Fall of 2018. I had just returned to school and was feeling 

incredibly overwhelmed and out of place. Despite my success both in and out of the classroom, I 

started to question if I actually belonged. I even considered leaving college and not finishing my 

undergraduate degree that I had been working towards for two years. The place where I once felt 

welcome, was suddenly pushing me away. I spoke with some friends and mentors and eventually 

decided to stay enrolled in school. It was then that I realized that belonging is not permanent, and 

we must actively seek it out in our daily lives. 

The next semester I took a class that primarily focused on belonging, and what it meant 

for different people. Through this class I deepened my understanding on the topic and how it 

resonates in our everyday lives. I even centered my final project on fitting in and its relationship 

to identities. These ideas have stuck with me for over a year, and when it came time to do my 

thesis, I knew that I had to showcase just how important belonging is to people.  

I knew it was important to demonstrate how both sides of this experience could affect 

someone, so initially I wanted to create a collection of self-portraits that depicted scenes in which 

the character (me) felt as if they did or did not belong. I created a list of broad scenarios that to 

symbolize these feelings. However, once I began to shoot these scenes with my camera, I found 

that these images were becoming very personal, and hard for others to understand without 

extensive explanation. I tried editing the images in Adobe Lightroom and Photoshop to give the 

photographs a more uplifting or dreary tone, depending on the context of the image, but I was 

still unhappy with how they were turning out. I was also receiving similar feedback from my 

peers during our peer review sessions each week. I noticed that I was having to do a lot of 

specific explaining for each scene, and that the images had a hard time standing on their own 

without explanation. 

I decided to do more research on my topic instead of just photographing what I had 

experienced. In this research, I found several images that I found very interesting. I discovered 

paintings and photographs that conveyed the same message to me that I was trying to give my 

viewers. It was then that I decided to take a different, less literal approach to my work. I looked 
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over my reference images and thought about what was working within each of them. One thing 

that stuck out across all of them was that they left a lot of interpretation up to the viewer through 

symbolism, lighting, and editing. 

It was then that I knew I had to discard the five images I had already finished, and create 

an entirely new collection, centered around a symbol that I could use to represent the feeling of 

belonging. I was struggling to come up with something less literal, when I saw a butterfly land 

outside my window. I admired the beauty of its wings and how delicate they were. Then, just as 

quickly as it arrived, the butterfly flew away, and I was left marveling at how lucky I was to 

witness something so amazing, even if only for a few moments. Because of this experience I 

decide to employ butterflies as my symbol of belonging and its impermanence. 

I still wanted to demonstrate the positive and negative sides of belonging, so I began to 

think of scenarios that butterflies would be happy in as well as places that would cause them to 

struggle. I came up with four of each, and began ordering the props and supplies I would need to 

execute this series. I purchased jars, fake butterflies, nets, and costumes to create a consistent, 

semi-realistic environment to place my metaphorical butterflies in for my images. When all of 

the supplies came together, I began to take the pictures; often using a self-timer and tripod to 

ensure a properly positioned, clear image.  

Once all of the photographs were taken, I edited them in Adobe Lightroom. I spent a long 

time editing each frame so that they were all cohesive and gave of their desired effect. After I 

had color balanced each of the pictures, I took them into Adobe Photoshop to retouch them as 

needed and to size the images, so they were all the same size. Once I had ensured that all of the 

images in the series were edited correctly, I printed them in the photography printing lab in the 

school of art. I used Epson Premium Photo Paper Semigloss 170 to print this collection of work. 

After the photographs were printed, I matted and framed them for their final presentation. These 

images are 18”x12” in size and they are framed  at 24”x18” to allow each photograph to have its 

own space and not be too close to the other images in the series. 

Unfortunately, due to the coronavirus outbreak, the exhibition was canceled.  They would 

have been displayed in the Ned and Gloria Griner Gallery in the Atrium in Ball State’s Art and 

Journalism Building. Each frame would sit 48” from the ground (measured from the bottom of 

the frame) and would be hung 12” from each other with an artist statement hung to the left of the 

series and a guest book to the right.  



 3 

Each step in this process was critical to developing a complete, professional, and 

coherent thesis. This project would not have been possible without the cumulation of every 

misstep and every breakthrough that I encountered along the way. I have learned that what might 

first seem like a failure, might actually be the push in the right direction that was needed to make 

my work as successful as it can be.  



 4 

I have been waiting for a long time to feel like I belong. I waited until the end of 

elementary school, then middle school, and high school, and now as I near the end of college I 

am still looking for where I fit in this world. There is a lot that goes into belonging; being 

understood, feeling safe and welcome, accepting that the world is yours to do with what you 

please. Throughout all of this searching, I have found this sense is everchanging, and is 

something one must constantly look for. Temporary demonstrates how both experiences related 

to belonging can affect someone. 

This series has taken many forms and has come from many places and ideas. The more I 

thought about the idea, the more I began to wonder what the word really meant. In Psychology 

Today, Dr. Karyn Hall describes belonging as “a human need, just like the need for food and 

shelter. Feeling that you belong is most important in seeing value in life and in coping with 

intensely painful emotions.”1  Originally, I intended to showcase instances of being welcome in a 

particular environment and juxtapose them with images of myself, isolated and defeated due to 

the impression that I belong. However, I came to realize it was not so much about being 

welcome or being left out, but how I felt because of those circumstances. The scenes depicted in 

this series show a glimpse into the physiological effects these experiences can have on a person, 

as I have created a photographic series centering on this topic and the feelings one might have in 

relation to their sense of belonging. 

I have chosen this topic for a number of reasons. Over the course of my entire life, 

including my time at Ball State, I have been left wondering what my purpose is, and whether or 

not I am “where I am supposed to be.” It has taken me twenty-two years, but I am starting to 

realize how impactful the sense of belonging, or often times; lack thereof, has been in my life. 

When I feel as though I fit into a particular setting, I am overcome with joy, pride, confidence 

and relief. However, during times in my life where I question my belonging, I find myself lost, 

afraid, confused and even trapped. It is easy to let all of those positive emotions spiral away. 

I am learning what it means to belong, what it means not to be lost. In this journey comes 

bits of understanding, small pieces at a time until they blend together and the whole picture 

starts to take shape. I am figuring out how to interpret these emotions and channel them into a 

more productive way of life. Belonging and hopelessness are not binary outcomes, and often are 

 
1 Karyn Hall, “Create a Sense of Belonging,” Psychology Today, last modified March 24, 2014, 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/pieces-mind/201403/create-sense-belonging. 
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attributed to subjective, not objective interpretations of situations. Because of this, I capture both 

these feelings of joy and confusion in this collection of work by portraying a variety of images to 

reflect the wide range of emotions and how they might change over time in different scenarios. 

Half of Understanding Belonging is dedicated to showcasing the outcome of feeling welcome, 

and as if you fit in. The other half depicts the experiences and the effects of feeling like you are 

out of place. Neither of these outcomes are permanent. They evolve and change, just as we do as 

people. This impermanence is represented by both by the use of butterflies and their differences 

in focus, and the alternating between the images that display positive and the negative 

experiences. 

Young people are increasingly made to feel that they do not belong. Between bullying in 

schools and now at home via social media, and the immense amount of pressure young people 

are put under to be successful in all aspects of their lives, it is no wonder that so many of us fear 

that we will fail to meet all of these expectations. We have been told for our entire lives that if 

you are not the absolute best at everything, then you are “less than,” and deserve to be outcast 

from society. These ideas come at us from multiple sources including our educators and the 

media, and can potentially stay with us for the rest of our lives. 

Because belonging is complicated, fluid and often hard to express or visualize, I have 

found myself not so much looking for inspiration, but stumbling upon art and memories that 

have resonated with me and thus inspired me. These works vary in medium and well as in 

context, and that variety is a wonderful symbolism of these feelings. They are not always the 

same thing; they can differ between people and even between different times or environments 

surrounding the same person. 

In Haoran Fan’s Displacement #7, a figure is superimposed onto and an expansive, yet 

dark landscape scene near the water. This s opacity makes the person appear to be vanishing. 

This, in addition to their pose, begs the questions, where are they going? Do they even know? 

Why are they not fully present in this environment? The high contrast and the foreboding clouds 

on the horizon also make the viewer wonder if this character is safe in this place. Is this the calm 

before the storm, or does the weather act as a shield from the rest of the world, placing the 

character safely in a bubble? 
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Haoran Fan, Displacement #7, 2016 

 

Similar to Fan’s Displacement #7, Robert Adams’ Colorado Springs, Colorado creates 

an isolated character. This image visually traps the figure within the constraints of (presumably) 

their own home. The silhouette can be seen against the bright window in the back of the house. 

They appear to be alone and standing calmly. I wonder why this person has been placed here. 

What is going on inside this home? Are they as calm as they seem? Is there someone else with 

them who is out of sight of the camera? Because this photo is in black and white, the viewer's 

eye is drawn straight to the human subject, which not only demands to be seen, but also begs to 

be understood. 
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Robert Adams, Colorado Springs, Colorado, 1968, Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco, MoMA 

 

 In addition to solitude, I am often lost in my own mind, sometimes even swimming in my 

own curiosity. Gonzal Benard’s B Shot By A Stranger 2017 #37 showcases that curiosity. The 

man in this image appears to have been staring at himself in the mirror but has now looked out 

the window. Despite the direction of his glance, he does not seem to be actually concerned with 

what he sees. He looks as though his thoughts are overshadowing his vision. His interest is 

introspective rather than caring about his surroundings. This image also raises the topic of 

identity. The multiple mirrors make it clear that this man was very intent on examining himself, 

whether it be physically or mentally. The man looks numb, even to himself, which might be why 

he has turned his glance elsewhere. His appears to let his mind wander, looking for something 

new to occupy himself. 
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Gonzalo Benard, B Shot By A Stranger 2017 #37, 2017 

 

Photographs are not the only form of media that have resonated with me. The painting 

Nighthawks, by Edward Hopper, beautifully showcases the sense of inevitable despair I so often 

have grown accustomed to in feeling lost and alone. This painting displays a man sitting alone in 

a nighttime diner, facing away from the viewer. There are other people there, but he is isolated 

from them. His hat is down, and he does not engage with the server or the other patrons. Because 

I so often am alone and out of place, I will preemptively remove myself from social situations, 

assuming I am not wanted there, whether or not that has been proven to be true. Additionally, 

there is no visible exit in this scene. In reality, it often seems that there is no way out of this 

sense of isolation. It is easy to feel trapped in your loneliness, which can lead to further isolation.  
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Edward Hopper, Nighthawks, 1942, Art Institute of Chicago 

 

On the other end of the spectrum, I am drawn to freedom, openness, success and pride 

when I am where I am meant to be. Two images that captivate these glorious experiences are 

Matt Cannon’s, Valley Glow, and Oleg Mileev’s, To Meet the Wind. Both of these photographs 

show their subjects to be unrestricted in wide open scenes. Cannon’s image shows a figure 

standing triumphantly at the top of a cliff, and Mileev’s depicts wild horses running, with the 

wind blowing back their manes. In both of these photos, the subject is free to do as they please, 

to move in nearly any direction, as there is an entire world out there for them. There is a sense of 

pride felt when one has accomplished something as monumental as summiting a massive cliff, 

this pride is overwhelming and often goes on to positively impact the rest of one’s day or life. 

When someone feels as if they have done the right thing, and can be proud of themselves, they 

are much more likely to be content or even pleased with their current situation, making them 

want to seek out this excitement again.  
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Matt Cannon, Valley Glow, 2019, Yosemite National Park, USA 

 

 
Oleg Mileev, To meet the Wind, 2019. Kalmykia, Russia 

 

Temporary portrays my own feelings of this matter, but I am aware that others will likely 

be able to connect and relate to these topics and ideas that I present. I hope that someone might 
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stumble across this series and take time to absorb it. I want to show others, who like me, never 

quite felt at peace, that they are not the only ones who have felt like this. There are countless 

others who have been wandering, looking for the place where they seem like they are supposed 

to be. Maybe Temporary will help them find that place, be it physical or mental, or maybe it will 

make these viewers realize that there might not be “one” specific place, but an infinite number of 

places, yet to be discovered, where someone can belong. 

 In addition to providing viewers with the comfort of knowing that they are not alone in 

these experiences, I have and will continue to further my own understanding of belonging 

through this series. Making this body of work has allowed me to explore my own insecurities as 

well as my moments of triumph. This increased understanding has moved me closer to being 

able to accept myself as the person I am and the person I am working to improve. With this 

growing acceptance, I am reminded that belonging is subjective, and while it is difficult to truly 

believe, I do not always need the approval of others to fit into and feel welcome in a space that I 

find myself. 

 The image in this collection that best portrays this notion is Crushed. It depicts a number 

of small butterflies that have been trapped and trampled, leaving them dirty, tattered, and 

neglected. The butterflies symbolize the fragility that comes with belonging and the experiences 

tied to it. It is clear that these beautiful creatures have been greatly harmed by being left in the 

mud. Their wings are torn, caked in water, and rocks and are dirty, leaving them unable to fly. 

This is similar to how one might feel after being out of place for a long time. Sensing as if you 

do not belong can severely limit your perceived sense of self in relation to the world you live in. 

If you are repeatedly outcast and put down, you are much less likely to think that you have the 

ability to find purpose anywhere, be it in that environment or another. 

The bright blue tones of the wings of the butterflies indicate that they were once full of 

life and had the potential to fly as they pleased. This reality has been altered by the trampling and 

dirt that they have encountered. Belonging is so much more than being happy or sad, it can and 

does greatly influence how you interact with yourself and the rest of the world. 
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Crushed, 18”x12”, 2020 

 

An image that communicates the feeling of freedom is Open. This image shows a more 

literal scene where the butterflies are released from a jar they were once held captive in. 

Butterflies clearly cannot thrive when they are contained to such a small, closed space. By 

unsealing the jar, Open allows them to literally spread their wings and fly as they are meant to. 

By allowing the butterflies to live freely, they are able to go on and live happier lives without the 

worries of oppression from the jar. Similar to Crushed, this image uses bright blue hues to 

indicate the abundance of life these butterflies have been given. Their blue coloring mimics that 

of the sky to indicate that is their rightful place, not the jar. They are no longer restrained by 

exterior forces and are capable of going wherever they please. 
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Open, 18”x12”, 2020 

 

These photographs are the closest I can get to showing others both sides of these 

experiences, and the effects they can have on a person. While the viewer cannot see it directly, 

they are able to get the sense that the butterflies in this series have been neglected for so long that 

it has started to affect their self-images and their view of themselves in the world. I have noticed 

this within myself and others who have shared their own experiences with me. On the other 

hand, however, the images that depict the butterflies flying freely, showcase the overwhelming 

joy one gets in times of belonging. 

Temporary dives into the aftermath of these positive and negative events that people face 

in their lives. The use of the color blue indicates life and prosperity. It is often surrounded by 

either bland and dark colors to give a juxtaposition of despair and the possibilities of liveliness, 

or it is surrounded by similar hues to show a sense of welcoming and acceptance. The negative 

images make it show that the butterflies cannot survive for very long, if at all in these 

environments, while the positive images allow the butterflies to live happily as they no longer 

have restrictions placed onto them. 
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Belonging is different for every person and every space they can occupy. It also changes 

over time, and that is not only okay, but a sign of marvelous growth. It, more often than not, is 

not a final destination. You can and should seek to improve yourself and with that comes 

changes in your sense of belonging. Progress is not linear and a step in another direction does not 

undermine the strides you have already made. No one person has exactly one place where they 

belong. There are potentially infinite spaces for you to exist in where you can feel understood. 

Temporary encompasses each of these ideas, showing the viewer that wherever there is chaos 

and damage, there can also be beauty and joy.  
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Temporary 

2020 

Cailyn Rossiter 

Butterflies do not seem real. They are there one moment and fly away the next. They are 

majestic, yet so delicate, that the gentlest touch can crush them. The feeling of belonging has the 

same properties. I am always looking for where I fit in and how I relate to the world and how it 

relates to me. Temporary demonstrates how these experiences, in relationship to belonging, can 

affect someone. 

When describing these feelings around such a big and broad topic, I found that one word 

kept coming up in my mind: temporary. My perception of belonging is that it is never permanent. 

It is constantly fluctuating in and out of focus and sometimes disappears entirely. Because of 

their random flight patterns and tendency not to stay in one place for long periods of time, I have 

used butterflies to represent this concept. Each one is slightly different, and they are never bound 

to one place for more than a moment or two. Sometimes we are lucky enough to see them stop 

and rest, but surely, they will take off again soon. Those moments when we can see them, 

however, are as close to magic as we can get. For those few seconds, the world is at peace and 

everything is as it should be.  

The same is true for Temporary. These images showcase the fluid nature of belonging 

and what can happen when that feeling is destroyed. Several of these images display butterflies 

in either a state of freedom and joy, or in suppression and danger. Some of these photographs 

depict butterflies in the open air, free to do as they please. They are uninhibited by the confines 

of the world. These images represent the freedom one has when they belong. On the contrary, 

however, several other images place the butterflies in harm’s way or show them in barren 

landscapes, unlikely to survive. Humans crave belong, and when they lack this necessary 

experience, it is easy for them to feel defeated. I am no exception to this idea.  

Temporary has allowed me to process these experiences and helped me to better 

understand the positive and negative feelings I have surrounding this topic. Belonging does not 

have to be a final destination, but something that can be enjoyed while it is present. When that 

feeling flies away it is not gone forever, and it will return. It may not be in the same 

environment, but it will return if we are willing to look for it. 
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Cailyn Rossiter 

Temporary, 2020 

 

1. Trapped 

Archival Pigment Print 

18”x12”  

 

 

 

 

2. Gently 

Archival Pigment Print 

18”x12” 

 

 

 

 

3. Suffocated 

Archival Pigment Print 

18”x12” 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Kissed 

Archival Pigment Print 

18”x12” 
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5. Crushed 

Archival Pigment Print 

18”x12” 

 

 

 

 

6. Temporary 

Archival Pigment Print 

18”x12” 

 

 

 

 

 

7. “Plenty” 

Archival Pigment Print 

18”x12” 

 

 

 

8. Open 

Archival Pigment Print 

18”x12” 
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To view these images in a larger format, please visit my website where this thesis project 

is hosted digitally: 

 

https://cailynrossiter.squarespace.com/portfolio/temporary 

 

 


