Student Sample Response to Under the Rice Moon

Why is it that we can generously give to charities and worthy causes around the world, yet fail to recognize those same needs when they stand directly before us?  Is it that we really don’t see, or is it that we really can’t see past our own distractions?  In “Under the Rice Moon” Rhiannon Puck paints a simple answer to that question using a cliff swallow whose only wish is to be free of the cage that confines it.  That freedom is finally attained only when it comes into the possession of an owner who has no material interest invested in it and who has shared a common experience.  Puck illustrates that our ability to understand and meet the needs of others may be limited by our own personal interests and experiences.   Through this swallow’s journey from hands of the man who caught her, to the owners who bought and traded her, and finally to the girl who releases her, the bird’s pleading cries for freedom can only be understood by the individual who has no material interest in the bird’s situation, and who has shared a common experience with it. 


The merchant in the market who caught the bird demonstrates how personal interest can make us deaf to the needs of others.  He cannot understand the bird’s pleas for freedom even though he certainly hears them. His interest in the bird is purely motivated by money.  It is simply another piece of merchandise that he sells at his stand in the market place.  He cares for it in the same way that he cares for  his “dried fruits and sugarcane.”  Like his other merchandise, his only interest in the bird is what he can get for it.  Had he understood the swallow’s song for freedom, he may very well have respected it; but because he only hears the clink of the change that is paid for it, he does no more than give it to the first customer who pays the required price.


The subsequent owners who buy and trade the swallow in the market place show how the sounds of the material world can make us all deaf to the true needs of others.  Although the first girl hears the swallow’s song and pledges, “I will take care of you, little bird,” she fails to recognize the message in the song as a result of the interference of the smells and sounds of the marketplace.  The bird quickly becomes her only currency when she sees a pair of slippers that she just can’t resist, and she quickly forgets her promise.  The boy’s promise is just as shallow even if he initially is sincere.  He too hears the swallow’s song but his commitment to his promise is overcome by the price that a customer soon offers in hopes of making his daughter feel better.  Although this is the first owner whose motivation comes from the happiness of someone other than himself, Puck suggests that he doesn’t understand the bird’s song because his focus is on how the gift will make his daughter feel.  This bird is still just a piece of merchandise, and its needs go unheard by the man.


The sick girl, for whom the bird has been purchased as a gift, is the only owner who does not have a material interest in the bird, and it is from this selfless perspective that the bird’s needs are immediately recognized.  She doesn’t even need to hear the bird’s song to understand the bird’s plight.  Because she has suffered confinement herself as a result of her illness, she immediately recognizes the bird’s needs in the blinking of its eyes.  “She knows too well how terrible it is to be kept inside.”  Her response is simple and selfless, “I know what you need, little bird.”  They share a moment of mutual understanding when she asks the bird, “Will you fly for me, too?” as she releases it through the open window.  The selflessness of the act suggests that the reward will far outweigh the price.


 Through a simple day in the life of a bird Rhiannon Puck demonstrates the interference that the material world may have on our understanding of the personal needs of others. When the sounds of commerce are the predominant sounds that surround us, we may hear only our own selfish needs and remain blind to the needs of those around us.  In the quiet of night, the girl in this story was able to see the true needs of the creature that faced her.  She was free to act selflessly as she was able to connect to the plight of the bird as a result of her own experience.  Perhaps we would all benefit if we could occasionally separate ourselves from our own material interests. Perhaps if we all strived harder to walk in our neighbor’s shoes, we might discover rewards that surpassed our own material needs and delivered what we really need, that which money can’t buy.
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How would you characterize the overall difference between the first draft of this paper and the final product?  Be Specific.
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What is the main thing you learned by comparing these three versions of this paper?
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How can you apply this lesson to the revision of your own work?
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