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			Content Note

			Please note that racial slurs are used throughout No Man’s Land via various anecdotes and accounts. Sexual assault and miscarriage are also discussed briefly on page 79.

		

	
		
			 

			Introduction 

			Humans like to categorise, divide and separate. It’s evident everywhere you look. From race and nationality, to borders and religion, we’re most comfortable when we can pigeonhole and compartmentalise. 

			But while Marie Kondo-ing our existence into elements that ‘spark joy’ and elements that do not might help us make sense of who we are from a broad perspective, it’s clear from the sheer number of humans that exist that to do so is pretty futile. Despite this futility, we still do it because we crave solidarity and a sense of belonging. Categorising people enables us to decide who to accept and who to filter out based on predetermined ideas of group characteristics. 

			One of those neat little boxes that we use to compartmentalise ourselves is culture. But what is it? Who defines it? Most importantly, who gets to say who is a part of it? 

			No Man’s Land explores this hazy idea of culture within the context of the United Kingdom, its importance in shaping self-identity, and what happens when the culture you identify with, and embrace, doesn’t embrace you in the same way. In particular, it explores the feelings evoked when the majority culture has perpetuated a narrative that places itself over others, belittling them and, by default, rendering you and your perceived other culture inferior. 

			Like most issues that involve people, the ideas of culture and identity are complex and nuanced, and perspectives will vary. One viewpoint that isn’t so frequently heard is that of the East and Southeast Asian diaspora, which is my heritage. Complicating the idea of cultural identity, particularly for me, is the touchy subject of race. While many definitions of culture and race separate the two, they are messily intertwined because of assumption, prejudice and ignorance. My cultural heritage has never been important to me. It’s just not something I really think about very much. As far as I am concerned, I am culturally British. I don’t look in the mirror and question who I am or where I come from. Like you, I only see myself, not a collection of societal labels. 

			My heritage (or assumptions about my heritage) do, however, seem to be a source of endless fascination for strangers who feel the urge to ask me random questions about where I’m from. 

			When I reply that I’m from Surrey, for many people, it’s not the right answer. It might be the truth, but it’s not the truth they were looking for. I know this because, more often than not, there is an awkward silence as they try to find the words they’re looking for to get the answer they want without sounding just a teeny bit racist. The confusion that crosses their face gives me a perverse sense of pleasure, because I know what they expect and want me to say – Malaysian, Chinese, Thai, Indonesian, Singaporean. In honesty, it probably wouldn’t matter which of those I said because we all look the same, right?

			So, is the question racist? According to a 2018 YouGov survey, 67% of Britons think, yes: ‘asking a non-white person who says they are from somewhere in Britain “where they’re really from”’ is ‘either always or usually racist’.1 

			When I’ve been asked the question, I’ve generally felt that it’s been asked through curiosity. It’s more about wanting to know what someone who looks like me is doing here, in England. If I was white and spoke in a Welsh accent, you might ask what part of Wales I was from. Same if I was white and spoke with a Scottish or Irish accent. The fact that I am brown and speak with an English accent means we bypass the whole ‘where-abouts in England are you from?’ and automatically start playing some elaborate geography guessing game. 

			But, if we’re being completely honest, if I was white and Welsh or Scottish or Irish, most people wouldn’t bother asking what part of the British Isles I was from because they wouldn’t stop me to ask. Similarly, if I were white and German or white and Polish and they’d never heard me speak, I’d just be another white face in the crowd with the ability to pass as any other white Briton. 

			Why, then, is the question problematic if the intention is curiosity rather than using the answer to show prejudice? In my mind, it’s a problem because it comes with a sense of entitlement. The person asking the question feels they have a right to ask me about where I’m really from. They are gatekeeping cultural inclusion and identity because, for some people, being really British and really part of British culture doesn’t just mean being born and growing up in the UK. It also means you have to look a certain way; if you don’t, you can never be perceived as inherently British.

			Maybe, then, all of this does make the question racist. Possibly, I am just painfully naïve in viewing the question as nothing more than ignorant presumption, or perhaps the difference between the two is just semantics, because invariably the question is only ever asked by white people. If the topic of where I’m from ever comes up with non-white people (which it very, very rarely does) it is discussed as an exercise in sharing information (‘my parents are from X, what about yours?’). It’s also shaped as an entirely different question. The focus isn’t about where I am supposedly from, it’s about my heritage and history. 

			For many of us in Britain, this is where we sit: in a cultural no man’s land – between who we are, and who people perceive us to be. It is this liminal space that fascinates me. Yet, identifying the existence of this cultural limbo isn’t new. It has been explored by scholars and all sorts of other far cleverer people than me in greater depth. For example, Afua Hirsch’s Brit(ish) (Vintage, 2018) is an exploration of her mixed-race identity within Britain. It’s highly personal and moving – a narrative that lays bare the struggle of reconciling who you are when you’re perceived in a certain way. More so, it explores a country seemingly in denial about its own imperial past, and how that filters through to the present day. 

			Plus, although not specifically about cultural limbo, a study into the concept of self-identity, Identity: Contemporary Identity Politics and the Struggle for Recognition by Francis Fukuyama, focuses on the dangers of narrowing those identities within cultures themselves – how the self then impacts the group and the possible consequences for cohesion. 

			Across 2020 (and the-year-that-wasn’t due to the COVID-19 pandemic), heated conversations were stimulated around belonging, with the nation encouraging its inhabitants to be considerate and to come together in an act of Great British solidarity. Britons throughout the country were encouraged to clap for key workers, support elderly and vulnerable neighbours and support each other in what was unprecedented upheaval in a time of peace. People gladly gave up their time and resources to help others less fortunate2 and tradespeople donated their expertise to those in need.3 The scale of generosity was humbling, demonstrating the very best of our qualities. 

			But who are our fellow Britons? Despite feeling and being British on paper, in a time of national crisis I was not easily compartmentalised as British by some – that same consideration did not extend to me. From the stranger who asked me if I ‘was healthy’ when news broke of a novel coronavirus detected in China, to the woman who shouted ‘not eaten your dog, then’ as I was running with him, it was crushingly clear where those individuals thought I sat on the spectrum of Britishness. In those moments, the gulf between my self-identity and their narrow vision of what and who is British in the 21st century was obvious. Despite being British, to them I simply wasn’t. 

			And so here we are. Into the third decade of the 21st century, the era in which people in the 1960s thought we’d be communicating with aliens and farming in space.4 Yet, despite these grand and lofty predictions of how we might have progressed as a species, we’re still having conversations about who belongs in what group and whether or not they really do, based on… what, exactly? 

			Every classification we have is socially constructed. Race – from the 18th century, to justify the superiority of Europeans. Nationality – devised through politics to separate countries and their people. Ethnicity – the social grouping of individuals based on their shared linguistic or cultural traits. Like all man-made inventions, their functionality is limited, unlike the evolving individuals and ideas they try to describe. 

			To add further confusion, some of these notions can’t even be agreed on, making them highly subjective. The construct of ethnicity is a good example. Official government guidelines make it clear that ‘ethnic groups do not represent how all people identify’.5 Ethnicity is defined in the dictionary as group identity based on culture, religion, tradition and customs. The idea of race is not inherent in the concept of ethnicity but interestingly, the Oxford Reference definition does point out it can be used as a politically correct term for race.6 The 2021 census shows just how complex and limited the idea of ethnicity really is. The Welsh census included options for Asian Welsh and Black Welsh for ethnic group.7 Based on the definition of ethnicity this of course makes sense – skin colour plays no part in either the government’s or the dictionary’s definition. The Scottish census has been delayed to 2022 but the 2011 census already included options for Asian Scottish and Black Scottish.8 The English census, on the other hand, did not apply the same principles to their Asian or Black populations. In England, it doesn’t matter whether you share culture, religion, tradition or customs, the message is clear. In England, you cannot be English unless you are white. Whatever existential crisis England might be going through, if the creators of official statistics cannot agree on how to describe the groups that make up their populations, what hope have the rest of us? Perhaps, then, it’s no surprise that we’re at the cultural equivalent of picking teams rather than embracing and harnessing our combined skills and abilities in order to grow tomatoes on the moon like the folks back in the ’60s thought we’d be doing. 

			This short exploration of the ideas behind culture, self-identity and belonging may not change your life, but it will hopefully give you a little more understanding of how it feels to be on the outside looking in, sitting in this cultural no man’s land.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1: Our Culture Club

			On belonging

			Fundamentally, there are two types of culture. There’s the capital C ‘highbrow’ culture that’s embedded in history and significant to a particular country. For us in the UK, Culture could include the likes of Shakespeare, who is internationally recognised as a central character in English literary history. There is also composer Elgar, whose ‘Pomp and Circumstance March No. 1’ (‘Land of Hope and Glory’) is cemented in patriotism and a rousing feature of that quintessentially British event, Last Night of the Proms. Similarly, John Constable’s landscapes reflect the scenes of his childhood in Suffolk.1 Not only does Constable’s work literally represent the British countryside, they are also powerfully evocative. The timeless quality of his work suspends the landscape in time, his portrayal is what you’ll see when you think of English rural idylls. And although graffiti artist Banksy is a thoroughly modern figure, they nonetheless represent that quiet subversion and that very British trait – passive aggression. 

			Small c culture is the everyday. It’s about a way of life. The values, notions, ideals, beliefs (and myths) that we largely have in common and choose to buy into. It can also include the language we speak. It’s all the invisible threads that bind us together as a nation and influences the way in which we think about ourselves in relation to other countries. Subsequently, it also shapes the way we think about ourselves as individuals. 

			Few of us are taught how to behave according to these cultural norms. We’re not actively taught how to be British. We learn about these invisible threads through the TV we watch, the music we listen to and the stories we hear. It’s the food we eat and the unspoken social conventions we unconsciously pick up (like talking about the weather, queuing etiquette, or knowing that when someone asks you if you’re alright, the answer is always yes). 

			Not everyone buys into these cultural conventions and on the whole – that’s okay. They aren’t a set of laws that we’re obliged to follow, not all British people like fish and chips or have a roast dinner on Sundays. Not everyone will gorge themselves on Quality Street on Christmas morning because it is the one day of the year that it’s perfectly acceptable to do so. Furthermore, not all British people are polite or punctual, and the truly unconventional will give in to queue barging. 

			Neither Culture nor culture is stagnant. Both are a reflection of the people that share those beliefs and ideals. Both will change as people adapt to the events happening around them. In the UK, our shared culture is essentially like being in a club. At the moment, we are still one big club with four regional branches – England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. From food to traditional dress, language, dialect and colloquialisms, culture for each of these groups is distinct, equally rich and constantly evolving. Each country has its own way of doing things, and although there might not be a full understanding of why certain aspects of each other’s culture exists, many of us still appreciate the variation this gives us all. 

			If you want to see the analogy through to the end, then those regional branches are made up of smaller local strands, and each of those will have their own even smaller groups. Region to region, county to county, the United Kingdom is filled with in-jokes about what each is like – after all, isn’t that what all good clubs are about? In these generalisations, English northerners are tight with money, like gravy with everything and eat scraps from the chip shop (which being from the south, I’d never heard of until I lived in York). Southerners, on the other hand, are a bit posh and usually snobby to match, while those of us living in the east or west are written off as country-bumpkins who all drive tractors (we aren’t, and we don’t). These jibes are just – for want of a better word – ‘banter’, and most of us have enough empathy with our fellow Britons to know where the line between amicable teasing and abuse is. Fundamentally, our multi-faceted, four-nation club is all the richer for our diversity – none are considered lesser or worse just because something is done differently. 

			Like most clubs, it’s about belonging. Belonging makes us feel good. It’s so important to our development, it’s one of the essentials in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, originally published in 1943.2 Despite its age and several tweaks along the way that expand its scope – it views needs as overlapping rather than separate3 – it’s still a powerful illustration of what makes us tick. Maslow’s original hierarchy set out five human needs:
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