ESL: AREA OF STUDY - BELONGING

‘Our experiences of inclusion and exclusion shape our sense of identity’. Discuss this
statement with reference to your text.

‘Belonging to oneself — the whole essence of life lies in that’ This quote from lvan Sergeevish
Turgenev expressed the importance of self-identity for an individual. Without an identity, one does
not belong to oneself and thus has lost the meaning of life. This sense of identity is how individuals
perceive themselves; and is influenced by the individual’'s experiences of both inclusion and
exclusion of the Chinese culture, family and luxurious life as seen in the prescribed text, The China
Coin by Allan Baillie. This statement of the sense of identity is explored through the use of three
main characters Ke, Leah and Joan. The text makes reference to the three individuals’ past
experiences as well as how they are treated in the present and outlined how it has changed their
sense of identity and belonging through the process of inclusion and exclusion. Techniques

Through the exclusion from luxurious life and inclusion of a warm family, Ke has developed his
identity as a passionate and kind person who fights for justice. In the context of the novel, the
government at the time was described as full of corruption and ‘guan xi’. All the government officials
had ‘coloured television’ and lived a luxurious life as opposed to people like Ke who had no
connection to the government in any means. Ke, was excluded from the affluent life despite his
effort to make a good living, complained about the corruption: ‘the government only lets us have two
bags’ of fertiliser which compared negatively to the Red Sickle Village which had five. This has
aroused the sense of justice in Ke, which contributed to his move in joining the student protests for a
‘better China’. This automatically builds a connection for the readers to the story as the readers
would feel excluded in the same situation and some would have taken the same actions.

Example of point, quote, literary technique, effect on readers

Connection to readers, understand the concept of justice-theme of novel
Example, quote, effect, connection, belong or not belong
Open each paragraph with key — social...

In contrast, Ke is included in a close family relationship with his mother Li-Nan to whom he referred
to as ‘mates’. Under the nurture of family warmth provided by his parents, Ke has developed a
kindness in his identity as well as courage and bravery since his father was also a social fighter who
wrote poetry to press for social justice. Ke’s bravery was shown in his question to Li-Nan: ‘would
father stop writing poetry’ if he knew he would be executed by the government? The answer to
which was no. This reflects Ke’s awareness of danger involved in the protests because ‘his face
was pale’, however, he would continue nevertheless. This shows how the exclusion of the luxurious
life and inclusion of family has effected Ke’s sense of identity extensively.

Similar to Ke’s identity, Leah’s identity had been shaped by the inclusion of her family, especially
her father, and exclusion of her Chinese identity, which in the end becomes an inclusion. Through
the use of flashbacks, the readers learn of Leah’s Dad'’s influences in her early age. She described:
‘Dad... filled her six-year-old mind with... ancient inventions, the navigators.’ (p.74). From which the
readers can connect to their childhood when their parents used to do the same and made them feel
included in their own family warmth. Leah’s Dad has so much of an influence on her that she
perceives her Dad’s identity as her own: ‘Dad...had been English. Didn't it show?’

On the other hand, Leah has been excluded from her Chinese identity, or rather, she had excluded
herself from it. Right from the very beginning of the novel, Leah had established negativity towards
everything Chinese. She described China as somewhere ‘so primitive they file their teeth and eat
raw meat.” She denies her Chinese identity by not appreciating any Chinese culture such as
commenting negativity on the fireworks used for Chinese celebration and said ‘I hate China. | hate
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it.” However, the acceptance of her Chinese identity slowly establishes as she meets her distant
relatives in China and feel included in her Chinese family, which is evident in her change of
perception of China from repulsion: ‘I hate China’ to acceptance: ‘This is family’. Through this
character we learn how the experiences of inclusion and exclusion could change an individual’s
attitude significantly and shape their own sense of identity.

The idea of exclusion and inclusion in shaping an individual's identity can also be seen in Joan’s
exclusion from the Chinese locals and inclusion from her Chinese family. Joan has entered her
home ground, China, as a tourist, which is shown through her compliance in using the FEC- Foreign
Exchange Certificates as opposed to using the Renminbi like the local Chinese. Examples of this
could be seen when Joan and Leah were on the riverboat to Wuhan. The lady said ‘RMB is only for
Chinese people.” Through their dialogue we learn that Joan was excluded from her Chinese identity
as a real Chinese, because, in the restaurant lady’s eyes, and maybe other locals, Joan was only an
‘Overseas Chinese’. This makes a connection to the readers in the sense that, at some time of the
life, an individual would be a tourist for a while. Most of the time tourists are asked to pay more than
the locals for certain goods or services. In this case, the individual would feel that extremely unfair
and feel isolated from some privileges like Joan felt. However, as Joan finds her relatives in Good
Field Village and Red Star Village, she begins to feel included in her Chinese heritage and family.
Li-Nan had commented on Joan’s action of searching for the other half of the coin to complete her
father’s last wish as very ‘Chinese’. This inclusion of Joan as one of them has finally establishes her
true Chinese identity.

The sense of identity makes everyone an individual, and this sense of identity is comprised of
several factors in the experiences of exclusion and inclusion in life. In “‘The China Coin’, Ke, Leah
and Joan had been respectively excluded from the luxurious life, Chinese culture and Chinese
identity but included in the inclusion of family and relatives. The author cleverly used various
techniques to explore these ideas allowing the reader to empathize with their own experiences and
so understand the themes of the text, while allowing the reader to understand the concept if their
own identity.
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