On the Move: The Marginalisation of Travellers

‘Culture shock’ is a term usually used to describe the feelings a person gets when they visit a foreign land (Furnham, 2019). Within this piece I wish to explore the idea that culture shock can happen without having to travel all that far, without visiting exotic locations and unknown peoples, rather that it can happen simply by changing your living situation. In order to highlight this theory, I will look at a specific part of the travelling community. The word ‘traveller’ is an umbrella term used to describe a vast and differing group of mostly nomadic people (Lexico, 2020 & Cromarty, 2019). The stereotypical image of a traveller is that of a “site”, within which many vehicles and caravans are parked up that people live in (Kann, 2013). This is not the type of traveller I wish to look at as they have built up a tight knit community with their own culture over many years, instead I wish to look at a smaller portion of the wider community. This smaller collection of people includes single vehicle dwellers, those that do not travel within a large group, rather they travel around in one vehicle and park in areas without other travellers. This category of traveller is considered to be ‘cultural’ as opposed to ‘ethnic’ in origin and are often known as ‘New Age Travellers’ (Cromarty, 2019). There is now an increase in the number of Gypsies and Travellers who alternate between remaining static and nomadism (Brown & Scullion, 2010). The number of occupants within the vehicle, the type of vehicle (though not hugely important this subject will be touched upon later within this piece), the age of the occupants, all of these aspects may differ hugely, however the aspects of culture shock are arguably shared between these people. It is important to mention here that I identify as a member of this group, living in a self converted van with my partner and two dogs for just under two years at the time of writing this, as such my own views and experiences will of course be influential within this piece. For ease of reading the term traveller within this essay will be used to refer specifically to this group instead of being used as an umbrella term, unless otherwise stated.
In order to look at culture shock it is important to first understand what is meant by the term culture itself. Culture is a term used across many disciplines and in daily life with no seeming need for explanation, however when asked to define culture it can be quite difficult and differs from person to person (Berry, et al., 2002). For the purpose of this essay we will use the psychological definition, which is that any behaviour that is learned can be classed as cultural, these learned behaviours come together to form the habits and rules by which the society runs (Berry, et al., 2002). When a person comes into contact with a new or different set of these societal rules, it is described as culture shock and can frequently cause a negative reaction (Furnham, 2019). Culture shock is also described as the anxiety a person feels as a result of coming into contact with an unfamiliar culture, leaving a person to feel like a “fish out of water” (Oberg, 1960, p. 142). It stands to reason that travelling to a country vastly different from one’s home country would evoke a larger reaction of culture shock due to these societal rules being so very unfamiliar (Furnham, 2019). I would argue that a shift in position within one’s own culture could also cause a level of culture shock, though not necessarily as strong as a complete change of culture.
Moving from a house into a vehicle forces a person to make huge changes to their life. For starters it is simply impossible to fit the same number of items into a vehicle as you would a home, therefore a large cull of what a person deems important is needed. It forces you to choose what items you actually feel is necessary to live, in a society where the amount of stuff you own is seen to be an indicator of how well you are doing in life this can be quite difficult. Having fewer things to hand can take quite a bit of getting used to, fewer clothing items means more washing to do, however a smaller living space means that most will not have a washing machine in their home, therefore having to seek out the nearest laundrette. Fewer worktops in the kitchen area means that washing up must been done routinely, cooking itself has to change depending on what cooking apparatus has been installed in your vehicle. For example, in my own vehicle we only have two hobs, no oven, this means that all cooking must be done using only the hobs. If moving into a vehicle with another person, there is no longer the option to go to another room to get some personal space.  These are just a few examples of the huge changes a person makes when moving from the societal norm of living in a house to living in a vehicle. The level of importance of each of these changes will vary from person to person, and there are many variables that will affect these changes, for example the size of the vehicle. These changes in lifestyle are often expected and planned for in advance, though it could be argued that a certain level of shock is to be expected when these changes are put into practise. According to Oberg (1960) there are four stages to culture shock, the honeymoon period, anxiety, adjustment and finally acceptance. Though simplistic and basic, this model is a good starting point to begin understanding culture shock. 
Shock, by definition is usually unforeseen and can have negative connotations (Furnham, 2019). To what degree a person will experience culture shock is effected by many physical and psychological variables, including that different demographics and situations cause a person to deal with this culture shock differently and adapt in different ways (Furnham, 2019). This process of adaptation to another culture is known as acculturation (Furnham, 2019). Acculturation happens on both a personal level and a social level, whereby a person undergoes changes both within themselves (for example their sense of self or their self-esteem) and with regards to social situations (for example how you greet another person, or how to act in a public social setting) (Berry, 2006). One major factor in how a person approaches the process of acculturation is the reaction of the receiving culture towards newcomers (Berry, 2006). If the receiving culture (culture B) has negative views on new people entering into their culture or a specific aversion towards the culture a person is coming from (culture B) then this can make the process of acculturation even more difficult (Berry, 2006). With the United Kingdom being culture A and travellers being culture B, it is reported that culture B experience some of the gravest inequalities of any group within culture A (Cromarty, 2019). From my own experience the type of traveller I speak of also comes under attack from other traveller groups, not having a wider group of travellers or being of traveller ethnicity makes you an outsider even within the wider traveller community. According to Berry (2006) this form of exclusion from both cultures can be classed as marginalization. This marginalization causes travellers to employ strategies to avoid confrontation and discrimination from both culture A and B. One example of this is where the traveller chooses to park, generally choosing a place with minimal contact with both cultures, therefore segregating themselves from others. Another example of this marginalization comes in the form of what vehicle you choose to live in, a large and expensive motorhome is generally looked upon as being acceptable due to its common use of being a holiday home. In opposition to this a van that is perhaps not meticulously cleaned, or a new version of a vehicle is looked upon as dirty and is likely to draw negative attention from some within culture A. This marginalization is not stagnant or permanent necessarily but can change over time and vary between areas (Berry, et al., 2002). Each area a traveller parks up in comes with its own set of societal rules, therefore the traveller must be constantly in a learning process. Travellers must perpetually learn, adjust and understand the accepted behaviours and rules within an area (Lamming, 1992). Not only must the traveller learn where they can park without drawing unnecessary attention, but also how to park within an area such as a carpark. Making sure to park out of the way and not within the major area of use can lead to people being less likely to form a negative opinion of the traveller instantly. 
The current working estimate for the population of the United Kingdom is 66,435,600 (Office for National Statistics, 2019), and the current estimate for the number of overall travellers (umbrella term) residing in the UK is 63,000 (Cromarty, 2019). Of this number only around 24% live full time in a vehicle or temporary structure (Cromarty, 2019). This equates to roughly 0.09% of the population identifying with the Gypsy or Traveller lifestyle, and an absolutely minute fraction of the general population actually living a nomadic lifestyle. Due to this drastically small number of people it is easy for the general population to marginalize travellers, or never even come into contact with them. This marginalization is exacerbated by damaging stereotypes and regular slurs in the media (Cromarty, 2019). Offensive and insulting media coverage is often left unchallenged, with both local and national politicians adding to the abuse by speaking out against travellers in an openly discriminatory manner (Cemlyn, et al., 2009). While there are guidelines in place to discourage bias against a group of people within the media, there are no repercussions if these guidelines are broken, complaints can be made but are often left ignored (Cemlyn, et al., 2009). A study showed that around a third of the United Kingdom population admitted to an intolerance towards Gypsies and Travellers (Cemlyn, et al., 2009) and a later study showed this number had risen to around half of the total population (Cromarty, 2019). Four out of five Gypsies and Travellers have reportedly encountered hate speech or a hate crime directed towards them (Traveller Movement, 2018), myself being one of these having received hate speech whilst simply sitting in my vehicle applying makeup. Only one out of five of those that have experienced this prejudice actually reported it to the local authorities or sought help due to them deeming it a futile waste of their time (Traveller Movement, 2018). Studies have also shown that many services, including education and health services, are often denied to those from a Gypsy or Traveller background, even the police and criminal justice system have been shown to have discrimination and racist practises embedded within them (Cemlyn, et al., 2009). With such basic services and support being denied to a group on a national level, it is unsurprising that travellers (umbrella term) are left feeling marginalized.
Perhaps as a solution to the issues surrounding acculturation, particularly the discrimination involved in marginalization and separation, we could move away from the current use and thoughts behind culture. Culture is incredibly complex and cannot be pin pointed or universalized, it is not owned by any one person or any one group of people (Agar, 2006). It seems that culture as a term is used to force distinctions between an us and a them, insider and outsider, culture seems an unnecessary expression without these dichotomies (Agar, 2006). If we remove the dichotomies forced by the current understanding of culture then perhaps we would leave no room for the discrimination it inevitably causes. The use of culture labels people from within one as all the same, if “you were a Navajo or a Yoruba or a Trobriand Islander, period, all of you were pretty much the same” (Agar, 2006, p. 4). This is inherently untrue, you only have to look at your neighbour, friend, partner or a stranger on the street to understand that simply because you are labelled under the same culture does not make you the same. Equally being labelled as from another culture should not automatically make you an outsider, as with travellers the only noticeable difference is where the person calls home. 
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