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[bookmark: _Toc152797278]INTRODUCTION: Project Proposal
What shapes our identity; and how much of who we are relates to what we look like and where we come from? My independent project seeks to examine the different factors that contribute to identity formation and the impact on our sense of belonging and wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc152797279]Project title 
The proposed project title is: Defining and Redefining ethnicity and personal identity through an applied drama methodology: inspired by the lived experiences of mixed practitioners and people living in Wales
[bookmark: _Toc152797280]Aims and Scope of Project
The project will have a particular emphasis on ethnicity as a determining factor in shaping identity; and focus specifically on the viewpoint of mixed-race people living in Wales - reflecting my own personal background and interests as a mixed-race applied drama student currently studying and living in the small town of Carmarthen. 
For this project, an applied drama workshop will be used as the core research tool to explore the lived experiences of this specific target group and the influences on their identity. The project will be underpinned by story-making techniques and driven by the unique and personal circumstances of the participants (O’Connor and Anderson, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Toc152797281]Significance of project/relevance to me
As a person of mixed heritage, I am deeply interested in understanding the significance ethnicity, culture and physical appearance play in shaping our personal identity and sense of self. 
From the literature I have read, many research articles show how important identity is in helping us gain a sense of belonging – which can be integral to our wellbeing and confidence.
I am particularly interested in exploring the welsh voice, as I am currently studying and living in Wales. The lack of research in this area is also a driver. I would like to contribute to the subject of mixed-race identity and help others to understand the factors that shape it in a positive way.
The project is also pertinent given the recent Welsh government report (November 2022) into how diversity is taught in schools, which acknowledges that learners can better understand and develop their own identity and well-being through the exploration of experiences and perspectives of ethnically diverse communities (Welsh Government, 2022). I would hope that projects like mine can help to contribute to the conversation in some small but significant way.
[bookmark: _Toc152797282]Understanding identity – a Literature Review
I will briefly summarise current literature on social identity theories before turning my focus on some of the factors that influence identity formation in mixed-race individuals. The literature review helps to draw out some of the themes that I want to explore with my participant group.
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc152797283]Section 1: Membership, Belonging and Wellbeing
The concept of identity is considered a social construct, defined by our individual experiences and assignment to different social groupings (Ellemers, 2023). While personal identity defines our uniqueness as an individual, our social identity derives from our membership to these groupings (Haslam et al, 2022).
Membership to social groups can provide a sense of connectedness as individuals tend to feel a stronger sense of who they are when their own attitudes, traits or behaviours are reflected in the characteristics of other in-group members (Ellemers, 2023). Whether the identity is ascribed (such as race) or chosen by the individual (such as religious beliefs), it is from these community connections that individuals establish a sense of belonging (Rathbone, 2023).
Some contributors to social identity research, such as Haslam et al (2022), also consider that social group connections have a significant impact on mental health and wellbeing. They argue that social identity can offer individuals a network of support from those within their group. It is these psychologically meaningful connections that provide positive consequences for our mental health and allow us to overcome challenges. Equivalently, a lack of social identity is believed to compromise our wellbeing, due to the associated feelings of isolation and disconnection. I explore notions of rejection a bit further in Section 3 when I look at the complexities around mixed ethnic and mixed-race identities.
1.2 [bookmark: _Toc152797284]Section 2: Identity with place
Place identity is a versatile concept but is often linked with theories around national identity and our sense of connection to a particular country or region – including its history, culture and language (Peng et al, 2020). 
Place attachment theorists suggest that people form bonds to their environment over time, which can influence their sense of identity (Ralph, 2021). Modern theorists also acknowledge that place identity is complex and that it can be chosen as much as it is inherited (Taylor 2010, cited in Ralph 2021). For example, migrants can form new identities and connections with their new country whilst continuing to embrace the cultures and traditions of their homeland.
Taking this notion further, author Durre Shahwar (2022) explores the concept of identity in relation to the physical surroundings. While her essay outlines her initial struggle with finding a sense of belonging in Wales, particularly as a person of colour, she explains that exploring the welsh landscape helped to shape her ‘Welshness’. In this sense, she suggests that identity is a product of our environments; and like nature, it fluctuates and overlaps with other aspects of our lives, making identity more than just the sum of percentages that make up our DNA. 
I wanted to briefly touch upon the notion of place identity in these contexts to highlight that identity formation goes beyond our affiliation with people. Nor is our identity static or restricted to the locations of where we were born. Current literature on place identity also reveals that our environment, whether in terms of our neighbourhood or our connection with the geographical landscape, it is an important dimension of our identity that must be considered when discussing influential factors.
1.3 [bookmark: _Toc152797285]Section 3: Mixedness: exploring complex ethnic and racial identities
Race is often associated with our biological characteristics and is a more rigid categorisation of our identity than ethnicity, which is broadly shaped by ancestral ties or cultural practices (Blakemore, 2019). While aspects of some cultural expressions are synonymous with certain races (e.g. Jamaican and African cultures are often linked to the black race), ethnicity is fluid because it transcends racial characterisations, reflecting our individuality beyond the colour of our skin. Recent literature on the interplay between ethnic and racial identities suggests that the boundaries between the two concepts are often blurred making it more difficult to distinguish between them when considering how each may contribute to our sense of self (Rivas-Drake et al, 2014). Arguably, these aspects of identity formation are even more complicated for those from multi-ethnic and multi-racial backgrounds, where ethnicity and race identities are already blended.
Campion (2019) considers the fluidity of mixed-race identity and the complex nature of moving within and between ethnic groups. In his work, he argues that mixed-race individuals (specifically those from black mixed heritage) are often the target of ‘horizontal hostility’, a concept that he uses to describe the prejudices and divisions mixed-race individuals experience as a result of “black rejection”. That is, whether through intentional acts of micro-aggression by people from the black community; or self-imposed by the individual themselves, there is a sense of displacement and in some cases racial invalidation felt by mixed-race individuals, because, although society widely associates them with the black collective identity, they do not fit neatly into this particular ethnic group. 
This notion of disconnection and sense of alienation is not limited to those ascribed to black mixed identities. There are many variations of ethnically and racially diverse individuals and families traversing the complexities of their identity against a tide of discrimination, misrepresentation and being “othered” because their nuanced social contexts make their identities difficult to categorise (Niccum, 2022; Peng, 2022). Even when mixed identities are framed positively, there is an assumption that the individual has leaned into one side of their racial heritage in order to assimilate into society (Niccum, 2022).
1.4 [bookmark: _Toc152797286]Section 4: Interviews: personal insights into mixed race identities
So far, this literature review has highlighted several influential factors on identity formation and explored themes relating to belonging, membership and connectedness. While the literature I’ve read touches upon diverse ethnic identities, I found that there was a significant lack of research on the identity formation and lived experiences of mixed-race individuals, particularly from the Welsh perspective. As the voice of this demographic is an integral part of my proposed drama-based workshops, I decided to conduct interviews with two Welsh mixed-race creative practitioners in an attempt to gain more insight, using the themes from current literature to shape the questions (see a copy of the interview questions in the appendices).  Interviews are a unique data collection method that can provide personal, authentic and insightful perspectives (Adhabi and Blash Anozie, 2017). While I had hoped to have had a bigger sample to interview, due to time constraints this was not possible. Nevertheless, these unique voices are important for my project because the story-making workshops that I hope to run will be shaped by the personal circumstances and perspectives of the participants, and therefore helpful in shaping the workshop plans.
My first interview was with a talented male poet, rapper and creative practitioner from Carmarthenshire (that I will refer to as PERSON A to protect their anonymity). The interviewee had a very strong sense of self and had embraced their ethnicity from a young age. However, from the interview it was clear that the notion of black rejection, as defined in Campion’s (2019) research resonated strongly with the interviewee who had expressed feelings of rejection from the black community whilst growing up in Wales. They also outlined a few occasions where they had similar feelings from the white community – although in these circumstances PERSON A felt that it was expressed as a subtle feeling rather than direct and explicit rejection. 
Conversely, PERSON A expressed a strong connection to their welsh heritage, outlining that their connections to their Welshness had been formed through their love of rugby, a popular national sport. This passion for the sport helped shape their identity as they got older which gave them a sense of belonging with the other members of the team and the supporters, despite any differences in culture or race. 
The interviewee understood that their experience of growing up in a predominately white area, as a person of colour, and how it shaped their positive identity formation, may not reflect the lived experiences of other welsh mixed-race individuals. 
They were pleased that my project was taking place, however, they emphasised the importance of celebrating mixed-race identities and seeing the positives. PERSON A noticed, as I had also noticed from current literature, that the limited research that was out there exploring mixed ethnicity always focused on the struggles and the negative stories, creating an echo-chamber of negative reflections and never giving or showing any hope. As PERSON A from my interview (2023) outlines: “Where do you go when you talk about the challenge all the time?” In this moment of the interview, it made me realise that with my project I was in a good position to shift the angle to take on both the positive and the negative perspectives of growing up mixed race and the ways in which this shapes identity.
My second interview was with a female creative project co-ordinator, also from Carmarthenshire (that I will refer to as PERSON B to protect their anonymity). In this interview there was more of an emphasis on mental health and wellbeing, with PERSON B stating that “I think if finding your identity is the only thing that’s going to bring you peace and wellbeing that might cause you even more stress.” This response and other statements given during the interview suggested that the interviewee valued having a strong sense of identity but that if it is only for the sake of ‘placing a label’ on yourself then this could be at the detriment of your health. 
PERSON B outlined that they faced struggles with their ‘Welshness’, growing up as a mixed-race individual of Welsh and Ethiopian descent.  While they did not experience any form of rejection from the two communities of their ethnic background whilst living and growing up in a small white town in Wales, they didn’t feel that learning about their black heritage was important growing up because they worried that it would make them feel different to their peers. Moreover, it didn’t feel relevant or necessary to learn about a culture or ethnic background that was connected to an ancestral place they had never visited before. It was only as they got older that they found an interest and stronger appreciation for their unique and diverse ethnic background and wanted to learn more about it.
The main observation that I ascertained from both interviews is that whilst both individuals grew to have a strong sense of self as they grew up, they both acknowledged some level of negativity, either from others or from within themselves, that came from trying to find a sense of belonging.
The anecdotes from my interviews helps to solidify further the need for positivity and hope in the project as no matter what your mixed heritage is, and no matter what “label” you give yourself, you should still be able to feel content with who you are as an individual and have opportunities to celebrate the mixture of their two (or more) vibrant cultures.   
1.5 [bookmark: _Toc152797287]Literature Review summary
In this paper, I have outlined some of the determinants of identity formation. I have stated that some factors are fixed and others are more fluid – characterised by our ancestry, where we live and our connections to different communities. 
I have also explored the complexities of mixed-race identities, acknowledging that their lived experiences being within and across different ethnic and racial groups can sometimes have a negative impact on their self-identity.
How, then, do these individuals form a strong and positive sense of identity, when the determining factors are so diverse and complicated?  The work I hope to achieve in my project is to not only explore the ways in which mixed individuals define their identity, but the ways in which their identity can be redefined in consideration of their nuanced social context.
What I also hope to achieve is a more positive perspective on the experiences of mixed raced individuals. When undertaking this review of current literature and also from conducting my own interviews with mixed-race individuals, I have become acutely aware that the reported embodied experiences of people from multi-racial backgrounds is often focused on the negative. In order to help tip the balance, and in consideration of what O’Connor and Anderson (2015) describe as the pedagogy of hope in research, I must radicalise my approach to go beyond the negative narratives that dominate current research and offer hope that challenge feelings of displacement struggle in the mixed race community.
[bookmark: _Toc152797288]Proposed Methodology and next steps
Now that I have outlined the overall themes from the literature and started to get a sense of the Welsh perspective from my preliminary interviews on how mixed-race identities are shaped, the next stage of my project will be to find a participant group for my workshop.  
[bookmark: _Toc152797289]2.1	Participants
I hope to recruit participants from the poster (see Appendix) that I shared with a contact at the Ethnic Minorities and Youth Support Team Wales, a company offering support services to ethnic minorities in Swansea. They have agreed to include this in their next stakeholder newsletter.
The participants for my project will need to meet some specific criteria. They must:
· Self-identify as mixed race
· Be over 18 years old (so that I do not need to obtain consent from a parent or guardian)
· Live or be born in wales
After I have my volunteers, I will contact participants to discuss a schedule with them, noting that I will need to work around their availability to partake in a series of workshops. I will also need to book a suitable space for these workshops to be held within. 
[bookmark: _Toc152797290]2.2	Chosen Applied Drama Methodology 
My chosen applied drama methodology will involve creating stories.
Story creation and telling are useful in helping us to make sense of our own and other people’s experiences. It can also prompt emotional responses that not only stimulate our imagination but allow us to see things from a different perspective (The Health Foundation, 2016) - giving way to empathy as well as knowledge acquisition  
 I will be adapting workshop plans from Gersie and King’s (1989) “Story-making in Education and therapy” book. The techniques of story making are often derived from themes. Each workshop plan and every story outlined in the book has a focus on a particular theme. As I have already categorised my literature review into themes, I will identify workshop plans within the book that relate as close as possible to these themes. However, I do not intend to re-create the stories provided. Instead, I hope to take the anecdotal stories from the interviewees in my preliminary interviews as the basis of inspiration for my workshops. The aim is to encourage my participants to find the similarities of their own personal experiences within these stories, but to also find their differences as well to create very personalised narratives. 
I plan to execute the workshops in late January 2024. In these sessions, participants will work on creating a story they feel comfortable to tell or perform. As they will develop these stories over a series of weeks, the aim is to have these completed by the end of February. Although the story-making book is the underpinning of my workshop material I will adapt the workshops to the needs of my participants, finding the best ways to draw on embedded stories, even if the stories being told are not done through a conventional method. As highlighted by PERSON A in my interview, I am in a unique position to outline the positive experiences of growing up mixed race and to explore the ways in which mixed-race individuals view identity. I also hope to contribute towards studies into mixed ethnic identities to create a more positive and more equal Wales as outlined in the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015). 
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[bookmark: _Toc152797291]Appendices
[bookmark: _Toc152797292]Appendix A: List of Interview Questions
Interview questions:
1. How would you define your ethnicity?
2. What part of your identity do you consider most important to you?
3. Would you consider your skin colour and other physical defining features, a form of your ethnicity or your personal identity?
4. How did you learn about your multi-ethnic background? Did learning impact the formation of your identity growing up/The way you viewed yourself?
5. Have you ever been confronted by anyone else in your life or faced an inner conflict around “how welsh you are” and challenging your “Welshness”?  
6.  Does the other part of your ethnicity or identity take away from your “Welshness”?
7. Have you ever experienced a form rejection from a community of either side of your ethnicity or nationality and if yes how did that impact you?  
8. Is there a link between our state of well-being and the way we form our own identity or should they be viewed separately?
9. Do you see the need for a project like this, is there already an acknowledgement in identity formation and struggles behind that for our current and younger generation of mixed race individuals?
10.  What work are you already aware of that offers these individuals the opportunity to explore their multi-ethnic identity through a creative or non-creative platform? 


[bookmark: _Toc152797293]Appendix B: Volunteer request poster for project
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