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Exhibition Title: Social and Cultural Identity

Introduction 
How does one identify themselves? And, what is the most important part of their identity? Is it their race or ethnicity, nationality, religious affiliation, age or political beliefs, and is there one part of their identity that stands out from the rest, or does one’s identity change depending on who they are with, what they are involved in, and where they are in their life? Identity is a socially and historically constructed concept. In this exhibition, we will learn about our own identity and the identity of others through psychological theories and communication theories constructed, and how key facts of identity play significant roles in determining how we understand and experience the world, as well as shaping the types of opportunities and challenges we face. In the exhibition, it will also be discussed how the media and artists use representations, such as images, to convey specific ideas and values related to social and cultural identity. 
The exhibition compiles psychological theories from Henri Tajfel and John Turner to initiate discussion between a proposed social theory that a person’s sense of who they are depends on the groups in which they belong, to a cultural identity communication theory by Jane Collier and Milt Thomas, that suggests a relationship between intercultural competence and cultural identity. The exhibition also explores the relationship between photographers exploring notions of social and cultural identities (Alec Soth, Steve McCurry, Yousuf Karsh)








Context 
Cultural identity is referred to as self-identification, a sense of belonging to a group that acknowledge itself. It is the extent to which one is a representative of a given culture behaviourally, communicatively, psychologically and sociologically values. Cultural identity consists of these values, meanings, customs and beliefs used to relate to the world. It also reflects the common historical experiences and shared cultural codes which gives us as one body, a stable, unchanging, continuing structure of reference and meaning. Society’s judgement about whether they or another belong to a cultural group can be influenced by physical appearances, ancestral roots or personal behaviour, for example, dressing and celebrations. Cultural identity can also be affected by the presence and situation interaction of an historical event and political conditions. 
Cultural identity is dynamic and continually evolving. It covers the entire life span of a human being and changes every moment based on social context. Cultural identity is the constantly shifting the understanding of one’s identity in relation to others. 
The Cultural Identity Theory (1988) suggests a relationship between inter-cultural capability and cultural identity. According to communication theorists Jane Collier and Milt Thomas, the theory is the understanding into how individuals use communication procedures to construct and negotiate their cultural group identities and relations in particular situations. Cultural identity is one of several identities expressed in communication confrontations and becomes evident in social comparison. One’s message during interaction will contain multiple cultural identity properties such as nationality, ethnicity, class relation, gender and political and religious values. Although individuals represent multiple identities, all voices within a group may not communicate in the same way or have the same recognition by others. 
As social identification, one adopts the identity of the group that they belong to, and act in ways that they perceive members of that group. As a reaction of identification with a certain group, one will develop emotional acceptation to that identification, and they’re self-esteem will be dependent on it. First, we categorise people to understand and identify them. For example, black, white, student and professor. By understanding what categories, a person belongs to, we can understand personal apparel about them, and can define applicable behaviour according to the groups that we and other belong to. As individuals, we can belong more than one group simultaneously. 
Henri Tajfel and John Turner’s Social Identity Theory (1979) proposes that a person’s sense of who they are depends on the groups to which they belong. The theory explains that part of a person’s sense of self-identification originates from their groups memberships. An individual does not just have a personal self-hood, but multiple selves and identities combined with their connected groups. One might act differently in shifting social contexts according to the groups they affiliate with, which might include their family, their nationality and the area they live in. 
When a person perceives themselves as part of a group, it is referred to as an “ingroup”. A group that an individual does not identify themselves with are called “outgroups”. Therefore, after we categorise ourselves within a group and identify ourselves as a member, we tend to compare our group (ingroup) against another (outgroup). To maintain self-esteem, an individual and their group members compare their group positively over another. This process is seen to help explain prejudice and discrimination, since a group will attempt to view members of a competing group negatively to increase self-esteem. 











Artists and Artworks 
“A lyrical, personable and widely encompassing homage to American life through the lens of Alec Soth as community newspaper reporter” - Magnum Photos (2018). From 2012-2014, Alec Soth travelled state by state while working on his self-published newspaper, The LBM Dispatch, attending hundreds of meetings, dances, festivals, and communal gatherings in search of human interaction in an era of virtual social networks. Titled ‘Songbook’ Soth has stripped these pictures of their news context to highlight the longing for connection at their root. Fragmentary, funny and sad, ‘Songbook’ is a lyrical depiction of the tension between American individualism and the desire to be united. 
Much has been written about Steve McCurry’s ‘Afghan Girl’ (1984). A single iconic image of a scared Afghan refugee become a symbolic of displaced people, putting a human face to the many international and civil conflicts that the photographer has covered. Since then, McCurry has gone on to create important images over six continents and endless countries, spanning conflicts, vanishing cultures, ancient traditions and contemporary culture alike, and yet he always preserves the human elements that has made him one of the most iconic voices in contemporary photography.
Yousuf Karsh’ portrait of ‘Winston Churchill’ (1941) brilliantly conveys the adamant determination of Britain’s wartime Prime Minister and leader and brought Karsh his first major international fame. It was the photograph that launched the career of one of the 20th century’s great portrait photographers. In his compassionate and elegant portraits, Yousuf Karsh captured both the private personality and public persona of his subjects. By carefully positioning and sensitively lighting his subjects, Karsh aimed to highlight distinctive features that would convey a sense of their individuality and inner life. ‘The decisive moment’ for him and the moment when he would release the shutter, was when his subject’s public mask was lifted, if only momentarily. 
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The Mission Gallery, Swansea

Using the floorplan for The Mission Gallery, Swansea, I had to envision putting on a hypothetical exhibition on my chosen theme ‘Social and Cultural Identity’. The exhibition will begin in the main room, only accessed through a single entrance, and showing two large photographic prints by American photographer Alec Soth, from his latest work ‘Songbook’, placed on either side of the main room walls. Again, placed opposite one another on either side of the walls, two large photographic prints by American photojournalist Steve McCurry will be hung in the second room in the Mission Gallery, all before showing an iconic print by Armenian-born photographer Yousuf Karsh. 
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