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ABSTRACT 

 

Author:   Fathima Asma Nazim 

Title:    Deconstructing My Universal Marginalization 

Institution:   Florida Atlantic University 

Thesis Advisor:  Professor Stephanie Cunningham 

Degree:   Master of Fine Arts 

Year:    2010 

This thesis is a profoundly personal one. It examines the role of context in 

creation (authorship) and perception (reading an image) of representation. Born in Sri 

Lanka during the emergence of one the world’s longest lasting civil wars, I never 

recognized my love and concern for the Island and its ancient history and culture until I 

traveled to America to pursue a higher education. Ever since, I have constantly found 

myself in situations where I am regarded as the ‘other’ or the ‘outsider’; I seem to not fit 

in completely in this country as well as in my own. In the US I am considered ‘eastern’ or 

‘exotic’, whereas in my own country, I am considered ‘westernized’, no longer looked at 

as a typical Sri Lankan woman. This thesis examines and explores marginalization, 

orientalism, deconstruction theories, semiotic studies, dialect as well as attire, in the 

specific context of Graphic Design.  
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Deconstructing My Universal Marginalization explores the significance of authorship 

and representation in the context of Graphic Design. This personal and individualized 

thesis scrutinizes the study of deconstruction theories, semiotic and syntactic theories, the 

concept of orientalism, the significance of dialect and attire as well as marginalization, 

represented through the discipline of the visual arts. 

 
 
1. Deconstruction Theories 
      a. Opposition of Meaning 
      b. Literary Interpretations 
      c. Authoritarian Perspectives 
 
 
 
 
 Deconstruction tends to pivot around the idea that language and meaning are often 

inadequate in trying to convey the message or idea a communicator is trying to express. 

Since the confusion stems from the language and not the object, one should break down 

or deconstruct the language to see if we can better understand from where the reality and 

confusion arises. J. Hillis Miller described deconstruction as; “not a dismantling of the 

structure of a text, but a demonstration that it has already dismantled itself.” 1 

Deconstruction theories question the authority of traditional communications, owing to 

the fact that Deconstruction theorists propose that audiences tend to construct meaning 

                                                        
1 J. Hillis Miller, "Stevens’ Rock and Criticism as Cure," Georgia Review 30, 1976: 34. 
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through their personal interpretations of common messages.  One deconstructs something 

for a variety of reasons, which include politics, art, philosophy and so on.  

  First introduced by French philosopher Jacques Derrida, Deconstruction works by 

conducting textual readings in order to demonstrate that the text is not disconnected, 

instead containing several contradictory meanings. This practice implies that any written 

work has many connotations; that the text itself links these interpretations inseparably; 

that the incompatibility of these interpretations is irreducible; and thus that understanding 

of the text has a limit.  

As the popularity of the techniques and theories of the word deconstruction have 

risen, the verb to ‘deconstruct’ is now used more broadly to describe a way in which a 

position is criticized or demonstrated. Derrida insists that deconstruction is not a method 

or technique, but an activity of reading. The deconstructor needs to take into 

consideration how some texts are given more emphasis than others, or if they are more 

privileged than other texts. Deconstructive analyses look for what is emphasized, 

deemphasized, overlooked or suppressed by a particular way of thinking or according to a 

preconceived set of rules.  According to Jack M.Balkin, “there are times during which 

deconstruction methods are used to explore how suppressed or marginalized principles 

return in new forms. For example, when a field of law is thought to be organized around 

a dominant principle, the deconstructor looks for exceptional or marginal counter 

principles that have an unacknowledged significance, and which, if taken seriously, might 
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displace the dominant principle.”2 A deconstructor may take into account the unpredicted 

relationships between different parts of a text, multiple meanings within a text, 

etymological relationships between words, as well as innuendos, to portray how the text 

can speak with different, even conflicting voices. Deconstruction of text is a method 

through which to explore how all texts are overflowing with multiple and often 

conflicting meanings.    

  According to design scholar Ellen Lupton, deconstruction is not a style or 

‘attitude’, instead a mode of questioning “the technologies, formal devices, social 

institutions, and founding metaphors of representation.”3 This theory is of critical 

importance to me while I conduct my research on texts concerning such discourses such 

as colonialism, orientalism, marginalization, ethnography and so on. The resources I use 

to conduct research are composed by Sri Lankan scholars or by the colonists themselves, 

which imparts contested information that prompts candid questions of authenticity. The 

images I investigate of then Ceylon and now Sri Lanka are predominantly captured by 

Europeans, which induces uncertainty not only about their veraciousness, but their 

credibility and validity as well. The unfolding of a story or the act of capturing a 

photograph throughout time has been regarded as a passive account of events taking 

                                                        
2 Balkin, Jack M. Deconstruction. http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/jbalkin/articles/deconessay.pdf Copyright 
1995-1996:2 Web. 23 January 2010. 
 
3 Lupton, Ellen. Deconstruction and Graphic Design: History Meets Theory. 
http://www.typotheque.com/articles/deconstruction_and_graphic_design_history_meets_theory.1994.Web. 
20 March 2009. 
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place. There tends to be a frozen, rigid quality to the photograph. According to Roland 

Barthes, unlike other methods of representation, the photograph presents an embodiment 

that cannot be denied existence.4 Some of the images of native Sri Lankans that I have 

come across have been undoubtedly staged in the setting of a studio or by the 

photographer’s vision. Natives were photographed and documented as exotic objects, and 

these images became part of texts that described mystifying far away foreign lands to the 

Europeans. In Sri Lankan history, the momentous occasion of a wedding became one of 

the first instances where the natives visited photography studios by their own will. This 

access to a mode of self-representation was encouraged by the photographers, who set up 

their studios similarly to how one would set up a theatre; with columns, curtains, chairs 

of varying heights, sizes and so on. Gestures and facial expressions of these people were 

allegedly staged. The manner in which they were posed for the camera reflected abidance 

to the attitudes and mannerisms that were witnessed in post-medieval European painting 

traditions.  

  While it is true that as a result of photography, duplication has been facilitated, 

the fact remains that the copy lacks the originality that has been traditionally regarded as 

authentic. But the authenticity of an original, with the aid of deconstruction theories, can 

be interrogated. From as early as the 1860’s, photographs could be retouched. Less 

appealing traits such as acne and scars can be removed. During colonialism in Ceylon, 

                                                        
4 Wickramasinghe, Nira. Dressing the Colonised Body. New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2003:98 
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the skin of the natives was lightened, due to the fact that even to date, fair skin is 

considered attractive and typifies individuals from higher classes of society. Thus the 

portrayal of one of the world’s most exotic countries, its people and history–via text and 

image–carries multiplicities of meaning, and discourses regarding authenticity can be 

scrutinized and uncovered. It is the designer’s dilemma to be aware and pay attention to 

responsible, cultured and effective modes of visual representation. It is of importance to 

consider how a designer from the East can convincingly and accurately portray the West, 

and vice versa. 

For designers such as myself, it is a good practice to use multiple layers of visual 

elements to denote various layers of meaning, as well as to utilize scale and hierarchy of 

both text and image to create a comparative visual vocabulary in order to present the 

many implications of the topic in question. Contemporary design that relies heavily on 

typography lies in the process of determining the characteristics and arrangement of type 

relative to the interpretation or presentation of the text or words in order to enhance 

communication expression.5 The fusion of dissimilar type styles can indicate two or more 

ideas on a single page, which could then present the receiver with optional pathways. 

When the deconstructionist theory is applied to design, each layer–through the use of 

language and image, can become a visual activity where the viewer can discover and 

experience the hidden complexities of language for themselves.   

                                                        
5 Bierut, Michael et.al. Looking Closer. New York: Allworth Press, 1994: 117 
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2.  Marginalization 
      a.  Attire  
 i. Conventional – Pre-colonial/Colonization 
 
 
‘The body…cannot escape being a vehicle in history, a metaphor and metonym of being-
in-time’. 6 
 
  

I have recently become cognizant of the fact that the attire I see fit to be clothed in 

has immense dependability on my geographic location.  I constantly find myself in 

situations where I have to consider my environment, the people and the cultural contexts 

around me before deciding on what is the most suitable and appropriate clothes to wear. 

These societal encounters have inspired me to scrutinize and deconstruct the history of 

attire, specifically in Sri Lanka, in my endeavor to understand the ways of Sri Lankan 

people prior to colonization. I have also taken interest in the influences on native clothing 

by the Dutch, Portuguese and British during colonization of the island, the circumstances 

following Sri Lanka’s independence as well as present-day attitudes. Dress, according to 

Nira Wickramasinghe, is the “language of the non-literate, the mute and the liar. If people 

do not speak, their bodies always do. But bodies can also lie and take you down false 

                                                        
 
6 J.L. Comaroff and J.Comaroff. ‘Bodily Reform as Historical Practice.’ Ethnography and the Historical 
Imagination, Boulder, Colorado, Westview, 1992:79. 
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roads…” 7 Clothing as I have come to apprehend, is essential in sculpting an image of the 

individual. Clothes undoubtedly have meaning and value as they are worn on the body, 

and can be liberating and oppressing at the same time. 

  There has been extensive interest and research on the body as a principal site of 

social and political action by feminists and scholars in the field of cultural studies. Dress 

can communicate evidence consisting of several meanings and values. Sartorial trends 

have been part of ongoing debates relating to identity and modernity, which are 

demonstrated at different levels of society extending from the village to the nation. Attire 

undoubtedly conveys a multitude of cultural meanings. It concerns diverse matters such 

as raw material, production processes, manufacturing costs, cultural stability, fashion 

statements, and social hierarchies.  It is evident that in most non-western cultures, men 

and women exhibit significant creativity in their garb with the adornment of jewelry and 

paints; all that carry various cultural significances. The body then becomes the bearer of 

cultural indicators and thus becomes a mode of non-verbal communication. 

 The study of garments can reveal how people express themselves and represent 

their identities. The manner in which clothes are worn can define, present, deceive, reveal 

or conceal–whereby permitting the wearer to experiment with his or her identity. It is 

interesting to observe how and why people make the choices of attire that they do.  

                                                        
7 Wickramasinghe, Nira. Dressing the Colonised Body. New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2003:5 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  It is absorbing to comprehend the fact that many natives preferred wearing a 

western style of dress as it provided an air of modernity and class, which is a reason why 

the very concept of a Sri Lankan national dress did not surface until the early twentieth 

century. There are several reasons as to why these events took place during a time when a 

completely foreign type of clothing was introduced to Ceylon by the Portuguese, Dutch 

and British colonizers. Interestingly, they did not forcefully impose their style of dress on 

the natives. Initially, these European conquerors were aware that adopting the natives 

garb was better suited to the climatic conditions they were in.  This did not last very long, 

as European styles of dress became regarded as prestigious and tended to evoke a sense 

of superiority amongst the locals. This exotic island of alien customs and unfamiliar 

climate instigated a fear of the unknown to the colonizers, and clothes provided a vital 

type of familiarization and differentiation. For instance, the natives wore head pieces 

(topis) that the British adopted for protection from the tropical sun, however making sure 

that it was designed in a way in which would be irrefutably distinguishable as European. 

Eventually, this provoked the adoption (largely by elite groups of upper social classes) of 

garments that were completely unsuited to the climate of the island. 

   In colonial Ceylon, western clothes became a status symbol, which in turn lead 

the Europeans to believe that the native dress reflected disobedience, retribution, or a 

refusal to submit to the superior Colonial powers and Christian demeanor. 8 In British 

                                                        
8 N.C. Chaudhuri. Culture in the Vanity Bag. Bombay: Jaico: 1976: 58 
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Ceylon, details of the appropriate headwear, footwear, swords etc. were given to people 

of all social classes, castes and races for the attendance of public functions. A quote from 

Karl Marx reiterates this occurrence, “They cannot represent themselves; they must be 

represented.” 9 The British perceived native garments as exotic exhibits of the ‘authentic’ 

indigenous cultures.  

British colonial policy on attire clearly revealed their intentions to assimilate the 

complexities of Sri Lankan culture under the consolidated hypothesis of the Orient. As 

stated by Edward Said, “The Orient was almost a European invention, and had been since 

antiquity a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, 

remarkable experiences.” 10 The Europeans arriving in colonial worlds were undoubtedly 

fascinated by the seductive nature of indigenous cultures, which has been underlined and 

reaffirmed by studies in ethnography. A prominent religious reformer of the early 

twentieth century, Anagarika Dharmapala, attempted to restore to the locals a pride of 

their own culture, in part through commentaries of dress reform. 

  

We are blindly following the white man who has come here to demoralize for his 

own gain. He asks us to buy his whisky, and we allow him to bamboozle us. He 

tells us that we should teach our children Latin and Greek and keep them in 

ignorance of our own beautiful literature and that we should think like the 

                                                        
9 Karl Marx -The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. 
10 Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Vintage Books, 1979:1 
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Yorkshire man. That we should discard our own national dress which was good 

for our noble and spirited ancestors, and dress according to the dictates of the 

fashion of London and Paris.11 

 

  The sarong– a loose piece of fabric tied around the waist, is said to have 

originated in Indonesia and been introduced to Sri Lanka by the Malaysians. This 

garment was typically worn by Sinhalese men and is still worn in Sri Lanka today. The 

white sarong was commonly worn as formal dress. However, during the years of Colonial 

rule, Sinhalese lawyers attempting to wear this national dress to court were turned away, 

and students wearing white sarongs were made to stand on benches and were reportedly 

ridiculed in British-run schools. It appeared that the British only accepted the national 

dress as long as it remained within the confines of native social interaction, and not in the 

public domain. 

 There is very sparse information about the clothes worn by the natives in pre-

colonial times. From the evidence witnessed in photographs and drawings, it seems that a 

woman’s dress consisted of only a cloth wrapped around the hip, leaving the body bare 

from the waist upwards. During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, a garment to cover 

the upper torso was worn. This piece of fabric, which covered the breasts, evolved to 

become a shawl and breast band. In the mid-seventeenth century, under the rule of the 

                                                        
11 A. Guruge (ed.). Angarika Dharmapala: Return to Righteousness. Government Press: Colombo. 1965: 
509. 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Dutch, lace, collars, frills, cuffs and hemlines were commonly incorporated into 

traditional dressmaking. However, lower class women were not given the right to wear a 

blouse, and were made to perform labor in public with their bosoms completely exposed. 

In the composition of authenticities for the various communities in the island, the British 

conceptualized the difference between their country and the East not only through 

history, but race and gender as well. The Sri Lankan woman and her attire were regarded 

as ordinary; it lacked the luxuriousness colonial minds expected from oriental women. 

The garments of Sri Lankan women caused confusion to western men who were 

expecting the idealized oriental woman. They idealized women as vulnerable, docile and 

sensitive, in contrast to men who were deemed active, strong and cerebral. These roles 

dictated how both men and women should dress and behave. 

  After independence in 1948, the nationalists’ were insistent upon reinventing the 

colonial image of the Sinhalese woman from her traditional role as the child-bearer and 

nurturer of the home. In the nationalists’ view, she represented the nucleus of the 

household. Reforming and remodeling her meant reconstructing an entire generation of 

Sinhalese who would then be open to nationalist ideas and become hostile to western 

rule.  The nationalists’ were insistent on the notion that the true Sri Lankan woman 

should disregard all foreign customs. “It is a great tragedy that many of our sisters who 
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have become slaves to western civilization seem to have discarded our ancient customs 

and manners.”12 

These negative perspectives of westernization are still echoed, in all its ironies, in 

Sri Lanka today. In the past, clothing was strictly expected to be decorous and 

conventional. The traditional woman was required to speak with a lowered voice, have 

long hair, and dispose of all western garments– including brassieres, skirts, socks, shoes 

and hats. Clothes such as short dresses could “arouse the bad passions of men”13 and 

where therefore prohibited. Women were not to wear any clothing that would expose 

their navels or reveal their ankles. The saree thus became the required dress for Sinhalese 

women, as it covered the whole body. This does not necessarily stand true today, as the 

saree has been manifested into several styles where the full blouse can be a short, 

sleeveless garment, some of which completely expose the back and midriff and have deep 

necklines. The Osariya,14 a style of saree that is most recognizably Sri Lankan, is 

especially distinct from the more widely known saree of Indian women. Upper class 

women from the historic town of Kandy most commonly adopted the style of dress. It 

was regarded as not only the morally accepted attire, but also the “authentic dress” of the 

Sinhalese woman. This costume, which was cultivated by the indigenous culture, was 

perceived as being more genuine as the Kandyan kingdom was the last to fall to colonial 

                                                        
12 Sarasavi Sanderesa Saha Sinhala Samaja. 18 January 1924 
13 Wickramasinghe, Nira. Dressing the Colonised Body. New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2003:17 
14 The Osariya is a form of saree which has the distinct feature of a frill at the waist. 
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powers. In rebellion against conforming to the ideals of the colonizers, people argued that 

banishing the effects of colonization also meant giving up some of the more ‘positive’ 

customs from the Portuguese, Dutch and British. The following poem found in a Sri 

Lankan newspaper in 1931, points at the hypocrisy of giving up all things western: 

 

I wish to make a simple plea 

against the inconsistency  

Of those who hastily divest 

Them of the garments of the West 

For it is true that now and then 

You stop to use a fountain pen? 

Don’t think to use a motorcar 

A hackery is fitter far 

If you must travel in the rain 

You should not use a railway train 

When council meets at half past two 

I’ll tell you what you ought to do 

Just time your journey by the sun 

And if you’re there by half past one 

You’ll only have an hour to wait. 
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That’s far better than being late. 

When at Queen’s House you are asked to dine, 

Refuse to taste the foreign wine.  

And smilingly say to everybody, 

The only drink for me is toddy. 

This ends my simple little plea 

Against the inconsistency. 

For this is very plain to see. 

You do it to attract the eyes. 

You’d not be noticed otherwise.15 

  

 The advent of the sewing machine was responsible for prominent changes in the 

style of dress in Sri Lanka in 1877. It was a symbol of modernity– as was photography 

and print. It suddenly became easier and faster to construct clothing– the human touch, 

which resulted in a unique, one-of-a-kind product, was replaced by synonymous 

replication.  The sewing machine also aided in the marginalization of women at the time. 

Sewing was considered a useful and suitable occupation for the housewife. 

Advertisements found in newspapers during that time clearly sought out and targeted 

these women in promoting the product. The sewing machine evolved from being a luxury 

                                                        
15 The Ceylon Daily News. 10 July 1931. This poem was signed by S.Waraj. 
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item, to one that was obtainable by the middle class. It was gifted as presents and even as 

an elemental item of dowry for the women of Ceylon. The first clothes made with the aid 

of the sewing machine, were sarongs, jackets and shirts.  As the middle class adopted a 

western style of clothing more freely, lower classes sought ways to utilize the machine 

for their own purposes. Men also tried infusing tradition with this newfound modernity, 

but wearing trousers underneath their sarongs was a trend that did not last long. For 

many, these hybrid forms of attire presented a way to appear ‘modern’, without revolting 

entirely against tradition.  

 With the passage of time, western dress became the epitome of fashion and 

modernity. This is prevalent in present day Sri Lankan society, where the younger 

generations seek out western designer brand name clothing and accessories. In the past, 

westernization was not solely looked down upon. Many considered individuals who 

adorned western clothing to be urbanized, educated and English-speaking. On the other 

hand, the older generations tend to look negatively upon this westernization of the youth, 

and prefer more traditional attire, as they believe that modernity can destroy customary 

identities.   
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ii. Westernized – Modern Social and Cultural Structures  

  Due to the fact that travel outside the island has become increasingly frequent and 

commonplace over the years, identity has become enmeshed in several tangled webs of 

representation and meaning. In present day Sri Lanka one would observe the many 

cultural influences and diversities portrayed by the clothes people wear. 

The growth and expansion of the export-oriented garment industry over the past 

two decades in Sri Lanka has contributed to the various manifestations of identities 

witnessed. This global business has made an entire range of western brand name clothes 

including jeans, skirts, t-shirts and shorts affordably obtainable. Economic and socially 

accommodating factors led the less affluent classes to discard their conventional cloth, 

blouse, saree and sarong for more globalized outfits. In India the Shalwar Kameez16 

became the fashionable compromise of east-west cultures, whereas in Sri Lanka it 

remains mostly marginal although favored by some young women who intend to look 

modern without appearing western, and to look South Asian without appearing too 

traditional. 

  As a national dress the men’s sarong never caught on or was worn in professional 

places, simply because it wasn’t sophisticated enough. For example, while flight 

attendants of Sri Lankan airlines adorn a modification of the osariya, the men wear 

                                                        
16  The Shalwar Kameez is the traditional attire worn by both men and women in some South Asian 
countries. It is comprised of loose trousers worn with a long knee-length shirt or tunic with slits on the side, 
which enable freedom of movement. 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trousers and jackets similar to the costume of the Parisian waiter. In Sri Lankan society, 

quite clearly, the man is not expected to represent and embody the nation. The traditional 

national dress for men has presently become more of a costume than a dress, often worn 

as a wedding outfit or by politicians. Its failure can be traced to the lower class 

connotation of the sarong during a period when the younger generation rebelled and 

desired for social modernity since they could effortlessly turn the tables and become Sirs 

and Masters simply by adopting trousers.  The sarong has a new life in present day Sri 

Lanka where social elites and foreign visitors to the country seek out the more exclusive 

and ornate sarongs made of expensive silks embroidered with gold threads for evening or 

leisure wear.  

  Significant gender differences are evident with the acceptability of wearing jeans. 

Although young and middle aged Sri Lankan men of all social classes commonly wear 

them, jeans remain confined to the more ‘westernized’ female population. The idea of 

modesty is crucial to explain the reluctance of young women to wear jeans or skirts 

above the knees. Jeans that are figure hugging are considered to be indecent and too 

revealing.  Dress codes remain, for most women as for myself when I am in Sri Lanka, a 

part of a patriarchal and authoritarian system. While growing up in Sri Lanka, I felt 

frustration and confusion towards clothing. In certain regions of the country, such as in 

Kandy and in the capital of Colombo, I was allowed to wear jeans and t-shirts as a 

teenager. However when visiting family in the more conservative areas, I had to wear 
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long dresses and sometimes cover my hair. Having lived the majority of my adult life 

thus far in the US, I have found still more exasperation with clothing. In college, I would 

purchase and wear the jeans and shirts that all my friends and peers would wear, making 

sure not to reveal bare arms and legs, watching necklines, hemlines and so on. Almost 10 

years later, still in the US, my attitudes and choices of clothing have changed and 

evolved, as have I. During visits to Sri Lanka no matter how conservative I would make 

an attempt to dress, I still stood out and felt like an outsider in my own country. Both in 

the East and in the West, I have experienced varying attitudes towards the manner in 

which I would dress, most of which are negative. I feel as though my identity for years 

have been in constant flux, taking on different shapes, sizes, styles and forms in relation 

to various religious, educational as well as social and cultural conditions. 
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b. Dialect 
 i. Native Language – Colonial Influences 
 ii. Accents – Encounters & Experiences Between East and West 

 

Sinhala, or Sinhalese is the national language predominantly spoken in Sri Lanka. 

It is an Indo-Aryan language, which is written using syllabic alphabets–an offspring of 

the Indian Brahmin script. It is the language primarily spoken by the Sinhalese people. As 

a result of the centuries of Colonial rule, present-day Sinhala contains many loanwords 

from the Portuguese, Dutch and English. Although this is the most common language 

spoken in Sri Lanka, the best international schools on the island do not teach students 

how to read or write it. This is the same for Sri Lankan history, which is rarely taught in 

schools. Most government schools teach all classes in Sinhalese, however if one wishes 

to learn English and attend an English-run school as I did, one never gets a chance to 

learn this ancient language. Unfortunately my Sinhalese is limited, as I had little interest 

to learn it at the time. My parents had to hire a private tutor to do his best to motivate me 

to learn my own native language. Interestingly, it wasn’t until I attended college in the 

US and had people ask me what my native language was, and to write their names in it, 

that I became aware of what a visually stunning script it was, and how unique it was to 

speak such a rare and unfamiliar language. This is one of the many instances where living 

in the West has made me more fascinated with my Eastern heritage. 

In Sri Lankan history dating from colonial times to the present, it is the English-

speaking populations who have occupied the island’s prominent and well paying jobs and 
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therefore, social standing. After it became apparent that English was the preferred 

language to read, write and speak, many people felt they did not belong or were not 

accepted by even the government (who still conducts most of its official business mainly 

in English) if they spoke native Sinhalese. Schoolteachers in the more rural areas of the 

country felt and still feel as though they have a second-class status compared to the 

English teachers. They often receive lower salaries and benefits. The highest status is 

given not to the majority who speak the vernacular language, but to the educated elite 

who speak English. However it cannot be ignored that this western language can carry 

ones knowledge and potential for success to a global level.  

I have had many instances where I have felt sidelined due to the manner in which 

I speak. Upon first arriving in the US, I had a strong Sri Lankan accent– a mix of words 

pronounced in a British accent, and the use of words and phrases directly translated from 

Sinhalese–which is a norm in Sri Lankan-English dialect. I have had classmates wrinkle 

their noses at my pronunciation of certain words such as ‘mosquito’–which I used to say 

as ‘mos-ka-toe’, but have been corrected to say as ‘mos-kee-toe’. Eventually, I found that 

it took me no time to speak with an American accent like my fellow counterparts, but 

even this change bought on some unexpected comments. People would either tell me, in 

genuine stupefaction, that I spoke such good English for not being an American, better 

than they themselves did. I found myself working in the English Literature department in 

college, as a tutor. Others would say they couldn’t recognize from what part of America 



 
 

21 

my accent hailed from. Some would blatantly remark, “I am surprised you can speak 

English!” 

Contrastingly, accents can have both positive and negative reactions in Sri Lanka 

as well. Some people look up to you if you speak with a foreign, non-Sri Lankan accent, 

charge you more money for goods as they would for tourists, or try to speak to you in 

English and not Sinhalese. They show surprise when I reply in my native tongue. Others 

look more negatively upon foreign accents, as with a majority of what they deem 

westernized. I recall childhood memories of my grandmother donning a fake British 

accent over the phone to get brand name perfumes wait-listed or delivered to her. From 

an early age, I recognized that people could look upon and treat you differently 

depending on what language you speak and with what accent you would speak it. 

 
 

c. Appearance  
 i. Defining the word “exotic” 
  
 
  The word ‘exotic’ is described as “originating in a foreign country; not native, 

intriguingly unusual or different, having a strange allure or beauty.17 This word is defined 

as what is “outside.” The ancient Greeks used exo- to mean “outside” and so exotikos 

                                                        
17 The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition copyright ©2000 by 
Houghton Mifflin Company. Updated in 2009. Published by Houghton Mifflin Company. 
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meant “from the outside.” Thus, an exotic person is a foreigner.18   

  My study of the word commenced a few years ago when I came to realize that 

what this word signifies to me is not the same as what it would mean to someone else.  

Through research conducted for my design work, I attempted to author this word with my 

own perceptions. While discussing the multiple connotations of this word with a group of 

people, I deduced that most Americans tend to define their perception of a person who is 

exotic as “someone mysterious, from another culture”, “a woman with tan skin, long 

black hair, full lips, dark eyes and a petite body”, “a beautiful woman from India-that's 

exotic!” or “exotic features are any features that aren't common to the population.” 

Personally, these comments do not describe an exotic person to me at all–rather, I 

consider light hair, light eyes and fair skin to be exotic. The meaning of the word ‘exotic’ 

is often misconstrued. According to Graham Huggan, author of “The Postcolonial 

Exotic: Marketing the Margins”, "the word is not an inherent quality found ‘in’ certain 

people, distinctive objects or specific places; exoticism describes, rather, a particular 

mode of aesthetic perception–one which renders people, objects and places strange even 

after it domesticates them, and which effectively manufactures otherness even as it 

claims to surrender to its immanent mystery.”19 

                                                        
18 Hodgson, Charles. Podictionary, Surprising histories of words you thought you knew. 
http://podictionary.com/?p=700 Web. 10 August 2009. 
 
19 Huggan, Graham. The Postcolonial Exotic. New York: Routledge, 2001:13 
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 As a means of representation, exoticism can be self-empowering. Exoticisms that 

are recreated in the age of globalization include the business of selling culturally 'othered' 

articles in its economic hub instead of in the cultural centers around the world. These 

exotic products include African masks and statues, batiks from Indonesia and Sri Lanka, 

trinkets from Egypt and so on, and are characterized not by distance but by accessibility; 

their convenient availability in a boutique or shopping mall near you. Some might argue 

that this is a two-way process, as popular European products that are in demand make 

their way to the most far away foreign lands. This creates an interesting paradox of the 

meaning of the word ‘exotic’ to different people from various cultural backgrounds. For 

example, an American or European traveling to Sri Lanka will most likely seek out the 

hand crafted items with native designs, unusual trinkets, products made out of coconuts 

and spices, and may also take interest in attending ethnic events. They would consider 

these objects and behaviorisms that are uncommon to their lives, to be exotic. In another 

instance, a Sri Lankan individual– who has little interest in attending ethnic events for 

leisure or purchasing handmade items– delights in the American and European brand 

names which carry undeniable social standing, eating popular fast foods or attending 

events they have heard about or seen in magazines or in movies. To them, these things 

are out of the norm; they are foreign and unfamiliar, therefore deemed exotic. 

Through the visual arts, deconstructing and unraveling the varied implications of 

the word through the selected use of imagery, text and the layering of information, has 
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been an absorbing task.  

 
 

 
d.  Gender Issues 
 i. Stereotypes 
 ii. Double Standards in Societies 
 iii. The Sri Lankan Woman in Antiquity 
 iv. The Modern Sri Lankan Woman 
 

 When a western individual who has not traveled extensively is asked what 

associations come to mind when thinking of Asia, they commonly mention the pyramids 

of Egypt, the Taj Mahal in India or exotic cultures, languages, food and people. 

Throughout time, Westerners have tended to regard Asian women as backwards and 

oppressed; a stereotype that contradicts the actualities and diversities of women’s 

conditions in these regions. Over the past few decades, Asian women have become 

highly educated–obtaining impressive credentials, earning excellent income and holding 

political positions at local and national levels. That said, Sri Lanka is undoubtedly 

comprised of a patriarchal society. Being inquisitive by nature even in my youth, I 

questioned the stereotypical roles that women were encumbered with and the double 

standards clearly evidenced within the society. Although these positions have drastically 

changed over the last few years due to globalization and westernization, men and women 

are still expected to behave differently and according to societal expectations. In male-

dominated societies, such as the one I grew up in, gender stereotypes continue to exist, 
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where men are depicted as predominant providers for their families, in spite of staggering 

proof that a woman’s role has been redefined. 

 Since the late 1970’s, Sri Lankan women have progressively entered the work 

force, taking up jobs in the export industries and even traveling abroad to Middle Eastern 

countries as domestic workers. Consequently, these changes have had a significant 

impact on gender and gender roles. Young women residing in rural areas of the country 

have broken free of their clichéd housewife positions of simply being the housewife, to 

become businesslike factory workers, produce sellers, sales girls, nurses and so on. Even 

still, there are many Sri Lankan women who do not get the opportunity to finish or even 

further their education. They are expected to marry at a young age (women in their late 

teens to their mid twenties are often considered to be the ‘ideal’ marriageable age) and 

take care of all household chores, including caring for their children. The education of 

women, their employment outside the home, their fight for political rights etc. have been 

perceived as potential threats to women’s traditional roles and status within Sri Lankan 

society. 

  Clothing in Sri Lanka will unceasingly be more than just a fashion statement. 

When it comes to attire, men and women in Sri Lanka face significant double standards. 

While men in the business world are perceived as looking professional in a suit and tie– 

the western business attire, women do not share the same circumstances. They are taken 

more seriously when they wear a sari, instead of a skirt and blouse or a pantsuit. This is 
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the same for women working in hospitals, as well as doctors, lawyers, teachers and 

women taking up office jobs. In an article in the BBC news online, entitled “Sari vs. Skirt 

in Sri Lanka”, the author discusses the issue of women’s attire in the workplace. Women 

in the workforce have been increasingly insisting upon the right to wear the more 

‘practical’ western dress as opposed to the more ‘cumbersome’ traditional attire.  For 

instance, nurses have complained that the sari has slowed them down and hindered their 

ability to run during emergencies.20 Women also complain that it takes them longer to 

drape a sari in the mornings than it does to wear a dress or skirt while getting prepared for 

work. This brings to question as to whether the sari actually has an effect on the way 

women move around and carry themselves. Could this traditional attire be oppressive, 

whereas the more contemporary skirt or pants are liberating? 

   It is interesting to consider the similarities of the sari with women’s attire during 

the Victorian era or even Chinese foot binding.  The various parts that fabricate the 

clothing of this era is believed to have constrained women’s movement, but it has been 

argued that it was fashioned in order to enhance the way women carry themselves 

instead. The corset is often considered to be a definitive symbol of female oppression, yet 

arguably it gave a woman a more feminine, full shape, and was also a significant fashion 

statement. 21 The society of this era associated pants or trousers with male authority. This 

                                                        
20 Price, Susannah. “Sari vs. Skirt in Sri Lanka”. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/563504.stm 
December 13, 1999. Web. 08 November 2009. 
21 Wheel, Mulcahy. Feminist Perspectives on Contract Law. City: Routledge Cavendish, 2005:38. 
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resonates with attitudes of traditional Sri Lankans who strongly dislike women wearing 

‘men’s clothing’ or western attire, and favor the sari instead. My personal experiences 

wearing the sari (usually for occasions such as weddings or religious festivals my family 

celebrated) have proven to be quite thought provoking. While exposing the legs and arms 

are the norm in garments created for western apparel, the sari was designed to cover these 

body parts; the midriff however is modestly exposed if worn correctly.  I found that the 

sari indeed influences and has control over the way in which I walk and move around a 

room. It is harder to take longer, faster strides while walking–making small, more 

graceful strides instead– and also requires careful arrangement before sitting down. The 

sari is indeed feminine and beautiful, yet it has been a source of controversy between 

men, women and politics for decades. The world of politics–essentially dominated by 

men– forces even the strongest and boldest of women into conventional roles. 

Throughout time, according to the rules of the parliament, all women working for the 

government were required to wear saris and never be seen in a western dress. The 

Minister of Women’s Affairs has reportedly stated, “I wonder whether any woman is 

bold enough to change the dress and get to parliament,” as any change could be seen as a 

retribution to the culture.22 In this patriarchal society, men who run the majority of 

businesses, corporations, establishments as well as the government, would negatively 

consider women who wear western attire as ‘westernized’ and not take them as seriously 

                                                        
22 Price, Susannah. “Sari vs. Skirt in Sri Lanka”. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/563504.stm 
December 13, 1999. Web. 14 December 2009. 
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as they would a woman who wears a sari.  These convictions are gradually changing, as 

businesses with ties overseas prefer their staff to look contemporary, professional and 

competent with the West.   

 In Sri Lanka, men have been and continue to be reckoned as the breadwinners. In 

rare occasions, men who decide to give up their careers and take care of the household 

and their children are looked down upon as womanly. Women who are highly educated 

and successful in the business world are often thought to be intimidating to men, and 

often find it challenging to find a significant other or a spouse. Gender inequalities 

permeate all aspects of life as I have seen it– the home, the workplace and even places of 

religious worship. As a child, I often wondered why Muslim women were not allowed 

access into mosques, being limited to a segregated space within the religious quarters. I 

wondered why I couldn’t accompany my father and uncles to burial sites. I was told, 

much to my incredulity, that women are more emotional and cannot control their feelings 

of grief and sadness, therefore restricted from witnessing the dead being buried.  

 In a multi-ethnic and multi-religious nation like Sri Lanka, I have often been 

frustrated with the rules and standards I was expected to conform to, especially when I 

was given no proper explanation as to why women do not share the same equalities as 

men do. I wondered why men could freely smoke cigarettes, but a woman openly 

smoking in Sri Lanka was a sight I never saw outside of nightclubs in the Colombo. “Sri 
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Lankan women conform to a strict, culturally defined, non-smoking norm.”23There are 

two categories of the minority of women who do smoke in Sri Lanka: elderly women in 

rural villages who usually smoke suruttu (cigars) for supposed medicinal purposes; and 

young, trendy, westernized urban women, who smoke cigarettes. But this is not a social 

trend that is readily accepted in Sri Lanka to date, let alone the acceptability of women 

consuming alcohol. Women who socialize freely, who dress fashionably or exhibit non-

traditional behavior are looked upon as ‘loose’, ‘fast’ or promiscuous, ‘provocative’ and 

‘unrespectable’, while men who behave in the same manner are traditionally high-fived 

for their lascivious conduct. This presents an unfair playing field for a society that relies 

primarily on arranged marriages.  

 
 
 
 iii. The Sri Lankan Woman in Antiquity 
 iv. The Modern Sri Lankan Woman 
 

 The status of Sri Lankan women in antiquity differed from women in other Asian 

countries at the time primarily due to the arrival of Buddhism to the island in the 2nd 

century BCE. Several literary texts as well as reports from visitors to the country have 

commented on the social freedom that Sri Lankan women enjoyed–there was no 

                                                        
23 Tobacco Control. Strategic marketing of cigarettes to young people in Sri Lanka: "Go ahead I want to 
see you smoke it now". http://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/cgi/content/full/7/4/429: 2008. Web. 28 May 2009. 
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segregation of the sexes and they participated equally in the social, religious and 

economic life of the community. 

 My central source of information for this subject matter is Parani Lakdiva 

Kantava (The Sri Lankan Woman in Antiquity) by Indrani Munasinghe. In this text, the 

author expertly addresses the ancient Sri Lankan woman’s aspirations, her religious life, 

services she rendered to social and economic realms of the society, and also examines the 

role she played as a mother and housewife. According to Buddhist doctrines, motherhood 

is the noblest and most venerated earthly position. Women of this era were endowed with 

respect as mothers; the foundation of the household, and her skills in such activities as 

cooking and needlework were revered. These women were held in high regard within the 

society for their mastery in various occupations, for instance their proficiency in the arts. 

The author is idiosyncratic in her endeavors and determination to research and unravel 

the history of an ancient past, and has scrutinized epigraphs, coins, statues, carvings, and 

paintings and other facets of archeology in compiling material for this book.  

 The publication also discusses the great influence Buddhism had in molding the 

character of women. From adolescence, they were nurtured with the noble tenets of 

Buddhism, which included the practice of doing good to oneself and others, attending to 

religious duties, and participating in religious festivals, as well as demonstrating virtues 

such as charity, modesty, fidelity, piety, diligence, economy, courage and discipline. 

There has been no solid evidence to suggest that Sri Lankan women led an imprisoned 
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life or that they were submissive to men. The author maintains that despite the society 

being an undisputedly patriarchal one, Sri Lankan women enjoyed exceptional freedom 

due to the influence of the Buddhist religion. The woman was revered as a symbol of 

purity and beauty.  

  Sri Lanka does not seem to have had a women’s liberation movement, as many 

western countries experienced. Dating back to the pre-Christian era, women worked in 

harmonious cooperation with men in a multitude of economic activities; they shared an 

equal responsibility with men in such fiscal projects such as weaving, pottery and sugar 

and tea industries. Despite the fact that the Indian civilization harbored significant 

influences on Sri Lanka, the retrogressive doctrines at the time failed to invade Sri 

Lankan culture and society. The author further emphasizes this occurrence; “It is a 

manifest fact that the society of ancient Sri Lanka was able to develop its own unique 

social structure distinct from Indian tradition due to the extensive influence of 

Buddhism.”24 It has been documented that the ancient Indian society had assumed a 

conventional and restrained attitude towards women, based on the age-old unyielding 

belief that she was in fact subordinate to her male equivalent both physically and 

mentally. She was deemed incapable and unfit for any duties other than those prescribed 

by her position as wife and/or mother. Contrastingly, the Sri Lankan women of ancient 

times were raised to a much-elevated position by the emancipating influence of 

                                                        
24 Munasinghe, Indrani. Sri Lankan Woman in Antiquity (sixth century B.C. to fifteenth century A.C.) Sri 
Lanka: Dehiwala, 2004:126 
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Buddhism. They not only participated in social and economic tasks, but also worked side 

by side in unison with men.   

  The Sri Lankan wife lived under the protection of her husband, but was not 

subjected to serfdom. The position of a Sinhala wife had startled even some European 

visitors to the Island in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, who observed women 

from Kandy walking freely alongside her husband. This alone is evidence that Sinhalese 

women, unlike women in other patriarchal societies, were not predisposed to strict 

control or dominance by men. 

  In contemporary Sri Lankan society, the lives of women have been extensively 

influenced by patriarchal values implanted by traditional, colonial and post independence 

societies. This is evidenced by the gender inequality reflected within the legal system, 

and by the conventions that were introduced at the time of the British colonial 

administration.  Although it is true that when compared to the rest of South Asia, Sri 

Lankan women are very fortunate, (they enjoy high life expectancy rates, ubiquitous 

literacy and access to economic opportunities, which are a rarities when juxtaposed with 

the rest of the subcontinent), gender ideals that negatively impact women are still 

paramount. In some areas of the island, married women are still perceived as being 

dependent on their husbands, and are not granted the freedom of skill training or higher 

education or access to employment. Some women even tend to internalize the notion that 

housework is ‘women’s work’. According to a case study on Sri Lankan women,  
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“Unequal power relations that have been most resistant to change are reflected in male 

control of female sexuality as in the incidence of rape, incest, sexual harassment and in 

domestic violence.” 25 It is ironic to consider that the so called “tradition” imposed on 

women was not in fact the original native convention, but instead is a prejudiced, 

misrepresented tradition.  

In my practical knowledge of having observed the various attitudes and 

behaviorisms of women in my country, I have found that no single ideology can be 

applied to all women; how they are perceived and expected to behave depends highly on 

their religious beliefs, urban or rural location, their social standing and so on.  In the 

capital of Colombo, women have been holding high-ranking, elite positions in 

international companies for as long as I can remember. I have witnessed women enjoying 

their positions as businesswomen who travel internationally for their work, women 

working as highly qualified doctors, lawyers, professors, engineers and so on. I have also 

witnessed this in Kandy– the city where I grew up. I was never raised to believe that 

women could not take up certain jobs, that they couldn’t be actively involved in sports, 

become artists, or any other professional in a multitude of fields. At the same time, the 

belief that a woman’s first and principle priority should be her family– tending to her 

spouse, her children and the household still remain. There are times when highly 

                                                        
25 Country Briefing Paper. Women in Sri Lanka. 
http://www.onlinewomeninpolitics.org/lk/women_in_srilanka.pdf. May 1999. Web. 02 September 2009. 
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educated women have trouble finding a spouse if she were to make more money than him 

or have more qualifications than he does. Within my mother’s side of the family, my 

female relatives have been free to choose their paths in life–to marry and start a family, 

or to pursue a higher education at home or abroad. This is not so on my father’s side, and 

it is my understanding that this is due to their location, traditional values and strong 

religious conviction. I was always saddened to see girls my age when I was in my late 

teens, who had to give up completion of their basic education in exchange for a husband 

and children. Although I felt despair for them, they did not appear to be unhappy or 

despondent. Many of them seemed to enjoy and accept their roles, as did their mothers 

before them–to be a dutiful wife, skilled in household work, and to bear several children. 

I have noticed that women from Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim or Christian backgrounds have 

equal opportunities today, whether it be pursuing an education or obtaining a job of their 

choice. It especially gives me immense satisfaction to see Muslim women in elevated, 

prominent positions in life. The negative and demeaning connotations towards women 

that I have witnessed are largely from religious extremists or uneducated individuals 

stuck in orthodox conventions of thought.  
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3. Studies in Ethnography 
     a. Orientalism 
 
 
 Edward Said, in his book Orientalism published in 1978, has provided me with a 

better, more comprehensive understanding of postcolonial studies. The Orient is defined 

as "a manner of regularized (or Orientalized) writing, vision, and study, dominated by 

 imperatives, perspectives, and ideological biases ostensibly suited to the Orient. The 

Oriental is the person represented by such thinking. The man is depicted as womanly, 

weak, yet curiously dangerous because he poses a threat to white, Western women. The 

Oriental woman is considered to be both eager to be dominated and extraordinarily 

exotic. The Oriental is a, a sweeping generalization, a stereotype that crosses countless 

cultural and national boundaries. 26  Said’s text essentially comments about the academic 

study–both political and literary, of the Arabs and Islam in the Middle East– 

fundamentally originated by the colonizers and how these discourses have caused tension 

and division between the East and West. “My contention is that Orientalism is 

fundamentally a political doctrine willed over the Orient because the Orient was weaker 

than the West, which elided the Orient’s difference with its weakness... As a cultural 

apparatus Orientalism is all aggression, activity, judgment, will-to-truth, and 

                                                        
26 Sered, Danielle. Orientalism August 1996. http://www.english.emory.edu/Bahri/Orientalism.html.Web. 
18 September 2009. 
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knowledge”27 This is true of most all Sri Lankan colonial and postcolonial texts I have 

come upon. 

Said also suggests that cultures perceive other cultures as exotic which is harmless 

to some extent, but if this view is taken up by a militarily and economically dominant 

culture against another, it could lead to catastrophic consequences. In the chapter 

Orientalism Now, which was included in a newer publication, Said discusses his overall 

affirmation about this cultural discourse: “How does one represent other cultures? What 

is another culture? Is the notion of a distinct culture (or race, or religion, or civilization) a 

useful one, or does it always get involved either in self-congratulation (when one 

discusses one's own) or hostility and aggression (when one discusses the 'other')?”28 

According to Said, the West has created a dichotomy, between the reality of the East and 

the romantic notion of the "Orient”. The Middle East as well as Asian countries is viewed 

with preconceptions and racism. Because ‘oriental’s’ were described as being backward, 

uneducated and therefore oblivious of their own history and culture, the West created a 

culture, history, and future promise for these people. 

 
 
 b. Identity and Location 
 

“We shall not cease from exploration 

                                                        
27 Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Vintage Books, 1979. 204 
28 Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Vintage Books, 1979. 325 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And with the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time.”29 

 

Owing to the central position of Sri Lanka in the Indian Ocean, the island was a 

strategic naval link between West Asia and South East Asia, becoming a hub of transit 

trade during ancient times. Its natural treasures–gem stones, pearls, ivory and spices 

(especially the most coveted cinnamon)–made it a significant location for exports.  Sea 

routes to not only the Arab world, but also Southeast Asian kingdoms, which included 

China, connected the island. Chinese emperors were believed to have sent gifts of 

sandalwood, gold, jade, silver and silk to Sri Lankan Kings. At the centre of the trade 

were the Arab merchants, who utilized powerful control over supplies of goods. At the 

far end of the trading succession was Europe–a vast and highly lucrative market for such 

exotic and desirable spices. During this profitable time period, the Portuguese and Dutch 

attempted to gain dominance over the export trade of Sri Lanka. Eventually, the British 

succeeded in gaining authority over the entire island in 1815.  Under their power, 

plantation of tea and the agriculture of rubber and coconut production were given crucial 

importance, becoming the most sought-after exports of the island. As a consequence, the 

                                                        
29 Eliot, T.S. Little Gidding. Poetry X. Ed. Jough Dempsey. 13 Jul 2003. 
http://poetry.poetryx.com/poems/758/ Web. 12 April 2009. 
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West became dependent on Sri Lanka, which in turn became a prominent marketplace for 

western products. 

The European ruling classes had a particular fondness for exotic spices in their 

dishes. In fact, the use of spices was greater depending on the status of the family.30 For 

festive and ceremonial occasions, the quantities were increased even more. Food was 

offered and treated as precious objects; gifts, much like jewels. Wolfgang Schivelbusch 

described the fragrance of spices as “a breath wafted from Paradise over the human 

world. No medieval writer could envision Paradise without the smell or taste of spices. 

Whether the poetically described gardens served saints or lovers, the atmosphere was 

inevitably infused with the rare, intoxicating fragrance of cinnamon, nutmeg, ginger, and 

cloves. On the basis of such fantasies, it was possible for lovers and friends to exchange 

certain spices as pledges of their relationship”31 In this way, spices were linked with the 

concept of Paradise–a location somewhere in the “Orient”, which enchanted the 

European imagination. Spices became a source of cultural refinement, social rank and 

standing, and a topic of political concern and power. The trade routes provided essential 

meeting grounds between the East and the West. While the western civilizations obtained 

possessions from the Orient, which provided them with a sense of advancement, luxury, 

dominance and culture, Eastern nations were aware that their land possessed highly 

                                                        
30 Schivelbusch, Wolfgang. Tastes of Paradise. New York: Vintage Books, 1993: 32 
31 Schivelbusch, Wolfgang. Tastes of Paradise. New York: Vintage Books, 1993: 35 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prized and sought after items. During these encounters and interactions, several cultural 

elements were distributed and dispersed between both terrains. 

  Born in Sri Lanka during the emergence of one the world’s longest lasting civil 

wars, I never recognized my sincere love and concern for the Island and its ancient 

history and culture until I moved away and traveled to America to pursue a higher 

education. Ever since, I have found myself in situations where I am regarded as the 

‘other’ or the ‘outsider’; I seem to not fit in completely and comfortably in the US or in 

Sri Lanka. In the US I am considered ‘eastern’ or ‘exotic’, whereas in my own country, I 

am considered ‘westernized’, no longer looked at as the average Sri Lankan woman. A 

western individual immediately identifies me as an eastern woman while my demeanor 

tends to defy the stereotyping I am often burdened with here and at home. For example in 

the US, especially in the southern states, people have asked me “What are you?” whereas 

in Sri Lanka, people take one look at me and pass the judgment; “She must have gone to 

America and got Westernized.”  My travels across cultural borders and languages have 

been vital in shaping my viewpoints. My experiences, perceptions and reflections have 

led me to feel emotions sumptuously, which I contemplate on often, and events in my 

personal life have played no small role. Moreover, the tensions between the familiar and 

unfamiliar have been a constant conflict.  My questions about knowledge, power, identity 

and the shifting of character are constantly being raised and reflected upon, repeatedly.  
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In addition to reminiscing, reflecting, and documenting my own cultural 

encounters in both Sri Lanka and the U.S, I have found it beneficial to consider American 

perspectives on their travels to Sri Lanka as well. Some would admit that they would 

never be an ‘insider’ to the island or its cultures.  Stephen C. Berkwitz, a Fulbright 

Scholar and professor of Religious Studies expresses his experiences in Sri Lanka: “ I 

strive to lessen my radical ‘otherness’ and communicate with people more on their terms 

than mine. As a result, I find myself very uncomfortable with the privileges that come 

with being a westerner in Sri Lanka. No matter how I dress, I am automatically a 

mahattaya 32 and sales clerks have often tried to serve me right away, ahead of any others 

who were already waiting. Of course, it would be untruthful to say I have never enjoyed 

the privileges and respect that comes from being a westerner in Sri Lanka, but I resent 

being blatantly taken advantage of, especially since it reinforces my identity of 

‘otherness’ in Sri Lankan society.”33 

 It has been informative to discuss and share matters of marginalization one would 

face in the East and West with fellow Sri Lankans who have also traveled extensively.  A 

few people would confess that they did not feel any pressure to conform to the Western 

life, in either dress or speech. While some visiting lecturers would be asked to discard 

                                                        
32 Meaning Sir or Gentleman. The Sinhala word 'mahattaya' is the way the Sinhalese pronounce the word 
'mahatmaya', a word that is related to the Indian word 'mahatma' as in Mahatma Gandhi. It means 'one who 
has a great (maha) soul (atma)'. http://sundaytimes.lk/000709/plus3.html : 9th July 2000. Web. 14 June 
2009. 
33  Jayatilake, Tissa. Excursions and Explorations  Cultural Encounters Between Sri Lanka and The United 
States. Sri Lanka: Print Pack Limited, 2002:53. 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traditional garb and be forced to wear more western style garments as it was deemed too 

‘distracting’ to the students, others found no need to change their clothes or their accents.  

  Sri Lanka, like many other Asian colonial states, has a diverse society consisting 

of a number of distinctive peoples, not unlike New York City with its impressive 

collection and representation of a number of nationalities. In the teeming US crowds, 

there is no one who knew me. And yet I stood out. With all the anticipation and 

adventure, I couldn’t shake the fact that I was in fact a visitor- an outsider, in the US only 

for a few years to complete my studies and return home. I felt as though I was not an 

active participant, instead simply an observer.  

Whenever someone asks me where I am from, I ask him or her to take a guess for 

my own curiosity. The answers range from Trinidad to Madagascar, but most frequently 

it is India. Was this as far as their imagination could extend? It seemed as though to these  

people, this is where the orient began and ended- countries like Sri Lanka in the Far East 

are unknown. It seems as though to Americans, we are all Indians. I often have difficulty 

and frustration trying to explain where I am from, because when I answer with “Sri 

Lanka”, the response is frequently a look of complete incomprehension. They ask “ is 

that somewhere by Europe, or the Mediterranean?” I say, “No, it is an island in the Indian 

Ocean” to which I hear, quite to my exasperation “Oh, I thought you looked Indian!” 

Explaining the crucial significance of the twenty miles of sea that separates my country 

from India is of significance to me. A passage from an article entitled “The Road to 
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Miami” written by a Sri Lankan student studying in Florida, reverberates my 

exasperation. 

 

…Now remember, don’t say you are from Sri Lanka- they don’t know and they 

don’t care. You’ll only confuse yourself and get yourself all worked up.” It was 

good advice, my brother was right. They didn’t know and they didn’t care and I 

did get myself all worked up.34  

 

I long for a way in which I can travel back and forth between my American and 

Sri Lankan worlds inconspicuously and seamlessly, without a sense of alienation in either 

world, and at ease in both. For a recent design project, I created a handmade scroll for 

which I collected my thoughts in the form of a poem called “Return to Serendib”, where I 

express my experiences while traveling home to Sri Lanka.  

 

From above, she was dressed  
in the most luxuriant tropical green, 
while cerulean and sapphire waters 
caressed her. 
Such a wealth of color  
was a glorious sight to witness. 
 
This fabled, sacred land 
much like Atlantis 

                                                        
34  Delgoda-Tammita, Sinharaja. The Road to Miami. Jayatilake, Tissa. Excursions and Explorations 
Cultural Encounters Between Sri Lanka and The United States. Sri Lanka: Print Pack Limited, 2002:223. 
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is the one place, with all its sublime beauty 
that would forever live in my dreams 
and hold me there for life. 
 
Serendib; 
an island in turquoise waters 
has seduced her visitors for centuries. 
Enchanting, intoxicating, 
a tranquil tropical isle 
of such intense serenity 
has in western imagination 
been considered the Utopia of the East. 
 
As I experience her glory 
once again, 
I know this is my home… 
yet I feel as though I do not belong. 
 
Taprobane; 
what bittersweet memories! 
Copper colored, bronze hued beaches 
a hidden paradise that never ceases 
to enchant my sight. 
 
I walk through this land- 
a land of palms and pearls. 
A million seashells strewn on a glittering ocean, 
I am far from western comforts now. 
But did I ever realize 
this sweet, warm paradise? 
 
The fruition of the earth’s labors, 
I inhale the scents 
of sweet cinnamon, the perfumed lemon grass. 
I look toward the emerald plains of tea, 
such exotic wildlife, 
an ancient culture, 
and breathtaking temples, 
all around me. 
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I see a little village girl 
sitting with chin to knees. 
A child of Ceylon,  
her skin coffee-brown 
she smiles, 
as a wealth of ebony hair tumbles down. 
I see myself in her,  
but can she see herself in me? 
 
The stars look like diamonds 
scintillating the indigo sky, 
the silver tropic moon 
leans lovingly on high, 
breaking the calm of such an exotic night. 
 
All this I feel, I see- 
I am afloat, most languidly.  
Waves of loneliness wash over me, 
yet I am not alone. 
 
The Sun God- blinding, brilliant, true- 
His hot gold shine 
lights up this grove of pleasures, 
of living treasures, 
a temple of living ecstasies. 
But I am an outsider now… 
the morning’s sun wears high. 
Yet again, 
I must return. 
 
 My travels to the West have immensely educated me in a field that is not yet 

acknowledged or professionalized in Sri Lanka. The field of Graphic Design is shadowed 

by the world of advertising, and its growth has been stunted due to several factors, which 

include the unfavorable economy of the country, lack of technological advancements, the 

absence and unavailability of design schools as well as trained instructors etc. This has 
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enabled me to explore and create a unique visual language that incorporates and 

represents much of my Eastern heritage, but can still speak to a Western audience. In this 

way, I possess the ability to bring the tradition of graphic design to Sri Lanka, as well as 

being able to represent the distinctive visual language of Sri Lanka to the West. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. The Designer as Author 
      a. The Authority of a Visual Designer 
      b. Semiotic, Syntactic Studies 
      c. Visual Representation 
 

 

  I have become aware of the notion that my purpose as a designer is to use my 

knowledge and education intelligently and responsibly, to communicate my individual 

authority about matters I deeply care about through the visual arts. The word Authority is 

defined as: 

The power or right to give orders, make decisions and enforce obedience, official 

permission and sanction, a person or organization having power or control in 

particular, the power to influence others, especially because of one's commanding 
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manner or one's recognized knowledge about something, the confidence resulting 

from personal expertise, a person with extensive or specialized knowledge about a 

subject; an expert.35  

The designer as author is recognition of the central presence of the designer as a voice 

and a vision in the process of form-creation and message-formulation. The designer’s 

personal views and convictions are integral ingredients to the definition of self-authored 

graphic design. Having a point of view from the vantage point of self is crucial. In 

attempting to address the question of authorship in graphic design, I am aware that I have 

the advantage of a broad cultural viewpoint, anchored on two continents. My goal 

revolves around creating a body of work that communicates my personal exploration of 

design authorship through the use of both type, calligraphy and image into various types 

of media- be it film, web, interactive, on canvas or paper. I have a passion for integrating 

both traditional imagery with modern design techniques to lure and captivate a wide 

range of audiences, of varying ages and ethnic groups.  I also strive to communicate how 

people are ‘marginalized’, and stereotyped, and how as designers we create messages that 

tend to bring personal opinions and experiences to our work. 

 

b. Semiotic, Syntactic Studies 
c. Visual Representation 
 

                                                        
35 Princeton University, “Authority”. http://wordnetweb.princeton.edu/perl/webwn?s=authority Web. 08 
May 2009. 
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This segment deals principally on the topic of visual semiotics in the specific 

context of the graphic design discipline. Semiotics, which is also referred to as semiotic 

studies or semiology, essentially refers to methods of communication through the use of 

signs and symbols. Further, it also includes the analysis of how these signs and symbols 

are designed and understood across global boundaries and cultural divergences. The word 

‘culture’ undoubtedly carries diverse meanings within various discourses.  In the field of 

semiotics, culture can be defined as ‘the sum of rule-governed, shared, learned and 

learnable, transmittable, symbolic activity used by a group in any given place and time’36 

The visual arts have increasingly become a fundamental method of 

communication and its significance is evidenced across diverse cultural contexts, which 

includes the political arena, education, advertising, marketing, entertainment, information 

design, recreational activities as well as environmental concerns. This brings to surface 

the various cultural implications that visual messages possess and convey, and how they 

can be perceived and interpreted differently based on geographic location and cultural 

backgrounds. This process of transmitting visual information can depend on several 

factors– the signs and symbols relative to the localized environment, the body language 

of an individual and how they would define specific reactions and emotions, the sounds 

and letters used to form the vernacular language, or even encompass the attire that is 

                                                        
36 Irvine, Martin. Media Theory and Semiotics: Key Terms and Concepts. 
http://www9.georgetown.edu/faculty/irvinem/theory/Theory-KeyTerms.html 2005. 02 January 2010. 
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commonly worn.  A visual designer has the responsibility of making certain that the 

receiver or targeted audience will successfully decode the message and make relevant 

meaning of it, considering the fact that semiotics deals primarily with non verbal codes. 

The designer should also be aware of how photographs, illustrations and typography 

whether combined or used alone, function as modes of communication.    

We are constantly sending, receiving and interpreting a flux of information from 

various forms of media. Consequently, we combine and attempt to formulate meaning of 

these myriads of messages from images seen in mass media, printed text and images, 

music, movies, television, the web and multimedia. This brings to question the varying 

meanings that the society in question is receiving from the visual messages, and the ways 

in which these people interpret these messages differently. This process is changing the 

way we understand the world and make sense of visuals and objects.  With these factors 

in mind, I realize that my own choices for creating design work–be it the selection of 

fonts, images, colors, symbols and other graphic elements–has to be reliant on whom I 

am designing for, who my audience will be, and how I intend my message to be 

interpreted. These elements present the probability that a Sri Lankan audience would 

perceive the artwork differently than a western audience would. The language and the 

culture of Sri Lanka possess several semiotics that involve how images are displayed, the 

implications of colors and the manner in which they are applied, an individual’s gestures 

and mannerisms, the garments that are worn, as well as various other cultural symbols 
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and characters that exist within the society.    

  In representing my perspectives on marginalization through the visual arts, it is 

my authority as a designer to use these elements with the knowledge that they may not be 

understood by a western audience in the way I intended. Consequently, it is my task to 

design with attention to cultural details to make certain that my work is correctly and 

accurately acknowledged by what I foresee to be largely a Western audience. How I 

choose to visually represent myself as well as my unique experiences to a western 

audience undoubtedly needs thorough examination and scrutiny. During the course of my 

graduate education, I tended to epitomize Sri Lanka as a most exotic, distinctive, sensual 

and captivating island. At the same time, I used these factors when creating posters to 

draw awareness to catastrophes and realities of the ethnic war that was raging on in the 

country at the time. Recognizing exactly what a western audience would find enthralling 

and engaging, I carefully chose images, colors, and music to integrate within my pieces, 

with the knowledge that it would grab their attention and perhaps have a lasting effect. I 

also used Sinhalese alphabets along with English letterforms to add an element of 

intrigue and allure.      

  It was not until I arrived in the US and lived in the country for a significant 

amount of time that I realized the many appealing and engaging features of Sri Lanka, 

and what specifically drew the attention of my friends, instructors and peers. With this 

information in mind, I found myself being inspired by my own heritage and culture in a 
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way that I had never perceived or experienced before. These influences have greatly 

influenced my design work, and I am now more informed about how to portray my 

country, and thus my own experiences. Nevertheless, different audiences could interpret 

the way in which I represent my country and myself in several different ways. Sri Lanka 

is a unique island, and a westerner would most likely consider it exotic. However, Sri 

Lanka was never exotic to me until I left the country. At the time, it was the US and other 

western countries that I deemed ‘exotic’. Here again, the US is no longer as exotic to me 

in the same way after having lived in the country for several years. Using native images, 

colors, sounds and calligraphy in my design work would immediately lead an informed 

western audience to think of the far east, the orient and ‘the other’. How I fashion my 

pieces to lead them away from ignorant judgments, typical misconceptions, stereotyping 

and orientalizing, and enlighten them with a newfound knowledge, is essential to my 

thought process while creating design work.   

  I aim for my audience to not typify me as an object, but rather as a subject with 

uncommon life experiences that I intend to narrate using my authorship through the 

visual arts. The manner in which I visually approach matters of attire, identity, dialect, 

appearance, gender, stereotyping, double standards, the ‘otherness’ and so on relies on 

my education as a graphic designer in being culturally aware of the way in which 

messages and content are presented to an audience, and how to ensure that they are 

effectively received. 
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5. Antecedents/Precedents 
      a. Influences of Culturally Sensitive Designers 
     b. Creative Inspiration from Asian Graphic Design Masters 
 i. Understanding Color Theories on a Global Scale 
      

 

 

I have been significantly influenced by Asian graphic design masters, which 

began with my fascination with Ikko Tanaka’s work, followed by that of Yokoo Tadanori 

and Reza Abedini to name a few. I am always in awe when I scrutinize work by artists 

who implement their native language in the elevated art form of calligraphy, where the 

beauty of the letterforms and symbols are stunningly utilized and the visual appeal speaks 

for itself. These artists also frequently use traditional images from their native countries, 

addressing various political, racial, cultural and social issues. My research has also led 

me to believe that they understand the meaning of color far more deeply than western 

designers do. This affects the color choices in their work, leading communication into a 

deeper more profound meaning to their audience.  

Ikko Tanaka was an exceptional Japanese graphic designer who has been a 

significant source of inspiration for me while immersed in studies of the visual arts. He 
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was a pioneer who had an essential quality of fusing traditional Japanese traditions with 

western and contemporary design. Consequently, he transcended the constraints of 

cultures and social boundaries with his design work. His use of color is undoubtedly 

vibrating and captivating. While using black and white had been customary in Japan–

clean and polished–he favored the use of bright, bold strokes of color, which 

demonstrated the Japanese panache. Tanaka freely experimented with various colors and 

forms. Although he used customary Japanese imagery in his design vocabulary, he was 

able to do so with a modern sophistication. He used traditional Japanese calligraphy 

along with English typography in his pieces, which reflected his ability to communicate 

across cultures. His use of transparencies, opacities, layers, color and white space, 

accentuate the visual dynamics of his work. 

Expressing his love for American Jazz music in a syncopated fashion, Tanaka 

utilized color and typography to express the music’s playful quality. Rather than 

exploiting color in the manner of Jackson Pollock, he retained Japanese urbanity with a 

firm coherence to basic geometric form, similar to the work of Piet Mondrian. Unlike 

Mondrian, Tanaka did not create abstract compositions. He was aware that graphic design 

implemented in posters and collateral for public viewing should communicate and be 

deciphered effectively.  

I hold Tadanori Yokoo's work in high regard due to the fact that he has been 

extremely successful in the design business. At the same time, he manages to produce 
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work that remains rooted to his individualistic style. His unique style became established 

and recognized with his consistent and repetitive use of imagery, symbols, and 

underlying subject matter, which he constructed into collage style pieces. He has said that 

he learned in the late 1960s, "to escape from compromise when designing by linking my 

creations directly to my lifestyle."37  

Being a student of the Fine Arts myself, I appreciate that Yokoo's work combines 

both design and fine art aesthetics. In postwar Japan, when the country emerged as a 

major industrial power, graphic design evolved into a major profession serving the needs 

of industry and cultural institutions. European Constructivism and Western design 

exerted an important influence on Japanese design, but Yokoo integrated these lessons 

with traditional Japanese art theory. Similarly, symmetrical composition, central 

placement of iconic forms, harmonious color palettes, and methodical craftsmanship—all 

characteristics of much of Japanese art—were often elements of Japanese graphics. 

During the late ‘60s, Yokoo became fascinated with spirituality, which became an 

essential influence to his work. He furthered his study of the subject with several 

excursions to India. He was smitten by the vibrating colors and free-form images, and 

introduced Japan to his own distinctive brand of surrealist style.  

Reza Abedini, born in Tehran, is an internationally renowned Iranian designer and 

                                                        
37 The Art Directors Club. Tadanori Yoko. http://www.adcglobal.org/archive/hof/2000/?id=205, 2000. 04 
February 2010. 
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currently a professor of graphic design and visual culture at Tehran University. Abedini is 

an artist of significance due to his innovative use of modern Persian Typography. His 

passion for graphic design, predominantly calligraphy and typography, prompted him to 

begin connecting literary texts and the arts. Much like Tanaka and Tadanori before him, 

he combines modern and traditional elements in his design work. His striking and 

sophisticated style incorporates Islamic calligraphy in an unconfined, original and 

striking manner, resulting in an alluring visual vocabulary that often conveys an 

important cultural message. 

 Abedini’s work has certainly bridged generations and cultures. As an artist who 

frequently travels across the East and the West, I appreciate the way in which his work 

speaks to people of diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds. Although I have typically 

used alphabets of the Sinhalese language purely as visual forms in my own design work, I 

have learned through these artists’ styles that incorporating English letterforms into a 

piece makes it more successful as it enables Western audiences to understand and 

interpret the message as well. With this revolutionary practice of using graphic design to 

communicate at an international level, I have endeavored to create my own visual 

language–where English and Sinhalese can be combined with visual elements so as to be 

deciphered and understood by a diverse group of people. The fact that Reza Abedini 

stresses the relationship between traditional visual elements and modern identity has 

reportedly encouraged research in the opulent history of Persian art and has instilled 
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inspiration in younger generations of designers. As experimental graphic design is not 

commonly practiced in Sri Lanka, it has been critical to me to seek creative inspiration 

from Asian designers who defy stereotypes and find groundbreaking ways to 

communicate messages to a diversified audience. Consequently, I hope to inspire and 

educate designers about Sri Lanka’s history and culture, while creating a newfound 

history for Sri Lankan design.  

 

i. Understanding Color Theories on a Global Scale 

“The whole world, as we experience it visually, comes to us through the mystic 

realm of color.” -Hans Hofmann 

Giving thought to my experiences growing up in Sri Lanka, it seems as though I 

have always been aware of how color consistently played an important role in everyday 

life. However it was not until I read about iconic Asian graphic designers and the manner 

in which they utilized color with traditional meanings attributed to it, that I started to 

realize its significance in the arts.  The Sri Lankan flag itself consists of representational 

symbols and colors that denote notable meanings. The flag, also known as the Lion Flag 

due to its central placement of the royal golden lion, represents the ethnic groups in Sri 

Lanka. The color orange represents Sri Lankan Tamils, the green represents Sri Lankan 

Moors- or Muslims, and crimson background in front of which the lion resides represents 
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the European Burghers38 as well as the colonial influences, and the yellow border 

represents minorities such as Malaysians. The majority of Sri Lanka’s population consists 

of the Sinhalese Buddhists–they are represented by the dominant figure of the golden 

lion.  

Although Muslim women are not allowed in mosques, segregated chambers for 

the women often exist within the structure. On my trips to various mosques with my 

family, I vividly recall green tiles on the floor, green paint on the walls, green fabric of a 

specific hue covering coffins; mosques themselves where painted green on their exterior 

walls. The color green undoubtedly represented and still represents the Muslim 

population in Sri Lanka. The color green in America– especially in recent times– tends to 

generally embody things that are eco-friendly, organic, fresh, or is used to design 

products that are not harmful to the environment. The word ‘green’ itself as of late, has 

been used to brand products deemed eco-friendly. I have been fascinated by the responses 

I get from asking the question, “what does the color green mean to you?” to a diverse 

group of people, and learning how each of us may perceive the symbolic meaning of this 

color differently.  

The color gold- a deep lustrous yellow, traditionally represented the Sinhalese 

people, and is still reinforced by the brightly colored robes worn by the multitude of 

                                                        
38 Kanagasingam, Rajkumar. An Exploration into Eurasians–The Burghers of Sri Lanka. The Burghers are 
individuals with European antecedents. Several of them have roots in Sri Lanka, and a majority follow the 
Christian faith. Sep. 2006. EzineArticles.com. Web. 6 Oct 2009 <http://ezinearticles.com/?An-Exploration-
into-Eurasians---The-Burghers-of-Sri-Lanka&id=308085>. 
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Buddhist monks seen on the streets and in their temples. I have childhood memories of 

shopping with my family and picking out a dress that was bright yellow/orange and being 

instantly discouraged from considering it, as the color was firmly attributed to the color 

of the robes worn by monks. 

 In Sri Lanka, white is the color of mourning. It denotes that a loved one has 

passed away–with white flags placed around the neighborhood of the deceased–and is 

worn by funeral goers. Buddhist widows will even wear only white garments for several 

months, as a sign of mourning. I recall asking my mother why one of my 5th grade 

teachers wore a white saree to school every single day. In western cultures, the color 

white is regarded as the color of purity– hence the popular color of bridal attire. Even as 

evidenced by the Japanese culture, black is the sign of death and mourning as it is in 

western cultures.  

I have attended Muslim and Christian weddings in which the bride wears white or 

a cream colored beige. When attending Buddhist and Tamil weddings, I have witnessed 

brides wearing bright red clothing, often adorned with intricate gold thread work. I 

cannot imagine an American wedding in which a bright red wedding dress would not be 

unusual.  

 My individual perception of the symbolic meanings of these colors tremendously 

affects the color choices of my design work. In this regard, I tend to find the need to 

make decisive choices when designing pieces geared towards both Eastern and Western 
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audiences. 
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Thesis Work 
 

1. My Dilemmas. 
 

 
Img.1 My Dilemmas. Mannequin bust, dress pins, Arches Cold Pressed watercolor paper strips stained with 
Ceylon Black tea. 

 
 

My Dilemmas consists of strips of rag paper stained with Sri Lankan tea with text that 

reads, “My outlooks have changed. I cannot relate to old customs anymore.  I find myself 

in situations where I have to consider my environment, the people and the cultural 

contexts around me before deciding on what would be the most suitable and appropriate 

clothes to wear. I am cognizant of the fact that the attire I see fit to be clothed in has 

immense dependability on my geographic location,” and so on. It was my intention to 

expose the many dilemmas I face with regards to attire, both in the East and in the West, 

and present them in the form of a garment that both beautifies and binds the body. A 

majority of the content is concerned with garments, in a cultural and geographic sense. 
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Thus, I utilized the methods of traditional printing on paper, after which the paper itself 

presented an unconventional form of attire. The dress blends both traditional and modern 

elements, and prompts intimacy with the viewer so as to read the text, which flows 

horizontally, vertically, and diagonally and is also interlaced and overlapped over the 

body of the mannequin. 
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2. Tone + Accent = Intensity 
 

Img.2 Tone + Accent +Intensity. Featuring the voice of Briana Capone. Music composed by Joey Bargsten. 
Vinyl lettering, Audio edited in Final Cut Pro and Audacity. 
 

Tone + Accent = Intensity is an audio piece that was created to reveal the differences in 

tone, accent, vernacular language and dialect between an American individual and 

myself, and how it impacts perception according to context. It focuses on the 

dissimilarity between my native language, Sinhalese, as well as my Sri Lankan accent 

and the American accent that I have been compelled to acquire. It also touches on the 

concept of the word “exotic” and reveals the fact that my experiences in the West have 

lead me to find inspiration in the East. It was my intent to draw attention to the fact that 

from an early age, I realized that people treat one another differently depending on the 

manner in which they speak, and what language they speak. This is illustrated with the 

use of vinyl lettering which surrounds the piece. It reveals the several interconnections 

between language, speech, articulation, pronunciation, tone, accent, cultural experiences, 
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native encounters, location, the vernacular and so on. The audio waves that are a part of 

the design language were taken from both my audio recordings as well as from the vocal 

recordings of the other speaker, Briana Capone. 
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3. Return to America 
 

 
Img.3 Return to America. Images and text inkjet printed on vellum. Spine created with Canson Mi-Teintes  
Blanc paper. Starched Linen Black book cloth, wire.  
 
 
This handmade book, Return to America features a poem I wrote, which details my initial 

experiences while traveling to the United States for the first time. It touches on the fact 

that I left my country for an education in the US, as well as for social and cultural 

freedom, but I found myself restrained and faced with several formalities and legalities in 

the country instead. I also discuss how America only reinforces my ‘otherness’ and the 

fact that I am in the country with a time limit, for a purpose. 

This book was created along with a second book, “Return to Serendib” in my endeavor to 

portray the various dualities and dichotomies I face between the East and the West. I used 

imagery of power lines that extended throughout the pages of the book, as well as 

satellite images of the gridded, complex and vast structure that is America. The material 

choices reinforce this concept. The transparent quality of the vellum presents a transitory 

concept and machine finish. Both books were presented in a round structure, which not 
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only lent a sculptural quality to the installment, but also prompted the viewer to walk 

around the book in order to read the pages. It was my intention to use the structure of the 

book to evoke a sense of transition and progression. 

 

From above, 

as the Boeing 747 approached touchdown 

the land below 

intimidating– 

an infinite plane 

resembling a grided structure; 

complex motherboards. 

 

skyscrapers 

blinding, dazzling lights 

countless cars 

on endless highways; 

I was in awe. 

 

my home for four years– 

I didn’t know a single person, 

I was by myself, 

alone. 

A strange, unfamiliar place 

preconceptions 

misconceptions 

I had made it to America. 
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even before i made the 26 hour journey 

I was reminded that i didn’t belong. 

Did I want an education in the U.S? 

Did I want to live there? 

Why not stay, get qualified at home? 

there was a time 

my home felt 

oppressing 

constrainting 

restricting. 

I had to get away 

I had to be free. 

 

 

Immigrant 

non immigrant 

non resident 

alien. 

Foreigner 

student 

I20’s, I94’s, F1’s, visas 

my head swims 

as it had swum. 

I came here to be liberated, 

but once again 

I found myself 

restrained. 
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It was clear 

I was here for a reason; 

to finish what i came for, 

return to where i came from. 

 faced with 

emotional chaos 

coming back  

to the life i had built 

the life i had come to love. 

 

Florida– 

the land of flowers 

my home of nearly 8 years. 

The palm trees 

warm sunshine 

wealth of greenery 

enticing oceans... 

I chose this place, 

it reminds me of home. 

 

Dynamic, transient, diverse society. 

For all the anticipation 

and all the excitement, 

a sense of distance. 

I was 

I am 

an outsider 
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visitor, 

on a time limit 

with a purpose. 

 

I came to realize 

America 

only reinforced 

my otherness. 

To Americans 

I was an Indian. 

My identity 

my country 

represented 

misrepresented 

understood 

misunderstood 

rated 

over rated 

appreciated 

unappreciated 

for so long. 

 

Incomprehensioni 

just trying to explain 

where i am from.  

Is it then  

my duty 
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my homage  

to educate 

to enlighten? 

 

Here I am again 

conflicted, 

constricted. 

once more 

confronted 

with decisions 

as the days 

go by 

counted 

 yet again 

I am expected 

to return. 
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4. Return to Serendib 
 

 
Img.4 Return to Serendib. Images laser printed on Sri Lankan Elephant Dung paper. Text laser 
printed on Miliani Ivory paper. Spine created with Canson Mi-Teintes Anise paper. Italian Rayon book 
cloth, hemp twine, cotton thread, Sri Lankan bronze and copper plates. 
 

This handmade book, Return to Serendib, was intricately created out of unique items 

from Sri Lanka. This includes elephant dung paper, Sri Lankan bronze and copper plates, 

cotton thread, beads and so on. It consists of a poem I composed, which reflects on my 

experiences when traveling home to Sri Lanka after having lived in the US for several 

years. It presents a contrast between the book “Return to America.” It features images of 

ancient cave frescoes, and is intended to evoke a sense of ‘exoticism’ to the Western 

audience.  
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It exposes the exasperation that I have experienced with the knowledge that I do not 

belong in either the East or the West, as I am expected to return home, but also return to 

the US for career and educational opportunities. 
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5. From Familiar to Unfamiliar 

 
Img.5 From Familiar to Unfamiliar. Poster series printed on Poly Knit Fabric. Dowels, fishing line. 
 
 

This poster series, From Familiar to Unfamiliar, was designed to create an introductory 

impression to an audience with regards to my thesis studies. 

It presents the viewer with the main topics and issues that I have been researching and 

studying throughout my thesis semesters from my point of view, and compasses the 

various issues and subject matters that are in question. It explores the concept of 

exoticism, marginalization, as well as westernization. The textual content includes such 

concerns such as “Am I defying stereotypes? Am I losing my culture, identity and 

values?” The material choice of using fabric for these posters creates warmth and 
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movement, which in turn becomes more intimate, personal and less commercial. It was 

my intent to set the stage for my thesis exhibition with these posters. 
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6. Brain Storm 

 
Img.6 Brain Storm. Printed on HP semi gloss paper. 
 
 
Brain Storm encompasses the substance as well as all the subject matter which revolves 

around my thesis topic. It is designed in the fashion of a process or timeline, to educate 

the audience about my research and examination of such discourses such as 

deconstruction theories, colonization, westernization, dialect, gender issues, the 

authorship of a designer, orientalism, as well as my personal creative influences. My 

research provides a framework for my personal experience as an eastern woman in the 

western world and vice versa. The prints were assembled in a flowing, rhythmic, wave-

like structure, to evoke a sense of time, passage, motion and progression. 
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7. The Rules of Attire 
 

 
Img.7 The Rules of Attire. Featuring the voice of Briana Capone. Section of the music created by Joey 
Bargsten. Video edited using Final Cut Pro and Audacity. Silk Habotai Fabric used as projection screen. 
Text hot pressed onto Sri Lankan Sarongs and Shawls. 
 
 
This multimedia piece, The Rules of Attire, focuses on the polarities with regards to attire, 

presented through my personal viewpoint. Two contrasting videos were projected on a 

screen created out of habotai silk. The first video consists of clips from the Victoria’s 

Secret fashion shows, clips from the TV show “Who What Wear”, as well as footage of 

myself flipping through several western magazines, which include Vogue, Allure, Self, 

Marie Clair etc. Throughout this, an American female voice recites twenty-two rules of 

attire, which I composed in part with the aid of fashion magazines. An antithesis is 

evident in the video segment that follows, which presents myself in various traditional 

and non traditional garments, which includes the saree, the Sri Lankan osariya, jeans, 

tops, shoes, skirts and so on. Throughout this segment of video, I narrate another set of 
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twenty-two rules, which I formulated from gathering peoples comments concerning 

garments in my country. 

Surrounding the video piece are Sri Lankan native shawls and sarongs which are 

comprised of intercontinental quotes from various sources, with respect to clothing. 
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