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This is a report that tells the journey of the master project Grey Square. It is a project that 
is rooted in cultural, national and racial identity in relation to symbolism and stereotypes, 
through the investigation of the scarf as an object often associated with a variety of these 

identities. The scarf is observed through the understandings of semiotics, material culture and visual 
culture, and the report gives you an account of the art project’s different processes and methods in 
reaching its final visual design. By examining the scarf the intention is to become aware of your gaze 
and participation in creating meanings, symbols and stereotypes.

0.    ABSTRACT
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This is the story of how a project turned its gaze from blonde hair to shimmering grey, from a 
hijab to a scarf, from enhancing stereotypes to scaling off their significance and from being a 
sign to seeing how signs are made. We will enter the world of scarves, symbols, mass culture 

and identity to see their connections and maybe rewire them. We will try and see the different parts 
played in constructing meaning and our role in it. And eventually we will see how this all will end.

But let’s start at the beginning. In this project, we will look at the scarf as an object and as a symbol. 
Through using different theoretical frameworks, I will try and decipher the different relationships 
the scarf has to its surroundings and how they affect each other. The report also goes through the 
working methods and processes of my interpretation of the scarf, and the relationship to its cultural-, 
national- or racial identity.

So what is a scarf? Lois Martin, an artist and textile scholar explains it like this: “… a scarf is a 
medium-sized piece of cloth, which is untailored. Instead of being sewn, it is shaped when worn by 
draping, folding, wrapping, or knotting, and it takes on a very different aspect according to how it is 
arranged and which part of the body it encircles: whether the head, neck, waist, torso, or shoulders.”2

This object is my point of departure. I work with it to figure out its essential parts in constructing 
different connotations related to identity, and I am especially interested in  its associated cultural-, 
national- or racial identities. But why work with the scarf? It is an object that exists all over the 
world, it is worn and used for different reasons, it looks different and is made in different materi-
als. All this even though it is such a simple object. But for me the scarf is more than just a piece of 
fabric or clothing. What interests me is its symbolism, particularly the symbols that are related to 
stereotypical imagery or ideas concerning race and identity. To understand these stereotypical im-
ages I have with the help of semiotic theory examined the underlying layers in the creation of these 
symbols and their meanings.

My work with the scarf takes the form of a video installation. As a part of my creative work you see 
several instructional videos of how to tie the scarf around your head. The videos play simultaneously,  
starting in the same way with the instructor showing the grey square scarf, and then the instructor 
begins to tie, knot or wrap the scarf around their head, ending with the instructor looking at the 
viewer with a different style of head wrap on their head in each video. By focusing on how the same 
object can become different symbols just by changing its shape I hope to highlight how it is we who 
translate these shapes into meaning and symbolism. The scarf is an ordinary object, a piece of fabric 
we see daily that can have such strong connotations for culture, identity and race.

With my work I hope to investigate the meanings and connotative side of the textile field from the 
perspective of racial, national and cultural identity. From this perspective we look at the relationship 
between the scarf and its symbolic meanings related to race, culture or nationality, and I highlight 
them with the hope of breaking these symbols and contribute to a textile field that wants to under-
stand, create and expand itself in a post colonial era. 

2 Martin, Lois. The Scarf: permutations through time and space. Surface Design Journal. Vol 18, 1994, 14.

1.    INTRODUCTION

1.1 Welcome to my report!
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The subjects of identity and race have always been of interest to me because of my mixed back-
ground. I am of Chinese heritage, born in Sweden. My personal experiences, combined with the 
current political and societal climate in Sweden has driven me to work with these subjects for my 
degree project. However, this is not a project which proposes to offer solutions to issues of race and 
identity. Instead I look at these symbols to see what they mean as well as what they don’t mean: to 
see where meaning and value are placed and are not placed.

Before continuing it is important to know that I sometimes will refer to the word ‘symbol’ as the 
word ‘sign’ for theoretical reasons, but their meaning contextually will be the same. So let’s jump 
into the world of scarves and symbols with a short introduction outlining my intentions and the 
questions I would like to address with this project.

1.2    Intention and question.

“Like Genet … we are intrigued by the most mundane object - a safety pin, a pointed  
shoe, a motorcycle - which, none the less, like the tube of vaseline, take on a  
symbolic dimension, becoming a form of stigmata, tokens of self-imposed exile.  
Finally, like Genet, we must seek to recreate the dialectic between action and  
reaction which renders these objects meaningful.”3

 This quote by Dick Hebdige, a theorist and cultural critic, sums up in very basic terms where 
the interest of my degree work lies. Instead of a tube of vaseline, I have a scarf. My intention is to 
examine the relationship between this scarf and other objects or symbols, and see what renders them 
as meaningful and how these meanings and associations reflect upon each other. To be more precise, 
what does it mean to strip an object like the scarf of its symbolic value? Where are those values 
situated?

1.3    Delimitation.

 My project touches upon many interesting and relevant subjects, and unfortunately I will 
not be able to go into depth regarding all of them. The focus of this project evolved into an artwork 
where the viewer or observer is helped to become aware of their power as the giver of meaning, 
and that is where most of my focus has been. As a result, subjects like YouTube and mass culture, 
identity and style, and fashion and physical appearance will be mentioned or discussed lightly, but 
they will not be thoroughly reviewed.

3 Hebdige, Dick. Subculture: the meaning of style. London: Routledge, 1979, 3.
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This is the exciting part of the journey, during which you are given the opportunity to enter the 
origins of my project. You will first enter into my background and see what started this roller 
coaster ride. After that comes a brief overview of previous work I have done related to this 

project, and then a move into a short introduction of the scarf’s history and function. We end our ride 
with a short description of my personal relationship to the scarf.

2.1    Me – a background to how and why I began this project.

 The main point of departure in my artistic practice has always been my personal life  
experiences. Certain events or occurrences trigger my thinking and creative process. This degree 
project is no exception and originates from my experience of searching for a national identity and 
a sense of belonging. As I wrote previously, I am of Chinese heritage, born and raised in Skåne, 
Sweden. My mixed identity has always played an important role in my life. In my late teens I began 
to ask myself, “Am I Swedish or Chinese?”. This question was the culmination of many different 
experiences in my upbringing. My passion for the beauty of blue eyes, the lack of ethnic diversity in 
advertisements and TV, comments on the shape of my own eyes and nose, strange nursery rhymes 
and children’s games, as well as my father constantly reminding me of the huge disadvantage he 
believed it to be as a person of Asian heritage in Swedish society. This all made me feel slightly 
different when growing up in Sweden. On the slightly opposite side of the coin, I have a strong 
memory of being, for the first time, in an environment where I was not in the minority, as far as my 
appearance was concerned, and of how my immediate sense of group belonging was strong and 
positive. All these experiences concern the concept of identity in relation to racial inequality and 
hierarchical power structures.  They are different recollections on how these structures take form 
through building identity and sense of belonging. For the duration of my Konstfack education, these 
have been the issues that my work has revolved around.

2.    BACKGROUND

plate 1: Sara Collier och Mi Tjio, Kolonialvaror, 2013
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During the past two years I have worked a great deal with identity and stereotypical images 
in relation to prejudice, power structures and racism. The topic has been approached from different 
angles in four different artworks. In the first work Kolonialvaror (plate. 1), a colleague and I played 
around with images of racial stereotypes within the grocery market. We inverted the imagery and 
created white racial stereotypes promoting certain products linked with stereotypical ideas of white 
people or white culture. The work emphasized how stereotypical images are used as a type of visual 
slogan to promote a certain product, and drew attention to how absurd the phenomena is. Family-
portraits (plate. 2) is the second work. Here I manipulated old family photographs, adding my own 
face to everyone in the image, irrespective of age, gender, or differences of space and time. These 
images reflect thoughts surrounding my identity, my heritage, and the importance of bloodlines, 
family norms and the stereotypical images associated with them. 

The third piece, To fit (plate. 3) is an artwork where the stereotypical images of a  
Middle-eastern woman and the Swedish woman are combined. The joining of these two  
stereotypical images is a reflection on the idea of who is Swedish and if, how or when you are  
accepted as Swedish? The work also deals with aspects of hybrid identity, by illustrating a feeling  
of being in between cultures or races, and having to perform a balancing act between them. 
While in the fourth work Cover me up because I am cold after swimming in brackish waters  
(plates. 4) I began to examine the ideals and stereotyped imagery, associated with my  
appearance, that I feel are attached to me by society. Different clichés, in visual form, were gathered 
together and stuck on a photograph of my body, again to enhance the absurdity of the ideals we live 
among. 

 All these elements, identity, stereotypes and preconceptions continue into my degree work, 
but, unlike previous work, I want to discuss these topics not by reconstructing and enhancing  
existing stereotypes but rather by remaking them, scaling them down so as to problematizise the 
observers’ preconceptions.

plate 2: Mi Tjio, Familyportraits, 2014 - 2015
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plate 4: Mi Tjio, Cover me up because I am cold after swimming in brakish waters, 2014

plate 3: Mi Tjio, Fit in, 2015
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2.2    Scarf – a short historical background of the function  
and symbolism of the scarf
 
 There are many different elements to the history of the scarf. This is a very short summary 
of how the scarf has been used in different ways throughout history and what it has symbolized. I 
would like to emphasize that this very short history is written from my position as a person born and 
living in a Western society.

 Religiously, the scarf has been prescribed as headgear for the faithful in most major  
religions, and this still persists in some contemporary faiths, like the nun’s veil or the hijab.  
Symbolically it has, in a religious context, often represented chastity. This example can be found in 
the Bible: “Rebekah, upon seeing Isaac, said, “For she had said unto the servant, what man is this 
that walketh in the field to meet us? And the servant had said “It is my master”; therefore she took 
a veil and covered herself.’ ” But during the Middle-Ages in both Europe and the Middle-East you 
could find women irrespective of religion, culture or class, wearing draped kerchiefs or veils.4 The 
Islamic veil, or hijab, is a modern manifestation of ancient head covering traditions dating back to 
the times before Mohammed (570 - 632 AD). Around those times they were used as a marker of 
social class, to differentiate respectable women from concubines or slaves. In contemporary times, 
the hijab has transformed into a more complex symbol representing topics of oppression, danger and 
otherness, and of resistance, fashion-consciousness and individuality.5

 But scarves have also been and still are used as a type of marker for group affiliation. You 
find the scarf as a part of the scouts’ uniform6 and in China the red scarf remains a big element of 
the outfit for Young Pioneers7 (a Communist equivalent to the scouts8). In California,  there are  
certain colorful kerchiefs affiliated to certain gangs, such as the Bloods, who use the color red, and 
the Crips, who use the color blue9. Among the gay community there is the ‘hanky-code’ that is used 
to identify a person’s sexual preference, such as top or bottom etc.10

 Within European and Middle-Eastern military history the scarf has, for example, been used 
to differentiate military leaders or simply to identify who was a soldier and who was not.11 During 
World War II the military gave away scarves with maps printed on them to their soldiers so they 
could find their way back home in case they wound up on enemy territory.12 Additionally during 
World War II the scarf is is depicted in ‘Rosie the Riveter’ (plate. 6) representing the “working  
woman” with her hair tied up.13

The scarf is also associated with exotification and ‘the other’, which can be seen in for example art 
(plate. 7) and dance (scarf-dancers). The scarf was part of an image that was associated with being 
foreign, sensuous and “primitive”. The famous “Dance of the Seven Veils” (plate. 5) and Romany 

4 Martin. Surface Design Journal, 14.
5 Leila, Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: historical roots of a modern debate, London: Yale University Press, 1992, 
14-15.
6 Archives department. The Scouts Association. The Origins of the Woggle. 2008.
https://members.scouts.org.uk/factsheets/FS145003.pdf
7 Erik, Eckholm. After 50 Years, China Youth Remain Mao’s Pioneers. The New York Times, 1999. http://www.nytimes.
com/1999/09/26/world/after-50-years-china-youth-remain-mao-s-pioneers.html
8 Carl, Bromwich, and Maeve Shearlaw. My summer in a Soviet pioneer camp. The Guardian. 2014 http://www.theguard-
ian.com/world/2014/jul/03/soviet-pioneer-camp-communism-scouts-belarus
9 Julia, Dunn. Los Angeles Crips and Bloods: Past and Present. Ethics of Development in a Global Environment (EDGE). 
1999. https://web.stanford.edu/class/e297c/poverty_prejudice/gangcolor/lacrips.htm
10 Curtis M, Wong. Gay ’Hanky Codes’ Get A Modern Update, Courtesy Of ’The Meeting’ Star Justin Sayre. The Huffing-
ton Post. 2014. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/04/09/gay-hanky-codes-_n_5113773.html
11 Martin. Surface Design Journal, 14.
12 BBC Shop. Imperial War Museums Silk WW2 Escape Map Scarf. http://www.bbcshop.com/world-war-ii-store/imperial-
war-museums-silk-ww2-escape-map-scarf/invt/5060326217747
13 Martin. Surface Design Journal, 14.
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flamenco dancing tradition are seen as sexual, passionate and dangerous.14 It is also something that 
is connected to concealment or disguise in different ways, as in the case of the hold-up man with 
a bandanna over his face to mask his identity or when people wear it around the head to conceal 
their hair.15 Be the associations positive or negative, for utilitarian or decorative functions, the scarf 
remains a piece of fabric that stretches through many cultures, throughout history.

2.3    Me + Scarf – tells of my personal relationship to the scarf

 Knowing a bit more about the scarf, we soon realize that this obscure little object is larger 
and more important than we first knew. Thinking about it, we all have a relationship to the scarf and 
many stories about and around it. I will try and write briefly about my own relationship to the scarf.

Stylistically, the scarf has always been an important part of my identity. One cannot deny that I, 
of course, also wear the scarf for utilitarian functions. I wear it around my neck to protect me from 
the cold, or around the shoulders to shield myself from the sun, but my strongest relationship to the 
scarf is as a stylish head wrap, to keep my dreads or long hair away from my face. 

 In my late teens I began to wear it as a way for me to distinguish myself from the crowd. Think-
ing about it in retrospect it was perhaps also a way for me to manifest my feelings of difference, but 
mostly to add a bit of flair to my personal look. As you will see in the images I have always loved to use 
the head wrap (plate. 8). So, from a personal point of view, this degree work has been fascinating, and I 
have had a chance to reflect upon what the scarf symbolizes, and how those meanings and associations 
reflect upon me. Finally quoting Professor Anna Sparrman, to jump into the next part of this report: 
“Att skapa sig själv via det visuella är en del av ett ständigt pågående identitetsarbete. Även om det 
visuella ger människor möjlighet att skapa en egen estetik (Göthlund, 1997), kan det visuella också 
sätta gränser för vilka identiteter som är möjliga för en människa att skapa sig.”16 

14 Martin. Surface Design Journal, 37
15 Martin. Surface Design Journal, 14
16 Sparrman, Anna. Barns visuella kulturer: skolplanscher och idolbilder. Lund: Studentlitteratur, 2006, 31

plate 5: Gaston Bussière,
Dance of the Seven Veils, 1925

plate. 6: J. Howard Miller,
We Can Do It!, 1942

plate. 7: William Holman Hunt,
A street scene in Cairo, 1954-61
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plate. 8: Mixed photos, 2007 - 2014
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In this section, of the journey, I present one theory and two different aspects of cultural studies 
that have helped me look at the relationships between object, culture and identity. Firstly I will 
present semiotics to look at the relationship between symbols (or signs, as semiotics would 

have it) and their meaning. Secondly I will look into the fields of visual and material cultural to  
display a general understanding of how semiotics is applied in different fields, and what the different  
relationships between objects and their culture or surroundings involve.

3.1 Semiotics

 Semiotics is essentially the study of signs. But what is a sign? Most of us will by  
default think about a road sign or a store sign, being simply what we routinely refer to as signs 
in our daily life. But in semiotic studies those are not the only signs that exist. The semioticians  
Daniel Chandler explains: “Anything can be a sign as long as someone interprets it as  
‘signifying’ something - referring to or standing for something other than itself.”17 In  
Chandler’s view, a sign can take any form: a word, an object, an act, a flavor, a smell, and so on. 
Furthermore, these things have no inherent meaning in themselves, but when we invest meaning 
in them, they become signs. So a sign can be anything as long as someone gives it meaning.18 

 I’d like to turn the focus to what a sign is composed of through using a model  
based on the work of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. It is important to know that  
Saussure developed the theory for linguistic studies, and to bear that in mind as I try to  
explain his model. According to Saussure a sign is made up of two parts. He calls these 
two parts the signifier and the signified. The signifier is the form the sign takes and the  
signified represents the concept to which it refers.19 So a sign is the whole (represented as circle  
in the image, plate. 9) that results from the relationship between these two parts.20 

 I will give the example given by Daniel Chandler to clarify this. 
He presents the word ‘open’ in the context of someone encountering it 
on a shop door and in turn investing the word with meaning. So, in this 
example, the sign ‘open’ consists of:

●	 the signifier: the word ‘open’ and
●	 a signified concept: that the shop is open for business.21

17 Chandler, Daniel. Semiotics the Basics. 2 ed. Florence, KY, USA: Routledge, 2007, 13. 
18 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 13
19 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 14
20 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 15
21 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 15

3.    THEORY

plate. 9
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Chandler next reuses the example of ‘open’ to make apparent the relationship between these 
two parts, and how a sign becomes a different sign depending on how the two parts are paired  
up. He explains it like this: “The same signifier (the word ‘open’) could stand for a different  
signified (and thus be a different sign) if it were on a push-button inside a lift (‘push to open door’). 
Similarly, many signifiers could stand for the concept ‘open’ (for instance, on the top of a packing 
carton, a small outline of a box with an open flap [would stand for] ‘open this end’) – again, with 
each pairing constituting a different sign.”.22 

 I have used this Saussurean model to look at the object, the scarf, to understand the different 
signs or symbols it can have by switching around both the signifier and the signified. For example, 
what happens to the symbol when the scarf is situated on the head or around the neck? Or what hap-
pens when the scarf is red or green? Or made of silk instead of cotton?

In Saussure’s semiotic theory he also mentions the sign’s relationship to other signs. In his 
view, a sign doesn’t make sense on its own. It only makes sense in relation to other signs.23 From 
a linguistic point of view this idea becomes clearer. For example, the word ‘tree’ might have some 
meaning for us, but according to Saussure the meaning depends on its relation to other signs in the 
system, like a sentence, such as the word ‘bush’.24 He refers to this relationship between signs as 
‘value’. So the “...value of a sign is determined by the relationship between the sign and other signs 
within the system as a whole”.25

 This concept of the ‘relational system’ is something that I have also used in my project, to 
see how the value of a sign changes when it is in relation to other signs. For example let us say that 
a scarf tied as a hijab, a Muslim veil, is a sign for Islam. We can ask: how does the value of that sign 
change depending on location? If it is seen here in Stockholm or in Cairo?

3.2     Material and Visual Culture
 
 Material culture and visual culture are two related, but different fields where signs and, 
in its turn culture, are examined. Both fields have roots in Semiotics and study the relationship  
between signs and meaning making in culture, but they do it from very different perspectives. Material  
culture looks at an object and examines factors such as the material and the way the object is used to 
see what it can tell us about a culture. Visual culture, on the other hand, examines the visual, aural 
and textual world of representations as a place where meanings are created and challenged, and how 
our “ways of seeing” are engaged in symbolic and communicative activities.26

 
 Material culture tries to decipher the culture of a particular community or society by  
examining objects. The field works under the assertion “...that objects made or modified by man 
reflect consciously or unconsciously, directly or indirectly, the beliefs of individuals who made, 
commissioned, purchased, or used them, and by extension the beliefs of the larger society to which it 
belonged.”27 With an object as their primary data they examine what it can tell us about a particular 
culture at a particular time. 

Now this study might, in the first place, be made in the combination of archeological, social  
anthropological or art historical contexts to better understand past societies. I have applied this point 
of view to a contemporary object, in this case the scarf. So what happens when you take an object 

22 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 16
23 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 18
24 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 19
25 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 20
26 Sturken, Marita, and Cartwright, Lisa. Practices of looking: an introduction to visual culture. 2 ed. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009, 3.
27 Prown, Jules David. Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and Method, Winterthur Portfolio. 
Vol. 17, No. 1, 1982, 1-2
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from the present day out of its surroundings? What can it tell us now about its previous context, 
about the people using it and the society around it? Which meanings remain, which are lost and 
which are replaced with new meanings? 
 
 As I mentioned, in the study of visual culture, the focus is on visual, aural or textual  
representations to try and understand how they function within a culture. Our “looking practices” 
are also analyzed, to see how they inform our lives beyond what is actually there.28 Sturken and 
Cartwright explain three different approaches to examining visual culture. “One approach is to use 
theories to study images themselves and their meanings as texts. /.../It allows us to examine what 
images tell us about the cultures in which they are produced”29 The second approach is to look at the 
different ways of responding to visuality. That which is examined is “..viewers’ practice of looking  
and the various specific ways people regard, use, and interpret images.”30 The third approach  
involves looking at how images and text circulate around, and come in and out of cultures and social 
arenas, for example, by looking at how images change meaning depending on the cultural context.31 
In this degree project I am concerned with visual culture because I am working with stereotypical 
imagery and the mass culture sensation, YouTube. With reference to visual culture studies, I try to 
understand the structures of meaning behind an image or video. What are the images saying? Is it 
direct or indirect? How am I perceiving it and what does it say about our culture? 

 I have used these theories to investigate the scarf, that is, the sign I have chosen to work 
with, as well as identity creation and YouTube: the other two signs to which the scarf stands in re-
lation. By finding other ways of understanding the scarf, it has helped me to deconstruct the scarf 
down of its many symbolisms, and then to find a way of re-building and representing the scarf.

28 Sturken & Cartwright. Practices of looking: an introduction to visual culture, 4.
29 Sturken & Cartwright. Practices of looking: an introduction to visual culture, 5.
30 Sturken & Cartwright. Practices of looking: an introduction to visual culture, 5.
31 Sturken & Cartwright. Practices of looking: an introduction to visual culture, 5.
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Now we have reached the part of the story where we go 
through the different stages of my working process: all 
the different twist and turns in the development of my 

degree work. 
 

4.1 Cindy Sherman & Nikki S. Lee 

Going back to look at my own artistic practice and working 
methods, I find that, to a large extent, my work refers to identity 
in relationship to popular and mass-culture. I feel that my work 
vacillates between ‘young and naïve expressions’ and ‘humor’. I 
have a background in photography that is quite prominent in my 
working method as well as in my aesthetic and media choices. 

In my practice I can see many similarities to the work of   
photographer Cindy Sherman. She is famous for photographing self-portraits. (plate. 10) Through 
self-portraits she deals with, for example, stereotypes, feminism and issues of identity and popular 
or mass culture. She uses areas from which I also take inspiration. For me popular and mass culture 
is a ‘common language’, because a majority of people recognize and know these objects or behav-
iors, making it an interesting subject to work with. Sherman’s way of dealing with issues of identity, 
stereotypes and culture is similar to mine. By “bearing down on the humor of the work until it threat-
ens to rupture it,”32 she is able to highlight difficult subjects. The humor and absurdity is something 
relevant to my own work and I have found that comedy or parody is a good way to not only break 
down an issue, but also to talk about difficult things. 

 The photographer Nikki S Lee is a Korean-American artist, who photographs herself with 
different social and sub-cultural groups, after having befriended them. She “…visually blends  
[herself] into divergent subcultures, pointing up the constructed nature of identity to amusing, as 
well as sober, effect.”33 Her work, like Sherman’s has a certain humor and she uses it to reflect 
upon topics like integration, assimilation and culture. She is able to define the superficial/exterior  
markings that define and separate us, and simultaneously scrutinize them.34 (plate. 11)

 Both artists, in different ways, assimilate problematic issues around us that revolve around 
culture and identity through humor and parody.

32 Bean, Gilsdorf. ‘Cindy Sherman’. CAA Reviews (College Art Association). 2013, 1. 
33 Jennifer, Dalton. Look at Me: Self-Portrait Photography after Cindy Sherman. PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art. 
Vol 22 No 3, 2000, 47.
34 Dalton, PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art, 47.

4.    METHOD

plate. 10: Cindy Sherman,
M·A·C Fall Colour Look #2, 2011
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4.2 Hybrid identity

This process started with intentions of working with hybrid identity. Hybrid identity is a term 
I use to define an identity that can be produced by a mixed race or cultural background. Because of 
my own experience of having a mixed cultural heritage, I wanted to gain a better understanding of 
what it actually meant. While researching it through different encounters, discussions and readings I 
was hooked within the framework of trying to define the feeling of hybrid identity. How does it feel 
to have a hybrid identity? How is that feeling defined? A friend of mine, Josef Linden, who is half 
Finnish and half Moroccan, told me it was like “constantly having an eyelash irritating your eye”.35 
Something is uncomfortable, but it can’t immediately be defined. 

I became caught in this framework because of various factors, like the growing open racism  
in Europe, the strong and intense political debate concerning integration and migration in Sweden, 
and the rest of the EU, recent intense discussions regarding racial stereotypes in books like Tintin, 
and of course my own personal interest in why I never felt at home in Sweden. 

My work To fit is my first venture into discussing these issues of hybrid identity, belonging and 
integration. But this work was problematic for me, because it involved the hijab. The hijab has a lot 
of symbolic meaning, and in the Western world it is associated with female oppression and Islam. 
This made the hijab difficult to access from my perspective, since my purpose was to use it as a 
means of asking questions about “Swedishness”, adaptation and the struggle of being in between 
cultures. I personally found it problematic to use it for my own purposes without being Muslim, and 
without having any personal experience of, or reference to, wearing the hijab. I was concerned that 
my work could be regarded as a form of cultural appropriation.

So I began to investigate other methods of researching ‘the feeling of hybridity’. I looked 
at myself and stereotypes associated with aspects of my own identity, which resulted in the work 
Cover me up because I am cold after swimming in brackish waters.  A work that used stereotypical 
images around women, Chinese, “Swedishness” and heterosexuality. I wanted to find another way to 
address these symbols and images without using the actual stereotype. By using them to break their 
meanings I also legitimize them by confirming their meaning, which is something I want to try and 
avoid. So I became interested in working with the hijab again. 

I took another look at my work To 
fit, to see if I could find a way to discuss  
hybrid identity without the symbolic  
baggage of the hijab, or the possibility of  
hijacking it for my own purposes, creating  
my own symbolism. I reflected on and  
observed the work, and I found a point of 
departure to work from: part of the clue 
was in the actual object. By reducing the 
symbolism I found a piece of fabric that in 
Western society is better known as a scarf, 
so instead of referring to the hijab I began to 
refer to the scarf.

  

35 Josef Linden. Personal communication, 2014.

plate. 11: Nikki S. Lee, The Drag Queen Project (1), 1997



17

4.3  Scarf

As mentioned in the background section, the scarf is just a piece of cloth. Instead of being given 
form by sewing, it is shaped when worn by draping, folding, wrapping or knotting. It is an object 
with different shapes, names, functions, meanings and, depending on how it is worn, where on the 
body it is worn, why it is worn, when it is or was worn and where the wearer is situated. For example 
a scarf worn around the head can be referred to as veil, also known as hijab, turban, also known as 
pagri, or kerchief, while a scarf around the neck can be called a cravat or a neckerchief. The form and 
reasons for wearing it change depending on climate and season, and depends also on the age, class, 
gender, culture and ethnicity of the wearer.36

The scarf is truly dynamic, and when viewing it from the perspective of it just being a piece 
of cloth, it was easy to see and reflect over the huge number of connotations it has. The scarf can 
become many types of signs. The signs and connotations all change depending on where and how 
the signifier and the signified are related to things like names, utilitarian function and context. And 
of course how it is related to the signs around it.

Equipped with basic semiotic knowledge, I began to examine the scarf and the different  
elements involved in the creation of its many symbols. By seeing how a simple change of color, 
pattern or material in the scarf could change the meaning of it, and in turn also change the image of 
the wearer. What really fascinated me with the scarf was that such a simple object could become so 
many different signs and that many of these signs were connected to different identity aspects such 
as race, culture and religion. So a scarf could contain a lot of different stereotypical imagery, and 
these were the different signs and images I wanted to reach after picking apart layers of the scarf’s 
symbolism. 

In my own analysis and reworking of the scarf I found three strong features of the scarf that 
could translate the sign to a specific culture, race or religion. Those three features were the material  
and form, the pattern and color, and how the scarf was used or tied. I looked at all three. When  
paying attention to the feature of material and form you can, for example, translate the silk material 
and the square shape to an upper class or even to a white culture. Under the heading of pattern and 
color you have, for example, Dutch wax prints, and how they can be associated with African culture, 
and when you look at how scarves are tied, the hijab style, where the hair is covered, has connota-
tions to Islam

I became fascinated with the tying aspect. It had the potential to illustrate the process of how a scarf 
could become a sign. Other compelling reasons that made me want to work with the tying of a scarf 
was because of my own background with the head wrap, because of the physicality, the hands-on as-
pect, of tying a scarf, and because I found some amazing instructional YouTube videos which taught 
me how to tie a scarf in different ways.

36 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 14.
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4.4  YouTube

With my focus now being on tying scarves, YouTube turned out to be a goldmine of  
information. I was captivated. YouTube is such an interesting mass-cultural phenomena. A friend of 
mine used to say: “You can learn anything on YouTube”37. Virtually anyone with Internet access can 
upload a video and share their knowledge and tips, or just something funny. This was the part that 
interested me, the human behind the screen, the sense of normalcy and fellowship or community that 
you experience when watching the videos. Seeing them in their rooms and home surroundings, the 
experience seems very real.

I found it a perfect way of observing another point of view from people who live in other 
places, of course being aware that this is still a platform limited to people with Internet and access 
to YouTube. It was also an opportunity to be taught by the people who wore these head wraps or 
hijabs as a part of their individual look. In all these videos you could also observe a certain style 
or grouping of videos. For example, the style of videos from the United States would have some 
type of advertising aspect to them, they would mention someone’s product or store when talking. 
I also found a racial divide in the videos. Scarves tied around the neck were mostly done by white  
people, using a thin silk scarf, and videos by people of African heritage would usually involve col-
orful scarves, and the tying of very structural head wraps like buns or turbans. 

It can appear to be very strange, all these people with their own YouTube channel recording  
themselves talking to an audience they do not physically see. This act has many aspects to it and 
can contain many issues of interest such as projected identity, beauty and superficiality, recognition 
and fame. But my purpose for using YouTube was to teach myself more about the different ways 
of tying a scarf from people who somehow proclaim themself to have the knowledge and skill to 
do so. I could get to see how the multifaceted physicality of a single object reflects upon people’s 
personality. The YouTube clips not only taught me how to tie scarves: they also inspired me to make 
instructional videos in my own work.

37 Peter Karlsson. Personal communication, 2014.
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4.5  Shape & Head & Color & Background

At this point I knew I wanted to make videos, working with the scarf to show its identity, and 
highlighting our role in making it into a symbol. So I began taking my fourth step.

 
The question I now asked myself was, how do I make the videos focus on tying, the connota-

tions made with tying different styles of scarf, and that it all comes from the same obscure object? 
Based on the three features I had discerned before, I began to take away layers that could interfere 
with the meaning of a certain tied style.

 
Firstly, I looked into material and form. How could I remove these aspects from them way the 

signs in the videos are read? To make sure that the scarf was truly uniform, I chose to work with only 
one shape of scarf, namely the square. This was done so as to remove meaning connotative with race 
or culture that is derived from our own perceptions. Deciding on a shape was also important in order 
to set a limit on the number of YouTube clips and possible ways of tying. When it came to material, 
the sensual aspects weren’t important since I would work with video. However, the material was 
chosen for other reasons, which I explain later on.

 
Secondly I had a look at ‘pattern and color’. This feature can have strong connotative  

properties, so the design of the scarf was important. I had to create a scarf with a design that 
wouldn’t obviously stimulate the viewer’s eyes and thoughts, a design that wouldn’t have obvious  
connotations with a certain group, culture or race. Therefore I chose to take away the aspect of  
patterns, and only work with color. When it came to color I found that all of them were problematic 
and could be associated to many different things, but some colors less than others. I found grey to 
be a color with few connotations to culture or race. The color is also commonly used within design 
as a background color. Grey helps to bring out or lift the brilliance of other colors. I chose to use the 
color grey because of these associations. I wanted the grey to help accent the focus on the wrapped 
or tied scarf shape. 

When searching for the right grey tone I began by using the grey background color used in 
different design programs, as a reference. By having this grey tone as reference I began to hand 
dye fabric to find a nice tone that felt “invisible”. After finding the perfect color, experiments 
with different textile materials were done. Different textile materials work differently, taking on  
variable amounts of color pigment and reflect colors differently even if they were dyed in the same 
bath. I chose to work with a textile made out of silk and bamboo for the scarf. The dyed fabric had 
an amazing shade of grey thanks to the silk’s shimmering qualities. It made the grey appear to be 
more alive and shift in tones of grey instead of being a flat color surface. It appealed to me that the 
scarf appeared to have several tones of a color, because color is a difficult subject when it comes 
to associations. By appearing to be a color with several tones I do not “lock” the interpretations 
or associations for the viewer to only one association. The grey color allowed a more ambiguous 
interpretation. This added to my intentions of making the scarf’s design not appear as an obvious 
reference to race, nationality or culture. For these reasons the mixed material silk and bamboo were 
chosen. When working with “pattern and color”, the most important aspect was to design a scarf that 
wouldn’t induce too many interpretations, and take away attention from the main focus, namely the 
tying, wrapping and knotting of the scarf.

This leads us into the third feature and focal point of my project: the tying. During my research 
I had to limit the amount of tying possibilities and videos to be made, so I restricted the scope to only 
scarves tied as head wraps. This was chosen because some head wraps have strong connotations to 
culture and race and they also exist more within different cultures and societies all over the world 
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than for example trying it around your torso.
 

 After having examined and worked with the features of how to make the scarf’s  
design appear unimportant, I then began to look at the videos’ background. How much could 
the background influence the interpretation of the scarf? With the background in mind I had to  
answer two questions. Could I have a furnished room as backdrop or did I have to use an empty  
wall? The second question was how would either of them look? I tried filming in different  
home environments and even experimented with tying certain headscarves (like the hijab) in a room 
where it commonly isn’t seen. Trying to see how the videos would be interpreted by juxtaposing 
headscarf and room. They also reference the YouTube videos and maintain a “homemade amateur” 
charm. When recording with just a wall as backdrop I chose to work with the color white. White 
is according to most norms seen as something “blank” or “unwritten”, which is what I aimed to 
evoke. A background of no importance that doesn’t influence the interpretation of the tied headscarf. 
After having worked with different types of backgrounds I found that a background with a home  
environment took away too much attention from the actual tying, and added an extra level of  
interpretation the project didn’t benefit from (plate. 12) So I used instructional videos recorded with 
a white background to make the background appear more invisible and unimportant.

 
All choices made during the process of the fourth step were made to enhance or focus on 

two things, to bring attention towards the tying and shape of the headscarves, and create as little  
influence or associations as possible on the interpretation of the tied headscarf. To reach this goal I 
made choices that turned the scarf into a grey square scarf made out of silk and bamboo, tied around 
the head in different ways, recorded in front of a white wall.

4.6  Instructions – airplane

The fifth step in my process were the instructional guides. Guides that are similar to safety  
guides in airplanes. I worked with the idea of these instructions simultaneously with the video  
recording. The idea and purpose of the instructions are similar to that of the videos. They are to focus 
on how a square scarf is transformed into a head wrap. The goal is to highlight the associations we 
have with each different hear wrap. The instructions were thought of as another way to work around 
this concept, an alternative or addition to the instructional videos.

 
My interest in drawn instructions comes from the safety instructions found in airplanes. 

Through imagery the safety instructions inform you of dos and don’ts that can save your life. Unlike 
reading, understanding images or the visual world around us seem to be taught by default, but really 
reading images is a learned skill. This makes airplane instructions universal they transcend language  
barriers or those presented by illiteracy. In the same way as the YouTube videos, the airplane  
instructions have attractive connotative aspects of ‘modern’ culture and the development of an  
image based language/communication tool. What does this aspect add to my work? Instructions 
in general are intriguing because of their illustrative - “showing” - and educational - “teaching” - 
purposes, like IKEA instructions. They are to be taken home and interpreted. I asked myself how 
my instructions could be a “showing” tool, as well as a tool to enable reflection about identity and 
symbols in relationship to the scarf.

 
When designing and drawing the instructions I tried to make them appear similar to  

airplane instructions in their style and color. But in the end I had to leave behind color because it 
meant I had to show the color and implied race of the ‘instructor’, which would defeat the 
purpose of my project. The only color the images have is the grey color of the scarf. This  
functions to highlight the scarf as the focal point. (plate. 13) Like with the videos I chose to  
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plate. 12: Mi Tjio, Grey Square - Video, 2015
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exclude the background for the same reasons. The instructions were drawn from stills of the 
YouTube videos and are simple black and white line drawings. Only the instructor and the 
scarf is outlined. As in the clips, the instructor’s arm or scarf sometimes go out of frame. By 
drawing the instructions based on the YouTube clips I was able to maintain the identity and 
feeling of the original YouTube clip and the person behind it, which is why I didn’t base the 
instructions on my own videos.

When drawing the instructions I did consider having them faceless to make the instruc-
tors appear more anonymous. This idea got discarded since it was important to feel like you 
have “contact” with the instructor. Having a face helps refer to the humane or normalcy of the 
instructor which enables you to relate to the person in the image.

 
The drawing of the instructions follow the same conditions as when designing the scarf 

and when choosing background for the videos. What should be the main focus of the instruc-
tions is the head wrap, and nothing else in the instructions should imply associations to racial,  
cultural and national identity. When drawing the instructions things were included and  
excluded based on if they influenced a viewer’s interpretation of the finished head wrap.

plate. 13: Mi Tjio, Grey Square - Instructions, 2015
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4.7  Pamphlets

The next step in the creation process of the instructions were to choose how to show them. 
I considered making them into posters, flyers and pamphlets, either like airplane instructions or 
as folders. The winning concept were the pamphlets (plate. 14). They have a great reference to  
mass- and popular culture and they contain an interesting universal and understandable language. 
They are something that can be brought home. In basic terms my instructions teach people how 
to tie a headscarf in different ways. By allowing the viewer to take something with them home is  
another way for me to bring the work outside of the “white cube”. What happens with the work when 
they are no longer in the presence of the other head wrap styles? When a person is allowed to learn 
a head wrap in their home, in front of the mirror, it adds another layer to the work. It starts to touch 
more upon the subject of identity and how we view ourselves. When we choose which instruction 
to take home with us we consider how we would like to present ourselves, and we make a decision 
on which head wrap better suits us. It brings attention to our own identity rather than the identity we 
perceive the scarf has. When you are back home you will face your choices. Did this style suit me? 
How well did your perception of the head wrap come together with your perception of your own 
identity? The final layout design and presentation of the instructions did take some turns, which will 
be explained later in the report.  

plate. 14: Mi Tjio, Grey Square - Pamphlets, 2015
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4.8  Mirrors
          
The creative work took many turns during the process of my project. A while into my  

project I felt that it lacked a sense of fun and humor. My work usually carries a sense of sarcasm and 
humor even if it is a serious topic. I decided to try another angle of my work and add more humor 
into the work.

 
During the process there was an interesting experience that I wanted to try and share with the 

viewer. When I tied different head wraps on myself I got to experience and confront what I saw. 
Seeing myself in the mirror with a head wrap I didn’t identify with made me confront my own ideas 
about certain head wraps and how I see myself. I wanted somehow to create an opportunity for the 
viewer to see and experience themselves in different head wraps. In Tivoli’s, circuses and carnivals 
we usually find the so called “photograph cutout boards” or “face cutouts” used for photographing 
yourself. You stand behind the wallpaper and put your face through a cut out hole and a photo is 
taken from the other side. The photograph becomes a type of fun “dress up” where your face appears 
in a different scene, usually humorous one. I took the concept of these “face cutouts” and combined 
them with the experience of seeing myself in head wraps. The combination ended up as six painted 
head wraps on two large mirrors (plate. 15). The face and body was left out so people could fit in 
and reflect their face inside the different scarves. I did consider screen printing the scarves or cutting 
and pasting a photograph on the mirror, but I decided to try the idea through painting to reference 
to painted “face cutouts” I’ve experienced. There was little reflection on my part on the style of  
painting. It was rather important for me to make the scarves look realistic. I imagined that making 
the scarves as real and obvious as possible added to the experience of seeing your face inside and 
also to its shape (and in turn the connotations with it).

 
With the “face cutout mirrors” the viewer could simultaneously relate the act to something fun 

and observe yourself and your identity in relation to the scarves’ identity. I find there is an interesting 
relationship between the mirror, the individual and its identity. The relationship can be very personal 
and private. The mirror is an object we use daily to observe ourselves and is a tool to make us appear  
and look our best. How we present and perceive ourselves can be seen through the mirror. So when 
the mirror is added to the work, the presence of oneself is very obvious, the perception of our  
identity, how we see ourselves and its relationship to clothing.

plate. 15: Mi Tjio, Grey Square - Mirrors, 2015
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4.9  Video

When considering the use of video I thought about two different scenes. Firstly I wanted 
to place the videos in an art context and especially its “white cube” (such as gallery spaces or  
exhibition spaces) because my work and project attains another relevancy in this context. The  
Swedish artworld is largely controlled by white artists. The amount of non-white people working or 
studying within the art and culture sphere is minimal. By placing my work in the “white cube” and 
the general art scene is a small but important comment on racial inequalitites and integration. To 
show presence as a minority in an otherwise white dominated scene becomes a comment on who is 
seen and not seen, and in which rooms? 

The second display is about making the videos accessible to the public on the internet. My 
first idea was to upload them on YouTube and create my own YouTube channel, just like the sub-
jects of my research. The idea of uploading the videos online to make them accessible to any-
one with a computer and unrestricted internet access was a fun way to let the public learn a 
tying style in their own home. As my work transgressed I ended up creating an audio guide on-
line and as an app for a Grey Scarf museum through IZI travel (plate. 16). If used through the 
app on your phone each video can be seen separately. When viewed from a computer you 
can see the image of the video and a link to the original YouTube clip. Why I chose to use the  
medium of a museum audio guide rather than a YouTube channel is a reference to my  
emphasis of the work in an art context and “white cube” as mentioned before. The purpose of putting 
it online is to make the instructions accessible for the people that really wish to learn a certain head 
wrap style outside the “white cube”.

plate. 16: Mi Tjio, Grey Square - IZI Travel, 2015
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Now we have gone through more than half of the ride. The final jolts and turns will soon reach 
their end, but before we will see how all the different parts of my work were finalized, put 
together, displayed and you will get to know what was learnt and what was changed. My 

creative work was shown in three different scenarios. We will go through the results of all these three 
presentations, and from the relative comfort of your seat you will see how it was presented and what 
was learnt.

5.1  Examinations

For the presentation of my work at the examinations I showed three 22” TV-screens each  
playing a video. The videos are equally long and have a split-screen, which means that each TV-
screen showed two tyings simultaneously. So with three screens you would see 6 different scarves 
tied simultaneously. The videos start with me holding the scarf and end with me looking at the 
viewer wearing a finished headscarf. The videos were put next to each other horizontally on a white 
wall with a grey square painted behind the middle TV-screen showing the original size of the scarf. 
Opposite the screens were two mirrors with painted ”scarf face cut-outs” hanging next to each other 
horizontally (plate. 17). The instructional pamphlets were e cluded because I felt their purpose was 
too similar to the videos. I was unsure if I wanted  the “teaching and learning” aspects of how to tie a 
scarf to be a part of what the project was about. My interest was to make people aware of the amount 
of symbolism and meaning one single object can have and how these meanings derive from your 
own thoughts and prejudice. This was a presentation in which I was able to try having the mirrors 
and videos together to see how they complemented each other, and how the audience reacted to the 
work.

It was a very insightful examination both in the critique and through presentation and obser-
vation. The mirrors did add the humorous effect to the work that I aimed to achieve. People tried 
to fit into the “scarves cutout” with their faces, and their interaction with the work was something 
appreciated. Some of the critique given during the examination questioned my choices on the color 
on the scarf, the color of the video background and why I was exhibiting in a “white cube” and on 
white walls. Most of the questions surrounded my choices in the creative aspect of my work and in 
the presentational aspects. My choices lacked reflection and were considered not to be well thought 
through. Questions that should be clearer in this report. There were also questions surrounding my 
choice of painting style on the mirrors. The painting technique made references to art history and 
art theory which was something I had not reflected upon. Since the mirror began very late into my 
project I decided to put that work aside. I didn’t have enough time to contemplate the critique and 
rework the mirrors. I felt this needed contemplation and because of the work with the mirror idea 
began late in the process I decided to put this work aside since time was limited. My focus was put 
on the instructional videos and pamphlets.

5.    RESULT
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plate. 17: Mi Tjio, Grey Square - Examination, 2015
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5.2  Ministry of Decolonization presents: The Fine Arts

The second opportunity I had to exhibit my project was during a joint exhibition at Vita havet 
(White Sea) in Konstfack. This was an exhibition made with a group of non-white Swedish artists. 
Our goal was to show our presence, and take over, the otherwise “white sea and “white room”-the 
“white sea”. Our target group was the non-white people. We wanted an exhibition where they felt 
we were talking to and directing ourselves towards them. We wanted to create a space discussing  
racism, structures, betweenship, and identity from the perspective of sharing and relating. A  
perspective where the goal isn’t educational or to be explanatory for “teaching” the “white room” 
about subjects and experiences non-white people can experience. We called ourselves the Ministry 
of Decolonization, since we all felt the need to investigate the results and aftermath of the Colonial 
period.

 
As a Ministry we chose a color and symbol to represent us. When we were choosing a color we 

wanted to design an anti-flag. We wanted an anti-flag because we do not believe in national borders. 
The color Indigo purple is not seen on any national flags (only Dominica has a little bit of lighter 
purple on their flag). So we chose this color that eventually became the group color. We used it on 
the poster, on postcards, stickers and we even wore the color at the opening reception. The elephant  
became our symbol because we wanted a strong and majestic animal that isn’t often seen on  
symbols such as coat of arms. We wanted an animal that hasn’t been very much appropriated by co-
lonial powers. The exhibition was called the Fine Arts as a sarcastic comment on what is considered 
Fine Art and not when you look at it in relation to foreign Art history (plate. 18).

 

The group consisted of five artists from different departments at Konstfack and one from  
Södertörns högskola. Cecilia Hei Mee Flumé from graphic design, Sara Collier from textile, Gloria  
Hao from Interior architecture, Alex Rodallec from Södertörns högskola and myself from textiles.  
The exhibition was a mix of different expressions and styles. There were watercolors, poetry,  
installations, video, performance and a notice-board. I exhibited most of my work made during my 
time at Konstfack. Work that has been mentioned earlier in this report.

plate. 18: Ministry of Decolonization presents: The Fine Arts, 2015
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For this exhibition I presented the project differently. I had two TV-screens next to each 
other. In front of each screen I had an indigo purple table with a grey scarf placed in front, and 
neither pamphlets nor mirrors were exhibited. The scarves were left on the table so the viewer  
had the possibility to try and follow my instructions. The tables and scarves were added as a kind 
of substitute for the mirrors. It gave the viewer another possibility to try on different head wraps 
and at the same time making it fun. The mirrors were discarded because of time management 
and I had no possibility to reflect upon comments and rework them after the examinations. The  
pamphlets I put aside to see how the videos functioned next to the previous work called Fit in. The 
two works with two different angles on the scarf were presented close to each other (plate. 20). 
Fit in brings in the dimension of only the hijab and the meanings we relate to it. The work asks 
questions on our view of national, racial and cultural identity and whether we are considered to 
belong to a place or not. Fit in isn’t directly investigating where or how our meanings are created 
but rather tries to question generalized symbols we gain from the normative structures in Sweden. It 
is a work that looks at racial stereotypes, and enhances their associations to question them. On the 
other hand, the videos examine an object and play with it to investigate how it can gain meaning. 
These works view racial identity, national identity and cultural identity from different viewpoints, 
which makes them add to each and the discussions surrounding them. One tries to break and ques-
tion the existing symbols while the other tries to highlight where those symbols and meanings are 
placed. By making these references it is possible to reflect upon them, their meaning, their possible  
absurdity and where to start changing them.

 
For the exhibition we also created an audio guide on the IZI travel app (plate. 19). With this 

audio guide you can listen to personal thoughts, stories or reflections on our work. We designed the 
audio guide with a reference to past news-stories concerning “Jag är Jason” and “Je suis Charlie”. 
So you could choose to make a tour of the exhibition by someone specific. So you had to choose 
“Jag är Mi” or “Jag är Alex” or “Jag är Sara”, etc. By making the viewer take this choice we wanted  
to reflect upon how they define themselves. Who are you? Who do you relate to? We wanted to  
comment on how something or someone can become a symbol for things, a group, or an idea that 
might be larger than what the actual person or thing believes in themselves. The audio guide was not 
only there to guide you through the exhibition and add more information about the work, but also to 
help you make a choices around identity and representation.

plate. 19: Ministry of Decolonization presents: The Fine Arts, IZI Travel, 2015
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plate. 20: Mi Tjio, Grey Scarf and Fit in, 2015
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5.3  Konstfack’s spring exhibition 2015

The graduate show at Konstfack was a huge exhibition. 2015, exhibited 154 graduating  
students. Unlike the other two presentations this exhibition is a completely different setting, where 
you work together with a curator and also have to bear in mind that students work around you. You 
also have a limited space in which to organize and work.

 
I had an open exhibition space without a wall, I therefore had to build one to put up my TV-

screens and tables. I had three screens, three indigo purple tables and three grey scarves presented 
in the same way as during the Ministry exhibition. Since I had a positive experience exhibiting this 
project together with the work Fit in I decided to show them together again. They were presented 
in a similar way as before. Except the works were closer together and the table on which Fit in was 
placed upon, was standing next to the wall instead of being “free standing”. On the short side of the 
wall I placed fliers. My goal was to have pamphlets but because of technical problems I was unable 
to finish them. Instead I made fliers containing an image from the drawn instructions. Below the 
image you find a QR-code for that specific head wrap drawn in the image. The QR-code takes you 
to the video instruction on the IZI travel app. In total there are 16 different fliers for the 16 different 
head wraps shown in the videos (plate. 21).

 
For the graduate exhibition I wanted to show parts of the Ministry and reference to our  

exhibition. I chose to continue on with our indigo purple. I painted the wall, tables and flier holder 
in this color. Certain parts like the wall faded from indigo purple into a lighter blue and other parts 
faded from a deep indigo purple into a lighter blue. There was no written information about the  
color or Ministry, there was only a QR-code that would bring you to the audio guide for the Ministry 
exhibition.

During the critiques of my work, there were concerns about why I exhibited two artworks, how 
I had placed them and how they complemented each other. I agree that the two works were placed 
too close together and I could perhaps have used my space better. The presentation turned out as 
it did due to some compromises. The original idea was to present the two artworks on either side 
of the built wall. The two works are different but talk about issues of national-, racial- and cultural 
identity from different perspectives. Separating them and putting them in “different scenarios” by 
having different colored backgrounds would have helped to separate the two works but also show 
their different angles. The indigo purple painted wall was for the grey scarf and the white wall for 
the work Fit in. Using the indigo purple wall for the grey scarf and the white wall on the other would 
help in bringing forth their different perspectives. But by displaying them in a similar horizontal way 
along the wall and allowing people to try them on would help strengthen the connection between 
the works, besides both of them having the scarf as a major theme. However, when discussing with 
the curator, he preferred to leave the white side of the wall blank without artwork and therefore my 
final exhibition was adapted.
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5.4  Reflections on result

These three different exhibition venues presented unique opportunities for me to work with 
my project, with a different public in mind. After each presentation I learnt something that I could 
reflect upon and rework for the next presentation opportunity. For me the possibility to exhibit in 
the Ministry context was the most rewarding. My project was in a context where its topic was not 
only relevant but also more rewarding for the audience. The artwork supported and got support from 
other artworks in the exhibition. Together they highlighted and extended different topics on identity 
and racism. The Ministry context is something I want to continue working and exhibiting in, helping 
to cultivate a wider range of artists in the Swedish art world.

 
The project itself can still continue to grow on both the internet and within different scenarios, 

exhibition spaces and contexts. For each venue the presentation changed and it will continue to 
change and be reworked. I would like to finish and give out instructional pamphlets, and also rework 
the mirrors. The online publication of the work can be extended and developed. I want to look into 
ways of presenting the videos as well as the instructions online. The scarf is a project where there are 
many parts I can continue to rework and extend, and the concept itself compels me to look at other 
objects and examine them in a similar way, scaling off layers and remaking them to highlight where 
the object becomes more than what it is.

 

plate. 21: Mi Tjio, Grey Scarf and Fit in, 2015
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I am interested in where meaning is created, especially the meaning of signs related to culture, race 
and identity. This is what my work focuses on. There are several theories in semiotics concerning 
‘meaning-making’ that I have not gone into. My purpose has not been to try and understand or 

discern all the different underlying structures of how culture produces and re-produces images and 
symbols. Indeed I believe it might be impossible to understand the entire machinery at work. The 
theory I have been referencing and using to understand how signs are built is the semiotic method set 
up by Saussure. Through semiotics I have been able to understand the building of a sign and examine 
how the value of a sign is related to other signs. By discerning different elements or features of the 
scarf, I could see how a simple change of a certain aspect of the scarf also changed the symbolism.

To go back to my original questions: what does it mean to strip an object of its values? And where 
are those values then placed? I only know that value and meaning are made by us, “Meaning is not 
‘transmitted to us – we actively create it…”38 and that is what I hope to reflect upon in my work. 

6.2  Reflections

When preparing for the videos I had to learn many different ways of tying a scarf around 
my head. I learnt by tying them on myself as well as on friends. This experience was interesting.  
During these preparations I got to experience the possible juxtaposition between how identity and 
certain styles of tying really affected the way I looked at my own identity as well as that of my 
friends (plate. 22). It was also intriguing to see how I felt towards myself – how I regarded my own 
identity – when I was placed in a context, or together with a sign I do not identify with. It was a sense 
of displacement or inaccuracy about my own notion of self.

 
My work is connected with the idea of identity and style, the relationship between these and how 

tthey are affected by each other. Style or a piece of clothing can function as a type of cross-boundary 
travel. For example how a person who isn’t Muslim can wear a hijab to be seen as Muslim. It is  
interesting how a type of clothing, even a small piece of cloth, can have the power to transform 
identity. There are associations to the relationship between mass-culture, identity and beauty and 
physical appearance. For example how the YouTube videos reflect upon how we all care about our 
appearance and looks, irrespective of our culture. We can try and understand why this might be. 
These are questions that have arisen during my process but I haven’t taken them any further.

 
In my examination and different presentations of my artwork I have had positive and  

interesting responses. From my examination I bring with me a larger knowledge about my 
own thinking process, and that I need to also question my own choices when it comes to how, 
where and why I exhibit an artwork. I still need to find a balance in my artistic practice between  
humor and the seriousness. From visitors I have had a lot of positive response. When I observe 
them I noticed how people reacted differently in the different exhibition context. In the Ministry  
exhibition visitors were more reflective on the work itself in relation to themselves and the entire  
exhibition. While at the graduation exhibition I found more people discussing the work from a  
fashion point of view as well as from my works intended questions. By placing my work in different 

38 Chandler. Semiotics the Basics, 11.

6.    DISCUSSION

6.1  Conclusion
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places within a 2 month period has given me the unique and interesting opportunity to see how the 
same work was received and viewed in different contexts.     

During the process of presenting my work in these different contexts, I found an  
important field that inspired me. In the Ministry exhibition we found a way to communicate  
with people similar to us yet with very different backgrounds. We all share some similarities,  
understanding and frustrations over a system that refuses to see the unfair structures of non-white 
Swedish citizens. To quote from an article from Feministiskt perspektiv about our exhibition “Det 
är inte en dålig sak att vägra blidka den vita blicken, snarare tvärtom. Det var modigt, kamplystet 
och utmanande, men det var framförallt nödvändigt.”39 I (and the group) will continue to work with 
what we began and work within the field that brings forward the non-white swedes into art and  
culture in Sweden.

To close the circle of this story, I will return to the notion of hybrid identity and the fluid  
identity of the scarf. The scarf remains a piece of fabric, and this is its identity. It can be used 
for many things but as a piece of clothing it has and still is used to proclaim our identity. The 
way we use it and how we name it makes us have certain associations to it, and this is its  
hybrid nature. One single object is several things at the same time, both a hijab and a veil as I am 
simultaneously Swedish and Chinese.

39 Rojin, Pertow. Elefanten i rummet och ministeriet för avkolonisering. Feministiskt Perspektiv. 2015.  
https://feministisktperspektiv.se/2015/05/05/elefanten-i-rummet-och-ministeriet-for-avkolonisering/
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