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EDITORIAL

Reggie Siriwardena’s article (first published in 1992),
which offers an insightful reading of education, ideol-
ogy and ethnic relations in Sri Lanka, not only serves as
a valuable frame for many of the essays in this issue of
Nethra Review, but also highlights, in some senses, the
need for Nethra Review to be mindful of its own objec-
tives. Siriwardena is absolutely right in pointing out that
foregrounding English as a link language that transcends
ethnic differences often tends to ignore the simple truth
that class solidarity has, in the past, often masqueraded
as liberal acceptance of ethnic difference. The notion that
the adoption of English would eventually erase “ethnic
thinking” is clearly simplistic. Of course, as Siriwardena
goes on to point out, the use of English is only part of a
larger problem of education and ideology. Nonetheless,
the use of English continues to be a complex question,
particularly in Sri Lanka where globalisation and ethnic
difference continue to be areas of interest.

The value of English will continue to grow as Sri Lan-
ka becomes increasingly a significant player in a highly
competitive globalised world in which a sound knowl-
edge of English is almost essential to success. Regard-
less of state policy about the language of instruction in
schools, English will have to be included in the curricu-
lum as a constitutive element in education. Inevitably, the
relation between class and fluency in English will con-
tinue to remain, although the boundaries that frame the
elite may well become much more fluid. Assuming that
the widespread use of English would ultimately erase eth-
nic difference and lead to greater national unity might be
as idealistic today as it probably was when Siriwardena
wrote his essay.

A more pertinent question might be what we do with
English apart from using it as a tool to navigate our way
through a globalised world. This is where a measure of
self-reflexivity is needed for journals such as Nethra Re-
view which continue to function in English. Would it be
different if Nethra Review were to be published in Sinhala
and Tamil and not in English? A simple answer might be
that we seek not only a national but also an international
readership. How we project ourselves takes on a particu-
lar urgency when we know that we are being appraised by
both insiders and outsiders. In the process of publishing
in English, we may not be accessible to all, but we cer-
tainly make a statement to those who read us about how
we wish to position ourselves.

In the last two issues of Nethra Review - and in the cur-
rent issue - a recurring motif has been reconciliation. It
was pure coincidence that many of the essays we received
were, in very different ways, connected with the idea of
reconciliation. Whether it is creative writing or scholarly
analyses, the essays, in the process of grappling with the
urgent need for reconciliation and progress, do not reflect
a naive liberal posturing. Instead, the essays appear to en-
dorse a position of critical reflection, of sober acknowl-
edgment, of addressing the present by understanding the
past. There is no easy consensus among the essays, but
there is a willingness to shed ideological biases and move
forward. In a small way, Nethra Review seeks to achieve
what Siriwardena appears to espouse as the goal of mean-
ingful education — foster intellectual honesty through
critical, well-informed, and rigorous discussion.

Chelva Kanaganayakam



Enough to be Mortal Now

by Rienzi Crusz

TSAR Publications, 2009; 140 pp.,
$17.95

I have a bad habit. I like to take pub-
licity blurbs on dust-jackets serious-
ly. After all, they are distilled critical
words of wisdom that should, ideally,
make us race to the checkout-counter
with a brand-spanking new book.
I must confess that 1 haven’t raced
to the counter with Rienzi Crusz’s
new collection of poems, Enough
to be Mortal Now (2009). It has ar-
rived, as it were, through fortunate
fate. However, I am arrested by the
words on the book’s dust-jacket, in
particular, Michael Thorpe’s asser-
tion that Crusz “belongs to the older
postcolonial generation, including
such writers as Walcott and Soyinka,
prepared to appropriate the colonial
legacy of Shakespeare and English”.
The quote comes from Thorpe’s early
review of Crusz’s The Rain Doesnt
Know Me Anymore (1992), a piece
that oscillates between a curious
critical polarity in which the author
simultaneously vaunts Crusz as the
“best living Sri Lankan poet in Eng-
lish,” and subtly destabilises this as-
sertion by suggesting that his poetry
is, in some way, outdated. I find my-
self fascinated with Thorpe’s notion
that poetry is, somehow, a thing of
generations; intrigued by the critical
premise that his approach implies.

It is in this vein that I begin by trac-
ing some of the critical preoccupa-
tions with Crusz’s work because, to
do so, is to outline the frequent anxi-
ety that his work produces in critics
who would be more comfortable with
an aesthetic and matter that were, for
want of a better word, resolutely post-
colonial. Why does Crusz belong to
the “older postcolonial generation™?
Because he is comfortable with the
so-called colonial legacy of Shake-
speare and English? Last I checked,
the boys in Wesley College’s stun-
ning adaptation of The Merchant of
Venice (2010) were pretty comfort-
able with it too, their “appropriation”
of Shakespeare a thing of this cen-
tury, rife with our very own revisions
of the paradox of otherness. Yes, per-
haps we might say that our colonial
education survives, intact, well into
the twenty-first century. But if it has,
it has done so on our terms, submit-
ted to the trials of our histories, and
multiplied within the cadence of our
many nation-languages.

When Thorpe goes on to suggest
that Crusz’s “appropriation” of lan-
guage avoids the “anguished breast-
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beating” that somehow characterizes
later postcolonial writing, he seems
to suggest a somewhat monolithic
reading of self-reflexive linguistic
problematics in Anglophone poetry.
This mode of analysis would sup-
pose a fundamental ideological di-
vide (based on generational impulse)
between the discourse on colonial-
ism in, for example, Lakdasa Wik-
kramasinha’s “Don’t Talk To Me
About Mattisse,” and Krisantha Sri
Bhaggiyadatta’s “The English Wars”.
And yet, any critic of Lankan poetry
understands that the concerns of both
poems are essentially not that differ-
ent. Thorpe’s analysis also suggests
that the so-called younger genera-
tion of postcolonial poets eschew a
certain kind of literary and linguis-
tic tradition. By this token, my own
debt to Donne, Eliot or Rilke would
be anachronistic, my poetry bound
by conventions that are dismissed
as colonial. These observations are
only seemingly rhetorical. Thorpe’s
evaluation of Crusz’s work outlines a
fundamental critical anxiety over the
function of tradition and inheritance.
This anxiety describes a closed circuit
in which poetics and politics are de-
termined by a referential engagement
with the givens of postcolonial expe-
rience. At root, these concerns articu-
late a more pervasive critical problem
— the assumption that writing within
a mythopoetic frame invokes an aes-
theticized cultural metanarrative that
fails the political contingencies of a
more “radical” nation-language.

Thorpe recognizes that Crusz is a
poet fascinated by myth because it
affords him a syncretic symbolic
frame which extends and interrogates
the experience of exile. But Thorpe
also seems to assume that Crusz’s
use of myth does no more than ar-
ticulate the “undogmatic religion of
life”. One cannot help but hear the
slight condescension that punctuates
Thorpe’s evaluation of Crusz’s writ-
ing. Implicit in this evaluation is the
notion that Crusz’s particular phrase
and form are somehow referentially
colonial, his theme a rehearsal of
exilic nostalgia. If we were to fol-
low Thorpe’s hyperbolic ironies, we
would relegate Crusz to the annals
of postcolonial literature, as a poet
whose work can be read within the
“set pieces” of early postcolonial dis-
course. To follow Thorpe, is to agree

that Crusz’s poetry has no force of
articulation in contemporary thought
or soundspace, that he is simply the
“old” within the new. This is, of
course, a rather unfortunate response
to a writer whose non-programmatic
idiom has consistently reworked the
substance of lyric voice, whose re-
sponse to an ever evolving struggle
with the frames of identity-politics
has been to find form in the vagran-
cies of myth.

Thorpe is not alone in his strangely
polarised response to Crusz. If we re-
turn to the early critical evaluations
of Cruz's work by South Asian Ca-
nadian critics like Arun Mukherjee,
we find this polarism extended in
various thematic and contextual du-
alities such as warm/cold, bucolic/
post-industrial, and most specifically,
Sri Lankan/Canadian. In Opposi-
tional Aesthetics (1994), Mukherjee
lauds Crusz for writing the South
Asian immigrant experience in lyric
gestures that speak to her own criti-
cal desire for “meaning”, but chastis-
es him when he forsakes this greater
cause to stray into mere poesy. Writ-
ing of “Poem in Peacock Blue”, she
dismisses Crusz’s subtly ironic ca-
pitulations on colour as images that
are “cloyingly rich in their imagery
and euphony and short on mean-
ing” (104). Mukherjee hastens to add
that at his best “Crusz blends his Sri
Lankan and Canadian experiences to
make profound comments on both
societies” (104), but her assertions
of profundity are based on a poem’s
conformity with her projected frames
of reference in relation to both plac-
es. Crusz succeeds (where a poet like
Michael Ondaatje fails) because he
satisfies the rubric of reference that
Mukherjee requires of her artist.
This predetermined critical bias en-
ables her to make the most remark-
able assertions about the referential
in Crusz’s work. When she asserts
that Crusz “subtly criticizes the pack-
aged, programmed life in a post-in-
dustrial society and implies that life
in Sri Lanka, however hard in terms
of material comforts, was more au-
thentic” (105), Mukherjee seems
unaware of her own desire to rework
Crusz’s nostalgia as authenticity, and
she misses, entirely, the complexity
of Crusz’s own difficult contentment
with the package and program of Ca-
nadian experience.
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Both Thorpe and Mukherjee share an
anxiety over Crusz’s depictions of Sri
Lanka. But, unable to dismiss Crusz’s
Lankan poetics, they struggle to find
a critical language that evaluates
his phrase and figure. Interestingly
enough, both critics also displace
their anxiety onto a pseudo-critical
evocation of the mythical, suggesting
that Crusz’s symbolism requires no
more than a superficial understand-
ing of myth in order to reveal its
true form. Thus, Thorpe casually de-
scribes Crusz's theriomorphic sym-
bol of the raven as a “native myth”,
invoking some vague idea of a Lank-
an myth that somehow incorporates
a tricksterish, deistic raven: “Crusz
returns sharply to reanimate memory,
of childhood, as in the nostalgic emo-
tion of “waif”, or to tap native myth
and legend as in “he who talks to the
raven”, the bird that in his previous
volume symbolises the life force, yet
with the darker overtone the poet,
now confronting encroaching age,
holds in sharp duality”. Thorpe does
not think to question the figure of
the raven as “native myth”, and, as a
result, misses the weight of Crusz’s
chosen allusion.

Mukherjee appears to grasp the
fact that Crusz draws on a sense of
mythopoetics similar to Yeats: “His
[Crusz’s] poetry is an assertion of his
difference. Like Yeats, he has created
his own mythology and rhetoric be-
cause the available conventions of
Anglo-Canadian poetry do not serve
his needs. It is this act of self-creation
that makes his poetry so interesting”
(133). However, while Mukherjee
readily understands Crusz’s mytho-
poetic impulse, she nonetheless fails
to recognise it in the symbolism of
the raven in poems from Elephant
and Ice (1980) remarking merely that
“...he [Crusz] calls himself a ‘crow’
(EAI 53), a black bird whose frequent
recurrence in Crusz reminds one of
several West Indian poets” (134).
The blind assumption of syncretism,
drawn tangentially from West In-
dian symbolism, is unfortunate, and
misses the very point of her earlier
assertions about Crusz’s generative
mythologies.

We might say that Mukehrjee falls
into the trap of reading Crusz’s sym-
bolism within an easy poetics drawn
from her own assumptions on the
discourse of identity and racial nar-
rative. Apart from her early acknowl-
edgement of a self-mythologizing
impulse in Crusz’s work, there is no
sustained interrogation of the form,
nuance or ideological persuasion of
Crusz’s mythical lyricism.



Nethra Review : June 2011

If we take Thorpe’s reading of the
raven as “native myth” and Mukher-
jee’s likewise problematic reading
of the bird as reminiscent of a West
Indian “black bird,” and use them as
frames of reference in a poem from
Still Close to the Raven (1989), we
might start to unravel one of the
many misreadings of Crusz’s trick-
sterish mythicism:

I’'m being watched.

Blue eyes suddenly a torment,

a torrent of waterfall,

beauty with a knife between its

teeth.

So once again,

I must close my black eyes,

feel my legs

climbing

towards the sun.

Each crag, jutting root,

now a rung of mercy.

I must move, move

away from this darkness unasked
for,

or make that second discovery

of fire: love

for the tall man with thrusting blue
eyes

seeing nothing

but a blur of shadowed skin

a spot on his moring sun. (13)

To be sure, the situation of the poem
is simple enough. The casual encoun-
ter of racism in the less-than-curious
stare of a fellow customer at a coffee
shop. However, in the second stanza,
the poet suddenly shifts the narra-
tive of darkness, and its invocation
of a politics of identity and displace-
ment, into the realm of the mythical.
We can only understand that *“second
discovery” if we understand Crusz’s
allusive mythography of the raven.
And, contrary to what Thorpe might
think, this is no myth “native™ to Sri
Lanka. Neither, I suspect, is it native
(except perhaps in the fact that one
may find crows in the West Indies as
in Sri Lanka) to a particularly West
Indian mythography.

Crusz’s dark speaker discovers in
“fire” the same element of an ambig-
uous love and violent (if emancipato-
ry) escape that characterises the Hai-
da myth of the raven who steals the
sun. However, Crusz integrally re-
verses the key mythemes to provoke
a revision of the tricksterish raven,
proving him powerless against the
superior force of the “tall man with
the thrusting blue eyes” who sees
nothing but a “spot on his morning
sun”. Crusz’s raven has not brought
light to the universe; he is trapped in
light, no more than a spot in the histo-
ries of displacement that make up the

story of Canada. His symbol gains its
strength from its syncretism, from its
identification with the displacement
of the First Nations people and the
loss of their stories — the myths that
have lost their meaning in the tre-
mendous erasure of supremacist his-
tories. To reduce Crusz’s raven to a
Lankan or West Indian “crow” would
be to misread the complexity of the
symbol and its palimpsestic frame of
reference.

I offer this example of the inherent
difficulty involved in reading Crusz’s
mythopoetics, because it alerts us to
the complex symbolic orders that he
invokes. While almost all Crusz’s
critics speak of his lasting engage-
ment with myth, few develop an
adequate critical vocabulary that
catches the complexity of his narra-
tion of myth, and none dare question
the function or purpose of myth in
his work. If we return to Mukherjee’s
suggestion that Crusz invents his
own mythology (like Yeats) because
“the available conventions of Ang-
lo-Canadian poetry do not serve his
needs” (133), we encounter a very in-
teresting, if conventional, reading of
myth as a structuring principle in the
lyric. Perhaps Mukherjee arrives at
this reading of myth through a myth-
critic like Northrop Frye who defines
myth as “the structuring principle in
narrative” (ix). In this understand-
ing of myth, we assume that myth
is a narrative frame that the poet in-
vokes to achieve a certain emotional
or affective cadence within a poem.
Mukherjee’s observation also draws
our attention to the way these ca-
dences, or mythical frames of mean-
ing, are part of literary tradition and
narrative inheritance — these are the
stories that we swallow, much like
the Haida raven who swallowed the
sun in order to give light to the world.
And like the sun, once these stories
are released from the artist’s grasp
and thrown into the world, they gath-
er their own momentum and mean-
ing. They invite new stories, they be-
come seductive and treasonous.

To suggest that Crusz needs myth
because he has lost his narrative
bearings in his long journey through
exile, is to identify the archetypal
function of literature to provide a
hermetic (not hermeneutical) frame
of reference for the chaos of narra-
tive production. It is also to locate the
fracture of exile in the many shadows
of his narrative inheritance. Perhaps
Mukherjee is right. Perhaps Crusz in-
vents myth because the conventions
of Anglo-Canadian poetry cannot
frame a his/story of exile, but I would

suggest that this mal-adaptation to a
new poetics and politics of identity
allows Crusz to remain more eclectic
in his choice of mythic frames, to don
renewing masks, and to trace ever
more sinuous lines of imaginative
belonging from the Dhammapada to
the twisted Homerics of Derek Wal-
cott. And it is perhaps in Walcott that
we gather a closer approximation of
what Crusz attempts in his own frag-
mentary tapestry of myth. When Wal-
cott claims that you “create what you
need spiritually, a god for each need”
(Walcott in Burnett 93), he articulates
the capacity of myth to generate new
strategies of survival. These are nar-
rative strategies that grow particular
to the context in which the poet must
refashion his/her craft.

Unlike critics like Thorpe or Mukher-
jee, Chelva Kanaganayakam has
produced a consistent and nuanced
critical reading of the poetry that
demonstrates, for the first time, the
complexity of reading syncretic tra-
ditions analytically in Crusz’s writ-
ing. Significantly, it is Kanaganay-
akam who draws our attention to a
quote by Robert Crusz that describes
the poet as “having a cultural iden-
tity which is an ongoing process of
becoming, never finally arriving”
(“Dark Antonyms™ 10). This sense of
“becoming” forms a thematic rhythm
through the many volumes and, 1
would argue, provokes the mytho-
poetic impulse in Crusz’s work. In
his introduction to Insurgent Rain,
Kanaganayakam traces a pattern of
formal evolution that punctuates
Crusz’s volumes of poetry from 1975
onwards. Beginning with Flesh and
Thorn (1975) and Elephant and Ice
(1980), Kanaganayakam demon-
strates the raw power of the early
volumes and outlines the concern
with loss and private sorrow, and
the introduction of the Sri Lanka /
Canada polarity in narratives of ex-
ile (“Insurgent Rain” xx). He goes on
to trace tropes of resistance as they
appear in Singing Against The Wind
(1985) and the subsequent volumes,
and concludes with the fruition of the
difficult processes of adaptation to a
new place and politics in Beatitudes
(1995). Although uncomfortable
with the teleological frame invoked
in this kind of approach, Kanaganay-
akam demonstrates the presence of a
thematic continuum in Crusz’s work,
and argues for a critical evaluation
that recognises the subtle shifts, and
echoes, of form that each new vol-
ume affords. However, Kanaganay-
akam also warns against assuming
a linear programmatic reading that
schematises Crusz’s creative output,

suggesting rather a cyclical critical

approach that reads centrifugally as

well as centripetally:
Such an evolutionary scheme [the
practice of reading Crusz accord-
ing to a thematic schema) serves
as a defense against the notion
that the poet’s career has hardly
evolved in the last two decades.
It reveals a certain change of the-
matic emphasis in his writing. The
taxonomy is convenient but it sug-
gests a trajectory of growth and
evolution that is hardly accurate.
In fact something of the raw power
of his early poetry is hardly ever
captured in the more mellow and
meditative later work. And there
is a cyclical pattern in his poetry,
a tendency to go back to themes
that need to be expressed again. If
a linear pattern is a route for the
reader, so is a synchronic one that
draws attention to repetitive struc-
tures that inform his work. (Kana-
ganayakam xx)

As Kanaganayakam suggests, track-
ing the changing thematic spectacle
of Crusz’s work does not necessarily
build an encounter with resonance,
but when we allow ourselves the lux-
ury of repetition and recapitulation,
we begin to hear the cadence of his
symbolism. I would venture to add
that such a synchronic frame of the-
matic reference speaks directly to the
mythic element in Crusz’s work. It is
the Janus-faced aspect that returns to
the moment of conception even as it
gazes forward to the final abyss.

Enough to be Mortal Now is a pas-
sionate conversation with a source.
Unlike the previous volumes, Crusz’s
focus returns time and again to the
presence of the Godhead in his tor-
turous, all-consuming Muse. Thus,
while we encounter the familiar
tropes of raven and elephant, and
the themes of identity and exile, the
questioning voice of the poet turns
ever inward to the growing silence
of the numinous within himself. And
it is this metaphysical struggle, this
grappling with season and choice,
that makes this collection of poems
perhaps the most concerned with the
function of the mythic within the
poet’s individuated symbolic order. A
poem like “By the Edge of the Ma-
haveli at High Noon” (4) obliquely
introduces the central issue, the big
question, the existential “why?” that
punctuates the silence of most po-
ems in this collection. At first glance,
the poem may seem no more than a
Lankan pastoral, a piece that captures
what Mukherjee calls “the beauti-
ful evocations of Sri Lanka™ (134).



But if we read with an awareness of
Crusz’s particular mythic order, we
recognise the function of theriomor-
phism within the landscape, and the
translation of nature in her manifest
aspect, into the divine:

nothing breaks

the sentinel mood of the great riv-

er,

how sun-fish and minnow,

crow and heron,

high noon’s lancing glare

the river’s adamant quest

fashioning this uncompromising

story

with a happy ending:

the mighty river tumbling at last

into the ample arms of the Indian

Sea.

So why am | here  alone
by the edge of this great river?

Searching for God

in this patch of green Eden?
Answers in the baptism of waters,
silences to match

and empty cathedral?

Realities of life and death

in the heron’s beak,

faith, like the river,

at journey’s end? (4-5)

Even if the cadence of life is captured
in a heron’s beak, the poet refuses
the comfort of the proffered happy
ending. As Adam, alone in Eden,
still seeking God, the poet outlines
a postlapsarian exile, not just of the
paradisical Lanka to which he always
returns, but the spiritual exile of the
soul now faced with dissolution. If
the two great existential questions of
this poem are one and the same, they
remain untouched by “faith”, their
syncretic answer, a glimpse of pure
form, an archetype before the frames
of myth can give us the comfort of
meaning.

And the poems in this collection re-
turn to silent answers. The volume’s
title is a tentative answer, a “vesper
of an insurgent angel™' offered more
to the poet’s questioning soul, than
to the silent spiritual “Lord” of the
volume’s concluding poem®. Elegiac,
in keeping with the tone of his ear-
lier work, this collection bears the
insistence of an older Donne brought
face to face with mortality. And like
Donne, a poet who would claim the
last commandment as “love™, Crusz
remains passionately gnostic to the
last. The sensuous gambol of old

1 “Sunless Sequences”, p. 97.

2 “Flight of the White Butterfly”,

p-99.

3 Donne. Somnnet XVI “Father, Part of his
double interest”, p. 110.

familiars like “Elegy for an Orange”
(95) resound differently beside the
“fading eyes” of “Wanted” (94) and
the anguished death-dance of the
fading sun man (97). As “Sunless
Sequences” indicates, the anguished
cadence of Crusz’s “mortal” phrase
must settle into phatic silence, re-
sounding hollow against the tortu-
ously transcendental permanence of
the celestial body:

Today I write of quagmires,

deep fissures, of dreams

that spill blood thick as oil,

Vespers from the mouth of insur-

gent angels.

You stagger with an exaggerated

face,

a knee bone soft as pulp.

What whirls the blood to epilepsy,

so darkens the skyline

as if to frame another crucifixion?

My God, the rose has waited in
vain;

the butterfly is changing its balle-
rina mode

to a clumsy tumble of death.

It is the fourth day

and you hug your doll of flame
like a selfish child

to your ribcage, beyond

our asking eyes, cold skins,

your cumulus curtain drawn tight,
as if for another siesta. (97)

The poet’s dream begins in the con-
text of insurgency all too familiar
to the Lankan psyche. The image
of blood and recalcitrant angels in-
voke a personal and public hell, their
dreams of emancipation from nation
and state echoing Satan’s protest:
“Here at least, we shall be free”.*
But Crusz draws this public history
inwards to his own private tortures —
a knee bone softened to pulp, blood
staining the sky of a second crucifix-
ion. Of course, we hear Milton and
Yeats, even as images of decapitated
students and suicide bombers congre-
gate in the failing body of the poet.
With such history, God is no more
than a “selfish child”, his sun’s nour-
ishing warmth withdrawn for yet an-
other postlapsarian age.

Interviewed in Roshni Rustomji-
Kern’s collection of South Asian
poets, Crusz calls out, passionately,
for the freedom to speak the myth of
his life: “I plead, I dream of a hap-
py synthesis of cultures, a fashion-
ing of a new mythology” (43). And
I must ask again, why must a poet
plead for the articulation of personal
myth? Crusz seems to understand
that the mythopoetic content of his

4 Milton. Paradise Lost, pp. 242-271.

work will be constantly subject to
a critical process that reduces the
multiplicity of the mythic image to
the purely referential. And perhaps,
it is this dream of a new mythology
that makes for such uneasy attempts
at sober, if nuanced, critical explo-
rations of the mythic elements in
Crusz’s work. It is this area of blind-
ness that leaves an otherwise sympa-
thetic and able critic like Mukherjee
to lapse into unfortunate universals
that would tar all black birds with the
same brush. Contentious as it might
seem, I would assert that our post-
colonial anxiety with mythopoetics
has paralyzed our critical acumen to
such an extent that we have no vo-
cabulary to negotiate the sound and
phrase of Crusz’s “new mythology”.
But if we return, momentarily, to
Robert Crusz’s early observations on
the renewing processes in the poet’s
journey, we might suggest that such
a process of “becoming”, of shaping
phrase and cadence to sound a new
order, requires a poetics that spins out
of destruction “a song for those yet
to come™. The mythic element that
punctuates Crusz’s eternal traversal
of boundary appears, in Enough to be
Mortal Now, to unsettle our assump-
tions about the poet’s symbolic or-
ders. The raven and the elephant give
way to the white butterfly, the classi-
cal symbol of the questing soul and
the likewise tragic ephemeral crea-
ture who circumnavigates our island
to die on its highest peak. The eter-
nal journey of the sun man negotiat-
ing each crag of shadow as a “rung
of mercy™ pauses beside the banks
of the sentinel Mahaveli, but if his
song shifts to silence, in “Poem for
the Faltering Man” it finds that space
once more, in becoming:
I’'m balancing
on the brink

death and panorama
around and below.

But faltering legs
dangerous landscape

or final decisions
will not make the poem.

Only supreme electricity
of doubt,

those screaming moments
when wind, muscle and mind

argue

5 Homer. QOdyssey. 8. 577-80. in Lincoln,
Bruce. Theorizing Myvth: Narrative, ldeology
and Scholarship. Trans. Bruce Lincoln. Chi-
cago: U Chicago P, 1999. p. 21.

6 “Still Close to the Raven” p. 13.
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whether to keep me here
alive.
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Kanyou Ceylon-go Kaiwa
by Kageyama Kensei
Kenbunsha, 1943; 118 pp.

Introduction

Textbook analysis is usually done to
examine the pedagogical value of a
textbook. Among the questions raised
in such an analysis will be whether
the book makes an original contribu-
tion to the subject-matter or provides
a new organization to the already
available body of knowledge and
whether it is successful as teaching
resource, etc. However, a book that
attempts a contribution as an original
treatise of a language, particularly
one produced for the purpose of for-
eign language teaching, can be ex-
amined as a cultural artefact and also
questioned on ideological grounds,
when a relevant chronological frame-
work and context for its production is
provided. I intend to address the lat-
ter type of issues in this paper.

As often observed by students of the
sociology of language, the spread or
promotion, as well as the manipula-
tion or endangerment of languages,
have occurred from ancient to mod-
ern times, together with forces such
as religion, trade and politics. The
use of language as a tool and a weap-
on for the establishment and main-
tenance of empires was noticeable
from the early expansionist phase of
imperialism. When Colombus set off
to “discover” the new world in 1492,
a language expert named Nebrija pre-
sented Queen Isabella of Spain with
an ambitious project proposal to con-
solidate the queen’s language with
the first ever grammar of a modern
European language, and to teach it as
a standard in an education system.

The main focus of this paper is on
a rare book written in Japanese as
a brief introduction to Sinhala and
published in Tokyo in 1943, which
shows that the Japanese national’s
objective was to reach a land as far
away as Sri Lanka to achieve his/
her perceived goal, and which, in its
ideology of culture, gives a glimpse
into the strenuous efforts made by the
Japanese to promote their language
widely in Asia. The Japanese title
of the book to be introduced here is
Kanyou Ceylon-go Kaiwa (*“Practical
Ceylonese Conversation”). Accord-
ing to the brief “introduction to the
author”, appearing at the end of the
book, the author, Kageyama Kensei,
lived in Malaya and Sri Lanka for
eighteen years altogether, though it
is hard to judge the exact number of
years he lived in Sri Lanka. My sur-

Text and Context:
An Analysis of the First
Japanese Introduction
to Ceylonese (Sinhala)

Dileep Chandralal

vey, through personal communication
with the author’s wife and daughter,
reveals that the whole number of
years he lived in Sri Lanka might be
seven or eight, and during this period
he worked as a planter managing a
farm close to Anuradhapura in the
North-Central Province.

In this piece, I undertake to investi-
gate the distinctive characteristics
of Japanese cultural intercourse,
as revealed by Kageyama’s work,
Practical Ceylonese Conversation,
which will not only reveal the au-
thor’s brave attempt at walking on
a previously untrodden path and his
first-hand experience in living in ru-
ral Sri Lanka, but also provide some
important clues to a hidden aspect of
Japan’s massive war-time cultural
project. I will first discuss the pur-
pose of the book in the context of the
dominant politico-cultural discourse
in contemporary Japan, and then pro-
ceed to analyze some features of the
text.

Ideology behind the Linguistic Ex-
ercise

I begin with the assumption that a
language textbook brings certain
types of knowledge and images with
it and may present a certain vision of
the world, in addition to the valuable
knowledge of the target language,
and thus implicitly transfers an ide-
ology. Certain types of images and
values are generated and reproduced
through dialogues, the vocabulary
and visual pictures. We can iden-
tify that the same mechanisms of
ideological transfer operate in varied
forms and with varied degrees, across
cultures and through different periods
of time. A textbook designed to teach
American English, for example, may
present a dialogue with a background
picture across which beams the yel-
low McDonald trade mark. Drawing
upon Edward Said (1978), who used
the term “orientalism” to cover a
wide range of hegemonic beliefs and

practices used by a dominant group
to shape another group, we can iden-
tify how Kageyama’s Practical Cey-
lonese Conversation (PCC) unfairly
delimits the ideas, attributes and
verbal expressions of the Ceylonese
even within a restricted local context.

Let me present a caveat, which should
precede the discussion. There is, or
was, no language called Ceylonese
(Ceylon-go, in Japanese) in Sri Lan-
ka. The two native languages of Sri
Lanka are Sinhala and Tamil, the for-
mer being the majority language and
the latter the minority language with-
in the national boundaries. Even the
European colonists, who called this
country Ceylon, never used the same
term for its languages. They called
the majority language Sinhalese,
Singhalese, Singhala or Cingalese.
Through the content of the text and
an introductory note offered by the
author, we realize that what is under-
stood by Ceylon-go (Ceylonese) is
Sinhala. However, from a linguistic
(including linguistic human rights)
point of view, it is a gross injustice
to the speakers of either language to
present one language as Ceylonese.
Sinhala speakers would feel that their
ethnic identity is not respected by
leaving out the real name of their lan-
guage. Tamil speakers, on the other
hand, would tend to feel that they are
discriminated against by a purposeful
presentation of others’ language as
the sole language spoken in Ceylon
or Sri Lanka. I will correct this mis-
conception by using the term Sinhala,
instead of Ceylonese, in this paper, in
so far as it refers to the language.

The author has prefaced the book

with a short account of how he was

motivated to step into this field:
With the rise of our empire as the
leader of East Asia, the world is ex-
periencing a revolution on a scale
unprecedented in history. When
the twelve hundred million people
in the Greater East Asia Co-Pros-
perity Sphere are liberated and al-

lowed to occupy their own proper
places under the honorable author-
ity of the Emperor, realizing the
ideal of Hakko ichi-u “‘everyone
under one roof” (literally, “eight
corners of the world, one roof”),
it is of great urgency to send the
base of language, which is part of
culture, to the southern countries.
With this thought in mind, I have
compiled this book.

[ am more than happy to see this
volume in print, which will be of
immense help to the imperial mili-
tary officers and soldiers, who are
at the front as well as at pacifica-
tion work with civilians, and to
those people who set out to be en-
gaged in public service in the eco-
nomic field and thereby who will
come into contact with the local
people (Kageyama, Preface).

It becomes explicit from these words
that Kageyama found inspiration for
the study of Sinhala from the vision
of Dai Toa Kyoeiken, or “Greater
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere”,
which had sprouted in the Meiji era
and gained momentum in contem-
porary Japan. Kageyama may have
genuinely believed that his effort
would contribute towards achieving
the perceived goals — both military
and civilian — enveloped in the Pan-
Asian ideal.

It should be noted that the urgent
need, as the author mentions, is “to
send the base of language, which is
part of culture, to the southern coun-
tries”. It is not clear what “the base
of language™ meant to the author. It
cannot be the Sinhala language, since
the author mentions it as the one to
be sent to the southern countries. We
cannot interpret it as human language
in general, in spite of the author’s
inclination to imply so. It is likely,
from the context, that “the base of
language” refers to the Japanese lan-
guage, used in the realm of the Japa-
nese emperor. The author seems to be
interested in the linguistic needs of a
specific section of the Japanese com-
munity which would be engaged in
military action, pacification work or
public service in southern countries
like Sri Lanka. I will provide evi-
dence for my argument from histori-
cal facts, with corroborative docu-
ments, and also through the text.

It is highly interesting that a strong
recommendation of a high-profile of-
ficial of the Japanese military forms
a prelude to Kageyama’s book. In his
recommendation of the book, Yama-
da Tetsujiro, a Lieutenant General



of the Imperial Army and Director
General of the Central Training Insti-
tute for Overseas Brethren, provides
some important clues to understand-
ing the overall cultural project. First,
Yamada Tetsujiro takes a critical
look at the Japanese attitude towards
foreign people. “Compared with the
large number of Indian people in
industrialized European countries,
there are a few Indians in Japan. For
one thing, England has taken a con-
ciliatory policy, inviting many Asians
to study there. On the other hand,
Japanese themselves were responsi-
ble for the situation with their unkind
treatment of non-Japanese people”
(PCC 1943). He eventually explains
his philosophy:
The term Greater East Asian Co-
Prosperity Sphere is often heard
these days. But I think that it
should be Greater East Asian Co-
Existence Sphere. “Co-existence”
has a stronger sense than co-
prosperity because it transcends
the material. Japanese people
should think of Greater East
Asian Co-Existence Sphere in
spiritual terms. It might be good
to advance the thought of mate-
rial co-prosperity to the southern
people. But ultimately it should
lead to spiritual co-existence. ...
Though humans are divided based
on appearance and physical char-
acteristics such as hair, colour of
skin, face, and eyes, the Japanese
and the southerners must indisput-
ably be unified and be in harmony
with each other. Some researchers
prefer to call it “the philosophy of
blood”, and if such a philosophy is
followed, there would be no prob-
lem whatsoever, even if one mil-
lion Koreans were to immigrate to
Japan. It is to be taken for granted
that the southerners and the Japa-
nese remain unified. This is pos-
sible if the Japanese nation im-
proves the cultures of the southern
nations. Even within Japan, for ex-
ample, if we tell Kyushu islanders
or Okinawans “You are descen-
dants of Kumaso™ , they will reply
with a smile, “oh, yes, so what?”.
We should try to achieve mutual
communication and understanding
(in terms of cultural intercourse).
While there are many measures to
be taken towards achieving this
goal, the most urgent task is to in-
teract with other nations and social
groups. For this purpose, we need
language study (PCC Prelude).

From the mid-nineteenth century,

1 A savage tribe living in the southern part of
Japan, according to the legends recorded in
the Kojiki and Nihonshoki chronicles.

Japanese leaders had surveyed the
world and learned from Western
powers in their drive to catch up with
the developed world, even to the
extent of learning how to penetrate
the outer world. Comparing Japan
with Western countries, the writer
correctly estimates Japan’s status of
inferiority to the Western powers in
terms of international exchange. He
then proposes a union of the Japa-
nese and the southerners. Though the
criterion for this classification is not
clear, the writer clearly imposes the
dichotomy of Self and Other on these
components of union. He seems to
consider southern cultures as inferior
and backward, and perceives that it is
the great duty of the Japanese nation
to “civilize” them.

Powerful Western countries, and the
Japanese leadership following them,
undertook geo-political expansion
and wider “civilizing” operations
by means of stick and carrot offers
and via ideas (Phillipson 53). These
Western or industrialized powers as-
signed themselves a missionary role
of civilizing Others, based on ra-
cial prejudices, according to which
Asian cultures were “backward”.
The author of PCC and his mentor
who recommends the book create a
rigidly binomial opposition of *“we”
versus “they”. The mentor draws this
boundary by identifying some ethnic
or provincial groups within the Japa-
nese territory, like the Okinawans
and Kyushu islanders, with Kumaso,
a savage tribe appearing in an ancient
legend. What Said states about Ori-
entalism and its instrumentality in
colonization is very true of the Japa-
nese leaders of the “civilizing” mis-
sion: “Formally the Orientalist sees
himself as the union of Orient and
Occident, but mainly by reasserting
the technological, political, and cul-
tural supremacy of the West” (Said
246). Thus, the mentor’s “union the-
ory” becomes a “division theory” in
the final analysis.

The mentor apparently understands
the significance of language or lin-
guistic penetration for all other kinds
of expansion including territorial
acquisition. So he recommends lan-
guage study. History is full of such
instances. All colonizing forces in
history carried with them the weapon
of language, the primary means of
transmitting ideas, values and norms
to the colonized people. Linguistic
research in the nineteenth century as-
sumed that just as languages were dis-
tinct from each other, so were human
beings. Divided into races, nations,
and civilizations, they were arranged

according to a hierarchical order.
These assumed ontogenetic boundar-
ies helped the powers at the Centre
to control the groups in the Periphery.
Japan, which was in the Periphery in
the nineteenth century, later emerged
as a colonizing power, following the
European examples and asserting
a dominant role in Asia. A question
which needs to be answered is “Does
this kind of assumption match up
with ground truths™?

Ground Situation

Until the mid-twentieth century, Asia
was a vast territory with a history of
continuous unchallenged Western
dominance. Having felt victimized
for a long period, Japan wanted to
change this history, and turned to
Asia and Asian heritage which it had
cast away after the Meiji Restoration.
At this particular moment in history,
Japan believed that its source of mor-
als and power, and even the sense
of national fulfilment, rested only in
Asia. By building a single, harmo-
nious family under one umbrella by
the name of “Greater East Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere”, Japan naively
believed that it could gain the power
necessary to resist the colonizing
West. Japan also thought that it would
help other Asian nations to find their
own place in a hierarchy of Asian
countries. Assuming leadership of
this project would lead to Japan be-
coming popular among other Asian
nations, which could inevitably help
Japan to gain its own proper place of
dominance that had been denied by
the West so far. In short, the reaction
to Western dominance was soon to
follow.

Motivated by its sense of natural hi-
erarchy, and determined to realize
the aforesaid ideal, Japan went on
expanding and militarizing its ter-
ritory. When they were confronted
with resistance, Japanese leaders did
not hesitate in resorting to coercion,
and they overcame Chinese resis-
tance in 1937. In 1938, the Japanese
government issued its declaration
on “The New Order in East Asia”,
justifying its plans for Asia, which
claimed, “What Japan seeks is the
establishment of a new order which
will ensure the permanent stability
of East Asia. In this lies the ultimate
purpose of our present military cam-
paign” (Maki 78-79). The Japanese
government decided on its expansion
southward in 1940. By launching the
Pearl Harbour attack in 1941, Japan
entered the war against the United
States and Britain and, after a few
months, secured the Malay Penin-
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sula, and overpowered the British
forces in Singapore, the Philippines
and Indonesia.

At this point, one may ask the ques-
tion “Did Japanese operations extend
as far as Sri Lanka?” In fact, the ques-
tion was raised in March 1942 by
British authorities, based on reason-
able grounds, as evident in a news re-
port titled “Will Japanese Operations
Extend as far as Ceylon?” (The Cey-
lon Observer 12.3.1942). The news
report stated, “The Japanese might
extend their activities as far as Cey-
lon, or concentrate their offensive on
Darwin, or, with the bases they have
obtained, they might spread their
activities further eastwards towards
Fiji, which lies to the south east of
New Hebrides”.

True to such a prediction made by
British sources, just a few weeks af-
ter the publication of this report, the
Japanese air force attacked Colombo
on Easter Sunday morning (April 5
1942). The British military boasted
of, and perhaps exaggerated, its resis-
tance to the Japanese offensive. An-
nalist, the well-known British mili-
tary commentator, wrote, “The best
news of the week from the British
war zone comes with the announce-
ment of a sharp defeat inflicted on
the Japanese air force which attacked
Colombo on Easter Sunday morning.
Twenty-five enemy aircrafts were
shot down for certain. Five more
probably destroyed, and 25 dam-
aged in addition. This is an encour-
aging “bag” (The Ceylon Observer
6.4.1942). However, a few days after
this bombing raid, again, the Japa-
nese air force attacked the British na-
val base in Trincomalee, Sri Lanka,
on April 9, 1942,

While all these operations were car-
ried out across Asia-Pacific nations, a
vast political, educational, and ideo-
logical network was built in order to
mobilize all the strengths of the state,
public and private institutions and
individuals towards achieving this
goal. That is, Japan initiated a cultur-
al, political, and military programme
to establish a model socio-political
structure within which it developed
a sense of resentment towards West-
ern powers and a sense of brotherly
love and paternal authority with re-
spect to other Asian nations. With Ja-
pan’s territorial acquisitions in Asia
(China, Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia
and Burma), the need for transmit-
ting the norms of this socio-political
structure was greatly felt, and the in-
evitable result was a linguistic pen-
etration across Asia. Kageyama, con-
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sciously or unconsciously, offered to
contribute to this project by fulfilling
the great need of compiling a practi-
cal guide to the native language in Sri
Lanka.

Text Analysis

Let us now turn to the content of the
book. At the beginning of the book
the author states, “I wrote the read-
ing of Ceylonese characters in Kana,
the Japanese syllabary, so that it will
be easy for those who are not famil-
iar with Ceylonese characters. | also
extended some consideration to lo-
cal readers who want to know Japa-
nese, and I am thinking to re-edit it
someday adding Sinhalese charac-
ters, which will be convenient for
local learners” (Kageyama 4). These
introductory remarks imply that the
book is primarily aimed at Japanese
readers, as mentioned earlier. This
can also be supported by the fact
that all entries of words, that cover a
large section of the book, are given in
Japanese.

The author also elaborates on some
of his ideas on language learning in
general, and learning Sinhala in par-
ticular, The author deserves praise for
recording these valuable ideas that
represent some basic tenets of lan-
guage learning, which, till recently,
had been forgotten in foreign lan-
guage classrooms and have remained
as a lost paradigm in language educa-
tion in Japan:
With his long-time experience in
foreign countries, the author be-
lieves that foreign language acqui-
sition will be most effective when
it is thoroughly based on conver-
sation patterns that are often used
in everyday life, and that can be
put into immediate use. First try to
remember two hundred words and
then increase your vocabulary. If
you learn how to use these words
in daily conversation, you will
catch the language without much
difficulty. Then you can gradu-
ally improve your standard of lan-
guage proficiency...Since I wrote
this book while being on the land
where the language is used, I hope
it will be practically useful to be-
ginners as a textbook. Sinhalese,
like Malay, is a language relatively
easy for us, Japanese, to use. One
doesn’t need to stick to the gram-
mar so much, like in Chinese-type
expressions or English, but you
can put yourself across easily by
combining words (Kageyama 4).

Kageyama’s approach to language
is very practical. The author seems

to believe that grammatical rules are
useful for the study of language, but
not for the learning of a language. He
never attempts to specify rules, sub
rules and exceptions etc. Instead he
presents lists of vocabulary and some
rudiments of conversational expres-
sions applicable to particular situa-
tions. These situations include so-
cial greetings, describing people and
places, talking about time and weath-
er, talking about families and homes,
food and drink, motion, modes of
transportation, farming, buying and
selling things, giving directions and
military activities, etc. It is a widely
accepted fact that presenting lan-
guage with a situational focus makes
language learning more rewarding,
meaningful and efficient.

Another important fact noted by the
author is that Sinhala is a language
relatively easy for the Japanese.
Though the author has not gone into
great detail regarding this point, any
language student who has learned
or tried to learn Sinhala will admit
this is so, given that the grammati-
cal structure of Sinhala is similar to
Japanese in many respects. Since the
author has limited interest in gram-
mar, in comparison to his interest in
other aspects of language, he chooses
not to discuss this point in detail.

Any serious student of Sinhala under-
stands that the language has two va-
rieties — Literary and Spoken, though
the difference between the two has
recently decreased. The variety gen-
erally used in daily life for real-life
communication is the Spoken, al-
beit with slight dialectal differences.
The variety used by speakers of the
South-Western coastal region has de-
veloped as the standard language and
is easily understood by all members
of the Sinhala community, irrespec-
tive of their provincial attachment,
social class, or educational level. The
text of this book, however, does not
represent this standard language that
is commonly heard in present-day so-
ciety, and that can be easily adjusted
to a speech dialect of any region or
to a literary variety, for that matter.
Rather, it seems that its focus is on a
colloquial variety used by, or at least
oriented towards, members of a so-
cial class of a relatively lower rank
and / or from a remote province.

There are two ways to look at this as-
pect. According to one point of view,
the book represents the standard
spoken language commonly used in
contemporary Sri Lankan society.
According to this view, today’s stan-
dard language is a new adaptation

developed through the influence of
mass media. This point of view can
be supported with some evidence
from an authoritative source. One
may think that the imperative form,
ending in —pan, and the second per-
son pronoun umba, frequently used
in the book, do not represent the stan-
dard language. However, contrary to
such views, Professor Wilhelm Gei-
ger, in his comprehensive grammati-
cal description of Sinhala, has given
these morphemes as commonly used
forms, and not as features of a par-
ticular variety (Geiger 150).

However, if we analyse the language
of novels and short stories written
during the time Kageyama wrote
his book, we will not be able to find
enough evidence to support this
standpoint, and therefore, we will
have to shift to an alternative view-
point in order to grasp the book’s
content as well as its motives more
clearly. This second view presumes
that the book is clearly biased in fa-
vour of a restricted spoken dialect,
and can be supported by facts avail-
able in the text itself. For instance, a
noticeable feature common to all the
lists of words in the book is that verbs
are given in imperative form in al-
most all cases. In Sinhala, the indica-
tive form of the verb is considered as
the “dictionary form” customarily in-
cluded in vocabulary lists, a tradition
our author was genuinely unaware
of, or consciously turned away from.
Instead, the author preferred the im-
perative form, which can be readily
used in giving directions, ordering or
commanding people of a lower rank.
Observe the following verbs selected
from the author’s word lists. Accord-
ing to the horizontal order used in the
book, the items are arranged in line
with the Japanese word in Chinese
Characters, the Sinhala word in Japa-
nese kana syllabary, the Sinhala word
in Roman characters, and finally, the
Japanese word in Roman characters
(the first two items are omitted in this
reproduction):

Sinhala Word Japanese Word

waren kot = come
paleyan yuke =go
dipan yarinasai =do
liyapan kakinasai = write
erapan akenasai = open
ganin torinasai = take
sitowapan uetukenasai = plant
wadakarapan  hatarakinasai = work

A careful reader of the text will natu-
rally wonder about the reason which
made the author put so much empha-
sis on imperative forms. It should
be noted that in language education,
learning a particular form presup-

poses knowledge of its meaning and

Junction, which helps learners to use

it according to the purpose and role
of the participants in a particular situ-
ation.

Even a casual glance at the text re-
veals the hierarchical order, which
permeates the whole text, and indi-
cates the superior versus subordinate
status imposed on the speaker in a
given context. In each of the follow-
ing conversational utterances, the
Sinhala sentence, given in the first
line, is followed by the Japanese ut-
terance, considered as the proper
equivalent by the original author:

Ohuta yanda kiyapan = Tell him to go
Kare ni yuke to iinasai

Awu Mahatmaya = Yes, Sir
Hai dannasama

Ohuta yanda kiyanawada? = Shall we tell him
to go?
Kare ni yuke to yunodesuka?

Den ohuta kiyapan = Tell him now
Ima kare ni iinasai

Me minissunta yanda kiyuwada? = Did you
tell them to go?
Minnani yuke to ittanoka?

Tavama kiyuwe ne = | haven't told yet
Mada iimasen

Vigahata kiyapan = Tell soon
Hayaku iinasai

Mahatmaya kiyuwe mokadda? = What did
you say, Sir?
Dannasam wa nanto iwaremashitaka

Umba kiyuwe mokadda? = What did you say?
Anata no ittanowa nandesuka?

To further prove my argument, I will
compare the last two utterances giv-
en above. First consider the Sinhala
sentences. The only difference we
can observe is in the initial position
occupied by the sentential subject,
denoting the addressee in this case.
It is an honorific term in the former
utterance and a second person pro-
noun in the latter. Irrespective of the
form of subject, the predicate takes
the identical form. Now consider the
Japanese sentences. The former sen-
tence has a marked, honorific form of
the verb, whereas the second verb is
an unmarked, neutral form. Also note
that the second person pronoun used
in the same sentence has two forms —
anata in Roman character and omae
in Japanese writing. The two forms
represent different speech levels or
language registers; the latter being
considered as lower / inferior than
the former. This kind of treatment
indicates that the author, from the be-
ginning, has been very conscious of
different social ranks, and has been



inclined to use different speech lev-
els.

Some observations regarding the ar-
rangement of the text, the choice of
model sentences and their interpreta-
tion provide evidence for my initial
assumption that some sort of cogni-
tive / pragmatic transfer, from Japa-
nese to Sinhala, has occurred in the
process of language acquisition and
text arrangement. As many linguists
such as Mizutani have demonstrated,
there is a marked vertical polarization
or a higher-lower distinction appar-
ent in various areas of the Japanese
language, including its structure,
vocabulary, and nominal and verbal
categories. It seems that the author
had decided, consciously or uncon-
sciously, to use the rules related to
this superior-inferior relationship in
interacting with members of the host
community. For example, observe
the following interaction:

Sinhala: Umba yanawada? = Are you going?
Japanese: Anata wa yukimasuka

Sinhala: Ohu, yanawa = Yes, [ am going
Japanese: Hai mairimasu

The verb forms in the Sinhala dia-
logue cannot be characterized in
terms of a higher-lower relationship.
The verbs in the corresponding Japa-
nese utterances, on the other hand,
clearly indicate signs of polarization
along a vertical line. The verb form
mairimasu is used by a “subordinate”
member of the community to express
“go” or “come” in addressing a “su-
perior’” member, but this does not ap-
ply vice versa. The author has thus
presupposed that the given response
was from a member of a lower rank.
It signposts how the author’s mind
and his use of language are condi-
tioned by rules of Japanese vertical
society.

The author’s commanding tone is
evident in the following imperative
sentences as well:

Mage toppiva aran waren = Bring my hat

Watakushi no bosi o motte kinasai

Gei dora arapan = Open the door of the house
le no to o akenasai

Vigahata arinta kiyapan = Tell him to open it
quickly
Hayaku aketo iinasai

Boy mage kema genen = Boy, bring my meal
Boy watakushino shokuji o motte kinasai

Pol kadapan = Pluck coconuts
Yashi o torinasai

Similar sentence structures can be
found throughout the text, but none
of them have been identified as dia-
logues between a master and a ser-
vant, which indicates that the whole
text has been produced with a par-
ticular purpose and situation in mind.
The work seems to be informed by a
sense of control over the target cul-
ture, as opposed to the recognition
and non-judgmental observation
of, and respect for, the host culture.
The text can be regarded as a poor,
inaccurate depiction of mainstream
culture of Sri Lanka, given that the
project has been governed not by an
intercultural paradigm of reciprocity,
community, and mutuality, but by a
cluster of desires, dreams, fantasies,
and projections. The book is a good
example for how projected socio-
cultural narratives influence intercul-
tural communication.

Concluding Remarks

In general, the text is produced along
authoritarian lines. In the text, the
speaker has an authoritarian voice, or
the author seems to have assumed it to
be so. The humble addressee always
represents the silent voice. Thus,
the text depicts a microcosm of the
imaginary world order mapped out
by the war-time scenario of contem-
porary Japan. In a restricted sense,
the language of the text centres on
a master-servant relationship, which
binds the Sri Lankan community to
servitude through Japanese linguistic
hegemony. In a wider sense, it may
encompass the self-promoting verti-
cal relation between Japan (master)

and other Asian countries (servants).

This textual analysis has been under-
taken in the context of the historical
period during which Kageyama’s
book was produced. Just as the idea
of European identity emerged as
a superior one relative to all non-
European cultures in the nineteenth
century, the idea of Japanese su-
premacy manifested itself as domi-
nating all non-Japanese peoples and
cultures in the first half of the twen-
ticth century. The ideology of the
Yamato (Japanese) spirit, which has
been built on ideological constructs
borrowed from Buddhist, Shintoist
and Confucian traditions, stressed
the virtues of loyalty, benevolence,
trust, personal probity and harmony.
These qualities, identified as being
the hallmark of Japanese civilization
as well as the guarantor of ethnic su-
periority, persuaded Japanese lead-
ers to regard other Asian cultures as
backward. It also encouraged them to
consider themselves as the purveyors
of the benefits of civilization to the
rest of the world, transforming the
rhetoric of the Greater East Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere into a new global
partnership project and dreaming of
profound global harmony.

In the years leading up to World War
11, Japan was resolved to acquire other
Asian countries geographically, po-
litically, and culturally, to incorporate
and assimilate them within Japanese
supremacy, and to “civilize” them at
will. Though the sabre-rattling tactics
faded with Japan’s defeat, the hakko
ichiu, the “unity of the whole world
under one roof”’ paradigm continues
to visit Japan in post-war years in
different forms — religious, cultural,
and political. One such phenomenon
was depicted in the documentary Ya-
sukuni (2008). A vivid historical and
societal description of this tendency
was also presented by Norma Field
in her well-researched book In the
Realm of a Dying Emperor: Japan at
Century's End.
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He literally hung on to her hand...
with the tips of his fingers wrapped
around one index finger, as he half
dragged his feet in arcs across the
pavement, dressed in school uniform.
He was eager. The woman gave him
enough leverage to keep him lightly
on the ground on his toes; she was
virtually carrying him on her finger.
In her other hand, a school bag hung
placidly; the ones that are coloured in
tones and images that are so festive to
the very young. She walked in small
steps to keep up with the little bundle
who now had a finger in his salivat-
ing mouth. His eyes sparkled and his
mouth emitted audible yet incompre-
hensible sounds. He was now point-
ing to his right while walking.

“Butter..tterfly”, he said stuttering.

“Yes. BUTTER...fly” she added,
articulating every syllable so that
there would not be any mistakes. The
little one squealed as the butterfly flew
closer. It veered to the right and then
to the left and then suddenly, with-
out warning, flew over his head and
around him, while the little one tried
desperately to keep it in view. While
thus absorbed, he was unaware of the
pain the woman had to go through
to keep him from falling, hurting his
arm or just tripping over himself.
The early morning tranquility and the
coolness of the fresh morning were
slowly dying as the first direct rays
of light slowly etched their glow on
the ground ahead. You could feel the
warmth of the sun now. The wom-
an stopped to catch her breath, and
shifted the bag onto her other hand
while gently holding the child with
the free hand. She wore a sari that
was draped casually. Her features
were sharply etched. She somehow
seemed younger than her demeanour
belied. Her soft and caring manner
with the child was only second to
her aura, that seemed weighed down
and forlorn. They walked along the
path that led them out of their own
house and onto the slowly broaden-
ing, tarred surfaces which had begun
to dominate the environment.

Today, the clothes were different, and
the child was carrying his own bag,
wearing it on his back. She no lon-
ger had to walk bent over in order to
reach down to the outstretched hand.
Today, too, the same butterfly wait-
ed in anticipation of his arrival and
ambushed him. The child squealed
while the mother struggled to keep
him from falling. He squealed and
pointed at the butterfly, which now
mockingly held itself in suspension
in front of him. “Only humming-
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birds could do that!” she thought to
herself. The child managed to stam-
mer the word...

“BU..BU..ter.. FLY”, he said. The
woman’s lips extended into a gentle
smile. She smiled for both of them.
Framed by a setting where even time
lagged behind, village folk prayed to
the unseen and preyed on the seen.
The unknown was fascinating to
some, and to the same, it was fear-
some. As they passed the residential
blocks, the town lights and the tele-
phone poles began to surface like
erectile signatures of a utopia in the
making.

At home on the verandah, Piya-
dasa struggled to open his eyes and
raise his head from the mat. His toes
touched something made of glass,
and slowly but surely, he began to
smell his poison of yesterday. Piya-
dasa realised that the sun had already
risen, and his ears attuned to the si-
lence around him, indicated that the
other two members of the household
had already left. His rose swiftly
from the mat. He walked briskly to
the kitchen and poured himself the
plain tea from the flask and opened
the bottle of sugar. He picked the
bottle and shook it ever so lightly,
pouring a drizzle of little sugary
granules onto his outstretched left
palm. With a single move he settled
the Horlicks bottle on the table and
screwed the cap on, and wiping the
traces of rust on his sarong casually
picked up his mug of plain tea. One
lick of the sugar and a sip of the plain
tea brought him back to reality. He
regretted the previous day’s drink, as
he had the day before and the day be-
fore that. It has been five years since
he began drinking like this. He could
hardly afford it with the pittance he
earned, and he was realising that his
body could not take it anymore either.

As the two continued to walk, oth-
ers passed them by in groups of twos
and threes, some hand in hand — the
young, the not so young, and the
young adults.

A butterfly was flitting around this
day as well, although it was not the
same one. It was moving around
the child’s head, which was now up
to her elbow. They walked hand in
hand. Her right hand was now be-

ginning to show traces of dry skin,
which continued to hold the boy’s
left hand. He giggled when he saw
the butterfly, and odd sounds escaped
from his lips. One light post after
another passed as they inched their
way towards the school. One or two
boys and girls shouted out to him. He
waved at them and looked lovingly at
the woman. She was happy for a mo-
ment, but did not know why. Her skin
was becoming drier, and there was a
hint of white in her hair. Her smile
was still the same, and her gait had
hardly changed. The child walked in
the awkward way only babies could;
in arches and sometimes dragging
his feet. One shoe-lace had come off.
She knelt down to tie his shoelace,
while he lovingly bent over her head
and grabbed her blouse at the waist.

Piyadasa was already on his way
back from the chena. He was be-
ginning to feel hungry. The previ-
ous night’s brew had not kept him
from attending to his responsibili-
ties. What he grew was all they had
to keep the family going. Today was
a special day. It was his son’s birth-
day. He was rushing home, and on his
way, he was planning to buy his son’s
favourite dish — prawns. In a way, he
was a lucky man. His son asked for
so little, even less than what his wife
asked him for.
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The classroom was noisy, and forty
desks and chairs were arranged in
three columns, while there was one
lone desk at the front for the teach-
er. The boys and girls were busy
thrashing each other with paper balls;
throwing, ducking and shouting at
their victorious marksmanship. One
child sat at his desk, oblivious to his
surroundings, gazing on the light out-
side.

The big kid spelt bully from his waist
up.

“Get up!” he said.

“The boy did nothing”. He was vis-
ibly scared.

And then the other thin one said, *
Leave him alone!”

“No!” was the immediate response.

He pulled him by his shirt and
slapped him on the head. The child
covered his head, anticipating the
next few blows that would surely
fall on his head. He waited while the
bully threatened him. Another slap
SLATTT!

The thin boy intervened, “That’s
enough!”. The bully persisted. The
boy kicked him hard on the shin, and
the bully retreated threatening to tell
his parents. He stood there and gently
placed his hands on the other child’s
shoulders. “Don’t be afraid”. He
slowly moved his palms aside look-
ing through the cat’s eye that he had
created. He had closed his eyes shut
so hard that he had to squint while
his eyes re-adjusted to the light. Sud-
denly there was commotion. A wom-
an neatly clad in a sari arrived with
several bags, placed them on the desk
at the front, and all rose to attention.
The thin boy slowly returned to his
seat. The solitary boy remained seat-
ed throughout the proceedings.

“Good morning children”.

“Good morning teacher!”, all said in
unison.

The butterfly returned today. It was
another one; red with a dash of yel-
low. How colourful they were! He
played with the flitting insect as he
strode alongside the woman, hand in
hand. Children around him were in
neat clothing today. The huge pan-
dol was set up to welcome a minister
who was paying a visit to the school.
It was huge, and designed using the
traditional style with Gok leaves.
Today, many children would receive
recognition for their achievements.

Pivadasa chose the new clothes with
attention. True, he spent a lot on his
brew, but he would be damned if he
was not going to provide for his son
and family. His wife was so adorable.
Never complaining, she dutifully
carried out her responsibilities. He
chose the white material which was
called yellow line. His son would be
wearing longs soon. Only boys in the
secondary school were permitted to
wear long white pants.

It seemed that the butterfly had
changed its routine. It normally met
the duo on the footpath, long before
the tarred roads began, and accompa-
nied them up to the point where the
tar appeared to take over the whole
scenery. Unexpectedly, it appeared to
have changed this routine. Sudden-
ly, beads of sweat appeared on both
their faces. As the sky shut away the
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mighty sun, a little wind edged itself
through the static before the storm.
The grey clouds overhead stood at at-
tention. The herd of water buffaloes
seemed disturbed by this, but moved
away as the duo approached closer.
The woman was worried that the
freshly sewn white pants would be
dirtied by a casual flick of a tail. The
butterfly whispered to the wind and
the wind to the shrubs and the shrubs
to the flies and the flies muttered their
message to the mighty buffalo, clear-
ing the pathway and providing safe
passage. The leader of the herd raised
his head. A mighty crown of two
horns adorned its head. The mooing
was definitive and the water buffa-
loes moved away without any com-
mand from the shepherd. The mighty
one, who bowed to no one, gen-
tly lowered his head as the woman
moved past the herd. The boy clad in

* white played with the butterfly, and

“*his gaze slowly fell upon the mighty

crown of the buffalo. He pointed
and uttered, “BU .. BU..FALO”. The
mother smiled at the progress. Once
the duo had passed, the herd reunited
and spread across the whole breadth
of the footpath.

The rain drenched Piyadasa. He ran
from the makeshift shop, which was
hidden in the undergrowth, from
where he bought his daily dose of the
illicit brew. It was his anniversary and
he was keen to collect the beef that
he had ordered at the local butcher.
He had a dash of Kansa stuck in his
sarong. This ingredient would give a
special aroma to the dish. He wanted
to give her so much more, but fate
was such that he could not provide
his family with too many comforts.
The tears in his eyes ran down his
face mingling with the drops of rain.
The banana leaf he held over his head
could not protect him from the gods.
He was a well-known poker player in
the village, but despite all the luck he
had at the game, his life had dealt him
a hand that he did not know how to
play. He knew not how to hold them
nor when to deal them. He rushed
home, running through the muddy
paddy fields and thrashing across the
undergrowth.

Kamala walked with the little one.
She longed to see the butterfly today,
and she wanted to see it so much.
Suddenly, she could not help it, and a
tear began to crawl down her cheek.
The child stopped and looked up at
her.

“No No!” he said, and slowly wiped
her tears.

“Amma Sad!” he said, half question-
ingly.

“Amma not sad! Amma happy”, she
said, and reflexively moved sideways
to kiss him gently.

Three boys who had been leaning
against a lamp post stopped their
banter to look at Sudu. That was his
name. They looked at Sudu with ex-
pressionless faces and then at Ka-
mala. She knew they were salivating.
Even at this age, she could elicit these
feelings with her mere presence.

Children were running to school as
they reached the tarred road, and they
were in sight of the school. Given the
absence of a wall, the school grounds
were open, and anyone was able to
observe what went on there. The
steps on the winner's podium were
adorned with the numbers 1, 2 and
3. She said a silent prayer, and imag-
ined her Sudu on the middle step. The
number one, the best in the world.
She raised her hand to wipe off an-
other tear.

Piyadasa could still hear the crickets
screeching in the yard. Kamala was
already in the kitchen. He knew this
from the sounds that came from the
kitchen. Sudu slept undisturbed on
the adjacent mat. How he loved him.
Kamala and Piyadasa had waited a
long time for a child, and now they
were happy. He rose from his lying
position on the reed mat without dis-
turbing Sudu.

He walked quietly to the kitchen.
He noticed the banana leaf ready to
receive the luscious Kiri bath, the
milk rice that was considered as the
foremost symbol among the symbols
of auspiciousness. Yesterday, he had
bought a few bananas from the shop,
and Kamala had made some Kokis
and Kavum. His one remaining task
was to pick a few white flowers.

Piyadasa blessed his son by touch-
ing Sudu’s head with his right palm
as he knelt in benevolence and rev-
erence. Kamala helped Sudu rise and
kissed him gently, whispering a silent
prayer. Piyadasa quickly put on his
shirt and went outside.

Kamala accompanied Sudu out of
the house, advising him to place his
right foot first when stepping out of
the house. Piyadasa approached them
with a smile and a glass of water with
white flowers floating on it. He put
the glass to Sudu’s lips. Kamala gen-
tly gestured to Sudu that he should
take a sip from it. As the duo passed

him, Piyadasa held the glass firmly,
myriad thoughts passing through his
mind.

He was a happy man... yet!

Hundreds of boys and girls thronged
the school to read the results dis-
played on four foolscap sized sheets.
The Ordinary Level examination re-
sults were their passports...

On a thin coir rope, one solitary white
flag fluttered in the breeze, and bid
good day to the pedestrians.

At home, in the lone bedroom, Ka-
mala draped her white sari, while Pi-
yadasa donned his white sarong and a
worn but clean white shirt. Suddenly
Kamala collapsed onto the bed. Pi-
yadasa rushed to sit beside her, and
put his hands around her. Kamala did
not sob. Nor did Piyadasa. They sat
there, silently listening to the myr-
iad sounds outside. Village life was
a contradiction in itself. They hated
you but they loved you too. The vil-
lage was taking care of everything;
the tents, the religious rites, the deco-
rations, the food, the drinks...

As they walked out into the little neat
verandah of their tiny but picture-
perfect house, Sudu arrived in the
Peugeot 505 Limousine. The couple
watched as it made its way towards
the house. Villagers hurried to the
limousine as two passengers stepped
out of the car, bringing with them
various equipment that they took past
the couple into the house.

They waited in anticipation near the
rear of the limousine. The two men
who had rushed in took a good 15
minutes before they yelled “ready!”
The villagers came in and they select-
ed the tallest and the fittest amongst
them. There was silence. Then, Ka-
mala suddenly lost her composure.

“Wait!™, she shouted. She ran into the
house. There was silence all around
as they waited to see what would
happen. Kamala returned with a glass
of water. Upon seeing this, Piyadasa
rushed to the garden and picked a
few white flowers and went back to
his wife.

He looked at her as a teardrop rolled
down her face. “It’s the last time that
he will be coming home!”, she half
wept, squeezing out a gentle smile.
Piyadasa was not listening to her
voice, He was looking at this woman
he had married. Sudu’s mother, who
had silently loved his son for such
a long time. Even now, she wanted
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it to be perfect in her own way. He
picked up each flower individually
and placed them gently on the wa-
ter in the raised glass. They floated
well. He did not bother to wipe off
the tears. He instinctively pulled his
shirt down, adjusting his sarong at
the same time. He stretched himself
to his full six feet and stood next to
a smiling Kamala who walked out
of the house, right foot first, to meet
Sudu. The villagers resumed their
responsibilities and silently carried
Sudu’s capsule to the sitting area of
the house. A distant cry was heard
from among the villagers who could
not bear it any more. The couple fol-
lowed the villagers in silently and
watched as the casket was opened.
Their Sudu was static and smiling.
His eyes were shut and his hands
were folded. They would remem-
ber him like this forever. Their Sudu
would be immortalized at this age.

That morning, they had to decide
whether they were ready to accept a
request from the village doctor, who
had suggested that the boy should be
handed over to the Medical Faculty
in Colombo.

At school, the children were joyfully
getting into several buses, thankful
for the time off studies. The older
ones looked slightly more sombre,
but there was little which could take
away the picnic atmosphere from
them.

As the buses arrived, the priest spoke
his last words.

“Dust to dust and to earth we return”,
he said. Piyadasa was a Buddhist and
his thoughts wandered off. Why did
they put that tree up there? This all
knowing God that his wife prayed to
obviously had a plan, and the priest
had repeatedly told him that unless
he partook in the Divine meal of
body and blood, he would not see.
Yet, such concepts were alien to him.
He put down his lack of comprehen-
sion to inadequate education, and
thought that someone as wonderful
as his wife could not be wrong.

The village priest ensured that the
Buddhist rites were conducted prop-
erly. Kamala was a being of love, and
understood the merits of love and
compassion. She had lived a won-
derful life. She had been dutiful, to
both child and husband. But now she
wanted at least a little understand-

ing...

“God...” she thought, “why did you
not show mercy to my Sudu? I am
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a mother, and I asked for nothing for
myself. I only asked for him. I prayed
to you and lived as you bid me to.
What wrong have [ committed?” Her
husband, the Buddhist, had spoken
of karma. Perhaps it was karma, and
perhaps karma was the plan, or vice
versa. Ultimately, she did not under-
stand. They wanted to do everything
possible in order to ensure that Sudu
would have a good life where ever he
was now.

She vaguely heard the priest’s intona-
tions during the last rites. Everything
afterwards became a blur.

A month later, a taxi arrived at the
house. It was a Saturday, and both
Piyadasa and Kamala were at home.
They had grown accustomed to being
together, whenever and wherever.
They were two children and two lov-

ers again. And this visit was a nov-

elty.

Kamala adjusted her sari while Piya-
dasa rushed in to get his shirt. An old
man and a young man clad in army
uniform approached them.

“I am Vimal, but you don’t know
me”, he said. “He has a pleasant
face”, thought Kamala. She noticed
the scars on his face, but most impor-
tantly, she recognised those eyes...

“Come in”, she said, while Piyadasa
watched nonplussed, oblivious to her
recognition. He was interrupted by
the postman, who rode with great ef-
fort past the jack, the Rambutan and
the Veralu trees.

“A letter for you from Colombo”, he
said, letting his bike fall on its side

and running towards him. Piyadasa
took the letter from him and looked
at it.

He read the letter aloud so that Ka-
mala too could learn of its contents.

In Ampara, Kumaran Selvy rose
from her seated position with the use
of her new limb. They did not match
at all, but, after what she had gone
through, to be able to walk again was
a miracle.

In Kurunegala, P K Podi Banda de-
voured the soup that his kids had
made. He would live a few more
years, thanks to the new kidney he
had received, which had been do-
nated by some unknown young man.

In Ambalangoda, a fat child who still
couldn’t get over the fact that the boy

he harassed had passed away the pre-
vious day, prayed hard for forgive-
ness and a heart. ..

On Kynsey Road, Pala started to
walk from the Medical Institute to
the bus stand, and wondered whether
he had tagged the last remains of the
boy from Ambalangoda, as the am-
bulance carrying his heart began its
journey to the Karapitiya Hospital to
answer a prayer...
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The nationalist movement of the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE) had the potential to create
a lasting change for women in Sri
Lankan Tamil society. The LTTE ac-
tively recruited female members and
maintained that gender equality was
a foundational idea for the movement
(Gonsalves). The chance of liberation
which the movement offered from tra-
ditional roles and conceptualizations
of gender enticed innumerable Tamil
women to take up arms. According to
Human Rights Watch, by the end of
the conflict in 2009, one third of the
LTTE forces comprised of females.
In a society where traditions, includ-
ing gender norms, are highly valued,
the significant percentage of female
cadres is especially striking. Joining
the organisation was seen by Tiger
women as the first step in challenging
the oppression they experienced on a
day to day basis, and, as Gonsalves
has explained, many women in the
LTTE were quick to link their own
“liberation” and “empowerment”
with the Tamil nationalist struggle.

It is important not to minimise or
overlook the small but real benefits
that Tiger women experienced by
fighting as equals alongside men.
However, it is equally important to
recognise that the sense of agency
the women gained upon joining the
movement was largely a mirage. The
LTTE, in addition to coercing Tam-
ils to join the fight through threat or
kidnapping, exploited the difficult
and chaotic life situations of many
Tamils in order to gain support. Ac-
cording to Trawick, a priest at the
Batticaloa Tiger camp identified
“the LTTE construction of sacrificial
death [as] a deliberate mystification”
(168). The Tamil Tigers understood
the wide range of issues that Tamils
during the civil war faced, and used
that knowledge to their advantage.
For Tamils who felt trapped within
a complex of poverty and abuse, the
LTTE presented death as a means of
liberation. It was a glorification of
a painful process designed to give
an option to those who felt they had
none. This conscious mystification of
death, and exploitation of the highly
stressed climate, perpetuated cultural
stigmas and norms that were particu-
larly harmful and oppressive to wom-
en. Tiger women renounced what
made them uniquely female, their
generative powers of life, to support
a cause that either took their lives or
abandoned them in a traditional post-
war society (Rajasingham-Senanay-
ake). They gave away their lives and
everything important to their lives for

The LTTE’s
Exploitation of Culture
and Femininity

Chantal Croteau

an organisation that failed them in the
end.

Cultural Context of Tamil Women

It is necessary to understand the vari-
ous factors which affected the situ-
ation of Tamil women in Sri Lanka
during the civil war, before specifi-
cally discussing the complicated ex-
perience of the LTTE female cadres.
On a fundamental level, both religion
and nationalism impacted the role of
women in society. Though religion
was not explicitly part of the Tamil
nationalist movement, as it was pos-
tulated to detract from the Tamil
cause and unity, it certainly impacted
the experience of many Tamil men
and women (Lawrence). The major-
ity of Tamils on the island practice
Hinduism, a complex religion that
has significantly shaped conceptu-
alizations of Tamil women and their
“appropriate” position in Sri Lanka.
The female role and place in Hin-
duism go beyond the scope of this
paper. Nonetheless, it is important
to understand, on a basic level, that
several aspects of religion play a vi-
tal role in constructing the feminine
identity in Tamil society.

The Hindu idea of “Shakti” is particu-
larly critical to understanding the tra-
ditional role of Tamil women. Shakti
stems from the idea that the world
is made up of opposing forces that
are in equilibrium (Goonasekera). In
Hinduism, Shiva represents the male
force and Shakti represents female
power, which is regarded as the “gen-
erative force of the universe” (Raja-
singham-Senanayake 112). Shakti
embodied with Shiva results in the
goddess Parvati, the good mother,
and Shakti without Shiva is Kali, the
fierce and uncontrollable goddess
(Coomaraswamy, “Siva”). Though
worship of Kali increased consider-
ably during the war, traditionally, she
was feared for her destructive pow-
ers (Lawrence). Conceptualizations
of Kali seem to suggest, in practical
terms, that women must be balanced
by a male force, without which they
will become a powerful and danger-
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ous threat to their community.

It is also believed that women have
inherent “powers that can lead to life
and prosperity or to destruction and
even death” (Susan Wadley qtd. in
Coomaraswamy, “Siva” 6). Virgins
and married women are believed to
hold life-giving powers, whereas
sexually promiscuous women or
raped women are considered to wield
powers of destruction. This notion
has been used to justify the confine-
ment of women to the home. A wom-
an’s purity must be protected by her
father, and later, by her husband; else
she may become unchaste and a dan-
gerous threat to society (Coomaras-
wamy and Perera-Rajasingham).

The beliefs of Hinduism present an
interesting duality of female identity.
Women are seen as both subordinate
to men and as immensely powerful.
Tamil women are powerful in two
ways: as givers of life and as destroy-
ers of life. As the idea of Shakti dem-
onstrates, the “conventional Hindu
construct of the ‘good woman’ [is]
one who is married and auspicious”
(Rajasingham-Senanayake 107). In
other words, a good woman is one
who emulates Parvati and chooses
to give life by becoming a mother.
Inherent in this is also the notion of
“sexual purity as a necessary female
trait” (Coomaraswamy and Perera-
Rajasingham 115). A good woman
is sexually pure and a bad woman is
sexually experienced outside mar-
riage.

The focus on sexual purity, and, as a
result “paternal protection”, or strict
supervision of females by men, in-
tensified as the Tamil nationalist
cause strengthened (Coomaraswamy,
“Women” 62). Within the discourse
of nationalism, women are seen as
the protectors of the endangered cul-
ture. They become a culture’s “signs
of progress, purity, and status”, and
therefore, they must be protected at
all times (Coomaraswamy and Pere-
ra-Rajasingham 111). Due to the in-
creased focus on female purity, the
stigma attached to rape amplified
during the nationalist movement.
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Aside from the fact that rape is a
direct violation and abuse of the fe-
male, emotionally and physically, it
fuels the notion of women as victims
and feeds into the idea that women
must be protected since they ostensi-
bly cannot protect themselves. How-
ever, the stigma attached to rape is
perhaps the most detrimental aspect
of the crime. The LTTE’s definition
of a “good woman as chaste and [a]
bad woman as the raped woman” il-
lustrates the type of beliefs that raped
women struggled to contend with on
a daily basis (Coomaraswamy and
Perera-Rajasingham 128). Rape was
used as a way to intensify collective
contempt for the enemy, and came to
be understood as an act of dominance
of one group over another. If a Tamil
woman was raped by a member of
the Sri Lankan Army (SLA) or the
Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF),
she was seen as both polluted by the
ethnic other and as a polluter of the
pure nation. Because the nation’s
purity was at stake, the need to pro-
tect women greatly deepened. It is in
this way that during the Tamil LTTE
movement, women’s bodies became
a battleground for the nationalist
fight (Maunaguru).

The implications of nationalist ideol-
ogy for women extend beyond those
connected to purity. Nationalism, by
its very nature, emphasises the im-
portance of a motherland. The term
motherland, made up of “mother”
and “land”, highlights how “Tamil
nationalism [is] laden with the meta-
phor of woman as land and land as
woman” (Sumathy 128). The prob-
lems in this construct are immense.
Women are reduced to their bod-
ies, which become “the site where
the male self confronts the ‘other’”
(Coomaraswamy and Perera-Rajas-
ingham 134). Furthermore, their bod-
ies become the site of the perpetua-
tion of the nation. In a way, women
become a cultural land that needs to
be both protected and fertilized in or-
der to secure the future of the nation.

Despite the limiting nature of nation-
alism for women and the conceptu-
alisations of women in terms of only
their bodies which it encourages,
nationalism arguably induced some
changes for Tamil women that could
be described as positive. Adele Bal-
asingham claimed that nationalism
created a space for women to come to
their own in society (Sumathy). Both
the exodus of men, sacrificing them-
selves to the nationalist cause, and the
death of many male heads of house-
holds created a vacancy in the home
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that led to women adopting new roles
in the family and society. These new
roles and women’s entrance into the
public sphere gave women a greater
sense of self-confidence (Rajasing-
ham-Senanayake). Perhaps, most im-
portantly, “nationalism created a
space for a militant women’s con-
sciousness to emerge” (Sumathy
127). With this space, Tamil nation-
alism of the LTTE introduced to Sri
Lanka the fierce, determined female
fighters of the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam.

Tiger Women

Women’s involvement in the LTTE
began in the early 1980s, though
their role at that time was limited to
the medical and fundraising spheres
of the organisation (Maunaguru).
The LTTE allowed women to join
its fighting forces for the first time in
1987, an inclusion that many specu-
late to be a “result of necessity, rather
than a real commitment to gender
equality” (Gonsalves). Nonetheless,
the place of women in the LTTE was
not truly solidified until four years
later. The Battle at Elephant Pass on
July 10, 1991 was the first time that
women fighters had an active role in
combat, where over 120 Tiger wom-
en were killed (Balasingham). In
2009, the LTTE was reported as hav-
ing the highest percentage of female
fighters in any nationalist movement.
In fact, 40% of LTTE suicide bomb-
ing attacks were carried out by Ti-
ger women (Goodwin). However, it
is important to note that despite the
active militant role women played
in the LTTE’s prime years, females
were not included in the organisa-
tion’s decision making processes.

The position of female fighters with-
in the LTTE and the larger Tamil so-
ciety is complicated and to a great
extent contradictory. None can deny
that some women in the LTTE gained
a sense of agency through their in-
volvement with the organisation.
Empowerment was achieved through
the opportunities that the LTTE of-
fered. For instance, female cadres
were taught to handle weapons and
fight alongside men. They were no
longer kept at home under constant
paternal supervision, though argu-
ably the training camps served as an-
other source of supervision. The gen-
der neutrality of army roles and the
equal glory given to men and women
for martyrdom furthered this sense of
liberation from gendered oppression.
A fifteen year old female soldier ex-
plained that “on the battlefield we are
their equals, and they are ours” (Tra-

wick 157). Though she was referring
to the Sri Lankan Army in her quote,
the notion that she felt equal to the
male soldiers of the opposing forces
demonstrates the extent to which fe-
male fighters felt empowered by their
involvement in the LTTE.

Through the LTTE leader Velupillai
Prabhakaran’s claims of “women’s
equality with men as being a foun-
dational idea for the movement,” the
LTTE fostered, in its female fight-
ers, a sense of trust in the organisa-
tion (Gonsalves). Tiger women were
made to believe that “because the
quest for their equality and liberation
[came] from the leader of the move-
ment, this liberation [would] auto-
matically flow...” (Gonsalves). Such
a sentiment is incredibly problematic
as it suggests that the quest for gen-
der equality is valid only if it has a
male frontrunner. In other words,
the women felt that they needed a
male to legitimise their opinions and
voices. Additionally, the structure of
post-war Tamil society illustrates that
the pursuit of gender equality took a
backseat to the pursuit of national in-
dependence with the LTTE. Few last-
ing gains for women were achieved.
Currently, many former female cad-
res face stigmatisation in their soci-
ety, as well as a bleak future void of
marriage, job, and educational oppor-
tunities. In the end, the organisation’s
promises of liberation turned out to
be empty.

Even though Tiger women made no
significant changes in the conceptu-
alisations of gender roles in Tamil
society by the conclusion of the war,
during the war, the popularised and
idealised image of the self-confident,
self-assured, and liberated LTTE
woman came to represent the libera-
tion of all Tamil women (Balasing-
ham). It is quite evident that there are
problems in claiming that a woman
who wears a cyanide necklace, who
is prepared to die in combat or who
will kill herself for a nationalist
cause, can represent the liberation
of all women. Firstly, much of what
will be discussed in this paper sug-
gests that Tiger female cadres could
not escape patriarchal oppression
within the LTTE. Secondly, not all
Tamil women could or would harm
another human being intentionally.
The choice of the female fighters to
celebrate death over life separated
them from many other Tamil wom-
en who viewed giving life as a gift
and as something to be celebrated
(Coomaraswamy, “Siva™). The im-
portance of that separation cannot be
understated.

The image of LTTE women, as noted
above, became popularised through
the media during the war. In many
ways, the changing image of the fe-
male fighters from submissive into
self-confident and fierce combatants
was freeing. The Tiger women were
able to shed their traditional dress
and ornamentation, trading the sari
for camouflage. In this way, they
were able to step out of the role of
a “good” Tamil woman and define
themselves in new ways. The fa-
mous image of LTTE female cadres
as “women in combat boots, with no
make-up, jewellery or ostentation,
often with their hair cut short similar
to the style of men, wearing a cya-
nide capsule around their necks” sig-
nifies their separation from what had
originally been defined as female,
and the exchange of femininity, as
how it was understood in Tamil soci-
ety, for androgyny (Coomaraswamy,
“Women” 63). However, the move-
ment was similar to androgyny in a
male sense. The LTTE female fight-
ers gave up what made them female
by cutting off their long hair, which is
culturally symbolic of femininity and
female sexuality (Selvy).

In addition to the physical markers
of femininity, the Tiger women re-
nounced nurturance of life, compas-
sion, and tolerance, exchanging these
traits for violence, nurturance of the
life of a nation through the death of
others, and intolerance towards those
who are ethnically different (Cooma-
raswamy, “Women”). Men, on the
other hand, made no such sacrifices.
The male cadres were not required
to give up what made them uniquely
male in order to join the nationalist
fight. As Radhika Coomaraswamy
wrote, “the complete eradication of
femininity by the LTTE [was] not so
much a victory for women but a tri-
umph for the masculine worldview of
authority, hierarchy, and aggression™
(Coomaraswamy, “Tiger” 10). In
other words, the push for androgyny
in the LTTE, limited women, forcing
them to give up what made them fe-
male and feminine and forced them
to better fit into the patriarchal or-
ganisation.

Perhaps the biggest issue for women
in the LTTE was the portrayal of fe-
male fighters as armed virgins (Ra-
jasingham-Senanayake). This popu-
larised image came out of the strict
prohibition of “unlawful sex”, which
refers to anything from casual sex,
long term relationships, and mastur-
bation, in LTTE camps (Goodwin 8).
In Sri Lanka, the “idea of an armed
virgin embracing not her ‘feminin-
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ity’ as a woman, but her power as a
fighter [was] difficult... to accept”
(Gonsalves). During the war, Tiger
women were not seen as feminine,
a caricature reinforced by the media
image of armed virgins. This is in-
credibly problematic as it suggests
that women can be seen as either
feminine or fighters, but never both.
Such a notion supports traditional
cultural ideas of gender and the “in-
congruity of women with war”, and
demonstrates that LTTE female fight-
ers maintained these norms by choos-
ing androgyny over femininity (Gon-
salves).

Furthermore, the portrayal of female
fighters as armed virgins perpetuated
the ideal of female chastity, which has
been theorised to be a source of em-
powerment for women, although, in
actuality, it has limited female agen-
¢y and intensified shame in instances
of rape. The word “karpu” refers to
chastity and restraint, particularly in
relations with the opposite sex (Gon-
salves). Scholar Peter Schalk hypoth-
esised that women find power and
strength in “karpu”, a theory that is
based on the Hindu belief that chaste
women have “powers that can lead to
life” (Susan Wadley qtd. in Cooma-
raswamy, “Siva” 6). However, this
rationality is deeply problematic as
it supports the idea that those who
are not chaste have lost that inherent
strength and power, a notion which
feeds into the heavy cultural stigma
of rape.

The inaccurate depiction of LTTE
women as armed virgins is further
problematic as it allowed the group
to ignore a serious statistic. Accord-
ing to interviewer Jan Goodwin,
many LTTE female cadres, specifi-
cally those in the Black Tiger suicide
bomb squad, had been raped or sexu-
ally abused (Goodwin). The fact that
the LTTE suicide bomber Dhanu,
who killed the Indian Prime Min-
ister Rajiv Gandhi, had been raped
by IPKF members provides support
for Goodwin’s haunting observa-
tion (Sumathy). By portraying Tiger
women as armed virgins, the LTTE
was able to essentially side step con-
fronting the issue of rape publically,
which allowed the organisation to
continue exploiting the cultural stig-
ma attached to rape in order to recruit
more female members.

The fact that innumerable members
of the Black Tiger division of the
LTTE were rape victims / survivors
has serious implications for Tamil
women as it supports the idea that a
raped woman “is not only violated



but polluted”, and indicates that a
raped woman ‘‘cannot regain her pu-
rity by any means except by negating
her polluted body” (Maunaguru qtd.
in Sumathy 134). In this case, the act
of killing oneself in a suicide bomb
attack becomes a sort of ritualistic
purification for the woman and the
entire Tamil nation. The Tamil term
“agnipravesam” means immolation
or sacrifice by fire (Maunaguru). The
female suicide bombers sacrificed
themselves for the nationalist cause
and, by doing so, also removed the
pollution their impure bodies brought
upon the nation. The LTTE was
highly aware of the cultural stigma
attached to rape, and used that stig-
ma to the cause’s advantage, both
in terms of female recruitment and
national purification. For the LTTE,
this exploitation was seen as a win-
win situation. But for women, it can
hardly be described as positive. That
the female suicide bombers felt they
had no other choice but to purify
themselves through suicide suggests
that raped women have no real op-
tions within this particular cultural /
political context.

The lack of, or the perceived lack of
options was directly exploited by the
LTTE in its recruitment of both male
and female members. The leaders of
the LTTE understood well the situa-
tions from which many of its future
members would emerge. They ca-
tered to individuals who struggled
with the deaths of relatives, poverty,
sparse chances for education, and
abuse, presenting sacrificial death
as an option that would lead to glory
and honour for the individual and his
or her family (Trawick). The LTTE’s
clever exploitation of the unfortunate
circumstances of northern Tamils cer-
tainly earned the organisation many
new members, as the idea of a sacri-
ficial and glorified death was particu-
larly enticing for those who felt they
had no options. As anthropologist
Margaret Trawick has noted, many
female child soldiers came from a
background of poverty, family prob-
lems and economic difficulties. More
than one soldier had experienced the
loss of an important relative, due to
violence or suicide. Several others
had experienced physical or sexual
abuse in the home (Trawick). They
needed a way to escape, which is
what the LTTE conveniently offered.
New recruits joining the Tamil Tigers
were promised a chance at liberation
not from gender oppression, but from

the pain they had to face on a daily
basis.

It is important to note, however, that
not every member of the LTTE had
a difficult family / economic back-
ground. Though the aforementioned
trend was significant, one must also
take into consideration the other ways
used by the LTTE to put pressure on
potential members who were reluc-
tant to join the Movement. An article
published by the Integrated Regional
Information Networks (IRIN) illus-
trates a primary way in which the
LTTE recruited new members. In the
article, a former Tiger woman ex-
plains that “each family living under
LTTE control was required to provide
a child to the separatist forces...”
(“Former Female Fighters™). She
signed up to spare her younger sister,
a story that is shared by numerous
other former members, and which il-
lustrates the members’ actual lack of
agency. A second IRIN interview fur-
ther demonstrates how the potential
for female liberation that the LTTE
offered was rendered negligible by
the LTTE’s employment of coercive
tactics. This former Tiger woman left
the organisation to have a family, but
was pressured to rejoin in 2006. The
following quote illustrates the lack
of agency and control she felt while
in the movement; “At the same time,
it was very difficult because I was
worried about my family. I always
thought if I die who will look after
my family? Memories of my family
were always on my mind when I was
on the battlefield. On the other hand,
1 did not have a choice to decide this
on my own and I continued to fight.”
(“*Ganeshwary Santhariam™)

Surely, this former Tiger woman is
not alone in her experience. Though
the LTTE had the potential to bring
about lasting and true liberation for
Tamil women, the contradictions
inherent in women’s involvement
in the LTTE campaign suggest that
the organisation fell short of such a
task. Neloufer de Mel has stated that
“Tiger women [were] not given free-
dom to determine their own destiny;
they [helped to] act out the destiny
of someone else” (Coomaraswamy,
“Women” 63). This sentiment close-
ly echoes LTTE military spokesman
Irasiah Ilanthirayan’s own words that
female fighters did not “take their
own life, but [gave] it to the cause...
they [gave] their lives for the Tamil
nation” (Goodwin 12). It seems obvi-

ous, but giving their lives to the na-
tion means that these women literally
gave away their lives. They gave up
everything to be part of an organisa-
tion that exploited their situation and
failed them in the end.

Today, former Tiger women face a
heightened form of discrimination.
Due to the stigma attached to having
being an LTTE female cadre, for-
mer fighters have few marriage, job,
and educational opportunities. As
18 year old former fighter Jeya Ka-
malrajan says, “people do not want
to hire me because they see me as a
bad woman who joined the Tigers”
(“Fewer I Do’s™). It is important to
note that though the stigma affects
both male and female former Tigers,
it is the women who are *‘criticised
most harshly” (“*Fewer 1 Do’s™). It
seems that the war has not changed
the cultural idea that “the woman is
always looked at as the bad one” (Mi-
hler). It is difficult to say with com-
plete certainty, however, a mere two
years after the end of the war, that
the LTTE had no lasting impact on
the understandings of gender norms
in Sri Lankan Tamil society. How-
ever, because of the stigma attached
to LTTE women, the prospect of en-
joying gender neutral roles outside
of the nationalist movement, at this
time, seems grim.

In the end, the female cadres sacri-
ficed everything for the hope of lib-
eration that was possible only within
the context of the nationalist move-
ment. They gave up actively pursu-
ing a discussion of gender issues, be-
cause they were made to believe that
gender equality would naturally fol-
low the independence of the nation
(Gonsalves). Then, when the move-
ment crumbled, any gains towards
gender equality that were achieved
during the campaign were lost, as
LTTE former fighters were expect-
ed to fit into civilian Tamil society
again. For over twenty years, Tiger
women gave up their femininity, both
physically and symbolically, to an
organisation that used them to fur-
ther the patriarchal nationalist cause.
They perpetuated, perhaps unknow-
ingly, the stigma of rape and the ideal
of female chastity, both of which
were consciously exploited by the
nationalist movement. And, most im-
portantly, the Tiger women gave up
their generative Shakti powers when
they participated in the celebration of
death over life. In the movement, the
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uniquely female ability to give life,
which was what could have given the
LTTE women the power to make a
lasting change in Tamil society, was
forsaken as death became the focus
and single means of liberation. The
Tiger women gave up everything for
a movement that, in the end, betrayed
them and left them with the difficult
task of figuring out how to survive in
a society they are no longer truly a
part of.
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History as Servitude or Freedom

In the weeks after the eruption of July
1983, the English language press in
Sri Lanka carried a number of read-
ers’ letters and articles placing the
responsibility for the ethnic conflict
on the educational system. Two re-
current points of view emerged from
them:
a. The segregation of school-
children into separate Sinhala and
Tamil language streams has wid-
ened the gulf between the two eth-
nic groups.
b. The adoption of the Swabasha
(national languages) as the media
of instruction in schools has im-
posed a communication barrier be-
tween children of different ethnic
groups and deprived English of its
former role as a unifying factor.

It is apparent that many of these writ-
ers (probably in their fifties or older)
look back nostalgically to their own
childhood when they claim a sense
of common nationhood transcending
ethnic differences, given by educa-
tion through the English medium.
A similar viewpoint was expressed
three months after the July violence
by Justice D. Wimalaratne, speaking
as the Chief Guest at the prize giving
at S. Thomas’ College, Mount Lavin-
ia. Looking back on his schooldays,
Wimalaratne commented, “Whether
one was a Molamure or an Abeyse-
kera, a Saravanamuttu or an Abdulla,
a Mugabe or an Arndt, all were equal
and no one was considered superior
to the other except, of course, when
a boy showed his superior talents in
the classroom or in the playing field”.
It so happened that I too went to the
same school as Justice Wimalaratne,
who was my contemporary, and can
confirm that the state of affairs he
admiringly refers to did obtain there.
But what was the pre-condition for
this obliviousness to ethnic differ-
ences? The fact was that children at-
tending such schools as S. Thomas’
during the colonial era were not only
taught in English but came from
homes that were English-speaking,
and, therefore, belonged to a specific
social strata. The letter-writers and
authors of newspaper articles (re-
ferred to above) were also probably
educated in English in the colonial
period or its immediate aftermath.
Both generationally and class-wise,
therefore, they belonged to a particu-
lar group with a distinct social and
cultural outlook. What is striking,
however, is the unawareness these
writers seem to share of the fact that
their experience was not character-

Text Books,
National Identity and
Ethnic Perceptions'

Reggie Siriwardena

istic of the entire nation. In some of
these passages, indeed, there is an
underlying assumption that at one
time everybody was educated in the
English medium and that the ethnic
conflict began after and as a result of
the “shift” to the national media. The
facts are very different.

The Turning Point

The turning-point in the history of
our educational system is constituted
by the Report of the Special Commit-
tee on Education in 1943 which rec-
ommended the adoption both of free
education and the Swabasha media
of instruction for primary classes.
At this time, according to the figures
given in the report itself, the distribu-
tion of pupils between different types
of schools was as follows:

English 92,049

Bilingual 15,917

Vernacular 650,910

It should be evident from these fig-
ures that linguistic segregation of
children did exist in the colonial pe-
riod on a different basis from that
which obtains today. There was a
threefold division between those who
were taught in English, in Sinhala
and in Tamil. However, the main di-
viding line was between those who
belonged to the first group and those
who fell into the latter two, since this
division corresponded to a class dif-
ferentiation, reflecting the capacity to
pay for education. What is also evi-
dent from the figures is that the ma-
jority of children were, even at that
time, educated in Sinhala and Tamil
(that is, if they were educated at all).
This last reservation is necessary be-
cause there were many children who
had no access to education before the
wide dissemination of schooling in
the post-independence period. How-
ever, of the children who actually
went to school, those who were edu-
cated in the English medium consti-
tuted a little over 12%; a small, and
unrepresentative minority, although
their parents and families constituted
then the socially and politically influ-
ential elite.

It should be apparent that when writ-
ers in the English language idealised
the happy ethnic harmony of their
schooldays, they were unwarrantedly
assuming that what was true for them
was true for the entire nation. More-
over, they failed to recognise that the
“common identity” which they re-
member sharing was less a common
national identity than a class identity,
which transcended their ethnic iden-
tity as Sinhalese, Tamils, Muslims or
Burghers. Fluency in the English lan-
guage, and their Western-style dress,
were distinguishing marks of that
class identity, which was in many
ways defined through differentiation
from the rest of the nation, the major-
ity of whom spoke Sinhala or Tamil,
went barefoot and wore sarong, verti
or cloth and jacket.

Link Language/s

This historical context must be borne
in mind when considering the argu-
ment that the promotion of English as
a “link language™ between communi-
ties would be a way of easing ethnic
tensions. The fundamental assump-
tion behind this proposal comes, as
it seems to me, from people who re-
member the role of English in the past
as a link between members of differ-
ent ethnic communities, and who,
however, belonged to the same social
class. Such people imagine that the
function that English performed in a
different era for a social minority can
be resuscitated in the present with
regard to the whole nation. To state
the proposal in that way is to bring
out the fallaciousness of the thinking
on which it is based. This is all the
more evident when one notes that the
possession of a common medium of
communication in the English Lan-
guage has not prevented racism from
spreading among the English-speak-
ing strata in recent years, and that
those among them who are involved
in the rat-race of competition for jobs
or for places in higher education for
their children, are often as racist as
anybody else.

Those who advocate the develop-
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ment of English as a “link language”
are also usually oblivious of the fact
that it simply is not practicable, with
our present resources, to give every
school child a comprehensive knowl-
edge of English. In fact, we yet do
not have adequate teaching skills and
other facilities even to give every
child who reaches the stage of tertia-
ry education, a sufficient command
of English to enable him / her to use
the language as a means of access to
wider knowledge. That is the useful
and necessary function which Eng-
lish language teaching should serve;
but if the solution to our ethnic prob-
lems has to await the day when Sin-
halese, Tamils and Muslims can talk
to each other freely in English, then
God help us all!

The alternative proposal with regard
to a “link language” which has been
mooted is that Sinhala and Tamil-
speaking children should be taught
each other’s language. In the atmo-
sphere of euphoria which followed
the UNP’s election landslide of 1977
and the party’s election promises to
uphold national unity, this proposal
was even adopted as part of the Gov-
ernment’s educational policy. It was,
however, never implemented at any
significant scale. The official reasons
given for jettisoning it were, (a) that
Jaffna schools had not co-operated in
teaching Sinhala, and (b) that more
time was needed for English-lan-
guage teaching.

The idea of Sinhala and Tamil as mu-
tually supportive link languages was,
in principle, a useful contribution to
communication between communi-
ties, and it was not open to technical
problems of the same order stem-
ming from any endeavour to teach
every child English. The political
problems are another matter. Unfor-
tunately, one has to conclude that
what might still have been made ac-
ceptable in 1977, if energetically and
persuasively promoted, now would
meet with greater resistance in the
atmosphere of intensified ethnic con-
flict today; and that the adoption of
Sinhala and Tamil as link languages
requires as a pre-condition a different
political climate.

1 Editorial Note — This article is based on
two talks Reggie Siriwardena delivered at
the International Centre for Ethnic Studies
(ICES) and the Marga Institute, Colombo
in May and August 1984. It has previously
been featured in Beyond Ethnic Logos (Vol.
31, March 1992) published by the Centre for
Peace, Colombo, and has been re-published
in Nethra Review given its contextual rel-
evance and as a tribute to its Founding Editor.
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There is, however, a more funda-
mental point which must be made
with regard to the very concept of a
link language as an answer to eth-
nic problems. It assumes that lin-
guistic diversity and segregation of
schoolchildren in different language
streams is the heart of the problem,
and that the problem would be, if not
totally solved, at least substantially
solved if schoolchildren had a com-
mon language in which to commu-
nicate. This assumption is question-
able. In a survey regarding ethnic
perceptions among schoolchildren of
Grades 11 and 12 in which 1 partici-
pated, my colleagues and I observed
that the presence in the same class,
of children of different ethnic groups
who were being taught in the same
language, did not necessarily make
for more enlightened or tolerant at-
titudes. We even had the experience
of hearing Sinhala children making
derogatory statements about Tamils
in the presence of Tamil children who
were being taught in Sinhala in the
same class. On a larger scale, there
is no reason to think that possession
of a common language as a medium
of communication, ipso facto guar-
antees harmonious ethnic relations.
Catholics and Protestants have been
fighting each other in Ulster for a
long time although they have no lin-
guistic difficulty in talking to each
other.

Divisive Content in Text Books

What is taught is more important
than the medium in which it is taught
in determining schoolchildren’s eth-
nic perceptions. The exploitation of
history as an instrument promoting
divisive ethnic ideologies has long
standing precedents in our school
text books. For instance the Kumar-
odaya, the most widely used Sinhala
school reader in the era of private
publication, began by plunging the
kindergarten child into the cesspool
of racial hatred with a lesson on the
young Dutugemunu, in which his
father warns him that the Tamils are
“very cruel”. The only set of Sinhala
readers of the immediate post-inde-
pendence era which was designed to
promote a sense of a larger identity
transcending ethnic consciousness
was the Nava Maga series by H.D.
Sugathapala. Their content bears
out in a large measure their author’s
claim “those books have been pre-
pared so as to create in the child a
good understanding of his country
and its people, and to help him to live
with them free of communal hostili-
ties, in affection and co-operation”
(Preface, Nava Maga Reader).

On the Tamil language readers of the

same period, I shall quote the obser-

vations of Professor K. Indrapala:
Until the introduction of common
text-books published by the state,
the language text-books in Tamil
were not, as a rule, directed to-
wards creating an understanding
of and a respect for the way of life
and culture of ethnic groups other
than the Tamils. There was hardly
a lesson on the Sinhala people,
culture and society, or on Bud-
dhism. Even lessons on Sri Lanka
were conspicuously missing. On
the contrary, most of the text-
books fostered in the Tamil child a
special feeling for his or her com-
munity and language and helped
to strengthen communal attitudes.
What is even more significant
is that there were lessons which
helped to foster a kind of patriotic
feeling, not towards Sri Lanka, but
towards Tamil Nadu. Many of the
hardened attitudes regarding race
and language among the Tamils
who received their education ex-
clusively in the medium of Tamil
in the fifties and sixties could be
attributed to some extent to the
text books they had used in their
schools (Siriwardena et al 35).

In the 1960s, however, the state took
over the publication of all basic text
books. The language readers, for
compulsory use in schools, on which
I am going to comment are the fruits
of that policy and are all published by
the Educational Publications Depart-
ment, which is a state organisation.
There are two sets of Sinhala Read-
ers; one, originally produced in the
1970s under the previous administra-
tion but reprinted and used in schools
until the end of 1982; the other, in-
troduced from the beginning of 1983.
I shall refer to these as the (Sinhala)
Old Series and New Series respec-
tively. In Tamil, on the other hand, a
single set of readers has been in con-
tinuous use throughout this period.

Eliminating Sectarian Ideology

It is evident from these books that
the state take-over of textbook pub-
lication has had different effects with
regard to Sinhala and Tamil readers.
In the case of the Tamil readers, it has
served to eliminate all traces of the
sectarian ideology that Prof. Indra-
pala described as having been domi-
nant in the era of private publication.
What has replaced it is a recurrent
concern for the projection of a na-
tional identity bridging ethnic differ-
ences. The keynote is struck already
in the kindergarten reader, which has

on two adjacent pages pictures of a
Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim family,
and then of the fathers, the mothers
and the children of the three families
in friendly postures. The accompany-
ing text reads the following:

We are Tamils

We are Muslims

We are Sinhalese

Ilankai (Lanka) is our land

We are all people of this land

We are friends.

The land of [lankai is our land

1t is our sweet motherland.

Lessons in later readers include
themes relevant not only to Hindus
but also to the Christian and Muslim
minorities. There is material present-
ing relations of friendship between
Tamil children on the one hand and
both Sinhala and Muslim children on
the other. Stories are drawn not only
from the Hindu culture, but also from
non-Hindu cultures, including Bud-
dhist culture. The festivals portrayed
cover all four major religions of the
island, while the major secular fes-
tival of the country, the indigenous
New Year, is identified as the Sinhala
and Tamil New Year. There are les-
sons on both Sinhala and Tamil anti
imperialist national heroes.

How well do the Tamil readers pro-
mote the purposes for which they
have been designed? I hesitate to
offer an answer because I can judge
them only from translations, but it
seems to me that the methods ad-
opted are too often overtly didactic
(it is hardly likely that kindergarten
children will be influenced by be-
ing preaching to on national harmo-
ny). The Nava Maga readers could
have used models which were more
imaginative and which functioned
as effective methods of communica-
tion. However, well or ill done, what
is most significant about the Tamil
readers is that they provide a total
contrast when compared with the
Sinhala text books issued parallelly.

Mono-Cultural Character

Considering the old Sinhala readers
first, one notices that they maintain a
solely mono-cultural context, and this
means not merely a Sinhala culture,
but a specifically Sinhala-Buddhist
culture. The readers for the early
grades are based on the experiences
of a family, its friends, relations and
neighbours. The characters, way of
life, festivals and practices present-
ed in these readers are confined to
a Sinhala-Buddhist milieu. Even the
existence of Sinhala-Christian chil-
dren is ignored, and no references to

16

their lives and culture are included,
although a large number of Sinha-
la-Christian children studied these
books. In fact, if a child’s knowledge
of Sri Lanka happened to be confined
to these readers, s/he would not even
be aware that there were any people
in Sri Lanka who were not Sinhala-
Buddhists. The opportunity present-
ed by the New Year for bringing out a
certain commonality between Sinhala
and Tamil cultures is also cast aside.
The New Year is simply the Sinhala
New Year, and there is even a lesson
which starts by referring to the rituals
and observances of the Sinhala New
Year and which goes on to describe
corresponding festivals in India,
Laos, Kampuchea, Japan, Burma and
Germany. However, nowhere is there
even a mention of the fact that Tamils
in Sri Lanka observe the New Year
on the same day as the Sinhalese and
with broadly similar practices.

The readers for the higher grades (3-
9) do not shed their mono-cultural
character. Rather, they begin to fur-
ther acquire a more disturbing ele-
ment. They project an image of a
Sinhala-Buddhist identity, which is
defined fundamentally through oppo-
sition to, and struggles against, Tam-
ils in past history.

Some of this material has extremely
sinister potential in affecting young
minds. One lesson on Gajabahu starts
by reminding the child that parents
frighten naughty children by threat-
ening to hand them over to the billo
(bogeymen). Who are these billo?
The text goes on to explain that the
Chola king wanted to kidnap Sin-
halese to make them work for him,
and sent a group of fierce people
of the billa race to Sri Lanka; “The
billo who entered the Sinhala land by
force began hunting the Sinhala with
bundles of ashes in one hand and
strands of rope in the other. As soon
as they saw an isolated Sinhalese ap-
proaching, they thrust a handful of
ashes into his mouth and straight-
away bound him hand and foot with
the rope they had and sent him to a
Chola ship”.

This lesson evokes the child’s memo-
ries of being frightened by his / her
parents with threats of the mysteri-
ous and fearful billo, and identifies
these bogeymen as Tamil agents. It
thus promotes deep-seated, irrational
fears of early childhood, and creates
apprehension of and hatred against
the Tamils.

Finally, with regard to more recent
history, the readers project an image
of an exclusively Sinhala struggle for



Independence (all the national heroes
celebrated are Sinhala Buddhists).
This trend culminates in a lesson
which presents the freedom gained in
1948 as a liberation of the Sinhalese.
It does not seem to have struck the au-
thors that if this were true, no further
argument would be needed to justify
Tamil separatism. In the entire range
of the ten readers (Old Series) there
is only a solitary lesson - a poem by
Sagara Palansuriya - which expresses
a sense of shared experience common
to Sinhalese and Tamils, and which is
entirely at variance with the general
character of the Series.

The New Series of readers is not
essentially different in character.
Although all the books have been
re-written, the pattern of the Old Se-
ries is maintained. Thus, the context
of the first three readers, based on
family life and experiences, is again
mono-cultural. By examining the life
styles of the main characters and the
religious and cultural activities in
which they participate, one can easily
infer that these are Sinhala-Buddhist
children, living in a Sinhala-Buddhist
environment. All the names of the
characters are clearly Sinhala, ex-
cept for the name of one boy, which
is Raja. Raja is a name common to
both Sinhala and Tamil communities,
although the Raja in the lessons is not
identified as Tamil. This ambiguity,
however, is dangerous, because of all
the characters presented in the les-

sons, it is only Raja who is identified
as a “bad boy”. Such ambiguity could
easily have been avoided.

Some Fundamental Problems

In depicting history, the New Se-
ries sustains the Sinhala-Buddhist
ideological interpretation of the Old
Series. The lessons drawing on Sri
Lankan history relate either to “‘great”
kings who saved the island from
Tamil invaders (ex. Dutugemunu and
Vijayabahu), to more recent person-
alities “who saved the Sinhala lan-
guage” (Munidasa Kumaratunga)
or to those who “restored the self
respect of the Sinhalese” (Ven. Hik-
kaduwe Sri Sumangala Thero).

What appears to be an innovation in
a lesson on Degpavali turns out to be
a superficial reference only. Having
described the rituals of Deepavali,
the lesson goes on to identify it as
“a festival of the people of India” as
well as one which is celebrated in Sri
Lanka by “those descending from the
Tamils of India™. If the intention was
to give Sinhala children some un-
derstanding of Tamil culture, the ef-
fect is negated by assigning an alien
character to Sri Lankan Tamils. One
wonders whether in a lesson on Vesak
the writers could have thought of de-
scribing it as a festival celebrated by
those who have descended from the
Bengalis of India.

There is another lesson which de-
scribes a trip by a party composed
predominantly of the Sinhalese, but
there is among them a girl called Har-
riet, who is described as “although
Tamil, she was a pretty girl, who in
appearance and speech seemed re-
ally Sinhalese”. Obviously, this is the
ideal by which Tamil girls are to be
Jjudged!

The New Series raises the same fun-
damental problem as that posed by
the Old Series; Why is there this im-
mense gulf in attitudes, outlook and
objectives between the Sinhala and
Tamil readers produced by the same
state institution? Why must a sense
of common nationhood be taught
only to Tamil children, and why must
Sinhala children be infected with
a sense of Sinhala-Buddhist domi-
nance? There are, no doubt, people
who think that this is as it should be.
To them I would like to quote a sec-
tion from a critical study on school
text books that I have undertaken:
A system of education that encour-
ages and fosters ideas of racial su-
periority and domination among
the majority community is no basis
for national unity, or even for na-
tional peace... To adopt or sanction
a two faced educational policy by
giving Sinhala and Tamil school
children different conceptions of
the relation between the two com-
munities and their place in the na-
tional life is, in fact, to promote
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continuing discord, conflict and
bitterness and to foster divisive-
ness and separation (Siriwardena
etal 61).

One pre condition applicable to any
effort put into building a sense of
national identity is the rewriting of
school text books. In the same study
I have suggested that such a reform
should be based on *“a new perspec-
tive on our history, culture and na-
tional life, free of unscientific racial
myths and obsessions with the inva-
sions and wars of another age and
another society, and a recognition of
the common elements that link the
peoples of this country in shared ex-
periences and mutual assimilation of
elements from each other’s cultures”
(Siriwardena et al 61).
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Natalie Goldberg, an American writ-
er known for giving sage practical
advice to students with literary ambi-
tions, compiled in her popular book
“Writing Down the Bones™ a list of
topics she reckoned might stir the
verbal cauldrons of the mind. When
I read the book, one of these top-
ics struck me as brilliantly simple;
“Write about teeth. Hardly anyone
ever does”.

Teeth indeed. Suddenly the possi-
bilities seemed vast, profound. Like
rings on a tree, teeth are markers of
age and growth. A baby’s first tooth
may be the cause of considerable
wailing, on the part of the infant, as it
breaks through the gum and emerges
pure, white, not yet stained by cof-
fee, tobacco or betel juice, not yet
chipped by the owner’s falling face-
first on a rock. That first tooth, and
the ones that soon follow, are,rather,
a small person’s advance into the
early stages of being able to tear into
a mango, a pizza crust, a fistful of
deviled cashews or anything else that
might be edible.

Less happily, consider the child’s
mother, as | must now consider mine.
Breast-feeding, as every nutritional
expert knows, is healthy for child and
mother alike. It reduces the child’s
tendency to develop allergies. It
strengthens the marvelous bond be-
tween the maternal parent and the
babbling offspring, the family’s joy,
the hope of the future. Unfortunate-
ly, my experience on the receiving
end,of what must have been at least
briefly a cheerful event,was limited.

“When you were four months old,
you had teeth”, my mother remarked
several years after the fact.”l said
‘Ouch!’”, she added. That story ex-
plained my extended acquaintance
with warm glass bottles capped with
brown rubber nipple substitutes
and filled with the white liquid that
grownups called “formula”, although
what the formula was no one ever ex-
plained. All because I had precocious
teeth.

My teeth have always been eager to
get on with the next thing. When I
was eight years old and my family
moved to a new town, a new den-
tist guessed my age as twelve years.
When I professed to being only eight,
she said, “Really? Your 12-year mo-
lars have already come in”. When I
was fifteen, the dentist determined
that it was time for me to have my
wisdom teeth removed. Wisdom
teeth normally do not appear until
later in one’s teen years.

The Tale of the Tooth:
A Love Letter to
Sri Lanka

John Stifler

Other teeth adventures similarly lurk
in the dusty vaults of my memory.
The many fillings, to the music of a
whirring little device that sent shock
waves through my body from my
wide open vulnerable mouth. The
braces, those metal bands wrapped
around the incisors, elastics attached
to hooks on the bands, pulling my
teeth into somewhat better alignment.

And the water-skiing accident. Hard-
ly an accident, really, just a sloppy
fall. I was whipping outside the wake
of the boat as it made a long curving
turn when I lost my balance, let go
the tow rope, and, as I fell into the
water, smacked my upper right inci-
sor onto my knee, knocking the tooth
back a millimeter or so. The knee was
fine, the boat was fine, the water was
refreshing, and I slowly accepted the
fact that the incisor would no longer
align perfectly with its mate on the
right.

And so on.

Over the decades my teeth grew
more mature, less prone to drama.
But then came 2008, when one of
my back teeth roused itself from the
quiet, honest labour of just chewing,
and developed a vaguely irritated
sensation deep in the gum, an insis-
tent feeling, and squishy underneath.
Not good.

“It needs to come out”, said the first
dentist who examined me.”And then
you'll need an implant”.

I went to another dentist for a second
opinion.

“It needs to come out”, said the sec-
ond dentist. “And then you’ll need an
implant™.

The second dentist, Dr. Megas, in-
spired confidence. Maybe it was
his breezy, upbeat way of talking as
though we were friends. Maybe it
was because he pointed out that he’d
have to schedule my tooth-pulling
appointment on a date that did not
conflict with his upcoming trip to
Venice — followed by his profession
of great interest in hearing about Ven-

ice from me, since I had several times
visited the Gem of the Adriatic, while
he was about to make his first trip to
Italy.

However, we also had to schedule
the appointment not to conflict with
my own imminent departure for India
and Sri Lanka, a sojourn that would
last for 13 months.

And herein lay a small problem. A
dentist can pull your tooth out in less
than an hour, including the anesthe-
sia, the paperwork and the chitchat
about where in Venice to find the best
ice cream. An implant — the installa-
tion in your jaw and gum of an artifi-
cial replacement tooth — takes at least
three more visits covering a period of
two months or more. As Dr. Megas
explained, you wait several weeks
while the gum heals; then, after the
gum has grown whole again, the den-
tist cuts back into it to insert a sort
of frame around which the gum then
grows again, creating a tidy opening
where the dentist can embed a titani-
um socket in the jaw. Wait a few more
weeks, and then the dentist finally in-
serts the implant into the socket. Add
one more visit after that so he can
check the implant’s viability and tell
you about how his son dropped his
camera into the Grand Canal.

Bottom line; Dr. Megas could pull
my tooth late in June, but I was de-
parting for the south Asian subconti-
nent at the end of July.

“That’s all right”, he said.“You can
get along without that tooth for 13
months, and I can do the implant
when you get back to Massachu-
setts”.

He pulled out the tooth.“May I keep
it?” I asked.“No, you can’t”, he said,
explaining that all organic material
removed from a human being within
the confines of any medical office or
hospital in Massachusetts must be
disposed of by licensed professionals
in a properly inspected receptacle for
harmful waste. My dead tooth was
harmful waste? With a sigh I accept-
ed the fact that I could not keep my
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own former body-part in a jar, or var-
nish it and drill a hole through it and
wear it on a string about my neck.

At this point in the film version of
this story, you’ll see a quick cut of
an Air India jumbo jet in the evening
sky above the ocean, then a busy five
months in India where I enjoyed the
heat and dust, and where I consumed
many a curry and dhosa with only the
slightest inconvenience from an emp-
ty space in the right rear of my mouth
where a tooth used to be. Born under
the sign of Libra, I crave symmetry,
but I got used to chewing exclusively
on the left side of my mouth.

Medical care in the Third World? My
friends at home frowned when the
subject came up. If you're an Ameri-
can and you are going to spend time
in South America, South Asia, South
Anywhere, someone will try to sell
vou evacuation insurance. That’s
what you need when you’re trek-
king somewhere near Kailash and
vour appendix bursts, or you're in
Chennai and you get dengue fever,
and everybody knows you need to
get a helicopter in a hurry so you can
Get Out And Get Back to America
So You Can Find A Real Doctor. Or
some such thing. Americans can be
quite provincial and narrow-minded,
some of them.

I didn’t get sick in India. I did go to
a dentist, though. After five months
of the best tea I'd had in years, plus
ample quantities of turmeric, my
teeth needed a cleaning. Easy, quick.
In America [ would have had to make
an appointment a month in advance;
in Andhra Pradesh I simply walked
in, introduced myself, and sat down
in the dentist’s chair.

Then on to Sri Lanka.

And in this lovely island of Serendib,
as the reader of any guidebook quick-
ly learns, teeth have a special impor-
tance. Or, rather, one particular tooth
does.

[ lived for eight months in Dangolla,
just down the road and up the hill
from the Sri Dalada Maligawa, the
beautifully situated temple by the
lake in Kandy; the temple that con-
tains, sure enough, the Lord Bud-
dha’s tooth.

I learned the stories told to devout
Buddhists and eager tourists alike;
How someone removed the tooth
from the Buddha’s mouth as his body
lay on its funeral pyre; how a prin-
cess smuggled the tooth from India to



Sri Lanka, hiding it in her hair for the
journey; how a disaffected king or-
dered that the tooth be smashed into
dust, so as to suppress any local ven-
eration for the Awakened One; and
how all efforts to destroy the tooth
failed, so that the king promptly be-
came a convert, how the Portuguese
stole what they believed to be the
great relic, as part of their effort to
convert Lankans to Catholicism, but
were foiled by clever monks who
substituted a fake tooth for the real
one; and, as depicted in one of the
colorful murals inside the temple,
how the British ultimately agreed to
help keep the tooth safe in Kandy.

Safe indeed. Just to walk past the
DaladaMaligawa, I had to open my
camera bag for inspection by the
armeéd soldiers who protected the
temple from whatever dangers that
might threaten the sacred relic. I no-
ticed the brand-new appearance of
one section of the temple, rebuilt in
1998 after an LTTE bomb damaged
the building. I saw the room where
lies the gold casket, inside which is
another gold casket, inside which ...
all the way to the seventh and small-
est casket, wherein lies the tooth.

Kandy, Dangolla, and all of Sri Lan-
ka blessed me with good fortune,
wonderful friends, fine adventures.
The birds and flowers around my
house were paradise in miniature.
Coconuts and mangoes fell in the
yard, breakfast practically dropping
into my lap. One friend showed me
his hideaway cottages outside the
city, amid jungles, paddies and tea
plantations. Another took me to Yala,
where | saw four leopards. Others
showed me Galle Fort, Colombo 7,
Riverston, NuwaraEliya, the ancient
sacred cities, and much of the rest of
the island that Anne Ranasinghe de-
scribes as a teardrop hanging from
India’s southern tip.

Through it all I made my way, shar-
ing sandwiches with Buddhist monks
on a hike, dining in the imperial Gal-
le Face Hotel, sipping the contents of
a king coconut through a straw, lick-
ing an ice cream cone from a shop in
downtown Kandy, savoring snacks at
a restaurant on the highway, drink-
ingLion lager on the shaded lawn of
the deputy U.S. ambassador’s house
and champagne at the reception for
friends celebrating their 50th wed-
ding anniversary. Always, the food
and drink moved mostly through

the left side of my mouth, while the
gap in my lower right row of teeth
reminded methat a small part of me
was missing.

Somewhere in those days, I made the
acquaintance of Dandi and Bhatti.
They are sisters, slender and lovely,
demure and very bright, cosmopoli-
tan and capable, and with excellent
voices — which is how I met them. |
joined Peradenya’s best-known cho-
ral group, and frequently it was Dan-
di and Bhatti who gave me a lift from
my house to where we rehearsed.

We talked about many things. School.
Voice lessons. Plans to attend a uni-
versity to study medicine. The im-
minent arrival of Dandi’s boyfriend,
who was studying in the U.S.

One evening on the way to rehearsal,
[ asked Dandi and Bhatti about the
rest of their family, and about their
parents’ occupations.

“Well”, said Dandi, “Daddy’s a den-
tist”.

“Oh really? Does he have any spe-
cialty?”

“He does. He’s an implant surgeon”.
“An implant surgeon?”

“Yes. Actually, he introduced implant
surgery to Sri Lanka™.

“Mm-hmm”, 1 said out loud. To my-
self T added silently, “Why not?”At
least I could meet him, have him take
a look inside my mouth...

Dr. Prasad was glad to put me on
his schedule promptly. Anyone who
would sing the Verdi Requiem with
his daughters deserved some consid-
eration, even from a very busy man
(Dr. Prasad was also the head of den-
tistry at the university). Tall, affable,
he made me instantly comfortable in
his office.

Incidentally he also reinforced my
growing realisation that dentists ap-
pear to be in love with travel. Dr.
Prasad had studied in England and
went frequently to Japan — not as a
tourist but to lecture to students of
dentistry there. I thought of Dr. Me-
gas’s trip to Venice; of my college
friend Bill, who practices dentistry
in Southern California but frequently
teaches in Ecuador or provides vol-

unteer dental care in Haiti (and goes
SCUBA diving in the South Pacific
when he wants an actual vacation);
of my ex-uncle-in-law who attended
a conference in Zurich and worked in
a dental practice in Saudi Arabia; of
my other dentist at home, who, while
examining my teeth and repairing a
filling, talked about how he and his
wife were about to go trekking in
Nepal. There’s a message here some-
where about the cost of dental care,
but I digress.

One meeting with Dr. Prasad sufficed
to convince me that this man could
provide me with the implant for
which I had been thinking I would
have to wait several more months.*It
won't be cheap”, he said, quoting
me a price. It was slightly less than
half of what Dr. Megas was going to
charge me back home.I could spend
the difference to buy an airline ticket
for my next trip back to Sri Lanka.
More to the point, Dr. Prasad was
impeccable in his manners and, to
my amateur eye, in his professional
skills.

And not to my eye alone. When it
was time to cut away the gum and
install the titanium socket, a younger
dentist, who was training to do im-
plants, made the six-hour round trip
from Colombo just to watch Prasad
work on me. I was in good hands.

Three more appointments were
scheduled; one to inspect the socket,
one to install the implant (and an-
other dentist was planning to make
the same trip from Colombo to watch
that operation) and one for a follow-
up to make sure the gum was grow-
ing properly around the implant.

A new kind of anticipation began to
set in. For months I had accepted the
empty space inside my mouth whence
the old tooth had been pulled. Now I
could feel the smooth, tidy surface of
the new metal socket in my jaw. And
it occurred to me, for the first time in
my life, I am going to have an arti-
ficial body part, a synthetic replace-
ment for something that, like the rest
of my physical being, grew organi-
cally, naturally. And what will it be?
A sturdy little piece of metal, treated
to be as white as any normal tooth.

Did it need to be white? It would
be artificial anyway, so why not let
it appear so? Perhaps 1 could get a
red implant. No, a red implant would
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look as though the operation had
been botched and a permanent blood
clot had covered the new fake tooth.
Purple? A purple tooth would be fine
with me. Purple and white are the of-
ficial colors of Amherst College, my
alma mater. Perhaps whoever manu-
factures these implants could etch a
small white “A” on the side of the
tooth. I'd be the envy of tattooed and
body-pierced teenagers from Boston
to San Francisco.

“Sorry™, said Dr. Prasad.“l can get
you a silver tooth instead of white,
but that’s your only other choice™.

Perhaps it was a perverse imagina-
tion with too little activity and too
much free time. Perhaps it was too
much Lion lager and deviled ca-
shews. More likely, it was the magic
of Serendib; the way that everywhere
I turned in Sri Lanka, some new de-
light waited and some new possibility
appeared. | had a backstage invitation
to the EsalaPerahera. My favorite Sri
Lankan writers were welcoming me
into their living rooms, pouring tea in
the afternoon and scotch in the eve-
ning. A local tuktuk driver and his en-
tire family took me to Anuradhapura
for the PosonPoya. One blue-eyed
Episcopalian from New England was
among the 500,000 Sinhala-speaking
Buddhist pilgrims; barefoot, head
bowed in reverence, uplifted by the
grace of a people and a place. Any-
thing seemed possible.

Really. Anything. Which is when I
thought of the Tooth.

It was early May. The awful 26-year
old civil war might be drawing near
a close, but the Tigers clung to a bit
of land on the east coast, and secu-
rity continued to be high, checkpoints
everywhere, tensions unmitigated.
The tooth had defied an ancient king,
eluded the Portuguese, and emerged
unscathed from the 1998 bombing,
but was it really safe? As the conflict
dragged on, would some last-ditch
terrorist group try to destroy the tooth,
or to steal it? Earlier that year, hun-
dreds of thousands of pilgrims had
jammed the streets in hopes of getting
a glance at the Buddha’s tooth when
it was put on display for the first time
in seven years — such a crowd that the
police had become nervous and had
insisted that the monks put the tooth
away. What next? Wouldn’t it be pru-
dent — indeed, wouldn’t it be a benefit
for devoted Buddhists everywhere —
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if the Tooth were removed from the
temple and put somewhere less obvi-
ous? Somewhere no one would think
to look. A princess had once carried it
in her hair, and fortunately it hadn’t
fallen out, but a more secure place
would be where a tooth is supposed
to be in the first place, i.e., inside
someone’s mouth. Someone’s mouth
that happened to have a gap where a
tooth had recently been; a gap con-
taining a socket made of a light but
divinely strong metal, more reliable
than gold, ready to accommodate the
security needs of a people, a religion,
a way of life.

Possible objections to this intrigu-
ing idea seemed utterly predictable,
trivial, simplistic, lacking the kind
of imagination that the Buddha him-
self surely believed a human being
should possess. Dr. Prasad could in-
sert one end of a titanium pin into the

Buddha’s tooth, anchor it securely,
and then insert the entire tooth into
the place he had already prepared.

Dr. Prasad was trustworthy, and
only one or two monks would need
to know. Just as it was done to de-
ceive the Catholic missionaries in
the 1600s, a decoy tooth could be put
into the gold casket. Meanwhile, I
would provide my cell phone number
for any continent where I happened
to be, along with my email address,
to the monk who would need to reach
me from time to time, to confirm that
the tooth was safe. I would learn Sin-
hala and Pali, and I would memorise
sacred chants, singing them regularly
to maintain a sacred aura about the
Tooth. I would arrange for a skilled
clandestine associate with a global
positioning system to establish a con-
nection to me,so that, were I to tum-
ble off the edge of the World’s End or
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the Grand Canyon or the Matterhorn,
this trusted associate would immedi-
ately find my body, remove the tooth,
and carry it back to Kandy.

It would be clear to the monks of the
Sri DaladaMaligawa that I intended
only the highest respect and awe for
the sanctity of what had been their
charge for centuries. Personal ag-
grandisement would be meaningless
and, in any case, impossible and un-
thinkable. I wanted only to serve.

Dr. Prasad put his hand to his chin,
nodded and thought for a moment.

“It’s an excellent idea”, he said.“Very
sensible and imaginative. But it

won’t work”.

“It won’t?’ I asked.

dha’s tooth is a cuspid”.

And so, months later, I walk the
streets of Northampton, Massachu-
setts, or sit at my computer and read
emails from friends in Colombo, or
teach classes at the university, or hike
in the woods, contemplating the news
and the weather, only occasionally
thinking about how I am convinced
that, had it been a molar instead, the
Buddha would have allowed me to
bear his tooth, since we are all part
of the same great Being, after all, and
any distinct location is an illusion. At
such times, I run the tip of my tongue
along the inside of that lower right
rear synthetic molar, marveling at its
smoothness, its impermeability, its
immunity to decay, and at the way it
ensures that, wherever I go, I shall al-
ways carry a piece of Sri Lanka with

me.
“No. You need a molar. The Bud-
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It is now clear that the anti-Tamil
riots of July 83 constitute one of
the most important points in the
recent history of Sri Lanka. A par-
ticular equilibrium within the Sri
Lankan social formation has been
irrevocably lost and a new equilib-
rium is yet to be achieved (Gunas-
inghe 204).

At the beginning of a new phase of
the ethnic conflict after the July "83
holocaust, Newton Gunasinghe pre-
dicted that the ethnic conflict was to
over-determine Sri Lankan politics.
His analysis remained an influential
one among theoretical Marxists in
the country for a long time, since it
addressed one of the central prob-
lems of Leftist political debate; the
complicated relationship between the
ethnic conflict and the class struggle.
His words eventually have become
reality, in the sense that all main-
stream political parties and groups
found new strategic moves and al-
liances around an ethno-nationalist
ideological frontier, in the two-and-
a-half decades after his prediction.
Gunasinghe identifies the post-1983
political conjuncture as a transforma-
tive moment, where the prevailing
equilibrium in the Sri Lankan social
formation had been lost and a new
equilibrium was yet to be formed.
His was not only a theoretical piece
but also an intervention in a particu-
lar political conjuncture that made an
important statement on future strate-
gies of the Left politics.

As Qadri Ismail notes, Gunasinghe’s
analysis has highlighted not only the
political and historical but also the
epistemological significance of the
post-1983 political conjuncture (xii).
Being a Leftist activist and a Trade
Union leader, Gunasinghe contrib-
uted to conceptualising a new vi-
sion that prioritised the struggle for
a democratic solution for the ethnic
conflict within the political agenda of
the Left. He argued that “within the
context of a heightened ethnic con-
sciousness among the masses, the
Left and the democratic forces are
in a situation of theoretical disarray.
One symptom of this disarray is the
dominant tendency in the old Left
to sweep the ethnic issue under the
carpet, and to raise “safe” economic
and class slogans” (Gunasinghe 204).
As Ismail points out, one of the main
implications of this well-quoted ar-
ticle is “class contradictions were no
longer the primary questions the Sri
Lankan Left had to address in this
changed conjuncture” (xii).

This was the path that was taken by the

The “Post-Newtonian
Political Equilibrium”
in Post-War Sri Lanka

Sumith Chaaminda

old Left at least until the conclusion
of the war in May 2009, presumably
not because of Gunasinghe’s influ-
ence, but because of a series of other
reasoning that stemmed from politi-
cal pragmatism. However, at the end
of the era of military confrontation of
ethno-nationalist blocs, it is still im-
portant to read his analysis, made at a
very crucial moment and at the outset
of ethnic civil war. Reading his thesis
of ethnic over-determination in the
light of changed socio-political rela-
tions in the post-war context is still
politically, as well as theoretically,
valid. A most crucial question aris-
ing within the current conjuncture is
whether we are in a situation where
the emerging equilibrium glimpsed
by Gunasinghe in 1984 has become
history. I would argue, in this short
article, that the over-determination of
the ethnic antagonism thesis should
be re-thought against the backdrop
of significant changes in the political
scenario, such as the total defeat of
the LTTE, the consolidation of state
power within the new ruling elite, the
weakening of opposition against the
ruling regime, the formation of new
political alliances, the Opposition’s
move to make a new frontier around
non-ethnic issues like democracy, the
economic burden on the underdog
classes, and increasing corruption.

In this kind of exercise, the first re-
quirement would be defining con-
cepts and explaining the theoretical
perspective. Hence, the next section
of this article focuses on interrogat-
ing the theoretical concept of over-
determination. The article will criti-
cally review Gunasinghe’s different
ways of using the concept. This will
be followed by a discussion on how
the concept can be modified, and its
applicability in understanding post-
1983 political relations in the coun-
try. Finally, the article will attempt to
introduce future possibilities in Sri
Lankan politics in terms of diverse
factors of over-determination. The
main emphasis of this whole analy-
sis is that a pluralistic understanding
of ethnic and other factors of over-
determination is needed to concep-
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tualise new developments which oc-
curred in politico-military as well as
politico-ideological levels at the end
of thirty years’ ethnic civil war.

Rethinking Ethnic Over-Determi-
nation

Given the importance of Louis Al-
thusser’s theory of structural Marx-
ism in Gunasinghe’s project, and
the fact that the central conceptual
category of his essay comes directly
from Althusser, it is reasonable to
examine Gunasinghe’s way of using
the Althusserian concept of over-
determination. A closer examina-
tion of Gunasinghe’s essay reveals
that it sounds less Althusserian than
he claims it to be:; “In both ethnic
formations, class contradictions are
overdetermined in the Althusserian
sense, by the ethnic conflict. “Over-
determination” refers to a structure of
dominance over the contradictions of
a particular formation at a particular
point of time (204-205).

However, I would argue that the Al-
thusserian concept of over-determi-
nation is somewhat different from
what Gunasinghe identifies as a
structure of dominance, and that the
former emphasises the multiplicity
of contradictions and their conditions
of existence. Althusser acknowl-
edges that he has borrowed this con-
cept from Freudian psychoanalysis,
where it means that a single effect,
say a dream, is determined by mul-
tiple causes or factors at once. It is
important to bear in mind that, by this
concept, both Freud and Althusser
have tried to capture the multiplic-
ity of factors / contradictions work-
ing together in determining a unitary
effect. It does not merely imply that
a dominant structure determines the
other contradictions; rather, each and
every contradiction and their cir-
cumstances and currents are actively
working in over-determining the po-
litical or unconscious moment.

For Althusser, the orthodox Marxist
understanding of history as a simple
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determination of forces and relations
of production, which guarantees
successive modes of production, is
more Hegelian than Marxist, in the
sense that it ignores the materialistic
characteristic of dialectic, in terms
of plurality of contradictions and
over-determination. For Althusser,
Marxist (materialist) dialectic differs
from Hegelian (idealistic) dialectic
not merely because the latter turns
the former upside- down by applying
the idealistic principle of dialectic on
a different object, say, material life.
On the contrary, when the dialectic
becomes Marxist, it acquires a new
structure as well. He explains this
particular Marxist characteristic of
dialectic through Lenin’s conceptu-
alisation of revolutionary Russia as
the weakest link of the imperialist
chain. Socialist revolution was possi-
ble, for Lenin, in relatively undevel-
oped Russia, against a background
where all the historical contradic-
tions were accumulated and exacer-
bated. According to this new under-
standing, revolution is guaranteed
by the accumulation of the largest
sum of historical contradictions, and
not necessarily by an abstract and
simple contradiction between forces
and relations of production, as Marx-
ist orthodoxy maintained for a long
time. However, to make revolution
possible, these contradictions, their
circumstances and currents should be
“fused” or “merged” into a “ruptural
unity”. Althusser introduces the con-
cept of over-determination to explain
this process:
In constituting this unity, they
reconstitute and complete their
basic animating unity, but at the
same time they also bring out its
nature: the “contradiction” is in-
separable from the total structure
of the social body in which it is
found, inseparable from its formal
conditions of existence, and even
from the instances it governs; it
is radically affected by them, de-
termining, but also determined in
one and the same movement, and
determined by the various levels
and instances of the social forma-
tion it animates; it might be called
over-determined in its principle
(100-101) (All emphasis is in the
original).

Although Gunasinghe has made a
significant contribution to “liberate”
the Sri Lankan Left from a simple
class determination thesis, it seems
that, as his “May Day After” es-
say implies, he might have tried to
replace class with ethnicity as the
main determining factor in the new
political conjuncture marked by the
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July holocaust. But, replacing one
contradiction with another as the
determinant factor would not work
well with the Althusserian concept of
over-determination. On the contrary,
to make the dialectic Marxist, the
structure of simple Hegelian dialec-
tic itself should be changed by taking
into account the multiplicity of con-
tradictions in the given political con-
juncture, and by conceptualising the
concrete political moment resulting
from the accumulation and exacerba-
tion of those contradictions. Simply
put, “determining class politics by
ethnic contradiction” is nothing but a
turning upside-down of the conven-
tional Marxist thesis of “determining
ethnic relations by class struggle”.
The structure of the dialectic in
both cases is the same, in the sense
that both imply that one category
determines the other. Gunasinghe’s
analysis of the post-1983 political
conjuncture is, I would argue, less
Althusserian than claimed because it
fails to go beyond the conventional
Hegelian / Marxist idea of simple de-
termination. The following quotation
suggests how Gunasinghe uses the
term over-determination to describe
simple ethnic determination:
If the class contradictions in the
Sri Lankan social formation today
are overdetermined by the ethnic
conflict, it logically follows that
class struggle does not occur in
a pure vacuum but in an “ether”
which is constituted precisely of
this conflict, which determines
the intensity, tempo and pattern of
class contradictions. Moreover, it
exercises a determinant influence
over class relations, conflict, as
well as alliances (205).

Furthermore, when it comes to politi-
cal strategy, Gunasinghe seems to be
closer to the traditional Marxist as-
sumption that, sooner or later, class
struggle as the true contradiction will
take its proper place, once ethnic con-
flict has lost its determining capac-
ity. Here he is siding with the main-
stream, old Marxist theoreticians and
practitioners, who considered the
ethnic conflict as an ideological de-
viation from the proper trajectory of
history marked by the class struggle;
“The worsening economic crisis en-
ables the Left to raise the class issue
with renewed vigour, raise the class
consciousness of the working class
and contribute towards the reduction
of the affectivity of ethnic overde-
termination on class conflict (Gu-
nasinghe 207). Reading between the
lines, one can detect the traditional
Marxist anticipation of the non-over-
determined form of class struggle.

The missing point of this analysis is
that class struggle, even when it is ar-
ticulated by Marxist class conscious-
ness, cannot but be an effect of over-
determination; and in this sense, the
“proper history” with class struggle
as a necessary consequence of eco-
nomic crisis would never come.

Over-view of Over-determination:
1983-2009

As Gunasinghe has finely elaborated
in his essay, political forces had been
regrouping and re-dividing in an un-
imaginable manner at the particu-
lar political conjuncture in the early
1980s when, according to him, the
previous political equilibrium was ir-
revocably lost. One of the significant
characteristics of this process was
that conventional and familiar politi-
cal frontiers and distinctions were cut
through by newly achieved political
alliances and groupings:
New alliances have been forged
where none existed earlier, and
old alliances which had withstood
the strain of decades of political
manoeuvre have been ruptured.
“Conservative” and *“Progres-
sive’”” camps are internally divided
on a possible solution to the eth-
nic issue, and groups at the oppo-
site ends of the political spectrum
have discovered similarities as far
as the approach to this problem is
concerned (Gunasinghe 205).

This happened to be the dominant
fashion in mainstream politics in the
country, especially in the years fol-
lowing Gunasinghe’s unfortunate
and premature death. Against the
backdrop of the signing of the Indo-
Lanka accord in 1987, a significant
part of the Marxist Left aligned with
the “political solution to the ethnic
conflict” ideology, which was then
championed by the Right-Wing UNP
regime of J.R. Jayewardena, while
other Leftist groups with the ideo-
logical and political leadership of
the JVP initiated a struggle against
so called separatist elements they
identified in the Indo-Lanka accord.
The confrontation between these two
political blocs became violent when
the Deshapremi Janatha Viyapa-
raya (Patriotic People’s Movement),
a JVP offshoot, initiated an armed
struggle in the name of the nation’s
sovereignty, the unity of the country,
and liberation from Indian imperial-
ism.

As the above observations clearly
indicate, there is no doubt that the
ethnic conflict has played a central
role in constructing political fron-

tiers around ethno-nationalist identi-
ties, and in determining the strategic
moves of concrete political agents at
the time. However, when this politi-
cal process is seen through the con-
ceptual prism of over-determination,
one can also reasonably claim that
not only ethnic conflict but also many
other contradictions (and their condi-
tions of existence) were at work in
over-determining this particular po-
litical conjuncture. Ethnic conflict
itself has been influenced and fash-
ioned by those contradictions. This is
not actually something Gunasinghe
was unaware of. Many of his other
writings exemplify how he became
a pioneer amongst theoretical Marx-
ists in the late 1970s and 1980s, in
transcending the dominant trend of
simple class (or ethnic) reductionism.
For instance, Gunasinghe authored
many papers addressing diverse is-
sues such as the open economy and
its influence on ethnic relations, the
role of Bhikkhus (Buddhist monks)
in nationalist populism, the chang-
ing nature of caste, class and ethnic
relations against the backdrop of eco-
nomic liberalisation, and the trans-
formation of class composition in the
post-colonial state in 1956. It seems
to me that, through these various
writings and other engagements, he
was successful in applying the first
principle of Althusserian over-deter-
mination, namely the multiplicity of
contradiction. However, he failed in
applying the second principle; the ac-
cumulation and exacerbation of those
contradictions into a ruptural unity.

For instance, it is not fair to explain
the JVP’s second armed insurrection
during 1987 and 1989 only as result-
ing from ethnic over-determination,
without taking into account how anti-
capitalism, radical elements of rural
youth, anti-UNP populist sentiments,
etc. were articulated with anti-Indian
cum anti-power sharing ideologies in
the so called Deshapremi (patriotic)
discourse. Although Sinhalese na-
tionalist elements acquired a central
place within this discourse, we should
not forget the fact that this armed in-
surrection was possible against a par-
ticular historic background, where
mainstream Sinhalese opposition
was weakened, mass protests against
worsening economic situations were
suppressed, the democratic channels
of contestation of power were ob-
structed by a very powerful executive
presidency, and emerging criticism
against open market policies and
their implications for socio-cultural
relations were becoming more popu-
lar, especially among the Sinhalese
intermediate classes. A popular po-
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litical slogan which developed during
this period Colombata Kiri Gamata
Kekiri (“Milk for Colombo, nothing
for the village”; “milk” symbolically
representing the availability of bet-
ter facilities, infrastructure etc. in the
cities), finely exemplified the signifi-
cant non-ethnic articulations within
this particular moment of over-deter-
mination.

However, during the last three de-
cades, the non-JVP Leftist parties
have been prioritising the ethnic con-
flict over economic and other issues,
letting the JVP, JHU and the Sinha-
lese mainstream articulate those is-
sues in ethno-nationalist terms. It
seemed that, against the background
of the collapse of the Berlin Wall and
the twentieth century experience of
international communism, the Sri
Lankan Left found *safe ground” in
the “political solution to the ethnic
problem” ideology. It should also
be kept in mind that, since the emer-
gence of NGO civil society politics
in the country in the early 1980s, new
themes like conflict resolution and
transformation,  constitutionalism,
peace studies, state reform, develop-
ment studies, etc., were increasingly

introduced and funded, and that this

contributed to significant changes
in Leftist political discourse, and
weakened its commitment to politi-
cal economy. Interestingly, the first
generation of the NGO civil society
in Sri Lanka emerged from the Left!
It seemed that, within the popular
political discourse, the identity of
the Left itself was redefined by the
above- mentioned strategic and dis-
cursive changes.

The Left parties continued with this
duel strategy of supporting a po-
litical solution to the ethnic conflict,
and undermining the protest against
economic problems faced by the
people, as it was finely manifested
in the Norwegian facilitated liberal
peace process, under the leadership
of UNF Prime Minister Ranil Wick-
remasinghe during 2001 and 2004.
The non-JVP Left parties prioritised
peace over economic issues, and
decided to support the UNF, even
when the Government championed
unpopular economic reforms tending
towards privatisation, commoditisa-
tion of land, and tough labour regu-
lations. Venugopal highlights this in
his paper “The Politics of Sri Lanka’s
Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna™:
In October 2003 and again in
January 2004, when the UNF
government (and hence the peace
process) appeared in danger of
collapsing under the weight of the



JVP-led campaign, the main non-
JVP Left parties met with prime
minister Ranil Wickremasinghe
and agreed to use their influence
to defuse trade union pressure on
the government in return for a
postponement of the more contro-
versial parts of the reform agenda

- such as privatisation and labour
reforms (12).

This again paved the way for JVP-
led radical Sinhalese nationalism to
capitalise on economic issues, and
to mobilise mass protest success-
fully, against both the terms “liberal”
and “peace” in the UNP-led “liberal
peace agenda”. Venugopal further ar-
gues that “the non-JVP Left was not
strong enough to prevent the collapse
of the peace process, but nevertheless
laid themselves open to the charge of
collaborating in the government’s
unpopular reform agenda at a time of
growing worker unrest” (Venugopal
12). In the end, the ethnic over-deter-
mination thesis, which was theoreti-
cally established by Gunasinghe and
practically implemented by the so-
called old Left, lost its significance
even among those who championed
it, given that a large portion of the
Sinhalese Left aligned with the Raja-
pakse regime.

Glimpsing the Future: Over-deter-
mination in the Post-War Context

I would suggest that, at the end of
the thirty years’ ethnic civil war, by
May 2009, the post-1983 political
equilibrium conceptualised by Gu-

nasinghe has also been lost, and that
we are in a new historic moment,
as Gunasinghe identified it in the
early 1980s, in which a new equi-
librium is yet to be achieved. One of
the significant characteristics of the
post-war political scenario is that,
for the first time since the introduc-
tion of open economic policies, the
ruling regime seems successfully to
manage the tension between the anti-
liberalisation claims articulated in
ethno-nationalist ideologies by lead-
ing intellectuals and activists, who
have emerged mainly from interme-
diate classes and strata, and the inter-
ests of so-called comprador capitalist
sectors, which are also aligned with
the Rajapakse regime. The post-war
ruling regime has become the first of
its kind, simultaneously championing
Sinhalese Buddhist ethno-nationalist
populism and the neo-liberal reform
agenda! Interestingly, within this
new context, the JVP has emerged
as the main Leftist party in the South
that campaigns for the rights of the
people in war affected areas, while
the old Left parties, being allies of
the Sinhalese dominant capitalist
regime have largely been criticised
for their betrayal of commitment to
socialism, democracy and social jus-
tice. Certain new political groupings
and alliances, which were unimagi-
nable within the post-1983 political
equilibrium, have emerged during
the two years that followed the end
of the war. For instance, the JVP,
TNA and UNP supporting a common
Presidential candidate was an im-
probable occurrence five years back,

although it did happen soon after the
conclusion of the war. Likewise, the
UNP and the JVP were the main op-
positional groups in the protest cam-
paigns against the 18th Amendment
to the Constitution, while the old Left
supported this most undemocratic
constitutional reform in a very cyni-
cal manner, However, it is also clear
that, from these issue-based protest
campaigns and temporary alliances
- mostly aimed at elections - a sus-
tainable political bloc has not yet
emerged, because of the significant
ideological differences among these
oppositional parties.. This implies
that the new political equilibrium is
yet to come, especially from the per-
spective of the opposition.

It is also clear that the end of the war
has not given rise to any positive re-
percussions in terms of a political
solution for the ethnic conflict. If
the debate on a political solution and
power-sharing had acquired the cen-
tral space in the political discourse at
least until 2004, it has largely been
marginalised in the post-war con-
juncture, not only by the ruling elite,
but also by most of the oppositional
groups. The debate seems to have
been replaced by new terminologies
of post-war resettlement, develop-
ment, democratisation and / or au-
thoritarianism. Ethnic, class and other
forms of suppressions and exclusions
have increased under the new hege-
mony, marked by authoritarian stat-
ism and developmentalism that go
hand-in-hand with open-market poli-
cies, which are mostly favourable to

On the Death and Life of Languages
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new comprador sectors aligned with
the ruling regime. Revisiting the con-
cept of over-determination is desir-
able in conceptualising the emerging
new political equilibrium in post-
war Sri Lanka, and in exploring new
counter-hegemonic  strategies for
democratic reforms, equality and so-
cial justice.
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Twenty-five languages die each year. At this
pace, half the world’s five thousand languages
will disappear within the next century. In this
timely book, Claude Hagége seeks to highlight
the magnitude of the cultural loss represented
by the crisis of language death. By focusing on
the relationship of language to culture and the

world of ideas, Hagége shows how languages
are themselves crucial repositories of culture;
the traditions, proverbs, and knowledge of
a culture reside in the language we use. His
wide-ranging examination covers all conti-
nents and language families to uncover not
only how languages die, but also how they can
be revitalized - for example in the remarkable
case of Hebrew.
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Space for a Poem

Liyanage Amarakeerthi

Translated by Ranjini Obeyesekere

In that unseen space between time and emptiness
Allow me to be.

Between the flower and its scent, in that flower-scent
Allow me to be.

At that fine line that divides poetry and prose
Allow me to be

In that cool place between air and water
Let me be.

In that rare hour between night and day
Let me stay.

In that fluid region between motherland and foreign land
Let me live.

In that infinitesimal space between nationalist and anti nationalist
Let me be.

In that fleeting dawn — moment between poet and poem
Allow me to be

In truth, it is not for me I ask that space, friend,
It is for my poem to live.

A Failure of Capitalism: The Crisis of ‘08
and the Descent into Depression

By Richard A. Posner

Harvard University Press, 368 pages, 2011
$17.95

In A Failure of Capitalism, Richard Posner
presents a concise and non-technical exami-
nation of the financial crisis, which surfaced
in 2008. Requiring no specialist knowledge
el of macroeconomics or the theory of finance,
this book appeals to both the intelligent reader
as well as to the specialist. The causes which
led to the crisis, as identified by Posner, in-
clude excess savings flowing in from Asia and
the reckless lowering of interest rates by the
Federal Reserve Board; the relation between
executive compensation, short-term profit
goals, and risky lending; the housing bubble
fuelled by low interest rates, aggressive mort-
gage marketing, and loose regulations; the
low savings rate of American people; and the
highly leveraged balance sheets of large fi-
nancial institutions.
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When we entered Antony’s house
we knew what he would be having
for lunch. On to the veranda drifted
the unmistakable smell of beef cur-
ry. Someone was cooking. Chunks
of the freshest meat would have sat
marinating in a mix of spices for
a few hours. The cook’s own im-
promptu recipe — dried red chillies
crackling, spilling out minute yel-
low seeds; pearls of hollow coriander
bursting and jumping; the green stalk
of lemon grass and the ochre bark of
cinnamon as thick as a small child’s
wrist, cracking open... All would
have been ground on a stone into a
thick paste. Then, wet and dripping
with the water that held it together,
the paste would have been scraped
off the stone and slapped on to the
meat.

By the time we went to Antony’s
house, at eight in the morning, the
pre-preparation of the meat had been
done. The house released the distinct
vapours of a clay pot-curry on the
stove: beef cooking. It would soon be
taken off the fire when the coconut-
milk gravy frothed and bubbled to its
final, pitched frenzy.

Antony lived in a beautiful house.
From the veranda we looked into a
living room. Its furthest wall formed
the backdrop to a mural of a stream,
and following the cement imita-
tion was a rivulet of water which at
certain points cascaded into gentle
falls. From the wall hung abundant-
ly grown ferns, spreading and green
from the constant spray of water. The
garden surrounding the house was
well looked after. Rows of glistening
red Anthuriams circled a mango tree
dripping with April fruit.

Shiva and I sat in the veranda with
two other men who had got there be-
fore us. We waited. During the fifteen
minutes we spent sitting purpose-
fully, lorries, all panelled in wood
and fully covered, ambled slowly
past the house and disappeared round
the bend in the road. The trees and
the house throbbed briefly each time
a lorry drove past. We were away
from the suffocating air of the main
roads of Colombo, the Capital of Sri
Lanka. Here, in the suburbs, the sur-
roundings breathed of life lush and
ever-flowing.

We could hear a woman talking inside
Antony’s house. She spoke briskly
and when her audience mumbled as-
sent and dissent she laughed.

A man in his early twenties came out
of the house and spoke to the two
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men, “go and wait near your lorry”.

The two men got up immediately and
went in the direction of the lorries.
The man then turned to us and smiled
to himself.

“You want a cow?” he asked. Shiva
nodded.

“Have you chosen? Anyway we don’t
have many cows these days. Only
bulls. You want a cow, then we have
one that has just calved. Four days
old. You will have to take mother and
baby both”, he continued.

“How much?” asked Shiva.

“Can’t say. We will have to go and
see. | must ask Antony Sir. Won't be
less than twenty thousand rupees”, he
said, and looked at me.

“Let’s first see”, said Shiva. The man
went back into the house. From in-
side we heard the man talking to the
woman. When he finished, she cack-
led with laughter. A boy came out.

“Antony Sir says twenty five thou-
sand”, said the boy. Shiva clicked his
tongue in impatience. He looked at
me and said, “They take one look at
someone like you and know you will
end up paying any price. This hap-
pens all the time™.

We followed the boy in the direc-
tion the two men had gone and took
the bend in the road. On either side
of the road were banana plantations
with barb-wire fences separating
them from the road. The emerald ba-
nana fronds rustled; under the trees,
the ground-cover of creepers was
moist with the morning watering. In
the distance, the lorries were parked
along the sides of the road. Then, I
saw the crows. Hundreds of these
large black birds were swooping,
circling the sky, flying on to coconut
trees, impatient, agitated, scanning
the ground. Their cawing filled the
air, I failed to hear them unless I lis-
tened.

We were led to a walled compound.
At the entrance to it were the two men
who had sat with us in the veranda
unloading cattle from a lorry. Three

other men carrying heavy wooden
poles were helping them. One man
stood inside the lorry surrounded by
cattle; over a hundred were packed
together. The cattle frothed at the
mouth. He selected an animal at ran-
dom and hammered it till it moved
forward and fell from the floor of the
lorry to the ground, five feet below
it. Some of the animals buckled as
they fell and lay on the ground un-
able to move. The other men kicked
the animals away from the lorry to-
wards the clusters of cattle that were
scattered in the open yard. The new
arrivals searched the dusty ground.
There were no trees. The sun burnt
mercilessly.

One of the men shouted to the boy we
were with, “Not a good lot. Go back
and tell them. Half of these are only
skin and bone. And almost all are
very old”.

“We have been driving for three
days. They always look like this by
the time we get here”, said one of the
men who had sat with us. To this, the
others snorted.

“What do you want us to feed them
here? Grass? Antony Sir only pays
by the lorry when we get this type
of load. Don’t expect to get money
by the weight of the animal with this
garbage”.

“You look after your own problems.
We’ll look after Antony Sir. I have
been doing this longer than you have.
We know how we should get paid”.

“See”, said the boy to us, unmoved
by the argument going on around us,
“no cows. Only bulls”.

“We were told there’s a cow with a
calf. Now if you don’t give us that,
we don’t want anything else”, said
Shiva and started to walk out.

“Oh, you mean the cow with the four-
day calf? They were taken to the oth-
er side last night. I don’t know if it’s
still there™.

“Well let’s go and see”, said Shiva.
We went back onto the road and
walked to another compound further
down the road. Here, the walls were
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higher and the gate was closed. The
boy went up to the metal gate and
hammered on it till a man peeped out.
He recognised the boy and let us in.

There was first, the smell. It was of
cattle urine, which was neither re-
pugnant nor nauseating as it carried
a comforting picture of the open
fields with it, but underlying it, there
was something heavier, more insidi-
ous. The unmistakable smell of fresh
blood. And then, there were men
shouting; impatient commands, an-
gry curses, followed by intermittent
thuds above high-pitched animal
cries.

Ahead of us we could see only rows
of men standing, looking in. The boy
shouldered his way through the spec-
tators. At one end of the yard, now
made smaller by the wall of people,
stood over fifty cattle, huddle togeth-
er, kicking the ground and backing
further and further into each other.
Most seem to have lost control of
their bowels and were constantly uri-
nating and defecating.

Opposite the cattle, was a makeshift
shed with a cement floor. Piled on it
were carcasses, some whole, some
dismembered and skinned. Two
men would take a carcass, weigh it
and then hold it up to the spectators,
shouting out the weight.

A few feet away from the shed stood
a small group of men. They surround-
ed a bull that had been toppled on its
side with its feet tied together. One
man cut the artery in the neck deftly,
effortlessly, and the animal struggled,
crying hideously till it gradually went
still. The waiting cattle kicked and
bucked; answering with similar cries.
The blood ran down a cement drain
and pooled along the back wall of the
yard. Several mangy cats and dogs
hovered near it. As soon as the ani-
mal became still, two men untied its
legs, lifted the carcass and threw iton
to the cement floor where a man start-
ed hacking at the legs and the stom-
ach with an axe. As the guts spilled
out, crows would swoop down and
grab what they could. They were ev-
erywhere; perched on the tin roof, on
the walls, in the sky. Their droppings
fell, white on the blood stained floor
and the carcasses.

Another bull was dragged on a rope
from the cluster of cattle, bucking and

Author’s Note — “The Making of the Meat™
highlights actual events that take place in ab-
attoirs in Sri Lanka, based on real encounters
and personal experiences. All names of indi-
viduals have been changed.
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struggling. As soon as the distance
between the cattle and the shed was
crossed, the man with the knife lifted
a heavy pole and brought it down on
the bull’s head. The animal shrieked
but did not fall; the group of wait-
ing cattle echoed the shriek. Many
started urinating. The man clicked his
tongue with impatience and brought
the pole down on the bull again. This
time, as it buckled down, the other
men grabbed the legs, tied them to-
gether and turned the animal over.

“There’s the cow”, said the boy,
pointing to the cluster of cattle.

“But there’s no calf”, said Shiva. The
boy shrugged, “Too late”, he said.
“It’s easier to control them when the
calf is taken up first. Anyway, Antony
Sir always takes the calf”.

“To the house?” I asked.

“Yes, the stomach with the milk half
digested is a delicacy. Like beef-
cheese sandwich. But we don’t get
that. Only Antony Sir. He gets the
best, of course”.

“Of course”, said Shiva. He and the
boy led the cow out of the gate.

“Give water later”, said the boy.
“They have been here since last
night. No water. It makes it easier to
handle them. How far are you going,
you want a lorry?”

“Yes, to Colombo™, said Shiva.

“Antony Sir gives a lorry for two

thousand rupees to Colombo™.

“That’s too much. I will get a lorry
from the road”.

“No lorry from Antony Sir; no per-
mit”.

Shiva raised his voice, “Thousand
rupees for lorry and twenty thousand
for the cow. Nothing more”, said
Shiva.

The boy said, “Don’t know. 1 will
only tell”.

We walked back to the house and sat
in the veranda. The boy tethered the
cow to the gate and went in. We heard
him talking excitedly to the woman
who laughed once he finished. We
were led into her room.

“There is no calf madam, only the
cow. So twenty thousand only”, said
Shiva. Woman smiled, “Young cow,
only three and half years. You take
or leave it. Twenty five and two for

(1}

lorry™.

“Last year we released eighty cows,
and paid over and above the meat
price, but not this much. Meat price
of this cow must be fifteen thousand.
You give for twenty thousand and
one for lorry. Ok? Or you tell Ant-
ony that there will be no more cow
releases from here”, Shiva said with
determination.

The woman looked at him, “Ok you
wait outside”. She lifted her heavy
frame with difficulty from the chair

and left the room. As she passed, she
muttered something to her troupe of
boys who were scattered around the
room. They laughed gleefully. Some
time later, a boy came out on to the
veranda with the Cattle Transport
Permit. He handed it to Shiva in ex-
change for twenty one thousand ru-
pees.

We loaded the cow on to the lorry and
followed in the car. Shiva relaxed.

“One more out, but we lost the calf”,
he said and sounded irritated with
himself for the delay.

Mid-point to Colombo, according
to the driver, the clutch-plate of the
lorry gave way. The lorry stalled.
Amidst the angry hooting from other
vehicles and the flat refusal of the
lorry driver to push the vehicle out of
the centre of the road, Shiva managed
to stop a passing lorry. He agreed to
pay thousand five hundred rupees to
its driver for completing the remain-
der of the journey.

As we continued behind the lorry in
the car, Shiva said, “You can never
fight that man. He always wins, he’s
got the police and the politicians on
his side”.

The cow was taken to a Hindu temple
in Colombo where it would remain
for the rest of its days: a life spared of
a hideous death because of a legend.
Every morning old women would
throw garlands of bright marigolds
round the cow’s neck and anoint it
gingerly with oil. The temple devo-

tees would stroke it on their way to
the alter: their homage to God Krish-
na’s childhood as a cowherd.

In Antony’s world he is God.

*Shiva is the son of a Brahmin head
priest at a Hindu temple in Colombo.
He works with other Hindu temples,
the Sai Baba Centre, Buddhist tem-
ples, Christian churches and individ-
uals in Sri Lanka who are campaign-
ing to release and shelter cattle that
are slaughtered in abattoirs such as
that of Antony’s. Shiva and many oth-
ers are working to end the inhumane
methods of slaughtering animals that
are still prevalent in Sri Lanka. The
meat that, at the end of the morn-
ing, reaches the open-air meat stalls,
the sleek stainless steel counters of
western-style supermarkets, five star
hotels and family homes, all have the
same origins. Regulations exist to en-
sure the humane transport, treatment,
and slaughter of cattle, as well as the
hygienic storage of meat. Also, it is
illegal to slaughter cows. None of the
regulations are effective, nor are they
enforced. The abattoir owners work
closely with police and the health of-
ficials.

£65.00
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The Gender Imperative: Human Security Vs State Security
Edited by Asha Hans, Betty A. Reardon
Routledge, 472 pages, 2010

The book asserts that human security derives from the experi-
ence and expectation of human well-being which depends on
four essential conditions: a life sustaining environment, the
meeting of essential physical needs, respect for the identity and
dignity of persons and groups, protection from avoidable harm
and expectations of remedy from them. The book demonstrates
their integral relationship to human security.

Patriarchy being the germinal paradigm from which most major
human institutions such as the state, the economy, organised reli-
gions and social relations have evolved, the book argues that fun-
damental inequalities must be challenged for the sake of equality
and security. The fourteen essays in the book critically examine
militarised security in order to find human security pathways,
show ways in which to refute the dominant paradigm, indicate
a clear gender analysis that challenges the current system, and
suggest alternatives to militarised security.



Introduction

The Language of Reconciliation is a
theory of communication by which I
attempt to argue that how individuals
or a group communicate in the pursuit
of reconciliation is very important. [
argue that the way such communi-
cation occurs between divided indi-
viduals and groups is a fundamental
tenet in building a future of unity. I
will use a Church-inspired recon-
ciliation project at a small Church in
Cape Town, South Africa, as the case
study in this discussion.

Racial Reconciliation in a South
African Church

South Africa is one of Africa’s
youngest democracies, founded in
1994 after over 200 years of Colo-
nial, white minority rule. South Af-
rica was governed by the Dutch and
the British, who governed significant
portions of the world for about 400
years between them. Unlike other
colonies, South Africa has a select
place in history, as it was governed
by a systematic oppression very dif-
ferent from the colonial oppression
by which the white minority Govern-
ment of 1950 established Apartheid.
Apartheid (pronounced apart-hate)
is a word derived from the Afrikaans
language, which was, ironically, a
slave language that was a combina-
tion of Dutch, Malay, Khoi-San and
English, but which was adopted by
the white people of Dutch ancestry
as their language. Apartheid literally
means “separateness”.

Unfortunately, the Christian Church,
in many ways, was used to further
the political, economic and social
agendas of secular Governments that
governed South Africa. Therefore,
the Christian religion fostered and
entrenched colonial and Apartheid
ideals, which included racial, cultural
and economic segregation. European
Christianity’s growth in Africa was
coupled with the political, social and
economic subjugation of indigenous
Africans. Many, but not all, Church-
es in Africa were established under
an oppressive system of government.

Thus, when it came to independence
from colonial or Apartheid rule,
Christians had also to be reconciled
to one another, as there was segrega-
tion in the Church which was very
similar to that in the rest of South Af-
rica. However, it should be noted that
there were clerics, including Arch-
bishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu of
the Anglican Church, who disagreed
with the Apartheid regime. Unfor-

The Language of
Reconciliation

Simbarashe Mabasha

tunately, reconciliation in Church
seemed to occur somewhat slower
than in the rest of the country. It was
this lack of progress that led a small
church in Cape Town, South Africa,
to try biblical-based racial reconcili-
ation.

The following discussion is a cri-
tique of the whole experience, with
particular emphasis on the language
and/ or communication involved in
the process.

Lost in Translation - Finding a lan-
guage for Race, Culture and Class
in the Church

“Here there is no Greek or Jew, cir-
cumcised or uncircumcised, barbar-
ian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ
is all and is in all” (NIV, Colossians
vl i

These are the words of the Apostle
Paul with which he elaborates how
Christ is all and is in all. Christ is in
all races, cultures and classes. But
why is it that we struggle to speak in
Christ-terms or God-language when
we deal with everyday issues of race,
culture and class? It seems that many
things are lost in translation. Good
intentions are seen as condescending,
patronising or paternalistic, cultural
differences are interpreted as primi-
tive or imperialist, asking for change
is regarded as demanding something
which one may not deserve. In the
Church today, many things are lost in
translation. The Church is struggling
to find a complete language or form
of communication that transcends
these issues, and helps the Body of
Christ fully realise that Christ is all
and is in all.

Race Language

Race in an African context is a big
box full of many complex puzzles
that are hard to unravel and solve.
The dominant racial groups are the
white Europeans and the black Afri-
can races with a small but important
group of Coloured (mixed-race) and
Indian Africans (Indian immigrants

1 Bible (New International Version). Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984

brought to Africa during colonial
rule). What seems to be happen-
ing in multiracial Churches is that
the two dominant groups are strug-
gling to communicate their differ-
ences publicly and honestly to each
other. Thus, these groups retreat into
monochromatic spaces (single colour
spaces) and speak about one another
sometimes in unloving and unflat-
tering language. Sometimes, this
language is spoken in public spaces
and is then interpreted as racist or
prejudicial. God or Christ-centred
language is the only bridge lan-
guage between different races. But
the Church needs to intentionally
speak it and translate it well. At the
moment, multicultural Churches are
making the grave mistake of assum-
ing that the body is communicating
in the same language. More often
than not, the different races speak in
their own languages and use different
dialects of the God-language. This
leads to confusion, misunderstand-
ing and frustration within the body,
which plays itself out on racial lines.

Multiracial churches have to guard
against assuming unity when it comes
to matters of race. The Body of Christ
has to be sensitive to the fact that it is
made up of very different members
that are united by Christ and thus have
to work together for the glory of God.
Therefore, different races in the Body
of Christ cannot work individually or
against each other. The Apostle Paul
says in |1 Corinthians 12 v 12-14 that
“the body is a unit, though it is made
of many different parts and though
all its parts are many they form one
body. So it is with Christ. For we are
baptised by one Spirit into one body,
whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free
and we were all given the Spirit to
drink®”.

Cultural Language

Race language is very similar to cul-
tural language, although there are
some differences between the two.
The main difference is that the di-
viding lines are ethnic, geographical
and language based. Multicultural

2 Bible (New International Version), Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984,
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churches in Africa have to be aware of
how easily secular cultural differenc-
es may infiltrate the Body of Christ.
Some differences are acceptable and
natural but others may be divisive in
the Church context. Developing God
or Christ-centred language in cultural
terms is also difficult, but necessary.
One way forward is to elevate God-
culture over all other cultures. That is
not to say that other cultures are not
beautiful and God-inspired, but that
the God-culture which is based on
His word transcends other cultures.
These cultures make up the Body
of Christ but that body is headed by
Christ who is a part of God-culture.
Our different cultures can be united
under the God-culture banner. Under
this banner the Body of Christ is unit-
ed through the union of the diverse
and beautiful tapestry of ethnicities
and languages.

Cultural language is a language of
unity in diversity. More often than
not, multicultural churches struggle
to shake off secular and ungodly divi-
sions, and this causes tension within
the Body, on cultural lines. Churches
have to look for what unites their di-
verse membership, instead of what
divides them. Church is a place
in which people congregate in the
single-minded pursuit of God. So
the congregation is united by God.
Therefore, no matter how ethnically,
geographically or linguistically di-
verse we are, God unites us.

Class Language

Class issues in the Church have al-
ways been a problem since the in-
ception of the Church. Secular class
language is based on two competing
political ideologies; socialism or cap-
italism. Many Churches have been
framed in these secular political ide-
ologies, and thus, secular class issues
are present in the Church. The battle
of the Haves and Have-Nots plays it-
self out in the Church as well. In Af-
rica, one finds churches specifically
assigned for the lower class, middle
class or the upper class. However,
even in these mono-class Churches,
there are those who do not have as
much as others and more often than
not class tensions arise.

The class language the Church em-
ploys has to become, once again,
God-centred. How people give has
to be God-centred, regardless of
whether you are a Have or a Have-
Not. In the Gospels, Jesus Christ re-
fers to a woman who gives away her
last few coins, and she is duly praised
for her action since she gives from
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her heart. Giving has nothing to do
with class; it has everything to do
with God. Class tensions arise when
members of the Body of Christ have
different expectations of each other
when it comes to helping each oth-
er, especially financially. The Haves
do not like to feel under pressure to
give more. The Have-Nots expect the
Haves to give more. The language
that is used to communicate these is-
sues is sometimes not God-centred
but secular. So some will argue that
we all cannot be the same financially,
which is true. But because we are not
the same, those who are blessed with
more may be required to give more
to those that do not have. Churches
should be weary of issues of jealousy
and envy within the Body of Christ.
Jealousy and envy can be fostered on
class lines, and if these class lines are
defined in secular terms, they will be
divisive and damaging to the Body of
Christ.

How Churches communicate inter-
nally is very important. The language
that is used for this purpose is of ut-
most significance. Many things are
lost in translation though. Several
Churches are very diverse, and thus,
the language used to communicate
should be God-language.

The Language of Reconciliation

The Language of Reconciliation is a
form of communication that tries to
avoid alienating members or groups
involved in any form of the reconcili-
ation effort. It is important that the
method of communicating the past,
pain suffered, disappointments and
expectations, is constructive and not
destructive. Failure to communicate
with each other even when individu-
als or groups have the same goal in

mind is common. It is therefore im-
portant that those involved in recon-
ciliatory projects ask the following
questions in order to improve the
communication process.

What are the Goals of the Recon-
ciliation Process?

This may seem like a simple ques-
tion, but my experience has made
me realise that people from a con-
flict background have different goals
when it comes to reconciliation. In
my experience, the group that used to
be in control of the political and eco-
nomic processes will try, to some ex-
tent, to use the reconciliation process
as a way to appease feelings of guilt,
or to fully understand the experienc-
es of the oppressed / disadvantaged
groups. It might provide the more
powerful group an opportunity to be-
come aware of the sufferings of the
oppressed groups. In South Africa
this has been the case, as many in the
white minority seemed to be unaware
of government atrocities committed
against the black majority. Goals of
the oppressed / disadvantaged groups
might be to vent pain and obtain
some form of political and economic
retribution from those who used to
be in control. Both groups involved
in the reconciliation process have to
be honest and frank as to what their
goals are. They can then, as a group,
set up universal goals to be achieved
through the reconciliation process.

What are the Expectations of the
Reconciliation Process?

This is a very important matter, as
the groups involved have to be clear
about their exact expectations. Many
mistakes have been made in the rec-
onciliation processes that I have been

part of due to the inability of the rel-
evant groups to be honest about their
expectations. Thus, half-way through
the process, when those expectations
are not being met, animosity and
tension grow which, in many cases,
threaten to derail the reconciliation
process or create a flawed outcome.
This will, in turn, affect all future
attempts at reconciliation, and fu-
ture generations have to deal with
the consequences. In South Africa,
small-scale reconciliation processes
struggle with this problem the most,
as the groups involved do not ar-
ticulate their expectations at all, or
do not articulate them well enough.
Thus, throughout the process, achiev-
ing any amount of reconciliation be-
comes a painful struggle for all par-
ties involved. In the case of most
reconciliation projects in South Afri-
ca, Black members had expectations
which were very different from those
of the white members, especially
with regard to economic issues. Asa
result of these differing expectations,
and because, in some respects, goals
were not clearly expressed, many im-
portant features of the process were
lost in translation.

What are the Practical Ways of
Achieving Long-lasting Reconcili-
ation?

National reconciliation processes
are complex, and require time to be
evaluated and critiqued. However,
smaller and more personal recon-
ciliation processes may be able to
achieve practical methods or results
throughout the process. I have come
to understand that the building and
nurturing of personal relationships
that lead to friendship can help the
reconciliatory process to a very great
extent. Removing the racial, econom-

ic, cultural and social masks might
help people to relate to each other
better as human beings. After estab-
lishing a basic relationship, and once
people begin to relate to each other
because of their common humanity,
the process of tackling pain, hurt and
expectation will become easier. It is
therefore important to note that, in
many cases, people have more things
in common than what divides them.
However, reaching that point of com-
mon ground is sometimes difficult,
particularly because people are more
guarded and defensive during the
initial stages of the reconciliation
process. The reconciliation process
needs innovative thinkers and people
who are able to identify common
ground, and create opportunities to
build relationships. Some oppor-
tunities come in the form of simple
acts such as enabling people to have
meals together or providing them
the opportunity to attend sporting or
entertainment events together. The
main aim would be to develop rela-
tions that can go beyond race, culture
and class.

Conclusion

The Language of Reconciliation is
the language with which people com-
municate the past and present in or-
der to help build a better future for
one another. Clear communication is
a fundamental component necessary
for the success of any relationship.
However, effective communication
can be difficult to develop, especially
when groups of people have been di-
vided along racial, economic and cul-
tural lines for over centuries. There-
fore, a language to communicate the
differences should be reinvented if
we desire to celebrate human unity in
diversity.
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According to many pundits and cultural commentators, the U.S. is enjoying a post-racial age, thanks in

part to Barack Obama’s rise to the presidency. This high gloss of optimism fails, however, to recognise
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that racism remains ever present and alive, spread by channels of media and circulated even in colloquial
speech in ways that can be difficult to analyse.

In this groundbreaking collection edited by Michael G. Lacy and Kent A. Ono, scholars seek to examine
this complicated and contradictory terrain while moving the field of communication in a more intellectu-
ally productive direction. An outstanding group of contributors from a range of academic backgrounds
challenges traditional definitions and applications of rhetoric. From the troubling media representations
of black looters after Hurricane Katrina and rhetoric in news coverage about the Columbine and Virginia
Tech massacres to cinematic representations of race in Crash, Blood Diamond, and Quentin Tarantino’s
films, these essays reveal complex intersections and constructions of racialised bodies and discourses,
critiquing race in innovative and exciting ways. Critical Rhetorics of Race seeks not only to understand
and navigate a world fraught with racism, but to change it, one word at a time.




... facilis descensus Averno;
noctes atque dies patet atri ianua
Ditis;
sed revocare gradum superasque
evader ad auras,
hoc opus, hic labor est.
(The Aeneid, V1, 126-129).

The above lines constitute one of the
most famous excerpts from Virgil
which in translation reads as, “Easy
is the descent to Avernus; for the door
to the gloomy underworld lies open
both day and night. But to retrace
your steps and return to the upper air
— that’s the task, that’s the toil”.

Then there is that nursery rhyme that
we learnt as children years ago:
Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall
All the King’s horses and all the
King’s men
Couldn’t put Humpty together
again.
The few profound lines of the Ro-
man epic and the simple ones of the
nursery rthyme help illustrate the sta-
tus of Sri Lanka today. As a country,
we have hit rock-bottom, if not the
gloomy underworld itself. To reach
the surface, to pull ourselves up and
recover our lost decencies, will surely
require toil of Herculean proportions.
What a gigantic task! What labour is
required to overcome the awful fall
that we have had to endure?

I recall Virgil’s lines, and those of
Mother Goose, when I am invited to
contribute my thoughts on the kind
of education the younger generation
ought to receive, to begin the daunt-
ing task of our national resuscitation
and regeneration. 1 have greater faith
in the latter day Sri Lankan coun-
terparts of Aeneas than in either the
King’s horses or the King’s men to
resurrect Sri Lanka from its parlous
state. In the reflections that follow,
I have striven to speak and write my
truth with sensitivity to other opin-
ions, within the human limitations I
share with my fellow citizens. I have,
however, not hesitated to express my
views candidly.

I am in complete agreement with
Susil Sirivardana’s assertion that
“Nation Building, as Nation Build-
ing, has been singularly absent from
[significant] writings and discussions
on politics in Sri Lanka”. Sri Lanka
is yet a country and not a nation. A
country is a physical entity with de-
fined geographical boundaries and a
certain number of human beings liv-
ing in that space. For a country to
become a nation, its populace must

Education for
Nation-Building

Tissa Jayatilaka

form a cohesive and integral whole;
must be able to bind together in
such a manner as to be indivisible.
Sri Lanka’s people should bear al-
legiance to an ethos that is all-em-
bracing and indissolubly Sri Lankan.
Such a populace will be made up of
individuals who can and will rally
round that geographic entity which is
home to all. If these characteristics
are present, the country then becomes
a nation in which socio-cultural het-
erogeneity is recognised, respected,
valued and cherished while national
homogeneity is celebrated.

By the foregoing definition, Sri
Lanka is a country of several ethnic
groups, yet to morph into Sri Lank-
ans. Even these groups are divided
among themselves on caste and class
lines to such an extent that we could
even label their behaviour as tribal.
We are Moors, Malays, Parsis, Sin-
dhis, Bharathas, Chettis, Tamils and
Sinhalese living in separate worlds.
A country divided against itself can-
not hope to become a nation.

The idea that a united, integrated
citizenry living in harmony is a pre-
requisite to the emergence of a strong
nation is a precept of Buddhist phi-
losophy. The Buddha was a consis-
tent advocate of human brotherhood
based on harmony and integration.
As we know, the Buddha opposed
any discrimination based on caste,
creed, colour, religion, power, posi-
tion or wealth. The philosophy he
introduced to the world extols the
nobility of the Eightfold Path, which,
if followed, leads individuals and
societies to fulfilment. The primary
focus of Buddha’s endeavours was
to demolish the pernicious caste sys-
tem which dominated life in the In-
dia of his time, but the arguments he
advanced to demonstrate the irratio-
nality of the caste system apply with
equal force to other forms of discrim-
ination based on colour, ethnicity, re-
ligion or economic standing.

My view is that Ceylon, as we were
called then, missed the opportunity to
grow into a nation at the end of the
British colonial period in 1948. The
competition and rivalry among the
ruling clique of our country led to

ruinous national division, and so we
were well on the path to self-destruc-
tion even before we could say “free-
dom!” Given the uneasy relationship
then between the Indian plantation
workers, other Indians resident in
Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and the Cey-
lon National Congress from 1927 to
1931, the consideration of the grant
of citizenship to these Sri Lanka-
based plantation workers of Indian
origin was not a priority for the Gov-
ernment of D.S. Senanayake. In fact,
the Government of the day was ac-
tually hostile to the blanket grant of
citizenship rights to this group. This
state of affairs led to the significant
and controversial change caused by
the Ceylon (Parliamentary Elections)
Amendment Act, No.48 of 1948,
which, together with the Ceylon Citi-
zenship Act No. 18 of 1948 and the
Indian and Pakistani residents (Citi-
zenship) Act No.34 of 1949, caused
distortions in the electoral system of
the fledgling independent country.
The Citizenship Act of 1948 created
two classes of citizens - those by de-
scent and those by registration. The
immediate effect of this distinction
was the disenfranchisement of a large
number of Indian Tamils, mostly in
the central highlands, but also in oth-
er urban areas, together with some
Indian and Pakistani Moors. Not a
very happy beginning for a country
freed from the yoke of colonialism.
By the time political amends were
made years later, the disillusionment
of the non-Sinhalese segment of the
Ceylonese population with the po-
litical establishment of the state had
become entrenched, to the detriment
of national unity and harmony. The
largely Sinhalese segment of the
Ceylon National Congress, founded
in 1919, coalesced in 1946 to form
the United National Party (UNP) un-
der the leadership of D.S. Senanay-
ake. Those opposed to the UNP were
the left-wing Trotskyites who formed
the Lanka Sama Samaja Party (The
Ceylon Equal Society Party / LSSP)
and the Bolshevik Leninist Party —
which, having splintered from the
LSSP, later changed its name into
the Bolshevik Samasamaja Party
(BSP) — and the Moscow-oriented
Communist Party (CP). In 1948,
the Tamil political leadership split
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into two segments: those who joined
D.S. Senanayake and the UNP, of the
All-Ceylon Tamil Congress (TC),
and those opposed to the TC, who
formed the Tamil Federal Party (FP).
Their Sinhala counterparts splintered
into the United National Party and
the Sri Lanka Freedom Party within
less than 48 months after “indepen-
dence”. To those of us who believe
in our common humanity, subsequent
events have proved that those early
divisions and segmentations were
shadows cast by events to come. To
the great detriment of our common
future, competing Sinhala and Tamil
ethno-nationalisms thus strangled the
birth of an overarching Ceylonese
nationalism.

Clearly, the previous generations
have failed Sri Lanka. How then
should we seek to empower and en-
able our younger generation to un-
dertake the responsibility of resus-
citating and revitalising our society
to make us a nation? Assuming that
education is absolutely crucial to
such a re-generation of Sri Lanka,
how should we set about to reform
our system of education? An essen-
tial step is to de-politicise it.

Need for De-politicisation of Edu-
cational Reform

Given that the administration of edu-
cation in Sri Lanka is centralised, and
the population served by the system
relatively small, education reform
has hitherto been instituted and ter-
minated with a startling regularity.
Consequently, we have had to en-
dure United National Party-inspired
or Sri Lanka Freedom Party-inspired
reforms, as opposed to national edu-
cational reforms. In Tiny Sapling,
Sturdy tree: The Inside Story of
Primary Education Reforms in Sri
Lanka, Kamala Peiris relates how a
very significant systemic restructur-
ing of elementary teaching was cur-
tailed by a change of Government.
Such reforms as those introduced in
the past are highly politicised; they
are not based on sound educational
theory, but serve a particular political
agenda. We need a system of educa-
tion that will serve Sri Lanka, not a
political entity within it. We should
enable the dog to wag the tail.

Qur educational reforms for the
twenty-first century must be predi-
cated on belief in a common future
for all citizens of Sri Lanka. We must
take pride in our core values and cel-
ebrate them, with each ethnic group
cherishing its language, religion,
and culture. However we must come
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together on the basis of our shared
values, including our political and
economic systems. Sri Lankans by
and large accept the democratic way
of life and subscribe to a non-statist
economic policy, regardless of their
individual core beliefs and values.

The motto of the United States, F
Pluribus Unum — out of the many,
one, or many uniting into one — is
apposite here. An absence of funda-
mental unity, however, makes it nec-
essary for outside arbitrators to get
involved in bringing us together each
time we go through periods of mad
conflict. Until and unless we recog-
nise our common humanity and learn
to love and respect each other, we
will be forever doomed.

W.H. Auden’s lines from his poem
“September 1, 1939 illustrate these
sentiments brilliantly:

There is no such thing as the State

And no one exists alone;

Hunger allows no choice

To the citizen or the police;

We must love one another or die.

However difficult the task may seem,
if we wish to become a nation, we
have to build a national community
free of the idea of ethnic hatred and
caste division. Such a project obvi-
ously calls for courage, imagination
and statesmanship. Nothing less will
save Sri Lanka.

What should a system of education,
aimed at building country into nation,
look like? Any education reform in
Sri Lanka should immediately elimi-
nate the tyranny of the pre-university
examinations, making the Ordinary
Level examination (“O” Level) and
Advanced Level examination (“A™
Level) more creative and less depen-
dent on cramming. Such modifica-
tion would also severely curtail the
tuition industry — a definite side bene-
fit. The “O” and “A” Level examina-
tions today are fossilised educational
artefacts that fail to reflect what we
know about how to promote, reward
and measure authentic learning. Not
only do these GCE Examinations pri-
marily reward only one kind of learn-
ing style, they also convey a promise
that cannot be delivered. That is, on
the basis of available statistics, of the
approximately 75,000 students who
are deemed “qualified” for university
admission based on their GCE “A”
Level Examination, and who apply
for such admission, only 12,500 (a
little over 17%) can be accepted.

At the core of educational reform are
the status, training and professional-

ism of the individual teacher. Even
people justly or unjustly cynical of
courses in education theory and ped-
agogy will, I think, agree that hiring
secondary school leavers and uni-
versity graduates solely as a way of
dealing with unemployment does not
enhance the possibilities of students’
learning. Being unemployed and a
potential voter at a national election
should not be the primary qualifica-
tion for becoming a teacher.

Beyond this starting point, it is cru-
cial that teachers have access to a va-
riety of teaching methods other than
the traditional lecture. “Lectures” of-
ten degenerate into dictation, which
in turn promotes passive learning
geared towards passing the Final
Examination, rather than an active
understanding of the meaning and
practical consequences of what is be-
ing learned. In Folklore of Sri Lanka,
Nandasena Ratnapala recounts the
folk tale in which Mahadenamutta
falls into a well. Instead of rescu-
ing their teacher, Mahadenamutta’s
five disciples study the handbook of
instructions written by their teacher.
The handbook contains, however, no
instruction as to how the disciples
should conduct themselves in case
the teacher falls into a well. Sink-
ing farther into the well, Mahadena-
mutta demands that his students give
him the book of instructions and the
“great teacher” proceeds to write in it
“Whenever your teacher falls into a
well, take him out”. Mahadenamutta
then throws the book of instructions
back to his disciples who, upon read-
ing it, are finally able to pull their
teacher out. In other words, passive
models of education tend to produce
passive behaviour and an inability to
connect classroom learning with ev-
eryday life.

Free Education

Perhaps it is also time to re-consid-
er the principle of “free education”.
This is clearly a policy that, for all of
its undisputed value at the time it was
conceived, when formulated and put
into practice, can be considered today
as a misnomer. The education cur-
rently imparted free to some of our
children is sadly and tragically inade-
quate. It makes a mockery of the hard
work, far-sightedness and the dedica-
tion with which C.W.W. Kannangara
and his colleagues put into effect this
“pearl of great price”. Even though
the public impression is that educa-
tion in Sri Lanka is free, the facts
argue to the contrary. The Open Uni-
versity, the external examinations
departments of all of Sri Lanka’s

universities, and the private Degree
Awarding Institutes (The Royal Insti-
tute, The Brighton Institute, Institute
of Technological Studies, The Amer-
ican College of Higher Education,
The American National College and
other such Institutes) — all of which
charge fees — enrol more students
than Sri Lanka’s “free” conventional
universities do. The higher secondary
education costs are not insignificant,
and virtually every school-child I
know receives tuition for at least in
a subject or two. A university con-
temporary of mine, now a senior don
at the University of Kelaniya, and
who resides in Kadawata, told me the
other day that he brings his daughter
all the way to Nugegoda for a tu-
ition class in a particular subject she
is weak in. Moreover, only two per
cent of the 20-25 age cohort receives
“free” university education anyway.
In an educational system character-
ised by severe financial limitations,
it seems to me that the Government
should concentrate its financial aid
on students from families who cannot
afford to pay reasonable fees.

As Ralph Pieris has pointed out (see
his “Universities, Politics and Public
Opinion in Ceylon”) “free education™
had its genesis in the populist politics
of the 1930s. The advent of univer-
sal suffrage under the Donough-
more Constitution, implemented in
the thirties, made those aspiring for
membership in the State Council
“woo their electorates with promises
of indefinite extension of educational
opportunities, without any reference
to the employment prospects for
educated youths™. This was perhaps
one of the earliest examples of po-
litical meddling in university affairs
in Sri Lanka. Today, such pressures,
external to the university, determine
the development of higher education
in a manner that is commonplace in
our country. Election posters of the
thirties, presumably not dissimilar
to those that ruin our landscape to-
day, advertised political candidates
as “friends of the poor”, for the ma-
jority of the needy poor of the day
had a vote. Through the three Offi-
cers of State appointed to the State
Council by the Governor — the Chief
Secretary (defence, external affairs
and public services), the Financial
Secretary (finance) and the Legal
Secretary (justice, i.e., legal matters
and the conduct of elections) — the
colonial Government of Ceylon kept
a stranglehold on political power.
The democratically elected Ceylon-
ese members of the legislature, who
were hostile to the Secretaries, not
infrequently sought to act as a per-
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manent opposition. They considered
it their role to embarrass the colonial
rulers, especially the Finance Secre-
tary, in order to secure as many ben-
efits from them as possible. Thus was
born the system of central schools, at
first, and later, in 1945, the Free Edu-
cation Scheme to provide education
from kindergarten to university free
of charge.

J.E. Jayasuriya’s views on free edu-
cation, with which I agree entirely
(see his Education in the Third World
— Some Reflections) are worthy of cit-
ing in full:
The immediate consequence of
the principle of free education
accepted in 1945 was to give a
bonanza to the well-to-do by
making available to them with-
out payment the good education
that had hitherto been paid for
by them. The masses continued
to receive free the poor quality
education that had all along been
free to them. The Central School
idea represented a genuine at-
tempt to extend the benefits of a
good quality education, but the
establishment of Central Schools
could proceed only at snail’s pace
as the lion’s share of the finances
of the Government was taken up
by grants of great liberality to the
few prestigious schools which
had been earlier fee-levying but
now had become free. The Junior
School came as a half way mea-
sure in the government sector be-
tween the old, bad, free school for
the masses and the new and better
Central School for a few of them,
but even Junior Schools were not
established in sufficient number.
Such small mercies as did come
their way placated the masses, and
they were too inarticulate to ask
for full scale justice. For its part
officialdom was content to pro-
gramme changes at the minimum
rate of disturbance to its own leth-
argy and complacency. The policy
that had been accepted was free
education from the kindergarten
to university. Education became
indeed free for all, but what was
free was a good education for
the few and a bad education for
the many. In other words, from
the point of view of quality, free
education was more a mirage
than a reality in so far as the
masses were concerned (empha-
sis mine) (Jayasuriya, “Education
in the Third World™ 86-87).

However flawed or insincere it may
have been in conception, “Free Edu-
cation” has had its benefits. A sig-



nificant number of Sri Lankans from
disadvantaged socio-economic back-
grounds have aspired to and secured
a place in the sun (in the civil service,
in the universities, and in the schools
of Sri Lanka), thanks to the opportu-
nities provided for them under “Free
Education”. But with the disappear-
ance of the sizeable sterling balanc-
es accumulated during the war, the
maintenance of funds to sustain the
lofty ideal of free education proved
a challenge that could not be over-
come. Free education, as originally
conceived by its founding fathers,
has today all but disappeared. What
remains of that lofty ideal is now a
shell, and only those who are today’s
Hobsons choose it. A serious lack
of intellectual and material resourc-
es has made the continuation of it
worthless, but for reasons of political
expediency, no one is willing to ac-
knowledge its demise.

Instead, thanks to political expedi-
ency and to the obvious attractive-
ness of this concept, “Free Educa-
tion” has, over the years, acquired the
status of a sacred cow. To re-exam-
ine the concept with contemporary
insights, in the spirit of seeking to
make a good thing better, is not to be
anti-egalitarian or non-progressive,
as purblind defenders of the status
quo would have it. Far from it. [ am
not advocating the discontinuation
of free education. All I wish to sug-
gest here is that (a) we modify this
time-honoured but hoary concept, so
that the state can afford to continue
it into the future, and (b) we offer it
to those who are most deserving and
in need of it. I am not for a moment
suggesting, to borrow the words of
the Archbishop of Canterbury, the
Reverend Dr. Rowan Williams, that
everyone should stand on their own
two feet and turn into reliable “inde-
pendent’ consumers and contributors
to the GNP. Rather, to quote further
from the 2009 Christmas sermon of
the good Archbishop, delivered at
the Canterbury Cathedral, I suggest
that we help each other, receive from
each other, and learn how to depend
on the generosity of those who love
and stand alongside us. Those of us
who are able to pay for the educa-
tion of our children and to contribute
tangibly towards the education of
those who are less fortunate, should
do so. Such action on our part would
enable the Government to distribute
its meagre resources more equitably
and concentrate on the truly needy, to
ensure the continuance of free edu-
cation with excellence, as we were
able to do at the inception of the idea
many years ago.

Language Policy

Another priority for nation-building
is the revaluation of the language
policy in education. In what lan-
guage ought a child in post-colonial
Sri Lanka be educated?

In the twilight years of the British co-
lonial period here, some members of
our political and academic elite be-
gan to decry the use of English and to
advocate instead the use of the moth-
er tongue of a child as the medium
of instruction in Ceylon’s primary
and secondary schools. Pressures for
the replacement of English as the of-
ficial language by Sinhala and Tamil
arose in the 1920s. In 1943-44, the
State Council of Ceylon decided that,
within a reasonable time, Sinhala and
Tamil should become national lan-

guages.

As in most other things at this junc-
ture in our British colonial period,
in the instance of agitating for the
dethronement of English, we were
following the lead set by India. The
swabasha movement, as it came to
be called, arose as a protest against
the dominance of the majority by the
English-educated minority.

Adding to the social divisions based
on caste, ethnicity and religion in the
Ceylon of the British period, there
arose two other significant socially
divisive tendencies which had their
origin in British rule and cut across
caste, ethnic and religious distinc-
tions. One was the class distinction,
a product of the emerging capitalist
economy and the social order that
the British helped to bring about; the
other, closely related to, and interwo-
ven with the concept of class was the
English language. Ceylonese society
came to be, and continues to be, di-
vided into two clear-cut groups on the
basis of English; its English-speakers
and the swabasha or indigenous lan-
guage speakers. The former segment
is made up of those belonging to the
western-oriented middle-class of
Ceylon/Sri Lanka, with a good per-
centage of Christians, especially of
the Protestant persuasion, being in
this group. British rule produced an
English-educated class of about 6
or 7 per cent of the island’s popula-
tion and, not surprisingly, this small
coterie effectively monopolised the
best jobs in the government and the
mercantile or private sectors of Cey-
lon. Although its numbers today have
dropped significantly as a result of
the migration of a sizeable segment
of this class to greener pastures (the
United Kingdom, Australia, the Unit-
ed States and Canada), the English-
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speaking class remains dominant.

The swabasha-speaking segment was
and is the rural Buddhist Sinhalese
and the predominantly Hindu Tamil
masses. Also in this category of non-
elites are the Indian Tamil plantation
workers.

By 1935, the agitation for swabasha
was quite vigorous, and closely relat-
ed to the movement for educational
reform that had begun in earnest. In
the same year, the Ceylon National
Congress published a memorandum
calling for educational reform, and
one of the striking features of this stri-
dent call was its demand for the intro-
duction of Sinhala and Tamil as me-
dia of instruction. Those behind this
call for the switch from English to the
indigenous languages were some of
the notable Ceylonese school- teach-
ers in certain prestigious English sec-
ondary schools in the island. With the
passage of time, they were to become
household names, as they eventually
achieved high public office: C. W.
W. Kannangara (Minister of Educa-
tion, 1936 — 1947), W. Dahanayake
(Cabinet Minister, 1956 — 1959, 1965
— 1970, Minister of Education, 1956
- 1959 and briefly Caretaker Prime
Minister, 1959 — 1960), P. de .S Ku-
laratne, and T.B. Jayah, a Malay, who
was a member of the first post-inde-
pendence government. Their counter-
parts in Jaffna went one step further
when they led a boycott of elections
to the first State Council. This group
of nationalists among our then sec-
ondary school teachers believed that
a system of education based on our
social and cultural values was ab-
solutely necessary to mobilise the
masses in the struggle for national in-
dependence, and that a change in the
medium of instruction was vital to
bridging the gap between the socially
elite English-speaking minority and
the rest of the population.

The Hindu Board of Education,
which controlled the Hindu schools
in the north, took a far-sighted and
enlightened position when they de-
cided to introduce Sinhala as a com-
pulsory subject in all their schools. In
1938, the Jaffna Youth Congress de-
cided that the teaching of Sinhalese
and Tamil should be made compulso-
ry in all schools in Ceylon. The true
nationalists of the time believed that
bilingualism would be an ideal force
for national unity, and a most effec-
tive launching pad for the quest for
independence from colonial bondage.
As in 1905, when Sir Ponnambalam
Ramanathan, Sir Ponnambalam
Arunachalam and Ananda Cooma-
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raswamy spearheaded the movement
for a national university, in the late
1930s, too, there were positive signs
that Ceylon could achieve such wel-
come unity of national purpose. Yet
the lack of enthusiasm on the part of
the Sinhalese to learn Tamil led to
Ceylon’s foregoing a crucial ingre-
dient necessary for the formation of
a nation state, as opposed to a “state
nation”. Consequently, while the
agitation for swabasha continued, no
thought was given to building a link
language between the Sinhala and
Tamil speakers once English was de-
throned. If the Sinhalese did not learn
Tamil and vice versa, in what lan-
guage would the one communicate
with the other, once English ceased
to be? In their monumental and tragic
ignorance, the ultra-nationalists of
the time ignored the sensible advice
of Robert Marrs, the British expatri-
ate and first Principal of the Ceylon
University College. He had pre-
sciently alerted the Ceylonese to the
danger of the triumph of swabasha.
If at that time Ceylon was divided on
the basis of English into two nations,
the removal of English would in turn
lead to the more dangerous division
of the nation on the basis of Sinha-
la, the language of the majority, and
Tamil, the language of the minority.

The above factors notwithstanding,
the Executive Committee on Educa-
tion in the State Council under the
Donoughmore Constitution began,
from 1939 onwards, a concentrated
effort to reform education with spe-
cial emphasis on the medium of in-
struction. After prolonged delibera-
tions, the Executive Committee on
Education produced a landmark re-
port in 1943 on education in Sri Lan-
ka. Among the significant recommen-
dations contained in the report was
that on language; the replacement of
English by the mother tongue of the
student, as the medium of instruction
in schools in Ceylon.

Definition of the Mother Tongue

As a part-time university teacher and
education administrator for almost
35 years now, I have considerable
reservations about the definition of
the mother tongue that is in use. Is
the language of one’s parents one’s
mother tongue? What if the parents
are from two different ethnic back-
grounds? Even if the parents happen
to be from the same ethnic back-
ground, would it necessarily be the
case that their offspring should use
the language of their parents as their
mother tongue? Even at the risk of
being autobiographical, let me take
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my predicament as an example to il-
lustrate the point I seck to make here.

My father and mother are “Sinha-
lese”, if one is able to accept this
label as valid for a moment. My fa-
ther came from a non-anglicised,
semi-urban background, while my
mother was from an anglicised and
urban one. My father was extremely
fluent in English and Sinhala and, as
all public servants of his day, had a
smattering of Tamil. While English
was my mother’s linguistic forte, she
could get by in Sinhala and Tamil. As
with the rest of my siblings, I am pro-
ficient in English and Sinhala. Yet, I
am far more fluent in and comfortable
with using English to express myself.
It is the language I am at home in, so
to speak. It is the language in which I
can be spontaneous. Hence although
technically, by virtue of my parent-
age my mother tongue ought to be
Sinhala, for all practical purposes it
is English.

On the basis of the above reasoning,
I am opposed to the definition given
by some educationists and the offi-
cialdom of Sri Lanka with regard to
the mother tongue of a Sri Lankan
child. In my view, the official stance
is erroneous and extremely damag-
ing. While I agree with the dominant
pedagogical view that a child learns
best in his or her mother tongue, I am
in total disagreement with the restric-
tive Sri Lankan definition of what the
mother tongue of a Sri Lankan stu-
dent actually is. Indeed I would argue
that a child born to Sinhalese parents,
if brought up in a Tamil-speaking
household, would express him/her-
self best in Tamil. The language in
which that child would function most
effectively would then be Tamil and
not Sinhala. Ergo, that child’s “moth-
er tongue” would be Tamil.

Let me illustrate by further personal
experience. I began my primary and
secondary education, as did most
children of my parental background,
in Sinhala. By the time I reached
the upper forms, from age thirteen
upwards, as a student of biological
science, my medium of instruction
became English. Except, of course,
for Sinhala, Religion and Civics, I
studied all my other subjects — Eng-
lish, Chemistry, Biology, Physics and
Mathematics — through the medium
of English. As it turned out, when I
sat my GCE O Level Examination, I
opted to answer both my Religion and
Civics papers in English, although I
had followed classes in these subjects
in Sinhala. Having failed to secure
all of the five credits necessary then

to continue with my studies in bio-
logical science, I decided to change
horses in mid-stream, as it were, and
switched to studying subjects in the
field of arts and the humanities. My
new subjects were English Litera-
ture, Greek and Roman Civilization,
Buddhist Civilization and Political
Science. I was compelled by the pre-
vailing regulations to follow the two
latter subjects in the Sinhala medium,
as Sinhalese citizens had no choice
but to follow all arts and the humani-
ties subjects, as secondary school stu-
dents, in Sinhala.

Given my greater fluency in English,
that being the language in which I
had followed my biological science-
related subjects, I failed the two sub-
jects I studied in Sinhala when I sat
my GCE A Level Examination. As
there were no stringent rules to bar a
private student (i.e. a student with no
formal school affiliation) from sitting
the examination in the English medi-
um, on my subsequent attempt, I sat
my A Level Examination in English
and passed it with ease, securing very
good grades for the two subjects, Po-
litical Science and Buddhist Civilisa-
tion, that I had failed earlier.

While I do not contest the notion that
the mother tongue should be the lan-
guage of instruction in our schools, I
would argue strenuously that the def-
inition of the “mother tongue” should
be an inclusive rather than an exclu-
sive one. | am also in favour of giving
parents and students the freedom to
choose the medium of instruction in
school. For such sensible flexibility
to prevail, we need to allow for com-
petent English-medium instruction,
and therefore, we must make possi-
ble the recruitment of good teachers
with a sound knowledge of English.
We must also provide for regular in-
service training of teachers to ensure
the updating of skills.

For those who might contend that
this may lead to the creation anew
of a privileged coterie of citizens, I
would point out that my proposal for
making available English-medium
instruction in our schools would go
hand in hand with the strongest pos-
sible recommendation for an expand-
ed and clearly thought out English
Language Teaching programme for
all school children in Sri Lanka. Such
instruction in English would not only
ensure, to the extent humanly pos-
sible, equality of opportunity for all
students, but would also ensure that
we did not revert to the bad old days
when only a minority of social elites
had access to English. As we know,

the idea that English education fos-
ters elitism has been an influential
one. But the way to deal with this
is not by restricting the number of
English-speakers even more. It is by
widening its reach and democratising
it. The elites have the means to ac-
cess English, come what may. Lock-
ing out the underprivileged would be
tantamount to reinforcing their lack
of privilege. My advocacy of English
as a second language for Sri Lanka
is premised on another important
reason; if a second language is to be
learned, the choice should fall on the
language that is the greatest linguis-
tic force in the world today. Admit-
tedly, the ideal methods of teaching
English to Sri Lankan children have
yet to be worked out on the basis of
research and experiment, but some
guidance may be had from the writ-
ings of those who have taught Eng-
lish to non-English speaking children
in Japan, China, Malaysia and India.

Once a child acquires competence in
a second language, the psychological
argument for the use of the mother
tongue as the medium of instruc-
tion, ceases. The example of the sig-
nificant number of our citizens who
have successfully completed under-
graduate and post-graduate degree
programmes in Russia, Germany,
Japan and China is a good counter
to the nationalist argument that the
mother tongue medium should con-
tinue throughout a student’s career.
So is the lack of Sinhala and Tamil
textbooks and journals. Such a lack
has crippled generations of universi-
ty products who are left to the tender
mercies of incompetent instructors
who regurgitate the notes they picked
up from their teachers decades ago.
No independent reading is possible,
as publications in the mother tongue
are not available, and such as are
available in English are beyond the
grasp of those competent only in
their mother tongue.

Bilingualism

The proposition that efficient bilin-
gualism is not beyond the capacity of
the majority of men and women is im-
plied in most discussions of language
policy, and, explicitly stated in a few
of them. The experience of other
countries suggests that it is a reason-
able proposition to accept. In parts of
Europe (notably in Switzerland), it is
not unusual for the common citizen
to be an efficient trilingual. In India,
even illiterate men and women con-
verse readily in two languages, and
it is possible that, if educational fa-
cilities had existed, they would have
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achieved an efficient bilingualism
(the word “efficient” is used to mean
that a person can not only converse
in a language but can also read and
write it). An efficient bilingualism is
therefore not an unreasonable goal to
set ourselves in Sri Lanka,

On the basis of arguments proffered
and reasons adduced in the course
of the foregoing discussion, I would
earnestly recommend the following
be taken into serious consideration
in any revaluation of Sri Lanka’s lan-
guage policy in education:
a) Theory and orthodoxy
should not be the bases on which
we define the mother tongue of
a Sri Lankan student of the 21st
Century; and
b) Efficient bilingualism, if not
trilingualism, should be the goal
we set for all Sri Lankans.

Proposals for Curriculum Reform

In so far as our curriculum goes, my
suggestion is for a major overhaul of
it, both at school and undergraduate
levels. The History syllabus in par-
ticular, taught through our education
system, needs significant revision as
it is one of the biggest impediments
to the fostering of national unity and
harmony. Instead of forging mutual
understanding and reconciliation,
the history taught in our country, ac-
cording to the moderate view, tends
to foster a mood of recrimination
rather than a mood of renewal. It
causes men and women to look back
in anger, rather than to look forward
in hope and confidence. The educa-
tion system of our country, on the
whole, has not merely tended to keep
the Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim stu-
dents apart, but has actually instilled
in them ethnic feelings. There are
in Sri Lanka several Sinhala, Tamil
and Muslim Maha Vidyalayas; sepa-
rate schools for the different ethnic
groups, thereby virtually institution-
alising ethnic segregation! Although
detrimental to nation-building, no
politician or political entity wishes to
re-consider changing this horrendous
state of affairs, for reasons of politi-
cal expediency. This is the reason
why I began by declaring that build-
ing a nation out of the different ethnic
groups in Sri Lanka will require Her-
culean energy!

A study of school text books and
communal (ethnic) relations con-
ducted by the Council for Communal
and National Harmony in the early
1980s found that the Sinhala text
books produced by the state have en-
deavoured to instil feelings of ethnic



superiority among the Sinhalese chil-
dren. The unprecedented outbreak of
ethnic violence in the same decade, at
the University of Peradeniya, which
caused grievous physical and psy-
chological hurt to Tamil students,
may well be ascribed to this type
of indoctrination of students by the
flawed education system of Sri Lan-
ka. It should be noted here that on all
previous occasions of ethnic rioting
in the country, at large, the University
of Peradeniya was able to rise above
this human depravity. Indoctrination
of students via flawed educational
systems is, sadly and tragically, a
characteristic common to most coun-
tries of South Asia. As Kudlip Nayar
points out in the article “A Doomed
Region”, in schools of certain states
in India, songs that exalt the regional
idea have been introduced into text
books (8). History books used as texts
for the lower grades have disclosed
a marked tendency to exaggerate
past achievements of the dominant
linguistic groups. History should be
taught in Sri Lanka in such a way
that it brings to the forefront the rich
diversity of our society in order to
encourage our essential oneness. Re-
ligion and history should be subjects
that bring us together, not that which
separate us. Religious Studies should
incorporate into its syllabus the basic
philosophies of all the major reli-
gions practised in the country. I wish
to adapt and echo here the exemplary
thoughts and words, reflecting the
core values / shared values and asser-
tion made above, of former United
States Congresswoman Shirley Ch-
isholm, expressed in a different con-
text, but which are nevertheless rel-
evant to us in Sri Lanka today:
We have a chance to become
someday a nation in which all eth-
nic stocks and classes can exist in
their own selthoods, but meet on
the basis of respect and equality
and live together, socially, eco-
nomically, and politically. We can
become a dynamic equilibrium,
a harmony of many different ele-
ments, in which the whole will
be greater than all its parts and
greater than any society the world
has seen before. It can still happen.
(Chisholm 23)

A Minimum Required Programme
(MRP) of Study

To make a solid beginning, to reach
that exalted and blessed status of “a
harmony of many different elements”,
we desperately need to re-structure
our curriculum. Such a re-structured
curriculum should be broad enough

to impart a sound education, and at
the same time, be able to appeal to
the imagination of a student. The
ideal would be a curriculum that is
inter-disciplinary and which avoids
over-specialization at too early a
stage. The rigid compartmentalisa-
tion of the curriculum that forces
students at an early age into science,
arts and commerce streams must be
avoided. A commingling of the three
would immeasurably strengthen the
curriculum by preventing early aca-
demic over-specialisation, and would
thereby help convert learning into an
exciting adventure, as opposed to a
burdensome exercise, as it is at pres-
ent. A curriculum concerned merely
with loading factual knowledge on
a student and conveying loads of in-
formation will be both unwholesome
and grossly inadequate. A minimum
required programme of study (MRP),
that should be both sweet and useful
(dulce et utile) to a student, 1s our
urgent need; useful, in that the MRP
is challenging and stimulating, while
at the same time it is aesthetically ap-
pealing and enjoyable (“sweet”).

Making sure that the MRP is appeal-
ing and attractive to the student is
only half the battle; the other half is
to provide quality teachers — teachers
who can draw out the knowledge that
lies dormant in each student and lead
him / her to the Promised Land of
meaningful and superior quality edu-
cation. As suggested by the authors
of Integrity in the College Curricu-
lum: A Report to the Academic Com-
munity (1990), nine experiences are
essential to the kind of holistic and
wholesome education we should pro-
mote in Sri Lanka, and which this es-
say focuses on. Some of these might
be thought of as skills, while others
can be considered as “ways of grow-
ing and understanding”. However,
all nine experiences are crucial to a
coherent and wholesome education.
These experiences include Inquiry,
Literacy, Understanding numerical
data, Historical consciousness, Sci-
ence, Values, Art, International and
multicultural experiences, and Study
in depth.

1.  The MRP should focus on
making students think for them-
selves through critical analysis of
subject matter where the teacher
acts as a facilitator, as one who
shows the way, or as a margopade-
shakaya. Our tuition-oriented cur-
riculum of today does not stimu-
late thinking. It only leads to rote
learning, which in turn produces
mostly pliant and subservient stu-
dents who cannot think indepen-
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dently and freely. A teacher today
is a figure of authority, one armed
with facts, who then seeks to fill
the empty vessel that is the student
with information and knowledge,
not wisdom. This type of teacher is
very different from the guide, phi-
losopher and friend, or the margo-
padeshakaya that he / she is meant
to be. Children possess inherent
capacities at inquiring, analysing
and thinking for themselves. But
stimulating and imaginative teach-
ers are necessary to draw out and
refine the untutored genius that re-
sides within every child.

2.  The word “literacy” lends it-
self to varied meanings. It is used
here to denote the fluency in writ-
ing, reading, speaking and listen-
ing that a decent curriculum should
help a student achieve. “Writing”
in this context means the mastery
of language to express how we
“think, feel and judge™. The avoid-
ance of meaningless ambiguity,
the reliance on simplicity in the
exploration of complex thought
so that whatever is written can be
understood by the average reader,
and the ability to enlist wit and
humour, when occasion demands
them, are attributes of a properly
educated and literate student.

3. Reading may be done for
pleasure, for obtaining informa-
tion, for dispassionate inquiry and
analysis, and for discriminating
between right and wrong, good
and bad, the genuine and the spuri-
ous. One effective way of counter-
ing some students’ over-reliance
on lecture notes is to encourage
greater reading; “those structured
invitations to contemplation and
self-education that characterizes
memorable undergraduate cours-
es...” (Integrity in the College
Curricutum 16). Two other crucial
aspects of literacy are speaking
and listening. A good communica-
tor is usually also a good listener,
for it is imperative to listen to mul-
tiple points of view before agree-
ing or disagreeing with issues. As
in writing, directness, clarity and
simplicity are invaluable in speak-
ing as well. Some of us, confus-
ing learning and intelligence with
ponderousness, tend to speak like
encyclopaedias; a confusion that
a truly educated person avoids at
all times. Consequently, educated
schoolchildren and graduates are
those who can read, write and
speak in such a way that they can
be easily differentiated from the
general body of students.
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4.  Statistics scream at us today
from all sides. Figures, tables, av-
erages of births and death rates,
costs of living and such other vital
statistics abound, and we are of-
ten confused and confounded by
them. Politicians use such numeri-
cal data to dupe us, as do commer-
cial advertisers to seduce. The sat-
isfactory interpretation of this data
requires from us a capacity for
discrimination. A sound education
should equip us with the tools to
distinguish fact from fiction, and
the sincere persuader from the cal-
culating manipulator. The sugges-
tion here is not to introduce a com-
pulsory course in Statistics, but for
an education which ensures that
the students are made aware of the
importance of balancing the quan-
titative and qualitative aspects of
knowledge.

5.  Historical consciousness
is a most useful attribute for a
good education. The availability
of multiple choices, the presence
of ambiguity and paradox in our
lives, and the significance of hu-
man curiosity, among other things,
make recognition of complexity a
vital need for us. An understand-
ing of the historical background
enables us to deepen our under-
standing of human nature at any
given time. Citing an example or
two from the study of English Lit-
erature, we can say that our read-
ings of Chaucer and George Eliot
would make us familiar with the
life and society of Mediaeval and
Victorian England. It is also likely
that if we are familiar with an out-
line of the history of these two ep-
ochs, we would better understand
Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales
and Eliot’s Middlemarch. Situat-
ing a work of art against its socio-
economic and cultural background
yields rich dividends and deepens
our understanding of that work of
art. Likewise, we will be in a po-
sition to appreciate better the stu-
pendous scientific discoveries of
ages past, mostly taken for granted
today, if we place them in their
historical context.

6.  The furious pace of contem-
porary change has rendered con-
temporary existence increasingly
complex, and nothing contributes
more to this pace of change than
science and technology. Science
and technology helped humans to
land on the moon, enabled us to
destroy Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
made us aware of the dangers of
accelerated climate change, placed
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computers on most of our desks,
and have introduced modes of
communication which can help us
to communicate instantaneously.
In other words, science and tech-
nology have revolutionised our
lives. Yet, most of us continue to
live in societies where compart-
mentalised knowledge keeps the
greater part of the society in the
dark about these technologies and
how to make use of them. Many
carry the enormous intellectual
handicap of having no knowl-
edge of science and technology
whatsoever. A familiarity with
science and the scientific method,
their strengths and limitations (for
we know that there are questions
that science neither asks nor an-
swers), will serve to de-muystify
the world of knowledge available
to us through the sciences. Too
many of us, familiar only with the
arts and the humanities, continue
in our ignorance to believe that
the human condition is explained
best by literature and philosophy.
An inter-disciplinary curriculum
that combines arts, science and
commerce-based subjects will
pave the way for a student to re-
ceive a more rounded education,
in which each discipline enriches
the other. At the University of
Ceylon in Peradeniya, in the early
1970s, there was an admirable ef-
fort to diversify the undergradu-
ate curriculum in the arts and the
humanities.  Undergraduates in
the latter disciplines were made to
follow a foundation course of lec-
tures through which they were in-
troduced to significant themes and
issues in the discipline of science.
There was also an excellent forum
for the discussion and exploration
of inter-disciplinary subject matter
at the Popular Science Gossip held
regularly at the Faculty of Science,
which was addressed and attended
by members of all faculties at the
University. With the passage of
time, and given the vagaries of Sri
Lanka’s zero-sum politics, these
useful initiatives were unfortu-
nately abandoned.

7. To attempt to make sense of
the world around us, to search for
proper answers to questions that
the ambiguities and paradoxes of
our existence force upon us, to
satisfy our insatiable curiosity and
to help us make wise and civilised
choices from the welter of choice
available to us, we need right val-
ues. Initially, every educated per-
son studied theology which was
part of their core curriculum, but

which was supplanted by moral
philosophy in the nineteenth cen-
tury and which was, in turn, sup-
planted by the “value-free” social
sciences and objective sciences. In
our part of the world, too, educa-
tion in the past had a religio-eth-
ical dimension to it as education
was closely associated with the
temple and clergymen. While 1
am not blind to the benefits which
are attached to a “value-free” edu-
cation in the furtherance of secu-
larism, it is my conviction that a
value-based education is the more
desirable model. Values help us
to make moral judgements and
however wary we may be of fi-
nal answers, we will ignore only
at our peril the task of inculcating
humanistic values in our students.
The arrogance of a Creon, the trag-
ic single-mindedness of an Anti-
gone, the calculated judgement of
a Maname Queen or the fraught
determination of a Sinhabahu re-
mind us of the challenges and op-
portunities involved in choices,
and the role that values (or the lack
of them) play in the making of
choices. Is majoritarianism right?
Should the war in Iraq have oc-
curred, regardless of the absence
of weapons of mass destruction? Is
the war in Afghanistan justifiable?
Were the summary executions of
Rohana Wijeweera and Velupil-
lai Prabhakaran necessary? These
are questions for which there are
no clear-cut answers. Both human
subjectivity and objectivity need
to be employed in the search for
meaningful answers to these im-
ponderables of life. Hence, the
indispensability of a value-based
approach to education.

8.  An appreciation of the aes-
thetic aspects of life contributes
immeasurably to the making of an
educated citizen. Music, poetry,
drama, dance, painting, pottery
and sculpture are essential in this
regard. Art encourages creativity
and enriches our spirit and imagi-
nation. Art enables us to explore
life from a multiplicity of angles
and dimensions and, through such
imaginative exploration, to appre-
hend what it is to be human.
Without an awareness of and ex-
periencing the fine arts and the
performing arts, we will be like
horses tied to a carriage. We will
succeed in reaching point B from
point A, but we would surely have
missed appreciating the beautiful
waterfalls, sunsets, the flora and
fauna on either side of the road.

9.  Acquaintance with the world
outside our narrow confines makes
possible a broader outlook on life.
The lack of such acquaintance is
bound to make us resemble the
proverbial frogs in the well. An
education that helps us to ground
ourselves firmly in our own ethos
whilst immersing ourselves as ful-
ly as possible in that of our fellow-
human beings outside our location
will make our worldview more
wholesome. A curriculum that
fosters hybridity, and promotes
internationalism will serve to un-
derscore our common humanity. [t
will make us realise that, despite
our different skin colourations,
genders, ethnicities, religious up-
bringings, cultural backgrounds
and geographical limitations, we
are essentially one. This profound
idea is reflected in Hindu and Bud-
dhist philosophies as expressed in
the Theory of Non-duality and
Maya, and in the Avatamsaka Su-
tra (The Flower Ornament Scrip-
ture), which upholds that nature
cannot be reduced to “basic build-
ing blocks”. The Avatamsaka Su-
tra, according to Gunapala Dhar-
masiri, is a Mahayana Buddhist
text that was composed in India
during the first centuries of the
first millennium of the common
era. Dharmasiri goes on to state
that the sutra deals with the uni-
verse in great detail, going to the
extent of giving details of vari-
ous galactic systems, even naming
some. According to these philo-
sophical constructs, the universe is
an inter-connected whole in which
no part is any more fundamental
than the other, and every part con-
tains all the others — in the words
of the great seer Sri Aurobindo,
“all in each and each in all”. This
essential oneness of the universe
is found not only in Eastern mysti-
cism but also in Western mystical
thought as apparent in the follow-
ing lines from the poem “Auguries
of Innocence” by William Blake:

To see a world in a grain of

sand

And heaven in a wild flower,

Hold infinity in the palm of

your hand,

And eternity in an hour.

A study of the different languages
and literatures, political systems and
religions of the world will make us
realise our vulnerability and our
inter-dependence as human beings,
huddled together on an increasingly
volatile planet.

A system of educational instruction
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predicated on the salient features de-
lineated above, should provide for
the right depth of academic explora-
tion. A superficial dip into the sea of
knowledge should prove as detrimen-
tal as too deep a dive into it. For we
know that there are dangers in over-
specialisation, as much as in an edu-
cation that avoids any specialisation
at all. As ever, the middle path, deep
but not overly deep, is best. When
we impart information and knowl-
edge to our students using such a
balanced method, they will be able
to process these two ingredients, and
find the wisdom or the kind of knowl-
edge that goes beyond common un-
derstanding.

I am grateful to Merlin Peris, Emeri-
tus Professor of Western Classical
Culture, University of Peradeniya,
for refining John Drydens transla-
tion of the lines from Virgil s Aenid.
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The Sinhala Pansiva Panas Jataka
Pota (Book of Five Hundred and
Fifty Jataka Stories) is without doubt
the best known, best loved, and one
of the most venerated books in Bud-
dhist Sri Lanka. The fact that the
term vahansé (used generally to in-
dicate an exalted being such as the
Buddha or a king) is often used as
part of the title of the book itself —
Pansiyva Panas Jataka Pot Vahansé
— indicates the reverence with which
the book is treated.

The broad human appeal of these
stories is because the Bodhisattva
appears in recognisable situations
and contexts with which readers can
identify in almost all of these stories.
He appears in human or animal form,
sometimes as the hero of the stories,
sometimes as a character in them,
and sometimes as a commentator on
the action. In addition, since these
stories are believed to have been re-
lated by the Buddha about his own
previous births as a Bodhisattva, they
are also seen as part of the continuing
Buddha story, and so have taken on
the aura of the Buddha. Hence the
veneration with which the book is
treated. We know that over the centu-
ries, in Sri Lanka, the Jataka stories
have been constantly referred to and
discussed in sermons by Buddhist
monks, used as images and illustra-
tions in literary works, and depicted
in paintings and used for sculptures
by artists. Thus these narratives have
seeped deep into the people’s imagi-
nation and become part of their vo-
cabulary and their culture.

Origins of the Jataka Collection

The Pali Buddhist canon consists
of five hundred and forty-seven sto-
ries. Its earliest version is believed
to have been an oral collection of
verses. Scholars such as Profes-
sor Kulasooriya and Professor Rhys
Davids suggest that there was, very
likely, an oral prose commentary too,
which may have accompanied some
of these verses.

Rhys Davids, in his Introduction to
the English translation of the Pali
Jatakatthavannana, edited by Faus-
boll (1880), admits that the orthodox
Buddhist belief is that soon after the
Buddha’s death, a collection of five
hundred and fifty stories together
with a commentary was complied,
called The Book of the Five Hundred
and Fifty Jatakas and that, “Both text
and commentary were then handed
down intact and in the Pali language
in which they were composed, to the
time of the Council of Patna (held

Pansiya Panas Jataka
Pota: The Story of a
Sinhala Classic

Ranjini Obeyesekere

on or about the year 250 BCE) and
they were carried in the following
year to Ceylon by the great mission-
ary Mahinda. There the commentary
was translated into Sinhalese... and
was retranslated into its present form
in the Pali in the fifth century of our
era” (Davids ii). Rhys Davids, how-
ever, argues that there is little direct
evidence pointing to such a compila-
tion undertaken soon after the death
of the Buddha. Nevertheless, he does
cite certain instances as evidence of
the very early origin of at least some
of those stories; The fact that sev-
eral stories have been referred to in
the early Pitakas (canonical texts);
the existence of a text titled Carya-
pitaka, found in the Pali pitaka which
shows “where and in what births
Gotama had acquired the Ten Great
Perfections”; the Buddhavamsa, a
Pali commentarial text that gives “a
history of all the Buddhas, and an ac-
count of the lives of the Bodisattva
in the character he filled during the
lifetime of each of the twenty four
previous Buddhas” (Davids iii-iv.),
suggest the very early origin of some
of the Jataka.

Moreover, there are pre-third century
BCE sculptures, at Sanchi, Amara-
vati, and at Bharut, where even the
title Jataka is indicated in the in-
scriptions below the bas-reliefs. The
existence of the Jatakas, as one of the
nine sections (angani) into which the
Buddhist Scriptures were divided at
a very early stage, and the fact that
the Jataka angani is found in both
the Theravada and the Mahayana tra-
ditions, also suggest that the Jataka
collection must pre-date the Council
of Vesali (387 BCE).

Other scholars believe that the five
hundred and fifty Jataka stories,
as they are found now in Pali, were
originally a Sinhala prose commen-
tary on the Pali verse collection of
Jatakas, which was later translated
into Pali, together with many other
Sinhala commentaries, around the
fifth century CE. There is no definite
evidence to say that the Jataka col-
lection, as it exists today, was put to-
gether in Sri Lanka prior to its trans-

lation into Pali; nor is there sufficient
evidence, up to now, to indicate that
the Sri Lankan tradition is inaccurate.
All we can say is that some of the sto-
ries do possibly go back to the time
of the Buddha, but that the collection
as we now know it was clearly put to-
gether much later by one or more edi-
tors / authors. The fact that it was or-
ganised into sections (nipdta) on the
basis of the number of verses found
in each story', suggests that the vers-
es were the defining feature of the
earliest collection. For example, the
first nipata consists of 150 stories,
which have one verse each. The sec-
ond nipdta has 100 stories, each hav-
ing two verses. The third and fourth
sections of 50 have three and four
verses each and so on till the twenty-
first nipata, which has five stories,
each having 80-90 verses. Section
twenty-two has ten stories, each of
which has 100 or more verses. It is
thus very likely that the verses pre-
dated the present prose commentary,
to which some of the verses are still
attached. We do know, too, that sev-
eral monks from neighbouring Bud-
dhist lands visited Sri Lanka’s many
famous monastic centres around the
fifth century CE, and translated many
Sinhala commentarial texts into Pali.
The present fourteenth century Sin-
hala version that we have today, in-
terestingly, maintains the same order
of the sections (nipata), even though
the stories are now entirely in prose.
Some Pali verses do exist, but they
are very few and have no relation to
the manner in which each nipara was
originally organised.

The present Sinhala text of five hun-
dred and forty-seven stories (three are
probably lost or the title was, possi-
bly, given to round off the number) is
a translation or adaptation of the Pali
Jatakatthavannana, and dates back
to the fourteenth century. While be-
ing close to its Pali original (Cowell),
and basically similar in the number,
order, and content of the stories, yet,

| eka nipata consists of about 149 stories
with one verse each; duka nipata with two
verses, fika nipata three, and so on till the
mahd nipdta consists of stories with over a
hundred verses.
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as is the case with so many Buddhist
texts translated from one language to
another, it can also be considered a
different text.

How so? A large part of what we
consider as Buddhist literature and
literary history is the product of
translations, and of translations of
translations, of texts and commentar-
ies that have travelled back and forth
from one language to another. In the
process of transference, they have
undergone many shifts and changes,
in style and presentation if not in
content, and have sometimes taken
on a life of their own. We know that
as Buddhism spread throughout the
Southern, Eastern, and Central Asian
regions, what was often transported
from country to country and lan-
guage to language consisted of actual
physical “texts”. The early Chinese
monk Fa Hsien and others came on
long and arduous journeys in search
of “texts”. So did the many Indian,
Burmese, Cambodian and other
monks, travelling through the then
Buddhist world. In this early trans-
ference, Sri Lanka played a key role,
one that is often not recognised since
the language of the country is hardly
known and spoken anywhere else in
the world.

Sri Lanka’s Role in the Transfer-
ence and Translation of Texts

When Buddhism spread from India to
Sri Lanka, at the time of the Emperor
Asoka in the third century BCE, it
was exclusively in the form of an oral
tradition. Although formalised at the
different councils after the Buddha’s
death, it was retained and dispersed
as an oral tradition. “Thus have I
heard”, indicate the canonical texts
over and over again. While the ca-
nonical texts were preserved and dif-
fused throughout the Buddhist world
in Pali or Magadha, as they were
considered the “word” of the Bud-
dha, in Sri Lanka as elsewhere, they
were translated into local languages
and interpreted for the local popula-
tion in the language of the country.
Thus, a tradition of scholarship de-
veloped in Sri Lanka’s major monas-
teries, where monks studied not only
the canon which was in Magadha, but
several other languages, and became
fluent interpreters, commentators and
exponents of Buddhism.

Thus, Sri Lankan monks undertook
the translating, transcribing, and pre-
serving of these texts as a key respon-
sibility. Not only had they to learn
several languages, they had to also
develop technical skills relevant to



the writing of texts on palm leaves, to
preserving them and to keeping such
manuscripts in safe storage. This tra-
dition of monastic learning existed
right up to the end of the nineteenth
century in spite of wars, internal po-
litical upheavals and conquests by
foreign colonial powers.

In the first century BCE, the Pali ca-

nonical texts were first committed to
writing by Sri Lankan monks at the
monastery in Aluvihare. For such a
procedure to have taken place, there
had to have been not only a tradition
of scholarship and familiarity with
the Indian languages, but also an al-
ready established writing tradition.
The evidence for this comes from
rock inscriptions, edicts by kings,
and inscriptions on rock ledges of
caves that indicate the names of ear-
ly Buddhist donors to forest monks.
Besides, the keeping of written re-
cords — dates, names and important
events, especially those that had to
do with the religion — had become an
important, on-going, monastic activ-
ity. The major Sri Lankan chronicles,
the Dipavamsa, (fourth century CE)
the Mahavamsa (sixth century CE)
and its extensions, the so-called
Ciilavamsa, it is believed, depended
for their source material on these
temple records. There is further evi-
dence from citations and references
by scholars and foreign monks of the
existence of this rich Buddhist litera-
ture of stories, sermons and commen-
tarial texts that had developed in Sri
Lanka during these early centuries.

Geiger's Cualavamsa (1: 37. 230)
makes reference to the Indian monk
Révata, who introduces the text to the
monk Buddhaghosa:
The text alone has been handed
down in Jambudipa, there is no
commentary here. Neither have
we the deviating system of the
teachers. The commentary in the
Sinhala tongue is faultless. The
wise Mahinda who tested the tra-
dition laid down before the coun-
cil as it was preached by the per-
fectly Enlightened One and taught
by Sariputta and others, wrote it in
the Sihala tongue and it is spread
among the Sihalas. Go there, learn
it and render it in the tongue of
Magadha. It will bring blessing to
the whole world.

As we know, the monk Buddhaghdsa
did just that! He came to Sri Lanka
in the fifth century CE, spent many
years in the major monastery at An-
uradhapura, the then capital of Sri
Lanka, learned the Sinhala language,
and translated an enormous number

of commentarial texts from Sinhala
into Pali. There is a similar reference
in the colophon to the Dhammapada
Commentary, where another fifth
century South Indian scholar monk
states the following:
A subtle commentary thereon [the
Dhammapada] has been handed
down from generation to gen-
eration in the island of Sri Lanka,
but because it is composed in the
language of the island it is of no
profit or advantage to foreigners.
If translated [into Pali] it might
perhaps conduce to the welfare of
mankind. This was the wish ex-
pressed to me by the Elder Kumara
Kasyapa, self-conquered, living in
tranquillity, steadfast in resolve.
His earnest request was made to
me because of his desire that the
Good Doctrine might endure (Bur-
lingame).

Then, with the slightly condescend-
ing superior attitude of a classicist
towards an indigenous vernacular,
the monk adds, “Therefore, 1 shall
discard this dialect and its diffuse
idioms and translate the work into
the pleasing language of the sacred
texts”.

Several centuries later, a Sinhala
monk, forced now to use the Pali as
the source for his translation because
the original Sinhala work had been
lost, states the following with mock
humility:
We have abandoned the strict Pali
method and taken only the themes
in composing this work. It may
have faults and stylistic shortcom-
ings but you should ignore them.
Be like the swans who separate
milk from water even though
the milk and water be mixed, or
like those who acquire learning
and skills even from a teacher of
low status, because it is only the
acquisition of knowledge with
which they are concerned... So
consider only its usefulness and
apply the healing salve of the
Saddharmaratnavaliya to remove
the hazy film of Delusion that
clouds the Eye of Wisdom, and go
happily and with clear sight along
the highway of right actions to the
city of nirvana (Obeyesekere 137).

With mock modesty and subtle irony,
the Sinhala monk thus restores to his
translation “the diffuse idioms” of
his native language, which his au-
gust predecessor had so assiduously
removed!

C.E. Godakumbure, in his book Sin-
halese Literature (1955), has listed a

large body of works in Sinhala, Pali
and Sanskrit, written by Sri Lankan
monks, scholars, and scholar kings,
between the first and the fifteenth
centuries CE. Many of the very early
works were lost or destroyed, some-
times through sheer decay over time,
or due to neglect / lack of use because
of the archaism of the language.
Sometimes these texts were damaged
as a consequence of internal religious
schisms, but most often as a result of
successive wars and invasions of var-
ious external powers such as the in-
vasions by the Cola, Pandya, Damila
rulers of South India, and later, by
western colonial powers. Ironically,
then as now, the major targets or vic-
tims of military conquests were reli-
gious shrines, monastic institutions
and their property such as publica-
tions. The destruction of the Bami-
yan Buddha statues by the Taliban,
the burning of the Public Library in
Jaffna during the Sri Lankan Govern-
ment’s war against the Tamil Tigers,
the destruction of Tibetan monaster-
ies and their libraries by the Chinese,
and the looting and devastation of the
ancient collections in the Museum of
Baghdad during the Iraq war, are but
a few more recent examples of such
persisting madness.

The ancient chronicles of Sri Lanka
record many such invasions, which
were invariably accompanied by
the destruction and vandalising of
Buddhist shrines and the burning
of books. In the reign of King Ma-
hinda V (981 CE) the Cola armies
overran the country, destroyed the
monasteries and took away treasures.
Another devastating attack was by
Magha of Kalinga in 1214 CE, de-
scribed vividly by the author of the
chronicle; “They wrecked the im-
age houses, destroyed many cétiyas,
ravaged the viharas and maltreated
the brethren... Many books, known
and famous, they tore from their
cords and strewed them hither and
thither” (Cilavamsa 80 sec 56-80).
The chronicles also record, however,
in equally elaborate detail, the con-
tinuous efforts of local rulers, many
of whom were themselves scholars
and poets, to rewrite texts, rebuild
shrines, and re-establish the religion.
Thus, not long after Magha’s rule,
King Vijayabahu III (1232 - 1236)
restored several shrines and religious
institutions:
Deeply grieved in his heart that
on the island of Lanka so many
books that dealt with the true Doc-
trine had been destroyed by the
alien foe, the ruler called togeth-
er laymen, endowed with a good
memory and with knowledge, pi-

37

Nethra Review : June 2011

ous, well instructed, free from in-
dolence, and skilled in quick and
fair writing, and along with these
many other writers of books, and
made all these write down in care-
ful fashion the eighty four thou-
sand divisions of the Doctrine
(Calavamsa 11: 81; 41-44).

Rewriting, re-translating and tran-
scribing were on-going processes,
because again and again, the chron-
icles refer to such incidents. During
the reign of King Pardkramabahu IV
(1303-1333), for instance, a similar
process is recorded to have taken
place:
To the office of royal teacher the
king appointed a Grand Thera
from the Cola country, a self-
controlled man, versed in various
tongues and intimate with philo-
sophic works. Ever and again he
heard from him continuously all
the Jatakas, learned them and re-
tained their contents. Then he ren-
dered by degree, these five hun-
dred and fifty beautiful Jarakas
from the Pali tongue into Sinhala
speech. He recited them in the
midst of the Grand rheras who
were intimate with the Three Pita-
kas and after correcting them he
had them written down and dis-
tributed throughout Lanka. And
these Jatakas he made over to a
wise thera, Médankara by name,
whom he had gained for that pur-
pose, that they might be preserved
in the succession of his disciples
and thereby handed down still fur-
ther (Citlavamsa 11: 90; 81-86).

What is interesting and easily forgot-
ten is the constant contact and sup-
port that existed between Sri Lankan
and South Indian Buddhist monks
and scholars in their attempts at re-
placing lost texts. So when Magha’s
Kalinga armies destroyed Buddhist
shrines and books, monks from the
Cdla kingdom were invited to restore
those texts and traditions. Again, in
the introduction to our text of the
Sinhala Jataka stories, the author
makes a reference probably to the
same king:
In order to dispel any doubts,
wrong views and stories that may
have risen in the minds of vari-
ous people, monks and nuns... the
compassionate [king] Parakrama
said it was important to present in
the e/u language, the sermon on the
five hundred and fifty birth stories
[of the Bodhisattva]. At his invita-
tion and through the efforts of the
chief minister Virasimha Patiraja
these Jatakas and their commen-
taries were correctly written in elu
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(The Revered Book of Jataka Sto-
ries 4 [translation mine]).

Cowell, in his preface to the English
translation of the Pali Jataka Stories,
writes that “The native tradition in
Ceylon states that the original Jataka
book consisted of gathas (verses)
alone, and that a commentary on
these was written in very early times,
in Sinhalese. This was translated into
Pali about 430 AD by Buddhaghdsa,
who translated so many of the early
Sinhalese commentaries into Pali,
and after this, the Sinhala originals
were lost” (Cowell xxiv).

Unlike in the case of the Dhamma-
pada commentary, alas, no colo-
phon exists for the collection of Pali
or Sinhala Jataka stories. We only
know that a flourishing Buddhist lit-
erature did exist in Sri Lanka in these
early decades, and that a large num-
ber of these Sri Lankan commen-
tarial texts were translated back and
forth into other languages by visiting
monks and scholars. By the mid and
late fourteenth century CE, after the
South Indian invasions, there was a
resurgence of Buddhist literature in
Sri Lanka, written in Pali, Sanskrit,
and Sinhala. By this time, many of
the early Sinhala commentarial texts
had been lost, and only the Pali ones
were available. Thus, there was a need
to actively retranslate or rewrite them
in Sinhala. It is a mark of the vital-
ity and continuous cross-fertilisation
that took place between the Sinhala
and the Sanskrit, Pali and Tamil liter-
ary traditions, that such translations,
retranslations and re-creations did
continuously take place. There are
occasional references in the Jaraka
collection itself to the names of those
who wrote commentaries on the text.
In story Number 110 there is a refer-
ence to a monk, Vacissara Thera, who
had lived in the Polonnaruwa period
and had written an interpretive com-
mentary on the Jatakas. Again, in
story No 111, there is a reference to
the noble Pandit Rajamurdri, a teach-
er well-versed in the words of the
three-fold canon, who commented on
the meaning of the Pali verses in the
Jataka, and who had given the Jataka
its name. These comments and refer-
ences not only give an account of the
constant commentarial work on texts,
but also of how the Buddhist literary
tradition was constantly revived and
reinvigorated in Sri Lanka by the
close cooperation between kings,
scholars, and scholar monks, both
local and foreign. It also helps us to
understand the many variations in the
techniques used by the translators,
and their different relationships to

their original texts. For example, the
passage on how King Parakramabahu
IV approached his task suggests one
such method.

The stories were generally “recited”
by a scholar monk learned in many
languages, then memorised by the
listener and translated from the Pali
into Sinhala. The translation was
read out / recited before an assem-
bly of scholar monks, corrected, and
then put down in writing. Thereafter,
it was distributed throughout the is-
land and senior monks were assigned
the task of passing these texts down
to their pupils so that they could be
preserved over generations. This ap-
proach to the process of translation
involved a rigorous attempt to main-
tain accuracy and a close adherence
to the original. This was clearly the
method used for the translation of the
canonical texts in order to preserve
their authenticity. It was the approach
adopted by King Parakramabahu and
perhaps also by many of his prede-
cessors who had the task of restoring
the lost or destroyed texts by rewrit-
ing and translating from other sourc-
es. It was also the method followed
by nineteenth century Western schol-
ars and translators of classical texts.
Rhys Davids, in his English transla-
tion of the Mahavamsa states, “The

plan has been to produce a literal -

translation as nearly as possible — an
absolutely correct reproduction of the
statements recorded in the chronicle
(Davids vi).

We come across yet another method of
re-writing / translation; the one used
by the translator of the Dhammapada
Commentary. He decided to discard
the excessive stylistic elaborations of
the original text and instead, rewrote
it in the style and conventions of the
target language — in this case, using
elegant, concise Pali. The translator
of the Saddharmaratnavaliya decid-
ed to use only the themes or content
of the stories, and instead of merely
translating, “transcreated” it into a
Sinhala work, infusing it with the
grace and exuberance characteristic
of his own language and style. Both
authors claimed to have “translated”
the original text, and both respected
the order and the basic content of
their originals. Thus, the number of
stories and their central content re-
mained basically the same in both
texts. However, in the telling of the
stories, there were several stylistic
differences between the two, given
the freedom with which the transla-
tion was carried out. The important
fact that surfaces from these varied
and different approaches to the task

of translation is that the major consid-
eration was always the audience for
whom the work was being translated.
Buddhaghosa and the scholar monks
of that period were clearly writing for
an audience of Buddhist scholars — in
an international language of Buddhist

.scholarship. The monk Dharmasena,
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author of the Saddharmaratnavaliya,
was addressing a lay audience of
Buddhist listeners. Thus, the text is
written in the language of the popular
Buddhist sermon, replete with im-
ages drawn from the known world
of his village listeners / readers. His
translation thus reflects the harsh
realities and cultural mores of that
world to which his listeners / readers
could readily respond.

The Sinhala version of the Jdraka
stories, as we have it today, called for
a slightly different approach to the
task of translation. The Sinhala tra-
dition is that the oldest Pali version
contained only verses or gatha. The
expansive prose commentary was
added, in accordance with popular
lore, by the Sinhala interpreters and
commentators on the text. What was
translated by Buddhaghosa into Pali
is thus believed to be this Sinhala
commentary, which was condensed
into the Pali translation. When re-
translated back to Sinhala in the four-
tegnth century, perhaps because of
the stricter approach adopted by King
Parakramabdhu IV, it is not as free,
as exuberant or as filled with elabo-
rate stylistic ornamentation as the
Saddharmaratnavaliya translation of
the Pali Dhammapada commentary.
However, in spite of its being closer
to the Pali version, by the time the
stories resurfaced back in the Sinha-
la, the prose had taken over. The sec-
tions or nipata are maintained as di-
visions, but their rationale is lost. The
Sinhala jataka collection has thus re-
sulted in just a collection of stories on
the past lives of the Bodhisattva.

The Sinhala collection of the Jataka
stories is very well-known through-
out Sinhala society, especially in the
villages. King Pardkramabahu’s plan
to distribute it around the island, and
familiarise it to successive genera-
tions of Sri Lankans certainly seems
to have paid dividends! The stories
have seeped into popular culture, and
into the very life-blood of the people.
They are used again and again in ser-
mons, as illustrations of moral con-
duct, of human folly, and to discuss
the whole gamut of good and evil
as people know it in their everyday
lives. The storyline is simple, even
simplistic at times, or elaborate, with
stories within stories that resonate and
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reverberate on each other. Similarly,
its moral insights can be straightfor-
ward, or complex and profound. The
characters too are sometimes lightly
sketched, while at times they are psy-
chologically complex and elaborate-
ly drawn. These stories are familiar
not just at the level of popular culture
and folk lore. Generations of Sinhala
writers, poets, dramatists and cre-
ative artists, fascinated by them, have
used them as a source for many major
works, both classical and modern.

I shall provide an example of how
seemingly simple stories resonate
with each other and amusingly un-
derline a moral position. Number
139 is titled “The story of the Crow™:
A Brahmin was walking along the
street. He saw two crows seated
on an ornamented gateway erected
on the road.
“] am going to defecate on this
Brahmin’s head”, said one crow to
the other.
“This one is a very powerful Brah-
min. Therefore if you raise his
wrath he could wreak vengeance
on our entire race. Don’t do it!”
“I cannot stop myself now. Come
what may I must do it”.

He does, and the Brahmin vows ven-
geance. The Brahmin gets his chance
when the king asks his advice in
treating his sick elephants:
“If you apply the oil obtained from
the fat of crows the wounds can be
cured”, said the Brahmin.
“Kill all the crows”, ordered the
king.
Accordingly, the town’s residents
killed hundreds and thousands of
crows and heaped them up.

It needed the persuasion of the Bod-

hisattva, now born as a crow, to con-

vince the king:
“Qur tribe is so timid that the mere
sight of a small boy is enough for
us to take fright and fly away. Thus
there is not, was not, and never will
be, any fat in our bodies”. He adds,
“Your Majesty, a king should not
act simply because someone says
so, without investigating its valid-
ity. A king should pay no heed to
advice uttered in hatred”.

This story provides an amusing con-

trast to the story titled Number 173:
At that time there was a severe
drought affecting the area. Many
creatures suffered without water.
If people happened to pass by they
would get a little water. If no one
passed by, they got no water. Fora
long time now no man had walked
on that road, so many creatures



suffered without water. A certain
monkey was sitting beside a water
hole waiting for someone to come
and give him some water. The
Bodhisattva happened to pass by,
drew some water and gave some to
the monkey as well. The monkey,
after drinking his fill, climbed up a
tree and started mocking and jeer-
ing at the Bodhisattva.

“1 gave water to the likes of you
and you now mock me. There is
no gratitude to be found in a base
creature”, said the Bodhisattva.
“Where have you found anyone
of our kind being grateful for
any help received? Besides, this
is not all, I will now defecate on
your head before I leave”, said
the monkey. He watched from a
branch, excreted on the Bodhisat-
tva’s head, and then left. The Bod-
hisattva, without any malice to the
monkey, washed his hair, bathed,
and went on his way”.

The stories illustrate two very differ-
ent approaches to a similar incident.
In the story of the Brahmin, there is
a subtle critique of the Brahmin’s
pomposity. The action of the crow
can be interpreted as a “put down”.
The Brahmin is not only enraged, but
is determined to exact a vicious ven-
geance on all crows. By contrast, the
Bodhisattva, faced with a similar in-
cident, realises that it is in the nature
of a monkey to act like that, and, in a
seeming anti-climax, washes his hair
and proceeds on his way. The moral
point is amusingly but clearly drawn
in terms of a known world and its re-
alities.

The Jatakas also contain a vast
amount of information about the
lives and customs of the people of
that time, their attitudes to kingship,
caste, marriage, their economic activ-

ities, and social and religious beliefs.
In the Nigrada Miga Jataka, (Num-
ber 12) there is a detailed descrip-
tion of how, tired of being forced to
go hunting daily with their king who
loved venison, the people decide to
make a park, and corral the deer into
it. This way, they would be able to
provide venison on a daily basis for
the king, and still be free to go about
their own activities:
So the people of that country got
together to create a park with
grasslands and waterholes... They
came to the area where the deer
were, saw them and surrounded
them. Then they beat the ground,
the bushes, the trees with the sticks
and batons, scared the deer... and
managed to drive the deer into
the park and closed the gate. The
people then went to the king and
said, “Your Majesty, please do not
keep us from our work by taking
us hunting every day. We brought
a herd of deer from the forest and
left them in your park. From now
on, you can kill them for your
meals™. Thereafter, the people left
for their villages.

This solution is quite pragmatic, and
encourages neither servility nor re-
volt.

By browsing through the titles in the
contents page, one can get an idea
of the range and varying complex-
ity of these stories. Many seemingly
simple tales, on close reading, reveal
several profound insights. No doubt
this is why so many creative works
have evolved from them, both short
skits and complex, long dramas such
as Mahasara Jataka and Lomahamsa
Jataka. The stories lend themselves
readily to such transformations. The
Sinhala .Jataka stories, unlike in the
Pali version, invariably begin with

elaborate images that describe the
glory of the Buddha. Sometimes ex-
tremely apt and powerfully resonant,
and at other times merely repetitive,
they nevertheless convey a sense
of veneration that I consider an im-
portant distinguishing feature of the
Sinhala text. Similarly, the opening
sections, which provide the contexts
in which the stories were related,
have been preserved in the Sinhala
text. The Pali version, translated into
English by Cowell, gives the first line
of the stanza or garha followed by a
brief summary of the context. I shall
illustrate the difference by referring
to the very first story, the Appannaka
Jdtaka in the Sinhala version, which
begins with an elaborate account of
the Bodhisattva’s birth as the ascetic
Sumedha during the time of the Bud-
dha Dipankara:
Four Uncountables [asankya] and
a hundred thousand eons prior to
the Bhadrakalpa age of our Su-
preme Lord Buddha, Teacher
of the Three Worlds, the auspi-
cious icon of the Sakya clan, who
grieved at decay, who was a store
house of compassion, a refuge
of the destitute, beautiful in all
things; [another] Supreme Buddha
named Dipankara was born. He
followed after three [other] Bud-
dhas, Thinhankara, Meédhankara
and Saranankara. He [Dipankara)
was a fearless supporter of the
Three Worlds, a light to dispel the
darkness of Delusion, a bringer of
solace to all creatures, of peace to
the good, of terror to Mara’s hosts,
and one who showed all creatures
how to partake of the nectar of
nirvana. At the time he was living
in the Sudasun monastery...

The text goes on to describe the
story of Sumedha, and his fervent
wish to become a Buddha, followed
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by a summary account of the Bud-
dha Gautama from his birth to his
achievement of nirvana.

Repeatedly, human experiences and
emotions are depicted effectively
through the various characters in
these stories. They are used as moral
pointers to suggest how one should
or should not conduct oneself in ev-
eryday life. It is for this reason that
the collection is very popular, greatly
loved, and venerated across genera-
tions.
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They and You
M. A. Nuhman

They came by jeep,
Knocked at your door
and dragged you off
for investigation.

Your mother cried,
screamed and pleaded.

When she went to their camp
and asked for you

No,

They denied it

they hadn’t taken you.

Your flesh torn,
bones crushed and
your blood mixed with the soil.

Now it is your turn.

You came from the forest
by foot.

You knocked at my door

and dragged me away for
investigation.

My mother cried,
screamed and pleaded.

When she came to your camp
and asked for me

No,

You denied it

you hadn’t taken me.

My flesh torn,
bones crushed

my blood too
mixed with the soil.

Dawn
Vannachiraku

Our nights are uncertain
Dear,

let us look at each other
before we go to bed
This may be our last
meaningful moment.

Firmly press your lips

on the cheeks of our children
Then, let us think about

our relatives for a moment.

Lastly, let us
wipe our own tears.

If we are not burnt

this night

May our fingers feel

at dawn

the touch of the tea leaves
that bear the pearls of dew.

Eight Poems

Selected and Translated by

M. A. Nuhman

A Refugee Poet Talking to the Moon
Solaikili

Moon, I won’t write
poems today.

In this temporary house

I have no doors of my own.
No plant to pluck and smell
its flowers by night.

You too an alien moon to me.

Your light that falls on my courtyard
and your light on this alien courtyard
are not the same but trouble me.

[ am a refugee these past three days
and a victor salvaging this life
and the poems that spring from it.

Those who have seen my house tell me that
its nose has broken.

The flower plants I loved

have gone into the bull’s stomach

and become dung.

Here I do not have my own sky.
The air I breathe too seems to
belong to others.

Moon, how can | write poems

when | have lost nine hundred thousand stars,
you and the sky?

Lost my butterfly and

the lizard that lives under my bed?

Cover your face with a cloud.
If a poet sighs

even the cold breeze

will get charred.
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A Child Soldier
Cheran

I was caught

by the dogs of war
on my way to school
in the morning.

They threw my books away
broke my pen

stamped on my brush

and shaved my head.

They put a gun in my hand
and said go! go!

serve the nation,

fight the battle.

I obeyed.
If not,
I would be a corpse.

I feel it is my fate

to wallow in the dust
surrounded by

dried blood,

flies,

pity and sympathy

that remain at least with a few.

Every thing is cruel

Now

at an undefined

war front,

I carry

A double barreled gun.

Krishanthy'
Vinothiny

As the birds sang

and the sun fell into the sea

her death took place

in the open space of white sand.
No one knew about it.

When she was born a female child

she wouldn’t have thought of such an end.
Her mother neither.

First their look pierced her like a thorn.
Then their terrible hands seized her arms.

No sound arose.

She fell in a faint.

They raped her senseless body.

It happened

in the open space of white sand.

She was buried

at the edge of the salty cremation ground.

When she was born
would she have thought of such an end?

1 This poem refers to a widely reported incident of
rape and murder of a school girl, Krishanthy, at a sen-
try point in Jaffna in 1996.



A Letter to My Father’
M. Jabir

Father,
I remember the Thursday
that we lost you.

Father,
my heart boils like a cooking pot
as I think of your smile and your hard work.

What did they do to you?

Did they shoot at you?

Did they hack and cut your body into parts?
Did they smash your head with a rod,
pierce your body with a crow-bar?

and did they rejoice and dance?

Father, the fish curry
made of your catch
still gives out its aroma in our pan.

Mother and the younger brothers
cry often asking about you.

Convey the greetings of our village to
Ajward, Kaleel, Abusaly, Mohamed Hussain
and the others who came with you.

Convey our salaam to brother Mubarak.

Tell him his children are well.

Tell him also the Kufa mosque

weeps remembering him.

Tell all of them the village is in darkness
because their wives observe idda.

Father,
now you are on the swings of Heaven
Come often in my dreams, father.

2 This is a first poem written by a young boy whose father
and neighbors were killed by the LTTE in Batticaloa in 2002

during the Peace Accord.

Crying with the Pen of My Own Race
Solaikili

Fence the moon

Divide the sun and share it.

Count the stars

Apportion them according to ethnic ratio
We are the people of the civilized age.

Measure the sea and take it.

Cut the sky into pieces

If you get the chance.

Abduct the air or

Destroy the brotherly race with tempests.
One among us may land on Jupiter.

Label ethnically even the ants.

Teach caste and religion to the trees.

Let the dove laugh at the other race.

Let the sounds of lizard, snail, frog and insect
reflect hatred.

Come, butterfly,

This is the flower of your race, enjoy it!

The pity of it;

the way mankind is divided.

When I write this poem

the pen refuses to write and tells me,
“T do not belong to your race”

O... it belongs to a different race.

The Crisis of Neoliberalism
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Fall
Shanmukam Sivalingam

An earthworm like a dry leaf

was crawling at the edge of the steps.
I, being a man, looked at it with pity
for a moment and left.

Suddenly I heard a noise and

turned to look at it.

The earthworm was standing on its tail
opening a mouth full of sharp teeth.

As I thought of its tongue,

flames came out of it.

Does the earthworm have a tongue? Teeth?
As I pondered, it dawned on me that

the earthworm has transformed.

But [ wasn’t afraid.

I bent to pick up a rod.

As I raised it up

I saw a gun in the earthworm’s hand.
No, a gun in the snake’s hand

No, a gun in the soldier’s hand

I bent and slithered like a snake
Became an earthworm like a dry leaf
Crawling at the edge of the steps.

By Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy
Harvard University Press, 400 pages, 2011
$49.95

This book examines “the great contraction” of 2007-2010 within the con-
text of the neoliberal globalisation that began in the early 1980s. This new
phase of capitalism greatly enriched the top 5 percent of Americans, includ-
ing capitalists and financial managers, but at a significant cost to the country
as a whole. Declining domestic investment in manufacturing, unsustainable
household debt, rising dependence on imports and financing, and the growth
of a fragile and unwieldy global financial structure threaten the strength of
the dollar. Unless these trends are reversed, the authors predict, the U.S.
economy will face sharp decline.

Summarising a large amount of troubling data, the authors show that manu-
facturing has declined from 40 per cent of GDP to under 10 percent in thirty
years. Rather than blame individuals, such as Greenspan or Bernanke, the
authors focus on larger forces. Repairing the breach in the American econo-
my will require limits on free trade and the free international movement of
capital; policies aimed at improving education, research, and infrastructure;
reindustrialisation; and the taxation of higher incomes.
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This paper is based on the findings
of an ICES research project, funded
by the World Bank, on the Politics of
State Reform (PSRP) to resolve the
Ethnic Conflict

Introduction

In 1977, the United National Party
(UNP) led by J.R. Jayewardene was
elected with a four-fifths majority
to Sri Lanka’s Parliament. With this
landslide victory the UNP regime
embarked on a massive economic
restructuring programme, making
Sri Lanka the first country in South
Asia to take the path of neo-liberal
policies for economic development.
Historically this was also a signifi-
cant period on the political front, as
the years of the Jayewardene / UNP
regime saw the intensification of the
ethnic Tamil insurgency in the North
and East of the country. While, to
many an observer, it seemed that it
was a matter of political expediency
to resolve the ethnic Tamil demand
for political autonomy, given the
UNP Government’s agenda of creat-
ing an investor-friendly environment
in Sri Lanka', this period proved to be
a turning point for Sri Lanka’s ethnic
Tamil problem, which transformed
into a protracted civil war that ended
only in May, 2009. The question that
observers of Sri Lanka’s ethnic con-
flict have grappled with is why the
seemingly logical path of an early
political solution to a simmering
problem was not sought by a Gov-
ernment committed to a programme
of significant economic restructuring,
and therefore wishing, at all costs, to
avoid political destabilisation. Or,
to frame it another way, why was
the UNP government willing to ini-
tiate significant economic reforms,
while backtracking on the agenda of
State Reform for political autonomy,
which at this point could have been
resolved at the rather conservative
level of District Councils?’

Amita Shastri provides an expla-
nation to this question on the basis
that there was continuity in the men-
tal constructs favouring Sinhalese
dominance and control of the state,

1 This argument was made even by Ministers
within the UNP government, namely, Ronnie
De Mel, the Minister for Finance.

2 While the Tamil United Liberation Front
(TULF) had, in Vaddukoddai, adopted a
Resolution for secession, some participants
of Vaddukodadai have interpreted this move
as a bargaining strategy, by which the ethnic
Tamil party was still willing to work with a
District Council system that gave some de-
gree of autonomy in decision-making. (In-
terview with V. Anandasangaree, TULF, Sep-
tember 2010.)

Thimpu and the All
Party Conference (APC)
— The Making of a
War Trap

Sanayi Marcelline

through a unitary structure that was
characteristic of Sri Lankan politics
even in the pre-1978 period (14).
Other writers have emphasised the
reform-resistant nature of the Sni
Lankan / Sinhala political elite, who
have formed the ruling regimes since
1956. Uyangoda, for instance, has ar-
gued that constitutional reform in the
1970s and 1980s promoted a process
of centralisation, which also led to
the narrowing down of the social base
of the state to a single ethnic group
(This is Oren Yiftachel’s Ethnocratic
State). In one sense, the social base
was democratised to include various
social classes, in Sinhala society, but
it also intensely ethnicised the post-
colonial State. The resistance to state
reform in the form of power-sharing
with the periphery from Sinhala par-
ties then became linked to the poli-
tics of coalition-building across class
lines in Sinhala society (Uyangoda).
It has also been pointed out that eco-
nomic restructuring required the re-
designing of political institutions in
further strengthening or centralising
State power within a unitary frame-
work. This was because the imple-
mentation of the liberal economic
policies meant adapting strategies to
manage electoral politics. The UNP
regime did this by the introducing a
new constitution and paving the way
for authoritarian politics. In this con-
text, the demand for political auton-
omy from an ethnic minority group
went against the UNP regime’s agen-
da for economic and political reforms
(Bastian). Venugopal has put across
the idea that the reform-resistant
character of the UNP regime, which
championed a Sinhala nationalist
agenda in the post-1977 era, was an
outcome of a politics of expediency.
As this argument goes, the UNP, as
a party, commonly perceived from
1956 onwards as a party of Western-
ized, cosmopolitan elites, required an
ideological linkage with the masses
in order to implement a policy for re-
structuring the Sri Lankan economy.
This ideological link was formed by
the regime’s overt support of Sinha-

la Buddhism, and a rejection of the
political demands of sections of the
ethnic Tamil leadership (Venugopal).

What this paper seeks to explore
is not so much the lack of political
agency to initiate State Reform as
a solution to the ethnic conflict, but
the crucial interaction between struc-
tures and agency, in the 1980s, that
may have shaped the politics of State
Reform in the decades to come. This
paper will therefore focus specifical-
ly on two of the early engagements
at negotiation between the Sinhala
political elite and the ethnic Tamuil
political leadership, namely, the All
Party Conference (APC) held in 1984
and the Thimpu Talks of 1985, to en-
gage with the puzzle of what sort of a
dialectical process of political agency
and structures resulted in the failure
of reform attempts in the early 1980s.

There are moments in history that
could be analytically categorised as
critical junctures, at which elite lead-
ers exercised enhanced agency, and
Amita Shastri identifies the UNP
electoral victory which brought the
Jayewardene regime into power
(1977-1988) as one such juncture.
Shastri goes on to observe that in sit-
uations of uncertainty and transition,
when existing structures are likely
to be weak and exercising far less or
little constraint, the impact of elite
agency is likely to be greatest in initi-
ating and building new structures. As
Shastri quoting North has observed,
once structures come into being, the
patterns of activity and incentives set
up are likely to persist over time, in
large part due to the human tendency
towards incrementalism and iner-
tia (3). Structures therefore can then
constrain or enable elite agency in
politics in various ways, though the
channelling or restraining effects of
structures may be more in some con-
texts and junctures and less in others.

As mentioned in the introduction
of the article, when the UNP led by
JR. Jayewardene came to power in

42

1977, the debate on State Reform in
Sri Lanka, initiated by the ethnic mi-
nority Tamil community at the time
of independence, had reached a turn-
ing point. The regional Tamil party,
the Tamil United Liberation Front
(TULF), that represented the ethnic
Tamil constituency of the No