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Preface

“If the path is clear
And if you can see well
Why stagger in the wilderness
Like someone who has lost the way?”
- Sinhala proverbial verse

As one can see the component essays in this collection are rela-
tively brief, and I hope the language is not too tedious. At least it was
not supposed to be. Two incidents prompted me to present this collec-
tion in this manner. A colleague at the university told me one morning
in March 1994, that he enjoyed reading one of my articles which had
appeared in a local newspaper. But what was more important was what
he added later:

“I usually do not read long articles. It was by accident that I
noticed you were the author. That prompted me to read it
through.”

The article concerned however, was not particularly long, and yet
it was considered too long by one of my own colleagues. This encoun-
ter, and subsequent investigations convinced me that articles defined as
too long tended in general not to capture the public’s attention irrespective
of the nature and value of their content.

This lack of enthusiasm to read, particularly something outside one’s
immediate field of interest is a negative trend that has manifested itself
within Sri Lankan society over the last two decades. This has unfortu-
nately led to a wide-spread phenomenon of restricted horizons and
parochial vision.

The other incident that prompted me to compile this collection was
the observation of another colleague. He observed that in his experi-
ence short essays tended to be read more widely than full length books
or scholarly articles. Further, he provided me with a couple of con-
vincing examples from Sri Lanka itself. The influence some writers
had succeeded in wielding through this form was quite impressive, even
though the outcome of such influence was not always constructive or
positive in my perception.

At this point T decided that whatever my academic contributions to
scholarly journals may be, public interventions on issues I considered
important should be based on four primary criteria:
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1) They should be written Interventions, which people can read and
discuss at leisure,

2) They should be relatively short in length, and their language should
be readable.

3) They should primarily be written in local languages.

4) Such interventions should ideally appear in widely accessible jour-
nals or newspapers.

By experience however, I realized soon that the last objective was
relatively difficult to fulfill, particularly when the interventions tended
to contradict widely held beliefs or conventions. The most liberal and
radical editors in one context turned out to be ruthless censors in an-
other. Thus the genesis of the present project can be located within the
concerns and considerations outlined above.

All the essays in this collection deal with some aspect of Sri Lankan
culture, politics or society. However, it would be clear that I have fo-
cused more on Sinhala society. The reason for that is my better famili-
arity with the Sinhalas, their politics, their problems, their fears, and
their society in general. Some of these essays have already been pub-
lished. Most, if not all, were motivated by specific incidents that I ex-
perienced in recent times. The primary objective I had in mind in writing
these essays was to raise some basic issues rather than provide compre-
hensive answers or solutions. Moreover, this collection was not compiled
for scholarly consumption. It was intended for anybody who had a
general interest in Sri Lanka. I must confess however that at times these
essays also provided me an ideal opportunity to vent my own frustra-
tions in a relatively constructive manner. At this stage I should also
point out that many of the issues I have addressed in these essays will
be dealt with in more detail in a number of papers which are already
under way.

I merely want to address one more issue in this preface. I was
criticized not so long ago by a “professional critic” who stated that my
language was too simple, and that I tended to address issues that were
irrelevant to academics. Well, my position on language has already been
stated above. On the other hand what is relevant to academics is a rela-
tive matter, and in any case as an anthropologist and an average Sri
Lankan, I refuse to be imprisoned within the confines of the ivory tower,
Besides, I would find such an existence utterly boring.

ix

Finally, I would like to thank my colleagues and frienfis at theT Un‘l-
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who provided me much information, insights and' r‘nouvauon.. lolre
importantly however, I would like to thaer. my critics — par.tlcu arly
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Societies of Terror: The Absence
of a Body and Problems of
Mourning and Coping'

Introduction:

The January 1994 discovery of mass graves and skeletal remains
of unidentified persons in Suriyakande in Southern Sri Lanka received
much coverage in the Sri Lankan print media. So did the events that
followed, which among other things included the holding of an identi-
fication parade tor the purpose of “identifying” the skeletal remains and
the actual “identification” of some of the skeletons and other items found
in the graves.

With these news items the conscience of the middle classes in
Colombo and other urban centres received a mild anxiety attack while
the misery of those who have actually lost loved ones as a result of ter-
ror and political violence in the South came to the surface once again,
exposing the realities of a country still in mourning and shock behind
the facades of air-conditioned malls, joyous music on FM stations, the
chitchats on cellular telephones, and the illusive existence of suburbia.
The United National Party (UNP) government (the ruling party at the
time), for its part promised a “full scale investigation.”

In this short essay, I would like to place the events that followed
the discovery at Suriyakande in the context of the social problems of
narrating unnatural death as well as the consequences of perceived death
in the absence of a body.

Grave Politics:

Since there were no restrictions on speculation, many people
expressed their opinions as to whose remains these might be. Initially,
the government media tended to suggest that these were the remains of
victims of the 1971 JVP2 insurrection even though the excavators had
to cover their noses to keep out the smell resulting from the decomposi-
tion of bodics (Sunday Island, 9 January 1994). However, the absurd-



ity of this claim was obvious from the fact that 23 years after the 1971
insurrection any bodics buried at that time would have completely
decomposed by now, which clearly was not the case.

Soon afterwards the government came up with another explanation,
which suggested that the remains were those of UNP supporters killed
by the JVP in the more recent uprising in the late 1980s. On the basis
of an alleged recognition of a sarong worn by a UNP supporter who
was supposedly killed by the JVP, a government minister categorically
stated that the remains were those of UNP supporters (Irida Lankadipa,
16 January 1994). However, even this cxplanation was mercly an irra-
tional statement by a government in panic. For one thing the JVP was
never known to have buried their victims. On the other hand the remains
were discovered in three mass graves within a restricted area where a
government communication facility was located. The facility was
guarded by army and police units 24 hours a day. As such, it would
have been impossible for the JVP to bury their victims in this particular
location even if they had killed them.

Many others, such as the opposition politicians who initiated the

excavation supported the view that these were the skeletal remains of -

the 40 students who disappeared from the Embilipitiya area after being
detained by the military at the height of the JVP insurrection and the
government’s counter-insurgency campaign. Many of the relatives and

loved ones of the disappeared students also seemed to agree with this
explanation,

However, other than such speculations, two aspects associated with
the discovery and its aftermath were very clear at this point. One, these
were clearly the bodies of people who were killed in an extra judicial
fashion and buried illegally within a restricted arca controlled by the
government. Remains of legs and hands tied together and blindfolded
skulls provided adequate evidence for this conclusion. Second, it was
also obvious that subtle and not so subtle political shadow dramas were
also taking place in the background. For instance the opposition timed
the excavation (and the discovery) to coincide with the advent of the
New Year in 1994 for maximum political and psychological impact.

On the other hand, the government and its supporters tended to draw
the public’s attention away from the events with a series of accusations
levelled at the opposition. The government accused the opposition of
illegally assuming the power of the judiciary by initiating the excava-
tions (Irida Lankadipa, 16 January 1994). However, soon after the ini-

tial discoveries were made, the excavators fetched the Embilipiut);a
magistrate to the site before proceed?ng any further. In any caseft.t: |
opposition argued that if they had informed the government of 1
intentions, it would have taken steps to pre-empt or sabotage.the exca-
vation. Interestingly, when the excavators rct.urned to the §1te on the
second day skeletal remains and parts of clothing bad bc?en mtroduc;ed
to the site from elsewhere in an apparent attempt to dls.credxl the operation
(Ravaya, 16 January 1994). Human skeletal rgmams were also .scat-
tered by unidentified persons in public places. in nearpy to»\;lns in a]n
apparent attempt to re-introduce the fear psychosis that grnppgd _l e people
in the late 1980s. As part of the same process of grave politics, a gov-
ernment minister also made the following observation:

“As far as we know so far graves were ransacked by wild .ar‘u_mals
like foxes. Now our bankrupt political parties have also mmate'd
this fox-like (8¢ D®) practice. It is interesting tbal t‘he opposi-
tion which can never gain power through an election is walking
around looking for corpses.” (Irida Lankadipa, 16 January 1994)

However, seven months after the statement above was mgde. the
opposition became the elected government in Fhe cm.mtry, and their grave
excavation activities continued, not merely in Suriyakande but also in
Hokandara, close to Colombo and elsewhere as well.

The Absence of a Body and the Problems of
Mourning and Coping:

In a certain sense, the surfacing of the skeletons from these mass
graves also marked the surfacing of a certain lfind of hope for some of
the aggrieved. For them this was not an occasion to celebrate, nor was
it an euphoric moment that indicated some possible avenues for Justice
or any such lofty possibilities in the futur(la. As cases from Arge.nt‘llr?a,
Chile, Brazil and Guatemala have indicated in recent times, the possibility
of seeking justice is not always as easy as it may seem. For some pe(;]pl.e
the discovery at Surtyakande was simply. a possible first step in their
atternpts to cope with an intolerable situation.

However, Suriyakande and Hokandara are not isolated cases. The
Sri Lankan countryside is scattered with such unmarked mass graves,
not to mention sites where torture and violent death took place. Many
of these locations are known to local people. Such. places are spatially
marked as are they clearly identified in the local discourses and narra-



tives of terror. Perhaps local people may decide to point out more such
places to politicians, human rights activists, lawyers or journalists in
times to come.

Experiences of unnatural and violent death (particularly those
involving an absence of a body), and the narratives of such experiences
have to be understood in the context of a language of incompleteness,
suddenness, darkness, and endless unfulfilled continuity. Das in a
recent essay has observed that death is marked by its non-narratability
and rupture ®f language, and that ordinary language becomes transformed
in the process of makin g death narratable. This transformation, accord-
ing to Das occurs at the level of cultural paradigms for the expression
of grief. Nevertheless, she notes that the relationship between these
paradigms and the individual expression of grief remains problematic,
especially if death resulted in violation of cultural norms governing good
death (Das 1990: 345-346). In such cases survivors cannot easily resort
lo conventional means of muurning and expression of grief,

The remains discovered, or rather rediscovered, at Suriyakande (and
later at Hokandara as well) are clearly those of victims of political vio-
lence. For those who lost their loved ones, whether they were victims
of JVP violence or non-JVP death squads is not the point. The point is
that many of them not only lost their loved ones, but also lost a “body,”
an essential prerequisite to fulfill the obligations of cunventional
mourning, and coping with death itself in the long run.

The lack of a body clearly poses a serious problem in many
cultures of terror in terms of subverting the normal expression of grief.
Thus Das talks of a woman who discovered some human bones in a
park and was convinced they were her husbands’ (who had been mur-
dered by a Hindu mob and his hody removed) (Das 1990: 356). Aricl
Dorfman’s powerful novel The Widows also deals with this theme where
a group of peasant women claim a body that came floating down the

river as that of their disappeared husbands, sons and brothers (Dorfman
1988).

The well known case of the “Women of Calama” in Chile also
provides a similar example. The husbands of a group of peasant women
in Calama were killed by the Chilean military in October 1973, and their
bodies were removed. The women were forced to organize their lives
in silence in order to protect themselves and their children. Some
attempted to cope by placing photos of the dead men on abandoned
graves, and visited them once a year to keep their memories alive. Others

simply told their children that their fathers had gone in search of work
(Timerman 1988: 27). Both tactics and the general atm(?sphcrq of
silence not only helped them survive, but also solved the immediate
problem of the absence of bodies. A body w.o‘u]d a!llow‘ people to fulfill
the obligations of a funeral. It is also a legitimation ritual in terms of
defining and organizing the future.

Similarly in the Sri Lankan context also the lack of a body poses
serious social problems other than that of grieving and coping. It means
that deep emotional wounds are never really a}lowcd to heal. No com-
pensation is paid to the kin of those that hgd dlsappgared. You'ng \_vw.e%s
of disappeared men are not legally recognized as W‘ldOWS making it dl_-
ficult for them to re-marry and reconstruct their lives and .frame their
futures. In this context the events that followed the_ discovery at
Suriyakande not only makes sense, but was perhaps predictable.

Let us pay some attention to the discovery at Suriyakande itself and
what followed. The skeletal remains were dug up by pf:ople v'vl'!o were
not competent in either forensic anthropology or forensic medicine. At
the very least, neither were the diggers amateur ?rchaeologlsts. The
discoveries (skeletal remains and clothes) were simply collected into
fertilizer bags3 and taken to the local Magistrate Courts complex.. So_on
afterwards an identification parade was organized in an attempt to_ldent_xfy
the skeletons. Identification parades are usually held to identify
persons, and perhaps corpses, but not skeletons or sku!ls. Moreover, as
in the case of the diggers, those who allegedly identified the remains
also had no training in what they were doing.

In one case a woman “recognized” the sarong that belonged to he‘l:
husband while two other women “recognized” the batik and “Duro?
sarongs of their sons, all of whom had disappeared. Two other persons
recognized two skulls as those of their disappcared 1ovpd ones, on the
basis of a false tooth found in one of them and a protruding tooth on the
other (Lankadipa, 11 January 1994).

If we allow cold logic, detached rationales (yvhalever these may be
1) or the operation of scientific inquiry, the reality would be that none
of these identifications would have been possible. Sarongs are t'hl.ngs
people buy-in stores, and very few of them would have truly individu-
alistic features. Thus many of those who disappeared and those who
did not probably owned or continue to own such garments. S.uch com-
monly available garments are hardly the ideal means of 1dent1fy|pg the
remains of a dead person or cstablishing the fact that a person is in fact
dead. The same scenario is applicable to the “identification” of the skulls.
Without having expert knowledge, specific training or dental records to
corroborate, neither of these two identifications would have been

possible.



In fact in a preliminary report submitted in September 1994, the
chief judicial medical officer of Colombo states that the remnants inj-
tially discovered at Suriyakande (in January 1994) belong to about 21
males in the 18 - 45 age group. He identifies hundreds of separate bone
and skull fragments and other material such as shirts and sarongs
(Lankadipa, 23 September 1994). However, in a country such as Sri
Lanka where there is no established tradition of maintaining medical
records no positive identifications could be expected from this kind of
situation. Thus the outcome of most, if not all future grave excavations
in Sri Lanka is likely to be the same. After all it is unlikely that many
mass-murderers would have buried their victims along with any useful
identification markers on purpose.

Perhaps we should take a moment to compare this kind of situation
with the La Cantuta incident in Peru. Recently some of the remains of
ten students kidnapped and murdered by military-sponsored death squads
were unearthed in a field. The world is still not aware if forensic ex-
aminations have been conducted to identify the remains. However,
among the charred bones, remnants of flesh and clothing, were some
keys. Two of them fitied the door of the house in which one of the
kidnapped students lived, and the other fitted the locker of another kid-
napped student. Even though such evidence stifl would not constitute a
clear scientific identification, the keys found in the Peruvian field were
far more reliable identification markers than Duro sarongs, shirts and
protruding teeth found in Suriyakande.

However, these are extraordinary circumstances where scientific
rationality is non-operative, and more importantly not necessary or even

unhelpful. Instead, as far as survivors are concerned what governs events .

such as these arc emotional and social compulsions. Thus the usual
“reality” is replaced by a powerful belief and the necessity to believe in
something that constructs an alternate reality. In this case that something
is a symbol that people can identify with their disappeared loved ones
— the sarongs, protruding and false teeth, and so on.

Such symbolic indicators would help put an end to that terrible and
traumatic experience only the kin of disappeared persons would truly
experience. Such symbols would hopefully indicate that their loved ones
were actually dead. The necessary rituals and funeral rites can com-
mence, merit can be transferred in the hope that the disappeared — now
“confirmed” dead — would be less unfortunate in the other world. Even
tombstones may be erected. In other words because now they have come
into possession of a body or something that can symbolize a body (the

skulls or sarongs) the process of usyal mourning that were thus far
denied to these people would finally be available to them. In the long
run, this is precisely what is necessary for all survivors of political
violence and the kin of the disappeared — a viable means of coping.
Thus irrespective of criticisms by UNP supporters and some sections of
the print media such excavations may have to continue until such places
are no longer found or until the survivors deem otherwise.,

Suriyakande, 1 believe is an example of a situation which has
provided a few people (merely six families out of over thousand per-
sons who attended the initial identification parade) the long overdue first
stage in coping with endless grief and framing their futures. Hokandara
may prove to be yet another situation of this kind. Many others clearly
still await their chance even though many may never get that chance.
For those cynics who may find this kind of argument far-fetched, I would
like to offer some lines from Ariel Dorfman’s poem Hope :

“My son has been
missing

since May 8

of last year —

But now things have changed.
We heard from a companero
who just got out

that five months later

they were torturing him

in Villa Grimaldi,

at the end of September—

What I'm asking is
how can it be
that a father’s
Joy

a mother’s

Joy

is knowing

that they

that they are still
torturing

their son?
Which means
that he was alive



five months later

and our greatest

hope

will be to find out

next year .
that thay are still torturing him
eight months later

and he may might could
still be alive.” (Dorfman 1988: 7 - 8)
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Ellalan Force and the Subversion of the
Tamil Conscience?®

Just before the festivities of the Sinhala and Tamil New Year got
under way in April 1994, a different kind of activity shook Colombo.
In place of the usually annoying but much less dangerous fire crackers,
four real bombs exploded in the vicinity of four city hotels. No one
thought of the JVP since they were supposed to be out of the terror
equation. According to government press releases the culprits appar-
ently were the LTTE. The insurgent group has since denied any
involvement in the bombings. But most people I have talked to do not
seem to believe the LTTE. Figuring out who is actually responsible is
the vocation of “intelligence” services and Colombo’s well established
political pundits, and is certainly beyond the grasp and the oracular
abilities of the average anthropologist. What is clear, however, is that
something unpleasant and potentially dangerous did happen, and may
continue to happen. For what it may be worth, a number of factors seem
10 be clear in the explosions and some other incidents that took place
immediately afterwards:

1) The operation was quite “sloppy” by the usual LTTE standards. The
explosions caused relatively little structural damage, even though
they did cause some severe damage to some of those attempting to
plant the bombs. One of them, who was set on fire as a result of a
premature explosion, jumped into the ocean near the Galkissa tourist
resort. No one could however locate the infamous cyanide cap-
sules.

2) Soon after the explosions some people received a bilingual (Tamil
and English) warning by mail. A group calling itself the Ellalan
Force claimed responsibility for the hotel bombings and a similar
blast in a bus in Medavachchiya in January 1994. The letters warned
people (particularly foreigners) to keep away from tourist hotels
and commercial investments because funds generated through such
ventures were claimed to be used for killing “innocent Tamils.”

3) The English texts of the warning letters seem to be direct transla-
tions of the Tamil versions, and were appalling in terms of both
spelling and grammar. Mind you, this is not the usual outrage of



the post-independent English-educated middle class individual ap-
palied at the misuse of the Queen’s English. After all, one should
not necessarily expect the average city terrorist to be fluent in Eng-
lish and talk with an Oxbridge accent. But the grammatically inel-
egant English does have a point. LTTE's English news bulletins
usually read much better, and their spelling is certainly better than
mine. For example, just browse through the pages of LTTE’s Hor
Spring. On the other hand the LTTE may have used some of the
least intelligent of its Baby Brigade for this operation.

The Subversion of the Tamil Conscience?:

What is much more important than what I have already outlined
are two other points that stand out in the warning letters: The name the
gang of bombers have given themselves, and the word they use to refer
to the Sinhalas. They call themselves the Ellalan Force. Ellalan in Sin-
hala is Elara, and the Sinhalas are referred to as “Thuttakemunus” or
Dutugemunus. Tt is here that the contradictions of the mythology in-
volved become apparent. The use or abuse of Elara and Dutugemunu
images in the discourses and rhetoric of Sinhala nationalism have been
amply demonstrated by many social scientists over the past decade
or so.

Anthropologist Gananath Obeyesekere in a paper some years ago
talked about the dismantling of the troubled conscicnee of Dutugemunu,
and by extension the conscience of the Sinhala people. According to
myth and popular lore, after his military victory over Elara Dutugemunu
was overcome with grief over the killing of thousands of people in war.
What Obeycsekere was attempting to illustrate was the subversion of
that conscience or the memory of it trom the popular conscience of the
Sinhalas. In that process another integral component of the whole Elara
- Dutugemunu myth cluster has also been dismantled. For instance, the
popularly held beliets regarding Elara’s sense of justice and fair play,
and the manner in which Dutugemunu himself entombed Elara after his
cremation and decreed worship of his tomb. Clearly, if the image of
Dutugemunu is used or misused as a symbol of anti-Tamil militancy,
the components of the myth outlined above would become problem-
atic, particularly in the context of the on going war fought between
Sinhala and Tamil youth.

Whether one accepts Obeyesckere’s interpretation or not is besides
the point. What is important is to pose the following questions: what
has happened to the collective conscience of all Sri Lankans? Why is it
that only a very few Sinhalas and Tamils cver question in public the

11

rationale for the continuing ethnic fratricide? However, the subvqrsion
of a group’s collective conscience and the emergence of racism is not
usually a unilineal process restricted to one group. Such processes
generally emerge in response to similar situations in the opposing camp.

Thus, as Obeyesekere has suggested, if an attempt was made to
dismantle the Sinhala conscience a few years ago, it wogld seem that
with the bombing of the hotels in Colombo and the misuse of symbols
in the warning letters, there seem to be an attempted subversion of the
Tamil conscience as well. Alternatively, the folks who set up the
explosives arc unaware of their own heritage. E.lara,.a king of South
Indian origin, has for long been appropriated as the private property of
Sri Lankan Tamils. But in most cases (as far as [ know) his image was
that of a just king, and sometimes a king who fought off what was
perceived as Sinhala aggression. The latter interpretation was of course
the work of Tamil nationalists interested in countering Sinhala myth-
making.

But the bomber “boys” seem lo have completely transformed I.h.e
main trends in the Elara myth in the most polemical fashion. Elara is
not the ideal symbol for a group of people who go around blowing up
hotels, and sometimes themselves, and threatening to kill innocent peo-
ple simply because the former do not like the politics of t‘he state. After
all, Elara or Ellalan is supposed to have offered to repair the damages
he had inadvertently caused to a Buddhist temple, executed his own son
because he had killed a calf accidently, and regularly offered alms to
the Buddhist clergy in Anuradhapura. Surely Elara, indisqrimmate
bombings and threats to kill civilians and destroy property sn’qply do
not go together. I would think the names of other fulers of Sout!l
Indian origin who have been appropriated by some Sri Lankan Tamil
nationalists (and considered Tamil by many Sinhalas themselves) would
have served the bombers’ purposes much better. For instance what about
Kalinga Maga or Arya Chakravarti? Why not Prabhakaran himself?

Killing people and dcstroying property is bad enough. But doing
so in the name of a person who, at least in myth, did not approve of
such violence is worse. In a sense this episode is symptomatic of tbe
naive and utterly irrational proportions the current inter-ethnic conflict

has reached.
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The Monopoly of Patriotism: A Personal
Essay on Inclusion and Exclusion®

If one has been reading Sinhala and English language newspapers
over .the: past few years it would have become apparent that the idea of
“Pamousm” has become a major theme. It has also been closely asso-
f:laled with numerous recent debates and polemics. What has happened
is that the concept of patriotism has been narrowly defined, and has
becomf, a potent weapon in the hands of people who have casy access
to sections of the local print media. As a weapon it is primarily used
for purposes of vilification and exclusion. In this brief essay I would
at%cm.pt to understand how and why this situation has come about, how
this s'nuation affects me as an individual, and also question some of the
premises that underlie this parochial rendition of patriotism.

What is Patriotism ?:

In Sri Lankan politics and what passes sometimes as academic
debate, and in popular discourse, a recurring theme is “patriotism.” What
gxaclly is patriotism? Samuel Johnson in 1775 claimed that “patriotism
is tl?e last refuge of the scoundrel.” The second edition of Webster’s New
Universal Dictionary defines it as follows: “Love and loyal or zealous
suppmtt of one’s own country, especially in all matters involving other
f:ou(\trles;” (1983). What are the contours of “patriotism” as expressed
in Sinhala society today ? (Hopefully, someone will enlighten us about
what is today considered Tamil patriotism.)

. Is “patriotism™ such a simple and coherent idea that would be
universally perceived and accepted by all individuals in a given society
or for that matter in all human societies? Or is it a much more complex,
concept than what is commonly assumed, which would lead to a variety
pf uses and abuses? Even the manner in which the concept is perceived
in Sinhala society is quitc different from Webster's definition, or
Johnson’s wisecrack. For example, the Sinhala-English Dictionary
(1981) edited by Maitipe defines the concepls jatimamatwaya
(9889dOw) and jatyalaya (eHomee) as the love for one’s ethnic group .
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or race’, and “patriotism” is given as the English translation for both
words. The connotations of love for one’s country in Webster’s defini-
tion is absent in Maitipe’s formal Sinhala dictionary rendition, and is
replaced by the love for one’s ethnic or racial group. However, in
Malalasckera’s English-Sinhala Dictionary (1988) patriotism is trans-
lated into Sinhala as swadeshalaya (&3edanees), or the love for one’s
land or country. Here all ethno-racial connotations of the word are
completely absent. Whatever formations formal dictionary definitions
may take, what ultimately matters is the nature of popular perception.
In popular Sinhala perception patriotism combines the notions of loving
one’s country, ethnic or racial group as well as religion. In terms of
this popular perception, largely constructed by the print media, anyone
who is deemed not to love her country, ethnic or racial group or religion
is considered unpatriotic or jatidrohi (Z:®eci®). However, the prob-
lem is that in most cases that idea is presented in antagonistic and
polemical ethno-religious terms.

In Sinhala society, as anywhere else, what is perceived as patriot-
ism manifests itself in a number of different ways. Thus I would suggest
that within a broad framework of general understanding there ideally
would be different variations or meanings of patriotism, depending on
people’s individual interests, backgrounds, and capabilities. Whatever
specific linguistic problems that may arise, we cannot legitimize some
meanings at thc cxpensc of others. Thus what I consider parochial and
exclusionist definitions also have a right to exist. However, 1 as an
individual or others as individuals have no obligations to accept such
definitions and mould our lives or outlooks around them. As such, in
this article I would use “patriotism” in a manner that would combine a
number of meanings. Or simply, patriotism should really be patriotisms.

The Monopoly of Patriotism and the Process of
Exclusion: ‘

The existence of such variations in the manifestation of patriotism
is not recognized by those self-professed patriots who regularly decide
others are not patriotic. These people simply decide what they perceive
as patriotism, and assume that others should fit into that model. Those
who do not will be castigated as unpatriotic. This is clearly an exercise
in inclusion and exclusion. The self professed patriots exclude those
who do not fit into their model of patriotism as not merely unpatriotic,
but also as conspirators, spies, and irreligious or de-cultured louts. The
process of exclusion does not merely end there. In most cases it goes
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to the extent of demonizing or stripping off the humanity of the excluded.
A simple, but nevertheless a highly unrealistic, polemical and danger-
ous formula. This is a recurrent phenomenon in Sri Lankan politics as
well as in certain debates involving “sensitive” issues such as religion,
ethnicity, nationalism, history, and so on.

The most likely scenario under which the persona of the unpatri-
otic would be constructed and routinely vilified would be somewhat as
follows: the self-professed patriots would read or hear about something
they dislike or do not understand, and would decide immediately that
the ideas expressed were unpatriotic. ‘They would also decide that those
who expressed such (*“unpatriotic™) ideas are worthy of vilification. Such
vilification comes naturally since they are already excluded from
humanity as well as from the group of people deemed truly patriotic.
Many of those who criticize others as unpatriotic would tout themselves
as the true patriots. They would further contend that true patriotism is
increasingly a scarce resource, and that only they posses this rare
commodity. Moreover, many of these highly patriotic folks have
access to influential sections of the local print media engaged in paro-
chial nationalist or ultra nationalist discourse. In the columns of such
newspapers very little or no space is allocated to the ideas of those who

are considered unpatriotic. Clearly the process of exclusion is quite
complete.

[n many ways this patriotic-unpatriotic dichotomy (us vs. them) was
evident in many of the newspapers that provided space for the debate
that ensued after “exposing” Stanley Tambiah’s book “Buddhism
Betrayed?” A consistent theme in many of the articles critical of
Tambiah’s admiuedly problematic book was that everyone who disagreed
with the sclf-professed patriots were not simply unpatriotic, but were
enemy agents paid in dollars by “Jewish Foundations” for the singular
task of discrediting and wiping out the Sinhala people and Buddhism.

Why Should Someone Else Assess My
Patriotism?:

Why should someone elsc decide on the legitimacy of my patriot-
ism? 1 would rather do it myseif. Afterall, I have plenty of frec educa-
tion (thanks to Mr. C.W.W. Kannangara’s foresight) as well as paid
education to figure that out. T am a Sinhala, a Buddhist and a citizen of
Sri Lanka. Some of these self-professed patriots who assess my patri-
otism actually reside in other parts of the world, From these safe havens
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some of them publish “newspapers” asserting th.eir patrioti§m lf)W:ide
the country and people they have left behind. Mind you, migration is a
human endeavor, and has been so for millions of years. One should not
criticize these people for migrating to more prosperous parts of the \A{O!’ld,
which is clearly a very rational economic decision. ¥nt.ereslmgly
however, the dubious nature of such remote control Palrlotlsm or the
exclusionist nature of the more dominant local variety is seldom suspect

or questioned.

Instead what is questioned (mostly) is the patriotism of tho§e who
elected to stay behind and express relatively independent opinions o
those who decided for some obscure reason ‘lo return (o l‘hl-S country
despite the clearly hostile reception of their_ ideas and opinions. Eor
example, how would the self-professcd patriots answer the fol]owx;nlg
question; Why did these people (the excludef_j ones) come back to the
country or elected to stay behind? For patriotic reasons’? Absolulely no
way. They must be agents of CIA, Mossad or Jewish Foundatlc?ns
(whatever these may be!). Interestingly, they ar.e never a‘ccusec.i of being
agents of the British MIS5, which I suppose 1s a manifestation of qu;
own colonized frame of mind. Surcly, anything from the old colonia
masters could not be so bad. Right.

On the other hand none of the self-professed patriots.ever bothef to
ask the others what their views on such issues as nationalism, cthmcxtyk,
religion etc are. In a sense, why should they? Who would_wanl t(;) as
such important questions from people whose very humanity has ecr;
questioned; whose existence has been demonized? Th.e‘ t.wo types of
patriots never engage in debates devoid of inherent hos}llllles. Mosl 0
thosc who are considered unpatriotic by the self proclalmcq patriots (t)]n
their part do not articulate their views in a .lang.uage or mg:dlum that :hc
average folks would have access to. This dlscommumcatwn,, o.rd c
inability to communicate, is part of the problem. Sg these p.cop]e s ideas
are mostly perceived by the masses not on the basis of their own n.mn::i
but on the basis of re-definitions provided by the self-proc':lalme
patriots. Such problems have made the process of exclusion and
inclusion relatively easy to initiate and maintain. Once the process gf
exclusion is initiated by one group, the other goes on to maintain it.
Thus in practical terms the processes of inclusion and exclusion are

maintained by both groups.
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Patriotism and Dissent:

Dissent, I believe is clearly symbolic of patriotism. It seems to me
that all “patriots” have a right to dissent when they are convinced that
certain actions or dominant ideologies prevalent in the wider society
are unfair or problematic. Patriotism does not mean that individuals in
a society have to be clones of a master human person — the “True
Patriot.” As I mentioned earlier, my Buddhist and Sinhala identities
are well entrenched, and I have no intention to hide these. But if I state
in a local newspaper or in an international forum (the dollars once again!)

that the human rights situation in Sri Lanka is appalling, that is a state-

ment of fact: people have disappeared without a trace, very little has
been done by the state to find out what happened to them, others have
been murdered, many are poverty stricken while others are talking about
some nonsense called NIC status in year 2000. The public expression
of what I see as reality cannot strip me of my Sinhalaness or my
Buddhistness. On the contrary it reinforces those twin identitics and
my own kind of patriotism.

A part of my childhood socialization in Buddhist ethics strongly
incuicated by some of the most prominent Buddhist schools in the country
never suggested (as far as I can remember) that I should accept the
dominant ideas prevalent in the society if they had no basis in fact or
reality. Such a notion would in fact amount to a clear violation of some
of the most profound words of the Buddha himself as contained in the
Kalama Sutta. Buddhist tradition in general offers the best guidelines
for intellectual debate and inquiry offered by any religious tradition. This
may be a manifestation of my own Buddhist bias, but that is a bias I
can live with, and a bias I shall always defend. Let me quote the question
posed by the Kalamas and the Buddha’s replies as stated in Kalama Sutta:

Question:

“There are some monks and brahmins, venerable
sir, who visit Kesaputta. They explain and

xpoun ir rin in

h h ise, revile an 1 ieces —
Venerable sir, there is doubt, there is uncertainty
in us concerning them, “which of these rever-
end monks and brahmins spoke the truth and
which falsehood.” (Soma Thera 1981: 5)
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Answer:

“It is proper for you, Kalamas, to doubt, to be
uncertain; uncertainty has arisen in you about
what is doubtful. Come, Kalamas. Do not go

nabi W :

red over; nor_upon_another’ n

l T “the_mon
] ” ] w lf
l B in w .

undertaken and observed. these things lead to
harm and jll, abandon them”. (Soma Thera 1981: .
5-6)

Thus it would seem that questioning what is doubtful is perfectly
in tune with Buddhist ethics. Expressing new ideas anq discardmg‘ what
is problematic is also quite compatible with such ethics. What is not
compatible is the vilification of persons with whom one does not agree.

Given these circumstances, I would argue that disse.:nt' should be
considered one of the most important indicators of patriotism. Thus
the Buddhist and Christian priests who visited the war-torn northern
areas were not being unpatriotic, but simply attempting to tum.aroun'd
a situation that was simply incompatible with what their respect‘lve reli-
gions teach. Similarly those who critically assess our collective past
are attempting to place in perspective new knowledge that would a!lo?v
us to understand the past better. They cannot be any more 1.mpatnotlc
than those who criticize them, aggressively attemptir.lg to strip ther}1 of
their patriotism and humanity. If such ideas and actions are perceived
to be radically different from the views expressed by the some.ty at lgrge
they may be considered manifestations of dissent but not manifestations

of lack of patriotism.
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Self-Proclaimed Patriots and Real Public Opinion:

Who exactly are the people who decide, for whatever purposes that
some of their compatriots are unpatriotic and that they are conspiring to
destabilize the country? The conspiracy mentality is not alien to our
culture. It manifests itself in politics and socio-economic spheres when
these spheres are under stress. Such stresses may be the result of inter-
national or national socio-economic conditions. Clearly, economically
and socially Sri Lankan society as a whole probably has never been under
so much stress in recent times as it is currently experiencing. The
corruption in politics, internal contradictions in income distribution,
allowing multi-nationals and local business interests unlimited exploi-
tation of human and natural resources, and similar phenomena as a whole
directly construct situations leading to heightened stress. Under such
conditions everything and everyone can be suspect. Public officials,
minorities, religious leaders with a different point of view, scholars, and
NGOs can all be viewed with suspicion. It is under conditions such as
these that the social construction of the unpatriotic begins.

The point however is to ascertain whether the persona of the
unpatriotic person or organization thus constructed is accepted as such
by the masses. As far as I can see, such universal acceptance is not
quite visible. All we can see is the manner in which these folks are
socially constructed as unpatriotic through the print media. Soto a large
extent what we see are merely the ideas of a predominantly middle class
urban based group of people who have relatively easy access to news-
papers. Thus in the initial stages the persona of the unpatriotic is
constructed not so much socially as by ncwspapers. Over a period of
time such ideas may be accepted by most members of the wider society
and thus be socially legitimized. But until then, the middle class
perception presented in the newspapers is hardly symbolic of the larger
reality.

Therefore when various citizens from the South who visited the
war-torn Northern Province were branded as unpatriotic, many others
whose voices are not heard but who have nevertheless been closely
affected by the violence thought otherwise. Despite the fact that such
visits yielded no tangible results, many soldicrs and parents of soldiers
and police officers who had died in combat stated in interviews that
such visits were useful and should continue. A letter written by a police
officer in LTTE captivity published in a Sinhala language newspaper
expressed a similar idea. Clearly then, for many voiceless people the
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actions and opinions of those who are branded in sgctxons. of lll;e
national press as unpatriotic are really not so. For them dissent 1s really

not dissent but common sense.

Finally, I would like to conclude these inconclusiv; thoughts‘ by
stating that Samuel Johnson was quite wrong when he said thaF pa(rl?t—
ism was the last refuge of the scoundrel. At least as far as the Sn Lankan
situation is concerned, it would seem that patriotism of the kind toutgd
by sections of the national press is the first and only refuge for a r‘nultf-
tude of middle class scoundrels who have forgotten the best of t.helr
own heritage. For my part, I treat these people with karuna (compassnon;
and mettha (loving kindness) as the Buddha himself had preached. An
my patriotism is still intact even though I may be excluded.
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Poli_tics of Religious Competition:
Evangelization in Contemporary Sri Lanka

. Thrgughput the early 1990s a vociferous debate has ensued re ér‘d
Ing certain kinds of religious activities. The most vocal in this rcg a c;
have .bt.’,en_ the Buddhists who claim that large numbers of tﬁcr"
co-religionists are lured into the folds of Christianity. In this short essallr
I Yvo_uld atlempl to explore the dynamics of religious revivalism anz
missionary activity, which have added a new and volatile dimension to
Sri Lanka.’s already over-charged socio-political sphere. I would foc
my attention mostly on the relationship between the cou.ntry’s oty
Buddhists and the mushrooming new evangelical groups ey

The Emergen i i
Groupe gence and the Operation of Evangelical

Lankih(:lns:ir[" :’,hva.n%ihcal groups r?umt?ering over 50 have made Sri
ke or eir bases of operation in the competitive vocation of
saving over the last 15 years. Their activities however have
bc?comc more visible and aggressive only over the past five years or
Given the fact that they constitute the largest religious bfock i ls}?
cou'ntry the'Buddhists are the most vocal in complaining that sor':1l (;
It::;rrco-r;h?igr!i;tj zll(re being corrupted and converted by Christi:n(;
esult of Sr1 Lanka’s historical legacy and the competiti lati .
between Buddhists and mainstream Christian groups i the colontal paot
Euddhlsts ha.ve‘ seldom had any reason to difrgerenl:isaltz ‘:;i(::: lvaz:rli)gf:ts'
lkmds of Ch_rlsuans. Under the present circumstances however, it is no
onger possible to group all Christians together. Buddhist complai
::gs;all;;{ t'erzid t’}) overlook similar complaints made by other relpi)gz;g]l::
S. Hindu Tamils from the war-torn Eas i i
the same thing, while the well established Cat::?i:) (r:zv:?cche;? ;?tlln: X
has also complained of “fundamentalist groups” luring their flock afvr;ya

loca]T(:IiI;z osmce r:‘ccr;t times the word “fundamentalist” has entered the
urse of religious rhetoric to describ
¢ these new grou h
as Seventh Day Adventist ! i o Mimistn
s, Jehovah's Witness, Ji Li ini
: \ » Jesus Lives Ministry,
alvary Church, and so on. The conversions are considered *“unethical
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conversions” by the critics. Many of them believe that new converts
are won over by offering them financial and other economic incentives.
While such incentives certainly play a role they are not the only
reasons for the attraction of the new groups. If that was the case it would
be difficult to sustain their appeal in the long run. While the conflict
between established religions and the new evangelical movements is real
and problematic, its real dynamics are not yet properly understood by

Sri Lankans.

The interest of evangelical groups in Sri Lanka has to be under-
stood both in the context of situations peculiar to Sri Lanka as well as
in the context of regional trends. Evangelical groups have experienced
phenomenal successes in many Asian countries such as South Korea,
Taiwan, Mongolia etc. In the case of South Korea within a period of
40 years demographic patterns have been completely altered. The once
dominant Buddhists have been transformed into minority status. This
is one of the indicators that truly worry Sri Lankan Buddhists. On the
other hand such indicators motivate evangelical groups operating in
places such as Sri Lanka even further. Interestingly, compared to
neighboring India and Pakistan, Sri Lankans, particularly Buddhists have
been relatively tolerant of the activities of evangelical groups until their
successes became too obvious or, more accurately, too visible. Despite
the widespread public suspicion of these groups, their activities are not
cven now restricted by administrative action, such as by restricting access
to funds or monitoring their activities by state agencies. Appeals to
declare “unethical conversions” illegal have not been entertained by the

state.

One of the underlying patterns of operation of the collective
evangelical movement in Sri Lanka has been expansion or increase in
numbers of both adherents and institutions. Collectively this leads to
greater visibility and increased conflict. Visible success have also made
some of these groups behave in a rather aggressive and obnoxious
manner, showing scant regard to the cultural sensitivities or historical
realities of the country. Let me offer one example. Mihintale is a sacred
Buddbhist city in the North Central Province. Buddhists believe that the
first Buddhist missionaries preached the message of thec Buddha to the
local king in the vicinity of the city in ca. 250 BC. Hence its religious
and historical importance. At a government sponsored exhibition in the
city to mark the introduction of Buddhism to Sri Lanka a group calling
itself the “Evangelical Library” had planned to distribute bibles and
bible tracts to those who came to the exhibition. Earlier, in 1993, the



22

Evangelical Library wrote to Christian leaders in the country complain-
ing that they were not adequately helping them to “reach the 4000 Bud-
dhist monks in the vicinity” who were ripe for conversion. The appeals
by the established church leaders to abandon the project was not heeded,

and the planned activity ultimately did not materialize only because the
exhibition was cancelled.

In the language of commonsense this type of activity simply means
asking for trouble. Such activity elsewhere in the country is unlikely to
make much waves. But such aggressive and insensitive behaviour in a
Buddhist sacred city amounts to a violation of sacred space. In the
context of Sri Lankan history it would be clear that such violations of
sacred space have always lead to violence. For instance in 1904 the
Catholic Church built in the midst of the Buddhist sacred city of
Anuradhapura (a few kilometers away from Mihintale) was burnt down.
The church was rebuilt later outside the limits of the sacred city. Over
the ycars the cstablished Christian groups have worked out a mechanism
for co-existing with Buddhists and other groups such as the Hindus
without inciting unnecessary conflict or violence. For instance, while
all established Christian groups would admit into their folds those who
want to convert to Christianity, they do not generally engage in aggressive
missionary activities, except for a few overzealous individuals. This
understanding has been relatively successful. Most evangelical groups

however, have paid no attention to such useful lessons learnt from hard
and bitter history.

Since much of the funds for the new evangelical movements come
from Europe and the U.S.A (and to a certain extent from South Korea)
the activities of these groups are commonly seen as a Western conspiracy
to undermine Sri Lankan political order and Sinhala Buddhist culture.
Such concerns are articulated as part of the regular rhetoric of Buddhist
activists, and many Catholics [ have talked to have explained these
activities specifically as an American conspiracy. Of course conspiracy
theories are endemic in societies which experience chronic socio-
political instability, which unfortunately is the case in Sri Lanka. Many
Buddhists and members of the Christian establishment have stated that
the apparently unlimited availability of funds to the new evangelists is
their main concern. This is particularly the case with Buddhists who
complain that they do not have any international networks to collect
much needed funds to counter these activities.
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Reasons for Success: Some Myths and Realities:

Unlimited funds and aggressiveness alone cannot explain the
successes of the new evangelists in Sri Lanka. We have to 'look for othc;
socio-political indicators to understand some pf .the mf)rchlmporrt]am anct
less apparent reasons. First, there are no statistics to lndxcate.t € exa
number of new evangelical groups and their folloyers. Their success
or perceived success is gauged on the basis of their relentletss acul\;u_y
and visibility. Thus, while I would not completely 1.mderest1m_at’e t eir
relative success, I would be skeptical of the overall 1m9ac(. V'lSlblhthy.
I would argue is much more importar?t than th.e .rf:ahty. Given the
availability of large funds, one of the primary activities of th.ese gr(;l'xp;
is to construct new places of worship and assocw.lted buildings w 1<:l
give the impression that these groups are expanding .at a phcnomepa
rate. On the other hand, much of the reality surrounding the operatlo:
of these groups is lost in both the secrecy of the groups themselves an
the rhetoric and phobia of the challengers.

Secondly, established religions in Sri Lanka are th.emselves clcarlz
in crisis. Many of those who have joined new evange.hcal groups (bot
former Buddhists and Catholics) complain that the main reason for them
to abandon either Buddhism or Catholicism was the lack of mlgrest the
Catholic and Buddhist establishments had show_nltowards their p{ob-
lems. For instance, many of the Catholics wth joined the Jesus lec;.‘s
Ministry did so because they felt complete]y. alienated from the ch.urc s
which according to them had grown too big, and as such too distant
from them. They felt that the interests of the church were no longe;
compatible with their interests. The‘y found solage and a sense ocl
belonging within the smaller congregations of Jesu; Lives Ministry, an
their vibrant church services and the use of music were.much r;ore
appealing than the relatively archaic services of the Catholic church.

Buddhist converts also presented similar reasons. - Manx of the.
Buddhists who are attracted to these groups come from socially gr
emotionally depressed backgrounds. For persons frorrlx su.ch backgrounds
the benefits or emotional help from Buddhist lnstllutl9n§ have been
inadequate or non-existent. For instance, mainstream Chnsua'n churc'he]s
have numerous counselling programmes to counsel people with marital,
drug and trauma related problems. On the other hand, many of thfe }r:clw
evangelical groups are organized like extende‘.i counsel.mg or self- elp
groups. No such system exists in the Buddhist establnshment despl.le
the vast network of temples and monks. Though Buddmst temples in
many Sinhala villages were closely linked to the village through vari-
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ous religious and ritual activities, their monks were traditionally expected
to be somewhat aloof from the matters of the world and concentrate on
such things as Nirvana, or the Buddhist notion of ultimate bliss.
However, in a society replete with socio-economic problems, the temples
and the traditional notions that governed their functioning need to change
in accordance with the needs of the society. By and large no such positive
changes have taken place. While weekend classes to teach the Buddhist
doctrine to children is now an established part of many temple activities,
much more needed services such as counselling for victims of political
violcnce, economic help for villages and so on were not forthcoming,
except in a few rare exceptions.

By contrast many of the established Christian churches as well as
the new evangelical groups were active at village level in helping some
of the victims of political violence cope with their grief. Some of the
people who benefited in this manner turned to these religions in gratitude
and in faith. Others did not. In many instances however, there seem to
be an unwritten understanding which suggests that continued support
or better support would be offered only to those people who joined the
new movements. This was particularly the case when it came to offering
economic incentives such as money to buy land, fertilizer, seeds, free
education for children and food etc. It is this part of the evangelical
equation that is classificd as “unethical conversions,” and brought to
the realm of public debate by both Buddhist and Christian uctivists
hostile to the new evangelical groups.

But such tactics alone cannot explain why Sinhala Buddhists in
interior villages around the country get attracted to these groups. For
one thing, the decision to join such seemingly alien religious organiza-
tions with their peculiar ritual practices would not be easy. In the
relatively cohesive village environment such a move would invariably
lead to a certain amount of ostracization. Such ostracization could lead
to complete economic downfall as far as certain groups are concerned.
For example, a group of Rodi people (who occupy a space similar to
India’s Dalits or the so called untouchables in relation to the Sinhala
caste system) in the North Western Province were approached by an
evangelical group and were initially willing to convert. However, the
whole exercise was eventually halted by the Rodi leaders when higher
caste villagers in the surrounding areas threatened to boycott their
produce. In practical terms religious salvation under such circumstances
would lead to no salvation at all. Therefore to make such decisions
people will necessarily have to be economically independent. This is
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when the resources of the new groups come into play. Alternatively
the deprivations certain categories of people experience are s0 exlrem;
that they would tend to cling to any new ray of hope however illusive it
may be.

Other Rodi in the same area have however opted to convert, and a
small church building has already been constructed in the.if village. 'I“fle
church help them in their cultivation and trading aclivme§, 'and offer
them financial incentives. The regular visits by the new religious lead-
ers tend to reinforce the notion that the centuries old alienalion is ﬁr'lz!l]y
giving way. Under most circumstances Buddhist mu‘nks. will not visit a
Rodi village. In a similar case in the Kurunegala district a number of
low caste Sinhala Buddhists demanded that a group of higher caste monks
in a nearby temple should accept aims from them. The .dcmand was
routinely refused. Such behavior on the part of the monks is a complete
violation of central Buddhist teachings. Within a week thgse people
had joined a Catholic church in the vicinity. Though in th1§ case .the
conversion was (o mainstréam Catholicism, most people in similar
situations join the new evangelical groups. More tl'fan anyone else the:y
operate at a grass root level, and seem to havg identified the basic
problems people have. It is through offering solutions to §uch problems
that these groups extend their influence, and increase their flock. Thus
it is not surprising that most Buddhist converts to the new groups are
from low caste groups or from socio-economically deprived village
areas.

Conclusion:

The ultimate point is however that this phase of new evangelizaj
tion should not be allowed to add a new antagonistic dimension to Sri ’
Lanka's already polarized inter-ethnic and religious relations. If
members of established religions are concerned about what is happc.n-
ing they should attempt to understand the real reasons for it.. No soglal
movement can operate in a vacuum. Thus the social space \H{ll}:lln which
the new evangelists operate and thrive has to be understood in ll§ proper
context. If the established religions and their affiliated institutions can
address the problems of the masses, there ought not be any space for
these new groups to operate. To do so both Buddhist and Christian
activists have to go where the problems are. They cannot e)fpect peo-
ple to come to them. Nor can they wish that the new evangelists would

just go away.
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Tambiah, Cultural Components Beyond

Criticism and the Construction
of Mass Hysteria

The Origin and the Polemics of the Controversy:

o (tl);)nsequent to the publication of an article in the Island of 27th
B::Zj hi;ni933ta co;;ro;;ersy erupted regarding S. J. Tambiah’s book
etrayed?: Religion, Politics and Violence in Sri
. on, ri Lanka.
E)fcgpl a fe.w, most articles critical of the book have been based on':h:t
original article, and the interpretations it offered.

e The I?eramiof 14"N0vem_ber 1993 in a front page article presented
. sens?tlonal news that with the publication of Tambiah’s book an
lsnternaupnal conspiracy against Rev. Maduluwawe Sobita and the
S angha 1n general had been launched. According to many of the
v;ep(lz'ts}, tl.le co-conspirators included other than Tambiah himself, the
foor r}smute for Dcvclqpment Economic Research (WIDER)‘ its
rmer dxrector.. and the United Nations Organization. The chiefl;
eficiary was claimed to be the Tamil guerrilla group, the LTTE .

- On the ot!mer hand the book had been published nearly one and a
hal ti;ears earlier, and what the conspirators had achieved between then
Bes.dc m<}>]ment.the story was “exposed” in the Island was not quite clear.
" L:;;(t e serious allcgat.lons that many of the newspapers critical of
w:re oK had ;cvcllcd against the author und the director of WIDER
er substantiated, an act that could easil itigati

\ y have led to litigation
In some parts of the world. The ultimate authori .

. . d. thority seems to be a publi-
git{o:d of dubious reputation called Sri Lanka Express published I1): th!e
S :l;a ni;a;;. In fact [.h(]: original Island article was a reproduction of a

Express article. Piyasena Dissanayake i i i
source ( Irida Divayina, 5 December 1993). yeke sl clles this as his

comlrr;t:;estinglly :ome of the contradictions and polemics of the
rsy clearly come to light here. F
Illangasinghe had casti in hi cle i tho | o Doveing e
gated in his article in the Irida Divayi
: na of 5th
December 1993 unnamed Sinhala academics who are not cri);ical of the

27

LTTE’s use of violence and Tamil racism. The reason according to
him was that these academics had been lured by dollars to write false-
hoods. What is interesting, however, is that the questionable publica-
tions of those patriotic folks in Los Angeles and other places are upheld
without question by the critics of the book. It would seem that the
publishers of the Sri Lanka Express and other such publications must
have emigrated to the United States for the shear love of the mother-

land, totally undazzled by dollars.

According to Professor Illangasinghe, as stated in the Irida Divayina
of 5th December 1993, and some others I have talked to, most of the
funding for these nefarious anti-national activities (such as Tambiah’s
book and the dollars for unpatriotic academics) come from “Jewish or-
ganizations.” What interest the Jews, the Israelis or Zionists have in
disrupting Sinhala society is beyond my comprehension. Perhaps they
need to use this country as a new Jewish settiement since the occupied -
territories are becoming too crowded with all those Russian immigrants.
The contradictions and polemics of this controversy or debate are too
many to discuss here. Besides, my main intention here is simply to
locate this uproar within the larger context in which it has occurred.

The Social Context of the Controversy:

We are living in times in which the Sinhalas and Buddhists feel
particularly threatened. These misgivings are usually articulated within
the context of the on-going war in the North-East and in the context of
the allegations of the so called “unethical conversions” by Christian
groups. Sinhalas and Buddhists are generally perceived to be victims
of both processes. The Tamil “victims” of both activities usually do
not constitute any part of the Sinhala consciousness (Perhaps we should
note that Tamils also die in the on-going war, and many Hindus also
complain of “unethical conversions,” particularly in the Eastern Prov-
ince). Some doomsday oracles suggest that at the rate of what is going
on now the Sinhala Buddhists would be a minority by the next century.

" The reality of that claim is not the issue. The issue is that if people

believe a certain social situation to be real, in their minds it will be real.
Everything that occurs within that imagined reality would seem to fit
into that context as well. Whatever action undertaken perceivably to -
remedy the situation will also be influenced by these thoughts. Thus
under the present circumstances Tambiah and his book are highly

suspect.
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His background as a scholar of Buddhism had no place in much of
the the controversy or debate that ensued. As a matter of fact, many of
those who were highly critical of the book did not seem to have read
Tambiah’s previous scholarly work on Buddhism or even heard of the
man prior to the controversy. In his article in the Divayina of 5th
December 1993, Illangasinghe specifically states that Tambiah has no
knowledge of Buddhism. Ironically or sadly, many of the critics had
not even read the book they were criticizing. What really mattered was
his ethnicity (Tamil), his religion (allegedly Christian) and the fact that
he was an American citizen living in USA (the dollars of course!). These
factors were clearly articulated as issues for concern at a press confer-
ence held at Naga Vihara in Kotte (Irida Divayina, 18 November 1993)

At one level what this amounts to is the idea that no one other than
Sinhala Buddhists can write about Buddhism. The more serious and
disturbing aspect of the situation is the manifestation of a polemical trend
that has been detected in Sinhala society for some time now. That is
the lack of differentiation between Tamil people in general and LTTE
activists. Thus Tambiah who is a Tamil who wrote a book somewhat
critical of Buddhism had to be a Tiger. What a profound revelation!

However, this kind of thinking goes far beyond ethnicity. Itis a
manifestation of an intolerance towards criticism of certain aspects
considered beyond criticism by many Sinhalas. These would include
the Sinhala nation, Buddhism and action perceivably undertaken on
behalf of them. These taboo areas seem to have achieved a kind of
holy status, and to be critical of them would be analogous to blasphemous
behaviour. As a matter of fact even a Sinhala who violates these holy
spheres would not be spared. They would naturally be traitors, as sug-.
gested in many published articles. In fact the title of Disanayake’s article
dated 5th December 1993 in the Divayina was

“Sinhalas who support
Eelam.”

Perhaps I should point out that there is a vast difference between
supporting academic freedom, having friends who happen to be Tamils
and being a Sinhala supportive of Eelam. For one, I am not supportive
of Eelam, especially one constructed under the rule and philosophy of
the LTTE. But I have no problems with a meaningful and serious
devolution of power. After all, the idea of devolution is not completely
an alien concept to Sri Lankans. It was through a certain kind of devo-
lution that many of our ancient kings ruled this land. They had very
little direct control beyond the capital. The local and regional power
and authority over the lives of people and the resources of the area were
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i i ing. The kind
vested in regional rulers appointed or recognized by :2:, l:(;\gto 'III‘] e kine
i i t we have become accus N rec
of centralized authority tha ccent
times is merely a colonial legacy that we have attempted to projec

the distant past.

Coming back to the subject, it is ironic that' thg very crxgcnsmF:))t;
Tambiah exhibited some specifically un-Buddhistic tt.endenmels(.e o
example, in the Silumina of 21 November 199'3, Dlssanayé o had
observed’ without offering any proof that Tamblllahhwasaz;nmed;isr?ant

all the w
Ider in Toronto. Why he had to‘ go :
%ﬁf)f\lzolo i;kc up 4 position as an Eelamist office huldt:;1 w;ulc lltlz
r
i based Eelam lobby was much close
extremely articulate Boston . . Y
iversi bizh teaches remains a mystery.
Harvard University where Tam ; . A
childhood training in Buddhist ethics strongly inculcated bye:\t.v::] :tf tth it:

i i hools in Colombo seem to sugg |
most prominent Buddhist sc . o s o ering
iolati g lying a

i lear violation of Buddhist norms pro
;ieaa:inglcss words. Itis also a pity that we havc:1 .fo;goft;cn th:vaolrl:l:f(l)ltl"
ined i Kalama Sutta which offers s
the Buddha as contained in the a Su . o
guidelines for intellectual debate and inquiry as well as dissent (see
say # 3). -
. . n
Unfortunately, the criticisms of Tambiah s work did not occu:e\;;xt:l;n
this tradition, the tradition that we have inherited from tl’::: \'?;Z el (;gdha
mage iti ing to “protect.
age these critics were clamouring o cL” Suddha
Wh:;‘S: ll;:dﬁhist tradition has not endorsed vicious lymgt c,hal.m,tex ?sal
0z:ssinations and the like. None of the criticisms were nefxther 1r.npalr> ;0
X i d fantastic. -
i on the bizarre an
nor constructive. They verged more ¢ e aues
i ddressing a mostly underg
fessor Mendis Rohanadeera, a S
iversi bo soon after the controversy '
ence at the University of Colom : - oy emerge
i i biah could not write a
in the print media, stated that Tam h co ! . :
;naturex;)ecause “he had not lived in this hls.tory-.h l}-lle lvava;dshpﬁfxrzsill :1
i iah’ hapters dealing with the Bu .
referring to Tambiah’s early ¢ . e B e
i i The extension of this logic
in the early part of this century. 1sion - e
i lived in that period, we
any people alive today would haYe .
“woé:: abil.ll)t th‘;t history. Or else we will have to bar.\k on the mem&:)rix:s
of senile senior citizens. Perhaps it is even beltter if we ;tlc;p vvt::zcweri

i ince i be difficult to locate peo ‘

story altogether since it would ite ©

::)nterx};lporagries of King Dutugemunu, D?vanantl)ply‘?u?‘sztlhgr t::;r; riSes
i jasi n always bank o

Wickrama Rajasinha. But then, we can alv . ores

of reincarnated individuals and spirit mediums since they seem

everywhere.
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The same speaker offered a new definition of anthropology stating
once again why Tambiah, an anthropologist should not have written this
book. Anthropology, according to Professor Rohanadeera is the study
of contemporary people and should not dabble in history. If this is the
case we would have to ban most of the anthropological texts written to
date. The presents do not exists in isolation to the pasts. Presents and
pasts are interrelated, defined and perceived differently by different
individuals, and groups. Moreover, anthropologists clearly have a
legitimate right to write about these pasts as well as the presentg,

The Content of the Book:

The editorial of the Irida Divayina of 5th December 1993 makes a
major issue of the fact that the 52 people who signed a document stat-
ing their commitment to academic freedom have not bothered to comment
on the contents of Tambiah’s book. As one of the signatories to that
document I should perhaps explain our position before looking into some
of the problems concerning the content of the book. Our position sim-
ply was that anyone can agree or disagree with the content of the book,
but that we would not comment on it (the content of the book:) — at that
particular moment in time. The reason was simply that in a small
document of this nature which had a specific purpose, we did not in-
tend to discuss something that would have taken much space. That did
not mean that all of us agreed on the content or the nature of the book.

Perhaps I should make one other point before assessing the content
of the book. Tambiah or anyone else certainly has the right to write
what they want within certain clearly demarcated academic limits. It
may be suggested, as it was on this particular occasion, that anthro-
pologists cannot write material that would hurt the sensitivities of vari-
ous groups. Strictly theoretically, this is the ethically and politically
correct position to take. However, this is one of those ethical positions
in anthropology that has always run into problems and always will,
Anything an anthropologist writes may hurt the sensitivities of some
group or another. For instance, we will not be able to write about those
who engaged in political violence because it may hurt their feelings.
We cannot undertake research into rape and murder since that too may
hurt the sensitivities of the rapists and murderers. On such a basis there
would be very little anthropologists can actually write about. Thus in
addition to protecting the privacy of individuals concerned, in practical
terms there may be very little anthropologists can do with regard to the
above issue. After all “sensitivities” and “hurt” are relative terms, which
change from place to place, from person to person and over time.
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My comments on the content of the t?mk, which would follow z:(e;
only my views, and may not reflect the views of lh().SF f:ollea.gues S\;VAL! ‘
signed the document 1 referred to above. We can f:rmc:ze wrlxlters ly
on the basis of the academic merit of what they write. As we avehse j
in this discussion, this is not quite what happened. On the other 1 ;;3,
as some critics had stated in the Sunday Observer of 5th ‘Decem‘b;r bl..
some academics have double standards when .they decide whic 1$u 1-t
cations are suitable or unsuitable for circu!atxon. I am personafy ;1;1)6
sure what this refers to. But in such situations we should.l(_mk o':
reasons behind these decisions, and not so much the decisions them-
selves. If double standards are detected, then we should clearly expose

such double standards.

Most anthropologists who know something about Sri Lankan po.ltl};
tics, society and religion would have a number of pr(?blerfns wi X
Tambiah’s book. I certainly have. It is completely devoid o stinout
field research, and the careful sifting through of data that should ; p::'s
of a project of this nature seems not to have happened. Anthrlc:po ogsl ¥
can certainly write without field work. I?ut m}xch of the wea t.\ess:: o
this book could have been overcome if serious and extensive fie

research was undertaken.

On the other hand many major assumptions of .the book amoung to
large statements, argued without much sF:holafly vngour,or suPPo;t;gﬁ
evidence. For instance, the chapter dealing wnth m-opks particip o
in violence pose serious questions in terms of reliability. For example,

consider the following observation:

“With some notable exceptions, the majori.ty of monks (fxpl.x;:ln.tly
or privately supported and condoned the Smh_alese army’s lub.mgt
of Tamil guerrillas and had not feit tbgrporal imperative to ;). ée;;
to the tribulations imposed on Tamil civilians™ (Tambiah 1992: 95).

Who are these notable exceptions Tambia.h talks o.f?. I personall?;
know of no well known monks who spoke figamst the killings OflT?nil]l.
guerrillas by the military or expressed publicly concern for Tami cn{ti-
ians in the war zones. But there were some w}‘x‘o braved se\‘/ere”cr\l)V
cism in the Sinhala society and visited Jaffna lg seek a soluuon_. Z
know that those trips did not usher in any ta_ngxblc rcsult§. But msI:ea
those monks were castigated as traitors or Tl‘ger sympathizers. Perhaps
these are the exceptions Tambiah have in mind.
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On the other hand, have the majority of monks advocated or justi-
fied violence against guerrillas or civilians? Some surely have, as most
of us know from press reports, and in terms of our own field research.
But do these constitute the majority? Personally, I am not at all sure. I
am also not sure how Tambiah came to such conclusions. We usually
hear what a group of articulate and mostly urban based monks, some of
whom have justified violence have to say about these issues. Not only
monks, lay activists have also engaged in such activity. But what do
we know about the views of the monks resident in the villages, small
towns and generally those who have less or no access to the media. Have
they also condoned such violence? Perhaps some may have. On the
other hand I have interviewed many such monks who are troubled by
the escalating levels of violence in the country involving the Sinhalas
and Tamils, but do not want to talk against it because they feel that the
general mood in the Sinhala society is not conducive to receiving such
criticism. Such insights can only be gained from field research,
particularly through extensive interviews.

Then Tambiah refers to monks who diréctly participated in violence:

*“— they passively condoned, perhaps even collaborated in the as-
sassination of recalcitrant senior monks by JVP/DJV executioners™

Some additional details would have been more helpful in getting
the point through. Who were these killer monks? In which temples did
they organize assassinations? Which senior monks were assassinated
by these junior killer monks? How many were involved altogether?
Then Tambiah observes again:

“— I find it necessary to pose the question of how the “sons of
Buddha” — ideally dedicated to nonviolence and required by dis-
ciplinary rules to abstain from killing and to be nowhere near
marching armies and the traffic of arms — have taken on the more
compelling identity of “sons of the soil,” which entails militant and
violent politics.” (Tambiah 1992: 95-96)

Reading the passage above one would assume that the Sangha had
defected to the military or violent political groupings in massive
numbers. Besides, there is a big difference between ideal Buddhist norms
and actual practice. In fact if the ideal religious norms of Buddhists,
Hindus, Muslims and Christians were carefully adhered to, we would
not have most of the problems on the basis of which we are currently
killing each other, and writing books and making a living. Besides,
generally speaking Buddhism’s involvement in violence is hardly a new
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or surprising phenomena. All Buddhist societies — both Theravadin
and Mahayana ones — have bloody and violent histories. So have many
Hindu, Islamic and Christian societies we can think of. Thus the Sri
Lankan case is hardly an exception. It also means that we have to go
far beyond religion to find.the reasons for such phenomena. If a group
of people are threatened in reality or in belief, they would resort to what
they consider appropriate action, including selective violence. It is
unlikely that the existence of religion that emphasizes non-violence would
have much effect under such circumstances. The questions that ought
to be posed should be:

1) How do Buddhists cope with and explain violence?

2) How do some of them justify selected political violence that ideally
has no place within their religion? ’

Tambiah does not offer any information on these issues, which I
believe should be central to his discussion. For example, he does not
pay attention to how and why certain Buddhist activists — lay and
otherwise — try to legitimize selected political violence, which Uyangoda
had briefly referred to in his article in the Irida Divayina of 21st
November 1993. There is much concrete evidence to document this
trend. However, at the moment this is merely that, a trend and not an
cncompassing new ethic within Sinhala Buddhism. This also could have
been detected and commented upon if data — especially Sinhala news-
paper reports — were more carefully analyzed by utilizing extensive
field research.

On the other hand much of the other information in the book, which
deals with the Buddhist revival of the late 19th and early 20th century,
have been documented and commented on hy other scholars before —
in much more detail. Most of that does not pose problems to academ-
ics who are familiar with that period. In that sense the book does not
offer me — a Sinhala, a Buddhist, and a person interested in Sri Lankan
society and culture — anything new. In fact the author himself states
that his book is not generally meant for Sri Lanka specialists but for
general readers (Tambiah 1992: 3).

The cover of the book I believe was a serious tactical mistake, and
Tambiah has recently apologized to Rev. Sobita for placing his photo-
graph in a “seemingly” polemical position on the cover. If not for that
photograph this controversy perhaps may not have taken place at all.

- On the other hand that particular oratorical position is not something

unusual in the context of post-late 19th century Buddhist public debates
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which evolved as a result of aggressive missionary activity. However,
many of the critics seem to be upset over the picture because they seem
to believe — without any real reason — that the position of the monk
in the picture is somehow not acceptable. They also seem to forget that
the availability of this particular photograph stems from the fact that
the monk was in that position at a certain point in time. Ultimately
however, Tambiah has to take the responsibility for that picture being
on the cover of his book.

It would also be interesting to pose the question if his book had
been on religion in the United States, whether a similar picture of an
American clergyman would have been placed on its cover by the
Chicago University Press. Given the general atmosphere of political
correctness prevailing in American society, such an eventuality would
have been unlikely. But within the framework of omnipresent, and to
some extent unconscious, neo-colonialist thinking such sensitivities do
not extend to the Third World, and certainly not to any of its religions.

We have to however, accept that given Tambiah’s considerable
contribution to Buddhist studies he is more than capable of commenting
on Buddhism. It is precisely due to that, that the weaknesses of the
book as well as the vicious attacks against him are rather unfortunate.

The Construction of Mass Hysteria: Why?:

This episode is probably the correct time to pose the question why
a certain category of scholars get similarly attacked from time to time.
Tambiah was merely the latest victim. Gananath Obeyesckere, Kumari
Jayawardena and others have been in similar situations before. For in-
stance a whole group of scholars were attacked in the Divayina debates
of 1984 and 1985 after the critical essays of some social scientists ap-
peared in Sinhala in 1984, I believe that the circumstances and the nature
of these incidents are essentially similar, and would shed some light on
some of the most serious problems of the Sri Lankan or Sri Lanka-ori-
ented academic discourse dealing with “sensitive” issues such as
cthnicity, religion, and nationalism.

The controversy regarding Tambiah’s book emerged nearly one and
a half years after the book was published, but immediately after a
“review” (for the lack of better word that can be used in “civilized”
discourse) was published in Sinhala. Similarly the 1984 controversy
ensued soon after a selection of essays dealing with Sinhala identity and
Buddhism was published in Sinhala in 1984 as a book. The original
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papers nevertheless had been presented way back in 1979 — five years
before the controversy erupted. They had also been fairly widely
debated within intellectual circles writing in English.

This then is the problem: Much of the new, useful, and critical
research conducted in Sri Lanka on Sri Lanka seldom get exposed to
Sri Lankans mostly or only conversant in Sinhala (or for that matter
Tamil). I do not have a problem with people who write in English. To
some extent I fall into that category as well. However, as a result of
this restriction in access there is very little opportunity for this kind of
new interpretation to seep into the local society or be debated in an aca-
demically more conducive atmosphere. Instead what happens is that
they suddenly descend on the local populace (sometimes camouflaged
in dubious interpretations) who are totally unused to and unprepared
for such material. This naturally leads to highly polemical, heated and
often uncritical debates, or vicious attacks. Such an atmosphere would
lead to complete underestimation of the academic merit of such work.

In some of the criticisms of Tambiah’s book dealing with the
evolution of the Sinhala identity, it was quite evident that the critics
had completely missed the debates on the generation of group identities
in Sri Lanka that have been continuing over the past decade or so (see
Irida Divayina of 28th November 1993). Moreover, research dealing
with Tamil society is also not generally available to the Sinhalas.
Illangasinghe in his article (Irida Divayina, 5 December 1993) poses
the question why nobody has researched the problems of the caste sys-
tem in Hindu society (in Sri Lanka). Well, many have. There are aiso
a few studies focussing on the nature of violence and the process of
political myth-making in Tamil society (Eg., the work of Valentine
Daniel and Radhika Coomaraswamy). But such material is available
only in English. I would suggest that both the 1984-85 and the Tambiah
controversy essentially have to be located in this space marked by
restricted access to critical or scholarly material on Sri Lankan culture,

society and politics.

Sri Lankan academics need to overcome this problem. In a way
this reflects a failure in the Sri Lankan education system in which
English education has been disrupted. This is not a matter of forcing
people to write in the local languages. Many simply cannot. But perti-
nent literature should be made available to local readers in their
languages, at least in summarized form or as reviews simultaneously
when the originals are published. I would invite the Sri Lankan social
science community to launch such a programme in collaboration with
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- local universities and interested NGOs, both of which it is quite fash-
ionable to vilify at the moment. This may be one of the few options
available to us to construct a more analytical, tolerant and less parochi-
ally inclined reading public in this country. This would also lead us to
come to grips with serious theoretical debates that have raged in other
parts of the world for the past decade or so, while being unnoticed by
most Sri Lankans.
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6

The Hegemony of Language
Imperialism and the Colonization
of the Mind

In the introduction to his new book Culture and Imperialism Said
makes the following observation:

“— The great cultural archive, I argue, is where the intellectual
and aesthetic investments in overseas dominion are made. If

you were British or French in the 1860s you saw, and you
felt, India and North Africa with a combination of familiarity
and distance, but never with a sense of their separate sover-
eignty. In your narratives, histories, travel tales, and explora-
tions your consciousness was represented as the principal
authority, an active point of energy that made sense not just of
colonizing activities but of exotic geographies and peoples.
Above all, your sense of power scarcely imagined that those

¢ " d either s rvient lien}
ive w A i apable of finall

making you give up India or Algeria — (Said 1994)"8

1 would like to use Said’s comments, particularly the ones which I
have emphasized as the basic frame of reference within which this brief
essay would be located. In this essay I hope to focus on the hegemony
of language imperialism in Sri Lanka. By language imperialism I mean
the power relationships and the processes of inclusion and exclusion
that occur between people who have access to English, the language of
Sri Lanka’s former colonial masters and those who do not have access
to this language. An important component of the cultural archive Said
refers to above is the language and literature of the colonizers. These
are powerful methods in the process of colonialism. If military processes
were utilized for the purpose of actual physical colonization of the land,
it was the language and literature of the colonizers that was used to
colonize the minds of the colonized.

The other point I want to make at this stage is in reference to Said’s
observation that the imperialists in the heyday of their colonial enterprise
could not imagine that the “subservient and sullenly uncooperative
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natives” would ever make them leave the colonies. It would scem that
the colonial imagination of that time was not too distant from the con-
temporary realities in many of the former colonies. I do not merely
refer to the process of nco-colonialism, but to the frame of mind the
colonial masters managed to construct, which appcars to he much more
long-lasting and dynamic than neo-colonialism per se. This is particu-
larly visible in Sri Lanka when one looks into the dynamics of current
language imperialism. The British may have left. But the manoer in
which they used their language then, and the frame of mind they had
inculcated, are clearly still intact, albeit some minor modifications.

Language, Civilization and Colonialism:

“The white folks told them:

God save the King,

We have come (o civilize you

And to teach you how to read and write —

~— With the lapse of seven decades
She could write no more.

But she could still

Recite the scriptures in Pali

And read the newspaper in Sinhala.
She even knew enough Tamil,

To argue with the merchants.

Can you read English
Asked the white man

In a sweat-drenched coat.
Lost, the old woman
Simply smiled.

I thought as much

The white man groaned

And told the census-taker:

Another illiterate native.” (Perera 1991)

It was primarily through language and literature that the imperial-
ists set about colonizing the minds of the colonized. Of course this
process was more successful and complete among the urban based elite
who inherited the means to power once the colonial rulers decided that
it was o expensive W govern the colonies directly. This “transfer” of
power is what is commonly and euphemistically referred to as “inde-
pendence” in post colonial states.
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Fanon referred to the new rulers of these “independent” states as
the “nationalist bourgeoisie,” while in Sri Lanka novelist Martin
Wickramasinghe referred to them as the “bamunu kulaya” (986 new@).
These were the most complete results of the imperial cultural experi-
ment in which the primary objective was the construction of a “native”
elite who thought, dressed and behaved like their masters, but were not
quite the same only due to their complexion and slightly different physical
features. At the same time they were culturally and socially as alien
from their “own" people as were the colonial rulers. They perceived
themselves as the chosen few, and the truly human and cultured few
among a mass of uncultured natives. Why? Because only they had
read Shakespeare, Chaucer, Dcfoe and could converse in faultiess
Queen’s or King’s English.

The colonizcrs rarcly saw their enterprise as an exploitative one.
Many of them thought and truly belicved that they were doing these
natives a great favour. They were being civilized, Christianized, and in
general humanized. Even those like Joseph Conrad who saw the reality
of colonialism nevertheless believed in colonialism as a civilizing process
that was worth the effort, as is apparent from the following lines in “Heart
of Darkness”:

“The Conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away -
from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses
than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much.
What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a
sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea
— somcthing you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a
sacrifice to —"'

Frenchman Jules Harmand (1910) was much more explicit than
Conrad in expressing similar ideas:

“It is necessary, then, to accept as a principle and point of depar-
ture the fact that there is a hierarchy of races and civilizations, and
that we belong to the superior race and civilization, still recognizing
that, while superiority confers rights, it imposes strict obligations
in return. The basic legitimation of conquest over native peoples
is the conviction of our superiority, not merely our mechanical,
economic, and military superiority, but our moral superiority. Our
dignity rests on that quality, and it underlies our right to direct the
rest of humanity.” (quoted in Said 1994: 17)
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This idea was the dominant logic articulated in Daniel Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe (1719), which generations of natives in British colonies
have been subjected to read. Even those of us born well after Sri Lanka
had achieved her “independence” had to read in school textbooks how
a white person gets washed ashore in a deserted island to which he brings
civilization and order with the use of a gun and other components of
European material culture salvaged from his ship which had sunk off
the coast. This was not merely fiction, but an effective means of politi-
cal socialization of both the natives — particularly the elite — and those
who were destined to rule and “civilize” them.

This encompassing idea of civilizing the natives also manifests
itself clearly in the European (particularly the British) explorations in
the Pacific. Whenever they visited an island an attempt was made to
release a few dogs, goats, and other domesticated animals. The expec-
tation was that when European settlements began to emerge in these
places in larger numbers in the future, through the reproductive power
of these pioneering animals there would be “civilized” European (and
familiar) animals for the agents of civilization to eat as well as to help
in hunting the less civilized native animals, and I suppose people. In a
sense this was one of their first attempts towards introducing civilization
to “heathens.”

The idea of access to civilization through language was the
predominant signifier that marked the existence and nature of the local
elite during the peak of colonialism, and in the dawn of post-colonial
domination of native socio-economic realily by these elites. Thus the
colonial language — English — became a marker of an elite socio-
political class, and by extension a clearly defined boundary which kept
away the native masses. It also became a weapon of resistance to be
used against those who attempted to breach the boundaries of this class,
while the non-English speakers became a class of second class citizens.
In this sense language was also a method of exclusion.

Language Imperialism in Operation:

Two experiences from my early childhood are still clearly etched
in my mind. In the first incident I failed my grade one entrance exami-
nation to enter Trinity College in Kandy because I could not understand
the questions set in English, and could not fathom the patterns of the
English flowing script which I was supposed to copy. The fact that 1
did well in the Sinhala section of the examination was of no relevance.
In the second instance my attempted admission to St. Anthony’s
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College in Katugastota failed for similar reasons. This time I did not
understand a single word the priest who interviewed me in English asked
me. All this happened in the late 1960s, well after “independence,” and
after Sinhala was made the language of instruction for Sinhala students,
including in these two schools.

At that time I did not have the words to describe or identify this
experience. It was merely a failure. However, I was always acutely
aware of the reasons for that failure, which is why I believe the incidents
are a permanent part of my memory. But today I would suggest that
the primary reason for my experience, if not the only one was the
operation of language imperialism. This was a clear process of exclusion
firmly enforced by the agents of the elite class I have already identified.
In their perception I was a “godaya” or an uncultured lout with no access
to English, to the networks of the elites, and to the socio-cultural system
they represented. My presence in these bastions of post-colonial elitism
would essentially have polluted their cultural and social purity, and as
importantly, I may have actually learned the language and become a -
threat to their way of life.

I would like to explore this final point in some detail. When I sug-
gested that language was a method of exclusion it was not merely a
method of social exclusion. It was also a method of economic exclu-
sion. It was through language that the native elite gained access to the
civil service and the professions under colonialism. It was also through
language that they retained these and other such privileges in post-
colonial society. Or rather, it was by denying English language educa-
tion to the majority of the populace that the native elite managed o
continue enjoying the special privileges they had accumulated since the
colonial days.

As we know this situation changed markedly after “independence,”
particularly after Sinhala was declared the language of the state (and
that was also at the expense of alienating the Tamil minority).
However, even today many aspects of the economy are controlled by
language imperialism. This is particularly visible in the private sector
which almost exclusively works in English. This is also due to the fact
that many of the private sector enterprises are engaged in international
commerce, and English is the working language of that field. The
reason why English and French are the most widely used international
languages is also a legacy of colonialism. That is, France and England
controlled the largest empires in the period immediately prior to the
process of de-colonization, and their languages continued to dominate
international trade and communication.
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On the other hand, the organization of the Sri Lankan education
system is such that adequate English language training is not received
by those from rural areas and small towns. Even in the cities it is only
a few schools that offer effective and functional English language
training. Those who receive such education are mostly from the cities,
and with access to elite networks (eg., those ubiquitous old boys’ and
girls’ associations) that would help them locate placements in the
competitive job market.

As a result many undergraduates who graduate from Sri Lankan
universities enter the teaching profession or other government employ-
ment, or the lower rungs of the private sector which do not require
English. One of the most common answers I receive from undergraduates
when I ask why they do not apply for private sector employment is:
“Kaduwa nethi nisa kepila yanawa” (00 o8 8 oB8e <md).
“Kaduwa”, which literally means the sword, is Sinhala slang for English.
What the above response literally means is that because they do not have
the sword, they get cut off. They do not get cut off by the sword they
do not have, but by the sword others do have! In other words the lack
of English excludes them from relatively lucrative and perceivably up-
ward mobile employment. In practice this also keeps the middle class
and urban dominated social space as well as the economic space of the
elite free of competition from other less affluent classes.

In terms of the perception of the English educated elite the primary
factor involved in the social construction of the “godaya” is the godayas’
alleged lack of control over the English language. This specifically
refers 1o their alleged use of “broken English” and mispronunciation.
Taken in this sense, language imperialism functions as a weapon (a real
sword ?7) used against those attempting to breach the boundaries of the
social elite.

However, in strictly functional terms such allegedly inelegant use
of English does not necessarily subvert the primary purpose of language
— communication. “Broken English”, which usually refers to gram-
matically incorrect use of language, under most circumstances manages
to impart the desired meaning. The situation is relatively similar in terms
of mispronunciation. Take for instance the Sinhalas’ propensity to mix
up “f” and “p” sounds in English. When one of my school mates used
to talk about “swimming fools” and “bloody pools” he was actually
talking about “bloody fools” and “swimming pools.” However, taken
in its proper context, there was no confusion or discommunication. After
all “'the bloody pools were swimming in the SSC swimming fool.” Those
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of us who had mastered English to a reasonable extent at that time real-
ized the functional impossibility of a “pool” swimming inside a “fool.”
Through that realization my friend communicated a meaning to us irre-
spective of his mispronunciation.

Thus the short-term subversion of standardized language by those
who arc attempting to learn it is deemed horrendous only by the elite
who are threatened by others learning it in the long run. The language
oriented jokes popular among English educated elite circles is a clear
manifestation of language imperialism as a weapon. It works to eliminate
people’s desire to learn the language through ridicule, and it also clearly
demarcates people who have already breached their social space as
inferiors. For instance the George E de Silva jokes popular among the
English educated classes in Sri Lanka up to about the 1950s werc based
on de Silva’s alleged misuse of English. According to one joke, a
proposal was presented in the Municipal Council of Kandy to build a
public urinal. At this point de Silva is alleged to have stated: “Why
only a urinal? Why not an arsenal as well?”

Given the extent of de Silva’s legal training, which at that time had
to be done in the English medium, it is not likely that in reality he would
have unwittingly authored the numerous “howlers” attributed to him.
In fact as Siriwardena suggests, many of these jokes werce invented by
Cox Sproule, a Kandy lawyer of Burgher descent (Siriwardena 1994).
However, these jokes make perfect sense as weapons of language im-
perialism and as a method of exclusion. De Silva, a Sinhala member
from the Rada caste had breached the social space of two elite circles:
that of the Kandyan aristocracy dominated by the Govigama caste and
the community of lawyers practicing at thc Kandyan Police Court
dominated by Dutch Burghers. De Silva could not be kept out of these
circles; he had alrcady come in precisely because he had mastered the
language. Thus the claims of his alleged misuse of language was a last
resort — to mark him as a social inferior despite his forced entrance
into a hitherto “civilized” social space. Socially, he was still excluded.

Ridicule and jokes usually work in enforting relatively complete
exclusion. Many undergraduates I have talked to, are afraid to use
English for the sake of practicc even within the university community
because they do not want to be the butt end of jokes. The possibility of
becoming ridiculed has essentially destroyed many of these young
people’s confidence in attempting to learn English, despite being aware
of the fact that this language is the only means of access to certain
economic and social spaces under the prevailing conditions. Such de-



44

stroyed confidence has found refuge in parochial nationalist claims and
demands that “independent” people should not learn the language of
the imperialists. However, it is no longer merely the language of the
imperialists. It is more accurately the language of the international
community from which parochial politics as well as language imperialism
have effectively kept the masses away.

Colonial Literature and the Continuing
Colonization of the Mind:

Thus far I have discussed the the manner in which language impe-
rialism operates to exclude certain categories of people from privileged
cconomic and social spaces. In conclusion I would like to draw attention
to how the English language teaching and colonial literature continue
to colonize the minds of the allegedly independent Sri Lankans. I would
merely offer two examples.

Recently the five year-old daughter of a friend of mine insisted that
I'look at a picture she had drawn. She had sketched with a pencil a
house with a chimney that looked remarkably like the English cottages
we had seen in post cards and some primary school readers of a different
era such as the Radiant Way. A neat road lined with what looked like
pine trees led to the house. A car was parked in front of the house, and
a man was standing next to it. When I asked her what the picture de-
picted, her answer was quick: “This is farmer John, this is farmer John’s
farm, and this is farmer John’s car.” Not soon after this incident 13
farmers in Sri Lanka’s dry zone committed suicide because they could
not come to terms with their existential dilemmas. Their reality was
very different from farmer John's. However, this middle class child
was growing up partially in a fantasy world, the world of farmer John.
And if her parents decide to send her to one of the more expensive “In-
ternational Schools” in the city her world may look as neat and sweet
as farmer John’s. The curriculums of most international schools are so
British-centric that the content of education makes no reference to Sri
Lankan reality. Even the study of weather patterns means the study of
weather patterns in England, Wales and Scotland. Within such a context
the world of Siripala “gamarala” (@@ - farmer) will have no or very
little space in her imagination

The second case I want to comment on involves a senior university

lecturer from a rural background keenly interested in Sinhala literature.
He was fascinated by Shakespeare even though he had not read any of

45

his sonnets or plays. Well, that really did not matter beczfluse if you
want to enter the social space of the English educated ehu? you are
supposed to acknowledge the bard’s greatness. He was a!so lntere§lcd
in translating the material which he had not even read into Sinhala. Since
I have an interest in the idea of translations, I suggested that he should
begin by translating selected short stories from South America and Aff-
rica, since most Sinhala readers would be able to relate to the socml
contexts in which they were set much more easily. As such, I believed
such translations would be monumentally more interesting than King
Lear or Othello in translation. But he would have none of it. His final
words to me placed the colonized mind in its proper context: “Whatever
they do those Mexicans and Nigerians cannot write great r.lovels or plays.
Shakespeare is different. After all he wrote universal literature. You
feel like crying when you read them” (68120 ©od 698nd 138103
Da8Sod DISBWO8 Digod HOHD). ™ foddn A IVEBRY
JSoecd eed. & §ed BaiD miBmiw. GuEinoe ) Bwdd Gednd.)
Sure, but it is universal literature only because we have been told so for.
generations, and only because our minds are still colonized. The pity
of it is that this colonized frame of mind is likely to deny us the works
of Pablo Neruda, Carlos Castaneda, Chinua Achebe, Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn, Ariel Dorfman and an entire spectrum of world literature
in translation. But we will continue to worship Shakespeare, and learn
how white folks civilized the world from Defoe.
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7

The Rea!ity of Post-terror Societies: Living
with Torturers and Murderers

“They will be ashes, but with meaning;
Dust they will be, but dust in love.”

Introduction: The Desire for Justice:

The words of the 17th century Spanish poet Francisco de Queved
quoted above are particularly relevant to contemporary societies of t 0
ror. Irrespective of how certain individuals had been murdered or
dlsappejared, memories of them will remain with survivors. While suc(:)I:
;nemones are Part of‘the.community"s consciousness, there will always

¢ an expectation of justice. Approximately one moth after the discov-
ery of mass graves at Suriyakande (see essay #1) in January 1994, the

father of one of the students who dis
isappeared fi ilipiti
made the following obscrvation; o rom the Embilpiiya area

“I will not rest my case till the truth prevails. We don’t want those
murderers to go free.” (Sunday Times, 13 February 1994)

This fa_ther’s expectation is a reasonable one as are countless simi
la.r e{(peclauons of other survivors. Such expectations have to be lacelc;
w1th}n the cpntext of not merely societies of terror per se hutpmo
specnﬁcally in the context of prolonged or subverted just}cé ex ecl:
tlon§ of revenge, and the need to cope with trauma in societies’ of t[:’,rror
My l_ntent!on in this brief essay is to understand the fundamental inte .
relationships between these concerns by focusing on the experien r;‘
post-terror Chilean and Sri Lankan societies. P e

Living with Torturers and Murderers:

‘Th('are Is a vast gulf between the need for justice and the actual
reall'zallon of such expectations. Almost all societies of terror provid
;s W‘l[h examples of situations where justice has been denied or suli))verllede
f:rr vxvnstange, only a very f.ew People .direc(ly or indirectly responsible

¥ war crimes and genocide in Nazi Germany were ever bronght to
trial. No one in Pol Pot’s Cambodia was ever tried for the murder of
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hundreds of thousands of Cambodian people. The situation is similar
in South American societies of terror such as Chile and Argentina, and
thus far in Sri Lanka as well. People’s desire for justice in a formal
sense is usually manifested in the form of commissions of inquiry
appointed by rulers who ascend to power after the fall of tyrants or dic-

tatorial regimes.

Generally speaking, many of these commissions are however
facades elaborately ritualized for the benefit of the international com-
munity, and in particular donor nations. Thus the Human Rights Task
Force appointed by the Sri Lankan government in September 1992 issued
a public statement detailing the parents’ allegations regarding the
abductions in Embilipitiya. It also identified some of the accused.
However, while the UNP government was in power nothing particularly
constructive which would have genuinely satisfied the survivors’ desire
for justice transpired. A major reason for such inaction was the [act
that many of those who authorized government-sponsored terror activi-
ties were still in power at the time the Commission was initially activated.

Similarly, when President Patricio Aylwin of Chile established the
Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in April 1990 its mandate was
clearly restricted. It was merely supposed to elaborate on the conditions
under which opponents of the Pinochet regime were murdered, and to
decide whether compensation to the next of kin should be paid. Victims
of torture in prisons and centres of detention were not eligible, and
provisions were made to withhold testimony received from the public

if necessary (Graham-Yooll 1991: 3).

In the case of Chile such calculated caution verging on subverting
the public’s desire for justice was understandable in the context of larger
socio-political realities of Chilean society. In Chile, as elsewhere in
South America, the most entrenched and powerful institutions are the
Catholic Church, and in particular the military. Democracy in such places
was in reality merely a rare and conditional luxury people enjoyed at
particular periods in time. In most such cases external pressure played
as important a role as did internal politics. But the military was there o
stay. The only difference was that whenever a semblance of democracy
was introduced to such places, the military might elect to withdraw to
the background of centre stage politics. Even then it usually retained
much of its authority and ability to intervene. Under such circumstances
justice is always a conditional and subverted commodity. Justice would
be available only to a selected few, and even that only as far as such
justice would not antagonize the military.
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Thus it would appear that many kin of the murdered and survivors
of torture in Chile and similar societies of terror would never receive
any justice in a formal sense. What this means is that if achieving justice
is a precondition for collective healing and coping in societies of terror,
that healing process cannot be initiated — certainly not formally and
legally. However, certain mechanisms of collective healing and collec-
tive justice may be available in such societies. People in Chile for
instance know that justice is conditional and limited. As such many
tendcd to view cven the interim victory and establishment of democ-
racy as a manifestation of justice.

On the other hand, certain symbolically powerful incidents also tend
to be viewed as manifestations of collective Justice, revenge, and heal-
ing. For example, I would suggest that what happened to General
Pinochet at the inauguration of President Aylwin and his constitution-
ally elected government in March 1990 is a classic example of this nature.
Pinochet rode in an open car, in uniform, brimming with confidence,
and waving to the people whom he and agents of his regime had tor-
tured and terrorized for sixteen years. Suddenly the people shouted
“murderer,” and kept on repeating the word like a loud chant until he
left the area. Moreover, he had to utilize an open umbrella to protect
himself from a pelting of tomatoes and rotten fruit. The general and
many of his agents of torture and death may never be brought to justice
in the legal sense. However, I would suggest that the population, aware
of that reality, achieved a certain degree of justice, revenge and collec-
tive healing from the incident described above.

In contrast, the Sri Lankan situation has some clear differences in
respect of potential for justice. For instance, despite the growing
importance of the military in the context of counter-guerrilla operations
in the North East and the South, it does not have the kind of entrenched
authority which is typical of military institutions in South American
societies. Thus a change of government with a strong mandate from
the people can institute a much more effective commission of inquiry
than in Chile — at least in theory. In fact, after the new People’s Alliance
government took office in August 1994, some of the people accused of
abducting 16 of the 31 students who disappeared from Embilipitiya have
been produced before the courts (Lankadipa, 21 September 1994/ 23
September 1994). It remains to be seen however, whether such

prosecutions and investigations would be the norm or the exception in
the future.
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It must also be noted that the killers and torturers in Sri Lanka were
not merely agents of the state. Tamil guerrillas as w_ell as J_VP (?peratlves
in the South are also candidates. Thus any commission of inquiry should
ideally investigate human rights violations 'by all such groups. qu-
ever, whether such a commission can be sustained for a rc?asgnat.ﬂe Penod
of time is debatable, particularly in the context of the crlmn.lallz;.mon of
politics and the entrenchment of an omnipotent gun culture in Sri Lanka
over the last seventeen years.

Moreover, the global patterns of politics of general amnesties have
to be kept in mind as well. In all societies of terror rr’l,osl people accu§ed
of terror and political violence have been “pardoned .by thc‘t dgclarartllon
of general amnesties. This is particularly the case in sqc1et|es v~]/ ere
military institutions are well entrenched anq were the primary cu pr.ltsl
of terror activities. Even in Sri Lanka, despite the theo.retlcal potentia
for justice, this is the most likely outcome. There are simply lqolmanz
people involved, many of them well connected military officials an
politicians.

More importantly, one of the unstated preconditions or early
outcomes of the peace talks between the new govermpe_nt and the LTTE
would likely to be a general amnesty to LTTE a-ct1v1sts. If they are
offered an amnesty — as is quite likely — irrespect}ve of the horren.dnus
acts of terror and political violence they have carried out, there will be
no moral or political grounds to investigate and prosecute.murderers
and torturers in UNP death squads, the armed forces, the police, among
JVP activists and among politicians. Thus I would suggest that t.he1
Embilipitiya trial referred to above wou!d most probab!y bea sh:v; tria
staged for the benefit of the international hgman rights an onor
communities as well as to enhance the image of the'new government in
the short run. This is likely to be one of the few, if not the only such

trial, that would ever take place in Sri Lanka.

On the other hand, in terms of responsibilities and obligations, there
are some clear differences between insurgent groups such as the JVP
and the LTTE and elected governments such as the UNP. An e]ectfad
government is bound by moral and legal requirements Lo prote‘cP its
citizens. Sometimes, violence in the form of war may have to be utilized
for that purpose. However, there is a vast differgncc between the deaths
of civilians in combat situations and mass executions. The latter category
of violence simply should not be pardonable. Insurgent groups qn the
other hand are not bound by most such obligations. But even for [hen},
the combat vs. massacre differentiation should apply. For instance, 1t



50

would be highly problematic to offer an amnesty to the LTTE murder-
ers who massacred over a hundred people in Anuradhapura sacred city
in the 1980s or to the military and other armed units which were

responsible for wiping out entire communities in both the North-East
and the South.

The problem with such blind amnesties is much more than a ques-
tion of justice or their place in history. More imporantly, they would
be a negative lessons for the future. Under any future reign of terror,
would-be murderers and torturers would be even less hesitant to engage
in such activity if there is an established tradition of evading prosecution
and punishment. This perhaps is one of the strongest reasons why such
prosecutions should continue.

Irrespective of the arguments and counter arguments that can be
offered in this regard, the larger reality is that most people responsible
for torture and political murder would never be brought to justice in Sri
Lanka or elsewhere. Thus a typical feature of societies of terror is the
reality of an unenviable coexistence between torturers and the tortured
or the repressors and the repressed, even if the actual period of physical
terror had ceased. Clearly mental torment will continue. This is the
reality effectively captured in Ariel Dorfman’s play Death and the
Maiden, also known as Scars on the Moon (1990). Dorfman portrays
Pauline as a victim of torture who recognizes her torturer, and attempts
to force him to confess. He does not, and she cannot prove her case
“legally” even though her husband is head of a commission collecting
testimony on such cases. Only the torturer and his victim are aware of
the real nature of the past that bind them together. In Dorfman’s play
even though the victim was able to confront her torturcr, and cstablish
for a brief moment a relationship in which the torturer was at her mercy,
he did not repent for his crimes (Dortman 1991: 19).

The conclusion of the play is significant. It is deliberately vague.
But that vagueness only varies between two variables: Unable to geta
genuine confession, Pauline has to let Jorge, the torturer go free, and
fater it is shown that Jorge, Pauline and hcr husband Gerardo continue
to coexist and move within the same social circles (Dorfman 1991: §-
20). Alternatively, she kills Jorge but the memory of her past continue
to haunt her when she keeps on seeing illusions of his image (Dortman
1991: 19-20). Whatever the end of the play actually may be, the point
it attempts to make is valid for all societies of terror: many people may
be destined to live with their tormentors for the rest of their lives. On
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the other hand, even if survivors manage to successfu!ly §eek justice or
revenge, psychological torment will be part of their .llVCS as far as
memories of torture and political murder continue to exist.

Mechanisms of Coping: Blaming the Victims:

Given the reality of having to live with their torturers, surviV(?rs in
societies of terror come up with sustained z.md seemingly ‘ratlonal:
explanations to come to terms with their. experiences as well as to T?e
justice. They are however not merely accidental lnC.lanlS as the insu ing
of Pinochet described earlier. Such mechannF@s of coping arc;,
consciously resorted to by individuals or communltles. At this stage;l
merely want to present some examples of .thxs Phenomenon from the
Sri Lankan experience. Clearly, the context in which §uch trends emerge
is the inability to utilize the usual mechanisms of justice, healing or
coping. Besides, cxperiences of sustained t'en‘or are them_scilvcs abnor-
mal. On the other hand it is pertinent to realize that in socneue's of terror
the concepts of justice and revenge are interchang.eable, particularly to
survivors. Alternatively the differences in meaning between the two
concepts would merely depend on who defines them.

Given the thousands of Sri Lankans tortured and otherwise psy-
chologically affected by (wrture and terror in genera?, only a merc onc
hundred come for psychological counselling at a relatively better known
clinic in Colombo. This however, is one of the larger turnouts. Legal
remedies are also not readily available, as agents .of law and order were
themselves a component of the tcrror-gcnerauflg appz}ratus. Even
compensation has mostly been paid on a selective basis. On man);
occasions compensation programmes initiated by Fhe UNP governmen
tended to pay compensation to victims of JVP violence, while many
who suffered at the hands of state-sponsored death squads and torturers
were denied such “benefits.”

Within such a context one of the most consistent rqechanisms of
coping used by victims is to blame themselves or the v.icums. Me:)r;y of
the relatively few who come for psychological counselling .tet?d to blame
themselves for what happened to them as well as for their inability to
save their loved ones. Preliminary interviews in Southern, North Western
and North Central Provinces have indicated the emergence of the same
tendency. Let me briefly document one case from the North Wcster;
Province. One night in September 1989 government—sponsored'?eatf
squads killed the two sons, one of two daughters and wife o
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Sumanapala®. He and the eldest daughter escaped because they were
not at home that night. Sumanapala later surrendered to the military,
and was released from detention after three months consequent to
investigations which revealed that he was not associated with the JVP,
He also claims that he was not involved in JVP activity even though the
movement had forced him to put up posters near the small kiosk he owned
in the village. In his family only he and the eldest daughter survived.
After much difficulty and time he has received some monetary
compensation from the state for his loss.

After the physical wave of violence ebbed somewhat he began to
be possessed regularly by six deities. They were Suniyam, Waduru
Kali, Sohon Kali, Riri Kali, Ratna Kalukambili, and Badra Kali. Simi-
larly, the eldest daughter who survived gets possessed by Pattini. I shall
discuss the significance of these specific deities later. At this point I
would like to place in context the ideas of Justice and revenge expressed
by Sumanapala and his elder daughter. In general conversation both
seem to have come to terms with their loss. Ideas of revenge and
Justice do not emerge in their narratives. Instead they have framed their
loss within a karmic paradigm, and have blamed the victims themseives
for their plight.

In this context what is important initially is the nature of the kill-
ing. The four victims were shot insidc their home, and the house was
set on fire. Sumanapala claims that the reasons for their fate was a crime
the four victims had committed in their previous lives. According to
his narrative they were born as members of the same family in the
previous life as well. In that life the four victims had tortured four birds,
killed them. and had set them on fire inside their own nest. In this life
they paid for their earlier sin. In this case as well as in some others that
I'have recorded, there is a clear structural similarity between specific
incidents of terror and death and the narratives of the karmic past.

If an expectation of justice and revenge is absent in their own ex-
planations, and they seem to have accepted their fate, the exact opposite
is evident in the structure and the experiences of possession. For instance,
all the deities that possess Sumanapala are malevolent deities closely
associated with revenge and destruction. Many people seek their inter-
vention when they want to punish enemies or seek denied justice.
However, it must be noted that people seek their intervention for other,
more routine purposes as well.
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Pattini, who possesses the daughter, is also closely associated ‘wilh
justice and revenge. For instance, according to one myth associated
with Pattint, the original fire and drought in the human \{vorld was caused -
by her anger. Morcover, in mythic times Pattini is believed to have set
fire to the city of Madurai, in which the evil were destroyed and the
good were spared (Obeyesekere 1984: 43). Significantly, under pos-
scssion one of the consistent themes that emerged was revenge. For
instance, Pattini (through the voice of the young woman) repeated the
following words consistently during the half-hour she was possessed:

“This tittle girl has suffered much. I know who the culprils. are. They
will all be punished once this girl is mature enough to wield all the
powers of Pattini.”

Thus I would suggest that the whole phenomenon of possession.in
this case was manifested in the context of lack of justice and the desire
of the survivors w seek justice and revenge through other means. Under
possession of Pattini the young woman also clairr?s the ability to locate
missing persons. Some people whose kin had disappeared during the
terror come to her for help. 1interviewed the father and daughter. when
the news of their powers was beginning to reach beyon.d the v'1llage.
Some of those who came to seek such advice were from distant villages
and towns. I would speculate that after a period of time more peop!e
would visit her in attempting to locate their disappeared Kin or to ascertan
their fate.

Mechanisms of Coping: Avenging Ghosts:

In this discussion I use the words ghosts to refer to the Sinhala words
“holman” or “avatara.” These are considered to be lowly spirit forms
capable of malevolent activity. In parts of Southern Sri .Lanka a category
of ghost stories has emerged in which the ghosts are !)eheved to be people
who were murdered during the terror. At this point I merely wa‘nt to
illustrate people’s desire for justice (which they had hitherto not received)
as clearly manifested in one of these narratives. I.n general 1 would
suggest these narralives are also mechanisms of coping and remember-
ing.

Of the many types of ghost stories I have collected from newspa-
pers and field studies there is a special category of narratives in which
those who experience ghosts or apparitions happen t'o be members of
the security forces. in this discussion I will only consider one example.
Let me hasten to note that security personnel in most cases are not
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members of the community, and that on many occasions they were the
primary source of terror and violent death. The particular narrative I
am concerned with deals with a group of soldiers who were patrolling
the streets one night. On seven occasions that night they were show-
ered with stones that never actually hit them. The first stone-throwing
occurred at a place where the head of a disappeared youth was found.
The last occasion when this activity was reported was in the vicinity of
the house where the beheaded youth once lived. Despite having weap-
ons the soldiers were terrified, and they could not find any human
culprits around. The next morning three of the five soldiers were down
with fever (Irida Lankadipa, 1 Nov 1992).

Note that the stones were thrown at patrolling troops and never at
ordinary villagers. This, I believe, is indicative of the community’s ability
to clearly identify the primary culprits of their problems and their asso-
ciated desire to punish them. But the stones themselves did not actu-
ally hit the soldiers, and their weapons obviously were of no use. This,
I'suggest, reflects the community’s wish for “proper” justice as opposed
to the wild justice that was meted out to them by soldiers and death
squads as well as JVP activists. The act of stone-throwing was a mere
retlection of the necd for justice, not justice itself. The non-utility of
weapons is indicative of the fact that when the time comes guns cannot
help the culprits, a notion closely associated with Buddhist karmic
principles. Getting frightened and falling sick is clearly indicative of
what the community construed as the guilt of soldiers, and by exten-
sion, of the state.

Conclusion: The Revenge of the Deities or the
Secular Legal System?

What I have brietly described above are merely two examples of
coping and the clear existence of a desire for justice irrespective of the
fact whether such desires are visible or entertained by the secular legal
system. Already, there are many indications that people have resorted
to numerous traditional methods of coping and seeking revenge and
Justice as the apparatus of justice in the secular world seem to have failed.
Many of these methods are located within the traditional belief system
and popular or spirit religion. For instance many people have visited
Kali and Suniyam shrines to seek revenge against known, unknown and
suspected encmies for the murders and torture of their loved ones. Others
have got experts to compose was kavi, a kind of verse. It is believed
that the misfortunes described in the lyrics will befall the targeted
enemies.
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Many others have consulted spirit mediums such as anjanam experts
to ascertain the fate of the disappeared. On some occasions the survi-
vors seeking such advice have been told that their disappeared loved
ones are dead, and on occasions descriptions of how they were killed
were also provided. At the same time such methods have also provided
advice on merit transferrals and other spiritual activities that would
benefit the deceased relatives in the other world, as well as what deities
should be consulted in order to seek revenge, justice or retribution. Thus
ultimately, whatever the response of the state may be in satisfying
survivors’ and victims’ expectations of justice, there will always be
murderers and torturers who would continue to live among those whom
they have tormented. In fact, most of them will never be punished by a
secular legal system. Under such circumstance the only solace available
to many people may be traditional methods of coping and seeking justice.
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8

The Social Construction of Multi-Phobia:
One Manifestation of Sinhala Nationalism
and the Rejection of the Plural Society

Introduction:

The average person familiar with elements of psychology would
perhaps be confused as to what this particular mental ailment is since
no references to it may be found within the pages of psychology texts.
This phobia is a political condition that is found among sections of the
Sinhala population. More specifically it is manifested within sections
of the middle class Sinhala bourgeoisie. Basically, those who suffer
from this phobia argue that Sri Lanka is not a multi-religious, multi-
ethnic, multi-cultural or multi-linguistic society. This denial of Sri
Lanka’s pluralistic reality is an extension of Sinhala nationalism, even
though all Sinhala nationalists do not necessarily suffer from this
phobia.

It should be noted that Sinhala nationalism, is not manifested in a
simple unilineal manner. Rather it is manifested in many different ways,
and the articulation of the ideas identified above is merely one of these
manifestations. My intention in this essay is to attempt to understand
the reasons for this phobia, or the manner in which it has been socially
constructed.

The Structure of Multi-Phobia:

In 1993 addressing a group of predominantly young Buddhist stu-
dents, Tilak Karunaratne, then a member of the Sri Lankan parliament
made the following observation:

*“The Sinhala Buddhists in this country have to face severe harass-
ments. 68% of the people in this country are Sinhala Buddhists. 1
do not know why this country has to be referred to as multi-religious
and multi-ethnic when there are so many (Sinhala Buddhist) people
living there.” (Divayina, 9 March 1993)10
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Karunaratne has articulated the most basic elements of multi
phobia. These elements can be identified as follows: The majority of
the people in this country are Sinhala Buddhists. As such, there is nothing
called a multi-ethnic or muiti-religious society. Therefore Sri Lankan
society is a Sinhala Buddhist one. However, the most articulate self-
description of multi phobia to date, I believe, has come from Sinhala
poet and novelist Gunadasa Amarasekera. In his collection of essays
titled “Ganaduru Mediyama Dakinemi Arunalu” (In the Midst of
Darkness I See the Dawn), Amarasekera presents the following ideas
(quoted in translation): :

“— If we are to achieve this (presumably national liberation)

successfully, we must first stop r ing the fals hat_the
country is a multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multi-cultural state
which was tau he British.

The Tamil people in this country have a specific culture and iden-
tity of their own. Muslim people also have their own culture and
identity. But those cultures or identities are not contradictory to
the culture and identity of the Sinhala people. More accurately,
those cultures and identities are versions of the culture and identity
of the Sinhala people. To understand this fact scientific research js
not necessary. Let us consider the culture of the Muslims who live
here. Is that the culture of Muslims who live in Arab lands? Do
the Muslim people who live among us believe that adulterers should
be stoned to death or thieves’ hands should be chopped off? Those
who live amongst us are Sinhala Buddhjst Muslim people. In the
North (a reference to predominantly Tamil areas) there are Sinhala

hist Tamil le w r than i.e., better Sinhala
Buddhists!). The reason for this is because over the last two thou-
sand ycars those people have lived under the shadow of the
Sinhala Buddhist majority. If this is to continue and we want to

live in harmony, we should first eliminate the half-truth that_this
country is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious one. We must believe

that our society consists of many groups such as Sinhala, Tamils
and Muslims who are ultimately derived from one major cultural
heritage. If ‘Sinhala Buddhist’ is an unpleasant term to identify
that cultural heritage, we must find another term for it.”
(Amarasekera 1988: 23)!!

Obviously Amarasekera's argument regarding ethnicity and ethnic
identity is different from the more conventional and extremist Sinhala
position where non-Sinhala groups are considered alien, and therefore
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have no real rights in Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka is specifically considered to
be the country of the Sinhalas.!2 Amarasekera on the other hand rec-
ognizes the non-Sinhala Buddhist groups as extensions of the Sinhala
Buddhist cultural heritage. Despite the obvious influences different
cultures and religions have had on each other, to classify them as
extensions or versions of Sinhala Buddhist cultural heritage is a bizarre
misunderstanding of facts. On the other hand, such an idea is not his-
torically or anthropologically viable.

Instead of the more conventional outright rejection of non-Sinhala
groups, Amarasekera suggests a somewhat paternalistic but neverthe-
less an almost total assimilation of all groups within the larger identity
of Sinhala Buddhists. He is only willing to allow a marginal recognition
of distinctiveness. His assertiveness is based on a descriptive and
prescriptive assumption that there already has been a substantial degree
of assimilation. Howcver, such a complete level of assimilation has
not occurred, except in certain sections of the population, and given the
realities of Sri Lanka, such an assimilation is generally unpractical, and
particularly unacceptable to minorities (Perera 1991).

Amarasekera’s ideas presented above are important in that they
present certain striking features of multi-phobia as well as some of the
duminant features of the more parochially interpreted Sinhala national-
ism emanating from urban middle class sections. In terms of this logic,
referring to Sri Lanka as a multi-ethnic, multi-religious or multi-cultural
society, is not acceptable because the majority of the people in the country
are Sinhala. As such it should be a Sinhala Buddhist country.

1 would suggest that what has happened here is the misunderstand-
ing ol analytical categories ur touls of modera social sciences (eg., multi-
ethnic etc.) as a result of imposing unnecessary emotional value on such
categories. The point however is whether we use these analytical
categories or not, there are different ethnic, religious, and cultural groups
in Sri Lanka. not to mention the regional, caste, and class divisions within
the larger Sinhala society itself. In this sense Sri Lankan society clearly
is a plural society whether we accept it or not. After all, by merely
insisting that Sri Lanka is not a multi-ethnic or multi-religious society,
the non-Sinhala Buddhist people are not likely to vanish.

On the other hand the written documents from Sri Lanka’s distant
past such as stone inscriptions refer to the existence of many different
groups of people at different periods of time. For instance historians
such as Gunawardana have shown that even in Brahmi inscriptions, the
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earliest written records in Sri Lanka, there are references to group iden-
tities on the basis of lineage, and religious identities. In other similar
inscriptions there are references to groups such as Kabojha, Milaka and
Dameda, which may be tribal groups (Gunawardana 1990: 46). The clear
identification of such groups would indicate that their identities were
well established. This is also indicative of the fact that Sri Lankan society
has been a plural society for a considerable period of time, even though
the component groups of that socicty and the nature of their identities
have changed over time.

On the other hand, by mere experience any average villager or any
person from the major cities and market towns would recognize the
existence of different groups of people in this country. Obviously that
is why the Sinhala language has words to refer to them — Christians,
Tamils, Hindus, Muslims, Govigama, Karawa, Kandyan, and so on.
More importantly, these terms of reference are not necessarily framed
within an antagonistic or derogatory idiom. All this points to a recog-
nition of the entrenched pluralism of this country. However, such rec-
ognilion does not automatically lead to the articulation of such recog-
nition by using analytical categories or tools imported from Western-
derived social sciences. In fact, in general conversation a Sinhala may
refer to Sri Lanka as a Buddhist or Sinhala Buddhist country. -But that
alone is not indicative of multi-phobia, since at the level of popular
conscience the reality of plural Sri Lanka clearly exists, as indicated in
the various terms of reference identified above. Multi-phobia manifests
itself with the clear and conscious rejections of the plural society such

.as typified by Amarasekera’s exercise. Moreover, I would suggest that

such endeavours are aimed precisely at subverting the notions of the
plural society that exists in the Sinhala popular conscience.

The use of social science categories imported from the West is
another reason that has aggravated multi-phobia. Amarasekera’s idea
that the notions of multi-culturalism and multi-ethnicity are “falsehoods”
imposed by the British is a manifestation of the suspicion of modern
social sciences. Western-trained social scientists have been attacked in
the local press at various points in time, most consistently in the Irida
Divdyina debates of 1984 and 1985, consequent to the publication (in
Sinhala) of a series of critical papers challenging some of the conven-
tional ideas associated with the Sinhala identity and past.

This conspiracy mentality and anti-intellectual bias (eg., refer to
Amarasekera’s statement above which devalues social science research)
are integral parts of the middle class oriented nationalism, within which
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muiti-phobia also manifests itself. On the other hand this conspiracy
mentality and anti-intellectualism is understandable in the context of
the rapid socio-economic and political changes occurring within the larger
Sinhala society, and the relative lack of interventions by local social
scientists in Sinhala and Tamil to explain these changes to the masses.

Clearly, Sri Lankan social sciences have not yet evolved into a
dynamic field of study rooted in Sri Lankan society and culture. The
major reasons for that are the unfortunate lack of enthusiasm among Sri
Lankan social scientists in general, the dearth of empirical and theoreti-
cal material in the social sciences in Sinhala and Tamil, and the lack of
priority in the teaching of social sciences within the university system.
As we know more emphasis is given to the teaching of natural sciences
and computer technology etc. Interestingly however, the hostility
towards Western-derived categories of analysis is only in reference to
social sciences, and not in reference 1o natural sciences, engineering.
medicine or computer lechnology. The reason for this obviously biased
perception lies in the fact that it is the social scientists who usually come
up with explanations for unpleasant social realities and contradictions,
critical analyses of the past, and so on.

However, it should be clear that the mere use of Western analytical
tools should not devalue the validity of an analysis if the tools used are
suitable to analyze local conditions. Thus since Sri Lanka is a country
where many groups live, it is perfectly acceptable to refer to it as a multi-
ethnic, multi-religious society. This would not invalidate the fact that
Sinhala Buddhists are the numerical and political majority, and that others
are minorities in different degrecs. Even if we substitute local conceplts
for multi-ethnicity and multi-culturalism the reality of pluralism will
continue to remain.

Conclusion:

I would like to conclude this essay by referring to the final sugges-
tions presented by Amarasekera in the quotation above. He suggests
that irrespective of the existence of different ethno-religious groups, they
are ultimately derived from the Sinhala Buddhist cultural heritage. Then
he goes on to say that if “‘Sinhala Buddhist’ is an unpleasant term to
identify that cultural heritage, we must find another term for it”
(Amarasekera 1988: 23). 1 would suggest that “Sinhala Buddhist” is
not at all an unpleasant term. It is merely an incorrect one in this
particular context.
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It is simply inconceivable to use Sinhaia Buddhist as a general term
to refer to all cthno-religious or linguistic groups in Sri Lanka, duc to
the analytical problems it presents. While there is evidence that all ethno-
religious groups in SriLanka have borrowed from each other there is
no evidence to suggest that ali such groups evolved from one major
cultural root. On the other hand, even the term Sinhala Buddhist is-
inadequate to explain the plural nature of the Sinhala society itscll. For
instance it does not refer to regional, caste, religious and class differ-
ences among Sinhalas themsclves. It is mercly a general term (o refel
to Sinhalas who are Buddhists.

It is due to such technical problems that we need value-free
analytical tools such as those rejected by sufferers of multi-phobia. What
is needed here is a better understanding of the social scicnces which
these critics have rejected outright, and better communication with the
social scicntists who have been demonized. However, part of the prob-
lem clearly lies with a considerable number of Sri Lankan social scien-
tists themselves, whose critical works do not regularly appear in Sin-
hala and Tamil. This givés polemicists an opportunity to reinterpret
this material in a varicty of dubious ways (sce essay # 5). If Sri Lankan
academics can overcome these problems, it would help victims of multi-
phobia understand the social sciences better, and clarify the real utility
of the analytical tools that have been re-defined in a polemical manner.
More importantly, popularization of social sciences in general is needed
if it is to become more useful in the development process as well as if it
is to be more pragmatically rooted in Sri Lankan society and culture.
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9

The Attempted Construction of a New
Hero: Sinhala and Tamil Appropriation
of Ravana

Introduction:

In August 1993 on my way to Anuradhapura I came across an
orange .colc')red c.oncrete sign on the outskirts of Wariyapola. As stated
in the sign itself it was erected by the Wariyapola Pradeshiya Sabha!3, It

we':lcomed visitors to the town and stated the following (among other
things):

“You are entering the Wariyapola city, which during the reign of
King Ravana served as a landing area for the vehicle that travelled
at the speed of air—"14

. Basically, the sign referred 10 a pre-historic international airport
orin the very least, a military air base! It should be noted that the wor(i
War:yapola, the name of the town, is quite significant in the context of
th1§ speculation. “Wa” means air in Sinhala, and “riya” means vehicle
.whlle.“po]a" refers to a space. Thus the amalgamation of these mean:
ings, in theory could refer to a “place where a vehicle which travelled
by. air or at the speed of air had landed.” Needless to say, I knew what
this story was all about, but was nevertheless amazed at the attempted
public legitimization or historicization of the Ravana myth. For me
such a public attempt with clear political sponsorship (eg., the sign was’
erected by a UNP-controlled Pradeshiya Sabha) to legitimize the Ravana
myth was a completely new phenomenon in Sinhala society.

1.\5 anthropological literature from around the world has shown
cgrtal.n enduring myths are sometimes resurrected, re-interpreted,
historicized and politicized at certain socio-political junctures. Whati
would like to attempt in this brief essay is to try to understand some of
the dynamics involved in such processes by focusing on how the Ravana
myth has been used in this manner by Sinhalas and Tamils.
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Ravana is one of the chief protagonists in Valmiki’s epic Ramayana.
Various versions of the story have also seeped into the folk lore of many
peoples, the Sinhalas, the Thais, the Tamils, and the Balinese among
them. Currently it appears that both Sinhalas and Tamils claim Ravana
as their own personal ethnic and culture hero. More precisely, certain
sections within these two ethnic groups seem to do so. Why?

Constructions of the past (through myths, legends, history or what
is understood as history) is cssentially a pulitical and moral resourcc
that has become an expedient tool in the hands of politicians, national-
ists and scholars (somectimes of course these different agents are the
same), who use them for their own political projects involving nationalist,
religious or ethnic hegemonic and legitimization processes. In the Sri
Lankan context the past is a highly contentious, contested and prized
commaodity that is often used for contradictory purposes by different,
and often mutually antagonistic, groups. This phenomenon is more
clearly manifest among the Sinhalas and Tamils when they attempt to
justify or legitimize the present on the basis of what they consider to be
the authentic past.

The past is also sacred. Nationalist interpretations of the past ide-
ally should not be questioned or reassessed by individuals within or
exterior to the group. Such individuals would all be branded as traitors
in terms of nationalist discourse and rhetoric. This has already occurred
in Sri Lanka, and I believe would continue to occur under similar con-
ditions. The possibility of castigation is one of the main reasons why
many Sri Lankan scholars have generally been mute regarding key
(“sensitive”) issues, and this silence is shockingly evident in the social
sciences.

The legend of Ravana has been an enduring one. Moreover, it has
been at the centre of quasi-historical research of the academic fringe
for some time — at least since the latter part of the 19th century. The
question we should pose then is whether in the context of evolving socio-
political realities the legend of Ravana has shifted from the obscure
academic fringe into the realm of ethnic politics and nationalist rhetoric
of Sinhalas and Tamils. In essence this essay will attempt to provide
some interim answers to this question.
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The Metamorphosis of Ravana in Sinhala Society:

I first came across Ravana as a child in grade three or so through a
lesson titled “Dandumonaraya” in my Sinhala language reader. The
title of the lesson (in Sinhala) referred to the legendary aircraft Ravana
was reputed to have had. This was my first real introduction to the
mythical king, as I would assume was the case with many of those in
my generation studying in Sinhala. The lesson and the teacher’s
elaborations noted that Ravana abducted Sita, the beautiful wife of Rama
and imprisoned her in Lanka. Rama invaded Lanka with the help of
Hanuman, the monkey general and rescued Sita. Clearly, Ravana even
though he was supposed to have lived in a place called Lanka (which
we were assured was none other than Sri Lanka), was not an absolute
Sinhala hero on the model of Dutugemunu or other such kings.

At that time (late 1960s and early 1970s) his characterization was
problematic — at least in the middle class conscience. On one level he
was perceived as a thug who stole someone else’s wife. That was
considered to be the kind of thing that decent people did not do. At
another level he was a hero because of his heroic military exploits. After
all he flew in an aircraft on a secret mission long (really long) before
those two Americans called the Wright brothers invented the aircraft.
In fact on a number of occasions we were told this. The more clear
heroes however, were Rama and Hanuman. They, after all, were the
folks who rescued Sita and defeated Ravana. But in an era with no
television to visually bombard us with the sleek and airborne exploits
of Superman and Batman, Ravana’s “Dandumonaraya” surely captured
our imagination. T think it was precisely for this reason that he did not
completely lapse from our collective memory. What is clear, however,
is that except for those in the academic fringe Ravana was not an ethnic
hero for the Sinhalas in gencral.

The first impetus for resurrecting Ravana in Sri Lanka emerged in
the latter part of the 19th century. The emergence of such interests
coincide with the 1870 re-discovery and excavation of ruins which were
claimed to be that of Troy, the fabled city of Homer’s epic lliad. The man
responsible for this re-discovery was Heinrich Schliemann, an amatcur
German archaeologist. The basic similarities between Homer’s lliad
and Valmiki’s Ramayana prompted these carly speculations. A much
more sustained cffort was made to resurrect Ravana later in the context
of the Hela Movement in the 1940 and 1950s. Here, what Hela activists
such as Kumaratunga wanted was not so much to resurrect the Ravana
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myth per se, but to construct a much more ar?cient ar?d no.n_—Indic gen-
esis for the “true language” of the Sinhalas, which was ldequhe.d as Hela.
Current Sinhala was perceivably contaminated with for.elgn influences
such as Pali, Sanskrit, Tamil and so on. The main aim o‘f the Hela
activists was to “purify” Sinhala by purging these foreign influences,
and recreate its Hela identity which was believed to have been lost. As
part of this endeavour, the Hela activists suggested that the real Ianguage
of the Sinhalas (Hela) had a clear Sri Lankan genesis, and that it was
not of Indian vrigin,

These perceptions must be placed in the coqtcxt of the lqve-hatc
relationship that the Sinhalas have had with India for a consxfjcrable
period of time. For instance while many Sinhalas accept certain clear
Indian influences such as Buddhism, they are at pains to overlook other
influences such as the influence of Tamil on the Sinhala language.
However, as part of the Hela project it was necessary.to cons}rucl a
respectable history for the Sinhalas prior to the perceived ar.nval pf
Vijaya, the mythical ancestor of the Sinhalas. Currfnl nal:f)nall§t
historiography and popular conventions suggest that Vijaya amvc.d in
Sri Lanka with seven hundred followers on the day the Buddha auau?ed
Nirvana. Thus as far as Sinhala society is concerned, the .resurrecu(')n
of Ravana came ahout as an integral part of this overall‘ pro!ect. Thz.al. is,
as part of the claim that there was a purely Sri Lankan hlst9rlc?l tradition
and civilization prior to the arrival of Vijaya and later Indian influences.

Promoters of the Ravana myth have variously identified him as a
Yaksha or Raksha king. In Sinhala myth the Yakshas and l}akshgs are
recognized as the beings inhabiting the land when the first Sinhala
settlers landed. They are specifically characterized as non-human and
demon-like. In fact, in current usage the word Yaksha and Raksha refer
to demons or rather malevolent forms of spirit life who devqgr or harm
humans. Given the nature of this rather strong popular tradu{on, an at-
tempt has been made by Hela activists to humanize the dem(?mc personaf
of Ravana in particular and the Yakshas in general (Seneviratne 1991:

49).

The demonic persona of the Yakshas is a strong component of the
popular tradition dealing with pre-Vijayan times. On the othe.r hand,
while the Hela tradition suggests that Ravana was a Yaksha King, the
popular tradition does not always make this connectioq. However, .the
demonic characterization of the Yakshas, and the percglvably unethlcfal
behaviour of Ravana (exemplified by his abduction of Sita) are two main
reasons why Ravana and Yakshas have not been a strong part of the
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Sinhala heroic tradition. This has been the case irrespective of the fact
that certain place names (eg., Wariyapola and Sita Eliya) allegedly
referring to the Ravana story, and some localized myths can be found
in various parts of the island. Thus when I asked the villagers in
Wariyapola to show me where Ravana’s aircraft had landed, they told
me that there was no such place, and that the sign referred to above was
the work of a group of local politicians. So much for pre-historic airports,
not to mention the attempted resurrection of Ravana in Wariyapola.

Ravana has been presented as the most famous of these early Hela
(or Yaksha) kings. It has also been suggested that Ravana’s mythical
capital Lankapura was located within Sri Lanka. One of the main
endeavours of activists involved in historicizing Ravana has been the
attempted location of this capital. While many names have been sug-
gested, by far the most favored is Sigiriya, the 5th century AD rock
fortress believed to be the work of Kashyapa the first. It is suggested
that Kashyapa built his fortress among the ruins of Ravana’s Lankapura
(Seneviratne 1991: 130-136). Interestingly however, a colleague from
the University of Colombo who undertook six months of field research
in the Sigiriya area did not find any references to Ravana in the numer-
ous oral histories and folk storics that he collected.

Thus in practical terms the Hela project was launched by a group
of Sinhala educated middle class elites, and its appeal was rather
restricted as a result of its vehemently anti-Sanskritic and anti-Indian
bias as well as a result of its vehement criticism of established tradition.
Thus the resurrection of Ravana as part of the language nationalism of
the Hela activists was relatively unsuccessful. However, the timing of
the project is important. It emerged at a time that Sinhala culture and
traditions were subverted and devalued in the context of the dominant
colonial culture by both the imperialists and their local agents.

I would suggest that, in general, myths in the heroic model are likely
to be resurrected at times when a society or a specific group is experi-
encing sustained stress. Thus when the Indian armed forces intervened
in the Sri Lankan ethnic conflict by sending troops to the Northern and
Eastern Provinces of Sri Lanka, at least a few attempts were made 10
resurrect the Ravana myth. Under these circumstances the “hate”
component of the love-hate relationship with India which I referred to
above was triggered off, and many Sinhalas became overtly anti-Indian.
It was in this context that Ariyadasa Seneviratne published his book on
the Ravana kingdom in 1991. In it he states that the book was
published to honour President Ranasinghe Premadasa. He made a
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direct association between Ravana’s perceived anti-Indian sentiment and
that of Premadasa. He states that Ravana’s heroism and sacrifice three
thousand years ago was essentially similar to Premadasa’s heroism:

“__ With a war of words his Excellency Ranasinghe Premadasa
chased away the foreign forces (Indian) sent to this country by the
modern Indian avatar of Rama under the false pretext of ushering
in peace —" (Seneviratne 1991).

I'he reason for this attempted resurrection of the Ravana myth had
another significant dimension, which is in fact referred to in Senevirame.’s
statement above. One reason for the Sinhalas’ love - hate relationshlp
with India is the strong collective memory of numerous and destructive
Indian invasions of Sri Lanka in the island’s historical and mythical past.
Hence Seneviratne’s reference to Rama’s avatar. Sinhalas have always
been wary of a possible Indian intervention or history repeating itself,
and on this occasion their fears seemed to have come true.

On the other hand, thie conventional belief among Sinhalas has been
that they are descendents of Vijaya, the North Indian prince. Atleast to
some individuals this Indian connection in the origin myth of the Sinhalas
became problematic when Indian troops (many of them from North
India) were occupying parts of the country. Howcver, this and other
attempts at resurrecting the Ravana myth or modifying the Vijaya myth
was not strong enough in dislodging the Vijaya myth in the long run.
Even at this juncture, when there was some political space for its possible
success, the attempt to resurrect the Ravana myth has not been
successful. The reason clearly is that the Vijaya myth is too strongly
ctched in the popular consciousness of the Sinhalas, and that the Ravana
myth has never occupied such a preeminent position in the S'1f1hala
consciousness or imagination. Thus among the Sinhalas the politics of
Ravana is still predominantly an activity of the academic fringe and a
minute section of the middle class.

The Metamorphosis of Ravana in Tamil Society:

As far as the Tamil imagination is concerned, a somewhat similar
process seem to have taken place. While a “legendary memor.y” of
Ravana did exist through folklore his image was not constructed in the
heroic model. But today all these have changed. Ravana has not only
ceased 10 be a “bad guy”, but he has also been appropriated and claimed
as their own by Tamils. At least this is what is evident at the lev.el of
political and nationalist rhetoric of some sections of the Tamil middle
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class, particularly those expatriates resident in Western Europe and North
America. What were the circumstances under which this rather inter-
esting metamorphosts took place?

Satchi Ponnambalam, in his polemical book, Sri Lanka: The Na-
tional Question and the Tamil Struggle makes the following observa-
tions:

“The Mahabarata and Ramayana the two great Indian epics written
in Sanskrit before the sixth century BC mention the Naga Kingdoms
and their conquest by Ravana, the Tamil Yaksha king of Sri Lanka.”
(Ponnambalam 1983: 17)

“— According to tradition the Tamils of India and Sri Lanka are
lineal descendents of the Naga and Yaksha people. (According 10
Harry Williams) Nagadipa in the north of Sri Lanka was an actual
Kingdom known to historians and the people who occupied it were
all part of an immigrant tribe from South India, Tamil people called
Nagars — The conclusions that could validly bc drawn from the
new historical data clearly establish that the ancestors of the present
day Tamils were the original occupiers of the island long before
543 B.C. which the Pali chronicles date as the earliest human habi-
tation of Sri Lanka.” (Ponnambalam 1983: 18)

The reasons for the use of the legendary Ravana and the Yakshas
(and Nagas) as heroes and ancestors of contemporary Sri Lankan Tamils
by both Ponnambalam and other nationalist writers like him was to “es-
tablish” an early presence for the Tamils in Sri Lanka preceding the
legendary arrival of the Sinhalas, symbolized in the contemporary Sin-
hala imagination by the myth of Vijaya. Interestingly, in the context of
deteriorating inter-ethnic relations, a new nationalist myth is constructed
by giving an existing legend a new twist. Therefore Ravana who had
no real cthnic value 20 years ago is suddenly vested with both ethnic
and political value. He is no longer simply Ravana, who snatched Rama’s

wife Sita, but “Ravana, the Tamil Yaksha king who ruled Sri Lanka even
before the arrival of Vijaya.”

The construction, or rather the reconstruction of such political myths
has to be understood in the context of Sinhala myth-making. Since the
latter part of the 19th century certain key elements have been visible
components in the Sinhala identity. The Sinhalas are descendents of
Vijaya, who is a prince of Aryan origin from North India, and the Sinhalas
were the first “‘civilized” people to arrive in the island. These mythic
strands have also become components of the overall myth cluster
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explaining the origin of the Sinhalas. In the post independence pplitics
of ethnicity this overall myth cluster has been utilized by many Sinhala
nationalist politicians to assert the Sinhalas’ political hegemony over .
the island, and 10 a certain extent to de-legitimize the very existence ol
Tamils and other minorities in the country. Such positions tend to sug-
gest that Tamils arrived in Sri Lanka much later, and that too as
destructive invaders, and therefore they should have no rights or their
rights should be secondary to those of Sinhalas.

Thus the new reformulation of the Ravana myth has been to coun-
ter the claims generated by Sinhala nationalist myths of this nature. When
the Sinhalas trace their ancestry to Vijaya, the Tamils trace theirs much
further by using their version of the Ravana myth. The tendengy here
is clearly to assert that Tamils arrived in Sri Lanka prior to the anhalas
and therefore they should have equal (or more) rights with the Sinhalas.
Here the demand for equality is not based vn the notion of individual
rights, but on the basis of reconstructed myth.

With the metamorphosis of Ravana among Tamils, the demonic at?d
the malevolent features of Ravana and Yakshas, which were evident in
the Sinhala popular tradition have been purged. Or such features sim.-
ply do not exist in the new Tamil political myth. In this sense the Tamll
nationalist myth-makers seem to be following what the IIc.]a activists
attempted in the 1940s and 1950s by attempting to humanize Ravana
and Yakshas.

The Tamil appropriation of Ravana however, has to be placed in a
much more dynamic and extensive process of myth making. For
instance, the mere suggestion that the Tamils have been in Sri Lanka
before the Sinhalas has been inadequate. Thus the antiquity of Tamil
civilization is traced back to the Mohenjedaro civilization:

“The Tamils of Sri Lanka are an ancient people.—It was a Dravidian
civilization which traced its origins to the people of Mohenjedaro
in the Indus valley around 2,000 years before Christ.” (Satyendra
1985: 85)

The question that needs to be posed at this point is, to what 'extcnt
are these new myths popularly accepted in Tamil society. Certain pat-
terns are clearly evident. Most of the writings that attempted lhese
reformulations in the 1980s emerged from the West, and were written
by predominantly English-educated middle class el;ments qf the Tamil
diaspora. However, the deteriorating inter-ethnic conflict and the
entrenchment of political violence within this conflict seem to have
motivated some Tamils to accept some of these ideas.
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Thus even in 1988, many Tamil-medium students and teachers
whom 1 interviewed were well aware of, and generally receptive to such
political myths, despite the fact that at that time they were most readily
available only in English (Perera 1992). Even though I could not find
any Tamil translations, it seems reasonable to assume that there were
many, given the widespread knowledge and belief in these myths among
both students and teachers. It was also clear from the limited interviews
conducted in 1988 that teachers were a significant channel for the
transmission of these myths (Perera 1992). Recent interviews also
suggest that in comparison to the general failure in popularizing the
resurrected Ravana myth among the Sinhalas, the attempted resurrection
of the Ravana myth and a whole range of similarly reformuiated politi-
cal myths seem to have been relatively more successful among Tamils.
While the exact extent of this success remains to be seen, I would suggest
in conclusion that the relative success of the Tamil project was due to
the fact that the attempts were made at a time when there was adequate
socio-political space for such dissent, specifically in the context of the
aggressive process of Sinhala myth-making. On the other hand until
this point Tamils did not have the kind of all-inclusive origin myth the
Sinhalas had. Thus there was also a relatively stronger political com-
pulsion to construct such a myth cluster.
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10

The Advent of Grandiose Religiosity and
the Flight of Common Sense

Introduction:

One of the most visible aspects of popular Buddhism over the last
decade or 50 has been the growing popularity of large-scale and expen-
sive rituals or activities aimed at acquiring merit. This trend is most
clearly visible among the Buddhist middle class. The fundamental hy-
pothesis underlying this essay is that in the context of evolving socio-
economic and political conditions certain routine ritual practices and
beliefs have changed, or such changes are being attempted. I would
attemnpt to place the growing expansion of grandiose rituals and other
activities of acquiring merit in this context. )

Some of these changes within Buddhism have already been docu
mented by scholars such as Obeyesekere and Gombrich (1988). Under
specific conditions certain changes in religions are necessary, and if
such changes do not take place in keeping with changing conditions,
adherents of such unchanging religious systems will resort to other
mechanisms of explanation, coping and compensation. Such processes
may manifest themselves in attempts to find solace in fringe religious
groups or cults. Altcrnatively, pcople may abandon their particular faiths
altogether or individuals will emerge who will reinterpret aspects of
conventional religions in a manner that will offer specific kinds of solace
to people who need such comfort. Works such as Buddhism Trans-
Jormed (1988) deal with some of these trends. I shall attempt to embark
on this essay by posing the following question:

What is the reason for the emergence of large-scale and expensive
meritorious activities among Buddhists, especially among the middle
classes? Why do large sections of the same category of people shower
temples and monks with expensive gifts and refuse to help the truly
disadvantaged?

By focusing on the emergence of grandiose religiosity 1 do not
suggest that 1t is applicable to the entire Sinhala Buddhist society. At
this point in time I merely consider grandiose religiosity as an emerg-
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ing socioreligious trend that has a clear basis in class or among those
with access to resources. On the other hand, I do not intend to address
merely the nature and social context of grandiose religiosity, but aiso
the manner in which certain obvious social and moral obligations —
particularly in the context of Buddhist ethics — have been overshad-
owed or de-emphasized by the expansion of grandiose religiosity within
middle class groups. My point of departure and method of analysis of
grandiose religiosity will primarily be the manner of participation,
explanation and perception of meritorious activities by a group of
middle class women I have studied closely. In other words, I shall
attempt to understand their perceptions of and explanations for partici-
pating in a particular large-scale ritual and other expensive acts of
acquiring merit, which I suggest fall into the category of grandiose
religiosity.

Advent of Grandiose Religiosity:

Grandiose religiosity is by definition large scale, public, expensive,
and usually involves changed or differentially understood perceptions
of basic Buddhist principles regarding processes of acquiring merit
(8« - pin). If we consider the construction of spectacular temples and
monumental edifices as an expression of grandiose religiosity, then such
religiosity is a not a totally new phenomenon. Both Buddhist history in
general and Sinhala historiography and myth in particular, offer a
variety of examples of this nature such as the Mahawamsa’s rather
elaborate and magical descriptions of the construction of Lowamahapaya
and Ruwanweliseya.

However, what is currently occurring in Sri Lanka is a new
phenomenon in the sense that it is almost exclusively an endeavor of
the middle class or business elements. Moreover, it has to be understood
in the context of both contemporary socio-political and economic
transformations, and the manner in which meanings and expectations
of rituals are redefined under these changing conditions. On the other
hand, grandiose religiosity requires the utilization of relatively large
financial and infrastructural resources and efficient organizational net-
works. To a certain extent this again suggests that the driving force
behind this phenomenon are business and middle class elements with
time and funds to sparc. They also have considerable political clout
and social status, or by their actions aspire to achieve enhanced social
as well as spiritual status.
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An Offering of One Million Lotuses to the
Ruwanweliseya:

In 1993 a large number of lotuses!5 were collected from numerous
parts of the country, and were offered to the Ruwanweliseya in
Anuradhapura. According to participants and organizers the offering -
was made to bless Buddhism itself, so that it would continue to survive
over the next five thousand years. Participants in the ritual, which was
generally referred to as “maha pinkama (great meritorious act - ®
8 ®), came from many parts of the country, but the majority seem to
have arrived from Colombo, and other urban centres, as did the
organizers.

According to the current myth associated with the ritual, which may
very well be the reality, the genesis of the ritual was the dying request
of a well-known monk. He requested one of his lay disciples (a suc-
cessful businessman based in Colombo) to undertake the ritual at the
Ruwanweliseya, and to construct a Sivali maligawa (a relic chamber
enshrining the relics of arahat Sivali). It was believed that this activity
would assure the protection of Buddhism from various dangerous forces
(noyekuth bhayanaka balavega (semewnyd wwimn aged®) for the next
five thousand years. Mysteriously before the ritual, relics of arahat Sivali
descended upon the disciple’s home in Colombo 7, and he proceeded
with the ritual.

Everything about the ceremony and its ritualization has deep sym-
bolic connotations. The timing is important as well. The ritual took
place at the time the Tamil insurrection spearheaded by the LTTE con-
tinued unabated in the north-east. The flowers were offered to a temple
believed 1o have been built by king Dutugemunu, consequent 1 his
victory over Elara, a king identified as “Damila” or Tamil in the
Mahawamsa. Dutugemunu, of course, is the pre-eminent culture hero
of the Sinhalas, and a symbol of anti-Tamil militancy in the context of
contemporary Sinhala nationalist historiography. The lotus, in addition
to occupying the highest rank in the siratification of local flowers, is
closely associated with Buddhism. For example, according to Buddhist
belief, the moment the Buddha was born he took seven steps, and at
each step a lotus is believed to have sprung up. Most standing Buddha
statues are placed on lotuses. The famed moonstones, or the ornate first
step of flights of steps leading to Buddhist shrines, contain a lotus in its
innermost half circle, a symbol of nirvana. The lotus is also believed to
be symbolic of purity. Moreover, five thousand years is approximately
twice the extent of perceived Sinbala history todate.
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So what is the meaning of this gigantic ritual? On one level it
reflects one of the phobias many Sinhala Buddhists currently have —
that the survival of their religion is threatened by Tamil, Christian and
“other dangerous forces.” But in this particular instance the perceived
threat from Tamils, and secondarily from Christians, was of more
immediate concern as voiced by some of the participants, and as reflected
in some of the symbolic refractions involved. It would then be necessary
to locate the ritual within current socio-political dilemmas — real or
perceived — faced by the Sinhalas.

In terms of Sinhala historiography current in contemporary nation-
alist writings and socialization process in Sinhala society, Dutugemunu
built the Ruwanweliseya in Anuradhapura after defeating Elara and
Tamils. Thus it is not just another shrine. In the Sinhala conscious-
ness, it is an ethnic shrine which marks both a specific Buddhist as well
as Sinhala victory over traditional enemies, and a monument symboliz-
ing the ultimate survival of the Sinhala people and the Buddhist reli-
gion. Besides, in terms of the current popular understanding of the past,
Anuradhapura epitomizes the peak of Sinhala Buddhist power and civi-
lization. Thus it is hardly surprising that a group of middle class Sinhalas
would make a pilgrimage to this particular ethnic shrine, armed with
lotuses and other paraphernalia, and with a collective memory of
conflict with and victory over Tamils.

They were essentially seeking the protection of their religion by
invoking the intervention of the pantheon as well as the memory of
Dutugemunu’s victory. In a sense their pilgrimage was not unlike
Dutugemunu’s northward march. Instead of a physical war, the folks
from the suburbs of Colombo were waging a much safer spiritual war.
The fact that this ritual took place at this particular time makes sense
when it is placed in the context of the post-Independence ethnic politics
and the socio-political destabilization that has occurred in the country
as a result of the war being fought in the Northern and Eastern Prov-
inces between the Sri Lankan armed forces and the LTTE.

The million lotuses were placed circumventing the shrine, and
indicate an important component of grandiose religiosity ~— sheer
grandness of scale and expense. Clearly this kind of enterprise is the
preserve of the rich, and average people can only participate from the
margins as many actually did. However, the participants’ objective was
not only to seek the survival of their religion, but also to acquire personal

merit for themselves. 1 shall attempt to address the issue and mechanisms

of acquiring merit from these rituals as this discussion progresses.
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Clearly, the ritual was well publicized. The organizer’s personal net-
work assured the presence of lotuses and other necessary items. But
many other participants donated these materials as well because they
were objects and means of acquiring great merit. The grand scale of
the event seems to assure people of enhanced possibilities of merit-
acquisition. Let me present in translation some of the views that were
expressed:

“What a lot of merit he (referring to the chief organizer and funder)
must have acquired from such a grand pinkama.”

“He is likely to go to heaven (as a result of the ritual) — I am sure
he has already attained a stage (of enlightenment).”

“Just being there would have been enough to acquire a lot of merit.
It was a grand pinkama.”

“They say that he (the organizer) is likely to achieve nirvana in this
life itself—"

.

In their perception, the mostly middle class participants in the cer-
emony benefited on two levels:

1) It assured them that their religion would survive for a very long
period of time despite the perceived threats.

2) They thought that they acquired much merit by mere participation
in this grand event, and that as a result of organizing such events
one may even achieve nirvana in this life itself.

Let mec cxplore this latter possibility in some detail as this is a
recurring theme in grandiose religiosity. Achieving nirvana, or any
other stage of relative enlightenment is considered extremely difficult
by most Buddhists. Besides, it is believed — at least as far as traditional
scholastic Buddhism is concerned — that long and tedious processes
involving many lifetimes of births, deaths, and re-births must be endured
in order to achieve such goals. Not so it seems with grandiose religiosity.
One simply organizes or participates in a grand ceremony or ritual, and
one’s ascent to heaven after death or achievement of nirvana seems
assured.

This seems to be an extension of the post-1900 Protestant Buddhist
ideology of the Sinhala elites. One of the hallmarks of Protestant Bud-
dhism has been the belief in the lay person’s ability to embark on the
path to nirvana in this life. However, this was deemed possible only
through the methodical and rigorous training of the mind by utilizing
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techniques such as meditation. In effect grandiose religiosity seem to
have re-defined the manner in which one was supposed to achieve
nirvana or ascend to heaven.

The participants at this ritual whom I interviewed expected one of
two outcomes from their participation: they wanted to gain merit to
achieve nirvana or ascend to heaven after death. Many of them also
believed that they would be able to achieve nirvana or some other stage
of relative enlightenment in this life itself. All of them also firmly
believed that the sheer scale of the ritual guaranteed more merit than
would have been possible in a routine ritual such as an offering of alms.
But Buddhist doctrinal positions make no explicit associations between
the scale of a meritorious act and the amount of merit acquired. However,
the belief in such an association sometimes manifests itself within the
popular tradition as is the case here. - ’

Al participants firmly believed that the chief organizer and the
funder of the ritual would have acquired the most merit in keeping with
the effort and resources he had expended. And as one of the quotes above
indicates, many believed that the organizer had actually achieved a certain
stage of enlightenment. Some also stated that they believed he would
achieve nirvana in this life itself. The participants also believed that
they too acquircd a certain amount of merit, not by mere participation,
but also due to the offerings they had made, which included lotuses,
king coconuts, robes, expensive food items, household utensils, and other
material. Many of the participants however, did not accept the possibility
that their apparent craving for merit appeared to violate the Buddhist
doctrinal position against thanha or greed.

Grandiose Religiosity and the Flight of Common
Sense:

The participants in this ritual whom I interviewed also belong to an
informal circle of friends. Their friendships span many years, and most
of them have time and some financial resources to spare. Part of that
time and moncy is spent on attending the kind of grandiose rituals 1
have described above. Thus far they have attended three such rituals,
and all of them have been held at the Ruwanweliseya. In their spare
time they also engage in other kinds of activities aimed at acquiring
merit. As I have noted already, many of them hope that all these activitics
would ultimately help them in ascending to heaven or achieving nirvana
— in this life itself. These relatively small scale meritorious activities
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also have certain elements of grandiose religiosity. For instance they
too are relatively expensive, and are usually conducted in temples or
retreats outside Colombo.

What usually occurs is somewhat as follows. One of the people in
the circle hears about a particularly devout and knowledgeable priest
who typically resides in a retreat or temple outside Colombo. His
piousness, knowledge of the dhamma, and the belief that he is likely to
attain nirvana in this life is always stressed. The location of such priests
and their temples outside the city is also important. All of the participants
in these meritorious activities live in the city, have made their fortunes
and educated their children in it. They also do not want to leave the
comforts or the relative security of the city behind. Yet, the city is
considered corrupt in terms of spiritual value, and the selected monks
are believed 1o have severed the links to this corrupt system.

On the other hand, pilgrimages are an important part of this ritual
cycle. The urbanites make regular pilgrimages to the temples in which
the monks who have captured their spiritual imagination reside. Thus
if the monks do not reside in a distant place, a pilgrimage in the real
sense cannot be organized. In these pilgrimages the participants usually
spend at least one night in or in the vicinity of the temple they visit.
Thus the temporary, but physical, leaving of the city is an important
psychological requirement in this ritual process. It is a kind of purifi-
cation process in which the participants temporarily sever their ties with
the spiritual corruption which the city symbolizes.

. \

The main focus of these pilgrimages is to visit the monk and offer
him alms. It is here that grandiose elements of the ritual may be
located. For instance, the food items offered are not the average meal
one might usually offer to priests in a routine almsgiving. They usually
occupy the higher levels of the middle class food hierarchy: Sustagen,
apples, grapes, Horlicks, home-made puddings, Danish cookies, and so
on. They are usually expensive and foreign (imported) items. Interest-
ingly, comparatively very few local fruits or simple snacks are offered.
A similar situation exists in reference to non-perishable items offered.
In one instance a businessman from Colombo offered 30 electric ket-
tles to a temple with five monks. The rationale for this behavior is
explained by the suggestion that devout monks living in relatively remote
areas need good food and other items to sustain themselves in their quest
to achieve nirvana. However, what is more important is what is not
usually articulated. That is the belief that the more expensive the items
offered as alms are, the more merit one acquires. In simple terms what
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this logic holds is that the offering of a tin of Sustagen is more likely to
take one closer to nirvana than a bunch of bananas from your garden.

While all these activities take place, one other pattern of behaviour
of the interviewees stand out. That is the refusal of most of them to
offer even minimal help to people who really need such help. For
instance, one participant in the two types of grandiose activities described
above was unwilling to buy some school books for a child who could
not afford them. Another did not want to offer alms to two Buddhist
“nuns” bhecause they lived in a relatively poorer section of the suburb,
and because of their beggar-like behaviour, irrespective of the fact that
Buddhist monks should ideally beg for their alms and lead a simple life.
Many of them also refuse to offer material or financial assistance to
beggars, especially if they requested such assistance regularly. Helping
such individuals was considered a waste of money. Such people were
perceived as “kalakanni” (293¢ 298), or those beyond redemption. None
of them seemed to perceive that according to Buddhist belief such rou-
tine activities also helped people acquire merit, not to mention the moral
and social obligations they would be fulfilling.

Another strong belief that inhibited such routine help was the
perception that the reason for the less fortunate people to be in that
position was the negative karma they had acquired in their previous lives,
and that they themselves must engage in meritorious activities to over-
come their plight — at least in the next life. Thus at lcast as far as this
particular case is concerned, the expansion of grandiose religiosity seem
to be correlated with the flight of commonsense and moral obligations.

Conclusion:

Grandiose religiosity, as I have already stated, manifests itself most
clearly within middle class or business elements within Sinhala soci-
ety. What is important here is not class as such, but access to funds,
networks and other resources. Practitioners or participants in grandi-
ose religiosity however do not perceive this trend as an excessive de-
velopment within the ritual practices of popular Buddhism. However, I
would suggest that there is a direct correlation between the emergence
of grandiose religiosity and the expansion of econoniic upportunities
within certain sections of the Sri Lankan society as a result of the so
called “open economic policies” pursued by the UNP government over
the last seventeen years. Generally speaking, one of the most consistent
features of the open economy was the relatively uncontrolied growth of
consumerism and the lop-sided distribution of income.
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Many of the most prominent funders of grandiose religious rituals
have been business or middle class elements who have benefited from
the open economic policies in the post- 1977 period. On the other hand,
the expensive items offered as alms (eg., apples and Sustagen) are also
products of these same economic policies. In a sense grandiose religiosity
has resulted from the consumerism ushered in by open economic policies
seeping into religious life. In fact many of the businessmen who regularly
take part in grandiose religious activities believed that such participation
would guarantee the success of their businesses. That is, such grand-
scale activities provided sote relief for their own sense of insccurity.

On the other hand there is a clear correlation between economic
success and anticipated spiritual success through grandiose religiosity.
That is, many organizers as well as participants seem to believe that the
scale of the ritual or the expense of the items offered as alms is indica-
tive of the scale of spiritual success — the more grandiose or expensive
the more merit one can acquire. Thus it is hardly surprising that many
of the sponsors or participants in grandiose religious activities believe
that they can essentially “buy” their way to nirvana within this lifetime
in the same manner they realized economic success. In essence, nirvana
and one-way passage to heaven have become commodities that can be
purchased by people who have access to money. In other words,
nirvana and heavenly ascent have been redefined within a consumerist
paradigm with the possibility of “instant” realization.
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11

Expectations of Peace, LTTE’s Politics of
Violence and the Silence of Tamil
Intellectuals

The Introduction: The Sound of Silence:

In a sense this is not a coherent essay. It cannot be since my thoughts
on the issues I want to address are not quite coherent at the moment.
What follows are merely some observations, which I believe need to be
addressed, and addressed now. My basic concern is the relative silence
of Tamil intellectuals based in Sri Lanka (or elsewhere) regarding the
violent politics of the LTTE in the context of the peace process initiated

.by the new government. More particularly however, I am referring to
the manner in which these individuals look, or do not look at violence
within Tamil society, particularly involving the LTTE. Such endeavors,
10 be of any real practical use have to be undertaken by members of the
Tamil society themselves, particularly by those who have access to
different shades of public opinion among Tamils in the North and East.

I initially thought about writing an essay addressing these issues
months ago, when it appeared that irrespective of their abilities and
access to the print and electronic media many of the colleagues and
friends [ asked to undertake such a venture simply did not come through.
While agreeing with me on the necessity of such regular public inter-
ventions, many also found perfectly impenetrable middle class ramparts
to hide behind. My own project did not proceed beyond this idea, and a
few lines in a slim folder lost within the impersonal memory of a com-
puter. The hesitance on my part was due to certain polemical interpre-
tations some people were likely to arrive at given the nature of the socio-
cultural identities that 1 am burdened with, and the content of the
subject matter I wanted to address.

As far as I am concerned, my Sinhalaness or Buddhistness is not a
problem. The problem is that within the parochial limitations of the
nationalist discourse of both Tamils and Sinhalas, constructive dissent
or criticism is usually not tolerated — particularly by sections of the
middle class with access to the national press. Part of the problem is
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that I do not have the time to respond to these kinds of polemical com-
ments. However, such a situation of self-censorship cannot endure, and
should not. Within the parameters of these limitations, a critical Jook at
Sinhala society would make me a traitor among some Sinhalas. A critical
look at the Tamil society would make me a racist among some Tamils
but a darling among ultra nationalist sections of Sinhalas. In both cases
my observations would be taken out of context. The former label has
already been used to describe me, but not the latter. This probably would
be the beginning of that latter process as well. . ‘

I must confess however, that I received much needed motivation to
complete this essay after I read Rajan Hoole's recent intervention in the
Sunday Times of 6th November 1994. That was the kind of intervention
I'had in mind. That is the kind of intervention I hope to see more often
in the future. But these interventions have to go beyond the English
language print media to reach the wider Sinhala society. Like average
Tamils it would be average Sinhalas who would truly benefit from peace.
It is their sons who di¢ in combat; it is their relatives who are murdered
by the LTTE; they are the people who have lost their land and property;
they are the people who have become refugees. Thus they have to be
shown — by people who know — that there is a distinct difference
between the agenda of the LTTE and the aspirations of Tamil people.

The Nature of the Space for Peace Among Sinhalas:

As most of us are quite aware, there has been for some time a ten-
dency among many Sinhalas to make no conceptual difference between
LTTE activists and ordinary Tamils. They are all lumped together as
koti, or tigers. Such a situation has come about as a result of a decade
old war during which regular contact between the Tami! and Sinhala
societies remained marginal and suspect. During that ume most public
debates on nationalism, ethnicity and religion tended to be rather paro-
chial and polemical leading to the institutionalization of overtly chau-
vinist attitudes on both sides. However, at the moment there is a small
political space within which an attempt for a genuine peace may be
initiated. On the part of the People’s Alliance government there is also
much needed political will to build on this foundation. How long that
political will would last however remains to be seen.

The desire for peace among the Sinhalas has not come overnight,
and it is certainly not the political achievement of any political party.
On one hand, part of that space has been carved out by a small group of
Sinhala intellectuals over a long period of time. For their efforts they
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have been casligated as traitors and demonized by sections of the Sin-
hala society motivated by rather parochially defined nationalist currents.
On the other hand, and more importantly, the real and sometimes tragic
experiences of ordinary people have also contributed immensely 1o the
emergence of this space. They were tired of losing their loved ones
and relatives in the war. They were also wary of seeing no end to the
military process that was rapidly losing its momentum as a glorious
nationalist project. The experience of suffering at the hands of the JVP
and the State in the latc 1980s also have made many Sinhalas more
sympathetic and sensitive to the problems and the suffering of Tamils
— certainly more so than in the early 1980s.

But none of these relatively positive developments moulded by
experiences of pain and bloodshed should be taken for granted or placed
out of context. One must remember that there is also ample space o
make avoidable mistakes, and destroy the slim avenues for peace that
remain open. The emergence of a small but viable political space for
peace is not the same thing as the eradication of institutionalized rac-
ism. To achieve the latter goal, even to a reasonable extent would take
much more time — perhaps another generation with careful planning.
Decades of ethnic politics and misunderstanding is unlikely to vanish
after two elections. It would be a mistake to assume so, and quite naive
to characlerize President Kumaratunge’s recent massive electoral victory
as a rejection of racism per se. There were many more complex vari-
ables that motivated people 1o vote the way they did. To reduce such
complexities to a simple variable is sociologically unviable. All we have
at the moment is simply a small political space within which peace may
be legitimized. But such a space is also a fragilc space that can be lost
if we are not cautious. Let me give one recent example of a situation in
which that small space was nearly destroyed.

Consider the new government's rather naive and amateurish han-
dling of the public relations exercise consequent to the assassination of
Gamini Dissanayake and fifty or so others. While there was no physi-
cal evidence to link the bombing that killed Dissanayake and others to
the LTTE, the modus operandi and lessons from the past pointed towards
the LTTE as the most likely culprit. Immediately after the explosion,
sections of the Sinhala society argued who the killers were, and came
up with a list of possible culprits: the 1. TTE, Sirisena Cooray, Ranil
Wickramasinghe, the new government in association with the LTTE.
The government’s propaganda apparatus — most clearly the Rupavahini
— kept on repeating an alleged LTTE denial of the bombing long
before the LTTE itself officially made such a statement. In any case,
since when do people seriously take the word of the LTTE for what it
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is? As we know, so far the LTTE has only acknowledged responsibility
for attacks on military and some government infrastructural targets. They
have never taken the responsibility for attacks on civilian targets. In
this particular instance the government looked as if it had suddenly
become apologists for the LTTE. It sounded and seemed far more
enthusiastic propagandists for the LTTE than Anton Balasingham
himself.

Interestingly however, among the Tamils (i.e shop keepers, office
workers etc. and not the pundit types) in Colombo whom I spoke to,
there was no confusion as 1o who was responsiblc for the assassination
of Dissanayake. Most were convinced that the LTTE was the culprit.
Similarly, as Hoole points out in his article there was also no confusion
in Jaffna. Not only did the people in Jaffna know that the LTTE was
responsible, they also knew why. Moreover, they were also very angry
since many perceived that the self-declared protectors of the Tamil people
had destroyed (at least in the short run) the best chance for peace which
had come their way in more than a decade.

Accepting the most likely LTTE complicity in the assassination
would not have discredited the government. Nor should it have derailed
the peace process. There is no reason, except in naive political dis-
course why these two processes should be linked. After all, the
destructive actions of the LTTE should not dictate the political initia-
tives from.the South. Morcover, the government’s frankness (which
did not come through) and the continuation of negotiations with the LTTE
would have made the government even more popular among the people
in the North and East. Equally as importantly, such a matter of fact
approach would have prevented most of the negative criticisms that were
levelled at the  government. The government also could have explained
to the people in the South without much persuasion that these kinds of
incidents are likely to happen when one has to deal with a Fascist group
like the LTTE. The ground reality is that much of the Northern Prov-
ince and parts of the Eastern Province are under direct or indirect military
and administrative control of the LTTE. As such, irrespective of its
actions it would be necessary to negotiate with the LTTE — at least in
the short run.

I would suggest that why this fiasco did not backfire on the
government in the presidential election was more due to the complexity
of voter expectations and behaviour rather than the sudden rejection of
institutionalized racism. But the government came very close to
destroying this fragile space for peace due to its mishandling of the
incident described above.
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Expectations of Peace and the LTTE’s Political
Agenda:

Peace does not come with mere euphoria and the expectations of
the Sinhala and Tamil people, or the initiatives of the government. As
we have already noted the LTTE also plays a key role. However, con-
sidering the history of the LTTE and its present actions, it would be
naive to expect that the LTTE would help initiate and sustain the kind
of peace most people want. It does not appear to me that peace is part
of the I.TTE’s immediate political agenda. Within the framc of reference
of the current LTTE leadership’s thinking, a relatively free democratic
system of provincial government is not the ideal set up. The reason is
that if such a system is allowed to operate, the LTTE may actually lose
the political and military power it currently enjoys. That power has
primarily been consolidated by subverting democratic practices and
stifling dissent within Tamil society itself. After all, the great majority
of inmates in LTTE’s clundestine prisons are Tamils themselves. In
other words, Prabhakaran would not like to lose the “supremo” status
he currently enjoys. What this translates into is, that while the current
LTTE leadership is still intact, the prospects for any lasting peace is not
particularly good irrespective of what the Tamil and Sinhala people or
the government want.

The LTTE will only change with internal criticism and dissent within
Tamil society itself. Such criticism can only come if Tamil people in
general believe that the LTTE is an obstacle to peace. As Mao Tse
Tung once remarked “guerillas are fish swimming in a pond of public
sympathy.” In fact, they are fish swimming in a pond of collective fear
as well. But ponds of public sympathy and collective fear can be drained.
It would appear that it was precisely due to the LTTE’s fear of such an
outcome in the cuntext of the PA government’s peace initiatives and
the popular support for those initiatives in the Tamil society that the
LTTE decided to sabotage the peace process through the Dissanayake
assassination. According to some sections of Tamil opinion, with the
assassination of Dissanayake the LTTE managed to remove a potential
future threat to its existence as well as force the government itself to
postpone the peace talks. However, if the politics of the LTTE is the
only serious obstacle to peace, that obstacle needs to be overcome.

Such an endeavour is primarily an intellectual project, and not a
military one. This is where Tamil intellectuals have a significant role
to play. Moreover, the peace talks initiated by the government should
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go on irrespective of short-term failures resulting from LTTE tactics.
That would be one way to establish the state’s willingness to achieve
peace, and also establish the LTTE’s unwillingness to achieve the same
goal.

The Role of Tamil Intellectuals:

The government has already demonstrated that it is incapable of

- tackling certain explosive situations. One reason for that is perhaps its

relative lack of experience in governing. However, I have no doubt
about the sincerity of at least some of its leaders in attempting to find a
lasting solution to the ethnic conflict, or more likely to the military
conflict that it has given rise to. So there is no harm in being hopeful
and extending whatever help possible to them. Having said that, I would
also suggest that it would be utterly dangerous to restrict politics of peace
to a group of politicians with varying degrees of experience and their
dubious advisers and to the murderers and apologists of the LTTE.

In addition to the talks between these two groups which necessarily
should take place, intellectuals and other interested persons from the
North and South should also initiate various processes specifically for
the long term exchange of information and ideas that would help the
peace process. For instance, contacts have to be made with academics,
teachers, non-LTTE politicians and ordinary citizens in the North-East
without LTTE interference and censorship. We need to be informed
about what is going on in areas most of us do not have direct access to.
Such long-term processes have to continue irrespective of the success
or failure of the politics of the state and the LTTE. Therefore I would
urge my colleagues in the North and East and the South to make an
initiative in this regard.

It is as part of such a long-term project that there is a need for public
interventions to explain — among other things — the obvious differ-
ences between the agenda of the LTTE and the aspirations and problems
of ordinary people in Jaffna and elsewhere. Precisely due to lack of
such interventions, many Sinhalas perceive Tamil political opinion and
activity as synonymous with the thinking and actions of the LTTE.
However, I believe that to have any real legitimacy such interventions
should ideally come from members of the Tamil community. They may
be teachers, academics, professionals, and farmers. They may be liv-
ing in Jaffna, Colombo or members of the diaspora. In short, these
interventions have to come from people who have experienced what they
are talking about and studied what they are talking about.
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However, critical evaluations about serious problems and divisions
in one’s own society may not be easy. But it has to be done. To a
reasonable extent this has occurred in the Sinhala society. I would
suggest that the critical evaluation of the Sinhala past and identity
undertaken by some Sinhala social scientists in the late 1970s was the
initial phase of this continuing process. If some of the literature of the
Tamil diaspora is any indication such a process has also occurred in
Tamil society to a limited extent — that is, Tamil societies in Boston,
Melbourne, London, but certainly not in Jatfna or elsewhere in Sri Lanka.

There are clear reasons why this is so. Silence in Jaffna is a legacy
of LTTE terror and politics. Its critics have disappeared or languish in
unknown prisons. Many others in the North claim that they “open their
mouths only to eat and clean their teeth.” The LTTE is not exactly the
ideal protector of the freedom of expression or the democratic rights of
the people it claims to rule over. It is more likely a protector of its own
“democratic” rights. But in the North the silence is not indicative of a
defeated people. It is also a weapon of the weak. People still continue
to think and talk even though those thoughts and words may not manifest
in writing for a considerable time. The collective muttering of a multi-
tude of people who were frustrated after the postponement of the peace
talks between the government and the LTTE consequent to the assassi-
nation of Dissanayake was symbolic of dissent.

Among some Tamils in the South, this silence and lack of evalua-
tion of the politics of the LTTE is a legacy of misguided patriotism or
misplaced priorities. On the other hand many feel truly threatened by
the violent politics of the LTTE. For many, public interventions could
also mean getting used to a shadowy underground existence. Leaving
the LTTE-controlled areas would not guarantee their safety. For Tamil
politicians linked to the current peace process it could also mean being
placed on an LTTE hit list and being surrounded by armed body guards
on a routine basis. Clearly, the Sinhala intellectuals who initiated the
critical evaluation of the Sinhala past, identity and politics never had to
facc such a violent political force as the LTTE.

One argument that has been put forward to explain this relative
silence is somewhat as follows. Sustained and concerted public
interventions by Tamil intellectuals critiquing the LTTE — among
other things — can only begin after the peace process has gathered some
momentum, and after a semblance of peace has been restored o the
war-torn Northern and Eastern Provinces. 1 would suggest exactly the
opposite. Peace can only be restored consequent to the deconstruction

87

of the most polemical strands of Tamil myth-making and nationalist
politics as well as by critiquing the violent politics of the LTTE. The
dangers involved in such an endeavour are obvious. However, one cannot
simply await the arrival of peace without constructing the most important
foundation for that peace.

Whatever the restrictions to the free flow of information may be,
that situation cannot continue if the overall peace process has to win
any real legitimacy in the South. Without such legitimacy the
long-term establishment of peace may not be possible. That is why the
reality of the experiences of Tamil people have to be documented and
presented to the people in the South. That, I believe is the most impor-
tant intellectual project that should be initiated by Sri Lankan — par-
ticularly Tamil — intellectuals before the end of this century. Such a
project I believe is an essential prerequisite for initiating and sustaining
a lasting peace. We should perhaps note that the Social Scientists’
Association’s recent publication of the Sinhala version of the Broken
Palmyra, which details some experiences of the Tamils of Jaffna in the
1980s has become popular reading material among many sections of
Sinhala society. The book is particularly popular among undergraduates,
students, monks and even military personnel. Clearly, there is an interest
among sections of the Sinhala reading public for such information.

But their understanding of the conflict and the reality of the North
and East have to be regularly upgraded. The following are some of the
questions that can be posed to which answers in the form of interven-
tions may be provided: What is the nature of the LTTE’s cuit leadership,
why is the LTTE fascinated with glorified violence, how does its
administration run, what is the nature of its politics in general, how does
it treat its critics, what is the nature of its concept of justice, what are
the opinions of different sections of the Tamil society about the LTTE,
what are the avenues for peace ordinary Tamils suggest, if peace
returns to the North and East would the people like to be ruled by an
LTTE dominated provincial regime, do the bulk of the people closely
identify themselves with the LTTE, has the LTTE’s continuing violent
activities despite the government peace initiatives initiated a process of
delegitimizing them in the eyes of the Tamil people, is there adequate
space for such a delegitimization, how do people view the politics of
the South, how do peopie define and deal with state-sponsored military
excesses, how do average Tamils view Sinhalas. The list of such ques-
tions would be endless. It would be endless because such questions
have not been regularly posed and answered.
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There are already some Sinhala newspapers that publish such
interventions when available. The question now is not so much a prob-
lem with space in the print media, but a lack of interventions. A colleague
suggested recently that it would be unfair and unreasonable to expect
such interventions from Jaffna given the LTTE’s iron rule and the fear
psychosis it has inculcated. However, history has amply demonstrated
that underground literature has been smuggled out of much more prob-
lematic areas and that such literature has made a difference in many
situations of apparent hopelessness. The reality is that we need such
informed information in situations such as these. It is up to the Tamil
intellectuals to gather this information from all possible sources. For
one, I would be willing to translate these — at least from English to
Sinhala — and prepare them for publication.

What we have to keep in mind is, that in the end any failure in the
peace process cannot be merely labeled as the work of Sinhala chau-
vinists, Tamil chauvinists, or the LTTE. Such a failure would also be
the result of the silence of Tamil intellectuals.
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Notes

An earlier version of this essay was originally published in Pravada
Volume 3, No. 1 (January - February 1994). Colombo: Social Scien-
tists’ Association. It also appeared in the Sunday Times, 13 March 1994,
Colombo: Wijeya Newspapers Ltd.

JVP in Sinhala stand for the Janata Vimukti Peramuna or the Peoples’
Liberation Front.

Plastic bags commonly found in Sri Lanka which are used to pack
chemical fertilizers.

“Duro” is a local trade name.

An earlier version of this essay was originally published in Pravada
Volume 3, No. 3 (April - May 1994). Colombo: Social Scientists’ As-
sociation,

This essay was originally published in Pravada Volume 3, No. 4 (June
- July 1994). Colombo: Social Scientists” Association.

The Sinhala word “jatiya” commonly refers to ethnicity, race, citizen-
ship, nationality and also carries various connotations of caste.

Emphasis added.

Sumanapala is not his real name.

Approximate translation.

Emphasis and explanations within parenthesis added.

Similar extremist ideas can be found among Tamils as well. But I shall
not focus on these manifestations i this essay.

A Pradeshiya Sabha is a local government administrative unit.

Approximate translation. The sign also stated that Wariyapola was the
birth place of Rev. Wariyapola Sri Sumangala Thera who is credited
with bringing down the Union Jack and hoisting the Lion flag on 2nd
March 1815 when the British took control of Sri Lanka under the pro-
visions of the Kandyan Convention.

The number of lotuses were calculated as a million by one estimate,
and thousands and a hundred thousand by others. What is important is
not the exact number of flowers but the fact that a large number was
clearly involved.
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