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Preface 

South Asia Journal for Culture, Volume 2 (2008) comes out amidst numerous delays. Even 
though as the publishers we would have ideally liked to avoid this state of affairs, it seems 
these are unavoidable aspects of birth pangs associated with a venture of this nature. We 
are hopeful that by the time Volume 3 comes out, we will be on track. Nevertheless, we are 
very sure from the comments we have received so far that SAJC is in the region to stay at 
least for some time. 

In Volume 1, we briefly outlined the technical and logistical concerns of the journal, 
which remain in place. At this point, let us ponder over some of the ideological positions 
and thoughts that played a crucial role in making the journal a reality as we believe that the 
journal's trajectory from now on would have much to do with the contexts and conditions 
of its location. Some of these issues were also articulated during its launch in Delhi and Ka
rachi. Needless to say, we often find ourselves living and working today imprisoned within 
the ramparts of the impenetrable language of social theory and the clutter of writing that 
supposedly usher in enlightenment. At least, in the contexts where we work in Colombo, 
this experience forms part of our overall experience. We certainly do not want our journal 
to be a space for mere clutter in the region; we would like to see it emerging as a forum for 
discussion and a plurality of ideas, a space where we would discover and rediscover our
selves. Volumes 1 and 2 have indicated that we have reached this expectation to a reason
able extent. 

In this context, we would like to make some observations about the politics of 
marginality, partly because in many ways, this journal is an idea that came into existence 
from within the politics and experiences of marginality. For us, as a journal coming out 
of Colombo though with a very conscious South Asian outlook, marginality is a fact of life 
even though it is not something we have ever considered a domain within which we would 
be forever imprisoned. What I mean by marginality for us worked at two levels: due to the 
political changes that took place in Sri Lanka since the 1960s and the resultant brain drain 
to the former colonial centers, much of the work in the social sciences and humanities 
produced in Sri Lanka, particularly in the local languages tended to lose its methodological 
and theoretical rigor. Most local journals of quality folded up or their work was severely 
restricted and downgraded. This was one marginality within which we had to work. The 
second marginality was far more encompassing. We found it difficult to access regional and 
global journals and publishers due to the restrictive work of intellectual gate-keepers who 
seem to take pride in thinking, experiencing and feeling on our behalf. In this same context, 
it was not unusual to have conferences in the region itself that were supposedly South Asian 
in focus but politically marginal entities such as Sri Lanka often had to face critical issues of 
represention in more ways than one. But these marginalities did not necessarily translate 
into mediocrity for those few who were perhaps mad enough to create alternate structures 
and processes. In effect, SAJC is one such outcome. 
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Therefore, very clearly, this journal is the result of felt needs and anticipated politi
cal and ideological expectations and the logical culmination of a specific history. Talking of 
history, make no mistake this is a Sri Lankan effort given that we are responding to locally 
felt marginalities and frustrations. But at the same time, it is also a South Asian initiative 
because we are very keen and conscious that the knowledge produced within South Asia 
and on South Asia should also be known widely in South Asia as well as globally. This is not a 
mere simplistic yearning for a collective South Asian cultural and intellectual identity. More 
broadly, this is a matter of taking stock of what we think, what we critique, what we question 
and what we learn about ourselves and the world and finding means to make this knowl
edge part of the global academic discourse as well. 

As we know quite well, South Asia is an area that has been perpetually in a state 
of flux from mythic times right up to the more chaotic present, where most countries share 
overlapping histories and experiences of culture, coloniality, grappling with post colonial 
pains and political chaos, and are constantly negotiating the global economic and cultural 
agendas within their own 'national' perspectives. Unfortunately however, and despite the 
emergence of political structures such as SAARC, we do not have regular and serious forums 
for South Asian scholarship to showcase our own research and our own thinking. Even now, 
nearly half a century after the process of official decolonization began in the region, much of 
the analyses and pontifications on our problems, situations, histories and dynamics emanate 
from Euro American academia; this is certainly the case when it comes conceptual formula
tions and theoretical approaches from the Euro-American zone that are being employed in 
exploring the region's social and cultural complexities often without much self-reflection. 
Most things from cultural theorizing to formulating development strategies percolate from 
these usual centers of knowledge often based on experiences exterior to our own and these 
are later circulated everywhere via journals and books as authoritative texts that also come 
from the same centers. In many ways, it appears that 'Provin'cializing Europe' as Dipesh 
Chakrabarty famously argued, and we might add 'provincializing North America' too has not 
really taken root despite the rhetoric. We have to constantly ask the kind of basic q~estions 
that Chakrabarty raised in his book and many others have elaborated since: can European 
thought be dislodged or decentered from the center of historical practice in non European 
places and what are the consequences we have to anticipate when cultural practices from 
our part of the world are translated into categories of social science which derives its own 
power from a completely different historical and political lineage? 

Of course, this is not a matter of promoting a sense of naively simplistic nativism. 
This is also not a simple matter of shunning significant thought from these established cen
ters of knowledge be they in Europe, North America or elsewhere. But a robust engage
ment with these issues is needed in South Asia on a consistent and larger scale. After all, 
South Asia has its own cultural dynamics, its own triumphs and failures or alternatives for 
democracy, their own versions of modernity, multiculturalism, chaos and order sitting side 
by side. 

We have a lot to say. We have a lot to offer in terms of critical knowledge on the 
production and reproduction of culture and its multiple domains in South Asia, and we our
selves need to be familiar with the knowledge that is produced in the region and beyond. 
But for us from a Sri Lankan perspective, despite our shared cultural and political histories 
what we know about our neighbors does not often extend beyond cricket and Bollywood. So 
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this journal is about providing a critical forum for the challenging and imaginative knowledge 
on the politics of culture in South Asia. It is about offering a conduit for that knowledge to 
enter into more accessible and global domains while allowing opinion exchanges and de
bates to emerge in the region. More precisely, seen from the specific historical perspective I 
just outlined, the journal was designed as a possible vehicle to explore, expose and interpret 
the dynamics of culture that had been excluded and made invisible within dominant struc
tures of power locally, regionally and globally. 

A number of things have happened in South Asia by the time this Volume comes 
which we should be mindful of because they deal with issues that are of central importance 
to us in the region. One was the terrifying terrorist attack on Mumbai on 26th November 
2008. At one level, we were distant viewers from Colombo. At the same time we were quite 
used to the spectrum of terrorism in our own backyard. ln this context, some of us of were 
concerned at the speed in which battle lines were drawn and enemies and enmities were 
recreated on television where sensible voices, while there were some, seem to be expelled 
to the wilderness. In such a scenario, the importance in having reasonable forums for the 
discussion and debate of ideas became much clearer. It is unlikely that forums such as SAARC, 
with their inbuilt political biases and cleavages could undertake this task. It is precisely in the 
same context that the proposed South Asia University, which is such an excellent idea that 
has received considerable support from the government of India as well as other govern
ments in the region have to be reassessed. The issue is not with the idea itself, but its mode 
of implementation. Like most state level initiatives in the region, if this university project also 
becomes an enterprise that is implemented at the levels of foreign offices of South Asian 
countries, it can easily become a parking space for retired political worthies rather than a 
center of excellence for knowledge. We flagged these issues not to embark upon a detailed 
analysis at this juncture, but with the hope that we can explore them more extensively as 
SAJC progresses as an intellectual forum in the region. 

If the journal can be sustained over the next few years with the help of our friends 
in both South Asia and beyond, we are confident that it would help create an essential and 
conscious shift away from the dominant centers of knowledge production to the peripheries 
in order to more critically explore the centers themselves as well as the peripheries. How
ever, this shift, as a deliberate strategy in our view does not indicate something that is fixed; 
on the contrary, this is a shift whose distance can always be reassessed, reversed, adjusted 
as we explore what we want to on our own terms. It is our belief that Volumes 1 and 2 have 
allowed us some space to realize these collective dreams up to a point. 

The future of course remains to be seen, grappled with and fashioned as we wish. 
Whether we opt to be bystanders in the fashioning of our future or whether we want to be 
its undisputed authors is a choice we will have to make. 

Of all the people who ensured the successful completion of SAJC Volume 2, we 
would like to acknowledge the design input from Anoli Perera and substantial editorial input 
from Samudrika Sylva. We are also grateful to the contributors to this volume for sending in 
their submissions and the reviewers for offering insightful comments. 

The Editor 
South Asia Journal for Culture 
Colombo Institute 
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Introduction 

This paper would explore and attempt to establish the importance of the Siraiki language and 
its literatures within an understanding of culture, politics and language in postcolonial Pakistan; 
it also argues for the importance of multilingual politics within an overall understanding of 
postcolonial resistance. 1 As there were numerous different names used for this language in the 
colonial era, I will use the term proto-Siraiki for any references made to this language before 
the postcolonial emergence of the term Siraiki around the 1960s.2 While proto-Siraiki was a 
language vaguely identified as being 'rough' and 'rude' by British linguists and administrators, 
the language since known is spoken in nineteen out of thirty five districts of the province of 
Punjab today. 3 The language since termed Siraiki is also the second language spoken in the 
provinces of Sindh, Balochistan and North West Frontier Province or N.W.F.P (in the areas of 
Dera Ismail Khan and Tang). In this paper 'Siraiki' is additionally identified as a postcolonial 
and ethno-linguistic identity that first emerged in Pakistan during the 1960s as a challenge 
to the political and economic supremacy of the Punjab province and of Punjabi writers and 
poets. This challenge is based on the Siraiki people's demand that, in order to restore the 
historical identity of the majority of Siraikis residing within Punjab, a 'Siraikistan' province 
should be carved out of the territorial boundaries of present-day Punjab. The majority of 
this Siraiki-speaking population resides within Southern Punjab. By considering the views 
of postcolonial historians, analysts of Pakistan's ethno-linguistic politics, and literary critics, 
I aim to establish its transformation from a language without a fixed name in the colonial 
period, to its postcolonial status as an identity marker of fifty million of the population. This 
population now expresses the need for provincial autonomy and constitutional rights within 
the federation of Pakistan. 

Two focal issues are addressed in this paper: firstly, I examine how previous writings 
by colonial and postcolonial scholars have contributed towards the politicisation of the Siraiki 
language. Secondly, this paper aims to demonstrate that internal hegemonies have gradually 
displaced a national ideology centred on lslam.4 Instead, I observe that religious belonging is 
being replaced by language as a symbol of power and cultural identity, which in turn legitimises 
new political demands for power and representation within Pakistan.5 The objective of the 
current paper is to introduce research on proto-Siraiki starting from the colonial era and leading 
to the coinage of the term 'Siraiki' and its politicisation in the postcolonial era. I argue that 
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due to the colonial language policies and approaches towards understanding the indigenous 
languages and cultures, this language was forced to transform itself into a resistance symbol. 
This background is important for multiple reasons: firstly, for understanding the context of the 
Siraiki resistance movement; secondly, to lay the ground for implicating how the Siraiki identity 
is dominated by Urdu language and Punjabi culture; and finally in order to place it parallel to 
the Sindhi, Ba loch and Pakhtoon nationalist movements in Pakistan. My broader aim is also to 
discuss the postcolonial developments around language politics in Pakistan, and particularly 
in the province of Punjab, which has mainly contributed towards Siraiki resistance. 

Language, dialect or lehja (accent)? 

I would like to begin by discussing the ways in which colonial research and linguistic 
classification initiated the process of empowering or disempowering certain languages and 
further led to the language/dialect debate in the postcolonial era.6 The drawback of colonial 

research on Indian languages was that in the postcolonial era, scholars such as Veena Na regal 
and Francesca Orsini have only focused on languages such as Hindi, Urdu or Marathi which 
were already empowered by the colonisers by being designated 'languages' rather than 
'dialects', which led to their further empowerment by being incorporated into a print culture 
in colonial India (Naregal 2001, Orsini 2002). The documents about proto-Siraiki which were 
generally recognised through printing and publishing were the ones which were produced 
by the British colonisers. 7 In fact, colonial interest in what was later identified as the Siraiki 
language generally became documented because of the colonisers' interest in converting and 

attracting the local population towards Christianity, translations of the Bible in the nineteenth
century, compilations of glossaries, and conducting linguistic surveys by the officials posted 
in the areas of Multan, Muzafargarh and Dera Ghazi Khan. 8 Some of the these documents 
included the first Jatki/Western Punjabi-English dictionary compiled by British missionary 

Andrew Jukes, the glossary compiled by British settlement officer Edward O'Brien ( 1808-1840) 
and The Linguistic Survey of Indio by George Grierson. 

The British officials who began research on proto-Siraiki were posted in different 

locations where this language was spoken. Therefore, they proposed different names based 
011 each of these areas, including 'Wuch' or 'Mooltani' (William Carey 1761-1834), 'Jatki' or 
'Jagdali' (Andrew Jukes 1847-1931), 'Western Punjabi' (Rev Trevor Bomford 1849-1929) and 

'Southern Lahnda' (George Grierson 1851-1941). The most serious methodological problem 
that grew with the publication of such documents was the inability of the colonisers to agree 
upon one name for this language (proto-Siraiki). Consequently, with these numerous names 
given by the colonisers, this language remained invisible amongst the 'vernaculars', 'regional 
languages' which were transforming into identity symbols through language planning, teaching, 

printing or publishing in colonial India until Partition. In fact, the terms 'vernaculars', 'regional 
languages' and 'dialects' are also complicated because these tags had created linguistic 
hierarchies amongst the local languages of India which remained dominated by English.9 Such 
a domination of English was misleadingly used by calling these other languages vernacular to 
create a distinction between the literatures written in English and the literatures written in 

Indian languages or translated from Indian languages to English, thus beginning the tradition 
of linguistic hierarchies. 10 
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By the time of the emergence of the independence movement in colonial India, most 
of the research conducted on proto-Siraiki, therefore, served only the purposes of maintaining 
administrative control, spreading Christianity, creating official records, 'cataloguing' the Indian 
empire for the record of the colonisers and for the 'improvement' of the native cultures. 11 

Hence, with the assistance of natives, translation was being used as a tool of reducing the 
local culture into objects which helped the colonisers to operate efficiently in this area. 12 

Thus, the complicated knowledge created by Indians was 'codified and transmitted' by the 
Europeans through translating or according to Rafael, 'mistranslating' their cultures (Rafael 
1988: 211). 13 

It is partly due to these facts that any literatures produced in Siraiki in the colonial 
era or after Partition did not gain as much popularity or publicity as gained by the literatures 
produced in the other regional languages belonging either to colonial India or the ones 
commenting on the actual experience of Partition in postcolonial Pakistan. The intricate 
classification of the dialects comprising proto-Siraiki and identification of the language's 
linguistic origins and territorial boundaries could therefore not standardise its name or advance 
its recognition in colonial lndia.14 This indicates that the colonisers merely wanted to add 
one more language to the long list of Indian languages enumerated by them but they could 
not do so because of their confusion about various names proposed for this language. The 
translations from proto-Siraiki to English were therefore being used as a method of preserving 
local Indian history, transforming it into 'European objects', thus invading the 'epistemological 
space' of the colonised. The colonial misrepresentation of proto-Siraiki through the colonisers' 
attempts to translate this culture into English can therefore also be approached as Rafael's idea 
of 'mistranslation' or an effort of colonising the cultures (Rafael 1988: 211). This encounter 
between the British and native speakers of proto-Siraiki, however, marks an important point 
in the emergence of the Siraiki resistance because it also creates the context for a 'collision 
of cultures' (Karim and Sustar 2006: 157) in the case of Punjabi-Mohajir and Siraiki identities 
discussed later in this paper. 

It can further be argued that these translations reflected the imbalance of power 
between the coloniser and the colonised as a result of which resistance operated from both 
ends. On the one hand, the colonisers dominated the native cultures by way of imposing 
their language, re-defining their identity in the colonial language, English and by modifying 
their culture through these translations and making them adapt to it. On the other hand, 
the natives passively 'resist[ed] the simple imposition of the other culture [which was] being 
filtered through their linguistic and cultural apparatus' (Bery 2007: 133). An instance of this 
was the first efforts towards identifying the script of proto-Siraiki made by Aziz ur Rehman 
(who was a librarian of the Amir of Bahawalpur). Rehman first created additional letters in the 
Urdu script to mark implosives and other consonants for the phonetic writing of Siraiki. 15 

In the context outlined above, the colonial documents such as Dictionary of the Jatki 
or Western Punjabi by Andrew Jukes, Glossary of the Multani Language by O'Brien and The 
Linguistic Survey of India by Grierson can be seen as creating the basis of resistance for Siraiki 
intellectuals and writers in the postcolonial era by tagging their mother language as, 'Jatki', 
'Western Punjabi', 'Multani' and 'Lahnda'. 16 It is significant to note that, despite identifying 
the linguistic and cultural differences between proto-Siraiki and Punjabi or Sindhi languages, 
the colonisers did not respond to the domination of Punjabi minorities over the indigenous 
speakers of proto-Siraiki residing in and around Multan since the conquest of this city by the 
Sikh ruler Ranjit Singh in 1818.17 
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In the postcolonial era in Pakistan, such gaps reflecting through colonial research led 
to the presumption and Punjabi population's claim that Siraiki is not a 'language' but, a lehja 

(accent) or ung (part) or 'variant' of Punjabi. 18 On the basis of this claim, the Siraiki literature 
is still regarded as being Punjabi by the Punjabi dominated government in Pakistan. The Siraiki 
resistance movement is, therefore, an outcome of Siraiki literatures being included in Punjabi 
anthologies and through Punjabi 'encroachment' of Siraiki linguistics, poetry, music and 
particularly tagging Siraiki Sufi poet Farid as Punjabi (Wahga 1998: 84). 19 Although Christopher 
Shackle, the British linguist of Siraiki, overviews and updates the research carried out by the 
colonial administrators mentioned earlier, yet, it can be argued that he has not sufficiently 
linked these colonial gaps to the coinage of the term Siraiki and its further politicisation in 
the postcolonial era. My discussion will indicate that the undermining of its status in the 
postcolonial era resulted in the coinage of the name Siraiki as a political necessity and a 
resistance symbol for the Siraiki-speaking population, the majority of which resided in Punjab. 
In this context, the colonial documents can be observed only as creating a contradictory real/ 
imagined and fictional/factual 'colonis[ed] image' (Singh 1996: 3) ofSiraiki which was further 
resisted by th'e Siraiki-speakers by clearly outlining the map of the imagined 'Siraikistan' which 
is discussed later in this paper. 

The transformation of proto-Siraiki to Siraiki 

The previous section provided an overview of the colonial handling of proto-Siraiki. In this 
section, I elaborate on the postcolonial transformation of proto-Siraiki into Siraiki through a 
number of major political movements. One of them is the movement for the restoration of 
Bahawalpur as a province which later evolved as the movement of Siraikistan. The Pakistani 
political analyst, Tariq Rahman, has rightly argued that the politicisation of the Siraiki movement 
began with the emergence of the Bahawalpur movement (Rahman 1998: 181-184).20 The 
princely state of Bahawalpur was turned into a province in 1954.21 Later, it was merged into 
the larger Province of West Pakistan. In 1955, the smaller provinces (Sindh, North West Frontier 
Province or N.W.F.P) and the princely states (Khairpur in Sindh, l<alat, Makraan and Kharaan in 
Balochistan and British Balochistan comprising Quetta Division, Bugti and Muri tribal agencies) 
were merged to form a larger 'One Unit' (meaning one province and the other province being 
West Pakistan) during the Ayub l<han years (1958-1969). 22 In 1956, the first constitution of 
Pakistan was promulgated on the basis of two provinces called East and West Pakistan having 
equal representation in the national assembly despite the fact that East Pakistan had more 
population and therefore the entitlement for more seats. This was termed as 'parity' between 
the two provinces which was one other basic reason for the break up of the country in 1971, 
because East Pakistanis, apart from their socio-economic grievances, were also opposed to 
the concept of parity. 23 The 1956 constitution was abrogated by martial law in 1958 by the 
civilian president Sikander Mirza and military chief General Ayub l<han who later removed the 
civilian president after a month of martial law and took over the country himself. However, 
he remained in charge of the country for the next eleven years having given a dictatorial 
constitution of his own in 1962 and held two rigged elections to keep himself in power, 
until forcibly removed by a people's movement in 1969. This merger instigated a resistance 
movement initiated by other ethno-linguistic groups in Pakistan, such as Sindhi, Baloch and 
Pakhtoon nationalists who formed the 'Anti-One Unit Front'.24 This Front also included Riaz 
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Hashmi from Bahawlapur, who later became a stalwart for 'The Restoration of Bahawalpur 
Movement' which regarded 'riasti' (derived from the Siraiki and Urdu word 'riasat', meaning 
'state', or 'riasti' meaning, 'the language of the state', or 'The Language of the Bahawalpur 
State'), as an icon of identity for the people residing in this area. 25 The integration of all the 
provinces of West Pakistan as 'One Unit', with Lahore as its capital, created revulsion towards 
the domination of Punjab province (Hashmi 1972: 6-7). 26 This Unit was dismembered in 1970 
and the four provinces, namely, Punjab, Sindh, N.W.F.P and, for the first time, Balochistan, 
were created. However, the Bahawalpur province created shortly before 'One Unit' was not 
restored; instead, it was merged with Punjab, thus prompting the demand for 'The Restoration 
of the Bahawalpur Province' (Hashmi 1972).27 

After Bahawalpur failed to be restored as a province, Riaz Hashmi filed a petition 
which argued that the federation constitution was bound to restore the Bahawalpur province 
(Hashmi 1972: 154-155). This petition was dismissed by the Punjab Bench on the technical 
ground that he had no locus standi. After the rejection of this petition by the courts, Hashmi 
decided to privately publish this document in a book form and title it, 'Brief for Bahawalpur 
Province'. In this text, Hashmi proposes that a balance in the federation of Pakistan was only 
possible if Punjab is divided into three provinces, Punjab, Bahawalpur and Siraiki-speaking 
province (Hashmi 1972: 154). Hashmi's proposal indicates that, in line with the colonial pattern, 
Hashmi regarded the language spoken in Bahawalpur as being different to Siraiki (Hashmi 
1972: 3, 6). It was perhaps his later realisation that the demand for a province separate from 
Punjab would only become more forceful if it combined the area of Bahawalpur and Siraiki 
and, in fact, the languages spoken in both these areas were Siraiki which was evident through 
his decision in joining the current Siraiki movement. 28 For this reason, along with the map 
of the Bahawlapur province printed on the front cover of his book is another map titled 
'Siraikistan' on its back cover (Hashmi 1972). 

While the government successfully subdued the Bahawalpur movement, a stronger 
resistance developed against Punjab through the demand for 'Siraikistan' in the 1970s and 
early 1980s which has already been analysed by some scholars. 29 After the failure of the 
Bahawalpur province movement, a literary movement was initiated through Jashn-e-Farid 
or 'Farid Celebrations' (Jashn is an Urdu word meaning 'celebration', which is also used in 
Siraiki), organised by a Siraiki lawyer, Riaz Anwar from 1961 onwards (Wahga 1998: 83, 92). 
These events were organised mainly to pay tribute to Khwaja Ghulam Farid (1845-1901), the 
nineteenth century mystic and multilingual poet belonging to a small town, named Kot Mithan. 
Farid's kaft poetry written particularly in his native language, or proto-Siraiki transformed him 
into a spiritual mentor and role model for Siraiki folk tradition even before the birth of the 
modern nation of Pakistan.30 It is also significant to mention that before Jashn-e-Farid, in 
Bahawalpur, Dera Ghazi Khan and Muzafargarh, the local Punjabi bureaucracy had already 
organised events like Jashn-e-Bahawalpur, Jashn-e-Rohi or Jashn-e-Muzafargarh based on 
the local names of these areas just as the colonisers had given local names to proto-Siraiki 
during the colonial era.31 These events included the recitations and singing of Farid's poetry. 
Jash-e-Farid however, being organised in Multan, can be observed as the beginning of Siraiki 
cultural and political consciousness by symbolising their collective identity. At a deeper level 
however, and by offering a nostalgic tribute to the Sufi poet, the 'Farid Celebrations' attempted 
to unite Siraiki activists, writers and artists on one platform.32 The pretext of recollecting the 
past through Farid was used to create a seemingly neutral space in which both literary and 
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political aspects of reinforcing and preserving this ethno-linguistic identity and culture could 
be discussed. The fear that the Siraiki population's mother language was being regarded as a 
'dialect' of Punjabi by Pakistani authorities also became a driving force behind these events. 33 

Organised in Multan, these celebrations also highlighted the historically autonomous provincial 
status of this city before Ranjit Singh's rule (1818-1849).34 Most significantly, these festivals 
indicated that this language as a symbol of a large population's identity marker relied on the 
literary and linguistic icon, Farid, together with the geographic and territorial icon, Multan.35 

My interest here is to link Farid's role as a literary figure with his role as a political activist who 
initiated ethnic and linguistic awareness amongst the Siraiki natives. This decision of Farid as a 
creative writer and political activist however subsided due to the significance given to Farid's 
image as a mystic poet. Moreover, I also observe the association between Multan and Farid 
as creating a bridge between the Siriaki folk culture and its urban centre in the postcolonial 
era. 

Two important literary conferences were followed by the Farid celebrations. The 
first was a conference entitled, the 'All Pakistan Siraiki Conference' which was organized 
in Hyderabad, Sindh, by The Writers Guild' in 1969. By now, Siraiki had become the name 
given to the language which was labelled as 'Lahnda', 'Jatki' or 'Multani' by the colonial 
administrators (Wahga 1998: 83, 87). In this conference a charter was mutually signed by all 
the intellectuals and writers present authenticating that the language spoken in western part 
of Punjab should be called Siraiki, and it should therefore be given the same status as that 
of the other provincial languages in Pakistan such as Sindhi, Pashto, Bengali, Balochi, while 
Urdu still being a language of national communication. 36 However, detaching themselves 
from the Sindhi nationalist and political influence and other political movements initiated in 
Bahawalpur, Dera Ghazi Khan, and Multan, the Siraiki literary circles have always regarded a 
second conference held in 1975 in Multan as a continuity of the 'Farid Celebrations' that began 
in the 1960s and as the first hallmark event organised to reinforce Siraiki political identity at 
an all-Pakistan level (Khan 1975).37 

This conference, organised by the management of the Jashn-e-Farid, took a more 
formalised shape as indicated by the title given to it: 'The First All Pakistan Siraiki Literary 
Conference, 15-16 March, 1975'.38 Once again, like Jashn-e-Farid, this conference too was 
organised in the cultural and political centre of Multan, and twenty three literary organisations 
participated in it (Khan 1975: 1).39 The conference was split into five sessions out of which two 
sessions included music programmes and one included a mushaira (poetry recitation session). 
This format indicated how Siraiki identity was significantly being reinforced through literature 
and particularly, through poetry, as a symbol of cultural identity.40 The participants in this 
conference included people who belonged to literary, academic, government/non-government 
sectors and, most importantly, political activists and government representatives. Most of these 
people are still part of the Pakistani politics, but have withdrawn from the Bahawalpur and 
Siraiki movements to maintain their important government positions.41The two committees 
formed at this event focused on two key issues concerning Siraiki identity: 1) the standardised 
script used for the publications of Siraiki documents, and 2) Siraiki grievances. Firstly, 'The 
Script Committee' was responsible for deciding the script for this language (Rahman, 1998: 
175; Shackle 1977: 400; Wahga 1990: 11-22).42 The first step towards this was the Script 
Committee's formal standardisation of the five letters in naskh (a way of writing Arabic) that 
were phonetically different from Urdu and Punjabi and were thus marked with different signs 
to indicate their characteristically Siraiki pronunciations (Khan 1975: 12). 



Volume 2 South Asia Journal for Culture 15 

A second committee was called 'The Problem Solving Committee' and it dealt with 
concerns related to the social, cultural and linguistic representation of Siraiki-speaking people 
in Pakistan. Although the name Siraiki was for the first time publicly used in the proceedings 
of this conference, the political pressure under which the organisers operated was reflected 
in the conference secretary, Umar Kamal Khan's repeated emphasis that this conference was 
of a non-political nature (Khan 1975: 16). This pressure is evident in the fact that the demand 
for Siraiki province proposed by various speakers like Haji Saif Ullah and Taj Mohammad 
Langah was censored from the document recording the conference proceedings (Khan 1975: 
19-21).43 The proceedings suggest that, despite being regarded as a 'literary' and 'cultural' 
event, the organisation, agenda and resolutions of this conference clearly articulated the 
demand of the Siraiki-speakers for achieving political recognition in Pakistan (Khan 1975: 7-9). 
This demand was reflected in the significance given to a distinct name for this language; in the 
use of script to differentiate it from all the other languages spoken in Pakistan; and also in the 
identification of the specific territorial boundaries where it was spoken. Such identification 
was based on the pattern of other provinces representing independent languages in Pakistan, 
and script, clearly, was used to mark this difference (Shackle 1977: 389). This conference thus 
represented the Siraiki people's efforts at covering the gaps created by colonial omissions by 
bringing the speakers of Siraiki equivalent to the level of political consciousness displayed 
by other ethno-linguistic groups in Pakistan such as Balochi, Sindhi, Pakhtoon and, perhaps 
subconsciously, with the recently independent Bengalis (Shackle 1977).44 

Attracting local, national and international participants, including the British linguist, 
Christopher Shackle, the proceedings of this conference, as noted by Umar Kamal l<han, 
nevertheless do not indicate why Siraiki became a standardised name for this language 
(Khan 1975: 18, Shackle 1977: 388). Just like the multifarious names coined by the colonisers, 
the postcolonial researchers who have examined this language have so far been unable to 
clearly suggest why Siraiki became its standard and most widely acceptable name or, indeed, 
who exactly might have coined it.45 Similarly, the question of why the term Siraiki was a 
unanimously acceptable name for this language is also unclear. Siraiki or non-Siraiki researchers 
believe that the selection of this name can also be linked to the fact that the word Siraiki is 
derived from the Sindhi word 'Siro' meaning the language spoken at the 'upper end of the river 
Sindh' (Shackle 1977: 40, Grierson 1903-22: 240, Hussaini 1972: 40). According to Shackle, 
the term originates from Sindh, where it referred to the language spoken by the immigrants 
from North, particularly the Ba loch tribes. He therefore also suggests that Siraiki refers to the 
'language of the north' (Shackle 1977: 388).46 The name Siraiki was also associated with Sindh 
initially by Grierson, which might have created the basis for Shackle's argument. According to 
Grierson, "The local name for upper Sindh is Siro, and the language of the country is a form 
of Sindhi known as SiraikT, or 'up-country' Sindhi"' (Grierson 1903-22: 240, Hussaini 1972: 

40). 
Recent research has, however, also indicated that 'Sauvira' was an area located in 

the suburbs of Multan and the word Siraiki was given to the language spoken in this area 
(Durani 2007: 12-24). The question as to why Siraiki was the name given to this language in 
the postcolonial era and why Multan turned into the urban centre representing this language 
is therefore explained by the Pakistani scholar, Ahmad Hasan Dani as follows: 
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was traditionally known as Mu/-Sthana (chief city), from which its 
very name is supposed to have been derived. It has certainly been the main 
historic centre in southern Punjab-the land of Su-vira (the heroic people) 
and hence the region known in ancient times by the common name of 
Sauvira. It is from this regional name that the local language of the people 
is called Seraiki. Multan's history thus epitomizes the story of the entire 
region (Dani 1947: 7).47 

In this context, the word Siraiki can be understood as defining the territorial and 
linguistic boundaries of the Siraiki area while, at the same time, reviving the history of Multan's 
independent status and its language, representing an identity independent of Punjabi, Sindhi or 
any other language of Pakistan (Durani 2007). However, unlike the kind of research discussed 
above that explores the etymology of the word Siraiki, I am interested in how and why this 
term became a challenge for the ruling groups in the postcolonial era. 

In the speakers of this language scattered across the four provinces and 
three independent states of Bahawalpur, Khairpur and Qalat are collectively acknowledged 
in the coinage of this term, Siraiki (Hussaini 1972: 39-40).48 Such a recognition given to the 
Siraiki language also resisted the colonial efforts towards conducting extensive research on this 
language which could not convince the colonisers to identify this population as being different 
from Punjabi.49 While giving proto-Siraiki multiple names, the colonial divisions were not based 
on historic facts such as the independent status of Multan before the era of Ranjit Singh or the 
cultural and linguistic consistency between the areas of Bahawalpur and Multan. As a result, 
based on the colonial pattern, and before the coinage of the term Siraiki, the speakers of this 
language were identified by locally constructed identities such as 'Uchi' in Uch, 'Multani' in 
Multan, and 'Riasti' in Bahawalpur. In this context, the Siraiki writer Ahsan Wahga argues that 
during the colonial era, "neither the need nor the circumstances for a collectivized identity 
existed' and, for this reason, there was no 'concept of linguistic uniformity" (Wahga 1998: 93). 
These facts indicate that the case of Siraiki evidently symbolises that decolonisation brought 
with it the intricacy of redefining the newly created identities within independent Pakistan. 
The need for combining various proto-Siraiki labels therefore became significantly important, 
and the term Siraiki was its outcome. In resisting the government's efforts to relegate this 
language to a 'dialect of Punjabi', the word Siraiki, most noticeably reinforced by the 1975 
conference, symbolised the ideological coherence that the speakers of the newly-named 
language scattered over the four provinces of Pakistan had felt and expressed in favour of 
this term. 50 

A Siraiki public and political sphere 

These initial stages of the Siraiki literary movement were paralleled by an increased political 
consciousness among Siraiki speakers and their desire to represent their mother language 
through media or publishing of books or literary journals, leading to the growing necessity 
for the creation of a Siraiki 'public sphere' in the sense this term was initially articulated by 
Habermas (Ha berm as 1989).51 Unlike the colonial version of this language portrayed through 
its translations into English, such initiatives formally introduced Siraiki into print media and also 
began imprinting it in public consciousness. The publication of literary journals, the creation of 
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literary and student organisations (for example publishing houses such as Bazm-e-Saqafat by 
Riaz Anwar and Siraiki Student Federation), and the production of the first Siraiki film Dhian 
Nimanian (translated as 'Innocent Daughters') in 1973 mutually propagated Siraiki language 
as a symbol of power, through freedom of expression.52 Being directed by a Punjabi director, 
the film symbolised the initial efforts of the Punjab film industry to include Siraiki language 
films within the circle of Punjabi film industry. Commenting on the production of this film, 
Shackle writes that the popularity gained by this film in the Siraiki area, despite the Punjabi 
/ehja (accent) of the actors, "proved that there is indeed a good market for goods specifically 
labelled as 'Siraiki"' (Shackle 1977: 397-78). 

Around the same time, the cultural activities discussed above were paralleled by the 
Siraiki-speakers' efforts towards creating a political sphere for Siraiki identity. A factor that 
contributed towards the creation of this political sphere was the military dictator General 
Zia's decision to split the Lahore High Court into Multan, Bahawalpur, Rawalpindi and Lahore 
Benches which further created a gap between Siraiki and Punjabi identities. The positive 
impact of this decision for the Siraikis was to create more political organisations, such as the 
Siraiki Lawyers Forum, established initially in Lahore in 1978 and later in Multan in 1981.53 

The work of such organisations demonstrated the Punjab government's prejudices towards, 
and maltreatment of, the Siraiki population even in courts of justice, particularly in the military 
courts which committed the worst types of human rights violations. The Siraiki Lawyers Forum 
provided free legal aid to the victims of the military courts. A more sophisticated version of 
this forum emerged since its transformation into 'Siraiki Sooba Mahaz', or the Siraiki Province 
Front in 1984. This organisation was converted into the Pakistan Siraiki Party in 1989.54 Some 
of these literary and political factions include 'Suva ii', 'Siraiki Lok Sanjh', 'Siraiki Lok Party' and 
'Siraiki Qaumi Tehrik' 55 The present Siraiki movement is the most vociferous, nationally and 
internationally renowned outcome of all these literary and political activities initiated since the 
1950s. However, it is often critiqued for its political immaturity because their representatives 
have so far been unable to obtain places in the parliament.56 

Siraiki grievances 

The basic grievances apparent through both the Bahawalpur and Siraikistan demands and the 
merger of the Bahawalpur demand into the Siraikistan movement were the state's rejection 
of the ethno-linguistic identity and political rights of the indigenous residents of this area.57 

The last forty years of the development of Siraiki ideology, in particular, clearly revolves around 
the historical, socio-economic and political grievances of the Siraiki-speaking population 
residing within Punjab. The socio-economic aspects of this demand emerged when the Siraiki 
population was excluded from representation within the federal and provincial governments, 
judicial, administrative or private sector jobs, and was provided minimal academic and 
medical facilities. 58 The unequal distribution of economic resources is indicated in the fact 
that the natural resources of this area, such as water, electricity, oil, gas, cotton, rice, coal, 
and uranium, were utilised by the government establishment mainly towards developing their 
capital cities of Lahore and Islamabad. Most importantly, the exclusion of the word Siraiki 
from the language column of official documents such as UNO-sponsored (United Nations 
Organisation) census forms (1994-1998) symbolises the government's rejection of the Siraiki 
identity in Pakistan. 59 Such a rejection also contributed towards transforming the term Siraiki 
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into a resistance symbol for Siraiki-speakers. It is also important to mention that the estimated 
Siraiki population, as quoted by supporters of the Siraiki movement, stands roughly at fifty 
million, which is also repeated in their official documents to resist the governmental figures 
produced in census reports. 60 

The motivations behind the colonial documents and postcolonial documents such 
as the census reports produced by the government of Pakistan differ quite emphatically. 
The colonial documents were based on the British officials' insufficient understanding of the 
association between language and culture which led to their inability to distinguish between 
proto-Siraiki and Punjabi identities. Comparatively, however, the numerical estimates of 
Siraiki-speakers in official documents of the Pakistan government are consciously reduced in 
order to de-politicise the recognition of Siraiki-speakers within the country. These colonial and 
postcolonial documents nevertheless share both the administrators' fear of empowering or 
disempowering a language through giving it official recognition on which also depended the 
strength of their rule. The case of Punjabi was however different; the colonisers perceived it 
as an independent language and culture due to the domination of this region by the Sikh ruler, 
Ranjit Singh with whom they eventually created an alliance (Major 1996). In this context, the 
Punjab government's policy of denying the status of Siraiki as a language and compulsorily 
merging this population into the minority 'Punjabi' population residing within Punjab uses 
the gaps in colonial research as an excuse to undermine the status of the Siraiki language in 
Pakistan. 

The demand for the creation of 'Siraikistan' thus represents not only a linguistic 
demand but also a struggle against the state's rejection of the political rights, cultural history 
and indigenous identity of an area with central geopolitical and economic significance within 
Pakistan. 61 The last military government headed by General Pervez Musharraf had embarked 
upon the concept of 'de-centralization' from the centre to the provinces and from the 
provinces to local bodies under the Constitution. The state's persiste:it reluctance to divide 
Punjab, however, contradicted this idea of 'de-centralization', because it does not reduce the 
dominance of Punjab itself.62 This is evident through Punjab's occupation of the majority 
of seats in the parliament as compared to the three other provinces, Balochistan, N.W.F.P 
and Sindh.63 But even these are deceptive administrative divisions as is evident in Punjab's 
occupation of the majority of the National Assembly seats. Out of three hundred and forty 
seats in the National Assembly, Punjab occupies one hundred and forty eight and the total 
seats of other provinces do not constitute even half of the Punjab seats. 64 In other words, 
these figures arguably turn the National Assembly into a 'Punjab House'. 

Concluding comments 

Through the example of Siraiki, my discussion has indicated that the undermining of a language 
as a dialect has resulted in the transformation of proto-Siraiki of the colonial era into coinage 
of the term 'Siraiki' in the postcolonial era. In the light of the above discussion, the demand 
for the creation of 'Siraikistan', for the ruling elite, means the reduction of the number of the 
districts under their rule, and hence losing administrative control over these adminisfrative 
units. According to the prevailing political circumstances, the only two conditions in which a. 
'Siraikistan' province would be acceptable could be: firstly, a military dictator's ruling, such 
as in the case of Yahya Khan's decision to create Balochistan in 1970 under MartiaHaw 
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decree. Secondly, constitutional amendments bv a majoritv of two-thirds in both the National 
Assembly of Pakistan as well as the Provincial Assembly of the Punjab. However, both these 
alternatives remain unattainable due to the civilian and military bureaucracy's/establishment's 
keen interest in maintaining the political and economic strength of Punjab by limiting the 
representation of Siraikis in both these establishments. 

As a result of this state of affairs, there has so far been no 'democratic' regime 
which had either the will or the interest to encourage the demand of the Siraiki people by 
introducing or amending a single line in the obsolete 1973 constitution of Pakistan. It is 
significant that while the Siraiki population is celebrating the unanimous selection of a Siraiki 
Prime Minister and Foreign Minister (Yusuf Raza Gillani and Shah Mehmood Qureshi), for 
the most part they remain unaware of the fact that these rulers are absolutely faithful to the 
policies of Islamabad and Lahore and not .necessarily to the concerns of the Siraiki people. 
Their inadequate insight and personal interests prevent them from supporting any potential 
amendments in the constitution in favour of a fifth federating unit, which further leads to 
Siraiki peoples' struggle towards reinforcing their identity and resistance against restrictive 
and biased government policies towards the Siraiki region. 

This discussion has so far demonstrated that the resistance to the conditions outlined 
above is significantly reflected in the contemporary Siraiki literatures which seem to be deeply 
connected with the political resistance expressed by Siraiki activists. The future, the form 
of which is not tangible under the prevailing circumstances will ideally have to address the 
issues of a distinct culture, language, history, and, most importantly a geographically-defined 
territory which is paramount in the Siraiki politics and consciousness. It is self-evident that 
there is a consistent streak in the various camps of the collective Siraiki nationalist movement 
over the years. The reality is that the Siraiki identity demands a redefinition of Pakistan as a 
postcolonial, multilingual multi-ethnic 'federation'. It is only in such a context that the Siraiki 
peoples' aspirations in any real terms could ultimately be realized/addressed. 
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A wayside shrine at a kaka bo tree in Kotte, Western Province. 
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What the Tree Said: 
An Ethnography of a Wayside Shrine in Sri lanka1 

Sunil Goonasekera 

In Sri Lanka, there are hundreds of shrines belonging to all four main religious traditions in the 
country and they fall within two large classes. One class consists of the ritually consecrated 
shrines that belong to the traditional religious establishments. These are shrines in Buddhist 
temples, Christian places of worship, Hindu kovils, mosques, and shrines of Sufi Islam that I 
will call traditional shrines. The shrines of the folk cults of the Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, 
and Sufis that are independent of the traditional organizational controls and exist as cults 
managed by groups of laypersons constitute the other, which I term folk shrines. 2 Between 
these two exists an intermediary class of shrines of indeterminate character that are of laymen 
and are gradually merging with the traditional shrines. The folk places of worship include 
shrines established by individuals for personal worship which bear no social significance. 
Over time such shrines may gain wider participation and become shrines of folk cults. Folk 
cults among Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, and Muslims have created many places of worship 
situated mostly along roads - highways, byways, even footpaths. I shall call these wayside 
shrines. In this essay, my focus is on wayside shrines of Buddhist laymen. 

As the Sinha/a Bodhivansa, a fourteenth century monastic work on the establishment 
of the bod hi tree in Sri Lanka, elaborates, the Buddhist tradition includes three types of caityas 
or objects of worship. They are the saririka, paribhogika, and uddesika caityas (Sabi He la 1962: 
127-128).3 Saririka caityas are the physical remains of the Buddha's body (sarira), known as 
saririka dhatu or bodily essences. The best example of such a caitya is the Dalada Maligava 
or the Temple of the Tooth Relic in Kandy. Dalada or danta dhatu in classical Sinhala means 
the Buddha's tooth relic. Other such shrines are the stupas believed to contain Buddha's 
forehead-bone (/alata dhatu), and hair (kesa dhatu). The term paribhogika means 'utilized' or 
'used.' Parobhogika caityas are objects used by the Buddha. They are venerable because they 
came in contact with the Buddha's body and were of use to him. The patra (begging bowl of 
the Buddha) dhatu and the bodhi tree are exemplars of the caityas of this type. The uddesika 
caityas are the images (pratima) of the Buddha that represent the likeness of the Buddha to 
aid meditation on the qualities of the Buddha.4 The bodhi tree, by the fourteenth century 
of the Common Era, was both a paribhogika and an uddesika caitya. My focus here is limited 
to an examination of wayside shrines developed around bod hi trees. My ethnographic focus 
is on a particular bodhi tree cult, its birth, and its continuation in a village in Sri Lanka. 
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In the early 1980s, I lived in a village which I shall call Paranatanna, near Kandy in 
the Central Province of Sri Lanka. My house was a short distance away from a major highway. 
Where the path to the house joined the highway, there was a small bazaar: a grocery-cum
tearoom, a bakery, a trinket store, a vegetable stand, and a couple of houses, in a row along 
the highway. Near this bazaar, a Buddhist wayside shrine had come up around a ficus religiosa 
tree, known among the Buddhists as the bo or bodhi tree, not too long ago. A personal 
experience prompted me to investigate this shrine and the activities around it. That led me 
in various directions regarding this particular genus of wayside shrines in Sri Lanka and their 
sociological characteristics. This essay is essentially a report of my findings. 

Trees in the monsoons 

In 1982, April was a cruel month. The southwestern monsoons came early that year, bringing 
torrential rains. The hill country was particularly harshly affected as the heavy runoff washed 
away roads, dislocated bridges, wiped out crops in the fields, and caused mudslides and 
earth-slips burying houses together with their occupants. The storms blew with breathtaking 
ferocity twisting massive trees in the soggy landscape. Around 7.00 PM of April 13, a huge 
jack tree crashed on our roof as we sat in our living room. Fortunately, no one was hurt 
but the demolished roof exposed all of us to the downpour, lightning, and thunder. After 
this incident, I developed a fear of rainstorms, lightning, and thunder. I became a critic of 
building houses within the crashing range of large trees and planting trees that would grow 
into massive forms near houses. As I went around expressing my critical opinions about 
trees, it came to my notice that people in South Asia worship trees and I, too, as a native, 
had worshiped them in my childhood. Why do people worship trees? Why did I worship a 
tree? Through questions such as these and my recent encounter with a tree, I developed an 
interest in the relationship between trees and people. 

In Sri Lanka, as in other parts of South Asia, trees are culturally significant as more 
than rainy-day nuisances and sources of food and timber. All indigenous religious traditions 
and folk religions include tree worship. Ficus indica5 and ficus religiosa 6 are particularly 
sacred as they are associated with the myths and legends, identified with various gods and 
other sacred personages, and seen as residences of some of these supernatural beings. The 
Hindus would place a rock under a banyan or a bo tree and create a shrine for a local deity. 
Buddhists hold the bo or asatu sacred as the Buddha had attained Buddhahood under a 
member of the species. Spirits may or may not live in them depending on the context. There 
are numerous bo shrines in Sri Lanka and they are perhaps the most numerous among the 
wayside shrines on the island. 

Thebo tree 

In all probability, bo trees were sacred in Sri Lanka long before some Sri Lankans converted 
from the Vedic and the post-Vedic puranic religion and other sub-continental religions to 
Buddhism in the 3rd century BCE.7 Archaeological remains of the Indus Valley societies show 
the use of ficus religiosa motifs in the seals and pottery indicating that the worship of ficus 
religiosa was a part of the prehistoric indigenous South Asian cultures. As the Rg and Atharva 
Veda Sanhitas, the Upanisdad, the Mahabharata, the Bhagavat Gita and the puranas attest, 
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the Vedic and post-Vedic puranic people named the species as asvattha and considered it 
sacred, identifying it with Vedic and puranic divinities such as Indra, Brahma, Visnu, and 
Krishna.8 The Satapatha Bhrahmana recommends its wood for making the fire drill which 
is part of the fire ritual (agnicayana) (Eggeling 1966, Staal 1983). 

Bo trees grow wherever the seeds of the species germinate. Thus they emerge 
from cracks on walls, crevices in rocks, and cavities in other trees. A characteristic of bo 
is the capacity of its roots to envelope the supporting structure and virtually engulf it. 
This characteristic had overawed the Vedic Brahmin poets and inspired them to compose 
incantations in the Atharva Veda Sanhita, asking the gods to subjugate their enemies by 
splitting their heads in the same way the asvattha splits apart the khadira trees in whose 
cavities it germinates and grows, metaphorically using the image to create a model of and 
for subjugation and victory; a paradigm for what in anthropological and religious studies 
literature is known as black magic. 

Buddhists do not find this signification in the species itself. They notice the cool 
shade under the bo trees and the sili sili sound their beautiful heart-shaped leaves make as 
they sway in the breeze and romanticize them. Recent poets heard all seven notes (satsara) 
of the Indian musical scale in these soothing sounds.9 The Buddhist significance of the bo 
tree arises from the Buddha's victory over Mara, the Buddhist sense of impediments to 
soteriological ends personified as the most horrific being, under a bo tree (Fausb!Z)ll 1962). 
However, the sense of victory is associated only with the bo trees that descend from the 
Bodhi tree in Buddha Gaya, India. These descendants are ritually established as icons of 
the original tree and form a bodhi lineage. Budddhists make a distinction between ritually 
consecrated trees and their descendants - the bodhi vansa (bod hi lineage), and the trees 
that grow in the wild. The former are known as the honda (good) or niyama (genuine) bo 
trees whereas the latter are known as kokabo or kaputu bo, bo trees springing from crows' 
droppings.10 Only the lineage trees are sacred. 

For Buddhists, the location of the tree is what makes the tree cosmologically 
significant. The Sinha la Buddhist tradition, preserved in the Sinha/a Bodhi Vansa (the lineage 
of the Sinhala bodhi), composed in the fourteenth century by bhikku Vilgammula on the 
basis of the earlier Pali work Mahabodhivansa (the lineage of the great bodhi) by bhikku 
Upatishya, 11 presents such a belief. According to this work, this spot is called the bodhimanda 
(the seat of omniscience). It is situated in the internally undifferentiated12 cosmic drum13 

that connects the hells with Nibbana.14 This spot, through which the cosmic drum passes, 
is a cosmological constant as it never varies. Every past Buddha did and every future Buddha 
will reach this place, this geographical point, to sit down within it and achieve their sambodhi, 
as a cosmological movement. Thus, Siddhartha Gautama also followed this cosmic route and 
reached the spot. For him an asatu or asvatta tree just happened to be there to provide 
shelter. This notion is similar to the idea in the puranic tradition wherein the asvatta is seen 
as indicating a singular cosmic spot (Bhagavat Gita; 6 (63) 37 (15) 1-5, Ed., and Trans .. , Van 
Buitenan 1981: 128-131). Arguably, as a member of a society thoroughly influenced by the 
Vedic culture, he might have already had some definition for the species and this could be 
the Vedic theory of it. He might have selected an asvatta as his beliefs guided him. 

Be that as it may, the Buddhist tradition does not attribute Siddhartha Gautama's 
choice of the tree to a prior belief in the sacredness of the species. According to Buddhist 
beliefs, he did not follow an existing tradition. He merely played his role in a soteriological 
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drama that enacted a cosmological plot. Trees of other species arose at the same spot for his 
predecessors in this ka!pa ( cosmic cycle). These include banyan, bamboo, coconut, mango and 
the like. The significance of each species is limited to the sasana or the Buddhist community 
established by the Buddha who used it. They are not sacred as representations of the 
bodhimanda in the sasanas of other Buddhas. What this suggests is that, in the cosmological 
scenario, the species and the lineage within it are, on their own, insignificant. The spot alone 
is significant. The species that happened to shelter the spot gains its significance merely by 
being there. 

As the Buddhists believe, asvatta or asatu bodhi veneration began during the lifetime 
of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha. The Anandabodhikatha (the account of the bodhi tree 
established by bhikku Ananda, the Buddha's chief attendant) in the Sinha/a Bodhi Vansa 
(the lineage of the Sinhala bod hi), outlines the belief that the Buddha recommended its use 
as paribhogika caitya, an entity used by the Buddha and a representation of Buddha hood. 
Early Buddhist sculptural art in Bharhut and Sanchi present the bod hi tree in bas relief as a 
symbol of the Buddha and the sambodhi. 

Sinhala Buddhists claim that the bodhi tree was a major caitya during the fourth 
century before the Common Era. Empe,ror Asoka had considered the bodhi tree in Buddhagaya 
as a major Buddhist shrine that could be duplicated elsewhere, wherever the buddhasasana 
(Buddhist community) was established. Soon after bhikku Mahinda -who, according to the 
Sinhala chronicle Dipavansa, was a son of Emperor Asoka - converted Asoka's Sri Lankan 
contemporary Tissa, the emperor sent the southern branch of the bodhi tree in Buddha 
Gaya as a gift. His daughter Sanghamitta conveyed the gift. 15 Thebo sappling was received 
with great pomp and devotion by the Lankan king Tissa, and planted in Anuradhapura. 16 

During the rituals, the sapling miraculously produced eight fruits. Eight seedlings sprang 
from these fruits. The king gifted them to the lords of the regions. These eight bod hi trees 
became known as the atthaphala bo ruha (bod hi trees from the eight fruits) and are second 
only to the Sri Maha Bodhi Rajaya in Anuradhapura. Each of these in turn produced four 
fruits. In total they gave rise to thirty two more seedlings which, too, were planted in the 
various districts. The trees from the eight saplings are called the detisphalaphala bodhi. 17 

In popular parlance, these original bo trees are known as bodhi kings (bodhirajaya). Thebo 
tree in Anuradhapura is addressed as Sri Maha Bodhi Rajayanan Vahanse (His Majesty the 
Resplendent and Great Bodhi King). Their descendant trees, formally established in temples, 
are known as bodhinvahanse or His Highness the Bodhi. 

Normatively, a good or genuine bo tree must be formally ritually consecrated by 
a bhikku for it to be a sacred bodhi tree. In order to facilitate this process, contemporary 
caretakers of the bo tree of Anuradha9ura - the branch from the original tree in Buddha 
Gaya - collect seeds from the tree and maintain a bodhi nursery. Anyone who desires to 
establish a bodhi tree must formally obtain a sapling from this nursery and plant it with 
the blessings of a bhikku at an astrologically determined auspicious moment. My inquiries 
revealed that all bod hi trees in temples are believed to be created in this manner. It is unclear 
whether this practice is rooted in antiquity, with the anandabodhikatha providing the model 
for establishing bodhi trees, or whether it is a late nineteenth or early twentieth century 
invention, particularly when the Sinhala Buddhist movement inspired many inventions and 
improvisations. 18 However, my inquiries also revealed that historically, not all grand bodhi 
trees were created this way. There are no traditional sources of normative standards for the 
establishment of all bodhi trees. Some kakabo trees also have gained entry into the sacred 
lineage. 



Volume 2 South Asia Journal for Culture 33 

In Sri Lanka, wherever one goes, one cannot fail to notice wild or kakabo trees 
growing in public places such as bus stations, markets, and prominent junctions receiving 
some special if meager attention from someone. Good places to start are my native Galle in 
the Southern Province, and my adopted home Kandy. In both these towns there are many 
grand but wild bo trees that receive some kind of public attention. In Kandy, right near the 
George E. de Silva Park, a vagrant has been paying special respects to a gargantuan kakabo 
tree by lighting lamps and joss sticks, placing pictures of the Buddha at its root, and hanging 
cloth flags on its branches. Right opposite the Kandy municipal market and by the side of the 
Bus Stand, near the Clock Tower, a similar tree had been elevated to a popular shrine with 
a well built Buddha statue by the merchants of the market. In Galle, near the Central Bus 
Stand and on the edge of the old Dutch canal, a similar institution has been in place for the 
last fifty years or so. These were not formally consecrated trees descending from the royal 
lineage of bo trees but common trees elevated to sacred status by common people. 

The most striking example of such an elevation of a tree of undecidable origin is 
the bodhi king at Kalutara, some twenty miles south of Colombo. As Dep and Rogers inform 
us, towards the end of the 19th century, several bo trees were found near the railroad and 
the east bank of the river Kalu Ganga. An individual named Podi Singno had established a 
makeshift shrine under one of them. Gradually this attracted several others. During the Wesak 
full moon festivities in May that celebrates the Buddha's birth, attainment of sambodhi, and 
parinibbana, those devotees of the tree lit many lamps (Dep 1969, Rogers 1997).19 This shrine 
became irksome to several colonial administrators. They decided to remove the shrine and the 
trees. The railway engine drivers - Christians - complained to the authorities that the lamps 
lit in the shrine were a distraction, adding to the overall administrative decision that the bo 
trees and the shrine must be removed. Several attempts to remove the plant were resisted by 
the devotees. Soon the confrontation between the devotees and railway authorities caught 
the attention of some local elite involved in the Sinhala Buddhist political movement and it 
became a major political issue. The local elite had invoked the oral tradition and the chronicles 
to establish that there was a notable Buddhist temple on the premises that was destroyed 
by the Portuguese, the tree belonged to the temple, and therefore it was a sacred tree. The 
elite did not want the government to remove the tree. The administrators attempted to show 
that these trees were not of ancient origin but of recent growth by showing their absence in a 
map made in 1827.20 When the administrators used the police in an attempt to remove the 
tree, a large crowd, led by the local Sinhala Buddhist leaders, gathered shouting slogans and 
ready to create a significant civil disturbance. The colonial government withdrew the police 
and let the tree be in order to avoid such a disturbance. This became a major victory for the 
Sinhala Buddhist movement and the plant was propelled into the national political arena. In 
order to show their defiance and celebrate the victory, the Buddhists created a large shrine 
around th_e tree and elaborate rituals were held. The tree was later recognized as a bodhi 
king. Today, practically all Buddhist motorists who drive by the tree stop their vehicles and_ 
put a few coins in the tills placed by the roadside. Since Independence in 1948, prominent 
Buddhists floated a national fund in order to build a stupa whose spire would be taller than 
the spire of the Catholic Church, thus far the tallest building in the town. The massive stupa 
has now become the most significant landmark between Colombo and Galle. 

Dep reports a similar conversion of a wild bo tree into a bodhi tree of significance 
near the market and the central bus station in Pettah, Colombo {Dep 1969). A wild bo plant 
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had grown at the junction. A few Buddhists had established a shrine under the tree. Later, the 
local Hindus also adopted the tree. Thereafter a Muslim mystic had begun a Sufi shrine near 
the plant claiming that the grave of a saint existed there. Soon a conflict arose as to which 
tradition the tree belonged. The wild bo tree that became an important popular wayside 
shrine in the area became a source of political contest. The colonial government cut down 
the tree to remove a nuisance (Dep 1969). 

The feature common to both these establishments is that they arose in political 
contexts. Both were established at a time when the Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims were 
clamoring for recognition and fair treatment from the colonial government which the 
Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims saw as a Christian government that favored Christians despite 
the official rhetoric of separation of religion and the state.21 

As mentioned earlier, another feature common to bod hi tree worship is the hierarchy 
formation reflecting the pre-colonial Sinha la society. On the one hand, the species itselfis split 
into a sort of nobility with honorific titles and to a rather worthless commonality regarded 
with contempt. On the other hand, the noble bo trees are also organized in a hierarchy that 
represents the relative political significance of a given bodhi tree cult. In effect, the social 
hierarchy is reflected in the bo tree hierarchy. The cultic taxonomy of relative significance is 
inspired by the logic of social practices. The third feature is the vertical mobility of common bo 
trees within the bodhi tree hierarchy under specific political circumstances: Metaphorically, 
this als-0 signified the possibility of common people climbing the feudal hierarchy. 
With this information as the backdrop I set forth investigating how the bod hi tree in Botanna 
came into existence. 

Hatton 

I used to buy cigarettes from the grocery within the small bazaar that I referred to at the 

outset. Over the months, the owner-cashier of the grocery and I became acquainted enough 
for me to make inquiries about the bodhi shrine by the highway. 

The cashier was a short and stout man with a nearly spherical head like a giant marble, with 
a ring of sitver hair around its north pole, and its south pole attached, seemingly with-out a 
neck, to the mid-point between the man's shoulders. The massive mustache that perched 

between the tip of his nose and upper lip, curling up at its ends, and the thick black frames of 

a pair of spectacles that clung to his earlobes and nose gave the man a distinctive appearamce. 
He always wore a white crew-necked short-sleeved undershirt and a white sarong with gray 
squares. He spoke in a harsh tone arrogantly, and maintained a take-it-or-leave-it attitude 
towards his customers. Although he was very bossy within his own territory, he was quite 
amiable and polite elsewhere. None of his neighbors really liked him, but au got along with him 

because he lent them money and sold groceries on credit. The lower middleclass famHies that 
lived in the neighborhood needed this help as they were broke long before their paydays. 

His name was Diyonis, but he was better known as Hatton Mudalali. People called 
him Hatton because he descended on the neighborhood from Hatton, a hill-country town 
that flourishes amid the tea plantations. But his native village was in the Southern Province, 
near a town named Ahangama, famous for the wide variety of mudalalis (Sinhala: Tamil: 
tr.icier). Ahangama mudalalis do business everywhere on the island and their activities range 
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from tea kiosks on the pavements, groceries, bakeries, and eateries to mega enterprises of 
national and international import. The following is a sketch of Diyonis' past as he disclosed it 
to me. 

Diyonis, like most local boys, dreamed of becoming a mudalali someday, and exhibited 
impressive potential to become one from his tender days. He hated the bookwork at the local 
school; the mere sight of books made him listless and sleepy. Diyonis could not remember 
a thing even if he read a lesson a thousand times. Sitting in the class during a lesson was the 
most boring form of existence he could imagine. His mind was always elsewhere. During 
the intervals between classes he sold various things like pencils, erasers, candies and the 
like that he stole from his father's shop to other students and made a profit. The teachers 
at the school did not welcome this activity. On several occasions, they called his father and 
complained about the son's extracurricular activity, and every time this happened, his father 
thrashed him in the presence of the teachers. But Diyonis felt that his father secretly admired 
him too. Eventually the teachers advised his parents to teach him a trade. Thus he started 
working in his father's shop, a modest grocery-cum-tearoom. He began his apprenticeship by 
sweeping the place, and arranging the meager merchandize in it. Gradually he learned some 
basic things about running a shop. But he was unhappy. His father had a bad temper, and he 
would punish Diyonis for the slightest offense. He wanted to get away from home. He often 
contemplated running away but had no idea where to go. 

It was during this time that a local mudalali who owned a substantial grocery in 
Hatton visited his parents. He had been looking for a boy to work in his grocery and wanted 
to know if Diyonis would like to go to Hatton. Needless to say, Diyonis was delighted with this 
opportunity and went to Hatton with blessings from his parents. He worked with the mudalali, 
learned how to conduct a grocery business, and left that enterprise after the mudalali died. 
Looking for a place to start his own business he found Botanna attractive. 

Botanna and Paranatanna 

When the colonial regime inaugurated the plantations in the hill country, Kandy became the 
most significant commercial and administrative center in that part of the island. The regime 
built roads connecting all the plantations in the hill country with Kandy. One such road ran 
along the river Mahaveli. The booming economy of Kandy spilled over to nearby hamlets that 
became substantial bazaars along the highways. Many people from the coastal areas migrated 
to work in the municipal and commercial economy of Kandy, and many found residential 
facilities in the Kandyan villages through which the highways passed. Paranatanna is one 
such old Kandyan village by the river, about two miles away from a major bazaar. Botanna 
developed as an outgrowth of Paranatanna, when these migrants leased or bought land from 
the Paranatanna owners and built houses. At the time I resided in Paranatanna, Botanna had 
official recognition as an independent village with its own government official (gramasevaka) 
whom the residents called Arachchi, the traditional Kandyan title for such officials. Yet, the 
inhabitants of Paranatanna continued to consider Botanna as a part of their old village now 
occupied by a community of outsiders from the 'low country' and other unknown locales 
whom they considered inferior to themselves because of their uncertain caste identities and 
rather non-traditional (sankara) life styles influenced by colonialism. Nonetheless, the 'natives' 
and the 'migrants' got along fine despite the social distance that the former attempted to 
maintain. 
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Diyonis found Botanna attractive for its business potential. Another family from the 
south, the De Silvas, had already established a bakery in a section of the large building that 
lined the highway. There were several other compartments next to the bakery that could be 
used as shops. Diyonis leased the corner one, near where the path to Paranatanna through 
Botanna crossed the highway, and started a small grocery-cum-tearoom. 
The grocery was a success and soon became a necessary part of the Paranatanna and Botanna 
communities. Even the residents in other nearby villages patronized Diyonis's grocery. 
Gradually, Diyonis began lending money and providing the necessities on credit, and became 
an institution. Since he descended on 8otanna from Hatton, everybody called him Hatton 
Mudalali. The name stuck so much even Diyonis began to call himself Hatton I, Hatton. No 
one in Botanna knew his legal name. 

As Diyonis grew older, he also became a religious man. As he had been making money 
all his life and had reached the goals of his life successfully and was financially secure, he, 
following the Sri Lankan Buddhist tradition, began to visit the Buddhist temple in Paranatanna. 
He observed atasil, the eight precepts meant for laymen, on full moon days - the poya days 
in the Sri Lankan 8uddhist calendar - days on which, as the Buddhists believe, significant 
Buddhist events occurred. 22 

The Ratnayakas, a traditional Kandyan family were natives of the Paranatanna village. 
They owned most of the land and held a prominent position in the community. Several of 
its members had held important positions in the local and national governments, and the 
Ratnayaka clan had rendered many useful services to Paranatanna. They contributed to 
the village temple, school, road building, and various other activities and in fact, socially, 
economically, and politically, the Ratnayakas were the elite in Paranatanna. 

A few members of the Ratnayaka clan told me that they were polite and 
accommodating towards Hatton whom they thought was a courageous and persevering man 
who built up a business with his bare hands. Hatton, too, desired the company of and social 
recognition by the Ratnayakas. When several older Ratnayakas contested during the local 
government elections Hatton vigorously campaigned for them, often at his own expense. 
Several poorer Ratnayakas had 'accounts' at his shop and some even borrowed money from 
him. 

However, frictions developed between the Ratnayakas and Hatton later on. The 
Botanna crowd as a whole also felt some of these frictions. They, including Hatton, felt that 
the Paranatanna people snubbed them in various ways when they went to the Paranatanna 
temple. The Paranatanna people would not accept flowers when given by Botanna people, 
or they would forget to include offeri,-,gs from the Botanna people when the buddhapuja 
(offerings to the Buddha) or bodhipuja (offerings to the bod hi tree) were made. Some among 
the Botanna residents thought that this forgetfulness was somewhat deliberate, and also felt 
that the Paranatanna people socially peripheralized them. Hatton shared these feelings and 
experienced other subtle disappointments as well. As a senior Ratnayaka disclosed to me, 
Hatton wanted to be close to the family and be very familiar with them in social situations. 
Although the Ratnayakas liked him as a person, they resented and were embarrassed by 
Hatton's socially rather rude and crude approaches. After all, Hatton was an uneducated 
trader from the 'low country' and no one knew about his social background. To make things 
worse, Hatton had been talking to various people about his relationship with the Ratnayakas, 
as if he knew everything about the Ratnayakas and could get the Ratnayakas to do anything 
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for him. Therefore, the Ratnayakas began to keep a certain social distance from Hatton who 
found this gradual withdrawal rather disappointing and painful. 

Once, on being addressed in a manner indicating excessive familiarity and lack of 
respect at the grocery, a younger and poorer Ratnayaka had loudly made it known to Hatton 
that such talk was unacceptable. Hatton, humiliated and embarrassed by this snubbing in 
the presence of others in his own grocery, fired back that although the Ratnayakas acted 
arrogantly as if they were born through the anus of an elephant ( a colloquial Sinha la expression 
to indicate that an individual or a group has a very high opinion about him or themselves), 
they owed him money. Enraged, the young man slapped him. This ended Hatton's relationship 
with the Ratnayakas, and he stopped going to the Paranatanna temple. Instead he began 
to visit the Dalada Maligava (the Temple of the Tooth Relic) in Kandy town and observe sil 
at the famous valbodhiya, a bodhi tree with stringy branches, renowned for its potency to 
grant boons. 

On one such occasion, Hatton became inspired to establish a bodhi tree in Botanna. 
Such a shrine would cater to the religious needs of the Botanna residents and those from the 
nearby villages. He, and they, would no longer have to go to the Paranatanna temple and put 
up with the arrogance (ahankarakama) of the Ratnayakas and the Paranatanna residents. 

The Bodhinnanse 

Hatton's experience with the young Ratnayaka caused much mirth in Botanna. Nonetheless, 
they shared Hatton's humiliation and discontent as they, too, felt that the Ratnayakas and 
the Paranatanna people were arrogant towards them. Several people attempted to pacify 
Hatton's feelings. Prominent among them were the De Silvas, a retired government servant 
named De Alwis, and a man known as Arachchi, a retired village official; all of whom were 
outsiders. The De Silvas were financially substantial people. The community regarded De 
Alwis with respect as he was an educated man - he knew English. He was also known as a 
scholar who knew a lot about the Buddhist sutras, astrology, and all sorts of ritual procedures. 
Arachchi, a garrulous and gregarious man with various social skills that he had developed 
as a former village official, carved out a niche for himself as the organizer of various welfare 
activities. Hatton discussed with them his idea of establishing a bod hi tree in Botanna. They, 
too, found the idea attractive. Arachchi organized an informal meeting of the Botanna 
residents and presented the idea to them. They, too, agreed that they should have their own 
bodhiya in Botanna so that the Botanna people could engage in religious activities without 
having to suffer anyone's snootiness. Soon a bod hi committee was formed with Arachchi as 
the chairman, De Alwis the secretary, Hatton the treasurer, and the De Silvas the patrons. 

The committee considered a suitable place for a shrine and found a narrow strip 
of land between the highway and the river, about fifty yards from the bazaar. It was right 
in Botanna and everyone could see it from the bazaar and access it merely by crossing the 
highway. Arachchi and De Alwis knew some officials in the local administration and received 
unofficial permission to plant a bo sapling on this strip of land. From that time onwards there 
was no looking back. The bod hi committee met regularly at Hatton's shop and discussed the 
logistics of establishing the shrine. Hatton and the De Silvas made initial financial contributions. 
Arachchi undertook to establish a fund, and contributions flowed in from the Botanna 
residents. He also organized a shramadana (labor-donation) to clear the land for the shrine. 
Hatton and the senior De Silva provided refreshments. 
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The next step was to obtain a bo sapling. Hatton, Arachchi and De Alwis went to 
Anuradhapura in De Silva's car, at Hatton's expense, and arranged to obtain a bo sapling. Back 
in Botanna, De Alwis the ritual expert, calculated an auspicious day and a moment to plant 
the bo sapling. On the auspicious day, they went to Anuradhapura in De Silvas' delivery van to 

collect the bo sapling. Meanwhile, Arachchi organized a colorful reception at the spot for the 
shrine. Several bhikkus of the Paranatanna temple were present on Arachchi's invitation. 

The bo sapling was brought in and received with affectionate devotion by all in 
Botanna. The sapling had already received a title from the community as Bodhinnanse (His 
Highness the Bodhiya). They affectionately watched His Highness, their own Bodhinnanse, 
residing in a brass bowl. They had already prepared a hole in the ground in accordance with 
the principals of bodhi establishment that De Alwis found out from various sources. Since 
Hatton was the first to propose the establishment of the shrine and since he had borne most 
of the expenses thus far, Arachchi requested Hatton to place His Highness inside the cavity. 

Amid the setpirit (benedictory sutras) chanting by the bhikkus, Hatton placed the Bodhinnanse 
in the cavity at the auspicious moment, and put the first handful of earth into it to officially 
and ritually establish the shrine. Thereafter the members of the committee and the pious in .., 
Botanna put handfuls of earth and filled the cavity. The Bodhinnanse of Botanna thus began 
to occupy unnansege asane (His Highness' seat). 

The pious in Botanna competitively tended the Bodhinnanse. De Alwis consulted 
various experts to maintain His Highness' health. The pious sprinkled His Highness with rose 
water and promptly stopped this practice when an expert advised them not to use anything 
other than plain water from the river. They filtered water from the river before offering to His 
Highness. Every day, they lit lamps around His Highness, offered flowers and lighted joss sticks 
to perfume His seat. On full moon days they made elaborate offerings to the Bodhinnanse. 
Several silattas (literally, those who have the discipline - observing the eight precepts for the 

day) from Botanna chose to stay near His Highness and meditate. Botanna residents took 
care of them very well. 

The sapling grew into a tree and the committee built a circular concrete fence 
around it and fenced in a sizeable area as the premises of the Botanna Bodhinnanse. The 
devout observed daily, weekly, monthly and yearly rituals. When I became interested in the 
shrine, the tree was about fifteen feet high and the shrine had developed a certain patina 

because of regular use. The Bodhi Committee and the Botanna residents linked it with the 
Bodhi Puja movement that swept across the Buddhist communities attracting crowds from 
the nearby villages. 23 As De Alwis told me, the Bodhi Committee fantasized about the day 
when the Botanna Bodhinnanse would become as important as the Sodhi King of Kalutara. 
Both are situated on riverbanks - that on the banks of Kalu Ganga and this on the banks of 
the Mahavali. They even decided to place a till so that, like there, here too motorists could 
stop their vehicles, put panduru (ritual gifts- coins worth a few rupees) in the till, worship the 
tree quickly, and drive away. T<he money so collected would be used to add various features 
like a Buddha statue and an ornate fence, even a gold-plated one like in Anuradhapura, 
Kataragama, and Kalutara. 
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Conflicts 

Eventually, however, the camaraderie in the committee cracked. De Alwis said that Arachchi 
began to complain about Hatton. Arachchi had found some of Hatton's behaviors rather 
irksome. According to him, Hatton behaved arrogantly as if he owned the Bodhinnanse. 
Arachchi was not the only one who made this observation. Several Ratnayakas also said that 
Hatton seemed to think that he had to make all the important decisions and have his way in 
all matters regarding the shrine. He seemed to think that he had the final authority to approve 
or disapprove a line of action. From Arachchi's point of view, he was the sabhapati (president) 
of the committee and Hatton was merely the bhandagarika (treasurer). The president should 
have a greater overall authority, and all in the committee must be consulted in all matters 
regarding the Bodhinnanse. 

From Hatto n's point of view, he had done nothing wrong. He claimed that he merely 
expressed his opinions, and always justified them. If others had their own ideas they should 
have expressed them. If not, Hatton, as the treasurer, would decide unilaterally and do the 
needful without bothering anyone else. After all, the Bodhinnanse was his idea, and he made 
all the basic financial contributions to establish the shrine. Arachchi agreed on this point 
but insisted that the prasna (issues) were not about Hatton's great contributions but about 
Hatton's attitude towards others. How could Hatton be so bossy? Who the hell did he think 
he was? After all, Hatton was a pattaya (low-country man) with a questionable caste identity 
whereas he, Arachchi, was an udarata (up-country) man with a fine pedigree. The conflict 
resonated variously within the Botanna community. The De Silvas and De Alwis did not like 
what they heard. Some others in Botanna nodded in agreement. 

Arachchi raised another issue during a committee meeting. When the committee 
organized rituals, Hatton, as the treasurer, made the purchases of oil, joss sticks, and other 
offerings from his own shop. Arachchi found this irregular and self-serving. Further, the same 
items could be obtained from the near-by bazaar at a lower price. Hatton retorted that it 
made no difference whether he bought it from his own shop or elsewhere, and the prices 
in his shop were a bit higher because of transportation costs. If someone were to buy these 
materials from the bigger bazaar about two miles away they would have to go there by bus 
and that would cost money. The price difference was comparable to bus-fare, even 
less. Somehow, Arachchi and several others found something missing in this argument. 
didn't Hatton donate these things that cost so little? After this was a pinkama (meritorious 
activity) and anyone else would have simply donated the offerings. From Hatton's angle, if 
so, why didn't they donate the offerings themselves? 

Such accusations and defenses went back and forth like the ball in a game of ping
pong. But the message was clear: there was trouble in the committee and Arachchi was 
to oust Hatton. Arachchi did not tolerate anyone else bossing him around; all the other 
against Hatton were mere noises. Nevertheless, they were effective; Hatton was badly hurt. 
He declared that he had no intention of making money out of the Bodhinnanse and saw no 
need to put up with such disgraceful charges. He resigned from the committee and withdrew 
from the community activities around the Bodhi tree. He would go to the Bodhinnanse all by 
himself, and worship alone. The De Silvas and De Alwis kept quiet and carried on as before. 
De Alwis saw the whole fracas as completely unnecessary and really rather and felt sorry 
for Hatton. After all, Hatton initiated the shrine and there was logically wrong with 
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his handling of funds. De Aiwis contended that he should have anticipated such quarreling 
in a bunch of uneducated people. 

From what I gathered from all these people, it is clear that each party to the conflict 
never logically assessed the quality of their conduct in the light of the accusations because 
each party only carried on with a monologue about its position and never bothered to listen 
to what the others said. There was no spirit of compromise. In the end, the social organization 
that initiated the Bodhinnanse of Botanna collapsed. After Hatton withdrew, Arachchi took 
over the effective decision making power into his own hands. He managed the committee 
with his expenence as a former village official and De Alwis functioned as the treasurer. The 
activities around the Bodhinnanse went on without any involvement of Hatton, but not for 
too long. On full moon days many elderly women from the area had hitherto observed atasil 
(eight precepts) at the Paranatanna temple. But after the Bodhinnanse was established at 
Botanna, they had chosen to spend the day at this location as it was closer to their homes. 
They would sit arnund the tree and recite various gathas, inform each other about doctrinal 
matters, and hold bodhipujas. Their kindred and friends gathered in the evening to attend 
to the needs of these silattas. 

Apparently, Arachchi had become a nuisance to this crowd as he treated them 
with disrespect, ordering them around and embarrassing them with rude criticisms. Several 
requests to leave the silattas and their families alone were scoffed at by Arachchi who claimed 
that he and a few others inaugurated the Bodhinnanse and therefore had a moral right to 
intervene when the faithful behaved in ways detrimental to the shrine. He found trash piled 
up in corners, young men and women behaving in a lighthearted manner- laughing, giggling, 
and teasing each other inappropriately and attempted to establish discipline his way. On 
several occasions he had sco!ded a few. 

An issue arose from the community. Who owned the Bodhinnanse? Can a 
Bodhinnanse be 'owned' by anyone? That was the key question. Did the committee establish 
a specific code of conduct for the worshipers? If not, who had any authority to supervise 
the conduct around the shrine? Some pointed out that the shrine was constructed with 
contributions from every Buddhist family in Botanna, and, in fact, Hatton Mudalali who was 
no longer in the committee had spent a lot of his own money on it. Did the Chairman of the 
committee have any right to tell the faithful what to do? Who was Arachchi to think he had 
special powers to control others? During my stay in Paranatanna these tensions plagued the 
community of the pious around the Bodhinnanse. 

Consolations 

In April 1982, A.rachchi organized a Sinhala New Year festival in Botanna. He mobilized 
the youth in the community to clear a piece of government land that the local boys used 
as a vo!leyball court for the festivities and also to go house-to-house in Botanna to collect 
contributions. On the thirteenth of April, while that Jack tree lay on my roof, these boys had 
gone to Hatton'5 place to obtain contributions from him. Hatton scolded them in smutty 
language and drove them away. Later in the night, Hatton was found walking back and forth 
in the yard of his grocery, scolding some unspecific individuals and their grandmothers in 
filthy language, challenging the whole world to come forward, insult him, and get away 
with it if they could. What riled him so badly was apparently that a few minutes before the 
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outburst, someone had pelted rocks (gal gahuva) at his roof; a serious insult in the Sinhala 
culture. After this incident I did not see Hatton for several weeks. A senior Ratnayaka told 
me that Hatton had withdrawn from the community perhaps because he was embarrassed 
about his own conduct. 

One evening I met him in his shop. He was sitting in his cashier's seat and we engaged 
in small talk for a while. Then Hatton asked me whether I was aware of his recent experience. 
On being told that I heard rumors about it, he went on describing what happened and accused 
Arachchi for inciting immature boys in the neighborhood to pelt rocks at his house. This led 
to a monologue about the Bodhinnanse, how it was established, and how everybody worked 
like siblings (sahodarayo vage), but how everything had gone sour. Then he asked me whether 
I would like to join him to visit the Bodhinnanse, and I agreed. 

The highway was quiet without the usual roar of traffic. There was no one around 
the Bodhinnanse. All devotees had left after their pujas. Several oil lamps were still flickering 
in the breeze from the river, casting an orange glow on the ochre bark and the undersides of 
the leaves of the young sacred tree. The aroma of the joss sticks and flowers wafted around 
it. Hatton and I quietly worshipped the Buddha and the Bodhinnanse. After the ritual Hatton 
whispered that he no longer visited the Bodhinnanse when others were around. It was 
better to come alone and spend time with His Highness. He said people were ungrateful 
(kelehigune naha) and easily forgot (amataka karanava) the good that others have done for 
them. Although these sinful people (pavkara minissu) behaved like that, the Bodhinnanse 
did not forget. His Highness knew everything and remembered everything. Then he pointed 
to the bod hi tree, gazing at it affectionately. "Look at the Bodhinnanse. Look carefully at the 
branches. His Highness has three main branches at the very top. One of them turns towards 
the Dalada Ma/igava (Temple of the Tooth Relic); the second turns towards Anuradhapura, 
towards the Sri Maha Bodhinnanse (Resplendent Great Bodhinnanse); the third turns towards 
my shop. That is good enough for me." 

local theory: the way of the world 

It really didn't matter which way the branches turned. What mattered to me was the man's 
attitude towards the whole process, and how he constructed a witness to his position in it. 
After all, he found some meaning in his involvement in the cult which itself has now become 
meaningless, as the audience to which he played his roles - the Ratnayakas, people of 
Pranatenna and Botanna, the committee, the protagonists and the antagonists - had become 
meaningless and irrelevant to his existence. 

There are several ways to discuss Hatton's experiences in the construction of the 
wayside shrine, his change of status within it, and the perspective that he developed, even if 
only to tell me - not that I think Hatton was a cynic- to view his experiences, and how others 
in Botanna and Paranatanna saw him. One of them is to go by, paradoxical as it may appear, 
the 'local grand theory' that is invoked to analyze practically anyone's experience. This is 
the Buddhist theory of the world. It is globalist and transcultural. It is a part of what Geertz 
called 'common sense' (Geertz 1973, 1983) in Sri Lankan Buddhist community. It is a loosely 
connected unequally shared system of taken-for-granted concepts 'doxa,' as Bourdieu (1986, 
1990) would have them that Sri Lankan Buddhists employ in varying degrees of depth and 
sophistication depending on an individual's level of mastery of the concepts. These concepts 
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are of ancient origin as they appear in early Buddhist literature. They appear to have free 
floated in the indigenous South Asian cultural milieu for at least three thousand years as 
they are also important notions in other cosmological and soteriological traditions such as 
Hinduism, Jainism, Sikhism, and many others that have become extinct over the millennia. 
Each of these traditions has given its own specific definitions and elaborations to the notions 
that are rather hazily understood and employed in everyday usage. Overall, they are about 
the world and life lived in it. 

let me focus on the Sri Lankan Buddhist take on this rather civilizational conceptual 
apparatus as my ethnographic case study belongs to that tradition. In my description I will 
move back and forth between the textual notions and their everyday counterparts. I will 
also attempt to provide the relevant etymological information on colloquial Sinha!a terms in 
order to locate them within the wider indigenous South Asian culture. The following is only 
a part of a larger conceptual order on the larger theme of being in the world, the part that is 
relevant to understand how the Botanna and Paranatanna communities discoursed on the 
events surrounding the Bodhinnanse of Botanna and Hatton's involvement in it. 

Accordingly, the world (!oka) is a construct. Every individual constructs his own world. 
As such, the world as known is a bit of a fiction whose character depends on the character 
and consciousness of the individual who constructs it. However, this does not mean that 
an objective material world does not exist; it exists as a supra-individual ail encompassing 
phenomenon that has its own characteristics. But individuals do not see it for what it is as 
they attribute various meanings (terum) 24 to it as they idiosyncratically define it depending 
on their circumstances in life. Some of these definitions and meanings are false (boru), 25 

wrong (varadi) 26 or purely egocentric (ahankara). 27 This attribution of egocentric and false 
meanings (boru or varadi adahas) 28 to the world affects consciousness (sihiya) 29 in an adverse 
(naraka) 30 manner. 

Three fundamental aspects of the consciousness of being in the loka color the way 
we see the world (penena hati) 31 and color conceptualization (adahasa or mataya) 32 of 
experiences and things of the world. These are craving ( tanha) and greed (lobha), 33 hatred 
and malice (dosa), and delusion (moha). These three aspects generate one another; craving 
and greed produce delusion which in tum produces hatred and malice that produce more 
delusion leading to more craving and greed ad infinitum. They have a symbiotic existence, 
depending on one another for the origination and sustenance of each (paticcasamuppada). 

Once a person is caught up in this web, all his perceptions and cognitions become colored 
with craving, hatred and malice, and delusions, thus producing a particular consciousness 
about him and the world. Individuals with this consciousness, being delusional, are incapable 
of understanding their true condition in the world. 

Craving can be for anything; Hatton craved for respect and recognition. His cravings 
made him delusional and perceive the world in which he acted - the social situations in 
Paranatanna and Botanna - incorrectly and naively, without social skills and competence 
(kusalata). He should have seen the social world in Paranatanna objectively for which he 
had ample experience as a businessman in the community, but his social cravings colored 
his perceptions to mis-cognize his relationships. Why did he crave for recognition by the 
Paranatanna elite? Because he was a social climber. His desire to climb higher in society 
involved a craving for recognition. The craving led to delusions that, in turn, led to social 
faux-pas that produced social humiliation and, on his part, anger and hatred (dosa) towards 
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the Paranatanna elite. In anger he contemplated creating a bodhi tree and teamed up with 
equally recognition and power-hungry individuals such as the Arachchi in order to get even 
with the Ratnayakas. The very intent (sankalpa and cetana) behind the creation of the cult 
was contaminated with craving and anger. One would expect Hatton to know about Arachchi's 
characteristics as both lived in the same community for decades. He, given his experience 
in the business world, should have read the character of individuals whom he dealt with 
more accurately. But his anger and craving for social recognition blinded him to Arachchi's 
personality for it seemed to be useful to achieve his immediate goal - getting even with the 
Ratnayakas. 

He also craved for money. He could have been the president or secretary of the 
committee but he preferred to be the treasurer so that he could take care of the funds. When 
spending the committee funds he was too na'ive to anticipate that others might scrutinize the 
way he handled money. In spite of his competence in business activities, he made a blunder 
by purchasing ritual goods from his own shop. He was too deluded to anticipate that others 
might want to oust him from his position as a leader or at least a founder although the idea of 
the cult was his own and he lavishly spent his funds to create the cult. He became arrogant on 
that account as well as with the newfound authority as the treasurer, and was insensitive to 
how others felt about his authoritarian conduct the result of his social craving for authority 
and recognition. When this delusional sense of power and authority was challenged, he 
became very angry, and renounced the cult in the same way he renounced the Paranatanna 
temple and the Ratnayakas. Hatton never reflected on his experiences objectively for he was 
too deluded to be objective. Instead, he defined his experience only in his favor and found 
the world at fault. 

All this finally led to deep sadness and discontent (duk or dukkha). In self-pity Hatton 
tried to find someone who would recognize his worth. He began to see the Bodhinnanse as 
a witness; the Bodhinnanse knew everything. Perhaps the Buddha's experiences under the 
Great Bod hi King of Buddha Gaya reverberated in his mind and provided a model for him. The 
Buddha defeated Mara under the Great Bodhi King and Lady Earth (Mahikanta) confirmed 
his achievement of omniscience (sambodhi) by making the earth tremble and roar. Now a 
descendant of that grand tree was witnessing a grave injustice and standing by the wronged 
man; the Bodhinnanse would not let him down. This was Hatton's theorem that he articulated 
under the bo tree. His case and the Buddha's case do not match exactly. But by moving a few 
things around and tweaking the story, Hatton modified the original feat to fit his situation. 
Instead of the Lady Earth, in this case, the Bodhinnanse has come forward to bear witness. 

Several individuals in Botanna and Paranatanna also theorized on Hatton's experience 
with what they knew about him. As Buddhists their ideas were influenced by the above grand 
theory. For them, all this happened because of Hatton's arrogance, ambition, and tanhava-a 
state of mind included in the larger state of lobha, greed. As Tikiribanda, a senior member of 
the Paranatanna elite community articulated the public opinion that Hatton could be bossy 
inside his shop but not outside as he had no authority in the community except for certain 
obligations that arose from the credit facilities that he provided. It is true that he initiated 
the project but he could not have established the shrine without the support of the others. 
Also his tanhava for money pushed him to grab the money box. That exposed him to Arachchi 
who always felt that he had to lead every show in the community. On the other hand, all this 
happened because of another side of his tanhava, because Hatton wanted to become a big 
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man and tried to do so by identifying himself with an old family in the area. In reality that 
did not work as outsiders, like Hatton, are not easily assimilated into old and locally powerful 
circles simply because they spend some money. 

For the Ratnayakas and their circle of intimates, Hatton was a shrewd businessman 
but an uneducated crude fellow who had descended on their community from the low country 
and now trying to rub shoulders with his social betters. Hatton was insensitive to how the 
local established community saw him. Instead of trying to bulldoze his way, he should have 
done public service and become involved in community enhancement. That would have 
brought him public recognition and honor that, in turn, would have made him attractive to 
older political circles. In spite of his business acumen, Hatton was incompetent"in the arena 
of politics. 

Making sense 

The South Asian tradition has developed other abstract discourses on the nature of 
symbolic construction and interpretation. The dhvani theory that the ninth century Kashmiri 
aesthetician and literary critic Anandavardhana presented in his Dhvanyaloka is an inspiring 
achievement in this context. 34 

The idea of dhvani existed prior to Anandavardhana. The sixth century Vedantin/ 
Buddhist grammarian Bhartrhari, in his Vakyapadiya, employed the concept to refer to the 
original sound of a phoneme which has not yet become an expressed sound or nada. In a 
given statement about anything, which Bhartrhari considered as the minimal unit of meaning, 
the dhvanis of various syntactically combined phonemes and words come together as the 
efficient cause or the nimitta, as the preliminary condition for producing perceivable sound. 
The dhvanis themselves, prior to their expression as verbalized sound, can be perceived and 
pronounced but only mentally.35 

Other concepts in Bhartrhari's theory of language are vyangya, and vyanjaka. 
Vyangya in Bhartrhari's theory refers to the expressed meaning or the signified. Vyanjaka 
is a concept linked to two other concepts, vacaka and sanjna, that refer to the statements 
that are verbally expressed, heard or read, to convey or signify the meaning so expressed. 
Vyanjakas (or vacakas or sanjna) are signifiers of vyangya. 

Anandavardhana redefined Bhartrhari's concepts to produce his own theory of dhvani. 
For him, dhvani were suggested meanings or indirect expressions. The dhvani reverberate, 
echo, in statements rather than being empirically unperceived primordial sounds, the sounds 
of Brahman as Bhartrhari conceived them, and statements are constructed by individuals for 
the specific purpose of producing dhvani. He also redefined Bhartrhari's concept vyangya to 
develop his theory of vyanjana that referred to indirect meaning. He called the production of 
indirect meaning, vyanjana vyapara. The vyanjana expressions produced dhvani of meanings 
other than the vacyartha or literal meaning. Anandavardhana's theory of dhvani distinguishes 
suggested meaning from metaphorical meaning. Literary critics and embellishers (alankarika) 
such as Bhamaha, Dandin, and Rudrata (Anandavardhana's predecessors), conceptualized 
the functioning of metaphorical expressions as /aksana. Laksana is concerned with producing 
rupaka or metaphors for embellishing (alankara) literary expressions to create ambiguities in 
meaning (vakrotti). The difference between laksana and dhvani is that the former produces 
rupaka whose literal meanings (vacyartha) are smothered by vakrotti or ambiguities whereas 
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dhvani retains the vacyartha while engaging in vyanjana vyapara. They are only subordinated 
by the dhvani. 

Anandavardhana blended Bhartrhari's ideas with the rasa theory propounded 
by the latter's contemporary Bharata in his Natyasastra, a treatise on the dramatic arts. 
Bharata held that the function of a dramatic work is to produce rasa, an aesthetic mood or 
emotion, in the audience. In order to produce his theory he recognized four conditions that 
characterize a dramatic work: sthayibhava or permanent and dominant mood that pervades 
a dramatic work, vibhava or the foci of emotions and moods such as hero, heroin, and the 
seasons of the year, anubhava or expressions of emotions and moods, and vyabhicaribhava 
or the emotions and moods that come and go as the story unfolds aiding the production of 
rasa. Bharata classified the dominant, permanent moods or sthayibhavas into eight types: 
rati (love), hasa (laughter), soka (sorrow), krodha (anger), utsaha {energy), bhaya (fear), 
jugupsa (repugnance) and vismaya (wonder). The corresponding rasas are smgara, hasya, 
karuna, raudra, vira, bhayanaka, bibhatsa, and adbhuta. 36 For Anandavardhana, rasa is the 
effect of dhvani. He thus brought the rasa theory from the dramatic arts within the ambit of 
poetry. 

Anandavardhana's follower, the tenth centuryTantrik and aesthetician Abhinavagupta 
carried forward the dhvani theory by combining Anandavardhana's theory and Bharata's 
theory of rasa. In his commentary Locana on the Dhvanyaloka Abhinavagupta states that 
vyanjana vyapara generates dhvani in order to produce rasa. Rosa is a function of suggestion. 
Abhinavagupta also borrowed from Bhartrhari the concept pratibha, a sudden flash of intuition 
into reality. For him, pratibha opens the mind to detect dhvani and enjoy the rasa. Among 
many other relevant concepts in Abhinavagupta's theory is the notion of vasana, an innate 
and unconscious capacity to respond to dhvani and rasa, carved into the memory by past 
auspicious karma. 

This rather lengthy discussion of how Sanskrit literary theorists and aestheticians 
systematized the common features of regional traditions - sampradaya, if may - of 
constructing symbolic expressions or sanketa is intended to elucidate how my friend Hatton 
Mudalali found meaning (artha) in the turning of the branches of the Bodhinnanse of 
Botanna.37 In the contexts of Botanna, all involved were actors and spectators in the tragic
comic drama. 

Needless to say, as the foregoing account shows, Hatton was distressed by his 
experiences and felt betrayed by all in Botanna. He saw himself as the one on the ethically and 
morally correct side while others, particularly Arachchi and his cohorts, were on the wrong 
side. The way of the declining world is such that they win. He cited a popular saying to give 
a sense of what he felt: as the ka!pa drags on towards its end, empty calabashes (/abukabal) 
sink and precious stones (minimutu) float, indicating that the worthy go unheeded while 
the worthless glow in the public eye, so reversed are the states of nature. Hatton used the 
rupakas (metaphors) to show what he believed as his position in the world: precious stone. 
His antagonists who defeated him amounted to labukaba/- empty calabashes. In the overall 
Botanna drama, the labukabal and minimutu, in their literal form were vibhavas or locations 
of cosmic qualities of his antagonists and himself respectively. For Hatton, the rupakas he 
employed were also fair images of the way of the world. The language carries ample dhvani 
(suggestions) for Hatton's vyanjana vyapara (production of indirect meanings) to create in 
the mind of the hearer a certain mood (rasa) favorable to him. I believe he wanted me to 
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feel sorry for him and develop soka sthayibhava (an overall emotional state of sadness and 
sympathy) and experience karuna rasa (a compassionate mood). Not that Hatton had any 
idea about Bhartrhari, Bharata, Anandavardhana, and Abhinavagupta and their theories but 
because they invented their theories out of the lives of individuals such as Hatton - may be 
not mudalalis but humans in various life-world situations. 

For Hatton it was also a fact of the world that there is also someone who knows the 
ethical and moral order of it and stands witness to it. For him, the Bohinnanse, a caitya that 
represented the omniscient Buddha, witnessed his plight and expressed its opinion on the 
matter. By means of the rupaka of the Bodhinnanse, Hatton engaged in a vyanjana vyapara to 
produce dhvani of such an omniscient cosmic arbiter for himself and for others. He discovered 
this capacity of the Bodhinnanse and the nature of the world in, for him, the anubhavas 
(externai manifestations) of the cosmic response in the turning of the bo branches. 

Undoubtedly, Hatton has been highly creative in this construction, full of pratibha, 
flashes of insight that Bhartrhari and Abinavagupta talked about because he caught the 
anubhavas of the cosmic drama in a flash of insight. Abhinavagupta might say that he had 
the vasana or that elusive unconscious proclivity to detect the dhvani. It is interesting that 
Hatton's pratibha to detect the cosmic anubhava was not present in.him in social situations. 
Perhaps, in some individuals, pratibha occurs at times of distress only as in Hatton's case 
because they lack vasano to develop pratibha needed to detect the dhvani in their own 
actions in everyday life that might produce hostile reactions in others. 

However, I never saw such a message in the tree due perhaps to my lack of pratibha 
and vasana or the need to see it that way. But, more importantly, how effective would this be 
in the community? Would 1-\rachchi and Hatton's other antagonists - for me the vibhavas in the 
Botanna drama - see the cosmic anubhavas in the bo tree in the same way he did? What kind 
of vyabhicaribhavas and sthayibhavas would they experience given the total context of the 
Botanna Bodhinnanse? What kind of dhvani would they hear in Hatto n's claim? What kind of 
rasa wouid it produce for them? I know Hatto n's behavior initially produced virya rasa in the 
Ratnay;:ikas through the initial utsaha sthayibhava but it soon became jugupsa sthayibhava 
that generated bibhatsa rasa as his behavior became repugnant to them although Hatton 
expected the virya rasa to become compounded with karuna rasa. Conversely, the Ratnayakas 
developed initial utsaha sthayibhava and virya rasa but they transformed into krodha 
sthayibhava and raudra rasa. To deal with another vibhava: Arachchi initially responded to 
Hatton and vice versa through utsaha sthayibhava and virya rasa but they too transformed 
into krodha emotions and raudra moods. As for the majority of Botanna and Paranatanna 
residents the whole thing produces f:asa sthayibhava and hasya rasa. How would all these 
people respond to Hatto n's discovery of cosmic anubhava in the turning of the branches? 

As a smart man, Hatton too had such misgivings. Could he ever talk about his discovery 
in public? What would the Botanna and Paranatanna people think about this? Would they 
hear the same dhvani? See the same rupaka? Worst, how would Arachchi, his antagonist, 
interpret Hatton's contention that the Bodhinnanse produced a branch towards his shop to 
endorse Hatton's merits, moral worth, and cosmic position? Would they laugh at him? Would 
they think Hatton has gone mad? They might have considered it as yet another expression 
of Hatton's arrogance and moha - delusionary character for one had to be truly deluded 
to think that the Bodhinnanse would behave in this manner. An aspect of common sense in 
the Sinha!a Buddhist worldview is that no one makes such bombastic claims. It would be as 
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crazy as claiming that one were the Buddha, bodhisattva or an arahant; socially completely 
unacceptable edging on lunacy; not very positive dhvani. 

Hatton told me that I was the only one to whom he showed the turning of the bo 
branches. He suggested that others in the community did not deserve to be told. But I guess 
he also knew what the outcome would have been. I cannot say what they would have thought 
as I never heard any public comments on Hatton's claims. I believe he never discussed it 
publicly. Then, why did he disclose his little secret to me? I guess he did so because I was a 
rank outsider in the community who would be there one day and gone the next. Whatever he 
said to me would depart with me, and I would not discuss him and his special relationship with 
the Bodhinnanse with anybody. Perhaps, being an outsider has its delicious advantageous. 

Botanna revisited 

I returned to Botanna about fifteen years after my first encounter. I was sad to hear that 
Hatton, Aracchi, and De Alwis were all dead. Botanna itself had changed socially. It was 
demographically larger. Many senior residents who knew Hatton and became involved 
with the Bodhinnanse were either dead or had migrated. Except for the De Silvas' bakery, 
now owned by someone else, all the other buildings had changed facades, and Hatton's 
house/grocery/tearoom was no more. Instead someone had built a residence in that space. 
There was hardly any collective memory of Hatton, the original bodhi committee, and the 
establishment of the Bodhinnanse. Seen from today's perspective, the whole thing was a 
minor and entirely forgettable series of events although an anthropologist might make a big 
deal of this ripple in the river. 

The Bodhinnanse had grown into a large and handsome tree with branches spreading 
over the entire shrine area. There was a row of rooms facing the road to the of the bod hi 
tree; rooms meant to be shrines for various gods. A monk lived in a small avasage (monastic 
residence) and next to this residence was a small audience hall (banamaduva) where the 
monk delivered sermons. The Bodhinnanse itself was under the charge of the Paranatanna 
temple. 

Wayside shrines revisited 

The above outlines the birth and the vicissitudes of a shrine in a Sri Lankan 
The emergence of this shrine had its own unique social, political, and historical circumstances. 
However, it also shared some aspects of its history with other comparable shrines. As the 
Kalutara and Pettah cases indicate, wayside shrines emerge as a result of political conflicts in 
the community. The shrines examined here had arisen along major highways. But this is not 
always the case. They may arise along well-used byroads and footpaths as well. The significant 
thing is that they arise where the public notices them, as political metaphors to establish a 
political discourse regarding power relations in the area. To use a now well-worn metaphor 
coined by Victor Turner, these wayside shrines and social activities around them are anti
structures (1995, 1974) that have sprung to counter perceived hegemonic influences from 
established orders of social power and authority. To invoke Turner again, they are formed 
by communitas - marginal communities that seek an identity (1995, 1974). The collective 
effervescence that Durkheim (2001) spoke of in connection with religious gatherings is visible 
at the incipient stages of wayside shrines. 
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However, there is a difference. These gatherings around wayside shrines are not as 
homogenous and undifferentiated as Durkheim or Turner suggested. This may be because 
the Sinhala communities are not exactly what Durkheim or Turner had in mind. Durkheim 
speculated about Australian Aboriginal clan gatherings that he never personally encountered. 
The N'Dembu tribal gatherings in Tanzania and the Catholic gatherings at pilgrimage sites in 
Europe or Latin America are far more homogenous than what one encounters, not only among 
the Sinhala people, but in South Asia in general, where caste, class, and in the post-colonial 
era, urban-rural and regional differences weigh in heavily to define an individual's position 
in the community; even in a community of marginals such as Botanna. The community that 
gathered around the Botanna Bodhinnanse was highly differentiated. Their reason to come 
together was not a solid collective identity in terms of religious beliefs or kinship but their 
collective opposition to the hierarchization of ritual activities at the Paranatanna temple and 
the ascription of a certain social 'lowness' to the Botanna 'outsiders' by the Paranatanna 
residents. Thus, to begin with, the cult arose in a political context, as a political expression, 
a symbol of an anti-structure, not doctrinal or cultural but entirely social. Should this allow 
me to state that religion and religiosities are ultimately political expressions, I do not know. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that wayside cult formation in Sri Lanka occurs when there is 
competition between religious groups of the same or different persuasions over power and 
authority in a locale. They are signifiers of tensions and instabilities in social relations in a given 
community or between two or more identifiable communities where each claims a specific 
identity, differentiates itself from all other communities, and claims a right to dominate or 
to resist such domination by others. 

Religion in this context became a metaphor for expressing political inclinations, 
and the shrine itself became what Sherry B. Ortner (1973) called a summarizing symbol, not 
only of Buddhist doctrines and of the Buddhist lore, but more immediately, of the various 
political motivations of the participating individuals.38 The leaders who mobilized the rest of 
the Botanna crowd were not of one mind. Each of them had his/her own reasons to become 
motivated and motivate others to form the community of worshipers. No sooner than the 
cult was established it fractured internally, with main fault lines falling between Hatton and 
Arachchi, and thereafter cracking further into smaller segments until the community fell 
apart. 

One of the reasons for this structural fission is its lack of a normative order. It is true 
that the cult formed a committee, a quasi-bureaucratic structure, to oversee the activities of 
the cult. Although the committee members - all those who initiated the cult-formally agreed 
to abide by a set of rules, their motivations would compel them to flout those rules in order 
to satisfy their personal desires. One of the common desires that they shared was to be in 
charge, to control others. The ensuing clash of ambitions led to finger-pointing and hurling of 
criticisms. However, the initial split did not settle matters. It split many more times thereafter 
until the senior members of the cult enforced a normative order by incorporating the cult 
with the Paranatanna temple and bringing it under the control of monks whose traditional 
authority the exhausted cult eventually accepted, thereby ending the quarrels under the bo 
tree. 

In this scenario Victor Turner's (1995, 1974) discourse on religious cults, the 
communitas, becomes particularly relevant. Turner theorized that the incipient communitas 
has only a brief existence for, as it settles down at a cult center, it develops a normative order 
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to regulate the behavior of the members by establishing a shared set of values and norms. 
The normative communitas become ideological communitas when the cult is in conflict with 
other comparable communitas, such as rival sects or belief systems. When the communitas 
develop an ideology, it simultaneously develops a political discourse with one or more 
competing communitas, for ideology is about power and hegemonic intentions. The result is 
visible at Sri Lankan junctions and bazaars where wayside shrines of rival sects and religions 

compete for attention. 
The Botanna bodhi cult failed to sustain its incipient ideology because of internal 

conflicts. Its original ideology involved a criticism of and resistance against Paranatenna social 
hegemony and their social attitudes towards Botanna Buddhists, and an attempt to become an 
independent social entity. The ideology was primarily political, based on the conflicts between 

norms of conduct and deviations in social practices, and there were no issues regarding the 
beliefs and normative practices (rituals). Once this ideology weakened as the leaders began 
to quarrel, its independent existence ended as the community of worshipers fused the cult 

with the Paranatana establishment and returned to the status quo ante. 
Beneath the conceptual hyperreality, at the ground level, we have people reasoning 

with whatever the intellectual equipment they can access in order to give meaning to human 
conduct around them. Signifiers of protest and resistance arise as the waves in the river 
and eventually dissolve in the mainstream as people become tired of resisting and desire 
to render their lives stable and predictable. The Bodhinnanse of Botanna, of impeccable 

pedigree but socially rather humbly located, was eventually absorbed by the established 
tradition, as an extension of that tradition. The Botanna community lost its say over the cult 

as the Paranatenna monks adopted the shrine. 

Endnotes 

1. This essay is dedicated to the memory of the late Selva Raj, Professor of Religion at Albion College, 
Michigan. It was originally composed for publication in a volume titled Wayside Shrines in South Asia 
edited by Selva Raj. Unfortunately, before the volume was completed Raj passed away. 

2. By making this distinction, I do not refer to the great and little traditions that Robert Redfield discussed. 
There is no ideological or ritual discontinuity between the monastically established religion and folk 
religion. The distinction is about the control and management of the shrines. What I call the folk shrines 
are established and managed by laymen, and the bhikkus are rarely involved in their management and 
day to day affairs. However, bhikkus are frequently invited to these shrines to deliver sermons and 
preside over rituals to give them greater authenticity. As Obeyesekere (1963) opined, the great and 
little tradition distinction does not apply neatly to the Buddhist tradition in Sri Lanka for the beliefs and 
practices among the monastics and laymen involve orthodox as well as folk, unorthodox elements. 

3. Other editions of this work include Samaranayaka (1970) and Lokuliyana (1970). 

4. The earliest Buddha images were constructed around the first century before the Common Era. 
However, meditation on the qualities of the Buddha had existed earlier, and, as early Buddhist art in 
Bharhut and Sanchi shows, the symbolic representation of the Buddha as the bodhi tree, parasol, throne 
etc, might have contributed to the inspiration for such meditation. For details see Dehejia (1997) and 
Fisher (1993). Today, the Buddha image, stupas, and the bodhi tree all serve this purpose. 
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5. Banyan; Sanskrit: nyagrodha; Sinha la: nuga; Tamil: ala maram. Hereafter, banyan. 

6. Sanskrit: asvatta; Pali: bod hi; Sinhala: bo and asatu; Tamil: arasa oaram. Hereafter, bo. 

7. See De Silva (1975) for an excellent study of the early history of the asvatta and bodhi tree cults. 

8. For further and more elaborate details, please refer to the following sources: Rg Veda: 1-135:8; X- 97: 5; 
Atharva Veda Sanhita: 111-6: 1-8; Katha Upanisad: 11-6: 1; Mundaka Upanisad: 1-2:7; Maitrayani Brahmana 
Upanisad: Vl-4; Mahabharata: Vana Parvan: Ill: 29: 25; Anusasanaka Parvan: 123; 149; Bhagavat Gita: VI 
(63) 32 (10) 27; 37(15) 1-14. These are only a selected number of possible sources/references. Overall, 
the Asvatta was identified with the divinities, sages, the Omkara, axis mundi, and the sansara. 

9. For example, in 'Maha Bo Vanna ma' by Sri Chandraratna Manavasinghe rendered to music and sung 
by W. D. Amaradeva Found in undated in the late 1980s] production of audio cassette titled 
/rota Muvaven by Singlanka Ltd, Colombo. The original recording was made perhaps in the early 1960s. 
At present, I have no further information on that recording. 

10. Attygala (1917: 1994: 152) mentions that Kaputu ba (Sanskrit: Kako-dumbara) is a 
different species of ficus classified as Ficus Arnottiana. 

11. Samaranayaka (1970: xix) holds that Upatishya composed this work in the tenth century following 
a prior Sinha la work which is now extinct. Also see Lokuliyana (1970: vi-ix). Sabi Hela (1966) is silent on 
this point. The fifth century C.E Pali work Dipavansa (Ch.16), and the sixth century Pali work Mahavansa 
(Ch.17-19) probably are the earliest sources of the story of the establishment of the bodhi tree in Sri 
Lanka. 

12. Ekachchidrava viman natuve (Sinha/a Bodhi Vansa: Ananda Bodhi Katha). 

13. Bheri kuhara: the cavity of a drum (Sinha/a Bodhi Vansa: Ananda Bodhi Katha). In some works this 
is also called bodhidhruma. 

14. Comparable concepts to this notion are held in other indigenous traditions indicating that these 
are the Buddhist versions of South Asian cosmological ideas. The Jains call this, in their precise and 
geometrically defined cosmology given by Umasvati in his magnificiant Dravyasangraha, the trasa nadi 
or the pathway for the jiva (souls) for movement (trasa: motion) to reach moksa, the omniscient and 
eternal state of being on top of the /aka or the cosmos, all the way from the lowest hell (naraka). 

15. The Sinha/a Bodhi Vansa, following its Pali predecessor Maha Bodhi Vansa describes the miracles 
(pratiharya) that occurred when Asoka severed the branch from the bo tree. It severed itself and stood 
in the golden bowl placed for it. The emperor then drew lines on the bark above the cutting, and roots 
emerged miraculously (Sabi Hela: 1966: 262-263). Ordinarily, the species does not propagate in this 
manner. Ficus religiosa produces seeds for reproduction. 

16. See the Dipavansa and the Mahavansa for additional details. Later, the now extinct Maha Bodhi 
Vansa, and the medieval Sinha/a Bodhi Vansa, based on the former, restate the Dipavansa and 
Mahavansa accounts with more embellishments. These accounts are unsupported by any other 
evidence. 

17. To my mind the eight fruits resonate the noble eightfold path, and the four fruits the four noble 
truths in Buddhism. 
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18. See Malalgoda (1979) and Obeyesekere {1970, 1975, 1996, 1997), de Silva {1973a, 1973b, 1979, 
1981, 2005), Dharmadasa (1974, 1992), and Roberts (1997) among many others for details of Sinha la 
Buddhist nationalist movement. 

19. Rogers (1997) has elaborated on the complex discourse that occurred in this context, particularly 
in relation to colonial attitudes towards these native shrines, how their objections to the shrine and 
attempts to remove it ignited a political confrontation between them and the local elite and ordinary 
people during the heydays of Sinha la Buddhist and anti-colonial movements. 

20. Interestingly, this does not prove that the trees did not exist in 1827 as the mapmaker might not 
have included the vegetation in the landscape. 

21. An important aspect of the Pettah case is the sharing of significance of the tree by Buddhists, Hindus, 
and Muslims. Interestingly, a Muslim had seen the tree through Buddhist/Hindu eyes indicating the 
composite and hybrid nature of religious beliefs even of the Muslims of Sri Lanka. Sufism welcomes 
this hybridity although the greater orthodox Sunni tradition to which the vast majority of Sri Lankan 
Muslims belong reject Sufi liberalism. A comparable and much older institution exists in Kata raga ma. 
See Gombrich and Obeyesekere (1988) and Goonasekera (2007) for details. 

22. The Sinha la term sit derives from the Pali term silo which means precepts or disciplines. All Buddhists, 
normatively, are expected to observe five precepts known in Pali as pancasila, and in Sinhala as pansil. 
On poya days some, to borrow Max Weber's phrase, the religiously musical, observe eight precepts for 
the day. This involves further restrictions of mental and bodily actions to bring the religious individual 
closer to the monastic ideal and soteriological goals. 

23 See Seneviratne and Wickremeratne (1980) and Gombrich and Obeyesekere (1988) for details of 
the Bodhi Puja movement. 

24. This is in colloquial Sinha la. Pali: attha. Sanskrit and literary Sinha la: artha. 

25. In colloquial Sinha la. Pali: asacca. Sanskrit and literary Sinha la: asatya. 

26. Colloquial Sinhala. 

27. Colloquial and literary Sinha la and Sanskrit. Pali: attasambhuta or attasambhava. 

28. Colloquial Sinhala. Literary Sinha la and Sanskrit: anartha. Pali: anattha. 

29. Colloquial Sinha la. Pali: sat/. This is an important concept in folk theories of existence. Sihiya natiuna 
means loss of consciousness or becoming unconscious. Regaining consciousness is referred to as sihiya 
ava (consciousness returned) or sihi elavagatta (consciousness recovered). These notions apply in 
two contexts. One is the loss of consciousness as in Here, the specific term is visangna vima 
or becoming non-cognizing. Cognition, in Buddhist theory of knowledge, is called sangna. The other 
context is confusion. Here, the individual is in such a state of shock and so bewildered and confused, 
he is conscious but conscious of nothing in particular as he is incapable of cognizing anything or making 
sense of anything. In such situations the individual takes a while to regain his senses and cognitive 
capacities. This recovery is called sihi elavaganima. This is the facet of meaning that is relevant to our 
theme in this essay. 
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30. In colloquial Sinhala naraka means bad as well as hell. Literary Sinhala and Sanskrit: anartha. Pali 
anattha is multivalent, meaning adversity as well as falsehood (Rhys Davids and Stede 2001:24). 

31. Pali: ditthi; Sanskrit and literary Sinhala: drsthi. 

32. Pali: mata, sankappa; Sanskrit and Sinhala: sankalpa. The term ka/pana in Sanskrit and Sinhala 
refers to a thought or thinking. The Pali mata and the Sanskrit and Sinha la sankalpa refer to concepts 
- production of thoughts that are in harmony with other thoughts. This state of mind follows cognition. 
Cognition is intellectual construction of a meaningful idea out of an experience. 

33. Tanha and greed coexist and often are seen as facets of a single disposition. 

34. The following discussion is based on information from Keith (2007), Kunjunni Raja (1963}, Coward 
(1976), Ingalls (1990), Subrahmanyam (1992), and lsayeva (1995). 

35. Bhartrhari's overall scheme for the interpretation of signs and symbols is more elaborate than this 
simple sketch and beyond the scope of this essay. For detailed general expositions, see Kunjunni Raja 
(1963), Coward (1976), and lsayeva (1995). For a translation of the Brahmakanda of the Vakyapadiya 
where the basic concepts are outlined, see Subrahmanyam (1992). 

36. I have borrowed this translation of terms from Kunjunni Raja. He contends that latertheorists added 
a ninth sthayibhava called nirveda and its corresponding rasa, santa (1963: 286). 

37. No other indigenous literary tradition made significant independent contributions in this regard 
except for the Buddhists Dignaga, Dharmottara, and Dharmakirti whose work, in any case, was influenced· 
by the Sanskrit scholars and was referred to by both Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta. See Ingalls 
(1990). 

38. Ortner elaborated on Geertz's (1973) notion of 'symbols as models of and models for.' 
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A wayside shrine at a kaka bo tree in Kotte, Western Province (detail). 
Photography: Anoli Perera. 
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Saraswathi Rockwood, title unknown, 1995, oil on canvas. 
Souce: Theertha Archives. 
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Women Artists in Sri Lanka: 
Are they Carriers of a Woman's Burden? 

Anoli Perera 

Introduction: Politics of documenting women artists 

When I recently asked a friend to comment on Sri Lankan women artists, the response I got 
was "do women artists in Sri Lanka contribute to the main issues of the country or are they 
the representatives of the woman's burden?" To me, this question illustrates three things. 
The first is that it questions the role of Sri Lankan women artists within art history from the 
perspective of a particularly male paradigm; one of situating women's preoccupations outside 
of 'the main issues of the country'. The second is an indication of the way women's art has 
been looked at and understood or misunderstood. The third is a positioning of women artists' 
agency as being the carries of the 'woman's burden' that implies a restrictive and almost 
tragic situation. 

I would ideally like to look in-depth at women artists who have been working from 
the beginning of the 20th century to the present day in Sri Lanka keeping the above points in 
mind. However, the general unavailability of in-depth research into the lives and art practice 
of women artists who lived in an era that predated my time ( early and mid 20th century) 
prevents me from commenting on them other than somewhat briefly and on a speculative 
level. Therefore, my essay concentrates more on discussing contemporary women artists and 
their practice with which I am more familiar. I would put forward some of my observations 
on issues, anxieties, boundaries, limitations and interventions that have or seemed to have 
influenced and defined the art practice of Sri Lankan women artists in the present. 

The question above posed by my friend also reminded me of some of the writings 
of Linda Nochlin and Griselda Pollock. Before investigating the situation of Sri Lankan women 
artists, I would like to place in context some of the core arguments of these writings as they 
focus on certain feminist considerations that would also help me organize my own discussion. 
Linda Nochiin has cautioned us on the pitfalls of trying to find 'female Michealangelos', as 
she aptly points out that the criteria of greatness was already male defined (Pollock 1988: 1). 
Following the same line of thought, Pollock writing on feminist interventions in the histories 
of art, ponders on the futility of merely adding the names of women artists to art history. 
If such an activity is to take place within the existing art historical discourse, then one faces 
the danger of invariably getting into the trap of evaluating women's art using "art history's 
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typical procedures and protocols- studies of artists (the monographs), collections of works 
to make an oeuvre (catalogues raisonnes), questions of style and iconography, membership 
in movements and artists' groups, and of course the questions of quality" (Pollock 1988: 1). 
Therefore, the frequently asked question, 'why have there been no great female artists' which 
is basically a summarized version of the earlier question posed by my friend, should only be 
considered as a point of departure for a more substantial feminist critique of the art discipline, 
its ideological limitations, biases, inadequacies and the conventions of art historical writing. 
I would proceed in my discussion of women artists and their practice to present a collection 
of ideas keeping these initial cautions in mind, rather than comment on the overall history 
of women artists and their relevance to the art historical discourse in Sri Lanka. 

In 2000, I curated the exhibition titled Reclaiming Histories: A Retrospective Exhibition 
of Women's Art. 1 It documented artworks of 40 women artists from the past and present. 
This exercise was a result of my growing concern over the lack of representation of women 
artists' work in the public domain and enthusiastically trying to do something about it. In 
some ways, Pollock might not have fully approved of this kind of exercise, reminding me 
of the futility of merely adding names of women artists to art history. My artist friend ancf 
colleague Jagath Weerasinghe expressed another concern when he declared to me, "you are 
putting hobby artists and sundry painters who have mostly (probably) worked in comfortable, 
middle class environments on the same platform as you, who have taken every risk in doing 
the kind of work you do. Don't you think you are undermining all the struggles and anxieties 
you have undergone and ironing them out and leveling all differences between you and 
them?" In many ways, Weerasinghe's question reminds us of art history's typical procedures 
and protocols of judging the validity of art and credibility of artists that Pollock also refers 
to above where artists need to be in the public, intervening, positioning themselves in the 
forefront of movements and as initiators of change, producing monumental art and dealing 
with universal concerns etc. Conventionally, women's domain has been in the private and 
most women artists' work has been undertaken in between their regular family chores, in 
makeshift studios in confined spaces as very personal exercises. Their themes are centered 
mostly on their lives and home environment. Should they be merely categorized and dismissed 
as hobby painters? 

While I take both these criticisms very seriously and accept their individual arguments 
as valid, I must assert that the whole exercise of the exhibition cannot be dismissed mostly as 
a misdirected feminist intervention of an overly enthusiastic woman artist who was trying to 
unearth a 'female tradition' of art-making in the country. To understand the strength and logic 
of the exhibition, it has to be viewed as a starting point to look at the art practice of women 
artists and to systematically study the social and cultural conditioning that defined their ways 
of art-making and their participation and non participation in the larger discourse of art. On 
the other hand, by recognizing the art produced by women artists as part of a home-making 
exercise and the micro statements they made recording the moments of their personal lives 
through their art itself endorses a different evaluation procedure and protocols of recognition 
that allows art to be judged differently. As such, by adding names of women artists to the art 
history itself has a subversive element promoting change in the way one looks at art. This 
unsettles the settled landscape of art historical discourse. If one considers Sri Lankan art as 
an archeological site, the exhibition above was probably the first dig that tried to unearth the 
relics of an unknown or little known facts of a species. What is also evident here is that we 
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still have much to unearth, and my reservation to comment on the entire history of women 
artists is based precisely on this somewhat incomplete state of relevant knowledge. 

Art historical contexts 

In order to read the work and influences of women artists in Sri Lanka, it is imperative to 
briefly outline some of the relevant historical contexts within which they worked and where 
their body of works might be situated. The historical evolution of recent Sri Lankan art 
contains three clear epistemic breaks. First, when the British colonial rulers introduced the 
easel painting tradition to the local elite in the late 19th Century, it created an entirely new 
approach to art-making and opned up new hierarchies in the creative act of art-making. In 
this context, the existent local traditional art was categorized as 'craft' and decorative art 
thereby relegating them to a lower echelon. This marks the beginning of a post traditional 
art practice which was largely shaped by the influence of academic realism, romanticism 
and orientalism. The second epistemic break occurred with the 43 Group that initiated an 
approach to art that was against academic realism and orientalist tendencies prevalent in art 
at the time (1940s onwards). The 43 Group's most significant achievement was "rephrasing 
a selected number of modernist trends and artistic approaches that flourished in France in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, giving rise to a distinctively Sri Lankan modernist art" 
{Weerasinghe 2005: 181). In the background of the national struggle for independence, the 
43 Group's attempt was viewed as an anti-colonial stance. Some of the main proponents of 
the 43 Group, Lionel Wendt, George Keyt, Lionel Daraniyagala and Ivan Peries, 2 each marked 
the boundaries of Sri Lankan modernism through their work. Through his photography, Wendt 
explored and celebrated the eroticism hidden in the native bodies boldly and uninhibitedly, 
taking a surrealist approach that did not fit in with the Victorian morality and constrained 
sensuality of the academically trained painter. Keyt dovetailed a cubist pictorial language with 
an Orientalist sensibility, mythological thematics and motifs creating a sense of a localized 
modernist idiom. Referring to the 43 Group's artists, Weerasinghe notes that "the works of 
Justin Daranaiyagala and Ivan Peries represented the two extremes of the group's expressionist 
trends. The intense and complex psychological dispositions portrayed in Deraniyagala's works 
subtly explore and reveal the tragedy and irony of the human condition, while the symbolic 
and meditative landscapes of Ivan Peries suggest extreme tranquility and compassion" 
(Weerasinghe, 2005: 181). The third epistemic break came with the emergence of a socio
critical art that is now identified as the '90s Trend'. This emerged in the background of the 
highly volatile socio-political environment, the ethnic conflict between sections of the Sinha la 
and Tamil populations involved in armed aggression while the left-oriented youth insurrection 
spearheaded by the Janatha Vumukti Peramuna (JVP) unleashed waves of political violence 
hitherto inexperienced in the southern parts of the country in terms of scale and brutality. 
At the same time, the effects of globalization and its lures opened up an entirely new set of 
social and cultural anxieties, particularly among the youth. In this complex and volatile context, 
a whole new generation of artists situated themselves as protagonists in an assault on the 
"established ideas of excellence in art from a consciousness formed within the habitat of a rural 
periphery, by positioning their bodies and lives as the crux of art making" (Weerasinghe, 2005: 
183). They challenged every aspect of art-making-the role of artists, the art methodologies 
and even the episteme of the field - which created a space for installation, performance, 
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object art, collage and other variations of art-making to germinate and blossom. In this new 
creative space, artists were able to draw attention to - without shame and inhibitions - their 
personal experiences, identity crises, anxieties, sexual politics, and private fantasies. Their 
art discussed social/political issues at a personal level. These multiple manifestations could 
be defined as representative of the 90s Trend; and within the 90s trend, the artist's persona 
was transformed from the reclusive, spiritually based, sedate, non committal, temperamental 
genius to that of an anxiety ridden, restless, critical, and confrontational risk taker. What is 
represented by the 90s Trend is the third epistemic break in recent Sri Lankan art. The early 
women artists (early and mid 20th century) discussed in this paper were influenced by the 
first two epistemic breaks. 

Education and social context of early women artists 

In comparison to most countries in Asia, Sri Lankan women had a head start with regard to 
education, under the British. It is relevant to briefly trace the evolution of the British education 
system in fashioning the consciousness and social practices of middle class and bourgeois 
women. The first school for girls was founded in the early 19th century by the then British 
Governor's wife, Lady Brownrigg. While Sri Lanka inherited the British school model as part 
of the civilizing package of the rulers, the main responsibility for general education was borne 
by Christian missionaries from the mid 19th century onwards. They opened up local language 
schools referred to as 'vernacular schools' for the poor and English language schools for the 
privileged. The underlying purpose of girls' schools was mainly to produce good Christian 
wives for the male converts. In 1833, after the Colebrook-Cameron Report on constitutional 
and administrative reforms, the colonial rulers' involvement in the education sector resulted 
in establishing five girls' schools staffed by British women. The majority who attended these 
schools were Europeans, Burghers3 and children from rich Sinhala and Tamil families. The 
emphasis of the curriculum in these schools was on the acquisition of accomplishments. The 
subjects included were English, British history, arithmetic, geography, ornamental needlework, 
drawing, music and western cookery. With the influence of the girls' high school movement 
in Britain and subsequent introduction of Cambridge examinations to the country, some 
room for secondary education in Sri Lanka was established. Educational opportunities for 
women expanded in this early 20th century context. The curriculum was borrowed wholesale 
from the British education system, and many teachers and textbooks were imported from 
Britain. While the curriculum was made the same for boys' and girls' schools except for a few 
variations, the value of such equality was debated spiritedly at the time where many colonial 
bureaucrats and influential women thought that limited education for women was adequate 
(Jayawardena 1986:118-120). This sentiment was captured well in what was expressed by 
Hilda Pieris, wife of a distinguished local civil servant in 1912: 

A good deal more might be done by devoting the time which is wasted 
in obtaining a valueless smattering of Latin, French, theory of music and 
trigonometry, to ..... music, drawing, dressmaking and fine needlework, 
subjects which will not only add to the charm of a girl's home life, but will 
also lead to a considerable saving in the household expenditure (Denham 
1912: 426). 
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As interesting as it is to observe the reasons for the resistance to this sense of equality 
in education, it is also worth looking at what was actually taught in schools: 

... botany lessons were about English plants and flowers; domestic science 
instructions was from Kelly's Advanced Text book of Domestic Economy, and 
the cookery taught was Western. The only difference between the education 
of boys and girls was that certain 'accomplishments' such as domestic 
science and needlework were provided for the girls .... (Jayawardena 1986: 
120). 

If the missionary education establishment professed producing good and 
accomplished Christian wives for their converts, the Buddhist Theosophist Movement, which 
presented the next major influence in women's education, provided a platform to encourage 
good and accomplished Buddhist wives to the newly emerging bourgeoisie Buddhist men 
with a growing 'national consciousness'. The stimuli for this Buddhist educational movement 
was given by high profile theosophist figures such as Colonel Henry Olcott, Helena Blavatsky 
and Annie Besant who were free thinkers denouncing Christianity and promoting ideals of 
Buddhist education and national revival. Their visitations and involvements with the newly 
emerging local bourgeoisie and vocal supporters of the national revival during this time led 
to the opening of many girls' schools such as Museus College, Girls' Buddhist School, Visakha 
Vidyalaya, Ananda Balika Vidyalaya, Maha Maya Balika Vidyalaya (Kandy), Sri Sumangala 
Vidyalaya (Panadura) and Sujata Balika Vidyalaya (Matara). 

As a result of this enthusiasm in women's education and the opening of schools 
for them, opportunities emerged for women from elite and affluent segments of society to 
become 'accomplished' by the harmless pursuit of an educational pastime that would nurture 
their finer sensibilities and demeanor to be in tune with colonial expectations of finesse and 
good taste. If cooking and sewing were mundane domestic tasks that women traditionally 
did, by introducing and teaching subjects such as domestic science or home science, western 
cookery, ornamental needle work and drawing, they were transformed into a science and a 
disciplined form of study. As a result, the ones who studied these subjects were considered 
'accomplished'. This ploy to make women better cooks, better home decorators and better 
companions - a safe (pre)-occupation within the home and a harmless bit of empowerment 

had the ulterior motive of discouraging them from venturing into a more public and active 
life, a role that would challenge the existing norms and hierarchies and add another level of 
anxiety to the already changing society (Jayawardena 1986). 

The purpose of women's education and a woman's role in society were diversely 
interpreted by different segments of society, and women artists themselves internalized 
these in constructing their agency as artists. Significantly, the early 20th century education 
and socialization that modeled women artists' persona, selectively appropriated Victorian 
values and codes of morality in forming a new Sinhala Buddhist (or the Sinahala Christian) 
ideal and demeanor for women. The women artists' role during the early and mid 20th century 
basically floated within the gravitations of these social expectations and perceptions. Whatever 
expectations and limitations were built into women's education during this period, it also 
opened up possibilities for women to access a basic art training and methodical learning of 
decorative arts and acquiring artistic skills. This also allowed women to become art teachers 
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and art practitioners. This meant that such vocations had to be negotiated within a public 
discourse while simultaneously balancing their multiple roles and agency as wives, mothers and 
artists on their own peculiar ways. While providing the space, art demarcated its pur"pose as a 
leisure occupation, a useful part of homemaking and to keep women within a domesticated 
situation. 

The ensuing discussion drawn from the scarce available resources attempts to 
illustrate what preoccupied several of these women artists, how they negotiated their realities 
and their positioning within the mainstream art practice and the reception of their art. Too 
little is known or documented of these artists to attempt a more nuanced reading of their art 
practice and this absence itself marks the positioning of these artists within the art practice 
of this particular period. 

Early women artists 

Maisie de Sil'Ja, an artist born in 1907, navigated her artistic life through the two schools of 
thought promulgated by the two earlier epistemic breaks in Sri Lankan art referred to earler. 
Her life is somewhat well documented through the narratives of her son in her retrospective 
exhibition catalogue. 4 Reading about her life gives us a glimpse of the predicament of an upper 
middle-class woman who chose to be an artist in a social environment that was on the one 
hand elitist and enveloped in colonial habits and Victorian morality, and on the other, in a 
political environment of nationalist struggle spearheaded by a motley coalition of traditional 
elite, southern new rich and estate owners who professed a limited liberality for womanhood 
through ideas such as adult franchise that included voting rights for women and establishing 
the system of education described above. 

Maisie de Silva initially attended the Buddhist Girls School (later named Visaka 
Vidyalaya) when it was first established in 1917 by the Sinhala Buddhist philanthropist Mrs. 
Jeremias Dias of Panadura and later the Ladies College, a school, established by Christian 
missionaries. She passed her University of Cambridge Junior School Certificate Examination 
in December 1922 where she gained a distinction for drawing. Her early art training was 
received in the private art classes given by Florence Mason from the Slade School, UK while 
she also attended the Amarasekera School of Art established by the well known atelier, A. 
C. G. S. Amerasekera. During school years she competed in and won acclaims in a number 
of art competitions organized by the Ceylon Society of Arts5 and exhibited alongside leading 
students of art such as J. D. A. Perera who later became a famous art personality. Maisie de 
Silva pursued her art training seriously and methodically and became a versatile and innovative 
portrait painter. At the age of 23, she married M. W. M de Silva, a medical practitioner. Her 
son Raj pal de Silva reminiscences his mother telling him that she "did not touch a paint brush 
for almost ten years after marriage" (de Silva 2000: 11). She resumed her art practice again 
in the early 1940s. 

De Silva's own perception of her role as an artist is well summarized in her comments 
to the questions posed in a radio interview conducted by Jag Mohan, an art critic and journalist 
from India on 2nd September, 1949. Selected excerpts from the interview are reproduced 
here: 
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Jag Mohan: .... Why do you prefer portraits to landscapes and still life studies? 

Maisie de Silva: It never occurred to me that I preferred portraits to landscapes and 
still-life studies. Stuck at home, I can only do portraits easily. Of course, when I go 
on holidays I try to make use of the opportunities for painting from nature .... 

Jag Mohan: Still, you are essentially a portraitist. Is it because you get plenty of 
commissions? 

Maisie de Silva: No. I don't think in this country you get commissions often. I haven't 
made it a profession as yet. Being a woman, I remain in the background and allow 
other portraitists, especially men, to get orders. So far I have been commissioned 
only three times - by the former French Counsel's wife Madame Jobey, by Sir John 
Kotelawela and very recently once again by him ... to do a portrait of his mother ..... 

Jag Mohan: Whom do you prefer, men or women (as sitters)? 

Maisie de Silva: I have never thought men are different from women as far as a 
portraitist is concerned. I have found it easier to approach women than men for 
being my sitters. For instance, my three daughters were easily available for me. Of 
course I would like to paint more men ... 

Jag Mohan: ... Have you found a conflict of interest between your domestic duties 
and the responsibilities of an artist? 

Maisie de Silva: I have never found a conflict. My family came first and foremost. 
I have never felt that I have sacrificed anything. I believe that a woman's place is in 
the home but if the person happens to be talented and an artist as well, painting 
or sculpture or whatever it is, must be only a hobby. I for myself usually kept away 
from high society life as much as possible to devote my time and energy to painting 
(Maisie de Silva,1907-1997: Portrait of an Artist [exhibition catalogue]). 

Her fairly extensive output of work from the post 1940s period informs us of her 
prolificacy in portraiture. Predominantly working in oil on canvas, her sitters were mostly 
people whom she knew personally and met during her travels and her social life, and many of 
them were family members. She was a frequent participant in regularly organized exhibitions 
of the Ceylon Society of Arts. Critics have commented on her work as exceptional among the 
rest of the exhibits in some instances, 6 and the evolution of her art practice has been traced 
and commented on publicly. However, what is interesting to note is that while the public 
had accepted her as an accomplished artist, Maisie de Silva herself publicly declaimed this 
position and clearly identified herself as a hobby artist. What is even more interesting is that 
while she proclaimed herself a hobby artist, she constantly engaged in the pursuit of public 
acknowledgement and public display of her work by continuously exhibiting in Ceylon Society 
of Arts exhibitions along with other well known artists such as A. C. G. S. Amerasekera, Donald 
Ramanayake, Stanly Abeysinghe etc. As such, her work was publicly accepted and entered 
into a public discourse as serious art. 
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One can assume that this fluctuation in locating and defining their work between 
public and private domains was a reality for many women artists at the time. The habitual use 
of this split personality was a device they used to retain their artist's agency without drawing 
too much attention to their transgression into a sphere that was assigned to the male. By 
claiming to be a hobby artist Maisie de Silva located her artist self and her art outside the usual 
behavioral norms of the art world such as competitiveness, universalism and bohemianism. 
Her work expressed a world that is familiar to her and had proximity to her own experiences. 
Her subject matter consisted of her friends, her children and their friends, people whom 
she met in her travels and in her life as a medical practitioner's wife stationed in different 
locations of the country. This was the case with many other women artists as well. Their art 
did not overtly claim universality in their thematics which uniquely differs to the way male 
artists approached their expressiveness in art. This particularity in handling the subject matter 
continues to be seen even among many contemporary women artists although there is a vast 
difference in the context and the ideology of art-making, then and now. 

There have been a number of women artists who have been active since the mid 
20th century, whose work have been in the public art discourse. If Maisie de Silva belonged 
to the school of art that obtrudes an academic realism supported by the Ceylon Society of 
Arts, many of the artists in the mid 20th century were deeply influenced by the 43 Group, 
and a number of women artists exhibited along with members of the 43 Group in various 
exhibitions. A majority of them have had formal art training and have worked consistently 
while some have abruptly stopped their public involvement somewhere along the line, and 
pursued very private lives for various reasons. 

Sita Kulasekera received her art education from the Government College of Fine 
Arts in Madras. After returning from India she engaged in teaching art for a while. Her work, 
influenced by expressionist art captured the subject matter in an extremely delicate mood. 
Most of her work was successful in portraying people (perhaps close to her) not as static 
portraits but with life. This sensitive and almost tender aspect of handling the subject matter 
can be seen in Maisie de Silva's work too. Sita Kulasekera was active during 1950 and early 
1960s, and exhibited with the 43 Group a number of times including in the exhibition held 
at the Imperial Institute in London in 1952. She married the well-known artist and 43 Group 
member Richard Gabriel. Sita Kulasekera exhibited with other members of the 43 Group such 
as L. T. P. Manjusri and Richard Gabriel in studio exhibitions between 1962 and 1964. However, 
at a later stage, her public involvement in art diminished due to personal reasons. The last 
known instance of her work shown publicly was at the Reclaiming Histories: A Retrospective 
Exhibition of Women's Art held in 2000. 

Sushi la Wijesuriya, a contemporary of Sita Kulasekera, was a graduate of St. Martins 
School of Art, London. Like Sita Kulasekera, she too exhibited a number of times with the 43 
Group. Looking at her relatively small collection of art that was in the public domain, one could 
see the close affinity her work had with the works and internal dynamics of Justin Daraniaygala. 
She seemed to share with him the tendency to portray the complexity of personal dramas in 
life in her work through a visual language that is expressionistic and cubist. Sushi la Wijesuriya 
withdrew from·the public exhibition circuit early in her artistic career due to reasons of her 
own. 

Swanee Jayawardena and Sybil Keyt were also active at this time. Swanee Jaywardene 
had her initial art training from the well-known art teacher, Cora Abrahams at the Melbourne 
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Art School in Colombo and later studied drawing and painting under the artist Harry Pieris 
who was an active member of the 43 Group. During her long art career she also experimented 
with textile dying and engaged in innovative designing using 'tie and die', a batik dying 
technique. She became known for her design concept in batik called 'batik explosions' and was 
instrumental in introducing batik as an art medium to the school curriculum at the Bishop's 
College where she taught from 1947 to 1967. Sybil Keyt too had her initial art training at the 
Melbourne Art School and matured as an artist within the art environment of the 43 Group. 
She was invited to exhibit with the 43 Group in 1956 and was included in the group of artists 
who showed their work in the exhibition Ceylon: A Painter's Country held in London in 1960s 
and the Asian Artists Exhibition held in Tokyo in 1958. In 1957, a number of young artists 
organized themselves into a group called the 'Young Artists Group' where Sybil Keyt was a 
founding member, and she exhibited regularly with the group. 

Saraswathi Rockwood is described and remembered by some of her contemporaries 
as a very strong artistic personality with her own particular blend of stylistic variations in 
her art practice. She had her first exhibition in 1951. Extremely versatile in the technique of 
pastel and oil, her work repertoire includes painting, sculpting and ceramic painting. Best 
known for her portraits in pastels and oils, she has been a prolific artist throughout her life. 
She was perceived as an independent artist in whose work one could trace the influence from 
many sources. Some of her works have traces of stoic draftsmanship of academic realism and 
others put forth an anxiety and overwhelming desire to free from such overtly disciplined 
nuances. She has also worked as a cartoonist contributing some very defiant political satire 
to the public through newspapers. Outspoken and bold in her expression, her collection of 
work reflects the restless, independent and eclectic nature of her persona. One of the most 
senior artists living in Sri Lanka at present, the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, Sri Lanka awarded 
her the title 'Kalapathi' in 1987 in recognition of her long artist career. 

Chandra Malalgoda Bandaranayake was first trained as an educationist but took to 
painting later and is mostly self-taught. Her first exhibition was held in 1966 at the British 
Council Library in Kandy while she was still pursuing her postgraduate studies in education. 
Since then, Chandra Malalgoda Bandaranayake has been actively exhibiting and has maintained 
a considerable art output. One of the consistent themes that she has explored in her work is the 
representation of the mother and child. Her work on this theme is reminiscent of the writings 
of the 19 century writer Johannes J. Bachofen whose writings were assumed to have been 
familiar to the German artist Paula Modersohn-Becker who too did many works on a similar 
theme. The following words from Bachofen in many ways seem to place in context the work 
and the thematic preoccupation of Chandra Malalgoda Bandaranayake: "The relationship 
which stands at the origin of all culture, of every noble aspect of existence, is that between 
mother and child ... Women at this stage is [sic] the repository of all culture, of all benevolence, 
of all devotion, of all concern for the living and grief for the dead" (Bachofen 1967:79). When 
one looks at Chandra Malalgoda Bandaranayake's overall thematic preoccupation, the majority 
of her works tend to capture women's activities and experiences. 

In comparison to painting, there have only been a handful of women artists who 
have taken to sculpture. The best known among them are Leela Pieris, Sita Joseph De Sa ram 
and Malathi de Silva. Leela Pieris was born in 1939 and attended Cora Abraham's Melbourne 
Art School and then went on to study sculpture at the Camberwell School of Art, UK. Her 
particular interest in bronze casting made her study the subject at Camberwell and then at 
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the Art Bronzes Chelsea, an establishment in London well-known for its casting of bronzes. 
Upon her return to Sri Lanka in 1960, she undertook many sculpture commissions. She did 
a number of life size figures of Christ for some local churches, and the largest work she 
undertook was Christ on the Cross, a statue of 12.6 feet for the Basilica at Tewatte, Raga ma 
in 1978 (Reclaiming Histories 2000: 16). 

Sita de Saram received her art education at the Ceylon Technical College (later 
known as Haywood and then as Institute of Aesthetic Studies and now as the University of 
Visual and Performing Arts) under the guidance of the renowned artist and teacher J. D. A. 
Perera. A fine portraitist and a skilled sculptor, she is known for the classical approach to 
her work. During her career she has executed many portraits of well-known personalities. 
Malathi de Silva first learned sculpture under E.M.J.S. Fernando, a teacher and sculptor at 
the age of 19 and then went onto study at the Charles University, Prague. She completed 
her undergraduate and studies there and apprenticed under the renowned British 
sculptor Lynn Chadwick in his foundry and at Poplar College, East London, UK before returning 
Sri Lanka. She did collaborative work with the British poet Jane Russell where both artists 
tried to find a synthesis between poetry and sculpture through form. She together with Jane 
Russell attempted to revive a dying tradition of bronze casting in the area of Kadugannawa 
in the Central Province in 1987 (Reclaiming Histories 2000: 4 -5). 

Barbara Sansoni, Ena de Silva and Chandra Thenuwara are three artists who made 
themselves reputations as designers in textiles. An excellent colorist and artist, Sansoni 
through her enterprise 'Barefoot' managed to revive and popularize the use of hand woven 
textile within the urban elite and middle classes. Her textiles and hand woven panels or 
constructions have been exhibited in various art and textile exhibitions in Sri Lanka and 
abroad. Sansoni is also an excellent artist of pen and ink drawings of historic architecture. Ena 
de Silva was well known for her innovative batik designs. She and Sansoni worked with the 
eminent Sri Lankan architect Geoffry Bawa on interiors of some of his well known architectural 
projects. Chandra Thenuwara received her initial art education under Cora Abraham and 
her passion for color and fabric led her to experiment with hand woven fabrics. She joined 
the Department of Small Industries and has worked there for 2 decades creating a wide 
range of designs and varied and unusual color combinations for hand woven fabrics. Her 
designs helped create a great demand for handloom saries produced by the workshops of 
the Department of Small Industries popularizing locally produced woven textiles. Chandra 
Thenuwara who is a fellowship member of the Textile Institute of UK also teaches at the 
University of Moratuwa. 

Women artists have also been leading figures in art education. Cora Abraham and 
Latifa Ismail have been two of the main figures in the alternative art education that was 
available for art students apart from the government sponsored art school, the Institute of 
Aesthetic Studies. Cora Abraham was the founding member of the Melbourne Art School 
that provided an art education to most of the early artists of the mid 20th century. Latifa 
Ismail continued this private art education in the later part of the 20th century, providing art 
training for young children as well as to more mature individuals. Noeline Fernando belongs 
to the generation of artists that became active in the 1970s. She continues to practice as an 
artist and also conduct regular classes for very young children at the Sapumal Foundation in 
Colombo, an art foundation that holds the largest single collection of 1940s art. She was also 
a student of Cora Abraham at the Melbourne Art School from where she acquired training 
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in painting, batik and ceramics. Sybil Wettasinghe uses her art to create a fantasy world 
for children. An excellent illustrator of children's books and a vivid storyteller, she created 
a distinctive style and characters through her storybooks. Largely a self-taught artist, she 
has written and illustrated over fifty books. Her book, Umbrella Thief has won international 
acclaim and has been published in a number of countries. 

The artists I have chosen to highlight in the preceding discussion are those I thought 
would represent the stylistic, methodological and ideological variations in the art practices 
that women chose to undertake, particularly during the early to mid 20th century, which 
defined the type of art that many women artists who came after them followed. As evidenced 
through the discussion above, these artists generally got the chance of exhibiting as part 
of groups, selected subject matter that was seemingly non-political and often when they 
ventured into new and experimental techniques or material, they preferred to remain within 
the domain of the feminine and often under-played the significance of their art practice. 
Almost all of them have remained outside the main Sri Lankan art historical discourse, with 
their art unacknowledged within art history as significantly important. This is largely due to 
the art history's inadequacy and non- interest in grasping the socio-cultural contexts of art 
produced by women and the internal dynamics that govern their art-making process, rather 
than women artists' inability to produce significant work. 

Interesting parallels, comparisons and contrasts can be drawn with the contemporary 
groups of women artist that I discuss in the next section. Some similar strategies and aesthetics 
of art-making can be traced among many contemporary women artists as well. 

Impact of the 90s Trend on women's art and contemporary women artists 

As I have noted before, the 90s Trend can be defined as the 3rd epistemic break in the Sri 
Lankan art historical evolution. In the background of a society that was riddled with violence,7 
the state institutional structures unsympathetic to individual and collective fears and anxieties, 
and unplanned and unruly economic development that brought in uncontrolled globalization 
with all its lures, opportunities and disappointments, the artists of the late 1980s and early 
1990s were at the edge of an art discipline that failed to reconcile their lived realities, 
dilemmas, and their need to express. The artists who carried the burden of the 90s ideology 
were also a generation of artists that differed from the pre 1970s generation of artists in 
many ways. The demography of the community of artists had changed significantly from 
the Colombo based elite, affluent, upper and middle classes to the regional urban/rural, 
economically deprived and lower middle classes. Distant from colonial memories, they were 
able to transcend two historical fretters: one that seeks a 'particular Sri Lankaness' as an 
emblematic identity that declares its 'true' national authenticity and the other which seeks 
a 'self' that is bound in a transcendental state of being; a 'soul' that should not be cluttered 
and influenced by the anxieties of one's socio- political realities. Within this environment, the 
contemporary art scene has produced a very youthful artist community which has been able 
to sustain the dynamism and diversity in ideologies and methodologies of art-marking. 

Other than backgrounding these socio-political factors, there were individual 
actors who made an impact through their interventions in a number of ways to initiate the 
change and also to sustain the momentum of the 90s trend. Through their individual roles 
at the Institute of Aesthetic Studies, Jagath Weerasinghe and Chandraguptha Thenuwara 
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managed to influence a new generation of artists to think and work differently. Their ideas 
were informed by contemporary thinking that questioned notions of identity in the post 
colonial/neo-orientalist and post nationalist discourses and the new definitions of gendered 
relations and sexual politics as much as the international trends of new art practices. The 
Vibhavi Academy of Fine Arts which both of these artists helped found as an alternative art 
school became the nodal point of subversion and congregation for many of the artists who 
represented the 90s Trend. Artists' visits to local and international workshops, participation 
in international art events, receiving international curatorial attention and opening of the 
Heritage Gallery, a new art space that was willing to accommodate the new trends in art, 
provided a supportive atmosphere. 

A number of exhibitions in the 1990s formed and defined key ideological premises, 
and visually placed the aesthetics and methodologies of the new art trend. The 1992 exhibition 
Anxiety by Jagath Weerasinghe was a crucial point of departure. It marked the first instance 
where an artist conceptually formulated an exhibition that dealt with new modes of thinking. 
It set the path for the future development in visual art. This exhibition had produced definitive 
consequences for artists who were restless and were yearning for change. The space created as 
such gave rise to other influential exhibitions such as Barre/ism by Chandraguptha Thenuwara, 
Vehicle Named Woman by me, No Glory by Sarath l<umarasiri and Yanthra Gala and Round 
Pilgrimage by Jagath Weerasinghe. These exhibitions tendentiously articulated and further 
elaborated the kind of aesthetics and thematics that were to come in the future. The reaction 
and non-reaction to these exhibitions propelled the main proponents of the 90s art to draw 
a manifesto that outlined the ideological premises of the new trend. In 1999, the No Order 

Manifesto, largely written by Jagath Weerasinghe and myself with input from others, was 
released at an exhibition by the group. The others who were in the No Order Group were 
senior artists Chandraguptha Thenuwara, Kingsley Gunatilake, G.R. Constantine, Muhanned 
Carder and junior artists Pradeep Chandrasiri, Sarath Kumarasiri, Nilanthi Weerasekera and K. 
Pushpakumara. The art thus established and artists liberated by the new ideology gave rise 
to an artistic personality "who was conscious of his or her intellectual and political powers 
and possibilities" (Weerasinghe 2005: 188) and who privileged her/his life experience within 
a socio-political and critical frame of mind. 

It is within this new role of the artist and the newly liberated space of artistic 
expression that contemporary women artists (of the 90s trend) emerged. The general tendency 
of the artists of this generation to hail from the lower and middle classes stands true for women 
artists as well. Among the broad diversity of work that deals with a range of complexities and 
'psychological dispositions,' the most prevalent subject matter has been the investigation of 
the 'self'. This self-interrogation was carried out in a number of spheres such as violence, 
identity, ~exuality, urbanity etc. It is in this scenario that feminist ideological tendencies got 
currency and the cultural taboos and Victorian conventions on sex and sexuality, and women's 
roles in society were re-assessed through women's art (Weerasnghe 2005: 188). While some 
of the art practices of the early women artists discussed above are continued by a number of 
contemporary women artists, others have taken bold steps to re-define the space and role of 
the women artists at the level of both ideology and practice. What may have been relegated 
to a strictly domestic provenance in earlier times has now entered the public sphere as an 
artistic preoccupatiuon to bring out the political in the personal. 
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Within women's art, there are a number of strategies, aesthetic arrangements and 
thematics which artists have used in recent times. At the same time, one could see that a 
single artist has often dealt with more than one of these tendencies over a period of time. 
Therefore in my narrative on contemporary women artists, I would look at 'women's work' 
under these different tendencies rather than discussing each artist. Through this arrangement, 
I hope that a fair sense of the eclectic nature of women's art can be gained. These artists 
have been exposed to the global trends of art-making, received an education that does not 
limit itself to form and technique and found spaces and avenues in and through which they 
may express themselves as artists despite their origins in the not-so affluent classes. These 
then, are the figures that have presented their preoccupations of the 'woman's burden' as a 
subject matter acceptable within the 'main issues of the country' that my friend commented 
on. They are inspired by female role models such as Frida Kah lo. Information on their work 
and life has reached them through processes of globalization. Locally, several of them have 
been influenced by my own work. They are no longer defined by the conventions of social 

practice that restricted their predecessors. These then, are the artists who strive to subvert 
the stereotypes and to explore their life worlds to practice art in contemporary times, despite 
a set of restrictions and challenges faced by them that are similar in some ways to those faced 

by the earlier artists, and are also different. 

The feminine as a social construct 

Many artists have explored the body of the woman as a mystified representation of male 
fantasy in their work. My 1997 exhibition Vehicle Named Woman was the earliest attempt at 
dealing with this particular theme. I made a concerted effort to interrogate the sexual politics 
and women's subjectivity and lay bare the politics offemale subjectivity and the possibilities 
of art as a form of theoretical investigation. Using automobiles as a metaphorical tool, I 
investigated how the female body is viewed and used as a vessel, servicing society's needs 
and how it secured its existence as an exotic, sexual and fetishised object by and large. My 
aesthetics, which incorporated car parts (car doors, tires and body parts) and welded metal, 
offered further possibilities for new trends for artists in terms of both method and material 
while drawing criticism from others for its jagged aesthetics that did not have affinity with art 
formalism from the past. In addition, my works An Auspicious Moment and My Erotic Journey 

both critically intervened in the contexts of popular myths on women's sexuality. While the 
former looks at the politics of the woman as a procreator, the latter hints at the issues when 
the reverse is explored in contrast to the conventional role of woman as the comfort giver 
or provider of pleasure and man as the voyeur. Within the same thematics, I also looked 

at the visual representations of women in the media focusing on popular print media and 
billboard advertisements in my other works. 8 In 1997, another artist Nilanthi Weerasekera 

attempted an investigation of the 'feminine as a social construct'. Nilanthi Weerasekera 
explains her series, Fabricated Woman that was initiated in 1997 which continued to 2000 

in the following words: 

I am Nilanthi from Hettimulla,. l<egalle. As a kid, everybody called rne 
Weerasekera's daughter. J\nd at school I was known as Sepa's sister (Sepa 
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is my brother). And if by any chance I had started an affair, I would have 
been referred to as 'so and so's girl ... {Weerasekera 1997 [Leaflet text of 
the exhibition Fabricated Woman]). 

In her work she confronts the mediation of society in constructing the female 
subjectivity, which also objectifies the female image by sexualizing and eroticizing it through 
a male-centric discourse for the pleasure of the male gaze. 

While Nilanthi Weerasekera's work directly confronts the issue of women's 
subjectivity, Chamarie Thapaswarage, a younger artist who graduated from the Institute of 
Aesthetic Studies in 2003 proposes the construction of a 'parallel universe' in order to locate 
the female subjectivity in a liberated and more satisfactory context. Her works investigate 
isolation and aloofness from the outside world where she eternally searches for a suitable 
oasis for her lamenting self. Here, the artist's strategy is to privilege the intensity of her 
struggle as a means of highlighting the misdeeds of society towards women: 

... I feel and sense a clear difference between the 'outside world' and 
the world I refer to as 'my world'. My world is what I yearn for and it is 
where I try to find refuge. It is where my expectations and my sentiments 
have validity. I am aware of the capacity and capabilities that the outside 
world have to fulfill my physical comforts ... my material needs. I am also 
aware of its incapability to recognize my desperate lonely inner being. 
Therefore, isolation overwhelms my internal and private world ... the world 
of the woman called Chamari. Confrontations with the outside world 
leave me even more disconnected from what is going on around me. I am 
disconnecting myself from the outside world because I cannot digest the 
singular and one-sidedness of everything it represents. My artworks refer 
again and again to my restlessness within this isolated inner world. They 
become the records of my inner struggle (Thapaswarage 2001). 

Interrogation of female subjectivity through personal histories 

Another tendency in contemporary art-making among women has been the interrogation 
of the self/identity/role -- the female subjectivity -- through a reworking of topographical 
elements from one's own personal histories and experiences. My subsequent exhibitions 
and large installation works since the works referred to earlier (Dinner for Six9 and Comfort 
Zone10 ) have further probed the uncomfortable positioning of women in society specially 
focusing on middle class women. I distanced myself from the earlier theoretical orientation 
and reached for experiences and histories from my own life to work out the narratives. 
My work is also meant to reveal a specific annotated treatment of 'material' and 'making' 
where the material itself becomes part of the narrative of the work, and the process of 
making becomes part of the overall meaning. This is seen quite clearly in my works, The 
Ancestral Curtain and Comfort Zone. These works, which are a nostalgic and critical glance 
at the women in my family history, try to highlight the contradictions of women's agency 
at work within the family and its traditions. Both works are done with crochet as the main 
raw material where art also becomes a project of elaborating the craft aspect of art-making 
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where material and labor produce part of the overall meaning of the work. This aspect of 
art-making has received a following where one could see a number of younger artists (male 
and female) treating material and labor similar to that of a craft tradition. Another woman 
artist who invokes the craft aspect of art-making is Marie Gnanaraj who is a hand loom textile 
artist and designer. Of the series of work published in the journal, Artlab, 11 she describes 
her work as something that she lives and works with, where her history of life is recorded in 
thread: "Every thread is very delicate; drawn too tight it will break. This reminds me of the 
fragility of one's life, which can be lost in a minute. The works (that are included in Artlab) 
are generally done as a felicitation to my family. The surfaces I have created in these works 
represent the likes and dislike of my children" (GnanaraJ :::.004). 

Niranjala Gunasinghe's woodprint series takes traditional female figures, motifs 
and patterns from temple paintings, somewhat reminiscent of the traditional block prints 
used in the 'cotton saris' printed in the 1950s and 1960s in Batticaloa (Eastern Province of 
Sri Lanka). Her work takes as its theme the notions of 'tradition' and 'contemporary,' and 
questions where one begins and the other ends. In another series of works, she illustrates 
the woman within the protective, concerned and nurturing role, lamenting the predicament 
of children in today's world with numerous abusive tendencies. 

Padma Rajapaksha Wijekulathilaka's art encapsulates her own life's struggles and 
triumphs through the transformation of everyday used objects as material for her art. A broken 
'coconut scraper' becomes a sculpture, an emotional marker for a situation experienced. It 
also becomes an object of defiance in some cases. She works in a number of mediums, and 
has been persistent in her theme that explores the concerns of women. 

The masquerading of female/male sexuality as a possible fetishised object for 
one's voyeuristic and fantasy journeys has been a theme that has preoccupied some artists. 
Danushka Amerasekera's photographic work, Beach Series presents a reversal of the role of 
the 'voyeur'. Conventionally, within the art discourse, the holder of the gaze and the role 
of the voyeur has been the preserve of the male while the woman has been the object of 
fantasy. By making the subject of her work the 'male body' represented in a vulnerable and 
sometimes purposely cliched poses reminiscent of fashion photography, the artist/woman 
has claimed the ownership of the gaze, which was forbidden to her earlier by the prevalent 
cultural conditioning: "my photography is about the male nude in contemporary culture. The 
question arising from my work is that of perception or preconception coming from a cultural 
background that denies the nakedness of the male body" (Amarasekera, 2000). 

Another artist working with photography, Manika van der Poorten looks at her 
own family history and reconstructs a memory book with a sense of nostalgia as well as a 
psychological play. Her series of works titled Last Doll and Dream Time unveils a psycho drama 
which is layered and carries multiple meanings. Her most recent series of work Boyz Own is a 
delicate photographic recording of adolescence through the eyes of an artist, a mother and a 
woman. In this attempt, she looks at homo-social behavior where masculinities get formed 
and manifested in male children and the sensitive and often emotional realization of 'sons 
growing up'. As van der Poorten observes, "not only are my sons constantly growing and 
going through profound changes but I also find myself changing in the way I relate/react to 
them and it's a personally challenging journey in a way nothing else in my life has been. It's 
a universal experience but also very personal." 12 (Perera 2008). 
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Women's in the face of social chaos 

The woman in the role of survivor and tragic bearer of sorrow and burden of a pathological 
society has been a thematic concern for artists such as Vasuki Jeyasankar, Harsha Samarasinghe 
and Janani Cooray. Vasuki Jeyasankar, born in Jaffna but living and working in Batticaloa in 
Eastern Sri Lanka has been a proponent of women's rights and human rights. In this role, 
she is involved with Suriya, a women's organization working in Batticaloa. Her art is largely 
related to her work undertaken in her capacity as an activist. Her work oscillates between the 
woman as victim - her body signifying a tragedy of a community -- and woman as survivor. 
Harsha Samarasekera has worked on a series where the dominant metaphor consists of 
'boots' interpreted as a symbol of political oppression and violence {boots in green) as well 
as the society as a victim (a fallen limp boot). She accuses war and violence (ethnic violence 
in the north and youth unrest in south) as human folly and a pretext for other agendas of 
domination. Here she aligns her anxiety and protest with that of society. Janani Cooray's 
overall work has strong feminist criticality13 on the objectification of female body. In her 
performance, Pasting the Pieces, 14 she shifts her emphasis to woman's subjectivity as a 
carrier of society's burden, a mother-figure nursing the wounded to recovery. An interesting 
aspect of the performance also is the depiction of a 'parallel reality' in which the figure of 
the woman is located where she pastes colorful pieces of cloth on a charred body, oblivious 
to the rest of the world, like a demented woman one might sometimes comes across in a 
street corner. In this symbolic play of disconnection from the reality of a burnt city which 
offers burned bodies to mothers, her pasting the pieces signifies hope, survival and defiance. 
It also poses the crucial question, who actually is mad - the society who churn out charred 
dead bodies or the 'demented' mothers who are trying to grapple with their sorrows and hold 
on to a continuously betrayed hope as a tactic of survival? Referring to a review of Cooray's 
performance by Darshan Ambalavanar, Sasanka Perera in an unpublished essay writes that 
Ambalavanar interprets her performance as an act of preparing the dead for burial which was 
seen as an act of love amidst the brutality of the violence (Perera 2006). Perera further notes 
that "while that was certainly one possible reading out of a number of possible interpretations, 
the other important interpretation metaphorically meant that she was putting color back on 
the body,·and therefore putting life back where it has vanished from and attempting to bring 
back a way of life that once existed" (Perera: 2006). 

Working on the theme of conflict and violence and highlighting the resultant 
destruction, Anoma Wijewarden's large exhibition Paramita (Quest, 2006) pondered over 
and reflected upon the same pathological aspect of society while emphasizing the need to 
rethink the strategies and involvements that led to the existing destructive situation. The 
exhibition consisted of digital photographs, a video installation and a performance: 

This exhibition is a sensitive endeavor that she has worked on for the la-st 
three years, to represent, through her eyes, what we have experienced as 
a nation. Harrowing though this reality is, what is noteworthy is that it is 
not devoid of hope, for we are offered a myriad of possibilities within the 
nuances of her rich tapestry of words and images to seek within ourselves 
the meaning of lasting peace, ways to transcend the rigid boundaries of 
ethnicity, religion and language, that bind us and imprison our minds and 
bodies and preclude us from attaining that reality (Silva 2006). 
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Here the artist engages in the role of a mediator in the process of 'healing'. In both 
Anoma Wijewardena's and Janani Cooray's work one senses the subtle message of 'hope' 
running throughout. 

The investigation of women's subjectivity in the predicament of social chaos and 
violence with racial overtones has also directed artists to look at one's identity in terms of 
ethnic politics, and questioned the composite ideas of 'national' categorizations. This is 
predominantly evident in the works of artists who are affected by the consequences of ethnic 
conflict in northern Sri Lanka and elsewhere in the country. Most works of R. Vaidehi's locates 
her lonely image at the center of her etchings in the background of a mass of buildings. Similar 
to an autobiography, the artist's own self becomes the allegorical content referring to personal 
pain and collective anxiety of a community who has been made refugees and members of a 
scattered Diaspora. It is interlaced with a sense of desolation resulting from the dislocation 
from one's own familiar place, the social plane and historical roots, as a result of which one 
has to repeatedly reposition one's self. T. Shanathanan's in his essay, Mapping the Location 
of Dislocation: A Reading on Post Traditional Art of Jaffna writes: 

Vaidehi in her work questions the notion of identity in an ethnically polarized 
Sri Lankan society and explores how the self identity is exchanged, devalued 
and handled by the agents of power through making a collage of various 
identity cards, police registrations and other documents. 

Sujeeva Kumari, in many of her paintings formulated in an expressionistic mode, 
situates a sole figure, and sometimes a head in the center of her frame and the 'landscapes' 
which becomes a recurrent theme. This same sense of isolation, which can be interpreted 
in terms of personal as well as social alienation, can also be seen in the paintings of Nelun 
Harasgama which positions an elongated individual or a couple within a large room (or various 
confined situations). In the works of both these artists the mood makes references to the 
tensions of isolation or tensions of non-communicability which is transcribed into a lonely 
figure (or 2 figures) in an empty landscape. Their work falls into the category of ideas and art 
tendencies that investigates the 'self within the larger reality of society. These investigations 
are also indicative of autobiographical pictorial narratives, which in the words of Weerasinghe 
are undertaken by "a character who is desolate and melancholy, yet sanguine or of a character 
who is struggling with some sort of bondage; captivity and a perplexity whose location and 
position are still being defined" (Weerasinghe 2005: 189). 

A recent exhibition organized as an exercise of the final year students at the University 
of Visual and Performing Arts ( UVPA) titled Installation: Miniature made me reflect on the art 
practices of recent female art graduates. In the exhibition I found that the majority of works 
by women students had a strong preoccupation with one's own experiences while a number 
of them were based on the theme of love, marriage, children, not as a romantic ideal but as 
an implication of socio-cultural politics that reflects human vulnerability, need for belonging, 
power, domination and interpretations of sexuality. The titles given to some of these artworks 
were also quite illuminating: 'Marriage Legalized' (by Chandima Ranmuthugala), 'This is Me' 
(by Dayani Jayasinghe), 'Reflections of Love' (by Nayomi Tharanga) and "Bed ... Growing' (by 
Sharmila Piyadharshani Kumari). All of these works referred to their own personal experiences 
and desires. An antecedent to the Installation: Miniature kind of art event can be traced to 
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the Made in /AS, yet another exhibition by the final year students of the University of Visual 
and Performing Arts curated by Jagath Weerasinghe in 2001. This was also the first instance 
that the public was able to see in one place the diversity and intensity of thematics and 
art-making by the UVPA students. It was also here that one was first able to observe female 
students' (for examples, works by Chathuri Rajapakshe, Muditha Askin and lndrachapa 
Rajaguru) maturity in handling socially and culturally loaded subjects such as sexuality and 
marriage, and their ability to shed the inhibitions in drawing the frontal male nude. One could 
see a continuation of this critical engagement with the female experience in the backdrop 
of larger social issues in the works of artists who have graduated from UPVA during the 
last 3-4 years such as Ulani Jayasena, R. G. Darshani Wathsala, Namali Priyadarshanie, E. H. 
M Wjjelatha, Lakisha Fernando, Krishanthi Sepalika, lnoka De Silva, lndralatha Dharmasena 
and lasanthi Kaluthanthrige. It is this 'critical engagement' with society and with oneself at 
a personal level that separates their kind of art-making from the artists in the earlier era who 
also worked within the same general thematic orientation centralizing their own immediate 
environment and experiences. Contemporary women artists such as those mentioned above 
have opted to take possession of their agency by making conscious choices about their role 
as artists through an informed and thought out process unlike the artists of the earlier era 
who first assumed the role as an artist through the socialization process, the intention of 
which was to make an 'accomplished wife' out of a woman rather than a professional and 
critically engaged artist. 

Toward a conclusion 

It is in the situation described above that one can hear the voices of female artists quite clearly 
questioning and attempting to address numerous issues. Are they not among the main issues 
of the country today? As seen through the above examples, female artists are practicing their 
art to express their views of the main issues of the country as experienced by them, within 
their life worlds. They are no longer compelled by a consciousness of a social reality that 
governs their choice of subject matter and method. Almost all the artists I have referred to 
above who are currently working in the Sri lankan contemporary art scene have in one way 
or another been influenced or informed by the aesthetics and ideologies of the 90s Trend. 15 

Their origins are in rural, regional, lower and middle class families. These women are generally 
confronted by three dilemmas: 1) to break through the socio-cultural restrains that hinders 
them from taking risks, 2) to overcome their economic dependency on their families, as well 
as their families being dependent or, them, and 3) to overcome the conservatism toward 
women to practice art in their own family environment. Therefore, their initial struggle has 
to be on a personal level in order to claim the rights for their self-representation as artists. 
This is different to the histories of women artists and their liberating attempts elsewhere16 in 
the world where women artists had to direct their struggles at the art institutional structures 
for equal representation and fair acknowledgement of women's art than to deal with the 
issue of their 'choice' of becoming an artist and securing their self-expression. If one looks 
at the number of art students who enter the UVPA every year, female representation has 
been notably much higher than the male over the past five years. 

However, when one looks at the number of female artists who continue to practice 
as artists after leaving the art school, the numbers are shockingly low. This situation demands 
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a closer look at the personal circumstances of women artists and their personal struggles. 
Most women trained as artists end up becoming school teachers, which is followed up by 
marriage and motherhood. In this process of 'settling down' conventionally expected of 
women - mostly pressured by the families - the first casualty is their art practice. However, 
there are instances of defiance by some women (more than against this 'settling 
down' process. The difficulty in resisting these social pressures stems from women artists' 
inability in developing an external support structure that would help them to reckon with 
family and social pressures. This situation has left women artists at a clearly disadvantaged 
position. One noticeable factor among male students as opposed to the females is that during 
university life they tend to develop their own networks with artists in other art fields such as 
theatre and music through participation in student politics and other group activities. This 
also becomes possible because the taboos governing their behavior are far less restrictive 
when compared to the codes of behavior that govern women. Most male students get their 
ideological and political maturity within these networks and peer groups. It is also the support 
of these groups that male artists rely on to help them out during their early life as professional 
artists after graduation. Various ritualistic bonding behaviors particularly visible among male 
students seem to be lacking among the female student population due to the nature of their 
socialization process as women and other socio-cultural restrictions. This contributes to 
preventing women from forming their own networks, which would have supported them to 
continue their art practice away from home. In addition, the closely-knit family environments 
and the 'protective' outlook toward women significantly prevent female art graduates from 
looking for imaginative alternatives to teaching and 'settling down' within marriage or even 
to continue work within their 'settled down' situation. These are some of the contemporary 
challenges and restrictions faced by female artists. 

From the foregoing discussion the circumstances and politics that shaped the role 
of early women artists and how they organized their art practice to meet the tastes and 
expectations of their own social class while using it for self-expression of their artistic inquiries 
can be gleaned. The early women artists who mostly belonged to the affluent and the middle 
class managed to secure their position as artists within the morality, gender biases, national 
and class aspirations of the time experienced by that segment of the society. The opportunities 
for their art education came through the intentions of the civilizational project of colonial 
rulers, the ideas on liberation for women through movements such as 'women's suffrage', the 
Theosophical Movement and the modernizing tendencies of the independence movement in 
the early and mid 20th Century. Within the opportunities given to them for enhancing their 
artistic sensibility to function as better home decorators and accomplished wives, they carved 
in a niche, sometimes transcending their private world to a more public one, establishing 
their identity and credibility as artists. Their strategy was not to reformulate their role as 
mot~r and wife to accommodate their persona as artists, but more to synthesize their art 
practice within their existing gender roles and social expectations. In a situation where social 
norms, traditions and reprimands over social misbehaviors are serious methods in promoting 
social conformity, one tendency of human behavior is to find means and methods to hide 
individual radicalism within subtle interventions and avoid loud confrontations. In a sense, 
the early women artists followed this tendency where they assumed split personalities, one 
as wives and other as artists, a role they publicly claimed as non professional even through 
their work within the public discourse was sometimes perceived as professional art. What 
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is interesting to note is that while they managed to claim a position as artists in the male 
world of art, their intervention and strategies did not really question the existing hierarchies 
or attitudes towards women. Neither did they initiate nor contribute to a liberating ideology 
within the field of art. Their attempt has to be understood as an initial struggle by woman 
to organize their art practices within the highly gendered and bourgeoisie art community, 
and to survive as artists to continue their work. 

The contemporary women artists whose social habits and economic circumstances 
are vastly different to the early women artists and who deal with an art community that 
is informed by the current ideologies of art that accommodate feminist tendencies and 
experimental ideas, are faced with social dilemmas not much different to their predecessors. 
The difference is in their method of engagement to overcome these social dilemmas and the 
way the overall art scene is responding to such strategies. Not coming from backgrounds 
that placed 'a high value on artistic enhancements as essential criteria for womanhood' (an 
advantage that in most ways helped the earlier artists to access an art education first and 
then to expand their art practice to become artists), these young women had to make a 
conscious decision to become artists (or to get an art education) and venture into confronting 
the politics, hierarchies and gendered issues of the art field. For these artists, taking such 
a decision was a process in which they had to negotiate with the pressures of economic 
and social expectations, and reservations toward art and its libertine practices that their 
families entertained. Their interventions in the art field are marked by the introduction of 
subject matter that deals with their most personal experiences with a feminist criticality and 
methodology that privileges the use of art material and practices typically assigned as feminine 
(such as lace, weaving etc). Both aspects have helped to establish a feminist approach to 
art-making that has intruded into an art discourse that is largely male dominated. The most 
remarkable feature of contemporary women artists is their willingness to take risks in order 
to establish their art personalities within the artists' community and their uninhabited actions 
of transcribing their anxieties and personal struggles into an artistic expression, thereby 
transcending the social and cultural stigmas that restrict woman's expression. 

Let me now try to conclude by drawing on the initial question thrown at me by 
my friend which I referred to at the outset of this essay. I would like to emphasize that 
contemporary women artists have been burdened with not having a historical lineage that 
professes an alternative to the conventional art discourse that might have allowed them to 
utilize their creative practices as ::in avenue for credible art together with their own criteria 
of greatness. As explained earlier in the essay, such exclusions and marginalizations are not 
only a matter of an art historical ovesight but are also rooted in the socio-culturafh1 and 
historically ingrained hierarchies and gender politics. Therefore, women artists invariably c:arry 
the responsibility of an attempt at liberation in the name of all women, first, to negotiate their 
right to speak and right to make a choice in their life and then, to be catalysts of change to 
rethink and reformulate art history's construction of 'woman,' and to confront its ingrained 
biases. Therefore, women artists have to negotiate their own artistic credibility and personality 
in the art community within this predicament, which in a sense constantly remind them that 
they are not only 'artists' but also 1women' who are practicing as artists. This added tag bears 
the weight of all the lapses and exclusions practiced in relation to women's art throughout 
the overall art historical discourse which artists who are women will necessarily have to carry. 
Therefore, my attempt has been to address to the best possible extent the complexities and 
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contradictions of contemporary women's art {specifically ot 90s Trend) and the economies 
and workings that propel and !imit contemporary women artists' creative energy in the context 
of limitations posed by a lack of in-depth research undertaken on Sri Lankan women artists. 
These artists do indeed carry the 'woman's burden;' not as a mantle under which they are 
confined, but as a vehicle through which they seek liberating self-expression. 

Endnotes 

1. Reclaiming Histories: A Retrospective E:xhibition of Women's /\rt was held at the Sapumal Foundation 

in Colombo from 8th to 18th March 2000, and was curated by .'\:1oli Perera. The exhibition was organized 

by the Vibhavi /1cademy of Fine Arts and Women in Visual Arts (a women artists' group that existed 

very briefly in 2000). This was the firsi: exhibition that documented women artists' work in Sri Lanka. 

A small catalogue was released that inciuded a brief written profile of all the artists who participated. 

The exhibition was partly sponsored by th,, /\ustralian High Commission in Colombo. 

2. The artists who formed the 43 Group were Lionel Wendt, George l(eyt, Ivan Pieris, Harry Pieris, Ra nil 

Daraniyagala, George Classen, f,i:hard Cabriel, L. T. P. Manjusri and Aubrey Collet. 

3. The mixed descendents from [uropeam '1re commonly called Burghers. 

4. An exhibition of IVlaisie de Silva's artwo1'<:s, 'Maisie de SilvcJ: A Retrospective Exhibition of Paintings 

and Drawings' was organized from 20th to 25th October 2000 at the Lionel Wendt Gallery, Colombo, 

Sri Lanka by her family. The Gitalogue to the exhibition provides us quite a useful insight into the 

artist's life and work. 

5. This was an influential art body in Sri Lanka during the early 20th century. 

6. In an article in The Ceylon Obsuv,·r of August 9, 1949 critiquing the Ceylon Society of Arts exhibition, 

S.J. writes: "What indeed is happening to the CS/\? Who v1ere responsible for the choice of pictures 

hung'? Surely the standard of art is not so low? Certainly the excellent school children's show recently 

proved that the younger generation has more artistic talent. How then can one explain this exhibition? 

There are of course c'xceptions rArs IVI.W.1\/1. de Silva, Donald l~amanayaka ........ " The same writer 

in another critique of the Ceylon Society of Arts exhibition quoted in Maisie de Silva, 1907-1997: A 

Portrait of an Artist (exhibition catalogue) makes the following observation:" .... The fifty-first annual 

exhibition of the CSA is not particularly exc'ting or inspiring. There are no 'important' pictures and the 

original and creative works are few ... 1\/irs. 1\/1.W.M. de Silva's two portrait studies show a mastery of 

technique, but not nearly as successful as some of her previous work, her portrait of Mrs. Gupta, for 

instance. She has however, developed a bolder style of painting which is effective." 

7. From 1980s onwards, Sri Lankan society and politics have been burdened with the left oriented youth 

uprising from the south (1988--91) spearhead by the Janata \/imukti Peramuna (JVP) that was brutally 

suppressed by the state and a 30 year armed conflict with ethnicity as the central issue of rupture that 

has yet to be resolved satisfactorily. 

8. Goddesses Descending Series (2003), Pedestal for the Goddesses - Perfume Series (2005-6), Come 
with Me to My Heaven (200~·) and Look at Me ... ! /\m Divine (2004). 
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9. Dinner for Six: Inside Out is an installation work by Anoli Perera undertaken during her residency at 
the Fukuoka Art Museum as part of the Fukuoka Asian Art Triennale held in 2001 in Fukuoka, Japan. 

10. Comfort Zone is a component of the exhibition Sri Lankan Contemporary Art: Works of Ten Artists 
held at the Millesgarden, Lidingo, Sweden in 2004. 

11. Artlab is a bi-annual journal published by the Theertha International Artists' Collective. In Volume 
1 (2004) of the journal, Marie Gnanaraj was featured in the 'Gallery' section. 

12. Excerpt from the author's conversation with Menika van der Poorten on 22nd October 2008, 
Nawala, Sri Lanka. 

13. Janani Coo ray's performance Cage at the Theertha International Artists' Workshop in 2003 referred 
to the problematics of the socialization process in relation to the girl-child. Her work enacted a ritual 
signifying 'coming of age' and what it means to young women. She also works on theme of 'feminine 
as a social construct' critiquing the ideals pertaining to the universal image of 'Beauty Queen' which is 
closely associated with the image of 'Barbie Doll'. 

14. Janani Cooray's work Pasting the Pieces was performed at the exhibition Aham"Puram held at the 
Public Library, Jaffna, Sri Lanka in September 2004. It was organized in the background of the violent 
conflict between the LTTE, the Tamil insurgent group and Sinha la dominated Sri Lankan armed forces 
that has been fought for nearly 30 years in the North and North East. Jaffna is the capital of the Northern 
Province and has experienced significant human and material destruction as a result of war. 

15. There are also a number of other artists such as Amitha lndirani, Yamuna Munasinghe, Tamara 
Jayasuriya and Christine Ruth who have worked and continue to work within the trends and thematics 
I have identified earlier. 

16. In the introductory essay titled 'Fifteen Years of Feminist Action: From Practical Strategies to Strategic 
Practices', Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock writes:" --- in New York an Ad Hoc Committee of Women 
Artists was formed in 1970 to protest the meager 5 per cent of women exhibited in the annual survey 
held at the Whitney Museum of American Art. Demanding 50 percent representation for women, the 
campaigners picketed the museum, deploying Tampax and uncooked eggs in their demonstrations" 
(Parker and Pollock 1987: 4). 

Bibliography 

Amerasekara, Dhanushka. 2000. 'Dhunushka Amerasekera' (catalogue text). In, Art/ink 
2000; International Artists Workshop. Colombo: Artlink. 

Gnanaraj, Marie. 2004. 'Weave', In, ArtLab, 2004 Issue. Colombo: Theertha International 
Artists' Collective. 

Bachofen, J. J. 1967. Myth, Religion and Mother Right, trans. R. Mannheim. Princeton and 
London: Princeton University Press. 

de Silva, Rajpal. 2000. 'A Biography', ed., R. K. de Silva. In, Maisie de Silva 1907-1997: 
Portrait of an Artist ( exhibition catalogue). 

Denham, D. B. 1912. Ceylon at the Census of 1911. Colombo: Government Printer. 



Volume 2 South Asia Journal for Culture 79 

Jayawardena, Kumari. 1986. Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World. London: 
Zed Books. 

Parker, Rozsika & Pollock, Griselda.1987. 'Fifteen Years of Feminist Action: From Practical 
Strategies to Strategic Practices'. In, Rozsika Parker & Griselda Pollock eds., 
Framing Feminism: Art and the Women's Movement 197-85. London: Pandora. 

Perera, Anoli. 2008., Boyz Own: Photography of Menika van der Pooten (exhibition 
catalogue). Pita Kotte: Theertha International Artists' Collective. 

Perera, Sasanka. 2006. Memory and Representation in Sri Lankan Art. Colombo: 
Unpublished paper. 

Pollock, Grieselda. 1988. Vision and Difference: Femin:nity, Feminism and the Histories of 
Art. London: Routledge. 

Silva, Neluka. 2006. 'Quest: Images of Our Reality.' Sunday Leader, 4th June 2006, Vol 12, 
Issue 47 (http://www.thesundayleader.lk/20060604/arts.htm). 

Reclaiming Histories. 2000. Reclaiming Histories: A Retrospective Exhibition of Women's 
Art (Catalog of exhibition held at the Sapumal Foundation, Colombo from 8th to 
18th March 2000). Pitakotte: Vibhavi Academy of Fine Arts. 

Shanaathanan, T. 2007. Mapping the Location of Dislocation: A Reading on Post Traditional 
Art of Jaffna. Colombo: Unpublished paper. 

Thapaswarage, Chamari. 2001. My World: An Exhibition of Paintings (catalogue of 
exhibition held at Lionel Wendt Art Gallery, Colombo, 11-13th October 
2001). Published by the artist. 

Weerasekera, Nilanthi. 1997. Fabricated Woman (leaflet text of exhibition). Colombo: 
Heritage Gallery. 

Weerasinghe, Jagath. 2005. 'Contemporary Art in Sri Lanka'. In, Caroline Turner ed., Art 
and Social Change: Contemporary Art in Asia and the Pacific. Canberra: Pandanus 
Books. 



80 South Asia Journal for Culture Volume 2 

Maisie de Silva, Preethi, date unknown, oil on canvas. 
Sauce: Theertha Archives. 



lnaka de Silva, Father's Room, 2006, 
Sauce: Theertha Archives. 

Sameera Makan Markar, Untitled, 
Sauce: Theertha Archives. 

Asia Journal for Culture 81 



82 South Asia Journal for Culture Volume 2 

Sita Kulasekera, title and date unknown, oil on canvas. 
Souce: Theertha Archives. 



R. Vaidehi, Untitled, 2004, etching. 
Souce: Theertha Archives. 

Volume 2 South Asia Journal for Culture 83 



84 South Asia Journal for Culture Volume 2 

Sushila Fernando, Mother and Child, 1947, oil on canvas. 
Sauce: Theertha Archives. 



Volume2 

Swanee Jayawardene, title unknown, 1999, oil on canvas. 
Souce: Theertha Archives. 

South Asia Journal. for Cultufe 85 



86 South Asia Journal for Culture Volume 2 

Anoli Perera, Comfort Zone, 2004, mixed media. 
Souce: Theertha Archives. 

Janni Cooray, Pasting the Pieces, 2004, performance. 
Souce: Theertha Archives. 



Volume 2 South Asia Journal for Culture 87 



88 South Asia Journal for Culture Volume 2 



Volume 2 South Asia Journal for Culture 89 

Cultu a and 
in Asia 1 

Rustom 

It would be a good idea to begin by acknowledging where we are. From my discipline of the
atre, I've learned that when we're on the stage, we're 'here', not 'there'. But what is 'here'? 
It would be somewhat illusory to say that we're in India. This is not an 'India' that I readily 
recognize. Perhaps, it would be more accurate to say that we're in a space-a somewhat 
sterile, technocratic space in the high-security zone of INFOSYS, a corporation which has 
gained an iconic status in the global economy as one of India's leading institutions of infor
mation technology and outsourcing. I would not disdain the achievement or global recogni
tion of such an institution, but allow me to say that I'm not at home here. For a start, this 
is not a space where artists and activists are likely to hang around. Surveillance apart, it is 
a cheerless space which strictly prohibits the consumption of alcohol and drugs; smoking is 
restricted, and photography prohibited. Instead of rejecting this kill-joy space, I would urge 
us to locate our unease here against the larger tensions prevailing in India today vis-a-vis the 
crisis in the global economy and the recent terrorist attacks. 2 

We need to reflect on the exclusionary territoriality of this space and ask why we 
tend to land up in such spaces while attending blockbuster global conferences. It could be 
argued that the logistics of such events bring us together in convention centres and five-star 
hotels which offer facilities and competitive rates which make them viable meeting grounds. 
But even as logistics are related to agendas, they also come with their own mechanisms 
and regulations. This is where surveillance enters the picture in order to ensure the smooth 
functioning of civic events. The more global the event, the more sophisticated the surveil
lance, as it disappears into a simulacrum of normalcy. Against this normalcy in the immedi
ate aftermath of the terrorist attacks in Mumbai, we are compelled to ask two contradictory 
questions: Can India afford not to develop a more rigorous culture of surveillance? What is 
the price of such surveillance? 

Bouncing off these questions, let me kick off this debate by presenting a cluster of 
three issues for our critical consideration: the politics of cultural exchange, the construction 
of Asia, and civil society. It is a truism to acknowledge that in the age of globalization, where 
mobility and split-second transmissions of capital would appear to be an irreversible norm, 
at least for some privileged sections of the world's population, the reality is that the gaps, 
the fissures, the disparities, and the distances would appear to be growing for many other 
parts of the world which do not share the same global clout. This is the first time that I am 
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interacting with artists and activists from different countries in Central Asia. Even while 
thanking the organizers for facilitating this meeting, which our own state and civil society 
agencies in India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia and Central Asia have not considered, we need to ask: 
Why has it taken us so long to meet? The inter-Asian cultural theorist Kuan-Hsing Chen of
fers one valid perspective: "The possibilities of coming to know each other in Asia have been 
intercepted by the structural flow of desire towards North America or Europe, and there is 
no adequate flow within the third world spaces and among the neighbouring countries in 
Asia. Intellectual work is lagging behind the structural shift" (Chen 2003). As indeed, it is not 
keeping abreast with the flows of popular culture and other goods and services. 

The problematic of 'desire' is well worth probing. At an intercultural level, the ex
change of cultures across national borders, it could be argued that the desire for the West 
is reinforced through the centrality of funding and availability of resources in the North for 
collaboration with artists, scholars and activists in regions of the South. The Indian state has 
not matched this cultural investment apart from short-term opportunistic forays in the now 
moribund area of the 'festivalization' of Indian culture abroad. 

Another source of desire is generated by the global media, notably television, in 
which the seduction of the cultures of the North is invariably privileged, with regions of the 
South being totally marginalized, if not erased, except in alarmist or exotic contexts of disas
ters, plagues, and terrorist attacks. It would seem that the cultures of everyday life in all their 
nuance and texture are missing in our part of the world, except when they are hyped and 
spectacularized for predominantly touristic purposes-as, for instance, in the 'Incredible 
India' advertising campaign in which the trajectories of desire are reversed from the North 
to th·e South. 

At an intracultural level, however, I would have to ask if the desire to engage with 
neighbouring cultures or communities within the boundaries of the Indian nation-state can 
be so readily assumed. Instead of constantly blaming the forces of the state and the mar
ket, could we turn the critical gaze on ourselves? In my cultural work which has taken me 
to many different parts of India, from my base in Calcutta to Manipur, Karnataka, and now 
Rajasthan, where I am in the process of building a Museum of the Desert.3 I have consis
tently encountered a singular absence of curiosity, if not total indifference, to other cultures 
in India. Regionalism, I would argue, has been one of the deepest deterrents of intracultural 
exchange in the Indian context. Arguably, its insularity and parochialism have been height
ened through the absence of infrastructure which could facilitate cultural exchanges across 
states on an ongoing basis. 

Regions in India cannot be separated from the centrality of dominant languages 
around which states were created at the time of our Independence. Even then, Nehru's 
was a lone voice when he pointed out the dangers of "building walls around a linguistic 
area and calling it a border" (quoted in Nag 1993: 1527). Later, he went on to acknowledge 
with some bitterness: "We live in a closed society-not one closed society, but numerous 
closed societies. There is a Bengali closed society, a Marathi closed society, a Malaya Ii closed 
society, and so on" (quoted in Nag 1993: 1527). These societies today could be described 
more accurately as upper caste and class-bound cultural hegemonies whose affirmation of 
specific regional identities has resulted in the undermining of other marginal identities from 
tribal, indigenous and migrant contexts. Chauvinism, if not xenophobia, is on the rise, as, 
for instance, in the recent outbreak of violence in Mumbai abetted by an extremist Hindu 
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pro-Maharashtrian party, which disrupted a national selection examination of the Indian 
Railways on the grounds that Maharashtrians should be given preference. Other Indian can
didates, collectively marked 'North Indian', were attacked and had to flee for their lives. 
What is disturbing here is not just the travesty of the concept of reservations, through which 
the Indian state has attempted to democratize the social and economic inequities of caste, 
but the middle-class endorsement of such blatant disruptions of civic life. 

Perhaps, this would be the appropriate point to dispel the feel-good sentiments 
that have circulated around the concept of diversity in India, in which we have been ex
pected as good citizens to believe in an imagined national unity. At a quantitative level, it 
would be inaccurate to deny the sheer range of Indian diversities at the levels of language, 
culture, region, religion, food, performance, textiles, and handicrafts, but it would be equally 
inaccurate to assume that these diversities automatically get translated into a cohesive and 
dynamic plurality. Indeed, we would have to argue that our diversities have not necessarily 
resulted in a harmonious and tolerant society, as is commonly assumed. If we wish to work 
towards plurality, therefore, we cannot just assume the innate goodness and democratic po
tential of diversities; rather, we are compelled to explore the arbitration and negotiation of 
differences which are inextricably linked to diversities at multiple levels. Indeed, diversities 
are often the products of differences, disparities and inequities. 

And yet, the culturalist trap is to wallow in the intrinsic vitality of diversities-for 
example, the cultures of indigenous peoples-without recognizing that these diversities are 
inseparable from the most extreme forms of poverty, exploitation, and illiteracy. My skepti
cism of the euphoria surrounding diversity extends to the recent UNESCO Convention on 
Diversity, which clearly indicates that Europe has awakened rather late in the day to what 
we tend to take for granted in countries like India. However, the onus to protect diversity has 
been unequivocally placed on national governments, which could be the greatest sources of 
instigating divisive politics in the name of diversity. Whatever policy is created around diver
sity, the point is that it should not be equated with plurality; rather, both categories need to 
be juxtaposed in some kind of dialectical tension rather than placed in an unproblematized 
continuum. 

In the context of our non-negotiable differences in India, would we be better off 
meeting under the sign of Asia? But what is Asia? The organizers of this conference have 
placed us, the invitees, in two cartographic categories: Southwest Asia and Central Asia, but 
in the process they have forgotten to mark themselves under the sign of Europe. Historically, 
it needs to be acknowledged that Asia was invented in Europe, and in contexts such as this 
conference that legacy would seem to continue in so far as we would not be meeting in Ban
galore without European intervention, funding, and nomenclature. 

Another axiom needs to be pointed out: The fact that I live in the continental ex
panse of Asia does not make me 'Asian'. As a matter of fact, I can't think of anyone I know 
in India who identifies himself or herself as 'Asian'. This may come as a surprise to the or
ganizers of this conference who have designated us rather blithely as 'Asian cultural actors'. 
The fact that I do not see myself as Asian has nothing to do with desire or antipathy for an 
identitarian marker imposed on us with good intentions. The point is that there is no cultural 
or public discourse in India of any substance which would enable us to understand what 
'Asia' means beyond the strategic business partnerships advocated by a few corporations 
and business houses. 
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I first came into contact with Asia in Singapore, where there is money for inter-Asian 
theatre workshops and cultural interactions. It was in one such workshop that I realized very 
quickly that I was being framed as 'Asian' within the propaganda of state-determined cultur
al capital, which has been buttressed over the years by any number of discourses relating to 
'Asian values', the 'Asian Renaissance', and 'New Asia'. Not only did I find this Asiacentricity 
somewhat oppressive, I realized that it was the other side of the same coin as Eurocentricity, 
if not more insidious. At least with the known devil of Eurocentricity we (in the South) _know 
where we stand in relation to its imperialist and universalizing categories against which
and which--we have derived our own critical categories. However, Asiacentricity 
assumes a unified and culturally authentic counter to Eurocentricity without acknowledging 
the considerable hierarchies, border wars, nuclear threats, and racism that afflict 
Asia from within. 

Historically, as Naoki Sakai and others have theorized, Asian self-consciousness 
comes into being with the advent of Western colonization. This compels us to ask: How do 
we view the Asia-that-has-yet-to-be-named, the Asia prior to colonization? How do we posi
tion ourselves vis-a-vis the pre-modern histories of Asia? I ask this question not as a 
historian, but as a cultural worker in so far as our practices may compel us to be engaged 
with communities who, arguably, have not entered the narrative of modernity, and who may 
still be surviving through pre-industrial forms of labour. For instance, at this point in time 
in my ongoing work on the Museum of the Desert in Jodhpur, Rajasthan, I am interacting 
with communities of broom-makers who continue to make brooms entirely by hand with no 

whatsoever. How do we as cultural workers engage with such labour with all its 
concomitant problems of poverty and caste stigmatization within-and against--the domi
nant mechanisms of the global economy? 

The second question that needs to be asked is equally embedded in different tem
poralities: If the current framework of globalization offers a different paradigmatic structure 
which compels us to define Asia differently, does colonization no longer serve as a valid point 
of reference? Perhaps, I should qualify that what I would like to put on our agenda is some 
knowledge of the intersecting histories (and residues) of colonization in Asia, of which we 
remain so ignorant. Kuan-Hsing Chen (2003) would refer to this impulse of re-interpreting 
Asia as a method which enables us to understand our present more vividly through shifting 
sites of identification and multiple frameworks of reference. 

And yet, it could be argued: We've left colonization behind. After all, we're postco-
we're decolonized. One way of puncturing such illusions would be to call attention to 

the oppressive present through those forgotten histories and misunderstandings of the past 
across Asia which have been allowed to pass and fade into oblivion. I am thinking of one mo
ment in 1924 when the great Bengali poet and Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore visited 
China and had to cut his lecture tour short because he was subjected to verbal abuse by the 
emergent Communist Youth League. These radicals were incensed that the so-called 'son of 
Asia' apart from denigrating nationalism seemed to align himself to spiritual and conserva
tive liberals at the expense of highlighting the poverty and lack of modernity in China. The 

own advocacy of modernism through a subtle critique of modernization was obvi
ously lost in translation. And so, he was abused with these unforgettable words: Go back, 
slave, from a lost country. 
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One particular word resonates for me today. While neither China nor India could 
be regarded as 'lost countries' today, the word 'slave' calls attention to a vista of references: 
the neo-slavery of global migrant labour; the caste-bound tyranny of bonded labour which 
still continues to exist in many parts of India; the dehumanization associated with child la
bour; and let's nor forget those slaves working in some middle-class Indian homes who are 
euphemistically designated as 'servants'. Slavery is alive and well in India and other parts of 
Asia, and perhaps it could serve as a catalyst for us to reflect on how the cultures of enslave
ment in the past continue to be re-invented or simply perpetuated in the present. 
If Asia remains a concept that has yet to be fully imagined, the category of civil society is 
perhaps even more opaque, and arguably, it is untranslatable in most Indian languages. 
The fact that a concept does not translate easily does not mean that there is no reality 
underlying the difficulties of its translation. With some caution, particularly in the wake of 
the recent terrorist attacks, where it would seem as if there is no civil society in India, as 
some socialites have declared on television, I would say that we have a profoundly uncivil 
civil society in India. 

What are we to make of this oxymoron? If we have to assess civil society in terms 
of public services, ranging from garbage clearance to health clinics to law and order man
agement, then India presents a terrifying picture of chaos; but, if we had to think of civil so
ciety at more somatic, interactive, and intimate levels, through modes of survival by which 
millions of people share the most minimal resources-I'm thinking of how people accom
modate each other's bodies in the overcrowded trains of Mumbai every single day or how 
slum dwellers can collectively draw on a single municipal water pump for their daily con
sumption-then, in failing to engage with such immediacies, we undermine our capacities 
to live together at extraordinary levels of adjustment. 

At a theoretical level, civil society has been somewhat disparaged in India. In one 
of the most influential theories available on the subject, Partha Chatterjee (2000, 2004) 
has fossilized the notion of civil society as bourgeois society, which he acknowledges as a 
predominantly elite formation of civil and social institutions which were introduced by the 
British in the colonial period through the trajectories of modernity. While acknowledging 
some social interventionist role for this society, Chatterjee ultimately relegates it to demo
graphically limited coteries of privileged citizens. In contrast, as he argues, if we wish to 
engage with the struggle for democracy, then we have to acknowledge the existence of a 
'political society', which is an emergent, processual, fragmented series of 'mediating prac
tices' between state institutions and civil society. Located in the interstices or wastelands of 
the metropolis, alongside railway tracks and in squatter colonies, the proponents of this so
ciety cannot be described as citizens because their very foundations and modes of survival 
and resistance are based on illegality. Conscious of the fact that they are violating property 
laws and civil regulations, these non-citizens nonetheless claim their right to livelihood on 
a collective basis, to which the agencies of the state, the police, and civil society have no 
other option but to confront in different ways--either through violence by evicting squatters 
and demolishing their temporary settlements, or by resorting to instrumentalist welfare 
strategies. 

While this enunciation of political society is useful, the danger lies in dichotomiz
ing the 'civil' and the 'political', instead of intersecting the civic appropriations of the politi
cal and the political disruptions of the civil, which are at once interruptive and synchronous 
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activities. Many of us live and operate, I would assert, in the cusp of the civil and the political. 
To regard modernity as somehow inimical to democracy, as Chatterjee does, is almost as 
unproductive as to restrict the struggle for democracy to political society alone. In contrast 
to grassroot people's movements, it is true that the struggles in civil society may appear to 
operate at micropolitical levels in a predominantly defensive register. However, it would 
be inaccurate to underestimate the emergent politics of citizens as they attempt to protect 
their personal and institutional autonomy from fundamentalist and statist attacks which are 
on the rise. If an art gallery, for instance, is ransacked for showing the paintings of a Muslim 
artist ostensibly on charges that they are obscene, or if a university is pressured to teach a 
particular version of sectarian history, or if the livelihood of bar-girls can be abruptly ter
minated through moralistic and patriarchal state intervention, in every single instance, the 
fundamentals of democracy are being affirmed and fought for through the resistance to such 
attacks in a highly contested arena of a living politics. 

These protests need to be differentiated from the high-profile telecivility of celebri
ties on prime-time television talk shows, which blatantly play into nee-liberal sentiments. 
However, it would be deeply cynical, if not a serious mistake, to disparage civil society 
through such elitist performativity without taking into account the actions of a multitude of 
social groups, mohalla (neighbourhood) committees, unions, and youth centres, which have 
yet to be effectively mobilized on the lines of civil society movements in Brazil through mass 
campaigns against hunger and violence. In the wake of the terrorist attacks in Mumbai, there 
is a growing realization that the much valorized resilience of the city needs to be tempered 
with rage against a corrupt and inefficient state. But how can this rage be consolidated in 
the absence of an organized civil society movement? This is the question which cries out for 
action at grass root levels beyond the choreographed demonstrations of engaged citizens on 
prime-time television, whose human chains and candlelit vigils amount to mere gestures of 
symbolic solidarity. 

Against the illusory comforts of the symbolic, how does one actually engage with 
violence? And what are the possibilities of transforming it through cultural practice? In a deft 
adaptation of John Lennon's definition of God, the Indonesian writer Goenawan Mohamad 
(2003) once defined Asia as 'a concept by which we measure our pain.' God and Asia apart, 
how do we engage with pain? Instead of sequestering pain in our existential bodies at per
sonal, inchoate, and untranslatable levels, the theorist Talat Asad (2003) has suggested that 
we look upon pain not as a private experience but as a social relationship. Pain need not 
merely exist in a passive state, inflicted on by another; it can have its own agency in reaching 
out towards others whereby a new sociality can be built depending on who is expressing the 
pain to whom, in what circumstances, and for what purpose, if any. The recognition of the 
pain of the other, I would suggest, could be the most creative way of engaging-and trans
forming-violence. 

And yet, this could seem like an overly idealistic proposition given the fact that we 
live in an age where we are almost habituated towards an immunization of pain through the 
process of secularization, as Talal Asad would argue. Countering this premise, one should 
also add the triumphalism of inflicting pain in situations of communal carnage where the 
assailants would seem to derive a perverse pleasure from the most heinous acts-for ex
ample, the disgorging of the foetus of a child on the grounds that the mother happens to be 
a Muslim. In the context of such senseless brutality, how does one engage with the pain of 
the other? 



Volume 2 South Asia Journal for Culture 95 

It would seem to me that in such states of extremity, the languages of art offer, at 
least potentially, one of the most textured and emotionally effective responses to represent
ing the unrepresentable. Precisely because art does not reproduce reality, but re-shapes 
it through myriad strategies ranging from melodrama to farce to psychological drama to 
surrealism to documentary realism, it has the capacity to make you see violence in another 
light. And yet, if I had to be perfectly candid, what I am speaking about is the potentiality of 
art. The actual evidence of art practice in India within the larger chaos of our times would 
suggest that the imagination is in a state of crisis. 

Almost by default-or is it a creative strategy?-we are seeing the emergence of 
new collaborative ventures, where the onus is no longer on a singular creator/author to 
come up with an appropriate vision of the oppressive present. Particularly in the field of the 
visual arts and multi-media cultural interventions, we are seeing a movement outside the 
civic boundaries of particular disciplines into the turbulence of the political, which directs 
the difficulties of representation towards the more elusive possibilities of action. Today the 
distinction between 'actors' and 'activists' has become blurred in the attempt to work across 
divides, which inevitably challenges the creation of new infrastructures of creative work. 

In this context, how does one forge alliances between the agencies of culture and 
development without succumbing to the instrumentalist sterilities of the creative industries 
discourse which rests on the specious assumption that 'creativity is everyone's natural asset 
to exploit' and can solve social, economic and political problems that governments are un
able to confront? And second, how does one build new dialogic infrastructures in the areas 
of governance, civil society, art practice, and funding, which need to be interrelated? How, 
indeed, does one push the 'narrow domestic walls', as Tagore would put it, of our prevalent 
habits and disciplines? How can one re-imagine our possibilities of not only recognizing, but 
transforming the pain of the other through creative and concrete social action? 

I would like to end with these questions, hoping that they will resonate in your own 
attempts to push the divides of the civil and the political. Hopefully, they will also ignite the 
desire for us to work together through possible collaborations and exchanges that could 

result in a new cartography of Asia. 
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Another Asia: Rabindranath Tagore and Okakura Tenshin (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006); for an 
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Meenakshi Thapan. {Ed.,) 
Transnational Migration and the Politics of Identity. 

Sage, New Delhi, 2005, 
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Michael Collyer 

The conference on Women and Migration in Asia, organised 
by the University of Delhi's.Developing Countries Research 
Centre in December 2003, is one of those events that 
makes people who missed it wish they had been there. 
Those of us who didn't attend can easily imagine the 
quality of discussions and debates that surrounded the 
tremendous range of papers presented. It is relatively 
common for the best of such conferences to lead to an 
edited volume, but I know of no other example where a 
single conference has resulted in an entire series. Yet that 
is the case with the five volume Women and Migration in 
Asia, and we have to be thankful to Meenakshi Thapan for 
the huge amount of work that producing such a carefully 
assembled and well edited collection must have taken. 

This is the first of the five volumes of that series, 
and in addition to editing the series itself, Meenakshi 
Thapan has also edited this volume. Other volumes in the 

series are titled Poverty, Gender and Migration; Gender, Conflict and Migration; Exploring 
Migrant Women and Work and finally, Marriage and Migration. All five are now published and 
provide an invaluable source to correct the frequent observation that research in migration 
studies is gender blind. It is still too often the case that research and policy takes a standard, 
masculine subject as indicative of all migrants. This series makes a tremendous contribution 
to the growing stock of literature which demonstrates what it means to take gender seriously 
in relation to migration, and more broadly in the social sciences in general. 

This first volume is focused on transnational aspects of migration, one of the most 
widely used theoretical frameworks in recent years. The book comprises a substantial 
introduction from the editor and nine further chapters, presenting original empirical research. 
A transnational perspective arises from the observation that international migrants continue 
to maintain and develop links with the places that they migrated from. It is widely recognised 
that this has always been a feature of international migration but it was only in the early 
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1990s that researchers, particularly working with various migrant communities in the US, 
began to focus on aspects of this relationship more deliberately. Much of this literature has 
explored the differences in the nature of transnational interactions and mobility between men 
and women, though typically from a US or European standpoint. Migrants' relationship with 
particular distant places and the variety of understandings of the cultural practices associated 
with those places establishes the clear link with identity, which provides the second theme 
of the book. All papers provide insight into the way in which identity is constructed in a 
transnational setting and, centrally, how those constructions are gendered. 

In her introduction, Meenakshi Th a pan interweaves an extremely detailed overview 
of the complexities of these gendered constructions with a summary of the various arguments 
presented in the remainder of the collection. The focus on transnationalism and identity 
provides a range of empirical examples and theoretical arguments that focus on the agency 
of women, undermining the traditional image of women in the social sciences as victims or 
dependents. Of course, women are equally the of constraints from a range of sources 
which restrict their opportunities. The relationship between women's agency and these 
various structural constraints forms the central themes of the book, as women negotiate and 
strategise to construct their own identities against the range of often more powerful actors 
attempting to impose varying or conflicting identities on them. 

The state is perhaps the most obvious of these actors, and Thapan links research 
into transnationalism with literature on gender and citizenship, emphasising how the 
construction of a single, ideal type citizen has typically privileged a certain image of the male 
citizen from the dominant ethnic group. This reveals how patriarchal controls on women's 
identity are impossible to separate from state structures, though patriarchy operates within 
and between states so it is perhaps easier to conceptualise in a transnational context. Yet 
throughout the introduction Thapan emphasises the complexity of these ideas, and is equally 
critical of the brand of 'imperial-feminist' discourse which justify certain state behaviours and 
only repeat and reaffirm women's status as victims. A third key theme of the book, to which 
many subsequent chapters return is the divisions between public and private space, which 
again is thoroughly problematised, particularly around notions of locating home. These are 
all complex themes and contain many overlapping and interconnected ideas and Thapan is 
not always able to deal with them without repetition but this mostly adds to the persuasive 
power of her introduction. 

Several of the subsequent papers focus on specific responsibilities women have in 
terms of cultural obligations. Nilufar Ahmed describes the situation of Bangladeshi women in 
London as being 'in-between' two cultures. They experience certain freedoms in London but 
they also suffer from isolation, and feel an obligation to fulfil traditional gender prescribed 
roles. The transition period between life in Bangladesh and London may last for decades 
during which these very different positions must be negotiated. Aparna Rayaprol examines 
generational differences between US born children of Indian migrants and their parents, which 
she considers to amount to the children 'learning to be Indian'. The generational tensions this 
creates are particularly severe for girls who are seen as bearers of tradition and have more 
serious obligations than boys. Christine Delphy's paper, examining the background to the ban 
on the hijab in France similarly focuses on the 'double bind' faced by women as a result of 
racism, whether they choose to wear the hijab or not. 

Sunera Thobani's ethnographic study among young women in Canada focuses on 
more subtle presence of racism as it is felt migrant women. She argues that the Canadian 
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multicultural model effectively masks a far more pervasive racism in Canadian society. Irene 
Gedalof examines similar questions in the UK, looking at the official policy discourse rather than 
social responses. She identifies the migrant woman as a particular target for UK government 
policy, such as through discussions of the language which is spoken in the home."These issues -
again problematise the public/private distinction by opening the home to public scrutiny but 
also questions ideas of belonging more broadly by marking immigrant women who chose to 
speak other languages as foreign or alien to British values. 

Santi Rozario explores the experiences of a particular group of women, single 
Bangladeshi women in Australia, using a number of detailed life histories. She contrasts the 
experience of single women with those of married women, identifying highly invasive practices 
of observation and monitoring of sexual behaviour of single women based on the assumption 
that single women must lead a life of sexual promiscuity. This system is prevalent within the 
Bangladeshi community in Australia but also extends to Bangladesh when single women 
encourage comments on their return visits, and even if they regularly send money home and 
support family there, they are seen as fundamentally unfulfilled. This study highlights the 
transnational extension of this patriarchal network of constraints. Parin Dossa, also discusses 
the experience of a group of women who must deal with much more than just their immigrant 
status. She reports on a large project on mental health of migrants in Vancouver. This group 
is marginalised as women, as migrants and as disabled people. Dossa examines notions of 
social suffering which leads her again to a consideration of public/private space. 

The final two papers move away from the Western European or North American 
context to consider international migrants elsewhere in the world. Kathinka Sinha-Kerkhoff's 
ethnography of upper-caste Bhumihar migrant women in Mauritius explores processes of 
identity formation within a migrant community that has been associated with Mauritius for 
generations. In this context, India is perceived as a 'homeland' to which particularly women 
continue to be linked through established processes of marriage migration, which in turn 
produce an expectation of reproducing particular caste, class, gender and racial hierarchies 
within Mauritius. This particular construction of an Indian homeland sets them apart from 
Mauritius and provides stability, but also isolates them as their 'lndian-ness' is contested. 
Maitrayee Chaudhuri's study of poor Bengali migrants in a Delhi slum also examines a situation 
of multiple marginality. She returns to questions of citizenship to examine the impact of 
constructions of citizenship on those who are excluded from it, often violently as they face 
deportation. 

These papers present a fascinating variety of theoretical analysis focused around 
the central themes of identity, citizenship, transnationalism and home, each based on new 
empirical research. The only criticism of the collection I would make concerns the geographical 
representation of the papers selected. All chapters consider various aspects of migration 
of Asian women, though seven of the nine chapters consider the experiences of women in 
Western Europe or North America, repeating the clear bias towards research in the global 
north that characterises much research on transnational migration. Only the last two papers 
consider the numerically far more significant migrant groups who travel elsewhere. The 
absence of the tremendous range of research now being undertaken with female domestic 
workers in the Gulf, for example, is most disappointing. A transnational perspective and other 
themes established in this collection provide an increasingly common focus for research into 
the agency of one of the most marginalised, but also one of the largest groups of female 
migrants from Asia. Nevertheless, such issues are perhaps left for a future collection, and 
this one clearly sets the standard particularly high. 
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A Journey through Intimate Space 

Jagath Dheerasekara 

My journey is through the intimate space of youth; the treasured icons and the mundane 
clutter; the carefully placed and the carelessly tossed; the crowdedness of thought and the 
emptiness of thoughtfulness. 

A teen metamorphoses into a young adult who would face multiple challenges. 
Influenced by experiences in life and exposure to varied social phenomena, a youth would 
develop his or her character and individuality. 

With my camera, I travel the width and length of the privately inhabited space of 
Sri Lankan youth that allows some avenues for the public display of preferences stated, bat
tles announced and the niches carved. The lens stares at the intimate while gulping down 
the ordinariness, the extraordinariness and the bedroom life of the teenager. The divisions 
of Sri Lankan society along social, cultural, economic and ethnic lines have became more 
evident during the past few decades. The socioeconomic changes and the fallout from eth
nic conflict, which are inherent to that period has no parallel in recent Sri Lankan history. My 
attempt has been to capture the presence and preferences of youth in their own dwellings. 
For some, this is a well-furnished room while for another it is a corner of the single room 
that passes for a home for the whole family. For still some others, it is the quiet tranquility 
of a monastery or the confines of a juvenile prison. 

Luxurious spaciousness and the make-shift stand knee to knee in this youthful 
world; it is a world of contradictions and expectations. I alight upon the sacred cradled 
safely among the profane and move on to look at everything in between that pile up. It is a 
stage of life that emerges; clothes, books, various paraphernalia. 

This is a time of hording like no other; of joy, innocence, courage and vulnerability 
that is a very particular realm of the young. 
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