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     Chapter 1
    
 
  
    
     Sri Lankan Anglophone Literature and the Problem of Publication
    
 
  
   
    The events of September 11, 2001, erased the memory of what might otherwise have been the most spectacular and traumatic suicide terrorist attack of the year worldwide.
    
   
    On July 24, 2001, armed men entered the Bandaranaike International Airport in Katunayake, Sri Lanka, and sprayed bullets through the departure lounge.
    
   
    Several of their confederates, wearing the suicide vests that their organization had perfected, ran toward the six new Sri Lankan Airlines jets and detonated their bombs.
    
   
    The attack was sudden, unexpected, and profoundly unsettling to both Sri Lankans and visitors to the country.
    
   
    Moreover, the attack had been preceded by a long series of highly visible suicide bombings from the late 1980s on, which included the assassinations of Sri Lankan president Ranasinghe Premadasa, Indian ex-prime minister Rajiv Gandhi, and numerous Sri Lankan political figures; the attempted assassination of Sri Lankan president Chandrika Kumaratunga; and the bombings of highly visible public sites like the Buddhist Temple of the Tooth in Kandy and the Central Bank in Colombo.
    
   
    Sri Lanka’s woes, however, became overshadowed by more visibly global concerns following September 11, 2001.
    
   
    For Sri Lankans, however, the war that raged from July 1983 until May 2009 was anything but peripheral, and the current shape of Sri Lankan literature in English reflects the centrality of war, terrorism, and attempts at reconciliation to the Sri Lankan experience of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
   
 
  
   
    At the beginning of the twenty-first century, with ethnic violence and global terrorism on the rise, Sri Lanka had the dubious distinction of being one of the few countries to have dealt with these phenomena continuously for over two decades.
    
   
    From the ethnic riots of July 1983 until the military defeat of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in May 2009, Sri Lanka consistently dealt with the issues of terrorism, human rights, ethnic violence, and political uncertainty that have engrossed the wider world over the last decade.
    
   
    Sri Lanka’s small size and the fact that the conflict there does not mesh readily with the narratives about terrorism and human rights that are widespread through much of the rest of the world have meant that much of the trauma of the island’s Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim, and Burgher inhabitants has been invisible to the rest of the world.
    
   
    This invisibility has not, however, prevented Sri Lankans from seeking to represent and understand their collective tragedy in fiction, poetry, and film.
    
   
    The body of Anglophone literature that has sprung from the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka both reveals the impact of terrorism and ethnic violence on a particular society and seeks to understand how and why the conflict took root.
    
   
    Although the war in Sri Lanka has ended, the search for interethnic amity and reconciliation embodied by many of these works remains crucial for the future peace and well-being of Sri Lanka and vital as well for the pursuit of peace and reconciliation around the planet.
   
 
  
   
    The pursuit of peace and reconciliation and the obstacles in its path as displayed in contemporary Sri Lankan literature provide the framework for my study of Sri Lankan Anglophone literature.
    
   
    This book is a study of the range of literature that Sri Lankan writers, both those resident in Sri Lanka and those dispersed around the globe, have produced in response to the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Although my approach throughout this book is largely inductive—seeking patterns in the works of Sri Lankan literature that I discuss rather than attempting to impose an interpretive framework from above—there are three strands that emerge consistently in the chapters that follow.
    
   
    It is worth identifying these strands here, as they constitute the essence both of my argument for why Sri Lankan Anglophone literature should be studied as well as how it can be studied.
    
   
    First, because of the specific form that the interaction of language and politics has taken in Sri Lanka, Sri Lankan English language literature is crucial as a medium for dialogue and reconciliation.
    
   
    Second, because of the importance of the diaspora within the Sri Lankan nation, it is essential to consider both works by diasporic writers and works by local writers in order to have a full picture of the literature that surrounds the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Third, the importance of considering these groups together must not obscure the fact that location and material conditions matter deeply, and an attempt to deal with Sri Lankan literature that does not make considerable room for writers who are resident in Sri Lanka and thus often excluded from wider publishing networks is fundamentally flawed.
    
   
    Throughout my study, these three points emerge repeatedly, and they operate as fundamental axioms for the understanding of Sri Lankan literature that emerges in this book.
   
 
  
   
    The following pages will discuss, in very broad strokes, the origins of the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka, followed by the narratives presented by Sinhalese and Tamil nationalists to justify each side’s claims—claims that have been questioned by critics such as Qadri Ismail, Valentine Daniel, and Neluka Silva.
    
   
    A brief consideration of the history of the English language in Sri Lanka and the development of Anglophone writing will lead to a discussion of the goals of this study and its contribution to literary scholarship.
   
 
  
    
     The Evolution of the Conflict
    
 
  
   
    In order to appreciate the challenges faced by the writers whose works I examine, it is necessary to understand the evolution of the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka, which continued for more than twenty-five years, ever since the riots that erupted in Colombo in July 1983.
    
   
    But the riots were the culmination, not the starting point, of tensions that had been brewing for a long time between the Sinhalese, who are the majority ethnic group in Sri Lanka comprising about 74 percent of the population, and the Tamils, who are the largest minority group comprising about 18 percent of the population.
    1
   
 
  
   
    At the beginning of colonial rule in Sri Lanka, there were no clear ways of classifying and categorizing the peoples of the country.
    2 Religion, caste, kinship, and region were as important identity markers as language and ethnicity.
    
   
    The British experimented with categorizations such as race and nationality for purposes of administration, and Sri Lankan politicians used these categories to form or solidify group identities.
    
   
    At the end of the nineteenth century, racial theories developed by philologists and orientalists were introduced into the country by the British.
    
   
    When the elite from various ethnic groups formed the Ceylon National Congress and began agitating for political reform in the early years of the twentieth century, the then (British) governor ensured a balance of power by urging more groups to demand communal representation.
    
   
    This contributed to the polarizing of ethnic and regional groups.
    
   
    In the last years of British rule, communal representation was abolished in favor of majority rule, based on the recommendations of the Donoughmore Commission.
    
   
    According to Nira Wickramasinghe:
   
 
   
   
    
     Policy makers decreed that the one man-one vote principle should be instituted in order to create a sense of belonging to the state which would override particularistic identities.
     
    
     But the Commissioners did not foresee that democratic politics without adequate safeguards signified dominance of the majority group.
     
    
     (257)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Thus, socio-political changes that took place in Sri Lanka under the British set the stage and contributed significantly to violence in the post-independence era.
   
 
  
   
    Once Sri Lanka gained independence from Britain in 1948, the country was left with a parliamentary democracy in which the majority Sinhalese played the dominant role and took measures to reassert their authority.
    
   
    The insecurity felt by the Tamils was heightened later that same year when the Ceylon Citizenship Act was implemented and a large section of Hill Country or Estate Tamils (who had been brought in from India by the British to work in the plantations and at this point comprised 10 percent of the population) were disenfranchised on the grounds that people whose parents were not born in Sri Lanka could not be Sri Lankan citizens themselves.
    
   
    As a result, the Tamils collectively lost some of their representatives in parliament.
    
   
    In 1949, the Federal Party led by S.J.V. Chelvanayagam was formed with the primary goal of creating a federal system of government in the country that could give some autonomy to the Tamils in the areas that they dominated.
   
 
  
   
    Ethnic tensions were exacerbated in 1956 when an Oxford-educated Sinhalese politician, S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike, in an effort to gain votes by appealing to the Sinhalese majority in response to the impulse of decolonization, promised to make Sinhala the sole official language of the country.
    
   
    Once he became the prime minister, Bandaranaike and his Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) government put the “Sinhala Only” language policy in place, a move that disenfranchised the Tamils.
    3 When the Tamils protested the language reform, riots ensued against them.
    
   
    When Bandaranaike attempted to mollify the Tamils by means of the Bandaranaike-Chelvanayagam Pact in 1958, which included a proposal to make Tamil an official language and give limited self-rule to Tamils in Tamil-dominated areas, riots occurred again and the proposal was dropped.
   
 
  
   
    In 1972, a new constitution changed the name of the country from Ceylon to Sri Lanka, consolidated the status of Sinhala as the official language, and enshrined Buddhism as the state-sponsored religion.
    
   
    The government also instituted education reforms that put into place a system of standardization by language media at the University Entrance Exam, which made it more difficult for Tamil students to gain university admission and limited job opportunities for them as well.
    
   
    Subsequently, Tamils abandoned their requests for federalism in favor of separatism under the auspices of the Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF).
    
   
    Tamil youths began to band together in militant groups, such as the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), which was led by Velupillai Prabhakaran and formed in Jaffna in 1976.
   
 
  
   
    Matters came to a head in 1983, when thirteen Sinhalese policemen were killed in Jaffna by Tamil militants.
    
   
    Anti-Tamil riots broke out in Colombo and spread to other areas.
    
   
    Tamils were killed
    4 or displaced, while their houses, shops, and property were burned.
    
   
    It is now widely believed that the riots were not merely a spontaneous uprising of Sinhalese angered at the killings of the policemen but a pogrom with the connivance of President J.R. Jayawardena’s United National Party (UNP) government.
    
   
    In the next few years, war went on between the state forces and the Tamil militants, and the LTTE crushed rival militant groups.
    
   
    Thousands of Tamils left the country as political refugees.
   
 
  
   
    The Indo-Sri Lanka Accord of 1987 between Jayawardena and India’s Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi brought the Indian Peace-Keeping Force (IPKF) to Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Though all militant groups were to give up their arms under the agreement, the LTTE refused to do so and launched attacks against the IPKF.
    
   
    The IPKF consequently took strong-arm measures against the LTTE.
    
   
    In the south, Sinhalese youth protested the presence of the Indian force in Sri Lanka as a threat against Sri Lanka’s sovereignty and attempted to overturn the status quo through violence.
    
   
    This led to the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) insurrection in 1988.
    
   
    The JVP carried out a reign of terror in the next few years, while the state carried out a vigorous campaign against the insurgents.
    
   
    Thousands of Sinhalese youth were tortured or simply “disappeared.”
   
 
  
   
    In 1989, the LTTE proposed peace talks on the condition that the IPKF leave the country.
    
   
    When the IPKF left Sri Lanka the following year, the LTTE resumed war against the state.
    
   
    Peace talks began again in 1994, under Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunge, the new president, but ended in 1995.
    
   
    The years that followed saw numerous battles between the state and the LTTE.
    
   
    Thousands of civilians in the north and the east were killed or displaced, while suicide bombings by the LTTE in and around Colombo, the commercial capital of Sri Lanka, killed Sinhalese politicians and civilians as well as Tamil dissidents.
    
   
    The conflict wreaked havoc on the country’s economy and infrastructure.
   
 
  
   
    Norway brokered a ceasefire between the state and the LTTE in 2002.
    
   
    Following the election of President Mahinda Rajapaksa, who had argued in the campaign that the ceasefire agreement undermined Sri Lanka’s security, the ceasefire ended at the beginning of 2008.
    
   
    The LTTE, which had been weakened during the ceasefire by a division in its ranks between the leadership, which was based in the north of Sri Lanka, and the eastern branches of the organization based in Batticaloa and Trincomalee, had become increasingly aggressive in its attacks on its enemies, including the assassination of Foreign Minister Lakshman Kadirgamar and the attempted assassination of government minister Douglas Devananda, both of whom were anti-LTTE Tamils.
    
   
    The new government, meanwhile, was confident that it could defeat the LTTE altogether.
    
   
    The final showdown, which ran from 2008 to 2009, ended with the military defeat of the LTTE, the death of most of its leadership, and the surrender of most of the LTTE leaders who were not killed.
    
   
    Since 2009, the government has maintained control throughout the country, but the question of whether lasting peace and reconciliation will emerge remains to be resolved.
    5
   
 
  
    
     Historiographical/Nationalist Perspectives
    
 
  
   
    Each side in this conflict has its own perspectives on why the situation in Sri Lanka has come to this tragic and violent pass, as Sri Lankan scholar Qadri Ismail has delineated in his 2005 study 
    Abiding by Sri Lanka: On Peace, Place, and Postcoloniality.
    
   
    As Ismail asserts, the Sinhalese historian K.M. de Silva, in 
    Reaping the Whirlwind: Ethnic Conflict, Ethnic Politics in Sri Lanka (1998), gives a good example of the Sinhalese nationalist viewpoint.
    
   
    According to de Silva, the Sinhalese have lived in Sri Lanka for over twenty-five hundred years, while the Tamils have been in the country only for about fifteen hundred years.
    
   
    Though the Sinhalese originally came from India, they have developed their own unique culture and speak a language that is not spoken anywhere else in the world.
    
   
    Since the Sri Lankan Tamils have an ethnic affinity with the millions of Tamils in South India, the Sinhalese feel that they are a minority in the region, despite their majority status in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    They also remember the Indian invasions of Sri Lanka over the centuries and thus look upon the Tamils as their “traditional enemies.”
    
   
    In addition, the Sinhalese—the majority of whom are Buddhists—consider themselves historically destined to protect and safeguard Theravada Buddhism, which has been obliterated by Hinduism in India.
    
   
    The Buddhists feel that their faith—which was eroded during three consecutive colonial regimes (the Portuguese, the Dutch, and the British)—is threatened by the Tamils, who are predominantly Hindus.
    
   
    The Sinhalese also feel that minorities such as the Tamils and the Burghers were given unfair privileges by the British during colonial times.
    
   
    Following the country’s independence from Britain, the Sinhalese exercised their democratic rights as the majority to regain their rightful place in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    The measures they took to protect their unique culture were indeed discriminatory, but the Sinhalese gradually rectified these mistakes and tried to make reparations.
    
   
    Despite this, the Tamils still want to carve out a separate state for themselves based on dubious claims about a traditional Tamil kingdom and homeland.
   
 
  
   
    The Tamil nationalist position, as Ismail points out, is articulated by the Tamil historian A. Jeyaratnam Wilson in his books 
    The Break-up of Sri Lanka (1988) and 
    Sri Lankan Tamil Nationalism (2000).
    
   
    According to Wilson, the Tamils of Sri Lanka were always a distinctive race with their own traditional homeland and kingdom in the north and northeast of the country.
    
   
    Far from being latecomers or interlopers, the Tamils may well have arrived and settled in Sri Lanka before the Sinhalese.
    
   
    The Tamils are not a minority in Sri Lanka but a nation in their own right.
    
   
    Colonial powers such as the Portuguese and the Dutch recognized this fact and always ruled the Tamils separately.
    
   
    It was only the British who centralized their government in the southwestern city of Colombo and ruled the Tamils and the Sinhalese together.
    
   
    Once Sri Lanka gained independence from Britain, the Tamils were willing to live peacefully with the Sinhalese, but the latter consistently discriminated against the Tamils.
    
   
    The Sinhalese, due to their chauvinistic nationalism, broke every promise that they made to the Tamils and disregarded all the pacts that were made between leaders of the two ethnic groups as well.
    
   
    Only as a reaction to these broken promises and in defense of their culture and their very lives did the Tamils finally decide to take up arms for the sake of a separate state for themselves, which they call “Eelam.”
   
 
  
   
    In 
    Abiding by Sri Lanka, Qadri Ismail convincingly argues against authoritative histories such as those written by de Silva and Wilson.
    
   
    By juxtaposing an analysis of the above-mentioned works by de Silva and Wilson against historical works written previously by the same two writers, Ismail shows that due to their political agendas, the two historians have changed the past based on the political reality of the present—thus, instead of the past affecting the present, the opposite can become true within the discipline of history because of the authority that is given to the historian.
    
   
    Writing during the ceasefire that preceded the final phase of the war, Ismail, who prefers not to refer to the situation in the country as “the ethnic conflict” and instead emphasizes that the problem in Sri Lanka is “a question of peace,” posits that literature can do more than history or anthropology (the latter of which he dismisses as being completely Eurocentric) to effect peace in Sri Lanka because it does not claim to be true or verifiable (unlike history and anthropology) and therefore allows the reader to imagine possibilities.
    
   
    Ismail values writers and works that abide by Sri Lanka.
    
   
    In Ismail’s terms, “to abide by” is to actually take sides and make interventions in situations, instead of merely acting as native informants trying to appear objective and interpret situations to the West.
    
   
    For Ismail, abiding by Sri Lanka does not necessitate living in Sri Lanka since it is the text that shows whether a writer is abiding by Sri Lanka or not.
    
   
    Finally, Ismail argues against representational democracy, which always privileges majority rule, and calls for attention to be given to a minority perspective that is not based simply on numbers.
   
 
  
   
    My study, like 
    Abiding by Sri Lanka, recognizes the value of literature in seeking reconciliation in Sri Lanka but goes beyond the two literary works
    6 that are considered by Ismail.
    
   
    I examine literary works about the ethnic conflict ranging from novels by Shyam Selvadurai (1994), Romesh Gunesekera (1994), Ambavalanar Sivanandan (1998), Michael Ondaatje (2000), Nihal de Silva (2003), Channa Wickremesekera (2005) and V.V. Ganeshananthan (2008) to collections of poems and short stories by Kamala Wijeratne (1984-2002), Jean Arasanayagam (1984-2002), Neil Fernandopulle (1999), Pradeep Jeganathan (2004), and Vivimarie Vanderpoorten (2007-2010).
    
   
    These works deal with factors that contributed to the building up of tensions that led to the conflict, the variety of situations that ordinary people dealt with since the conflict began, the coping strategies that they used in a war situation, and the responses of locals, diasporics, and the international community to events in the country.
   
 
  
   
    In 
    Sri Lanka: Voices from a War Zone (2005), the Indian journalist Nirupama Subramanian writes about the stories of ordinary people—including farmers, fisherfolk, housewives, maids, teachers, schoolchildren, and retirees—who were affected by the war.
    
   
    Subramanian, in the introduction to her commendable work, writes:
   
 
   
   
    
     In years to come, historians will doubtless deal with the period in their own way.
     
    
     But orthodox histories usually look at events from above, painting broad brush strokes that do not take into account the lives of ordinary people who are affected by those events, and how, in turn, they influence the march of history.
     
    
     (xvi)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Literary works about the ethnic conflict not only give us narratives similar to those in Subramanian’s work, they also often create spaces for people, places, and situations to which such a reporter might not have access.
    
   
    After all, Subramanian herself admits that the government or the militant groups frequently prevented her from going to places she wanted to visit and meeting people with whom she wanted to talk.
    7 A literary work does not have to deal with such constraints; it can be a way of bridging the gap between verifiable accounts of events and sanctioned ignorance, to use Gayatri Spivak’s term, of such happenings.
    
   
    Through an act of imagination, the writer and reader can both experience—albeit to a very small extent—what otherwise might be foreclosed to them.
   
 
  
   
    In addition to imagining events and incidents that happened during the different stages of the ethnic conflict but were not covered by the media due to a variety of factors and circumstances, literary works about the conflict also make possible counter-moments/spaces.
    
   
    These counter-moments/spaces, which call for great imaginative work, can act as a key coping device in times of trauma and dislocation.
    
   
    The writers of works examined in this study do this counter-imagining in different ways; some remind us of times and spaces from the past (for instance, Arasanayagam and Sivanandan take us back to places and times in which members of different ethnic groups in Sri Lanka co-existed in relative harmony and co-operation).
    
   
    This strategy of retrieval is not necessarily the same as nostalgia, which usually involves yearning and/or mourning for what is lost and cannot be recovered.
    
   
    Imagining other times and spaces in this case is both a reminder that problematizes narratives of long-standing and implacable enmity between groups that are currently at odds with each other, and a motivating force to seek ways and means of recuperating and re-creating such spaces and times.
    
   
    Other writers imagine the potential of imagined events (for example, de Silva explores what would happen if representatives of opposing sides were thrown together and could interact directly with each other as human beings instead of as quintessential enemies).
    
   
    Spivak, in a talk on terrorism, has emphasized the necessity of this type of (radical) imaginative work, which considers the opponent—even if it is a suicide bomber—as a human being and attempts to understand the significance of his/her act:
   
 
   
   
    
     I am… not suggesting that political analyses and resistances and, on another level, aid and human rights, are unnecessary.
     
    
     I am suggesting that if in the imagination we do not make the attempt to figure the other as imaginative actant, political (and military) solutions will not remove the binary which led to the problem in the first place.
    
    
     … It is an imaginative exercise in experiencing the impossible—stepping into the space of the other—without which political solutions come drearily undone in the continuation of violence.
     
    
     (“Terror” 94)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    To Spivak, and to the writers whose works will be discussed in the following chapters, the imagination is not “mere unreason” (“Terror” 101) but a powerful force that enables both the writers and the readers to think creatively and move towards solutions by wrestling with what might otherwise be quickly dismissed as impossibilities.
   
 
  
   
    This book, as it seeks to explore works that heed Spivak’s call to “step into the space of the other,” is influenced by the work of the University Teachers for Human Rights (UTHR) group, which has tried to document human rights violations by all sides involved in the conflict.
    
   
    In Hoole et al.’s 
    The Broken Palmyra (1989), members of the UTHR give detailed accounts of ordinary individuals whose human rights have been violated, with the understanding that every single person’s life and rights matter.
    
   
    This focus on the individual and the particular is evident in many of the literary works that deal with the ethnic conflict and are included in this book.
   
 
  
   
    Throughout this study, I will be considering works that have been written by Sri Lankans in English about the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    First, however, I will introduce the historical context of the English language in Sri Lanka and outline the ways in which this language is implicated in the country’s prevailing ethnic conflict.
   
 
  
    
     The English Language in Sri Lanka
    
 
  
   
    English, in Sri Lanka, is very often referred to colloquially by the Sinhala word “kaduwa”—literally, the sword, which divides the Westernized, culturally elite class fluent in this language from everyone else in the country and “cuts down” anyone from the lower classes who aspires to economic and social advancement.
    
   
    For one hundred and fifty years under British colonial rule, English was the only official language of administration, law, and business, and those who knew English benefited materially, socially, and politically.
    
   
    The elite from all ethnic groups were able to send their children to fee-levying English-medium schools (very often run by Christian missionaries) in urban areas, while the majority of people sent their children to non-fee-levying Sinhala or Tamil “swabasha” or vernacular schools (meaning the medium of instruction for a student was his/her mother tongue).
    
   
    Due to the plethora of missionary schools in Jaffna—which is located in the north of the country and is a Tamil-dominated area—and the dearth of the kinds of employment opportunities available in other areas, a disproportionate number of Tamils were educated in the English medium and were able to get much-sought-after jobs in the civil service and other prestigious professions.
    
   
    The Burghers (Eurasians) also were very well represented in bureaucracy since English was their mother tongue.
    
   
    The predominance of these minorities in the civil service, professions, and public life caused resentment among the Sinhalese.
    
   
    English remained the only official language in the early years after independence.
    
   
    As Kumari Jayawardena points out, “the anomaly of continuing to conduct the administration in English, which was understood only by a fraction of the population, led to campaigns for a more democratic language policy” (66).
    
   
    At first, political leaders were progressive and willing to make both Sinhala and Tamil the joint official languages in the country.
    
   
    Soon, however, politicians sought to gain mass appeal by pandering to the preferences of the Sinhalese majority, which ultimately resulted in the “Sinhala Only” policy of the Bandaranaike government.
    
   
    As discussed earlier, this language policy was a major factor in the events leading to the ethnic conflict.
   
 
  
   
    Even though Sinhala and Tamil are now both official languages, English—which has now been designated a “link language”—still retains much of its socio-economic power due to the effects of both Sri Lanka’s colonial past and modern globalization.
    
   
    Consequently, those who are only proficient in the vernacular, even if they obtain a tertiary education, find it difficult to achieve the advancement they desire.
    
   
    This is why English is simultaneously attractive and repulsive to the masses, who are aware of the need for proficiency in English and desperately pursue this proficiency, even as they resent having to do so.
    8
   
 
  
    
     Sri Lankan Anglophone Writing
    
 
  
   
    Sri Lankans who engage in creative writing in English for the most part come from the Westernized upper and upper-middle classes of Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim, and Burgher communities.
    
   
    They have grown up in English-speaking families and have attended private schools or elite state schools in which English language instruction is readily available.
    
   
    For these writers, English has never been a foreign language; rather, it is the language that they generally speak at home and the only one they seem to feel comfortable enough to use as their creative medium.
    
   
    They do not appear capable of choosing the option of returning to indigenous languages, which Ngugi wa Thiong’o advocates for African societies in 
    Decolonizing the Mind.
    9
   
 
  
   
    The class element mentioned above remains, however, and Sri Lankans who write creatively in English are actually wielding the “kaduwa” by writing in a language in which the majority of people in Sri Lanka are not fluent.
    
   
    As Neloufer de Mel points out, Sri Lankans who write in English are now marginalized by a state that propagates Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism; at the same time, “the command of the English language… still carries with it social status, mobility of profession, access to travel and the potential for cosmopolitanness, unavailable to… citizens who are outside the privileges of class and the colonial tongue” (
    Women and the Nation’s Narrative 162).
    
   
    They are, paradoxically, both insiders and outsiders within their society.
   
 
  
   
    For a long time after independence, Sri Lankan writing in English was not politically engaged.
    
   
    Many of the writers produced what Rajiva Wijesinha calls “village-well stories,” writing not about what they knew, the urban milieus with which they were familiar, but focusing on life in rural areas, as if they “accepted that genuine Sri Lankan experiences could only be those of the village and villagers, not those of the urban upper class society from which they themselves invariably sprung” (
    Breaking Bounds 67).
    
   
    According to Wijesinha, the problem was not that these writers were focusing on what was mainly outside their experience, but that they repeated a limited number of themes, settings, and situations, which restricted the possibility of exploring the interplay of issues such as class and race, making the texts seem ahistorical and apolitical.
    
   
    For example, in many of James Goonewardene’s novels (like 
    A Quiet Place from 1968) and Punyakante Wijenaike’s early work (such as 
    The Waiting Earth from 1966), villagers and village situations are idealized, and rural people, for the most part, are presented as being simple and pure in contrast to the debauched and sophisticated city folk.
   
 
  
   
    Most critics agree that what first spurred these “writers to become more sensitive to the political, social and cultural realities of the land” (Sugunasiri 69) and engage with their own identities and roles in society was primarily the 1971 JVP insurrection, the failed attempt by educated but unemployed rural Sinhalese Marxist youth to overthrow the government and create a new social order.
    
   
    At this crucial period, when young people from the villages were willing to sacrifice their lives in order to make a drastic change in a social structure which kept the majority of Sri Lankans in dire poverty, writers such as Ediriwira Sarachchandra, Wijenaike, Goonewardene, M. Chandrasoma, and Raja Proctor began to make an effort to analyze these socio-political developments and understand their own roles in society through their writing.
    
   
    They seem to have begun to gain an awareness that it was not possible to continue subscribing to the notion of an “urban-rural dichotomy” (Goonetilleke “Beyond Alienation” 32), that their lifestyles perhaps contributed to the oppression of others, and that it was necessary to “acknowledg[e] complicity” (Spivak 
    Critique 309) for what was wrong in the social structure.
    
   
    Nonetheless, the 1971 insurrection was only the starting point for Sri Lankan writers in English to move beyond their disengagement and feelings of alienation; as the Sri Lankan dramatist Ernest MacIntyre has said of that period: “We hover just over it [the indigenous society] in varying degrees of unease or at least concern, but can’t or won’t make a landing.
    
   
    There is no final commitment” (“Creativity” 380).
   
 
  
   
    The push for Sri Lankan writers in English to make the “final commitment” of which MacIntyre writes came with the beginning of the violence that erupted in the early 1980s and continued unabated for more than twenty-five years.
    
   
    These armed struggles affected every aspect of life in Sri Lanka, making writers engage with the socio-political developments in the country to an even greater extent than before.
    
   
    Some Sri Lankans who write in English, such as Yasmine Gooneratne, Gunesekera, Ondaatje, Chandani Lokuge, Selvadurai, Sivanandan, and Channa Wickremesekera, have, over the years, either chosen to or been forced to go into exile in the West as a result of the violence and political instability in Sri Lanka, while others, such as Arasanayagam, de Silva, Fernandopulle, Sita Kulatunge, Carl Muller, Anne Ranasinghe, Eva Ranaweera, Ayathurai Santhan, Sivamohan Sumathy, Vanderpoorten, Wijenaike, and Wijeratne, continue to live in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Many of these writers have had to grapple with how and why the violence erupted in Sri Lanka and attempt to work out the issues it has raised.
   
 
  
   
    Consequently, I examine the complex issues that are brought up in and by the recent works in English by Sri Lankan writers—both those who live in Sri Lanka and those who do not—when they write about the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    On the one hand, these writers are located in different material cultures that affect how they produce their texts, including the genres in which they write.
    
   
    For example, due to the dearth of publishing and other opportunities, most writers resident in Sri Lanka tend to write short stories, novellas, and poems, as opposed to the diasporics, who more frequently produce novels, which leads to the question as to whether some genres are more suitable than others in terms of dealing with a subject like the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    On the other hand, both groups of writers are engaged in mapping out a range of subject positions within their work as they attempt to respond to the turmoil in Sri Lanka, and those who have to wrestle with the claims of their multiple identities are engaged in delineating the contours of their own subjectivity.
   
 
  
    
     Liberation Struggle, Terrorist Problem,
     
 Civil War, or Ethnic Conflict?
    
 
  
   
    Language also affects how we talk about the violence in Sri Lanka from 1983 to 2009, whether in English, Sinhala, or Tamil.
    
   
    Anyone who discusses this conflict has to face the problem of deciding what to call it.
    
   
    Proponents of the LTTE would like to describe this as a war of liberation (and would describe its conclusion as the tragic defeat of a liberation struggle), while Sinhalese nationalists among others would describe it as a war against terrorism (and celebrate its ending as a final victory over a terrorist menace).
    
   
    News reports have used these terms interchangeably and have also referred to the situation in Sri Lanka as a civil war or an ethnic conflict.
    
   
    I use the term “the ethnic conflict” despite the fact that it is not entirely unproblematic.
   
 
  
   
    Attempts to define the Sri Lankan conflict as a liberation struggle show the influence of Frantz Fanon, who justified violence as a way of nationalist resistance against colonial oppression because colonialism makes violence systematic.
    
   
    In 
    The Wretched of the Earth, he asserts that the first encounter between the colonizer and the colonized was “colored by violence” and “their cohabitation” is similarly carried on by violent means (2).
    
   
    As a result, “the colonized masses intuitively believe that their liberation must be achieved and can only be achieved by force” (33).
    
   
    Spontaneous acts of anti-colonial violence ultimately lead to a war of liberation.
    
   
    According to Fanon, the violence is redemptive in that it “unifies the people,” restores their self-respect, and leads to political independence (51).
    10 This was a common mindset among Tamils at the beginning of the conflict: the Sinhalese majority was seen as the oppressors, and militancy was considered the means through which Tamils could obtain a separate state and ensure that they would no longer be subjected to discrimination or violence by the Sinhalese.
    11 As the University Teachers for Human Rights group emphasizes in Hoole et al.’s 
    The Broken Palmyra, however, the popular base of the militants became eroded over the years, and it certainly cannot be said that all Tamils consider or support the LTTE—which decimated rival militant groups and killed Tamil dissidents such as Dr. Rajani Thiranagama—as their sole representatives.
   
 
  
   
    Other participants in the conflict would argue that the war in Sri Lanka was primarily a terrorist problem.
    
   
    They would point to suicide bombings such as the ones that killed Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi in 1991 and Sri Lankan President Ranasinghe Premadasa in 1993 and to explosions such as the Central Bank bombing at the World Trade Centre in Colombo in 1996 and the Temple of the Tooth (a major Buddhist sacred site) in Kandy in 1998.
    
   
    Because of its attacks on civilian targets, frequently by means of suicide bombings, the LTTE was proscribed as a terrorist organization by the United States, the United Kingdom, India, Canada, and, most recently, the European Union.
    
   
    As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the LTTE justified acts of violence in Fanonist terms by referring to their struggle as a war of national liberation.
   
 
  
   
    Michael Sonnleitner has pointed out that for Fanon, the ends justified the means.
    
   
    Since Fanon has suggested that a new humanity for the colonized can only be created by absolute violence, Sonnleitner insists that “absolute violence clearly includes terrorism” (288).
    
   
    Sonnleitner goes on to define terrorism as “political violence involving an intentional willingness to injure civilian noncombatants” (288).
    
   
    Yet it is difficult to pin down what terrorism actually is.
    
   
    With reference to the violence in Northern Ireland, Richard Kirkland writes,
   
 
   
   
    
     Terrorism has consistently been perceived as an act that defies the realm of civic discourse.
     
    
     Indeed, it has been the traditional role of language in the immediate aftermath of a terrorist atrocity to present itself as unable to capture the overwhelming materiality of the event itself.
     
    
     What, so the argument runs, can words offer in the face of such violence?
     
    
     Understood as such, every terrorist outrage becomes unspeakable.
     
    
     (77)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    The sense that terrorist acts are irrational and unknowable is evident in more recent discussions of terrorism, which have been influenced by the terrorist attacks of September 11th.
    
   
    As Oliver Marchart points out in “The Other Side of Order: Towards a Political Theory of Terror and Dislocation,” Hans Magnus Enzensberger has made a useful differentiation between “terror” and “terrorism.”
    
   
    According to Enzensberger, acts of terror—terror for its own sake—are empty acts with no apparent goals or signification and lead to a sense of dislocation; acts of terrorism, on the other hand, come with conventional rituals such as phone calls claiming responsibility or setting out specific goals—and lead to disorder (Marchart 97-100).
    
   
    From these attempts at understanding terrorism, we can see that the assassinations and bombings described above are examples of the LTTE using terrorism as a tactic to advance what they claimed was a war of national liberation for the Tamils.
    
   
    Just as it is problematic to define the LTTE’s military campaigns as a war of liberation, it is also problematic to regard the Sri Lankan government’s campaigns against the LTTE solely as a struggle against terrorism because it would elide the fact that the government itself (under various administrations) is responsible for atrocities before and after the terrorist acts by the militants began.
    
   
    In addition, the campaign of fear psychosis carried out by the JVP in the late 1980s and early 1990s—referred to in Sinhala as “bheeshana yugaya” (literally, “reign of terror”)—might then also be ignored.
   
 
  
   
    The term “civil war”—which has been frequently used by the international media—suggests that there is a bifurcation of all Sinhalese and Tamils, which is too simplistic and also ignores other actants such as the Muslims, who have been victims of mass expulsions in LTTE-controlled territories in the north and northeast.
    
   
    I choose to refer to the crisis in Sri Lanka as the ethnic conflict since the term can encompass all the different phases and participants even as it refers to precipitating issues such as ethnic identity and language.
    
   
    This is not to say that the term is unproblematic; the term “ethnic conflict” makes it seem as if Sri Lankans are only marked by ethnicity, despite the fact that Muslims, for example, are marked by their religion even though the majority of them consider Tamil as their first language.
    
   
    Also, whatever their practice, the Sri Lankan government claims to represent all ethnic groups, not just the Sinhalese.
    
   
    Despite these problems, however, “ethnic conflict” still seems to be a more suitable term than “war of national liberation,” “terrorist problem,” or “civil war.”
   
 
  
   
    Keeping in mind the assertions of critics such as Aijaz Ahmad and Arif Dirlik regarding the ways in which practitioners of postcolonial theory are complicit in neocolonialism due to their institutional location,
    12 and heeding Spivak’s warning that postcolonial intellectuals should be vigilant in positioning themselves and making “a productive acknowledgment of complicity” (
    Critique xii), it is necessary for me to position myself at this point.
    
   
    I am of Sri Lankan origin and a Sinhalese, and I live and work in the United States.
    
   
    Since I have gathered much of the material for my study in Sri Lanka, I may appear to be open to the charge of mining information from my native country.
    
   
    I believe, however, that my work is not one merely of information retrieval but one that will allow me to make an intervention, or, as Ismail might put it, abide by Sri Lanka.
    
   
    My aim is not merely to bring the body of English writing by Sri Lankans to the attention of the Western academy but also to the attention of a Sri Lankan audience.
    
   
    Indeed, Sri Lankan writing in English has not received much critical attention in Sri Lanka and this is a lack—a lack that is detrimental to both writers and the prospective audience in the country—that my work seeks to address.
   
 
  
    
     Why Anglophone Writers and Literature?
    
 
  
   
    As my reference to Ngugi suggests, one response to the project of writing about Anglophone literature in a nation which, like Sri Lanka, has a non-Anglophone majority, is to dismiss this body of work as the production of an elite without a serious connection to the concerns of the population.
    
   
    Indeed, this is what some critics—including at times the prominent Sri Lankan critic D.C.R.A Goonetilleke, but more frequently critics within the broader field of postcolonial studies who encounter Sri Lankan literature—have done.
    
   
    This is a plausible objection, but it overlooks the ways in which the conflict has victimized speakers of all languages on the island, and it overestimates the degree of privilege conferred by English fluency.
    
   
    Lasantha Wickrematunge, an outspoken editor of the Sri Lankan English-language newspaper 
    The Sunday Leader who was assassinated in broad daylight during the final months of the war; Richard de Zoysa, a poet and journalist assassinated by death squads associated with the Sri Lankan government of the time; and Rajani Thiranagama, a courageous Tamil physician, medical professor, and human rights activist gunned down by the LTTE all serve as examples of victims of interethnic violence drawn from the English-speaking population.
    
   
    Likewise, numerous Sinhalese and Tamil political figures assassinated or wounded by suicide bombers or snipers shared an English-speaking background: Foreign Minister Lakshman Kadirgamar, Tamil United Liberation Front leader Neelan Thiruchelvan, former president Chandrika Kumaratunga (who survived a suicide bombing but lost the use of an eye), and many others.
    
   
    This is not to mention all the nameless victims and perpetrators who spoke, wrote, or read English: middle-class Tamils in Colombo or Jaffna expelled from their homes by the riots of 1983 in the first case or the years of war that followed in the second; middle-class Muslims and Sinhalese expelled from their homes in Jaffna by the LTTE; English-speaking Tamils who were members of the LTTE or one of the rival militant groups that ultimately fought against the LTTE; Sinhalese, Burgher, Muslim, and Tamil members of the Sri Lankan armed forces, government, and business community who were drawn into the violence; and the list could go on.
    
   
    English is a Sri Lankan language, and although it would be a mistake to think of Anglophone literature as exhausting the Sri Lankan response to the conflict, it is also a mistake to omit this literature from the discussion.
   
 
  
   
    It is worth noting that the question of whether English language writing from non-Anglophone majority countries should be valued has resonances around the world, and has been addressed elsewhere by such figures as Salman Rushdie and Chinua Achebe.
    
   
    In response to Ngugi wa Thiongo’s call for African writers to write in indigenous languages, Achebe contended in his essay “The Song of Ourselves” (1990):
   
 
   
   
    
     And talking of dispossession, what about language itself?
     
    
     Does my writing in the language of my colonizer not mean acquiescing in the greatest dispossession?
    
    
     … Let me simply say that when at age thirteen I went to that school modeled after British public schools, it was not only English literature that I encountered there.
     
    
     I came into contact also for the first time in my life with many boys who did not speak my Igbo language.
     
    
     And they were not foreigners, but fellow Nigerians.
    
    
     … [To live together] we had to put away our different mother tongues and communicate in the language of our colonizers.
     
    
     (319)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Salman Rushdie affirmed much the same point in his now classic essay “Commonwealth Literature Does Not Exist” (1983), in which he proclaimed that “the English language ceased to be the sole possession of the English a long time ago” (70).
    
   
    In the spirit of Rushdie and Achebe, we can justifiably conclude that English is in part a Sri Lankan possession and that what Sri Lankans do with this possession is of interest to anyone concerned with the English language itself.
   
 
  
   
    Indeed, in seeking to understand the country’s ethnic conflict, it is especially important to examine the work of Sri Lankan writers who use English as their medium.
    
   
    These writers, just as much as Sri Lankans who write in Sinhala and Tamil, represent the country through their writing; furthermore, they tend to call into question myths of cultural purity.
    
   
    It is important to note, of course, that there is no such thing as cultural purity and “cultural impurity” is not limited to the Sri Lankans who write creatively in English.
    
   
    As Anthony Appiah points out, “We are all already contaminated by one another” (439) and as Spivak asserts, “All identities are irreducibly hybrid” (
    Critique 155).
    
   
    However, the Sri Lankans who write in English are particularly 
    visible as being culturally hybrid since their writing in English precludes them from being marked simply as “Sinhalese” or “Tamil” or “Muslim.”
    
   
    They may identify with one of these segments of Sri Lankan society more than others, but they are so heavily influenced by the cultural complications of history that they even write creatively in a language that would otherwise not have been considered their mother tongue.
   
 
  
   
    As Homi Bhabha writes, the “interstitial passage between fixed identification opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (4).
    
   
    The value of hybridity, therefore, is that it opens up differences without hierarchy—something that is necessary at this crucial period of Sri Lanka’s history.
    
   
    Neluka Silva points out in her introduction to the collection 
    The Hybrid Island that in a time of ethnic conflict, the prevailing discourses emphasize notions of racial and cultural purity (i-ii).
    
   
    Each side invokes originary myths in order to validate its own particular claims.
    13 In their respective articles in the same collection, anthropologists Arjun Guneratne and Darini Rajasingham-Senanayake delineate how the close connections and mixings among the Sinhalese, Tamils, and other groups over the centuries have been increasingly denied during the ethnic conflict as each group attempts to show its exclusivity and purity as a means of emphasizing its territorial rights.
   
 
  
   
    Guneratne draws attention to one way in which the Sinhalese differentiate themselves from the Tamils—by wholeheartedly embracing the concepts of “Aryan” and “Dravidian” that were introduced by British intellectuals into Sri Lanka in the nineteenth century.
    
   
    Guneratne asserts, however, that both the Sinhalese and the Tamils are from the same stock and came to Sri Lanka from India in successive migrations.
    
   
    He points out that although the Sinhalese have been classified as Aryan because they speak an Indo-European language—like the peoples of North India—while the Tamils have been classified due to their language as Dravidian—like the peoples of South India—both the Sinhalese and the Tamils share a common kinship structure based on cross-cousin marriages.
    
   
    Guneratne argues that since language is more liable to change than kinship structures, a divisive factor such as language should not be privileged over a uniting factor such as kinship structures (20-38).
   
 
  
   
    Rajasingham-Senanayake, meanwhile, looks at the cosmopolitanism and diversity of Sri Lanka as described in a plethora of older narratives by visitors to the island.
    
   
    She says, “Sinhala and Tamil nationalist historical narratives share a common plot that presumes that the two groups were and are mutually exclusive.
    
   
    These nationalist histories elide ‘other’ histories of mixed settlement, intermarriage, and bilingual and bicultural communities in many parts of the island” (44).
    
   
    At such a time, the concept of hybridity enables the possibility of exposing the constructedness of discourses of purity.
   
 
  
   
    Just as Spivak has suggested the value of strategic essentialism, Rajasingham-Senanayake argues for a strategic use of the concept of hybridity despite the fact that it is “a product of the very same discursive structure that prioritizes ‘pure,’ (or mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive) identities” (63).
    
   
    Rajasingham-Senanayake suggests that hybridity is most effectively used as “a ruse to denaturalize and historicize the settled identity categories that we take for granted, and to highlight the contingent, contextual and political nature of apparently ancient cultural identities” (63).
    
   
    Sri Lankans who write in English, through the very act of writing, conspicuously problematize dangerous and false claims about national purity as they attempt to come to grips with the fact that they are part of the nation even though they have been greatly influenced by mixings and borrowings from other cultures.
    
   
    For this reason it is important to examine the influence of the ethnic conflict and Anglophone Sri Lankan literature on each other.
   
 
  
   
    There have been no book-length studies specifically about Anglophone Sri Lankan literature on the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Scholarship on Sri Lankan literature in English, for the most part, concentrates on the texts that appeared in the period before the beginning of the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    In his 
    Sri Lanka’s Modern English Literature (1994), Wilfrid Jayasuriya focuses on early Anglophone literature in Sri Lanka and gives useful background and analysis on texts written before or shortly after independence.
    
   
    The ethnic conflict and its significance on Sri Lankan literature, however, is discussed only briefly in the final chapter.
    
   
    D.C.R.A. Goonetilleke’s book, ambitiously titled 
    Sri Lankan English Literature and the Sri Lankan People 1917-2003, is an excellent resource that provides the most extensive listing of works written by Sri Lankans in English both before and during the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Since he is more concerned with breadth than depth, Goonetilleke does not provide much analysis for the more recent works about the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Minoli Salgado’s 
    Writing Sri Lanka: Literature, Resistance, and the Politics of Place (2007) deals with some of the diasporic writers that I consider, but with few of their local counterparts.
    
   
    As important and path-breaking as Salgado’s book is, I would suggest that our comprehension of Sri Lankan Anglophone literature is incomplete, particularly when the focus is on writings about the ethnic conflict, so long as we do not consider the work of those Anglophone writers not generally known in the West, and that even our understanding of diasporics like Michael Ondaatje and Shyam Selvadurai is enriched when we consider them alongside their counterparts who are resident in Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    There have been many scholarly articles that have dealt with Sri Lankan literary works about the ethnic conflict, such as articles by Rajiva Wijesinha, Neloufer de Mel, Neluka Silva, S.W. Perera, and Chelva Kanaganayakam.
    
   
    However, these articles, though illuminating, tend to focus on one author or on one text; therefore, little consideration has been given to the category of Sri Lankan literature in English as a whole and how the ethnic conflict has affected it.
   
 
  
   
    At first, critics did not hold much hope for Sri Lankan literature in English following the post-independence changes in the state language policies and the insistence of most writers of English literature on focusing on life in rural areas.
    
   
    In the early 1970s, the influential Sri Lankan scholar Ashley Halp (qtd.
    
   
    1983), for instance, had argued that “the prognosis for creative writing in English is gloomy” (3) and had even gone so far as to say that the Sri Lankans who engaged in English creative writing would write in Sinhala or Tamil if they only could.
    
   
    Ten years later, Halp and other prominent critics such as Goonetilleke and Yasmine Gooneratne were more hopeful in the aftermath of the 1971 insurrection, which, they agreed, challenged the English-speaking class out of its complacency and marked a turning point in Sri Lankan English literature.
    
   
    By the 1990s, however, Goonetilleke had concluded that the initial promise shown by Sri Lankan writers in English following the insurrection had not been realized, judging from the works they produced about the ethnic conflict:
   
 
   
   
    
     The writers in English are obviously on the sidelines, sensitive souls responding to a situation engendered by politicians, who are not likely to consider their viewpoints, and by militants and soldiers who do not read the language in which they write and in any case would not be influenced by either the pity or the propaganda of a comfortable and cushioned class who share neither their privations nor their perceptions.
     
    
     (“Sri Lanka’s ‘Ethnic Conflict’” 451)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    What Goonetilleke is identifying here as the drawback of Sri Lankan writers in English is their apparent alienation from the common people’s 
    experience of the ethnic crisis, which prevents the writers from presenting “the actual conflict in all its complexity, with its tangled web of wrongs—economic, political and physical—perpetrated not by one side or the other but both” (453).
    
   
    As I have argued above, Sri Lankan writers in English have indeed been exposed to the effects of the ethnic conflict, especially as a result of their conspicuous cultural hybridity.
    
   
    One has only to consider the case of some of the writers whose works I will be discussing in later chapters: Arasanayagam, a Burgher married to a Tamil, was forced to seek sanctuary in a refugee camp with her family during the race riots of 1983.
    
   
    Selvadurai, the son of a Tamil father and a Sinhalese mother, had to flee the country after the family home was destroyed during the same period.
    
   
    The risk of living in a country wracked by constant violence was re-emphasized by the death of Nihal de Silva, a Sinhalese, who was killed in a landmine explosion in June 2006.
    
   
    Even the writers whose lives have not been as radically affected by the ethnic conflict as Arasanayagam, Selvadurai, and de Silva have had to experience its various manifestations in the realities of daily life.
   
 
  
   
    Goonetilleke’s charge that Sri Lankan writers in English do not permit readers to see the ethnic conflict “in all its complexity” is both pessimistic and premature, as will be seen in the works of the writers considered here.
    
   
    Fernandopulle, de Silva, and Sivanandan, for example, show that it is not just noncombatants who are victimized; active participants in the conflict are also victims to a certain extent.
    
   
    The latter two writers refuse to be locked into any mandated or predictable focus ostensibly dictated by writing in the war zone.
    
   
    All the writers considered in this book depict characters grappling, albeit in varying degrees, with issues of guilt, innocence, empathy, love, and complicity with regard to the conflict.
    
   
    In terms of style, however, it must be admitted that Sri Lankan writers in English have not experimented with language in the same way—playfully or otherwise—as other postcolonial writers such as Salman Rushdie, Ken Saro-Wiwa, or Arundhati Roy.
   
 
  
   
    Goonetilleke is correct that the works of Sri Lankan writers in English were not necessarily read by the “militants and soldiers”; however, it is important to note that the very fact that this literature is written in English and is therefore more accessible from a linguistic standpoint to the world outside of Sri Lanka than texts in Sinhala or Tamil very often makes it subversive and powerful.
    
   
    The state—and the militants—have recognized this power, as evidenced by the abduction and murder of the young journalist and poet Richard de Zoysa in the late 1980s due to his critiques of the then government in his work.
    
   
    International opinion is vital to both the state and the separatists, who depend on financial aid and other kinds of support from foreign sources.
   
 
  
   
    In addition, the pendulum has begun to swing back, and Sri Lankans whose first language is either Sinhala or Tamil are now more eager to learn English and therefore are more likely to read works written in English.
    
   
    It is noteworthy that English is a mandatory subject in schools.
    
   
    The textbook used ten to fifteen years ago for the Advanced Level (university entrance) examination only featured works by Shakespeare, Arthur Miller, and other British and American writers.
    14 The textbook that subsequently came into use, 
    General English: G.C.E. A’Level Class, includes more works by Sri Lankan writers.
    
   
    Thus, there is a greater chance that Sri Lankan children from all ethnic groups will be reading works written in English by Sri Lankan writers.
   
 
  
   
    Chelva Kanaganayakam has posited that there is also great potential for English literature written by Sri Lankans to enable a recognition of the myth-making process that opposing ethnic groups are engaged in and to even bridge the ethnic gap (“Dancing” 62).
    
   
    He further has argued that the formal properties of Anglophone writing might lend themselves particularly well to critiquing nationalist myths: “In general vernacular writing tends to focus on effects rather than causes, while literature in English favors abstraction.
    
   
    It can be argued that a novel like 
    Anil’s Ghost is difficult to produce in the vernacular, and that it is also the strength of English language writing to produce such works” (“Defense” 20).
    
   
    Kanaganayakam thus suggests that the story of Sri Lankan literature is fundamentally incomplete if it excludes writing in English, as writing in English has points of strength that are peculiar to itself.
    
   
    In this study, I supplement the possibilities brought up by Kanaganayakam by considering works in English by both local and diasporic Sri Lankans, and by also making a distinction between the two.
    
   
    When selecting literary works for this study, I focused on those works that deal substantially and directly with the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    I chose a wide spectrum of literary works that range from those written by diasporic writers to works by local writers that are only well known in Sri Lanka to works by local writers that unfortunately are not well known even in Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    In contrast to what has become a kind of orthodoxy among many postcolonial scholars, I make a distinction between writers who live in Sri Lanka and those who do not.
    
   
    Ismail, as mentioned earlier, asserts that differentiations should not be based on the location of the author of a text and that only the text matters.
    
   
    Rushdie has warned against classifications based on a writer’s location that lead to the “bogy of Authenticity” and has talked of “the folly of trying to contain writers inside passports” (“Commonwealth” 67).
    
   
    Kanaganayakam has suggested that critics should avoid “offer[ing] aesthetic and evaluative pronouncements on the strength of positions that are not always literary”—such as location (“Dancing” 57).
    
   
    Even though I agree with the positions of the above critics and do not seek to subscribe to an insider/outsider binary, I still make a differentiation based on location because it would be nave not to recognize that one is affected by the material realities of one’s location.
    
   
    I draw attention to the location of the writers not in order to be prescriptive but to ensure that the works of local writers can be included and considered.
    
   
    Making a distinction between local and diasporic writers need not lead to labeling one group as more “authentic” than the other; rather, making this distinction allows us to see the different, and often complementary, perspectives enabled by their varying material circumstances.
   
 
  
    
     Local Writers and the Logistics of Publishing
    
 
  
   
    These material circumstances have a profound effect on the nature of the literature published by Anglophone writers in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    In seeking publication, writers who live in Sri Lanka and write in English face a daunting struggle.
    
   
    There is no real support system or infrastructure to help Sri Lankan writers in English edit, publish, or distribute their work, perhaps because local publishers and booksellers find it more profitable to cater to the majority of Sri Lankan readers who prefer their reading material in Sinhala or Tamil.
    
   
    There are only a few local presses—such as Vijitha Yapa, S. Godage, Sarasavi, and, most recently, Perera-Hussein (Ph)—that publish works in English.
    
   
    There are no literary agents or editors, and it is up to the individual writers to make sure that their work gets into print.
    15 As Yasmine Gooneratne has pointed out, there is also no publisher to nurture or encourage beginning writers (5).
    
   
    One option that is open to Anglophone writers is to publish short pieces in English-language newspapers such as 
    The Daily News and 
    The Island and their Sunday editions or in the English literary magazine 
    Channels.
    16 If they want to publish collections of their poems or short stories, these writers invariably have to self-publish their work at enormous expense to themselves and then persuade bookstores to carry a few copies.
    
   
    Since publishers and booksellers have little or no investment in privately published works, this means that there are few promotional campaigns for such works, and they are literally allowed to gather dust on the shelves.
    17
   
 
  
   
    Another factor that hinders the circulation of Sri Lankan literature in English is the relative scarcity of critical attention from local reviewers.
    
   
    The few English-language newspapers in the country usually pick up reviews of foreign books that are published elsewhere, such as in Indian newspapers and magazines, instead of drawing attention to the work of local writers.
    
   
    Rajiva Wijesinha has pointed out that “Sri Lankan writers in English have received hardly any recognition in their own country, in marked contrast to writers in English in India or Africa or the West Indies.
    
   
    To be validated, it would seem, a book requires the approbation of the mother country” (“Spices and Sandcastles” 13).
    18 Having their work published by Penguin India, which has so far brought out works by Jean Arasanayagam and Carl Muller, or winning a prize such as those awarded annually by the state or by the Gratiaen Trust (established in 1992 and funded by Michael Ondaatje from his Booker Prize winnings for 
    The English Patient) provides relief—and much-needed publicity—to writers.
   
 
  
   
    The lack of publishing opportunities, marketing, and critical attention means that very often, short fiction and poetry become, practically speaking, the best genres available to Sri Lankan writers; it is relatively easier to get a short story or poem published in a newspaper or journal or to print a collection of short stories or poems or even a novella at the writer’s own expense than to have a full-length novel published.
    
   
    I believe that it is crucial to highlight the work of writers who struggle against these obstacles to bring their work to the public.
    
   
    Often, the short pieces produced by writers who are living in Sri Lanka convey the experiences relating to the ethnic conflict with much immediacy and power.
    
   
    The works are also primarily directed to a local audience and either reflect the ideas and experiences of Sri Lankan groups or guide their thinking in certain ways.
   
 
  
   
    In the following chapters, I explore the complex intersections of the material realities that divide Sri Lankan writers and the attempt to imagine a way beyond the ethnic conflict and its aftermath that unites them.
    
   
    Chapter 2 examines the poetry of Jean Arasanayagam, Kamala Wijeratne, Anne Ranasinghe, Sivamohan Sumathy, Vivimarie Vanderpoorten, and Richard de Zoysa, in addition to less-well-known poets from the literary collective, the English Writers Cooperative of Sri Lanka.
    
   
    It includes a reading of the lyrical 2004 documentary 
    No More Tears Sister that illustrates the relationship between poetry and film in giving expression to an elegiac response to the Sri Lankan conflict.
    
   
    Chapter 3 deals with the fiction of Neil Fernandopulle, Nihal de Silva, and Jean Arasanayagam, with particular emphasis on empathy and dialogue as tools for reconciliation.
   
   
    Chapter 4 discusses the novels of A. Sivanandan and Shyam Selvadurai and the short stories of Pradeep Jeganathan, exploring the historiographic content of much contemporary Sri Lankan fiction by diasporic writers.
    
   
    Chapter 5 examines novels by Romesh Gunesekera, Michael Ondaatje, Channa Wickremesekera, and V. V. Ganeshananthan, and tracks the movement in Sri Lankan diasporic literature from an approach to the conflict that either exoticizes or engages with the homeland to an approach that is more focused on the nature of immigrant experience and the ways in which the conflict continues in the diaspora.
    
   
    Throughout, my study illustrates and examines the capacity of literature to respond to what might seem to be unimaginable circumstances, and to imagine alternatives to them and a future beyond them.
   
 
  
    
     Notes
    
 
  
   
    1.
    
   
    The situation is a very complex one since it involves more than just the Sinhalese and the Tamils.
    
   
    Moors and Malays, who are identified as Muslims due to their religious affiliation and are mainly Tamil-speaking, are caught between the two larger ethnic groups.
    
   
    The majority of the Muslims live in Tamil-dominated areas in the north and the east of Sri Lanka, while the rest are scattered all over the country.
    
   
    For information about other minority groups in Sri Lanka, see 
    Cultural Minorities of Sri Lanka: Their Growth, Achievements, and Relevance Today, edited by E. Vijayalakshmi (2005).
   
 
  
   
    2.
    
   
    Nira Wickramasinghe has provided the most detailed account of the role played by the British in classifying and ordering Sri Lankan peoples in her 
    Ethnic Politics in Colonial Sri Lanka (1995); see also Marisa Angell’s “Understanding the Aryan Theory” (1998); Arjun Guneratne’s “What’s in a Name?
    
   
    Aryans and Dravidians in the Making of Sri Lankan Identities” (2002); and Darini Rajasingham-Senanayake’s “Identity on the Borderline: Modernity, New Ethnicities, and the Unmaking of Multiculturalism in Sri Lanka” (2002).
   
 
  
   
    3.
    
   
    The Burghers, too, were affected by the 1956 language reforms.
    
   
    As Eurasians who considered English as their mother tongue, they too had benefited under the colonial regime.
    
   
    Many in the Burgher community emigrated to the West, especially to Australia, following the implementation of the “Sinhala Only” laws.
   
 
  
   
    4.
    
   
    It is impossible to say how many Tamils were killed in the riots, but a very conservative estimate would put the number between five hundred and two thousand.
   
 
  
   
    5.
    
   
    For a more detailed account of the various stages of the ethnic conflict written from the perspective of a human rights activist who is fiercely critical of both the government and the LTTE, see 
    Sri Lanka: The Arrogance of Power—Myths, Decadence, and Murder by Rajan Hoole (2001).
    
   
    Other useful accounts of the various factors and events that led to the conflict as well as evolving phases of the conflict include E. Valentine Daniel’s 
    Charred Lullabies (1996); Asoka Bandarage’s 
    The Separatist Conflict in Sri Lanka (2009); and Michael Roberts’s 
    Confrontations in Sri Lanka (2009).
   
 
  
   
    6.
    
   
    Ismail discusses symptomatic moments in Sivanandan’s novel 
    When Memory Dies and Ernest McIntyre’s play 
    Rasanayagam’s Last Riot.
   
 
  
   
    7.
    
   
    For more information on the role of the Sri Lankan media in terms of the ethnic conflict, particularly about the difficulties of obtaining access to the war zone, see Thiru Kandiah’s 
    The Media and the Ethnic Conflict in Sri Lanka (2001).
   
 
  
   
    8.
    
   
    Manique Gunesekera provides an in-depth analysis of the changing attitudes in Sri Lanka with regard to the English language and its current role and status in 
    The Postcolonial Identity of Sri Lankan English (2010).
   
 
  
   
    9.
    
   
    Rajiva Wijesinha speculates that this leaning toward English might be due to the fact that Sri Lankans, who have been colonized by various Western European nations for over four hundred years (first by the Portuguese [1505-1658], followed by the Dutch [1658-1796], and finally by the British [1796-1948]) have internalized the notion that everything Sri Lankan is inferior: “It is not generally recognized that Sri Lanka has been colonized more than any other country in the world.
   
   
    … As a result, what might be termed the upper classes… those who might be characterized now as the English speakers, are people who, to a greater extent than any others who still claim to possess a continuing cultural identity, have absorbed a colonial mindset” (“Spices and Sandcastles” 12).
   
 
  
   
    10.
    
   
    For a discussion of how Fanon’s work can be useful in a world marked by globalization, see Kalpana Seshadri-Crooks’s “‘I am a Master’: Terrorism, Masculinity, and Political Violence in Frantz Fanon” (2002).
   
 
  
   
    11.
    
   
    For claims about the LTTE’s war of liberation, see “The Legitimacy of the Armed Struggle of the Tamil People” and “A Short History of the Tamil Eelam Liberation Struggle” on 
    TamilCanadian.com, a website that seems to have replaced 
    Eelam Web, the official website for the LTTE.
   
 
  
   
    12.
    
   
    Ahmad has referred to “an opportunistic kind of Third-Worldism” (86) while Dirlik has said that the “post-colonial” begins “when Third World intellectuals have arrived in First World academe” (501).
    
   
    They suggest that practitioners of postcoloniality commodify the cultural production of the Third World and act as native informants or intermediaries.
   
 
  
   
    13.
    
   
    Kenneth Harrow discusses similar kinds of myths of purity in relation to the Hutu and Tutsi and the genocide in Rwanda in his “‘Ancient Tribal Warfare’: Foundational Fantasies of Ethnicity and History” (2005).
   
 
  
   
    14.
    
   
    For information on the complexities of planning the English literature curriculum in Sri Lankan schools, see Rajiva Wijesinha’s “Teaching Post-colonial Literature in Sri Lanka” (1997).
   
 
  
   
    15.
    
   
    For more information on the constraints that Sri Lankan Anglophone writers have to face in terms of publishing, see Walter Perera’s “Recent Developments in Sri Lankan (English Language) Literature” (2006) and Ameena Hussein’s “The Joys of a Small Print Run” (2011).
   
 
  
   
    16.
    
    
     Channels
     is a journal of creative writing published annually by the English Writers Cooperative, with a different editor each year. 
   
    The rotating editorship means that writers are gradually able to gain experience in editing, designing, printing, and publishing the work of their peers.
    
   
    According to Sita Kulatunge, one of the editors of the journal, “The intention was to bring out four issues per volume each year, but this proved to be far too ambitious a target: firstly, and mainly for financial reasons (we have to manage entirely on Members’ yearly subscriptions).
   
   
    … Putting together a journal such as CHANNELS needs time and labour, and we have no office or staff to deal with the day to day tasks” (qtd.
    
   
    in Ranasinghe, “Editorial”).
    
    
     Channels
     is the successor of earlier independent literary magazines such as New Ceylon Writing and New Lankan Review, both of which have been defunct for some time.
 
  
   
    17.
    
   
    New media sites such as blogs and 
    WriteClique.net (an online community of writers sponsored by the British Council), as well as the Galle Literary Festival (held annually since 2006), have been helpful to Anglophone Sri Lankan writers in getting their work a wider audience, publicity, and feedback.
   
 
  
   
    18.
    
   
    Wijesinha’s hypothesis seems to be validated by Kamala Wijeratne, who says that local critics did not write about her work until a friend of hers in England wrote a favorable review of a collection of her poems.
    
   
    When Wijeratne sent a clipping of the review to a local critic, it was immediately published in an English-language newspaper; soon afterwards, she was awarded a state prize that enabled her to publish her next collection without bearing the expense of the venture herself as she had done until then (personal communication).
   
  
  
  
    
     Part One
    
 
  
    
     Island Dialogues
    
  
  
  
    
     Chapter 2
    
 
  
    
     Mourning Terror: Memorials to the Conflict in Poetry and Film
    
 
  
   
    The problem of how to mourn victims of terror and the importance of doing so is a recurring theme in Sri Lankan Anglophone literature.
    
   
    Because the writers of Anglophone literature in Sri Lanka span a variety of ethnic and religious communities, their work provides the opportunity to memorialize loss across the communal spectrum.
    1 Readers of Anglophone literature are thus exposed to the pain of other groups as well as their own.
   
 
  
   
    The issue of mourning has been highlighted recently in Sri Lanka in the collection 
    Matters of Violence, edited by Jayadeva Uyangoda.
    
   
    In the lead essay in the collection, Sasanka Perera argues that in situations characterized by insurgent terrorism, state terror, or both, the absence of a body to be mourned constitutes a portion of the injury to both bereaved individuals and the entire society.
    
   
    Perera writes: “Experiences of unnatural and violent death (particularly those involving the absence of a body), and the narratives of such experiences have to be understood in the context of a language of incompleteness, suddenness, darkness, and 
    endless unfulfilled continuity” (8).
    
   
    How to mourn and acknowledge loss in a society wounded by terror becomes a pressing question for Sri Lankans, and much of the Anglophone Sri Lankan literature of the last two decades has been devoted to mourning precisely such losses.
   
 
  
   
    The victims are memorialized in different ways—one of which is an emphasis on the more prominent or well-known people who have been killed and come to be mourned as representatives of countless others who have died and as celebrated figures of immense and now unrealized potential.
    
   
    Another way of mourning and memorializing is to name and list the apparently nameless and faceless hundreds and even thousands of people who have been “disappeared” or killed and become mere numbers in news reports—and sometimes not even that if there is censorship with regard to extra-legal violence.
    
   
    It also becomes important to mourn other losses—the loss of innocence, unity, and perhaps even humanity and decency—that have been effected by the war.
    
   
    The mourning and memorializing can also include expressions of anger against those responsible for the losses, sometimes sharp indictments of the perpetrators.
   
 
  
   
    Judith Butler, in 
    Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence, has theorized about the “possibility of community on the basis of violence and loss” (20).
    
   
    Butler notes that the loss of a loved one is something that people, no matter how different in other respects, have all experienced; when people mourn the loss of a loved one, it is also an acknowledgment of the ways in which they are connected to others and the vulnerability exposed by the loss of such ties (20).
    
   
    According to Butler, “Many people think that grief is privatizing, that it returns us to a solitary situation and is, in that sense, depoliticizing.
    
   
    But I think it furnishes a sense of political community of a complex order, and it does this first of all by bringing to the fore the relational ties that have implications for theorizing fundamental dependency and ethical responsibility” (22).
    
   
    Thus, grief and mourning can make people all the more conscious of their own ties to and dependence on others and result in their turning towards community and perhaps accepting responsibility for how that community functions—a mobilization towards political action and change.
   
 
  
   
    The following pages look at the mourning process in the works of two very prolific Sri Lankan poets resident in the country throughout the various phases of the conflict, one Sinhalese and the other Burgher, along with several less-well-known poets.
    
   
    I conclude the chapter with an analysis of the very public poetic and filmic memorials to two exceptionally well-known victims of violence.
   
 
  
    
     “The grim saga of our war-torn races”: The Poems of Kamala Wijeratne
    
 
  
   
    Kamala Wijeratne is not a writer by profession—she is Sinhalese, a teacher of English, who self-published her first collection of poems in 1984, in the aftermath of the 1983 riots.
    
   
    She has self-published several other collections since then and deals frequently with the political situation in Sri Lanka in her poems.
    
   
    Wijeratne’s work is especially important to consider in this context because many of her poems mourn the physical and psychological damage caused to Sri Lanka by war, insurgency and counterinsurgency, and suicide terrorism.
    
   
    Wijeratne’s work also reveals the limitations of mourning; at times, she emphasizes the losses experienced by the Sinhalese almost to the exclusion of the losses experienced by other communities.
    
   
    Wijeratne’s work serves a crucial function in that she makes the side of Sinhalese experience that might otherwise be invisible outside the Sinhala-speaking (and what is more, reading) community available, not only to the outside world, but also to members of other linguistic groups in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    I discuss poems from four of Wijeratne’s collections, in particular, those poems that focus on the war and violence in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Wijeratne emphasizes a Sinhalese-Buddhist nationalist view in her work, thus bringing to the fore concerns that will need to be addressed in any political solution to continuing ethnic tensions following the end of the military conflict.
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne can be deeply sympathetic to victims of ethnic violence on both sides of the conflict.
    
   
    One of her most well-known poems is “Dear Mabs,” from the 1985 collection 
    A House Divided.
    
   
    Wijeratne indicates in this poem that the Sinhalese and the Tamils did live together in peace at an earlier time, and she mourns the loss of inter-ethnic amity following the 1983 riots.
    
   
    The poem is in the form of a letter written by the Sinhalese speaker to her erstwhile neighbor, a Tamil woman who is now living abroad.
    
   
    Mabs has lost her family home, her source of income, and her ability to live in her native country as a result of the riots, a situation that makes her broadly representative of the experience of Sri Lankan Tamils.
    
   
    The speaker addresses Mabs directly, talking of the last time they met, after Mabs’s house was burned by Sinhalese mobs in July 1983.
    
   
    The sense of closeness that existed between the speaker and Mabs at the time is evident.
    
   
    The speaker knows of Mab’s concerns—her life as a widow, as a single parent to her daughter, and as a caregiver to her aging mother, and her attempts to earn an income by renting her home to tenants.
    
   
    These two women, despite their ethnic differences, were friends, familiar with each other’s homes and concerns, and capable of communicating even without words while “sitting companionably side by side” (47).
    
   
    Yet the riots have divided them and forced Mabs and her family into exile.
    
   
    The speaker remembers her sorrow about Mabs’s plight at the time of the riots and her attempts to offer consolation: “Your hand felt clammy to my touch / your brow when I kissed it was stone-cold / but the tears that sprang to my eyes / brought no answering wetness to your own” (15-18).
    
   
    The speaker feels responsible for what has happened: “I hung down my head / in misery and shame; / the weight of history sagged down my shoulders / its pages heavy with the grim saga of our war-torn races” (20-23).
    
   
    The speaker is able to recognize that she shares responsibility for what has happened to her friend and neighbor.
    
   
    The speaker subscribes, however, to the myth that there has 
    always been enmity between the Sinhalese and the Tamils in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Many people on both sides adhere to this belief, which has been challenged by anthropologists such as Arjun Guneratne, who points out that “the opposition between the concepts Sinhala/Tamil is a modern one, arising out of a modern situation beginning in the economic and social transformation of the colonial period, and unlikely to have been meaningful to our ancestors” (26).
    
   
    Rajan Hoole has asserted that until relatively recently, caste was the principal mark of identity in Sri Lanka, as it was throughout South Asia, not language or religion (122), while Nira Wickramasinghe in 
    Ethnic Politics in Colonial Sri Lanka and Kumari Jayawardena, in 
    Ethnic and Class Conflicts in Sri Lanka, have both shown that ethnic consciousness came to the fore in Sri Lanka only in the last century or so, encouraged by the British colonial regime and its “divide and rule” policy.
    
   
    By mentioning the long-standing enmity between the Sinhalese and the Tamils, the speaker in Wijeratne’s poem seems to imply that a solution is impossible.
    
   
    Wijeratne herself seems to subscribe to the speaker’s attitude and reinforces it, as we shall see, elsewhere in her poetry.
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne also focuses on individual loss in her poetry.
    
   
    For example, in “A Soldier’s Wife Weeps”—also from 
    A House Divided—the speaker is a young woman who is confounded by the fact that even though “there were no malefics” (8) in the horoscope of her soldier husband, he is brought home dead.
    
   
    There is an overwhelming sense of both sorrow and confusion as the speaker tries to come to terms with her grief.
    
   
    She reflects on the “bare, barren years / stretching like a road swaying through a desert” (29-30) before her.
    
   
    The last line, “how wrong the horoscope readers were” (37), points to the apparent inadequacy of traditional beliefs and practices in times of conflict.
   
 
  
   
    Rajiva Wijesinha has asserted that Wijeratne is a writer “whose work appears to have changed quite substantially for the better” (
    Breaking Bounds 12) due to the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Wijesinha goes on to say that “it was the actual explosion of the ethnic crisis around her that enabled her talent to develop in a more meaningful fashion instead of meandering through well-meaning but vague hankerings after ethnic unity that were at the same time combined with excessive exaltation of a defiant Sinhala spirit” (13).
    
   
    While it is true that Wijeratne’s work has developed significantly due to the conflict and she draws attention to the agonies of war, there is also a Sinhalese nationalistic strain in her work.
    
   
    Wijeratne embraces a Sinhalese-Buddhist identity and asserts the rights of the Sinhalese; she rarely strays far from her own ethnicity or creed.
   
 
  
   
    In “I Will Not Forget Dutugemunu,”
    2 from her 1984 collection 
    The Smell of Araliya Flowers, for example, the Sinhalese speaker is directly addressing a “dear brother from the North” (2)—a Tamil.
    
   
    The speaker offers to the Tamil interlocutor her hands “stained with two decades of blood-letting,” which must be wiped clean “’ere you touch them” (16-17).
    
   
    This is a hopeful beginning—a Sinhalese speaker who is cordial to a Tamil and appears willing to take responsibility for the misdeeds of the ethnic group that she represents.
    
   
    The speaker quickly adds, however, that the guilt is not hers alone: “But yours too are clotted I see / With centuries of blood” (18-19).
    
   
    These lines appear at first to be focusing on the mutual guilt of Sinhalese and Tamils with regard to the ethnic violence since Sri Lanka gained independence from Britain; however, the Sinhalese, according to the speaker, have caused blood to be shed for only “two decades” while the Tamils have done so for “centuries.”
    
   
    The speaker continues to place blame on the Tamils with references to “Macbeth’s gory glass in your hands” (21) and “Elara’s marauding bands” (22).
    
   
    Since Macbeth and Elara both sought thrones that were not rightfully theirs, the speaker’s emphasis is on Tamils as invaders of Sri Lanka, who have long attempted to usurp the rightful position of the Sinhalese in the land, very much in keeping with the Sinhalese nationalist viewpoint discussed in the previous chapter.
    
   
    The speaker assumes a tone of superiority as she says, “But killing is not our creed, loving is” (31), as if to imply that one community’s religion is more non-violent than that of the other.
    
   
    The speaker goes on to say that the responsibility for ending the conflict lies solely on the Tamils: “It is up to you whether we be friends / Equal” (42-43).
    
   
    The speaker seems to suggest that if the Tamil militants stop their activities, there would be no more problems, ignoring issues such as the discrimination against Tamils by the Sinhalese majority.
    
   
    Yet the poem ends on a more conciliatory note, with a recognition that there is commonality between the Sinhalese and the Tamils: “Because we are of one stream / Of one source” (47-48).
    
   
    These final lines, when juxtaposed with what has been said earlier, reveal a tension in the poem between Sinhalese nationalism and a more inclusive Sri Lankan nationalism.
   
 
  
   
    Many of Wijeratne’s poems describe the devastating effects of violence.
    
   
    The sight of a truckful of young soldiers leaving for the battlefields of the north brings “the mist” (11) to the speaker’s eyes in “Musical,” from the 1994 collection 
    The White Saree and Other Poems.
    
   
    In “Lest We Forget,” from the 2002 collection 
    Millennium Poems, Wijeratne writes of how Sri Lankans have become impervious to the daily bulletins of war.
    
   
    As she listens in a crowded bus to a radio news report giving the numbers of soldiers and militants killed in the conflict, the speaker looks around at her fellow passengers: “For the reaction / That should have been; / For a face to pale / A hand to fold and unfold / For fingers to clench / At least for a muscle to twitch” (13-18).
    
   
    But there is nothing: no anger or shock or any type of reaction in her fellow passengers to the reports of these deaths.
    
   
    These acts of violence have happened too many times to disrupt the lives of those who are not directly affected by them.
    
   
    “We have got so accustomed / To this unending war / As we have got used / To the garbage dumps / In every sprawling street / To the reeking stench / Of rotting bones and skin / Of bulls and pigs / And feathers of chicken / Sodden deep in mud / By the thunder showers” (45-55).
    
   
    The imagery in the poem actually conveys the horrors of war through the sights, smells, and textures of the garbage dumps, bringing to mind descriptions of trench warfare in poetry from the First World War.
    
   
    Just as the garbage dumps contain the remains of animals that have been consumed, the speaker highlights the lives that have been consumed by the war and are quickly forgotten, relegated to the garbage dumps of history.
    
   
    Wijeratne also seems to suggest that both the war and the consumption of the flesh of animals (as hinted at in the poem) indicate that the nation is falling short in relation to Buddhist ideals.
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne has not been slow to criticize the violent acts of her own ethnic group during the second Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) insurgency.
    
   
    In the poem “White Saree,” Wijeratne deals with the spate of abductions and killings of young men in the late 1980s and the early 1990s, for which the insurgents and the then government were both responsible.
    
   
    The speaker has just returned from a funeral and is about to put away her funeral attire—a saree that is white, the color of mourning for both the Tamils and the Sinhalese in Sri Lanka, and a hint of the shared culture of these two ethnic groups—but decides not to do so because she does not know when mourning garb will be needed again.
    
   
    “First it was Jagath / Then Hiran / And today Ajith / I don’t know who will be next.
    
   
    / Jagath was killed at home / Getting ready for dinner, / Hiran was on his way to work, / And Ajith shot building the dam” (20-27).
    
   
    These men were not killed on the battlefield against Tamil militants but cut down as they went about their day-to-day activities by fellow Sinhalese—either JVP insurgents attempting to strike fear into the populace or paramilitary agents of the government trying to eradicate those whom they suspected to be in league with the insurgents.
    
   
    The act of mourning “Jagath,” “Hiran,” and “Ajith” is politically powerful because it indicts the senselessness of the violence in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Wijeratne is leading her readers in an expression of collective grief that is also a rebuke to the state- and non-state-sponsored violence of the time.
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne’s critique is harsher in “Panati Pata Weramani Sikkapadam Samadiyami” (from 
    The White Saree and Other Poems)—a line in Pali for which she provides the translation within the poem: “I will not deprive / Any living creature / Of its precious life / I will not take life / From ant or worm” (7-11).
    
   
    This is a teaching of the Buddha and a crucial precept for Buddhists, who chant it daily.
    
   
    The speaker reminds the interlocutors—presumably Sinhalese Buddhists—how they learned this precept from childhood and promised to abide by it: “Every morning at school / Every evening at home / before the watchful Buddha” (14-16).
    
   
    She goes on to condemn the hypocrisy of those who claim to be Buddhists but commit inhuman acts: “You seem to have forgotten / Your promises to your Buddha / Because now you stride around / With your finger on an automatic / And you aim at the head / And with your foot turn the body round” (22-27).
   
 
  
   
    The speaker is castigating Sinhalese Buddhists for ignoring one of the most important tenets of the Buddhist faith—to revere life in any form—even as they claim to be the defenders of the faith.
    
   
    The stress on “you” and “your” marks a clear division between the speaker’s beliefs and practices and those presumably of coreligionists who are involved in violent acts.
    
   
    Again, mourning becomes a resistance to violence.
   
 
  
   
    It is significant that even for a writer such as Wijeratne, who deplores violence in general, the war against the LTTE is a necessity.
    
   
    There is a tension here between the universalistic ethic within Buddhism that Wijeratne celebrates and a tendency towards particularism in her occasional embrace of Sinhalese-Buddhist nationalism.
    
   
    There are many poems in which Wijeratne clearly feels sympathy primarily for one of the warring factions—the Sinhalese.
    
   
    It is difficult to see a distinction between the poet and the persona she assumes in the different poems since many of the poems involve some sort of witnessing and seem autobiographical and/or confessional.
    
   
    In “To a Student” (from 
    Millennium Poems), the speaker says, “I tremble for men of kindred blood” (18).
    
   
    The poem “Not the Sphinx but the Sybil” (also from 
    Millennium Poems) begins with a description of the effects of a bomb blast.
    
   
    The speaker proceeds to say, “Our lives are arranged by war / A war we never made” (35-36).
    
   
    Perhaps the speaker is an ordinary person who feels that he or she has nothing to do with the turbulent situation in the country.
    
   
    There is no acknowledgment in the poem that even such an ordinary citizen might have some responsibility in the discrimination against the Tamils that caused the conflict or in the election of particular administrations.
    
   
    There is much bitterness as the speaker talks of how “the world turns away from us / And lauds those who inflict death” (39-40).
    
   
    The reference is perhaps to the years during which militant groups such as the LTTE were not categorized by foreign governments or international organizations as terrorists and were therefore able to raise funds freely for their activities as “freedom fighters.”
    
   
    Perhaps it is this sense of abandonment by the international community and having to fend for themselves that led some Sinhalese groups to become (even) more chauvinistic as a means of defense.
   
 
  
   
    In “We” (from 
    Millennium Poems), the speaker sees the Sinhalese as the rightful heirs of the country—Sri Lanka is depicted as a Buddhist country set aside for the Sinhalese, who are symbolized by the lion.
    
   
    “There was no doubt at all / About status / We were the children / Of the lion / Basking in the sun; / Singled out to inhabit / The golden isle / And rule it too / For five thousand years” (1-9).
    
   
    The speaker poses a question: “Has the decline come then?
    
   
    / The tide turned, the tail twisted?
    
   
    / The tiger growls in the jungle terrain” (22-24).
    
   
    The threatening growl of the tiger is a very obvious reference to the activities of the LTTE, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, commonly known as “the Tigers.”
    
   
    The speaker admits that in more recent centuries, there have been additions to the land from India, Europe, Southeast Asia, and the Arab nations—obviously referring to the Tamil, Burgher, and Muslim minorities in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    There is a definite sense that these newcomers should not attempt to usurp the power of the dominant lion.
    
   
    “May the genetic mixing make / The lion stronger” (49-50).
    
   
    The lion here could represent Sri Lankans as a whole since it is the main symbol on the Sri Lankan flag.
    
   
    The lion symbol has too often, however, been associated 
    only with the Sinhalese; this is the reason why green and orange strips were added to the Sri Lankan flag to represent the minorities who felt that they were excluded by the image of the lion at the center.
    3 What is missing here is a new way of imagining an inclusive Sri Lankan nationalism.
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne notes particularly the destruction caused by suicide terrorism in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Bombings of public places such as the “Dalada Maligawa”—the Temple of the Tooth Relic, one of the holiest shrines for Sri Lankan Buddhists—the Central Bank in the World Trade Centre building and the Colombo airport were among the most tangible ways in which urban Sinhalese like Wijeratne experienced the war, and Wijeratne’s poems register powerfully the rage, loss, and confusion created by suicide bombings.
    
   
    There is great anger in the speaker’s tone in “To a Suicide Bomber” (from 
    Millennium Poems).
    
   
    The speaker likens suicide bombers to Hitler’s agents and other “forces of Darkness” (41).
    
   
    She sees suicide bombers as those who want to destroy only because they are “robots of hatred” (20) driven perhaps by “lust for gold” (32).
   
 
  
   
    It is significant that Wijeratne is unable to imagine any collective or individual ideological reason for the actions of suicide bombers, unlike Punyakante Wijenaike, who, in her novella 
    An Enemy Within, attempts to comprehend what would drive a person to destroy both him- or herself and others and poses the possibility that the suicide bomber who blew up the Central Bank in the World Trade Centre in Colombo in 1996—by ramming a truck filled with explosives into the building—did so to avenge the death of his young son at the hands of government forces.
    
   
    Wijeratne’s depiction of suicide bombers is also very different from that of another Sinhalese writer, Amila Weerasinghe.
    
   
    The speaker in Weerasinghe’s poem “Suicide Bomber” is a Sinhalese, who speculates that rape and torture might be what drives a young Tamil woman to become a suicide bomber: “The blood of your innocence / On the prison walls.
    
   
    / Your body bears the scars / Of the collective sin of my people / The lion race” (4-8).
    
   
    The speaker in Weerasinghe’s poem makes an admission of guilt, recognizing that she and fellow Sinhalese—the reference to the “lion race” is pejorative in this case—are to blame for making people like this Tamil woman “a foreigner forever / In the land of [her] birth” (17-18), which in turn has taken away her capacity to pity the people she has to kill in order to complete her mission.
    
   
    Moreover, Weerasinghe’s speaker is engaged in mourning the crimes of members of her own ethnic group as well as their sufferings.
    4
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne is forthright about her Sinhalese nationalist views.
    
   
    She reflects the feelings of sections of the Sinhalese population that sincerely sympathize with those who have undergone the atrocities of war and violence but still fear the loss of their own Sinhalese identity.
    
   
    Sinhalese nationalists, for example, fear that concessions to Tamil nationalists will threaten the Sinhalese or jeopardize Sri Lankan sovereignty.
    
   
    This fear contributed to certain political developments in Sri Lanka in the early 2000s, when hard-line Sinhalese-Buddhist nationalist groups such as the third and latest incarnation of the JVP—which combines leftist populism with Sinhalese nationalism—and the Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHU)—a hard-line Sinhalese political party organized by Buddhist monks—did well in elections.
    5 Understanding their viewpoint is necessary because attempts to solve the long-term problems which caused the ethnic conflict without assuaging the fears and addressing the concerns of the nationalists would ultimately fail due to the lack of necessary popular support.
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne’s poems both reflect Sinhalese nationalistic sentiments and influence a new generation.
    
   
    It is noteworthy that her works sell most among university students.
    
   
    According to Wijeratne, she has support from a grassroots readership.
    
   
    While her collections of poetry are not given prominence in the bookstores,
    6 they have been promoted by word of mouth among her students, as she herself has said: “My market is not in the shops; it’s among my students [at the Teacher Training College in Penideniya and at the National Institute of Education].
    
   
    When my books come out, they take it over.
    
   
    They sell it among themselves” (personal communication).
    7 The fact that Wijeratne’s books sell so well to this demographic indicates that the sentiments in her poems resonate with young people.
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne’s poetic laments, which mourn the violence of the ethnic conflict and the second JVP insurrection, but which also betray nostalgia for an imagined golden age of Sinhalese nationhood, thus have the potential to influence the next generation—either toward a principled rejection of violence or intensified Sinhalese nationalism, both of which are present throughout her work.
    
   
    Her poems also serve to illuminate the affective sources of Sinhalese nationalism, meaning that they have important resonances for anyone seeking reconciliation among Sri Lanka’s ethnic and linguistic communities.
    
   
    For healing and reconciliation to be possible, the wounds of all sides in the conflict must be acknowledged.
   
 
  
    
     “It’s happened to me”: The Poems of Jean Arasanayagam
    
 
  
   
    Jean Arasanayagam has been a prolific writer for more than thirty years and her body of work exemplifies the way in which Anglophone literature in Sri Lanka has developed and become more socially engaged and relevant since the beginning of the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Like Wijeratne, Arasanayagam—who is also a teacher by profession—has been writing for several decades, but she is more well known and has been published by Penguin India, the Calcutta Writers’ Workshop, and other foreign publishers.
    
   
    Arasanayagam, a Burgher (Eurasian) of Dutch descent and a Christian who is married to a Tamil Hindu, draws heavily on incidents from her own life and mourns her personal losses along with the large-scale public losses effected by communalism.
    
   
    Arasanayagam thus provides a complementary view of the losses mourned by Wijeratne: because of her marriage, she is in a position to explore the losses experienced by urban Tamils in the 1983 riots and beyond, and as a Burgher, she is able to give voice to the uncertainties of one of Sri Lanka’s smallest minorities.
   
 
  
   
    In her earliest poetry and prose, Arasanayagam—who is also a painter—concentrated on sense impressions, pastoral poems romanticizing Sri Lankan village life and emphasizing the poet’s own feelings of alienation as a Burgher living in postcolonial Sri Lanka, and reflections on the problems which resulted from her interracial marriage, specifically about her tenuous relationship with her husband’s family.
    8 As Yasmine Gooneratne has noted, Arasanayagam’s focus on sense impressions is evident in her poem “The Sanctuary—Kumana” from 
    Kindura, her 1973 collection
    9: “Honeysuckers puncture green-bronze berries, / Parakeets’ red beaks split globules / of golden juice clustering on branches / Butterflies’ pollened wings / Shafting in flight among crimson / Canna lilies, green chameleons” (qtd.
    
   
    in Gooneratne 26).
    10 The poem is visually very appealing, with its emphasis on the colors and movements that are seen in nature, perhaps even indicating what the poet finds noteworthy in her society: its vibrant color, movement, and sense of plenty.
    
   
    Even the first JVP insurrection in 1971 did not sway Arasanayagam from her primary interest in conveying word pictures, though she was obviously moved by the events of 1971 and made it the subject of some of her poetry.
    
   
    This is evident in the poem “April 1971”: “On the other side of the mountain / thick blood flows from the jungle, / On the trampled grasses lie / Scattered bodies like fallen trees, / Fear and death stalk among / Laced branches and foetid caves” (qtd.
    
   
    in Gooneratne 28-29).
    
   
    There is no sense of urgency or outrage at the blood that has been shed during this abortive attempt at revolution by rural youth and the brutal squashing of that revolution by government forces, merely an almost-placid contemplation of violence that seems devoid of any human agency or meaning.
    
   
    The speaker is distant from what is happening “on the other side of the mountain,” gazing at what is very nearly a tableau or a still-life scene.
    
   
    The only movements come from what is inanimate, already-spilt “blood,” and from abstractions such as “fear” and “death.”
    
   
    Arasanayagam does not attempt to provide possible reasons for the insurrection, though the perceptive reader may see “the other side” as an indication of the socio-economic divide that led to the uprising.
    
   
    As Gooneratne observes, “Social comment was not within Jean Arasanayagam’s field of interest during the 1970s… even in a poem that engages with the pity and terror of that period, her characteristic interests emerge in the way the debris left by the insurrection is made a part of a painter’s composition” (28).
    
   
    Since the eruption of the ethnic conflict in 1983, however, Arasanayagam has gone beyond her initial themes in order to explore pressing socio-political issues from a very personal perspective.
   
 
  
   
    The period of terror that would become infamous as “Black July” became the turning point for Arasanayagam because she witnessed ethnic violence firsthand, and much of Arasanayagam’s work mourns and commemorates Black July and the events that followed.
    
   
    As mentioned in the first chapter, when the LTTE ambushed and murdered thirteen Sinhalese soldiers in Jaffna, Sinhalese gangs went on the rampage against Tamils in Colombo and other parts of the country in retaliation.
    
   
    It is now widely believed that the government of that time instigated these riots because the mobs had election lists that enabled them to target and destroy the houses and property of Tamils.
    
   
    Since Arasanayagam’s husband was a Tamil, she and her husband and two daughters were compelled to flee from their home and temporarily seek shelter in a refugee camp.
    
   
    Arasanayagam makes it clear that since that crucial and traumatic year, she could no longer only be a bystander feigning innocence or ignorance, or—as conveyed in the poem “April 1971” discussed above—experiencing merely a tranquil and uncomplicated sadness.
    
   
    Everything that happens to the country, she begins to realize, affects her.
   
 
  
   
    As a victim of violence, Arasanayagam became a witness to war.
    
   
    Arasanayagam conveys what she experienced through her mainly autobiographical poetry and prose with a great sense of immediacy, becoming, according to Regi Siriwardena, “the voice of our collective horror and tragedy” (4).
    
   
    In her collection 
    Apocalypse ’83, written in the immediate aftermath of the July riots that had made her and her family homeless, again and again Arasanayagam revisits that time of terror and trauma when bloodthirsty mobs came to her gate, or when she and her family attempted to survive in the cutthroat environment of the refugee camp.
    
   
    In the poem “1958… ’71… ’77… ’81… ’83,” the speaker dwells on the fact that the riots of 1983 were not the first eruption of violence in Sri Lanka—it is merely “history repeat[ing] itself” (37).
    
   
    In the years mentioned in the title of the poem, interethnic riots erupted or university-educated youth from rural areas struggled to overthrow the socio-economic status quo.
    
   
    As the speaker reiterates, not so much with cynicism as with resignation to the inevitable, “It’s all happened before and will happen again” (27).
    
   
    As someone belonging to neither of the warring ethnic groups or rebelling classes, the speaker emphasizes that she was not affected by the violence prior to 1983: “Once, it was no concern of mine / I had my own identity / Safe from marauders / I watched from afar / The burning had not reached me” (9-13).
    
   
    Safe in her ethnicity, class, and culture, the speaker finds each successive cycle of murder and mayhem to be nothing more than an inconvenience, a “tedious repetition / of violence spilt blood smashed glass” (28-29), and the massive numbers of people tortured and/or killed in riots, pogroms, and insurrections are relatively easy for her to put out of her mind.
   
 
  
   
    But in 1983, when the mobs reached her own front door, the speaker can no longer be a mere observer gazing “from afar” at what is happening “on the other side of the mountain”—she herself has been forced into the role of victim in this violent drama: “But now I’m in it / It’s happened to me, / At last history has meaning / When you’re the victim / When you’re the defeated / The bridges bombed / And you can’t cross over” (53-61).
    
   
    The speaker’s shock and outrage at finding herself in the midst of violence—“But now 
    I’m in it / It’s happened to 
    me” (emphasis added)—are palpable and convey both a sense of violation and a realization that the political and/or the historical become real only when one’s own personal life has been directly affected by these events.
    
   
    The impact of the trauma is also evident in the metaphor of the bombed bridge that does not permit the speaker to get past what has happened and keeps her at a standstill, not just physically, but mentally and emotionally as well.
    
   
    Unlike in Arasanayagam’s earlier poems, there is no vibrancy or multiplicity of color or movement.
    
   
    Here, Arasanayagam mourns the loss of innocence that accompanies a fall into history.
   
 
  
   
    Arasanayagam is able to convey how much everything has changed for herself—the woman, the poet, the citizen—just as it has for the whole country.
    
   
    Everything—even things that would normally be considered sacred or beautiful—has been transformed so that it can only be a reminder of violence to the wounded psyche.
    
   
    For example, in “If the Gun Speaks,” the flowers that decorate a statue of the Hindu god Ganesh look like “Scarlet hibiscus / like gouts of blood” (5-7).
    
   
    In the poem “Flamboyants in July—from a Refugee Camp,” the speaker gazes at the flamboyant trees in bloom: “The flamboyants flame / all over the city clusters of / scarlet as if the clouds / were pricked with blood” (1-4).
    
   
    The sight of the clouds framing the profusion of red blooms on the trees reminds the speaker of bruises and welts covering the body of a tortured, unnamed “you” that she is apostrophizing, while the “scarlet pools of fallen flowers” (25) only bring to mind the blood that has been spilt in such careless abundance in the streets.
    
   
    In “Vision of the World” the speaker says that she “suddenly woke up to find / That the world had changed / Someone smashed the windowpane / And the view was not the same” (1-4).
   
 
  
   
    An unknown hand has brought destruction into the speaker’s line of vision—the speaker mentions “the view” but avoids specific details, making no attempt to render the scene.
    
   
    Paradoxically, however, the speaker does not find this destruction wholly negative.
    
   
    Even though the smashed windowpane is obviously not something that the speaker desired, it has removed a barrier between the speaker and what she has been trying to see and to reach.
    
   
    Thus, the speaker is able to say, “Someone smashed in the door / And gave me my freedom / To walk out into the world / Free, free from the prison of myself” (5-8).
   
 
  
   
    In Arasanayagam’s case, the protective bubble around her has been punctured, but perhaps this violence has functioned as a rite of initiation which has begun to take away her feelings of alienation and enabled her to share in the trauma experienced by so many of her compatriots.
    
   
    The sense that the effects of the violence she endured are not unambiguously negative is evident in another of Arasanayagam’s poems, “Apocalypse July 1983”: “Never again will words say the same things / In the same old way” (1-5).
    
   
    The speaker suggests that violence and destruction have led to a revitalization of language—surely a positive thing for a poet.
   
 
  
   
    D.C.R.A. Goonetilleke has claimed that Arasanayagam is biased in favor of her husband’s ethnic group, the Tamils: “She identifies herself with her husband’s community to the point of being partisan on their behalf in her presentation of the ‘ethnic’ conflict” (“Sri Lanka’s ‘Ethnic’ Conflict” 452).
    
   
    Goonetilleke’s comment emerges from the fact that Arasanayagam, in her earliest response to the ethnic violence of the 1980s, highlights the violence that she and her family had to face, particularly in such poems as “At the Gate Stands a Mob… July 1983” and “Man at the Gate,” and that violence came from Sinhalese mob aggression.
    
   
    Anders Sjobohm makes the more valid point that Arasanayagam avoids laying blame for the violence on any particular or named group: “In these [poems] hardly a word is said about either Sinhalese or Tamils or about aggression or racism on the part of either” (14).
    
   
    He goes on to say that the fact that Arasanayagam has avoided naming particular groups as agents of violence makes her work stronger because the subject matter becomes limitless and universal.
    11 I would add that Arasanayagam’s most pressing concern is to highlight the carnage that occurs whenever people—no matter whether they are Sinhalese, Tamils, Muslims, Burghers, representatives of the state, or militants—forget their humanity and take up arms for whatever cause they support by delineating the impact of the violence on the victims.
    
   
    Her focus is more on the victims, with whom she identifies herself, than the perpetrators of violence.
   
 
  
   
    Arasanayagam, like Wijeratne, is particularly interested in portraying how life went on in Sri Lanka despite the war zone that it became following the riots of July 1983.
    12 In her collection 
    Reddened Water Flows Clear,
    13 Arasanayagam reflects on the changes that happened to the lives of ordinary people in Sri Lanka and the realities that they had to deal with every day.
    
   
    In “Numerals,” for example, the focus is on how Sri Lankans, in order just to be able to go on with their own quotidian lives, had to try not to dwell constantly on the numbers of people being killed, tortured, or “disappeared”: “Today a hundred and fifty shot / Yesterday seventy blasted / Even the poet becomes numerate” (14-16).
    
   
    At the same time, Sri Lankans had to avoid letting themselves get accustomed to news of daily massacres by “keep[ing] secret diaries” (3) in their minds of all the killings and other violent acts in order to retain their humanity during a prolonged period of terror that threatened to make them numb to such horrors—as Wijeratne described in her poem “Lest We Forget.”
   
 
  
   
    In “Murals,” Arasanayagam focuses on the graffiti and threatening posters put up on city walls by the subversives during the JVP insurrection of the late 1980s and early 1990s and sees a terrible power in these “talking / Walls reaching out to us, the great new Jackson / Pollocks muralling our city, we walk through barriers / Seeing our new identities at checkpoints” (1-4).
    
   
    The posters—which take up entire walls and are haphazardly put up under cover of night on top of posters from previous nights—seem as random at first as Pollock’s abstract expressionism.
    
   
    While Pollock’s action painting points towards the very struggle and physicality of his creation, the posters on the walls provide an intimidating reminder that the unseen subversives are watching and will punish those who do not obey their dictates.
    
   
    The ordinary people are caught between the outlaw creators of these “bold / Calligraphies jutting out to strike the eyeballs / With swords of paint” (29-31) and the menacing scrutiny of the soldiers at the check points.
    
   
    The people’s “new identities” are wrought out of fear, suspicion, and submission and their prime goal is survival.
    
   
    They do not want to stand out or be conspicuous in a crowd; instead, they retreat as fast as possible into their homes, like snails retracting fearfully into their shells.
    
   
    Like Wijeratne, Arasanayagam, through the verbal artistry of her poems, conveys the emotional trauma and coping strategies of people living their daily lives in the midst of constant violence and unrelenting loss.
   
 
  
    
     Other Voices: A Mosaic of Grief
    
 
  
   
    If Wijeratne and Arasanayagam provide memorials for the respective losses of Sinhalese and Tamil civilians in Sri Lanka’s major urban centers, the writings of their less prolific contemporaries provide insight into a wider range of Sri Lankan identities and the transnational connections that these identities sometimes have.
    
   
    For one of Wijeratne and Arasanayagam’s contemporaries, Anne Ranasinghe, a German Jewish Holocaust survivor and naturalized Sri Lankan citizen, mourning for the violence in Sri Lanka is interwoven with her memories of her youth in Europe and her continued mourning for all her family and friends who perished in Nazi death camps.
    
   
    Ranasinghe, born Anneliese Katz in Essen, Germany, was sent away to England at the age of thirteen, just before the start of World War II.
    
   
    It was there, years later, that she met the Sinhalese surgeon who became her husband; she moved with him to Sri Lanka, where she has lived ever since.
    
   
    While a major portion of her literary output has focused on the Holocaust, in which her entire family was killed, since 1983 Ranasinghe has also turned to writing poems about the violence in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Ranasinghe is a particularly interesting case in Sri Lankan Anglophone literature since she does not fit comfortably into any of the conventional categories of Sri Lankan identity.
   
 
  
   
    As Ranasinghe writes in the poem “July 1983,” for forty years she has been attempting to understand what happened during the Holocaust and why people acted as they did—both those who carried out the atrocities and the bystanders who passively observed the horrors without stepping forward to intervene.
    
   
    She begins the poem by wondering whether former Nazis and those complicit in their crimes are haunted by guilt.
    
   
    Midway through the poem, her focus changes and now she is concerned with questions of memory and guilt in a Sri Lankan context.
    
   
    She writes:
   
 
   
   
    
     Forty years later
     
 once more there is burning
     
 the night sky bloodied, violent and abused
    
 
   
    
     and I—though related
     
 only by marriage—
    
 
   
    
     feel myself both victim and accused,
    
 
   
    
     (black-gutted timber
     
 splinters, shards and ashes
     
 blowing in the wind; nothing remains)—
    
 
   
    
     flinch at the thinnest curl of smoke
     
 shrink from the merest thought of fire
     
 while some warm their hands at the flames.
     
    
     (16-27)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    While at one point she felt distant from the victims of the Holocaust as someone, after all, who both survived and is now “half a world away” from the scene of violence (as described in the poem “Auschwitz from Colombo”), now the blood and destruction she sees on the streets of Sri Lanka remind her of the earlier atrocities that occurred in the land of her birth.
    
   
    This link between the brutalities enacted by the Nazi regime and the 1983 riots in Sri Lanka is most evident in the lines within parentheses, deftly describing both the destruction in Colombo, Sri Lanka, and that of Essen, Germany, four decades earlier.
    
   
    The “black-gutted timber / splinters, shards and ashes” bring to mind both the ruins of Jewish homes, stores, and synagogues in Nazi Germany as well as the smoking remains of Tamil homes, shops, and Hindu temples after the 1983 riots in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    The speaker herself feels both a victim of the violence and a perpetrator, for she knows that there can be no such thing as an innocent bystander or witness.
    
   
    While she herself has not participated in the violence, neither has she been able to intervene between perpetrator and victim; therefore, even though she “shrinks from the merest thought of fire,” she feels that she is complicit.
    
   
    Moreover, as the spouse of a Sinhalese man, she now finds herself connected—through marriage—to the ethnicity of the perpetrators of the 1983 riots.
   
 
  
   
    While binaries (in climate, topography, violent events of recent history) are emphasized between Germany and Sri Lanka in poems such as “Auschwitz from Colombo” written prior to July 1983, those differences are reversed in the poems written by Ranasinghe after the riots that heralded the ethnic conflict—now the horrors and atrocities are happening in her adopted land instead of in the homeland from which she is exiled.
    
   
    The reversal is all the more evident in the poem “Landscapes,” which addresses a “you” who has written “of a garden filled with blossoming lilac / And a cuckoo that calls joyfully” (1-2) from an edenic place where “everything is green and gentle” (3) to the speaker who lives in a very different location, one with a tropical climate and monsoonal storms: “Here the clouds are thick and threatening” (5) and even the trees seem to be “holding their breath” (8).
    
   
    Yet the expected storm turns out to be metaphoric—what transpires is a burst of man-made violence, which leaves the speaker trying to deal with the “Red flood of torment in the desecrated night / No earth can conceal such a torrent of blood / And the voices that cried out in agony” (17-19).
    
   
    The sudden shift from a literal natural landscape to a figurative one that has been spoiled, “desecrated” by humans, creates both shock and horror within the reader.
    
   
    The poem ends with the repeated lines of “And nothing remains / but to mourn” (25-26).
   
 
  
   
    For Ranasinghe, it is essential to both remember and mourn the violence, the destruction, and the brutalities that have occurred through art in order to acknowledge the reality of what has happened and ensure that such atrocities do not recur.
    
   
    In “Vivere in Pace,” a poem written just before the 1983 riots, the speaker responds to comments by a Sri Lankan (at “a review of an exhibition of graphics from the German Democratic Republic,” according to the notation under the title of the poem): “Why this obsession with war / and its horrors?”
    
   
    (1-2).
    
   
    The interlocutor is apparently “disturbed and horrified / and cannot live with this kind of art” (25-26) and asks, “When will the Germans stop / saying mea culpa?”
    
   
    (36-37).
    
   
    The speaker responds to this last question by saying, “Never, I hope.
    
   
    / For under their mea culpa lie buried millions of dead / and would you for the sake of your comfort / that we forget?”
    
   
    (38-41).
    
   
    Here, the remembrance of violence and the mourning of its effects through art is not some kind of self-indulgence but a necessity.
    14 As Norman Simms observes, Ranasinghe is “increasingly obsessed with the question of remembering—because she knows what it means for the Germans to forget” (148).
   
 
  
   
    Ranasinghe does not equate the six million lives lost in the Holocaust with the deaths resulting from the 1983 riots and the events that followed in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    She does, however, insist on the need for remembrance, as exemplified in the poem “Memory is Our Shield, Our Only Shield.”
    
   
    The poem begins with a consideration of what should be remembered and what forgotten.
    
   
    The speaker wonders whether memorials are a too-easy way of attaining comfort and peace of mind: “To exorcize the guilt / And to create acceptance, / Erase fearful remembrance / And both idealize and trivialize the circumstance?”
    
   
    (18-21).
    
   
    The speaker immediately refutes her own speculations: “A memorial is the final seal / Upon the grief / It is a link / Between past and future / It hallows and dignifies / All those who died this most horrendous death.
    
   
    / It is evil to forget / It is necessary to remember.
    
   
    / For memory is our shield, our only shield.
    
   
    / The memorial warns: / Six million Jews” (22-32).
    
   
    Over and over again, Ranasinghe emphasizes that to remember, to mourn, and to memorialize is not to find an easy way out of guilt but to ensure by means of a full awareness and cognizance of reality that history does not repeat itself.
   
 
  
   
    Wijeratne, Arasanayagam, and Ranasinghe are all writing from various perpectives about Sinhalese and Tamil suffering in the south.
    
   
    Sivamohan Sumathy, a Tamil poet and academic, also writes the experience of loss, focusing on those individuals who have been killed or disappeared at various stages of the conflict, particularly the Tamils and the Muslims in the north who suffered at the hands of both the government and the separatists.
    
   
    All too frequently, the experience of war in northern Sri Lanka, where the effects of the war were most intense, can be eclipsed by the more commonly circulated narratives associated with riots and terrorism in the south of Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Sumathy helps to ensure that the north is not forgotten.
    
   
    In “Unfinished Poem,” Sumathy lists those who have been assassinated by the LTTE as traitors, ranging from a foreign minister to a diverse group of journalists, academics, and activists that she has known and lost.
    
   
    The months have become “indistinguishable” since each brings death: “we / can mourn today, let tears flow / let your feelings slip / through when the flat screen / in my life’s room / turns red in its daily ritual telling” (92-97).
    
   
    In “To Kugamoorthy” Sumathy writes of how a journalist friend with whom she once mourned the loss of mutual friends and acquaintances has now in his turn joined the list of “the disappeared” for whom she must mourn: “we did not know then that loss would touch us all / again and again, that i would / mourn you too, when / i am not others” (33-36).
    
   
    Sumathy also ponders the plight of all the anonymous, seemingly expendable people who have perished in the conflict in a poem the title of which itself provides the context: “to the memory of the three-wheeler driver purportedly shot dead by the ltte for being familiar with the police.”
    
   
    She apostrophizes the dead man who has been killed by the LTTE during what was supposed to be a ceasefire, telling him that “we will not mourn you” (1) because to acknowledge his murder would derail the ceasefire of 2002 and any possibility of the longed-for peace: “i will not mourn you, three legged guide / for i too have caught the germ; / i have sealed my body against your truth; i pack / my thoughts tight / in six yards of lack / wave flags at peace vigils” (45-52).
    
   
    Sumathy’s poems angrily denounce not only the state and the LTTE but also the general public—particularly people in the south—and the fear and/or apathy which prevent them from speaking out against the perpetrators of violence and destruction, and she includes herself in her condemnation.
   
 
  
   
    In “Dirge for Corporal Premaratne” by another Tamil poet, Suresh Canagarajah, the speaker reads of the death of a group of soldiers—including the one named in the title of the poem—in a landmine explosion and feels gleeful: “I gloated over the destruction / Not yours but of your uniform / Not yours but of Oppression / of Tyranny, of Militarism” (4-7).
    
   
    The speaker does not see the individual, only the abstract qualities—emphasized in uppercase letters—he himself associates with the dead corporal and his ilk.
    
   
    The speaker’s glee dissipates when he reads an obituary for Premaratne in the daily newspaper: “I suddenly visualize / the husband behind the Uniform / the father behind our slogans” (18-20).
    
   
    The speaker is well aware, however, that the dead soldier would probably not have seen him as anything but “a demala balla
    15 a sworn Enemy / a Terrorist destructive and deadly” (26-27).
    
   
    The speaker speculates that the subject of his dirge would, given the chance, have pursued and killed him, destroyed his home, and even raped his wife because “in your enraged eyes can be seen / many prejudiced schoolday lessons / daily slanted media messages / weekly chauvinist religious sermons” (30-33).
    
   
    What Canagarajah is primarily mourning in this poem is the lost opportunity to foster and maintain ethnic amity, the road not taken by teachers, the media, and religious and political leaders.
    
   
    The speaker in the poem realizes that both he and the dead soldier have learned the lessons of chauvinism so well that they are almost unable to see the humanity in a person of a different ethnic group.
   
 
  
   
    Another Tamil poet, Amirthanjali Sivapalan, in a poem titled “And We Lost the Morning Sun” lists all the small, ordinary items of diurnal life that have been lost by displaced people who once lived in predominantly Tamil areas in the north, along with the bigger aspects of life with which the items are associated:
   
 
   
   
    
     Lost the shores, the boats and the nets that
     
 Brought in the fish with the morning sun
     
 The morning sun we lost
    
 
   
    
     Our homes, our wells, our temples we lost
     
 Our refugee camps too; the plastic sheets
     
 That held out the rains,
     
 Even those plastic sheets we lost.
     
    
     (9-15)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    The pathos of losing something as humble as plastic sheets to keep out the rain from temporary shelters in refugee camps is juxtaposed with the tragedy of massive losses that include even “the right to bury our dead.”
    
   
    The ability to mourn thus becomes itself a casualty of violence.
    
   
    The opening lines “We walked many years / Lost many days, lost many nights / Many roads we lost” (1-3) become “We walked many years, we lost many roads / We lost many years, / We walked many roads” (20-22) by the end of the poem.
    
   
    At first glance the final lines of the poem seem to be an echoing of the first, but then one realizes that the lines are not mere repetition—the phrases have become jumbled, but the changes still make sense within the context of violence, destruction, and loss conveyed by the poem.
    
   
    These lines have a nightmarish quality of despair since they emphasize the ways in which erstwhile villagers who have been transformed into refugees/displaced persons have lost what should not be lost: not only meager but tangible possessions but even time, opportunities, and hope itself.
   
 
  
    
     The Persistence of Loss: The Poems of Vivimarie Vanderpoorten
    
 
  
   
    The work of a poet who is relatively new to the literary scene in Sri Lanka demonstrates that this sense of loss and anguish is ongoing during the final stages of the military conflict and even after its conclusion.
    
   
    Vivimarie Vanderpoorten is a poet of Belgian-Jewish and Sinhalese descent,
    16 a teacher of literature who won the Gratiaen Prize for her first collection of poems, 
    Nothing Prepares You (2007).
    
   
    Thus, like Ranasinghe, Vanderpoorten troubles conventional taxonomies of identity in Sri Lanka, and her Anglophone poetry emphasizes the complexities of Sri Lankan identities.
    
   
    Her second collection of poems, 
    Stitch Your Eyelids Shut, was published in 2010, after the end of the military conflict in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    In both collections she includes poems that deal with the various phases of the Sri Lankan conflict.
    
   
    Like Wijeratne and Arasanayagam, Vanderpoorten writes about what it means to deal with aspects of the war as part of daily life.
    
   
    In “Haiku: Protecting Faith, September 2006,” the speaker muses on the irony of having to be searched when one is merely engaged in carrying out Buddhist religious rituals: “New custodians / in this temple of the Tooth / Soldiers wielding guns” (1-3) and “public body-checked / before going inside / to purify the mind” (7-9).
    
   
    The newly imposed security measures impinge on the sanctity of the temple and violate the devotional acts.
    
   
    Violence and war have become commonplace in “Suddenly, in a Public Place”: “You ask me to promise you / that should war break out / I will leave this country.
    
   
    / But the war is already here / I have lived here all my life / and this is my home” (1-7).
    
   
    The speaker goes on to say that “war is not new to me, it is as familiar as / the sound of firecrackers during Avurudhu / and often my dreams during naps /….
    
   
    / are of corpses floating / in rivers / burnt out shells of car bombs / distant voices of long-dead friends / and the smell of fear” (10-18).
    
   
    The speaker laughingly responds to the lover’s concern that the speaker will die, according to a horoscope prediction, suddenly in a public place—saying that (s)he should have known better than to fall in love with someone who has been given such a prediction.
   
 
  
   
    Yet such poems, which seem to take the war in stride, are juxtaposed with others that show the psychological effects of having to face violence on such a regular basis.
    
   
    For example, the poem “Diary of Bombs: July 2008” begins “Today another / the third this week” (1-2)—the bombs seem tediously repetitive.
    
   
    There follows a nightmarish vision drawn in painterly strokes in which rain and blood comingle: “Blood forms pools / In pools formed by / Other floods / And the muddy brown / Turns into / Rust then glut / makes way for crimson / From steps of the bus / It drips thickly / on to files and books / and shoes without feet / of university students” (9-20).
    
   
    The references to rains churning up mud that transforms into gore gives the impression that the speaker, beset by violence on all sides, begins to see it as almost a natural phenomenon, just another kind of (inconveniently hued) rain.
    
   
    Vanderpoorten also addresses the shock and horror of specific instances of violence—“Explosion” deals with the bombing of the Central Bank while “Death at Noon: For Lasantha” depicts the reactions to the killing, in broad daylight, of Lasantha Wickrematunga, the fearless editor of 
    The Sunday Leader, one of Sri Lanka’s few independent English-language newspapers and a critic of the government, in 2009.
    
   
    “We stand around the / Water filter / Discussing ‘heroism’” (23-25).
   
 
  
   
    Like Sumathy, Vanderpoorten includes elegies for unnamed people who have died violently.
    
   
    In “Balloon Man,” a poem based on news headlines, “in a time when paranoia and hate / tick dangerously in the mindscape / and innocence and guilt are merely a matter of opinion” (4-7), a case of mistaken identity leads to a man delivering balloons to school functions dying a brutal death at the hands of the police, becoming “expendable, / like the rest of us, / no soldier, no hero” (22-24).
    
   
    In “New Year 2008,” while people are celebrating the dawn of another year with firecrackers, “a man lay dead / from a bullet to the chest / at a kovil in Colombo / Where he was / praying for peace” (11-15).
    
   
    A beggar desperately searching for something to eat pokes at a package by the side of the road and unwittingly detonates a bomb in “Today: March 2008,” while a collection of random people who otherwise might never have met or interacted are united forever when a bomb directed at an army truck explodes on Galle Road, the main urban artery: (“a dozen camouflaged uniforms and caps / one container driver newly employed, / a pair of lovers not married to each other, / random office workers, three / nameless ladies of the night, / one annoying / private-bus conductor / in a grey check check shirt”) (8-15) in “Hibiscus on Galle Road: May 2007.”
    
   
    The seemingly callous way in which the dead individuals are itemized emphasizes the ubiquity of such killings at the time.
   
 
  
   
    Vanderpoorten’s emphasis on a society saturated by violence for a prolonged period even informs poems that do not at first seem to be about war at all.
    
   
    For example, in “Disappearance,” the focus seems to be on a “crow-couple” building a nest outside the study hall of the speaker’s hostel and the way in which the baby bird is later snatched away by two pole-cats while the mother bird is away.
    
   
    The speaker says, “I remember that night well; / there was a power cut / in the capital / and a curfew in force” (20-23).
    
   
    As Neloufer de Mel points out in a review, these lines bring to mind the various periods in Sri Lanka’s recent history when such disappearances were common, happening even during curfews (“Poetic Economies” n.p.).
    
   
    The guilt of the (not-so-innocent) bystander is palpable as the speaker describes the mother bird’s reproach in the poem’s final lines: “did you not did you not did you not did you not / try to / stop them?”
    
   
    (35-37).
    
   
    In “For Mr. K with Love,” the speaker asks what right she has “to mourn a tiny chipmunk / parted from its mother / Caught in the crossfire / During an ambush by birds / And the chipmunks’ retaliation / In their quest for food?”
    
   
    (25-30).
    
   
    After all, she is surrounded by war as delineated in an earlier section of the poem: “In jungles booming with mortar fire / In IDP camps.
    
   
    / In accident wards full of / Young men hoping the pain would end.
    
   
    / Death immortalized in / the news, / the moving image, / broadcasts and / telecasts and podcasts” (15-23).
    
   
    It is significant that the speaker uses war-related terms so often used in news reports about the conflict (“caught in the crossfire” and “ambush”) in relation to the interactions of the birds and chipmunks.
    17
   
 
  
   
    In particular, Vanderpoorten focuses in certain narrative poems on the long-term effects of the conflict on specific named and unnamed individuals as she looks back on more than two decades of war.
    
   
    In “Vadani in our Hostel,” the speaker describes the plight of a young (Tamil) girl: “Vadani used to / do anything to / get attention / and / they used to / say Vadani was a slut” (7-12).
    
   
    Yet, in the very next lines, the sense that one is merely eavesdropping on distasteful gossip at a lodging house is undercut suddenly and wrenchingly by the truth: “although some of us knew that / Vadani was gang-raped in Jaffna by / the peacekeepers” (13-15).
    
   
    The horrific irony of a young girl being brutalized by “peacekeepers” is made even worse by the fact that Vadani is penalized for her subsequent actions, the results of trauma; instead of help or counseling or understanding, she is “sent away” because “we have young / women in this / place and she is a shame / to us / a shame to them” (39-43).
    
   
    The shame of the action of the so-called “peacekeepers” as well as the shame of a society that allowed such things to happen is now all displaced onto the victim, who has to bear the burden of this shame and be hidden away so that she does not cause any pain or embarrassment to others.
    
   
    In “Unsound,” the focus is on a young man who led an ordinary life and once dreamt of being a teacher.
    
   
    After a presumably brutal interrogation by the authorities, “Now, he sits / in a ward for the mentally ill / and stares endlessly at a bulb shaped like a / teardrop” (17-21).
    
   
    The teardrop signifies sorrow but also reminds us of Sri Lanka itself—the country is frequently referred to as “the teardrop-shaped isle.”
    
   
    While “people in human rights, / wrote / about men like him / in important journals” (22-25), he is now forgotten and is simply known as the schoolteacher’s mad son (“Iskole mahattayage pissu kolla”) (29).
    
   
    In the final poem in her second collection, “Madness,” Vanderpoorten takes as her subject a person in a news item—“a mentally challenged man, who jumped into the Indian ocean to escape arrest, drowned after being badly beaten up by Sri Lankan Police in the water in front of a large crowd, police said,” according to the headnote.
    
   
    The theme here is the mental, emotional, and ethical state of a society that has experienced so much violence—“we who had watched worse / and said nothing / gazed in silence” (10-12).
    
   
    Is there any healing possible for a people so inured—and perhaps so immune—to violence?
    
   
    “Hideous history / prevailed / to bear witness / to a country whose / war was just over / to a people / now at peace” (17-23).
    
   
    The “people / now at peace” is obvious irony since the violence seems to continue, albeit in different ways: “but the boy we call mad / is retreating into the ocean” (28-29).
    
   
    There is sharp castigation of the way the speaker and her society stand passively by and let such things happen even now, after the war: “and our humanity / strangles itself / on the shore” (34-36).
    
   
    The emphasis on “the boy we call mad” interrogates the opposition of sanity and insanity, emphasizing the way in which things and people that make us uncomfortable, that remind us of what we would like to put behind us and simply forget, are labeled “mad.”
    
   
    The poet seems to challenge this rhetoric of madness—are Vadani, the schoolteacher’s son, or the abused youth less sane than we are merely because their pain is more apparent?
   
 
  
   
    Even now that the military conflict in Sri Lanka has come to an end, the legacy of the conflict continues, as Vanderpoorten suggests in her poem “Love, Displaced: Northern Sri Lanka, July 2009.”
    
   
    The date obviously indicates that the war is over, but attention is firmly on internally displaced people in Jaffna.
    
   
    The speaker is a displaced person in a camp addressing a missing loved one.
    
   
    “If I only knew / you were all right / or even just okay / or less than all right / but alive / I could survive / in this— / this place / where now there are shops / clinics / even makeshift toilets / and tampons distributed / by companies with / corporate social responsibility” (1-14).
    
   
    The speaker can hardly bring herself to name the camp in its semi-permanence even as she bargains down her desperate desire for her loved one’s health and well-being—from “all right” to “okay” to “less than all right but alive.”
    
   
    The contrast is stark between the love she has been accustomed to and the well-meaning but paltry substitutes she receives in the camp “here / where / kindness is injected in small doses / and love / is a warm cup / of nestomalt” (32-37).
    
   
    The speaker’s love can only be described in violent images: “a bullet / lodged deep in the belly” (40-41) and “barbed wire / slicing the lips” (48-49).
    
   
    Vanderpoorten thus offers a kind of anatomy of the various ways of responding to and mourning the ethnic conflict in her poetry: casual stoicism, irony, indignant protest, guilt, shock, and enduring and ongoing sadness and loss.
   
 
  
   
    The poets discussed above have employed numerous strategies in order to express the grief and horror of Sri Lanka’s ethnic conflict—personal testimonial, large-scale reportage, and the use of imagined victims of violence to stand in for the thousands actually dead, disappeared, or maimed.
    
   
    Two victims of the violence in Sri Lanka who were assassinated by very different forces within months of each other have stood out repeatedly in memorials to the violence of the ethnic conflict and the JVP insurrection.
    
   
    Rajani Thiranagama and Richard de Zoysa, themselves writers among other vocations and avocations, have each functioned as a synecdoche for the most profound losses experienced by Sri Lankans of all ethnicities during the war.
   
 
  
    
     Remembering Rajani Thiranagama
    
 
  
   
    Rajani Rajasingham Thiranagama was a doctor, university lecturer, feminist, and founding member of University Teachers for Human Rights, Jaffna (UTHR-J).
    
   
    Born into a middle-class Tamil Christian family in Jaffna, Thiranagama bucked convention when she married outside of her ethnicity, religion, and class—her husband, Dayapala Thiranagama, whom she met while at university, was a Sinhalese Buddhist from the peasant class in the rural south and had been imprisoned following his involvement in the JVP insurrection of 1971.
    18 She was at first a supporter of the LTTE and then a fierce critic of the LTTE’s human rights violations as well as its claim to be the sole representative of Sri Lankan Tamils.
    
   
    While she had the opportunity to remain in Britain, where she completed her doctorate, Thiranagama decided to return to Sri Lanka and become a professor of anatomy at the University of Jaffna.
    
   
    Thiranagama, in her capacity as a medical doctor, also acted as a counselor to victims of violence, particularly women who were suffering the physical and psychological effects of war, and also established a cooperative for such women.
   
 
  
   
    Along with three of her colleagues
    19 she co-authored 
    The Broken Palmyra, a detailed account and analysis of the troubles faced by the Tamil people in the north following the Indo-Lanka Peace Accord of 1987 between the Sri Lankan state and India and the war that ensued between the LTTE and the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF).
    
   
    In the section that she authored about the experiences of women within the context of war, Thiranagama writes, “I wanted to hear my sisters tell their own versions of their travails, tragedies and triumphs” (305).
    
   
    Based on many interviews that she conducted, Thiranagama compiled the testimonies of women who were molested, raped, detained, and whose loved ones were “disappeared” or whose children were recruited or abducted by the militants.
    
   
    Thiranagama also reported on women’s organizations and women’s participation in armed struggle.
    
   
    In the postscript to 
    The Broken Palmyra, written shortly before her death, Thiranagama states, “Objectivity was not solely an academic exercise for us.
    
   
    Objectivity, the pursuit of truth and the propagation of critical and honest positions, was crucial for the community.
    
   
    But they could also cost many of us our lives.
    
   
    Any involvement with them was undertaken only as a survival task” (408).
    
   
    These proved to be prophetic words since she herself was ultimately assassinated at the age of thirty-five, on September 21, 1989, in Thirunelvely, Jaffna.
   
 
  
   
    There have been many tributes and memorials to Thiranagama, especially by the UTHR-J.
    
   
    Poets have paid special tribute to Thiranagama.
    
   
    Regi Siriwardena’s poem entitled “Garland for Rajani” is short but poignant, focusing on Rajani’s courageous decision to return to her homeland and act on her convictions:
   
 
   
   
    
     You refused to eat the bounteous and bitter bread
     
 of exile, returned to live with the hot breath
     
 of death pursuing you, yet held your head high.
    
 
   
    
     They shot you like a dog in the street, but that death
     
 will be remembered as their shame, your pride.
    
 
    
     I bring you no wreath, but flowers as for a bride.
     
    
     (1-6)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    The very brevity of this six-line poem calls attention to the brief lifespan of Rajani Thiranagama.
    
   
    The speaker emphasizes Thiranagama’s courage in her choice to return to Sri Lanka despite “the hot breath of death” pursuing her—while she was on what turned out to be her final trip to England, her home in Jaffna had been raided and her manuscripts confiscated and she had been warned by associates to stay away (Wilson 2363).
    
   
    The same defiance shown by Thiranagama—who held her “head high” despite threats and intimidation—is evident in the speaker’s tone.
    
   
    It is significant that the reference to Thiranagama’s assassination comes in the middle instead of at the end of the poem.
    
   
    The last lines are a refusal to see Thiranagama’s death as an ending or as a defeat and an insistence on presenting an image of Thiranagama that contrasts sharply with the actual manner in which she—an unarmed woman on a bicycle on her way home from work to her two young daughters—was gunned down.
   
 
  
   
    Thiranagama is the inspiration for the central character, Savithri—described as “an activist, academic, a doctor” (12) who goes around collecting women’s stories of struggle during war in the one-act play 
    In the Shadow of the Gun written by her sister, Sivamohan Sumathy, whose poetry was discussed above.
    
   
    In a way, the play performs what Thiranagama does in volume 2, chapter 5 of 
    The Broken Palmyra, when she relates women’s experiences of war, using the women’s own words as much as possible.
    
   
    The play incorporates “Letter from Jaffna,” one of the letter-poems written by Thiranagama and spoken within the play by Savithri:
   
 
   
   
    
     I ask you, could you write straight
     
 When people die in lots?
    
 
    
     When you find them
     
 dead like flies…
     
 When you certify death and
     
 bury your neighbours in their own gardens?
    
    
     …
     
 Night after night, you lie under the table
     
 with the children—immobile
     
 listening to the sound of boots
     
 marching up and down.
    
 
    
     Not even a candle you light
     
 for a shadow could kill us all.
     
    
     (Sumathy, “In the Shadow” 15)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Thus, just as Thiranagama cleared a space for the actual words of the women caught in the crossfire whom she interviewed in her documentation of the war in Jaffna in 1987, the play is able to include her own words about her experiences during that time.
    
   
    The single actor portrays six different women within the play and puts on a pair of shoes when assuming the persona of Savithri; at the end of the play, the shoes are left behind on stage to signify Savithri’s assassination.
    
   
    The shoes that are left behind convey the loss and absence of Savithri/Thiranagama but also seem to invite others to come forward and literally step into Savithri/Thiranagama’s shoes and role(s) and thereby continue her work.
   
 
  
   
    Sumathy’s strategy of interweaving Thiranagama’s own words into the fabric of the play is similar to the strategy Helene Klodawsky uses in her 2004 documentary film 
    No More Tears Sister
    20
    : Anatomy of Hope and Betrayal (produced by the National Film Board of Canada), which recounts Thiranagama’s life and her heroic resistance and bearing witness to human rights violations carried out by the LTTE, the IPKF, and the Sri Lankan state.
    
   
    The film, made fifteen years after her death, seeks to document Thiranagama’s strong convictions, sacrifices, and heroism with a collage of archival footage of significant events in Sri Lankan history, family photographs, stylized scenes, interviews with her husband, parents, sisters, and daughters and a few colleagues, along with voice-over narration provided by Michael Ondaatje.
    
   
    Dialogue-free reenactments of crucial episodes of her life in which the role of Rajani Thiranagama is played by her own, now adult, daughter Sharika Thiranagama are juxtaposed powerfully with extracts from Thiranagama’s own letters.
    
   
    In the production notes to the film, Klodawsky writes that the form of the film resulted from her attempts to deal with a plethora of difficulties—many of them stemming from fear—she encountered during the process of putting the film together: the scarcity of surviving archives and photographs of a subject who had been dead for a decade and a half; the refusal of many of Thiranagama’s colleagues and associates to be interviewed on camera (even in shadow) due to fears about possible retaliation from the LTTE on themselves and their families; the impossibility of access to actual locations in Jaffna, the site of the majority of Thiranagama’s struggle, due to security concerns (
    Point Of View n.p.).
    
   
    Thus, the film itself bears witness to acts of courage and perseverance by those who participated in its production—in particular, Thiranagama’s family members and the few UTHR-J associates who agreed to be on camera.
   
 
  
   
    A particularly powerful aspect of the film is the way in which it traces the evolution of Thiranagama’s political thinking and engagement due to two very personal ties: prominence is given to the narratives of Thiranagama’s elder sister Nirmala, under whose influence she first joined the LTTE, and Thiranagama’s husband, Dayapala, whose poverty-stricken background and radical political views and activism had a significant impact both on their relationship and the development of Thiranagama’s political vision.
    
   
    Not only do Nirmala and Dayapala underscore the difference between their respective beliefs in the necessity of armed struggle and Thiranagama’s views regarding the value of human life—that nothing was worth the destruction of human life—but they also display their feelings of grief as well as guilt about their respective roles in shaping the political views that ultimately resulted in Thiranagama’s death.
   
 
  
   
    The greatest emotional impact of the film comes from Thiranagama’s own words, in her letters to her husband and sister as well as her political writings, which are not merely read out but “performed” by an actor who, according to Klodawsky’s production notes, was chosen because her accent and speech patterns resembled those of Thiranagama (
    POV n.p.).
    
   
    The extracts that are included in the film show us a woman who is struggling to negotiate among competing roles: what she sees as her calling to be a public intellectual, feminist, and activist, her own desires as a woman in love, and her responsibilities as a daughter, sister, wife, and mother.
    
   
    The film presents Thiranagama as an embodiment of the idea that the personal is the political, alternating between her public insistence that “someone, some few, have to stand up and fight for the survival of this community” and her private agony about undermining her marriage and putting her children in harm’s way due to her political convictions and her presence and activities in war-torn Jaffna.
    
   
    The most poignant extract, perhaps, is from a letter written by Thiranagama on September 15, 1989, a week before her death:
   
 
   
   
    
     Some times tears flow uncontrollably and I cannot work anymore.
     
    
     I know I want to be strong, I want to call my historical strength as a woman.
     
    
     I want to remember and hold on to memories of women who conquered the inability and pain.
    
    
     … I cannot leave this small country, its belly constricted by hunger and mind blurred by pain.
    
 
   
    
     One day some gun will silence me.
     
    
     And it will not be held by an outsider—but by a son—born in the womb of this very society—from a woman with whom my history is shared.
    
 
   
    
     You know how powerful it is to prove negative that women like me have not the courage to stay and fight—I want to prove that ordinary women like me have enormous courage and power.
     
    
     That there are in the world steel women.
     
    
     (
     POV n.p.)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    The reading of this prophetic extract is accompanied in the film by a mini-scene of Thiranagama riding her bicycle followed by another of Thiranagama after she is shot—we do not see the actual shooting or blood, just the prone body next to the fallen bicycle.
    
   
    The juxtaposition of words and images highlights Thiranagama’s awareness of the risks she was taking and her commitment to the causes—human rights and social justice—in which she was involved.
    
   
    By using these letters, Klodawsky ensures that Thiranagama becomes a joint author of her own memorial and has some agency in the way her story is presented.
    
   
    In this sense, Thiranagama is the author of her own elegy.
   
 
  
    
     “I am the storm’s eye”: The Witness of Richard de Zoysa
    
 
  
   
    A few months after Thiranagama’s assassination, her story would be eerily echoed in the death of a writer and activist in the south of Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Richard de Zoysa was an actor, news anchor, poet, teacher, and journalist, the head of the Colombo office of the Inter Press Service, a UN-sponsored news agency focused on events in developing countries and based in Rome.
    
   
    He was the son of a Sinhalese father and a Tamil mother, each of whom was connected to the class of people in newly independent countries who have been dubbed “the native elite.”
    
   
    De Zoysa first gained attention as an actor while still in high school and then went on to gain prominence for his roles on stage (in English drama), screen, and television (in Sinhala films and in the television mini-series popularly known as “teledramas”).
    
   
    He did some propaganda work for the UNP-led government in the early 1980s and then worked as a news anchor for Rupavahini, the state television station.
    
   
    He was also a very promising Anglophone poet, whose poems show both artistry and great social awareness.
    
   
    For example, he makes prescient utterances about the devastating consequences of ethnic strife (in “Apocalypse Soon” and “Animal Crackers”) and the danger of an authoritarian government (in “Gajagavannama”), as well as critiques of the flaws of the Sri Lankan education system, which churns out students who are incapable of critical thinking (in “Lepidoptera”), and the exploitation of children by foreign pedophiles under the guise of tourism (in “This Other Eden”).
    
   
    He also wrote about the role of the poet as witness in “The Poet”: “i / am the storm’s eye / ceaselessly turning / around me the burning the death the destruction” (34-37).
   
 
  
   
    De Zoysa increasingly became a critic of the then government’s human rights violations, particularly in his role as the Sri Lanka correspondent for the Inter Press Service.
    
   
    According to 
    South Asia Bulletin, “In one such article, entitled ‘Sri Lanka: Nearing a Human Rights Apocalypse,’ published [in August 1989] de Zoysa accused the Special Task Force, a police commando unit, of extrajudicial executions of JVP suspects” (“The Murder” 20).
    
   
    He was abducted from his home on February 18, 1990, and killed.
    
   
    His body, which washed up on a beach the next day and was identified by his mother, “reportedly showed the signs of severe torture.
   
   
    … The head had been beaten and shot at close range and… the fingernails had been peeled off” (“The Murder” 20).
   
 
  
   
    There have been many tributes and memorials for de Zoysa, particularly by his friends and associates among Sri Lanka’s Anglophone writers.
    
   
    Ashley Halp, in his “Pasan—a Threnody for Lanka” meditates upon the brutalities that de Zoysa must have faced in the final hours of his life; Halp also ponders on the very idea of mortality, wondering whether he himself could face such a lonely and terrible end (19).
    
   
    This piece, begun in 1992 according to the author’s note, remains unfinished, like de Zoysa’s mission itself, perhaps.
    
   
    Alfreda de Silva, in “Lines for Richard,” likens de Zoysa’s brief life to that of a dragonfly.
    
   
    The tone of the poem conveys both shock and horror at the suddenness of de Zoysa’s tragic end and disbelief that such a vital life could be stilled.
   
 
  
   
    Manel Fonseka, in her poem “To Catch the Conscience,” emphasizes the senselessness of de Zoysa’s murder and weaves his untimely death with the plot of 
    Hamlet, since he had both acted in and taught Shakespeare’s plays.
    
   
    The speaker sees no divine purpose in the ending of such a young and dynamic life and therefore questions the meaning of life itself (1-4).
    
   
    As with Siriwardena’s poem about Thiranagama, Fonseka underscores the choices that de Zoysa made for the good of others, especially with the power of his pen: by assuming the role of a person speaking truth to power, de Zoysa penned lines which ultimately led to his murder (15-16).
    
   
    Jean Arasanayagam also invokes de Zoysa’s role as Hamlet in her poem “The Darkness of Civilization—for Richard” when she writes, “They have never seen you in your several roles / Hamlet doomed standing upon a castle’s ramparts / so many others too, for your voice could capture / lives and make them breathe / however cold and still” (32-36).
    
   
    Arasanayagam seems to be suggesting here that just as de Zoysa made characters come alive on stage through his brilliant performances, his death itself might keep the memories alive of hundreds, perhaps thousands of others who have been killed but whose lives and deaths remain unmarked.
    
   
    Arasanayagam also emphasizes the hope that de Zoysa’s death could be a catalyst for the multitudes—a collective “we”—to become aware of their responsibility to expose the atrocities happening in Sri Lanka to the world, and thereby put an end to the violence: “the tragic hero falls / struck dumb before he utters / those lost lines, the last / it’s left to us to crowd the stage / drag down the curtain / shout not whisper; / ‘We are all betrayed’” (43-48).
    
   
    As in Sumathy’s play about Thiranagama, Arasanayagam’s poem urges those left behind to take on and fulfill the unfinished goals of de Zoysa.
   
 
  
   
    In “For Richard,” Arjuna Parakrama begins with an indictment of those he believes to be responsible for de Zoysa’s murder and the subsequent attempts at cover-up, and the extent of complicity among those in authority: “The Police inquiry has absolved the Police of any blame / And now the government will surely rush to do the same” (3-4).
    
   
    Parakrama both emphasizes what made de Zoysa so unique and special—his “easily-worn brilliance” and “visibility”—and points to what ultimately made de Zoysa just another number in the list of those killed or disappeared by paramilitary agents of the state: “It is then, about a life, your larger-than-life life, a thousand / lives, LIFE; they chose yours to mutilate as a warning to the rest / and that must be the strangest of compliments” (23-25).
    
   
    Parakrama is engaged in the very personal act of mourning his friend, but he also is determined that de Zoysa’s death draw attention to thousands of less visible deaths rather than obscuring them: “You’ll get eulogies, a funeral for what it’s worth / A memorial lecture next year, that Sena and thousands / of others won’t” (7-9).
    
   
    Parakrama links the names of the two well-known victims of political violence—de Zoysa and Thiranagama—with the possible name of an ordinary person—a “Sena”—killed by death squads, suggesting that the lives that have been lost are all of equal value and need to be mourned together: “Richard-Rajini-Sena-a-thousand-names you share” (12).
    
   
    The concluding lines echo the defiant tone of Siriwardena’s poem for Thiranagama: “It is about life, then, and work ahead, and going back for me.
    
   
    / And death, your death; more than a thousand deaths / What death?”
    
   
    (31-33).
    
   
    The speaker seems to be making a promise to return to his homeland (the poem is datelined Pittsburgh, February 1990) and continue the work de Zoysa had begun even as the question in the last line seems to make a mockery of death and the apparent finality it poses.
   
 
  
   
    In the case of both Thiranagama and de Zoysa, no definite conclusions were reached about either the identity of the perpetrators or the motives for the murders.
    
   
    In fact, no official investigation at all was conducted into Thiranagama’s death.
    
   
    De Zoysa’s mother, Dr. Manorani Saravanamuttu, who actually witnessed his abduction from their home, identified a senior police officer as the man in charge of the abduction, but the investigation was later suppressed and Dr. Saravanamuttu and her lawyer harassed and threatened (Hoole 
    Sri Lanka—the Arrogance 260-62).
    
   
    It is generally accepted that the LTTE killed Thiranagama and that paramilitary forces of the then government abducted and killed de Zoysa.
    
   
    Thiranagama’s murder can be connected to her outspoken and fierce criticism of the LTTE’s human rights violations while de Zoysa seems to have been killed, as Rajiva Wijesinha speculates, because of the reports he wrote criticizing the human rights abuses of the government, his possible JVP sympathies, and perhaps his involvement with a play entitled “Who is This Man and What is He Doing?”
    
   
    satirizing President Premadasa and his administration.
   
 
  
   
    Both Thiranagama and de Zoysa could be considered as relative outsiders in their societies—the former as a woman in a patriarchal society and the latter as a gay man in a society with a penal code that continues to criminalize homosexuality (
    Sodomy Laws n.p.).
    21 They are also similar in that neither clung to orthodoxies.
    
   
    Their ideas and political views evolved so that de Zoysa went from doing media work for the Sri Lankan government to criticizing its human rights violations, while Thiranagama moved away from supporting the LTTE to becoming a dissident critical of its atrocities against Tamil people and others.
   
 
  
   
    One question that the co-authors of 
    The Broken Palmyra confront is “why should she [Thiranagama] alone be remembered and commemorated amidst so many killed and unremembered?”
    
   
    (xi).
    
   
    This is a question that can also be applied to de Zoysa since thousands died or were “disappeared” during the insurgency of the late 1980s and early 1990s in the south.
    
   
    Some have posited that it was Thiranagama’s and de Zoysa’s middle-class status that gained their deaths so much attention.
    
   
    In the memorials and tributes to Thiranagama and de Zoysa, there is an emphasis on their youth, their potential, their achievements, what they could have accomplished had they not been assassinated at ages thirty-five and thirty-two, respectively, as well as their commitment to a greater good even though they had access to foreign travel and the security of exile.
    
   
    There is also much written about their uncompromising stance on human rights and their critique of whichever faction violated human rights.
    
   
    According to Neloufer de Mel:
   
 
   
   
    
     Rajani’s smiling face, as well as that of journalist Richard de Zoysa,… had been on posters, T-shirts and placards as part of this [“Freedomfrom Fear”] campaign.
     
    
     Together they symbolized the loss to life and challenge to democratic rights that violence had wrought both in the north and the south.
     
    
     They became icons around which a renewed pledge could be made to free society from such fear and violence.
     
    
     (
     Women 234)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    While each was active in a very practical way, it could be argued—as Wijesinha has suggested with regard to de Zoysa (
    Inquest 54-55)—that the taking up of the pen to point out human rights violations through meticulous documentation, detailed descriptions, incisive analysis, and (in the case of de Zoysa) even satire is what ultimately led to their deaths.
    
   
    De Zoysa and Thiranagama are thus both victims and witnesses, the mourners and the mourned.
   
 
  
    
     The Work of Mourning
    
 
  
   
    Now, drawing on the mourning and memorializing of Thiranagama and de Zoysa discussed above, I turn to the idea of the 
    work of mourning victims of violence.
    
   
    In a long-running situation of war and violence that has gone through many permutations involving countless atrocities, murders, and disappearances, mourning becomes a necessary expression of grief and an acknowledgment of loss and trauma.
    
   
    Mourning is also a stay against dehumanization, which becomes possible since numbness or apathy can be a way of coping with the sheer numbers of people who have been killed or abducted and because of prohibitions on public grieving for the victims put in place by the perpetrators.
    
   
    One way of avoiding dehumanization is to focus on a well-known figure that has also been killed or disappeared and to make that figure an exemplification of all the nameless, faceless, and what Butler calls “ungrievable” (
    Precarious 36) others.
    
   
    In such a context, the very act of mourning and memorializing can become an act of resistance and a re-membering of a community.
    
   
    How are the representative figures to be mourned?
    
   
    As we have seen, their unique attributes are very often emphasized and enumerated in order to understand the full extent of the loss, the void they have left behind.
    
   
    The manner in which they were killed is delineated but very often not dwelt upon at length, not only to avoid the sense of making a spectacle of the victims and play into the hands of the culprits, but also to minimize the idea of victimhood itself.
    
   
    There is undoubtedly manipulation of the image of the representative figure, perhaps even some myth-making.
   
 
  
   
    I now return to Butler’s insight that mourning has political consequences.
    
   
    Butler speculates that “perhaps mourning has to do with agreeing to undergo a transformation (perhaps one should say 
    submitting to a transformation).
   
   
    … There is losing, as we know, but there is also the transformative effect of loss” (
    Precarious 21).
    
   
    The mourning for Thiranagama and de Zoysa over the last twenty years has attempted to create this sort of transformation.
    
   
    As mentioned above, the UTHR-J continues its work, reporting on the status of human rights in Sri Lanka and invoking the name of Rajani Thiranagama and what she represents.
    
   
    It is telling that Thiranagama’s image is included immediately above the mission statement of the UTHR-J on its website as a constant reminder of her vision, contributions, and sacrifice.
    
   
    With regard to de Zoysa, Dr. Manorani Saravanamuttu, following her son’s death, campaigned as president of the Mothers Front on behalf of women whose sons, brothers, and husbands had been disappeared or killed by government-sponsored death squads.
    
   
    The image of de Zoysa was utilized by the Free Media Movement in Sri Lanka in the 1990s in its goal of creating an environment where democratic expression was possible.
    
   
    The Inter Press Service has renamed its Award for Excellence in Independent Journalism in de Zoysa’s honor.
   
 
  
   
    Butler asks, “Is there something to be gained from grieving, from tarrying with grief, from remaining exposed to its unbearability and not endeavoring to seek a resolution for grief through violence?
   
   
    … If we stay with the sense of loss, are we left feeling only passive and powerless, as some might fear?
    
   
    Or are we, rather, returned to a sense of human vulnerability, to our collective responsibility for the physical lives of one another?”
    
   
    (
    Precarious 30).
    
   
    When we consider the particular ways in which Thiranagama and de Zoysa have been mourned, the answer to the last question seems to be a resounding yes.
    
   
    On the other hand, V.K. Perera’s warning to Sri Lankans against making a fetish of commemorating murdered icons such as Richard de Zoysa must be heeded: “What should be stressed is that we should not let Richard’s memory and its commemoration be reduced to the state of ‘a ritual of desire.’
    
   
    Rather, it should be seen and analysed in the light of the larger political backdrop of our own era.
    
   
    As much as we speak of the loss of this individual, let us also observe that the circumstances that face free expression and activism have only deteriorated further” (n.p.).
   
   
    What Perera is highlighting is that sentimentality and nostalgia are not enough.
    
   
    The standards and goals of the murdered icons—even if mythologized after their death—need to be held up to each of us, to make us uncomfortable, to spur us on to similar goals and standards.
   
 
  
   
    Mourning thus emerges as a politically charged construct.
    
   
    It can be used to reinforce the power of the state or of separatist militias, but it can also be mobilized as it so often is in the poems as well as the play and film discussed above, as a means of resistance to violence, whatever the form and whoever the perpetrator.
    
   
    The capacity of Sri Lankan Anglophone writing to cut across ethnic lines has provided an important opportunity for Sri Lanka’s ethnic communities to mourn together.
   
 
  
    
     Notes
    
 
  
   
    1.
    
   
    The ethnic conflict has been discussed widely within the Anglophone literature of the Sinhalese, Tamil, and Burgher ethnic groups.
    
   
    Anglophone writing by Muslims has largely focused on other issues.
    
   
    Two exceptions, however, are Ameena Hussein (who includes some short stories about the ethnic conflict in her collection 
    Zillij), and Afdhel Aziz (who addresses the conflict in his poem “1983” from the collection 
    China Bay Blues).
   
 
  
   
    2.
    
   
    Dutugemunu is a fabled Sinhalese king in Sri Lankan history who fought and defeated Elara, a Tamil king.
   
 
  
   
    3.
    
   
    The word “Sinhalese” incorporates the word “sinha,” which means “lion” in the Sinhala language; “Sinhalese” therefore literally means “people of the lion.”
   
 
  
   
    4.
    
   
    Two films consider the point of view of (potential) female suicide bombers and why they might have chosen their respective courses of action: 
    A Peck on the Cheek (2002), directed by Mani Ratnam, deals with the experience of an adopted child living in India whose biological mother is a Sri Lankan militant, while 
    The Terrorist (1999), directed by Santosh Sivan, focuses on a young woman (from an unnamed country that we are led to believe is Sri Lanka—the character is based on Danu, the LTTE militant responsible for the suicide bombing that killed Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi) who has agreed to become a suicide bomber and the way in which she prepares for this act.
    
   
    Both films are Indian productions.
   
 
  
   
    5.
    
   
    For detailed accounts of how ultra-nationalist Sinhalese-Buddhist groups such as the JVP and the JHU hampered meaningful negotiations between the government and the Tamil militant groups, see Kasun Ubayasiri’s “Failed Peace Talks”; Jehan Perera’s “Sri Lanka: Confrontation to Accommodation”; Jayadeva Uyangoda’s “Sri Lanka: A Fractured Mandate”; and Selvy Thiruchandran’s “Sinhala Buddhist Nationalism.”
   
 
  
   
    6.
    
   
    I searched for copies of Wijeratne’s collections of poetry in all the major bookstores in Colombo in June 2005 and was unable to find a single one.
    
   
    Many of the bookstores told me that her books were either out of print or on back order.
    
   
    The latter claim was hard to believe because the books never appeared on the shelves during the two months I was in Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    7.
    
   
    Interview, July 6, 2005.
   
 
  
   
    8.
    
   
    For detailed discussions of Arasanayagam’s themes before the ethnic conflict, see Silva (“Situating” 111); Siriwardena (“Jean Arasanayagam” 4); Sjobohm (14); Wijesinha (“Spices” 6-7); Gooneratne (25-30); and de Mel (
    Women 175-81).
    
   
    On her relations with her husband’s family, see “Where Did They Come From?”
    
   
    (
    Fire in the Village 59-63).
   
 
  
   
    9.
    
   
    Kumana is a well-known bird sanctuary in Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    10.
    
   
    The collection 
    Kindura is long out of print and therefore very hard to come by.
    
   
    I have had to resort to looking at individual poems from the collection that have been anthologized elsewhere.
   
 
  
   
    11.
    
   
    With reference to the work of Mahasweta Devi, Spivak has pointed out that naming is a very powerful exercise for a writer (
    Outside 79).
    
   
    On the other hand, naming was a particularly dangerous activity during the time that Arasanayagam was writing her first collection of poems about the ethnic conflict and the JVP insurrection.
   
 
  
   
    12.
    
   
    This is in contrast to expatriate writers such as Sivanandan, Selvadurai, and Gunesekera, who end their respective novels at the point when the 1983 riots occurred.
   
 
  
   
    13.
    
   
    The title of the poem comes from Arasanayagam’s poem “Naked They Bathe in the Spring” (92), which is included in the collection.
   
 
  
   
    14.
    
   
    The link between trauma and art has been asserted by Cathy Caruth (in 
    Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History [1996]) and others in trauma studies.
   
 
  
   
    15.
    
   
    Literally, “Tamil dog” in Sinhala—the phrase is obviously a pejorative way of referring to a Tamil person.
   
 
  
   
    16.
    
   
    Vanderpoorten has addressed questions about her mixed origins in a humorous way in her poem “Meeting a VIP”: “It was a bit tiresome / to explain / to say I think the 1/8th means / 12 and a half percent / Belgian / and then another 1/4th is Dutch / and two 25 percents on either side / probably makes me 50% Sinhalese / (but I cannot be sure, I could be 25% Tamil with my Kandyan blood)” (10-19).
   
 
  
   
    17.
    
   
    For an analysis of the language used to describe the conflict and cultural representations of the conflict, see Neloufer de Mel’s 
    Militarizing Sri Lanka: Popular Culture, Memory, and Narrative in the Armed Conflict (2007).
   
 
  
   
    18.
    
   
    For Dayapala’s account of his relationship with Rajani as well as a detailed account of the manner of her death, see the UTHR-J website: 
    http://www.uthr.org/Rajani/Keeping_memories.htm.
   
 
  
   
    19.
    
   
    Rajan Hoole, Daya Somasundaram, and K. Sritharan, all faculty members at the University of Jaffna, were the other co-authors.
    
   
    They went underground following Thiranagama’s murder but continued their work on human rights.
   
 
  
   
    20.
    
   
    The title of the film is taken from one of the sections of 
    The Broken Palmyra that was written by Thiranagama and entitled “No More Tears Sister—The Experiences of Women.”
   
 
  
   
    21.
    
   
    The novel 
    The Limits of Love by Rajiva Wijesinha, de Zoysa’s close friend and his most consistent and devoted elegist, centers on de Zoysa’s life and death and deals explicitly with his identity as a gay man and also makes his sexual relationships somewhat crucial to the plot.
    
   
    According to Wijesinha, extracts from de Zoysa’s private diary were read out in parliament “in an attempt to suggest that his sexual proclivities had something to do with the death” (“Time’s Music”); the incident concerning de Zoysa’s diary being read out in parliament is also mentioned by Hoole (
    Sri Lanka: The Arrogance 267).
    
   
    It is significant that in the parliamentary proceedings mentioned above, de Zoysa’s sexuality was linked to his murder.
    
   
    The disturbing implication seems to be that the victim’s sexuality provided sufficient justification for the murder or that certain interested parties were attempting to use such bigotry to cover up their culpability and avoid being held accountable.
   
  
  
  
    
     Chapter 3
    
 
  
    
     Talking with the Enemy: Dialogue and Empathy in Fiction
    
 
  
   
    If Sri Lankan Anglophone poetry has in recent decades focused on mourning the losses associated with violence and terror, Sri Lankan Anglophone fiction has tended toward the search for dialogue, empathy, and common ground in a divided nation.
    
   
    This has been the case even when the same author has written both poetry and fiction; for example, Jean Arasanayagam, who is among the most distinguished Sri Lankan writers of both poetry and fiction, has tended toward commemoration in her poetry and empathy in her fiction.
    
   
    The fiction written by local Sri Lankan writers thus complements the poetry written by local Sri Lankan writers: the former gives voice to the complex mourning of a diverse nation, and the latter engages creatively in the quest for solutions to ethnic divisions.
    
   
    The following pages examine the efforts of three Sri Lankan writers to create common ground through their fiction by means of role-playing, empathy, and dialogue: Neil Fernandopulle, Jean Arasanayagam, and Nihal de Silva.
    1
   
 
  
   
    Each of these three writers calls attention to the commonalities shared by all members of Sri Lankan society and challenges readers to empathize with others whose experience might initially seem alien to them.
    
   
    Fernandopulle, Arasanayagam, and de Silva each ask their Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim, and Burgher readers to engage in the imaginative act of identification necessary to see the conflict through each other’s eyes.
    
   
    Moreover, each of these three writers calls into question the rhetoric of heroism and martyrdom that both the state and the militants used to bolster their case and rally their supporters.
    
   
    Perhaps the most powerful intervention that these writers make is to cast productive doubt on the very rhetoric of war itself, thus challenging their readers to think creatively about peace and reconciliation.
    
   
    Even now, with the military phase of the conflict at an end, this sort of creativity and empathy is essential.
   
 
  
    
     “Small, Sharp Pieces”: The Short Stories of Neil Fernandopulle
    
 
  
   
    In his first collection of short stories, 
    Shrapnel—which won the Gratiaen Prize in 1999 and comprises many stories that had previously been published in 
    Channels—Neil Fernandopulle focuses on complex issues emerging from Sri Lanka’s ethnic conflict in an extremely nuanced manner.
    
   
    According to Fernandopulle, “I called my collection of stories 
    Shrapnel because they are small, sharp pieces, not because some of them relate to the war” (Mathew).
    
   
    The title of the collection also draws attention to the fact that each story is a mere fragment resulting from the explosion that is the country’s long-running conflict; one can examine the fragment by itself, but there is always a reminder that the fragment is only a part of a much larger whole that cannot be put back together.
    
   
    Fernandopulle is not a writer by profession; as the blurb on the inside cover of the collection tells us, he is “a molecular biologist by trade and a writer by habit.”
    
   
    As such, he is one of the many Sri Lankan writers in English who engage in other professions and pursue writing as an avocation.
    
   
    Fernandopulle is a Tamil, but he insistently tries on a different identity in each of his stories—a wounded Sinhalese soldier; the Sinhalese widow of a soldier; a British aid-worker—and shows how and why the choices of individuals matter in a time of war and violence.
    
   
    Each of his stories depicts issues that have arisen for people of different ethnicities and varied circumstances over the course of the conflict.
    
   
    Not all of the stories in Fernandopulle’s collection focus on the ethnic conflict; I have chosen pieces that explore the way in which violence and war affect interpersonal relationships, interrogate concepts such as heroism, sacrifice, and survival, and examine the impact of international attention on domestic conflicts.
   
 
  
   
    As we shall see in subsequent chapters, some of the diasporic Sri Lankans who write about the ethnic conflict start and end on the event that signaled its eruption—the riots of July 1983.
    
   
    Fernandopulle too writes about those infamous riots in the story “Drawing Bridges,” but he makes an effort to show that people and events have moved a great distance since those early—and perhaps most dramatic—days of the conflict.
    
   
    Lalith, the Sinhalese narrator of the story, encounters Selva, a Tamil childhood friend who has returned to the narrator’s village after a long absence abroad.
    
   
    Selva and his family had gone into exile after their house was burned down during the riots; he has returned to Sri Lanka only to sell off the piece of land that is their one link with their homeland.
    
   
    The story is told from Lalith’s point of view, so Selva remains as mysterious to us as he does to Lalith.
    
   
    We feel that we cannot know about Selva’s experiences, only attempt to guess what they might have been.
   
 
  
   
    At the beginning of their encounter, Lalith feels nostalgia for the carefree days of their childhood when he and Selva, along with other friends, played and fished together and teased each other—a reminder of how Sri Lankans of all ethnicities lived in relative harmony at one point.
    
   
    Selva, however, seems to be embittered; for him, there are no fond remembrances of playtime, only the horror of persecution that abruptly brought his childhood to an end.
    
   
    Fernandopulle reminds us that for those who have lost so much and are now refugees or exiles, there is no pleasure to be had in remembering past happiness or revisiting the sites of former happy and carefree days since hindsight provides the palimpsestic vision that the happiness they enjoyed was all too brief and easily destroyed.
    
   
    Selva reveals to Lalith that his father died alone abroad without any of the traditional Hindu death and funeral rites and that his family is now scattered all over the world.
    
   
    The climax comes when Selva shows his surprise that life in Sri Lanka, particularly in his erstwhile village, goes on as it always has: “‘Yes, every time a bomb explodes in Colombo, they tell us our money is doing good work,’ Selva said unthinkingly” (29).
    
   
    The pronoun ‘they’ here is ambiguous—is Selva referring to the international press or the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)?
    
   
    Lalith thinks it is the latter, and he is astounded by the idea that his childhood friend could contribute money to the militants who have wreaked devastation in the country and are responsible for the suicide bombings that have killed so many civilians:
   
 
   
   
    
     “You give money to the LTTE?”
    
    
     …
    
 
   
    
     “No!”
     
    
     He laughed, and shook his head, and laughed again to himself.
     
    
     (30)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Selva’s response is marked by ambiguity.
    
   
    His earlier comment seems to indicate that he has, in fact, contributed funds to the activities of the LTTE.
    
   
    This is the meaning that Lalith seems to accept at the end of the story: he believes that no point of connection, no bridge, exists between himself and his childhood friend anymore—their experiences in the intervening years have been too different.
    
   
    On the other hand, Selva’s self-mocking laughter seems to indicate either that he has had to contribute money to the LTTE under duress or that he has been deceived into doing so by misinformation concerning the still-wretched state of life for Tamils in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    The latter possibility emphasizes the importance of the press in terms of disseminating information about the home country to exiles abroad.
    
   
    The former possibility draws attention to the power of the diasporic to influence events in the homeland by means of providing financial backing to organizations acting against the state government of the home country or by agitating for international pressure on the home country.
    
   
    Through Selva’s laughter, Fernandopulle is able to also hint at the fact that diasporics like Selva might be manipulated, deceived, or even threatened by the very organizations that are ostensibly on their side.
   
 
  
   
    The story ends with a sense of resignation on the part of Lalith.
    
   
    He realizes that if things had been reversed, he probably would be what Selva has become; therefore, he cannot condemn Selva’s possible contributions to the LTTE.
    
   
    After all, to Lalith, the July 1983 riots were part of a novel experience, something he could “relish” (28).
    
   
    For Selva, however, the riots destroyed the life that he knew and changed everything irrevocably for him and his family.
    
   
    Lalith had rescued a piece from Selva’s Meccano set from looters during the riots and has kept it with him for more than a decade in order to return it to his friend.
    
   
    He does not, however, give the piece back to Selva before he leaves because Lalith believes that it has become meaningless: “It was not worth the effort, trying to look for it.
    
   
    I am almost thirty now.
    
   
    I’ve been keeping it with me for sixteen years.
    
   
    Sixteen years is too long to hope for anything” (30).
    
   
    The piece from the Meccano set could be a metaphor for the land or property held by the Sinhalese that rightfully belongs to the Tamils and needs to be given back.
    
   
    I prefer an interpretation that is a little more subtle and that focuses on interpersonal relationships: Lalith assumes that Selva would no longer have any use for the piece since the set to which it belonged is long since gone and Selva is too grown up to play with it in any case.
    
   
    What Lalith does not consider is that giving the Meccano piece back would be a tangible sign to the disillusioned and alienated Selva that the positive impressions of his childhood were not totally false—his friend from the other side of the ethnic divide valued him enough to rescue and treasure a small piece of metal just because it belonged to him.
    
   
    If not for Lalith’s assumptions and resulting paralysis, a reconnection could have been made between himself and Selva.
    
   
    Fernandopulle is identifying this same paralysis, the same reluctance to take a risk, as a factor that contributed to the continuation of the ethnic conflict for over two decades.
   
 
  
   
    Along with the themes of loss, broken relationships, and lost opportunities that emerge in the above story, Fernandopulle also offers a stringent critique of terms such as “sacrifice” and “heroism,” which are essential in the discourse of war and become a faade for the sheer brutality of war.
    
   
    “Afterglow” is about Nimal, a Sinhalese soldier who has lost his leg to a land mine explosion and has been honorably discharged.
    
   
    As he goes about in his village, he is treated with much respect and honored as a hero by everyone for the sacrifice that he has made for the sake of his country.
    
   
    At first, “he didn’t know what to feel.
    
   
    He knew he had to be happy that people appreciated what he had done” (32).
    
   
    Nimal is humbled by the gratitude of the villagers who are “determined to make a hero of him” (32-33) and even feels that he should have done much more to deserve such commendation.
    
   
    Gradually, however, he begins to reflect on what he has lost forever—his girlfriend has married someone else because she could not accept the burden of a husband with a disability, and Nimal now has to live with and rely on his sister’s family since he is unable to do a job or work in the paddy fields as a farmer.
    
   
    He realizes that he has nothing left to look forward to personally or professionally and the very gratitude of the villagers begins to feel stifling to him, and he feels compelled to silence by their praise: “Today he is a hero.
    
   
    They wouldn’t let him be anything else.
    
   
    A hero cannot do an ordinary job.
    
   
    A hero cannot struggle to make a living, he cannot tell you how much pain he is in.
    
   
    A hero cannot ask for more.
    
   
    He didn’t want more than this.
    
   
    He wanted less, he wanted nothing” (37).
    
   
    Being classified as a hero is identified here as both a consolation prize for the violence that has been wrought upon Nimal’s body and a trap from which he cannot extricate himself.
    
   
    His disillusionment with the rhetoric that drew him into enlisting as a soldier in the first place is complete: “He wanted to scream.
    
   
    He wanted to explode like that land mine.
    
   
    So that they’ll hear him” (38).
   
 
  
   
    As discussed in a previous chapter, Buddhism is the aggressively promoted state religion in Sri Lanka, and very few openly dare to criticize members of the powerful Buddhist clergy, some of whom vociferously discouraged political parties from negotiating with Tamil militant groups.
    
   
    In a bold move, Fernandopulle hints at the important role played by some Buddhist clergy in encouraging the continuance of the war.
    
   
    In the story, it is the head priest of the village temple, after all, who first turned Nimal’s thoughts to enlisting in the army: “Loku Hamuduruwo had done so much for him.
    
   
    He encouraged Nimal to join the Army and showed him how important it was and why he should go to war” (35) and pointed out that “‘death is such a small price to pay.
   
   
    … Life is but a line drawn on water’” (35).
    
   
    The emphasis that the monk puts on Lord Buddha’s teaching is that one’s own life is insignificant—it can be “thrown away” for a worthy cause.
    
   
    Yet war does not only mean the possibility of sacrificing one’s own life—it also means taking the life of others.
    
   
    The teachings of Lord Buddha forbid the taking of any life, and this flip side of sacrifice is apparently left unmentioned by the monk.
    
   
    Having encouraged Nimal to enlist, the monk has used him once he returned from the battlefront as an example for other young men: “There was hardly a sermon he preached in those days that did not mention the courage Nimal had shown, and the sacrifice he had made.
    
   
    Nimal, after all, was only just a common village boy.
    
   
    Loku Hamuduruwo had made him what he is now” (36).
    
   
    The last sentence is ambiguous: at one level, Fernandopulle makes Nimal appear grateful to the monk for making him “what he is now.”
    
   
    But what Nimal actually is now is a veteran having to deal with the trauma of the battlefield as well as a crippled and embittered young man who feels that he has no future.
    
   
    Thus, Fernandopulle suggests at a deeper level that the monk merits not Nimal’s gratitude but his blame.
    
   
    Nimal does not want to be a participant in propaganda aimed at sending other young men into war; however, he feels trapped—he cannot speak out against the war and disillusion the people who constantly help and honor him.
    
   
    At the end of the story, Nimal feels that he is like the injured waterbug he sees struggling in the water: “so small, and so impudent as to disturb the comfort of a people’s conscience” (38)—very much like the young girl Vanderpoorten describes in her poem “Vadani in Our Hostel.”
    
   
    Nimal realizes that the gratitude and generosity shown to him because of his heroism is a mask for a people’s guilt and a bribe for keeping him silent.
   
 
  
   
    The concept of heroism is interrogated again in the story “The Left-Behind,” which calls into question the belief that every soldier who dies in war must necessarily be a hero by virtue of his or her death.
    
   
    The story revolves around a woman named Shamala, who is meeting with a man named Rohan at a mahagony tree in a park that is their favorite rendezvous point, while her young son Arjun plays nearby.
    
   
    At first the narrative leads us to believe that this is an illicit tryst between a married woman and her lover.
    
   
    Gradually we realize that Shamala is actually having an imaginary conversation with her dead husband—Rohan was a soldier who had been killed in action.
    
   
    Shamala is attempting to come to terms with his death and the plight in which she finds herself as a young widow and single mother by revisiting a place that is closely associated in her mind with her husband.
    
   
    In her imaginary discussion with Rohan, Shamala progresses from feelings of grief and guilt to anger and confusion—she does not know what to tell her son about his father because all those around Arjun have told him “what a brave soldier his father is.
   
   
    … He knows how great you are.
    
   
    They all tell him that you are leading the troops against the Tigers.
    
   
    Fighting fiercely, just like… like in the films, the TV” (56).
    
   
    During the running dialogue Shamala is having in her head with her dead husband, she is attempting to work out how to be honest with her son about Rohan’s life and death and counter all the platitudes that Arjun has heard about Rohan’s bravery.
    
   
    She wants to give Arjun a truthful account of his father’s actions so that he will not learn to glorify war.
   
 
  
   
    Shamala also tries to work out the anger she feels about the atrocities that Rohan must have committed, albeit under orders, as a soldier.
    
   
    She strongly suspects, for example, that the bangle she is wearing—a gift from Rohan—is one that he had taken from a Tamil woman whom he had perhaps even raped and killed in the aftermath of a battle.
    
   
    She does not know how to convey these possibilities to her son.
    
   
    “How can I tell him that his father killed people, burnt their houses, raped their women, and what else?
   
   
    … Everyday it’s the same, ten of them, five of ours, what does it matter?”
    
   
    (59) In a move similar to that made by the speaker in Suresh Canagarajah’s poem “Dirge for Corporal Premaratne” discussed in the previous chapter, Shamala tries to be fair to Rohan and imagines that he is telling her, “That is only one side of the story, Shamala.
    
   
    You know that.
    
   
    Why do you want to see only one side of it?”
    
   
    (59).
    
   
    After all, the woman whose bangle Rohan has appropriated might have had a husband who, if the roles were reversed, would rape and kill Shamala.
    
   
    Yet she wants to “take in the whole picture, to understand it in its entirety.
    
   
    The logic was only too familiar, so familiar that she was afraid that she too would start thinking like that.
    
   
    It was difficult to think outside the realm of war” (57-58).
    
   
    Shamala refuses to condone any brutalities merely because they are done in the name of war.
    
   
    On the other hand, there is a sense of conflict in that Shamala cannot bear to part with the bangle that Rohan gave her despite its dubious origins.
    
   
    “I just hate the way you got it” (58) she says.
    
   
    It is an indictment of those whose consciences are active, but not active enough to hand back what are ill-gotten gains.
   
 
  
   
    In this story, Fernandopulle is pointing out that seeking refuge for loss in the rhetoric of heroism and sacrifice too often only leads to a continuation of the same violence and horror that is responsible for that loss in the first place.
    
   
    Fernandopulle suggests that war and brutality must be recognized for what they are.
    
   
    It is important to shatter the delusion that it is a glorious thing to die in battle because only then will the next generation avoid being duped in their turn.
    2 Thus, as Shamala and Arjun leave the park at the end of the story, she begins the difficult task of telling her son the truth about his father: “we must learn to see him as he is” (61).
    
   
    By using an imaginary conversation between Shamala and her dead soldier husband, Fernandopulle presents a critique of both military atrocities against civilians and the veneration of the military through concepts of heroism and sacrifice.
    
   
    Those who are so inclined could dismiss Shamala’s meditations as the outcome of a grief-stricken woman’s mental and emotional disturbance, but the critique is also made more powerful because it comes from the Sinhalese widow of a soldier.
   
 
  
   
    Fernandopulle, like Wijeratne and Arasanayagam in their poetry, also focuses on the way in which people make an attempt to carry on with their lives even in the midst of war.
    
   
    On the one hand, this way of living seems admirable and courageous.
    
   
    On the other hand, it also means that trying to survive in such a climate—even attempting to live comfortably despite the travails and tribulations that other people have to endure—can lead to selfishness.
    
   
    “Calm” revolves around Kanthi, a young Sinhalese woman pregnant with her first child, who has been persuaded by her husband Vimal—a farmer in a border village—to help harbor his friend Sarath, a deserter from the army, in their home.
    
   
    The topic of army desertions is one that did not get much attention in the media, and apart from this story, is mentioned only in Elmo Jayawardene’s novella 
    Sam’s Story,
    3 and Nihal de Silva’s novel 
    The Road to Elephant Pass.
    
   
    Many of the soldiers in the Sri Lankan army are recruited from the rural poor, who are lured by the money and benefits that are offered to them.
    
   
    These enticements are not enough, however, to prevent thousands of soldiers from deserting the army.
    
   
    According to one brigadier, “It is difficult to keep track of the exact number of deserters because it is like a revolving door” (qtd.
    
   
    in Subramanian 70-71).
   
 
  
   
    In Fernandopulle’s story, Kanthi has to pretend to the rest of the village that Sarath is her visiting brother.
    
   
    She dreads the prospect of being punished for harboring a deserter.
    
   
    Thus, unbeknownst to her husband, she betrays Sarath to the authorities.
    
   
    Even though Vimal had assured her that Sarath would be severely punished if he were to be caught, Kanthi convinces herself otherwise—her first concern is her own little family and she cannot afford to dwell on what might happen to Sarath.
    
   
    Fernandopulle highlights the way in which it is possible to want a war to continue as long as it does not affect oneself or one’s near and dear ones.
    
   
    Thus, we see Vimal seeing the conflict as an utter necessity—he has a “demented fervour” about the war because it is against a group of people who, he believes, threaten his way of life—but he still does not want his friend involved in it and does everything he can to protect his friend from having to go back to it: “He believed that the war had to go on.
    
   
    If the only way to avoid being killed was to kill, then there is little else to believe in.
    
   
    But Sarath should not go to war, Sarath was his friend” (20).
    
   
    Kanthi cannot help but be confused: if the war is necessary, if the army needs to decimate the terrorists who otherwise would attack and kill border villagers like herself and her husband, then why should Sarath not go back and serve in the army?
    
   
    “She had always thought of the war as something that men did willingly.
    
   
    Because it was easy.
    
   
    It is so easy to kill.
    
   
    But then why would they want to take back those who didn’t want to fight?
    
   
    How can you force a man to fight for his country?”
    
   
    (19).
    
   
    By the end of the story, Kanthi begins to realize that Vimal too—in his heart of hearts—had wished for Sarath to be gone so that their family would be safe.
    
   
    Sarath is expendable—he has helped them with the paddy fields and now he will fight on their behalf against the enemy.
    
   
    This is why she is certain that even if Vimal guesses that she has betrayed his friend, “he would understand, he would forgive, and someday he would even be grateful” to her (22).
   
 
  
   
    The theme of selfishness also comes into play in the story “Their Baby,” in which Fernandopulle offers a trenchant critique of the Sri Lankan middle class as they attempt to live their lives in relative luxury and comfort as if no war were being fought at all.
    
   
    A childless middle- class couple has adopted a baby from an orphanage, only to discover that the child—whose eyes have some “unimaginable agony in them” (81)—has violent nightmares and emotional problems.
    
   
    They even begin to wonder whether she is possessed by some evil spirit.
    
   
    They are finally told by the nun who arranged the adoption that the child’s parents and entire village had been massacred by the terrorists:
   
 
   
   
    
     “They were killed.
    
    
     … They were farming people in some village in Polonnaruwa or something, one of those border villages that was attacked by the Tigers, I don’t know the name.
     
    
     The whole village, I think, was killed.
     
    
     The Probation Officers told me that some soldiers had found the child lying asleep on some of the dead bodies, maybe her mother or father.”
     
    
     (86)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    They realize with horror that even though they have attempted to live their lives as if they had nothing to do with the conflict going on in the country, they are involved after all.
    
   
    The tragic consequence of violence is in their house and the trauma of war is now, literally, their baby.
   
 
   
   
    
     He thought of the many times these massacres had happened, and the many times he had quickly turned over the pages or changed the channel.
     
    
     It was all so far away from him, his wife, his neighbourhood.
    
    
     … His face burned as he thought of the girl, of the village, on all those villages, all those people.
     
    
     They were all there now, in his house.
     
    
     Their screams, their endless mourning suddenly seemed to overcome the tranquility of his neighbourhood.
     
    
     (87-88)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Fernandopulle suggests that it is only if the trauma of war affects the middle class that they will even deign to notice what is happening and remember the names of places where atrocities take place and of the people who are the victims.
   
 
  
   
    The importance of propaganda for both the warring sides is emphasized in “Abuse.”
    
   
    The story—which is written in a very matter-of-fact way, rather like a press release—begins in a flurry of publicity and excitement as the body of a child conscripted into the LTTE is brought to Colombo.
    
   
    During the press conference, the body of the “small, dead terrorist” (11) is the focus of everyone’s attention; the body is “exhibited” (12), consumed by interested parties, and the practice of recruiting children into the ranks of the LTTE is roundly condemned:
   
 
   
   
    
     A government spokesperson… describe[d] the dead individual as a member of the so-called Baby Brigade of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam.
     
    
     The spokesperson reiterated the Government’s concern over the use of children in the ongoing war, and accused the Tigers of violating a pledge made to the United Nations Special Commission on Children.
     
    
     (12)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Once the press conference ends, however, the body of the child is left in the morgue.
    
   
    It holds no further interest for anyone now that the necessary publicity has been obtained from it.
    
   
    The dead boy has been deprived of his humanity twice—once by the militants who either convinced or forced him to join their ranks and again by the government officials who have objectified him as an exhibit.
    
   
    Through this very short story, Fernandopulle is able to indicate how both sides of the conflict only consider the strategic value of individuals.
    
   
    He suggests that the government and the militants only use human rights discourse to their own advantage, unlike activists such as the University Teachers for Human Rights (UTHR).
    
   
    The UTHR has consistently kept track of human rights violations by all parties involved in the conflict, so much so that—as we have seen in the previous chapter—one of its members, Dr. Rajani Thiranagama, was killed by the LTTE while other members of the UTHR have had to continue their activist work in hiding.
    4
   
 
  
   
    Outside influences are also highlighted in “Dear Vichy,” which deals with the prevalence of international mediation, observation, and intervention that was part and parcel of Sri Lanka’s long-running conflict.
    
   
    Written in the form of a letter from the narrator—a British observer who apparently belongs to a non-governmental organization—to a friend back home, the short story highlights various issues: the sense of detachment of the sociologist collecting data and writing reports which influence the outside world; the ambiguity of language—does one call a group engaged in violent activities “freedom fighters” or “terrorists”?
    
   
    It is, according to the narrator, all “bloody diplomatic jargon” (111).
    
   
    We are also given a glimpse into the sheer horror of daily life in a refugee camp as the narrator describes her encounter with an educated woman who has been reduced to sleeping with a corrupt official in the camp in order to obtain a packet of milk powder for her child.
    
   
    The narrator’s comments reveal that she is a bigot; however, she gives us a necessary glimpse into what is happening in the country.
    
   
    In the letter she tells her friend, “You would never imagine the place is at war,” because of the easy way in which the middle- and upper-middle classes continue with their “art exhibitions, Shakespeare drama festivals and discos” (109).
    
   
    She draws attention to the gap between the rich and the poor.
    
   
    She mentions casually how “terrorists rained mortars” on the little historic church that was turned into a refugee camp with the result that thirty-eight people died in the very place in which they sought sanctuary (112).
    
   
    The lack of media attention means that the situation in Sri Lanka is rarely proclaimed a humanitarian disaster.
    
   
    The narrator feels her helplessness in making a positive difference but is also comforted by the thought that she will be able to leave all this chaos and return home for Christmas.
    
   
    Interestingly enough, this particular story, set in Mannar, is the only one in Fernandopulle’s entire collection that is located in a war-torn area of the country and is therefore similar to the work of other Tamil writers, such as A. Santhan’s short story “The Cuckoo’s House”—about a Tamil man who has lost his home and property due to bombings and only lets out his feelings of grief, loss, and trauma when a cuckoo’s nest is destroyed—or Balayogini Jeyakrishnan’s poem “October 1987”—about a young girl emerging from a bunker in the aftermath of crossfire between the Indian Peace-Keeping Force (IPKF) and the LTTE.
    
   
    Unlike the above-mentioned works by Santhan and Jeyakrishnan, however, the narrator of “Dear Vichy” is a foreigner, not a Sri Lankan whose life has been directly and completely affected by the conflict.
    
   
    This narrative perspective enables Fernandopulle to juxtapose the narrator’s flippant detachment and opportunity for escaping the war situation with the desperation and tragedy of the nameless female refugee, making the contrast between the two sharper and more poignant.
   
 
  
   
    Through the sharp little missiles that are his short stories, Fernandopulle targets all those who were involved directly or indirectly, wittingly or unwittingly, in the continuation of the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    His focus, unlike that of Sivanandan or Selvadurai, is not on the past and the historical events that led up to the conflict, but on the military struggle itself and on those who have experienced the various facets of the conflict.
    
   
    Not only does Fernandopulle seem to suggest that Sri Lankans from all walks of life have contributed to the conflict, but also that they can help contribute to reconciliation by acting conscientiously and with awareness.
    
   
    Through the role-playing, the putting-on of various personae that he does in the stories, Fernandopulle is able to instigate the kind of contrapuntal reading—“juxtaposing experiences with each other, in letting them play off each other” (
    Culture and Imperialism 32)—advocated by Edward Said.
   
 
  
    
     Empathy in Jean Arasanayagam’s Short Fiction
    
 
  
   
    Fenandopulle’s creative imagining of the varying experiences of Sri Lankans across the ethnic divide is paralleled in the prose work of Jean Arasanayagam.
    
   
    It is not only in her poems that Arasanayagam acts as a witness to the suffering that has resulted from the ethnic conflict and concentrates on how people cope in the midst of violence.
    
   
    In her various collections of short stories, particularly 
    All Is Burning, 
    In the Garden Secretly, and 
    The Dividing Line, she imaginatively explores situations ranging from the plight of people living in border villages who get caught in the crossfire between the government forces and the militants (for example, in “I Am an Innocent Man” and “The Sack”) or are forced to leave their homes in fear of attacks and reprisals (“Exodus”) to parents whose sons have lost their lives in the conflict (“The Bridge”) and people having to endure the daily inconveniences and intimidations at security checkpoints (“Search My Mind”).
    
   
    She shows how violence has become a way of life for children growing up in the midst of conflict because it is what they have always known.
    
   
    In the short story “Exodus,” for example, the protagonist Mohan’s two-year-old daughter has already learned how to cope with war: “The little girl Rhema had got used to bombers that flew over the Peninsula.
    
   
    She would run instinctively along the boundary of the parapet wall of their garden and lie flat on her stomach.
    
   
    Fear was not a feeling she understood.
    
   
    The act of preservation had begun early” (131).
    
   
    As Meenakshi Mukherjee says in “A Blighted Garden,” her review of 
    In the Garden Secretly, “These stories do not glorify heroism or martyrdom; they focus on the doubts and indecisions of the common people trying hard to get on with their lives, keep their average dreams and small aspirations alive” (n.p.).
   
 
  
   
    Unlike diasporic writers such as Romesh Gunesekera, Arasanayagam makes it clear that exile is not always the answer or the obvious solution to those who have experienced the devastation of the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Choosing to remain in a war-torn land, however, is not necessarily a heroic act.
    
   
    For some, staying on in Sri Lanka is not a choice at all because they do not have the financial and other resources they need to leave the country.
    
   
    Others are not able to face the unfamiliar or deal with being categorized as refugees or go through a discriminatory immigration process.
    
   
    In the short story “The Dividing Line,” which again is very autobiographical, the protagonist’s daughter decides to stay on in Canada and urges her mother, who has accompanied her, to do the same: “Stay back.
    
   
    Don’t return.
    
   
    Throw your passport overboard.
    
   
    What have you got to go back to?
    
   
    The same feelings of fear and tension that almost destroyed all of us?”
    
   
    (161).
    
   
    The protagonist realizes that she has “a desperate need to find security in what was the known, the familiar” (162).
    
   
    She does not want to be always viewed with suspicion as a potential terrorist in her place of exile.
    
   
    Thus, she chooses to go back to Sri Lanka: “I had asked for it.
    
   
    I’ll never be safe.
    
   
    Never.
    
   
    But then was there any corner of the world that would remain safe forever?”
    
   
    (181).
    
   
    It is a very valid question at a time when terrorism has become a global concern and systems of internal discrimination threaten the safety even of people who are living in spaces that have not experienced direct acts of terrorism.
   
 
  
   
    In addition to bearing witness to the impact of the ethnic conflict on herself and her family and the daily lives of ordinary Sri Lankans, Arasanayagam also intensifies her own search for identity through her writing; she grapples with her multiplicity of identities and her associations with two ethnic minorities, the Burghers through birth and the Tamils through marriage.
    
   
    Alka Nigam claims that “it is Arasanayagam’s rare achievement that while responding to the political and ethnic upheavals of her country she is able to continue the journey of self-discovery” (106).
    
   
    I would suggest, however, that it is because of these political and ethnic upheavals that Arasanayagam feels compelled to engage in self-discovery.
    
   
    As she has said in an interview, “In 1983 my life took an absolute re-routing.
    
   
    I had to rediscover my identity” (Ramnarayan n.p.).
    
   
    She goes on to say that “writing became a way of looking for, and at, identity, as separate from the racially prejudiced and politically alienated people.
    
   
    I wanted to retrace my journey, go back to childhood and its echoing motifs” (Ramnarayan n.p.).
   
 
  
   
    Stuart Hall has said that cultural identity is affected by the past, which “is always constructed through memory, fantasy, narrative, and myth” (213).
    
   
    In her search to position herself through representation, Arasanayagam engages in imaginings of what her Dutch forebears must have been like.
    5 In the poem “Ancestors” from 
    Reddened Water Flows Clear, the speaker says that though “it is so easy to say that one’s ancestors / Were degenerate or exploiters or that they were / The lazy hoboes of the seaboard” (1-3), she is still intrigued by them and gazes at images of their ships “with a kind of wonder” (23).
    
   
    She yearns to know more about that first Dutchman who arrived on the shores of Sri Lanka and began her line, but there is ambivalence in her speculations as well: “Who was he?
    
   
    Living in some southern maritime / Port, never to go back with the spice cargoes… / Engaged perhaps in private trade, found / Somewhere a woman whom he wived, begot / His offspring, named them with the good Dutch / Names which mixed with different bloods” (89-95).
    
   
    The speaker admires this intrepid adventurer who left the known and familiar behind and made a life for himself in a strange new land.
    
   
    At the same time, she seems to be ironic and dismissive when she mentions “the good Dutch names.”
    
   
    Arasanayagam feels a strong sense of guilt about her Dutch heritage and her connections to colonizers who once raped and pillaged her country.
    
   
    As she says in her poem “Colonizer/Colonized” from the collection of the same name, “The blood of the colonizer that runs / In my veins is also the blood of the / Colonized, an island invaded / An island raped” (1-4).
    
   
    Not only have her ancestors exploited Sri Lanka, they have probably raped its women—she herself could well be the product of such a long-ago (double) rape.
    
   
    Thus, she is left “guilt corroded” (in “I Search Myself through History” 54), and feels that she has to “expiate the sins of forefathers / In their violent expeditions” (in “Conversations at a Breakfast Table” 53).
    
   
    Arasanayagam seems to believe that it is partly due to “the sins” of her forefathers that she—and others—have to endure the violent present of Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    On the one hand, Arasanayagam’s ruminations about her Dutch ancestry underscore the diversity in Sri Lanka, despite prevalent nationalistic myths of purity.
    
   
    This mixing of races and ethnicities is inextricable from the history of all Sri Lankans, Arasanayagam seems to be saying, whether they accept it or not.
    
   
    She shows that there were times when this type of mixing was accepted.
    
   
    Arasanayagam conveys this point most effectively in the short story “Quail’s Nest,” a thinly veiled autobiographical piece from her collection 
    In the Garden Secretly.
    6 In the story, the protagonist is a Burgher schoolteacher married to a Tamil and caught up in an ethnic upheaval that occurred in the late 1970s.
    
   
    At a time when ethnic tension is running high in her town, the protagonist’s mind goes back to “the night we had been guests at a performance of one of the Jataka stories, during the Wesak celebrations at Nittawala, organized by the Muslim owner of a joss-stick factory.
    
   
    We had been the chief guests and had sat in the front row, amidst the crowd of villagers” (40).
    
   
    This exquisite moment of hybridity and unity within a multi-ethnic, multi-religious society, so casually mentioned by Arasanayagam, is worth unpacking.
    
   
    Wesak is the prime religious holiday of Sinhalese Buddhists, commemorating the birth, enlightenment, and death of Lord Buddha.
    
   
    We are told of a performance of a Jataka story—the tale of one of the Buddha’s five hundred and fifty previous incarnations—that is held in honor of this festival.
    
   
    The organizer of this celebration is a Muslim owner of a factory that manufactures joss sticks—incense used in worship primarily by Buddhists.
    
   
    The guests of honor at this performance are the protagonist and her husband, who are, respectively, a Burgher Christian and a Tamil Hindu.
    
   
    We could subscribe to the view that it is merely commerce that has brought this motley group together—after all, the Muslim owner of the joss-stick factory might want to appeal to his Buddhist customers by sponsoring the performance of a play about the Buddha.
    
   
    But the protagonist and her husband are from two other ethnic and religious communities altogether.
    
   
    Both are teachers by profession and therefore not necessarily capable of great financial sponsorship.
    
   
    Yet they have been asked to participate in this event as chief guests and they have agreed.
    
   
    Their presence in a position of honor does not seem to evoke any questions or protests from the villagers who have come to watch the play.
    
   
    Arasanayagam thus highlights the fact that respect and tolerance did exist among different ethnic and religious groups in Sri Lanka before the madness of ethnic strife set in earnest.
    7 Thus, even though Arasanayagam reminds readers that the conflict which erupted in 1983 was not the first of its kind in the island’s history, she also makes it clear that ethno-religious harmony did prevail in certain periods and places—indeed, prevails even in the midst of conflict.
    
   
    This is a necessary reminder at a time when what Darini Rajasingham-Senanayake calls “selective forgetting of culturally mixed and hybrid pasts” (41) has become the norm.
   
 
  
   
    On the other hand, as Neloufer de Mel and Neluka Silva have each argued, Arasanayagam problematizes the notion that cultural hybridity is always to be valorized in relation to the dynamics of a postcolonial society.
    
   
    Homi Bhabha has said that “[the] interstitial passage between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (4).
    
   
    Arasanayagam lives in the realities of this interstitial passage and shows through her writings the complexities of ongoing and unceasing negotiation.
    
   
    For instance, as de Mel and Silva have demonstrated, Arasanayagam writes often about the unwillingness of members of her husband’s orthodox tradition-bound Tamil Hindu family, particularly her mother-in-law, to accept her since she is a Burgher and a Christian.
    8 In the poem “Women, Goddesses, and Their Mythologies” in the collection 
    Reddened Water Flows Clear, Arasanayagam recounts how the autobiographical speaker was ostracized by her husband’s family, particularly by her mother-in-law.
    
   
    Throughout the poem, the speaker shows a desire to join her husband’s family in its traditions and rituals, but she is kept literally and figuratively at a distance.
    
   
    She is seen by her husband’s mother as a polluter, as “the one whose breath / Made the flames flicker, dwindle, almost die / On the altar of her gods” (7-9).
    
   
    Only “once, but barely once” (24) is she allowed entrance into the family’s shrine room, and even then she is made to feel that she “belonged not to a single of her [the mother-in-law’s] rituals” (33).
    
   
    Her mother-in-law looks contemptuously upon her as an intruder of dubious origins, whose flesh “was begotten from those roistering breeds / Who fed on all those unhallowed meats and mated / With those who were not always of their kind” (74-76).
    
   
    The mother-in-law condemns the speaker for marrying her son and thereby continuing the sins of miscegenation that her Dutch ancestors committed; when the speaker gives birth, the mother-in-law appears only to check whether her son is happy, not to look upon her new grandchild or inquire about the well-being of the speaker as she recuperates after childbirth.
    
   
    Even though the speaker once had hopes of forming relationships with her husband’s family, she realizes that this will never happen: “I believed that there / Would be that much kinship to knit in love our / Alien flesh; this could never be” (142-44).
    
   
    In her examination of mixed marriages in Ondaatje’s memoir 
    Running in the Family, Silva reminds us that “if, in the spheres of domestic and personal relations, ethnic tensions impair relationships, then the ‘impossibility’ of achieving ethnic harmony at the macro, political level is foregrounded” (108).
    
   
    This applies also to Arasanayagam’s depiction of the problems that she had to face as a result of her marriage across the ethnic divide.
   
 
  
   
    Ironically, in a recycling of oppression, the mother-in-law herself becomes a pariah and an outsider within her own patriarchal society following her husband’s death.
    
   
    It becomes apparent that the power that she wielded has come to her only through her position as wife.
    
   
    Once her husband dies, she has nothing left and is compelled to seek shelter under the roof of her despised daughter-in-law.
    
   
    “Her white and widowed hair, its parting once streaked / Thick with bright vermilion, now bereft of marriage symbol / Tracing through their sparse strands, a bare and lonely path” (4-6).
    
   
    The speaker recognizes that both she and her mother-in-law “were lost, each in our own myths / Wherein lay nave deception and duplicity” (145-46).
    
   
    The mother-in-law has subscribed to and tried to maintain a patriarchal system that discriminated against her son’s wife and ultimately preyed upon the mother-in-law herself.
    
   
    The speaker, on the other hand, tried to ingratiate herself to her husband’s mother and family and therefore avoided challenging the treatment they meted out to her or questioning their assumptions regarding her cultural hybridity; therefore, she has been unable to change, improve, or ameliorate matters.
   
 
  
   
    We see that Arasanayagam, in her personal life, attempted to suppress her Burgher Christian identity in order to gain acceptance from and into her husband’s Tamil Hindu family by showing a willingness to embrace the traditions of her in-laws and participate in their religious rituals.
    
   
    During the ethnic riots of 1983, however, it is her identity as the wife of a Tamil man that gains in significance.
    
   
    Even though she is a Burgher, she is also a woman married to a Tamil man and therefore the Sinhalese mobs automatically categorize her under her husband’s ethnicity.
    
   
    This is despite the fact that her mixed heritage is visible on her body and at other times, she has to answer questions about her mixed heritage, as she describes in the poem “A Question of Identity”: “The talk comes up / In odd places / Who are you?
    
   
    / What are you?”
    
   
    (1-4).
    
   
    These are questions that become very common during times of ethnic conflict, when categorization of people as “desirable” or “undesirable” is paramount.
    
   
    Arasanayagam thus has to defend herself “against / The conservative morals of other tribal groups” (132-33).
    
   
    According to de Mel, “Here is the challenge to the hybrid-multi-cultural argument that is not sufficiently cognizant of the lived, everyday realities at high points of nationalism which determine which identity is to be foregrounded, which to be suppressed” (176).
    
   
    Silva states that while Bhabha makes a persuasive case for the political efficacy of hybridity, “Arasanayagam’s poignant plea for the recognition of her traumatic ethnic identity is one of the strongest critiques of the universalizing tendency of this theoretical position” (“Situating” 115).
    
   
    While de Mel’s and Silva’s arguments regarding Arasanayagam and hybridity are persuasive, both have focused only on Arasanayagam’s poetry.
    
   
    I would add that Arasanayagam has made an effort to show the positive potential of cultural hybridity, particularly in her short stories.
   
 
  
   
    Just as Arasanayagam’s epiphanic moment came in 1983 when she experienced ethnic violence firsthand, much of her fiction deals with a single protagonist (usually the first-person narrator) going through an epiphanic moment or at least entering a process of thinking, rethinking, and awareness; Arasanayagam emphasizes that when one is living with death and danger, one needs to look inward, to consider things carefully without being swept away by external events.
    
   
    There is usually little plot development; instead, the first-person narrative enables us to see the protagonist coming to certain realizations.
    
   
    In the short story “In the Garden Secretly” from the collection of the same name, the first person narrator is a Sinhalese pilot in the Sri Lankan Air Force walking through a Tamil village that has been abandoned after an attack by state forces.
    
   
    His mission is to find out whether there is anyone hiding in the village.
    
   
    As he enters and explores one of the battered houses, he reflects on his own role in the conflict, his reasons for being in the armed forces—it is not purely patriotism that has motivated him—and the guilt that he has to bear as he carries out his orders.
    
   
    He knows that some of his actions have not always been above scrutiny or reproach even though rhetoric protects him: “war has its own distinctive language.
    
   
    A ‘terrorist’ is ‘killed.’
    
   
    A ‘soldier’ ‘sacrifices’ his life.
   
   
    … Who’s to decide who is what, what is the difference between them” (7).
    
   
    During the course of his walk through the house, he gradually becomes curious about those who once called it their home.
    
   
    He comes across a statue of Jesus and realizes that the Tamil homeowners were also Christian, just like him: “We have that in common then” (12).
    
   
    This realization sparks an awareness of how much else he has in common with Tamils and the extent of suffering that war has caused to all.
    
   
    “Here, at this moment, in this shelled house, I wonder what the difference is between those who lived here and me.
    
   
    They have gone into exile.
    
   
    But in reality, we are in exile too.
    
   
    We have all been forced to leave the homes familiar to us” (14).
    
   
    This story defines Sri Lankan experience across ethnicities as one of exile, making the displacement of Tamils a metaphor for a broader sense of displacement caused by the conflict.
   
 
  
   
    In the short story “The Crossing,” a middle-aged Tamil woman who is making the dangerous crossing between the Jaffna peninsula and the South takes shelter for a little while in a Hindu temple that has fallen into disuse.
    
   
    She is a Christian, a mother who is risking all to see her son and his family living in the south.
    
   
    Even though she is far from being a rebel herself or even a sympathizer of the militants fighting for a separate Tamil homeland, she begins to understand what might motivate young women to join the militants as she looks at the images of the goddesses in the kovil.
   
 
  
   
    In “I Am an Innocent Man” from the collection 
    All Is Burning, the protagonist, Das, is a young Tamil schoolteacher who begins to realize that despite his best efforts to “stay out of trouble” and “play it safe” (27) by neither joining the Tamil militant groups nor cooperating with the government’s forces that are attempting to defeat the militants, he cannot pretend to be neutral or innocent:
   
 
   
   
    
     Whoever has witnessed death as I have seen it, men falling, hit by bullets, dying under a clear sky, not knowing sometimes from what direction they were fired upon, could not think himself to be innocent.
     
    
     Nor could I do anything about the killings on either side.
     
    
     It made me feel guilty, as if I had been a participant in all that had happened.
     
    
     I had knowledge, I was a witness; I could not claim to be innocent.
     
    
     (33)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    The implication here seems to be that the very act of witnessing—as opposed to the taking of sides, direct participation, and involvement—can be associated with a kind of complicity and engender feelings of guilt.
   
 
  
   
    Like Arasanayagam herself, many of her characters dwell in interstitial spaces and negotiate their identities, such as the Sinhalese airman and the Tamil woman featured in the above stories, both of whom are Christian, or people who are of mixed ancestry or in interracial marriages.
    
   
    These characters, perhaps due to their conspicuous cultural hybridity and the negotiations that they have to make in daily life, are able to gain some comprehension—however slight or fleeting—of the various sides of every story and empathize with the plight of others.
    
   
    The airman feels pity for the homeowners who have been forced into exile or even killed, while the woman who has adhered to tradition all her life begins to understand why women of the younger generation feel the need to break all those conventions and become militants.
    
   
    In “Search My Mind,” the speaker is apostrophizing a young soldier who has rudely asked her to get off a bus and subject herself and her belongings to a search.
    
   
    She is annoyed and angry at his treatment of her; yet she begins to realize his plight: “Your innocence squandered as easily as / Bullets, your energies spent to leave / Your life like empty cartridge cases / Strewn upon this desert earth, our past times / Were less dangerous than your death / Picnics” (29-34).
    
   
    The tropes drawn from war and weaponry effectively convey the waste of youthful lives such as that of the soldier.
    
   
    The speaker’s annoyance and anger gradually turn to sorrow and pity for this man who will never know the pleasures that she herself experienced in her youth, because his life is bound by the war.
   
 
  
   
    If empathy is an identification with and an understanding of another’s situation, feelings, and motives, it could lead to tolerance of the other and a recognition of the other’s humanity.
    
   
    Arasanayagam advocates empathy as one way of approaching the problems of a society that has been wracked by ethno-nationalistic chauvinism for so long.
    
   
    Some might call this a hazy humanism.
    
   
    Others might say that empathy is too simplistic a proposition.
    
   
    Yet Arasanayagam’s proposition is analogous to that of Gayatri Spivak, who has argued that love, an openness to the other that takes risks, can be a way of dealing with subalternity:
   
 
   
   
    
     We are talking about using the strongest mobilizing discourse in the world in a certain way.
    
    
     … This learning can only be attempted through the supplementation of collective effort by love.
     
    
     What deserves the name of love is an effort—over which one has no control yet at which one must not strain—which is slow, attentive on both sides—how does one win the attention of the subaltern without coercion or crisis?
    
    
     —mindchanging on both sides.
     
    
     (
     A Critique 383)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    For Spivak, love is a necessary condition for responsible one-on-one contact and mindchanging, which in turn will lead to reform and the ultimate goal of inserting the subaltern “into the long road of hegemony” (
    A Critique 310).
    
   
    While Arasanayagam is not writing about subalternity, she is, in a different context, suggesting a similar strategy by means of her emphasis on empathy as a necessary step towards finding a solution to the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Attempting to understand and feel for the other is something that can be done by everyone, even though such an endeavor takes courage and commitment.
    
   
    At a time when it is almost the norm for the individual to believe that he or she is helpless, that the conflict is too huge a problem to be resolved, empathy holds out the possibility of change at the grassroots level.
   
 
  
    
     Contact and Dialogue:
     The Road from Elephant Pass
    
 
  
   
    Unlike Arasanayagam, who has been writing for over three decades but only started addressing important socio-political issues after she herself had gone through the crucible of ethnic violence mid-way through her writing career, Nihal de Silva deals with the conflict directly in his very first novel.
    
   
    A Sinhalese Catholic and the owner of a successful business, de Silva said that he took up writing to occupy his time following his retirement.
    9 He was killed in a landmine explosion—ironically enough, in Wilpattu, the wildlife preserve that features prominently in his first novel—in June of 2006.
    
   
    Written in the aftermath of the 2002 ceasefire between the government and the LTTE, 
    The Road from Elephant Pass
    10 was published in 2003 and gained much publicity in Sri Lanka because it was awarded both the State Literary Award and the Gratiaen Prize
    11 for that year.
    
   
    Like the works of Fernandopulle and Kamala Wijeratne, de Silva’s novel has not, however, received scholarly attention.
   
 
  
    
     The Road from Elephant Pass
     could be classified as popular fiction; it is a fast-paced and suspenseful action/adventure story as well as a romance.12 Set in the year 2000, at the time when the LTTE launched a fierce and ultimately successful attack to regain control of Elephant Pass from the Sri Lankan army, the plot revolves around Wasantha Ratnayake, an army captain stationed in the north who is assigned to take Kamala Valaithan, a female activist of the LTTE turned defector, to his superiors in Colombo. 
   
    Kamala has important information about the whereabouts of the LTTE leader Prabhakaran that she wants to give to the Sri Lankan armed forces in exchange for safe passage to Canada.
    
   
    Wasantha is given the task of ensuring that both Kamala and her information reach the proper authorities because the capture or death of Prabhakaran could lead to the end of the war.
   
 
  
   
    De Silva seems to be aiming for a wider audience for his work than do writers like Fernandopulle and Wijeratne.
    
   
    He assumes nothing about his readers’ knowledge concerning the country or the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    For instance, if any of the characters speak in Sinhala or Tamil, the Sinhala or Tamil words are given in Roman letters and then translated into English in the very next line.
    
   
    Every historico-political event referred to in the novel is glossed within the text, even those with which Sri Lankans would be all too familiar—for example, the 1983 riots and the second JVP uprising.
   
 
  
   
    In this novel, de Silva focuses on the importance of personal encounter and dialogue as steps toward solving the country’s ethnic conflict.
    
   
    As de Silva mentioned in an interview with Nirupa Subramanian, “I feel strongly that the road to settling our problem is for people to interact, and that their humanity has to do the rest” (“A Fresh New Voice” n.p.).
    
   
    Kamala is a Tamil and believes implicitly in the separatist struggle carried out by the LTTE even though she has apparently turned informer against the leadership because it is responsible for the unjust execution of her brother.
    
   
    Wasantha is a Sinhalese army captain who firmly believes that the country should not be divided and that the LTTE should be exterminated.
    
   
    At the beginning of the novel, the two characters only have contempt and condemnation for each other’s beliefs, actions, and causes and seem to have no common ground at all.
   
 
  
   
    As Kamala and Wasantha continue their journey to Colombo together, travelling through the LTTE-held Wanni region and across Wilpattu, they are forced to rely on each other and consequently begin to talk and get to know each other.
    
   
    When Kamala and Wasantha engage in dialogue, both they and the readers are given an opportunity to understand the characters’ actions and motivations.
    
   
    Neither is a saint.
    
   
    Wasantha has been on the battlefield and has also tortured Tamil militants and burned Tamil villages in retaliation for terrorist attacks on the army.
    
   
    Kamala, as a female cadre of the LTTE, has presumably been involved in many acts of violence against the Sinhalese.
   
 
  
   
    De Silva has set up his two protagonists to be very obvious opponents.
    
   
    In Wasantha’s case, he is a Sinhalese Buddhist from a poverty-stricken background in the south and has suffered at the hands of his alcoholic and abusive father.
    
   
    His primary reason for joining the army was to support his mother and younger sisters financially.
    
   
    Kamala is the daughter of a Tamil Christian teacher.
    
   
    Her family home in Colombo was burned down in the 1983 riots and her father was tortured and left traumatized.
    
   
    Since they had lost their home and the father could no longer work, the family was compelled to move from Colombo to Jaffna, to live with their relations there.
    
   
    Kamala joined the LTTE to avenge the sufferings of her family and her people at the hands of the Sinhalese.
   
 
  
   
    Despite their different backgrounds and their dedication to diametrically opposed causes, Wasantha and Kamala begin to realize that they do have some things in common.
    
   
    They both know English, which serves as a link language—neither of them is fluent in the other’s mother tongue—and allows them to communicate with each other.
    
   
    They both also love ornithology.
    
   
    The passion for birds displayed by Wasantha and Kamala is de Silva’s way “of showing common ground between the Sinhalese and the Tamils” (“A Fresh New Voice” n.p.).
    
   
    According to de Silva, “When we talk about the conflict, we always seem to focus on the differences between the Sinhalese and the Tamils.
   
   
    … But we also have a lot in common.
    
   
    In my case, I know birds so I chose birds” (“A Fresh New Voice” n.p.).
    
   
    He gives detailed accounts of Kamala and Wasantha’s shared knowledge about and love for ornithology.
    
   
    The descriptions of the mutual excitement of the soldier and the militant at the sight of native Sri Lankan birds point toward a common love of the land that is expressed in ways that do not involve destruction and violence.
    
   
    Thus, de Silva refuses to adhere to any expectations about what should be focused on in war-zone writing—a refusal similar to that of the narrator, Rajan, in Sivanandan’s 
    When Memory Dies, who, as we shall see in the next chapter, prefers to focus on the beauty of everyday life as opposed to the violence of the conflict.
    
   
    The unexpected commonalities between Wasantha and Kamala, along with their dependence on each other during their journey, encourage them to explore their different interpretations of the conflict in Sri Lanka and to challenge each other’s versions.
   
 
  
   
    The novel is narrated in the first person by the Sinhalese male protagonist, so the Tamil female protagonist’s thoughts and mental processes are filtered through Wasantha’s perceptions; this also lets de Silva keep the twist in the tale hidden.
    
   
    De Silva seems to have chosen not to use third-person omniscient narration in order to increase the sense of immediacy and maintain narrative momentum.
    
   
    Even though Wasantha is the first-person narrator, the extensive dialogue and often heated debates between him and Kamala ensure that the account of the ethnic conflict given in the novel minimizes the possibility of bias toward either faction.
    
   
    Wasantha, the Sinhalese Buddhist soldier from the deep south, is a representative of the army—and Sinhalese chauvinists in general—while Kamala, the Tamil from a Christian middle-class background and victim of ethnic violence, is the representative of the militants.
    
   
    Goonetilleke’s call for “a presentation of the actual conflict in all its complexity, with its tangled web of wrongs—economic, political, and physical—perpetrated not by one side or the other but both” (“Sri Lanka’s Ethnic Conflict” 453) is exactly what de Silva attempts to answer through the exchanges between his protagonists.
   
 
  
   
    When they discuss human rights and army attacks on civilians, for example, Wasantha points out that the army no longer attacks civilians in the north and the east due to pressure from the media and non-governmental organizations.
    
   
    When Kamala tells him “you mustn’t believe in your own propaganda” (61) because she has just recently lost her uncle in one of the army’s retaliatory attacks, Wasantha responds by saying that sometimes such attacks are necessary since “the villagers are not so innocent.
    
   
    They damn well know about these things in advance.
    
   
    Because they do nothing, our men are maimed and killed.
    
   
    They must pay a price for that” (62).
    
   
    Kamala says that this is why the army is hated by her people, who have suffered so much at its hands, and adds that the reason villagers do not give information to the armed forces is because they fear punishment at the hands of the LTTE.
    
   
    Wasantha’s response is that the LTTE takes cover under international human rights regulations without adhering to any such conventions themselves.
   
 
  
   
    In another instance of debate, when the talk turns to the separatist struggle of the LTTE, Wasantha asks Kamala how the Tamils, a mere 8 [
    sic] percent of the population of Sri Lanka, can demand a third of the country.
    
   
    She replies that the Tamils have lived in particular regions of the country for centuries and the Sinhalese are the actual interlopers.
    
   
    When Wasantha contradicts her, saying that according to the 
    Mahavamsa—the chronicle of Sri Lanka’s history from the sixth century BCE to the fourth century CE, written in Pali by Buddhist monks—the Sinhalese arrived in Sri Lanka first, Kamala argues that “your written history is a religious text” and therefore not sufficient proof of Sinhalese rights to the entire country (131).
    
   
    Wasantha points out that the Sinhalese are quite happy to share the whole country with the Tamils, while the latter want to keep a section of it only to themselves.
    
   
    Kamala’s response to this is that after the riots of 1983, the only way Tamils can feel secure is to have their own state and not be at the mercy of the capricious goodwill of the majority Sinhalese.
   
 
  
   
    Even though the viewpoints of Kamala and Wasantha sometimes tend to sound like the slogans and talking points of their respective factions, making their discussions seem stilted and even trite, the very fact that the soldier and the militant talk to each other helps them to clear up some of their misconceptions and erroneous ideas, and sometimes to question what they had earlier taken for granted to be true.
    
   
    Wasantha, who had earlier declared that he “hated it when someone argued tactics with me.
    
   
    Specially subordinates.
    
   
    Specially enemies.
    
   
    Specially women” (84), begins to admire and respect his traveling companion’s courage, independence, and self-control: “Although she was really an enemy activist, she had also been a staunch and courageous ally in every crisis we had faced” (138).
    
   
    Kamala, who had thought of Wasantha as an uneducated brute, is surprised to learn that he has both a sense of compassion and a university degree: “You know, Captain, in spite of being a Sinhalese, you are a good man!”
    
   
    As a result of their discussions, they gradually begin to realize that generalizations are “dangerously wrong sometimes” (270).
    
   
    As Wasantha points out:
   
 
   
   
    
     If I say that only some Tamils are criminals, I have no right or justification to attack all Tamils!
     
    
     I have to seek out the criminal element and punish them.
     
    
     In the same way, if only some Sinhala are the guilty ones, the Tamils cannot justify indiscriminate attacks on innocent civilians.
     
    
     (270-71)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    De Silva suggests that personal contact between individuals from the warring groups could do much to ameliorate the ethnic conflict by enabling them to recognize the extent of their prejudice toward and misconceptions about the other, even to take responsibility for the suffering that each has caused the other.
   
 
  
   
    Through the account of his protagonists’ travels through the Wanni and Wilpattu regions, de Silva is able to highlight the plight of the ordinary people living in those areas and going about their lives despite the war that is raging around them.
    
   
    They manage without phones, electricity, or gas and have modified their vehicles so that they can run on kerosene.
    
   
    Essential supplies are rationed.
    
   
    Injury, death, and destruction are very much a part of everyday life.
    
   
    As Wasantha puts it, “In that unfortunate part of the country that had known nothing but war for 18 [
    sic] years, being disabled and incapacitated helped make one invisible.
    
   
    Perhaps it was the norm” (37).
   
 
  
   
    De Silva also draws attention to issues arising from the conflict that have often been neglected, such as the Tamil children who are forcibly recruited into the “baby brigade” of the LTTE and the poverty-stricken young Sinhalese men who join the armed forces and either become cannon fodder on the battlefields of the north and the east or deserters on the run from the law.
    
   
    During their encounters with the army deserters who have now become poachers at Wilpattu, Wasantha—who also joined the army to support his family—meditates on the plight of his more unfortunate peers:
   
 
   
   
    
     I thought about the thousands of young men who jostled each other to join the army, lured by the lush benefits and prestige of the uniform.
     
    
     The army was often the only employer who would give them a second glance.
     
    
     But after a couple of years in the front line with little training and poor leaders, many of them lose their stomach for war.
     
    
     Deserting was easy.
     
    
     Get home on leave and just fail to report back.
     
    
     Their problems only started after that, for deserters had nowhere to go.
    
    
     … A life of crime was their only recourse.
     
    
     (216)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    De Silva also touches upon other issues such as the corruption in arms purchases and the making of strategic and tactical decisions by politicians with ulterior motives and inept military officials who are all safely ensconced in the capital city (167) as well as the victimization of women at the hands of the police and the armed forces (169).
    
   
    While Arasanayagam concentrates for the most part on the impact of the conflict in Sri Lanka on civilians whose only goal is survival, de Silva shows the extent to which active participants in the conflict are victimized as well.
    
   
    Kamala’s involvement in the activities of the LTTE have separated her from her family and prevented her from marrying her Tamil boyfriend and getting the university education that she has long desired.
    
   
    Wasantha’s duties in the army, which range from combat on the battlefield to intelligence-gathering by means of torture, seem to have begun to erode his previously compassionate character.
   
 
  
   
    De Silva’s emphasis on the complexity of the issues relating to the ethnic conflict is laudable.
    
   
    A weakness in the novel lies, however, in the fact that de Silva’s protagonists—somewhat predictably—fall in love with each other towards the end of their ten-day journey.
    
   
    This love plot allows de Silva to circumvent the difficult issues that he has highlighted in the novel by shifting the focus of the narrative from delineating and wrestling with the complicated issues relating to the ethnic conflict to resolving Kamala and Wasantha’s dilemmas concerning their sudden love relationship.
    
   
    In addition, the heterosexual romance plot limits the possibility for exploring more complex approaches to love.
    
   
    In 
    All About Love, bell hooks talks of love “as an active force that should lead us into greater communion with the world” (76).
    
   
    She argues that a “love ethic” is the basis for social justice and a force that can change society:
   
 
  
   
    Individuals who choose to love can and do alter our lives in ways that honor the primacy of a love ethic.
    
   
    We do this by choosing to work with individuals we admire and respect; by committing to give our all to relationships; by embracing a global vision wherein we see our lives and our fate as intimately connected to those of everyone else on the planet.
    
   
    (87-88)
   
 
  
   
    The love between Wasantha and Kamala does indeed help them move beyond themselves; their chief concern now is to ensure each other’s safety.
    
   
    Since their love is based very much on the affection and sexual attraction between two individuals, however, it does not make it possible for the two protagonists to seek ways of bringing their respective communities together.
   
 
  
   
    There is a surprise at the end: it turns out that Kamala did not really have information about the LTTE leader’s whereabouts and her actual mission was to set a trap for the Sri Lankan armed forces—feeding them misinformation so that they would bomb a host of visiting Indian dignitaries and civilians instead of Prabhakaran, their actual target—that would incur the wrath of the international media on the government.
    
   
    This twist, however, is weakened because it is revealed too soon: fearful of her imminent betrayal of Wasantha’s trust, Kamala confesses the truth to her lover, who in turn risks his career to protect her.
    
   
    Since Wasantha is no longer in a position to continue as narrator, the novel ends with two news reports and a letter informing the soldier’s mother of his “Missing in Action” status.
   
 
  
   
    Arasanayagam’s short story “In the Garden Secretly” ends with the soldier walking out of the abandoned house with the statue of Christ in his bag and his T-56 rifle in his hand.
    
   
    De Silva’s 
    The Road from Elephant Pass concludes with Kamala going into exile in Canada while Wasantha is presumed killed.
    
   
    These endings suggest that neither the self-discovery and empathy that Arasanayagam advocates nor the personal contact and dialogue that de Silva proposes can be considered adequate means of reconciliation in and of themselves.
    
   
    Nonetheless, these two writers, along with Fernandopulle, provide necessary reminders of the power and possibility of individual action to their target audience—Sri Lankans living in the midst and aftermath of long-term violence.
   
 
  
    
     Notes
    
 
  
   
    1.
    
   
    Another writer who touches on matters of empathy and dialogue in her short fiction is Punyakante Wijenaike, mainly in her short story collection 
    An Enemy Within (1996).
    
   
    This emphasis is, however, largely tangential to her main body of work, so as I have discussed her work briefly in earlier chapters, I have not included an extended discussion of her work here.
   
 
  
   
    2.
    
   
    This is reminiscent of First World War poetry, particularly of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon.
   
 
  
   
    3.
    
    
     Sam’s Story
    , which revolves around a developmentally challenged youth working as a houseboy for a middle-class family, only deals tangentially with the violence in Sri Lanka. 
   
    For that reason, I have not included a more extensive discussion of that text in this study.
   
 
  
   
    4.
    
   
    See the UTHR’s contributions in Hoole et al.’s 
    The Broken Palmyra and Rajan Hoole’s 
    Sri Lanka: The Arrogance of Power: Myths, Decadence, and Murder.
   
 
  
   
    5.
    
   
    Although this segment of my study is primarily devoted to Arasanayagam’s short fiction, I use her poetry here for context.
   
 
  
   
    6.
    
   
    Arasanayagam is an autobiographical poet.
    
   
    She uses everything that has happened in her life, particularly what has happened since 1983, in her poems and short stories.
    
   
    Every situation in which she has found herself has been mined over and over again in her work.
    
   
    Thus, an encounter she had with a security guard is written about first in a poem (“Search My Mind” in 
    Reddened Water Flows Clear) and then in a short story (“Search My Mind” in 
    In the Garden Secretly); her family’s stay at the refugee camp is described many times in various poems (particularly in the collection 
    Apocalypse ’83) and also in stories/autobiographical pieces (such as “Fear: Meditations in a Camp” in 
    All Is Burning).
   
 
  
   
    7.
    
   
    The short story also includes a Muslim neighbor, Mrs. Ismail, who is concerned about the welfare of the protagonist’s family and that of another Tamil family in the vicinity as well as a Sinhalese employee of the protagonist, Ranmenike, who puts herself at risk to warn the protagonist about the mob’s approach.
   
 
  
   
    8.
    
   
    Neluka Silva points out that Tamil Hindu women share the responsibility with their husbands of carrying out worship of deities within the family; a Christian Burgher like Arasanayagam is unable to participate in such rituals.
    
   
    Thus, Arasanayagam’s very connection to her husband’s family has broken tradition.
    
   
    In addition, Silva posits that the Sinhalese and Tamils have long considered Burghers—descended as they are from Europeans who married indigenous women—as the personification of both impurity and sexual promiscuity, not to mention a constant reminder of Sri Lanka’s colonization by Europeans (“Situating” 114-17).
   
 
  
   
    9.
    
   
    De Silva’s second novel, 
    The Far Spent Day, deals with political corruption and was well received in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Just before his death he published a third novel, 
    The Giniralla Conspiracy.
    
   
    De Silva’s last unfinished book, 
    Arathi, was published posthumously in 2010.
   
 
  
   
    10.
    
   
    Elephant Pass is a narrow isthmus connecting the Jaffna peninsula, in the north, to the rest of Sri Lanka.
    
   
    This is a strategic military base and has changed hands many times during the conflict between the Sri Lankan government and the Tamil militant groups.
   
 
  
   
    11.
    
   
    The Gratiaen Prize was established by Michael Ondaatje with the winnings from his Booker Prize award.
    
   
    The Gratiaen Prize is awarded annually to the best Sri Lankan writing in English by a previously unpublished author.
   
 
  
   
    12.
    
   
    The Sinhala translation of the novel was adapted into a feature film entitled 
    Alimankada, directed by Chandran Rutnam, and released in 2009.
   
  
  
  
    
     Part Two
    
 
  
    
     Diasporic Interventions
    
  
  
  
    
     Chapter 4
    
 
  
    
     Interpreting the Conflict: Historiography and Sri Lankan Fiction
    
 
  
   
    In previous chapters I have shown that location needs to be considered because material conditions make a difference in a writer’s output.
    
   
    Even though I have made a division between local and diasporic Sri Lankan writers, this is not to suggest that there is homogeneity in the way that diasporic writers deal with the situation in the home country or that I believe that local writers should be privileged over diasporic writers.
    
   
    There is undoubtedly as much heterogeneity in the works of diasporic Sri Lankan writers about the ethnic conflict as there is in the works of local writers such as Fernandopulle, Wijeratne, Arasanayagam, and de Silva.
    1
   
 
  
   
    One useful way of approaching the heterogeneity of works by diasporic writers is to examine the question of implied audience.
    
   
    Unlike local writers who address their work mainly to fellow Sri Lankans since their compatriots, by necessity, form the primary audience for these works, diasporic writers can assume an international audience due to their access to Western publishers, publicity, and distribution networks.
    2 This chapter explores the first novels of two diasporic writers who have deliberately chosen to engage a Sri Lankan readership and to make an intervention in the ethnic conflict, and the first short story collection by a writer who, after many years as a diasporic, chose to return to Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Their choice of implied audience is revealed in the way they use language
    3 and narrative strategies in their respective novels as well as what they have said in interviews or lectures.
   
 
  
   
    In 
    When Memory Dies, Ambalavaner Sivanandan undermines the myths of purity propagated by the opposing sides in the ethnic conflict by valorizing the concept of bastardization and by emphasizing cultural hybridity and co-existence.
    
   
    Sivanandan complicates the question of ethnic identity by means of discussions of class and Sri Lanka’s colonial past.
    
   
    He is interested in storytelling and writing and attempts a more inclusive, revisionist history than ones currently in play by means of narratives that bleed into one another along with fragments of narrative that create a type of collage.
   
 
  
   
    Shyam Selvadurai, in 
    Funny Boy, highlights the necessity of bearing witness—both to the communalism that leads to ethnic tensions and violence, and to other types of oppression relating to ethnicity, class, gender, and sexual orientation.
    
   
    By using a narrator who is a young, gay, Tamil boy living in a heteronormative and ethnically polarized society, and by conflating the personal with the national, Selvadurai emphasizes that the personal is the political in this novel.
   
 
  
   
    Finally, Pradeep Jeganathan’s short story collection 
    At the Water’s Edge, is the product of the often shifting and ambiguous relationship between diasporic and local status.
    
   
    Jeganathan’s stories narrate the growth of a young Sri Lankan Tamil who is born in Sri Lanka, becomes part of the diaspora, and briefly returns to his homeland.
    
   
    Jeganathan himself, meanwhile, has followed a similar trajectory to that of his protagonist, but has ultimately chosen to dwell in Sri Lanka himself, thus demonstrating that for some Sri Lankans, “diasporic” and “local” are not mutually exclusive identities.
   
 
  
    
     Class Acts and Counterhistories: 
     When Memory Dies
    
 
  
   
    Sivanandan’s ambitious work focuses on three generations of one Sri Lankan family, spanning nearly a century from the time of British colonization to the beginning of the ethnic conflict in the early 1980s.
    
   
    The novel traces the lives of Sahadevan, a Tamil from Jaffna in the northern peninsula, his son Rajan, who comes of age in the post-independence era, and his grandson Vijay, who experiences the growing ethnic tensions that reached a climax in 1983.
    
   
    Sivanandan, a Tamil, left Sri Lanka in 1958 following the ethnic riots of 1956, and had been domiciled in the United Kingdom for almost four decades at the time he wrote this novel.
    
   
    He has said that despite his decades-long activism against racism and injustice in Britain,
    4 he felt a “hollowness” stemming from the fact that he had not done something constructive for his homeland: “I hadn’t made a contribution to my own country and my own people.
    
   
    So the novel came out of that” (“Interview with Sivanandan”).
   
 
  
   
    R. Radhakrishnan has posited that it is the responsibility of a diasporic to be knowledgeable about the home country when commenting on what goes on there (128).
    
   
    Sivanandan’s extensive knowledge of Sri Lanka and its political and social environment is evident in the novel, which covers many different political movements, class struggles, communities, and historical events.
    
   
    Sivanandan also uses certain narrative strategies that enable him to create some balance between his position as an exile and the vision that he has for Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    One of the most effective of his narrative strategies is the way in which Sivanandan constructs and represents the self of the narrator in the text.
    
   
    At first glance, the novel seems to be a straightforward chronological realist narrative.
    5 However, the question of narrative voice adds much complexity to the way the story is told.
    
   
    Even though the three sections of the novel focus on Sahadevan, Rajan, and Vijay, respectively, we are led to believe that the novel as a whole is narrated by Rajan.
    
   
    In the very first pages of Book One, it is Rajan who talks about his first memories and ruminates about the plethora of stories that need to be told.
    
   
    He then begins to recount the story of his father, Sahadevan.
    
   
    At the very beginning, Rajan refers to the latter as “my father” and narrates in the first person.
    
   
    Gradually, he effaces himself from the narrative and the story is told from the third person, and his father is referred to as “Saha.”
    
   
    This method of narration continues until Book Two, which is basically Rajan’s own memoir.
    
   
    Rajan reappears as the first-person narrator providing the story of his own formative and adult years.
    
   
    Finally, in Book Three, the focus shifts to Rajan’s son Vijay and the former disappears again, leaving an unspecified third-person narrator, who, we can assume, has to be Rajan since Vijay dies at the end of the novel.
    6
   
 
  
   
    Sivanandan’s positioning of Rajan as the narrator enables him to do a fine balancing act as the outsider writing about a country from which he is exiled.
    
   
    Right from the beginning, Rajan identifies himself as an exile.
    
   
    Along with his own story, he is telling the stories of his father and his son, which, it could be argued, he has authority to do by virtue of his familial relationship to them.
    7 At the same time, we are being made aware that Rajan, apart from the section in which he is the protagonist, cannot know firsthand what he is recounting.
    
   
    After all, Rajan was not born at the time about which he is writing in Book One, and he is away in England for much of the time he is writing about in Book Three.
    
   
    At best, he is extending and embellishing the stories he has heard about his father’s youth, as well as the information he has gathered from various sources about his son’s adult years and violent death.
    
   
    Therefore, by his choice of narrative voice, Sivanandan underscores the fact that Rajan is engaging in an act of imagination and creation, much like Sivanandan himself.
    
   
    Rajan is filling in the gaps in the stories of his father and his son.
    
   
    Thus, the narrator’s authority to relate his own experiences and to speak for his father and his son is juxtaposed with his status as an exile and an outsider and the acts of imagination that he engages in to fill in the gaps.
    
   
    This status is similar to Sivanandan’s own subject position as a writer who is simultaneously an outsider due to his exile and an insider with authority to speak about his homeland and its people because of his emotional investment in Sri Lanka—a self-positioning of the Third World intellectual that Spivak has recommended.
    
   
    Sivanandan has built fissures into the text; we are given room to question the narrator’s claims to authority, along with those of the writer.
   
 
  
   
    Sivanandan also represents Rajan as someone who could be trusted to speak about a country divided by ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Rajan, like Sivanandan, is a Tamil.
    
   
    He is positioned as someone who is not infected by ethnic prejudice, someone as close to being neutral as possible since the love of his life is Lali, a Sinhalese woman.
    
   
    Not only does Rajan cross the ethnic divide by his marriage to Lali in the face of his own family’s opposition, but he even adopts Vijay, Lali’s son by Sena, a Sinhalese dockworker killed in the 1953 port 
    hartal.
    8 Rajan says that “the Sinhalese were my friends, I had married one, my son was a Sinhalese” (228).
    
   
    Yet he loses his wife, his son, and ultimately his country as a result of communalism.
    
   
    Who better to recount the story of Sri Lanka’s descent into the abyss of ethnic violence, then, than Rajan, a Tamil by descent but whose immediate family is Sinhalese?
    
   
    Rajan’s subject position seems to give him motivation and authority to comment on the faults and erroneous thinking of both the Sinhalese and the Tamils.
    
   
    From this positioning of his narrator, Sivanandan himself intervenes as someone who has a stake in the country.
   
 
  
   
    The novel, as a whole, traces how communalism became a tool in the hands of unscrupulous and opportunistic Sinhalese politicians such as S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike, who came to power by stirring up ethnic tensions.
    
   
    At the same time, Sivanandan’s Tamil narrator points out how Tamils, too, were prejudiced against the Sinhalese and therefore responsible for what was happening to the country.
    
   
    In one powerful scene, Rajan is a witness as his father, Saha, confronts his friend Visvappa—a respected Tamil writer and intellectual—about his communalism.
    
   
    Visvappa refers to the Sinhalese by a derogatory name, “Cheenapulis,” and blames them for inciting racial tensions: “‘They are not civilized.
    
   
    They have no culture.
    
   
    What can you expect from them?
   
   
    ’” (205).
    
   
    A furious Saha retorts:
   
 
   
   
    
     Here I was getting mad about this Sinhala-only business and it dividing our people and all that… but you, you have put me right.
     
    
     You have shown me that it is precisely because Sinhala is spoken only in Ceylon that Ceylon must preserve Sinhala.
    
    
     … And it is people like you… so-called learned people—oh, they are among the Sinhalese too, make no mistake, people like you—who make communalists of us all.
     
    
     (206)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Here, the normally placid Saha is making a radical charge: Tamils can be as prejudiced against the Sinhalese as the latter can be against the Tamils, and instead of clearing away such ethnic bias, intellectuals on both sides have fanned the flames.
   
 
  
   
    It is noteworthy that the narrator, Rajan, has had a history of nervous breakdowns since the rape and murder of his (Sinhalese) wife by Sinhalese thugs during the riots of 1956 and has to live in England in order to preserve his sanity.
    
   
    Each time he has attempted to return to Sri Lanka, believing that he is cured, he finds himself regressing, completely unable to cope with the memories of the horrors he has endured.
    
   
    He has to retreat as fast as possible to England.
    
   
    What does this say about the narrator?
    
   
    Is he, due to his ever-encroaching psychological distress, the only one able to understand the madness into which his homeland has plunged, as Walter Perera speculates (“Attempting” 26)?
    
   
    Or is this an instance of the privileging of the expatriate’s vision over that of the local?
    
   
    When Rajan leaves Sri Lanka after his final futile attempt to return and resettle in his homeland, he leaves Vijay a letter in which he blames his exile squarely on the country and the feuding people: “He refused to forgive the country that had separated him from his finer feelings, kept him from his duties and sent him off to a country which had history, but no beauty of ordinary people in their daily relationships” (282).
    
   
    To Vijay, this does not ring true and seems like mere rationalization: “His father had found someone else to blame for his own weaknesses” (282)—weaknesses displayed in his inability to deal with the violent reality of life in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Yet this is Rajan, the narrator, imagining his by now dead son’s response to his letter.
    
   
    It seems to be Sivanandan’s acknowledgment—and preempting—of possible criticism from some of his implied readers about his authority to speak to the problems in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    At the same time, Rajan’s words in the letter reveal that he values the beauty of everyday life and ordinary people as opposed to traumatic, epiphanic, cataclysmic moments.
    
   
    Through Rajan, Sivanandan is attempting to shift the terms of the discussion to things other than the crisis-laden, epiphanic language of violence.
   
 
  
   
    If Sivanandan is a diasporic writer invested in Sri Lanka and attempting to speak to Sri Lankans, what exactly is he saying?
    
   
    He is trying to show that an emphasis on hybridity is necessary to temper ethnic divisions, particularly by means of his characterization of Vijay.
    
   
    Sivanandan is not focusing on biological hybridity, which is itself predicated on binarism.
    
   
    As Jane Ifekwunigwe asserts, “The notion of biological ‘hybridity’ is itself problematic.
    
   
    The presumption here is that the ‘races’ that are being mixed are themselves discrete and pure” (195).
    
   
    Vijay, significantly, is not born from the sexual union between the Tamil Rajan and the Sinhalese Lali.
    
   
    Instead, he is the biological son of Sinhalese parents and the adopted son of a Tamil; therefore, his is a cultural hybridity.
    
   
    After Lali’s premature death and Rajan’s departure from the country, Vijay is raised by his grandparents, who are Sinhalese Buddhist peasants.
    
   
    Yet he fully accepts his adoptive father’s Tamil relations as his own extended family and feels a sense of kinship with them.
    
   
    Sivanandan highlights the fact that it is Vijay’s cultural hybridity that motivates him to attempt to explore the ethnic issue from different angles.
    
   
    Vijay’s direct interaction with both the Sinhalese and the Tamils, and the influence of both the Sinhalese and the Tamils on him, enable him to contrast his personal experiences and interactions with each ethnic community against the prejudiced notions that those groups have about each other.
    
   
    Therefore, he comes to his own conclusions and subsequently becomes a political activist: he joins the Rights and Justice Movement and attempts to become a mediator between the Sinhalese in the south and “the Boys”—the moniker given to the Tamil militants—in the north who are agitating for a separate state.
   
 
  
   
    In opposition to the discourses of racial purity and essentialism that have become prevalent in Sri Lanka, Sivanandan valorizes bastardization—a term that applies literally to two of the most clear-headed characters in the novel.
    9 Saha’s half-brother Para is illegitimate—the result of an affair between Pandyan and a midwife who attended to his pregnant wife.
    
   
    As mentioned above, so is Vijay—a fact that Lali repeatedly points out, much to Rajan’s discomfiture.
    
   
    As Vijay proclaims to a group that rejects him due to his parentage, “I am a Tamil, and a Sinhalese, and a bastard… and that’s why I am more civilized than you” (254).
    
   
    In Sivanandan’s hands, the meaning of the word “bastard”—with its suggestions of dubious origins and irregularities—is inverted; instead of being an insult, it can actually be a badge of honor and remind Sri Lankans that their origins—like those of all peoples—are historically intermingled and somewhat dubious.
    
   
    Sivanandan has said in a recent interview that “the only way that culture can be progressive and dynamic is through bastardization” (“Lines” n.p.).
    
   
    Thus bastardization—no longer a pejorative but a crucial reminder of cultural mingling and mutual enrichment—becomes an active force against chauvinism and oppression.
   
 
  
   
    Sivanandan, in this novel, is also attempting to show that class is as responsible for the rise of the ethnic conflict as ethnicity.
    
   
    In a chapter titled “The Trials and Tribulations of National Consciousness” in 
    The Wretched of the Earth, Frantz Fanon warns against nationalism—which he considered a useful tool in the fight for independence from the colonizer—after independence (96-144).
    
   
    Neil Lazarus has suggested that Fanon’s warnings are not about the effects of an abstract notion of nationalism, but against the pitfalls of nationalism caused specifically by a post-independence government of the native elite.
    
   
    According to Lazarus, Fanon definitely sees a use for the nationalist consciousness that has been awakened during the decolonization process in order to develop national liberation: “For Fanon, the national project also has the capacity to become the vehicle—the means of articulation—of a social(ist) demand which extends beyond decolonization in the merely technical sense, and which calls for a fundamental transformation rather than a mere restructuring of the prevailing order” (79).
    
   
    Lazarus argues that a nationalism that leads to a national liberation movement which genuinely includes subalterns would not present the problems normally associated with nationalism.
    
   
    Sivanandan emphasizes how the native elite who came to power after Sri Lanka had gained independence from the British used nationalism not to make a genuine change in society but to maintain their own position.
    
   
    As discussed previously, one of the key factors of the ethnic violence was the Sinhala-only policy implemented by the S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike regime, ostensibly in order to end the influence of imperialism since English—the language introduced by one set of colonizers—would no longer be the official language.
    
   
    Proponents of this reform also argued that the Tamils benefited more from English being the official language since their command of English was better and enabled them to get prestigious government jobs over the Sinhala-speaking majority.
    
   
    However, as Rajan’s brother-in-law Lal points out to a supporter of the reform, the majority of Tamils were not English-speaking bureaucrats but Tamil-speaking peasants and a Sinhala-only policy would be devastating to them: “You are confusing race and class, like your whole bloody party, so that you can keep your class while shouting race” (202).
    10
   
 
  
   
    While the first two sections of the novel emphasize storytelling (the prime storytellers being Samuel Wijepala, the old Sinhalese railway worker and union organizer who is usually referred to as “S.W.,” and Lal), the final section of the novel focuses on the importance of writing.
    
   
    Storytelling and writing both produce narrative, but the former—being oral in Sivanandan’s novel—presumes an immediate sense of communication and community which is differed/deferred in the latter, even as writing has the potential for permanence as well as a wider audience than storytelling.
    
   
    Both Vijay and Para believe in the power of writing.
    
   
    At one point in his life, as he meditates on what his vocation should be, Vijay ponders on a possible career as a writer.
   
 
   
   
    
     Perhaps he should be a writer, a historian maybe, recover for his people the history they had lost?
     
    
     Put them back on course, help them change the history inflicted on them?
     
    
     It was not as though he had not given a lot of thought to his country, its formation, its predicament.
     
    
     But for whom would he write?
     
    
     He did not want to write for intellectuals, they made playthings of knowledge.
     
    
     For ordinary people?
     
    
     (291)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    It is significant that the question of audience is crucial for Vijay, just as it is for Sivanandan himself.
    
   
    Sivanandan does not comment upon or question Vijay’s apparent belief in the power of writing as a way of influencing the direction of his country and its people.
    
   
    The only reason Vijay postpones his endeavor is because he decides that he has not experienced enough to be able to identify and understand the audience to whom he should direct his writing; he defers his desire to write until much later, when he has gained more experience.
    
   
    Vijay finally begins to write when he is in Jaffna, attempting to conduct a dialogue with “the Boys.”
    
   
    Para, too, in his later years, begins to keep a journal:
   
 
   
   
    
     He entered into deep conversation with himself about the world out there, but in writing.
     
    
     Writing reflected and refracted that world through his numerous selves, brought those selves together, cohered them, and connected him with events he could no longer enter into.
     
    
     It gave him a hold on reality and allowed him to go along with those who wanted to change it.
     
    
     It kept him involved and active.
     
    
     (329)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    While Vijay has thought of writing as a means of addressing a wide audience, Para is intent on informing an audience of one—himself.
    
   
    For both, writing is not a diversion or an avocation—they consider it a powerful means of communication, enabling them to engage actively with what is going on around them.
    
   
    Ironically, we gain access not to the writings of these two, but to the writing of the diasporic Rajan.
   
 
  
   
    This emphasis on writing—and storytelling
    11—is connected throughout the novel to memory and history as sites of contestation.
    
   
    Sivanandan constantly reiterates the importance of memory in the life of both the individual and a people, and storytelling and writing are a vital part of keeping memories alive.
    
   
    At the beginning of the novel, Rajan speaks of why he wants to recount the stories of his father, his son, and himself—their stories and memories are inextricably entwined with those of Sri Lanka and its people.
   
 
   
   
    
     But there is no story to tell, no one story anyway, not since that day in 1505 when the fidalgo Don Laurenco de Almeida, resplendent in gold braid and epaulettes and hat plumed with all the birds of paradise, landed on our shores and broke us from our history.
     
    
     No one story, with a beginning and an end, no story that picks up from where the past left off—only bits and shards of stories, and those of the people I knew, and that only in passing, my own parents and son, or heard tell of, for there was no staying in a place or in a time to gather a story whole, only an imagined time and place.
     
    
     And no story of the country—or, if of the country, not our story but theirs’, the 
     parangis’.
     
    
     Except that we all bore the imprint of that history, like a stigma, internalized it even, made it our own against our will, calling to memory the while to lose it by losing memory itself.
     
    
     (5-6)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Rajan firmly identifies colonization—which, for Sri Lanka, started with the Portuguese, who were followed in turn by the Dutch and the British over a period of almost four hundred and fifty years (from 1505-1948)—as a violent force that wrenched the people of Sri Lanka from their own cycle of time and thrust them into a different cycle, the colonizer’s time.
    
   
    The resulting hegemony—in the sense in which Antonio Gramsci used the term—not only left an indelible mark on the course of events in Sri Lanka but destroyed the people’s conception of themselves, their way of recording and preserving their own stories, and, most importantly, what Wijesinha refers to as “the capacity of people to work on the basis of what they had in common, without looking for differences” (“Spices”19).
    12 The irreparable damage that colonization, under the guise of the civilizing mission, caused is repeated later by S.W.:
   
 
   
   
    
     I am not saying that everything they [the colonizers] did is bad.
    
    
     … But we must ask ourselves why they did it, we cannot just believe what they say.
     
    
     They say they are bringing civilization to us, with railways and roads, when what they are really doing is transporting the wealth out of the country.
    
    
     … We would have come to it in our own time, at our own speed.
    
 
   
    
     It wasn’t the right time.
     
    
     Like a namban mango, they had got ripe before time.
     
    
     The rhythm was all wrong, they were no longer in tune with themselves.
     
    
     (38)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Throughout the novel, there is a challenge to dominant, seemingly “disinterested” (Spivak, 
    Critique 208) notions of history, which tend to give only the versions of the victorious and the powerful while suppressing other histories.
    
   
    Sivanandan strongly suggests that these dominant and authorized narratives have to be questioned instead of being passively accepted as the truth.
    
   
    As S.W. points out to Saha:
   
 
   
   
    
     There were rebellions going on all the time.
    
    
     … But your school history books wouldn’t tell you that, would they?
     
    
     After all, they are written by the English.
     
    
     Soon no one will know the true story of our country.
    
    
     … No history, no heroes.
     
    
     I wonder what your children and Tissa’s will do.
     
    
     Invent their own histories, I suppose, to suit their own purposes.
     
    
     (40)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    What is so dangerous about invented histories?
    
   
    They become tools to be manipulated at will by anyone who wants to prove a particular point or argument—which is just what happens during the ethnic conflict as each side invokes originary myths in order to validate its own particular claims.
    13 The nefarious ways in which invented histories can be used are exemplified particularly in Book Three.
    
   
    Vijay discovers, to his horror, how “history” is manipulated in school history books to teach young Sinhalese children that Sri Lanka belongs solely to the Sinhalese and that the Tamils are the interlopers who need to be driven out; according to the school history book in question, “‘The history of Lanka… is the history of the Sinhala race.
    
   
    The Land nourishes the Race, the Race civilizes the Land.
    
   
    Buddhism is the golden thread running through the history of the Race and the Land’” (308).
    
   
    It is to counter this type of pernicious “history of Lanka” that Sivanandan himself writes of people from a variety of ethnic groups who love the land, till the land, and travel all over the land in countless railway journeys in the novel, thereby making and maintaining connections throughout the country.
    
   
    Later on, Vijay discovers during his discussions with Tamil intellectuals in Jaffna that they too are using false histories to justify their desire for a separate state:
   
 
   
   
    
     All they [the Tamil intellectuals] would say over and over again, and in nightmarish unison, was that they were a separate people who had, for five centuries, been mixed up… by European colonists and now wanted to be returned to their pristine separateness in their pristine homelands.
     
    
     And their historical and archaeological findings led them, like their counterparts in the Sinhalese universities, to the conclusion that they had worked for.
     
    
     They now had the history they wanted and nothing that Vijay could say—and he tried argument, analysis, fact, common experience, common sense—would move them.
     
    
     (324)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Sivanandan is asserting that the negation of the common heritage of the Sinhalese and the Tamils is responsible for the bloodbath that is the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    This becomes evident in what Para says later in the novel during his conversation with Vijay:
   
 
   
   
    
     “When memory dies, a people die.”
    
    
     …
    
 
   
    
     “What if we make up false memories?”
    
 
   
    
     “That is worse,” replied the old man, “that is murder.”
     
    
     (335) 
     14
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Making up false memories implies a forgetting, an eradication of past generations of people who were capable of living together and working together because they focused on similarities instead of on differences.
    
   
    Therefore, the falsifying of history means a figurative “killing” of the Sri Lankans who, for two thousand years, did live together in relative harmony, as well as the literal murders of those who have died as a result of the ethnic conflict.
   
 
  
   
    And yet, can there really be a “true story”—as S.W. puts it—of the country?
    
   
    Obviously not, since there is a constant reiteration in the novel that there can be no one single history.
    
   
    What can counter the dominant version of history is each individual’s memories as they are passed from one generation to another through stories (as in the cases of S.W. and Lal) or written down in journals, letters, or memoirs (for instance, in the exchange of letters between Para and Lali, Para’s journal, Vijay’s journal, and Rajan’s memoir).
    
   
    As Georg Lukacs asserts, “This indirect contact between individual lives and historical events is the most decisive thing of all.
    
   
    For the people experience history directly.
    
   
    History is their own upsurge and decline, the chain of their own joys and sorrows” (285).
    
   
    When Vijay goes in search of history, he realizes in the process that his own life is pockmarked by what happens in and to Sri Lanka: “Everything that happened in the country appeared to touch and mould and wound him.
    
   
    There seemed to be no escape from it; he carried his country’s history like a running sore” (289).
    
   
    He also begins to understand that Sri Lanka has multiple histories, not just one: “We had no history, or we had several, mostly not of our doing, or we had forgotten that part of it which was, or it was a part too late to remember: it could only unmake the present” (289).
    
   
    By consciously preserving memories of individual lives, alternative versions of history become possible.
    
   
    After meeting and talking with Uncle Para and being amazed to find “such wisdom and understanding and tolerance tucked away in a little hamlet beyond the reach of civilization” (217), Lali tells her husband, “People like Uncle Para and Uncle Pathi were the real backbone of the country.
    
   
    They were the real custodians of our history and our culture, and they were everywhere” (217).
    
   
    The Tamil Para and the Sinhalese Pathirana are “real custodians of history” because they do not have ulterior motives in the way they remember what has happened to the country and to themselves, unlike those ordained to keep the “official” records, and they don’t privilege the heroic or contained narratives.
   
 
  
   
    Sivanandan’s novel is an attempt at what Jonathan White refers to as “an alternative way of 
    doing history and politics” (209) because he makes an effort to bring the marginalized, the subaltern class, those whose doings are not considered important enough to be recorded as “history,” into the world of his novel—he gives the “real custodians of history” an opportunity to emerge.
    
   
    The very first paragraph, in which Rajan speaks of his earliest memories, mentions Sanji, the son of a Tamil estate laborer of Indian descent—one of the most disenfranchised classes of people in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Sanji’s story—he is ejected from the educational system for not being able to afford shoes and subsequently becomes a gardener; his daughter Meena is the woman that Vijay ultimately falls in love with—is one of many “bits and shards of stories” in Sivanandan’s collage.
    
   
    We hear about Saha’s father, Pandyan, the Tamil farmer who loves his—albeit barren—land and meditates about the cycles of time (11); Podi Appu, the hero of the carters’ strike of the 1890s (55-56); Dockyard David, the trade unionist whose legs were broken by the police (183-84); Vijay’s maternal grandfather, Pathirana, the Sinhalese farmer who says that race does not matter to him since he is not a Sinhalese politician; Para, the tram and railway worker; Kugan, the crippled toddy tapper who dreams of Eelam, a just society for Tamils.
    
   
    These are all from the working class, struggling both to survive and to obtain justice.
    
   
    In addition to creating space for these disenfranchised people, who are, for the most part, ignored in Sri Lankan novels in English, Sivanandan also brings in the stories of the unanglicized lower middle class: Saha’s fellow teachers and colleagues in the Rights and Justice Movement, Sarath and Dhanapala; the dedicated school principal Mrs. Bandara and her daughter Padma, who participated in the 1971 insurrection; Rajan’s brother-in-law, Lal, the doctor who goes out of his way to treat those who cannot afford hospital care; Nadesan, the bank clerk.
    
   
    Even though he depicts the courageous struggle of the marginalized characters in the novel, Sivanandan generally manages to avoid idealizing them.
    
   
    The efforts of the above characters end in failure and they themselves fade into obscurity.
    
   
    As Walter Perera points out, “S.W., Para, Pathi, and others either die before they can make lasting contributions or are swept aside by people who are more interested in the material rewards offered by the open economy and in promoting the ‘superiority’ of their race and class rather than in pursuing what they regard as the quaint idealism propounded by these others” (“Attempting” 16).
    
   
    On the other hand, despite Sivanandan’s attempt to be inclusive, he privileges a masculinized perspective in this novel.
    
   
    Female characters, for the most part, are there to nurture and support the male characters, and the focus of the narrative is firmly on the struggles and relationships of the male characters.
    
   
    The struggles of the handful of female activists—such as Padma—are mentioned briefly in passing, never fully delineated or shown.
    15
   
 
  
   
    Sivanandan employs a Socratic method to “educate” his three protagonists, a method that sometimes seems clumsy and obvious; Saha, Rajan, and Vijay appear to be surprisingly like blank slates in terms of what they know and do not know about historical and current events, which they learn about by questioning other, more knowledgeable characters.
    
   
    However, each case illustrates how “real” histories can be reclaimed by individuals as they exchange stories of their experiences with each other.
    
   
    It is significant that when S.W. recounts stories, Saha, “who was immersed in 
    Some Facts of 
    Our History, put aside his book to listen to S.W.’s tale” (55).
    
   
    Sivanandan seems to be suggesting that sometimes the history books—which might neither be factual nor really “ours” in the Sri Lankan sense—should be put aside for individual memories and retelling of experiences.
    
   
    Also, the act of mediation that occurs when one character tells the story of another to a third character seems to be an acknowledgment that something is lost in the process; while an attempt is being made to tell someone else’s story, the whole story cannot be known or told by the storyteller.
    
   
    I suggest that this enables Rajan—and by extension, Sivanandan—to avoid ventriloquizing to a certain extent.
    
   
    By making personal histories and interpersonal connections the core of his sweeping history of the conflict in Sri Lanka, Sivanandan suggests that there is a way forward to reconciliation, and that individuals are not powerless to effect it.
   
 
  
    
     Bearing Witness: 
     Funny Boy
    
 
  
   
    While Sivanandan’s solution to the ethnic conflict in 
    When Memory Dies seems to be class and national solidarity across ethnic and religious lines, Shyam Selvadurai, in his novel 
    Funny Boy, seems to suggest a solution that lies in self-realization and expression and an opposition to all varieties of oppression.
    
   
    Selvadurai’s novel is told in episodes that focus on the growing awareness of the protagonist, Arjie, about his homosexuality.
    
   
    This awareness is juxtaposed with his gradual realizations about the mounting ethnic tensions in the country.
    
   
    The novel culminates with the eruption of the 1983 riots, which drive Arjie and his family into exile.
    
   
    Selvadurai himself left Sri Lanka at the age of eighteen, after his family home had been burned by Sinhalese mobs during the riots, and he is now a resident of Canada.
    
   
    Since 
    Funny Boy ends with the riots,
    16 he seems to have restricted himself to delineating a period that he actually experienced firsthand in this first novel.
   
 
  
   
    Like Sivanandan, Selvadurai is very much aware that he is not writing for his homeland or on behalf of its people, but 
    to them.
    
   
    In a lecture, Selvadurai specifically articulated his awareness of the question of audience when he was writing 
    Funny Boy:
   
 
   
   
    
     To myself, the question with regard to cultural appropriation that asked about who speaks for whom did not raise the question of who I spoke for but rather who I spoke to.
     
    
     Right from the start I found it utterly implausible to consider myself a spokesman for my “community” since no one had elected me to do that.
     
    
     Hence, the question of whom I spoke for was irrelevant, but whom I spoke to was extremely relevant.
     
    
     (“The Influence” 6)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    According to Selvadurai, his awareness about the debate concerning cultural appropriation made him realize that his intention to focus on the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka in his novel might result in an orientalization of his homeland and a stereotyping of its people as inevitably barbaric and violent.
    17 Therefore, in order to avoid such a result, he consciously chose his audience:
   
 
   
   
    
     I must write with a Sri Lankan readership in mind.
     
    
     It must be them that I should address.
     
    
     My book, rather than being an expos of the “evils” of Sri Lanka, must be a dialogue between me and the Sri Lankan reader on our common problem, our common tragedy, our common vision of a peaceful and tolerant society.
     
    
     (“The Influence” 7)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    At the same time, Selvadurai admits that even after he made his decision concerning whom he should address, he could not ignore the fact that since his novel would be published in the West, it would be accessed mainly by a Western audience—readers whose opinions of Sri Lanka might be shaped by his depiction of the violence that had occurred and continued to occur in the country.
    
   
    According to Selvadurai, “I could not ignore the trap of catering to the notion of the east as barbaric and uncivilized.
    
   
    In order to avoid this trap I knew that I must thus keep in mind I was addressing a Sri Lankan readership and hence how much and why it was necessary to discuss the violence in Sri Lanka” (“The Influence” 7-8).
   
 
  
   
    As a diasporic living in Canada and as a gay man, Selvadurai uses certain narrative strategies to reach his implied Sri Lankan readership.
    
   
    One of these is to have a nave narrator recounting the span of years between childhood and adolescence.
    
   
    Since a nave narrator is, by definition, not always able to understand what he/she observes or experiences, this strategy makes it possible for Selvadurai to avoid the appearance of assuming too overwhelming an air of authority vis--vis his Sri Lankan audience when he addresses them about the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    At the beginning of the novel, Arjie—the youngest child in an affluent, relatively cosmopolitan Tamil family living in Colombo—is only about seven years old, sheltered and unaware of either his own sexual orientation or the fact that he belongs to an increasingly alienated minority group in the country.
    
   
    For example, when Ammachi, his grandmother, forbids her daughter, Radha, from accepting the rides offered by Anil, a Sinhalese admirer, Arjie is unable to understand the implications.
    
   
    He reflects that he is immersed in Sinhalese culture and so is his family, so the idea that the prospect of Radha’s marriage to a Sinhalese man would infuriate his grandmother seems incomprehensible.
    
   
    When Radha consequently calls Ammachi a racist, Arjie has only a vague notion of what she is talking about: “I looked at Radha Aunty.
    
   
    I did not understand the meaning of the word ‘racist,’ but I could tell that it was not a nice thing” (57-58).
    18 The understatement draws attention to the young narrator’s innocence and naivet.
    
   
    Selvadurai is thus able to start with a clean slate: a child, someone without any apparent prejudices.
    
   
    The choice of a youthful narrator therefore also allows Selvadurai—the offspring of a Sinhalese mother and a Tamil father, who would, however, immediately be identified by Sri Lankans as a Tamil since his last name is easily recognizable as such—to address his implied readers from as seemingly neutral a standpoint as possible.
    
   
    The narrator learns about ethnic prejudice only gradually, by means of questioning his elders and processing the information he gets from them in relation to his own experiences.
   
 
   
   
    
     “Why?”
     
    
     I finally asked.
     
    
     “Why did somebody do that [murder his great-grandfather]?”
    
 
   
    
     “Because he was a Tamil.”
    
 
   
    
     “But you’re a Tamil and I’m a Tamil and nobody’s killing us.”
    
 
   
    
     “This was twenty years ago, in the fifties, son.
     
    
     At that time, some Sinhalese people killed Tamil people.”
    
 
   
    
     “But why?”
     
    
     (59)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    The narrator’s youthful ignorance makes him ask questions that, to adults, would seem too obvious for consideration or discussion.
    
   
    Selvadurai shows that the child’s “But why?”
    
   
    questions actually need to be raised in order to understand the arbitrary and nonsensical—yet all-too-powerful—nature of racialized discourse, and to remind us, as Henry Louis Gates Jr. has pointed out, that race is “a dangerous trope” despite the fact that it is used as an objective term of classification (5).
   
 
  
   
    Despite the fact that the narrative is told from the perspective of the youthful Arjie, there is a sudden break in the middle of the first chapter, when we are made aware that there is a gap between the events of the novel and the “present”—time has passed and the adult narrator is looking back at the events of his childhood from a different location:
   
 
   
   
    
     It is a picture made even more sentimental by the loss of all that was associated with them [the days of his childhood].
     
    
     By all of us having to leave Sri Lanka years later because of the communal violence and forge a new home for ourselves in Canada.
     
    
     Yet those Sundays, when I was seven, marked the beginning of my exile from the world I loved.
     
    
     (5)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    This unexpected intrusion of the nave narrator’s adult self is a very significant move on the part of Selvadurai.
    
   
    It highlights the fact that this is a novel written from the standpoint of exile.
    
   
    This is no simple coming-of-age story; it also brings with it the baggage of exile, including a sense of loss, nostalgia, and mourning.
    
   
    This single intrusion of the exiled adult narrator into the story of his younger self seems to indicate an acknowledgment by Selvadurai of his own diasporic status.
    
   
    Selvadurai, just like Sivanandan, is positioning himself and creating a space within the text for questions concerning his authority to give this account of the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    At the same time, the passage quoted above stands in stark contrast to the rest of Selvadurai’s narrative; while the passage spells out a point in Arjie’s life as an exile, a point at which he focuses on looking back on trauma with mourning and nostalgia, the rest of the novel is a gradual unfolding of that trauma as experienced by Arjie in the midst of the suffering.
   
 
  
   
    Unlike Sivanandan, Selvadurai does not attempt to trace the series of historical events that resulted in the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka; in fact, his use of the nave narrator means that there is no contextualization about the ethnic conflict in 
    Funny Boy as there is in 
    When Memory Dies.
    
   
    Selvadurai does, however, seek to bear witness to the fact that the racialization of a society is a gradual process.
    
   
    Individuals are not inherently communalist or racist; they become so due to specific reasons—a change that apparently is difficult to reverse.
    
   
    For instance, Ammachi’s communalism is motivated by a family tragedy—her father was massacred by a Sinhalese mob during the riots of 1956.
    
   
    As Janaki, the Sinhalese servant, reminds Radha, “You were too young to remember when they brought the body home.
   
   
    ….
    
   
    It was as if someone had taken the lid of a tin can and cut pieces out of him” (58).
    
   
    In this instance, Janaki is bearing witness to the suffering of the Tamils, a witnessing that is all the more powerful because the perpetrators of the violence that she is describing are her own people, the Sinhalese.
   
 
  
   
    Selvadurai’s positioning of his narrator as both a nave child and a character gradually becoming aware of and coming to terms with his sexuality is inextricably linked with the depiction of ethnic tensions in the novel.
    
   
    Arjie, due to his emergent sexuality within a heteronormative society, is marginalized: he is “caught between the boys’ and the girls’ worlds” (39) of play, as well as between childhood and adulthood.
    
   
    The very fact that he is pushed out, isolated, alienated, and denied the possibility of belonging to a definite male or female realm gives him the opportunity to see and hear and participate in things that other people, those who are not “funny,” cannot.
    
   
    As he engages in acts of gender insubordination, he gets an unexpected vantage point on the ethnic polarization of his society.
    19
   
 
  
   
    Due to his marginal position, Arjie is able to function as a witness and recorder of the ways in which various characters in the novel subscribe to prejudice or succumb to the effects of prejudice.
    
   
    Because he is punished for cross-dressing in the game of “bride-bride,” Arjie is ousted from the children’s world of play at the end of the first chapter and left alone.
    
   
    Therefore, in the second chapter, Radha Aunty is able to use him at various times as a chaperone or as an excuse for seeking the company of Anil.
    
   
    Thus, Arjie becomes the almost-invisible witness in this relationship between a Tamil woman and a Sinhalese man, which, despite their initial optimism, fails.
    20 In the third chapter, Arjie’s outsider status within his own family—particularly in relation to his father and older brother, who look upon him with suspicion and contempt—makes him an unwitting yet sympathetic accomplice to his mother when she begins a clandestine extramarital relationship with Daryl Brohier, a former boyfriend whom she was not allowed to marry because he was a Burgher.
    
   
    Daryl, a reporter for an Australian newspaper investigating government intimidation of the Tamils in the north, is killed, and Arjie begins to realize the extent of state involvement in the persecution of the Tamils.
    
   
    In the fourth chapter, Arjie’s marginal position in his family motivates him to form a close bond with Jegan, the son of Arjie’s father’s childhood friend, who is ultimately fired because of the ethnic prejudice of other employees.
    
   
    In each episode, it is the liminal space in which Arjie finds himself due to his homosexuality that enables him to act as a smokescreen for, or accomplice in, other people’s transgressive activities.
   
 
  
   
    A difficulty that Selvadurai has to deal with is that his implied readers—the Sri Lankan audience living in a heteronormative society in which homosexual acts continue to be illegal
    21—might be resistant to a gay coming-of-age narrative.
    
   
    Selvadurai’s choice of a nave narrator is essential here.
    
   
    Arjie, the child, is unaware of his sexual orientation at the beginning of the novel.
    
   
    He has no understanding about the variety of homophobic theories and assumptions that a heteronormative society produces to explain away, decentralize, and make invisible same sex desire.
    
   
    Arjie reflects that the description of his behavior as “funny” by his father does not fit with any of his own previous understandings of the word (as humorous or strange), noting that when his father had applied this epithet to him, “there had been a hint of disgust in his tone” (17).
    
   
    Arjie sees nothing wrong or “funny” about a boy rejecting cricket in favor of dressing up as a bride, or reveling in such activities as reading love comics and painting his nails.
    
   
    Such behavior, which draws attention to the constructed nature of gender, “disputes heterosexuality’s claim on naturalness and originality” (Butler, 
    Bodies 25), and causes so much consternation in the adults around him, seems entirely natural to Arjie—the actions are not the result of a specific choice on his part but natural desires that stem from who he is in a very organic way.
    
   
    In the narrative, other people constantly and carefully police and regulate Arjie’s actions and behavior and label him: his girl cousin Tanuja calls him “pansy,” “sissy,” and “faggot” (11), while his father, uncle, and Diggy view him as “funny.”
    
   
    The fact that other people recognize his sexual orientation before he does reinforces the idea that Arjie’s sexuality is not a choice, it is the way he is.
    
   
    According to Selvadurai, his goal was:
   
 
   
   
    
     To portray homosexuality for what it was, another norm, something that was as intrinsic to a gay person as heterosexuality was to a straight person.
     
    
     It must come naturally out of my main character.
     
    
     He would have to be, of course, startled into an awareness of his sexuality but it would be an awareness that would quickly become normal to him.
     
    
     (“The Influence” 9)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Having other people make Arjie gradually aware of his sexual orientation instead of having Arjie attempt to identify himself as a homosexual to them is, I contend, a strategy to make the gay protagonist more appealing and less of an aberration to the implied readers.
    22
   
 
  
   
    Arjie’s incipient sexuality leads to confrontations between him and those who have power over him.
    23 Confrontations with authority, however, are not limited to Arjie.
    
   
    Throughout the novel, Selvadurai shows characters who challenge authority, only to ultimately submit in fear of the repercussions.
    
   
    Authority—who wields it, how it is wielded, at what point it should be challenged—is thus a major theme in 
    Funny Boy.
    
   
    Radha attempts to override the pressure exerted by those with authority over her—her family—to end her relationship with Anil, but finally gives up after she herself is injured by a Sinhalese mob; she is intimidated by the difficulties she would have to face in an interracial relationship.
    
   
    When Daryl, Amma’s lover, is killed in Jaffna—obviously by paramilitary agents of the government—and his servant Somaratne is harmed, Amma begins to try to find out what happened to Daryl and the servant.
    
   
    She decides to end her investigation after her visit to Somaratne’s family because she realizes that her following up and her witnessing will increase the danger to Somaratne’s family at the hands of the authorities.
    
   
    In the case of Appa, his main goal is to succeed financially as an entrepreneur, and the people who allow his business to function and prosper therefore have power over him.
    
   
    When the news about Jegan’s former affiliation with the Tamil militant organization filters out and Appa’s Sinhalese employees—as well as ruthless Sinhalese business rivals—call for Jegan’s dismissal, at first Appa attempts to override it.
    
   
    In the end, he reluctantly asks Jegan to leave his employment at the hotel even though he knows that Jegan has done nothing wrong.
    
   
    Ultimately, each of these characters feels compelled to submit to some manifestation of authority.
   
 
  
   
    Of all the characters in the novel who challenge authority, Arjie is the only one who refuses to back down.
    
   
    The setting is his school, the Victoria Academy.
    
   
    He is ordered by the sadistic principal, nicknamed Black Tie, to memorize two poems and recite them at the prize-giving in order to gain the support of the chief guest, a cabinet minister, to stop the chauvinistic vice principal from turning the school into an institution only for Sinhalese students.
    
   
    Even though Black Tie’s cause is just—he stands for racial tolerance—Arjie wonders whether this worthy goal is actually worth achieving through the despicable means that Black Tie employs, such as his needless cruelty to students like Shehan, Arjie’s Sinhalese boyfriend, to maintain his control over the school.
    
   
    He questions, “How was it that some people got to decide what was correct or not, just or unjust?
   
   
    … Was it not possible for people like Shehan and me to be powerful too?”
    
   
    (267-68).
    
   
    Arjie makes a decision to stand up for Shehan and for all those who have been terrorized by the principal’s brutal authority; he sabotages Black Tie’s plans, not by open defiance, but by embracing failure and risking shame: he agrees to recite the two poems and then makes them meaningless by jumbling all the words.
    24 As Wijesinha points out, Arjie does this despite knowing what the consequences would be—possibilities ranging from being punished by the enraged principal and embarrassing his parents to allowing the vice principal to get his way regarding the school’s future: “[Arjie’s] act of commitment then shows up the inadequacies of all the others who had acquiesced in violence and authoritarianism and thereby perhaps allowed them to grow to the excesses of 1983” (
    Breaking Bounds 82).
    
   
    According to Wijesinha, what Selvadurai is trying to convey through Arjie’s act in quite a didactic way is “the importance of asserting individual feelings and relationships in defiance of the dictates of authority” (
    Breaking Bounds 82), when authority is both arbitrary and excessive.
   
 
  
   
    Selvadurai clearly sets up the Victoria Academy as a microcosm of Sri Lanka and draws parallels between the two respective authority figures: Black Tie and President J.R. Jayawardena.
    
   
    Thus, some critics discuss the novel in terms of Fredric Jameson’s theorizing that all Third World cultural productions are national allegories: “The story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled structure of the public… culture and society” (67).
    
   
    R. Raj Rao, for example, argues that Jameson’s theory does not apply to gay narratives like 
    Funny Boy, “which are validated instead by some feminist theories, especially Kate Millet’s that sees the personal as the political” (124).
    
   
    Rao calls for a mapping of gay fiction that differentiates it from issues of race, gender, and nationality.
    
   
    However, as William J. Spurlin has pointed out in his examination of homosexuality in postcolonial societies, “The sexual is not separate from regimes of power” and the sexual does indeed need to be considered “within specific material conditions” (199).
   
 
  
   
    John Hawley, while acknowledging the validity of Aijaz Ahmad’s critique of Jameson’s theory of national allegories as a generalization, disagrees with Rao’s assessment, arguing that 
    Funny Boy can be considered a national allegory because it shows a gay protagonist who is attempting self-definition in a heteronormative society in which he has no role models.
    
   
    According to Hawley, because Arjie “becomes politicized by his personal struggle as a sexual being,” he functions “as a symbol for new ways of building the nation” (133).
    
   
    Hawley’s assertion that 
    Funny Boy is a national allegory is complicated because “nation” is a contested term and there are competing nationalisms in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    On the one hand, there is the nationalism of the Sinhalese chauvinists.
    
   
    On the other hand, there is the nationalism of Tamil separatists.
    
   
    There are also Sinhalese, Tamils, Muslims, and Burghers who desire a common Sri Lankan nationalism.
   
 
  
   
    It is evident that Selvadurai is envisioning this last type, a common Sri Lankan nationalism, particularly in the final chapter.
    
   
    It is entitled “Riot Journal”—ostensibly written by Arjie—but it is very obviously autobiographical.
    
   
    Starting with the first hints of trouble, the journal entries describe the increasing violence as Tamil shops and houses are burned and looted by Sinhalese mobs, apparently with the support of Jayawardena’s government.
    
   
    Written in the very thick of trauma—as indicated by phrases such as “we have just heard the news” (292) and “my hand shakes” (293)—the immediacy of the account makes the journal entries particularly powerful.
    
   
    As Sharanya Jayawickrama notes, “Arjie’s voice as weapon becomes the power of the writer as violence is used to radically redefine the self and its place in the world” (“At Home” 135).
    
   
    Even though the fear, disbelief, sadness, and anger that Arjie and his family, as beleaguered Tamils, feel during this traumatic and dangerous time is described very poignantly in the journal entries, Selvadurai carefully includes details about non-Tamil neighbors and friends who strive to help and protect the Tamil Chelvaratnam family despite the danger of doing so: their next-door neighbors, the Pereras, hide Arjie’s family in their house when the mobs arrive and proceed to burn down the Chelvaratnam house.
    
   
    Later, other neighbors bring them food and provisions though they themselves are running short of supplies.
    
   
    Sena Uncle and Chitra Aunty, (Sinhalese) family friends, hide the Chelvaratnams at their house despite being threatened by an anonymous caller, who “called Sena Uncle a traitor for sheltering Tamils and said that he and other ‘patriots’ were coming tonight to kill us and burn down Sena Uncle’s house” (293).
    
   
    In these instances, the Sinhalese (and possibly other non-Tamil) neighbors are not allowing the government or the mobs to guide their actions and responses to the situation, but making their own decisions and judgments.
    
   
    It is also significant that Arjie is bearing witness even in the act of suffering.
    
   
    After his grandparents have been brutally killed by the Sinhalese mobs and his parents have made the decision to leave the country, Arjie—unlike his younger self—acknowledges ethnic difference, but he does so without succumbing to ethnic prejudice.
    
   
    As he listens to Shehan talking, Arjie says that “something occurred to me that I had never really been conscious of before—Shehan was Sinhalese and I was not.
    
   
    This awareness did not change my feelings for him, but it was simply there, like a thin translucent screen through which I watched him” (295).
    
   
    The erstwhile nave narrator has, by the end of the novel, certainly gained in maturity.
    
   
    At this point, he is aware of ethnic differences as well as sexual differences.
    
   
    Selvadurai seems to be saying through his narrator that in a racialized society, it is impossible not to become aware of ethnic difference.
    
   
    This awareness, however, does not have to dictate one’s reactions to others; one should be guided by one’s own interpersonal relationships and experiences instead.
   
 
  
   
    Selvadurai, as we have seen, chose Sri Lankans as his implied readers for 
    Funny 
    Boy, with its harrowing depiction of the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    This begs the question as to why he selected a gay protagonist for his novel when Sri Lanka is a heteropatriarchy.
    
   
    In his examination of homosexuality in the African context, Spurlin has shown how many postcolonial nation-states refer to homosexuality as a Western import that sullies “authentic” culture.
    
   
    This type of discourse, Spurlin argues, is related to a belief in essentialisms and discourses of purity about particular ethnic groups or national origins.
    
   
    Therefore, even though Hawley has commented on the “the novel’s comparatively tame treatment of sexual situations” (125), the choice of his protagonist’s sexuality in 
    Funny Boy is one of Selvadurai’s most radical interventions because it stresses the interrelatedness of oppression in all its forms by calling into question all discourses of purity, whether it applies to race, sexuality, or any other determinant of identity.
    
   
    Gayatri Gopinath asserts that “
    Funny Boy refuses to subsume sexuality within a larger narrative of ethnic, class, or national identity, or to subsume these other conflicting trajectories within an overarching narrative of ‘gay’ sexuality” (275).
    
   
    It is this refusal to defer the fight against certain types of discrimination—based on gender, sexuality, or class—until discrimination based on race/ethnicity has been dealt with that gives Selvadurai his moral authority.
   
 
  
    
     Going Home: 
     At the Water’s Edge
    
 
  
   
    Pradeep Jeganathan complicates the category of diasporic interventions with his collection of seven loosely connected short stories titled 
    At the Water’s Edge.
    
   
    The MIT- and Harvard-educated anthropologist, who has taught at various American universities and is now resident and working in Sri Lanka, delicately delineates tensions among the Sinhalese, Tamils, and Muslims in Sri Lanka, but, like Sivanandan, also underscores class as an important factor in the country’s long-running conflict.
    
   
    Jeganathan’s work challenges the boundaries between diasporic and local experience, showing that some Sri Lankans do indeed go home again, with the result that their time in the West both interrogates and is interrogated by their Sri Lankan experiences.
   
 
  
   
    The most insistently recurring character in the collection of short stories is Krishna, whom we initially encounter in the first short story, “The Front Row,” which is set in 1975.
    
   
    As a seventh-grade student, Krishna is a Tamil who has converted from Hinduism to Buddhism—perhaps an early indication of his independent thinking, perhaps an indication of an attempt at assimilation—being educated in the Sinhala medium instead of the Tamil.
    
   
    It is implied that Krishna’s parents have chosen to educate Krishna in the language of the Sinhalese majority, following the ascendance of Sinhala since the 1956 language reforms.
    
   
    Krishna is conscious of his class privilege, which has enabled him to get a prime seat in the front row of the classroom, over poor classmates such as Rohana
    25 (the latter calls attention to his underprivileged status by saying, “‘Come early,’ the rich boys say.
    
   
    It’s easy for you rich people with your cars.
    
   
    Do you know how long it takes me to get to school?
    
   
    Two hours, and sometimes the bus doesn’t even come” [18]).
    
   
    At the same time, Krishna is acutely aware of his status as the only Tamil in a Sinhalese class.
    
   
    He shudders upon seeing a poster of the famous medieval battle in which King Duttu-Gamunu, venerated by the Sinhalese, defeated Elara, the Tamil king.
    
   
    Krishna also feels keenly the insults hurled at him by his peers, who ape the prejudices of their parents.
    
   
    It is not only ironic but very telling that Rohana is the one who says, “If you give them [Tamils] a little bit they will ask for everything, that’s what my father always says” (17) and later tells Krishna, “This is our land, the Sinhala Land, and we have to clean out scum like you.
    
   
    Prince Duttu-Gamunu did it before.
   
   
    … He beat up your jathiya, and threw them out and cleaned up the country.
    
   
    But that was a long time ago, and we will lose the little we have now if we don’t do it again” (19).
    
   
    The day ends with Krishna fighting with his Sinhalese classmates and being reprimanded by the teacher.
    
   
    The story points towards the hostility inculcated even among children towards other ethnic groups, and the way in which the narrative of ethnic difference apparently easily trumps the narrative of class difference.
   
 
  
   
    We meet Krishna again in the story “Sri Lanka,” set in the 1980s, when he is an undergraduate at MIT.
    
   
    While he is manipulated by a white American female student as a source of firsthand information for the paper she is writing on the violence in Sri Lanka, we see how the trauma of the 1983 race riots have marked Krishna.
    
   
    He has also begun reading about his country and sees class as contributing to what most people see only as a conflict based on ethnicity:
   
 
   
   
    
     “There is this paper I read.
    
    
     … It had an unusual argument.
     
    
     It isn’t the relative deprivation of the lower classes theory that Tambiah offers.
     
    
     I mean I think that is kind of true.
     
    
     But this paper argues that different sections of the capitalist classes benefited differentially from the structural economic reforms the IMF wanted.”
    
 
   
    
     “Different sections?
     
    
     So how does that become Sinhala vs. Tamil?”
    
 
   
    
     “Some Tamil sections benefited more from the import trade, he says.
     
    
     And they then outdid their Sinhala competitors.
     
    
     There is more to it, but that is the gist of it.
     
    
     He is a Marxist anthropologist in Sri Lanka, Gunesinghe.”
     
    
     (59)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    A later story, “A Man from Jaffna” (a muted reference to a cycle of plays written early in the twentieth century by Sri Lankan playwright E.F.C. Ludowyk), reveals that Krishna has taken a leave of absence to get back to Sri Lanka and join an underground Marxist group in Colombo with members from various ethnic groups.
    
   
    When the government apprehends him as part of its anti-JVP drive, Krishna’s brother Suresh (now at Boston College) appeals to a leader of the Tamil Eelam Association in Boston, who promises to put pressure on the Sri Lankan government for Krishna’s release.
    
   
    Again, class differences are highlighted.
    
   
    Mr. Sundar does not mind “ordinary” Tamil youths fighting against the Sri Lankan state, but wants to protect middle- and upper-middle-class people like Krishna from such engagement: “These ordinary boys.
    
   
    They make good fighters mind you, best fighters in the whole world, but everybody doesn’t have to fight, you know.
    
   
    It is here that we need people… what about our families, if all the young boys are going to be so hot-headed, go to fight like this?”
    
   
    (97-98).
    
   
    The role of the Tamil diaspora in terms of influencing foreign governments and thereby putting pressure on the Sri Lankan government is also highlighted.
    
   
    As we shall see in the next chapter, the diaspora contributes significantly to socio-political developments in Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    While various stories emphasize the prejudices of both the Sinhalese and the Tamils toward each other, the final story, “At the Water’s Edge,” shows a mature Krishna, now complete with a doctorate and a job at a prestigious American university, on holiday in Sri Lanka discussing gender and politics with his Muslim friend Iqbal and the latter’s wife, Siddha.
    
   
    Youthful political involvement and idealism have apparently given way to professional complacency, even though Krishna can still feel disturbed by the various manifestations of prejudice (for example, Iqbal’s sexist attitude towards his wife and Siddha’s obvious bias against gay people).
    
   
    Jeganathan’s portrayal of Krishna stops short, however, of Jeganathan’s own, much more intimate engagement with the nation’s travails.
    
   
    Even as Jeganathan himself lives the life of a Sri Lankan who has departed the country and returned to the homeland, he seems uncertain of how to give this experience representation in literary terms.
   
 
  
   
    Unlike the works of local writers that we have considered, both Sivanandan and Selvadurai end their novels in 1983, with the July riots and militant uprisings that started the ethnic conflict.
    
   
    But Sivanandan and Selvadurai, just like the local writers, primarily address Sri Lankan readers.
    
   
    Their texts, to borrow Ismail’s term, “abide by Sri Lanka” in the sense that they see Sri Lanka as a very particular place and “speak 
    to the problem of Sri Lanka” (xxxii).
    
   
    For Jeganathan, meanwhile, the relationship between local audience and diasporic experience becomes even more complex, as he has chosen to abide, not merely by, but in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    The diasporic writers whose works we will examine in the next chapter have a more universalizing aim.
    
   
    Their texts do not necessarily seek to intervene directly in the situation in Sri Lanka by addressing a primarily Sri Lankan readership, but rather to relate Sri Lanka’s complexities and travails to a non-Sri Lankan readership and to seek to understand the role of the diaspora in the conflict.
   
 
  
    
     Notes
    
 
  
   
    1.
    
   
    The term “diasporic” is a contested one.
    
   
    In its broadest sense, it has been used to indicate anyone living away from the homeland and has been applied interchangeably with terms such as “migrant,” “exile,” “refugee,” and “expatriate,” while other, more restricted definitions are based on the Jewish dispersal.
    
   
    See, for example, James Clifford (“Diasporas”); William Safran (“Diasporas in Modern Societies”); and Kim Butler (“Defining a Diaspora, Refining a Discourse”).
    
   
    My usage of the term is closest to that of Khachig Tololyan, who has urged that the term be used specifically for people still connected to and invested in their homeland.
   
 
  
   
    2.
    
   
    For example, Sivanandan’s novel was published in India by Penguin and in London by Arcadia Books; Selvadurai’s novel was published in London by Jonathan Cape and in New York by Harcourt Brace.
    
   
    The novels of Romesh Gunesekera and Michael Ondaatje that we will be considering in the next chapter were published by Granta and Knopf, respectively.
   
 
  
   
    3.
    
   
    Neither Sivanandan nor Selvadurai translates Sinhala or Tamil words that each uses or explains proper nouns such as place names within his respective text.
    
   
    Selvadurai, however, provides a glossary at the end of his novel, as does Jeganathan at the end of his collection of short stories.
   
 
  
   
    4.
    
   
    Sivanandan is director of the Institute of Race Relations in the United Kingdom and editor of the journal 
    Race and Class.
   
 
  
   
    5.
    
   
    Given Sivanandan’s politics, this narrative seems to relate to socialist realism as a genre.
    
   
    Sivanandan is making a statement by eschewing the more fantastic style of writers such as Rushdie.
   
 
  
   
    6.
    
   
    Perera asserts that “since Rajan survives all the principals, it is possible then that he is the real narrator” (“Attempting the Sri Lankan Novel” 26).
   
 
  
   
    7.
    
   
    Rajan’s being able to tell the stories of his father and son due to their natural connection suggests a similar connection—which exile cannot sever—that gives the diasporic writer the authority to tell the story of his/her homeland.
   
 
  
   
    8.
    
   
    “Hartal” is a term used for a strike.
   
 
  
   
    9.
    
   
    Sivanandan’s valorizing of bastardization is similar to the move made by Salman Rushdie in 
    Midnight’s Children: the protagonist and narrator of the novel, Saleem Sinai, is the illegitimate child of a departing British colonial and an Indian Hindu woman who is raised by Muslim adoptive parents with the assistance of a Christian nanny.
    
   
    The implication in Rushdie’s novel is that Saleem, like India itself, is the bastard child—understood here in the positive sense—of many parents and therefore heir to many legacies.
   
 
  
   
    10.
    
   
    There is a tendency in Sri Lankan books and media to elide the distinction between race and ethnicity that commonly obtains in other regions.
   
 
  
   
    11.
    
   
    Sivanandan has commented in an interview on the importance of storytelling for his mode of writing: “I am not a novelist.
    
   
    I am a storyteller.
    
   
    Novelists are made.
    
   
    Storytellers are born.
    
   
    Novelists are made in these writers’ workshops.
    
   
    I am not interested in being a novelist.
    
   
    I want to tell you a story” (Interview with Raj Pal, n.p.)
   
 
  
   
    12.
    
   
    According to anthropologist Arjun Guneratne, “The opposition between the concepts Sinhala/Tamil is a modern one, arising out of a modern situation beginning in the economic and social transformation of the colonial period, and unlikely to have been meaningful to our ancestors.
    
   
    To assume that the Sinhala-Tamil dichotomy had the same highly politicized meaning in the past that it has today is to beg a whole host of questions” (26).
   
 
  
   
    13.
    
   
    Darini Rajasingham-Senanayake asserts that “nationalism in post-colonial Sri Lanka… has a distinctive politics of memory and forgetting, and… a racial science of identity construction” (41).
   
 
  
   
    14.
    
   
    In order to emphasize the need for counterhistories that include subalterns and past generations, Sivanandan uses this excerpt as the epigraph to Book Three, and part of the excerpt as the title of the novel.
    
   
    It is noteworthy that the words of a fictional character are juxtaposed with those of two well-known British poets: the epigraphs to Books One and Two are quotations from Dylan Thomas and Gerard Manley Hopkins, respectively.
    
   
    Sivanandan seems to suggest that what Para, the fictional Sri Lankan character, says is as important as what is said by the two British poets.
    
   
    Simultaneously, Sivanandan seems to be highlighting the effects of his own “bastardization”—of his own belonging to multiple cultures—through the epigraphs that he has chosen.
   
 
  
   
    15.
    
   
    The gender bias in Sivanandan’s novel is discussed at length in Minoli Salgado’s “Writing Sri Lanka, Reading Resistance: Shyam Selvadurai’s 
    Funny Boy and A. Sivanandan’s 
    When Memory Dies” as well as by Qadri Ismail in 
    Abiding by Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    16.
    
   
    In his second novel, 
    Cinnamon Gardens, Selvadurai focuses on certain pre-independence events—particularly the arrival of the Donoughmore Constitutional Commission in Ceylon—that set in motion various political reforms that would later contribute to the ethnic conflict.
   
 
  
   
    17.
    
   
    Indeed, Selvadurai’s preliminary consideration of the orientalizing outcome that a depiction of the violence in Sri Lanka might effect is actually predicated on the assumption that the audience would consist of non-Sri Lankan readers, specifically a Western readership.
   
 
  
   
    18.
    
   
    Radha Aunty’s use of the term “racist” illustrates the way in which the discourse of “race” has been imported into discussions of Sri Lanka’s ethnic conflict.
    
   
    Although strictly speaking race is inapplicable to the conflict, racialization has shaped the rhetoric on both sides.
   
 
  
   
    19.
    
   
    For a reading of 
    Funny Boy informed by queer theory, see Sharanya Jayawickrama’s “At Home in the Nation?
    
   
    Negotiating Identity in Shyam Selvadurai’s 
    Funny Boy,” in which she argues that “it is Arjie’s ‘funny’ qualities that enable the queering of spatial configurations and the social categories they represent” (125).
   
 
  
   
    20.
    
   
    There are many inter-ethnic relationships in this novel—Radha and Anil (Tamil/Sinhalese); Amma and Daryl (Tamil/Burgher); Aunty Doris and her husband (Burgher/Tamil); Arjie and Shehan (Tamil/Sinhalese).
    
   
    Each of these inter-ethnic relationships, which begins and continues despite the policing of families and society, ultimately fails—just like the inter-ethnic relationships in the novels of de Silva and Sivanandan.
   
 
  
   
    21.
    
   
    According to Act 365 of Sri Lanka’s Penal Code, “Whoever voluntarily has carnal intercourse against the order of nature with any man, woman or any animal, shall be punished with imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend to ten years, and shall also be liable to a fine, while according to section A of the above Act, any male person who, in public or private, commits, or is party to the commission of, or procures or attempts to procure the commission by any male person of, any act of gross indecency with another male person, shall be guilty of an offence, and shall be punished with imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend to two years or with a fine, or with both and shall also be liable to be punished with a whipping.”
    
   
    (Tilakaratna and Abeywardena)
   
 
  
   
    22.
    
   
    In his article about Selvadurai’s novel, Rajiva Wijesinha discusses the reception of the novel in Sri Lanka, including “the dismissal of 
    Funny Boy as filth” (
    Breaking Bounds 84) by Maureen Seneviratne, a prominent Sri Lankan journalist who associated homosexuality with such social ills as pedophilia.
   
 
  
   
    23.
    
   
    For a fuller examination of the role of authority in Selvadurai’s novel, see Rajiva Wijesinha’s chapter “Aberrations and Excesses: Sri Lanka Substantiated by the Funny Boy” in 
    Breaking Bounds.
   
 
  
   
    24.
    
   
    Jose Santiago Fernandez Vazquez has pointed out that throughout the novel, openly challenging the effects of power is shown to be ineffective, if not wholly disastrous (when Arjie confronts Ammachi, he gets a beating; when Daryl questions the government’s activities in Jaffna, he is murdered).
    
   
    Arjie is able to get his way not by openly flouting authority but by appearing to conform to it and then undermining it from within (114-15).
   
 
  
   
    25.
    
   
    It may be significant that this is the first name of the leader of the second JVP insurrection, Rohana Wijeweera.
    
   
    The JVP was a Marxist organization, and Wijeweera modeled himself on Che Guevara.
   
  
  
  
    
     Chapter 5
    
 
  
    
     Diasporic Differences: The Sri Lankan Conflict from a Distance
    
 
  
   
    Not all diasporic writers seek to speak directly to their erstwhile compatriots or attempt to intervene directly in the affairs of the home country like Sivanandan and Selvadurai do in their respective novels, as discussed in the previous chapter.
    
   
    This chapter begins with an exploration of the works of Romesh Gunesekera and Michael Ondaatje, two diasporic writers who are very aware of their global audience and thus write about the situation in Sri Lanka from a perspective of distance.
    
   
    The chapter concludes with a discussion of Channa Wickremesekera’s 
    Distant Warriors and V. V. Ganeshananthan’s 
    Love Marriage, both of which explore the ways in which the conflict helped to shape diasporic identities in the West, Australia in Wickremesekera’s case, and the United States and Canada in Ganeshananthan’s case.
    
   
    For Wickremesekera and Ganeshananthan, distance is built into the very plots of their novels, but the central role that diasporic Sri Lankans have played (and continue to play) in the conflict and its aftermath means that in some ways their works seem closer to the sources and emotions of the conflict than those of diasporic writers who set their narratives in Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    R. Radhakrishnan reminds us that “places are both real and imagined… we can know places that are distant as much as we can misunderstand and misrepresent places we inhabit” (126).
    
   
    As an Indian expatriate in the United States, Radhakrishnan goes on to say, however, that diasporics do have a responsibility in the way they represent their homelands: “As diasporan citizens doing double duty (with accountability both here and there), we need to understand as rigorously as we can the political crises in India, both because they concern us and also because we have a duty to represent India to ourselves and to the United States as truthfully as we can” (128).
    
   
    What Radhakrishnan assumes here—and, I believe, rightly so—is that diasporics do have to be accountable to the “there” of their respective countries of origin as well as to the “here” of their current location.
    
   
    Diasporics might not want or choose the burden of being considered as representatives of their countries of origin.
    
   
    This burden is often thrust upon them, however, when diasporic writers focus on their homelands in particular texts.
    
   
    In such cases, the biographical information provided in the paratext more often than not mentions the writer’s origins.
    1 This information regarding the writer’s identification with a particular place would lead many readers to assume that what the writer says about his/her homeland in the text would be trustworthy, believing that the writer is acting in the role of native informant.
   
 
  
   
    In discussing how some critics have responded negatively to the way certain diasporic Sri Lankan writers have represented their country of origin, Minoli Salgado has asserted that such criticisms are “politically and ideologically prescriptive” (6).
    2 Salgado writes:
   
 
   
   
    
     They [the negative responses of the critics] are based upon a homogenized conception of migrant sensibility and a belief that migrant writers are honor-bound to narrate the past and their former homeland in ways that will deepen a reader’s understanding of the ethnic conflict from a unitary perspective.
     
    
     (6)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Salgado’s call for an acceptance of writers’ heterogeneity and plurality is valid.
    
   
    I would argue, however, that expecting a diasporic writer to show some sense of responsibility when writing about his or her country of origin does not entail the writer having to present the country from a “unitary perspective.”
    
   
    Indeed, rather than presenting some sort of propaganda or oversimplifying issues, a diasporic writer’s responsibility, when choosing to write about his or her homeland, would be to attempt a rich and complex negotiation of the questions and challenges pertaining to that country.
    
   
    Likewise, Chelva Kanaganayagam in his thoughtful consideration of critical responses to Ondaatje’s novel acknowledges that “to insist that the novel must validate a particular position is to reduce the text to an ideological construct,” but he also argues that “it would now be futile for the postcolonial critic to jettison the need for a nuanced awareness of local conditions” (“In Defense” 19).
   
 
  
   
    In relation to the above questions, this chapter first explores Gunesekera’s novel 
    Reef and Ondaatje’s novel 
    Anil’s Ghost, before proceeding to the work of Wickremesekera and Ganeshananthan.
    
   
    We will see that Gunesekera’s somewhat sensationalized depiction of the happenings in Sri Lanka is, ironically, less potent than Ondaatje’s attempt to relate these happenings to global concerns such as human rights and terrorism.
   
 
  
    
     A Taste of Paradise?
     
     
      Reef
     
 
  
   
    Romesh Gunesekera, a Sinhalese, was born in Sri Lanka but moved first to the Philippines when he was about twelve years old, and then to London, where he has lived ever since.
    
   
    His first novel, 
    Reef, was short-listed for the Booker Prize in 1995.
    
   
    The slim volume revolves around a young boy, Triton, who is brought as a servant to the home of Ranjan Salgado, an amateur marine biologist and a representative of the upper middle class in Sri Lanka in the 1960s.
    
   
    The boy hero-worships Salgado and strives to emulate him in every way.
    3 Within a relatively short period, Triton becomes the sole servant and general factotum ministering to his master once the cook, Lucy, retires and the abusive caretaker, Joseph, is dismissed.
    
   
    The boy grows up learning to cook, clean, and do whatever needs to be done in the house and garden.
    
   
    Triton becomes obsessed with food, and cooking becomes his means of creativity and self-expression.
    
   
    Ultimately, he follows Salgado to England, remaining in London even after his erstwhile master decides to return to Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    Gunesekera seems to target a non-Sri Lankan audience in his novel.
    
   
    In addition, he attempts to both use and escape the place or setting for this particular novel—Sri Lanka.
    4 Gunesekera has stated in an interview:
   
 
   
   
    
     Stories are not located in places.
     
    
     There are places that exist in stories.
     
    
     It is just very convenient for us and it is actually quite a pleasure to think of a book being about a place.
     
    
     But a book—a good book anyway—the sort of books that I am, in a sense, interested in—is about a place only in a very tangential way.
     
    
     A book is about itself.
     
    
     (Davis, “‘We Are All Artists’” 47)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    This is a curious position for a writer who has relentlessly focused on one particular imagined place with a very precise real-world referent.
    
   
    In order to privilege the story over the setting in 
    Reef, Gunesekera uses the narrative strategies of an expatriate narrator and a frame narrative.
   
 
  
   
    The narrator of the story is actually the mature Triton, who has been living as an expatriate in London for several decades (12).
    
   
    His nostalgia for Sri Lanka is brought on by a chance encounter at a gas station with a Sri Lankan Tamil, a newly minted immigrant working there, whose face is “almost a reflection of my own” (11)—an observation which cleverly conveys the fact that there is not much physical difference between the ethnic groups in conflict, the Sinhalese and the Tamils.
    
   
    The framing device emphasizes to the reader that there is a considerable distance between the narrative voice, which has been “protected from the past” (12) for a long time, and what is happening currently in Sri Lanka: “Now a landmark for gunrunners in a battle zone of army camps and Tigers” (12).
    
   
    The literal distance between the narrator’s location and his subject matter—“six thousand miles” (13)—is also highlighted.
    
   
    Right from the very beginning of the novel, therefore, what is emphasized is that the narrator is distant in time and space from his homeland.
    
   
    Gunesekera seems to be suggesting that the narrator is objective and politically open-minded as a result of this distance.
   
 
  
   
    The framing device employed by Gunesekera, by means of which the adult Triton returns to the scenes of his childhood through his imagination, is useful, according to Rocio Davis, because we get a dual perspective: “It is the interplay of two focal points—that of the experiencing child and that of the observing or reminiscing adult—which offer a double vision: the child’s experience, and the adult narrator’s use of that experience” (“‘I Am an Explorer’” 15).
    
   
    In 
    Reef, however, this sense of double vision is not consistent.
    
   
    At times we seem to be getting only the child’s perspective unfiltered through the adult consciousness, while at other times the adult narrator provides commentary on the child’s experiences.
    
   
    This allows Gunesekera to focus on the boy and his cocooned existence within the haven of Salgado’s house and to generalize the sociopolitical events in the country.
    
   
    An examination of how and when Gunesekera chooses to have the adult Triton comment on, gloss, or judge his youthful experiences shows us that the commentary falls into a pattern that separates the personal from the political, focusing attention on the narrator’s youth and away from the political upheavals in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Unlike Shyam Selvadurai, who shows how the personal is the political in 
    Funny Boy, and in contrast to “A House in the Country” and “Batik”—two finely wrought short stories that mesh the personal lives of the respective protagonists with political acts of violence in Gunesekera’s own collection 
    Monkfish Moon
    5—in 
    Reef Gunesekera firmly concentrates on the personal and excludes the political.
   
 
  
   
    In relation to Triton’s growing sexual awareness, for example, the adult narrator comments clearly and decisively on the young boy’s experiences and perspectives.
    
   
    At first, it seems that Triton is intensely attracted to his young employer, whose physical attributes are lovingly delineated by the narrator.
    
   
    The reader begins to wonder whether this evident attraction is merely a form of adulation or whether there is a homoerotic relationship between the master and his “disciple.”
    
   
    Triton says, for instance, that he became not only Salgado’s cook, but also “
    everything else” [emphasis added] (18).
    
   
    When Salgado begins a relationship with Miss Nili, a young woman working in a hotel, Triton himself seems to be attracted to her and describes his intense physical awareness of the young woman.
    
   
    He relates what he would have liked to have done to or with her sexually, but is quick to point out that he, at that time, lacked the knowledge or the experience to fully understand, let alone express, his feelings, emphasizing as he does that he was a virgin at the time (108).
    
   
    In this instance, the narrator takes great pains to underscore the fact that this is commentary from his adult persona.
   
 
  
   
    When it comes to the political developments in Sri Lanka, on the other hand, Gunesekera allows little or no commentary from the adult Triton.
    
   
    For instance, no gloss or commentary is provided by the adult narrator about what his youthful self overhears concerning the events leading up to the 1971 insurrection, as discussed by Salgado and his friends during their beer- and chicken-curry-fueled card games when they describe rural youth seeking economic justice as “young thugs” addicted to “Marxist claptrap” (161).
    
   
    Through this exchange between Salgado and his friends, Gunesekera nods to middle-class anxieties about the rural youth belonging to the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP—People’s Liberation Front)—referred to derogatively by Salgado’s coterie as “half-baked ruffians with nothing better to do” (161)—who would later participate in the 1971 insurrection.
    
   
    As Walter Perera has suggested, Salgado and his friends respond this way since a revolution would negatively affect their own socio-economic status (“Images” 70); however, Gunesekera’s narrator does not provide context.
    
   
    It is perhaps understandable that the young Triton, who overhears the above discussion among his master’s circle of friends, would not challenge those views.
    
   
    As a servant whose school education has come to a grinding halt when he was eleven, and whose time is taken up with manifold household duties, he has neither the time nor the inclination to be cognizant about political developments.
    6 What is surprising is that Gunesekera chooses not to have the mature, self-educated, diasporic restaurateur provide any commentary about why Salgado and his cronies are denigrating the imminent rebellion and its perpetrators or explain that the “half-baked ruffians” being referred to were actually university-educated rural youth with valid grievances and an ambitious agenda for social reform based on Marxist principles.
   
 
  
   
    It could be argued, of course, that Gunesekera’s omitting of contextualization indicates that he is actually directing his novel to Sri Lankan readers, the majority of whom would be aware of the reasons for the 1971 insurrection and would probably not need any explanations about such an important historical moment.
    
   
    However, other aspects of the novel undermine this argument and make it evident that Gunesekera’s implied readers are non-Sri Lankan.
    
   
    For example, even though Gunesekera uses a plethora of Sinhala words in the text, they are, more often than not, carefully italicized and glossed, presumably 
    not for the sake of the Sri Lankan readers, who would find such glosses redundant: “
    ko” is “where” (16); “
    miris” means “chillies” [
    sic] (30); “
    kavun” are “little coconut cakes” (74); “
    cadju” are cashewnuts (75); “sereppu” is “a leather sandal” (112).
    
   
    At a time when cultural difference has become a commodity, the inclusion of these Sinhala words in the text provides local flavor and adds to the appeal of the novel for non-Sri Lankan readers, while the respective glosses provide ease of consumption.
   
 
  
   
    I would also suggest that it is for ease of consumption among non-Sri Lankan readers that the novel presents Sri Lanka from the very first pages in a stereotypical fashion, using the trope of a spoilt paradise: “Once a diver’s paradise.
    
   
    Now a landmark for gunrunners in a battle zone of army camps and Tigers” (12).
    
   
    When he describes the Sri Lanka of his youth, Triton says that it had been “turned from jungle to paradise to jungle again,” and that this had occurred “even more barbarically in my own life” (25).
    
   
    Such descriptions are problematic; since Sri Lanka has cultures that go back over twenty-five hundred years, it is difficult to conceptualize when precisely it was a jungle in either the literal or the metaphorical sense.
    
   
    It is also difficult to figure out when it was ever a paradise, and for whom.
    
   
    Was it before the arrival of the European colonizers (whom Gunesekera refers to euphemistically as “adventurers” [95] merely seeking refuge and spices, instead of as agents of territorial imperialism) from 1505 onward?
    
   
    Or was it during the colonial regime of the Portuguese, the Dutch or the British?
    
   
    When did the country stop being a paradise?
    
   
    Was it at the onset of the ethnic conflict in the 1980s?
    
   
    But—as we have seen in the first chapter—even fifty or hundred years before that, there were ethnic and class tensions in the country which would have hardly made it a “paradise.”
    
   
    The use of tropes such as “jungle” and “paradise” limits the ways in which the country and its cultures can be understood, making the novel echo the banality of the slogan used by Sri Lanka’s national airline in the 1990s when it promoted itself as “a taste of paradise.”
   
 
  
   
    Indeed, taste is important in the novel since Triton’s mtier is cooking and his milieu is, for the most part, the kitchen.
    
   
    A major part of the novel is about Triton’s exploits with food preparation, as he wields his utensils and combines ingredients in a hybridizing fashion (for example, the central scene in the novel is at the Christmas dinner, for which Triton stuffs a turkey—the epitome of Anglo-Saxon gastronomic abundance—with local ingredients such as “Taufik’s ganja” and “jamanaran mandarins” [87]).
    
   
    The many references to and descriptions of Sri Lankan cuisine—pol sambol, pittu, stringhoppers, chicken curry, patties, love cake—in the novel go beyond merely establishing Triton’s role as an artiste in the kitchen.
    
   
    Like the use of Sinhala words in the text, the passages devoted to Sri Lankan food are markers of authenticity that appeal to the non-Sri Lankan readers.
    
   
    According to Sharanya Jayawickreme, Gunesekera’s lyrical descriptions of food and cooking processes can be linked to the consumption of his novel in the global literature market:
   
 
   
   
    
     In 
     Reef, the employment of food in textual image production foregrounds the way in which the text as product becomes a cultural commodity.
     
    
     The author effectively employs markers of cultural difference in the text to create a very palatable product—a novel whose allure emanates from the delectable descriptions centering around food into the imagination of the reader who feels that he [
     sic] is able to grasp hold of a new experience of place and time.
     
    
     (“Consuming Desire” n.p.)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Food in the novel, therefore, functions to appeal to readers in search of difference.
    
   
    Violence is also used for the same purpose—as a marketable marker of difference, presented in such a depoliticized way that readers will find it easy to consume.
    
   
    There are many descriptions of violence crammed and listed together in 
    Reef, and it is worth considering one such catalogue, which follows Mr. Salgado’s expression of horror at the use of decapitation by insurgents and then connects these acts of violence with the later ethnic conflict, listing as its features “burning necklaces, flaming molten rings of fire; the Reign of Terror, abductions, disappearances and the crimes of ideology; this suppurating ethnic war” (182-83).
    
   
    The passage in which this list appears seems to indicate that there is no difference between the (mostly Sinhalese) rural youths participating in the first JVP insurrection in the early 1970s, the Tamil militants resorting to violence in order to gain a separate state for the Tamil people from the early 1980s onward, the Sinhalese insurgents from the south involved in the second manifestation of the JVP in the late 1980s, and the forces of different government administrations that attempted to suppress or defeat these groups over a span of more than three decades.
    
   
    The political situations in the country—from the 1971 insurrection to the 1983 riots to the uprising of the JVP in the late 1980s to the early 1990s—are all compressed into a single paragraph.
    
   
    Even though the 1971 insurrection and the JVP uprising of the late 1980s were primarily part of a class struggle, they are presented as being the same as “this suppurating ethnic war.”
    
   
    The description makes it seem as if there has been nothing but an endless bloodbath in Sri Lanka in the last thirty to forty years, in contrast to the “paradise” it was prior to that.
    
   
    The motives and goals of the agents behind all the violence are barely hinted at, which enables readers to consume the violence easily since there is no complicated socio-political history to comprehend or digest in 
    Reef as there is in 
    When Memory Dies and, to a certain extent, in 
    Funny Boy.
    
   
    If the young Triton had not enough education, inclination, or time to grasp the reasons for or implications of the political upheavals in Sri Lanka, the mature Triton does not seem too interested in explanations or analysis either.
    
   
    The lack of information and explanation actually makes it easier for readers to consume the violence depicted in the novel since the violence is dehistoricized.
   
 
  
   
    It is also significant that Triton and his master only seem to know about the 1983 anti-Tamil riots in Sri Lanka by watching television news reports, viewing televised images of “young men… going berserk on what could have been our main road.
    
   
    The rampant violence made the television news night after night.
   
   
    … Images of cruelty, the birth of war, flickered on the screens across the world” (188).
    
   
    It seems as if Triton and Salgado have no contact with anyone actually living in Sri Lanka and experiencing the outbreak of violence firsthand; nor do they seem to have made connections with the fairly extensive network of Sri Lankan diasporics in London.
    
   
    Thus, they have to rely on what they see on the television screen.
    
   
    Furthermore, Triton does not seek to interrogate or analyze the images he and Salgado see on the screen.
    
   
    Their passive viewing and acceptance of the images of carnage in Sri Lanka as shown on television in England heighten the sense that violence in such a society is inevitable.
   
 
  
   
    In fact, Gunesekera’s novel makes it appear as though violence is ingrained in the cultures of Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Even when the young Triton speaks of the time before the insurrection and the beginning of the ethnic conflict, there is an emphasis on the violence that prevailed:
   
 
   
   
     
      Our barbarities were startling but domestic
      [emphasis added]: the dismembering of an adulterous husband, drunken homicide; occasionally acid thrown in a fit of jealousy.
    
     … But there were no death squads then, no thugs so zealous in their killing that they felt no pleasure until they saw someone twitch against a succession of bullets.
     
    
     In my childhood no one dreamed of leaving a body to rot where it had been butchered, as people have had to learn to do more recently.
     
    
     (42)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    Though the narrator is speaking of the time before the “official” start of the period in which Sri Lanka became “a landmark for gunrunners,” he makes it clear that “barbarities” were common enough in the country.
    
   
    As Perera says of this passage, “If this sequence is supposed to contrast Sri Lanka’s recent history favourably with the present, that objective is certainly not achieved.
    
   
    The savagery of the present is only a natural descent from the ‘barbarity’ of the past” (“Images” 67).
    
   
    Very early on, the novel provides us with an example of the apparent barbarity of domestic life in Sri Lanka: when Pando, Salgado’s neighbor, is unfaithful to his wife, the latter—ably assisted by her maid—takes revenge by rubbing chillie powder all over her husband’s body.
    
   
    The violence of the two women on the erring husband when juxtaposed with the gleeful reaction of the itinerant haberdasher as he describes the incident and that of the people listening to him seem to indicate that it is not surprising that such people—who take obvious delight in violence and torture—would also, years later, be involved in the brutalities that are listed in the novel.
    7
   
 
  
   
    The framing device used by Gunesekera in this novel also re-emphasizes the idea that the people of Sri Lanka have always been violent and barbaric since the mature Triton’s knowledge of the current problems in the country are superimposed on even the most innocuous of his recollections in a kind of palimpsestic vision.
    
   
    Thus, when Triton retells, upon Salgado’s request, the tale of Angulimaala, he embellishes this episode from the Jathaka stories about the previous incarnations of the Buddha with details from the violence in Sri Lanka in the 1980s
    8: “Bodies of men and boys who had disappeared from their homes, who had been slaughtered by him and thrown in the sea, were washed in by the tide.
    
   
    Every morning they reappeared by the dozen: bloated and disfigured” (176-77).
    
   
    The embellishments to the tale (which echo what the narrator says about the carnage in Sri Lanka in the late 1980s: “The bodies would roll again and again in the surf, they would be washed in by the tide and be beached by the dozen” [183]) add to the impression of consistent and gruesome violence in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    In another instance, when Triton recounts Salgado’s bosom friend Dias’s memories of the single Japanese bombardment of Ceylon during the Second World War, we learn that this attack by foreigners was nothing compared to the Sri Lankans’ attacks on themselves, which he describes as “self-mortification” caused by “our squadrons of reconditioned MiGs and their drums of home-made napalm, imitating a war in heaven more terrible than any kamikaze pilot might have imagined” (67).
    
   
    It is significant that, according to the novel, the Japanese bombardment apparently did no damage to any Sri Lankan on the Galle Face esplanade; the only casualty is a Sri Lankan man who accidentally—and literally—shoots himself in the foot as a result of his shock and excitement.
    
   
    Sri Lankans, Gunesekera seems to suggest, are very good at metaphorically shooting themselves in the foot, just like the clumsy and excitable man on Galle Face green; they are solely to blame for the conflict going on in the country.
    
   
    This idea is reflected in Gunesekera’s title, which refers to the central metaphor of the novel: the coral reef that acts as a protective barrier around the little island.
    
   
    As Salgado explains to his friends, the thoughtless acts of Sri Lankans are damaging the fragile natural barrier, and this gradual destruction of the reef will ultimately sweep the whole island into the sea, just as the violence committed by Sri Lankans upon each other will have disastrous consequences.
    
   
    There is some truth to Gunesekera’s portrayal here; on the other hand, this depiction seems to ignore external influences that have affected Sri Lanka’s past and present, such as European imperialism and global capitalism.
   
 
  
   
    In her vigorous defense of Gunesekera’s work against charges that it exoticizes the violence in Sri Lanka, Paula Burnett argues that “far from sensationalizing the portrayal of Sri Lanka for a blood-lusting global readership with its neocolonial smugness, Gunesekera positions himself … as referring to violence in a responsible and aware way, by uncovering its effects on not just the immediate victims, but on the wider society” (7).
    
   
    Burnett is referring in particular to Gunesekera’s collection of short stories, 
    Monkfish Moon.
    
   
    In 
    Reef, however, we cannot really see “immediate victims” of violence since the focus is so firmly on Salgado and Triton, and these two characters actually leave Sri Lanka 
    before the beginning of the 1971 insurrection.
    
   
    Salgado’s motives for going to England are his failed relationship with Nili and the offer of a job in London, not violence in his own country.
    
   
    Continuing her defense of Gunesekera’s work, Burnett claims that Gunesekera is fulfilling a writer’s obligation to create comprehension among his readers: “Atrocities have happened; that cannot be denied.
    
   
    What to make of them, and how to respond, are questions for the artist as much as for the politician, and perhaps the writer has a particular role in leading readers—of all nationalities and cultural identities—into understandings and sensitivities which, at best, may circumscribe the capacity we all have for barbarous action” (7).
    
   
    What Burnett says is valid; unfortunately, Gunesekera does not truly enable readers to understand the violence in Sri Lanka in 
    Reef since he gives them little or no context for that violence.
    
   
    It is difficult for readers to respond effectively or sensitively to descriptions of violence when the violence is made to appear endemic to a country.
    
   
    Therefore, it becomes easy for readers to merely express horror at all the carnage and then label Sri Lanka as being “a spoiled paradise,” as the blurb on the cover of the book does.
    
   
    The only possible and rational way to deal with the problems in Sri Lanka, the novel seems to imply, is for its citizens to go into a self-imposed exile.
    
   
    It is not surprising, then, that Rocio Davis commends Triton for staying on in London and refers to him as a survivor, whereas she sees Salgado’s decision to return to the chaos in Sri Lanka as an unwise choice.
   
 
  
   
    Sri Lanka, in 
    Reef, seems to provide mere backdrop for the events of the novel.
    9 The narrative could very well have taken place in any tropical island which has erupted into violence.
    
   
    Gunesekera’s claim that the story has privilege over the place and context in which it is set seems disingenuous considering the fact that he has obviously attempted to particularize the location of the story in 
    Reef by using markers of authenticity, as discussed above.
    
   
    The consistent references to violence move the plot forward but do not necessarily enable Gunesekera to deal with the complexities of the political situation in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    It seems as if there can be no solution to the kind of violence taking place in Sri Lanka because there is no real sense of history or causality.
    
   
    Indeed, according to one critic whose comments appear as a blurb on the cover, Gunesekera’s novel is like “a kind of Asian Tempest, drenched in the unreal, tropical colours of dream.”
   
     
      10
      This tendency to equate Sri Lanka with the unreal, the exotic, and the dream-like limits the novel and prevents it from making any intervention and can lead to a type of sanctioned ignorance, to use Spivak’s term, among its readers. 
   
    Ultimately this novel, with its lyrical language and sensuous descriptions, imitates the ways in which the European colonizers, according to Stuart Hall, have long represented the countries and peoples they colonized, through “the romance of the exotic, the ethnographic and traveling eye, the tropical language of tourism, travel brochure and Hollywood, and the violent, pornographic languages of 
    ganja and urban violence” (218).
    
    
     Reef
    , which often seems to cater to the “the continuing marketability of the exotic in the West” (Prakrti n.p.), enables its implied readers to gaze in and marvel at perceived difference, without having to contend with the complexity of that country’s crises.
 
  
    
     Fractured Truths: 
     Anil’s Ghost
    
 
  
   
    Michael Ondaatje makes the sort of complexity that 
    Reef elides an explicit goal in his 2000 novel 
    Anil’s Ghost.
    
   
    Like 
    Reef, Ondaatje’s 
    Anil’s Ghost begins with a return to the homeland by an expatriate.
    
   
    However, the return in 
    Anil’s Ghost is a physical one and not a return through memory, as in 
    Reef.
    
   
    The title character, Anil Tissera, is a forensic anthropologist educated in the United Kingdom, based in the United States, and living a peripatetic life as a result of her work.
    
   
    She returns to Sri Lanka, the land of her birth, under the auspices of the United Nations to investigate human rights violations allegedly carried out by the Sri Lankan government against its people.
    
   
    Anil, along with Sarath Diyasena—a local archaeologist appointed by the Sri Lankan government to be her partner during the investigation—attempts to discover the identity of “Sailor,” the name they give to an exhumed skeleton of a man they believe was killed by the government.
    
   
    This skeleton, once identified, would represent all the nameless Sri Lankans who have been tortured and killed as insurgents by secret government forces.
    
   
    The skeleton is characteristic of Ondaatje’s artistic method in 
    Anil’s Ghost, which seeks to make a few specific instances emblematic of the moral and ethical quandaries of Sri Lankan society during the second JVP insurrection and the ethnic conflict.
   
 
  
   
    Ondaatje, who is most easily identified as a Burgher, is a Sri Lankan diasporic who went to study in England at the age of eleven and then settled in Canada.
    
   
    This is the first of Ondaatje’s novels to focus on Sri Lanka,
    11 and he has said that this setting presented him with a special sense of responsibility predicated on the influence his novel—though a work of fiction—might have on a real, ongoing situation in his country of origin: “This was not the imagined world of my parents in the 30s or 40s or Toronto at the turn of the century; it was the real contemporary world.
    
   
    Even if the central characters were fictional, there was always 
    a fresco of reality in sight [emphasis added]” (“Pale Flags” 62).
    
   
    As a diasporic writing about his homeland, therefore, Ondaatje has positioned the protagonist, Anil, as a diasporic herself.
    
   
    Like Sivanandan in 
    When Memory Dies, Ondaatje has thus created room within the text, through the character of Anil, for us to keep in mind his own position as a diasporic writer who has chosen to focus on his homeland.
   
 
  
   
    Anil, who is from an upper-middle-class Sinhalese family, left Sri Lanka at the age of eighteen after winning a scholarship to pursue her tertiary education in England and subsequently in the United States.
    
   
    She has been away for fifteen years and has had no contact with anyone in Sri Lanka following the death of her parents in an accident.
    
   
    She has even stopped using her mother tongue, Sinhala, after the failure of her brief marriage to another Sri Lankan student in England.
    
   
    Far from dwelling on the past and on her homeland with nostalgia, Anil seems to have rejected them both.
    
   
    Ondaatje’s characterization of Anil makes the important point that not all diasporics are yearning for their homeland.
    
   
    The omniscient narrator tells us that “the island no longer held her by the past” (11) and also that she has “turned fully to the place she found herself in” (145).
    
   
    Moreover, she has embraced the foreign countries in which she lived; during her time outside Sri Lanka, while being educated in Europe and North America, Anil “
    courted foreignness [emphasis added], was at ease whether on the Bakerloo line or the highways around Sante Fe.
    
   
    She felt completed abroad” (54).
    
   
    Anil is “court[ing] foreignness” in relation to her country of origin, attempting to become a stranger to Sri Lanka by refusing to go back, speak her mother tongue, or maintain any ties to friends and extended family.
    
   
    It is significant that Anil sees herself as not merely being a confident cosmopolitan traveler, but as someone who has found a sense of fulfillment away from her native land or in the instabilities of “foreignness.”
    
   
    Since she appears to no longer have any contact with her compatriots either in Sri Lanka or elsewhere, Anil—just like Triton and Salgado in 
    Reef—apparently learns of the conflict in the country only from news reports: “Anil had read documents and news reports, full of tragedy, and she had now lived abroad long enough to interpret Sri Lanka with a long-distance gaze” (11).
    
   
    The “long-distance gaze” seems to imply objectivity and clarity.
    
   
    Anil’s gaze, however, is 
    not objective because she has subscribed completely—“turned fully”—to Western value systems and worldviews and suppressed what she learned and experienced growing up in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    As Heike Harting points out, Anil has wholeheartedly accepted and believes “the grand narratives of Western civilization, in the empirical Truth and Reason” (53).
    
   
    This is evident in the manner in which Anil compares what she sees and hears of Sri Lanka unfavorably with what she has experienced in Europe and North America.
    
   
    Whereas in the West, she could depend on “clearly marked roads to the source of most mysteries,” in Sri Lanka truth seems more elusive: “Information was made public with diversions and subtexts—as if the truth would not be of interest when given directly, without waltzing backwards” (54-55).
    
   
    There is a disturbing sense that Anil is engaged in what Edward Said has famously delineated as orientalism; she is differentiating Sri Lanka negatively from the West in an essentialist manner.
    
   
    Whereas in the West, according to Anil, information is always accessible and it is actually possible to make “truth” known, the opposite is the case in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    She seems to have accepted this assumption that there is no propaganda or maneuverings to cover up information in the West.
    
   
    Despite the fact that she is “at ease” elsewhere in the world, Anil seems distinctly uncomfortable once she returns to Sri Lanka.
    
   
    There is a sense that she is unable to reconnect or communicate with people—such as Lalitha, the aged servant who raised her, or Ananda Udugama, the artist enlisted to help Anil and Sarath in their investigation—and unwilling to understand the points of view of people that she encounters.
   
 
  
   
    Some critics suggest that Anil is a Janus-like figure.
    
   
    Victoria Cook sees Anil in a positive light, as a transnational with a “doubleness” (106), who creates new perspectives by crossing divisions and blurring boundaries (111).
    
   
    Brenda Glover also praises what she sees as “the duality of Anil’s perspective” (76).
    
   
    And yet, it may not always be the case that “doubleness”—that discomfiting sense of similarity and difference—is a necessary and inevitable condition of being a migrant.
    
   
    Despite being a diasporic, Anil does not show much evidence of having diasporic double consciousness, perhaps because she valorizes her “foreignness” in relation to her homeland and has attempted so vigorously to forget her past and sever her connections in her country of origin.
    
   
    Apart from the outward markers such as her British passport, Anil 
    identifies herself with the West.
    
   
    As a result, she feels 
    only a sense of personal and cultural dislocation, alienation, and loss when she returns to Sri Lanka, and we see her caught in the grip of a rather limited perspective.
    12
   
 
  
   
    Harting posits that Ondaatje, through the character of Anil, is critiquing diaspora as a whole and that “her [Anil’s] representation as an emotionally and socially impoverished character without social and personal agency negates the possibility of imagining diasporic identities in politically and culturally meaningful ways” (52).
    
   
    I would argue, however, that Ondaatje is not negating diasporic possibility by means of Anil; instead, he has deliberately created a very 
    particular type of diasporic—an economic migrant (to borrow Spivak’s term
    13) with ambivalent feelings towards the homeland—in his protagonist in order to explore specific issues such as representation and diasporic responsibility in the novel.
    
   
    Ondaatje uses multiple other characters—Sarath, her partner in the investigation; his younger brother Gamini, a surgeon addicted to methamphetamines; Palipana, the epigraphist-turned-archaeologist who was once Sarath’s mentor—to question and critique Anil’s beliefs and assumptions.
    
   
    There is a sense that when Sarath, Gamini, and Palipana are talking to and debating with Anil, they consider her simply a representative of the West, not a fellow Sri Lankan.
    
   
    Anil has to have a Eurocentric mindset in order for the local cast of characters to critique Western assumptions regarding the situation in Sri Lanka.
   
 
  
   
    As a diasporic writing about his homeland with an awareness of how his work might have a material effect on that country, Ondaatje deals directly with the issue of how a postcolonial country is represented abroad.
    
   
    In an age of globalization, the manner in which countries like Sri Lanka are represented internationally becomes very important to them.
    
   
    The fragile economies of these countries are inevitably dependent on industries such as export and tourism, along with financial aid and loans from donor countries—usually from the West—and institutions like the World Bank.
    
   
    International opinion matters, and unfavorable images of such countries can lead to material loss by means of sanctions and/or withdrawal of aid.
    
   
    This is why, in 
    Anil’s Ghost, President Katugala
    14 is prevailed upon to permit Anil’s investigation.
    
   
    By agreeing to such an investigation, Katugala is at least 
    playing the part of a responsible leader in order to appease the international community.
    
   
    As Anil begins to realize, “Our purpose here seems to be the result of a gesture” (44).
    
   
    It is a gesture, however, that the Sri Lankan government knows it cannot avoid making.
   
 
  
   
    In the novel, Ondaatje emphasizes that the type of representation given to a country like Sri Lanka can be problematic.
    
   
    Those who are in a position to represent Sri Lanka to the outside world—foreign journalists, representatives of international organizations—often have no real understanding of the situation in the country.
    
   
    They fly into the country for a limited time, according to the novel, and believe that they can report on the country from within a comfortable and convenient cocoon, without actually experiencing or being aware of what Sarath refers to as the “character and nuance and mood” (259) of what goes on.
    
   
    Their reports on the country are based on false assumptions.
    
   
    Anil, for example, assumes that there is a single and permanent truth and that it is desirable to find this truth at whatever cost.
    
   
    Thus, she is absolutely committed to her specific mandate, which is to investigate the truth concerning the government’s human rights abuses.
    
   
    She is challenged by her various local interlocutors to realize that there are different sides to the situation in Sri Lanka that should not be ignored.
    
   
    Sarath, for instance, reminds Anil that the Tamil militants in the north and the east and the Sinhalese insurgents in the south have also committed many atrocities and therefore Anil’s investigation, with its complete focus on the government’s wrongdoing, is slanted from the start.
    
   
    Sarath reminds her that each element within the Sri Lankan conflict is guilty, repeatedly arguing that “every side”—the government, Sinhalese insurgents, and Tamil separatists—have been guilty of human rights violations.
    
   
    Most provocatively, he suggests that the murders and disappearances that characterize the conflict also implicate the West itself: because the Sri Lankan conflict is an “unofficial war, no one wants to alienate the foreign powers”—hence the fact that the war is fought by “secret gangs and squads” (17-18).
   
 
  
   
    Gamini reiterates this idea, emphasizing that in Sri Lanka, often those “setting off the bombs are who the Western press call freedom fighters.
   
   
    … And you want to investigate the 
    government?”
    
   
    (133).
    
   
    Palipana, on the other hand, questions Anil’s methods of arriving at what she believes is the truth.
    
   
    His fall from grace was caused by his attempts to reach the truth by making an imaginative leap, just as Anil is attempting to find it by making connections through scientific methods.
    
   
    Palipana does not admit the possibility of a difference between his seeing “as truth things that could only be guessed at” (83) in deciphering inscriptions on stone and hers in examining bones to arrive at the truth.
    
   
    When Anil quotes the central sacred text of Western culture, the Bible, saying, “‘The truth shall set you free.’
    
   
    I believe that,” Palipana replies that frequently “truth is just opinion” in “our world” (102).
   
 
  
   
    The two brothers and Palipana attempt to make Anil realize that truth can be relative and that it can be manipulated by the powerful to suit their purposes.
    
   
    What is perceived as truth can also be dangerous and destructive.
    
   
    Sarath’s metaphors for the truth in the context of Sri Lanka’s war are ominous—he describes Anil’s approximations of the truth as “a flame against a sleeping lake of petrol” and recalls that in the past truth has been “broken into suitable pieces” in the Western media, resulting only in a “flippant gesture towards Asia” that contributed to the ongoing cycle of violence (156-57).
    
   
    Paradoxically, Anil’s “truth” could thus contribute to new crimes of the sort she is trying to uncover.
    
   
    Sarath, therefore, disagrees with Anil’s view that it is always desirable to bring “truth” to light, whatever the consequences of such a revelation might be.
    
   
    As someone who has lived for years in a volatile situation, Sarath does not see any virtue or necessity in making explosive revelations—igniting the “sleeping lake of petrol”—that would lead to only negative repercussions.
    
   
    After all, if the government is exposed as violating human rights, Sarath is aware that its secret forces might try to make even more people “disappear” in order to punish those who are responsible for the expos, and to deter others from participating in such investigations in future.
    15 Another possibility would be that the results of Anil’s investigation about the situation in Sri Lanka might be distorted by the foreign press so that much-needed aid would be denied to the country, which might possibly affect 
    all Sri Lankans negatively, not just a brutal and corrupt government.
    
   
    In such a situation, Sarath believes, the truth is of no use to anyone.
   
 
  
   
    Ondaatje suggests through the novel that diasporics do have a responsibility when it comes to representing the homeland.
    16 This responsibility does not hinge on diasporics censoring themselves and their impressions of the country or viewing the homeland as a sacred space, but on attempting to show a less superficial view of the country than what is presented by complete outsiders.
    
   
    Sarath constantly challenges Anil to be more responsible in the way she is conducting her investigation, comparing her to a visiting Western journalist (27), which, in a sense, she is since she is in Sri Lanka only for seven weeks.
    
   
    Sarath and Gamini also privilege lived experience and active participation over observation and analysis, which are part of Anil’s modus operandi.
    
   
    Understanding, they insist, cannot come simply from reading reports—witnessing and involvement are also necessary.
    
   
    Sarath emphasizes that Anil’s absence from Sri Lanka during the formative phases of the conflict means that she cannot appreciate the “real chaos” and lawlessness that had produced a battle between insurgents, separatists, and paramilitary forces that left people of goodwill like Sarath and Gamini “caught in the middle” (154-55).
   
 
  
   
    Gamini, working twenty-four-hour shifts in emergency rooms during the conflict, has little sympathy for those who offer criticism from a safe distance; for him, they are “armchair rebels” who might have their perspective changed should they “visit me in my surgery” (132).
   
 
  
   
    Ondaatje himself makes an effort to provide a relatively multi-faceted view of Sri Lanka in his novel.
    
   
    He highlights Sri Lanka’s ancient civilization and its achievements through his descriptions of numerous archaeological sites.
    
   
    Gamini reminds Anil of Sri Lanka’s ancient civilizations, saying, “We had ‘halls for the sick’ four centuries before Christ” (191-92).
    
   
    While Ondaatje emphasizes that the country was not always a war zone, he points out that even now, in the midst of violence and conflict, life does go on: “The streets were still streets, the citizens remained citizens.
    
   
    They shopped, changed jobs, laughed” (11).
    
   
    Unlike Gunesekera in 
    Reef, Ondaatje shows that exile—even for those with the resources for mobility—is not the natural and obvious choice for people living in a war-torn country by emphasizing Sarath’s and Gamini’s patriotism and refusal to leave their country.
    
   
    Through his fragmented novel, Ondaatje also shows that no one story is more important than another.
    
   
    His strategy of using many voices within the narrative means that the diasporic perspective is not given more prominence than the perspective of those living in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    So, though we start with Anil’s story, we go on to hear those of Sarath, Gamini, Palipana, and Ananda, and learn about the suffering caused by violence.
    
   
    Subalterns like Sirissa, Ananda’s young wife who becomes one of the thousands of people who simply “disappeared,” or Lakma, Palipana’s niece who retreats first into silence and ultimately into the jungle following the murders of her parents and the subsequent death of her uncle, make their absence present and their silence/silencing felt.
   
 
  
   
    Through the local characters, Ondaatje consistently advocates contextualization.
    
   
    History, politics, and culture, these characters stress, need to be considered in order to make comprehension possible about what is going on in a country like Sri Lanka.
    
   
    When Anil accuses Sarath of urging her to engage in self-censorship, he argues that she needs to comprehend the “archaeological surround of a fact,” avoiding the “false empathy and blame” that too often appears in the accounts of Western journalists (44).
    
   
    The responsibility of a diasporic, according to Ondaatje, is to avoid generalizations and take into consideration the historical, political, social, and cultural contexts in which events happen—“the archaeological surround of a fact.”
    
   
    Ondaatje has, by this point in the novel, already described the manner in which dedicated archaeologists like Palipana and Sarath immerse themselves in the field, getting to know the sites upon which they focus.
    
   
    The prelapsarian Palipana is an indefatigable researcher, immersed in “the context of the ancient cultures” (79).
    
   
    So what Sarath is asking Anil to do is not just to study the phenomenon of Sailor’s murder and the government’s possible wrongdoing, but to attempt to comprehend 
    all the factors that contributed to such a phenomenon.
    
   
    Sarath repeatedly emphasizes that Sri Lanka is “not like Central America” (17) and again, “this is not Brussels or America” (161).
    
   
    Anil cannot rely on her experiences with conflicts in other countries, she has to have an understanding of the particularities of 
    this one.
   
 
  
   
    One of the most surprising aspects of 
    Anil’s Ghost, therefore, is that Ondaatje himself provides little information or contextualization about the sources of the conflict, despite the fact that he stresses the importance of just such contextualization, particularly through the character of Sarath.
    
   
    While the suffering and destruction caused by violence is delineated frequently, very little is said about the factors that have led to the turmoil in Sri Lanka on which the novel is focused.
    
   
    Ondaatje identifies terrorism in the north, insurgency in the south, and government-sponsored paramilitaries as sources of Sri Lanka’s violence, but he avoids even the hint of speculation about the motives behind the violence enacted by the northern separatists, the southern insurgents, and the government, choosing rather to catalogue the means by which the perpetrators disposed of bodies (42-43).
   
 
  
   
    On the other hand, and unlike Gunesekera, Ondaatje emphasizes First World complicity in the conflict in Sri Lanka; the conflict, the narrator suggests, was “a Hundred Years’ War with modern weaponry, and backers on the sidelines in safe countries.
   
   
    … ‘
    The reason for war was 
    war’” (43).
    
   
    Even here, the impression is that universally, war is begun and carried on for the sake of profit.
    
   
    This is true, of course, to a certain extent.
    
   
    However, it cannot be said that young Tamil men and women who joined the separatist cause or Sinhalese men and women who participated in insurrections did so only for the sake of profit.
    
   
    Members of each group had a specific and pressing cause, and they considered this cause important enough to willingly sacrifice their lives for it, if necessary.
   
 
  
   
    In her article about how 
    Anil’s Ghost critiques human rights discourse, Teresa Derrickson makes a convincing argument that through the character of Anil, Ondaatje is emphasizing the Eurocentricism implicit in human rights discourse and the Western bias of international organizations like the United Nations.
    
   
    Derrickson is less convincing when she posits that Ondaatje refrains from speculating on the causes behind the violence in Sri Lanka because he is attempting to avoid the generalizations made by the West on the strife in postcolonial countries: “Deliberately skirting issues such as cause and accountability (which appear to cater to a Western need for an unambiguous, univocal reading of truth), he succeeds in avoiding the narration of yet another Western historical account filled with ‘false empathy and blame’” (148).
    
   
    This seems to be an essentializing argument predicated on seeing Ondaatje himself only as someone of the West and denying him the ability to also see as a diasporic—just as Ondaatje himself denies Anil the ability to have a double consciousness.
   
 
  
   
    By refusing to indicate the reasons for the conflict in Sri Lanka in his novel, Ondaatje risks making it seem as if the violence in Sri Lanka is the same as the violence in the former Yugoslavia or Guatemala or any other war-torn country.
    
   
    The novel actually begins with a scene in Guatemala where Anil has been working on an investigation.
    
   
    Ondaatje represents Sri Lanka as part of a continuum of global violence.
    
   
    In fact, he said in an interview that what was happening in Sri Lanka was no different from conflicts elsewhere in the world: “It’s more a state we’re all living in now, in Africa, in Yugoslavia, in South America.
    
   
    It’s a very contemporary situation that goes on everywhere around us” (Kanner n.p.).
    
   
    While Ondaatje’s attempt to universalize the problem in Sri Lanka enables non-Sri Lankan readers to relate what they might be familiar with to what is happening in a different country, it can also make it seem as if the conflict in Sri Lanka is somehow both inevitable and incomprehensible.
    
   
    It downplays the possibility that there are specific reasons for a conflict that occurs in a specific place, and that there are in fact specific ways in which such a conflict can be resolved.
   
 
  
   
    Even though Sarath is tortured and killed in the latter section of 
    Anil’s Ghost, the novel itself ends on a somewhat optimistic note.
    
   
    Ananda, the eye-painter turned alcoholic miner, reconstructs an ancient Buddha statue that has been blown up by thieves in search of treasure, and paints the eyes of a new statue of the Buddha.
    
   
    This ending suggests the healing power of the arts as well as the possibility that the violence and destruction in Sri Lanka can be repaired.
    
   
    On the other hand, the emphasis on the Buddha statues and rituals and the Sinhalese eye-painter—along with the predominantly Sinhalese cast of characters, the mention of only Sinhalese place names on the map of Sri Lanka, and the inclusion of only Sinhalese names on the “disappeared” list—seem to suggest a type of chauvinism and Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism that were factors which led to the ethnic conflict in the first place.
   
 
  
   
    Responding to criticism that Ondaatje has valorized Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, Marlene Goldman has argued that the opposite is the case.
    
   
    Goldman posits that Ondaatje shows the interconnectedness between Buddhism and nationalism and the way in which Buddhism is implicated in the ethnic conflict: “Far from advocating the restoration of ‘a pure Buddhism,’… the narrative calls into question the long-standing ties between Buddhism and Sinhala nationalism” (n.p.).
    
   
    She points out that Ondaatje is drawing parallels between Palipana and the real-life Sri Lankan archaeologist Senerat Paranavitana, who deliberately misread inscriptions from the past in favor of the Sinhalese majority rule of the present:
   
 
   
   
    
     By drawing such close connections between Palipana and the real-life figure of Paranavitana, Ondaatje underscores how myths of racial superiority and national unity and purity developed in Europe in the nineteenth century, along with other “gifts” of the colonizers, influenced readings of Buddhist sacred chronicles and became intertwined with notions of religious and political identity in Sri Lanka.
     
    
     (n.p.)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    However, unlike Sivanandan, who in 
    When Memory Dies states explicitly how myths of origin and historical documents have been used by 
    both sides to show their respective claims to the island, Ondaatje has only made subtle allusions towards how the past has influenced the present conflict.
    
   
    The very fact that Goldman has to take it upon herself to provide the “archaeological surround” means that Ondaatje has not given his readers the contextualization that is necessary for them to grasp the point he is trying to make in the text.
   
 
  
   
    As impressive an accomplishment as 
    Anil’s Ghost is, it is hard not to wish that Ondaatje, in crafting his novel, had acted more consistently on his own advice about the necessity of providing “archaeological surround.”
    
   
    Nonetheless, Ondaatje’s great achievement in 
    Anil’s Ghost is to prompt his readers (Sri Lankan and otherwise) to direct a critical eye toward their own assumptions and presuppositions.
    
   
    There is a sense of humility that underlies this novel that offers hope that the various Sri Lankan and international parties to the conflict can move beyond mere clichs to something more nuanced and constructive.
   
 
  
    
     Purveyors of Prejudice?
     
     
      Distant Warriors
     
 
  
   
    While Gunesekera and Ondaatje focus on Sri Lanka as a setting for their respective novels discussed above, two other diasporic writers—Channa Wickremesekera and V.V. Ganeshananthan—concentrate on how the Sri Lankan conflict is maintained and continued in the international arena.
    
   
    While the former is Sinhalese and the latter is Tamil by ethnicity, each tries to present and represent the two sides of the conflict.
    
   
    Camilla Orjuela has observed that due to rapid developments in transportation and communication technology, there is much closer contact between diasporics and the homeland than in the past.
    
   
    Orjuela acknowledges that diasporics have played a major role in sustaining conflicts in the homeland (by directly supporting warring parties, canvassing international support, and influencing ideas in the homeland), but in addition she suggests that they have a too often overlooked role to play in the pursuit of peace (437-39).
    
   
    Looking carefully at the work of Wickremesekera and Ganeshananthan can help to rectify this conventional oversight by showing how these writers open up opportunities for self-reflection within their respective ethnic groups and for dialogue with the other (opposing) ethnic group.
   
 
  
   
    In his second novel, 
    Distant Warriors (2005), Channa Wickremesekera,
    17 a Sri Lankan diasporic writer and historian resident in Australia, focuses on the tensions between the Sri Lankan Tamil and Sinhalese diasporic communities living in Melbourne.
    
   
    In Wickremesekera’s work, diasporics become not just interpreters of the conflict, but active and even destructive participants in it.
    
   
    The novel, which starts with a disclaimer (“The characters in this book are purely fictitious.
    
   
    Their prejudices are not” [6]) is set during the period of the Norwegian-mediated ceasefire, which began in 2002 and was ultimately abrogated in 2008.
    
   
    The plot focuses on the arrival in Melbourne of Father Anton Balasubramaniyam, a well-known Catholic priest and staunch Eelam supporter, the fundraiser organized in his honor by the Sri Lankan Tamil community, and the response by the Sinhalese community, which decides to disrupt the event and thereby show its mettle.
   
 
  
   
    The novel emphasizes the extent to which diasporics in one location as well as diasporic communities in multiple locations are in contact with each other and with the homeland due to rapid developments in communication technology.
    
   
    The Sri Lankan Tamil diasporic community is easily able to organize gatherings throughout Melbourne in honor of the visiting dignitary, who is staying at the home of Bhanu Nagalingam, a doctor, and his wife, Nalini, a government administrator, both of whom are ardent supporters of Eelam and the LTTE.
    
   
    Meanwhile, some in the Sinhalese diasporic community fear that the funds raised by the events organized by Tamils in Melbourne will be handed over to the LTTE to continue its terrorist activities in Sri Lanka (8).
    
   
    Therefore, the self-appointed leader of the Sinhalese diasporic community, Ralph Seneviratne—a lawyer who is concerned about the apparent apathy of fellow Sinhalese diasporics (11)—uses his email network to rally together the Sinhalese in Melbourne by means of persuasion and sometimes even outright threats.
   
 
  
   
    The narratives that are prevalent in each camp are shown to be polarizing.
    
   
    For the Tamils, there are stories of trauma and loss—memories of atrocities at the hands of the Sinhalese that prompted them to leave their homeland in the first place, particularly following the riots of July 1983.
    
   
    Father Balasubramaniyam’s brief is to describe to the diasporics the sufferings of fellow Tamils living through the brutality of war in Sri Lanka and to remind the diasporics of their own responsibility to assist those fighting for a Tamil homeland in Sri Lanka by providing funding and publicity.
    
   
    The Tamil diasporics in Melbourne upon whom the novel focuses do not question this overarching narrative due to their own experiences:
   
 
   
   
    
     To many of them, the word “Sinhalese” conjured up images of burning homes, bombed out churches and temples, violated women and tortured civilians.
     
    
     Whether or not they personally experienced ill-treatment at the hands of the Sinhalese, all the associated violence had, over the years, become part of their collective psyche.
     
    
     (203)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    For the Tamils, therefore, their very identity is based on collective trauma.
    
   
    For the Sinhalese, on the other hand, the Tamils are all terrorists intent on dividing Sri Lanka and doing their best to destroy or eliminate Sri Lanka’s sovereignty.
    
   
    “So they have started their game again, [Ralph] thought.
    
   
    Raising money for the terrorists in Sri Lanka by holding musical shows and dinners, money that bought guns and explosives that killed innocent Sinhala civilians and brave Sinhala soldiers” (8).
    
   
    Neither side shows any inclination to admit mistakes or wrongdoing and frequently views mere ethnic chauvinism as pure patriotism toward the homeland.
    
   
    Both sides, moreover, are drawn to the rhetoric of suffering, atrocity, and martyrdom as a justification for their cause.
    
   
    Fr.
    
   
    Balasubramaniyam sees the Tamils as a suffering people all too often martyred by the brutality of the Sri Lankan state, and Ralph sees the Sinhalese as martyrs at the hands of LTTE terrorism.
    
   
    In both cases, there is an absolute binary between a suffering ethnic group and another that serves as its tormentor, and it is this binary that justifies retaliatory violence on the part of the martyred ethnic group.
   
 
  
   
    Khachig Tololyan has discussed how diasporas tend to patrol communal boundaries and influence the actions and choices of members (14).
    
   
    In the novel, apathetic people like Bertie are drawn into the fray, not so much due to ideology, but because of pressure put upon them by members of their family or community.
    
   
    The younger generation of both sides is also pressured by parents and elders to participate—Bhanu and Nalini’s elder son, Rajan, from among the Tamils and Bertie’s nephew Priyantha from the Sinhalese.
    
   
    Both these teenagers feel that this is not their struggle.
    
   
    Priyantha joins the Sinhalese group that decides to protest the Tamil fundraiser for the sake of his beloved uncle, his own love of a good fight, and his fear that he would be regarded as weak by his peers if he refused to participate.
    
   
    Only Rajan questions the dominant narrative about the rival ethnic group and shows that he has read about another side to both the LTTE and the Sinhalese.
    
   
    As Rajan tells his parents’ honored guest, Fr.
    
   
    Balasubramanniyam, and other Tamils, “But I’ve also heard a lot of sickening things about the Tigers.
    
   
    About how they too kill in cold blood.
    
   
    Really brutal, gruesome stuff.
    
   
    I read somewhere—I forget where—that they once went into a village and killed all the people; just butchered them with knives and machetes.
    
   
    Didn’t even shoot them.
    
   
    Just cut them up.
    
   
    Even babies” (104).
    
   
    There is no response from his interlocutors, only silence—this narrative does not fit in with the one to which they subscribe and which justifies their activities on behalf of the Tigers.
    
   
    Radhakrishnan has posited the need for diasporics to be knowledgeable and well-informed about what is happening in the homeland; Rajan’s statement, however, underscores a discrepancy between the information to which diasporics might have access and what they might actually be willing to acknowledge.
   
 
  
   
    As second-generation diasporics, Rajan and Priyantha feel that they are both Sri Lankan and Australian, and also neither.
    
   
    They face questions from adults within their respective communities with regard to their lack of patriotism—a patriotism that is supposed to be only toward their parents’ country of origin.
    
   
    While Priyantha is unable to articulate his feelings of literal and metaphorical distance from Sri Lanka, Rajan declares that he feels no sense of connection to either Sri Lanka or to his parents’ struggle for Eelam.
    
   
    “I live here in Melbourne.
    
   
    I have a life here.
    
   
    Why should I worry about something that is going on half a world away?”
    
   
    (53).
    
   
    Rajan seems comfortable with the hybridity of his diasporic identity and accepts it in a matter-of-fact way: “I like Dosai and I drink beer, I speak Tamil and English with an Aussie accent, I like jazz but I also like Indian classical music.
    
   
    What does that make me?”
    
   
    (114) He refuses to take sides because “when I said I didn’t feel Australian, I meant I didn’t feel any particular Australianness just as I don’t feel particular Tamilness” (114).
    
   
    He recognizes that due to his skin color, he will also “never be Australian enough” (115), hinting at racism and discrimination in the hostland.
    
   
    What he wants is to safeguard his independence instead of defending an identity or claiming a history as his parents do.
    
   
    The tense relationship between the first and second generations is a common theme in diasporic literature;
    18 Wickremesekera points out in the novel, however, that the first generation’s attachments to the homeland also compete with those they form in and to the hostland.
    
   
    While Bhanu and Nalini contribute generously to furthering the cause of Eelam and constantly proclaim their desire to return, Rajan questions whether his parents will actually be willing to leave their hostland and the lifestyle to which they have become accustomed in order to go back to the homeland.
    
   
    This apparent hypocrisy in Bhanu and Nalini is paralleled in an exaggerated way by the hypocrisy displayed by Ralph, the leader of the Sinhalese protestors, who stays safely away from the proceedings that he himself organized but for which he wishes to risk nothing.
   
 
  
   
    The Tamil fundraiser is well attended and proceeds smoothly at first.
    
   
    Special invitees include the local member of parliament and the local trade union leader.
    
   
    Both of these white Australian officials shy away from the label of “staunch supporter of Eelam” (bestowed upon them by the event’s organizers in their introductions), and talk about their desire for a negotiated settlement in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Fr.
    
   
    Balasubramaniyam lauds the diasporic community for their help, describes the devastating plight of fellow Tamils, and urges continued activism:
   
 
   
   
    
     The Sinhala government was unlikely to [negotiate with the Tamil people] without external pressure.
    
    
     … [The Tamil expatriates] could lobby vigorously in the West to persuade Western governments to act in time to save the Tamil nation.
     
    
     They could… pressurize those governments to act, to make them in turn put pressure on the Sinhala government.
     
    
     (196)
    
 
  
 
  
   
    The denouement is somewhat abrupt.
    
   
    The Sinhalese “troops” arrive at the fundraiser shouting slogans and waving placards.
    
   
    During the ensuing pandemonium, Priyantha, who is inebriated, ends up on the stage threatening the priest and brandishing a gun.
    
   
    Even though both the priest and the Australian police, who arrive soon thereafter, ask him to step away from the stage, Priyantha refuses to do so and is shot by an officer.
    
   
    Once he is killed, it turns out that the weapon with which he threatened the Tamils is merely a toy gun.
    
   
    While the police attend to the chaotic aftermath, the Sinhalese and the Tamils stand silent and horrified in their separate groups even as Australian bystanders make racist comments about troublesome immigrants (217).
    
   
    There is no sense that the tragedy of Priyantha’s needless death is going to pave the way for any reconciliation since the two ethnic groups do not mix or offer each other consolation.
   
 
  
   
    The grim conclusion of 
    Distant Warriors has become all the more significant and suggestive since the conclusion of the war in Sri Lanka itself: ultimately, reconciliation in Sri Lanka is dependent upon reconciliation among diasporic communities that have long been suspicious of each other.
    
   
    Attitudes towards the othered and othering ethnic group can become calcified particularly among first-generation diasporics, who will then transmit these attitudes to the second generation, which in turn will contribute to the continuation of conflict.
    
   
    Although 
    Distant Warriors lacks the artistic sophistication and narrative inventiveness of the other works discussed in this chapter, thematically it contributes an important perspective on the conflict.
    
   
    If a sustained and sustainable peace is to emerge among neighbors who were recently enemies in Sri Lanka, the “distant warriors” that Channa Wickremesekera describes must resolve their differences as well.
    
   
    One suggestion of a possible avenue to such a resolution appears in the most recent novel published by a second-generation Sri Lankan immigrant in the United States.
   
 
  
    
     Fractured Stories, Uncertain Justice: 
     Love Marriage
    
 
  
   
    Tololyan has posited that involvement or investment in the homeland is a key characteristic that differentiates the diasporic from an ethnic (13), and it is this type of move from the ethnic to the diasporic that is traced in V.V. Ganeshananthan’s first novel, 
    Love Marriage (2008).
    
   
    Ganeshananthan is herself a second-generation Tamil immigrant resident in the United States, and 
    Love Marriage began as her Harvard University honors thesis.
    
   
    Whether in spite of or because of her status as a second-generation immigrant, Ganeshananthan’s novel is remarkable for its self-awareness and its willingness to put inherited preconceptions to the test.
    
   
    Ganeshananthan’s work is also notable for the light that it sheds on the variety of Tamil communities in the diaspora—Ganeshananthan’s narrator negotiates not only the gaps between her family history in Sri Lanka and her own history in the United States, but also the gaps between the U.S. and Canadian Sri Lankan-Tamil diasporic communities.
   
 
  
   
    There is less distance between the authorial persona and the protagonist in 
    Love Marriage than there is in 
    Anil’s Ghost, perhaps because Ganeshananthan is much earlier in her career than was Ondaatje when he wrote 
    Anil’s Ghost.
    
   
    The protagonist of the novel, Yalini, like the author herself, is the daughter of Sri Lankan Tamil parents and has been born and raised in the United States.
    
   
    Yalini is drawn into the politics of her immigrant parents’ homeland when Kumaran, her maternal uncle who has long been a member of the LTTE, is allowed to come to the West on compassionate grounds due to his terminal illness, and Yalini (a college student) and her parents (a doctor and a teacher) take time off from their lives to nurse him in his final days.
    
   
    Even though Yalini is at first nonplussed about these new developments following her immediate family’s temporary relocation from the United States to Canada, she begins to establish some rapport with her uncle and starts to trace her family’s past and collect stories from her parents, her dying uncle, and other family members.
    
   
    She begins to realize that the events in Sri Lanka—a place she has visited only once in her life, as a two-year-old—have an impact on the second generation, including herself, and that she is compelled to take a stand regarding the conflict in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    The novel is a disjointed narrative framed by the story of Kumaran’s last illness, death, and funeral rites and emphasizes how the personal and the political are intertwined.
   
 
  
   
    Ganeshananthan attempts to depict the situation in Sri Lanka in all its complexity.
    
   
    She focuses on the discrimination faced by Tamils in Sri Lanka, delineating the 1956 language reforms, the burning of the Jaffna Public Library in 1981, the crucible of successive riots (in 1958, 1977, and particularly in 1983), as well as the education reforms of the 1970s that limited opportunities for young Tamil students and resulted in waves of immigration along with rising Tamil militancy.
    
   
    The narrator, Yalini, also mentions the atrocities conducted by the LTTE.
    
   
    In fact, one of her dilemmas is trying to reconcile her growing affection for her long-lost and now dying uncle with what he is responsible for as a long-standing Tiger—the killings, the violence, the planning of suicide bombings—that has given him the label of “terrorist” and made him a wanted man in the eyes of Interpol.
   
 
  
   
    Another important aspect of the novel is a depiction of the way in which the Tamil nation is thriving in the diaspora and the amount of influence it wields on what goes on in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Scarborough in Toronto, Canada, is a predominantly Tamil area where white people almost seem to be a rarity.
    
   
    This is where money is raised for the “Cause”—the establishment of Eelam, a separate state for Tamils—through persuasion, extortion, and even illegal activities such as drug dealing.
   
 
  
   
    The novel, like 
    Distant Warriors, depicts the mental and emotional struggles of the second generation due to the implications of their parents’ ties to the homeland.
    
   
    The more she finds out about her extended family’s history and the reasons for their exile from Sri Lanka, the more Yalini is torn about the conflict.
    
   
    She begins to feel steadily alienated from her own environment and becomes immersed in the past—in her case, the past is not merely figuratively but literally another country, one that has started to dominate her present.
    
   
    She also becomes aware of the different experiences, choices, and actions of other second-generation immigrants, a generation deeply affected by the events of July 1983 and its aftermath (92)—Suthan, described as a “Tiger in the New World” (169) who engages in illegal business activities in Canada to fund the Cause; Rajie, the product of an inter-ethnic marriage who learns both Sinhala and Tamil and blames those who seek to continue the conflict.
    
   
    In addition, Yalini sees her cousin Janani, who grew up among the Tigers in Sri Lanka, making the decision to marry Suthan in order to cement her commitment to Eelam even following her relocation to Canada and her father’s death.
   
 
  
   
    The book is built around the conceit of the love marriage (as opposed to the arranged marriage) of Yalini’s parents following their meeting in the United States, which initially led to much consternation and conflict among family members back in Sri Lanka—a conflict that few at this point want to remember or discuss and about which Yalini hitherto has not been told.
    
   
    The narrative begins with what appears to be a definitive statement about marriage, immediately followed by a disclaimer: “In this globe-scattered Sri Lankan family, we speak only of two kinds of marriage.
    
   
    The first is the Arranged Marriage.
    
   
    The second is the Love Marriage.
    
   
    In reality there is a whole spectrum in between” (3).
    
   
    The emphasis here is not on the ontological, on what actually happens in relation to marriage, but on what the narrator’s family is willing to talk about or acknowledge.
    
   
    The novel proceeds to delve into the lives of members of Yalini’s extended family and the variety of unions they have made, and most significantly, the ways in which those unions complicate the categories of marriage itself (3).
    
   
    The divergence from the two categories of marriage that Yalini’s family speaks about—not to mention other categories indicating unions that do not materialize such as “Unfinished Marriage” and “Promised Marriage” (167) and those of individuals deemed “Too Special to Get Married” (187)—seems to suggest the multiplicity of stories as well as the many versions of truth that are possible, particularly in relation to the events in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    In this way, the lessons that Yalini learns in Canada are quite similar to the lessons that the much more experienced Anil learns as part of her return to Sri Lanka in Ondaatje’s novel.
    
   
    Yalini acknowledges the power of stories when she says, “None of the stories will be absolutely complete, but their tellers will be absolutely certain.
    
   
    This is how we make war” (119).
   
 
  
   
    Just as Salman Rushdie’s protagonist Saleem Sinai’s birth at the exact moment of India’s independence in 
    Midnight’s Children affects the trajectory of his whole life, Yalini’s birth in July1983, a month that is profoundly significant in the life of Sri Lankan Tamils, underscores that she can never get away from the events that destroyed so many Tamil lives and drove so many others into exile or militancy.
    
   
    It is a scar that can never be erased, a trauma that cannot be healed.
    
   
    As Yalini says, “Black July: more than two decades later, every Sri Lankan Tamil knows what it means.
    
   
    I was born, and halfway around the world, Tamil people died, betrayed by their own country, which did nothing to save them” (18).
    
   
    The 1983 riots is the point at which Yalini’s father, Murali—by then a doctor in the United States—realizes that he can never return to Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Even Yalini’s name is a reminder of what her parents left behind and yet cling to: “My parents named me Yalini, after the part of their home that they loved the most.
    
   
    It is a Tamil name, with a Tamil home: a name that means, in part, 
    Jaffna, Sri Lanka, the place from which they came” (21).
    
   
    The narrator’s parents are making a powerful statement by naming their only and beloved child with a name that is so associated with their place of origin.
    
   
    Yalini herself realizes that she can never avoid or escape her parents’ past, and that she has “grown up with [the war] without realizing it” (28).
    
   
    She chooses, therefore—with encouragement both from her father and her dying uncle—“to know this story, all its sides and wonders” (32).
   
 
  
   
    This is a very self-conscious, self-reflexive narrative.
    
   
    Yalini, as she interviews her family members, reads scholarly books on the history of the conflict, and adjusts to the idea of writing in the first person, insists on reminding readers—in fact, addressing them directly—that they can never know the whole story about her own family—or the story of the conflict that drove her family out of their homeland; she dismisses the idea that she can “reenter” her family’s experience via a “back door of history,” concluding, “At the most, you can pull back the veil for a moment.
    
   
    But the imagination of a family can be as real as its history” (55-56).
    
   
    Kumaran, who at this point begins to almost become a mentor to Yalini, also warns her that the truth is not simple.
    
   
    Kumaran reminds her that his is “just one person’s story” among many, and further warns her that even if she investigates many stories, she will still falsify them if she attempts to find “meaning or unity” in them.
    
   
    He cautions that the account he will provide lacks “a defined shape or a pleasant arc”—the traditional narrative structure of a “beginning, a middle, and an end”—concluding that “to record it differently would not be true” (56-57).
   
 
  
   
    Through this discussion between uncle and niece and the advice that the former offers the latter, the reader is able to gain some guidelines about how to approach this novel.
    
   
    It is fragmented, refracted through multiple perspectives, and told through Yalini in the form of a collage.
    
   
    Chapters are in fragments too—a section sometimes comprises a paragraph followed by a blank page, a powerful visual reminder of possible omissions, elisions, lapses in memory of the different storytellers, not excluding the narrator herself.
    
   
    Nonetheless, Yalini is adamant about the need for the preservation of stories even when there are so many competing versions with all their complications, contradictions, and messiness.
    
   
    She believes that these stories could prevent a recurrence of brutality; perhaps this belief is a nave one since putting things down on paper and recording them for posterity can also prevent healing of wounds.
    
   
    This emphasis on the importance and efficacy of stories, along with Ganeshananthan’s use of fragmentation as a narrative strategy, connects Ganeshananthan’s work with the desire to witness that appears in many works by local Sri Lankan writers, both Sinhalese and Tamil, and demonstrates the degree to which works by diasporics function in dialogue with the works of writers resident in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Indeed, the stories that Yalini records are precisely those that she gathers from the personal experiences of family members who have lived in Sri Lanka and are now part of the diaspora.
    
   
    Thus, the relationship between resident Sri Lankans and diasporics is not one of simple opposition; rather, it is a peculiarly intimate and complementary relationship.
   
 
  
   
    This is especially important in relation to the second generation since they, unlike their parents, have not had firsthand experiences of what went on in Sri Lanka and can only learn from the first generation, even as they must remember that the versions that they get are colored by the experiences of their parents and others and are necessarily subjective.
    
   
    Radhakrishnan has posited that even as the first generation must not presume to think that they know what their children are going through in the hostland, the second generation must not attempt to sweep aside the ties that bind their parents to the homeland and must try to be informed and knowledgeable about what has gone on and what goes on in the homeland (123-25).
    
   
    In a sense, this is what Ganeshananthan and her narrator are doing through their juxtaposing of family stories with what has been written by scholars about the conflict.
   
 
  
   
    Thus Yalini learns about her father’s difficulty entering university in Sri Lanka under the restrictions that were put in place (80).
    
   
    Ultimately, language issues drive him out of the country, when Murali decides that he is not going to be forced into being tested in Sinhala (87-88).
    
   
    She learns from her aunts and uncles about how they were forced to leave Sri Lanka, especially after 1983, departing with almost none of their belongings in order to become refugees in a new land (126).
    
   
    From her mother’s sister Kalyani, Yalini learns how one can be homesick even when “there is nothing to go back to there.
    
   
    Her house had been torched” (129).
    
   
    She also learns how Kalyani’s son Haran’s friend, a benevolent elderly school principal named Arun, was killed by the LTTE because he had the temerity to organize a cricket match between his Tamil students and the Sri Lankan army team (132).
    
   
    We hear about Murali’s Tamil friend Lucky, whose brother was killed for disagreeing with the LTTE (142) and whose Sinhalese wife Lalitha’s father was killed by the LTTE (146).
    
   
    It is significant that Lucky and Lalitha’s daughter is named Rajani—perhaps a reference to Rajani Thiranagama, who was, as we have seen, a dissident also assassinated by the LTTE.
   
 
  
   
    The contrast between Yalini and her cousin Janani is striking.
    
   
    The latter has grown up amid the Tigers and her mother has died as one.
    
   
    It is Janani who makes Yalini feel guilty about her relatively privileged and sheltered upbringing in the United States and about her choice not to become fluent in Tamil or learn about the war (42) even as Yalini becomes aware that her cousin has never really had a childhood or experienced youthful pleasures (148).
    
   
    Through Janani, Yalini realizes that she—like her cousin—has inherited the struggles of her parents (23).
    
   
    To this extent at least, then, diasporics and residents seem to be similar.
   
 
  
   
    Murali encourages his daughter to hear about her uncle’s experiences because he knows that Yalini cannot be protected forever from the conflict (53-54).
    
   
    Through Kumaran’s narrative, Yalini—and we—learn about the beginning and the evolution of the war (49).
    
   
    He gives his reason for joining the LTTE (133) after his bus is stopped by the army and he is nearly killed; he is appalled by the fact that at that moment of crisis, he almost denied being a Tamil due to his overwhelming fear.
    
   
    Thereafter he goes to London and learns to embrace the Cause (153), even though he is ambivalent about the Tigers’ use of violence (155-56).
    
   
    He also describes his first meeting with “Nadarajan” (161)—apparently a pseudonym for the LTTE leader Prabhakaran—and the origins of the Tigers and their goals (163-64).
    
   
    As she writes about “Nadarajan’s” exploits, Yalini is attempting to understand what this leader means in her own life, to sort out her feelings of ambivalence—is he a terrorist guilty of all manner of atrocities and a wanted man in more than one country?
    
   
    Or is he a fearless freedom fighter, using any and all means at his disposal, even suicide bombings and child recruitment, for the betterment of his people?
    
   
    This is at the heart of the narrative since it reflects on the uncle that she is beginning to love so deeply.
    
   
    Kumaran himself cautions Yalini against making hasty judgments about the guilt of combatants from both sides since no one can be considered innocent in the war (264).
   
 
  
   
    There is a large gathering of the Sri Lankan Tamil diasporic community around the dying Kumaran.
    
   
    Some, like Lucky, do so despite Kumaran’s actions, while others seem to be paying their respects for all he has done on behalf of Eelam (139).
    
   
    There is also a suggestion that Kumaran is raising funds for the LTTE even on his deathbed.
    
   
    Kumaran’s presence with Yalini and her parents in his final days means that they are now more involved—or at least, perceived to be so—with the LTTE than they otherwise might be (36; 53; 256-57).
   
 
  
    
     Love Marriage
     as a whole does what Yalini, the narrator, discussed with her uncle earlier: it eschews a “pleasant arc” to the narrative in the interest of telling the truth about lives that are fundamentally not “tidy,” beginning “without fanfare” and ending “without warning” (57). 
   
    Thus, there is no clear sense of what becomes of Yalini or the decisions she makes at the end of the novel.
    
   
    She admits her emotional and mental anguish regarding her heritage, her divided identity, but there is no resolution about her stand on the conflict.
    
   
    She, like many second-generation diasporics, is in uncharted territory (283-84).
    
   
    Second-generation diasporics have been joined in this uncharted territory by the rest of their fellow Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim, and Burgher contemporaries as the result of the end of the military conflict in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    For a quarter of a century, being Sri Lankan meant belonging to a country at war with itself.
    
   
    Being Tamil meant taking a position with regard to Eelam, either accepting or rejecting the division of the country, while being Sinhalese meant either embracing or rejecting the policies of successive governments toward Tamil nationalism and separatism.
    
   
    Now, the question of Sri Lankan identity, and with it the nature of Sri Lankan literature, must be framed in different terms.
   
 
  
    
     Notes
    
 
  
   
    1.
    
   
    For example, in the respective paratexts of 
    Reef and 
    Anil’s Ghost, it is stated that “Romesh Gunesekera grew up in Sri Lanka” and that Michael Ondaatje was “born in Sri Lanka.”
   
 
  
   
    2.
    
   
    Salgado is specifically referring to Arun Mukherjee’s critique of Ondaatje’s 
    Running in the Family and Walter Perera’s critique of Gunesekera’s 
    Reef.
   
 
  
   
    3.
    
   
    The narrative structure in 
    Reef is similar to that of a later bildungsroman, Nigerian writer Chimamanda Adichie’s novel 
    Half of a Yellow Sun, which is set around the time of the Biafran War and gives the perspective of a young boy similar to Triton.
   
 
  
   
    4.
    
   
    Gunesekera has consistently focused on Sri Lanka in his writing.
    
   
    Sri Lanka is the setting for his collection of short stories, 
    Monkfish Moon, as well as for his second novel, 
    The Sandglass.
    
   
    In his third novel, 
    Heaven’s Edge, he writes about a nameless tropical island that has faced a long-term conflict.
    
   
    I have focused on 
    Reef because this is Gunesekera’s best-known work and because he names Sri Lanka within the narrative.
   
 
  
   
    5.
    
   
    “A House in the Country” features Raj, a Sri Lankan who has returned to his native land after many years in London and has to confront the violence of the second JVP insurrection.
    
   
    Raj is startled to discover that the violence of the period, which to him is merely an inconvenience, has resulted in the killing of his employee Siri’s brother.
    
   
    “Batik” focuses on the tensions that arise in the marriage of Nalini, a Sinhalese woman married to Tiru, a Tamil man, following the 1983 riots.
    
   
    The safe haven they have lovingly created for themselves in the “neutral” space of London cannot withstand the pressures of their being on opposing sides in terms of the ethnic conflict in their homeland.
   
 
  
   
    6.
    
   
    Elmo Jayawardena’s 
    Sam’s Story presents an interesting contrast to Gunesekera’s novel.
    
   
    As in 
    Reef, the protagonist and first-person narrator in Jayawardena’s novel is a servant boy in a middle-class household.
    
   
    In addition to being as uneducated and task-ridden as Triton, Sam is described as “slow.”
    
   
    Yet unlike Triton, Sam challenges what other people tell him or what he overhears, such as the reasons for the ethnic conflict.
   
 
  
   
    7.
    
   
    Gunesekera seems to be referring to the fact that applying chillie powder on people’s bodies is a form of torture that has been used by both sides during the second JVP insurrection as well as the ethnic conflict.
   
 
  
   
    8.
    
   
    For an unembellished account of the story of Angulimaala—the virtuous young scholar who is corrupted when he obeys his vindictive teacher’s command to gather a garland made up of one thousand fingers—see 
    http://www.metta.lk/pali-utils/Pali-Proper-Names/angulimaala.htm.
   
 
  
   
    9.
    
   
    According to Rajiva Wijesinha, “Gunesekera is in fact trading on his background.
   
   
    … He is serving up the exotic fare he knows his audience wants in order to feel it has been given a dose of reality” (“Spices” 14).
   
 
  
   
    10.
    
   
    In fact, the novel’s epigraph, “Of his bones are coral made,” is from Ariel’s Song (I.ii.98) in Shakespeare’s 
    The 
    Tempest.
    
   
    The cover blurb in question is by 
    The Guardian’s James Wood.
   
 
  
   
    11.
    
   
    Ondaatje’s first work with a Sri Lankan focus was his fictionalized memoir, 
    Running in the Family, which deals in particular with his grandmother’s escapades and his parents’ troubled relationship.
   
 
  
   
    12.
    
   
    This is emphasized in one conversation between Anil and Sarath: he tells her of an archaeological site located in China with which he was associated.
    
   
    The archaeologists unearthed a water tomb of an ancient king who had been buried with twenty female musicians.
    
   
    Apparently the culture had valued music above all else, which was why the ruler had been buried with the musicians and their instruments instead of with gold or jewels.
    
   
    Anil at once responds by condemning the values of the entire civilization by focusing on the “twenty murdered women”; Sarath, on the other hand, points out that “it was another world with its own value system that came to the surface” (261).
    
   
    Anil’s response is obviously understandable, considering that twenty women had to give up their lives for the well-being of one man in his afterlife; on the other hand, she adheres to a Western feminist viewpoint and is not willing to even consider the reasons why the women might have gone to their deaths willingly.
    
   
    A practice such as Isabelle Gunning’s “world-travelling”—which is a means of “approaching ‘culturally challenging’ patriarchal practices… without prejudging them.
    
   
    World-travelling walks the tightrope between interconnectedness and independence, between women’s shared perspectives and their differences” (Bulbeck 84)—would be more productive in this type of situation.
   
 
  
   
    13.
    
   
    According to Spivak, an economic migrant is an expatriate who is seeking justice—and wealth—in the capitalist system (“Teaching” 474).
   
 
  
   
    14.
    
   
    Though the name has been changed, this is a depiction of Ranasinghe Premadasa, Sri Lanka’s second executive president, who was assassinated by a suicide bomber in 1993 in the same way that President Katugala is assassinated at the end of 
    Anil’s Ghost.
   
 
  
   
    15.
    
   
    Sarath’s fears are justified since he himself is killed at the end of the novel, presumably by government forces, for aiding Anil’s investigation and for getting her and her evidence against the government safely out of the country.
   
 
  
   
    16.
    
   
    It is important to emphasize that Ondaatje’s own sense of diasporic responsibility is evident in the fact that he established the Gratiaen Prize with his Booker Prize winnings in order to encourage creative writing in Sri Lanka and his involvement in projects like the film 
    No More Tears Sister, in which he is the narrator.
   
 
  
   
    17.
    
   
    Wickremesekera’s first novel, 
    Walls, featured a Sri Lankan diasporic family in Australia, while his third novel, 
    In the Same Boat, is an allegory about what happens to people during a crisis situation when they are driven by selfishness and fear instead of cooperation and concern for each other.
   
 
  
   
    18.
    
   
    While the parents tend to feel loss, nostalgia and a yearning for their homeland along with a desire to preserve culture and tradition, the offspring very often have a divided sense of identity and struggle to straddle two worlds.
    
   
    See, for example, 
    If the Moon Smiled by Chandani Lokuge; 
    The Namesake by Jhumpa Lahiri; 
    Brick Lane by Monica Ali; 
    The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan; and 
    No-No Boy by John Okada.
   
  
  
  
    
     Conclusion
    
 
  
   
    As of this writing, the military conflict in Sri Lanka has been over for nearly two years.
    
   
    The nation’s concerns now have less to do with suicide bombings and high-profile assassinations than with questions of the reconciliation between communities that have long been at war, the state of media freedom in a country where journalists have faced daunting obstacles to their work, the plight of internally displaced persons, and the economic development of the nation and the sharing of resources.
    
   
    What role, then, does the literature from 1983 to 2009 have to play in this new situation?
    
   
    Can Sri Lankan Anglophone literature about the ethnic conflict make a meaningful contribution to the nation’s healing of a generation’s worth of wounds?
   
 
  
   
    A recent article by Robert Ivie on the subject of the United States’ wars in Iraq and Afghanistan contains some ideas that may be relevant to these questions.
    
   
    Ivie argues that the rhetoric associated with the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq in the United States tended to draw on an absolute dichotomy between good and evil with roots in the Christian tradition.
    
   
    Ivie argues that this sort of dichotomy makes peacemaking difficult but not impossible.
    
   
    What is required, Ivie suggests, is that former adversaries use storytelling “as a ritual practice for re-humanizing adversaries” (241).
    
   
    Remembering war can result in demonizing one’s adversaries and deifying one’s own combatants, but it can also, Ivie suggests, undermine the logic of these destructive binaries by embracing moral complexity.
    
   
    Ivie calls on would-be peacemakers to “invent humanizing narratives and rites of reconciliation to remediate demonizing images of adversaries and deifying rituals of redemptive violence” (242).
   
 
  
   
    Ivie’s recommendations seem particularly pertinent to the aftermath of the war in Sri Lanka.
    
   
    Although neither the Sinhalese (who are predominantly Buddhist) nor the Tamils (who are predominantly Hindu) locate themselves primarily within the Christian tradition that resonates so powerfully in the United States, the rhetoric surrounding the war on both sides drew extensively on rhetoric of absolute good and evil.
    
   
    In the rhetoric of the Sri Lankan state and its adversaries, terms like “terrorism,” “atrocity,” “genocide,” and “ethnic cleansing” were used quite freely, and both sides made use of religious imagery borrowed from the dominant and minority religious traditions within each community.
    
   
    (Buddhism and Hinduism form the majority religions among Sinhalese and Tamils, respectively, but as we have seen there are small but significant Catholic and Protestant Christian minorities among both groups.)
    
   
    Moreover, the rhetoric of martyrdom, heroism, and sacrifice has invested combatants from both sides with the kind of reverence that serves to justify and perpetuate enmity.
   
 
  
   
    When Nihal de Silva allows a Tamil militant and a Sinhalese soldier to give full voice to both sides of the conflict and their respective grievances and justifications, he is engaged in “inventing humanizing narratives,” to use Ivie’s terms.
    
   
    Likewise, when Jean Arasanayagam and Neil Fernandopulle create first-person narratives from a variety of subject positions related to the conflict, they humanize all sides of the war.
    
   
    When Kamala Wijeratne, Amila Weerasinghe, and Sivamohan Sumathy direct criticism at combatants from their own respective ethnic groups, they undermine the rhetoric of heroism and martyrdom that justifies violence.
    
   
    When A. Sivanandan, Shyam Selvadurai, Michael Ondaatje, Channa Wickremesekera, and V.V. Ganeshananthan dismantle myths of identity, it becomes a little easier for erstwhile adversaries to recognize each other’s humanity.
    
   
    The form of these works, meanwhile, mirrors the sort of humility that necessarily informs efforts toward reconciliation.
    
   
    Both in the penetrating fragments of short fiction and poetry by the many Sri Lankan short story writers and poets discussed in the foregoing pages and in the ambitious collections of fragmentary perspectives created by many of the novelists considered in this study, Sri Lankan Anglophone writers have sought to acknowledge a diverse set of stories.
    
   
    The writers who have represented the conflict have provided, in a modest yet meaningful way, grounds for hope.
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