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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to understand how marginalised communities in Sri Lanka safely share 

stories of violence when systemic oppression silences them. Those whose caste, ethnicity, 

gender, geography, language and/or religion sets them apart from the hegemony are at 

high risk of experiencing everyday and severe violence due to structural discrimination. This 

structural discrimination pertains to issues such as education, employment and housing, all 

of which intersect to create a position of acute oppression for marginalised communities. 

Experiences of such violence often go unspoken and unheard because individuals risk 

reprisal for 'criticising' the government, security forces or local power holders. Yet for the 

precarious situation of these groups - Tamil and Muslim youth, northern Tamil 

communities, Up-Country Tamil girls and women and southern Sinhala men - to be 

addressed, it is necessary for their stories to be recognised and acknowledged by being 

shared out loud. Storytelling, therefore, simultaneously generates security and insecurity, a 

paradox I explore with the term '(in)security.' I address four aspects of (in)security -

emotional, physical, economic and cultural - through ethnographic analysis of four small, 

grassroots non-governmental organisations (NGOs) located across the island. Connected 

through their mutual affiliation with the Theatre of Friendship (ToF) network, each of these 

NGOs has uniquely adapted a common public storytelling practice to address the specific 

social concerns of their local communities. I identify the processes of securitisation through 

which they negotiate and facilitate safe spaces for public storytelling, highlighting how they 

work within hegemonic structures, as well as how they subtly resist them. Byenabling 

individuals to narrate their past experiences and then have them reenacted as a means of 

remembrance and reconciliation, these NGOs attempt to interrupt intergenerational cycles 

of oppression, violence and silence, and thereby establish greater security for themselves 

and their communities. 
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1. (In)Security in Sri Lanka: 

Storytelling in a Post-Conflict State 

This thesis examines how marginalised communities in Sri Lanka safely share stories of 

violence when systemic oppression silences them . Occupying a position of marginality puts 

individuals and communities at a high risk of experiencing everyday and severe violence 

due to structural discrimination. Such violence often goes unspoken and unheard because 

of a lack of accountability and a fear of reprisal. Being perceived to be critical of the 

government, military, or local power holders in Sri Lanka endangers the security of 

individuals and communities, especially those whose ethnicity, caste, gender and/or 

religion sets them apart from the hegemony. Yet, for these intersecting oppressions to be 

addressed, it is necessary for stories of their impact to be shared out loud. Storytelling, 

therefore, simultaneously generates security and insecurity. To acknowledge this paradox 

and to recognise that security is a spectrum not a dichotomy, I employ the term 

'(in)security.' 

In this thesis, I examine how marginalised communities attempt to interrupt these 

intergenerational cycles of oppression, violence and silence and move towards security 

without endangering themselves further . In identifying processes of securitisation, I 

highlight the ways in which communities work within the hegemonic structures wh ich 

oppress them, as well as the ways in which they subtly resist them. I explore four aspects of 

(in)security - emotional, physical, economic and cultural - all of which are essential 

considerations for marginalised communities in Sri Lanka. Each aspect is explored 

individually through an ethnographic analysis of one of four small, grassroots non

governmental organisations (NGOs) located across the island. Each of these four NGOs is 

affiliated with a network called Theatre of Friendship (ToF) and share the use of public 

storytelling as an integral part of their community-centred work, a practice which involves 

the narration and immediate reenactment of an individual experience as a means of 

remembering and reconciling. Despite differing in their geography, ethnicity, caste, 

language, religion and objective, these four NGOs have all adapted the same public 

storytelling practice specifically to serve their local communities and attempt to reconcile 

the violence of the past and present with future security. 
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1.1. Sri lanka's Demographics and 'Constructed Identities'l 

Attempts to produce a general political history of twentieth and twenty-first century Sri 

Lanka include selective compilations by Wriggins (1960), Kearney (1973), A. Wilson (1979), 

Jupp (1978), K. M . de Silva (1981), Manor (1984), C. R. de Silva (1987) and Warnapala 

(1993). Due to their age (being published either before or toward the beginning of the 

country's conflict) and narrow conceptualisation of the political (regarding it in a purely 

constitutional sense), these accounts have limited relevance to this ethnography. 2,3 In 

comparison, historian Wickramasinghe's (2014) book, Sri Lanka in the Modern Age: A 

History, not only provides a comprehensive history of the island right up to the end of the 

conflict, but also departs from the narrow approach of its predecessors in three ways . 

Firstly, Wickramasinghe (ibid) rejects the "nearly exclusive claim to the knowledge of what 

constitutes history" that the "the positivist language and choice of themes" of the 

aforementioned works suggest. Secondly, she attempts to rectify the insufficient 

historicization given to "categories of analysis such as state, nation, Sinhala or Tamil" (ibid) 

in previous studies. Thirdly, while her predecessors' work "serve as examples of a form of 

history writing in which a sense of life is absent," Wickramasinghe (ibid) "reintroduces a 

more narrative form of history writing ... thus evoking a reality that is differentially 

refracted through varying experiences and positionalities." She also writes, however, "with 

the knowledge and regret that if history is indeed the record of men/women in time, most 

men and women have never appeared in the written histories of Sri Lanka" (ibid) . She 

suggests that "Rectifying this bias would mean writing history from the grassroots, a history 

of the local based on ethnographical work" (ibid) . This narrative -focused and empirically-led 

approach mirrors my own methodology, with my ethnography - and the work of the 

organisations it describes - providing some of the "ora l history and ... systematic collection 

1 The title for th is sect ion is borrowed from Wickramasinghe's (2014:47) chapter "Colonialism and 

Constructed Identities." 

2 It must be acknowledged that despite being the earliest of these works, Wriggins (1960) did see 

"the importance of other actors that he called interest groups, including caste groups and religious 

formations" (Wickramasinghe 2014:xiii) . 

3 The need to broaden the parameters of the political to include more affectual understandings is 

explored in the third chapter of this thesis, Physical {In)Security in Jaffna : The Stories of Tamil 

Communities. 
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of life histories" Wickramasinghe (ibid) suggests is necessary in the production of a more 

nuanced history of Sri Lanka. 

Sri Lanka's modern history begins in the sixteenth century, with the events of that time 

continuing to inform the political and economic landscapes of contemporary society. 

Wickramasinghe (2014:9) describes how "For four hundred years the island of Sri Lanka was 

the prey of successive naval powers that controlled parts or the totality of its land." The 

Portuguese (1505-1658) were the first of such colonisers, followed by the Dutch (1658-

1796) and the British (1796-1948). Sri Lanka's location along the global trade route was a 

significant motivator in all three colonial powers' ambition for control, but "While the 

Portuguese and Dutch claimed sovereignty over a period of 150 years by taxing, coercing 

and converting, the British used an array of subtle technologies of rule that convinced the 

natives that this rule was real and not virtual" (ibid) . With each successive invasion, a 

market economy developed that "was dominated by the needs and demands of plantation 

capitalism - coffee, then tea, coconuts, rubber - and commercial capitalism" (2014:8). The 

labour required to operate this economy was provided "by an influx of labourers of South 

Indian origin to service the plantations and to a lesser extent towns, ports and roads" (ibid). 

As Wickramasinghe (ibid) notes, this mass migration "added a further element of diversity 

to the population of an island that had received migrants from South India since ancient 

times and had [readily] integrated them" into society, and - as a result of unions between 

colonialists and the local population - "spawned new social formations such as Christian or 

Catholic Sinhalese or Tamils and people of mixed descent." 

The introduction of Christianity to Sri Lanka by various European missions not only hailed 

the arrival of multiple denominations to the island, "but also new conceptions of religious 

identity" (Berkwitz 2013:99). In his article, Hybridity, Parody and Contempt: Buddhist 

Responses to Christian Missions in Sri Lanka, religious studies scholar Berkwitz (2013:99) 

states that missions began with "Portuguese Franciscans in the mid-sixteenth century" and 

were continued by "Jesuits in the early seventeenth century." These efforts were "followed 

by Dutch Calvinists and the British Anglicans and Wesleyans in the nineteenth century," and 

are "continue[d] to this day through ... evangelica! American, Korean and indigenous 

churches" (ibid). Outside of worship, charitable Christian organisations such as World Vision 

provide humanitarian relief with little proselytization. Historically, both Buddhists and 

Hindus responded in a variety of ways to missions, ranging "from conversion and varying 

degrees of assimilation to outright rejection and hostility" (2013 :100). Yet what was 

consistent among Sri Lanka's many populations was that such ecclesiastical encounters 
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eroded the religious hybridity previously practised in the country. The gradual local 

adoption of "Christian missionaries' exclusive notions of religious identity while rejecting 

the possibility (and desirability) of maintaining hybrid identities" in the mid-twentieth 

century is what Berkwitz (2013:101) cites as "the most unexpected consequence of this 

history." This Icritique with mimesis' - "the harsh rejection of Christian missionary religion 

accompanied by the imitation of certain Christian missionary techniques" (ibid) such as the 

involvement of monks in social welfare projects - has left the legacy of missions to be the 

rise of "new intercultural conversions," wherein Sinhala and Tamil populations "adopted 

certain elements and presuppositions from another religion in the process of defining and 

practicing their own" (2013:100} .4 

The rigidity of identity cultivated by and in response to Christian missions applied to all 

aspects of life, not only religion . According to Wickramasinghe (2014:47), this trend of 

distillation became institutionalised by "British colonialism ... through a variety of 

technologies of rule ." The Portuguese and Dutch had paved the way for this with their 

extensive compilation of tombos (land registries), the categorisations in which "were very 

simi lar to those used by the British in the nineteenth century" (2014:48-49). 

Wickramasinghe (2014:48) suggests that while the initial colonial endeavours to document 

the people of Sri Lanka were "carefully written from first hand observation," it quickly 

evolved into "an imperial project of control where natives were counted, objectified and 

divided into social groups such as castes, races or ethnic[ities] ." As such, when Sri Lankans 

were labelled by the British as belonging to one group or another, "the term used was 

never innocent or fortuitous" (ibid). While people did indeed practise different religions 

and live in different geographical areas, the categorisations imposed upon them were 

closer to artificial constructions of identities than accurate reflections of the self-images of 

Sri Lankans. 

With the British introduction of quantitative classification such as censuses, "Identities lost 

their substantive quality, their many forms and shapes, and became objective features of 

people that could be delineated once and for all" (Wickramasinghe 2014:47) . As 

Wickramasinghe (ibid) qualifies, "enumerations themselves would not have changed the 

shape of the varied and contextual identities of the people of the land," but they did 

contribute "to the gradual imposition of the idea - promoted by nationalists as well - that 

4 For more on the socio-economic impact of missions on local religious, ethnic and caste identities, 

see Alagiyawanna (1991/1992), Arasaratnam (1996), Jayawardena (2001) and Harris (2006) . 
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identities were like institutions : fixed and gelled." There was an implicit motivation to 

"strengthen what was considered the authentic culture of the land, recognised without 

hesitation as the Kandyan S culture" (2014:48). These 'authentic' cultures were given 

privileges by the British, incentivising Sri Lankans to claim allegiance with one group over 

another and "further moor[ing] this perception of identities as embodied, inescapable 

features of being" (2014:47) . Wickramasinghe (2014:48) states that in strengthening the 

entitlements and oppressions associated with different communities, colonial classifications 

of Sri Lanka's population "opened up a new realm for political identities to blossom ." The 

fallout ofthese politicised categories - of groups cleaved from one another and ranked by 

colonialists - catalysed the ethnic, religious and caste-based tension which would ignite in 

post-Independence Sri Lanka and continue to this day. 

Currently, the total population of Sri Lanka is 20,359,439, of whom 9,856,634 are men and 

10,502,805 are women (Census of Population and Housing 2012) . The largest ethnic group 

is the Sinhala 6 population (15,250,081), followed by Sri Lankan Tamil (2,269,266), Muslim 7 

5 Kandyan refers to the people and areas surrounding the ancient city of Kandy, Central province. 

Founded in the late fifteenth century as a constituent ofthe kingdom of Kotte, the city eventually 

grew to establish a kingdom of its own. From the 1590s, it was the only native polity independent 

from colonial forces, until it finally fell to the British in 1818. Wickramasinghe (2014:57) describes 

how this region was "regarded by provincial agents and the British in general as the epitome of 

tradition, and they often displayed a patriarchal and protective attitude towards the Kandyans." As 

such, "the authentic Sinhalese" was regarded as "the high caste Kandyan," who was the "guardian of 

the admirable qualities of tradition" (2014:58). 

6 Sinhala refers to both a people and their language, a term which historically has been anglicised as 

'Sinhalese .' While the latter term continues to be used in English language research and reporting of 

Sri Lanka, I choose to use the former to reject colonial overtones and to align myself with how 

Sinhala people refer to themselves. 

7 In the Census of Population and Housing (2012), the term 'Sri Lankan Moor' is used in place of 

'Muslim.' I use the term 'Muslim' here - and throughout this thesis - instead, as it was how those 

with whom I worked identified. The term 'Moor' derives from the Portuguese 'Mauros,' which was 

used to describe the Muslims of Mauritania (Wickramasinghe 2014:51) . While this term is used in 

formal capacities to refer to all Sri Lankan Muslim communities except for Malays, 'Muslim' is a far 

more commonplace description and is often used to denote an ethnicity as well as a religion. 

Wickramasinghe (2014 :277) suggests that the unpopularity of the former t erm may be due to the 
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(1,892,638), Up-Country Tamil 8 (839,504), Malay (44,130), Burgher (38,293)' Chetty (5,595), 

Bharatha (1,717) and other ethnicities (18,215) (ibid). The most widely observed religion is 

Buddhism (14,272,056), followed by Hinduism (2,561,299)' Islam (1,967,523), Roman 

Catholicism (1,261,194), other Christian denominations (290,967) and other beliefs (6,400) 

(ibid) . Of the population who are ten years or older, 87% can speak Sinhala, 28.5% Tamil 

and 23.8% English . While these three are the official languages of Sri Lanka, dialects vary 

across communities, particularly the Arabic-influenced Tamil used by the Muslim 

population ofthe Eastern Province, and the south Indian-influenced Tamil ofthe Up

Country Tamils of the Central Province. Although there have been waves of econom ic 

migration to the country's commercial capital, Colombo, only a minority of people live in 

urban environments (3,704,470) (ibid) . The vast majority of Sri Lankans continue to live in 

the rural sector (15,753,322) and the estate (tea plantation) sector (901,647) (ibid). At the 

time this research was undertaken, 8,423,994 people were employed, 5,548,131 of whom 

were male and 2,875,862 were female (Department of Census and Statistics 2014) . Most 

people were employed in the services industry (45%), followed by the agriculture sector 

(28.5%) and the industry sector (26.5%) (ibid). The diversity of Sri Lanka's population and its 

concentration in rural landscapes illustrate the island as a patchwork of identities based 

more on specific local communities, cultures and histories than broad ethnic affiliations. 

The heterogeneity of Sri Lanka is further exemplified by the innumerable subdivisions 

within the ethnic categorisations of Sinhala and Tamil. The Sinhala community have 

historically been divided between the Kandyan people of the hill country and the Low

Country people of the southern interiors and coastline. The Sinhala population is 

concentrated in the Western, Central and Southern Provinces, the variation of which means 

the daily life of middle-class, white-collar worker in Colombo would have little in common 

fact that in the years leading up to colonial independence, "the leaders of the Muslim community 

gradually shed the 'racial' Moor identity and put forward an exclusively religious identity. " 

8 In the Census of Population and Housing (2012), the term 'Indian Tamil' is used in place of 'Up

Country Tami!. ' I use the term 'Up-Country Tamil' here - and throughout this thesis - instead, as it 

was how those with whom I worked identified . This community are also sometimes referred to as 

Estate Tamils, thickly alluding to the fact that that their ancestors were transported from south India 

to Sri Lanka's hill country to work as indentured labourers on British plantations. I will go into further 

detail about the origins of these terms and their implications of statelessness and belonging in the 

chapter, Economic (In)Security in Hatton : The Stories of Up-Country Tamil Girls and Women . 
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with the agricultural labourers of the south's vast rurallandscape .9 Similarly, as 

Wickramasinghe (2014:268) suggests, "the very notion of a single Tamil ethnic identity" is 

derisory, as in Sri Lanka, "the Tamil community is not one but many." The majority of the 

Tamil population reside in the Northern and Eastern Provinces, but there is also a 

significant community in Colombo, particularly its Wellawatte district. Wickramasinghe 

(ibid) asserts that differences in caste and religion have "created communities that stand 

apart," meaning that "Being Tamil means something quite different for the Eastern 

Province farmer and the Colombo Tamil Vellala lawyer." While the majority of 'Sri Lanka 

Tamils' would trace their heritage to the Jaffna Kingdom (1215-1624) and peninsula in the 

Northern Province, the Up-Country Tamils of the Central Province are regarded to be more 

closely connected to south India. Wickramasinghe (ibid) argues that even though these 

"significant divides" are based on "perceptions more than on history or culture, " Tamil 

culture and politics remain "laced with deep divides." Even if similarities exist between the 

Tamil speakers of Sri Lanka, a shared language cannot be equated with a shared ethnicity. 

As Wickramasinghe (ibid) attests, "Most Muslims speak Tamil but consider themselves as 

forming a distinct community, if not distinct communities - Malays, Sindhis, Borahs have 

nurtured a specific identity and resisted being absorbed into the Moor majority." 

The intricacies of Sri Lanka's demographics are further complicated by caste-based social 

stratification systems, a form of which are used by Sinhala, Tamil and Up-Country Tamil 

populations alike (see Ryan 1953; Leach 1960,1961; Jayaraman 1975). The Varnas of north 

India and the Jiiti system of south India have both influenced Sri Lanka's classification 

system . Having been practised extensively in the country for two thousand years, the caste 

systems declined in importance during the colonial era, at which time the British used the 

categorisation more vaguely to encompass not only caste groups "in their most recognised 

sense ... but also regional groups such as Europeans, Portuguese and Malays, occupational 

groups such as washermen or potters, and large amorphous groups such as Moors and 

Malabars" lo (Wickramasinghe 2014:51). While there was no significant resurgence in caste-

9 The diversity of the Sinhala population - particularly the historical patterns of marginalisation and 

violence experienced by the rural poor at the hands of the urban elite - is explored further in the 

final chapter of this thesis, Cultural (in)Security in Embilipitiya: The Stories of Sinhala Men . 

10 Wickramasinghe (2014:51) states that while "initially employed for the inhabitants of the Malabar 

coast" of south west India, the term 'Mala bars' "became part of the vocabulary of the European 

powers to describe all Tamils in Ceylon." 
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based classification post-Independence, the system retains more religious and social 

relevance in contemporary Tamil society than in their Sinhala counterpart. 

Approximately half of the Sinhala population fall within the Goyigama (Govi) caste and they 

commonly live in both the hill country as well as Low-Country regions, despite significant 

differences between the caste systems of the two areas. Although classed as Shudra in the 

Varna system, the Goyigama are considered the elite Sinhala caste due to the agricultural 

history ofthe country, putting them on a par with the Vellalar (Veliala) ofthe Tamil caste 

system . Minority castes in the hill country include the Wahumpura or Deva (farmers, 

jaggery-makers and domestic servants of the Goyigama), the Bathgama (paddy cultivators), 

the Navandanna (Achari) (artisans), the Padu (agricultural labourers of the Goyigama), the 

Kumbal (potters), the Rada (clothes washers), the Berava (drummers, dancers and 

labourers), and the Kinnara (menial labourers). Minority castes in the Low-Country include 

the Salagama (cinnamon cultivators), the Durava (elephanteers), and the Karava (seafarers, 

naval warriors and fishing people). 

In their paper, Caste Discrimination and Social Justice in Sri Lanka: An Overview, Silva et al 

(2009:4) state that "In Sinhala society, the lower the caste status the more excluded they 

[are] from power, land ownership and sources of honour and human dignity" (see also Silva 

1982, 1992, 2006) . They assert that caste-based discrimination not only affects those 

associated with menial labour (who constitute "less than one percent of the total Sinhala 

population" and "often live[ .. . ] in isolated but congested villages usually hidden in the 

jungle"), but also groups like the Wahumpura, the Navandanna, the Padu, the Kumbal, the 

Berava, and the Rada (who, combined, constitute "as many as 20-30 per cent of the Sinhala 

population") (ibid). According to Silva et al (ibid), the oppressed statuses of these castes are 

"upheld by overlapping conditions such as landlessness, caste-specific family and personal 

names, service obligations towards higher orders in society, forms of dress and patterns of 

deference and demeanour built into inter-caste relations of all kinds."ll While "Many of the 

11 Silva et al (2009:4) make the point that "Unlike Hinduism," Buddhism (the dominant religion within 

the Sinhala population) "ha[s] an ambiguous relationship with caste" (ibid) . They argue that "While 

the Buddhist doctrine strongly condemned caste, Buddhist organisations in Sri Lanka halve] adopted 

caste as a principle of social set up among Buddhist monks and exploit[ ... ] it for mobilising ritual 

services and extracting surplus from temple property." I argue that this manipulation of Buddhism 

for individual political and social gain is illustrative of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism, a concept which I 

define and explore in the chapter, Cultural (In)Security in Embilipitiya: The Stories of Sinhala Men. 
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underprivileged caste groups in Sinhala society have gradually managed to uplift their 

status and living conditions using opportunities offered by the Sri Lankan welfare state, 

including free education and opportunities offered by patronage politics and market 

mechanisms," Silva et al (ibid) warn that inequality still permeates these opportunities . 

They state that "there are many depressed caste pockets where poverty, landlessness, low 

human dignity, unemployment and poor living conditions in general exist," a situation 

exacerbated by "continued discrimination on the part of surrounding communities as well 

as government institutions such as schools" (2009:5). 

Like the Sinhala system, the caste system of Sri Lanka's Tamil population also has two 

distinct regional structures: one pertaining to the Tamil populations who have historically 

lived in the Northern and Eastern Provinces, and the other to the Up-Country Tamil 

population of the Central Province. The former system is further sub-categorised depending 

on geography and subsistence. In agricultural Tamil societies, the Vellalar (agriculturalists 

and landowners) are the dominant caste and constitute well over half of Sri Lanka's total 

Tamil population (Pfaffenberger 1982; Mahroof 2000; Siddhartan 2003). Vellalar historically 

used the services of five minority castes collectively known as Panchamar: the Pallar 

(agriculturalists and labourers), the Vannar (washers), the Ambattar (barbers), the Nalavar 

(palm tree climbers and toddy tappers), and the Parayar (funeral drummers). Silva et al 

(2009:6) state that collectively, the Panchamar make up "about 18 per cent of the Jaffna 

population." Between the Vellalar and Panchamar are "several intermediary caste groups" 

such as the Koviar (agriculturalists and temple workers) who, according to Silva et al (ibid), 

"also experience[ ... ] discrimination from the dominant caste in matters such as temple 

administration, education, employment and land market." In coastal Tamil societies, the 

Karaiyar (seafarers, naval warriors and fishing people) are a dominant caste, as well as the 

Iyers and Kurukkal (temple priests). The Mukkuvar (fishing people, agricultural labourers 

and landowners) are also a dominant caste and primarily live in the Eastern Province. The 

Panchamar are also the minority castes in coastal societies, even providing services to other 

dominant groups outside of the Tamil community, "including Muslim landlords" (2009:8).12 

Although they comprise a very small minority of the population, a Brahmanical social 

structure persists among the Vellalar and other dominant castes, resulting in what Silva et 

al (2009:6) describe as "rigid" caste systems with "clearly defined patterns of inequality, 

12 For more on the relationship between Hindu and Muslim caste systems on the east coast, see 

McGilvray (2008). 
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discrimination and social rejection driven by a religiously articulated notion of 

untouchability." The Panchamar experience "many forms of discrimination .. . ranging from 

prohibitions against any kind of respectable clothing to denial of access to public transport, 

drinking water, temples, tea shops and the like"13 (ibid). This system was challenged in the 

1980s when the Liberation Tigers ofTamil Eelam (L TIE) (whose leaders were of the Karaiyar 

caste) protested the inequality among castes. This, combined with higher levels of 

education among Tamil elites, opened some new employment, education and religious 

opportunities for minority castes. Contradictorily, however, this achievement was limited 

by the growing power of the L TIE, whose demand for minority castes "to assert themselves 

politically" became overshadowed by their fight for an independent Tamil state. This 

resulted in "silenc[ing of] the caste struggle in the interest of what they s[aw] as a more 

urgent national liberation struggle," wherein a desire to create a state in which the caste 

system was "officially banned" led to the LTIE leaving contemporary caste discrimination 

"[un]recognised and [ ... un]addressed" (Silva et al 2009:7) (see also Schalk 1992,1997). A 

result of this has been that Panchamar castes "appear to be among the worst victims of the 

war," being "overrepresented among the long-term Internally Displaced Persons (lOPs)" 

and "remaining in camps even during ceasefire" (ibid)Y 

The second Tamil caste system operating in Sri Lanka pertains to Up-Country Tamils, so

called because of their geographic concentration in the central hill country. Brought to Sri 

Lanka in the eighteenth century by British colonialists to work as indentured labourers on 

their tea plantations, the caste system of this community still closely resembles those found 

in south India. It has been argued that colonialists deliberately sought out "those from the 

13 Ragunathan (2002) lists twenty-four prohibitions imposed upon Panchamar which impacted every 

aspect of daily life in the first half of the twentieth century. Ragunathan states that by the 1920s, 

members of Panchamar groups began to challenge the infringement of their rights in an organised 

way, exemplified by their campaign for equality in seating and eating arrangements in schools. By 

the mid-twentieth century, such campaigning had expanded to the Teashop Entry Movement in the 

1950s and Temple Entry Movement in the 1960s. These protests sometimes resulted in violence 

between Vellalars and Panchamars, but managed to achieve moderate success before the rise of 

militancy in the 1980s led to the abandoning of caste equality campaigns in favour of a fight for a 

Tamil Eelam. 

14 I explore how the intersecting identit ies of minority caste Ta mils cause them to become 'eternal 

IDPs' in the chapter, Physical {In)Security in Joffno: The Stories of Tomil Communities . 
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relevant caste groups in their search for a pliant work force as well as due to their f irm 

stereotypical views about race and caste of workers (Wickramasinghe 1995)" (Silva et al 

2009 :9) . As Silva et al (2009 :8) state, this means that "The bulk of the Indian Tamil 

plantation workers in Sri Lanka [today] are drawn from the lowest and most depressed 

caste groups in South India ." They suggest that over three quarters of Up-Country Tamils 

are members ofthe Pallar, Parayar and Chakkiliar (cleaners) castes, but supervisory 

positions and preferential (although still extremely limited) housing are given to those from 

the minority of people from dominant castes, collectively known as Kudiyanavar (Daniel 

1993).15 This leads Silva et al (2009:9) to make the observation that "Even though we could 

expect that joining the plantation work force would have produced a levelling influence on 

people from different caste backgrounds, this has not happened for over 150 years." 

Despite this continued injustice, Silva et al (ibid) argue that one concession has developed; 

"the 'Untouchables' became 'Touchable' within the plantation economy as members of 

[Pallar, Parayar and Chakki li ar] castes worked and lived side by side" other communities. 

The tension created by colonialism's legacy of constructing and categorising identity was a 

significant factor in igniting and sustaining Sri Lanka's three-decade-Iong civil war. While 

some separation had previously existed between communities, colonial authorities 

enforced these divides with the introduction of censuses, Christianity, and bias legislation 

which favoured the Sinhala population. The British, for example, regarded Sinhala people as 

more rational and civilised than their Tamil counterparts, who were considered more tribal 

and emotional. As a result, the Sinhala population had better access to power and 

resources, culminating with a Sinhala government being awarded administration when Sri 

Lanka gained independence in 1948. Without adequate Tamil and minority representation, 

a number of discriminatory legislations were soon passed by the new government. This 

new independent era was marked by a rise in a Sinhala nationalism which sought to 

distance itself from colonial powers, climaxing with the passing of the Sinhala Only Act of 

1956 (officially known as the Official Language Act No. 33 (1956)) which declared Sinhala to 

the be the country's only official language. This was arguably the first of many actions in the 

newly independent country of Sri Lanka (formerly British Ceylon) which led to the systemic 

marginalisation of the Tamil community, who in turn reacted by asserting themselves as 

15 Dirks (1997,2001) refers to this phenomenon as "an invention of caste," whereby worker 

hierarchy reflects the structure of the caste system and specific jobs (for example, cleaning and 

clothes washing) being imposed onto labourers in correspondence with their caste. 
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ancient inhabitants of the island as well. This competitive assertion of belonging, 

ownership, rightfulness and heritage exacerbated ethnic tensions in the country, ultimately 

progressing to the conflict in 1983. 16 

1.2. Sri lanka's Conflict: A Brief History 

After the Sinhala Only Act of 1956, tension between Sinhala and Tamil communities 

escalated. The domination of Sinhala representation and the alienation ofthe Tami l 

population in state affairs led to the polarisation between the Sri Lankan security forces and 

Tamil civilians in the 1960s. Prior to that, Wickramasinghe (2014:294) asserts that "the 

security forces had been the preserve of members of the Christian community." An 

"abortive coup by military leaders who all hailed from Christian backgrounds," however, led 

to "the composition of the army and the police under[going] a significant transformation 

that consolidated the Sinhala-Buddhist identity of the forces" (ibid) . Wickramasinghe (ibid) 

describes how "This led to a gradual shift in the Tamils' attitude towards the police and the 

army," progressing to them being "seen as hostile forces of occupation" by the 1970s. 

1983's Black July is commonly regarded as the culmination of decades of dissatisfaction and 

the beginning of Sri Lanka's conflict. This ten-day explosion of violence against the Tamil 

population "was an immediate reaction" (Wickramasinghe 2014:299) to an LTIE attack 

which killed thirteen Sinhala soldiers near Jaffna. Riots broke out across the country, with 

the worst of the violence occurring in Colombo. While the government estimated the 

number of deaths to be between 300-400, other sources suggest as many as 3,000 people 

died and 200,000 were displaced. Wickramasinghe (ibid) describes how "the lives and 

property of innocent Tamil civilians were systematically destroyed," with "the late 

intervention of President J. R. Jayewardene to appeal for cessation of the violence, and 

other telling evidence" (such as the distribution of voter registration lists to rioters) 

suggesting "pre-planning and organisation" at a state level. Wickramasinghe (2014:300) 

asserts that "The government failed to take precautionary measures, declared a curfew 

only after the worst of the violence had occurred, and failed to appeal to the people for 

restraint." A speech made by President Jayewardene on the fifth day of violence "contained 

no message to the victims and no apologies," and the violence became rationalised by the 

nationalist Sinhala Buddhist hegemony "as a defensive response to the threat of Tamil 

16 For more on the role of nationalism throughout Sri Lanka's history, see Nadarajah (2014). 
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militants and as just punishment" (ibid) . Wickramasinghe (ibid) succinctly evaluates how 

"rumours of Tiger invasions of Colombo" transformed "Tamil neighbours, friends and 

colleagues" into "embodiments of the generic Tamil[;] The killing of innocent Tamil men 

and women that followed were informed by a moral framework." 

Wickramasinghe (2014:300) states that "The riots of 1983 left a lasting imprint on the 

collective consciousness of the Tamil people ." While the number of fatalities remains 

contested, she emphasises that "The intensity of the fear, pain and suffering inflicted on 

countless Tamil families who lost everything, including their sense oftrust in their nation

state, during the riots is difficult to express in mere numbers" (ibid). Large numbers of Tamil 

people fled Sri Lanka and sought refuge in other countries in the aftermath, while the 

"heightened sense of alienation from the state" (ibid) led others to radicalisation . 

Wickramasinghe (2014:300-301) describes how "for others again," the events of Black July 

and the subsequent state reaction "contributed to an erasure of identity, a refusal to be 

incorporated in a given identity," with many Tamil people clinging "on to the illusion of a 

single collective agent - the Sinhala people - as being responsible for what had happened." 

This outward homogenising of an 'enemy' triggered a corresponding inward homogenising 

of identity within northern and eastern Tamil communities; the disruption caused by the 

riots meant that ((the normal boundaries governing interaction between rich and the poor 

changed" and ((Being Tamil acquired a virtually emblematic significance" (2014:301) . Yet, as 

Wickramasinghe (ibid) points out, this uniform identity left the Tamil population of the 

Central and Western Provinces as targets "not simply of Sinhala nationalism but also of 

Tamil nationalism." The narratives of these communities were not simply of violence and 

victimhood, but also of individuals enacting "their agency by refusing to be brought under 

the hegemony of Tamil nationalism" and, among other methods, chose to respond to the 

riots by "erasing their markers ofTamil identity" (ibid) such as the pottu. 

Black July marked a dramatic shift in the warfare tactics used by both the Sri Lankan 

security forces and Tamil guerrilla organisations. Tamil nationalism had transformed from 

ideological resistance to a proactive, offensive and tangible battle, leading to a sharp rise of 

recruits for the insurrectionist groups and the creation of "'terrorists'" (Wickramasinghe 

2014:301) . Innumerable Tamil resistance organisations emerged in the northern and 

eastern regions, but they were quickly incorporated into five core guerrilla groups: the 

Eelam People's Revolutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF), the Eelam Revolutionary 

Organisation of Students (ERaS), the People's Liberation Organisation ofTamil Eelam 

(PLaTE), the Tamil Eelam Liberation Organisation (TELa) and the LTTE. Despite the 
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homogenising of Tamil identity, Wickramasinghe (2014:302) asserts that the "Tami l 

'rebellion' was never a homogenous challenge to Sinhala Buddhist hegemony," as 

demonstrated by the "intra-Tamil power struggles" of these five organisations. Except for a 

handful of military camps, the entire Jaffna peninsula came under the control of various 

insurgent factions based within the jungle, with heavy attacks on "policemen, police 

stations and armed forces personnel" (ibid) leaving the state security forces unable to 

maintain authority. It was not, however, only the Sinhala-majority security forces which 

were targeted by guerrilla groups, but Muslim civilians too. Wickramasinghe (ibid) explains 

that "Between 1984 and 1990 the Muslims of the North and East were subjected to 

repeated attacks," culminating "in October 1990 with the expulsion en masse of the entire 

population of Muslims in the Northern Province." 

By 1987, the LTIE had establ ished themselves as the dominant force in the north . The same 

year, the 'Indo-Sri Lankan Agreement to establish Peace and Normalcy in Sri Lanka' (or the 

Indo-Lanka Accord, as it became known) was signed by the LTIE and the Sri Lankan and 

Indian governments, effectively ceasing all armed activity and handing over control of the 

north and east to the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF). While initially welcomed by the 

Tamil population, the IPKF's tactics of torture and execution soon put them in opposition 

with those whom they were meant to be protecting. The Accord quickly disintegrated, with 

each party claiming others had broken the agreed conditions. Renewed violence took place 

in both IPKF-occupied areas and in Colombo. At the same time, the Sinhala communist 

group, Janatha Vimukthi Peramut:la (NP) had started their own insurgency in the south, 

overstretching the Sri Lankan security forces who were now fighting on two fronts. 

Eventually, "President Premadasa called upon the LTTE and the NP to negotiate with the 

government," a request only taken up by the former. A ceasefire was called in the north 

and east, and the IPKF reluctantly withdrew in March 1990. As Wickramasinghe (2014:306) 

describes, "The Indian Accord had been a complete failure." Not only had it "failed to 

resolve the conflict and the IPKF had failed to subdue the LTIE militarily," but it had 

conversely strengthened the LTIE's "claim to be the sole representative ofthe Tamil 

people" (ibid) . 

In the following years, the LTIE undertook many suicide killings targeting politicians 

considered to be against their cause, including Rajiv Gandhi, Prime Minister of India in 1991 

and President Premadasa in 1993. Geographical lines of control were continuously drawn 

and redrawn between the L TIE and the security forces in t he north and the east, and there 

were frequent suicide attacks in the south . A ceasefire brokered by Norway in 2002 was 
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officially ended in 2008 when, following a bomb attack on an army bus in Colombo, the 

government could "explicitly argue that only a decisive campaign against the LTIE could 

lead to peace in the country" (Wickramasinghe 2014:359). A 'Peace with War' strategy was 

taken up instead, which immediately resulted in "An estimated 250,000 Tamils" (2014:160) 

being displaced by the security forces' offensive on the north. 

As Wickramasinghe (2014:353) emphasises, "No dispassionate account of the years 2007-

2009 is possible as any attempt to describe this period remains fraught with contention, 

uncertainties, anger and inevitable gaps in the story." The final years of the conflict "were 

by many accounts the most unbearable for the peoples of the North and East" (ibid) as 

civilians were constantly exposed to bombing and shelling, and subjected to abductions, 

torture and executions. Rape and other forms of sexual violence are also used as a method 

of warfare by the Sri Lankan security forcesY Quantifying the extent of these abuses is an 

extremely difficult task, but intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) and NGOs such as the 

United Nations' (UN) Secretary-General's Panel of experts on Accountability in Sri Lanka, 

International Crisis Group, Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International have reported 

strong "evidence of unnecessary killings" (Wickramasinghe 2014:354). The government's 

military strategy was one which "explicitly stated and reiterated [ ... ] a rejection of peace 

17 Human Rights Watch (HRW) (2013:2) catalogue seventy-five cases of "rape and other sexual 

violence committed by members of the Sri Lankan security forces from 2006-2012 against [children,] 

women and men in state custody." They claim that sexual violence has been used to "coerce 

confessions, degrade [victims], and discourage broader Tamil involvement with the LTIE" (2013 :1). 

By analysing and comparing the locations and methods of violation used in the cases they 

documented, HRW (2013:2) state that their evidence "strongly suggests that these abuses were 

widespread and systematic during the final years of the conflict and in the years since." Eight of the 

rape cases documented occurred in 2012 (three years after the official end of the conflict), "and new 

cases continue to be reported" (ibid) . Despite this, and attempts by other organisations such as the 

United Nations (UN) to document these abuses, the social stigma associated with sexual violence 

and a fear of "reprisals from perpetrators if they reported the crime" (2013 :7) mean that "most 

[cases] have gone unreported" (2013:1). HRW (2013:8) report that "To date, only a handful of 

reported acts of rape committed by members of security forces have been prosecuted . No senior 

military official has been prosecuted for any serious crime related to the conflict, and crimes of 

sexual violence have been no exception." This is part due to the "institutional barriers imposed by 

the Sri Lankan government to block effective reporting and investigation of rape cases" (2013 :7) . As 

many of those who experienced such abuse were held under t he Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA), 

the officials implicated are provided with effective immunity. 
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initiatives to resolve an insurgency redefined as a Iterroristl issue and a commitment to 

wage a campaign that would push ad infinito the limits of what is tolerable in 

counterinsurgency warfarelf (2014:355). Wickramasinghe (ibid) states that this 

methodology not only involved the IImilitary defeating [its] opponent by engaging in the 

overall destruction of the conquered areas but also more insidious strategies aimed at 

distorting the boundary between civilian and combatant and sealing and conflict areas from 

media coverage. If 

On the 15th September 2008 1 the UN withdrew from LTTE-controlled territory in response 

to the government's warning that lIit could not guarantee the safety of ... personnel 

stationed in the area lf (Wickramasinghe 2014:360). Some months later at the beginning of 

2009 1 the government established the first of three No Fire Zones (NFZs) for civilians on the 

front line to take refuge. The Sri Lankan army advanced on the LTTEI who retreated IIto a 

small coastal area of the Jaffna peninsula in the northeast and used the civilian Tamil 

population as a buffer, shooting with impunity those who tried to escapelf (2014:362) . 

Wickramasinghe (ibid) describes how IIEven in this last stage young people were forcefully 

recruited into the rebel army.1f The LTTE hid among the civilian population, aiming to cause 

a humanitarian crisis and draw international pressure for a ceasefire. This strategy, 

however, IIdid not succeed in the face of a military that was ready to win at any human cost 

and combined guerrilla warfare with multi-pronged artillery assaults backed by air raidslf 

(2014:362-363). While security forces contest claims that they bombed the NFZs which they 

themselves established, the evidence that IIthere was a deliberate targeting of civilians and 

hospitalslf and IIthat 'safe zones' were as unsafe as the battlefield lf (2014:363) is extremely 

compelling. At this final stage of the conflict, Wickramasinghe (ibid) states, IINeither party 

to the conflict was ready to accept a surrender. 1f Calls came from the international 

community for lIa pause in the fightinglf so that civilians could be led out of the NFZs and 

away from the frontline, but lithe government was open only to unconditional surrender by 

the LTTEIf (ibid). 

The conflict officially ended on the 19th May 2009, when photographs of the body of the 

LTTE founder and leader Velupillai Prabhakaran were printed on the front pages of national 

newspapers. He and lIall LTTE military and elite cadres were reported to have died in battlelf 

(Wickramasinghe 2014:363), finally concluding the three-decade-Iong insurrection. Nearly 

300,000 civilians who had been trapped on the frontline were moved by the government to 

Manik Farm, the world's largest refugee camp, which was set up in the Vavuniya District 

and supplied with basic provisions by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
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(UNHCR) and other organisations. Wickramasinghe (2014:364) describes how in the camp, 

civilians were kept "behind barbed wire fences under the watchful eye of security forces 

who feared the possible infiltration of combatants." Conditions did not improve for those 

who had survived the conflict as violence and rape continued to be perpetrated by soldiers, 

reports of which were dismissed by the government. The resettlement process was 

extremely slow, with the camp remaining open until September 2012. The total civilian and 

combatant deaths is heavily disputed and unlikely to ever be resolved, but, as 

Wickramasinghe (ibid) states, "What is certain is that the number of civilians that perished 

during the fighting is far greater than the government claims." The government asserts that 

"no more than a few thousand civilians perished in the crossfire," but an estimate by the 

UN Internal Review Panel (cited in Wickramasinghe 2014:364) suggests that the figure was 

as high as 70,000. The "magnitude of the destruction of lives" (2014:363), however, is 

inca lculable. 

1.3. Depolarising War and Peace, and Problematizing Reconciliation 

The ethnographic research for this thesis began four years after the Sri Lankan government 

officially declared victory over the LTTE. Despite the length of time which had elapsed, 

swathes of the island remained heavily militarised and ethnicity was a deeply politicised 

issue. As a Jesuit priest working in Kilinochchi (the former administrative capital of the LTTE) 

impressed upon me, while Sri Lanka was post-conflict, it certainly was not post-war. The 

decisions and actions of those I worked with, therefore, were directly informed by the 

political climate of the country. 

Both the Kilinochchian priest's assertion and the politically-informed daily lives of research 

participants bring into question the distinction between war and peace in Sri Lanka. This 

binary has most notably been critiqued by Das et al (2000) in their edited volume, Violence 

and Subjectivity. In the introductory chapter, Das & Kleinman (2000:16) suggest that the 

problematization "between war and civil violence on the one hand, and times of violence 

and times of peace on the other" is necessary to avoid the presumption of the state's 

monopoly over the use of violence as well as the existence of 'violence-prone' spaces. They 

argue that the comparative ethnographies of their collection move towards this 

depolarization through their interrogation of "the everyday as the site of the ordinary," 

achieved first through their common examinations of "how people engage in the tasks of 

daily living, rehabiting the world in the full recognition that the perpetrators, victims, and 
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witnesses come from the same social space"; and second, with their analyses of "more 

subtle forms of violence perpetrated by institutions of science and the state" (2000:2) in 

addition to bodily harm. Both investigatory avenues - the examination of individual agency 

and the multifacetedness of (in)security - are integral to the exploration of storytelling in 

contemporary Sri Lanka . As Oas & Kleinman (2000:16) suggest, the "dividing line between 

the different forms of violence ... has become extremely thin in empirical situations," often 

making the causes and repercussions of the violence recounted by individuals across the 

island extremely complex. While cases of severe violence can be more easily categorised as 

the result of the country's militarised war, the everyday violence which accompanies them 

cannot be so simply located in the past or the present. As such, I acknowledge the 

Kilinochchian priest's distinction between 'conflict' and 'civil war' by using the former to 

describe the years 1983-2009 and the latter to include post-2009 processes such as 

displacement, resettlement and reconciliation. 18 In doing so, I also attempt to follow Oas & 

Kleinman (2000) in their reconceptualization of the space between war and peace to 

"dismantle the social geography by which violence is sought to be localized in 'violence

prone areas.'" 

The variety and nuances of violence are extrapolated further by Bourgois & Scheper

Hughes (2004) in Violence in War and Peace: An Anthology. Highlighting its "social and 

cultural dimensions" (2004:1) as well as its physical impact, Bourgois & Scheper-Hughes 

(2004:2) speak to the difficulty in quantifying the condition of post-conflict Sri Lanka by 

stating that violence "defies easy categorization." For example, while "Revolutionary 

violence, community-based massacres, and state repression [(as experienced during Sri 

Lanka's military conflict)] are often painfully graphic and transparent," ongoing everyday 

violences experienced by marginalised communities such as "infant mortality, slow 

starvation, disease, despair, and humiliation ... are usually invisible or misrecognized" (ibid) . 

In turn, Bourgois & Scheper-Hughes (2004:4-5) distinguish between structural (Farmer 

1996) and symbolic (Bourdieu 1977) violence in order "to demonstrate how often the most 

violent acts consist of conduct that is socially permitted, encouraged, or enjoined as a 

moral right or a duty." Echoing Oas & Kleinman (2000) and informing my own approach to 

(in)security in Sri Lanka, Bourgois & Scheper-Hughes (2004:19) blur the "categories and 

distinctions between wartime and peacetime violence" by paying "Close attention to the 

18 For an example of the importance of recognising local language in relation to conflict in South Asia, 

see Mookherjee (2006) . 
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'little' violences produced in the structures, habituses, and mentalities of everyday life." 

Thus, they posit a violence continuum which includes "all expressions of radical social 

exclusion, dehumanization, depersonalization, pseudospeciation, and reification which 

normalize atrocious behavior and violence toward others" (2004:21). 

While the depolarisation of war and peace helps us understand the continuous nature of 

violence better, it also problematizes our understanding of reconciliation in a 'post-conflict 

but not post-war' context such as Sri Lanka. Most scholarly literature on reconciliation 

processes have focused on Latin American and African cases, including the International 

Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (Eltringham 2009) and the South African Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (R. Wilson 2001, 2003). Despite their many complexities and 

controversies, these processes are considered to have contained "moments of political 

succession and state transformation that presented the possibility that 'the past' could be 

viewed as 'the pastJlJ (Thiranagama 2013:94). The conclusion of Sri Lanka's conflict, 

however, produced resolution through severe militaristic violence rather than peace talks; 

an ongoing pattern of dominance which has continued into the state's handling of its own 

reconciliation process. 

Officially, Sri Lanka's political reform has been led by the Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation 

Commission (LLRC), formed by the government in 2010 to assuage international pressure to 

investigate human rights violations. Yet, as Thiranagama (2013:94) describes in her article, 

Claiming the State: Postwar Reconciliation in Sri Lanka, the LLRC "was denounced as a 

farce" from the very beginning, with its final report in November 2011 being "accused of 

whitewashing state culpability for casualties." Consequently, the country's relationship with 

reconciliation is a complex one, requiring Thiranagama to explore it in two parts. First, she 

concentrates "on the LLRC and the minority response to it" to highlight that the 

reconciliation process "is not about ethnic reconciliation between communities" but "the 

avowal by those who turned up that reconciliation fundamentally concerns minority 

relationships to the state" (ibid). She argues that the LLRC "should be analyzed as a state 

performance in the midst of deep and still ongoing violence" rather than as a peacebuilding 

exercise and that that performance must be contextualized by "Sri Lanka's colonial and 

postcolon ial state formation and presentation, as well as the disjuncture opened up by 

three decades of militarization" (ibid). Second, Thiranagama (ibid) "turns to the question of 

relationships between ethnic communities in everyday life" by "acknowledg[ing] the power 

and resilience of how ordinary people live through war without erasing the deep 

ambiguities, contradictions, and violence that come with such survival." Looking at the 
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neighbourly relations of internally displaced Tamil and Muslim communities, Thiranagama 

(ibid) argues that long-term reconciliation "rests on the possibility of larger political 

transformation rather than face-to-face coexistence alone." 

As with Das & Kleinman (2000), Bourgois & Scheper-Hughes (2004) and Thiranagama 

(2013), my own ethnographic research looks to the everyday experiences of individuals in 

order to understand the wider implications of (in)security, violence and reconciliation at a 

national level. In the context of Sri Lanka, Das & Kleinman's (2000) depolarisation of war 

and peace enables (in)security to be fully recognised as an ongoing and evolving 

phenomenon, and not occupying distinct conflict and post-conflict categories. Bourgois & 

Scheper-Hughes' (2004) analysis demonstrates that the violence experienced by 

marginalised populations is embedded in structural and symbolic practices, allowing not 

only for its severe, physical forms to be identified, but its invisible, everyday ones too. And 

finally, Thiranagama's (2013) site specific exploration recognises that in its current state, 

reconciliation in Sri Lanka is primarily a negotiation between minority communities and the 

state, and a practice of individual coexistence, rather than a mutual peacebuilding process. 

Together these writings provide a substantial anthropological bulwark for the securitisation 

framework I deploy in this exploration of storytelling in post-conflict Sri Lanka. 

1.4. Playback Theatre 

The ethnography of this thesis centres around four small, grassroots organisations which 

work within, and on behalf of, their local communities. While each of these groups is an 

independent enterprise with a different demographic and objective, all four are connected 

through their mutual affiliation with the ToF network. The function of this network is to 

engage Sri Lankan organisations with Playback Theatre, a form of improvisational theatre in 

which audience members are invited to share stories from their own lives and then watch 

them being immediately 'played back' to them by actors. 

Playback Theatre was established by J. Fox (1986) and Salas (1993) in 1975 and is "used in 

educational, therapeutic, social change, and arts settings ... as performance, with a 

company of trained actors and a defined audience" (Centre for Playback 2015 :n.p.). It is 

also employed in closed group events "in which participants become actors as well as 

tellers for each other" (ibid). It has been used in settings such as "schools, private sector 

organizations, non profit organizations, prisons, hospice centres, day treatment centers, at 
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conferences ... colleges and universities" to explore subjects like "transitional justice, 

human rights, refugees and immigrants, disaster recovery, [and] climate change" (ibid). The 

acts of listening and telling are the cornerstones of Playback Theatre, with the practice 

being described within the community as "a modern recreation of an oral traditional 

ceremony;" meaning it aims to entertain while simultaneously serving a larger purpose like 

"heal[ing] sickness, solv[ing] social problems, or remind[ing] constituents of ancient 

wisdom" (ibid). 

A Playback Theatre performance usually consists of a stage set up with eight chairs: four 

along the back of the stage, two on stage left and two on stage right. The four chairs at the 

back are for the actors who, like the rest of the cast, remain on stage for the entire 

performance. The two chairs on stage left are for musicians who use a range of percussive 

instruments to create the sonic landscape for each scene played out. Typically, musicians 

are also trained in acting and vice versa, so individuals may revolve between roles as actors 

and musicians throughout the performance. Of the final two chairs on stage right, one is for 

the facilitator of the performance - known as the conductor - and the other is for an 

audience member - known as the teller. The conductor operates as the emcee of the 

performance and is the only member of the cast to speak directly with the audience. The 

conductor guides both audience and actors through the performance by eliciting stories 

from the former and suggesting the form in which each story should be played back to the 

latter. The teller is a member of the audience who, having volunteered to share a story, is 

invited to sit on the stage by the conductor for the duration of their narration and its 

subsequent reenactment. Instructed by the conductor, the teller selects one of the actors 

to portray themselves and perhaps one more central character in the reenactment. The 

actor selected to portray the teller is known as the teller's actor. 

Supported by the musicians, the actors immediately transform the story into a theatrical 

piece, improvising collaboratively to reflect the narration accurately while highlighting any 

themes which they perceive to be significant. This mode of improvisationa l storytelling is 

called an enactment, the primary example of Playback Theatre's 'long-form' mode. It is 

characterised by the teller being invited to share a detailed story from the stage and its use 

of multiple scenes. The first of these scenes typically establishes the time, place or mood of 

a story, then builds upon this 'platform' in subsequent scenes by developing physical or 

emotional action. Practitioners refer to this as the platform titling, meaning this mise en 

scene is disrupted by the events of the story. The performance is concluded with a final 

scene, ending with the teller's actor making eye contact with the teller. The conductor will 
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then ask the teller if they saw some of their story reflected in the reenactment, creating an 

opportunity for them to offer a comment or correction and have the last word in their own 

story. The conductor will then thank the teller for sharing their story and ask them to rejoin 

the audience. Typically, between one and five enactments are done during a single 

performance, but this is dependent on the conductor's judgment. 

As well as long-form there are also several short-form modes which may be used in a 

performance. These are usually implemented at the beginning of a performance to 

familiarise the audience with Playback Theatre and to build a rapport between them and 

the cast. They are generally abstract in style and aim to capture a feeling or emotion 

present in a word or small vignette offered by an audience member. Examples of short

form include fluid sculpture (actors step forward one by one with a repetitive sound and 

movement representing an aspect of the teller's experience, positioning themselves in 

relation to one another to em phasise any interaction or conflict present in the story), pairs 

(two actors portray conflicting or contrasting feelings using sound, movement and 

interaction), and tableau (teller's story is retold by the conductor in approximately five 

short sentences using 'storybook language,' with each sentence being illustrated by a still 

image from two actors). 

Each Playback Theatre performance aims to draw a common theme from all the stories 

shared, known as the red thread. Sometimes the cast will discuss what subject matter they 

would like to explore in a performance, consider whether this would be appropriate and 

useful for their audience, and set an explicit theme accordingly. At other times, no theme is 

set in advance and the conductor, actors and musicians must try to uncover the underlying 

patterns in the stories shared and highlight these commonalities through their 

performances. For such connections to be made, the cast must be attuned to local social 

issues and must be able to react to them sensitively. This means that Playback Theatre 

training characteristically requires individuals to develop their personal and social 

awareness as well as their dramatic skill. As Playback Theatre practitioner Needa (2015:5) 

explains in her instructional document, An Introduction to Playback Theatre, "Authenticity 

in the spontaneous moment underlies [this] practice." It is for this reason, she explains, that 

"The notion of the 'citizen actor' is very much part of the Playback world - that everyone 

has the natural potential to perform Playback Theatre in a satisfying enough way" (2015 :5-

6). The form "challenges the actors to listen, allow intui tion and inspiration to arise, trust 

and support each other, and to call upon their innate personal wisdom and experience." It 
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is for these reasons that the majority of those participating in Playback Theatre are not 

professional actors but are artists, educators, social workers and therapists . 

The use of Playback Theatre to address personal and social issues has been documented by 

anthropologists, social scientists and therapists, who are often practitioners themselves. 

Salas (2007) writes about her experience using Playback Theatre with children diagnosed 

with emotional disturbance in her book, 00 My Story, Sing My Song: Music Therapy and 

Playback Theatre with Troubled Children . She also documents the experiences of 

immigrants in the United States of America (USA) through Playback Theatre in her co

edited, dual lingual book, Half of my Heart, La Mitad de mi Coraz6n: True Stories Told by 

Immigrants in Dutchess County, New York, Historias Verfdicas Contadas por Inmigrantes del 

Condado de Duchess, New York (Salas & Gauna 2007). Anthropologist and theatre professor 

Meer (2007) explores Playback Theatre's interaction with culture and identity in Cuba in her 

article, Playback Theatre in Cuba: Th e Politics of Improvisation and Free Expression . Artistic 

director of Big Apple Playback Theatre and dance and theatre academic H. Fox (2007) also 

writes of her time in Cuba facilitating workshops (of which Meer was an attendee) in her 

paper, Playback Theatre: Inciting Dialogue and Building Community through Personal Story . 

Applied theatre practitioner Rivers (2013, 2015) has written on Playback Theatre as a form 

of cultural resistance in Palestine. Perhaps the best demonstration of the expanse of the 

form's application and investigation, however, is by sociodramatist and counsellor-cum

education-and-social-work-academic Hutt & Hosking (2004) in their work, Playback 

Theatre : A Creative Resource for Reconciliation. They discuss their "work with social action 

theatre practitioners in IndiaLl ... the use of playback theatre by the Women's Action 

Forum in the Pacific nation of Fiji in the aftermath of a military coup in 2000," profile 

Playback Theatre training "on islands of the South Pacific nation of Kiribati," as well as 

training and performances "in the Internally Displaced Persons (lOP) camps in Angola" 

(2004:5). 

According to ToF founder, Cymbeline Buhler, Playback Theatre had not been practised in Sri 

Lanka prior to her first workshops in 2006. As training is organised by the network and new 

groups are incorporated into ToF, all accounts of Playback Theatre in Sri Lanka thus far have 

been written by, for or about the network and its affiliated members. Most of this work has 

been written by Buhler (2007) herself, documenting her work and the development of the 

network in Playback-centred publications such as the International Playback Theatre 

Network (IPTN) newsletter, Interplay. McCormack & Henry (2017) have produced the only 

academic literature on the subject, an article called The 'Lived' Experience of Playback 
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Theatre Practitioners in Post-War Sri Lanka: Naivety, Altruism, Reciprocal Caring, and 

Psychological Growth. This paper focuses on the experience of five international 

practitioners who facilitated workshops in Sri Lanka and uses "interpretative 

phenomenological analysis" (2017:224) to gauge their subjective experiences. They found 

'Naivety, Humility and Hope amongst the Rubble' to be a superordinate theme in each of 

the practitioners' experiences, which encompassed a further five subordinate themes. 

McCormack & Henry (ibid) suggest that these themes "reveal an integral struggle 

experienced by Western practitioners unprepared for a culturally different lens." They 

conclude that the practitioners became aware of "the gap between the desire to help cross

culturally and their experienced reality," leading them to "an integral and humble search to 

be wiser humanitarians" (ibid) . 

The reasons and realities of international practitioners choosing to facilitate Playback 

Theatre workshops in Sri Lanka is a topic for an entirely different thesis. Deep discussions of 

orientalism (Said 1979), imperialism, white supremacy and saviours are all necessary for 

this approach, but in this thesis, I focus on those Sri Lankans who participate in the ToF 

network and how they evolve and develop Playback Theatre after the international 

practitioners have gone. It is for this reason that I refer to work of Sri Lankan groups as a 

'public storytelling practice' rather than Playback Theatre, emphasising their need to 

negotiate their own security by adapting and reframing Playback Theatre into unique, 

localised forms of remembering, reenacting and reconciling violence. 

In order to support my focus on local communities and the use of the term 'public 

storytelling practice,' a wider contextualisation of storytelling, theatre and conflict in Sri 

Lanka is required. One of the most eminent voices in this specific field is applied theatre 

practitioner, Thompson (2005, et al 2009), who, in his book Digging Up Stories: Applied 

Theatre, Performance and War, brings together applied theatre, traditional performance 

and everyday life to understand the impact and issues surrounding theatre in a time of 

conflict. Thompson highlights the ongoing, evolving nature of war, performance and 

research by rejecting a fully formed thesis, instead combining ethnographic accounts with 

personal reflections to produce an evocative exploration of theatre in situ . As such, the 

"concept of story is vital to this book" (2005:5; original emphasis), being both its subject 

and the form of its critique. 

My use of the term 'public storytelling practice' resonates with Thompson's (2005:5) 

process of 'digging up stories' (and "question[ing] the ethics of that digging") as both 
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suggest the ongoing effort that is required in narrating experiences of violence. Thompson 

(ibid) asserts that "story creation and story narration are vital parts of creative work within 

communities in crisis" as they can "become the triumphant mode for denouncing violence 

and having oppression heard, challenged and resisted" (2005:6). Yet he also warns that 

"woven within them are tropes, forms, iterations and mystifications that are also capable of 

re-marking violence or constructing new relationships of division, anger or bitterness" 

(ibid). The 'public' aspect of a public storytelling practice, therefore, has the potential to 

simultaneously generate and endanger security; the key paradox upon wh ich this thesis is 

based. Additionally, Thompson (2005:5) remarks that "the exhibition or valorisation of a 

story has no automatic connection to the liberation of the teller," meaning that the 

reconciliatory value of public storytelling may be as personal, problematic and varied as the 

stories themselves. 

While Thompson (2005) high lights the specific temporality of stories told during Sri Lanka's 

conflict, peace studies scholar Premaratne (2018) expands on the capacity of stories to 

mediate change after conflict. In her book, Theatre for Peacebuilding: The Role of Arts in 

Conflict Transformation in South Asia, Premaratne (2018:234) foregrounds the need "to 

incorporate peacebuilding strategies that can work at an everyday level within local 

communities," suggesting that grassroots theatre "Iocates itself and takes significance 

precisely at this point." My own exploration of (in)security in Sri Lanka also focuses on the 

daily experiences of individual communities, extending Premaratne's argument to include 

public storytelling practices in the same conceptual peacebuilding space as theatre. Using 

three case studies from Sri Lanka, India and Nepal, Premaratne suggests that it is grassroots 

theatre's multivocal and dialogic form which facilitates conflict transformation . She argues 

that the multivocality of the groups' embodied strategies enable the "expression of varied, 

contradictory voices that often go unheard within the prevalent mainstream discourse of a 

given conflict" to be brought out "at different stages of theatre production" (2018:234). 

The dialogic form of theatre then allows for "a conversation between parties and narratives 

in conflict, within and beyond the theatre space" (ibid) to be initiated. The stories explored 

in this thesis occupy precisely the marginalised perspectives Premaratne (ibid) alludes to, 

with my own focus being directed towards the ways in which the dialogic form of public 

storytelling is uniquely adapted by each of ToF's organisations to create conversations 

"within and beyond the theatre space." It is through this negotiation of safe spaces that 

their community's experiences may be recognised, acknowledged and addressed publicly, 
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and, as Premaratne (ibid) suggests, enable "Peacebuilding and conflict transformation [to] 

emerge therein." 

1.5. Theatre of Friendship Playback Sri Lanka 

The ToF network was founded by Australian practitioner Cymbeline Buhler, emerging after 

her first visit to Sri Lanka in 2006. Buhler, a white woman in her forties of English-Australian 

parentage, had attended a Sri Lankan Buddhist vihara in Brisbane since childhood, an 

affiliation which motivated her to travel to the country to work with communities affected 

by 2004's Indian Ocean tsunami. Through an organisation based in the United Kingdom 

(UK) called Fun for Life, Cymbeline and three other practitioners held Playback Theatre 

workshops in Unawatuna, a small but now popular tourist coastal village in the Southern 

Province's Galle District.19 Workshops were held in the grounds of a Buddhist temple and 

were organised for local adolescents by drama teacher, Mr Peiris, a Sinhala Buddhist man in 

his forties. Other international artists who were also affiliated with Fun for Life came to be 

introduced to Playback Theatre through these workshops as well, some of whom returned 

to Sri Lanka in subsequent years exclusively to work with ToF. The 2006 programme 

concluded with a public performance for the participants' relatives and local residents, of 

whom Cymbeline (2012 :7) writes about in her article, The Story of the Sri Lankan Theatre of 

Friendship Network: "They were generous with stories and the young people played them 

out in ways that mixed traditional movement styles with this contemporary form . I said that 

if they continued working regularly, I'd come back to offer more training whenever I could." 

Cymbeline returned to Sri Lanka a year later, this time accompanied by Sister Emmanuelle 

Therese, a south Indian Tamil nun trained in (among numerous other things) trauma 

recovery and Playback Theatre. Together they and Mr Peiris organised workshops for more 

19 Galle is both the name of the district and its largest city, located on the southwestern coast of Sri 

Lanka, 120 kilometres south of Colombo. Galle city is the capital of both Galle District and the 

Southern Province. During Portuguese rule, Galle was the island's primary port and was first fortified 

in 1588 before being extended by the Dutch from 1649 onwards. Today, the ramparts are a United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) World Heritage Site and house a 

diverse community, their homes, shops, schools as well as hotels and restaurants . The once walled 

and contained town of Galle has since spread inland and now consists of fifteen wards, with the total 

population of the district being 1,063,334 (Census of Population and Housing 2012) . 
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young people in Unawatuna . Since his introduction to Playback Theatre the previous year, 

Mr Peiris had formed the Yathara theatre group in Galle to further explore the form . In 

addition to this, a connection with another organisation was established by Sister 

Emmanuelle through her social , religious and dramatic work. This contact was Father 

Benny, a Tamil Jesuit priest and director of the Centre for Social Concern (CSe) in the 

Central Province's Hatton, a small NGO working with tea plantation communities . 

Cymbeline and Sister Emmanuelle travelled to Hatton and held Playback Theatre workshops 

for Father Benny and members of CSC, developing a performative subsect of the 

organisation which later became officially recognised under the collective name, Mountain 

Flower. 

Cymbeline (2012:7-8) describes how she "heard an attitude expressed by people of 

different backgrounds that the war was political, driven by the government and the L TTE, 

not by popular consensus." This led her to believe that there was potential for Playback 

Theatre to be used "as a force for cohesion ." As the participants in Galle were Sinhala and 

the participants in Hatton, Tamil, Cymbeline (2012:7) began speaking "with both groups 

about the idea of working together and starting a process of intercultural dialogue using 

Playback Theatre ."20 The response from both sides was positive, so Cymbeline began 

searching for other groups and organisations across the country who might also be 

interested in collaborating with them. The development of this programme, however, was 

halted in 2008 due to renewed military violence in the country. While the Sinhala 

participants were keen to continue hosting Cymbeline and other international practitioners 

for workshops, the Tamil participants were in a far more precarious position. State 

suspicion of both the Tamil and international population meant gathering in such a way 

would deeply endanger their security. As Cymbeline's ambition had been a cross-culture 

initiative, she postponed returning to the country until a time when both Sinhala and Tamil 

members could participate. 

During her following years in Australia, Cymbeline was put in contact with Reverend Joshua, 

a Jesuit priest working in Jaffna, Sri Lanka's historical Tamil capital in the Northern Province. 

Reverend Joshua is the director of Kaveri Kala Manram (KKM), an arts-based social 

organisation through which he "promot[es) the therapeutic use of drama in the war

affected communities" (Buhler 2012:8). Having encountered the concept of Playback 

20 For more on the use of theatre as a peacebuilding tool in Sri Lanka, see de Mel (2007) and 

Palihapitiya (2011) . 
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Theatre previously, Reverend Joshua invited Cymbeline and her fellow international 

practitioners to provide workshops on her next visit to Sri Lanka . Around this time 

Cymbeline was also introduced to Abdullsmail Farook through a mutual contact in Sydney. 

Farook is a playwright and director based in Sri Jayawardenepura Kotte, Sri Lanka's 

administrative capita l, and the founder and director of InterAct Art . InterAct Art is a cross

community theatre company which specialises in training young people in alternative 

theatre forms. Farook also invited Cymbeline to facilitate Playback Theatre workshops with 

for his company when she next visited the country. 

In January 2012, Cymbeline finally returned to Sri Lanka accompanied by nine other 

international Playback practitioners. Among this cohort was Debra Driscol l (known as Deb), 

an Australian Playback Theatre practitioner and community arts worker. A white woman in 

her late thirties, living in the Brisbane area, Deb quickly became deeply embedded in the 

work Cymbeline, Mr Peiris and Father Benny were establishing. By this point, Cymbeline 

had invested in the idea that as the Sri Lankan community grew, the involvement of 

international pract itioners should decrease, eventual ly stopping altogether. Deb helped 

move the groups towards this goal by offering guidance and guidelines for the Sri Lankan 

participants to organise themselves cohesively across the country. She returned to the 

country three times between 2013-2014 to continue sharing her administrative and 

theatrical knowledge. Her warm and open approach to training endeared her to the local 

participants, to such an extent that many of them (regardless of age) call her 'Mama.' 

In addition to facilitating workshops for Yathara in Galle and Mountain Flower in Hatton in 

January 2012, Cymbeline, Deb and the other international practitioners also worked with 

KKM in Jaffna and InterAct Art in Colombo. After each group had received individual 

training, they were invited to take part in the network's first National Gathering. These days 

of intensive training, performance and celebration were hosted by Mountain Flower in 

Lewella, Central ProvinceY As Cymbeline (2012:8) recalls, liThe question of how to work 

21 After the National Gathering in Lewella, InterAct Art's involvement with this public storytelling 

community declined. Some InterAct Art's members, however, were also members of another 

organisation, Embilipitiya Black Box Theatre (EBBT) and saw an opportunity to continue their 

involvement with the various groups by recruiting EBBT into the programme. Through this 

introduction, EBBT became heavily involved with ToF, going on to host the network's third National 

Gathering in their hometown, as discussed in Cultural {In)Secu rity in Embilipitiya: The Stories of 

Sinhala Men. 
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with personal stories in a post war context" emerged as a key issue during this gathering, 

with local leaders and international practitioners deliberating over the "high risk of re

traumatisation ." She states that "Young people from the other three groups were 

particularly interested in stories from Jaffna," keen to "know about war time experiences in 

this fascinating region that had been cut off from the rest of their country" (ibid) . 

Cymbeline (ibid) describes how "There was a climate of openness and interest, but 

confusion about how to approach topics of great meaning." The ways in which groups have 

developed to navigate and negotiate such conversations and stories safely is the focus of 

this thesis. 

Cymbeline returned to Sri Lanka in May that same year (2012) and held a workshop for 

representatives of all four groups. During this session, it was decided that their mutual 

affiliation should be officially recognised . The network was named Theatre of Friendship 

Playback Sri Lanka, emphasi si ng not on ly their connection through a shared public 

storytelling practice, but also their dedication to opening new pathways of communication 

across the country and their potential for forming substantial relationships. Reverend 

Joshua volunteered KKM to host the second National Gathering in Jaffna the following 

January to coincide with the Tamil harvest festival, Thai Pongal. This was particularly 

significant because after KKM's first workshops with Cymbeline, Reverend Joshua suggested 

that Playback Theatre would not be appropriate to use with the communities they worked 

with. Cymbeline (2012:8) writes how there had been "questions about [Playback Theatre's] 

validity" in a context where post-conflict insecurity was no less complex than wartime 

security. Reverend Joshua proposed that it might be included in controlled environments in 

which the subject of the story could be directed, but encouraging any story to be publicly 

told would be dangerous for the teller, the community and KKM. Cymbeline (2012:8) writes 

how she "accepted this decision and saw reason for [Reverend Joshua's] caution ." In the 

time between the National Gathering in January and the mixed-group workshop in May, 

however, Reverend Joshua was able to ruminate on both the difficulties and the potential 

of public storytelling and, as Cymbeline (2012:8-9) writes, "he now embraces Playback 

Theatre with great enthusiasm." 22 

22 Cymbeline (2012 :9) writes that Reverend Joshua's reservations about Playback Theatre led her to 

"recognis[e] the need to introduce mental health professionals into this work." At the second 

National Gathering in Jaffna, Jozsef Paradi, a Hungarian doctor speciali sing in neuroscience, 

psychiatry and psychotherapy, who was also a Playback Theatre practitioner, ra n a workshop 
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Since its first iteration in 2006, ToF has developed into a network of seven regional groups 

across Sri Lanka . Continuing the precedent set in Unawatuna, each group serves its local 

community in a specific way. All these grassroots organisations are NGOs, with some 

ded icated to addressing social issues (such as CSC's Mountain Flower and KKM), and others 

to the arts (Yathara) . The seven groups demonstrate the diversity of Sri Lanka's population, 

with Sinhala, Tamil and Up-Country Tamil ethnicities being represented and all th ree of the 

country's official languages (Sinhala, Tamil and English) being spoken . The network has 

Buddhist, Hindu, Christian and Muslim members, and there is also a range of caste 

identities. Collectively men and women are evenly represented, and members range in age 

from teenagers to those in their fifties. Many members are from low income backgrounds, 

with the remaining sizeable minority being from middle-class backgrounds. Geographically, 

there are groups based in six of the country's nine provinces, spanning from the Northern 

Province to the Southern Province, from the Eastern Province to the Western Province, as 

well as the Central Province in between . In addition to Yathara (Galle), CSC (Hatton) and 

KKM (Jaffna), the network has expanded to include the Centre for the Promotion and 

Protection of Human Rights (CPPHR) (Trincomalee), EBBT (Embilipitiya), Kandy Players 

(Kandy) and a group of counsellors in Colombo. 

I found ToF through their online presence and messaged them just before I left for Sri Lanka 

in June 2013. I received a reply from Cymbeline in August in which she told me that she was 

returning to Sri Lanka that October for a week of workshops . Deb was also to be joining her 

and, as Deb would be in Colombo for a day immediately after the gathering, we arranged to 

meet on the 14th October. It was at this meeting that Deb explained to me the concept of 

Playback Theatre, the history of ToF and the work which they intended to undertake in the 

upcoming year. This included a year-long Empowerment of Women in Action (EWA) 

programme, a collective venture intended to generate conversations around the country 

about how and why local women should become better empowered. It also aimed to 

highlight the work of the women already involved in the network, create opportun ities for 

exploring ways of adapting the public storytelling form to suit communities living in the aftermath of 

war. Sister Emmanuelle also contributed to this topic with her knowledge of trauma recovery. The 

training Reverend Joshua has received as part of his priesthood, as well as his deep empirical 

knowledge cultivated through living and working within such communities primed him to moderate 

conversations about such difficult subject matter. He continues t o emphasise the security of those 

the network serves, leading him to become the network's second president (after Father Benny) and 

an authority on what kind of storytelling practice is best suited for which situation. 
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them to develop their skills and amplify their voices in the decision-making processes of 

ToF. Oeb was the project manager of EWA, a role which saw her develop the proposal, the 

budget and reports for programme participants to follow and replicate. She also mentored 

one or two women from each group, training them not only in Playback Theatre, but in 

proposal, budget and report writing in order to build their capacity to self-organise funding. 

She also developed regular training programmes with each group so they could continue 

their work when the international practitioners were out of the country. 

EWA was supported by funds raised by Cymbeline and other international practitioners in 

their home countries, a resource which enabled each group to receive money for every 

training session, rehearsal and performance they undertook on a female -focused subject. A 

total of Rs. 965,000 (::£4536) was made available for the groups to claim throughout the 

year. Rs. 5000 (::£23.50) was given to fund a monthly training session or rehearsal by each 

of groups. An additional Rs. 2000 (::£9.40) could be claimed to pay a trainer from either 

within or outside the group. Rs. 10,000 (::£47) could be claimed for each performance held 

on a theme related to women's empowerment, with half being eligible to claim for 

performance preparation, and the other half as a performance fee. The budget was 

designed to recognise and compensate the participants' time and work, while 

acknowledging that the network lacked the means to pay participants a meaningful wage. 

Most groups used their funding to pay for individual bus fares to and from rehearsals, as 

well as communal lunches and tea . Each performer generally received a small payment for 

every EWA performance they took part in, something which was not guaranteed with their 

other public storytelling performances. 

After my introduction to the network by Oeb, I spent most of a year attending training 

sessions, rehearsals and performances by all seven ToF groups. Limitations of space, 

however, mean that I am only able to expand on four of them in this thesis: CPPHR, KKM, 

CSC and EBBT. I attended my first ToF workshop a matter of days after mine and Oeb's 

initial conversation; she was taking the overnight bus to Jaffna that evening to spend two 

weeks with Reverend Joshua and KKM, and invited me to join her for a while. She called 

Reverend Joshua there and then to confirm there would be space for me to stay and a few 

days later, I myself was on the overnight bus to Jaffna, about to experience public 

storytelling for the first time. 
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1.6. Language, Internationality and Gender: Personal Considerations of the 

Anthropologist 

The research for this thesis was conducted over a period of thirteen months, f rom June 

2013 and July 2014. During that time, I was based in the Dehiwala district of Colombo, 

renting a one-room bedsit for Rs . 19,000 (::::£90) per month. As Colombo has the most 

transport connections in the country, I had good access to buses and trains which provided 

a cheap, frequent and relatively reliable means of travelling across the island . I would 

typically travel out of Colombo once every seven to ten days and spend between two to six 

nights at a location per visit, either staying at the organisation's premises or in 

accommodation recommended by the group. 23 I rotated between the seven ToF groups 

depending on each of their rehearsal and performance schedules. 

This was my first time living in Sri Lanka, but I had previously visited the country several 

times during my childhood . Both my parents were born in Sri Lanka, with my mother 

growing up in Thimbirigasyaya, Colombo, and my father in Asgiriya, Gampaha . Both are 

from Sinhala Buddhist backgrounds, an identity which they subsequently passed on to me. 

My father moved to the UK in 1975 at the age of twenty-three, and my mother in 1982 at 

the age of twenty-five, meaning that neither of them lived in Sri Lanka during the conflict. I 

turned twenty-three within the first five weeks of living on the island, the same age my 

23 The cost of accommodation varied from location to location, depending on where each group felt 

would be most appropriate for me to stay. In Jaffna, for example, I stayed at KKM's headquarters in 

one of their two designated guest rooms and had three daily meals provided for Rs. 500 (::::£2 .35) per 

day. In Hatton, I stayed in a neighbouring convent and had breakfast and dinner with the nuns for Rs. 

1000 (::::£4.70) per day. In Embilipitiya, I initially stayed at a guesthouse for Rs. 1500 (::::£7.05) per day 

with no meals included. As I was on a restricted budget and the rooms were rented on a half day 

basis, I vacated the room every morning and returned every evening, cutting the cost of my stay to 

Rs. 750 (::::£3.50) per r,ight. After two days of this, members of EBBT told me that they had only 

booked for me to stay there because it was where Cymbeline had preferred . My internationality had 

initially led them to treat me like one of the international practitioners, but as my Sri Lankan identity 

became more apparent to them, they adjusted their behaviour toward me accordingly. They invited 

me to stay with them in their Black Box theatre, sleeping in a communal space and cooking meals 

with them. I agreed and, although they would not take money from me for accommodation, I 

insisted they at least took a contribution towards groceries. I visi ted EBBT several more times under 

thi s arrangement, each time ga ining new insights into the groups' dynamics which would have been 

impossible to witness from the guest house. 
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father was when he left the country thirty-eight years previously. I was raised speaking 

Sinhala at home, but despite my parents' mUltiple attempts to teach me to read and write 

the language, I never learned. I also briefly attempted to learn Tamil in 2012, but aside from 

retaining a few basic phrases, was unsuccessful in that too. Despite the best efforts of two 

generations, therefore, I have only managed to garner a proficient level of spoken Sinhala. 

My mediocre language skills, however, were not a significant disadvantage to me during my 

research but rather a point of connection. During workshops with ToF's international 

practitioners, translation was almost exclusively provided by a participant from within the 

group. For interviews, I continued to enlist the help of these trusted translators and I paid 

two such people to translate written surveys for me. In day to day situations, the line 

between communication and translation was less defined. The vast majority of people I 

worked with had an understanding of two of Sri Lanka's three most common languages

Sinhala, Tamil and English - speaking one fluently and another competently. This trend, 

coupled with the communal nature of conversation in these groups, meant that I frequently 

conversed with people without a designated translator. When linguistically diverse groups 

interacted with each other, it was common for a single conversation to use a combination 

of Sinhala, Tamil and English. If there was a Sinhala word or phrase I didn't understand, 

people would work between themselves to explain it to me in a way I could understand, 

whether in Sinhala or English. When I worked with exclusively Tamil groups, people would 

speak to me in either Sinhala or English, depending on their preference. This was a 

reciprocal act, as I often translated between the international practitioners and local 

participants, as well as engaging in informal language exchanges with participants across 

the country. This culture of communication led to me and participants becoming more 

familiar with one another, and their ability to teach me helped shift some of the power I 

held as an international researcher on to them. 

My ability to speak Sinhala became a crucial tool for distinguishing myself from ToF's 

international practitioners. Not only did it allow for people to talk away from the aural gaze 

of the workshop facilitators, but it also established a unique connection between myself 

and the participants. From personal experience, it is extremely rare for a child born and 

raised in the UK to Sinhala parents to be able to speak their mother tongue competently. It 

is even more rare for a second-generation Sri Lankan to choose to 'return' to and live in the 

country of their parents' birth. As such, the uncommonness of my identity enabled a 

relationship to develop between participants and myself which was new and novel to both 

parties. Despite my many inadequacies, people reacted extremely positively to my Sinhala, 
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and many took it upon themselves to help me improve my language skills. Our relationships 

became sustained through my continual revisiting of each group, with individuals 

encouraging me and introducing me to new vocabulary throughout the year. On several 

occasions, people remarked on my growing confidence and eloquence, evidently taking 

pride in their own part in that accomplishment. 

My language skills represented more than a means of communication but also 

demonstrated my identity as a British-Sri Lankan. Because of Sri Lanka's history of 

colonisation and recent mass economic and political emigration, there is a distinct 

dichotomisation between those considered to embody the identity of 'Sri Lankan' and 

those the identity of 'foreigner.' My second-generation, dual nationality status is 

problematic in this established binary, and so my ability to speak a competent level of 

Sinhala was an immediate demonstration that my identity was based in experiences of both 

Sri Lankanness and internationality. My position is not 'liminal' as it is not transitional, in

between or even on both sides of a boundary; rather, I simultaneously occupy positions in 

two seemingly separate spheres, having a sense of deep attachment to here and there, 

relating to both identities in a way different from the established norm. Another significant 

resource I have of demonstrating the 'validity' of my Sri Lankan identity is my name. 

'Ranma lie' is an old Sinhala name which means 'golden flower.' It is not a common name in 

Sri Lanka (I have never met another Ranmalie) and would primarily have been used in past 

centuries in the rural villages of the hill country. My name, therefore, offers an element of 

'authenticity' to my Sri Lankan identity; a gravitas founded in its history and rarity. To those 

who were initially sceptical about my Sri Lankanness, my name helped indicate that my 

Sinhala Buddhist identity was given to me at birth; that it was not an identity which became 

corrupted or anglicised by my internationality, but celebrated by my family. 

As the government and security forces of Sri Lanka are predominantly Sinhala Buddhist, I 

was acutely awarE that my inherited identity represented the political hegemony. This 

connection, however, did not prevent me from establishing good personal and working 

relationships with Tamil participants. By understanding how and when to project one of my 

intersecting identities over another, I was able to adjust the power dynamics between 

myself and participants to achieve the most conducive relationship for us personally and 

professionally.24 With Tamil groups, this meant emphasising my age and sex over my 

24 I used this method to protect myself against the (in)security I faced as a woman travelling alone in 

Sri Lanka. Through trial and error, I came to understand when and where to present each identity. 
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ethnicity. I used my appearance and demeanour to interrupt the ethno-political power 

dynamic, as being a young, unmarried woman positioned me at the lower end of Sri Lankan 

social hierarchies. When the situation was safe to do so, it was also possible for me to 

emphasise my internationality, as this positioned me outside of societal hierarchies 

altogether. Through sustained contact, considered lines of enquiry and sincere interactions 

I was able to establish personal relationships with Tamil participants and reduce any 

justifiable bias which may have been held against my Sinhala Buddhist heritage. 

In extension of my language development, people from both Sinhala and Tamil 

backgrounds nurtured my wider Sri Lankan identity by inviting me to experience food, 

customs and culture which were new to me. The fact that I was of Sri Lankan heritage but 

had never lived a 'Sri Lankan life' intrigued people and became a point of curiosity, 

connection and learning. I never asked anyone to help me in this way, but the 

overwhelming majority of people volunteered the knowledge and the experiences they felt 

I lacked as a Sri Lankan . While both men and women of all ages shared information about 

Sri Lankan history, politics and practices with me, it was women who were more likely to 

invite me to participate in their personal routines and rituals as well. Cultural markers were 

occasionally exhibited to the international practitioners, with Deb being dressed in saris 

and shalwars by the young women of KKM and Cymbeline being invited to give out prizes at 

local ceremonies. While some of these privileges were also bestowed on me, I was also 

offered insights into the everyday practices of individuals by being invited into kitchens and 

private shrines; I was not just served regional specialities at meal times, but shown how to 

cook them; I celebrated at large festivals, but also joined daily prays and Sunday mass. 

Some of these situations may seerr. contradictory to an outsider, but they make sense within Sri 

Lanka. While I obscured my internationality from army personnel in a resettlement village in Jaffna, 

for example, I revealed it fully when stopped at checkpoints by police officers. In those latter 

experiences, I only spoke in English and pretended not to understand Sinhala as my internationality 

afforded me some protection against harassment; sadly, the value placed on the safety and 

satisfaction of a British national is infinitely higher than that of a Sri Lankan woman. In day to day 

life, I spoke Sinhala and carried my Sri Lankan passport as my preferred form of identification . Not 

only did this give me significant discounts on various entrance fees (foreign tickets for attractions 

and heritage sites are often as much as ten or one hundred times more expensive than local tickets), 

but it also broke the tension when meeting new people. I found that strangers were far quicker to 

engage with me when they heard me speak my mother tongue which again, I believe, is related to 

people's changing perception of me as an 'outsider' to an 'inside r.' 
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These interactions helped me forge relationships which were based in shared experiences 

of Sri Lankan identity, in which the power dynamic favoured the participants who taught 

me. 

This method of developing relationships was an effort on my behalf of avoiding a 

disproportionate power dynamic between anthropologist and participant based on my 

privileges of education, ethnicity, dual-nationality and wealth. Reciprocal relationships were 

founded on the practice of participants sharing cultural information which they thought 

would benefit me without my asking. In return, I answered questions about life in the UK 

and obliged requests by group leaders to facilitate various programmes for their 

organisation's members and communities. 25 In this situation, participants hold significant 

power and agency, as they decide if and what to tell me. While in both circumstances it is 

the anthropologist who is receiving information, it is important to highlight that the cultural 

knowledge I was receiving from participants had nothing to do with my research topic; 

while much of what I learned f rom participants certainly informs this thesis, it is not central 

to it. Rather, participants shared information with me as a way of investing in their own 

cultural heritage; it was a dissemination of valuable knowledge, not a dilution. 

When the power dynamic is unequal, the social difference between anthropologist and 

participant results in information being passed up the social hierarchy. Due to my age and 

sex, the information shared with me by participants was being passed down social 

hierarchy. This altered, site-specific dynamic meant that participants did not share 

information with me so I could take it back to the UK and categorise, analyse, display or 

exploit it; rather, they offered knowledge so I could continue living in the country which 

was my parents' home and partake more fully in the things happening around me. It was 

knowledge shared not so I would know more about them, but more about myself; who I am 

and where I come from. It was knowledge shared so I could return to Sri Lanka time and 

time again, so I understood and belonged to the people and the country. It was not 

knowledge given for me to write about, but for me to embody. 

25 Some of the programmes I organised and facilitated included a Happiness workshop for children in 

Kilinochchi, a Leadership session for young women in Jaffna, and a yoga class for CSe's members in 

Hatton. 
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1.7. Localised Issues of (In)Security: Ethical Considerations of the Anthropologist 

Each groups' location and identity presents unique issues of securitisation . For me to work 

securely in these varied environments required an understanding of these specificities, a 

comprehension of how individual groups functioned and an awareness of how my presence 

would affect the former two points. Jaffna, the historic capital of the Sri Lankan Tamil 

population, has some of the most complex issues due to high presence of military 

personnel and IDPs. KKM have developed an efficient means of negotiating and navigating 

the (in)securities faced by their local Hindu and Christian communities in this post-conflict 

environment.26 The need to minimise the (in)security faced by all affiliated communities led 

Cymbeline and ToF's national leaders to hold KKM's well-established strategies for working 

in severe (in)security as the standard for network operations. While individual groups were 

responsible for conducting their regional work appropriately for themselves and their 

communities, communal meetings such as the network's National Gatherings were 

organised with KKM's complex issues of securitisation in mind. Plans for such events 

required the approval of all national leaders, with Reverend Joshua's endorsement being 

crucial. It was fitting, therefore, that my first interaction with ToF was a workshop in Jaffna 

for KKM's members, as it allowed me to see the precedent for the network's methodology 

applied in its most (in)secure environment. 

My working relationship with Reverend Joshua and KKM was a processual one, with the 

extent of my involvement with the organisation being evaluated on a day to day basis . 

Slight changes in the local political climate would dictate which public or private events it 

would be appropriate for me to attend, a decision which I left firmly to the experienced 

judgement of Reverend Joshua. The speed at which the local political climate could change 

and the immediacy of its repercussions demonstrated in November 2013, when Deb and I 

had been intending to travel to Jaffna together for the second time. Having concluded a 

two-day workshop in Kandy, Central Province, we were preparing to travel the 325 

kilometres to Jaffna by bus. Less than an hour before we were due to depart, Deb received 

a phone call from Reverend Joshua telling her that the British Prime Minister, David 

Cameron, had flown into Jaffna unannounced that morning. Cameron was in Sri Lanka to 

attend the twenty-third Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) which 

26 I will outline KKM's methodology and explore how it minimises the (in)security for them and the 

communities they work in the second chapter of this thesis, Physical (In)Security in Jo//no: The 

Stories o/Tomil Communities. 
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was taking place in Colombo from the 15th_17th November. He had chosen to visit the Jaffna 

on the morning of the first day of the summit, making him the first foreign leader to travel 

to the country's north since Independence (Robinson 2013; Iggulden 2013). While this visit 

by the British Prime Minister certainly acknowledged the inadequacies of Sri Lanka's war 

crime investigation, it also increased the very (in)security of the Tamil population he was 

attempting to highlight. Reverend Joshua told us that the immediate tension the visit had 

caused endangered the safety of KKM and those working with them . The presence and 

collaboration offoreigners with KKM would have connected the organisation to the 

international community at a time when the international community was actively 

criticising the government. As such, Deb and I postponed our trip at the last minute, 

returning to Colombo to assess how best to continue. 

I was able to make that trip to Jaffna a few days later on the 17th November, this time 

travelling with my partner, Tom, a white British twenty-four year old . We took the train to 

Kilinochchi, the hometown of Reverend Joshua and former LTIE capital, intending to travel 

the last sixty-five kilometres to Jaffna by bus. The 340 kilometre train journey was taken in 

trepidation as five days previously on the 13th November (two days prior to David 

Cameron's visit to Jaffna), the same public train carrying six Channel 4 journalists had been 

stopped en route (Miller 2013). Hundreds of pro-government demonstrators stood on the 

tracks at Anuradhapura, North Central Province, for hours, resulting in the train (which had 

hundreds of passengers on board) being sent back to Colombo. The news team in question 

were responsible for the Sri Lanka's Killing Fields (2011), Sri Lanka's Killing Fields: War 

Crimes Unpunished (2012) and No Fire Zone: In the Killing Fields of Sri Lanka (2013) 

documentaries, which used first hand video footage to depict graphically the final months 

ofthe conflict in the country's north and east. The Sri Lankan government refuted the 

authenticity of the footage used in the films and staged a significant propaganda campaign 

against the Channel 4 news, claiming their reporting was funded by the LTIE. Within mass 

Sinhala media, the words 'Channel 4' became synonymous with corruption, lies and 

treachery, and represented not only those specific documentary-makers, but the entire 

international community. In the immediate aftermath of these events, travelling as 

foreigners on the same rail route to the former capital of the L TIE was fraught with 

(in)security, but luckily after having our details taken by the army half way through the 

journey, we were allowed to continue without contestation . 

The need to adjust and adapt to the political climate continued when Tom and I arrived at 

KKM. The group were scheduled to perform a scripted piece at a resettlement village in a 
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High Security Zone (HSZ) Y I was invited to join them but Tom, with his fair skin, blonde hair 

and British passport, was not. This was because any affiliation with the international 

community would have endangered KKM's hard earned access to the HSZ. It was only my 

Sri Lankan heritage which allowed me entry into this highly restricted environment. I was 

asked by Reverend Joshua to leave behind my usual accessories of a notepad and 

Dictaphone, but to take my camera so I could be the group's photographer. Before we 

departed, the young women who I'd be accompanying gathered around me and began 

amending my hair and clothes. 28 My hair was brushed and braided at my nape, my scarf 

was pinned across my chest and draped down the back of my shoulders, and one of the 

young women took off the small black pottu on her forehead and placed it on mine. It 

occurred to me that this amendment of my appearance may have been done under 

Reverend Joshua's instructions. When we arrived at the resettlement village, I did not 

speak unless it was quietly and in close proximity to KKM's members in order to conceal my 

lack of Tamil and my English-affected Sinhala from others. I only took pictures of the 

performance, avoiding any wide shots which might have captured the buildings of the 

resettlement village and the soldiers stationed there. Through this combination of planning, 

precautions and intuition by Reverend Joshua, myself and the members of KKM, the group 

were able successfully and securely to perform their socially-engaged drama, and I was able 

to observe their work and provide KKM with photos and a written report of the event. 

I repeated this process of developing a nuanced means of interaction with each group I 

worked with. In Trincomalee, the group were at the very beginning of their public 

storytelling experience and as such, there was no precedent to follow. Yet as the head of 

the Jesuit-led29 host organisation CPPHR, Father Yogi had a long history of working w ith the 

27 I provide analysis of this performance in Physical (In)Security in Jajjna : The Stories oj Tamil 

Communities. 

28 Despite dressing modestly, such interactions were not uncommon for me because my loose-fitting 

clothing and un-oiled hair did not conform to the aesthetic of a young woman in Sri Lanka . Although 

frustrating at times, I came to view my appearance as another part of my identity which I could 

adapt depending on the situation, portraying an altered version of myself depending on how I 

wanted to be viewed (see also Mookherjee 2001) . 

29 Although three of the four organisations explored in this these were run by Jesuit priests, ToF had 

no official affiliation with the Catholic Church. The high representation of Jesuits in the network 

began coincidentally, as rather Benny was introduced to Cymbeline by fellow Playback practitioner, 
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Muslim, Hindu and Christian communities of Trincomalee. It was under his supervision that 

ToF held a three-day workshop for a large group of Tamil youth of various religious 

backgrounds. 30 Along with Cymbeline and Deb, there were three other international 

Playback practitioners present at this workshop, meaning the impact of my presence was 

diluted within this six person contingent. We were hosted by the Jesuits, sleeping in guest 

rooms at their living quarters and working in a community centre they ran. As such, 

everything was done within the structure outlined by the priests . The pr iests did not control 

or intervene with my or the international practitioners' programme, but with my daily 

proximity to them, I was able to learn about the specific (in)securities faced by communities 

they worked with (members of whom were partaking in the workshop) and the 

(in)securities they have faced as an organisation and as individuals for the work they do to 

support local people. Using these observations, I adapted my own language and actions to 

minimise points of potential conflict. This was exemplified when one of the Fathers 

provided me and the international practitioners with a book which had influenced his way 

of thinking and working in Trincomalee's post-conflict environment. The book, Nonviolent 

Communication: A Language of Life by Rosenberg (2003) helped inform me of his 

perspective, which in turn, shaped my own behaviour towards him and others at CPPHR. 

Compared to the militarised areas of Jaffna and Trincomalee, the rural environment of 

Hatton had fewer localised issues of securitisation which my presence could affect. The 

well-established reputation of CSC in the region meant my affiliation with it was accepted 

by local communities and authority figures. Another benefit of working in this area was that 

- unlike in Jaffna and Trincomalee where an authoritative leader was required to negotiate 

with security forces - CSC were able to foster a more open, democratic working 

environment. Individuals were well attuned to the structures within which they operated, 

Sister Emmanuelle. This snowballed into Father Benny discussing ToF with Father Yogi, but it 

important to note tha~ it was Father Yogi himself who initiated Trincomalee's involvement with the 

network, not Father Benny or Cymbeline. Reverend Joshua and KKM's involvement is separate from 

this particular line of introduction, as he was connected with Cymbeline through a mutual contact 

based in Australia. The exploration of multiple Jesuit organisations, therefore, is a reflection on who 

is able to fund long-term social activism in Sri Lanka rather than the recruitment criteria of ToF and 

this research . 

30 This workshop is explored in detail in the first chapter of this thesis, Emotional {In)Security in 

Trincomalee: The Stories of Tamil and Muslim Youth . 
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the (in)security they faced because of their intersecting identities and ese's impact on local 

communities. Their practice of communal dialogue, self-reflection and critique meant that 

they had the security to talk openly and frankly with me without fear of reprisal. Perhaps 

because of this inclusive and communicative environment, members of ese were 

particularly invested in nurturing my Sri Lankan identity. I was encouraged to talk about my 

experience growing up in a Sinhala family in the UK and engaged in many conversations 

about Sri Lankan history, geography and spirituality. My internationality, therefore, was not 

regarded as something to circumnavigate or disguise as it had been in Jaffna and 

Trincomalee, but as something to be embraced and worked with rather than around. 

While in Jaffna, Trincomalee and Hatton it was the (inter)national aspect of my identity that 

was centred, in Embilipitiya my gender was centred as well. Similarly to Hatton, I did not 

attempt to neutralise my otherness but in fact, used it as a point of opposition with which 

to engage people. I suggest that the all -male composition of EBBT should not purely be 

read as bias by members ofthe group, but as a reflection ofthe restrictions imposed on 

young women in Sri Lankan society. Society's gender-normativity stops women gaining 

access to the same resources and employment opportunities as men. Even if these spaces 

were made available to a woman, engaging in a male dominated environment would 

expose her body, cultural honour and professional integrity to potential abuse. EBBT is part 

of this cycle of (in)security as their lack of female representation perpetuates the notion 

that the voices and experiences of women are not necessarily in the production of artistic, 

political or social commentary. While my Sri Lankan identity would make it difficult to enter 

this space, my internationality gained me access because the legacy of colonialism and 

contemporary western political dominance affords foreigners a certain prestige in Sri Lanka . 

This alleviated the hegemonic limitations placed on my sex in Sri Lanka and allowed me to 

be regarded by EBBT's members as a Simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar contemporary. 

I frequently visited EBBT for a week at a time, so my continual presence challenged the 

absence of women's voices in their work whether I actively addressed the issue or not. My 

behaviour among them was not limited by the restrictions placed on young women in Sri 

Lankan society, so my gender as well as my sex defined my interactions with EBBT's 

members. I spoke to them and engaged with them as my equals and received the same 

treatment in return. 
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1.8. Participant Observation, Consent and Anonymity: Methodological Considerations of 

the Anthropologist 

Localised issues of (in)security not only affected the practical ways in which I engaged with 

individual groups, but also the methodological techniques I implemented with them . My 

own methodology became heavily informed by and reflective of the ways in which 

participants organised themselves. I adapted my strategy depending on the group I was 

observing, considering factors such as regional (in)security and my impact on their 

situation.31 Following those who had previously conducted ethnographic research in this 

environment (Daniel 1996; Thompson 200S; Bass 2008, 2013; Thaheer et al 2013), the data 

analysed in this thesis was collected through long-term participant observation, with semi

structured and unstructured interviews and written surveys being used to support this 

primarily qualitative research strategy. 

While ToF's international practitioners and I were distinguished by our differing 

backgrounds and motives, our shared experiences did create personal and professional 

bonds between us. At Cymbeline's request, I compiled a memorandum of understanding 

between myself, Deb and her in March 2014. This brief document outlined our mutual 

pledge for ongoing cooperation in our academic and cultural work. As part of my 

contribution to ToF, I provided written and oral reports of rehearsals and performances I 

attended by groups when Cymbeline and Deb were not in the country either via email or in 

person at our next meeting. When they and other international practitioners were in Sri 

Lanka, I attended programme-planning sessions as well as post-workshop debriefs. I sat in 

on meetings between Cymbeline, Deb and national group leaders, often taking minutes so 

that I could provide a useful service while observing the intricate conversations about the 

(in)security of public storytelling in certain communities. More than in these official 

matters, however, it was in the casual time I spent with the international practitioners that 

I came to understand their lives away from Sri Lanka and their motives in joining ToF. I do 

not explicitly refer to any personal information shared with me in this thesis, but these 

conversations at dinner or on a bus helped inform and contextualise my analysis ofToF.32 

31 The decision to adapt my own methodology to reflect those of participants is in accordance with 

Section 1.2. 'Anticipating harms' of the Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK and the 

Commonwealth's (ASA) (2011 :4) Ethical Guidelines for Good Research Practice . 

32 This is in accordance with Section 1.3. 'Avoid ing undue intrusi on' of ASA's (2011 :4) Ethical 

Guidelines for Good Research Practice. 
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I always accompanied Cymbeline or Deb when meeting a group for the first time. Generally, 

I would meet the group leader when we arrived the evening before a workshop and I would 

introduce myself and my research . I provided them with a participant information sheet 

which was available in Sinhala, Tamil and Engl ish, and contained my full name and contact 

details so further information could be requested. This two-page document used simple 

language to outline my research topic, my motivation in undertaking it, terms of 

confidentiality, withdrawing consent, the review process of the research, what form the 

final product would take, and how to make a comment or complaint to the university . As 

well as providing a succinct overview of my research topic, the participant information 

sheet demonstrated my organisational and administrative skills . The inclusion of the 

university's header at the top of the document indicated the level of professionalism w ith 

which I aimed to conduct my research and identified me as answerable to my supervisor, 

the School Research Ethics Committee and the university as a whole. These factors were 

also indications of my dedication to upholding the security of participants. The document 

demonstrated that I had thoroughly thought about issues of consent and confidentiality, 

and that I valued the ongoing contribution of participants not just as sources of information 

but as collaborators in how information was gathered . The participant information sheet, 

therefore, not only provided details about my research but also my integrity as a 

researcher. 

While I used participant information sheets to convey my intentions to group leaders, I 

generally introduced myself to most participants through conversation. At workshops I 

would be invited by whoever was leading the workshop to briefly introduce myself, my 

research and what I was hoping to understand through being present on that particular 

day. I would also use this opportunity get oral permission to photograph and record 

participants during the workshop, letting them know that if they had questions about my 

research or didn't want to be included in it, they were free to approach me at any time. As 

well as observing these public storytelling workshops, I also participated in them. My 

parallel learning experience with Sri Lankan participants allowed me to experience and 

embody the practice myself, gaining a reference point to the experiences of others. It also 

allowed participants to appreciate my own ignorance of Playback Theatre and avoid any 

ambiguity regarding my role as researcher rather than facilitator; my involvement at as a 

fellow student helped practically demonstrate that I was very much a novice of Playback 

Theatre, not an expert. 
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I occasionally used written surveys as a means of introducing myself to new groups. These 

surveys were short and focused on ascertaining an individual's initial impressions or 

previous experience of public storytelling. By approaching a new group with this line of 

enquiry, I was able to establish a general understanding of their impressions of the practice 

as well as differentiate myself from the international practitioners. The survey was an 

indication of my identity as a researcher, something which demonstrated my investigative 

intentions more effectively than words. I used written surveys once more towards the end 

of my time in Sri Lanka at ToF's third National Gathering. This was the final time I worked 

with some of the groups, so I used written surveys to bookend my engagement with them . 

Again, I asked short questions which focused on individual impressions of the gathering, 

using the information generated to compare and contrast replies between groups and 

across time. While I do not quantitatively analyse the results of surveys in this thesis, 

pragmatically they provided platform for me to introduce myself and my research to 

participants, as well as giving me valuable insight into their general attitudes and 

experiences. 

After introductions had been established, I communicated with group leaders 

independently via phone or email. When the international practitioners were away from Sri 

Lanka, I would organise visits to each group, travelling to observe rehearsals or 

performances. This further distinguished me from the international practitioners, as 

without them, my Sri Lankan identity could be more fully explored and understood. Visiting 

groups individually rather than as part of a collective allowed me to witness how they 

developed and adapted the public storytelling practice for their own communities away 

from the instruction of international practitioners. I used semi-structured interviews to 

supplement the information I garnered through participant observation . I conducted semi

structured interviews with group leaders during my initial visit to their organisation to 

ascertain a brief history and overview of their work as individuals and as a part of a 

collective . I would then use interviews intermittently with them and other members of the 

organisations whenever I wanted to engage with a person or explore an issue further. 

Interviews with group leaders and international practitioners were done one-on-one, but 

interviews with local participants tended to be a more communal affair with two, three or 

four people present. I recorded these interviews on a Dictaphone and used a notepad to 

make notes during the conversat ion if needed . I kept this notepad close at hand at all times 

to make notes of conversations which might occur spontaneous ly. 
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My approach to gaining consent was based on relativity rather than consistency. Working 

with the variety of projects across Sri Lanka, it was not possible to establish a single, 

universal means of gaining and updating individual consent. One major obstacle in this was 

that when I met groups for the first time, I had no assurance as to if and when I'd see them 

again. Individual relationships, group working practices and various socio-political 

(in)securities meant that the organisations and I were all operating without guaranteed 

stability. As such, I had to use my initiative to develop a unique consent strategy with each 

group as our working relationship progressed. In workshops I would obtain verbal consent 

to record, photograph and take notes which I would use in my research. If this progressed 

to a short recorded interview with a participant after an exercise, I would ask the 

interviewee to verbally indicate if they agreed for me to use our conversation as part of my 

research. In the evenings, I made rough transcriptions ofthe interviews I had conducted 

that day and annotated these with additional information about the context and manner of 

the conversation. 

As my involvement with a group developed and I conducted longer, semi-structured 

interviews with participants, I would occasionally ask them to sign a consent form after the 

interview as well as verbally indicating their consent to be recorded at the beginning of the 

conversation. I did it at the end of the conversation rather than the beginning so that the 

interviewee was able to sign off on what they had said rather than what they might say. 

These forms were made available in Sinhala, Tamil and English, and gave a brief overview of 

my research and listed my contact details, including my full name, local phone number and 

university email address. A ten-point list regarding the terms of consent followed with each 

point requiring to be individually initialled. Both myself and the participant signed and 

dated the end of the document, indicating our entry into a mutual agreement. Copies of 

this consent form were made available on request. While in other contexts the use of this 

document might have been a necessity for ethical research, in Sri Lanka it was often the 

case that not asking participants to sign a consent form was safer for them and myself. The 

(in)security of the post-conflict state meant that people were reluctant to sign their names 

to anything because of connotations with the authority of the government, security forces 

and institutions like banks. I respected this by establishing consent through verbal or 
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collaborative means, continuously adapting my approach to best support long-term 

working relationships. 33 

At mealtimes and evenings, I was able to sit with participants and listen to their discussions. 

These everyday interactions created space for them to ask questions about my Sri Lankan 

identity and for me to ask about their lives within and outside of their organisations. The 

subtle shift from professional to personal conversation necessitated for me to categorise 

conversations as on the record if they took place during a workshop, rehearsal or 

performance, or if the subject was explicitly about an individual's work within an 

organisation, the organisation itself, or public storytelling practice. Conversations which I 

categorise as off the record informed my perception of participants but, as with the 

international practitioners, I do not disclose any of this information in this thesis. These 

conversations allowed me to understand the lives of individuals more fully and develop a 

sense oftrust and familiarity with participants, but their details are extraneous to a 

discussion of (in)security and storytelling. 

The depth of interaction I had with international practitioners and local participants could 

not be replicated with tellers and audience members at performances. A significant ethical 

and methodological issue I encountered with public storytelling performances was that I 

could not ask every audience member to consent to being part of my research. I was not 

able to introduce myself to audiences, nor would I believe it would have been conducive to 

them, the performers or myself to do so. This is because the groups worked in communities 

with significant levels of (in)security and drawing attention to the presence of an outsider 

would have affected the way in which the audience interacted with the performers. The 

informal nature of some of the performances (primarily those which took place outside) 

also meant that people would be wandering in and out of the proceedings, making it 

impossible to guarantee that the audience was the same throughout. In the same vein, I 

was unable to ask for the audiences' permission to take photographs and recordings. My 

primary objective at performances was to work within the established practice of the group 

I was observing, asking group leaders what method of recording (photography, filming, 

33 The use of participant observation sheets and obtaining of verbal (recorded or otherwise) and 

written consent is in accordance with Section 1.4. 'Negotiating informed consent' and Section 3 of 

ASA's (2011:4-5) Ethical Guidelines for Good Research Practice. The recognition of participants' 

potential suspicion "of formal bureaucratic procedures" is in accordance with Section 3 of ASA's 

(2011:3) 'Advance consent.' 
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voice recording, note-taking) was appropriate for wh ich ci rcumstance . If photography was 

allowed, I respected the privacy of individuals by primarily taking pictures of performers, 

wide shots of the general audience and photos from behind the audience towards the 

stage.34 

In the immediacy ofthe field, it wasn't possible to conduct further research with those who 

chose to share stories at public storytelling performances. Unlike the international 

practitioners and local participants, this would often be my only encounter with them . My 

general methodology was to approach the teller after the performance with a translator 

and briefly introduce myself and my research. If they were willing to talk with me, I'd ask 

them a few, short questions about their experience telling their story. I was curious to know 

what led someone to share a personal story in such a public way. I avoided questions which 

would elicit more details of the story as I wanted to respect how an individual had decided 

to curate their story on stage. I did not ask any more interrogative questions at this time as 

I was aware that the teller would still be processing the experience themselves. I have 

deliberated over how these stories have informed my research and have approached 

including examples with extreme caution. While stories were shared publicly with no 

clarified agreement as to how they might be used after, I recognise that they were not 

intended to be detailed and analysed in a thesis. I have, therefore, chosen to alter the 

stories shared at public storytelling performances from their original forms. This is not only 

to conceal any details which might identify the teller, but also to respect that 'publicness' of 

public storytelling which only applies to those present at the telling. The teller places their 

trust in the audience by sharing their story with them, but this confidence is not infinite; it 

is qualified action with changeable criteria . It may be extended or receded by the teller, but 

not by the audience. For the same reasons, in some instances I have conglomerated a few 

tellers into a single character. Although these techniques are not without fault, they allow 

me to present the voices of those who shared their stories without exploiting them and also 

maintain the essence of the public storytelling experience. 

I have chosen to use the real names of the network, the affiliated organisations, the 

international practitioners and the leaders of the groups in Trincomalee, Jaffna and Hatton; 

every other person has been given a pseudonym. I conferred with each leader about 

confidentiality and considered their opinions and concerns thoroughly. As with most issues 

34 This is in accordance with Section 2 and 5 of ASA's (2011 :3) 'Advance consent,' as stated in Ethical 

Guidelines for Good Research Practice . 
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of (in)security, I was referred to Reverend Joshua in every instance, on whose advice I 

ultimately made my decision. As KKM is a unique organisation in Jaffna, to change their 

name wou ld not greatly help conceal their identity, nor would it be of service to them to be 

denied direct recognition of their work. The other groups are in similar situations, so all the 

original names of organisations have been kept. Regarding the names of the leaders, the 

Jesuit priests who run the organisations in Trincomalee, Jaffna and Hatton are deeply tied 

to their work, and as such, their identity parallels that of their organisations. In addition to 

this, all these men are already well known for their social activism and to disassociate them 

from their name would be to remove the context with which they come. 

I have chosen to change the name of the leader of EBBT because he does not lead a public 

life of social activism. His work focuses on the cultivation of the art which he loves. To 

reveal his name would not help to better understand the context from which he comes or 

the previous work he has done, because he does not work with productions which have a 

notable level of publicity. It may seem contradictory - even problematic - to use the real 

name of the Tamil leaders and not the Sinhala, but I have come to this decision after much 

careful consideration with all the leaders. Each of the Tamilleaders have set their own 

precedent of being vocal, active members of not only their communities, but as 

representatives of all Tamil people in Sri Lanka . To deny them the platform which 

themselves have worked so hard and sacrificed so much to establish would be to minimise 

and censor them and their lifetime's work. 

For those who work for these leaders and organisations, however, this approach to 

confidentiality is not applicable. Whi le many have worked for the benefit of their 

communities for as long as or longer than group leaders, they have not chosen to adopt 

such a public position. Most have significant obligations outside of the organisation, 

including jobs, homes and families. Many of the participants are also young, unmarried and 

yet to establish themselves in their chosen field, be that in social activism, work or family. 

In these cases, I have chosen not to use names in order to reflect the leve l of public scrutiny 

and (in)security they have chosen to expose themselves to.35 

35 The decision to use (or not use) pseudonyms is in accordance with Section 1.5 'Rights to 

confidentiality and anonym ity' of ASA's (2011 :5-6) Ethical Guidelines for Good Research Practice. 
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1.9. (In)Security, Violence and Reconciliation: Chapter Layout and Overview 

This thesis is divided into four chapters, each exploring one location, one organisation and 

one aspect of (in)security: Trincomalee's epPHR is analysed in relation to emotional 

(in)security, Jaffna's KKM in relation to physical (in)security, Hatton's ese in relation to 

economic (in)security and Embilipitiya's EBBT in relation to cultural (in)security. Although 

each chapter is dedicated to exploring the specificities of one aspect of (in)security, all 

organisations experience a combination of all four (and more) (in)securities on a daily basis. 

This can be attributed to the following common characteristics: (1) Each organisation is a 

grassroots NGO (2) working with marginalised communities (3) on the peripheries of urban 

centres (4) with no significant funding. (5) Each is staffed by individuals from their target 

communities (6) who utilize art and drama to address local social issues, (7) and attempt to 

create safe spaces for community members to articulate and address their experiences of 

(in)security. It is this connecti on of loca lity, marginality and (in)security which provides a 

standard basis from which each organisation can be examined adjacently. 

All four chapters are divided into three sections which identify common elements in the 

process of negotiating safe spaces for remembering and reenacting different forms of 

violence experienced in Sri Lanka and finding ways of working towards reconciliation issues 

within families, among labourers and employers etc. : (In)Security, Violence and 

Reconciliation .36 First, in the (In)Security section, I provide a theoretical review of a specific 

aspect of (in)security being explored, detail the ethnographic subject and contextualise 

both with a brief socio-political history of the area. Then, in the Violence section, I analyse 

the stories of violence which arise in public storytelling workshops and performances, and 

examine how these events relate to the intersecting identities of the individual. In the final 

section, Reconciliation, I bring together the notions of structural (in)security and personal 

experiences of violence by exploring if - and problematizing how - public storytelling 

36 As the focus of my research is the relationship between (in)security and storytelling, only the 

former of these three categories is theoretically explored in each chapter. The latter two - Violence 

and Reconcil iation - are used as thematic categorisations to highlight the recurring elements of the 

ethnography. While I do not have the space to expand on them theoretically, my understanding of 

the concepts is influenced by the following work: Jayawardena (1986); Das (1990) ; Spencer (1990); 

Jayawardena & de Alwis (1996) ; Daniel (1996); Bohle (2007); Perera-Rajasingham et al (2007) ; 

Thiranagama (2011) ; Herath & Tudor Silva (2012); Thaheer et al (2013) . 
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challenges the hegemonic marginalisation by publicly recognising and acknowledging its 

effects . 

Within the standardised format of (In)Security, Violence and Reconciliation, each chapter 

encounters and explores a diverse range of social issues. The first - Emotional (/n)Security in 

Trincomalee: The Stories of Tamil and Muslim Youth - details the conversations, concerns 

and questions which take place when a group is first introduced to public storytelling 

practice and are deciding whether to incorporate it into their community work. It focuses 

on the applicability of public storytelling with young people in a former conflict zone, 

chronicling a workshop held for thirty-one such individuals and analysing the violence 

depicted in participants' actions. Developmental psychology is em ployed to understand 

how corporal punishment and violence in the community creates a connection between 

teaching, learning, violence and morality. 

The second chapter - Physical (/n)Security in Jaffna: The Stories of Tamil Communities -

explores one group's four-stage process of practically negotiating physical security for 

themselves and their communities when developing a public storytelling practice. It 

examines how national humanitarian workers navigate the physical (in)security of a former 

conflict zone by utilizing strategies of request and abiding with the political hegemony 

rather than going against it. I examine why some stories are considered political in a post

conflict environment and others are not discussed in relation to ethnic and gender 

identities, with the creation of eternallDPs and the correlation between women's security 

and national security being used to propose a more affectual understanding of the political. 

The third chapter - Economic (/n)Security in Hatton: The Stories of Up-Country Tamil Girls 

and Women - explores how a group with an established public storytelling practice use 

performances to engage their local communities with social issues which are particular and 

pertinent to them. The education and empowerment of girls and women living in tea 

plantation economies is investigated through a performance held for thirty-six girls and 

young women at a convent. A story of self-harm prompts a discussion on agency and self

reflection, highlighting the significance of public storytelling in generating an immediate 

and empirical education for those who witness it. 

The final chapter - Cultural (/n)Security in Embilipitiya: The Stories of Sinhala Men - explores 

how different groups using public storytelling come together and share a communal 

learning environment while maintaining their unique practice methodologies. It examines 

how intergenerational cycles of violence and Sinhala Buddhist national ism necessitate 
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young men to employ cultural markers and identity negotiation in order to maintain their 

cultural integrity without explicitly defying the hegemony. Through these male-centric 

negotiations, however, the experiences of women become obscured, and so an analysis of 

ambiguous and euphemising discursive strategies is used to understand how the historic 

violence of young men might be reconciled with the contemporary need for women's 

empowerment. 

In the concluding chapter of this thesis - Reconciling (injSecurity and Violence through 

Storytelling - the emotional, physical, economic and cultural elements of (in)security are 

brought together to reiterate the mutlifactedness of the concept. The correlation between 

the (in)security of women and the (in)security of the hegemony is highlighted, and the four

stage process of negotiating safety in Jaffna is expanded to emphasise strategies of 

compliance and request in all four regions. Specific incidences of everyday and severe 

violence described and discussed in local public storytelling performances are brought into 

one conversation to highlight the cyclical nature of violence in Sri Lanka. While the need for 

responsible practice is rigorously scrutinised, it is ultimately the reconciliatory effects of 

public storytelling which are emphasised; with its ability to amplify the voice of the silenced 

and connect marginalised individuals to wider society, public storytelling creates points of 

contact, communication and connection across the country. 
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2. Emotional (In)Security in Trincomalee: 

The Stories ofTamil and Muslim Youth 

This chapter explores public storytelling in a former conflict zone and its implications for the 

emotional (in)security of those who participate. It chronicles the conversations, concerns 

and questions which arise when public storytelling is first introduced to a community 

through an examination of a Theatre of Friendship (ToF) workshop for a group of young 

adults from a diverse range of ethnic and religious backgrounds. In the first section, 

(In)Security, I position my use of term emotional (in)security in relation to emotional 

security theories (Davies & Martin 2013), domestic hierarchies (Straus 1954), and daily and 

disaster-related stressors (Fernando et al 2010) . I then introduce this chapter's 

ethnography - the Centre for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights (CPPHR) - and 

provide a brief history of Trincomalee. In the following Violence section, I provide an 

analysis of a three-day workshop and performance, during which there was a recurrence of 

violent images and themes. Through an exploration of corporal punishment, play and 

displacement, I argue that the violence presented is symptomatic of stressors independent 

of, exacerbated by or caused by the conflict. In the final Reconciliation section, I examine a 

conversation between CPPHR leaders and ToF's international practitioners, expanding on 

what they deemed to be the shortcomings, limitations and potential of public storytelling. I 

speculate as to how this practice may be used to break the cyclical pattern of violence and 

(in)security by challenging a primary stimulus of the condition, corporal punishment. 

2.1. (In)Security 

2.1.1. Emotional (In)Security 

There has been much anthropological research on emotions (Hochschild 1979; Levy 1983; 

Shweder & LeVine 1984; Lutz 1986; Abu-Lughod & Lutz 1990; Leavitt 1996; Nussbaum 

2001; Lutz & White 2003; Milton & Svasek 2005; Beatty 2013), with ethnographies 

concerning Sri Lanka exploring the role of emotion in Buddhism (Obeysekera 1985; Samuels 

2010), healing rites (Kapferer 1979), marriage (de Munck 1996, 1998), migration and 

materiality (Gr(2lnseth 2014), pogroms (Roberts 1994), social hierarchy (Chapin 2014), and 
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suicide (Hewamanne 2010; Widger 2015). Yet it is in the field of developmental psychology 

that emotional security has been most robustly developed. 37 

Founded in attachment theory 38 and first outlined in their article, Marital Conflict and Child 

Adjustment: An Emotional Security Hypothesis, Cummings & Davies' (1994) emotional 

security theory (EST) is a process model for understanding relations between domestic 

conflict and child development (Cummings & Davies 2010; Cummings et al 2012; Davies et 

al 2014). By highlighting the critical importance of the quality of parent-child and 

interparental relationships for a child's emotional security, EST aims to understand "how 

and why conflict and hostility between parents is associated with children's trajectories of 

mental health" (Davies & Martin 2013 :1436). EST's central proposal is that "maintaining 

safety and security within the emotion-laden context of interparental conflict is a 

prominent goal for children" (ibid), with Cummings & Davies (1994) outlining that this 

preoccupation influences how children regulate emotional arousal and response to 

interparental conflict. They argue that over time, these regulation and response processes 

become internalised, having implications for the child's long-term adjustment: "Emotional 

security is seen as a product of past experiences with marital conflict and as a primary 

influence on future responding" (1994:387). While they themselves offer limited gender 

analysis, "some studies have found that girls report higher insecurity and that the 

relationship between insecurity and adjustment is stronger for girls" (Cummings & Miller

Graff 2015:208; see also Davies et al 2002). Despite not having been used in analysis of Sri 

Lankan children, EST's specific intersect between conflict, childhood and emotional security 

provides a useful foundation from which to evaluate how young people in Trincomalee 

respond to everyday and severe forms of violence. 

37 The decision to use developmental psychology in my analysis of emotional (in)security is reflective 

of anthropology's long-standing interdisciplinary approach towards understanding feelings. 

Psychological anthropology has sought to understand the cultural specificity (or universality) of 

emotion through cognitive, psychiatric and psychoanalytic approaches, however, it is not the 

theorisation of emotion I which to address in this chapter; rather, I use elements of developmental 

psychology to explore how everyday and severe violence impacts the ability of young people to 

negotiate stability and security in respect to their emotional wellbeing. In other words, it is the 

observable external structural and social behaviours I investigate here, not the intangible internal 

realm of feeling itself. 

38 For the application of attachment theory in Sri Lanka, see Chapin (2013) . 
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Identifying a need to reformulate EST, Davies & Martin (2013 :1435) propose repositioning 

the model "within an ethological and evolutionary framework." This reformulated model -

EST-R - intends to "advance the characterization of the architecture and operation of 

emotional security and, in the process, cultivate sustainable growing points in 

developmental psychopathology" (ibid) . In their article, The Reformulation of Emotional 

Security Theory: The Role of Children's Social Defence in Developmental Psychopathology, 

Davies & Martin (2013 :1449) describe some of the characteristics of emotional insecurity as 

"an acute awareness of the potential for threat in the family, preoccupation with 

interparental contexts, and the expression of submissive and appeasing behaviors." Four 

categories of emotionally insecure profiles are identified by Davies & Martin (secure, 

mobilising, dominant and demobilising), with broader symptoms of emotional insecurity 

including anxiety, aggression, avoidance, distress, depression, empathetic concern and 

polarising rationalisations of interparental conflict. While some symptoms are more easily 

observed than others, all are variable and manifest themselves differently in each child . The 

difficulty in recognising and understanding emotional insecurity, therefore, is partly due to 

the inconsistent and internalised nature of many of its symptoms. 

Despite the lack of EST application in Sri Lanka, there has been one broader use of the term 

'emotional security' by Straus (1954) in his paper, Childhood Experience and Emotional 

Security in the Context of Sinhalese Social Organization .39 Straus, a sociologist, engaged with 

EST later on in his career (Straus 2001), but as the theory was not established by Cummings 

& Davies until 1994, this early use of the term is rather vague and underdeveloped . His 

research on the relationship between the domestic education of a child and their 

personality does, however, contribute to the contextualisation of emotional security in Sri 

Lanka. Using a sample of third graders (nine and ten years old) living in Pelpola, a village 

thirty miles south of Colombo, Straus (1954:158) asserts that the "considerable affection 

displayed by both parents toward infant children [is] generally considered to provide a 

psychologically healthy environment, especially in that they lay the foundations for adult 

39 Despite the age of Straus' (1954) study, the social structures and familial hierarchies which he 

examines remain deeply ingrained and largely unchanged today. His observations about household 

dynamics are supported by more recent work (Chapin 2013, 2014), but because of his emphasis on 

emotional (in)security, his arguments bear a more specific relevance to my investigation in 

Trincomalee . The longevity granted by the intergenerational rep lication of such systems also 

exemplifies and emphasises the authoritarian, by rote learning systems investigated in this chapter. 
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personality marked by confidence, security, and an absence of anxiety and tension ." Yet, 

Straus (ibid; my emphasis) states, "one of the outstanding characteristics of the Sinhalese 

personality appears to be marked feelings of insecurity." 

In Pelpola, Straus (1954:155) states, "the conception of parenthood is authoritarian or 

traditional rather than developmental" while the " role of the child is a strictly subord inate 

one." He argues that in the hierarchical organisation of Pelpola family and society, "a ch ild's 

first duty is to obey parental injunctions" (ibid); a theory ratified by the fact that only two 

out of forty-eight children mothers disagreed that their "child [should] obey without 

question" (1954:156). In terms of gender, 67% of girls were reported to be 'very good' at 

obeying, while only 42% of boys attained the same classification. Straus (1954:159) 

concludes his study by stating that although Pelpola operates a culture "in which the infant 

care techniques are those that lead to the expectation of an adult personality marked by 

confidence, security, and an absence of anxiety and tensions, .. . the modal adult is more 

likely to be characterized by opposite traits." 

In his appraisal of emotional security among Tamil children, Straus (1954) offers a limited 

and somewhat insensitive portrayal of Tamil familial organisation . While highlighting that 

both Sinhala and Tamil children enjoy an "equally indulgent infancy," he asserts that 

"parental aloofness, especially in the case of the father, is probably more severe in" 

(1954:160) Tamil families. Straus (ibid) ascribes the resultant emotional (in)security of a 

child to the absence in "Tamil culture [of] the loose structure which characterises Sinhalese 

society." He argues that the rigidity of a child's subordination and the obliging behaviour 

expected of them by family members are the main causes of emotional (in)security in both 

childhood and later adult years : 

The Tamil child grows up in a society in which the pattern of 

interpersonal relations is fixed and from which few deviations occur. His 

[sic) place in the great family system, in the Hindu religion, and in other 

aspects of the society is well defined, and the rights, duties, and 

obligations which it implies are not open to questions. The Tamil family 

(to use Burgess and Locke's [1945 :vii) concept) is an institution, not a 

compassionate group. It is bound together by ties of blood and reciprocal 

duties and obligations which are ' ... external , formal , and authoritarian .. . 

[and not by) such interpersonal relations as the mutual affection, the 

sympathetic understanding, and comradeship of its members.' (ibid) 
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While Straus' (ibid) writing lacks the same compassion and "sympathetic understanding" 

which he accuses Tamil families of denying their children, it is possible to reason that duty 

and obligation are inherently tied up in a Tamil child's relationship with their family. The 

demand made on children through this unequal power dynamic to "obey without question" 

(1954:156) problematizes their agency by silencing their voice. Emotional (in)security, 

therefore, is marked by not only by a child's proximity to constant conflict but also their 

inability to react to it. 

The work of Cummings & Davies (1994), Davies & Martin (2013) and Straus (1954) are 

brought into the context of the post-tsunami and post-conflict Eastern Province by 

psychologists Fernando et al (2010) . In their article, Growing Pains: The Impact of Disaster

Related and Daily Stressors on the Psychological and Psychosocial Functioning of Youth in 

Sri Lanka, Fernando et al (2010) explore the impact of everyday and severe stressors on the 

mental health among 427 Si nhala, Tamil and Muslim children and adolescents in Ampara . 

Their research confronts the "underlying assumption ... that direct exposure to potentially 

traumatic disaster-related events represents the major threat to children's mental health in 

emergency settings" (2010:1193), arguing instead that daily stressors independent of, or 

exacerbated by, disaster may have a more significant negative impact. The term 'daily 

stressors' is used to define "enduring, stressful conditions of daily life" which "impinge 

upon children's psychosocial well-being" (ibid). Daily stressors can be independent of or 

exacerbated by disaster, with the former category relating to sources of stress in children's 

lives which "may also occur in nonemergency settings" (ibid), such as domestic violence and 

sexual abuse. The latter category includes: 

poverty caused or worsened by the loss of family livelihoods, displacement 

into crowded and impoverished refugee camps with a corresponding loss of 

privacy and autonomy, a loss of social support caused by the weakening of 

social networks through the death of family members, alterations in family 

structure or functioning when family members are killed or disabled, and a 

lack of access to basic goods and services such as health care and schooling 

(ibid). 

Fernando et al (ibid) found that many daily stressors predicted negative psychological and 

psychosocial traits such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) "as well as or better than 

direct exposure to the war and tsunami," demonstrating a stronger correlation between 

daily stressors and mental health than disaster-related stressors and mental health . This is 

because da ily stressors mediate the relationship "between exposure to disaster-related 
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stressors and psychological and psychosocial outcomes for Sri Lankan youth" (2010:1203). 

As such, Fernando et al (2010:1193; original emphasis) state that "direct exposure to armed 

conflict and natural disaster [i]s neither the only nor even the primary source of traumatic 

stress in these children's lives." To understand the mental health and emotional (in)security 

of children in post-conflict Sri Lanka, therefore, it is important to acknowledge not only the 

severe violence and other disaster-related stressors they experience, but to recognise the 

everyday violence and daily stressors which also impact their lives.40 

As well as detailing the causes of distress among young people in the Eastern Province, 

Fernando et al (2010:1205) also obtained sex and ethnic group differences "for 

psychosocial status, particularly for internalizing behavior." Through this " locally developed 

measure," Fernando et al (ibid) were able to ascertain that "Ethnic group membership [i]s 

related to both predictors and outcomes" of emotional (in)security. They state that 

"Exposure to disaster-related Stressors [i]s greater for the Tamil and Muslim youth than for 

Sinhalese youth," with "Muslim and Tamil youth show[ing] greater levels of deprivation 

than Sinhalese youth, and Muslim youth reported higher levels of abuse than Sinhalese 

youth" (ibid). In comparison, "Sinhalese youth reported significantly greater exposure to 

interparental conflict compared to Muslim youth" (ibid) . These differences in daily and 

disaster-related stressor exposure generates a "striking difference" between the emotional 

(in)security of Sinhalese and Muslim youth, with "the latter report[ing] significantly higher 

depression, anxiety, and internalized psychosocial distress, compared to Sinhalese children" 

(ibid). Fernando et al (ibid) state that girls and Muslim youth report "significantly higher 

internalizing behavior compared to boys and to Sinhalese and Tamil youth, respectively." In 

turn, Tamil youth demonstrate "significantly higher internal izing behavior compared to 

Sinhalese youth" (ibid) . Fernando et ai's (ibid) findings also show that although Muslim 

youth reported "significantly higher exposure to the war and tsunami, as well as to daily 

Stressors," their "outcome of PTSD, which is sensitive to trauma exposure, did not show 

such group differences." Despite the significant variations between responses, Fernando et 

al (ibid) state that "No such [sex and ethnicity] group differences were obtained for PTSD 

scores." As well as providing vital information about the status of young people in the 

Eastern Province, therefore, Fernando et ai's (ibid) study highlights the imperativeness of a 

holistic approach when studying emotional (in)security; one which contextualises 

experiences rather than extracts them from their environment . 

40 For more site-specific approaches to trauma in Sri Lanka, see Tribe (2007) and Fernando (2008) . 
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My use of 'emotional (in)security' focuses on how young people in Trincomalee negotiate 

and narrate their experiences of everyday and severe violence . It is distinct from medical 

classifications such as PTSD as I centre the interpersonal and structural interactions which 

facilitate (in)security, rather individual psychological responses to trauma . I ground my use 

of the term in Cummings & Davies' (1994) EST but, similarly to Davies & Martin's (2013) 

EST-R's ecological contextualisation, expand the realm of study to include conflict and 

hostility in the domestic and public spheres. Taking influence from Straus (1954), I seek to 

connect a young person's sense of emotional (in)security with their subordinate social 

position. I bring these influences together with Fernando et al (2010), whose work I engage 

with the most deeply in this chapter. Following their emphasis on the need to incorporate 

both the daily and disaster-related stressors, I also locate the personal experiences of 

young people in Sri Lanka within a socially salient context. Due to the individual and 

internal nature of this categorisation, I employ the following three conditions to provide a 

broad comparative index of emotional (in)security in the context of public storytelling: (1) 

the willingness and desire of the individual to acknowledge past events; (2) the ability of 

the individual to process thoughts and discussion about past events without becoming 

(re)traumatised; and (3) the availability of accessible emotional support and counsel 

(whether peers or qualified professionals) if required by the individual. As it is a subjective 

state rather than a tangible qualification, the fulfilment of these conditions cannot 

guarantee emotional security; yet their application provides a valuable indication of 

whether the emotional security of participants is being accounted for, and to what extent. 

2.1.2. The Centre for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, and the Trinco 

Pearls 

The setting of this chapter is a three-day Theatre of Friendship (ToF) workshop in the 

Trincomalee District, Eastern Province (Fig. 1, Fig. 2) . Held in a community centre in Mutur, 

a Muslim-majority town on the south coast of Koddiyar Bay (Fig. 3), the workshop was 

attended by young people from a diverse range of local communities. The event was 

organised by Father Yogi , a Jesuit priest and lawyer based at the Centre for the Promotion 

and Protection of Human Rights (CPPHR) in Trincomalee city, on the north coast of Koddiyar 

Bay (Fig. 3) . He had been introduced to ToF and their public storytelling practice by his 

fellow Jesuit priest, Father Benny (director of the Centre for Social Concern (CSC), Hatton), 

who had run an introductory one-day session for Father Yogi and a small number of the 
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participants a few months previously. Father Yogi then invited ToF's international 

practitioners to facilitate a longer programme to further assess public storytelling's 

compatibility with CPPHR's work .41 The first two days of the workshop were run by Deb 

with the support of two other international practitioners, Olga and Dan .42 They were joined 

on the third day by Cymbeline and another international practitioner, Emma,43 and 

together conducted a performance for the local participants. 

CPPHR was established in 2004 as part of the Social Actions Programme of the Society of 

Jesus (Jesuits) in Sri Lanka . It is housed in a building owned by the Jesuit Order of 

Trincomalee, from which the Jesuit Academy of Trincomalee (JAT) - an organisation 

providing English language and computer literacy courses for local communities as well as 

training for Jesuit novices - is also run . CPPHR (2004:n.p.) works with the Tamil, Sinhala and 

Muslim populations of Trincomalee to overcome "the mistrust experienced and expressed 

by these communities" as a result of the conflict, and "offers an opportunity to build peace 

and harmony through its activities." Their mission statement is as follows : 

Promoting Human Rights, Justice, Peace and Reconciliation 

Networking with likeminded Associations 

Voicing the concerns of the marginalized and the voiceless 

Providing legal assistance and support to the victims of Human Rights 

violations ... 

Fostering a culture of Human Rights in the society (ibid) 

As demonstrated by these objectives, CPPHR provide a wide range of services to its local 

communities . These include providing and p~blishing legal advice and assistance for war-

41 This initiation was significant moment in ToF's history as it was the first time engagement with the 

network had been instigated by a Sri Lankan rather than Cymbeline herself. 

42 A married white couple in their early and mid-thirties, Olga and Dan are based in Brisbane, 

Australia . Both are immigrants, Olga being Spanish by birth and Dan, Slovakian . This was their first 

time in Sri Lanka, having been invited to collaborate with ToF by Cymbeline. They returned once 

more in the same year to conduct more workshops across the country. 

43 Emma is a white English woman based in London. She was introduced to Playback Theatre after 

meeting Cymbeline in 2006 while both women were volunteering in Unawatuna. During the 

following years, Emma pursued her interest in the theatrical form in London, returning to Sri Lanka 

to work with ToF in 2012 and 2013. 
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affected families and survivors of domestic violence in their required language, promoting 

self-employment initiatives for vulnerable and marginalised people, generating education 

support for children and adults, and supporting youth advocacy through their Youth 4 

Peace programme. According to Father Yogi, Youth 4 Peace is comprised of individuals 

"interested in becoming active members of society and engaging with social change," and it 

was in support of them and CPPHR's youth advocacy initiative that he organised the ToF 

workshop. 

ToF's workshop was attended by thirty-one young adults, all of whom were involved in one 

of three organisations engaged with local social advocacy. This included seven students 

from Saraswathi Col lege, a government-run school in Mutur. Their group was comprised of 

four young women and two young men aged between sixteen and eighteen, and one male 

teacher in his mid-thirties, and included Nilavini, an eighteen year old A-Level student with 

a confident nature. They were joined by sixteen members of Youth 4 Peace, made up of 

eleven young women and five young men, all aged between seventeen and twenty-one. 

These individuals came from Kinniya, Mutur and Sampur, three Muslim-majority towns 

which wrap around Koddiyar Bay (Fig. 3), but included Christians, Hindus and Muslims alike . 

Among them was elected leader Dinesh, a personable twenty year old Tamil man and 

Jasantha, also twenty years old and Tamil, but who held a more reserved personality. Eight 

men from JAT also participated in the workshop, all of whom were Jesuit novices. Most 

were aged between nineteen and twenty-five, with one in his mid-thirties. Six of the men 

came from the Trincomalee District and two came from Pakistan. Altogether the majority of 

workshop participants were Tamil and from Christian and Hindu communities, with a 

minority from Muslim backgrounds. Despite their ethnic and religious difference, however, 

each of these populations were heavily affected by the ongoing effects of the tsunami and 

conflict, with large numbers continuing to live in temporary housing and camps for 

internally displaced people (IDPs) . On the final day ofToF's workshop, participants agreed 

on the collective name 'Trinco Pearls,' a reference to the area's historic pearl trade and a 

symbolic representation of themselves as iridescent and valuable entities emerging from a 

dark and tough environment. 

Along with the youth advocates from Saraswathi College, Youth 4 Peace and JAT, Father 

Lucky of the Jesuit Order of Trincomalee also participated in the workshop. Other members 

of the Order - such as Father Yogi and fellow community leader Father Chris - were only 

able to observe the workshop intermittently due to their busy schedules. Father Lucky, 

however, was present fo r - and physically engaged himself in - every exercise over the three 
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days. An energetic and extremely affable man in his sixties, Father Lucky is particularly 

passionate about engaging nonviolent communication as a tool of reconciliation in 

Trincomalee. He gave me and each of ToF's international practitioners a copy of 

Rosenberg's (2003:1) Nonviolent Communication : A Language of Life (for which we all left a 

donation in return), in which the author ponders "What happens to disconnect us from our 

compassionate nature, leading us to behave violently and exploitative ly? And conversely, 

what allows some people to stay connected to their compassionate nature under even the 

most trying circumstances?" These questions are particularly pertinent in the context of 

Trincomalee as they speak to the violence which occurred in the area during colonisation 

and conflict, and how individuals can create emotionally secure conversations about those 

experiences. 

2.1.3. Trincomalee: A Brief History 

The name Trincomalee refers to a city on Sri Lanka's north-east coast, the district it is the 

capital of, and the peninsula on which part of it lies (Fig. 2). A place of profound religious 

and historical significance, Trincomalee has a recorded history which spans more than 2500 

years. The area's Tamil settlement is among the oldest on the island (Pathmanathan 1978) 

and has been one of the world's main centres of the Tamillanguage for two millennia. The 

earliest known literary reference to the city's holy Koneswaram kovil (Fig. 3) is found in the 

Hindu epic Mahabharata, written between 400-100 BCE. During the middle ages, 

Trincomalee rose to become an important and popular place of international Hindu 

worship and was declared the 'Rome of the Pagans of the Orient' by its first colonisers, the 

Portuguese. After being made into a fortified port town in 1624 by the Portuguese, 

Trincomalee then fell under the Dutch (who expanded the fort in 1665, making it the 

largest on the island), the French in 1672 and the British in 1795, before finally being 

absorbed into the Br;tish Ceylon state in 1815. The port was deemed valuable by colonising 

powers due to the harbour's size (being the fifth largest natural harbour in the world), its 

security (particularly in relation to 'protecting' India) and accessibility (allowing ships of all 

sizes to dock in any weather conditions) . Yet its significance was not purely militaristic but 

also commercial; Trincomalee traded pearls, cinnamon, precious stones and elephants with 
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merchants from Asia, the Middle East and Europe. Due to these interactions, Trincomalee 's 

population gradually diversified and the area became home to a large Muslim population .44 

The current population of Trincomalee city is approximately 100,000, with the population 

of the district being 379,541 (Census of Population and Housing 2012) . The largest ethnic 

group in the district is the Muslim population (159,771) (ibid), with one third of the 

country's total Muslim population (7% of total population) living in the Eastern Province 

(Wickramasinghe 2014:277). Sri Lankan Muslims are Sunni, abide by Shafi'i law and 

depending on their class and regional origin, speak one or a combination of Arabic-Tamil, 

Tamil, Sinhala and English. As such, the identity and experiences of Sri Lankan Muslims is 

not homogeneous, but varies across the country. For example, Wickramasinghe (ibid) 

suggests that the 60,000 Muslims who were displaced from the Jaffna peninsula in 1990 by 

the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam) have a different history to the elite Southern 

Muslim population whose "sel f-representation ... has been one of a peaceful trading 

community of Arab - as opposed to Tamil - origin." This, again, contrasts with the identity of 

Eastern Muslims, who are predominantly farmers and fishermen, and "have resisted 

merging with Eastern Tamil people with whom they have many common features" (ibid) . 

Despite these regional differences,45 Wickramasinghe (ibid) notes that, the "imagined 

community [of Sri Lankan Muslims] is that of Islam." 

The Muslim popu lation of the Trincomalee District is followed in size by the Tami l 

community (116,646), then the Sinhala (101,483), Up-Country Tamil (1,227), Burgher (966), 

Malay (356}, 46 Sri Lankan Chetty (16), Bharatha (4) and finally, other ethnicities (72) (Census 

of Population and Housing 2012) . This area, therefore, is predominantly inhabited by the 

historically interlinked Tamil-speaking communities of Muslims and Tamils, whose villages 

are commonly interspersed. Wickramasinghe (2014:276-277) notes that in the precolonial 

period "There was probably a significant degree of intermarriage ... between Muslims and 

Tamils, who shared many common characteristics such as the matrilineal clan system ." As 

remains the case in contemporary society, social structures of this time "revolve [d] around 

44 For an account of the introduction of Islam to Sri Lanka, see Dewaraja (1994) . 

45 For an account of factional ism within the Muslim population, see Gunatilleke (2018) . 

46 The majority of Malay people are also Muslim, but unlike Trincomalee's largest ethnic population 

of Sri Lankan Muslims ('Moors' ), Malays claim "descent from East Indies troops brought to Ceylon by 

the Dutch" (Wickramasinghe (2014:52-53) . 
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the dominant Tamil Hindu agricultural castes, the Mukkuvars and the Vellalas, which are 

supported by a range of service and specialist castes" (2014:276) . In the early twentieth 

century, however, the Muslim population "severed these ties in a bid to challenge the 

domination of the Mukkuvars by refusing to partake in ceremonies that validated these 

hierarchies" (2014:277; my emphasis) . This distinction was emphasised in the mid-1950s 

when "a growing sense of Islamic identity ... led to the mostly Tamil-speaking Muslims ... to 

conspicuously resist being unequivocally identified as Tamils" (ibid). 

Despite the historical dominance Muslim and Tamil populations, the past century has seen 

Trincomalee's Sinhala population grow rapidly. In the 1871 census, less than 5% of the 

Trincomalee District's population was Sinhala . Now, the community has grown to almost 

one third of the area's total population, a trend demonstrable in the area's faith 

demographics; Buddhism (99,344) - primarily practiced by the Sinhala population - is the 

district's second most popular re ligion, behind Islam (159,418) and ahead of Hinduism 

(98,442), Roman Catholicism (14,493), other Christian denominations (7,774) and other 

religions (70) (Census of Population and Housing 2012) . This dramatic increase is due to two 

waves of colonisation - one post-lndependence47 and one post-conflict48 
- both of which 

saw impoverished Sinhala farmers being financially-incentivised by Sinhala-majority 

governments to relocate to the Northern and Eastern Provinces. These recurring attempts 

to "Sinhalis[e] these areas - which Tamils considered their traditional homelands-" 

(Wickramasinghe 2014:283) highlight the ideological and political significance Trincomalee 

held for both the Tamil and Sinhala hegemonies during the conflict. 

47 According to Wickramasinghe (2014:282), "more than 300,000 acres of land" been given "to 

67,000 persons in major colonisation schemes" by the late 1960s, facilitated through the systematic 

land seizure and eviction of pre-established Tamil communities. This issue was further exacerbated 

in 1979, when the creation of electorates "skewed the demography of certain areas in favour of the 

Sinhalas" (2014:283) . 

48 It is difficult to be accurate about post-conflict migration as no census was conducted between 

1981-2012, however, the conversations that I had during my time in Trincomalee, however, suggest 

that there had been a notable influx of Sinhala families between 2009-2014, a phenomenon 

attributed to the government's promise of infrastructural regeneration and a lucrative tourist trade. 
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With its cultural, historical and religious significance, its harbour's strategic value and its 

idealisation as a future Tamil metropolis, 49 control over Trincomalee became symbolic of 

control over the nation . In his article, The Eastern Muslims of Sri Lanka: Special Problems 

and Solutions, political scientist Imtiyaz (2009) describes how the sheer number of 

stakeholders from different ethnic and religious groups created a complex and sustained 

power struggle in this region . He states that "Despite the political confrontations among 

the elites" (2009:410), Muslim and Tamil communities coexisted peacefully in the decades 

after Independence, with the two populations sharing similar marginalisation by the 

Sinhala-majority state. According to Ameerdeen (2006 :7 cited in ibid), eastern Muslims 

"offered refuge to the Tamils who were displaced by the onslaught of the security forces," 

with some even subscribing to "the Tamil militant ideology" (Imtiyaz 2009:410) and joining 

the LTTE in the mid-1980s. Violence erupted between the two communities, however, in 

April 1985, when "three Muslim worshippers were said to have been gunned down by 

Tamil militants inside a mosque" (ibid) in Mannar, Northern Province. This incident was 

exploited by the government, whose members were "maxim[ising] and utiliz[ing] every 

means at its disposal to create a permanent rift between the LTTE and the Muslims" (Ali 

1986:155 cited in ibid) . 

Imtiyaz (2009:412) describes that in addition to Sinhala-majority elected officials, "Tamil 

and Muslim leaderships" also took advantage of "the vulnerability and emotions of the 

masses to gain the upper hand in politics." He states that "the employment of ethnic and 

religious emotions, particularly since 1985, ... radically exacerbated ethnic dissonance, and 

thus led to a serious security crisis." Additional tension was brought to Trincomalee in the 

form of occupation by the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) between 1987-1990. Their 

arrival marked the use of severe violence against civilians of all ethnicities, resulting in the 

mass migration of Sinhala communities to the North Central Province. During this time, the 

LTTE replaced its previously "compromising approach towards" (2009:410) the Muslim 

population with one of violence and intimation. With the deterioration of the ceasefire 

enacted by the Indo-Lanka Accord, fighting broke out in the Eastern Province, displacing 

thousands of people . The LTTE's evolved violent strategy included the massacre of "300 

Eastern Muslims .. . at prayer time inside their mosque in 1991" (2009:421-422) and 

49 Prior to the Sinhala Only Act of 1956, "Trincomalee had been declared as the capital of the future 

Tamil homeland as a gesture to Eastern Province Tamils, and later was selected as the preferred site 

for a Tamil university" (Wickramasinghe 2014:285) . 
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collective killing of "Tens and hundreds of Muslim men, women and children ... in their 

homes, fields, markets, and mosques" (2009:410). Since this time, the Muslims population 

has "By and large" cooperated with the Sinhala-majority security forces, leading to esoteric 

and divisive issues regarding their "security and existence in the Eastern region" (2009:408). 

In 1991, the LTIE "gain[ed] control of the entire eastern region except Batticaloa, Amaparai 

and a part of Trincomalee town" and "began a process of ethnic cleansing in Sinhalese 

villages on the borders of the North-East Province" (Wickramasinghe 2014:307) . The area 

remained contested for the following fifteen years, with the inhabitants of Trincomalee 

enduring mUltiple LTIE suicide attacks on its harbour's naval base (1990,1991,1995,1996, 

1999, 2000 and 2006) and military operations such as Sed a Pahara (1996). According to 

Wickramasinghe (2014:310-311), a major shift in the dynamic of opposing armed forces 

occurred in March 2004, when "Vinayagamoorthy Muralitharan, alias Colonel Karuna, the 

LTIE commander of the Batticaloa and Amaparai districts since 1987" challenged 

Prabhakaran's leadership in the guerrilla organisation. This rebellion brought into focus 

issues of regionalism within the movement, with Karuna being "immediately expelled from 

the LTTE for raising the regional cry and playing on the feeling of discrimination of Eastern 

Tamils in relation to Northern Tamils" (ibid). This was followed by prolonged low-intensity 

fighting between the LTIE and the newly formed Tamil Makkal Viduthalai Pulikal (TMVP) 

(formally known as the Karuna Group), leaving "the Eastern province ... in a state of unrest" 

(2014:311). TMVP "visibly though covertly" began collaborating with the national security 

forces and therefore became afforded the "support[ ... ] and protect[ionj" (ibid) of the 

government. Wickramasinghe (ibid) describes how, while the LTIE remained "the strongest 

political movement in the North and EastL] ... The Karuna rebellion hard] opened up a 

space for dissent" which could be cultivated for political gain. 

The severe violence and mass displacement experienced by Trincomalee District's Tamil 

population during the first decade of conflict (1983,1985 and 1990) was repeated again 

towards its final years. The Muslim population of Kinniya and Mutur were displaced in 2003 

when they were caught in the crossfire between security forces and the L TIE. A year later, 

the Indian Ocean tsunami swept two kilometres inland, killing 500 people in Trincomalee 

and displacing thousands more (Boulter 2015) .50 In 2006, both military parties blamed each 

50 Wickramasinghe (2014 :165-166) describes how the tsunami "sha rpened already existing 

differences between coalition partners," with Janatha Vimukthi PeramuQa (NP) quitting in 2005 

"over the government's plan to put in place a Post-Tsunami Operational Management Structure for 
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other for the shelling of government-controlled Mutur wh ich left ten civilians dead and 

22,000 displaced (BBC 2006) . Security forces ultimately gained full control of the east later 

that year, but violence was renewed in January 2007, at which time the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that "the number of internally 

displaced people in the Eastern Province alone was 50,136" (Wickramasinghe 2014:366) . 

Wickramasinghe (ibid) describes how "Many of these refugees were living in rudimentary 

camps, schools and temp les in the hope that they would later return to their homes." The 

international community "consistently voiced concerns about the human cost of the war 

and reported human rights violations by the Sri Lankan military and Karuna's TMVP, which, 

like the LITE, recruited child soldiers into its ranks" (ibid). Wickramasinghe (ibid) states that 

reports of "suspicious deaths caused by security forces ... in the Northern and Eastern 

Provinces" became daily occurrences, including one into "the deaths offive youths on a 

beach in Trincomalee, [who had] allegedly [been] shot by members of the military's Special 

Task Force in January 2006." Despite these calls, however, "the government dismissed most 

criticism of its human rights record as propaganda disseminated for partisan purposes by 

local and international human rights activists" (ibid) . 

Throughout the conflict, security forces seized innumerable hectares of civilian-owned land. 

Years later, much of this land remains under government control, with politicians being 

accused of claiming these beaches - once which the homes and livelihoods of local fishing 

communities - as their own, building luxury resorts for foreign and Colombo-elite tourists 

(Tourism Concern 2015). Due to these interlocking atrocities and injustices, the people of 

Trincomalee have lived - and continue to live - in a state of (in}security and violence. 51 In 

the next section of this chapter, I explore how the young people at the ToF workshop who 

grew up among such uncertainty frequently and casually used violent imagery during 

an equitable allocation of funds to the coastal communities affected .. . in the Northern and Eastern 

provinces." The proposition was to see committees "comprising [of] LTIE representatives, 

government officials and Muslim ... recommend[ing], prioritis[ing] and monitor[ing] projects funded 

by $3 billion in pledged foreign aid" (2014:166) . Muslim representatives, however, were not given 

equal status as cosignatories, with some criticising the weighting given to the LTIE in this proposal. 

The NP were ultimately successful in "persuad[ing] the Supreme Court to suspend the pact, pending 

a review of its constitutionality" (ibid) . 

51 For an analysis of post-conflict ethno-religious violence affecting Sri Lanka's wider Muslim 

population, see Gunatilleke (2015, 2018) and Herath & Rambukwella (2015). 
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exercises throughout the three days. I argue that these actions demonstrate a level of 

emotional (in)security in the participants, caused not only by the disaster-related stressor 

(Fernando et al 2010) of conflict, but also by the daily stressors (Fernando et al 2010) of 

corporal punishment in homes and schools, and increased violence in the community. 

2.2. Violence 

2.2.1. Corpses, Guns and Mourning: Violent Imagery in the Workshop 

On the first day of ToF's programme, Deb, Olga, Dan and I drove down the length of 

Koddiyar Bay, from the CPPHR on the north coast to Mutur on the south . Father Yogi, 

Father Lucky and Father Chris met us at the community centre where the workshop was to 

take place and introduced us to representatives from each participating organisation. As 

with CPPHR's headquarters, this centre was also owned by the Jesuit Order of Trincomalee 

and comprised of multiple single-story buildings. CPPHR used this space to host various 

programmes on issues surrounding education, employment and property rights in 

collaboration with nearby communities, including Mutur's Muslim population. The Fathers 

and group representatives led us to the free-standing room in which the workshop was to 

be held; a long rectangular space with a high, corrugated iron roof and a raised stage at one 

end. Large, glass-less windows ran along the length of the room, reaching all the way from a 

metre above the floor to the ceiling, with their wire-mesh coverings allowing cool air to 

pass across the room. Inside, the rest of the thirty-one participants stood waiting to begin . 

The participants were dispersed in small groups around the perimeter of the room . These 

clusters - ranging in size from two to six individuals - were divided along sex and 

membership lines, with participants choosing to socialise with those they were already 

familiar with. When the Fathers, local representatives, ToF international practitioners and I 

entered the room, the participants slowly moved towards the centre of the open room, 

congregating in a loose pack. Deb began the session by introducing herself, Dan, Olga and 

myself to the group, as well as the aims and objectives of the three-day workshop. While 

many of the participants spoke a basic level of English, the entire workshop was translated 

into Tamil by a translator who worked with the JAT. Only one person - a Youth 4 Peace 

member called Pr iyanthi - spoke Sinhala as she was from a mixed Tamil and Sinhala family . 

When Deb asked who was new to this kind of public storytelling practice, most of the group 
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raised their hands. Only the five who had taken part in Father Benny's introductory 

workshop kept their hands lowered : three from Youth 4 Peace and two from Saraswathi 

College. Wanting to better understand the dynamics of the group, Deb asked participants 

to divide into their three organisations and say a few words about their collective 

motivations and objectives. After a few minutes of discussion, the seven participants from 

Saraswathi College reported back that they wanted to "learn new skills" that would benefit 

Trincomalee's youth population . Youth 4 Peace's sixteen members stated that "as young 

people, we have come together .. . to help people in the community . We want to uplift 

society." When Deb asked the eight members of JAT why priests would want to participate 

with this kind of work, their representative responded, "We have spirit to learn and spirit to 

share. If we learn, we can share." 

After these introductions, Deb dedicated some time to outlining the format and ethos of a 

public storytelling performance. Participants familiarised themselves with the roles of the 

conductor, actors and musicians, discussing what attributes they require and which they as 

individuals would most like to try. The international practitioners then facilitated a series of 

physical exercises designed to bring out the improvisational skills, deep awareness and 

disciplined focus needed to reenact a story immediately. Over the following day and a half, 

Deb, Dan and Olga established this pedagogical practice of interspersing theoretical 

learning with physical exercises, three of which are detailed below. 

The first exercise participants engaged with was called 'Invisible Ball of Energy' and began 

with the group standing in a large circle . Olga walked into the middle of the circle and 

mimed holding the titular ball of energy in her hands. She interacted with it silently, 

studying it closely and letting the energy move her body and alter her facial expressions. As 

she laboured over actions, she began moving around the circle, occasionally pausing to 

show one of the participants what was happening to the invisible ball in her hands. She 

then approached Dan, who immediately engaged with Olga's body language and gestures. 

Once they had established a relationship between themselves and the invisible ball of 

energy, Olga slowly passed the energy on to him and rejoined the circle . Dan then had the 

freedom to change the properties of the ball of energy however he wanted . For example, it 

could suddenly become extremely heavy, or viscous, or it could be trying to escape from his 

grasp. After creating a unique dynamic with the ball, Dan turned to the person next to him 

and engaged them as Olga had done with him, eventually passing control over to the 

participant. This continued around the circle ur.til each person had interacted with the ball 
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at least once, at which point Oeb creatively ended the exercise by swallowing the ball of 

energy. 

At first the participants were hesitant in their actions, tentatively repeating alga and Oan's 

movements before quickly passing the invisible ball along. Soon, however, the exercise 

began to move faster, and the actions of the participants became more definite. The 

growing confidence of the participants was paired with a notable shift in the subject; their 

movements changed from abstract to concrete and often depicted violent images. Several 

young men portrayed themselves toting rifles and machine guns, enacting the imaginary 

weight in their hands before directing it towards an unseen target. After carefully taking 

aim and pulling the trigger, the release of either a single bullet or a tirade of machine gun 

fire was indicated through sound effects made w ith their teeth and lips. Some young men 

depicted injuries and disabilities like a maimed leg, and others in the group mimed crying, 

either illustrating physical agony or deep emotional suffering. 

Later in the day, the internationa l practitioners instigated a second exercise called 

'Viewpoints.'52 Participants were equally divided into two groups facing each other in the 

middle of the ha ll; one group sat cross-legged on the polished concrete floor, the other 

stood up and spread out. The group standing up were the first to try the exercise and was 

the only one to include international participants, namely myself, Oan and alga . The 

exercise was a nonverbal improvisational technique in which each member of the group 

copied the body movement and gestures of every other member of the group. Individuals 

organically evolved their actions to mirror their counterparts by keeping aware of the 

elements of space, shape, time, emotion, movement and story. In doing so, the col lective 

appeared to be engaging in a perfectly synchronised choreography to an outside observer. 

As the first group, we began at a slow tempo to accustomise ourselves to each other 's 

movements and spacing. Our physicality and actions were large, abstract and childlike; we 

circled each other, spun around, jumped and clapped . We moved faster as we gained 

confidence in ourselves individually and collectively, eventually finding a natural conclusion 

to the rhythm after approximately four minutes. It was then our turn to take a seat and 

watch the second (international practitioner-less) group perform . Like us, they also began 

slow but soon sped up. Instead of our simple, childlike actions, however, this ensemble 

began imitating actual play. They made childish noises with their mouths and hands, sang 

52 This exercise was originally devised by Bogart & Landau (2006) . 
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tunelessly in high, sing-song voices and skipped around the space. Then, almost 

imperceptibly, their laughing changed to crying. Their synchronicity faltered as they began 

to wail, and it became apparent that they were depicting mourning. While they were no 

longer attempting to move in time with one another, the group continued to mirror each 

other's actions and emotions by slapping their hands against the floor; the cold hard noise 

ricocheted around the room and mingled with their wails of grief and sorrow. Slowly, the 

apparent immediacy and ferocity of their anguish subsided, and individuals wrapped their 

arms around themselves or a partner. Eventually silence fell and the group finished sat 

dispersed on the floor, facing the audience, mirroring our posture and engaging with us at 

eye level. 

On the second day of ToF's workshop, the international practitioners introduced another 

exercise called 'Mirroring.' Deb instructed the participants to divide into groups of two and 

stand opposite one another, forming two long lines down the centre of the room . 

Participants would take turns being the subject and the mirror, with the subject moving 

their bodies and faces and the mirror copying. Providing a demonstration, Deb (the subject) 

used expressive arm movements and exaggerated facial expressions and alga (the mirror) 

copied every detail. As is the case when the exercise is executed effiCiently, it became 

increasingly harder to identify who in the pair was leading and who was following. 

Unlike Deb and alga's demonstration, I observed very few abstract shapes and movements 

in the actions of the participants. Many were literal in their interpretations, emulating 

action which would normally take place in front of a mirror such as brushing teeth, checking 

reflections and stretching. Others projected more violent images; a common trope was that 

of a sniper, with several young men lying on their stomachs, taking aim at their own mirror 

image and firing. A pair of young men lay spread-eagle on their backs, tongues hanging out 

their mouths, pretending to be dead. Fear also manifested itself in the actions of some 

participants; Father Lucky contorted his face, mimicking distress and anguish. A pair of 

young girls banged their fists rapidly on the ground, silently wailing and crying, then quite 

suddenly changing to hysterical laughter. 

All three exercises employed over the two days of workshop were designed to warm-up the 

bodies of the participants, loosen their inhibitions and introduce them to the 

improvisational nature of public storytelling. The international practitioners demonstrated 

abstract movement and expected similar in return, but instead were frequently confronted 

with images of severe violence. While participants' actions could easily be attributed to 
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Trincomalee's history of conflict, this would be dismissive of the multitude of everyday 

violences young people experience and their strategic responses to them . In order to 

understand why participants were so quick to portray violence, therefore, first their actions 

must be contextualised within the daily stressors and emotional (in)security of homes and 

schools, before the images themselves are interrogated in relation to those present in their 

communities. 

2.2.2. Copying and Coping: Corporal Violence as a Daily Stressor Independent of Disaster 

When examining why workshop participants portrayed violence so quickly and frequently in 

the three physical exercises, it is necessary to begin with an analysis of the actions 

displayed before turning to the images themselves. Looking beyond the motifs presented, it 

becomes clear that copying was a recurring response in all three exercises. At the beginning 

of the Invisible Ball of Energy exercise, participants were hesitant to create their own 

relat ionship w ith the ball immediately, so copied the actions of Olga and Dan before 

passing it on. In Viewpoints and Mirroring, less hesitancy was displayed by the participants 

at the beginning of each exercise, possibly because both exercises required participants to 

observe and copy each other quickly and accurately, rather than immediately produce an 

original action. Regardless of the intended objective of the exercise, copying was either 

perceived to be, or confirmed to be, the 'correct' way of engaging with the facilitators' 

request in all three examples. In order to understand why this copying response was 

elicited from the young participants, it is necessary to emphasise that as well as being a 

creative environment, this workshop was for many, primarily a learning experience. Their 

engagement with the exercises and international practitioners, therefore, were 

contextualised within the pedagogies they had previously encountered at home and at 

school. 

The pedagogies of Sri Lanka's homes and school can be distilled down to three fundamental 

principles: the unwavering obedience of the student, the unquestionable knowledge and 

authority of the teacher, and the use corporal punishment to enforce the first two 

principles. These principles apply whether the learning occurs in a formal or informal 

setting, a private or public environment and result in a deeply imbedded social power 

hierarchy. The 'student' can refer to a child learning their role and duty in the home, as well 

as when they are in the academic environment of school. The 'teacher' can be a parent, an 

elder or male relative, or a member of school staff. This assertion is supported by Straus' 
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(1954:155) analysis of household emotional security, in which he states, "Except for the fact 

that academic achievement is highly prized for the status and pecuniary rewards which it 

signifies, a child's first duty is to obey parental injunctions." This highlights that the primary 

value placed on a child both at home and at school is that of being a good student . In the 

domestic sphere, children hold a subordinate position in familial hierarchies, with the 

unequal power dynamic between parents and children being further exacerbated when the 

parent embodies the role of 'teacher' and the child, 'student.' In schools, children again 

hold little agency in their relationships with teachers due to the unidirectional flow of 

information between the two parties, emphasised by the societal reverence of age above 

youth. The socially-enforced inferiority of children at both home and school facilitates the 

first pedagogical principle of the unwavering obedience of the student. 

The rigidity of teacher-student interpersonal dynamics is reflected in the singularly

structured teaching methods themselves. Straus (1954:156) states that "Learning is by 

precept and rote," identifying its mentally regulatory and physically repetitive nature. In 

homes, children follow strict age and sex based duties by copying the behaviour of older 

siblings or relatives. In schools, classrooms are tightly-structured, authoritarian learning 

environments in which answers are given and repeated. In both cases, 'good' or expected 

behaviour is continually asserted by the parent/teacher, with the 'correct' response of the 

child/student being to copy such models. It is also common for the parent/teacher to use 

verbal admonishment to enforce both power dynamics and prescriptive behaviour. While 

this is upheld through unwritten social norms within familial settings, these pedagogical 

practices are formalised in schools through evaluation methods. Despite a number of 

education reforms since 2000 to promote the processual and interactive nature of learning, 

students are still expected to follow the word of the teacher and accept the information 

given without question. Knowledge is ratified by grades rather than long-term retention or 

unique interpretation, with the examination procedure offering the highest marks to 

students who can memorise and repeat answers verbatim. Because of their socially

established inferiority, children lack the power to question, interpret or experiment within 

such pedagogical practices, meaning learning material, methodology and dynamics are 

continuously replicated by their own prescriptive process. These repetitive, 

unchallengeable and unalterable practices uphold the second pedagogical principle of the 

unquestionable knowledge and authority of the teacher, emphasising that emotional 

(in)security is not only dependent on who is teaching, but how they teach. 
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As demanded by the third pedagogical principle, these power dynamics and teaching 

practices are maintained by the regulation of the students' behaviour through corporal 

punishment. The use of corporal punishment is legal in homes and schools in Sri Lanka 

(Lucas 2014; Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children 2017) 53 despite 

doing little or nothing to adjust behaviour of students. 54 A study by De Silva & Shyamalie 

(2012 cited in Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Ch ildren 2017:8) found 

that "74% of parents use some form of corporal punishment," with almost one fifth 

reporting the use of "heavy scolding or verbal abuse as a punishment in combination with 

physical punishment."55 Parents cited their reasons for using corporal punishment as the 

following : 

[To] bring up their children in a 'proper manner' (31%), for educational 

purposes or to get the child to study (29%) and to prevent the child from 

doing things that they felt were wrong, such as engaging in inappropriate 

associations or relationships, or to deter them from repeating a mistake 

(20%). (ibid) 

53 There is much support for corporal punishment within the education sector, meaning some of the 

fiercest opposition to attempts to challenge its use have come from teachers themselves. During the 

2000s, for example, one of the aforementioned education reforms instigated by the government 

sought to ban corporal punishment in schools. The Ministry of Education booklet announcing the 

move, however, "led to many unpublished controversies within the teaching profession and political 

circles" (Ranasinha 2014:10), including the destruction of the booklet without distribution. 

54 Sociologist Ranasinha (2014:4) describes how rather than adjusting the behaviour of students, 

corporal punishment only serves to "arouse fear in children" and make school "a feared place." 

Combined with the "rigid silence, immobility, and strict attentiveness" (2014:7) demanded by 

teachers, and their "condescending .. . [attitude] towards those children who are unable to apply 

themselves in the learning processes, calling them 'idiots: 'nuts: or 'donkeys'" (2014:5), children 

find " difficulty in focusing on studies due to fear towards teacher's [sic] judgemental behaviour" 

(2014:4) . 

55 De Silva & Shyamalie's (2012 cited in Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children 

2017 :8) study was conducted in four districts (Galle, Polonnaruwa, Batticaloa and Colombo) and 

found that the most common methods of corporal punishment were "hitting with the hand (31%), 

beating with a stick (27%), [and] pulling the ear (13%}." 
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Each of these reasons relates to educating a child to respond 'correctly' to social or 

academic stimuli . This domestic behaviour regulation is repeated in classrooms, with Straus 

(1954:156) commenting that in "schools the discipline is somewhat harsh (corporal 

punishment is frequent) and completely arbitrary" and "the most common attitude of 

children towards their teacher is fear." The periodic use of corporal punishment to 

generate 'good' behaviour in homes and schools associates providing the 'wrong' answer 

with inferiority, humiliation and fear. When sustained through repetition, this practice 

connects teaching and learning with morality and violence in the habitus of children . 

The anxiety caused by the everyday violence of corporal punishment returns us to 

Fernando et ai's (2010) work on daily stressors. In the post-conflict context of Trincomalee, 

Fernando et al (2010:1193) suggest "at least some of the variance in psychological 

functioning (including such disaster-related psychiatric conditions as PTSD may be due to 

sources of traumatic stress unrelated to conflict or disaster." For the ToF workshop 

participants, this means that the everyday violence of pedagogical practices is likely to have 

a strong ongoing influence on their emotional (in)security, regardless of the conflict-specific 

violence they have also experienced. Corporal punishment must therefore be categorised 

as a daily stressor independent of disaster because its existence is "unrelated to conditions 

of war or disaster" yet it IIfunction[s] as [an] independent source ... of daily stress in 

children's lives" (ibid). While the international practitioners would not have reprimanded 

them for their interpretations, a lifetime of behaviour shaped by rigid learning systems 

meant that the participants' priority was to avoid the emotional (in)security of conflict, as 

noted by EST. The resultant internalised regulation ("a product of past [conflict] 

experiences" which " influence[s] .. . future responding" (Cummings & Davies 1994:387)) 

minimises the risk of punishment by providing the 'correct' answer. They achieved this 

objective through two strategies: (1) remaining part of the collective rather than asserting 

their individuality by copying the actions of the facilitators (Invisible Ball of Energy) or the 

movements of each other (Viewpoints and Mirroring); and (2) presenting literal images 

which they knew to be 'true' (brushing teeth, checking reflection etc.) rather than creating 

an abstract and wholly original image which had no precedent for being 'correct.' In 

employing these strategies, participants were able to avoid getting the answer 'wrong' and 

the immorality associated with it. Their focus, therefore, was not to explore their past 

experiences of conflict but safeguard their present emotional security. 
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2.2.3. Playing Conflict: Exposure to Violence as a Daily Stressor Exacerbated by Disaster 

With their actions having been established as symptomatic of corporal punishment (a da ily 

stressor independent of disaster), I now turn to the images presented by workshop 

participants. In all three exercises, participants depicted motifs of violence and suffering. 

Following the " underlying assumption ... that direct exposure to potentially traumatic 

disaster-related events represents the major threat to children's mental hea lth in 

emergency settings" (Fernando et al 2010:1193), these images could be interpreted as 

manifestations of emotional (in)security resulting from particular traumatic experiences. 

Yet, as Fernando et al (ibid) suggest, "War and natural disasters do a great deal more than 

expose young people to potentially traumatic Stressors; they also generate a host of 

enduring, stressful condit ions of daily life." This environment, they suggest, "may be 

creating a culture of violence, where overall incidents of individual and family violence 

increase" because "the generally stressful social conditions created by disaster reduce the 

patience and increase the reactivity of parents and teachers" (2010:1204). In light of this 

statement, the images presented by participants must not be interrogated exclusively in 

re lation to the severe violence of the conflict, but also the everyday violence which they 

experience within their communities. In order to do this, the images themselves must be 

deconstructed and the context within which the participants grew up examined . 

Beginning with an analysis of the images themselves, participants covered a spectrum of 

generalised violence in their enactments highlighting both causes and effects. Perpetrators 

of violence were seen in Invisible Ball of Energy and Mirroring through the multiple 

depictions of guns. Victims of violence were seen in all three exercises through the 

portrayal of injury (Invisible Ball of Energy), crying (Invisible Ball of Energy and Mirroring), 

mourning (Viewpoints) and death (Mirroring) . Following Fernando et al (2010), it is 

important to acknowledge that while the former images are strongly connected to 

militaristic violence, the latter can also be attributed to other experiences of harm within 

homes and communities. Additionally, it is not the brutality of the images that is significant, 

but their variety and repetition by several individuals; they demonstrate that the violence 

portrayed was observed often enough to become familiar to many participants, rather than 

be considered unique triggering moments. This is supported by Davies & Martin's (2013) 

characterisation of EST-R, in which they distinguish between individuals who display secure, 

mobilising, dominant and demobilising patterns. In doing so, Davies & Martin not only 

highlight the particularity of each child's emotional (in)security but also its manifestation . 

Following this emphasis on uniqueness, it would be highly unlikely for all participants to 
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present the same symptoms of emotional (in)security simultaneously. As such, the 

repetition of images cannot be read as identical manifestations of trauma-induced 

maladjustment, but rather as further evidence of the preventative coping strategies I have 

previously outlined. Participants copied each other's actions to remain part of the collective 

and presented 'real' images in order to answer the facilitators' request 'correctly.' This is 

corroborated by the inclusion of 'real' non-violent images as well, such as brushing teeth 

and checking reflections during Mirroring. The participants' use of violent imagery, 

therefore, is a negotiation of emotional (in)security in a teaching and learning environment 

associated with morality and violence. 

To emphasise that the violence portrayed is considered everyday, and therefore, not 

severe, the context of the participants' upbringing must also be examined. The young 

adults who took part in the workshop were born during the conflict, with the majority of 

them aged between eight and thirteen at the height of Trincomalee's unrest in 2006. Their 

prolonged proximity to conflict during childhood was portrayed most emotively in 

Viewpoints, when participants transformed from children playing into people mourning. 

The horror and devastation of the latter state presented a disconcerting contrast to the 

innocence and joy enacted moments before. Paired with their progressively faltering 

synchronicity, their movements emphasised the discord of security changing to (in)security. 

This shift was not only portrayed aesthetically through their facial expressions and body 

language, but sonically; their laughter turned to wailing, and the soft scuttling of their feet 

became the percussive slaps of their hands against the floor. This multidimensional 

representation demonstrates the totality of the violence they experienced as children, 

highlighting that not even their experiences of play can be extrapolated from its situation in 

conflict. Play was contextualised within violence. Play became violence. Play became the 

aftermath of violence. This metamorphosis also reflects their evolving age and regional 

identities, growing from children to adults at a time when Trincomalee attempts to 

transition from a conflict to post-conflict environment. 

The juxtaposition of childhood and conflict imagery confirms violence as an ordinary aspect 

of participants' lives, not an extraordinary and exceptional event. This contrast was 

reiterated - and reversed - during Mirroring, when two young women who were enacting 

crying suddenly erupted into laughter. Even when the transformation occurs in this 

direction, the severity of the emotional (in)security portrayed is not minimised. Rather, it 

highlights that even within the facilitators' constructed framework of play, these two 

participants were able to maintain their "acute awareness" (Davies & Martin 2013:1449) of 
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the difficult and complex repercussions of violence without becoming psychological ly 

triggered. The suddenness with which they shifted from crying to laughing also emphasises 

how closely linked the two emotional states are. In terms of physicality, the shift only 

requires a minute change in the bodily expression. In terms of geography, it highlights how 

the ordinary experiences of Trincomalee's homes came to be positioned between the 

extraordinary violence of two encroaching militaries. And in terms of time, it emphasises 

how sadness can be interrupted by happiness, and how quickly a moment of play can 

switch into a situation of terror. 

The participants' understandings of play have been informed by years of peripheral 

violence. These experiences can be categorised into two types of violence which make up 

their everyday landscapes: (1) regular exposure to conflict and (2), its resultant increasing 

influence on community violence . Following Fernando et al (2010), the quick and frequent 

use of violent imagery by participants during the workshop reflects the quick and frequent 

use of violence within the community both directly and indirectly related to conflict. As 

such, the participants' prolonged exposure to violence cannot be satisfactorily defined as a 

daily stressor independent of disaster nor a disaster-related stressor; rather, it must be 

regarded as a daily stressor exacerbated by disaster. This stressor does not necessarily 

produce moments of severe emotional (in)security (as the participants' violent imagery 

might be misinterpreted to be), instead creating a continuous, low-intensity emotional 

(in)security which can be negotiated through various coping strategies. 

2.2.4. A Public Storytelling Performance: Two Stories of Severe Violence 

The third and final day of the workshop in Trincomalee was dedicated to a public 

storytelling performance for the participants . ToF's workshops are often concluded in this 

way to allow local participants to practice what they've learned over the past few days. As 

the Trincomalee workshop marked the introduction of a new community to this practice, 

however, its closing performance was undertaken by the five international practitioners 

rather than workshop participants themselves. This was to allow Father Yogi and his fellow 

local representatives to see what public storytelling looks like and how it might be used 

within their communities. For this purpose, the young adults who had participated in the 

workshop provided a suitable audience, representing a cross-section of Trincomalee's 

Christian, Hindu and Muslim populations. As individuals and community members, the 
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young adults embodied the issues of emotional (in)security, violence and reconciliation 

which CPPHR address on a daily basis . 

The performance was held in the same room as the previous two days of workshop . The 

facilitators arrived early and created a simple stage at the furthest end of the hall by placing 

three plastic chairs on stage right where the performance's conductor, Emma, would sit 

with a translator and teller. On stage left was a table laden with various percussion 

instruments from which the musician could create a sonic backdrop, a role alternated 

between Olga and Dan. The actors (Deb, Cymbeline, Olga and/or Dan) would be positioned 

between the conductor and musician, with the audience directly in front on rows of plastic 

chairs. When the international practitioners had finished setting up this minimalist staging, 

they left to warm up in a separate room . Slowly, the audience of thirty-one representatives 

from Saraswathi College, Youth 4 Peace and JAT began arriving. Having intensely worked 

together over the previous two days, members from each of the organisations had grown 

familiar and friendly with one another. When they took their seats for the performance, 

therefore, individuals from the three organisations mixed together. Father Yogi, Father 

Lucky and Father Chris also joined this communal atmosphere by seating themselves 

among the participants . 

Shortly after everyone was settled, the five international practitioners reentered the room 

and began the performance. Emma started by requesting some short-form stories from the 

audience. After a few young men had shared their thoughts from the audience, one young 

woman from Saraswathi College raised her hand. She said that she had initially felt nervous 

about being in a mixed-sex environment but had been encouraged by seeing her 

contemporaries interacting freely with each other; "If they can do it, so can I," she declared 

determinedly. Then a young man stood up and told a short anecdote about entering the 

lottery and boasting to his friends about how much money he was going to win, inevitably 

becoming embarrassed when none of his numbers were drawn . This amusing story was told 

with warmth and received with laughter from the audience, so when the young man next 

to the teller stood up to offer another story, the change in theme and tone was quite 

unexpected . 

The young man - Jasantha from Youth 4 Peace - began sharing a story which had taken 

place a few years previously when Trincomalee was still experiencing severe violence. It 

quickly became apparent that Jasantha 's was story was going to be a long-, not short-, form 

narrative so Emma invited him to come onto the stage and sit next to her while he shared. 
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From the stage, he spoke quietly of his friend who had been his childhood neighbour. He 

described how both of their families became displaced during the conflict and had moved 

from place to place. At the age of fifteen, the two friends were taken in by a teacher who 

looked after them . Shortly afterwards, however, his friend took his own life. Jasantha 

became visibly upset during this time and told Emma that he didn't know why his friend 

had committed suicide. When his story was reenacted, Jasantha kept his head down, only 

occasionally peering sideways to watch the scene. When Emma asked for his reflection of 

the reenactment afterwards, he said although he hadn't mentioned that him and his friend 

had played cricket together as boys, the actors had shown that element of play in their 

actions. He said it was nice to remember this happy memory again . 

After Jasantha had returned to his seat in the audience, Emma asked if anyone else would 

like to share a long-form story. Nilavini from Youth 4 Peace raised her hand . After joining 

Emma on stage, Nilavini shared a story f rom the final years of the conflict when she was 

eleven years old. She described how she and her family had travelled to her aunt's house 

for Puthandu (Tamil New Year) and were in the middle of their celebrations when heavy 

shelling broke out. Nilavini was injured in the attack and taken to a hospita l in Mutur. Her 

family, however, were not allowed to stay with her and they were moved on by the security 

forces. After an isolating stay in hospital, she was eventually discharged and reunited with 

her family. Yet in the aftermath of the attack, new security measures meant they were not 

allowed to return home. They were moved to two different camps for IDPs before ending 

up in Batticaloa, a city 130 kilometres down the coast from Trincomalee. Nilavini recalled 

how the last camp they were assigned to WClS next to a major bridge, so she and her family 

were worried that if it were targeted, they would be caught up in another attack. 

Fortunately, their fears were never realised and after some time, Nilavini and her family 

were released by the army who told them they could move back to their village in the 

Trincomalee District. When they arrived, however, they were denied entry and were sent to 

another IDP camp in Mutur instead . Emma asked ifthings had changed in the years since 

the end of the conflict, whether there was a resolution to her story; "No" Nilavini replied, 

"we are still in the IDP camp. There has been no resolution ." 

2.2.5. Suicide and Shelling: Displacement as a Disaster-Related Stressor 

The stories of Jasantha and Nilavini shared several similar characteristics . Firstly, they both 

occurred in the same place around the same time, namely Trincomalee District during the 
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final stages ofthe conflict. Both stories involved the teller being removed from key and 

close relationships, with Nilavini losing contact with her family and Jasantha first being 

separated from his family, then his friend. This isolation meant that the events of each story 

were marked by feelings of fear, loss and confusion. Both Jasantha and Nilavini's 

experiences included severe violence being enacted on a child's body in the forms of 

suicide and shelling respectively. Significantly, neither reached a sense of resolution in their 

stories, leaving both in a state of physical and emotionalliminality. This liminality and the 

violence which proceeded it can be connected by an overarching common circumstance 

experienced not only of Jasantha and Nilavini, but of many of their workshop peers as well: 

that of forced displacement. As such, displacement can be seen to be the root cause of 

emotional (in)security for each teller, being both the cause and effect of their respective 

experiences of severe violence. 56 

While the severe violence of Jasantha's story physically impacted his friend and not himself, 

it was the teller who experienced the emotional repercussions of this act of self-inflicted 

harm. Jasantha bore witness to the aftermath of this violence with no means of seeking 

resolution from its joint perpetrator and victim, as illustrated by his stating that he doesn't 

know why his friend committed suicide. This inability to attain justification or justice is 

characteristic of emotional (in)security, as it refers not only to Jasantha's lack of power in 

the situation but also his inability to react to his state of repression . This emotional inertia is 

further compounded by the context in which the event occurred. Jasantha's story of a 

single and personal act of severe violence happened in a time and place characterised by 

widespread and incalculable acts of severe violence. In addition to the region's heavy 

militaristic violence, the individual act of self-harm itself is considered a common 

experience in Sri Lanka because the country's young men account for one of the highest 

rates of suicide in the world. 57 Within this context, the single act of violence which affected 

56 During the third ToF National Gathering (as detailed in the final chapter of this thesis, Cultural 

(In)Security in Embilipitiya : The Stories of Sinhala Men), Father Yogi humorously characterised 

displacement as a perennial issue for the population of Trincomalee. Due to an organisational error, 

one of the workshops we were both attending got moved between several rooms before we were 

finally able to begin . Walking between the second and third location, Father Yogi wryly commented 

to me, "Displacement and relocation; this is always our problem." 

57 In their f irst global report on suicide prevention, the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2014:86) 

ranked Sri Lanka as having the fourth highest suicide rate in the world . The country was recorded as 

having a 28.8 per 100,000 rate of suicide, with a male rate of 46.4 per 100,000 and a female rate of 
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Jasantha so deeply becomes the collateral damage of conflict and displacement. His 

inability to process his emotional (in)security, therefore, is the result of a lack of 

accountability at an individual and state level. 

The environment of heightened violence and (in)security in which Jasantha and his friend 

lived is explored by Fernando et al (2010) using Somasundaram's (2003) description of 

"collective trauma." Fernando et al (2010:1195) explain the condition of the Eastern 

Province as one "where whole communities are so impacted by violence and loss that the 

very fabric of society is destroyed, exposing people to multiple traumatic events with few 

safety nets against resulting trauma." Prolonged exposure to "the long-drawn-out armed 

conflict ... and the tsunami" have "disrupted the social bonds that tie children to parents 

and families to each other" (ibid). These bonds were physically cut for Jasantha and his 

friend through their displacement and resultant separation from their families. This isolated 

them from their emotional support networks at a moment of particularly severe 

uncertainty, with their inability to mediClte these new experiences through established 

practices perpetuating their emotional (in)security. Fernando et al (ibid) highlight the acute 

impact this separation has on adolescents like Jasantha and his friend by stating that as 

children are the "most dependent on their parents and supportive sociocultural structures," 

they "are the most likely to be affected by collective trauma." 

The separation from familial bonds is particularly harmful in the cultural context of 

Trincomalee, where the social hierarchies of Tamil society impact every aspect of an 

individual's life. While Straus (1954:160) describes Tamil kinship relations as bound by duty 

and obligation rather than "mutual affection, ... sympathetic understanding, and 

comradeship," family still represents an "institution" through which a child understands 

their place in the world. Although the unequal power dynamics of this system have been 

argued to result in children's subordination, they also provide a "fixed" set of interpersonal 

relations through which to establish a sense of belonging in "the great family system" as 

12.8 per 100,000. Some have contested these rates, stating that they were modelled in mortality 

data submitted to WHO in 2006 (Knipe et al 2015) . Considering Jasantha's age, the age of his friend 

when he died and the timeline of internal displacement in Trincomalee, however, data from 2006 

would be more relevant to contextualising the suicide than data from 2015. The commonness 

suicide and self-harm in rural Sri Lanka is detailed in the third chapter, Economic {In)Security in 

Hatton: The Stories of Up-Country Tamil Girls and Women, particularly the rhetoric which presents 

these experiences as relatable or to be expected. 
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well as "in other aspects of the society" (ibid). Jasantha and his friend were moved several 

times before eventually being taken in by their teacher, meaning both boys were 

incrementally distanced from their home and the domestic institution which grounds their 

private and public identities. This gives additional meaning to the term 'displacement, ' with 

Jasantha and his friend not only being geographically removed from their physical place of 

belonging, but figuratively removed from the social relations through which they are 

defined.58 

As with Jasantha's story, Nilavini's experience of severe violence must also be 

contextualised within the wider scope of displacement. Nilavini did this herself in her telling 

by placing her greatest emphasis on the constant (in}security of relocation rather than the 

shelling attack itself. By narrating the fluctuating feelings of her and her family when 

travelling between IDP camps, Nilavini presented a journey that was more emotional than 

physical. Beginning with the happiness ofthe Puthandu celebrations (which in itself would 

have been a respite from the continuous violence of the previous months), Nilavini tracked 

58 The capacity of severe violence to fundamentally alter intergenerational relations and yo~th 

identity formation is a key indicator of how conflict and post-conflict phenomenon are deeply 

connected. This has been notably unpacked by Ramphele (2000), who studies the legacy of South 

Africa's apartheid on the masculinity of black male youth, particularly in relation to the loss of 

traditional affirmations of maleness during the violent intra-community 'struggle' for authority over 

the township of New Crossroads. Echoing Fernando et ai's (2010:1195) sentiment that prolonged 

exposure to conflict destroyed the "very fabric of society" for some Sri Lankan communities, 

Ramphele states that "the relations between sexes and the intergenerational connections on which 

the flow of everyday life is premised were [alsoJ destroyed under the policies of apartheid" (Das & 

Kleinman 2000:7) . She suggests that "Violence, both structural and physical, in the public and private 

spheres is part of the everyday reality of the lives of children and adults in South Africa, shaping their 

definition of identities of the self and others in important ways" (Ramphele 2000:103). When the 

severe violence of conflict has passed, however, those who have had their identity "forged in the 

crucible of violent confrontation" (ibid) find themselves "in a confused state" (2000:116), unable or 

unwilling to even acknowledge their relationships with former 'comrades.' Ramphele (ibid) describes 

how for many young men, "Yesteryear's strengths have become today's weaknesses - the basis of 

one's rejection and marginalization." Although the situation and context are different for individuals 

like Jasantha, both he and those Ramphele writes about lost traditional means of identity formation 

during conflict, and have subsequently experienced (in)security in their new post-conflict 

environments. With division now drawn between generations and contemporaries, Ramphele (ibid) 

poignantly questions, "Whom are they to turn to?" 
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the pain of her injury through to the panic of being left alone in the hospital. She related 

how her isolation was met by relief when she was eventually reunited with her family, a 

moment of solace soon interrupted by the loss of being unable to return home. The 

constant precarity of being moved from camp to camp was solidified when Nilavini and her 

family were eventually settled next to a major bridge and she described their collective fear 

at the prospect of further violence. Again, relief was highlighted when Nilavini said her and 

her family were told they could move back home, but this too was quickly revoked and 

replaced by the disappointment being denied entry to their village. In the intermediate 

years at Mutur's lOP camp, Nilavini stated that her situation had not been resolved, leaving 

her and her family in a state of physical and emotional restlessness . 

The inability to classify her stay at the lOP camp in Mutur as temporary or permanent 

generates (in)security in Nilavini's daily life. 59 This assertion is supported by Fernando et al 

(2010:1204), who state that unsurprisingly, the "conditions of deprivation for children and 

their families (e .g., diminished access to basic resources)" caused by conflict "affect[sl 

young people's well-being." This evaluation of Nilavini's everyday sources of (in)security 

does not negate the impact that a shelling attack had on her; it is, of course, highly possible 

that she has experienced psychological trauma as a result of her experience of severe 

violence (as is the case with Jasantha too) . Fernando et ai's (2010:1206) approach does, 

however, emphasise that "the cross-cultural validity of PTSO has generally been assumed 

rather than systematically evaluated," adding "that even when symptoms of PTSO are 

present, they may be of secondary concern to families in cultural contexts where other 

expressions of distress may hold greater salience." In the case of Nilavini, her statement 

"we are still in the lOP camp. There has been no resolution" directly connects her current 

condition of emotional (in)security with her displacement. As such, she presents her need 

to return to her familial homeland to be a more urgent and culturally salient concern than a 

medical diagnosis of PTSO. 

Through their own framings of their stories, Jasantha and Nilavini brought to light the 

perennial issues of relocation and feeling which might otherwise have been overshadowed 

by moments of severe violence. As such, it is not only their experiences of suicide and 

59 The unique and gendered dangers of living in Sri Lanka 's IDP camps and militarised areas are 

detailed in the following chapter, Physical (In)Security in laffna: The Stories of Tamil Communities, as 

are the hegemonic practices which leave IDPs and returned populations in a state of liminality 

between peace and conflict . 
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shelling which must be defined as disaster-related stressors, but also their common 

condition of displacement. In both cases, displacement and violence caused a sense of 

liminality and emotional (in)security. The lack of resolution highlighted in Jasantha and 

Nilavini's stories was mirrored by the lack of support offered to them in their wake. As had 

been the case over the past two days in which participants had enacted imagery of violence 

and mourning, no space or time was offered by the international practitioners for 

discussion and decompression. This is an issue which Father Yogi was extremely concerned 

about and raised in a meeting that evening with Cymbeline and Deb about the future of ToF 

in Trincomalee, as discussed in the following section of this chapter. 

2.3. Reconciliation 

2.3.1. Avoiding Trauma: Public Storytelling in a Vulnerable Community 

On the final evening of the workshop in Trincomalee, a meeting was held at the CPPHR to 

discuss the events of the previous three days. In attendance were Father Yogi representing 

CPPHR and the communities the centre works with, Father Lucky representing the JAT, 

Dinesh representing Youth 4 Peace in his role as elected leader and (as no one from the 

school could stay late) Father Chris representing Saraswathi College. Cymbeline and Deb 

represented ToF, while I took minutes. As well as looking back over the past few days, the 

conversation also looked forward to how public storytelling might be used by Trinco Pearls 

and local communities in the future, particularly their potential engagement with ToF's 

Empowerment of Women in Action (EWA) programme. 

Father Yogi quickly established that his primary concern with public storytelling was that it 

draws out deeply personal stories from individuals but leaves them without follow-up 

support. In other words, he suggested that while internally the teller may be willing to 

acknowledge past events and able to discuss them without becoming traumatised, 

externally access to robust and regulated resources is not provided. As per my definition, 

this shortcoming has the potential to leave individuals in a state of emotional (in)security. 

To illustrate this point, Father Yogi contemplated Jasantha's storytelling experience: 

While I was there, there was a boy who came and shared [a story about] 

his childhood friend ... who committed suicide. (And there are worse 

stories, about healing and so on ... ) He narrated the story ... and, for me, I 
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was emotionally touched by performance [sic]; it really caught the 

emotions. Fine. This boy is now looking at what he's gone through right 

in front of his eyes. OK, now performance [sic) is over. He went back to 

the chair [in the aUdience) . I don't know if anything more happened after 

that? This may be something he has never spoken for a long time to 

anybody. First time he has come and spoken and shared this thing 

because I felt he may have been missing this boy who was the friend, 

therefore, he must be grieving it and he can't express his grief with 

anybody or share it with anybody. Now what kind of group support are 

we going to give ot that moment for a person who has seen that thing? 

So ... with the counselling thing ... if that component is missing at this 

performance level - 'Now OK, thank you for sharing your story, now it's 

done, please go and sit down' - and let's say he is done with the story 

and ask him to leave - because ... [With) these are emotional things we 

are touching somewhere, you see? It is very difficu lt; the healing process 

of certain issues can be so ethically difficult. 

With this statement Father Yogi unpacks several important issues relating to emotional 

(in}security in Trincomalee. In saying "there are worse stories," he acknowledges the 

severity of the violence which has affected - and continues to affect - local communities . As 

exemplified through examinations of community violence (a daily stressor exacerbated by 

disaster) and displacement (a disaster-related stressor) (Fernando et al 2010), these 

ubiquitous aggressions impact on individuals every day, meaning 'secure' and '(in}secure' 

stories cannot be easily be differentiated from one another. In speculating that "This may 

be something the teller has never spoken for a long time to anybody," Father Yogi alludes 

to the silencing of children's voices 60 through their subordination within familial and 

societal hierarchies (Straus 1954), as enforced by corporal violence (a daily stressor 

independent of disaster). Father Yogi also highlights the absence of emotional resolution in 

Jasantha's story by stating, "he can't express his grief." By questioning "what kind of group 

support [is] going to [be] give[n] at that moment," Father Yogi recognises that emotional 

60 The ways in which experiences of severe political violence are silenced by the hegemony will be 

examined in Physical {In)Security in JaJfna: The Stories of Tomil Communities, while the gendered 

silencing of everyday violence is examined in Ecanomic (In)Security in Hotton : The Stories of Up

Country Tamil Girls and Women and Cultural {In)Security in Embilipitiyo: The Stories of Sinhala Men . 
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security and storytelling run concurrent to one another, with the former being a 

contemporary requirement for the latter to be safely established. In addition to this 

immediate attention, Father Yogi also highlights the need for a long-term, robust means of 

reflection, suggesting that a counselling component is necessary to prevent a practice 

which ends, '''Now OK, thank you for sharing your story, now it's done, please go and sit 

down.'" With his comments, Father Yogi recognises that the telling of a story cannot be 

abstracted from the context in which it is told. He emphasises that it is not as a single 

incident which begins when the storyteller raises their hand and ends when they return to 

their seat; rather, it becomes part of the experience they are relating. 

In highlighting the need for robust emotional support, Father Yogi evokes the larger, global 

debate on how the experiences of children and young people living "in settings of armed 

conflict and natural disaster" (Fernando et al 2010:1205) should be addressed. Following 

their propagation of a holistic approach to emotional analysis in Sri Lanka's Eastern 

Province, Fernando et al (2010) highlight the need for an equally culturally salient means of 

response. Father Yogi and CPPHR's provision of a wide range of educational, social and legal 

resources for the communities they work with aligns with this locally informed approach. 

With his emphasis on the immediate aftercare of the teller and the essentialism of 

counselling, however, Father Yogi advocates for the "relative priority of trauma-focused" 

(ibid) intervention in cases like Jasantha's. Fernando et al (2010:1205-1206; see also Neuner 

et al 2006; Yule 2002) state that academic proponents of such models "point to elevated 

rates of PTSD symptoms among children in emergency settings" to assert that "intervention 

efforts should aim primarily at the amelioration of psychological trauma resulting from 

exposure to war and disaster using specialized trauma treatment programs." As previously 

stated, Fernando et al (2010:1206) are critical of the Western-centricity of this standpoint, 

arguing that it assumes that (1) "PTSD is valid and meaningful diagnostic construct for 

children regardless of the cultural context," (2) "PTSD, rather than other expressions of 

distress, represents the most critical indicator of children's mental health in situations of 

war and disaster," and (3) "children's distress in emergency settings is primarily related to 

traumatic exposure to war- and disaster-related violence and loss" (ibid). Father Yogi 

exemplified this trauma-assuming behaviour through his comment, "he must be grieving," 

but also accepted the complexity of the subject by stating, "the healing process of certain 

issues can be so ethically difficult." 

Deb's response to Father Yogi's concerns presented the holistic approach to the treatment 

of children in emergency settings which is advocated by Fernando et al (2010) and their 
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emphasis on daily stressors. She assured him that the conversation around the duty and 

obligation of public storytelling to support its audience was an ongoing one within the 

practitioner community. Supporting Father Yogi's assertion that neither the subject nor 

telling of a story can be understood in isolation, Deb stated : 

Something I think quite strongly (and I know Cymbeline does as well) is 

that Playback Theatre works best in partnership with other processes. So 

that if you are going to a community and that you know that community 

is [war-Jaffected, that you already have in place things to support them 

so that the Playback Theatre is part of a bigger programme. 

With this, Deb adds another dimension to Father Yogi and Fernando et ai's contextually 

informed approach. By highlighting that it "works best in partnership with other processes," 

Deb suggests that as well as the subject of, telling of and response to a story needing to be 

located within its wider environment, the practice itself must too be positioned within a 

larger programme of commu nity engagement. Performances, therefore, must be used as 

part of a collective, ongoing process which recognises and acknowledges the effects of daily 

and disaster-related stressors. 

Cymbeline reiterated the collaborative application of public storytelling by adding: 

One thing that's important to clarify about Playback Theatre is that it 

isn't therapy. But ... it has great therapeutic capacity. And the 

therapeutic capacity is not in the area of counselling or an individual 

going deep into their trauma and then into recovery from their trauma in 

a way that one-on-one counselling might be, or group counselling might 

be . The therapeutic power of Playback is that it gives people space to 

share their story in a public setting; that they can become visible ... it's 

like there's a release from holding it. Like you [Father YogiJ said, perhaps 

that boy hadn't told that story, and to tell it there - something shifts in 

the place of that story within you. It's very validating. So, what we' re 

really doing is we're really recognising and validating and honouring and 

giving people the experience of being really deeply listened to and heard 

and we do our best to show them our understanding of their story. 

Here, Cymbeline distinguishes between the use of counselling to focus on specific incidents 

of trauma and the use of public storytelling to alleviate the isolation facilitated by social 

structures and stigmas around those incidents. She does not deny the benefits and 

necessity of "one-on-one counselling" or "group counselling," but, in a context where 
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access to such healthcare is extremely limited, makes the case for the self-actualising 

"therapeutic powers" of public storytelling. This potential is particularly pertinent to the 

young adults of Trincomalee, whose subordination within familial and societal hierarchies 

does not allow them to have their experiences publicly - or even privately - "validat[ed] ." As 

the inability to respond to structural oppression is as much a defining feature of emotional 

(in)security as the experience itself, Emma's invitation to Jasantha, Nilavini and their 

contemporaries to share a story presented not only a disruption to their socially-enforced 

muteness, but also a challenge. By allocating them a "space to share their story in a public 

setting," young adults whose experiences have been obscured are able to "become visible" 

and begin negotiating their own emotional (in)security with the ongoing help of others. 

While the daily and disaster-related stressors affecting Trincomalee's other marginalised 

communities will not be the same as those affecting workshop participants, they can be 

identified and catered to through CPPHR's locally informed approach. The cultural 

adaptability of public storytelling, therefore, provides a platform for individuals like 

Jasantha and Nilavini to be "recognis[ed] and validat[ed] and honour[edj" through "the 

experience of being really deeply listened to and heard." 

2.3.2. To Challenge and to Celebrate: Finding a Use for Public Storytelling 

Over the course of the meeting at CPPHR, Cymbeline raised the possibility of incorporating 

ToF's EWA programme with some of the organisation's women-focused initiatives. Father 

Yogi declined this proposal, stating that CPPHR primarily worked with women whose 

husbands, brothers and sons had been killed or abducted during the conflict. Because the 

emotional weight of their stories could not be robustly supported, nor could their words 

change the deaths and disappearances of their loved ones, Father Yogi decided it would be 

unethical to engage public storytelling with this vulnerable group; "For me, I teach on all 

kinds of law and human rights and all kinds of violations ... but touching to this level is not 

part of my work ... Because we don't have a real counselling supporting." Corroborating my 

assertion that Sri Lanka's violent pedagogy is a pertinent issue for its youth, Father Yogi 

suggested that the practice could instead be used to address corporal punishment in 

schools . This proposal was supported by two factors : (1) unlike the deeply emotive issues 

affecting war widows, Father Yogi felt that this form of everyday emotional (in)security 

caused could be sufficiently supported by CPPHR, and (2) he felt there was significant 

potential for this social practice to be challenged and reduced through public storytelling. 
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Father Yogi ' s decision to challenge a daily stressor rather than a disaster-related stressor 

further aligns his approach to the emotional (in)security of young people with that of 

Fernando et al (2010), enabling him to maximise effectiveness while minimising the risk of 

trauma. By recognising that the primary cause of war widows' emotional (in)security is 

unchangeable, Father Yogi acknowledged that "War- and other disaster-related traumatic 

stressors are events that cannot be altered" (2010:1194). This is not to say that "their 

residual impact on psychosocial well-being may [not] be alleviated" (ibid) through the 

'therapeutic capacities' of public storytelling, but to emphasise that Trinco Pearls' lack of 

experience and access to mental health resources would not be able to provide a safe and 

responsible practice for vulnerable communities. Apart from this ethical consideration, 

Fernando et al (2010:1206) state that "focusing [too] narrowly on the post-traumatic 

effects of war- and disaster-related violence and loss" leads to " insufficient attention 

[being] paid to ongoing sources of stress in children 's lives that may be amenable to change 

through targeted intervention." This suggests that by targeting 'ordinary' - rather than 

'extraordinary' - causes of emotional (in)security, intervention can address the stressors 

which most acutely affect individuals in their everyday lives. In addition to this, Fernando et 

al (2010:1204) suggest that daily stressors are a profound mediator of "the impact of war or 

natural disaster on psychosocial functioning and development." Addressing everyday 

issues, therefore, can positively affect how an individual manages exposure to severely 

distressing events, making it an "especially productive" (ibid) strategy of targeting 

emotional (in)security. 

By suggesting public storytelling be used to challenge corporal punishment, Father Yogi 

puts this strategy into action. The first of his two proposal factors - the ability of CPPHR to 

provide sufficient emotional support for tellers - is facilitated by his framing of the event. 

Rather than focusing purely on the experiences of violence themselves, Father Yogi 

suggested that the storytelling should be accompanied by an information-driven group 

discussion between students and teachers. He stated, 

Corporal punishment in the school is hurting [children] ... but [what if 

during a performance] a boy comes and narrates the story in front of the 

teachers - how it affects him and this and that ... everybody listens to this 

story including the teachers ... it can be also much more powerful now 

for the teachers and the students. And then for their discussion they 

come to the understanding, 'Let's see if we can have a violence free 

91 



school environment.' That type of thing we slowly may be able to do. But 

the deeper [trauma] things we are talking about, no. 

In challenging this issue, Father Yogi highlights the need for interpersonal interactions, not 

structural reconfiguration. By including the words, "everybody listens," he refers back to 

Cymbeline's statement that public storytelling aims to "giv[e] people the experience of 

being really deeply listened to and heard." Partnering the teller's experience of being heard 

is the audience's experience of listening which, in Father Yogi's proposal, is embodied by 

the teacher. Father Yogi imagines how the teacher might "come to [an] understanding" of 

the student's experience by bearing witness to "how [corporal violence] affects him ." 

Again, this echoes Cymbeline's suggestion that as practitioners, "we do our best to show 

them our understanding of their story," highlighting that while recognition of emotional 

(in)security may be quick, acknowledgement of individual and social responsibility is a 

process. This is particularly relevant to Father Yogi's proposal as the roles of 'perpetrator' 

and 'victim' are unambiguous, but the individuals who embody them are likely to have a 

more complex relationship. By giving the (silent, subordinate) student the stage and giving 

the (vocal, dominate) teacher a seat in the audience, individuals can reverse and examine 

the power dynamic which is socially imposed on them both . 

Father Yogi's second proposal factor - that potential for corporal punishment to be 

challenged and reduced - is supported by clinical psychiatrist de Zoysa (2013) and her study 

of a group of parents in Colombo. In her report, A Study on Parental Disciplinary Practices 

and an Awareness Program to Reduce Corporal Punishment and Other Forms of Negative 

Parental Practices, de Zoysa (2013:31) details that when asked about their attitude toward 

corporal punishment, 29.9% of parents said they found it "completely favourable" and 

30.5% said they found it "completely unfavourable." After participating in a two-hour 

session about the negative effects of corporal punishment on children and alternative 

discipline strategies, however, "there was a significant reduction in parental use of all forms 

of aversive disciplining (i.e. corporal punishment, physical abuse, psychological aggression)" 

(2013:39). The readiness with which this cause of emotional (in)security might be alleviated 

is particularly significant when considering the potential for this legally and socially 

accepted form of violence to develop into 'unacceptable' and severe physical abuse, as de 

Zoysa elaborates. 

de Zoysa (2013) states that corporal punishment has the potential to lead to physical abuse 

in two ways. Firstly, "Some tend to view corporal punishment and physical abuse along a 
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continuum" meaning that "when corporal punishment is administered too severely or 

frequently the outcome can be abuse" (de Zoysa et al 2008:7) . As "the severity and 

frequency of corporal punishment increases" (de Zoysa 2013 :14), therefore, physical abuse 

is more likely to be suffered by the recipient. Second ly, corporal punishment may lead to 

physical abuse being perpetrated by the recipient later in their life "through the 

intergenerational transmission of aggressive problem-solving tactics" (ibid). This, once 

aga in, brings into question the role of 'perpetrator' and 'victim' in corporal punishment, a 

problematization of identity which, as Father Yogi outlined, can only be addressed through 

nuanced, interpersonal interaction, not structural reconfiguration. It also demonstrates 

that the emotional (in)security caused by corporal punishment is not bound by time and 

social position, evaporating when a child transitions to adulthood; rather, it remains with 

the individual despite their evolving power and status. Following this, breaking patterns of 

everyday violence can safeguard a chi ld's immediate wellbeing and prevent the 

continuation of psychological maladjustment and emotional (in)security into adolescence 

and adu lthood . It also has the potential to protect any future children this individual may 

have by interrupting the intergenerational transmission of violence. Father Yogi's intention 

to use public storytelling to challenge corporal punishment in homes and at schools, 

therefore, has the potential to alleviate not one, but two (if not more) cycles of emotional 

(in)security. 

Having considered public storytelling's potential to interrupt patterns of historical violence, 

Father Yogi began broadening his suggestions for its application. Toward the end of the 

meeting between community leaders and ToF representatives, Father Yogi reflected on 

what the workshop represented to him and those with whom CPPHR work. He stated that 

four years ago in Mutur "the Muslim community and the Tamil community was [sic] at 

loggerhead [sic]; they hardly mixed." In contrast, individuals from several different 

backgrounds had come to take part in the workshop over the past three days; "after much 

effort," Father Yogi explained, "we have brought them together." This meeting and mixing 

of communities is the result of several years of peacebuilding work facilitated by CPPHR 

(2004:n.p.), an initiative galvanized in the first line of their mission statement: "Promoting 

... Peace and Reconciliation ." Father Yogi reiterated that "in that [workshop] group there 

were Muslim children present," leading him to suggest that - as well as being used to 

challenge corporal punishment - public storytell ing might also be used to celebrate and 

further communication between Tamil and Muslim comm unities. Imagining intergroup 

interactions as a possible performance theme, ~ather Yogi stated, 
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Now people [can share] something positively on that as a story form . 

'How did you feel two years back when you look [sic] at the Muslim? Or 

you look [sic] at the Tamil? And how do you feel now?' Share something 

on that plan. Then listen to a story .. . Then you will build up much more 

reconciliation as well .. . Then they will say 'Yes, I was displaced.' Why 

were you displaced? 'Because the Muslims have attacked me.' Then you 

start telling a story like that, and then you will bring in more type of care. 

As demonstrated through the stories of Jasantha and Nilavini, experiences of displacement 

and violence are complex subjects for which there must be both locally informed 

understanding and support. By broaching this issue, therefore, Father Yogi recognises that 

there will always be an element of risk and fear involved in public storytelling in 

Trincomalee, precisely because the community is marginalised and silenced by familial, 

societal and political structures. Yet he also suggests that these difficult conversations could 

cultivate positive moments of understanding between groups of different faiths. It is up to 

the individuals involved to assess whether the hope of unlearning violence is great enough 

to overcome the fear of past violence. This means that ultimately, the final decision 

whether or not to share a personal story must come from the storyteller themselves. 

Concluding the meeting, Father Chris eloquently summarised this sentiment by saying, 

I think there is always an initial fear about what happens to these people 

afterwards ... We have the same thing with people in the last stages of 

the war. When they started telling their stories, there was lots of crying 

and they started fainting. Of course, we had people to support at that 

time .. . But that is the wisdom of Playback Theatre; it is that these stories 

need to be told. There is a tremendous urgency for these stories to be 

told. And the context, of course, is community; it's a community building 

tool, basically. So, the stories may be very vulnerable stories, initially 

[they] may be disturbing for us who are there, but we really do not know 

what is happening to [the storyteller]. And if you have a community that 

could follow up, and show empathy ... that would keep building our 

community ... That's why I find it very, very complementary. But I will not 

worry too much because there is wisdom in the people who tell these 

stories. There is a wisdom that we may not recognise ... So, we do not 

have to worry too much about if this is the right time, if this is the right 

place, whether this is the right story. We can trust them . 
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2.3.4. Conclusion: The Role of Emotional (lnlSecurity in learning and Unlearning Violence 

This chapter has examined how a group of young Tamil and Muslim adults in Trincomalee 

negotiate their emotional (in)security through daily and disaster-related stressors. My use 

of the term 'emotional (in)security' was contextualised early on in relation to 

developmental psychology (Cummings & Davies 1994; Davies & Martin 2013), social 

organisation (Straus 1954) and regional application and variation (Fernando et al 2010) . As 

manifestations of emotional (in)security are understood to be primarily internal, I employed 

three conditions to determine what was considered a 'safe space' in a relation to public 

storytelling. The workshop detailed was CPPHR and Trinco Pearls' first experience with 

practice and therefore represented the challenges, concerns and questions which arise 

when public storytelling is introduced to a new community. Due to the diversity of its 

population and the violence of its recent history, Trincomalee's potential audiences are 

considered by CPPHR to be vulnerable communities. As such, it is necessary to return to my 

three conditions of emotional security to understand if and how public storytelling might be 

used safely in this environment. 

The first condition outlined as part of my comparative index - the willingness and desire of 

the individual to acknowledge past events - requires an understanding of how emotional 

(in)security relates to a person's previous experiences. I began interrogating these issues in 

the (In)Security section of this chapter through the work of Cummings & Davies (1994:387), 

who bring together these two concepts in their statement, "Emotional security is seen as a 

product of past experiences with [domestic] conflict and as a primary influence on future 

responding." This established the negotiation of emotional (in)security as an ongoing 

learning process, a notion built upon by Davies & Martin (2013) in their reconfiguration of 

EST. Davies & Martin (2013:1436) suggest that individuals actively acknowledge past events 

through their self-regulation of emotion, stating that "maintaining safety and security 

within the emotion-laden context of [domestic] conflict is a prominent goal for children." 

Although this is theorised as an internalised behaviour, external demonstrations of similar 

characteristics were presented by the ToF workshop participants. 

By volunteering their time to socially-conscious organisations they are members of, 

participants display a strong willingness to not only acknowledge their personal past 

experiences but the experiences of their communities too. This receptiveness to engaging 

with past events was exemplified by their commitment to spend three days exploring 

personal stories at ToF's workshop and articulated on the first morning of the programme 
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through their motivations and objectives. The participants from Saraswathi College stated 

that they wanted to "learn new skills" that would benefit Trincomalee's youth population 

and one JAT member posited, "We have spirit to learn and spirit to share. If we learn, we 

can share." Both of these declarations directly connect with EST-R's assertion that 

(in)security regulating behaviour is purposely developed in children, illustrated through 

participants' emphasis on learning. Youth 4 Peace collectively asserted that "as young 

people, we have come together .. . to help people in the community" and expressed a desire 

to "uplift society," reiterating that they were not only willing to explore the past causes of 

their own emotional (in)security, but to enable others to do so too. 

The connection between adaptive behaviour and emotional (in)security highlights how in 

Sri Lanka learning is often done in reaction to violence. Th is relates to the second condition 

of my comparative index - the ability to process thoughts and discussions about past events 

without becoming (re)traumatised - and was highlighted in this chapter by discussions on 

teaching, learning, violence and morality. In the second section, Violence, the use of 

physica l discipline to enforce 'good' and 'correct' behaviour provided a critique of what is 

considered to be trauma. I did this by analysing the violent images presented by 

participants during the three physical exercises through Fernando et ai's (2010) daily 

stressors and Straus' (1954) examination of the prescriptive learning systems employed in 

homes and schools. My interrogation of violence was reminiscent of Rosenburg (2003), 

whose book on nonviolent communication was gifted to me and ToF's international 

practitioners by Father Lucky. Rosenburg (2003: 1) asks "What happens to disconnect us 

from our compassionate nature, leading us to behave violently and exploitatively? And 

conversely, what allows some people to stay connected to their compassionate nature 

under even the most trying circumstances?" I problematized the first of these questions by 

contextualising the ToF workshop within national hierarchical pedagogical practices (the 

unwavering obedience of the student, the unquestionable knowledge and authority of the 

teacher, and the use corporal punishment to enforce the first two principles) and locating 

the participants' childhoods within the conflict itself. I identified the actions of copying 

being displayed and the images of play projected, leading to the characterisation of 

corporal punishment as a daily stressor and community violence as a daily stressor 

exacerbated by disaster. In answer to Rosenburg's second question, therefore, participants 

were able to "stay connected to their compassion[ ... ]" despite their exposure to - and 

portrayal of - violence because they utilized coping strategies based on the association 

between copying and correctness to manage emotional (i n)security. 
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The depiction and repetition of violent and non-violent images, perpetrators and victims, 

suggested that participants were not representing single triggered moments for their past, 

but the generalised landscape in which they grew up. This was supported by Davies & 

Martin (2013) who state that manifestations of emotional (in)security are unique to each 

child. The heterogeneity of individual (in)security reflects of the diversity of Trincomalee (as 

exemplified by the Muslim population and Colonel Karuna's regionalism detailed at the 

beginning of the chapter) and the multitude of issues which affect each community in a 

different way. This highlights the need for 'trauma' to be analysed through a locally 

informed framework to ensure that the violent imagery of the participants is understood as 

collective play, not collective psychological and psychosocial ma ladjustment. 

The connection between violence and play was also illustrated during the performance 

when Jasantha shared his story of severe violence immediately after the young man next to 

him had recounted a light-hearted anecdote about playing the lottery. Jasantha's decision 

to raise his hand after a moment of mirth echoed the shift witnessed in Viewpoints when 

the laughing of the second group shifted to crying. In Mirroring, this connection was shown 

in reverse when two young women wailed in sorrow before suddenly changing to hysterical 

laughter. All three cases demonstrate how closely interwoven emotions are in the 

experiences of these young adults, contextualised by their proximity to conflict in both 

space and time. They also reflected the evolving age and regional identities of participants, 

mirroring their negotiations of growing from children to adults with Trincomalee's own 

transition from a conflict to post-conflict environment. Play and violence were brought 

together once more toward the end of Jasantha's story when he commented that although 

he had not mentioned that he and his friend had played cricket together as boys, he was 

glad to remember that happy memory when the actors portrayed it. This reiterates that 

regardless of the image it manifests itself as (whether a machine gun or a cricket bat), play 

must be recognised as a means through which individuals process thoughts about past 

events to negotiate emotional (in)security. 

The third consideration of emotional (in)security - the availability of accessible emotional 

support and counsel- was discussed in the final Reconciliation section of the chapter in 

relation to a post-workshop discussion between local representatives and ToF facilitators . 

Father Yogi questioned the lack of follow-up support given to Jasantha after his telling, 

emphasising my characterisation of displacement as a disaster-related stressor. While a 

robust framework must be put into place to negotiate safe spaces for storytelling, it is also 

important to recognise the collective and individual support systems the practice generates 
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itself. Starting with the former, the ToF performance was "community-based" and worked 

to "strengthen [the] naturally occurring support systems" of peers, as advocated for by 

Fernando et al (2010:1206) . This was demonstrated through the participants' growing 

interaction with one another throughout the workshop, with individuals collecting in small 

groups with people they already knew on the first morning and expanding to larger, mixed

membership groups by the performance. Stories like Nilavini's also helped "normalize [the 

young adults'] daily routines" by publicly acknowledging experiences of displacement. 

Many of the participants live in IDP camps and so by stating that her situation has not 

changed since the end of the conflict, Nilavini provided representation for their common 

experiences of liminality. 

In terms of public storytelling's ability to provide self-generated support, Davies & Martin 

(2013 :1449) suggest that against the "backdrop of [emotional insecurity's more negative] 

pathogenic processes," some level of emotional (in)security "may confer a unique portfolio 

of relative strengths." For example, children displaying the secure pattern of emotional 

(in)security are "more likely to exhibit relatively optimistic views of interpersonal 

relationships in the family" while children exhibiting a mobilising profile exhibit "substantial 

motivation to engage in interpersonal relationships" which in turn "engender a broader 

personality style characterized by moderate levels of communion, social interest, and 

openness to intimacy" (ibid). Individuals attributed with the dominant pattern, Davies & 

Martin (ibid) suggest, may become "characterized by self-confident, agentic, adventurous, 

and assertive personality traits," and some children exhibiting demobilising strategies 

display "cooperative, modest, conciliatory, and courteous orientations in social situations" 

(2013:1450) . Many of these behaviours were demonstrated not only through participants' 

stories, but in the way they engaged with one another in between activities. Echoing Father 

Yogi, the interpersonal interactions fostered by the public storytelling practice provide an 

effective means of negotiating emotional (in)security by nurturing the condition's 

adva ntages attri butes. 

Despite these self-generating collective and individual emotional support mechanisms, the 

need for safe spaces to be negotiated by facilitators was reiterated by Father Yogi's 

proposal for public storytelling to be used to challenge corporal punishment. Unlike 

Cymbeline's suggestion of incorporating ToF's EWA programme with CPPHR's work, he felt 

secure in this strategy because of two factors : the centre's ability to provide sufficient 

emotional support for the tellers and the reasonable potent ial for the practice to challenge 

and reduce corporal punishment in schools. The first of these factors develops CPPHR's 
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(2004:n.p.) extensive experience of practically helping communities (as articulated in their 

mission statement objectives, " Providing legal assistance and support to the victims of 

Human Rights violations" and "Fostering a culture of Human Rights in the society" ) to 

include the affects of conflict as well as its effects . The second factor was supported by de 

Zoysa (2013), whose research found that parents' use of physical and verbal admonishment 

significantly reduces when they are educated on the negative impact of corporal 

punishment and are provided with information about alternative disciplinary methods. This 

demonstrates that while the structures which facilitate hierarchical pedagogies enforce 

learning through violence, parents can dismantle these processes through nonviolent 

communication (Rosenburg 2003). 

Additionally, de Zoysa (2013) highlight the potential for parent-targeted intervention to 

prevent future cycles of emotional (in)security by breaking the intergenerational 

transmission of violent problem-solving strategies. As well as echoing Cummings & Davies' 

(1994) suggestion that emotional (in)security is connected to past events and future 

behaviour, de Zoysa's claim helps complicate the dichotomy of teacher/student, 

perpetrator/victim . As noted earlier in the chapter, top-down governmental education 

reform had not only proven to be ineffective in stopping the use of corporal punishment in 

schools, but had led to aggressive oppositionary tactics by teachers. This is because the 

established dominance of teachers in the education system does not allow for others to 

query, challenge or interpret their teaching practices, reflecting the evaluation system of 

schools themselves. de Zoysa's suggestion that an individual 's actions can be informed by 

their experiences of occupying both dominant and subordinate positions supports Father 

Yogi 's proposal to address corporal punishment by appealing to the in-betweeness of 

people. Beginning with the individual voices and experiences of children public storytelling 

upends the government's previously unsuccessful strategy by instigating change from the 

bottom up. This methodology reflects the very nuanced teaching it aims to promote, 

reiterating my assertion that emotional (in)security is not only dependent on who is 

teaching, but how they teach . 

Regardless of the theme chosen for discussion - whether it is challenging corporal 

punishment or celebrating intercommunity relations - the act of holding a performance 

brings people together. The process of learning and exploring the potential of public 

storytelling led Father Yogi to meet and connect with people from different communities 

successfully, including Father Benny, ToF's international practit ioners and members of 

Saraswathi College, Youth 4 Peace and JAT (an exemplification of CPPHR's (2004:n.p.) 
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mission statement objective "Networking with likeminded Associations") . Any further 

pursuit of the public storytelling practice would only enhance these lines of communication 

and those created between participants, enabling CPPHR (ibid; my emphasis) to not only to 

" Voic[e] the concerns of the marginalized and the voiceless" on their behalf, but amplify 

"often ignored" (International Crisis Group 2007:n.p.) voices through performances. For the 

tellers themselves, emotional (in)security is negotiated through their ability to narrate their 

real experiences in a way that is true to them. Not only does this allow them to use the 

coping strategies they have developed from past experiences to create safety for 

themselves, but it also enables them to nurture some of the advantageous attributes of 

emotional (in)security as well. Public storytelling, therefore, is a space in which the learning 

of violence can be acknowledged, and the unlearning of violence facilitated. 
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3. Physical (In)Security in Jaffna: 

The Stories ofTamil Communities 

This chapter explores how public storytelling can be a critical force for challenging political 

hegemony, a particularly pertinent issue for communities which have been made physically 

(in)secure by Sri Lanka's conflict, both in terms of their interpersonal and structural safety. I 

begin by defining my use of physical (in)security (Diphoorn & Grassiani 2015) in relation to 

life in a former conflict zone of Jaffna, specifically for women (International Crisis Group 

(ICG) 2011; Hudson et al 2008) and community workers (de Alwis 2009). I then introduce 

the ethnography of this chapter - Kaveri Kala Manram (KKM) - and provide a brief history of 

Jaffna. I characterise KKM's means of creating physical security for themselves and their 

audiences as a four-stage process which necessitates working with, not against, the political 

hegemony of the Sri Lankan government. In doing so, I explore how the governance of 

interpersonal security can, minutely, be differentiated from the governance of structural 

security, and how the strengthening the former might positively affect the latter. Three of 

KKM's performances are presented, with each being characterised as either a Practical, 

Personal or Political performance. These ethnographic accounts are further extrapolated 

through analyses of the societal and political factors which keep returned Tamil internally 

displaced people (IDPs) in a perpetual state of physical (in)security. Such factors include the 

militarisation of Jaffna and its subsequent creation of eternallDPs, and the (in)security of 

women reflecting the (in)security of the nation. Throughout this chapter, I explore what is 

and is not considered political in Sri Lanka's post-conflict society, concluding with a call for a 

more affectual interrogation of the concept. 

3.1. (In)Security 

3.1.1. Physical (In)Security 

Until recently, physical security had primarily been the concern of political science and 

international relations, whose approach tended to be "state-centric ... , [and] based upon 

military defence of territory against 'external' threats" (Newman 2010:77; see also Buzan et 

aI1998) . Newer perspectives such as human security and critical security studies, however, 

have challenged this macro perspective, "broadening and deepening the security agenda" 
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(ibid) by focusing on the individual. In anthropology, this shift was marked by Goldstein's 

(2010:492) defining essay, Toward a Critical Anthropology of Security, in which the author 

highlights "the multiple ways in which security is configured and deployed - not only by 

states and authorized speakers but by communities, groups, and individuals - in their 

engagements with other local actors and with arms of the state itself." Goldstein's paper 

has led to increased investigation into this previously under-investigated sub-discipline, as 

outlined by Diphoorn & Grassiani (2015) in their introduction to the security edition of 

Etnofoor journal. Diphoorn & Grassiani (2015 :10) highlight several lines of inquiry which 

have developed within the anthropology of security, one of which concern s the "subjective 

feelings of (in)security." This investigative route seeks to understand "how the increase of 

different security actors in societies shapes the daily-lived experiences of citizens/political 

subjects and their feelings of belonging" by posing questions such as "How do security 

measures in- or exclude different groups in society? And how do these different groups 

employ measures to affect their (in)secure circumstances? In what ways do they talk about 

their own (in)securities?" (2015:9) . These issues of who is being protected by security 

forces and who they are protected from, and how marginalised groups negotiate their own 

physical (in)security within structures of discrimination, are pivotal interrogations within 

the militarised context of Jaffna. 

Reflecting the theoretical evolution of the subject, physical (in)security has primarily been 

used in Sri Lanka by human rights agencies to refer to militaristic violence (United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 2006; Human Rights Watch (HRW) 2008), 61 with 

sociologist Ghani (2007) providing one of the few examples of its conceptual application as 

part of a wider debate on human security. Ghani highlights the importance of access to aid, 

61 While they don't engage the term 'physical (in)security: journalists and human rights agencies 

have highlighted the precariousness of the Tamil population's daily lives by investigating the use and 

threat of abduction, torture and sexual abuse by security forces (BBC Sinhala 2007; BBC Asia 2012; 

Harrison 2013; AI Jazeera 2015; Wintour 2017). This more nuanced approach is illustrated by HRW 

(2008 :3) who, speaking of the government's failure to investigate the thousands of disappearances 

which occurred during the conflict, state that the cost of such injustices "is not only measured in 

lives brutalized and lost, but in the anguish suffered by the survivors - the spouses, parents, and 

children who may never learn the fate of their 'disappeared' loved one." Extending this (in)security 

from the emotional to physical landscape, HRW (ibid) suggest that the impact of such violence "is 

felt in the fear and uncertainty that remains in the communities where such horrific, unpunished 

crimes take place ." 
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land and resources - connecting physical, economic and political aspects of human security 

- yet fails to engage with its gendered experience. While women have not uniquely been 

portrayed as the victims of violence but perpetrators too (Alison 2004; Parashar 2014), it is 

important to recognise "The militarisation of the north and east is one of the greatest 

sources of insecurity for women there" (International Crisis Group (ICG) 2011:36). In their 

report, Sri Lanka: Women's Insecurity in the North and East, ICG highlight that women are 

doubly oppressed, on one hand being subjected to the everyday and severe acts of gender

based violence62 perpetrated by security forces and on the other, being instrumentalised by 

men in their own communities for political gain: 

Tamil nationalists - and to some degree Tamil political representatives in 

general - remain preoccupied with the elusive political solution and are 

willing to highlight women's insecurity in its service without grappling 

with the deep prejudices and inequities within Tamil society that make 

women vulnerable. Some Tamil activists in the diaspora, too, have 

tended to use reports of violence against women in instrumental ways, to 

further de legitimise the Sri Lankan state, rather than reflect on the fuller 

range of problems and sources of insecurity and injustice for Tamil

speaking women. (ibid) 

Using racializing rhetoric to gain momentum for a nationalist cause negates the agency of 

the women who are affected by abuse and fails to address the deeper, underlying societal 

misogyny which causes such violence in the first place. As the ICG (ibid) highlight, the 

combination of gender-based violence and nationalistic rhetoric on both sides "provides 

cover for men within the community to take control of women's lives and determine their 

futures." 

In The Heart of the Matter: The Security of Women and the Security of States, political 

scientists, psychologists and geographers Hudson et al (2008) provide a useful examination 

of the relationship between the gendered (in)security, violent patriarchy, conflict and 

nationalism. At a domestic level, they suggest that "Violence against women in the home is 

almost always related to fulfilling the emotional needs or physical needs of men" (2008:24). 

62 The UNHCR (2006:66) states that "displacement has very specific gender dimensions," with 

women and girls "being disproportionately affected by sexual and gender-based violence" such as 

"harassment, domestic violence and rape to female genital mutilation and the withholding of food or 

other essentials unless paid for with sex." 
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As well as providing "almost immediate gratification" for the individual, Hudson et al (ibid) 

state that such "selfish satisfaction inherent in male domination is often justified by cultural 

and religious traditions that are themselves results of social diffusion, and that in turn offer 

additional social rewards for the perpetrator's aggression." At this societallevel, Hudson et 

al (2008:21) suggest that "any reforms of the cultural distribution of power between men 

and women will be viewed as a threat to nationalistic efforts to protect or unify the 

community." Patriarchal nationalism is thereby legitimised by gendered structural and 

cultural violence, "provid[ing] justification for advancing state interests through the use of 

force" (ibid). By connecting individual violence to societal practices and then state security, 

Hudson et al demonstrate that the physical security of women is positively correlated with 

the physical security of the state. Through this line of reasoning, they assert that they 

"would expect that that neither a meaningful decrease in societa l violence nor a sustainable 

peace among nations is possible in human society without a decrease in gender inequality" 

(2008:21-22). 

Hudson et ai's (2008:41) own preliminary yet "provocative" results demonstrate "a strong 

and statistically significant relationship between the physical security of women and three 

measures63 capturing the relative peacefulness of states." They also comparatively tested 

the physical security of women "with other conventional explanatory factors assumed to be 

related to such measures of state security - factors including level of democracy [and] level 

of wealth" (ibid). Their findings strongly indicate that "the physical security of women 

explains more of the variance in the same three measures of state security in both bivariate 

and multivariate analysis," leading them to suggest that when determining and predicting 

"which states would be the least peaceful or of the most concern to the international 

community or have the worst relations with their neighbors," (ibid) the physical security of 

women is the most accurate and reliable indicator; "To the extent that the security of 

women is a societal priority, the security and peacefulness of the state will be significantly 

enhanced . State security rests, in the first place, on the security of women" (2008:26) . 

As well as having perpetrated and experienced militarised violence, de Alwis (2009:83) 

asserts that "it is also women, and particularly feminists, who have been at the vanguard of 

63 These three measurements are : " the general measure of state peacefulness (the Global Peace 

Index, or GPI)," "the general measure of the degree of behavioral deviancy of the state in light of 

international norms (the States of Concern to the International Community, or SOCIC scale)," and 

"one of the GPI subcomponent indicators, Relations with Neighbors (RN)" (Hudson et al 2008:32) . 
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anti-war struggles, and collectively and publicly agitated for peace by calling for a political 

resolution of the ethnic conflict." In Interrogating the 'Political ': Feminist Peace Activism in 

Sri Lanka, de Alwis (ibid) examines what she considers to be "one of the most significant 

political outcomes of the 1980s and 1990s in Sri Lanka," namely the mobilisation of 

maternalism to protest violence. This movement is exemplified by de Alwis (ibid) with the 

Mothers' Front, an organisation formed in Jaffna in 1984 by Tamil women from various 

social strata to collectively oppose "the mass arrest of Tamil youth by the Sri Lankan state." 

Although the group eventually fell under the hegemony of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTIE), it was successful in instigating a second branch in 1990, this ti me formed in 

the south by mothers protesting the excessive violence of Janatha Vimukthi Peramut:la (NP) 

(counter)insurrections. de Alwis (2009:84; see also de Alwis 2001) states how "The 

seemingly unquestionable authenticity of these women's grief and espousal of 'traditional ' 

family values" allowed them "an important space for protest at a time when fem inist and 

human rights activists who were critical of either state or NP violence were being killed 

with impunity," with their ethnicity even appealing "to a certain Sinhala nationalism 

hegemonic within the country." Through their "insistence that they were 'merely' mothers 

seeking their children's return to the family fold," de Alwis (ibid; see also de Alwis 1998, 

2004) asserts that these women "posed a conundrum for the Sri Lankan state" as the 

prioritisation of their maternal identity "continuously put the 'political' into question." 64,65 

64 The utilization of maternal ism for protest has continued :n Sri Lanka's post-conflict years. This 

practice has most prominently been used in Jaffna, with groups like Association for Relatives fo r 

Enforced Disappeared and Missing Persons' Parents organising demonstrations to coincide with 

state visits from high profile individuals such as British Prime Minister David Cameron (Iggulden 

2013; Robinson 2013), United Nations (UN) Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (Daily News 2016) and 

UN Human Rights Commissioner Navi Pillay (Aneez 2013; BBC News 2013). Additionally, ongoing 

protests in Kilinochchi , Vavuniya, Mullaithivu, Maruthankerny (Jaffna District) and Trincomalee 

(Trincomalee District) have been continually occupied for nineteen months (Fernando 2018; 

Wickrematunge 2017), primarily by the mothers and wives of the disappeared. It is important to 

note that by nonviolently protesting the past physical (in)security of their children, parents endanger 

their own physical (in)security in the present as demonstrators frequently experience abuse, 

harassment and threats by security forces (Fernando 2017) . 

65 For an analysis of the gendered symbolisation and manipulation of the rhetoric of the 

'motherland,' and the creation of the body-politic of women through conflict-based sexual violence, 

see Mookherjee (2008). See also Werbener's (1999) interrogation of 'political motherhood.' 
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In recent decades, the fragmentation offeminist campaigning has led de Alwis (2009 :87) to 

identify activists (herself included) "shift[ing] from strategies of 'refusal' to strategies of 

'request."' While the former methodology "would include forms of non-cooperation which 

encompass the more risk-prone, vulnerable terrains of strikes, fasts, go-slows and other 

forms of civil disobedience" (ibid), the latter relies more on '''feel safe' campaigns" 

(2009:81). While acknowledging that "there have been many instances in the political 

history of Sri Lanka where people who made requests to the state or militant groups for the 

restitution of their rights have been arrested, disappeared or killed," de Alwis (2009:87) 

emphasises that 

there is a crucial political distinction to be made ... between making 

requests of or demands from the state/militants which acquiesce to a 

pre-existing framing of the political and the defending of pre-constituted 

identities, to refusing to acknowledge the pre-given framings of the state 

or the militants. 

de Alwis (ibid) recognises the need for compliance is related to situations of physical 

(in)security, but suggests that it is in spaces 'outside' hegemonic structures that "the very 

parameters of the political are put into question." 

My use of the term 'physical (in)security' refers specifically to the former conflict zone of 

Jaffna and those who live and work within its militarised environment. As well as 

highlighting the tangible, violent aspects of physical (in)security at all levels of society, my 

analysis remains sensitive to its intangible effects and manifestations too, such as the fear 

and isolation. In doing so, I emphasise what Diphoorn & Grassiani (2015:10) refer to as the 

"subjective feelings of (in)security," aiming to understand how the concept can 

simultaneously include, exclude and be negotiated by marginalised communities. This is 

vital in examining how physical (in)security is generated and sustained by the hegemony, 

particularly how women are made vulnerable by nationalism (leG 2011). In order to further 

connect the physical (in)security of women and the physical (in)security of the state, I use 

Hudson et ai's (2008) research to highlight how everyday gender-based violence is 

instrumentalised by the patriarchy to justify severe national violence. The connection 

between domestic and public violence brings into question what is and isn't considered 

political, and I use de Alwis (2009) to inform how protest (maternal, refusal or request) can 

challenge the structures which facilitate interpersonal (in)security. Altogether, physical 

(in)security assesses the quality of an individual's life, not simply their ability to survive, 

emphaSising their human dignity as well as their physical integrity. 
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3.1.2. Kaveri Kala Manram 

This chapter focuses on the work of Kaveri Kala Manram 66 (KKM), a grassroots non

governmental organisation (NGO) based in the Jaffna District, Northern Province, the 

northernmost area of the island (Fig. 4, Fig. 5). KKM's headquarters - known as the 

Motherhouse - are located in Chulipuram, a small town eighteen kilometres north of Jaffna 

city (Fig. 6). The organisation was formed as a youth cultural group, but in the aftermath of 

the conflict and its severe impact on the Jaffna population, began "to engage in and 

facilitate the rehabilitation and resettlement of returning lOPs [internally displaced 

people]" (Insight On Conflict 2016). KKM works extensively with Tamil minority caste and 

leprosy communities across the Jaffna District, sourcing funding from international non

governmental organisations (INGOs) such as The Leprosy Mission to build wells and 

sanitation facilities for these extremely marginalised and ostracised populations. In addition 

to these pragmatic innovations, KKM combine elements of traditional arts practices with 

newer modes (such as Forum, Playback and street theatre) to address social issues through 

dramas.67 

KKM use dramas in partnership with all their social development objectives. For example, it 

is used to supplement what KKM categorise as their 'Leprosy Work,' by not only ensuring 

individuals have access to medicine, but also illustrating to them through stories the 

importance of taking that medicine regularly. This combination of practical and educational 

assistance helps "develop ways and means of strengthening mental and physical fitness and 

the restoration of Holistic Health arnong people affected by leprosy" (KKM - Vanni Hope 

2016). KKM also undertake Child Care work to promote the dignity and wellbeing of 

children, "encourag[ing] persons to believe and spread the idea that all are created equal" 

and to "recognize the children as the driving force of the future generation" (ibid) . KKM also 

promote Education and Innovation among children and adults by 

66 Kaveri is a name of a sacred Hindu river in southern India and Kala Manram translates as 'arts 

centre.' 

67 The members of KKM use the term 'dramas' as an all-encompassing word to describe any creative, 

theatre and dance work they do, including public storytelling. It was a term I encountered across Sri 

Lanka, where the strict Western dichotomy between formal stage theatre and informa l street 

performance is less apparent. Thi s is reflective of how much traditional theatre was historically 

performed outdoors and blurred lines between entertainment, ritual, sacred and satire, such as the 

Tamil dance drama kooththu and Sinhala masked dance drama ko/um . 
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encouraging " learning that is practical with the aim of developing creative ski lls that will 

fulfil the needs of the society" (ibid) . Farm and Environment education are also part of 

KKM's social development objectives, through which they "encourage the preservation, 

maintenance and strengthening of all creations which are the basis of human existence and 

use them for the welfare of every living being" (ibid) . 

While the above are certainly important and valuable, this ethnography focuses primarily 

on the following four KKM social development objectives: Theatre Action, Women's 

Empowerment, Religious Work and Hope Work. KKM's Theatre Action work aims to 

"produc[e] art and literature by the people that will provide solace to the needs and 

anxieties of the contemporary society" (KKM - Vanni Hope 2016) . Their Women's 

Empowerment work educates communities on the rights and capabilities of women and 

girls, and promotes the recognition of "women as the driving force of the family and 

society" (ibid) . The organisation's Religion Work encompasses both Christian and Hindu 

faiths, and with their belief that "stress relief is most important to [sic] post war 

community," KKM use spirituality to help "rebuild ... personal lives" (ibid) of the war

affected. By promoting individuals to harness tools of faith such as meditation, prayer and 

self-reflection, KKM suggest that "The temple [and church] will be a place for fellowship & 

social interaction within the community"68 (ibid) . All three of these practices - Theatre 

Action, Women's Empowerment and Religious Work - complement KKM's final social 

development objective: Hope Work. This encompasses many of the social issues outlined 

above but is specifically directed towards war-affected commun ities . KKM work with 

children, young people, adults and the elderly to "provide community-based rehabilitation 

services such as safe water, & livel ihoods, as well as supporting disadvantaged women & 

children" (ibid). 

68 The sentiment that religious spaces have the potential to provide a respite - even a resolution - to 

the conflict has be explored and critiqued by Spencer et al (2015) . A central theme of this work is the 

simultaneous "capacities and constraint, movement and boundaries" (Spencer et al 2015 :2) 

experienced by religious personnel such as priests, nuns, monks and imams in Sri Lanka's conflict

affect regions. The authors describe how such people "are able to travel across the boundaries 

thrown up by war, very often with a freedom afforded to almost no other civilians, but their means 

of travel ... is a cage. The cage confines them and allows them to move" (ibid) . While I categorise 

KKM's members as community - not religious - workers, Spencer et ai's (ibid) imagery is still relevant 

to the organi sation 's experiences of simultaneous access and restr iction. 
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The organisation has a staff of approximately ten core members dedicated to developing 

the dramas which supplement social development objectives. They are the individuals who 

populate this ethnography: eight young women and two young men, all aged between 

eighteen and twenty-three . One of the young women is Eeshani, a bright, lively and funny 

twenty year old who is a natural performer. Another is Yaalini, a considerate but sometimes 

shy young woman of twenty-one years. Aadalarasi is a talented dancer of twenty years who 

is much loved by the young girls she teaches dance to. One of the young men, Bhawan, is a 

quiet but confident nineteen year old while the other, Wasan, is a broad, tall eighteen year 

old with a booming voice and plenty of confidence. These ten performers are supported by 

four other members of KKM staff who perform different tasks at KKM like producing videos 

and cooking meals. One such person is Vijin, a sociable man in his late thirties who does 

most ofthe practical work around the Motherhouse, from fixing broken pipes to collecting 

visitors like myself from the bus station. He is also a talented actor and joins the core drama 

team for many performances. All these members originate from Chulipuram and the 

surrounding area, are from minority castes, and some are from leprosy-affected 

backgrounds. They work, therefore, in their own communities and communities like their 

own, meaning the socio-political prejudices which KKM challenge are experienced and 

embodied by its members. Several other individuals rotate in and out of this scene too, 

such as local dancers, Jaffna-born migrant professionals, and international volunteers, such 

as the members ofToF. 

At the very centre of KKM is Reverend Joshua, a Tamil Jesuit priest in his forties. He has 

worked in the Jaffna and Kilinochchi 69 Districts for decades, and it is through his slow and 

careful nurturing of good relationships with both local communities and security forces that 

allows the work of KKM to happen . Due to his considered and methodical approach, 

Reverend Joshua is not only adept at quickly finding out what new arrivals need from him, 

but also what abilities they have which might be useful to KKM. We first met at KKM's 

training centre, a small building a five minute walk from the Motherhouse through a maze 

69 Kilinochchi is approximately sixty kilometres south of Jaffna (Fig. 5) and was "the LTIE's 

administrative center and the base of its reclusive leader" (Wickramasinghe 2014:306) . The town 

was populated en masse in 1936 and 1950 through the Iranamadu colonisation scheme (Manogaran 

1987:90) which offered farmers from the overpopulated and drought-affected northern areas of 

Jaffna District subsidised land further south . It was a stronghold for the LTIE between 1990-1996, 

and again from 1998-2009, when the guerrilla organisation lost control of the area to the Sri Lankan 

army after three months of continuous fighting, known as the Battle of Kilinochchi. 
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of narrow streets encased by thatched palmyra leaf walls. The modest bu ilding comprised 

of one main space for workshops and lectures, two smaller office-cum-storage rooms and a 

small kitchen . Glancing my bag filled with pens, a notebook and Dictaphone, Reverend 

Joshua simply said, "I expect you want to talk to me."70 

Reverend Joshua spoke for an hour with little prompting on my behalf. From this 

conversation and his unpublished memoir, The Root of Life (Sivanganam n.d.), I garnered 

much about his upbringing, love of theatre and current work. At the age of seven, Reverend 

Joshua and his family fled from the south to Kilinochchi after anti-Tamil riots . There, he 

formed a dramatic society at school before working paddy fields from the age of twelve . He 

continued to engage with theatre at a community level but was sent to India with his sisters 

at the age of sixteen to avoid forced child enlistment by the LTTE. He spent the next three 

years in a refugee camp working as a labourer in many sectors, from construction to fishing. 

Returning to Kilinochchi in 1993, Reverend Joshua joined a seminary and was passionate 

about reconnecting with his community through mission work. 

Reverend Joshua was posted in the Vaddukoddai area (Fig. 6) among minority caste 

villages. His work, however, was disrupted by the mass exodus of the Jaffna peninsula in 

1995.71 Conflict and displacement exacerbated the injustices of caste discrimination, as 

Reverend Joshua explains: 

70 Having quickly determined what I needed from him, it took Reverend Joshua decidedly longer to 

figure out what abilities I had which would be useful to KKM. He persevered, continually giving me a 

variety of small tasks in hope that he would stumble upon a hidden talent of mine. I translated 

subtitles for a short film about newly built wells; I wrote reports on the dramas I saw performed; I 

even spent an entire day playing with a large group of endlessly energetic children in what Reverend 

Joshua called a 'Happiness Workshop.' Eventually, noticing my relative confidence for a young 

woman in Sri Lanka, Reverend Joshua asked me to run a Leadership workshop for the young women 

of KKM . The workshop went well , with the young women enjoying the games and role plays I had 

devised for them. The next day, Reverend Joshua told me the feedback had been extremely positive 

and the participants had asked for me to run another workshop for them soon. He looked somewhat 

relieved, as was I. 

71 On 30th October 1995, the entire population of Jaffna city, more than half a million people, 

evacuated their homes overnight to avoid being caught up in a major offensive planned by the 

government against the LTIE. With most of the exodus population on foot, many walked to cross the 

Navatkuli bridge into the neck of the peninsula, then down to Kil inochchi, a distance of seventy 

kilometres. (University Teachers for Human Rights (Jaffna) 1995). 
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Families were social ly excluded because of leprose [sic] and their caste, 

they lack self-confidence and have limited opportunities for 

development. Education levels were low and there are only a few 

employment opportunities due to the introduction of 'High Security 

Zones.' The embargo on sea fishing imposed by the Sri Lankan Armed 

Forces severely affected the ability of this community to pursue their 

traditional form of livelihood (Sivanganam n.d.: 10) . 

While there was an urgent need to challenge these conditions, Reverend Joshua did not 

directly challenge the entrenched societal injustice of caste hierarchy. Instead, he 

addressed related but periphery issues such as women's empowerment, preschool 

education, environmental education and health awareness. These subjects were inclusive 

and relevant to all castes, meaning Reverend Joshua was able to improve the conditions of 

those he worked with without creating further divisions: "Through these works I have 

brought people to outside [sic] from their community life & engage to look at other 

communities [sic]. I have never talked this people [sic] about the cast [sic] system" 

(Sivanganam n.d.:6). Reverend Joshua founded KKM in 2008 as an offshoot of the Leprosy 

Project he had previously been running and continued to address periphery issues to 

indirectly challenge a central social problem. This circuitous methodology enables the 

organisation to gain access to the most marginalised communities while negotiating both 

parties' physical (in)security, a difficult endeavour when considering Jaffna's socio-political 

history. 

3.1.3. Jaffna: A Brief History 

Jaffna is the name of a Sri Lanka's northernmost city, the district it is the capital of, as well 

as the peninsula they are located on (Fig. 5), all of which have long been sites of cultural 

and political importance. According to Wickramasinghe (2014:274), the Jaffna Kingdom 

(?1215-1624) was briefly the most powerful of all the island's regional kingdoms in the mid

fourteenth century and "gradually became the focal point of a distinct Tamil identity." The 

kingdom built important Hindu temples, sites of education and learning, and produced vast 

quantities of Tamilliterature. The Jaffna Kingdom lost independence in 1619 to Portuguese 

colonialists who had arrived on the island more than a century before and enforced Roman , 

Catholicism upon its population. Recognising Jaffna's importance as a trade link between 

Colombo and India, the Portuguese fortified the town and took over the trade of elephants 
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and other lucrative exports from the local community. In 1658, the Portuguese lost control 

of the area to the invading Dutch who subsequently expanded the fort and built 

Presbyterian churches . In 1876, Jaffna fell under the command of the British, during which 

time the city's inhabitants became prosperous and continued its rich cultural and academic 

legacy by building schools, temples and a book collection which would eventually become 

the Jaffna Public Library. 

While Jaffna grew reasonably prosperous under the British, the legacy of this triple 

consecutive colonisation for the north's Tamil population was severe. One repercussion of 

missionaries was the creation of new "divides when Tamils converted to Catholicism or 

other forms of Christianity" (Wickramasinghe 2014:274). Another was the formalised 

legitimacy given to the caste system, causing aggravation among the minority castes and 

creating additional tension within the Tamil population . As Wickramasinghe (2014:275) 

details: 

Under the Dutch the Vella las consolidated their position and benefitted 

from tobacco cultivation . Under Roman-Dutch law the Pallars and 

Nalavars became slaves and supplied the field labour for the Vellala 

cultivators. In 1844 the abolition of slavery by the British put an end to 

slave based tobacco farming and the number of those claiming to be 

Vellalas swelled to 50 per cent in the 1950s. Vellalas reacted to the 

upward mobility of the minority castes by continu ing the imposition of 

the sumptuary restrictions that had had the force of law under the Dutch, 

through extra legal restrictions. 

By strategically creating discord and animosity, all three colonial powers enhanced their 

influence through a 'divide and conquer' ploy. This legacy continued even after 

Independence in 1948, when the British left the country with a legal, political and social 

system that not only benefited the Sinhala community and discriminated against the Tamil, 

but also systemised the oppression of minority Tamil castes. 

Until the 1960s, the Vellala caste were considered the dominant caste in the Northern 

Province "both numerically and in terms of power" (Wickramasinghe 2014:274) . Minority 

agricultural labouring castes such as the Pallar, Nalavar, Parayar and Vannar castes then 

began to challenge this domination. Pfaffenberger (1994:146 cited in Wickramasinghe 

2014:275) describes how previously, minority castes were 
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forbidden to enter or live near temples, to draw water from the wells of 

high caste families, to enter laundries, barber shops, cages, or taxis; to 

keep women in seclusion and protect them by enacting domestic rituals; 

to wear shoes, to sit on bus seats, to register their names properly so that 

social benefits could be obtained; to attend school, to cover the upper 

part of the body, to wear gold earrings; if a male to cut one's hair, to use 

umbrellas, to own a bicycle or car, to cremate the dead; or to convert to 

Christianity or Buddhism. 

While many of these impositions and oppressions are no longer legally enforced, some are 

still upheld in rural areas. It is among such communities that KKM work, and during my time 

with them, the most common complaint brought to them by minority caste families was 

that their access to communal wells had been restricted by members of more dominant 

castes. 

As well as caste, ethnicity and race are also "dominant identity marker[s] among Tamils" 

(Wickramasinghe 2014:274). The population of Jaffna city is 88,000,72 with the total district 

being 583,882 (Census of Population and Housing 2012). The vast majority of the district's 

population are Tamil (577,338), followed by Sinhala (2,284)' Muslim (2,162), Up-Country 

Tamil (1,807), Burgher (126), Malay (23), Sri Lankan Chetty (23), Bharatha (22) and finally, 

other ethnicities (97) (ibid). The largest religion in the district is Hinduism (483,255)' 

followed by Roman Catholic (75,474), other Christian denominations (20,511)' Islam 

(2,363), Buddhism (2,168) and, finally, other religions (111) (ibid). 

Jaffna's modern history and significance in the conflict can be traced back to the early 

1970s when "The Jaffna peninsula was declared a troubled zone and no elections were held 

there until 1975" (Wickramasinghe 2014:294). A reduction in admission quotas for 

universities, discriminatory employment practices, the centralisation of industry in the 

Western Province, and the repercussions of the Sinhala Only Act led to a rise in the 

militarisation of young Tamil men. Wickramasinghe (2014:293) states that "Violence and 

political murders became part ofthe struggle when the SLFP [Sri Lanka Freedom Party] 

organiser in Jaffna, former MP for Jaffna and former mayor Alfred Durayappah, was 

assassinated by a group of Tamil youth led by Velupillai Prabhakaran." The same year, the 

72 Prior to the conflict, Jaffna was Sri Lanka's second largest city. Due to the disproportionately high 

rate of fatality, displacement and emigration which occurred in the area, the city is now the twelfth 

most populated on the island (Census of Population and Housing 2012). 
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LTIE (formerly the Tamil Students Federation and Tamil New Tigers) was formed, with 

Prabhakaran as its founder and leader. These young men, with "no experience or 

knowledge of democratic politics, ... belonged to a social stratum that resented the 

domination of the upper classes and upper castes, and they were predominantly Tamil

speaking as opposed to their English-speaking Westernised counterparts" (2014:294). 

Disenchanted by the Tamilleaders who had come before them, they "rebelled against 

traditional norms of Tamil society" (ibid). 

In the years of the conflict, Jaffna (like Trincomalee) held an ideological significance as the 

historical seat of the Tamil people and so became a heavily constantly contested space. 

Black July coincided with the intensification ofTamil militancy in what Daniel (1997:70-1) 

refers to as "history's theoretical/theatrical intrusion." On 29th July the same year, the LTIE 

signed the Indo-Lanka Accord with the Sri Lankan and Indian governments. The LTIE 

withdrew to the jungle while "The arrival of the IPKF [Indian Peace Keeping Force] was 

greeted with much joy by the people of Jaffna who welcomed the Indians with flowers, 

garlands and food" (Wickramasinghe 2014:304). This optimism, however, was short lived as 

"The counter-insurgency methods practice by the IPKF, which included harsh interrogation, 

torture and executions, contributed to alienating Tamil civilians from the IPKF as well as its 

Tamil allies" (2014:305) . The IPKF withdrew from the island in March 1990, but not before 

attempting to "consolidate the position of the Northeast Provincial Council by training and 

arming two militia - popularly known as the Tamil National Army - with forcibly abducted 

youth" (ibid). 

By April 1996, Jaffna was once again under the control of the government. The city, 

however, remained under constant contestation, attack or siege for the following thirteen 

years by LTIE, who controlled the land and roads connecting the peninsula to the mainland. 

In 1999, the LTIE regained their control of the southern parts of the Jaffna peninsula and in 

2002, a ceasefire agreement brokered by Norway was signed. Yet by December 2008, the 

government withdrew officially from the agreement, accusing the LTTE of "violating the 

truce more than one thousand times by carrying out assassinations and terror attacks 

against civilians and by continuing to forcibly recruit children into their ranks" 

(Wickramasinghe 2014:359). LTTE counter-claimed that the government "had carried out 

air raids and artillery attacks, killing and displacing thousands ofTamils in the Northern and 

Eastern Provinces" (ibid). On 14th January 2009 the Sri Lankan army captured the entire 

Jaffna peninsula. 
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The fina l three years of the conflict saw unprecedented numbers of lOPs, with more than 

300,000 people being displaced in the Northern Province alone. The majority of these lOPs 

were housed in Manik Farm and kept in "virtual detention, with severe restrictions placed 

on their freedom of movement" (Saparamadu & Lall 2014:2) . The government justified this 

detention of civilians by claiming it was "a legitimate national security measure" (Harris 

2010 cited in Saparamadu & Lall 2014:2), an attitude which rolled over into the much 

criticised resettlement process. The "top-down control by political elites and the military" 

(2014:v) not only describes the relocation process as "a practice underpinned by 

centralisation of power and militarisation," but also highlights the Colombo-centric, Sinhala 

Buddhist nationalism which fuels it. By taking "control over the key ministries which affect 

policies and practice on land issues and economic development in the North" (ibid), 

po litical and military actors restrict "the autonomy of the civil administrators" and serve the 

interests of the ruling elites. In addition, the "ad hoc demarcation" (ibid) of High Security 

Zones (HSZs) is a major hindrance to lOPs trying to return to their places of origin, keeping 

them in a perpetual state of displacement and (in)security. All these issues cause much 

tension among the Northern Province's Tamil community, "who suspect that development 

is tied to a state-sponsored project of Sinhalisation" (ibid). 

In this environment of state sanctioned suspicion, how can Tamil communities share 

experiences of past physical (in)security without further endangering their immediate 

physical security? In the following section, I outline my interpretation of KKM's process of 

creating physically secure spaces for people to share their stories of the conflict while 

working within the militaristic hegemonic structures that would silence them. 

3.1.4. Negotiating Physical Security: A Four-Stage Process 

Following de Alwis (2009), I categorise KKM's process of negotiating a physical secure 

environment for themselves and those they work with as a strategy of request rather than 

refusal. Through four discernible stages, KKM work within - not against - hegemonic 

structures to gain access to and employ public storytelling among marginalised Tamil 

communities . It is not a structured methodology as much of KKM's decision making being 

dependent on intuition or in the moment assessments, nor is it an incremental process as 

some stages (1) are ongoing while others (3 and 4) may never be achieved. It does, 

however, depict a useful guideline for KKM's creation of physical security and as such, 

provide a useful analytical tool. 
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1. Nurturing Good Working Relationships with Local Authorities : This stage, while 

necessary for the start of any project, is an ongoing process. No community or 

humanitarian initiative is allowed to take place in Jaffna without being sanctioned 

by a government representative. This stage, therefore, involves KKM frequently 

meeting and liaising with local authorities and meticulously complying with the 

various protocols NGOs working in the former conflict zone must abide by. Despite 

working in Chulipuram and its surrounding area for decades, Reverend Joshua still 

views every interaction with local authorities - specifically politicians and the 

security forces (whether low-ranking foot soldiers or high-ranking police chiefs) - as 

a negotiation.73 This stage of creating physical security is characterised by a feeling 

of precarity and endless diplomacy, with KKM continually striving to appease local 

authorities and build better working relationships in hope that they wiil be allowed 

to continue their work. 

2. Producing Practical Performances: Once KKM have secured access to a community 

through local authorities, their first interactions with that community are focused 

on a practical issue. This might include producing performances (or performance

workshop hybrids) aboL!t one particular issue such as sanitation, leprosy medication 

or food hygiene. They are characterised by their unidirectional flow of information, 

with KKM's relationship with the community mirroring that of teacher-student. This 

ensures that there are limited reasons and opportunities for community members 

to share personal or political stories, reducing any potential risk to them or KKM. 

They are held in a public space, often outdoors and within the community itself. 

Repetition of such practical performances creates familiarity and trust between 

73 Reverend Joshua told me that he felt one bad interaction could dismantle the working 

relationships he had been nurturing with local authorities for two decades. He exemplified this with 

a situation he was dealing with at the time: a local police chief with whom Revered Joshua had 

established a working relationship with over the past fifteen years had suddenly been replaced. 

Reverend Joshua was yet to meet the replacement but knew him through reputation and was fearful 

that he would not allow him to continue his work freely. When I asked whether the original police 

chief could give KKM a recommendation to his successor, Reverend Joshua told me that despite 

working hard to be obliging over the past decade and a half, he had only managed to de-escalate 

what was at first a hostile working relationship and had not been able to extend it to a cordial one. 

Fifteen years of hard work, he felt, had been undone overnight. 
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KKM and the community, with the community sometimes requesting more 

performances through their local authorities . 

3. Producing Personal Performances: Once a positive relationship has been 

established between themselves, local authorities and a community, KKM will 

expand the range of their performance subjects to include ones which address 

more emotive social issues. These represent the majority of performances KKM 

produce and take place in public spaces, again, within the community itself. 

Subjects include alcoholism, domestic violence and overseas labour migration . 

While these social issues may be exacerbated within the context of a former 

conflict zone, they are not regarded as directly caused by the conflict. 74 Talking 

about such issues provides a way of talking about the fallout of the conflict without 

talking about (or criticising) the conflict itself. Audiences might be presented with a 

drama and encouraged to share their opinions about the social issues impacting on 

the characters, given them the opportunity to reflect on how these issues might be 

impacting their own life through the distance granted by fictionalisation. If KKM 

feel it is appropriate (physically secure enough) for individuals to share their own 

stories, they will ask for positive stories about resilience, hope and overcoming 

difficult situations. 

4. Producing Political Performances : Occasionally a situation will arise in a 

performance when it becomes necessary to broach difficult, complicated and 

negative subject matter. In such a case, if Reverend Joshua and KKM assess the 

environment to be as physically secure as reasonably possible, a Political 

Performance may take place. Such performances are extremely rare and never 

planned in advance; rather, they occur organically in the moment. They happen in 

closed groups in private spaces where the audience is small and already familiar 

with each other. These performances are not purposefully critical of local or 

national politics but may be regarded as counter-hegemonic as they highlight social 

injustice~ which often occurred during or as a direct result of the conflict. An 

important characteristic of these performances is that the need for confidentiality 

will be explicitly stated and agreed to. 

This interpretation of Reverend Joshua and KKM's process of creating physical security can 

be further condensed to : the more emotive the subject of a performance, the more 

74 Fernando et al (2010) refer to such issues as daily stressors ca used or exacerbated by disaster. 
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physically secure the environment must be. To illustrate general rule, I will provide an 

example of each performance type - Practical, Personal and Political - and contextualise 

their level of physical (in)security. In the following Violence section of this chapter, a Food 

Hygiene performance in a resettlement village is characterised as a Practical Performance 

and used to explore a larger concept of the militarisation of Jaffna and its creation of 

eternallDPs. A Women's Empowerment performance in a village is then characterised as a 

Personal Performance and used to explore women's security as a necessity for national 

security. In the final Reconciliation section of this chapter, a closed group workshop at 

KKM's training centre is characterised as a Political Performance and used to explore a 

more affectual understanding of the 'political.' As mentioned above, the first stage of 

KKM's process of creating physical security - Nurturing Good Working Relationships with 

Local Authorities - is an ongoing process, so is a prerequisite of all three ethnographic 

examples. 

3.2. Violence 

3.2.1. Food Hygiene in a Resettlement Village: An Example of a Practical Performance 

During my second visit to KKM, Reverend Joshua invited me to attend a performance the 

organisation was facilitating the following day. It was to take place in a new resettlement 

village, the inhabitants of which would have been displaced for at least the four years since 

the end of the conflict in 2009. This was my first opportunity to see the young men and 

women of KKM work outside of Chulipuram, so I enthusiastically took up the offer. 

Reverend Joshua would not be participating in the performance himself (having given up 

acting in 2009 after marrying) nor would he be accompanying those who were (he felt 

younger members became self-conscious in his presence). He had, however, worked closely 

with the performers in creating and rehearsing the drama - the subject of which was to be 

food hygiene, formatted as a semi-scripted drama followed by a group discussion - so felt 

that they were well prepared for the task. The resettlement village was located in a HSZ, a 

heavily militarised area of land which the government was repopulating with IDPs. This 

performance, therefore, presents a condensed example of the politicised administrative 

structures KKM works within; gaining access to this village reflects KKM's ability to nurture 

good working relationships with local authorities. 
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The following morning, the nine individuals who would be performing at the village 

(Bhawan, Vijin and seven young women including Eeshani and Yaalini) and I made the 

journey to the resettlement village. It took us two bus rides and a drive in a minivan to 

reach our location at the centre of the peninsula by late morning. As we drove into the HSZ, 

young Sinhala men wearing camouflage army uniforms and rifles slung across their backs 

checked the group's identity with Vijin and allowed us to enter. We stopped at the first two 

buildings we reached and were met by a local community leader while more soldiers circled 

the periphery . The housing for the returned lOPs was presumably behind these buildings, 

but this was as much of the village as we saw. The community leader walked us over to the 

building on the right, a one-storey building with a palmyra thatched roof, freshly 

whitewashed walls and a small red sign 'Sub Post Office' in Sinhala, Tamil and English . A tall 

tree stood in front of it, the wide branches of which created a large circle of dappled shade. 

This had been jointly decided by KKM and the community leader to be the location of the 

performance, so the group unpacked a large sheet of white tarpaulin from a bag and 

demarcated the stage floor by spreading it on the ground and weighing it down with 

stones. Vijin and the community leader created the back of the stage by securing a large, 

rectangular banner to a fence behind. It read : 

Health Promotion Awareness Programme 

for newly resettled communities in Jaffna and Kilinochchi districts. 

Supported by 

Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation SDC 

Implemented by 

Kaveri Kala Manram 

The young women were the;1 led into the building on the left to change out of their 

colourful shalwar kameez and into their matching maroon polo shirts and navy tracksuit 

bottoms. By the time they rejoined Bhawan and Vijin (who had changed their shirts 

outside), the community leader had begun drawing up a crowd for the performance. The 

village had been given prior notice that a public event would be occurring that day so 

within ten minutes a sizable audience of a hundred people had arrived. Most of the 

audience were women, some with their young children on their hips, and a minority of 

twenty-two men ambled slowly behind them. The women sat on the ground outside the 

post office, packed tightly together to allow everyone into the shade. The men grouped 

together to the side, some seated on the dusty earth, others stood closely behind . While 

there were no children of school-age in attendance, a handful of young children who had 
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finished Montessori
75 

for the day sat either on their mothers' laps or cross-legged on the 

floor, still wearing their blue uniforms and their backpacks em blazoned with bright cartoon 

characters. Together, the audience created a wide semi-circle on one side of the tree , 

facing the tarpaulin stage on the other. 

KKM's drama was about a man (Vijin) who, having been living in the United Kingdom (UK), 

returns home to Jaffna to visit his family. It began with a song, during which six of the 

actors moved around the stage scratching themselves, singing about how they hadn't 

washed in a fortnight. Three actors stood behind, acting as a neglected well and a water 

pump. After being welcomed by his family and presented with flower garlands, the man's 

mother (Eeshani) and other family members began preparing lunch for him . Walking into 

the kitchen, however, the protagonist was appalled to see the poor hygiene being 

practiced. At first, he watched silently in shock as one young woman sneezed into a bowl of 

food and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. When another strol led in quickly began 

chopping vegetables, he asked "Where did you come from?" She replied, "The toilet." He 

asked "Have you washed your hands?" to which she, amused by his question, responded 

"No." The audience laughed loudly at various hygiene violations wh ich were acted out in 

front of them and some of the soldiers curiously edged their way closer to watch as well. 

After some time in stunned disbelief, the protagonist's dismay erupted, and he scolded his 

relatives for their bad practices. He then taught them the correct protocol for handling and 

preparing food which he learnt during his time abroad. He used his mother (to whom he 

referred to as 'Mummy,' drawing hoots of laughter from the audience each time) to 

demonstrate his instructions. She, in return, received loud laughs whenever she got 

something wrong or tried to give up. Eventually, the protagonist succeeded in teaching his 

re latives about proper hygiene in food preparation and the drama ended with Mummy and 

the family singing about what they learned . 

After the performance, Yaalini led the audience in a discussion about food hygiene 

practices the drama had highlighted. The other performers stood behind holding two hand 

painted illustrations76 each and Yaalini walked in front of them, asking the audience to 

75 Schooling for children younger than seven years old in Sri Lanka is commonly known as 

Montessori , but th is does not necessarily mean the school abides by the Montessori education 

system. 

76 These illustrations were painted by students at Jaffna Un iversity's Faculty of Arts, an example of 

KKM's practice of promoting local collaboration. 
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identify the situation being presented, what potential hygiene risks there were, and how to 

avoid them . While the audience had been forthcoming with their laughter during the 

drama, they were withdrawn in their answers during the discussion . When Bhawan stepped 

forward at the end of the discussion to ask for more general feedback about the whole 

event, only one man offered his opinion, saying that he thought the performance had been 

educational and done in an entertaining way. As none of the women offered a response, 

Yaalini moved forward to address them separately, at which point a few offered short, 

perfunctory but positive answers . After the performance, the actors were pleased with 

their efforts and the reception of the audience, with Eeshani's 'Mummy' being a highlight 

for all of them . 

3.2.2. Characterising the Food Hygiene Performance as a Practical Performance 

The resettlement village performance was characteristic of a Practical Performance in 

several ways. Firstly, it used an unassuming subject matter, with food hygiene being 

considered banal because of its basis in ordinary, everyday life. Its connection to the 

household - a domain associated with women - makes it a secure subject for KKM to broach 

without risking phYSical (in)security because hegemonic authorities regard domesticity and 

femininity to be the antithesis of the extraordinary, exceptional circumstances of conflict - a 

domain associated with men . By suggesting a subject which does not overlap with the 

militaristic, nationalistic or political rhetoric of work and of war, and does not evoke the 

suspicion of LTIE-sympathy due to its universality, KKM are able to take advantage of a 

gendered dichotomisation to gain access to marginalised communities. While food hygiene 

is considered unimportant for state security, it is vitally important for the physical security 

of individuals affected by conflict . Illness can exacerbate already difficult and constrained 

living conditions like those experienced by returned IDPs, resulting in deteriorated health, 

loss of earnings, absence from school, and even domestic violence . Food hygiene, 

therefore, provides a valuable subject for KKM as it isn't considered to affect the public, 

political sphere of men but is directly applicable and beneficiary to the private, domestic 

sphere of women . 

Secondly, the Food Hygiene performance was characteristic of a Practical Performance in 

its outdoor staging. Held in a public space selected with the local community leader, the 

stage was located in front of the village post office, a municipal building which is open to 
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use by all community members. This meant that ethnic and religious divisions did not 

restrict who could attend, making the performance open to participation from all .77 

Thirdly, the Food Hygiene performance was characterised by its unidirectional flow of 

information and the practical lessons it taught. Working in a new environment with a new 

community meant that their stories represented were unknown. As the community leader 

and armed soldiers were a continuous presence throughout the performance, structuring 

the drama and discussion as a learning system (which, as discussed in relation to 

Trincomalee, suggests a formal and rigid set of expected behaviours on the part of both the 

teacher and student) allowed KKM to reduce any potential risk to them or the audience. 

Yaalini cultivated this teacher-student relationship by asking specific questions prompted 

by the illustrations. She used call and response, a method commonly used in classrooms, to 

encourage participation ("What should you use with water to wash your hands?") but 

restricted the audience's response ("Soap!") . By limiting ways in which audience members 

could participate, KKM purposefully directed the conversation, leaving little room for 

deviation and reduced the opportunity for counter-hegemonic discourse. 

Finally, the Food Hygiene performance was characteristic of a Practical Performance as it 

created a foundation from which KKM could build a relationship with the community. KKM 

recognised that women's lack of access to employment opportunities in Jaffna relegates 

them to the domestic domain and excludes them from public and political affairs. By 

strategically planning the time and subject of their performance, KKM were able to gain 

access to this extremely marginalised group (the ratio of women to men in the audience 

was approximately 4:1) and address a pertinent domestic issue with them in a public 

setting. This created a direct line of communication between KKM and the women of the 

resettlement village, and by revisiting and fostering this relationship, KKM can develop the 

physical security of both parties. 

77 Despite this strategic location choice, it is worth acknowledging that the performance still would 

not have been accessible to everyone. For example, those who have limited mobility skills might not 

have been able to reach the performance space, nor might those from minority castes have been 

able to attend if the village had a mixed demographic and more dominant castes objected . In 

awareness of such access issues, KKM provide specific programmes for those unable to leave their 

homes (as detailed in the Reconciliation section of this chapte r) and as members of minority castes 

them selves, have an established practice of connecting with excl uded groups directly. 
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3.2.3. Militarisation and the Creation of EternallDPs 

The specific characteristics of a Practical Performance (its unassuming subject, outdoor 

staging, unidirectional and practical teachings, and potential for continued collaboration 

with a community) are defined and necessitated by Jaffna's ongoing militarisation . The 

resettlement village where the Food Hygiene performance was held exemplifies the effects 

of militarisation particularly well, specifically how HSZs hold a dubious position between 

conflict and peacetime, violence and reconciliation. In thei~ theory and planning, 

resettlement villages are constructed as civilian spaces; yet in practice, they are heavily 

militarised spaces occupied by security forces. This is further compounded by the 

government's suspicion of returning TamillDPs being LTIE members or sympathisers, 

rendering the security forces' treatment of resettled villagers as somewhere in between 

civilian and enemy. Due to this ambiguity between peace and conflict, civilian and enemy, 

HSZ resettlement villages are spaces where the physical security of civilians and the physical 

security of their nation can clash. 

The government was hastened to resettle the Northern Province's 300,000 IDPs from 

camps such as Manik Farm at the end of the conflict. This was in part due to the 

international community who correctly surmised that the recent (and historical) violence of 

Sinhala-majority security forces presented a severe threat to the physical security of Tamil 

civilians. Yet when IDPs like those of the resettlement village were 'returned,' suspicion of 

the potential threat they posed to the physical security of the nation meant that many 

remained under military supervision. TamillDPs, therefore, are simultaneously presented 

by the government as casualties of physical (in)security and threats to physical security. 

Through such hegemonic suspicion, returned TamillDPs are simultaneously removed from 

the conflict and unable to rejoin society. They cannot be regarded as 'formerly' displaced as 

the creation of HSZs and the restriction of resources into the resettlement villages never 

allows inhabitants to reintegrate fully into society. This structural marginalisation denies 

returned TamillDPs the full rights and dignities of fellow (Sinhala) citizens, instead imposing 

a liminal identity which is strategically beneficial to the hegemony. By creating physical 

(in)security in the new homes of returned IDPs, the hegemony is able to keep returned 

TamillDPs in a constant state of instability; they become eternallDPs, essentially the 

antithesis to the separatist homeland the LTIE had envisioned for Tamil people. 

In a state of such (in)security, KKM's drama about food hygi ene plays a significant role in 

normalising the situation of returned IDPs. The specific experience of recently returned 
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TamillOPs in a militarised resettlement village is characterised by its unfamiliarity and 

newness to those living it. Individuals must process and negotiate their liminal position 

between displaced and resettled without having seen or experienced it before . There is no 

reference to the conflict or HSZs in the drama, a choice which does not ignore or dismiss 

the context within which it occurred, but which highlights the importance of everyday 

issues and appreciates everyday interactions. It is true that a son returning from the UK is 

not a universal experience and that many audience members would have lost relatives 

during the conflict . Yet what makes the story relatable is the interaction between the family 

members; how they cook and celebrate together, how they tease and laugh with each 

other, how they berate but love one another. In this representation of domesticity, 

community members have their ordinary and intimate moments acknowledged. The 

characters have agency in their own lives, an agency which audience members are 

encouraged to see in themselves through the practical lessons taught in the post

performance discussion. They are offered a means of taking control of their circumstances 

in small but pragmatic ways, a valuable tool and subtle means of resistance in the face of 

structural oppression. Additionally, while language might have been a barrier for the 

soldiers who slowly moved forward to watch the performance, the representation of a 

family environment might have been universal enough to humanise the returned Tamil 

lOPs they concurrently protect, and protect the Sinhala population from. 

3.2.4. Women's Empowerment and World Vision Collaboration: An Example of a Personal 

Performance 

Months after the Food Hygiene performance during another visit to Jaffna, I was invited by 

Reverend Joshua to observe a project KKM were doing in collaboration with World Vision 

on women's empowerment.78 While World Vision part-funded the initiative and selected 

the target communities, KKM were responsible for creating the content. Characteristically, 

KKM designed the project as a short drama that lasted between ten and fifteen minutes, 

and supplementary public storytelling performance afterwards. This would be taken to 

seven rural villages across Jaffna over the course of two days and performed by group of 

nine KKM members, including Vijin, Bhawan, Wasan, Yaalini and Aadalarasi. They were 

joined and assisted at each performance by Naavesh, a thirty-three year old Tamil man and 

78 This also contributed towards KKM's involvement with ToF year-long EWA campaign. 
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World Vision employee. Naavesh had worked for the INGO since leaving school and had an 

in-depth knowledge of the two Jaffna regions (known as Divisional Secretariats, which 

together encompass more than twenty villages) World Vision worked in . Having spent the 

past fourteen years nurturing good working relationships with local authorities, he 

performed his work securely and with boundless enthusiasm. 

According to Naavesh, both the Divisional Secretariats World Vision operate in are further 

divided to ten smaller administrative areas. Working closely with the head of each of these 

smaller areas, he was able to identify the villages which he considered would benefit most 

from the women's empowerment project. Naavesh, however, was not my only gatekeeper 

for information related to local social issues. As we arrived in KKM's minivan to each village, 

Yaalini would give me an assessment of the conditions there. "This village is very bad," she 

would say; "Lots of -" and gestured drinking from a bottle. Of another village she said, 

"Knowledge is very low [here]. Girls not [sic] learn. Lots of teenage pregnancy." She put her 

hand on her stomach and mimed it rising; "There was a fourteen year old; a baby with a 

baby." 

Toward the end of the second day of performances, KKM's members looked visibly tired. 

This final performance was to take place on the edge of a village both Naavesh and Yaalini 

had described to me as "better off," on a patch of dusty, unused land. Three trees lined the 

narrow, raised road at the bottom of the land which separated the village from its 

agricultural fields, so the performers decided to set up their stage underneath their shade. 

As with all their previous performances - some of which had been held in school 

playgrounds, others behind houses, one underneath a deity tree next to a Hindu shrine -

the stage was constructed out of a repurposed UNHCR branded tarpaulin sheet with large 

stones and pieces of rubble holding it down. Two plastic chairs had also been found and 

positioned on the very edge of the stage. The group were once again wearing their uniform 

of maroon polo shirts and navy tracksuit bottoms, but for these performances they also had 

a drum or tambourine in their hands. Gathering up a final weary breath, Bhawan shared a 

look of resolution with his fellow performers before suddenly expelling a long, loud shout 

and fiercely banging on the drum tucked in the crux of his left arm. He walked across the 

makeshift stage and up the raised bank of the road to position himself at the highest 

vantage point. The other eight KKM members followed and joined him, banging drums and 

shaking tambourines, calling out for the people of the village to come outside and join them 

for a performance. 
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A few onlookers who had watched the group set up from the periphery began slowly 

moving forward . Three women who had been standing a hundred meters away at the far 

edge of the clearing began to inch their way forward, their kohl-lined eyes and gold 

jewellery confirming to me that this village was slightly "better off" than the others we had 

visited . Their children ran around their legs but, drawn to the noise of the drums and 

tambourines, brought their games further and further down the clearing. They stole glances 

at the performers until eventually all pretence of their game was dropped and they scuttled 

towards the stage, curiosity overcoming their shyness. One man parked his tuk tuk on the 

side of the road and watched Bhawan and the others intently. Gradually, he was joined by 

dozens more men, some passing on bicycle, others on foot, spotting each other and 

forming a crowd. Naavesh told me that village members had been told about the 

performance in advance, which became evident when the KKM members made their way 

back down onto the stage and were surrounded by an audience of sixty adults and seventy 

children, with both genders being represented relatively equally. 

The performance began with a drama about a young woman who, through the 

circumstances of her life, found herself destitute. It opened with a huge black demon 

(Bhawan sat on the shoulders of Wasan, covered in a long black cloth) chasing the 

protagonist (Aadalarasi) from behind the audience across the stage. At each performance, 

children screamed and scattered at the sight of the demon, running in all directions and 

taking a long time to settle back down. Once they did, the drama continued with the 

ensemble playing a variety of roles, from members of the young woman's family to her 

conscience. After a stream of unfortunate events, poor decisions and an incident of 

domestic violence/ 9 the young woman found herself in a seemingly hopelessness situation 

and completely isolated from her friends and family. She fell onto the floor and withdrew to 

the corner of the stage. Just when all seemed lost, however, the ensemble, representing 

her relatives as well as her positive personality traits, found her. They all extended their 

hands towards her and helped her onto her feet again . For the first time, the young woman 

began speaking openly to her family about her difficulties and together, they set about 

regaining control of her life through careful decision making and thoughtful action . 

A public storytelling performance was held after the drama. When Yaalini, the conductor, 

asked the audience how they felt about what had been portrayed, one middle-aged man 

79 For more on domestic violence legislation and support services in Sri Lanka, see Kodikara (2012) 

and Kodikara & Piyadasa (2012). 
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responded that was sad for the young woman's situation. An older woman asserted a need 

to "destroy the evil" of domestic violence . Yaalini then asked if anyone wanted to share a 

positive story from their own lives about resilience, hope or overcoming difficult situations. 

After a few moments of quiet, a woman in her thirties raised her hand . As the previous two 

audience members had shared their thoughts from the audience, she looked embarrassed 

and uncomfortable when Yaalini insisted that she join her on the stage. She did, however, 

take up Yaalini's offer and they sat on two plastic chairs to the side of the stage together. 

The woman's young daughter followed her onto the stage and sat on her mother's lap 

while, despite looking nervous, the woman told a personal story about her husband's 

alcohol dependency. As soon as she finished her telling, the woman tried to leave the stage 

but was stopped by Yaalini who asked her to choose an actor to play herself and her 

husband. Interestingly she picked Wasan, the tallest of the young men to play herself and a 

young woman to play her husband .Bo Again, the woman tried to leave the stage but was 

asked by Yaalini to watch the performance from where she sat. While the actors 

performed, she ducked down behind her daughter and absent-mindedly played with her 

child's hair. Once the performance was over, she flashed an embarrassed but sincere smile 

to the actors before quickly walking herself and her daughter back to the audience. 

After two more short reflections were given about the drama, a young woman of about 

eighteen years raised her hand to share her story. Joining Yaalini on stage, she stated that 

she was a volunteer with World Vision and was extremely passionate about the work she 

did with the organisation . She told Yaalini that when they are trying to start a new project, 

she goes to all the houses in her local area to recruit young people . She especially wanted 

other young women of her age to join because she believed in the empowerment of 

women . Going to people's houses, however, she said that she often didn't even get to 

80 This was the first time I encountered a gender swap during my time working with ToF and it would 

be one of only two times I witnessed this happening. The second time was to be later in the same 

performance. Both times Wasan was chosen by women to play themselves. It seems noteworthy 

that these two women tellers chose the largest man on stage to play them during a women's 

empowerment performance. These unconventional choices in teller's actor allowed the experiences 

of both women to be amplified by Wasan's alleviated male status. His broad physique and deep, 

booming voice dominated the public performance space in a manner the women could not embody 

themselves. In choosing Wasan as their mouthpieces, the tellers added weight and volume to their 

stories literally and figuratively, giving their experiences more gravitas then they might have been 

awarded if spoken by themselves . 
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speak to other young people because their parents won 't allow her. She said they often 

reprimand her, saying '''Why are you working for World Vision? We won' t allow our child to 

work with World Vision . We will only allow it if they give us money.'" The young woman 

said that she is even scolded by her own parents for volunteering. But, she said, even 

though she was not getting paid for her community work, she was still acquiring new 

knowledge and learning new skills . After she had shared her story, Yaalini asked her to 

choose an actor to play her. Again, Wasan was chosen as teller's actor. While acting as the 

teller, Wasan gave an impassioned speech about the importance of World Vision's work 

and the value of young people volunteering with them, which the young woman he was 

playing applauded from beside him. When the performance was over, the young woman 

asked Yaalini if she could say something to the audience. She stood in the middle of the 

stage and appealed to the parents in the audience to allow their children to come next time 

she told them about a meeting. She concluded by saying, ((It's not just about work but 

development." She said th at World Vision promote education for children and young 

people, ((so we need to let [children] participate for our community to develop." 

3.2.5. Characterising the Women's Empowerment Collaboration as a Personal 

Performance 

This Women's Empowerment performance was characteristic of a Personal Performance in 

several ways. Firstly, it (and the six which came before it) was held in within the community 

itself and staged outside in a public space which was accessible to most of the village's 

population, regardless of ethnicity or religion. (Even the performance which took place 

beside a deity tree and Hindu shrine would have been open to anyone as it is common, 

especially in the north of Sri Lanka, for people to offer worship to deities of religions other 

than their own .) 

Secondly, it had an emotive subject, namely women's empowerment. The framing of the 

topic as 'women's empowerment' rather than 'gender inequality' is exemplary of Reve rend 

Joshua and KKM's strategy of approaching social issues in a positive way. It is also 

exemplary of their ability to choose and curate subjects which are grounded in the 

domestic sphere, but which have substantial public and political implications. The situation 

of the young woman in the drama was not described by the performers as stemming from a 

post-conflict environment, yet the prevalence of domestic violence, poor mental health and 

other contributing social issues are undeniably related to Jaffna's identity as a former 
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conflict zone. To say so explicitly would endanger the physical security of KKM and the 

community. By presenting the situation - and solution - as centring individuals (friends, 

family members, the woman herself and even her thoughts) rather than systemic 

oppressions and institutionalised prejudice, KKM assert individual agency without 

threatening the hegemony. 

Thirdly, the performance was characteristic of a Personal Performance as it used a 

combination of drama and public storytelling to engage the community with a pertinent 

social issue. By first showing a scripted drama about a young woman, her friends and her 

family, KKM personalised women's empowerment. It allowed the audience to see 

relationships and dynamics in the story which were relatable but with the distance of 

fictionalisation. By asking the audience to share their opinions about the drama 

immediately afterwards, KKM created space for the community to reflect and engage with 

the issues they have seen, even if they didn't raise their hand to share their thoughts. 

Simply by asking the question, they avoid the drama being seen as nothing more than a 

story and invite further internal interrogation. 

Finally, the performance was characteristic of a Personal Performance and nurturing good 

working relationships with local authorities as KKM offered individuals the opportunity to 

share their own stories. Public storytelling was included because Reverend Joshua and KKM 

deemed the contexts in which they were performing physically secure enough to ask for 

personal stories, a decision based on their working relationship with Naavesh, World Vision, 

the community leaders operating in those areas, and their own knowledge of the villages. 

From Yaalini's commentary on the social issues of each of the seven villages we went to, it 

was clear that KKM had already worked in each of these places and had produced Practical 

Performances there. Asking for personal stories, therefore, was a considered and deliberate 

decision to engage the community with a more evocative social issue. 

Despite its many successes, the Women's Empowerment performance also had several 

problematic moments. These were related to Reverend Joshua's (justified) insistence that 

people only share positive stories during public storytelling performances. During a 

conversation at the Motherhouse, Reverend Joshua described how instead of looking to the 

past and sharing stories which begin, '''We lost ... we are burdened .. . ,'" he is driven to ask, 

"What are thing now [sic]? Are you happy? Are [sic] your brother happy? Your neighbours 

happy? Happiness means you have something." The reason he curates stories in this way, 

Reverend Joshua explained, is because he believes there were, broadl y speaking, two kinds 
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of people in the Jaffna Tamil community: those who want to forget and those who want to 

remember. He told me that those who want to forget do not want to hear about suffering; 

they feel they cannot move on if they do. In contrast, those who wish to remember want to 

talk openly about their history but, in doing so, put themselves in a position of physical 

(in)security. Reverend Joshua neatly surmised, "Some people think stress relief is to their 

share story; some people, to forget." Asking for positive stories about resilience, hope and 

overcoming difficult situations is a compromise; yet it does not guarantee receiving positive 

stories about resilience, hope and overcoming difficult situations, as the Women's 

Empowerment performance demonstrated. 

The woman who shared a story about her husband's alcohol dependency offered a deeply 

personal, ongoing and negative experience which had no momentum of change or hope. 

Her story of a difficult circumstance was made uncomfortable by Yaalini's insistence that 

she remained on stage, despite her clearly wanting to rejoin the anonymity of the audience. 

This is problematic in several ways. Firstly, it failed to acknowledge and accommodate the 

wishes of the teller and so eroded her agency in the storytelling process. While it had been 

her decision to raise her hand and share her experiences, her unfamiliarity with the format 

of public storytelling meant that the woman could not have consented to be part of the 

entire process of practice, only to sharing her story. This was demonstrated when the 

woman attempted to return to the audience at the end of each stage - telling her story, 

selecting actors, watching the reenactment - and Yaalini's repeated insistence that she stay. 

It is easy to understand Yaalini's actions; she was attempting to work to the formula KKM 

had thoughtfully adapted for this specific purpose. For the woman, however, it might have 

seemed as though Yaalini was constantly shifting the boundaries of what she had initially 

understood and agreed to. 

Secondly, in her insistence that the teller remained on stage, Yaalini foregrounded the 

woman rather than her story. The subject of the performance - women's empowerment

should have been the focus of the conversation, with the central themes disempowerment 

and helplessness presented in the woman's story being highlighted by Yaalini. Instead, 

through her insistence that the teller remained on stage despite her several attempts to 

leave, Yaalini intensified the audience's gaze on the woman, not her situation. It is possible 

to appreciate Yaalini's action's as affirmative of women's empowerment, with herself as a 

young woman encouraging another woman not to retreat to the familiarity of anonymity, 

passivity and silence; the opportunity for a woman to share her experiences and have her 

voice heard in a public space by her entire community is, after all, rare, and in many ways 
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the objective of the entire project. This relationship between conductor and teller , 

however, becomes problematized when considering to what extent Yaalini was 

encouraging the woman to recognise and embody her own agency, and to what extent the 

woman became a tool to further KKM's objectives. 

3.2.6. The Physical (In)Security of Women and the Physical (In)Security of the Nation 

KKM choose their performance subjects with great care and deliberation, picking issues 

which are grounded in the private sphere, but which have wider implications in public and 

political spheres. Their Women's Empowerment collaborative series is a prime example of 

how far these implications can extend . Returning to Hudson et ai's (2008) assertion that the 

existence of violence against women suggests violence being perpetrated by and against 

the state, a challenge to the use of everyday violence on a domestic level in Sri Lanka is also 

a challenge to the use of severe violence on a national level by security forces and Tamil 

insurgent groups. As well as enabling issues related to the aftermath of the conflict to be 

discussed covertly through performance, therefore, KKM's subject choice of 'women's 

empowerment' has the potential to create greater physical security for the nation by 

creating greater physical security for women. 

The threats to women's physical security are vast and multifaceted, especially in a former 

conflict zone. In settings like Jaffna, "A vicious cycle may result, where such state violence 

may in turn lead to higher levels of gender violence" (Hudson et al 2008:19). Yaalini 

illustrated this as we travelled between performances, asserting that childhood marriage 

and access to education were prominent issues for girls in villages experiencing state

sanctioned suspicion and marginalisation. These cultural and structural violences give way 

to interpersonal violences, as highlighted by KKM with the inclusion of domestic violence in 

their drama. This issue is commonly considered taboo in Sri Lanka yet, as one woman in the 

audience described, it is still considered an "evil" that needs to be "destroy[ed] ." While the 

word "destroy" may be too severe for KKM's nuanced actions, the organisation did attempt 

to interrogate and dismantle the structural functionality of gender-based violence through 

individual reflection and community-based conversation. Hudson et al (2008:24) assert that 

"Unless aggression toward women can become less rewarding to men, and prosocial skills 

become more functional within families, communities, and societies, violence against 

women will continue ." In KKM 's portrayal of domestic violence, the male perpetrator was 

offered no reward or benefit for the violence he inflicted. Rather, he was quickly removed 
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from the scene, leaving the audience to watch the woman who experienced the violence in 

the aftermath of the attack and bear witness to this usually obscured perspective. At the 

end of the drama, the protagonist's friends and family offer her help by encouraging her to 

talk more openly about the issues affecting her. With this conclusion and the public 

storytelling practice which followed, KKM shift the taboo from talking about gender-based 

domestic violence to the violence itself. 

While attempting to make "aggression toward women ... less rewarding to men," (Hudson 

et al 2008:24), KKM ensure they not only target those who have already learned this 

behaviour, but also those who are learning it. Many audience members during the 

Women's Empowerment series were children, significant for th is subject matter because, 

according to Hudson et al (2008:26), "Very young boys are not demonstrably prone to 

aggression against girls." Th is early equality becomes compromised by exposure to gender

based violence in the home; such "active modelling, reinforcement, and rewarding," makes 

aggression against girls "appear functional to boys" (ibid) . Hudson et al (ibid) state, 

however, that if violence against women "is not modelled, if it is not reinforced, if it is 

actively punished, its incidence can be severely limited" (ibid) . By modelling gender equality 

in the conclusions of their drama and reinforcing this message through public storytelling, 

KKM demonstrate that gender-based violence is not necessary for boys, nor is its "taproot" 

cause - parental domestic violence - inevitable. Rather, they are a cause-and-effect pattern 

which "humans can consciously [disrupt and] control" (ibid) . 

The engagement of children and young people to further the physical security of women is 

a strategy utilized by World Vision as well as KKM . Naavesh told me two of the 

organisation's main youth campaigns in laffna focused on education and gender equality, 

but finding volunteers to run these programmes is made difficult precisely because of these 

social issues. Practically, both adolescent boys and girls are commonly forced to leave 

school to contribute to the household, the former through wages and the latter through 

domestic labour, leaving neither with the time nor independence to pursue volunteer work. 

Cognitively, Hudson et al (2008:22) suggest that experiencing gender-based violence from 

an early age "reinforce[s ... ] coercive behavior" and produces "serious deficits in prosocia l 

skills" (which are founded in empathy, morality and responsibility), leaving individuals ill

equipped for community work. In contrast, Hudson et ai's research demonstrates that 

condemning gender-based violence within the family fosters prosocial behaviours, making 

an individual more likely to oppose gender inequality both privately and publicly. The young 

World Vision volunteer who shared a story about canvassing for new recruits was 
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unsuccessful in her efforts to engage people in their homes because if such behaviours had 

not been opposed privately, individuals lacked the ability and opportunity to oppose them 

publicly. By articulating her experience at the performance (which, Naavesh assured me, he 

did not organise in advance), however, she brought her request to the wider community, 

asking for a general reconsideration rather than a public declaration. In appealing to 

parents in the audience rather than their children, she invited adults to recognise and 

question the intergenerational imposition of behavioural patterns which reinforce coercive 

behaviour. If parents choose to disrupt domestic cycles of violence and disengagement, the 

prosocial skills needed for social change may be fostered in their children. By the 

championing of empathy in homes, therefore, apathy in the community becomes less likely. 

Hudson et al (2008:19) assert that "if domestic violence is normal in family conflict 

resolution in a society, then that society is more likely to rely on violent conflict resolution 

and to be involved in militarism and war than societies with lower levels of family violence." 

Without "cultural selection and social learning to ameliorate gender inequality," they 

argue, "dysfunctional templates of violence and control diffuse throughout society and .. . 

manifest[ ... ] in state security znd behavior" (2008:48). In the former conflict zone of Jaffna, 

therefore, severe national violence begets everyday domestic violence and everyday 

domestic violence begets severe national violence, creating a cycle of physical (in)security 

which can only be 'destroyed' if acknowledged and challenged. KKM and World Vision's 

Women's Empowerment performance functioned as a physical and ideological space of 

"cultural selection and social learning" (ibid) as it allowed for the reflection and 

amendment of individual and collective behaviour through the examination of the violent 

patriarchy. By undermining gender-based violence "at its taproot" of the home, KKM's 

efforts to dismantle the violent patriarchy should, according to Hudson et al (2008:26), 

"cascade outward to affect many social phenomena, including state security and behavior." 

Such deliberate community engagement with gendered (in)security and empowerment 

demonstrates that "Although the treatment of women is written deeply in the culture of a 

society, it is amenable to change" (2008:43). 

In the following section, Reconciliation, I conclude my analysis of KKM's Practical and 

Personal Performances with an example of the final stage in their process of creating 

physical security: a Political Performance. I engage with de Alwis' (2009) questioning of the 

'political' and KKM's use of spirituality to bypass political supervision . 
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3.3. Reconciliation 

3.3.1. Closed Workshop at KKM's Training Centre: An Example of a Political Performance 

After my first meeting with Deb in Colombo, she travelled up to Jaffna to run an English 

language workshop for local primary school teachers in partnership with KKM. We had 

agreed that I would join her a few days later to observe a two-day public storytelling 

workshop she was facilitating for the KKM's performance group. When I arrived at the 

Motherhouse, I found that her Engl ish language workshop had been such a success that 

some of the participants asked Reverend Joshua to join her next workshop as well. Their 

request accepted, six primary school teachers (all of whom were women, four in their late 

teens and early twenties, and two in their forties) joined Eeshani, Yaalini, Bhawan, Wasan 

and six other young female KKM performers for Deb's programme. While the KKM 

participants were familiar with public storytelling having collaborated with ToF over a 

number of years, this was to be an entirely new experience for the primary school teachers. 

As such, Deb felt it would be beneficial to start at the beginning, introducing the basics of 

the practice to the novices and refreshing the memories of the more experienced. 

The two intensive days of workshop were hosted in the main room of KKM's training centre 

and comprised oftalks and activities curated by Deb to engage with different aspects ofthe 

storytelling experience. It was concluded at the end of the second day with a performance 

held for and by participants. This was a closed session, meaning only the sixteen 

participants, myself, Deb and a translator (a regular KKM collaborator) were in attendance. 

A young woman from KKM volunteered herself and was selected by Deb to be the 

conductor, allowing the whole performance to be led in Tamil. Deb and I sat with the 

translator away from the stage so he could quietly translate for us without disturbing the 

rhythm ofthe performance. The stage itself was simply setup at one end ofthe room w ith 

two plastic chairs placed at stage right for the conductor and teller, and the audience sat on 

the floor in front. 

The conductor opened with some short-form questions about the audience's experiences 

participating in the workshop. After some initial hesitancy, she, the actors and audience 

were able to establish a comfortable dynamic between themselves, at which point she 

asked if anyone wanted to share a longer story from their life for reenactment. Dhivya, a 

twenty-two year old primary school teacher quickly raised her hand and asked, "Will it be 

kept confidential?" Addressing the whole audience, the conductor replied "Yes. We should 
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agree not to tell these stories to others . Do not take them to your home. Open your minds 

and hearts to them, but let the stories stay here." Everyone nodded in agreement and 

Dhivya joined the conductor on stage. 81 

The first few minutes Dhivya sat on stage, she fidgeted and shifted in her seat. When the 

conductor asked who the story was about (her brother) and when it took place (eight years 

ago), she only gave brief answers. Yet when she was asked to begin her story in her own 

words, Dhivya spoke more freely. She kept her gaze directly on the conductor who, 

responding to Dhivya's emotion, took her hand early on in the story and held it for the 

duration of her narration . Dhivya's story was set at a time when control over Jaffna was 

severely contested between the security forces and the LTIE. She recounted the constant 

(in)security and terror her family lived in after a bomb had been detonated near her home. 

One night, as they were sleeping, police officers forced their way into the house and 

Dhivya, by this point visibly emotional, described how they had dragged her brother out of 

bed and took him away. Dhivya cried as she spoke of her and her parents' shock and 

confusion as they searched for her brother, and their eventual desolation and despair when 

his body was found. She then spoke about the years that had passed and how her father 

and mother never recovered from what had happened, stating that her brother was never 

mentioned at home. When her story reached its end, Dhivya appeared upset but calm. She 

asked if she could rejoin her friends in the audience. The conductor asked her quickly to 

select the actors to play her and her family members before letting her leave the stage and 

sit with her friends, who immediately wrapped their arms around her. 

The reenactment was performed with power, integrity and compassion. Eeshani had been 

selected as teller's actor and provided an emotive but sensitive performance. When the 

conductor asked Dhivya if she saw her story reflected in the reenactment, she nodded from 

the audience, still being held close by her friends. Deb decided to end the performance 

81 After the performance, I spoke with Dhivya and two of her friends outside the training centre 

through the translation of a member of KKM . During our conversation, I asked her if, under the 

condition I used pseudonyms and obscured any features of the story which could identify her and 

her family, she would consent to me writing about her experiences as part of my research. She 

agreed, but wanting to reaffirm her position, I asked her about the explicit nature of her request for 

confidentiality in the room. Dhivya responded that she had made that request because she wanted 

to protect her family from the harmful gossip of neighbours, but confirmed that she didn't mind her 

experiences being known to people far outside ~er own community. 
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there, after just one story. She acknowledged the emotion in the room and said that with 

only half an hour left of their allotted time, "It is not safe [to start another story] if we are 

unable to finish it." 

Later, standing under the shade of a tree outside the training centre, I asked Dhivya why 

she shared her story. Her friends were still either side of her, the three young women 

linking arms and holding hands. "For satisfaction," she replied . She told me that she had 

spent the previous day at the workshop watching the other participants share their 

experiences and this gave her the motivation to share her life story. None of the stories 

shared on the previous day had been personal or emotional to the degree of which Dhivya's 

story had been . Yet, she told me, as she lay in bed the night before, she had been filled with 

determination to share her story. She told me that she had initially felt uncomfortable 

when watching the reenactment. As the performance continued, however, she felt that her 

"burden had been reduced " and her discomfort was replaced with satisfaction and relief. I 

asked her if she spoke openly about her family circumstances in her daily life. "No" she 

replied, and her friends agreed: "No! We didn't even know about this until today!" They 

were surprised and shocked hearing Dhivya's story, which she previously hadn't shared 

with anyone. I asked Dhivya how she felt about her friends now knowing about her past. 

She replied that she was "sad" to have made others cry - "I don't want to make others feel 

uncomfortable" - but she also felt encouraged by her sense of relief. Dhivya continued that 

"So many sisters in Jaffna are in the same position; they should be let free of their grief and 

their anxiety." She asserted that "Others should come forward with their suffering to free 

themselves ." Dhivya had found her situation "unbearable" and felt "submerged" by the 

void between her past and present life. But now, she said, "the situation has been 

changed." 

3.3.2. Characterising the Closed Workshop Performance as a Political Performance 

The Closed Workshop performance was characteristic of a Political Performance in several 

ways. Firstly, it took place in a private space of KKM's training centre. The centre is a private 

property and so, unlike the open communal spaces of Practical and Personal Performances, 

is cut off from the public gaze. Being enclosed by four walls and a roof solidified the notion 

that the stories and subjects broached during the performance were not for public 

consumption, but for individual, private deliberation. 
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Secondly, the Closed Workshop performance was characteristic of a Political Performance 

because the audience were familiar with one another. KKM's participants had known and 

worked together for years, establishing relationships with one another through shared 

experiences. The primary school teachers had spent the two days prior to the public 

storytelling workshop attending Deb's English language programme, developing 

relationships through shared learning. Facilitated by the physical nature of workshop 

activities and catalysed by the intimate nature of storytelling, both the KKM and primary 

school participants were quick to share details of their lives with one another. In addition to 

this interpersonal connection, participants were bound through their affiliation with KKM, 

an organisation which some represented, and all trusted . 

Thirdly, the need for confidentiality was explicitly addressed in the Closed Workshop 

performance. Each aud ience member indicated their agreement to not repeat any stories 

shared by nodding. This is characteri stic of a Political Performance as, unlike a Practical or 

Personal Performance, the emphas is is not on communal reflection and learning but 

individual acknowledgment and appreciation . Such performances depend on a mutual 

understanding of respect and ~rivacy between the audience and teller, and agreeing to 

uphold confidentiality strengthened the connection between Dhivya and her fellow 

participants. 

Fourthly, Political Performances are characterised by their extreme rarity and spontaneity. 

This is indeed the case with the Closed Workshop performance as it was the only example 

of a Political Performance I witnessed during my time with KKM. The circumstances for such 

an intimate and evocative story to be shared are so specific to the teller, they can only be 

encouraged, not manufactured. While Dhivya spoke about being motivated to share her 

story the night before the performance, this was not something Deb, KKM or the conductor 

were aware of. When Dhivya raised her hand and asked if the stories would be kept 

confidential, the conductor assessed in that moment that the environment they had 

collectively created in KKM's training centre was one of relative physically security, thereby 

allowed the performance to organically become political in the moment, rather than 

through premeditation . 

The risk to the physical security of the teller and KKM is also a significant factor in the 

infrequency of performances such as the Closed Workshop one, highlighting the 

performance's final Political characteristic: difficult, complicated and negative subject 

matter. While no specific theme had been assigned to the performance, the story which it 
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elicited was deeply imbued with the sensitive, personal issues of grief, mourning, isolation . 

More significantly to this performance's characterisation, it also dealt with Polit ical issues. 

As outlined in my definition of a Political Performance, Dhivya's story was not (and did not 

need to be) overtly or purposefully critical of local or national politics to be considered as 

such . In sharing the story of her brother' s abduction and identifying police officers as the 

perpetrators, Dhivya vocalised an injustice which is counter to the hegemonic narrative. 

The Sri Lankan government and security forces not only deny any involvement in such 

abductions, but often deny the abductions themselves. Simply through acknowledging and 

articulating her own experiences, therefore, Dhivya produced a highly political story. 

3.3.3. Religious Services and Self-Help Groups: Towards a More Affectual Understanding 

of the Political 

Dhivya's story is not politi cal in a constitutional sense; rather, it is political because of its 

counter-hegemonic narrative and the subsequent threat posed to her and KKM's physical 

(in)security. Yet neither of the:;e definitions of the politica! - constitutional and counter

hegemonic - adequately address the impact her brother's abduction and murder have had 

on Dhivya. Neither satisfactorily engage with the necessity for individuals to share such 

stories. Neither explore the ways in which such expression might benefit society. As de 

Alwis (2009 :89-90) attests, "Perhaps the need of the hour rather is to interrogate the 

'political' via more affectual categories such as grief, injury and suffering," a theory put into 

practice by KKM's religious services and self-help groups. 

In order to give support to those who, like Dhivya, share difficult stories, Reverend Joshua 

and KKM offer religious services as an alternative to trauma counselling. This applies to all 

performances - Practical, Personal and Political - in which, despite KKM's encouragement of 

positive stories, vulnerable individuals share negative experiences. KKM liaise with these 

individuals and, depending on their circumstances, offer to organise a religious service at 

their home or to connect them with a self-help group. As both these small-scale, informal 

initiatives are defined by the organisation as a religious, not humanitarian, activities, they 

bypass the Presidential Task Force (PTF) approval required by counselling programmes. This 

allows them to be independent and reduce the risk to the physical (in)security of 

themselves and those they work with . The religious services accommodate both Christian 

and Hindu devotees, a practice made possible by an em phasis on meditation and 

mindfulness rather than deities and scripture . The self-he lp groups focus on connection 
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rather than common trauma. These emphasises, however, are not circumstantial but 

integral to KKM's objective and my affectual interrogation of the political. 

The religious services KKM provide are, by their very nature, personal and private events . 

They are held in the homes of those identified as vulnerable and are attended only by 

them, Reverend Joshua and no more than one other member of KKM . Family members are 

occasionally invited to partake by the host, but these are generally intimate sessions, 

attended by one, two or three people. This intimacy meant I did not observe a religious 

service first hand but learned about their use through my conversations with Reverend 

Joshua and KKM members. These small services harness South Asian spiritual tools to 

address and control an individual's relationship with past experiences. KKM do not ask their 

participants to reflect on difficult memories, rather they use meditation and mindfulness to 

help individuals control their induced effects in daily life . Such induced effects include 

anxiety, depression and posttraumati c stress disorder (PTSD) which, due to the province's 

inadequate health care and social stigma about mental illness, often go undiagnosed . By 

using spiritual exercises to practice and promote better mental health, KKM offer a 

practical solution to the everyday symptoms of (in)security. 

KKM's follow-up activities not only offer a solution to the everyday repercussions of difficult 

experiences but have potential longer term benefits as well. Their self-help groups are 

formed of individuals who, through the stories or responses they shared at a performance, 

have been identified by KKM as having experiences or issues akin to one another. KKM ask 

these individuals if they would like to be put in contact with others in their local 

communities who have similar histories. :f they agree, KKM organise an initial meeting 

between four or five people in a private space, normally at the home of one of the group. 

Such groups might be formed of war widows with young children or people who are carers 

for a family member. Again, they are not asked to talk specifically about the issue which 

connects them, rather to use this as an opportunity to make new connections and share 

practical advice. After this initial meeting, it is up to the members of the group to decide if 

and when they want to meet again, how regularly, and where. 

These self-help groups open up the possibility of a new kind of political community being 

formed; one which de Alwis (2009) states is necessarily based in a more affectual 

interpretation of the political. de Alwis' (2009:88) own definition of the political is 

"primarily formulated in oppositional/antagon istic term s, as taking risks, as seeking to put 

into question the very parameters of the political." As such, she appeals for a constant 
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"questioning what is political about our practices, consistently seeking to push those 

boundaries" (ibid) . She uses Butler's (2004) Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and 

Violence to this end, expanding the realm of the political to include grief and suffering. In 

her work, Butler (2004:23 cited in de Alwis 2009:90) states, "the thrall in which our 

relations with others hold us in ways that we may not be able to account, it challenges the 

notion of ourselves as autonomous and in control : I am gripped and undone by these very 

relations." Grief, in short, binds us. Radically, Butler emphasises the significance of this 

"relational undoing," suggesting that instead of resigning an individual as ineffectual, 

unproductive and debilitated, it is instead "a space [where] politics unfolds" (de Alwis 

2009:90) . The undoing which grief stimulates - which is both psychical and physical - allows 

Butler to imagine "another kind of political community" (ibid), one in which we are 

implicated in "lives that are not our own" (Butler 2004:28), and develops "a point of 

identification with suffering itself" (Butler 2004:30) . 

KKM's religious services and self-help groups illustrate Butler's (2004) theory. Rather than 

viewing grief and suffering as a point of stagnation, ineffectual pain, isolation or 

powerlessness, KKM offer individuals the tools to regain control of their own thoughts and 

encourage them to find a connection with others' suffering. With their religious services, 

KKM facilitate a space for the individual to address their issues with some guidance, but 

without speaking openly about their experiences and thereby further endangering their 

physical security. As Reverend Joshua told me, "They don't say it out loud so it's not 

[construed as] political. People come to terms themselves in their own time." By talking 

with others in a similar position in self-help groups, KKM present the opportunity for 

individuals to reflect on the fact that their "lives that are not [their] own" (Butler 2004:28), 

to recognise their own suffering in someone else, and to begin questioning why such 

suffering occurs in the first place. Connecting through grief, therefore, becomes an 

opportunity to open a debate about the political. 

While both Butler (2004) and de Alwis (2009) imagine this grief-generated debate about the 

political to address dominant groups and their repression and dehumanisation of 

minorities, there is potentiClI for it to be used within a marginalised community itself. Butler 

(2004: xiii cited in de Alwis 2009 :90) states, 

To be injured means that one has the chance to reflect upon injury, to 

find out the mechanisms of its distribution, to find out who else suffers 

from permeable borders, unexpected violence, dispossession, and fear, 
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and in what ways ... [It] offers a chance to start to imagine a world in 

which that violence might be minimised, in which an inevitable 

interdependency becomes acknowledged as the basis for globa l political 

community . 

Public storytelling performances open an opportunity for individuals "to find out who else 

suffers from permeable borders, unexpected violence, dispossession, and fear, " with self

help groups helping to identify "in what ways" (ibid) . The meditation and mindfulness 

honed through KKM's religious services create clarity in how one is able to "reflect," "find 

out" and "imagine" the causes and consequences of that suffering within a larger, 

constitutionally political context. The "formation of alliances under the mark of grief" (de 

Alwis 2009:91)' however, is not instantaneous. As demonstrated by KKM's work and ethos, 

changing how the political is perceived and expressed is a long, slow process. It "requires 

the re-conceptualization of not only the 'political' but also injury and grief" (ibid) . Butler's 

imagined "political communities of the sorrowing do not and cannot spring forth 

spontaneously and 'naturally'; they must be made"(ibid), and they are made through the 

careful and considered work of KKM . Eventually, the politicisation of grief and suffering, 

and its use as a point of identification with others has the potential to affect systems of 

power and causes of violence and discrimination in the long term; those structures of 

constitutional politics which necessitated a more affectual interpretation of politics in the 

first place. "[T]o grieve, [therefore,] is not to be resigned to inaction" (2009 :90), but a 

political action in itself. 

de Alwis (2009 :88) comments that her definition of the 'political' might be considered "too 

narrow or too radical or too utopian" by some. I would highlight the same potential 

criticism of my emphasis of the potential and capability of the thinking patterns of an 

individual. Yet pushing the boundaries of the political to include the power of thought, of 

agency, of self-determination is incredibly empowering for people KKM work with . They 

have historically been oppressed due to their caste, ethnicity, language, religion and the 

leprosy some have developed. In more recent years they have had their freedom of 

movement denied and their basic rights and dignities violated. Women have been further 

marginalised because of their gender. The opportunity not to feel powerless in this 

situation, the opportunity to attain a sense of agency and control over the circumstances 

which oppress them, the feeling that they as individuals can affect positive change, I argue, 

is not blind optimism or naivety, but radical political progression. 
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3.3.4. Conclusion: An Affectual Understanding of the Political and Physical (In)Security 

This chapter has interrogated the intersection of political and physical (in)security for 

women and commun ity workers in Jaffna. The threats imposed on an individual 's physical 

safety were outlined early in the (In)Security section , with the problematic relationship 

between nationalism and gendered violence being established as a key factor in causing 

and justifying (in)security (International Crisis Group (ICG) 2011) . My approach to examining 

physical (in)security in Jaffna was likened to what Diphoorn & Grassiani (2010) refer to as 

the "subjective feelings of (in)security." The authors posed three questions which are 

pivotal to this analytical approach and as such, it is pertinent to return to them now and 

provide answers through my examination of public storytelling in Jaffna. 

The first question Diphoorn & Grassiani (2010:9) suggest a subjective enquiry into 

(in)security seeks to understand is: "How do security measures in- or exclude different 

groups in society?" The polarising of communities is particularly pertinent to the returned 

TamillDPs in Jaffna, whose physical (in)security was illustrated through an analysis of KKM's 

Food Hygiene performance in a resettlement village (an example of the organisation's 

Theatre Action social development objective). The population's continued marginalisation 

is a result of the government's suspicion of members being potential LTIE members or 

sympathisers; a suspicion honed through three decades of conflict and legitimised by those 

with constitutional political power. This social distance heightened by geographical 

distance, physically manifested as HSZs. The ambiguity of HSZs as spaces somewhere 

between conflict and peace, and the army's treatment of returning TamillDPs as 

somewhere between enemy and civilian. means that while these communities are no 

longer displaced, neither are they allowed to rejoin society fully, creating what I 

characterised as eternallDPs. This inability to lay claim to a physical or ideology of the 

nation benefits the hegemony as it limits the movement and resources of the northern 

Tamil population, demoralising individuals, undermining their sense of belonging and 

reducing their collective constitutional political power. With their Food Hygiene 

performance, however, KKM were able to generate a different but powerful sense of 

inclusion for the resettled community. By portraying an ordinary domestic scene with no 

reference to the conflict, KKM acknowledged and normalised the unique daily experiences 

of their audience and demonstrated how they could regain a sense of agency in small, 

pragmatic ways. While excluded in larger national narratives, therefore, KKM enabled 

returned TamillDPs to remain included through the fam iliarity of domesticity. 
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The exclusiona ry practices of hegemonic security measures are further exacerbated when 

considering the gendered experience of returned TamillDPs. Sri Lanka's violent patriarchy 

restricts women's engagement in public domains; an imposed silence and (in)security which 

becomes more pronounced in militarised areas. leG (2011) state that women are doubly 

oppressed by the everyday and severe acts of gender-based violence perpetrated by 

security forces, and the instrumentalization of their suffering by men in their own 

communities for political gain. Hudson et al (2008) illustrate the progression of this 

relationship from interpersonal to structural by highlighting both the functionality of 

gender-based violence to men, and the subsequent correlation between the physical 

(in)security of women and the physical (in)security of the nation . They state that domestic 

violence provides immediate gratification for the perpetrator, which is further enforced at a 

societal level by cultural and religious traditions . As such, cultural reform - includ ing the 

equal distribution of power between the sexes - is seen as a threat to the nation, justifying 

"advancing state interests through t he use of force" (2008:21) . With the state 's suspicion of 

(and violence against) feminist and human rights activists (de Alwis 2009), how do KKM 

promote the interests of Tamil communities - particularly their women - without being 

positioning themselves in opposition of the hegemony? 

The answer to this follows Diphoorn & Grassiani's (2010:9) second question : "how do ... 

different groups employ measures to affect their (in)secure circumstances?" Through the 

time (late morning) and subject (food hygiene) of their performance, KKM were able to 

bring women out of the private sphere and into the publiC, thereby reaching one of the 

country' s most marginalised populations. This exemplified KKM's approach to negotiating 

physical security for themselves and those they work with, a process I categorised into four 

stages: negotiating good working relationships with local authorities, producing Practical 

Performances, producing Personal Performances and producing Political Performances. 

While she focuses on feminist activists rather than community workers, KKM's 

methodology WdS likened to de Alwis' (2009) strategies of request . Illustrations and 

characteristics of each of these stages were provided to demonstrate not only how KKM 

comply with the hegemonic restr ictions imposed on them, but working within them to 

generate greater physical security for Tamil communities . 

Again, gender played a significant role in these negotiations. KKM take advantage of the 

misogynistic assumptions of hegemony to challenge subtly the use of severe violence on a 

national level by challenging violence at a domestic level. This was illustrated by their 

Women's Empowerment collaboration with World Vision (an example of KKM's Women's 
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Empowerment social development objective) . Hudson et al (2008) suggest that an attempt 

to reform gender inequality could be perceived as a threat to the nation's culture and 

therefore justifiably rebuked with violence. KKM negotiate this physical (in)security by 

centring creativity and women - not rights and power - as demonstrated in their female -led 

drama. Through this 'nonthreatening' framing, KKM utilized hegemony's ideological 

distancing of theatre and politics, and women's lack of social authority to their advantage. 

This enabled a process of " cultural selection and social learning" (2008:48) for individuals 

and the community by providing space for reflection, shifting the taboo from talking about 

domestic violence to the violence itself. Such change at a grassroots level has the potential 

to "cascade outward to affect many social phenomena, including state security and 

behavior" (2008:26), creating greater physical security at a national level. 

KKM's attempt to make "aggression toward women ... less rewarding to men" (Hudson et al 

2008:24) engages children as well as adults. By modelling and reinforcing gender equality 

their drama and public storytelling practice, KKM promoted "prosocial skills" (2008:22) 

among the children of the audience. This intergenerational modelling and reinforcing was 

illustrated again by the women who shared her story about her husband's alcohol 

dependency. The woman spoke to Yaalini with her daughter sat on her lap, thereby 

asserting her desire to challenge the (in)security she experienced while modelling change 

for the next generation. The use of her maternal identity to protest domestic (in)security 

reflects the strategy employed by the Mothers' Front to protest state national (in)security, 

a motif further extended by the young World Vision volunteer. In appealing to the parents 

of the audience to support her work rather than their children directly, the teller provided 

an opportunity for adults to recognise and challenge intergenerational coercive behaviour 

(Hudson et al 2008) . She presented herself as a child rather than an activist and in doing so, 

mirrored what de Alwis (2009 :83) refers to "the collective mobilization of maternalism as a 

counter to violence ." Despite reversing the original dynamic, the volunteer highlighted the 

continuation of both the physical (in)security of Jaffna and the effectiveness of family

centring practices thirty years after the Mothers' Front . 

This identity negotiation brings us to Diphoorn & Grassiani's (2015 :9) final question : "In 

what ways do [people] talk about their own (in)securities?" Following de Alwis (2009), the 

ways in which individuals are able to express and challenge the physical (in)security in 

Jaffna is bound by what is and isn 't considered political. In my analysis, 'the political ' 

emerged as a classification for opinions and experiences not necessarily 'anti' but 'counter' 

to the hegemonic narrative of the conflict. As illustrated by the topi c of food hygiene for 
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the resettlement village performance, this delineation tends to be marked by the front 

door; the private, domestic sphere is regarded as everyday, feminine and "prepolitical " 

(Butler 1992), the antithesis to the public, political sphere, which is exceptional, severe and 

masculine. Yet this division is complicated by the experiences of women during the conflict, 

when severe violence occurred (and impacted life) behind the front door. In cases such as 

Dhivya's, who shared her deeply emotive story at the Closed Workshop performance, the 

front door dividing the political and the prepolitical was literally broken down as police 

officers entered her house and took her brother away. Experiences of the conflict, 

therefore, are considered political even when they take place in the home. Familial grief 

and suffering are then gagged by the additional physical (in)security posed by one's 

personal experiences being considered critical of the hegemony. 

Dhivya had never shared her story before, demonstrating that it is only in very specific 

circumstances that past violence can be processed safely. This rarity is acknowledged in the 

performance's categorisation as a Political Performance, the last stage of KKM's security 

process and, I argue, their ultimate aim. While the first three stages of KKM's process 

operate within hegemonic structures to ensure physical security, this final stage resides 

outside these parameters to process identity. As de Alwis (2009) emphasises, it is only here 

that the hegemony itself can be refused and new framings of identity created in its stead, 

highlighting the need for a more affectual understanding of the political. Classifying the 

political is as either constitutional or counter-hegemonic perpetuates the silencing and 

suffering of marginalised individuals. In contrast, de Alwis and Butler (2004) state that grief 

needn't be a point of stagnation but a radical, political space in itself. Through their 

religious services and self-help groups (examples of the organisation's Religious Work), KKM 

emphasise the agency of the individual through meditation and mindful ness, and allow 

suffering itselfto become a point of identification by creating connections between those in 

similar situations. These feeling-driven interactions produce an affectual interrogation of 

the political, challenging the oppressive incapacity imposed on Jaffna's Tamil population by 

promoting mutual empathy and individual agency. 

Ultimately, KKM's public storytelling performances (all of which exemplify their Hope Work 

social objective) demonstrate that the political must be understood as more than 

constitution and physical (in)security must be understood as more than violence. Both must 

engage with intangible structural oppression as well as ta ngib le interpersonal harm in order 

to fully recognise and acknowledge the lived experiences of returned TamillDPs in Jaffna. 

Both must be interrogated by more affectual categories. It is only with such a nuanced and 
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holistic interpretation that the impact of the political (constitutional, counter-hegemonic 
and otherwise) on the bodily and cognitive physical (in)security ofTamil people

particularly women - can begin to be appreciated and ameliorated. 
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4. Economic (In)Security in Hatton: 

The Stories of Up-Country Tamil Girls and Women 

This chapter examines how the disempowerment and economic (in}security of marginalised 

girls and women might be addressed through public storytelling. I begin by contextualising 

and defining my use of the term economic (in}security through the gendered experience of 

geography (Shyamalie & Saini 2010), empowerment (Vithanagama 2016), education 

(Malhotra & Mather 1997) and employment (Samaras inghe 1993). I then introduce the 

subject of this chapter's ethnography - the Centre for Social Concern (CSC) and their 

performance collective, Mountain Flower - and examine the intersecting socio-economic 

factors which impact Hatton's tea plantation communities. In the second section, Violence, 

I provide an analysis of a two-day Theatre of Friendship (ToF) workshop during which 

members of Mountain Fl ower discussed stories related to women's empowerment. I also 

outline a public storytelling performance held for a group of thirty-six girls and young 

women, and analyse a story of self-harm which was shared as an example of everyday 

violence caused by economic (in}security. In the final section of this chapter, Reconciliation, 

I analyse a post-performance conversation between myself and three members of 

Mountain Flower (presented as a field notes extract) and demonstrate how the story of 

self-inflicted violence stimulates self-reflection for those who heard it. Returning to the 

issue of empowerment, I suggest that CSC challenge structural and interpersonal causes of 

gendered economic (in}security by acknowledging disempowerment and promoting agency 

through various educational practices. 

4.1. (In)Security 

4.1.1. Economic (In)5ecurity 

While economic security has been discussed by industrialists (Edgerton 1931), political 

scientists (Nye 1974) and economists-cum-politicians (Cable 1995) for the best part of 

century, the term is yet to be specifically theorised by anthropologists. The broader concept 

of economy, its risks, and the ways people interact with it, however, have been extensively 

detailed . Historically, anthropology has explored economics through the dichotomisation of 

commodity exchange and gift giving (Malinowski 1922; Mauss [1954]2000; Gregory 1982). 

In contemporary anthropology, thi s distinction has become increasingly problematized 
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(Tsing 2013), with some attempting to move even further away from the discipline's 

historical preoccupation with commodity exchange and gift giving by broadening the scope 

of what is considered to be economics and economic engagement. This includes human

(Hart 2007, 2013; Hart et al 2010) and morality-centring (Ortiz 2013; Hann 2016) 

approaches, both of which inform my engagement with economic (in)security. 

Within Sri Lanka, the post-conflict economy has been scrutinised by anthropologists, 

economists and political sociologists (Kadirgamar 2009; Rajasingham-Senanayake 2011; 

Venugopal 2011), but no theory of economic security has been ethnographically applied to 

the country. 82 Economists Shyamalie & Saini's (2010:710) use the term 'economic security' 

in their paper, Livelihood Security of Women in Hills: A Comparative Study of India and Sri 

Lanka, but rather than it being a concept in itself, it is referred to as one component of the 

broader notion of livelihood security which is "about sustainable socio-economic-cultural 

and political systems along with their constraints, vulnerabilities, marginalisation and risks ." 

They do, however, highlight the role of gender by addressing the lack of investigation into 

"the livelihood security of women residing in marginal environments like hills and 

mountains that are inaccessible, harsh and prone to natural calamities" (2010:711). 

Shyamalie & Saini (ibid) suggest that women living in such areas are more vulnerable than 

their urban and suburban counterparts "because of, inter alia, the heavy work load both at 

home and in the fields coupled with limited access to education, credit, social services and 

modern agricultural technology." 

The vulnerability of rural female labourers to economic (in)security necessitates the 

interrogation of what empowerment is and how it might be realised. In Women's Economic 

Empowerment: A Literature Review, economist Vithanagama (2016) provides a rich 

theorisation of this subject. She states that while "the concept of empowerment lacks one 

specific definition, .. . it refers to the expansion of the individual's agency to come out of the 

state of disemp~werment she is in" (2016:v). Vithanagama (ibid) acknowledges that a 

woman is disempowered both "within the household and family, and [by outside] 

82 Nawaratne (2013 :17) makes the only titular reference to the term but does not engage with it as a 

theoretical concept, instead using it to describe the shift in employment practices in the 

manufacturing industry from "traditional contractual arrangement[s]" to "atypical employment 

practices." Gunetilleke (2000) refers to economic security once without expanding on it further, but 

does provide a useful overview of the country's welfare system and its ethos in assisting the 

economically (in)secure . 
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patriarcha l structures," yet also recogn ises that her empowerment "has far-reaching 

benefits to society ." This includes "driving overall economic development" and having a 

"positive multiplier effect on her family, community and the next generation of a society" 

(ibid). More specifically, Vithanagama (ibid) suggests that "Of the many doma ins of 

women's empowerment, economic empowerment tends to have the biggest positive 

influence in expanding her agency." This does not refer exclusively to access to cred it (while 

"the development of microfinance institutions has" made this easier, "underlying gender 

biases .. . such as differences in literacy rates, unequal access to resources and social 

attitudes .. . may negate any benefits accrued to women from microfinance facilities" (ibid)), 

rather control over income. As such, Vithanagama (ibid) argues that economic 

empowerment must include "Greater access to economic resources and opportunities, and 

the removal of gender biases in the formal labour markets," and question how "financial 

independence is used to reduce gender disparity within both informal and formal 

structures of society." 83 

Vithanagama (2016:vi) suggests that along with other factors (gender norms, access to 

resources, public infrastructure, land ownership, conflict), "Education is central to women's 

economic empowerment." She states that it significantly contributes to a woman's "overall 

empowerment" as it enables "freedom of choice" (ibid) . Yet Vithanagama (ibid) emphasises 

that "rights to education alone cannot create women's economic empowerment if social 

structures outside the education system continue to uphold discriminatory gender 

ideologies." As such, education must be viewed "not only as a tool for self-reliance for 

women, but also as a means of challenging patriarchal structures of society in order that 

education becomes meaningful for women's empowerment" (ibid). This argument is 

supported by sociologists Malhotra & Mather (1997) in their article, 00 Schooling and Work 

Empower Women in Developing Countries? Gender and Domestic Decisions in Sri Lanka. 

While accepting that "access to resources is distinct from control over them, and only the 

latter can be considered an indicator of power," Malhotra & Mather (1997:604) suggest " it 

is an analytical leap of faith to assume that education and work are, by definition, 

empowering." And yet, they argue, "this leap has been made frequently, not only in the 

empowerment rhetoric, but also in empirical research that often has used measures of 

education and employment themselves as proxies of women's status, autonomy, or power 

83 For a discussion on women 's economic empowerment in rela tion to Sri Lanka 's conflict and its 

impact on the northern Tamil population, see Vithanagama (2018). 
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in developing countries" (ibid) . Malhotra & Mather (1997:600) suggest that this analytical 

leap is due to theoretical centring of "the recent historical experience of Western 

societies," with its transposition onto developing countries like Sri Lanka producing 

problematic results . 

In theories of modernisation, social change and gender stratification, "Education and paid 

work are seen in terms of the resource base essential for women to acquire greater 

independence from patriarchal constraints" as well as "key bases for women's 

emancipation at the domestic front" (Malhotra & Mather 1997:605). Yet in countries like 

Sri Lanka - where socially the collective, not the individual, is prioritised - this emphasis on 

economic autonomy as a prerequisite for empowerment does not apply. Malhotra & 

Mather (ibid) highlight that when "the constraints imposed on women's involvement in 

domestic decisions by the larger social context are great enough, personal accumulation of 

resources may not serve to empower them" as communal decision making remains deeply 

entrenched . They assert, therefore, that while education and employment may be useful 

indicators of access to resources, they do not also unequivocally indicate control: "the 

connection must be established rather than assumed" (1997:604) . 

The issues of economic (in)security, education and empowerment are contextualised more 

specifically for Sri Lanka's tea plantation communities (of which Hatton is a part) by 

economic geographer Samarasinghe (1993). In her article, Puppets on a String: Women's 

Wage Work and Empowerment among Female Tea Plantation Workers of Sri Lanka, she 

"probe[s] the sociopolitical factors that impact upon a woman's ability to control her own 

income" (1993:329) . The marginalisation of female plantation workers is not one which can 

be 'solved' by "simply giving women access to income" because, as Samarasinghe (ibid) 

highlights, this would "not ensure their empowerment." Similarly, the creation of 

affirmative action is not an adequate solution to inequality; as I. Tinker (1990:n.p. cited in 

Samarasinghe 1993:337) states, "Simply providing more work or income without 

considering who controls both labor and income in the family may only increase stress on 

women rather than give them a measure of economic independence." Even when female 

labourers are able to "earn higher wages and have more work," Samarasinghe (1993:336) 

states that "there are no visible signs that there is a corresponding increase in their ability 

to control their incomes, a necessity for empowerment. " She describes female tea 

plantation labourers as "entrapped as a productive economic resource," adding that " the 

male-dominant social and political system, by controlling women's labor and incomes, has 

been successful in stalling or preventing the changes necessary for their effective 
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empowerment" (1993 :336-337) . Samarasinghe (1993:337) concludes, liThe 

macroproduction system and the household power structure seem to re inforce each other 

in leading to a double exploitation of the women workers ."84 

My use of 'economic (in)security' refers to the tea community of Hatton, specifically its girls 

and women . Due to access limitations, this chapter's ethnography does not directly engage 

with women who are employed as tea pluckers and live on plantations85 but focuses on 

those who live near or in the town instead . While it is the former who are most 

marginalised due to their geographic and social isolation, the individuals in this 

ethnography still experience significant structural discrimination because they hail from tea 

plantation communities. It is therefore crucial to investigate the historic and contemporary 

oppressions faced by tea plantation labourers to recognise and acknowledge the wider 

hegemonic marginalisation experienced by the more urban population of Hatton . Following 

Shyamalie & Saini (2010) and Vithanagama (2016), my use of economic (in)security 

questions not only who has access to local resources such as child- and healthcare, but also 

who has control of them. More specifically, I examine the role of education in perpetuating 

(and potentially relieving) eco'1omic (in)security and how gender impacts this dynamic. 

Taking influence from Malhotra & Mather (1997), I investigate how domestic and social 

hierarchies impact on the ability of girls and women to assert autonomy and agency in their 

84 For a deeper investigation into the need for female representation at decision-making levels to 

address this double exploitation in relation to international economic migration, see Samarasinghe 

(1998) . 

85 This is because (as with every location discussed in this thesis) my methodology centres the group 

employing public storytelling rather than the community it is employed within. As detailed in my 

introduction, thi s strategy provides an ethical means of conducting fieldwork, allowing me to follow 

the locally establi shed practises and thereby reduce any potential risk to myself and participants. In 

the case of Hatton, this unfortunately meant that I was unable to observe a public storytelling 

performance within the plantations themselves due to scheduling issues. I was, however, able to 

accompany staff visiting these isolated communities on a few occasions and conduct informal 

interviews with women and focus groups with children. This gave me an understanding of the 

everyday impact of econom ic (in)security and highlighted the ways in which historical oppressions 

continue to shape thi s population whether they live in the hills or the town. It is important to 

remember that the va st majority of the town 's population descend from tea plantation labourers 

and as such, a robu st contextuali sation of the past and present living conditions of this population is 

necessary to fully appreciate the ex perience of Hatton's wider population . 
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everyday lives. Following Samarasinghe (1993 :337), I suggest that social and political 

patriarchy lead "to a double exploitation" of females which emphasises age and ethnicity as 

vital factors in this oppression . By examining examples of economic (in)security's everyday 

impact on the bodies of girls and women, I draw wider conclusions about its self

perpetuating and intergenerational nature while examining how empowerment may be 

negotiated within this isolated environment. 

4.1.2. The Centre for Social Concern and Mountain Flower 

The setting of this chapter's ethnography is the small town of Hatton (Fig. 9), located in the 

hills of Nuwara Eliya District, Central Province (Fig. 7, Fig. 8). Hatton is primarily known as a 

tea producing region and many of its inhabitants - the majority of whom are Up-Country 

Tamil - are employed by th e tea industry. Serving this marginalised population is the small 

community-based non-governmental organisation (NGO), the Centre for Social Concern 

(CSC) . As we ll as working with those who live in and around the town, CSC target 

communities who live and work in isolated areas on the tea plantations themselves . They 

provide a holistic service to the individuals, families and communities they work with, 

offering practical advice about their rights as labourers, tenants and citizens. 

My first visit to the CSC coincided with a significant shift in the organisation's structure . 

Father Benny, a charismatic Jesuit priest in his fifties, was stepping down as the head of the 

NGO after ten years. His successor was Father Leo, an energetic Jesuit priest in his mid

thirties, who had recently returned from studying theology and counselling in London . 

While CSC is run by priests and funded by national Catholic organisations and international 

(predominantly European and North American) Catholic bod ies, it is not an overtly religious 

organisation. Rather, the work of the organisation is focused around three education-led 

objectives : (1) To provide education to the workers of the tea plantations (both labourers 

and managers) on labour rights. This includes running workshops on international labour 

laws, worker tribunals, "as well as the history of the tea plantations from the workers' 

perspective" (Father Benny in Siriwardena & Vadja 2013). (2) To provide education to the 

children who live on the plantations by running preschools, evening study centres and 

extracurricular activities "so the children get good mark, good result . At the same t ime, 

they grow in community conscience; for that we run Value Education programme for them" 

(ibid) . (3) The promotion of positive personal images, buildi ng relationships and developing 

nonviolent communication at all levels of the community. 
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During the latter half of his leadership of CSC, Father Benny began incorporating drama and 

theatre into the organisation's community work. His ambition was for an alternative tool to 

enhance the centre's awareness programmes for the plantation population . This led to the 

creation of the Mountain Flower collective, a performance group who use a combination of 

public storytelling, theatre, music and local cultural elements to address social issues. It was 

during this time that Father Benny was introduced to Cymbeline and began working with 

(what would later become known as) Theatre of Friendship (ToF). An active group who 

rehearse regularly on the third Sunday of every month, Mountain Flower have received 

training in Theatre of the Oppressed (BoaI1979) and Playback Theatre. They have 

combined these skills with their community programmes, "like workshops, seminars, 

informal educations, residential programmes [and] non-residential programs etc." (Father 

Benny in Siriwardena & Vadja 2013) to create a unique methodology for challenging 

structu ra I d iscri m i nation . 

When they are not running community programmes in the plantations themselves, CSC 

host their activities in their base in Hatton. The small, unassuming building is located on a 

quiet lane near the train station, separated from the town's busy commercial high street by 

the railway tracks. Walking up the concrete steps that lead to the door of the CSC, one first 

reaches two small annexes to the building: one to the left and the other to the right, with 

the front door straight ahead . The annex to the left is CSC's textile room, where young 

women learn to make and mend clothes to earn an extra income. It has a large window 

offering a view of the neighbourhood, beneath which sits a sewing machine on a desk, and 

on the far wall are shelves laden with fabrics. The annexe to right is an office space used by 

CSe's staff, containing shelves overflowing with files, binders and loose sheets of paper. The 

door straight ahead leads into the main hall of the CSC, a large room with a high ceiling and 

quintessentially Sri Lankan red concrete floor. The sides of the hall are lined by smaller 

rooms, each with a large glass window so their use as a classroom, computer room, or 

office can easily be identified. At the far end of the hall is a raised stage with a door leading 

to the Father's living quarters to the left and the kitchen behind . Positioned above one of 

the offices on the right hand side of the main hall is a large poster which reads : 

Mission Statement 

To ensure dignity and rights of the people 

Living in the upcountry 

ese will work towards 

BUILDING PEOPLE'S ORGANIZATION 
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among children, youth, women and workers 

by contributing in 

1. Education empowerment 

2. Advancing value and Human Rights education 

3. Peace building programmes 

4. Gender mainstreaming 

5. Promoting research and publication 

6. Facilitating network, advocacy and lobbying for policy intervention 

These objectives are practically applied by CSC's staff, a mix of Christians and Hindus, all of 

whom are Up-Country Tamils from Hatton or the wider Central Province. CSC employ 

approximately eighteen people, a number difficult to be definite about because of the long

term community engagement fostered by the organisation . Individuals who initially enrol 

for a computer class, for example, often join other programmes during their time at CSC 

such as Mountain Flower, receiving small payments for their contribution . Despite the 

permeability between employee and patron, several individuals are distinguishable as core 

members of staff. As well as having specific duties within the organ isation, they are all also 

members of Mountain Flower, embodying CSC's commitment to a holistic approach to 

social development by not limiting themselves to one finite role but organically evolving to 

best suit the needs of their local communities . 

Gauri, an extremely kind and welcoming woman in her thirties, is employed by CSC in an 

administrative capacity. She is second in command to the Fathers and is extremely 

proficient in overlooking the day to day running of the centre as well as organising its 

various programmes. Gauri is the main organiser of Mountain Flower's monthly rehearsals 

and responsible for keeping reports of these sessions. Despite her diminutive demeanour, 

she is a strong leader and has risen to hold positions of authority not only within CSC but 

also ToF as network secretary. She was frequently pointed to by international practitioners 

as someone they'd like to see take a larger leadership position, a notable achievement 

considering every group leader at that time was a man. Gauri was also generous enough to 

translate from Tamil to Sinhala for me when conversing with other members of Cse. 

Chandra, a sweet-natured woman in her forties, is employed by CSC to take care of the 

domestic side of the centre . She cleans the headquarters, makes tea for visitors and 

prepares meals for the Fathers when one is living on site. Despite societal demands on 
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women to be shy and withdraw from public life,86 Chandra is involved in almost every 

program me CSC runs from its Hatton base, either providing practical assistance or 

participating as a community member. While she is sometimes hesitant at the beginning of 

physical exercises, Chandra's swiftness in overcoming this socially-encouraged reservedness 

(marked through her nervous smile transforming into a laugh) demonstrates the potential 

for similarly marginalised women to also become socially engaged . 

Along with Gauri and Chandra, there are approximately eight other members of Mountain 

Flower. Five of these are young women aged between eighteen and twenty-two, including 

Aavanthi, Loshshani and Ravinthi . Three are men, with two in their early twenties and one, 

Sujeewa, in his late thirties. They are all enthusiastically led by Father Leo who, on Father 

Benny's request, joined a Playback Theatre group in London so he would be equipped to 

lead Mountain Flower in their public storytelling practice from his inauguration. During my 

time with them, CSC and Mountain Flower were involved in ToF's year-long Empowerment 

of Women in Action (EWA) programme. As such, th is chapter focuses on CSe's use of public 

storytelling with girls and women to promote education and empowerment. In order to 

understand fully the context in which CSC and fema le tea labourers operate, a brief history 

of Hatton, Sri Lanka's tea industry and the identity of Up-Country Tamils is first required. 

4.1.3. Hatton: A Brief History 

While there were undoubtedly people living in the area of land now known as Hatton prior 

to colonisation, the town itself was only formed during British rule . It is located 

approximately eighty kilometres southeast of Colombo at an elevation of 1271 metres 

above sea level. Hatton is located in the Nuwara Eliya District, but as it is not the regional 

capital, the demographics of its population are not listed in the country's latest census 

report . It is possible, however, to discern a general image of its population when 

86 Shyness is one of the Four Virtues expecteci of Tamil women and is known as nanam. While it 

especially refers to sexual matters, it is also expected in a woman's everyday behaviour and 

interactions and is a highly prized personality trait. The other three virtues are "acham (fear, 

especially of unknown men), madam (honesty) ... and payirpu (subordination to men)" (Jayawardena 

in Jayawardena & Rahila 1986:23) . The demand placed on women to behave in such a modest way is 

suggested by Jayawardena (ibid) to be more severe in Tamil communities because "Being a minority, 

Tamils have conserved their traditions." 
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considering that the town is the larger component of the Hatton-Dickoya Urban Council 

(HDUC), whose ({total population ... is now over 40,000, the vast majority of which are in 

Hatton town" (Bass 2013:13) . In his ethnography of Hatton's tea plantation workers, 

Everyday Ethnicity in Sri Lanka: Up-Country Tamilldentity Politics, Bass (ibid) describes the 

({the ethnic composition of the HDUC" as ({63.2 percent Tamil, 28.6 percent Sinhala, 7.4 

percent Muslim and 0.9 percent other ethnicities." The wider Nuwara Eliya District has a 

total population of 711,644, with the majority of its inhabitants being classed as Up-Country 

Tamil (377,637), followed by Sinhala (282,053), Sri Lankan Tamil (32,563), Muslim (17,652), 

Burgher (761), Malay (543), Chetty (75), Bharatha (11), and other ethnicities (349) (Census 

of Population and Housing 2012). The majority of the district's inhabitants are Hindu 

(363,163), followed by Buddhist (278,254), Roman Catholic (21,116), Muslim (33,476), 

other Christian denominations (15,508), and other religions (127) (ibid). It is significant to 

note that in this central area of Sri Lanka, the majority of the population are Tamil. The 

reason for this, and the distinction between Up-Country and Sri Lankan Tamil, is inextricably 

linked to the town's founding as part of the tea industry. 

Hatton's high altitude provided ideal conditions for the coffee plantations the British were 

developing during the early nineteenth century throughout the Nuwara Eliya District. The 

cool and often wet climate led to the area becoming colloquially known as Little England, 

with Hatton itself being named after a village in Scotland's Aberdeenshire County. The 

production of coffee was soon overtaken by tea, with the first planting of the leaf in Sri 

Lanka being commonly attributed to James Taylor in 1867. Today, approximately 190,000 

hectares of tea cover Sri Lanka's Central and Southern provinces. The leaf is one of the 

country's largest exports, with the island producing 328 million kilograms in 2011, 323.7 

million kilograms of which was sold outside of the country (Sri Lanka Campaign 2015). 

These exports contributed to 2.5% of Sri Lanka's €50 billion economy that year, making 

€1.16 billion in earnings, yet the average tea plucker in Sri Lanka makes only €2-3 a day. 

This disparity of wealth distribution in the Sri Lankan tea industry hails back to the 

industry's origins. 

While ({It has been suggested that the unsuitability and unwillingness of the Sinhalese for 

work on the plantations was only later used as a convenient justification for maintaining a 

system based on 'alien labour'" (Wickramasinghe 2014:37), it remains true that Sin ha la and 

Tamil communities were not employed en masse on British plantations. Instead, the British 

chose to ship hundreds of thousands of South Indian Tamil people to the island between 

the 1820s and 1930s. The first 10,000 ofthese Indian Origin Tamils (lOTs) arrived in Jaffna 
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in 1827 as indentured labourers and were marched the 385 kilometres to the central hill 

country on foot. There they were set to work clearing large areas of jungle by hand to make 

way for British-owned plantations.87 Despite the high rates of mortality experienced by this 

community, "famine, poverty and landlessness back in [British-ruled] India" (n .a. The 

Economist 2017) meant that South Indian Tamils continued making this journey in hope of 

a better future. Sadly, their position of social marginalisation and economic (in)security was 

not alleviated, and lOTs have continued to be treated as second-class citizens in Sri Lanka . 

Wickramasinghe (2014:38-39) states that by 1911, "the number of Indian labourers in Sri 

Lanka [was] at about 500,000 - 12 per cent of the island's total population ." Yet their 

growing numbers did not help secure lOTs an equal status with the island's indigenous 

populations. In fact, Wickramasinghe (2014:38) states that the "Waves of Indian Tamil 

immigrants settled on the estates ... eventually became a large and permanent underclass 

that endured abominable working conditions and squalid housing." Despite their shared 

language (Tamil) and religion (Hinduism and, to a lesser extent, Christianity) with Sri Lankan 

Tamils, lOTs were considered by Sri Lankans and colonial officials "to be culturally distinct 

from the Sri Lankan Tamils" (2014:39). "This," Wickramasinghe (ibid) adds, "was more a 

perception than a verified fact." An influencing factor behind Sri Lankan Tamils' lowly 

perception of lOTs was due to the majority of them being from minority castes . As Bass 

(2013:27) asserts, between "1875-1876, during the initial expansion of tea plantations in Sri 

Lanka, the Planters' Association of Ceylon found that 72 percent of [lOTs] were low castes, 

especially Pallans, Paraiyans and Cakkiliyans ... , with the bulk of the rest being Vellalas, 

Kallans and Akamutiyans ." This caste-based differentiation between Sri Lankans (both 

Sinhala and Tamil) and lOTs kept the latter socially isolated and deprecated. Although there 

was interaction between these communities on the plantations, the ability of lOTs to 

87 In the writing preceding his poem The Coolie, Daniel (2008:256) describes how tea plantations "are 

deceptively called "tea gardens" in tourist brochures ." He insists, however, that "looking at them as 

'imperial debris' gives these tea gardens a whole new meaning" (ibid) . For Daniel (2008:255), the 

significance of the "transmogrification" of nature into tea plantations is two-fold. First, Daniel (ibid) 

describes how "19 th -century colonialism" reduced "over 30-million human beings" into a "massive 

contribution of labor to colonial capitalism ." Second, Daniel (2008:256) describes "the violence this 

plantation economy - one of colonial capitalism's most productive enterprises of the 19 th and first 

half of the 20 th centuries - wreaked on the land." While aesthetically beautiful, therefore, Daniel 

urges his readers to consider the incalculable damage tea plantations have caused by dehumanising 

its labourers and destroying the local ecosystem. 
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integrate into their adopted surroundings was further hindered by "the systemic creation of 

'enclaves' on the plantations where workers were kept and lived apart" (Wickramasinghe 

2014:39). Unlike the traditional systems of the hill country which had prevailed since the 

kingdom of Kotte {1412-1597L labourers were not given land to cultivate themselves, "and 

in a sense this prevented them from interacting with the neighbouring Kandyan villages, 

acquiring the language or following religious observances they had in common" (ibid). 

Independence was a pivotal moment in the country's preoccupation with ethnicity. In their 

report, The Price of Tea, Sri Lanka Campaign (2015:4) assert that the new Sinhala majority 

government deemed plantation workers "'stateless' and undeserving of citizenship status 

on the island." Political scientist Kearney (2011:492) supports by stating "Under agreements 

between India and Sri Lanka in 1964 and 1974, about three-fifths of the community [were] 

scheduled to depart the island for India by 1979, while the remainder were to receive 

Lankan citizenship." This agreement, however, was never fully implemented and most 

plantation labourers remained stateless until 2003 when "the Sri Lankan parliament passed 

legislation finally granting all Tamils of Indian origin citizenship" (Sri Lanka Campaign 

2015:4). Despite this, "around two thousand plantation workers do not have national 

identity cards (NICs) and lack proper documentation such as birth certificates" which 

seriously impinges on their "political rights such as being able to vote and socio-economic 

rights such as getting a government job" (ibid). 

As well as the concern of statelessness and citizenship, Sri Lanka Campaign (2015) highlight 

four other socio-economic issues which negatively impact on lOT tea plantation labourers. 

Unlike citizenship, however, none of these issues are exclusively the responsibility of 

government because tea plantations are not included under any Pradeshiya Sabhas, the 

legislative bodies which preside over third tier municipalities. This anomaly in local 

governance means that tea plantation residents are technically not under the jurisdiction of 

any municipal council and so must rely on the private tea companies who employ them to 

provide basic services which should be democratically guaranteed . This democratic 

oversight - which "depriv[es] Upcountry Tamils resident[s] on the estates88 of the same 

public services as any other Sri Lankan" (Bass in ICES 2017:1) - makes the population 

88 In Sri Lankan English, tea estate has the same meaning as tea plantation, referring to the land and 

buildings owned by a company growing, processing and selling tea . This includes (but is not limited 

to) the fields in which the leaf is grown, the factory in which tea is sorted, dried and packaged, and 

the homes, schools and places of worship of its employees. 
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extremely vulnerable to exploitation as their gatekeeper to accessing fundamental human 

rights is also their employer. 

Sri Lanka Campaign (2015) highlight four intersecting areas in which Up-Country Tamil tea 

plantation labourers experience oppression, the first of which being housing and land 

rights. Private tea companies own and manage accommodation for their labourers, with 

the housing predominantly being located in isolated areas of the plantations themselves 

rather than in towns like Hatton. Originally built by the British, the majority of the nation's 

914,000 labourers live in buildings known as 'lines', despite their design remaining largely 

unchanged since their conception 150 years ago. Lines are long, narrow, single-storied 

buildings divided into small eight by twelve foot units with shared outdoor sanitation 

facilities . They are often made with poor quality materials, making them pervious to the 

cold, wet weather characteristic of the hill country region. A severe lack of housing 

development for labourers keeps demand for these substandard units high, resulting in 

extended families cohabiting in cramped and unsan itary environments. Sri Lanka Campaign 

(2015:4) report that a 1994 government survey89 revealed the extent of the housing 

prob lem in tea estates: "45 per cent of houses were overcrowded; 64 per cent had 

inadequate lighting, and 64 per cent had poor ventilation . Sixty-two per cent of residences 

had no latrines and 42 per cent did not have sufficient water." 

The second socio-economic issue negatively impacting on lOT communities is inadequate 

provisions of education . As with housing, primary education in lines is monopolised by 

private tea companies, after which children must travel (often considerable distances) to 

government-run secondary schools . Primary schools tend to either be single-room buildings 

or a room in the lines themselves, with one female teacher responsible for educating 

children of all ages. Often these women are recruited from the same plantation community 

they are required to teach in and who themselves would have had the same schooling they 

were now expected to administer. As such, there is a cyclical nature of education in lines, 

where the curriculum remains isolated and self-perpetuating. Literacy among males in the 

tea sector is 88.3% and among women the rate is 74%, both of which fall drastically under 

89 While independent researchers and (I)NGOs have carried out studies among communities living 

and working on tea plantations, there has been very little research conducted by the government 

itself. This is simultaneously causative and symptomatic of the community's ongoing marginalisation, 

a cycle which mirrors the intergenerational reproduction of plantation labour and economic 

(in)security explored in this chapter. 
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the average national literacy rate of 91.4% (Sri Lanka Campaign 2015:7). It has been noted 

that "Illi teracy among the Indian Tamil plantation workers is a legacy of the colonial era" as 

mass education "was against the interests of the capitalist plantation owners and managers 

of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries" (Samarasinghe 1993:335). This 

connection between inadequate education and economic (in)security "has not changed 

much over the years" (1993:335-336). While the dropout rates for grades two, three and 

four (primary school) are the same in the plantation sector as elsewhere in the country, the 

rate dramatically increases to 28.57% and 29.57% in grades five and six (primary and junior 

secondary levels), compared to the respective national averages of just 4.6% and 5.49% 

(Ministry of Education and Higher Education 1990). This is because economic (in)security 

forces children out of school and into employment from the age of twelve. 

The third socio-economic issue negatively impacting plantations communities is inferior and 

insufficient healthcare. Sri Lanka Campaign (2015:8) state that labourers face a variety of 

risks to their health every day while they work, ranging from carrying heavy loads to 

contact with large mechanical tools and inhaling harmful pesticides. The use of pesticides 

also presents the risk of landslides as they undermine the low vegetation that retains the 

soil density in these mountainous regions. Despite these daily dangers, however, healthcare 

outreach is minimal, with extremely little help offered to those severely disabled through 

work. 

The final socio-economic issue impacting on lOT plantation labourers (and the culmination 

of the issues detailed above) is that of poverty. The poverty rate of lOTs is 11.4%, notably 

higher than the national rate of 8.9%, which is in part due to the fact that "plantation wages 

do not match the rise in commodity prices" (Sri Lanka Campaign 2015:4) . Fixed wages 

which do not account for factors such as increasing global tea prices and national costs of 

living keep plantation labourers in a state of perpetual poverty. As is always the case with 

poverty, it is "women and children" (2015:6) who are most acutely affected. 

In addition to statelessness and citizenship, housing and land rights, education, healthcare, 

and poverty, lOTs have also been negatively impacted by the conflict. Despite their 

geographical distance from battle zones, the ethnicity, language and lack of official 

documentation of lOTs heightened their (in)security. As Schrijvers (2011:534) observes: 

The internal refugees in Sri Lanka form an under-class among all people 

(Schrijvers 1997). Both in the Tamil camps in Colombo and in Vavuniya 

the majority of the people most probably came from the plantation 
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sector - being so-called 'Plantation' or 'Indian Tamils' who had been 

affected by the anti-Tamil riots in 1977, 1983 and thereafter. They were 

not even the Tamils for whose cause the L TIE [Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelamj was at war with the government! They were a group severely 

discriminated against in Sri Lanka already before the riots against Tamils 

increased during the 1970s and 80s and also looked down upon by the Sri 

Lankan Tamils. Now, they had become the most downtrodden outcast 

Tamils of all . 

Schrijvers' statement emphasises the extent of marginalisation experienced by lOTs, who 

have been oppressed by British and Sinhala-majority authorities, and ostracised by Sri 

Lanka's northern and eastern Tamil population. Throughout this history of marginalisation, 

however, lOTs have not remained passive but have actively carved out an identity and 

culture for themselves. 

Bass (2013:66) states that "Starting in the 1960s, a new ethnic identity emerged out of an 

identification with the hill country where most Indian Tamils had lived for over century." 

While the terms Indian Tamil, Indian Origin Tamil, Estate Tamils and Tamils of Recent Indian 

Origin have been used to describe this group, their evolving status has led to self

identification as Malaiyaka Tamil, or Up-Country Tamil. This became "the most common 

term for the community in the Tamillanguage" by the 1990s and, as Bass (ibid) argues, 

more accurately represents the community as '''Up-country Tamil' encompasses not just 

the estates where the vast majority live, but also Up-country towns" (2013:68) like Hatton. 

Up-Country Tamil, therefore, "refers not only to the workers engage[d] in the plantation 

industry, but also to a community consisting of urban workers, smallholders, traders, public 

servants and the intelligentsia as well, who had their social origins in the hill country" 

(Lawrence 2011:64, cited in Bass 2013:68) . Although little has changed in the living, working 

and social conditions imposed upon them by the British two centuries ago, the adoption of 

the name Up-Country Tamil is a marker of how the community "have developed an ethnic 

identification ... spatially and symbolically linking them to Sri Lanka, though they have faced 

numerous obstacles in their efforts to assert their attachment to the island" (2013:1). 

While the entire Up-Country Tamil population experiences marginalisation due to these 

intersecting socio-economic-political oppressions, it is its female population who 

experience these and other structural injustices most acutely. In Rethinking Culture, 

Development: Marriage and Gender among Tea Plantation Workers in Sri Lanka, Philips 
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(2003 :20) succinctly articulates how the trajectories of capitalism and patriarchy intersect 

to impose a pervasive condition of economic (in)security on women: 

married women on the plantations experience self-denial, sacrifice and 

subordination in impoverished male-ruled households, even as they 

suffer exploitation and gender discrimination as workers in the capitalist 

system of plantation production . Patriarchy and the plantations, or 

kinship culture and capitalist agriculture, complement each other in 

subordinating women as wives and workers. 

The creation and maintenance of societal structures which subordinate "women as wives 

and workers" (ibid) must be engaged with in order to understand the economic (in)security 

of Up-Country Tamil tea plantation communities. In the following section, I briefly outline 

the specific issues which hinder the girls and women from attaining economic security. 

4.1.4. Gendered Economic (In)Security in Tea Plantation Communities 

Samarasinghe (1993) notes that female employment is significantly higher in the tea 

plantation community - more than double that of the national average. Of this labour force, 

"Ninety-five percent ... are employed as tea pluckers" (1993:329), a position historically 

assigned to women and one which occupies "the lowest position in the hierarchy of the 

plantation sector" (1993:334). Women work in groups, each of which is "directed by a male 

field supervisor called a kanagapul/e" (ibid; original emphasis). The primary objective of this 

job is "to pick the tender green leaves from the tea bushes and carry them to the factory, 

where they are processed into brown tea" (ibid). Girls can be employed for this position 

from the age of fourteen, continuing to work "throughout their childbearing years [until] 

retire[ment] at the age of 55" (ibid). Samarasinghe (ibid) notes that "While a few Indian 

Tamil women workers in the tea plantations are employed as tea factory workers or as 

creche attendants, 98 percent of them begin and end their wage employment as tea 

pluckers." 

Despite its low pay and low status, tea plucking entails a heavy workload which is physically 

demanding. As Samarasinghe (1993:334) describes, these women "have to move up and 

down the slopes [of the tea-planted hills] several times a day, carrying a tea basket secured 

around their forehead and suspended down the back." These baskets "may weigh up to 20 

kilo[grams]" (ibid), the strain of which exemplifies the violent impact of economic 
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(in)security on the bodies of women .90 In addition to this, "women spend longer hours than 

their male counterparts for the same daily wage" (ibid). This is because, despite wages 

having been equalised in 1978 for 'unskilled' plantation labour, male labourers are 

"assigned task work that they can complete within a few hours," leaving them "free for the 

rest of the day" (ibid). This, Samarasinghe argues, highlights yet another inequality which 

women suffer; that of the double burden of employment and domestic labour. 

Samarasinghe (1993:334) states that "Household work remains the sole responsibility of 

women." Her research demonstrates that women are "the first to get up in the morning 

(usually around 5:00 A.M .), and the last to go to bed (around 10:00 P.M.)" (ibid). After 

fetching water, preparing breakfast and lunch, cleaning the house and readying the 

children, women report to work by seven thirty. At one o'clock in the afternoon, "they take 

the plucked leaves to the 'weigh-in' shed situated in the valley, visit the creche if they have 

young children, and return home for the midday meal" (ibid). They return to the field by 

"2:00 P.M. and continue to work until 4:30 P.M., when the final load of plucked tea leaves is 

taken to the weigh-in shed" (ibid). Arriving back at home at around half five in the evening, 

they again fetch water, prepare dinner, feed the children and put them to bed before 

serving their husbands and other male relatives. Only then do women eat themselves, 

before cleaning and finally retiring to bed. Referring to Kurian's (1982) research among Up

Country Tamil tea plantation labourers, Samarasinghe (1993:335) summarises that "While 

women are caught in the vortex of time-consuming work, both in the public and private 

domains, men spend less time on wage work and do not share the responsibility of 

housework" which, unsurprisingly, "has a tremendous impact on women's continued 

subordination within the household and the community." 

Samarasinghe (1993:335) solidifies the connection between economic (in)security, 

inadequate education, unequal wage and domestic work by stating: "While their low level 

of education undoubtedly contributes much to women's perception of their worth, it also 

makes them accept more readily the traditional norms of gender subordination." This is 

compounded by the lack of economic autonomy granted to women, with their wages being 

"routinely handed over to males (husbands/fathers) by the management" (1993:332) . This 

90 Another form of violence which disproportionately affects Up-Country Tamil women is that of 

enforced sterilisation. Governmental family planning programmes impose sterilisation on this 

popUlation's women after their second child, causing severe physical, mental and emotional trauma 

(Balasundaram 2011; Bass 2008). 
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practice, Samarasinghe (1993 :336) assert s, dates back to British rule, a t ime when 

"Pl antati on workers were virtually enslaved ." The continuation of this practice is 

"effectively perpetuati ng historically established norms of gender discrimination" 

(1993 :332) and is in direct opposition to Sri Lanka's status as a signatory to the United 

Nation's (UN) (1979) Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women . 

Samarasinghe (1993 :333) suggests that "as a consequence of a long history of male control 

of their earnings," it might be argued that Up-Country Tamil female tea plantation 

labourers might "have internalized the belief that they cannot manage money and have 

voluntarily left the management of their earnings to the males." Her research, however, 

demonstrates that this "does not appear to be the case" (ibid), with women's ability to 

manage money exemplified through their engagement with Chettu, an informal, collective 

saving system. Samarasinghe (ibid) describes how participants "take turns in rece iving the 

pooled sum of money each month" and rather tha n being handed over to male family 

members, the women spend the money themsel ves on "household goods, and in some 

instances on jewellery," taking care to "keep some of the money in order to continue their 

participation on the savings scheme." Despite this demonstrable economic independence, 

Samarasinghe (ibid) asserts that in regard to "collecting their own wages, they had neither 

the resources nor the organisational capacity to change the pattern in the face of a male

dominated workplace and patriarchal domestic sphere." 

The necessity of economic independence for empowerment will be returned to in the final 

section of this chapter, Reconciliation . Before then, the experiences of girls and women of 

tea plantations communities must be centred, particularly those which exemplify how 

economic (in)security impacts their bodies as acts of violence . In the following section of 

this chapter, Violence, I detail a two-day workshop run by two of ToF's international 

practitioners and a performance held by Mountain Flower, both of which were part of the 

EWA programme. I engage with issues of economic (in)security, education and 

empowerment within tea growing comll1Unities by analysing a discussion on the gendered 

treatment of children from the workshop and a story of self-harm from the performance. 
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4.2. Violence 

4.2.1. Curating Stories: Discussions from a EWA Workshop 

My first visit to Hatton coincided with a two-day workshop facilitated for Mountain Flower 

by two of ToF international practitioners, Cymbeline and Emma. Mountain Flower had four 

EWA performances planned for the upcoming months with themes pertinent to the female 

Up-Country Tamil experience. The workshop was to be a preparatory exercise for the 

group, exploring what they wanted to achieve through public storytelling and how best to 

achieve it. It was also Father Leo's first time seeing Mountain Flower in action (he would 

officially be sworn in as CSC's new director that evening), and so he took the opportunity to 

observe and provide translation for them, rather than participate. 

The workshop was hosted at the local convent, located behind the town's large Catholic 

church and a short walk from the CSC's headquarters. In addition to teaching at a local 

school and running a hostel for girls and women from the convent, these nuns are also 

CSC's most frequent collaborators. When I arrived on the first morning of the workshop, I 

was greeted by Gauri and Chandra who handed me a copy of Mountain Flower's 

performance schedule. Four other young women were also present, including Aavanthi, 

Loshshani and Ravinthi, and three men, one of whom was Sujeewa. They all wore pale blue 

polo shirts with dark blue collars and navy blue tracksuit bottoms. Glancing down at the 

sheet of paper I had been given, I saw the upcoming performances listed, as well as times 

and dates of rehearsals and brief protocol guidelines. 91 The first three performances were 

to be held at schools around the district for audiences of teenage girls, and the fourth was 

to be held at CSC and was aimed at women of all ages. The subjects of the performances for 

teenage girls were Interpersonal Relationships among Teenage Students, Women's 

91 While the protocol guidelines reference interactions with principals and teachers which are only 

relevant to performances held in schools, they still provide a useful outline of the general structure 

of Mountain Flower's public storytelling performances: 

The PB [Playback Theatre] team will reach the venue by 9 am. After an initial informal chat with 

the principal and teacher concern [sic], the team will start the PB by 10 a.m. The performance 

is for one hour. After the interaction with the participants, on [sic] person from the team will 

give an input based on the issues came [sic] from the audience. This will be followed by group 

discussion (Audience will be divided into small groups), games, general session, summa rizing 

talk and finally the programme will be concluded with a social awareness song. (eSe 2014) 
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Leadership in Families and Schools, and The Impact of Migrant Mothers and Alcoholism on 

the Education of Female Children . The performance aimed at women explored The 

Challenges Faced by Women due to Language Barriers. In the following months, another 

performance would be added to the schedule for the girls who lived in the hostel run by the 

nuns, again on the subject of Interpersonal Relationships among Teenage Students. 

The performance subjects chosen by Mountain Flower stem from the same intersecting 

oppressions as outlined by Samarasinghe (1993), demonstrating that despite the significant 

changes which have occurred in the country in recent years, geographic isolation, structural 

marginalisation and individual misogyny have left the situation of Up-Country Tamil girls 

and women largely unchanged. Relationships among teenagers and women's roles in 

private and public spheres remain pertinent daily issues. Similarly, the domination of the 

Sinhala and English languages in national business and politics continues to isolate Up

Country Tamil speakers from neighbouring communities and hinders them from 

professional progression. The mass economic migration of Sri Lankan women to the Middle 

East which began in the early 1980s continues today, with women taking up unregulated 

and potentially dangerous positions as domestic servants abroad,92 often resulting in 

"unemployed husbands reassert[ing] their masculinity [through heavy drinking] in the face 

of their wives' new role as breadwinner" (Gamburd 1995:1; see also Gamburd 2008, 2009, 

2010). The need for Mountain Flower to address the same social issues which were relevant 

to Samarasinghe's study a quarter of a century later demonstrates the unchanging, 

intergenerational cycles of oppression which Up-Country Tamil women are subjected to. 

When Cymbeline and Emma arrived at the convent, the pair led the participants in a few 

warm up exercises before splitting them into two groups. Gauri and Sujeewa were placed in 

one group, and Chandra and the two other male members were placed in the other, with 

92 A Human Rights Watch (HRW) (2007) report into female Sri Lankan domestic workers claimed that 

more than 660,000 women were working abroad that year, nearly 90% of who were based in Kuwait, 

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Lebanon. They were reported to be typically working 

sixteen to twenty-one hours a day with no legal guarantees of rest breaks or days, limits on working 

hours or, in some countries, a min imum wage. Much of the discrimination they faced was gender

specific, including earning less than their male migrant counterparts. They risked "physical, 

psychological, and sexual abuse; nonpayment of wages; food deprivation; confiscation of their 

identity documents; forced confinement in the workplace; and limitations on their ability to return 

to their home countries when they wish to do so" (2007:n.p.). 
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the four young women being divided between them. This mixed sex grouping reflected the 

critique Mountain Flower aimed to facilitate with their EWA performances, challenging 

divisive gender structures among themselves as well as within the community. Consulting 

Mountain Flower's performance schedule, Cymbeline selected Women's Leadership in 

Families and Schools as a discussion point and asked the participants to reflect on the types 

of stories which might present themselves at this upcoming performance. She outlined 

three questions she wanted the groups to address: First, what stories would the audience 

feel comfortable telling? Second, what stories really need to be told? And third, what 

stories did they, as Mountain Flower members, want to try and draw out in this 

performance? 

The participants formed two circles with their chairs. As the groups were small and well

acquainted, conversation flowed easily between all members. When it was time to report 

back on their discussions, both groups provided similar answers to Cymbeline's questions. 

Regarding which stories they felt an audience would be most comfortable sharing during 

the performance, they suggested those of happiness. The stories they felt that needed to 

be told were those about issues considered taboo, such as the gendered treatment of 

children and the segregation of the sexes. In order to address these issues, participants 

suggested they wanted to draw out stories about the detrimental impact of not allowing 

boys and girls to interact from a young age. 

In the discussion that followed these initial observations, the group as a whole talked about 

how male and female members oftheir community were not able to form relationships 

freely, whether platonic or otherwise. Chandra stated that "Society judges if men and 

women talk to each other" because of the stigma associated with mixed sex relationships 

outside the immediate family. As these relationships have the potential to be 

heteronormatively sexual, they are deemed as immoral, yet women are judged more 

severely for engaging in such affiliations than men . Participants suggested that this 

stigmatisation is first taught to children at school where boys and girls are constantly 

divided, for example, into separate seating during morning assembly and separate queues 

at lunch. This physical separation and lack of social interaction between boys and girls 

hinders children from forming relationships with each other. The group agreed that this 

alienation can lead to an ignorance - even fear - of one another, with Ravinthi adding that 

"School girls are affected by the way boys look at them ." While they acknowledged that 

friendships between boys and girls may still occur organically, Chandra stated that "Society 

looks at them differently and this is damaging to the relationship." When suggesti ng what 
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kind of stories they would want to draw out in their performance to highlight this issue, one 

young fem ale member of the group offered a scenario in which a person tells the parents of 

a girl and boy that they have seen them speaking to each other "causing hardship" in the 

family .93 

As well as their physical separation, Gauri also asserted that there was "a huge split 

between [the treatment of] boys and girls ." 94 Again, the Mountain Flower members 

highlighted how such differentiating behaviour is experienced and learned during 

childhood. They discussed anecdotally how in their schooling and parenting experience, 

male principals primarily reprimand female students, calling them into their office and 

becoming verbally aggressive. In some cases, the group alleged, "male teachers abuse the 

girls," although they did not clarify what kind of abuse takes place. The abundance of 

examples offered by the group of abusive behaviour by teachers towards their female 

students, however, demonstrates that violence (whether verbal or physical) frequents the 

everyday lives of girls. When suggesting what kind of stories they would want to draw out 

in their performance to highlight this issue, the group agreed that a story of a principal 

calling a girl into his office and being verbally aggressive towards her would be suitable. 

Another issue raised during this conversation about the treatment of girls in schools was 

that of academic achievement. The group suggested that while economic (in)security was 

driving some children out of schools, it also puts additional pressure on those who remain 

in the classroom. They discussed the competitive and disparaging remarks parents make to 

their children, often making comparisons between their children and the child 's peers. 

Mountain Flower members wanted to emphasise how harmful this can be to a child's 

confidence and to underline the degrading nature of the remarks. They suggested that a 

story in which a parent compares their daughter to a friend, saying "She studies so hard, 

why can't you be more like her?" would be effective in communicating this message. 

Cymbeline noted that while the answers given to her third question (What stories did they, 

as Mountain Flower members, want to trv and draw out in this performance?) exemplified 

93 For more on teenage relationships and the liminal biological, economic, moral, social, spatial and 

political spheres they occupy, see Emmanuel et al (2015). 

94 It is important to acknowledge that boys are also negatively affected by society's gendered 

treatment of them. The workshop's EWA focus, however, meant that in this conversation - and 

chapter - the treatment of girls took precedence . 
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the everyday realities of girls and women in Hatton, none of them presented an individual 

answer to these negative circumstances. She stated, 

... when we think of all the issues the community faces and we think of 

our bigger goal of women's empowerment, [we need to question] what 

stories will help in achieving that aim? The previous three [example] 

stories are just exploring the injustice felt by young women compared to 

young men . But still we haven't moved towards what stories will help 

move these young people towards the empowerment of women. 

Cymbeline acknowledged the complexity of this task but stated that while it was important 

to hear stories of injustice ("specifically I mean how differently boys and girls are treated") 

and the difficulties of boys and girls being friends ("but naturally they want to be")' the 

group should find "some inspirational stories that gives them hope and a feeling that they 

can change the world. Stories which are exceptions to the rule, [inspire] social change, [and 

are] able to overcome difficulties." 

Mountain Flower members were then asked to reflect on stories from their own lives which 

could, as Cymbeline suggested, "support men and women working toward women's 

empowerment." After some quiet contemplation, Aavanthi raised her hand. She said that 

as education is one of the main problems facing women, a story of academic success would 

be an inspirational; for example, a daughter's graduation day from school. Aavanthi 

suggested that the mother stands up at the graduation and talks about her experiences of 

hardship and the difficulty of keeping her daughter in school; "But seeing her daughter 

graduating, she forgets all this and is so happy." While this scenario was made up by 

Aavanthi, she went on to share that having attended a school in Hatton town, she herself 

had been accepted onto a university course. This is a rare achievement for a student from a 

tea plantation community and one which has made Aavanthi's mother "very happy and 

proud."95 

95 The lack of investigation by the government into the Up-Country Tamil population means there is 

no reliable data on the number of students who attend and graduate university from tea plantation 

communities like Hatton. From anecdotal evidence and the little data which is available, it is clear 

that the number is extremely small. According to the University Grants Commission - Sri Lanka 

(UGC), a total of 548 students were selected to universities and higher education institutions for the 

academic year 2014/2015 from the Nuwara Eliya district; a number representing just 2.1% of the 

total national admissions. 79 .9% (438) of these of students were selected on a district quota basis 
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Each topic discussed during this workshop - gender segregation in communities, gendered 

treatment in schools, academic competition - relates to how women and girls are defined 

and disempowered by their relation to others . Each of these everyday interactions are both 

facilitated by and facilitative of their continued economic (in)security. Western-centric 

empowerment theorists may point to the Up-Country Tamil population's high school 

dropout rate as the root and potential salvation of this issue. Yet, as Malhotra & Mather 

(1997) assert, education as a direct means of empowerment fails to address the need for 

marginalised individuals to control resources, not merely have access to them . As such, 

none of the issues raised by Mountain Flower can be addressed by academic education 

alone (after all, much of the discrimination faced by women begins in schools and academic 

success itself is a subject of concern). Rather, a different kind of education is required; one 

which not only seeks to understand the "broad-based historical, economic, and cultural 

patterns" impacting on women, "but also [the] specific structural factors that are 

fundamental in shaping gender relations and social differentials in education and 

employment" (1997:607) . This empirical form of education is realised by Mountain Flower 

through their public storytelling performances; a practice with recognises and 

acknowledges how Up-Country Tamil girls and women experience gendered treatment, and 

thereby spotlights the structures which disempower them. 

4.2.2. Interpersonal Relationships among Teenage Students: A EWA Performance 

Four months after participating in ToF's workshop, I returned to Hatton to watch one of the 

EWA performances Mountain Flower had been training for. The subject of the performance 

was Interpersonal Relationships among Teenage Students and it took place at the convent's 

hostel. The audience was made up of the thirty-six girls and young women who lived there 

and were a mix of Up-Country Tamil, Tamil and Sinhala backgrounds. They ranged in age 

from ten years old to twenty-nine, with most being around fifteen years of age. Most of the 

rather than on a merit basis, meaning only 20.1% (110) students were selected purely for their 

academic achievement and potential. There is no data available about the ethnic demographic of 

this small group, but by looking at the sparse information available from the UGC, it is clear that 

79.1% (20,315) of those admitted to university are Sinhala. 12.5% (3,203) are described as Tamil , 

8.1% (2,073) as Moor and 0.33% (85) as Other. The UGC fails to recognise and acknowledge Up

Country Tamils in its research, further illustrating the inaccessibility of higher education to tea 

plantation communities. 
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girls and young women came from Up·Country areas, but a significant percentage also 

came from further across the country, such as Gampaha in the Western Province and 

Ampara in the Eastern Province. Gauri described the hostel as place where "vulnerable girls 

live together as family." From speaking with the nuns, I gathered that the girls and young 

women who boarded with them were from households which could no longer look after 

them due to a variety of reasons, including poverty and abuse. Previously the convent ran 

the enterprise as a home, meaning no one had to pay to stay there. One of the nuns told 

me, however, that "the government interfered too much, telling us who we could take and 

could not, so we had to close it down." In its reincarnation as a hostel, families pay a fee for 

their daughters to board there. While this means that the scheme lost some of its 

charitable idealism, the nuns are now able to run it independently. 

On the morning of the performance, monsoon rain poured down on Hatton, washing mud 

from the hills on to the streets. As I made my way to the room in which the performance 

was to be held, I found the shallow ground gutters lining the walkways between buildings 

overflowing with rainwater. Jumping over streams of fast-flowing water, I eventually 

reached the performance room, at the entrance of which stood a free standing chalkboard. 

A sign had been attached to the board which read 'W2rm Welcome' with a drawing of a 

woman in profile holding a traditional clay candle underneath. I seated myself at the back 

of the room as Father Leo, Gauri, Chandra, Sujeewa, Loshshani and Ravinthi took to the 

raised stage at the far end of the hall to welcome their audience. The thirty-six girls and 

young women sat facing the Mountain Flower group on wooden benches and chairs. Each 

member of Mountain Flower introduced themselves in Tamil, fighting to be heard over the 

thundering of the rain pounding on the tin roof above. Father Leo, who was conductor for 

the performance, strained his voice to translate in Sinhala for the benefit of the girls from 

other areas. 

Father Leo asked the girls and young women for a sentence to describe how they were 

feeling. After a tentative pause, two girls raised their hands. The first said that she had felt 

happy when she had seen the welcome sign as she entered the room. The second said that 

she felt excited to be part of the performance. As Mountain Flower played both feelings 

back as short-forms, a power cut plunged the room into darkness. The only light which 

remained was a candle on the wall behind the stage which burned below an effigy of the 

Virgin Mary. The sound of the rain drumming on the tin roof amplified and Loshshani and 

Ravinthi drew the fleeces they were wearing over their Mountain Flower polo shirts and 

shalwar kameez more tightly around themselves. The girls and young women of the 
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audience huddled closer together and leaned further forward to hear Father Leo over the 

roaring wind outside. Despite the unexpected darkness, the Mountain Flower team 

continued to work on stage by the dim light that penetrated through the windows. The 

audience were lively in their engagement with the stories and reenactments, encouraging 

each other to stand up and tell anecdotes, laughing and cheering as they were told. 

Eventually, the lights flickered back on and Father Leo took the opportunity to ask for 

longer stories. 

Three teenage girls shared their stories. One after another, they were invited up onto the 

stage to take a seat next to Father Leo and relate their experience. Father Leo asked 

questions and summarised for the actors and audience over the howling wind throughout. 

The first two young women to share their stories were Sinhala but chose to speak in Tamil 

as it was the first language of most of the girls. Father Leo continued translating into 

Sinhala for the benefit of the girls who weren't fluently bilingual yet. The first shared a story 

about taking her neighbours some flowers and the second related a disastrous cooking 

attempt. Kaethana, a nineteen year old Up-Country Tamil woman, was the third to share 

her story from the stage. She was visibly nervous and spoke so quietly that Father Leo had 

to repeat every sentence for the benefit of the audience and actors. 

Kaethana's story began with a description of a trivial incident at school, where she 

secretively shared some sweets with friends in class. One of her peers, however, feeling left 

out, reported this to their teacher. As her story continued, Kaethana told of how she 

received verbal abuse from the teacher who threatened to report the incident back to her 

family. Kaethana - making allusions in her telling to her mother's limited income as a tea 

plucker and her single-parent status - had pleaded with the teacher not to tell her mother. 

The teacher accused her of answering back and proceeded to report Kaethana's behaviour 

to her mother. Kaethana described the lonely night that followed, during which neither her 

mother nor her three siblings at home spoke to her. The next morning, she found her 

mother's prescription painkillers as well as packets of paracetamol. She took them with her 

to school where she and her mother were called in to the principal's office to discuss the 

incidents of the day before. Kaethana described how her mother had berated and shamed 

her in front of the principal. Afterwards, Kaethana went to the bathroom and took all the 

pills and wrote a note which she left in her bag with the empty medicine boxes. She went 

into her classroom where she passed out at her desk. She was taken to hospital where her 

stomach was pumped. She recalled having pain in her chest and wondering why she did this 

to herself. When her mother arrived, she shouted at her and when the police came to 
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investigate the act of self-harm, they refused to believe her reasons . They insisted it must 

have been over 'a love case .'96 When the actors reenacted the story on the stage, Kaethana 

spent much of the time with her head bowed, crying, looking at her palms resting on her 

lap. When the performance was over, the girls and young women of the audience clapped 

and cheered enthusiastically . 

4.2.3. Experiences of Everyday Violence: Self-Harm as Example 

While Kaethana provided the most extreme example, many of the stories told at Mountain 

Flower's hostel performance contained mentions of violence. The commonness of such 

experiences within the audience demonstrates the high levels of violence encountered by 

girls and young women in Sri Lanka, particularly those of Up-Country Tamil descent. This 

prevalence is further illustrated by the tellers' framing of the incidents, which - while 

emotionally difficult - portrayed violence as relatable and to be expected. The assumptions 

made by this rhetoric are confirmed in regard to Kaethana's experience, as self-harm and 

suicide are "not [considered] an extraordinary event in the lives of rural people, but rather 

a banal occurrence" (Marecek & Senadheera 2012 :75). As such, self-harm97 must be 

understood as an everyday - not severe - form of violence, experienced by Up-Country 

Tamil girls and women as a result of their economic (in)security and social marginalisation. 

The expectedness of stories of violence is confirmed again by Mountain Flower's prediction 

of such themes during their preparatory workshop. While not exclusively about gender 

segregation, gendered treatment or competitive academia, Kaethana's story included many 

of the problematic dynamics Mountain Flower drew attention to four months previously : It 

involved verbal and emotional abuse by adu lts who hold positions of authority in her life, 

96 In Sri Lankan English, 'love case' or 'love affair' refers to heterosexual relationships which are not 

sanctioned by the families of either party and are therefore deemed immoral. 

97 I use the term 'self-harm' to refer to acts of deliberate, self-inflicted violence. Although the term 

'a ttempted suicide' is commonly used in Sri Lanka to describe actions such as Kaethana's, I do not 

use it here for two reasons. First, suicide attempt presumes intent to cause death . Yet, as Marecek & 

Senadheera (2012:55) point out, "This mayor may not be the case; self-harm has many possible 

motives, even when death is the result." Second, it implies that "those who survive an act of self

harm have 'failed ', while those who die have 'succeeded'" (ibid) . I agree with Marecek & Senadheera 

(ibid) when they state that "Thi s is an implication that we'd prefer to avoid ." 
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an adult outsider reporting a private interaction between her and her peers back to the 

family home, and it included her being shamed by a parent. Additionally, Kaethana's story 

also involved a single mother in a state of economic (in)security, the silencing of a narrative 

of violence by the police, and, most significantly, it included violence being inflicted upon 

an adolescent girl's body by herself. 

Little has been written about self-harm and suicide among the girls and women of Up

Country Tamil tea plantation communities. From anecdotal evidence provided by CSC and 

more general research into suicide in Sri Lanka (Widger 2015; Knipe et al 2014; suicide 

narratives: Hewamanne 2010; Said 2014), however, it can be understood that this is a 

prevalent issue within the community. In order to understand how acts of self-harm such as 

Kaethana's are perceived, I use Marecek & Senadheera's (2012) study, 'I Drank It to Put an 

End to Me': Narrating Girls' Suicide and Self-Harm in Sri Lanka, which looks at the way 

adolescent girls in southern Sri Lanka admitted to hospital for self-harm speak about their 

injuries. Their data shows that between 2001-2007, the number of adolescent girls 

admitted for self-harm more than doubled. They also found that (while official reports are 

not tabulated for such comparisons), in rural environments such as Hatton, "high rates of 

deliberate self-harm prevail [ ... ] while the incidence in large cities is much lower" (2012:56). 

Marecek & Senadheera (ibid) argue that this is because the "economic status" of such 

communities "fluctuates considerably (for example, in accord with rainfall or stormy 

weather) and so they live with considerable financial uncertainty." Here, Marecek & 

Senadheera make a direct link between the everyday violence of self-harm and the 

condition of economic (in)security, supporting the assertion that Kaethana's actions must 

be understood within the context of her geographical and economic environment. 

In order to further understand Kaethana's experience, I turn to what Marecek & 

Senadheera (2012) identify as the language practices of self-harm. Across the interviews 

conducted, they found that the recurring modes of talk about self-harm reinforced four 

repertoires. Firstly, Marecek & Senadheera state that self-harm is a relational practice. This 

is confirmed by their data, which shows that interpersonal conflicts were reported by their 

respondents as the primary reason for their self-harm. These interpersonal conflicts, 

Marecek & Senadheera (2012:53) suggest, emerge from "the clash between emergent 

expectations that young women hold regarding advanced education [ .. . ] and traditional 

ideals of appropriate feminine comportment [ ... ] held by their parents. " In the case of Up

Country Tamil populations, this generational division of expectations is also associated with 

the economic (in)security of families. 
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Despite the economic (in)security of tea plucking, Kaethana's mother kept her eldest 

daughter in school. This action is emblematic of the commonly held belief among Hatton's 

families that better education will lead to better employment opportunities, which will in 

turn lead to greater economic security. When the daughters of such ambitious but 

economically (in)secure families reach their mid- and late-teens, however, parents f ind 

themselves unable to reconcile their aspirations with the financial and societal pressure to 

arrange marriages for their child . For the daughters themselves, even attaining a high level 

of education cannot guarantee economic security and a middle-class lifestyle as access to 

jobs is extremely limited in the geographic isolation of the hill country. 98 In this way, 

children constantly fail in satisfying their parents' often contradictory economic and 

domestic aspirations, making household conflict common. As a single Up-Country Tamil 

woman raising four children, these tensions would have been particularly acute for 

Kaethana's mother, contributing to the severity of interpersonal conflict between herself 

and her eldest daughter. Kaethana's act of self-harm, therefore, must be read as a 

relational act between her and her mother, and while not directly attributed to a financial 

reason, was informed by economic (in)security. 

Second ly, Marecek & Senadheera (2012) assert that self-harm is a means to communicate 

what cannot be said in words. This, again, is supported by their research which shows that 

while the majority of cases involved accusations and disputes about heterosexual 

relationships, they also often involved other interpersonal conflicts such as "scolding and 

assaults by parents [ ... ]; accusations, damaging rumours or even blackmail by peers; [or] 

public humiliation or loss of face suffered at the hands of teachers or neighbours" 

(2012:63). This assertion resonates with Kaethana's experience as her reasons for self-harm 

involved all three examples of interpersonal conflicts described by Marecek & Senadheera, 

yet was dismissed by the police as a love case.99 The subordinate position children hold in 

98 Bass (2008) problematizes this position as one of a relatively overeducated and underemployed 

generation. This generation are reluctant to take positions on the plantations as they are more 

qualified than their parents, yet remain economically (in)secure due to a lack of employment 

opportunities. Bass suggests that these poor but educated populations of the Up-Country are 

demoralised and violence-prone, mirroring the position of youth in Sri Lanka's Northern and 

Southern Provinces during the 1970s and 1980s. 

99 It is possible to question Marecek & Senadheera's (2012) claim that the majority of self-harm cases 

they encountered were due to heterosexual relationships as Kaethana's story demonstrates that 

reasons reported for self-harm by authority figures do not necessarily reflect the reasons given by 
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Sri Lankan society (as previously discussed in relation to emotional (in)security in 

Trincomalee) would have meant that Kaethana was unable to communicate, let alone 

challenge, the injustice she suffered by her teacher, mother and principal. All three of these 

people held positions of authority in her life and as such, Kaethana would not have felt able 

to engage them in critical conversation. Her act of self-harm, therefore, can be read as an 

attempt to communicate through action what could not be broached in words. 

Thirdly, Marecek & Senadheera (2012) assert that self-harm expresses and enacts anger 

and other taboo emotions. Kaethana narrated her story as a sequence of chronological, 

almost inevitable, events cresting on a tide of emotions rather than deliberate, thoughtful 

action. This is not to create a binary between the emotional and rational self, but to 

highlight that it was Kaethana's feelings which were given precedence in her telling, not her 

thought process. Like Kaethana, Marecek & Senadheera (2012:53) note that their 

respondents also presented themes of "anger, disappointment, shame, and acute distress" 

in their reflections. Rather than emphasise their own decision making process, Marecek & 

Senadheera suggest that the girls and young women tend to highlight the power of the 

emotions they felt at the time. In doing so, they are able to distance themselves from the 

act of violence itself and remove their agency from their actions. lOO In Kaethana's case, her 

narrative emphasis might have been an attempt to demonstrate the distance she feels 

emotionally and rationally between her past and present self. By highlighting the role of her 

the individual. The shame associated with self-harm, as well as the general lack of respect given to 

girls in Sri Lankan society, means that a parent, doctor or police officer could potentially undermine 

the self-harmer by imposing their own narrative onto the situation . It is also possible that the 

individual themselves may alter their own narrative to reflect that imposed upon them in order to 

minimise any further collateral damage caused by their initial act of self-harm. As such, I take 

Marecek & Senadheera's claim cautiously. 

100 Marecek & Senadheera (2012:77) note that this "pattern of silence, euphemistic language, and 

deflecting attention from unresolved conflicts" in domestic settings is also used in Sri Lanka to 

obscure violence related to the conflict itself. They suggest that the veiled rhetoric used by girls to 

describe their self-harm "resembles the pattern of linguistic containment that Argenti-Pillen (2003) 

described in her ethnographic study of village [Sinhala] women living side by side with neighbours 

who had previously engaged in killings, abductions and torture during militant uprisings" (ibid). 

Argenti-Pillen's ethnography and the act of silencing will be examined in the next chapter, Cultural 

(in)Security in Embilipitiya: The Stories of Sinhala Men, but is referenced here to highlight how 

ingrained the masking of violence against girls and women is across Sri Lankan society. 
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emotions in her act of self-harm, Kaethana presents the image of violence being enacted or 

forced upon her, not by her. 

Finally, Marecek & Senadheera (2012) suggest that personal agency plays little role in self

harm. Kaethana's use of emotion-centring speech exemplifies how little role she felt her 

personal agency played in her actions, as it not only obscured her as the perpetrator of the 

violence but also minimised the violence itself. Marecek & Senadheera (2012:77) claim that 

self-harm was often referred to as a "foolish act" by doctors, parents and the girls 

themselves. In this way, "speakers effectively deflected attention away from the fuller 

accounts." The reason why a girl or young women may self-harm in the first place - and why 

they and those around them may work to dismiss and minimise the violence - is due to the 

implication of others. In Kaethana's case, this includes her peers, her teacher, her mother 

and her principal. By explaining her self-harm away as a momentary and isolated "foolish 

act," the behaviour of these implicated parties "recede[sl from view" (ibid).101 When the 

police insisted that Kaethana's act of self-harm must have been the result of a love case, 

they removed the need to address the actual interpersonal conflicts which led her to taking 

an overdose. In doing so, any sense of responsibility is rescinded from the others 

implicated, but leaves their actions unchallenged and Kaethana's situation unaltered. While 

arguably serving the collective need for coexistence (Argenti-Pillen 2003), this rhetoric 

silences the voice of girls and young women who self-harm, patronises their actions and 

fails to address the issues which made the violence seem necessary and inevitable in the 

first place. 

101 Shame also plays an important role in Kaethana's emotion-centring language. Shame is a 

powerful regulator of social norms in Sri Lanka and in this instance, it guides Kaethana to distance 

herself from her 'shameful' self-harm through her narrative choices. The fear of shame is also a key 

motivator in the responses of those around her, as recognising and acknowledging the injustice 

Kaethana suffered would have the potential to reflect shame onto their own past behaviour. Said 

(2014:22) examines this connection, stating that /ajja (shame) "reduces social status and strains 

relations of trust between village units since suicide essentially signifies a failure to adhere to 

globally accepted socio-cultural norms." These socio-cultural norms refer to parents' obligation to 

"instil respect and obedience [in their children], and uphold the moral integrity of the family unit" 

(ibid). In reducing her self-harm to "a foolish act" (Marecek & Senadheera 2012:77), not only is 

Kaethana attempting to minimise her own shame by diminishing her agency, but also prevent shame 

being transferred onto her family and preserve their moral status. 
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Th e harmful impact of this obscuring rhetoric must be addressed through a criticism of the 

police's actions. Their refusal to believe Kaethana 's account of events and insisting her act 

of self-harm was the result of a love case demonstrates that this experience does not 

merely reflect the situation of one teenage girl, but resonates with systemic structures 

which oppress Sri Lanka's marginalised populations. There are three issues which exemplify 

this. Firstly, due to the lack of diversity in the Sri Lankan Police Force, the officers in this 

situation were likely to have been Sinhala Buddhist men. 102 Compared to Kaethana, 

therefore, they held a privileged societal position due to their intersecting ethnic, gender, 

religious and professional identities. Refusing to acknowledge Kaethana 's experiences is a 

tangible enactment of the structural marginalisation which silences and diminishes her as a 

Hindu, Up-Country Tamil teenage girl every day. Secondly, the police force is representative 

of both the notions of the nation and security. As previously described in relation to Jaffna, 

the Sri Lankan security forces approach Tamil populations with severe suspicion and 

mistrust. By rejecting her experience and insisting that she was trying to deceive them not 

only placed Kaethana in opposition to them, but put in her in the same category as 

criminals. This reinforces the idea that neither the nation of Sri Lanka nor the state's 

security isjor her, but is protectedjrom her by Sinhala Buddhist men. As such, their 

rejection of Kaethana's narrative can be read as a political act which effectively left 

Kaethana outside of normal citizenship, unable to assert her place in the country of her 

birth . Thirdly, by insisting that Kaethana's self-harm could have only been the result of a 

102 Reliable statistical information on those employed by the Sri Lankan Police Force is extremely 

rare, but a 2005 UN Commission on Human Rights (2006 :14) report states that "The police force ... is 

only 1.2 per cent Tamil and 1.5 per cent Muslim, and Sinhala officers seldom speak Tamil 

proficiently." As such, "The police ... lack sufficient linguistic ability and cultural sensitivity to 

interview witnesses and gather the information required to effectively investigate ... within the Tamil 

and Muslim communities" (ibid). Regarding gender ratios, "there are now just over 8000 women in 

the police force" (Wijedasa 2016), approximately 10% of the entire organisation. This imbalance of 

ethnic, gender and religious rations in the police has its roots in colonialism but has been 

exacerbated by the conflict. As Enloe (1977:137) notes " ... police forces are rarely neutral actors in 

ethnic conflicts. They are typically ethnically imbalanced as a result of historical socioeconomic 

maldistributions of opportunities and of deliberate recruitment strategies pursued by central 

government elites." As such, the pervasiveness of male Sinhala Buddhist police officers in an Up

Country Tamil town such as Hatton is not an administrative oversight, but a deliberate attempt to 

withhold power and authority to the community itself, and keep them repressed within their own 

space. 
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love case highlights the lack of autonomy given to girls and young women in Sri Lanka . The 

police officers were forced to invent and insert a boy into Kaethana's story to be able to 

understand it. This completely disregards the agency of girls and young women in their own 

lives, implying that they only exist in relation to men and their actions are actually reactions 

to male authority. 

Kaethana's awareness of these intersecting oppressions is exemplified in her use of 

emotion-centring language which, by diminishing the responsibility of those implicated in 

her self-harm, demonstrates that she felt her circumstances put her beyond attaining 

justice for herself. She was resigned to her inability to assert her rights, mirroring the wider 

dilemma of tea plantation labourers of Hatton. Those living and working on plantations are 

ultimately constrained in rights by the fact that their appeal could only ever be to the 

authorities ofthe plantations; the same authorities upon whom employees have been 

made dependent on for food, housing, education and money. Both Kaethana's experience 

and the historical oppression of Up-Country Tamil people, therefore, are bound up in 

perpetual cycles of injustice. 

The cyclical pattern of suspicion and injustice between authority figures and marginalised 

individuals begs the question as to when the rights of an Up-Country girl would be heard 

and taken seriously. Structurally-imposed (in)security does not allow such dialogue to occur 

organically, so safe spaces must instead be negotiated. The EWA performance in which 

Kaethana publicly shared her story is a rare example of such a curated environment. 

Kaethana's decision to discuss her experience not only with her contemporaries but also 

the adult members of Mountain Flower was in itself was a momentous. As women's voices 

are routinely ignored in the public sphere and silenced through violence, the ability of girls 

and young women to share their experiences and be heard by one another and authority 

figures is a significant step towards recognising and acknowledging the impact that 

economic (in)security has on these marginalised communities. In the next section of this 

chapter, Reconciliation, I reflect on the impact hearing Kaethana's story had on members of 

Mountain Flower, bringing together the concepts of education, employment and economic 

(in)security to address the agency of Up-Country Tamil girls and women in the tea 

plantation community. 
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4.3 . Reconciliation 

4.3.1. Post-Performance Conversation: Self-Reflection as an Instigator of Change 

After their EWA performance at the hostel, members of Mountain Flower and I were 

invited by the nuns to stay for lunch. We went down to the kitchens and served ourselves 

rice and curry cooked by local Up-Country Tamil women employed by the convent, and 

returned with our laden plates to the performance room. I had scheduled individual 

interviews with Gauri and Chandra later that afternoon, but as the rain was still ferociously 

lashing down and the women had children to collect from school, we decided a group 

discussion over lunch would be more suitable for everyone. Sujeewa joined us as we settled 

around a wooden table at the back of the room and began talking about the performance 

and Kaethana's story. 

Presented below is an extract from my field notes about this conversation . It was written 

on the evening of the performance when I had returned to my room on the other side of 

the convent. I wrote it while listening to the audio recording I had taken of the discussion I 

had with Gauri, Chandra and Sujeewa and includes an interaction we had with Ravinthi, 

Loshshani and Kaethana immediately after we had finished our lunch. Some of the dialogue 

was summarised for brevity. My observations are emboldened, while dialogue is indicated 

by being preceded by the name of the speaker. I have also included in boxed interjections 

which were part of my field notes. 

The weather is really awful today, so Gauri is worried about the buses. 

Instead of doing the interviews, we decide to save time by discussing the 

performance over lunch. 

The Self-Harm Story 

Gauri: It's sad because it's not a one off story. Only recently there was a case 

of someone locally killing themselves over a love case. This is the solution 

young people jump to now because it's what they see in the media/telly 

dramas. We need to teach children in school that this is not the way to deal 

with problems. After this story maybe the younger students will think this is 

how to react and will remember the pills next time they have a problem . We 

need to encourage them to talk with someone. 
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CSC Vision: 

"We are committed to build [sic] a just and humane 

society among people living in the Up-Country, in 

which every person will live with dignity and rights" 

Gauri (cont.): A friend/guardian/Sister. Even teachers aren 't angry all the time 

... From this performance, this girl can ask for support from CSC; maybe get 

counselling from Father Leo. 

Me: Would that actually happen? 

Gauri: Maybe. It's up to Father Leo to discuss it with the Sisters. They are the 

ones with the connection . 

Sujeewa: As I see it, there is a gap in what we do. We have the performance 

but offer nothing after. 

Me : Yes, how do you reconci le this? 

Sujeewa: Tell her about the computer classes at CSC, tell her she can go there 

for help. 

Me: You can offer this one girl a class and counselling, but what about all the 

others you have/will encounter in your past/future performances? Do you 

have a system in place to help people? 

Gauri: No system, but the way I see it, Playback should be used as a tool , not a 

standalone project . If it is supported by counselling and workshops it can be 

very effective ... It is not the cause of social change, just a tool to create 

discussion . 

This group is lucky to have a licensed counsellor at the helm, but not all ToF 

groups can function like this. 

Me : Today we broached on a very heavy subject. How will you manage what 

you 've heard/performed throughout the rest of the day? 

Previous performance: 

Gauri : We've never had a performance for 

this group but have done for younger girls [6-
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9 yea r olds) from the same school . 

Part of the Value Education programme. 

(One of the young girls asked me today how 

far I got in school and couldn't believe it 

when I said all the way. Before that, other 

girls had been quick to ask me what I got for 

OILs and AILs.) 

Playback used as a supplementary tool, not 

entire workshop. 

Gauri : It affected me very much because I also came from a broken home. The 

first thing the girl sa id today was 'my mother is a single parent.' This is the 

problem. My mother didn't remarry but my pa rents did divorce. 

Even though Gauri was not teller's actor, she was moved to tears and 

connected deeply with [Kaethana'sl situation. 

Chandra : It willed me today to be a better mother to my own children because 

loving parents is the most important thing. I need to speak with my child 

gently and not get angry. 

Sujeewa : There is no trust. If you are late because of the rain like today, your 

mother will scold you and accuse you of lying. 

Me: Yes, thi s seems to be a wider issue with little trust or respect being given 

to ch ildren in Sri Lanka . 

This was Ravinthi and Loshshani's first performance. Ravinthi was teller's 

actor for the self-harm story. She said she was very moved by the story and 

found it very difficult to let go of that emotion afterwards. 

Gauri, Chandra, Sujeewa and I went to wash our plates in the kitchen and on 

the way back we passed Ravinthi arm in arm with her teller [Kaethana], 

laughing, surrounded by three girls from the hostel and Loshshani. 

Gauri : They're ta lking; that 's good. 

The rain was still battering down as Gauri and I shared an umbrella back to 

the CSC; Sujeewa was just ahead, the others lagging behind. 
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At the centre, I asked Ravinthi and Loshshani what the teller [Kaethanal said 

to them. Ravinthi said she told her not to keep everything bottled inside and 

to talk about her emotions. Loshshani said she suggested she wrote a diary. 

Chandra : Was she right to say keep a diary? 

Me: I don't know. I'm not an expert but it might be good to get her feelings 

out and a diary would be a good, self-reliant way of doing thi s. 

Chandra seems satisfied, so I turn again to Ravinthi. 

Me: What did she say to you? 

Ravinthi : She didn 't pay much attention to what I said . 

Me : Did she say anything about the performance? 

Ravinthi lights up. 

Ravinthi: She said I was her. Like she was seeing herse lf on stage . Exactly how 

it was. (Field notes 12th June 2014) 

There are many issues to unpack from this extract. They range from broad societal 

observations, to Mountain Flower's methodology, and individual responses to Kaethana's 

story. Beginning with the societal observations, Gauri opened the conversation by 

highlighting how prevalent self-harm and suicide are in the Up-Country region. It is 

Significant to note that despite hearing Kaethana explicitly state that the police had 

imposed the narrative of a romantic relationship on her, Gauri still conflates this as 

Kaethana's reason for self-harm, noting that "Only recently there was a case of someone 

locally killing themselves over a love case ." This is demonstrative how pervasive the 

narrative imposed by security forces can be, not only on the history of the country (in the 

case of the conflict), but also regarding the history of individuals, as they are able to 

reassert their domination of Kaethana with each retelling of her story. Marecek & 

Senadheera's (2012) assertion that self-harm is a relational practice, therefore, gains 

further meaning as it can be used by others after the act to continually assert power and 

authority over the already vulnerable individual. 

Gauri stated that there was a need to change how children are taught to deal with 

situations such as the one Kaethana found herself in. Ravinthi echoed this sentiment when 
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she told Kaethana "not to keep everything bottled inside and to talk about her emotions." 

Gauri and Ravinthi both asserted the need for more open conversation, engaging not only 

peers but also authority figures. Gauri suggested encouraging the girls and young women of 

the hostel to talk to a guardian or teacher as well as their friends, broaching the gap 

between generations. For this to work, however, more respect needs to be bestowed on 

children by their elders which, as Sujeewa pointed out, is currently lacking: "There is no 

trust ... your mother will scold you and accuse you of lying." As Marecek & Senadheera 's 

(20l2) research shows, self-harm is used to commun icate what cannot be said in words. 

Kaethana's subordinate position in society meant that she was unable to conveyor 

chal lenge the injustices she endured by three authority figures in her life, creating further 

distance between how she experienced these interactions and how they perceived them . 

As Gauri and Ravinthi suggested, conversations between generations could help expose the 

differing expectations and realities experienced by parents and children, potentially 

reducing more severe interpersonal conflict and se lf-harm in the future. 

Regarding Mountain Flower's methodology, Sujeewa asserted that "there is a gap in what 

[the group] do" as they "offer nothing after" the performance. With this, Sujeewa refers to 

the lack of follow up work done with individuals like Kaethana who share very personal and 

unresolved stories during performances. While those with whom the organisation work 

with would no doubt benefit from a more structured fol low up procedure, Mountain 

Flower simply lack the resources required to establish this kind of long term dialogue with 

every individual who shares their story, let alone each audience member who hears those 

stories. What is important, therefore, is how members creatively make up for this shortfall 

while continuing their essential work. Gauri suggested that Kaethana could have 

counselling sessions with Father Leo, and Sujeewa himself proposed that she could enrol in 

the CSe's computer classes. Both of these approaches are pragmatic solutions for an 

esoteric problem. As they are unable to support Kaethana's emotional needs fully, they put 

her in contact with someone who is in a better position to help (Father Leo) while offering 

her practical education (computer classes) to enhance her skills, confidence and future 

employment opportunities in the meantime. 

This relates back to Marecek & Senadheera's (20l2) assertion that self-harm expresses and 

enacts anger and other taboo emotions. Kaethana described her sadness being the driving 

factor of her self-harm, as though it was an autonomous entity outside her control. 

Counselling with Father Leo has the potential to motivate a new way of talking about self

harm; a language wh ich encourages engaging and processing emotion rather than 
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distancin g oneself from it. Such affirmative action would be complemented by a computer 

class as it would give Kaethana the chance to learn technical and pragmatic skills, 

highlighting her ability to think through problems rather than feel passive in the face of 

them . This emphasis on her decision making process has the potential to reduce the feeling 

of inevitability Kaethana described about her self-harm, demonstrating that she has the 

agency to affect situations and create change. 

The ongoing, processual nature of Mountain Flower's approach to supporting individuals 

like Kaethana was reiterated by Gauri's statement that public storytelling cannot be used as 

a standalone venture, but must be implemented as part of a larger process of social 

change. Both suggestions made by her and Sujeewa of enrolling Kaethana in counselling 

sessions and computer classes required Kaethana to regularly visit CSe's headquarters. This 

would allow for them to create a longer-term relationship with Kaethana, enabling 

individuals like Gauri, Chandra and Sujeewa to become part of her support network and 

monitor her development, adjusting their approach as necessary. This ethos of Mountain 

Flower to adapt continually to the suit the needs of Hatton's community was exemplified 

by Chandra when she asked if Loshshani had been right to suggest Kaethana keep a diary. 

Her questioning of the appropriateness of the advice was an example of how CSC design, 

implement and continually evaluate their method of community engagement and social 

change. Chandra's ability to question Mountain Flower's own work demonstrates that this 

kind of empirical education is not only a necessary and powerful tool for the empowerment 

of the girls and young women in the audience, but also for the women of CSC themselves. 

On an individual basis, Gauri and Chandra both expressed feeling personally affected by 

Kaethana's story. Gauri described how listening to Kaethana had reminded her of her own 

childhood, while Chandra reflected on it from her current position as a mother; lilt willed 

me today to be a better mother to my own children because loving parents is the most 

important thing. I need to speak with my child gently and not get angry." Kaethana's story 

provided an opportunity for Chandra to reflect on why self-harm occurs and recognise the 

ways in which scolding, humiliation and more severe forms of verbal abuse cause and 

correlate with violence . It is clear from her statement that Chandra realised the way she 

spoke w ith her children as a variable factor which, through modification, could decrease 

the risk of violence in the form of self-harm. In doing so, she highlighted that self-harm 

cannot be understood as isolated incident, but that it is part of a larger context of systemic 

violence and silencing of children. Through Chandra 's self-reflection and her resolution to 
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cha nge her own behaviour, she once again demonstrated that the educational practices of 

public storytelling lies not only with the audience, but with the practitioners as well. 

An individual whose response did not demonstrate Chandra's level of self-reflection, 

however, was Kaethana herself. Ravinthi stated that Kaethana "didn't pay much attention" 

when she had advised her to be more open with her thoughts and feelings . This is again 

evidence that creating social change is a process and for Kaethana, in the moments 

immediately after the performance, having told her story and having had it accepted by 

others might have been satisfactory enough. This echoes Marecek & Senadheera's (2012) 

suggestion that personal agency plays little role in self-harm . Considering that Kaethana's 

only previous experience of explaining her self-harm had resulted in her claims being 

refuted, having her emotion-centring narrative heard and accepted by her peers and 

Mountain Flower's adult members absolved her of responsibility; it confirmed to her that 

she was not to blame for her actions and that her personal agency played little role in her 

self-harm. For that moment, feeling as though she "was seeing herself on stage" was a 

validation of her experience. For CSC to challenge the prevalence of similar violences, 

however, they must negotiate with the structures that uphold the economic (in)security of 

Up-Country girls and women . 

4.3.2. Empowering Women to Empower Women: The Need for Female Autonomy at ese 

In order to assess the impact of CSe's work on women's empowerment, a return to 

Samarasinghe (1993) and her understanding of the practical entailments of gender equality 

is required. Samarasinghe (1993:329) argues that "Economic independence for women [is] 

a key basis for individual empowerment." Achieving this "requires bringing together two 

basic sets of dynamics into simultaneous play, that is, access to resources and control of 

one's income" (ibid) . This is currently enacted by CSC through their campaigning for girls 

and women's access to welfare resources such as childcare, healthcare and education, and 

to have their wage paid directly to them rather than a male relative. Following 

Samarasinghe's assertion that theoretical concepts of gender-inclusivity can be practically 

applied to the tea plantations of Sri Lanka, however, more could be done by CSC to support 

the girls and women of Hatton . 

Samarasinghe (1993:337) points to the "few examples from Third World [sic] countries 

demonstrating that even within a larger patriarchal society, poor uneducated women ca n 
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ma ke use of their wage work to gain a considerable degree of empowerment over their 

lives." These include the Grameen Bank experience of Bangladesh, and the Self Employed 

Women's Association (SEWA) and Working Women's Forum (WWF) of India. Samarasinghe 

suggests that two common characteristics are vital to each's success. Firstly, as they 

concern themselves with women-specific production ventures, "patr iarchal contro ls that 

exist within the larger society do not seem to infiltrate their organizational stru ctures" 

(ibid) . Secondly, the organisations "go beyond strictly income-generating activities and in 

fact have acted as catalysts for change" (ibid). They have, for example, developed credit 

schemes, funded literacy and nutrition education programmes and, "in short, helped 

women to gain more control over their lives" (ibid). Samarasinghe (ibid) attributes the 

success of such enterprising, innovative and socially-conscious organ isations to the fact that 

they "have given the women their own space to gain self-confidence in the management of 

their own affairs"; "a lesson," she asserts, "that needs to be seriously heeded in order to 

prevent the use of women workers as an exploi ta ble resource" (ib id). 

While ese's EWA programmes like the performance at the hostel are women-specific 

ventures, they are organised and conducted by Father Leo, a male community leader. The 

"patriarchal controls that exist within larger society" (Samarasinghe 1993:337), therefore, 

very much inform the organisation despite their gender-inclusive motivations. This means 

that even when telling their stories, the experiences that the girls and women of Hatton 

choose to share and how they are received occur in relation to Father Leo and what he 

represents as a male authority figure. This is an issue which cannot be resolved by changing 

the leadership of ese as it is a post dictated by the Society of Jesus (Jesuits) in Sri Lanka, a 

religious organisation which prohibits the ordination of womEn . Yet, as Samarasinghe 

states, for marginalised women to work efficiently towards their own empowerment, the 

influences of patriarchy must be kept at bay. 

One possible means of decreasing male influence in ese's women-oriented work would be 

for Gauri to be granted the authority to run EWA projects without the supervision of Father 

Leo. As many of the ToF's international practitioners attested, Gauri is extremely capable 

and proficient at organising community performances. In addition to her administrative 

expertise, Gauri's empathetic and self-reflective response to Kaethana's story 

demonstrated that she is also able to provide a nuanced and individualised approach to 

addressing the violence experienced by girls and women as a result of economic 

(in}security. Running EWA workshops and performances in parallel to ese's and Father 

Leo's other community work would (while not completely eradicating) lim it the 
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encroachment of the patriarchy on these women-oriented programmes, even promoting 

furth er devolution of power to other women such as Chandra, Aavanthi, Loshshani and 

Ravinthi . 

Although there is work to be done to satisfy Samarasinghe's (1993 :337) first characteristic 

of women's empowerment projects (minimising patriarchal influence), CSe's ethos already 

fulfils her second characteristic: providing holistic ventures which "go beyond stri ctly 

income-generating activities" and act "as catalysts for change." While the textile room at 

the front of CSe's headquarters provides the literal space and resources for women to 

create extra income for themselves, it also provides the figurative space and resources for 

women to gain confidence and independence through the sewing classes wh ich take place 

there . This is also true for the computer room inside CSe's main hall; it is as much a place 

where girls and women learn about their own capabilities and create a unique community 

as it is an educational environment. CSe's dedication to developing these esoteric skills is 

best encapsulated by their Mountain Flower col lective . Except for Father Leo, Mountain 

Flower is entirely formed of members from the local community, none of whom had 

previous drama training. Aavanthi, Loshshani and Ravinthi first became involved with CSC 

by taking their computer class, and Gauri, Chandra and Sujeewa were employed by the 

organisation in an administrative capacity. Yet, all six went beyond their in itial "income

generating" motivations to participate in public storytelling performances which, as 

Chandra exemplified in her self-reflective response to Kaethana's story, act "as catalysts for 

change" (ibid) not only for their communities, but also themse lves. 

4.3.3. Conclusion: Acknowledging Disempowerment and Recognising Agency through 

Education 

This chapter has investigated the gendered experience of economic (in)security of Hatton's 

Up-Country Tamil population through the public storytelling practices of CSe's Mountain 

Flower. To understand how the sharing of individual stories may affect the tea plantation 

community's continued marginalisation, a return to pertinent question broached at the top 

of the chapter is required: what is empowerment and how might it be realised? As 

previously stated, Vithanagama (2016 :v) suggests that empowerment "refers to the 

expansion of the individual's agency to come out of the state of disempowerment she is 

in ." This assertion raises two significant points. First, it highlights that for empowerment to 

be achieved, an individual's current position of disempowerment must be acknowledged . 
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Second, it emphasises that an individual must recognise their own agency to overcome this 

state of disempowerment. Vithanagama (ibid) also states that "economic empowerment 

tends to have the biggest positive influence in expanding [a woman's] agency," highlighting 

the importance of locating thi s negotiation within gendered experiences of economic 

(in)security. CSe's work is very much grounded in the immediate and daily impact of 

economic (in)security on fami lies. They attempt to address their structural marginalisation 

from the grassroots up, using various forms of education to empower individuals. Their 

practices engage with both of Vithanagama's requisites of empowerment (acknowledging 

disempowerment and recognising agency) and in doing so, slowly bridge the gap between 

access to resources and control over them (Maholtra & Mather 1997). 

CSC address Vithanagama's (2016) first requisite of empowerment - the need for 

disempowerment to be acknowledged - in several ways . Ideologically, CSC spotlighting the 

structures which facilitate local economic (in)security with two of the organisation's 

objectives, as detailed in the (In)Security section of this chapter: to provide education to tea 

plantation workers (both labourers and managers) on labour rights, and to provide 

education to plantation children through preschools, evening study centres and 

extracurricular activities . These objectives highlight that in regard to employment diversity 

and schooling facilities, plantation communities are denied access to the same resources 

enjoyed by their fellow citizens (Sri Lanka Campaign 2015) . Gender equality, workers' rights 

and just representation are also major points of discrimination, as illustrated by the 

objectives raised in CSe's mission statement: (1) education empowerment, (2) advancing 

value and human rights education, (3) peace building programmes, (4) gender 

mainstreaming, (5) promoting research and publication, and (6) facilitating network, 

advocacy and lobbying for policy intervention . By articulating and centring these systems of 

marginalisation in their ethos, CSC acknowledge the multitude of intersecting oppressions 

which disempower the Up-Country Tamil population of Hatton and facilitate their economic 

(in)security. 

Practically, CSC address Vithanagama's (2016) call for the acknowledgement of 

disempowerment by engaging with the everyday manifestations of economic (in)security. 

Thi s wa s illustrated in the second section of this chapter, Violence, w ith the four subjects 

chosen by Mountain Flower for their EWA performances : Interpersonal Relationsh ips 

among Teenage Students, Women's Leadership in Families and Schools, The Impact of 

Migrant Mothers and Alcoholism on the Education of Female Chi ldren, and Th e Cha llenges 

Faced by Women due to Language Barriers. These topics demonstrate the ability of 
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Mountain Flower's members to identify the specific ways in which various structural 

discriminations - regarding employment diversity, schooling facilities, gender equality, 

workers' rights, just representat ion - encroach upon daily life and disempower local girls 

and women . This was further developed by the discussions had between Mountain Flower 

members at the EWA workshop facilitated by two of ToF's international practitioners. 

Beginning with the subject of Women's Leadership in Families and Schools, the group 

interrogated the everyday practices of gender segregation in communities, gendered 

treatment in schools and academic competition, all of which uphold structural economic 

(in)security by dictating the ways in which girls and women are able to position their bodies 

and minds in society. Each of these practices demonstrate that females are defined and 

disempowered by their relation to others (including other females), the reby presenting the 

need for autonomy and agency in sustainable empowerment. 

Despite ese's influence in Hatton's community, it is not enough for t hem alone to 

acknowledge the population's structural disempowerment and economic (in)security; it 

must be acknowledged by those who are most severely affected by it as well. ese bring this 

conversation to the public through their storytelling performances, with the curat ion of 

stories (as exemplified in the EWA workshop) providing a vital tool in connecting everyday 

experiences to structural marginalisation. By answering three questions - what stories 

would the audience feel comfortable telling? What stories really need to be told? What 

stories do you want to try and draw out in this performance? - Mountain Flower were able 

to identify which stories best illustrate how economic (in)security manifests in everyday 

interactions, thereby enabling communities to acknowledge the multifacetedness of their 

own disempowerment. This is not to say that tea plantation communities are ignorant to 

their situation; rather to highlight that because education and employment are provided by 

a centralised employer, individuals may not be aware of w ider hegemonic agendas and 

their influence on everyday experiences. This is reminiscent of the methodological analysis 

of Malhotra & Mather (1997:601), who state that their "empirical analysis is conducted at 

the micro leve l, but [their] interpretation of results is framed by [their] understanding of 

the key macrolevel features reflecting kinship, gender, and development in Sri Lankan 

society." Performances, therefore, approach empowerment through the subjective 

experiences of individuals while being informed by - and informing the audience of - the 

overarching, structural oppressions of society. 

This leads to Vithanagama's (2016) second requisite of empowerment : the self-recognition 

of agency. Having acknowledged structural disempowerment, ese promote se lf-awareness 
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and agency in several ways. Again, this is ideologically established in the organisation's third 

and f inal objective : the promotion of positive pe rsonal images, building relationships and 

developing nonviolent communication at all levels of the community. CSC use the 

development of personal image, relationships and communication to highlight the areas in 

which individuals can affect change in their own lives. This is not to imply that t he Up

Country Tamil population are passive to their marginalisation (the Chettu saving system 

exemplifies how individuals find ways to resist the oppression they experience); rather CSC 

attempt to recognise these negotiations as demonstrations of agency, thereby making 

individuals conscious to their own power. Again, this mirrors the work of Malhotra & 

Mather (1997 :599), whose results make a "strong case for the need to move away from 

broad-based conceptualizations of women's empowerment to a consideration of the 

specific arenas and dimensions along which women can have power." They emphasise "the 

importance of going beyond simplistic and limited measures of schooling and work to 

consider more fundamental structural factors involving family, social, and economic 

organization" (ibid), exemplified by CSe's computer and sewing classes. While 

acknowledging the disempowerment which comes from Hatton's lack of employment 

diversity and schooling facilities, CSC generate a more immediate means for individuals

particularly women - to gain economic control while continuing to 'lobbying for policy 

intervention' at a structural level. 

The process of self-actualisation encouraged by CSe's initiatives is personified by Aavanthi. 

Aavanthi first became involved with the organisation after enrolling in a computer class; a 

short-term engagement which grew into a source of employment when she also joined 

Mountain Flower. During the EWA workshop, she proposed a hypothetical story about a 

mother's struggle to send her daughter to school and her pride when her daughter 

graduated . She then added that she herself had been accepted onto a university course, 

making her own mother "very proud and happy. " With this, Aavanthi not only imagined the 

self-awareness and determination of the fictional mother and daughter, but also proffered 

it as a catalyst from which others might recognise their own abilities. More significantly, 

Aavanthi recognised the actual achievements of her and her mother, identifying the agency 

she held in negotiating security in her own life. 

CSe's use of public storytelling to promote self-awareness and agency was exemplified with 

a performance held for thirty-six girls and young women at Hatton's convent. Kaethana's 

story of self-harm wa s analysed not as severe act of violence, but an everyday one, because 

of the commonness of such experiences in the economically (in)secure rural areas. This 

193 



prevalence was emphasised by Ka ethana's rhetoric which, as well as presenting the 

incident as relatable and to be expected, also centred her emotions rather than actions. 

Marecek & Senadheera (2012) were used to explore how Kaethana's self-harm was 

relational practice, communicated what could not be said in words, expressed taboo 

emotions like anger and had little to do with personal agency. This final point may seem at 

odds with the assertion that public storyte lling promotes agency, but the lack of authority 

projected by Kaethana highlights that ese's practice is processual, not immediate. 

Kaethana 's act of self-inflicted violence began with her intersecting positions of 

subordination - her age, sex, ethnicity, religion, geography - defining and disempowering 

her in relation to others . During the incident recited, her marginalisation left her with little 

opportunity to gain justice for herself when treated harshly by several authority figu res . Her 

self-harm, therefore, physically demonstrated the limited control she otherwise fe lt she 

had over her life . This lack of agency was mirrored in her use of obscuring rhetoric to 

diminish not only her own responsibility but also the responsibility of others implicated in 

the act of violence . Having her story heard and accepted by others without contradiction 

might have been satisfactory enough for Kaethana in the moments immediately afte r the 

performance, yet for ese, she represented an individual at beginning the process of 

recognising her own agency. 

The long-term nature of promoting self-awareness and agency was expanded in the f inal 

section of this chapter, Reconciliation . An extract from my field notes outlined the 

conversations and interactions which followed the EWA performance and demonstrated 

how Mountain Flower's members intended to follow up with Kaethana. Gauri suggested 

that she have counselling sessions with Father Leo and Sujeewa proposed en rolment in a 

computer class. Both of these options would establish a longer term relationship between 

Kaethana and ese and enable her to continue the process of garnering self-awareness and 

agency by developing a new way of talking about emotion and self-harm with Father Leo, 

and ga ining practical and problem-solving skills through the compute r class. Loshshani 's 

suggestion of keeping a diary also helps promote these ideals as it provides a reliable and 

self-sufficient way of sustaining personal reflection for a young woman who, as previously 

stated, is defined and disempowered by her re lation to others. 

Public storytelling not only promotes self-awareness for the teller but also the audience, 

including the members of Mountain Flower. ese's staff develop an understanding of how 

structural oppressions cause economic (in)security through conve rsations li ke those 

facilitated at the EWA works hop, yet they learn more about its direct impact by engaging 
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with individuals like Kaethana. Gauri and ehandra both expressed being personally affected 
by her story and their resultant self-reflection demonstrated how they too are engaging 
with the ongoing process of self-awareness. As opposed to Kaethana (who, according to 
Ravinthi, "didn't pay much attention" to her proffered advice), Gauri and ehandra were 
quick to identify the agency which they held to affect the experiences of their children. 
Both were motivated to act with more compassion, emphasising the capacity of self
reflection to instigate change. Samarasinghe (1993:337) was used to hypothesise how this 
agency-driven methodology might be expanded, with her argument that gender equality 
programmes require the exclusion of patriarchal control and extension beyond income
generation so that "women [have] their own space to gain self-confidence," giving rise to 
the suggestion that such an environment might be nurtured at ese if Gauri and other 
female staff were given full control of EWA activities. This brings us back to Samarasinghe's, 
Malhotra & Mather's (1997), Shyamalie & Saini's (2010) and Vithanagama's (2016) 

assertions that it is control over resources - not simply access to them - which indicates 
empowerment. 

Malhotra & Mather's (1997) and Vithanagama's (2016) claims that education alone cannot 
guarantee economic security is supported by ese's use of multitude of practices to 

acknowledge structural oppression and recognise individual agency. While it is considered 
"a tool for self-reliance for women" (2016:vi), ese's application of education - whether 
academic, social or self-reflective - allows it to function as a means of spotlighting and 
challenging hegemonic and patriarchal structures rather than a solution in itself. By 
simultaneously promoting individual agency through public storytelling, computer courses 
and sewing classes, ese enable girls and women to find small but significant ways in which 
they can incrementally gain control over resources. Following Vithanagama's (2016:v) 
statement that "economic empowerment tends to have the biggest positive influence in 
expanding [a woman's] agency," these actions have the potential to bui ld on themselves, 
with agency and authority reproducing each other in a cyclica l development of power. 
Through this process, ese work towards a future in which enough women have gained 
access to and control of resources that economic security can be achieved directly through 
education and employment. As stated by Vithanagama (ibid) and illustrated by Aavanthi 
imagined and lived stories, a woman's empowerment has an "effect on her family, 

community and the next generation of a society." 
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S. Cultural (In)Security in Emhilipitiya: 

The Stories of Sinhala Men 

This chapter explores cultural (in)security, identity negotiation and the obscuring of 

women's experiences of violence during Theatre of Friendship's (ToF) third National 

Gathering in Embilipitiya . In the first section, (In)Security, I position my use of the term 

cultural (in)security in relation to globalisation and migration (Tehranian 2004), ethics and 

exclusion (Falk 2004), as well as self and identity (Ewing 2004) . I then introduce this 

chapter' s ethnography - Embilipitiya Black Box Theatre (EBBT) - before outlining the history 

of the area the group are based in, highlighting the intergenerational cycles of violence 

perpetuated and suffered by young men there . In the second section, Violence, I begin 

ethnographically detailing the three-day National Gathering which was on the theme of 

women's empowerment and attended by ToF participants from across the country. I 

explore how EBBT resist the homogenising influence of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism 

(Wickramasinghe 2014) through an analysis of their curation and choreography of the 

opening ceremony, in which they used cultural markers and negotiated multip le identities 

simu ltaneously to appease the gaze of several audiences. In the final section, 

Reconciliation, I question how the historical violence of men in southern Sri Lanka might be 

reconciled with the country's contemporary need for women's empowerment. A 

conversation between myself and three female members of ToF about the network's 

Empowerment of Women in Action (EWA) programme identifies how ambiguous and 

euphemising language is used by women to obscure their experiences of domestic, public 

and political violence (Argenti-Pil len 2003) . After out lining the complex ethics of these 

discursive strategies, I suggest that narrative in itself is a form of identity negotiation and 

that while ambiguous language can perpetuate cycles of violence, it can also be used to 

gain cultural security. 

5.1. (In)Security 

5.1.1. Cultural (In)Security 

In the context of Sri Lanka, cultural security has predominantly been used by scholars and 

human rights agencies to demand that the state uphold the fundamental freedoms of 

minority populations (Dharmawardhane 2013; International Covenant on Economic, Socia l 
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and Cu ltural Rights (CESCR) 2017; Jayasekara et al 2017}. It has not been applied 

anthropologically to the country, an absence which reflects the general under-investigation 

of this dimension of human security within the discipline. Despite being applied to 

aboriginal health care in Australia (Coffin 2007), foreign policy in Canada (Belanger 1999) 

and nationalism in China (Zhong-ying 2004), the hitherto limited range of cultural security 

necessitates an interdiscipl inary approach . Such an approach is utilized by political 

economist Tehranian (2004) in his article, Cultural Security and Global Governance: 

International Migration and Negotiations of Identity, providing a useful foundation from 

which the concept can be expanded in reference to Sri Lanka . In defining the term, 

Tehranian (2004:7) states that cultural security "basically means the freedom to negotiate 

one's identity" personally and collectively; acts which he suggests are characteristic of a 

mobile, postmodern world. These negotiations of self and community are informed by 

structures of migration, globalisation and international governance, and include (but are 

not limited to) "freedom of thought, conscience, language, speech, life style, ethnicity, 

gender, association, assembly, as well as cultural and political participation" (2004:3) . 

Tehranian (2004:4) suggests, however, that cultural security may "be best understood by its 

opposite," cultural insecurity, because the increasing interconnectedness of the world has 

led to identity negotiation becoming a fraught and contentious concept. 

According to Tehranian (2004), acceleration of international migration has led to the 

simultaneous enhancement and undermining of cultural security. He asserts that the ability 

of minorities to assert and negotiate their own cultural identity securely is problematized 

by the fact that "the present world system both facilitates and represses pluralization of 

identities" (2004:3) . This is because "On the one hand, the nation-states are fundamentally 

biased against pluralization of identities and protection of the human rights of migrants and 

minorities" (2004:3-4). On the other hand, Tehranian (2004:4) suggests that capitalist 

" regime[sl facilitates increasing international mobility and cosmopolitan identities." Both 

these standpoints are exacerbated by civil and international conflict which continually 

create "increasing forced and voluntary migrations accompanied by cultural insecurities for 

the immigrants, refugees, and displaced persons" (2004:3). Conflict and migration will 

continue to grow, Tehranian (2004:4) warns, "As increasing numbers of ethnic minorities 

struggle for cultural and politica l survival and sovereignty. " Cultural security, therefore, 

requires a new and alternate means of global governance, one which can " recognize the 

multiple layers of possible identity from local to national, regional, and global " (ibi d). 
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Th e international community has attempted to address migrants' need for cultural security 

with the "diffusion of the human rights discourse and its incorporation into state 

constitutions and international declarations" (Tehranian 2004:13) . This has led to the 

legitimation "of cultural security as an issue in global and national governance" (ibid). 

Tehranian (2004:3) argues, however, that while most modern democratic constitutions 

acknowledge such freedoms, "premodern and modernist prejudices impose severe 

constraints on identity negotiations and cultural security." The rise of nationalism in Europe 

and its subsequent ideological colonisation of the rest of the world, he suggests, has led to 

states attempting to "mould and homogenize their popu lation around preconceived 

notions of nationhood," including "unity of language, ethnicity, ideology, and sometimes 

religion" (2004:7) . While democratic states establish constitutions to guarantee cultural 

rights such as freedom of speech and assembly, Tehranian expounds that these guarantees 

are carried out within an already biased and homogenized framework which actively 

undermines cultural security. Not only then is cultural security simply not a priority for 

nation states - who commit themselves to national (physical) security first and economic 

security second - but cultural security is often understood as being at odds with these 

prioritised notions of security. As such, an individual or collective attempting to negotiate 

their unique cultural identity may be perceived as a threat to the security of the nation . 

Tehranian 's (2004) paper was published in Friedman & Randeria's (2004) Worlds on the 

Move: Globalization, Migration, and Cultural Security. In the same volume, Falk's (2004) 

Mediating World Order: The Human Questfor Cultural Identity versus the Discipline of 

Global Capital also explores issues relating to cultural security. Falk, an international law 

specialist, echoes Tehranian's (2004:21) sentiment there is "a desperate need for a new 

international migration and refugee regime" by asserting the need to amend laws so they 

better integrate and account for cultural elements of human security as well as economic 

and political. He states that liThe role of law has been derivative, mainly reflecting the 

influence of economics and politics, and only marginally giving expression to considerations 

of human values, especially those associated with upholding human rights" (2004:322) . Falk 

(ibid) asserts that "this insensitivity to the ethical aspects of migration patterns and 

policies" creates a "state-centric system of world order with great cruelty despite the 

emergence of globalization and international human rights as leitmotifs of the current era ." 

This polarising condition leads Falk (ibid) to claim that "The state is normatively trapped by 

globalization between acknowledging the moral cla ims of outsiders and protecting the 

material position, identities, and wellbeing of insiders against precisely these claims." He 
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concludes by stating that " the quest for security is likely to produce controversy and 

contradictory priorities" as "The advanced economies that are moving into new phases of 

capitalist enterprise are increasingly likely to seek to protect the cultural security of their 

citizens by keeping people out" (2004:330). 

Also published in Freidman & Randeria (2004) is Ewing's (2004) Migration, Identity 

Negotiation, and Self-Experience. While not engaging with cultural security itself, Ewing's 

work offers a more analytical approach to the concept as she engages with anthropological 

ideas of the self and identity. Ewing (2004:117) states that "With respect to public and 

official discourses, the fixing of identities is a basic means by which the state contributes to 

the ordering of the social world ." Yet, she argues, that processes of identity and 

identification act as "points of interpellation with respect to [these] public discourses" on 

the one hand, and as "an individual's self-representations on the other" (2004:138). In light 

of this, Ewing (2004:119) poses her central line of questioning, asking "how, to what extent, 

and in what situations do individuals inhabit and negotiate such reified identities?" Her 

paper is an exploration of this question, in wh ich she considers "how individuals manifest 

multiple identities, ask[s] whether such multiplicity entails corresponding shifts in self

experience, and suggest[s] that we can specify situations where the phenomenon of 

identity is not relevant or salient" (ibid). 

Ewing (2004:139) states that " In most social situations, many identities may be activated at 

once." It is when these situations become polarised and "individuals are perceived, not in 

terms of a complex array of potential identities and relationships, but rather as embodying 

a single, fixed identity - an ethnicity or a race - that the potential for discrimination and 

even violence is greatest." Ewing suggests that this condition of mono-identification and 

violence must be addressed through the recognition and acceptance of the many changing 

identities that individuals and communities embody. Overcoming estrangement, therefore, 

"is not necessarily for those identified as [minorities] to simply 'assimilate' by shedding 

markers of identity that make them different from [the majority], but rather for their 

multiplex identities to be recognized in public discourses" (ibid) . 

Ultimately, Ewing (2004:119) is preoccupied with "the specific ways and the extent to 

which [identities] are taken on as 'self"' This experience of identity and the self partially 

depends on "the positioning of the individual as subject within a discourse that constitutes 

a specific identity such as ethnic minority" (ibid) . This positioning is what Ewing (ibid) refers 

to as the process of identification, a constantly mutable evolution which is "shaped by 
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relations of power, authority, solida ri ty, and emotional connection between the individual 

and those othe rs who bestow or deny identities." For Ewing, therefore, both the notion of 

identity and the process of creating identity are relational practices and subject to constant 

change, locating the primacy of cultural (in)security in the instabil ity of the present, rather 

than a need to preserve the traditions of the past. 

My use of the term 'cultural (in)security' focuses on the hegemonic restrictions imposed on 

individuals and communities attempting to assert their own identities. This includes the 

many freedoms Tehranian (2004:3) lists ("thought, conscience, language, speech, life style, 

ethnicity, gender, association, assembly .. . cultural and political participation"), as well as 

the factors which challenge, constrain or infringe on these freedoms. I take influence from 

Falk's (2004:322) statement that a "state-centric system of world order" leads to "great 

cruelty" for marginalised communities "despite the emergence of global ization and 

international human rights as leitmotifs of the current era" to analyse how marginalised 

communities must negotiate and reframe their cultural identities so as not to be perceived 

as threatening. Beyond the sphere of nationhood and community, cultural (in)security 

extends to the internal, multifaceted and mutable identities of individuals. I use Ewing's 

(2004:119) suggestion that "if we ... begin with the premise that a single, fixed identity is 

not the cornerstone of self-experience, it is possible to focus instead on the fluidity of 

identity" in order to advance cultural security from a collective concern to include 

individual negotiation. Cultural (in)security, therefore, is a concept which simultaneously 

looks to the past and the future to define identity in the present, the am bition and result of 

which may protect, distinguish or exclude individuals and communities from one another. 

5.1.2. Embilipitiya Black Box Theatre 

This chapter focuses on the work of Embilipitiya Black Box Theatre (EBBT), a small 

performing arts group based in the town of Embilipitiya (Fig. 13). The town is part of the 

Ratnapura District, Sabaragamuwa Province, located in its south-eastern corner (Fig. 10, 

Fig. 11), bordering the Southern Province directly below and Uva Province to its right. 

Nestled in th is provincial nexus, EBBT produce and perform both established and original 

dramas in the Sinhala language. Unlike the other groups of the Theatre of Friendship (ToF) 

network, EBBT is not primarily a charitable or humanitarian organisation, instead being 

driven by their ambition to create high-quality, independent theatre . With no exp licit social 

or political motivation, the benefits their theatre provides to their local commu nity (such as 
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encouraging freedom of speech, life style, assembly and cultural participation) are viewed 

by the members of EBBT as part of the ir work as artists . 

Black BOX'S 103 inventive, low-cost, do-it-yourself mentality is central to EBBT's ethos. After 

pursuing his interest of theatre and drama individually for many years, Hasan founded EBBT 

around 2008 to form a local community of artists away from the dominant cultural centres 

of Colombo, Kandy and Jaffna . During a conversation about his motivations and ambitions 

for EBBT, Hasan told me that learning the term (Black Box' had been a revelatory moment 

for him as it was a concept he had envisioned himselffor a long time; "But even if I had not 

learned the name of it, I would have still done it because I had the picture of it in my head ." 

His mission is to write and design performances for his local community, for whom access 

to traditional and non-traditiona l theatre was otherwise limited without a costly and time

consuming trip to one of Sri Lanka's larger cities. As Embilipitiya is not a wealthy town and 

does not have the pre-existing infrastructure to support a competitive art scene, Hasan has 

come to regard the work undertaken by EBBT's as a form of cultural engagement and 

education facilitated through entertainment. 

During the time of my first visit to Embi lipitiya, the group's Black Box theatre was 

constructed in the front room of Hasan(s home, serving as both their rehearsal and 

performance space. This had been EBBT's setup since its early incarnation, at which point 

the group would have performed to a dozen or so people. Throughout the years, EBBT's 

populari ty had grown to the point that up to sixty peop le would cram inside Hasan(s front 

room to watch performances, while others stood outside, craning their necks to catch a 

glimpse of the show. The ir need to expand their venue was addressed in the months 

103 The concept of Black Box theatre first gained popularity in Europe and North America in the 1960s 

and 1970s, having been inspired by the European avant-garde scene of the early 20t h century. 

Pioneering directors, playwrights and designers such as Harley Granville Barker and Adolphe Appia 

sought to challenge the rigidity and ostentation of traditional playhouses and the performances they 

held . By contrast, a Black Box theatre consists of a bare room with a movable stage, movable seating 

and a flexible lighting system. As its name suggests, Black Box theatres are often painted black in 

order to give a neutral backdrop to the variety of design and staging choices any production may 

take. This palate choice arguably also focuses the attention of the audience on the actors 

themselves, leaving little to distract from their performances and directorial decisions. Debating the 

relative merits of playhouses and Black Box theatres, McCormick et al (1982 :1) assert that "Black-box 

theatre is deliberately functional in both concept and actuality, believing that the space should 

stamp no identity upon proceedings leaving the piece of theatre free to speak for itself ." 
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following my initial visit, when a small, freestanding building was found to rent. Together 

the team converted the former shop into their new Black Box theatre, with the only 

furnishing being a raised seating platform which the men built from reclaimed scaffolding 

materials. In their new, bespoke venue, EBBT regularly perform to audiences of between 

fifty and one hundred people (depending on the stage and seating layout). In addi t ion to 

this, the group has also acquired a large, transportable marquee which they can use to set 

up a performance space in any location for an audience of forty people . Such mobile 

theatre performances are enabled by the group's abstinence from using large items of 

scenery or props (as influenced by the Black Box ethos) and allow them to engage with 

outreach work in rural communities without needing to find formal theatre spaces with 

lighting and sound facilities to host them . 

In accordance with their frugal ethos, the rent for their Black Box theatre space is Rs. 1000 

(::::£4.60) per month . Although reasonable, the cost of renting the building still requires a 

concerted effort from the group of young cash-st rapped actors to raise. EBBT's primary 

means of generating income is through the ticket sales of their performances. Their 

ambition to make theatre accessible and affordable for their local communities, however, 

means that they struggle to make a profit . They have purchased supplies for their theatre, 

their transportable performance tent and a modest pickup truck (which, in line with their 

do-it-yourself ethos, the members converted into a people carrier by drilling two lengths of 

seating to the back off and enclosing with caging and coverings) with various bits of funding 

they have applied for and won from (international) non-governmental organisations 

((I)NGOs) and agencies. One of the largest pieces offunding EBBT has received was from 

the United States' Embassy's Youth Empowerment Grant, for which they were awarded 

almost Rs. 1.3 million (::::£6072) to continue their work of cultural outreach for poor and 

rural communities. 

Hasan began recruiting members for EBBT through his established theatre contacts and 

since then has relied on the snowballing method to bring new faces into the group. EBBT 

experience a faster turnover in membership than any of the other Theatre of Friendship 

(ToF) groups, the primary reason for which being that unlike their network counterparts, 

the majority of EBBT's members do not live near the group's headquarters. Despite being 

based in Embilipitiya, Hasan is the only one to live in the town itself. While his ambition to 

establish a theatre community outside of the cultural capitals of major cities is admirable, it 

poses difficulties in finding motivated and talented actors from smaller, rural popu lations. 

This means that the geographical area EBBT must draw from to find members is much 
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larger than other ToF groups, with members coming from the Sabaragamuwa, Southern 

and Uva Provinces. Many travel up to four hours by bus to attend meetings and rehearsals . 

EBBT consists of around twelve affiliated members, all male actors from Sinhala Buddhist 

and Christian backgrounds, with the majority in their early twenties but ranging in age from 

their late teens to their late thirties. Hasan is the group's eldest member as wel l as its only 

Muslim representative. His mother tongue is Sinhala and he has a basic level of Tamil but 

no English . He speaks with an enrapturing passion about theatre and performance, and it is 

his dedication which fuels the group. At the age of twenty-eight, Asanka is EBBT's second 

eldest member. He is a tall Sinhala Buddhist man with a slight frame, a shock of long, curly 

black hair and outgoing personality. Kamal is a twenty-two old Sinhala Christian background 

man. He has a stocky build and serious disposition, the effect of which is heightened by his 

thick eyebrows often being furrowed in concentration. Isuru is a small, slight twenty-three 

year old Sinhala Buddhist man . His background is in Kandyan dance, 104 lending him 

expressive and graceful movement on and off stage. While the twelve permanent members 

of EBBT are all men, they are sometimes joined by a young woman named Madhumathi. 

Madhumathi is the only member of the group from a Tamil Christian background, but she 

spoke with her counterparts in fluent Sinhala. I occasionally witnessed the young men tease 

her for mispronouncing a word (despite of none of them speaking Tami l themselves), but 

her intelligence and forthrightness meant that they always received a sharp quip in return. 

EBBT practice a variety of dramatic art forms. For Hasan and many of EBBT's other 

members, their introduction to theatre came through studying Sinhala stage plays at school 

and being exposed to traditional elements of folk drama and ritual at home. Some, like 

Isuru, have their performance background in Kandyan dance. Taking inspiration from their 

individual experiences, EBBT attempts to marry their chosen subject matter with the most 

effective theatrical form . In addition to EBBT, many of its members are part of one or more 

104 Kandyan dance is a form of percussion-based dance which is native to the Kandy region of the 

Central Province. Under the feudal system of the Kingdom of Kandy (15 t h_19 th century), dancers were 

members of a separate caste who served the city's (and arguably, the country's) most important 

religious site, the Sri Dalada Maligawa (The Temple of the Tooth) . Dancers had - and continue to 

have - a significant role in the temple's annual do/ado perahera (procession), during which the relic 

of Buddha's tooth is paraded through the streets. In contemporary society, the practice of Kandyan 

dancing ha s spread throughout the southern and western areas of the island as has become a 

prominent signifier of Sin ha la culture. 
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arts groups and as such, employ a collaborative ethos to introduce one another to new and 

alternative ideas. They teach each other skills they have learned from previous tra ining and 

projects in order to widen the creative options available to them when producing their own 

work. This prioritisation of learning is also demonstrated in the group's proactive search for 

additional educational opportunities . They regularly check listings for drama classes and 

seminars in Colombo (where the majority of such events are held), and club together to pay 

for one or two members to attend. Upon their return to Embilipitiya, attendees host a 

workshop in the Black Box to share what they learned with their fellow EBBT members. 

Such gathering of knowledge has led puppetry, shadow puppetry, music, dance and public 

storytelling to become common features of EBBT's original and unique productions. 

It is through this proactive investigation of and involvement in drama workshops that EBBT 

first became engaged with ToF. In 2012, the newly established network he ld its first 

National Gathering, a three-day event attended by ten international pract itioners and four 

Sri Lankan groups. One of these groups was the Colombo-based theatre and performing 

arts organisation, InterAct Art . Some of EBBT's members were also part of InterAct Art at 

this time, and after InterAct Art failed to grow their involvement with ToF in the following 

months, suggested that EBBT might be better suited for the network. Since then, under the 

leadership of Hasan, EBBT has become one of the ToF's most enthusiastic collaborators. 

This is illustrated by EBBT initiating and hosting the network's third National Gathering in 

Embilipitiya in July 2014. In order to understand the significance of the events and 

conversations which took place during this three-day programme, however, a brief 

exploration of the economic, social and political history of Embilipitiya is required. 

5.1.3. Embilipitiya: A Brief History 

Embilipitiya is the second largest town in the Ratnapura District, Sabaragamuwa Province 

(Fig. 11), only marginally surpassed by the district' s eponymous capital in terms of 

population size. The district has historically been a centre for mining and trading precious 

and semi-precious gemstones. Embilipitiya is located approximately 160 kilometres 

southeast of Colombo and forty kilometres inland of the island's southern coastline. As it is 

not the capital of Ratnapura District, the demographics of Embilipitiya's population are not 

listed in the country's latest census report. It is possible, however, to discern a general 

image of its population by examining the demographics of Ratnapura District as a whole . 
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The majority of Ratnapura District's inhabitants are Sinhala (947,811), followed by Up

Country Tamil (62,124)' Sri Lankan Tamil (54,437), Muslim (22,346), Burgher (405), Malay 

(288), Sri Lankan Chetty (35), Bharatha (12) and finally, other ethnicities (549) (Census of 

Population and Housing 2012). The most popular religion in the district is Buddhism 

(943,464), followed by Hinduism (101,962), Islam (24,446), Roman Catholicism (10,844), 

other Christian denominations (7,212) and other religions (79) (ibid) . Ratnapura District is 

the fifth most populated in the country with a total of 1,088,007 inhabitants (ibid). The vast 

majority of these inhabitants (888,845) live in rural areas, in addition to which are those 

living and working on tea plantations (99,711)' the third highest number for all the districts 

in Sri Lanka. Only the minority (99,451) of people live in urban environments such as the 

city of Ratnapura and the towns of Embilipitiya and Balangoda (ibid). This striking statistic 

of 90.86% of the district's population living in rural areas can be attributed to the fact that 

agriculture is the primary source of income in the area . According to environmental health 

specialists Konradsen et ai's (2006:1711) study Reaching for the Bottle of Pesticide - A Cry 

for Help. Self-Inflicted Poisonings in Sri Lanka, the cultivation of paddy fields is the dominant 

form of income, with "other agricultural activities, including irrigated vegetable and banana 

production, rain-fed slash and burn cultivation and home gardens" also being "important to 

local livelihoods." In addition to direct forms of farming, "Small-scale enterprises are found 

at the village level, including brick making and rice mills," as well as "a sugar cane 

plantation and a few garment factories" (ibid). Konradsen et al (ibid) conclude, however, 

that "On the whole, salaried jobs outside the agricultural sector are few ()nd unemployment 

is high, especially among the youth." 

As well as being the region's biggest employer, the cultivation of land is also the reason that 

the areas surrounding Embilipitiya first became inhabited en masse. Prior to Independence 

in 1948, vast areas in Sri Lanka's southern interior landscape were jungle. These regions had 

historically been inhabited by the Vedda, Sri Lanka's aboriginal population10S who, until 

105 There is evidence that the Vedda people have lived on the island for 34,000 years (de Silva 1972; 

Dharmadasa 1990, both cited in de Silva & Punchihewa 2011). Wijesekera (1982:1) documents how 

" No legends or stories are known ... about [the Veddas] early [prehistoric] movements." According to 

the fifth century document the Mahavamsa (The Great Chronicle), however, the Vedda are 

descended from the Indian Prince Vijaya (fifth-sixth century BCE) - referred to as the first King of Sri 

Lanka - and Kuveni, hi s indigenous wife. After the disintegration of this relationship, Vijaya and 

Kuveni ' s two children fled to the mountain Sumanakuta (Sri Pada) in what is now the Ratn apura 

District. The Vedda people, therefore, are thought to have originated from the Sabaragamuwa 
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recent decades, had a hunter-gatherer subsistence. After Independence, however, the 

Sin hala-majority government created divisions with the specific objective of colonising 

these areas in response to "a perceived population explosion and agrarian crisis" (Mol le & 

Renwick 2005 :6) . Colonisation was intended "to siphon excess population from congested 

areas to less populated ones, to set the colonists up as self-reliant peasants, and to bring 

hitherto uncultivated lands into optimum production" (Amunugama 1965:142). In their 

book, Socio-Anthropo!ogica! Research Project on Vedda Community in Sri Lanka, de Silva & 

Punchihewa (2011:6) state that the "Opening up of land masses and forest covers for 

commercial crops, estates, urbanisation, and infrastructure development were among the 

many issues that resulted in the fragmentation of Vedda territory." They describe 

agricultural extension programmes as "a literal invasion of the Vedda homelands by Sinhala 

colonists" (2011:7). Some Vedda settlements were destroyed to make way for irrigation 

schemes, forcing entire communities to resettle on the fringes of these newly cultivated 

landscapes, allowing for "modernisation to trickle into the most rural" (2011 :6) 

populations. These invasions of Sri Lanka's interi or were further compounded by the Green 

Revolution106 of the 1960s which saw "agricultura l and rural extension programmes ... 

influenc[ing] the further loss of forest lands, enjoyed for generations by the Veddas, to the 

Sinhala population" (2011:7). 

While the colonising schemes of the twentieth century impinged on Vedda-occupied land, 

Embilipitiya itself was already a small, Sinhala habitation. In his essay, Chandrikawewa: A 

Province, the very name of which is bel ieved to be a reference to the Vedda, or the village of Sabaras 

(forest barbarians) . 

106 The Green Revolution refers to "the package of innovations (heavy-yielding varieties of wheat and 

rice, chemical fertilizers, irrigation, etc.) designed to transform Asia's agriculture in the mid-1960s" 

(Bray 1979:681). In her review of Farmer (1977), Bray (ibid) states that although initially met with 

great enthusiasm, the so-called revolution caused dramatic "social and economic disruption .. . in 

many areas." She goes on to suggest that "Technical shortcomings and the refusal by many farmers 

to adopt the whole package [can] only [be considered] minor drawbacks" when it is now "clear that 

such thorough-going technological innovation frequently accelerated differentiation between rural 

rich and poor, exacerbating traditional antagonisms" (ibid). The Green Revolution has been highly 

criticised for solely benefitting the big businesses selling fertilisers and agrochemicals to India and Sri 

Lanka, and the politicians and bureaucrats who received large kickbacks from this trade. Ultimately, 

it was small-scale farm ers and their communities who suffered the economic, environmental, health 

and social repercussions of this venture, and continue to do so today. 
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Recent Attempt at Colonization in a Peasant Framework, politician Amunugama (1965 :130) 

describes how, "this locality ... was one of the most ill-developed and backward [sic] areas 

in the island." He goes on to quote a Government Agent of Ratnapura who visited 

Embilipitiya in 1914, who wrote in his diary that "the people of this wasama [cluster of 

villages] are sickly and diseased and appear to live a miserable life owing to the bad climate 

and the defective rainfall" (1914:n.p., cited in ibid; original emphasis). Due to the 

combination of poor irrigation and malaria and yaws outbreaks, Amunugama (1965:132) 

rather bleakly suggests that "the population of [Embilipitiya] had been for a long time the 

lowest in the district of Ratnapura and the peasants had eked out only a marginal 

existence." This situation, however, "dramatically" (ibid) changed in the years immediately 

after the launch of the Chandrika Wewa colonisation scheme (Fig. 13), later to be 

recognised as part of the Uda Walawe Irrigation and Resettlement Project (UWIRP). 

The UWIRP (1960s-1974) was an engineering programme which regenerated the Uda 

Walawe dam and reservoir, approximately fifteen kilometres north of Embilipitiya (Fig. 12). 

The establishment of the settlements as part of the Uda Walawe development project is 

described by Molle & Renwick (2005) in their report, Economics and Politics of Water 

Resources Development: Uda Walawe Irrigation Project, Sri Lanka . They suggest that UWIRP 

settlements "were construed as a type of social engineering" (2005:6), whereby the 

government offered land to poor farmers in the western and southern provinces as 

incentive for relocation. The inaugural populations of colonised areas were selected by the 

government through a consideration of factors such as "farm size, land endowment, 

'farming skills' and experience" (ibid) and were "differing in caste, kinship, income levels, .. . 

location, adaptability and a host of other criteria" (Amunugama 1965:145). Amunugama 

(1965:132) states that this diversity led to "a massive change in the demography ofthe area 

and in the patterns of settlement as a result of large scale migrations." He describes how 

scores of settlers relocated to not only cultivate the newly opened "Vast tracts of land 

which had remained unproductive jungle," but also to set themselves up as "small time 

'entrepreneurs[,l' ... with tea-kiosks, barber saloons, 'clubs', laundries and even a shop 

which sells antidotes for snake bite" (ibid) . While masterminded by the Colombo-centric 

government, it was the bodies and labour of relocated families which enabled the 

deforestation and mass-population of Embilipitiya. 

The threat of over-population and land division in this newly colonised area was combated 

through the limitation ofthe transference of ownership, "allowing only one successor to 

inherit an allotment" (Molle & Renwick 2005:6). Molle & Renwick (ibid) comment, however, 
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that this restrictive action employed by the government was contradictory to the "culturally 

sanctioned expectations" of land being divided between all children. Amunugama 

(1965:144) describes how this rule resulted in "a large number of unemployed and 

disgruntled people who, having been uprooted from their traditional way of living, [were] 

reduced to the status of a mobile proletariat with only their labour for hire." Additionally, 

"The insistence that only one child can inherit an allotment" was to cause further 

landlessness in the future, as it "means that the rest of the children are reduced to the 

position of landlessness labourers in each generation" (ibid). As such, rather than remedy 

the issue of overpopulation, colonisation contributed to it symptoms of landlessness and 

mass unemployment of subsequent generations. 

The Chandrika Wewa irrigation scheme included "the settlement of a total of 1,800 farmers 

on ... 5,000 acres ... of jungle" (Mol le & Renwick 2005:6), but by 1968, "nearly 60,000 

people were living in the area" (2005:9) of the previously isolated Embilipitiya. 107 The large 

uptake in the government's relocation scheme is symptomatic of the intersecting socio

economic factors impinging on Sri Lanka's southern, agricultural communities at the time. 

Most of the families who partook in the UWIRP were from poor backgrounds and would 

have regarded relocation as an opportunity for greJter economic security. Unfortunately, 

for many this was not to be the case. Towards the end of the 1960s, a societal shift 

occurred which Wickramasinghe (2014) identifies as the rise of the radical left. 

Wickramasinghe (2014:242) states the country's youth "was becoming radicalised and 

entering a stage of modernity where boundaries were easily transgressed." In terms of 

culture, this change heralded "the beginning of a new sort of theatre more politically 

engage, and in the arts, poets such as Mahagama Sekera were experimenting with free 

verse" (ibid; original emphasis). Students who, as Wickramasinghe (ibid) describes, were "at 

odds with the regime" became increasingly more politically active, on many occasions 

leading to necessity of police intervention. This crescendoed in March 1971 when a bomb 

was detonated at the University of Peradeniya (Central Province) and ten undergraduates, 

107 As well as the 23,000 Purana villagers occupying their historical homeland and 9,000 legal settlers 

primarily living in Embilipitiya, there were also 18,000 'illegal' settlers scattered throughout the area 

(Molle & Renwick 2005:9). Molle & Renwick (ibid) speculate that this significant percentage of 

'encroachers' ("almost one-third of the population") "began to move into the area in anticipation of 

future land grants," but in doing so, "ultimately put enormous pressure on the settlement process." 
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be lieved to be members of the communist Janatha Vimukthi Peramul)a (JVP), were 

arrested . 

Since 2000, the JVP has been a legitimate political party with representatives in local 

government and parliament. In prior incarnations, however, the "radical/populist" group 

"drew the youth in the South 108 into two violent insurrections that were ruthlessly put 

down by the state" (Wickramasinghe 2014:212) - the first in 1971, and the second in the 

late 1980s. Wickramasinghe (2014:252) reports that "The JVP movement is being read 

increasingly as a political movement founded on an indigenised Marxist-Leninist ideology," 

with their theory of revolution placing agency on the nirdhana panthiya, "meaning the class 

of the property-less, which included all the social classes and strata that felt grievances 

against the dominant order." Their attempt to topple the government in 1971 was met with 

a counterinsurgency which was widely deemed excessively violent and resulted in a death 

toll of "Between 5,000 and 10,000" (2014:248). During their second insurgency in the late 

1980s,109 the JVP had {{resumed activities in an even more violent manner than before, 

using murder, torture and intimidation" (2014:246). The JVP are estimated to be 

responsible for the murders of thousands of people, as well as organising and violently

enforcing general strikes which were able to bring The entire country to a crippling halt. Sri 

Lankan security forces retaliated with more violence by "working with death squads" 

(2014:246) and eventually gained victory over the JVP in the south . The result of these 

confrontations was {{An estimated 40,000 [deaths] ... during the period 1987-91 and 

108 The founder and leader of the NP, Patabendi Don Nandasiri Wijeweera (alias Rohana Wijeweera), 

was born in Tangalle, a coastal town forty kilometres south of Embilipitiya . The origins of Wijeweera 

are reflected in the geographical strongholds of his group, with Wickramasinghe (2014:200) 

describing the NP as {{the radical youth movement in the South." Between the years 1971-1988, the 

deepest concentration of membership came from the "extreme southern districts of Matara and 

Hambantota," but in 1989, {{when the state forces were regaining control of the South, the NP shift 

its operations to the Central Province" (2014:252-253). As Embilipitiya's Sabaragamuwa Province is 

bordered by the Central Province to its north and the Southern Province to the south, it can be said 

that the area was deeply influenced and affected by the NP's actions, even if main operations were 

never based there. 

109 Wickramasinghe (2014:246) points to the 1987 Indo-Lanka Accord as the "trigger for this 

resurgence." The NP took advantage of the pre-existing climate of fear caused by the Indian Peace 

Keeping Force's (IPKF) presence in the country and organised successful attacks on sections of the 

state and civil society which they opposed. 
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t housands simply disappeared" (2014:260). Wickramasinghe (2014:246) poignantly 

describes how "The experiences of survivors of the terror unleashed during the 1987-90 

years give us another picture of the JVP's insurrection and the state's counterinsurgency, a 

picture of pain and suffering, broken people, parentless children, bodiless funerals ." llo 

Attempting to unpack why these two insurrections occurred, Wickramasingh e (2014:254) 

states that "Unemployment of the educated youth of the South is often singled out as the 

answer." For Wickramasinghe, however, this single structural factor is insufficient in 

explaining the uprisings. Poverty, caste oppression and "the general crisis of the state" are 

110 The government never revealed casualty figures and military tactics for the second NP 

insurrection. One of the reasons for this is that the government was simultaneously fighting multiple 

Tamil insurgent groups in the north and east, using a multiplicity of unofficial forces to create 

additional confusion among the various factions they were fighting and obscure the true identity of 

the perpetrators of attacks. In the ensuing chaos, many civilians also took advantage of the 

atmosphere of fear and violence to carry out their own personal feuds . One infamous example of 

this kind of lawless behaviour is that of the Embilipitiya School Boys. 

In January 1990, thirty-one teenagers were abducted and disappeared from Embilipitiya 

Central College by soldiers. During this time, the security forces were actively engaged in removing 

communist rebels and supporters from schools and universities. The headmaster of Embilipitiya 

Central College, Dayananda Galappathy, allegedly took advantage of these orders to wield draconian 

power and enact personal vendettas. Investigations by human rights groups have found that, "few, if 

any, of the students picked by the headmaster for execution were genuine Communists" (McGirk 

1990:n.p.) . Rather, the parents of the abducted boys suspect that Galappathy targeted children for 

petty personal reasons. For example, at least five boys who had teased Galappathy's own son about 

a love letter he had written to a girl were taken by soldiers shortly afterward the incident and 

disappeared. After four years of silence and 541 unanswered letters to government officials, parents 

received information from human rights activists and opposition groups as to "the exact location of 

three mass graves on 4,500 ft . Mount Sooriya , a place of mist and rainforests" (ibid) . The bodies of 

the schoolboys were exhumed from an abandoned police camp on the mountain, alongside 

approximately 300 others. At the time, the government claimed that communists were the 

perpetrators of these mass-murders and burials. In October 1992, however, a United Nations (UN) 

inquiry into human rights abuses in Sri Lanka was told by the government that " these '31 students 

were not suspected of being (Communist) supporters' and that 'the detentions were carried out for 

other motives, possibly personal lll (ibid). The Embilipitiya School Boys remains one of the only 

atrocities committed by the security forces against its civilians during their brutal 

counterinsurrection against the NP which has ever been publicly acknowledged, but no arrests were 

made. 
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listed as influencing factors, but for Wickramasinghe (2014:252), the role of additional 

conjunctional factors such as the deterioration of international trade, political 

authoritarianism and lack of investment in the south, must be emphasised as vital and 

enabling features of the NP insurrections. 

Wickramasinghe (2014:252) emphasises the many other common features of NP's 

members, citing "ethnicity, religion, age, education, regional and rural belonging" as some 

of their similarities. In 1971, the NP's membership was "97 per cent Sinhala and 94.3 per 

cent Buddhist," (2014:253) with no minorities represented in its leadership. All the cadres 

of this era "were all less than 30 years old," and belonged "to the poorer strata of the 

population" (ibid). "In stark contrast to the other main political parties," Wickramasinghe 

(2014:245) states that many of NP's members were from non-Goyigama castes, primarily 

Vahumpura and Batgam. The strong similarities between members was further emphasised 

and reflected in NP's leaders, as Wickramasinghe (ibid) explains: "Rather than charisma, 

the leadership has been characterised by a certai n 'ordinariness' of being, an ordinariness 

which created cohesiveness within the movement and attracted the common man or 

woman." The relatability and agency of the NP's leaders has increasingly been "given pride 

of place amongst possible causes" (2014:252) of the group's unexpected influence and 

power. 

While a common background and shared identity encouraged NP's members to rebel 

against the government, it evoked a very different reaction in young southern men during 

the mid-late 2000s. At the height of Sri Lanka's conflict, the army recruited many of its foot 

soldiers from the same areas which had once been NP strongholds. Those who had 

historically fought against the government became those who fought for it. In her work 

Masking Terror: How Women Contain Violence in Southern Sri Lanka, Argenti-Pillen (2003) 

insists that this apparent contradiction is in fact a logical extension of the persecution 

experienced by young men in these communities. The "participation of the Sinhalese rural 

poor in the war," she states (2003:4) "cannot be understood independently from the 

human rights abuses and war crimes that their communities have suffered, and ... continue 

to suffer." It was experiences of discrimination and violence which led young men to join 

the NP in the late twentieth century and the army in the early twenty-first century; in both 

circumstances, the primary motivations of these men were unemployment and poverty. 

In her ethnographic account of the village of Udahenagama (a pseudonym), "a community 

in the rural slums of Southern Sri Lanka," Argenti-Pillen (2003:xi) attempts to "reconstruct 
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the vi olent background of ... soldiers by presenting the stories of their mothers, sisters, 

wives and grandmothers." In doing so, she provides an insight into the "extremely poor 

backgrounds" from which such soldiers derive, describing their families as "landless 

peasants" surviving "by means of casual labour on the tea plantations or in the rice 

paddies" (2003:2). Three decades of conflict meant that the army was constantly near 

exhaustion and looking to its impoverished citizens to replenish their supply of rank-and-file 

soldiers. As Argenti-Pillen (2003:3) notes, 

This implies that the sons of the more privileged classes engaging in the 

nationalist discourses in the press and in Colombo's elite circle - the 

discourse that feeds the war - hardly ever join the lower ranks of the 

army or die for the Sinhalese cause. 

Discriminatory legislation such as the single inheritor rule enforced by the post

Independence government had, therefore, created intergenerational cycles of un- and 

underemployed, landless, impoverished youth . These injustices begat the violence of the 

NP and the government's counterinsurgencies, eventually leading to the irony ofthe 

marginalised populations of the south, fighting and dying for their serial oppressors in order 

to survive. With this complex local history of generating both sufferers and perpetrators of 

state-sanctioned violence, Embilipitiya becomes a meaningful place for ToF to hold their 

third National Gathering. 

5.2. Violence 

5.2.1. ToF's Third National Gathering 

ToF's third National Gathering was held at the Leadership Training Centre on the outskirts 

of Embilipitiya, a complex which boasted a formal auditorium, a large canteen and 

innumerable dormitories. The three-day programme was organised and devised by EBBT 

with input from Cymbeline and Deb, and focused on the topic of the Empowerment of 

Women . This was to be the culmination of the network's year-long Empowerment of 

Women in Action (EWA) project, bringing together the experiences, successes, 

shortcomings and future ambitions of participating groups from around the country. 

Approximately sixty participants attended the gathering from seven areas across Sri Lanka, 

including Trincomalee's Trinco Pearls, Jaffna's Kaveri Kala Manram and Hatton's Mountain 
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Flower.11l In addition, Galle's Yathara group was represented by its two founding members : 

Mr Peiris (for whom Cymbeline first ran public storytelling workshops for in 2006) and 

Dharshani, a confident twenty-year old Sinhala woman with a short hair style that 

immediately sets her apart from the vast majority of women in Sri Lanka. Two groups from 

Colombo and Kandy were also present. Three translators were employed for t he gathering, 

each proficient in Tamil, Sinhala and English. They were used primarily for occasions such as 

the opening ceremony when one person addressed the whole group. When participants 

were required to talk to each other one-on-one or in small groups during workshops, 

individuals tended to draw on any knowledge they had of the three languages to 

communicate to each other independently, leaving the translators standing at the side, 

waiting to help if needed . Despite being a Sinhala-majority town, Embilipitiya's 

geographical and ideological distance from Colombo and the history of both state- and 

civilian-led violence offered, in theory, a suitably nuanced setting for these diverse Sinhala 

and Tamil groups to meet and share their stories. In practice, however, contemporary 

politics and prejudices almost ended the gathering before it even began. 

5.2.2. Sinhala Buddhist Nationalism 

On the morning of the first day of the National Gathering, a couple of hours before the 

teams from around the country were due to arrive in Embilipitiya, Hasan was approached 

111 While the cultural, demographic and geographic landscapes and histories of Embilipitiya and 

Hatton at first seem vastly different, there are striking similarities between the two populations. 

Both areas first became inhabited en masse through colonisation schemes engineered by ethnically

elite, Colombo-based men but practically accomplished through the bodies and labour of 

marginalised families from elsewhere. Both of these colonising communities were comprised of 

impoverished people who had historically experienced perpetual economic (in)security due to their 

intersecting identities, primarily caste. Both were inadvertently ethnically affiliated with one fighting 

body of the conflict: the Sinhala population of Embilipitiya with the government's security forces, 

and the Up-Country Tamil population of Hatton with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTIE). Yet 

neither of these communities' interests were represented in the ideologies of by 'their' side, but 

were in fact actively exploited and marginalised by the groups they were ethnically affiliated with. 

Despite this, both communities were still expected to contribute to their oppressors' causes, either 

with money earned through gruelling manual labour, or with the bodies of sons, brothe rs and 

husbands. 
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at the Leadership Train ing Centre by a group of bhikkhus (ordained Buddhist monks) and 

community figureheads. They questioned him about the intentions of the gathering and 

wanted Hasan to confirm to them that the programme would not be discussing or 

promoting human rights. Hasan recounted this interaction to me the next day du ri ng a 

quiet moment with a handful of EBBT members. He told me that when the monks asked for 

his assurance that the gathering was not politically motivated, he felt he had very little 

choice but to appease them and tell them the programme was purely a celebration of 

creativity and theatre . The reason for the monks' visit to the centre, their preoccupation 

with human rights and Hasan's compliance is the result of decades of the involvement of 

bhikkhus in national politics. 

Wickramasinghe (2014:339) describes how "Following the rationalisation of Buddhism in 

the early twentieth century, which called for monks to take on a more activist role in the 

community, monks gradually became more involved in political and economic spheres." 

During the 1940s, the Dharmapalite anti-imperialist monks associated with the 

Vidyalankara Pirivena (a leading temple) became involved in left-wing movements, 

including the JVP. The position of Buddhists monks in politics, however, changed in the mid-

1950s, moving "from bearers of Marxist ideals in the late 1940s to champions of Sinhala 

nationalism" (2014:213). This change has been described as "encapsulating both the 

'flowering and the destruction of the socialist movement'" (Seneviratne 1999:137 cited in 

ibid) in Sri Lanka. Wickramasinghe (2014:339) asserts that since this time "there has been a 

turn towards violence and xenophobic positions," and cites "State intervention in religious 

affairs" as being "largely responsible for this shift from radical to nationalist Buddhism." 

This radical shift has not simply been an ideological change, but has also been legal upheld 

by "Every constitution of the country since 1972," each of which "has stressed the special 

place given to Buddhism, the religion of more than 70 per cent of the population" (ibid). 

Wickramasinghe (ibid) highlights that despite Buddhism being "protected by the state and 

practiced by the vast majority of people, many of its proponents present it as a religion 

under threat." 112 

The intrusion and inclusion of bhikkhus in political life and the rise of Sinhala Buddhist 

nationalism disconcertingly lent religious support to the security forces in the final years of 

the conflict . In 2004, the Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHU) or National Heritage Party was set up 

112 For more on how Sinhala Buddhist fundamentalism interacts with and influences the identity

making of minority populations in Sri Lanka, see Bartholomeusz & de Silva (1998) . 
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by a group of nationali st bhikkhus and won nine parliamentary seats. They supported the 

Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) of President Rajapaksa and never denounced the heavy 

violence the security fo rces were using against Tamil populations at the end of the conflict . 

As journalist Mohan (201S:n .p.) writes in his article, Sri Lanka's Violent Buddhists, "the 

monks' backing gave religious legitimacy to the state's claim of protecting the island for the 

Sinhalese Buddhist majority." Individuals - ordained as they were as monks - transcended 

having the voice of a single, mortal man and preached with the power and authority of 

divinity. Rhetoric of conflict, nationalism and ethnic tension became imbued with sanctity. 

This divine authority has been skilfully employed by bhikkhus and politicians alike so that 

"Buddhism has become in Sri Lanka a legitimising, integrative and moral force that 

governments and politicians have to take into account" (Wickramasinghe 2014:339) . 

Wickramasinghe (2014:341) adds that "The involvement of NGOs in the peace initiative and 

the support they bring to third party mediation has led the Sangha [monastic community] 

and NGOs into antithetica l positions." As has been demonstrated through the work of 

Tehranian (2004) and Falk (2004), human rights are often deemed by nation-states to be at 

odds with the cultural security of the majority, as they are championed by the international 

community and protect and promote the rights of minorities. This is certainly the case in Sri 

Lanka, as the rhetoric of Sinhala nationhood has led human rights to be regarded as a tool 

by which the international community attempts to insert itself into national politics, 

promoting the voice of the Tamil minority and demonising the Sinhala-majority security 

forces. 113 It is for this reason that the monks would have been opposed to the discussion of 

human rights, they are seen as incompatible with the nationalist fervour and homogeneity 

they promote. 

113 This was made particularly evident by the controversy which surrounded the launch of Tambiah 's 

(1992) Buddhism Betrayed? Religion, Politics and Violence in Sri Lanka . Wickramasinghe (2014:340) 

documents how the Sinhala nationalist press alleged that the book launched "an international 

conspiracy," the "chief beneficiary" of which "was the L TIE." The World Institute for Development 

Economic Research (WIDER) and UN organisations were included on the list of collaborators. 

Wickramasinghe (ibid) describes how the reception of the book "showed that quite a few people 

believed that American imperialism is behind most of the evils of the world," and that there was a 

perception that "a number of traitors in Sri Lanka - especially intellectuals with local and foreign NGO 

links - have sold out to the West." Under pressure from the Sangha, the government " imposed a ban 

on the import and sale of the book," an act which led the non -governmental sector releasing a 

statement "calling for the respect if freedom of expression notwithstanding content" (ibid) . 
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It is also for this reason that Hasan in particular would have been quick to appease them. 

Since the end of the conflict and the defeat of Tamil insurgents by security forces, Sinhala 

Buddhist nationalist organisations have turned their attention to targeting the Muslim 

population of Sri Lanka. The largest and most renowned of these organisations is the Bodu 

Bala Sena (BBS), or Buddhist Power Force, who have "incited mobs to demolish mosques" 

and whose chief, Galagodaththe Gnanasara, only a month previously had "triggered anti

Muslim rioting in Sri Lanka's southern villages" with an antagonistic speech . Four people 

were killed and at least eighty were injured as a resu lt of his words, with countless homes 

and businesses burnt to the ground. Yet, Gnanasara was not arrested and President 

Rajapakse simply asked "all parties concerned to act in restraint" (Mohan 201S:n .p) . In the 

face of such political tension and precedence for violence, it is easy to see why Hasan, the 

only Muslim member of the ToF community, suppressed any politica l or reconciliatory 

aspects of the gathering and insisted it was an apol itical, artistic event; both his physical 

security and the labour he had invested in the gathering appeared to be threatened. 

On a theoretical level, this moment was a practical manifestation of the cultural security 

paradox Tehranian (2004) articulated. To rearticulate Tehranian's (2004:3) argument, while 

most modern democracies acknowledge individua l and collective freedoms, "premodern 

and modernist prejudices impose severe constraints on identity negotiations and cultural 

security." For Tehranian, this is not only due to the fact that nation states fail to prioritise 

cultural security to a similar extent as national (physical) and economic security, but also 

because cultural security is frequently perceived as at odds with these other notions of 

security. In the interaction between Hasan and the monks, this paradox is put into action. 

While the dress and status of the monks is representative of religion, they - along with the 

other local figureheads who joined them - more precisely represented the nationalist 

Sinhala Buddhist hegemony. The entwining of religion, politics and the state is justified 

through the rhetoric of needing to promote and protect a singular, authentic, Sinhala 

'culture.' Even within the Sinhala Buddhist community, this excludes any difference, 

deviation or individual interpretation. The insistence that this culture needs to be 

preserved, recognises and legitimises cultural security as an issue of national and global 

governance. Yet the cultural security of others is at odds with this perception of national 

security as it promotes diversity rather than protecting the homogeneity Sinhala Buddhist 

nationalism preaches. This paradox is addressed through the restriction of the cultural 

security of Tamil and Muslim minority communities through, for example, t he curtailment 

of human rights discourses. Diminishing the cultural security of other groups, therefore, 
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becomes perceived as integral to maintaining the national (physical) and economic security 

of Sinhala Buddhists . This maintains 'hard' political hegemony under the guise of preserving 

'soft' culture. 

With this amalgamation of politics with culture, religion with nationalism, Hasan's 

compliance with the bhikkhus in order to ensure the security of himself and t he gathering 

was reasonable . In the following section, however, I demonstrate that through the imagery 

of the opening ceremony he and his fellow EBBT members had choreographed and curated, 

Hasan was not resigned to accepting the Sinhala Buddhist nationalist hegemony, but was 

able subtly to resist it. 

5.2.3. The Opening Ceremony 

The National Gathering was officially opened with a ceremony the morning after the teams 

had arrived in Embilipitiya and the bhikkhus had questioned Hasan. It was arranged and 

performed by EBBT members and was held in the main auditorium of the Leadership 

Training Centre. Rows of white plastic chairs had been set up to face the raised stage on 

one side of the room. As the participants of the gathering filed into the seats, they called 

out to each other and waved to familiar faces from around the country, some moving from 

one group to another, others in conversation with their neighbours. On the left-hand side 

of the stage, large, three-dimensional characters reading '3RD NATIONAL GATHERING 2014' 

had been neatly cut out of polystyrene and covered with tin foil, then stuck to tall panels of 

wood which formed a backdrop. The panels of wood themselves had been decorated with 

green, red and yellow paint, applied roughly so the colours lay on top of each other to 

create a camouflage effect. On the right-hand side of the stage, a large, white canvas had 

been erected, onto which a PowerPoint slide reading 'Theatre of Friendship Playback' was 

projected, the 'k' in Playback having been replaced with the 'play from beginning' media 

player icon. To the left-hand side of the stage stood a lectern and a traditional Sri Lankan oil 

lamp, known in Sinhala as pahana, or kuththu vilakku in Tamil . Pahana or kuththu vilakku 

are tall , free-standing, brass lamps with an elaborately decorated central pillar around 

which five wicks point outward forming a star shape, and on top of which sits an ornate 

cockerel. It is lit at auspicious times to mark a new beginning, such as Avurudu and 

Puthandu (Sinhala and Tamil New Year), weddings and festivals and are a common sight in 

homes, temples and kovils . The lamp on stage at the gathering was draped in garlands of 

small white flowe rs and a pile of bulath or verrilai (betel leaves) sat on the floor next to it . 
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When the doors to the auditorium opened again, it was with the clamorous sound of 

drumming, startling the crowd and causing the last few drifters in the audience rush to 

their seats. Through the open doors came a band of four men clothed in the traditional 

Kandyan dress of white sarama with a red waistband . The two drummers wore white 

turbans and had their geta beraya (a long, horizontal drum beaten on both ends by hand) 

hung around their necks so they came to rest level with their hips. The two dancers wore 

elaborate beaded nets on their chests and had intricate head pieces adorned with metal 

decorations and a long, red, weighted ribbon which hung down their backs. They were 

followed by leaders of four regional groups - Hasan, Father Yogi, Reverend Joshua and 

Father Leo 114 
- as well as Cymbeline, representing the network's international practitioners. 

This was a traditional and familiar Sinhala welcome; a procession of beating drums and 

acrobatic dancers to celebrate a new beginning. 

The team leaders walked up and onto the stage while the drummers and dancers stepped 

forward to occupy the floor between them and the audience. As the drumming 

crescendoed, the dancers' feet (clad with small bells which rattled with every step) moved 

faster and faster. One of the dancers began spinning on the spot with ferocious dexterity 

and focus, the weighted ribbon from his head piece flying around him. Once he was done, 

114 Bass (2013) uses the term 'culture workers' to describe the Up-Country Tamils living and working 

on tea plantations around the Hatton area who attempt to negotiate, define and codify their culture 

within Sri Lankan society. He examines "the Up-country Tamilleaders who represent [their] 

community both in terms of developing a symbolic vocabulary of ethnic identification, and in terms 

of acting as officially sanctioned representatives for negotiations with other groups (Kelly and Kaplan 

2001)" (2013:3). Reverend Joshua, Father Yogi and Father Leo can be clearly identified as three Tamil 

leaders who represent their communities in the way Bass (ibid) describes; in part because they are 

"officially sanctioned" by the church, thereby holding a position of local authority and becoming an 

intermediary for "other groups," but also because they help "develop[ .. . ] a symbolic vocabulary of 

ethnic identification" through their community work. Hasan, the team leader for the EBBT group is 

not an ordained religious leader, yet similarly holds a position as a representative for his community 

through his work as an actor; he is "officially sanctioned" as the leader of the EBBT and "develop[s] a 

symbolic vocabulary of ethnic identification" (ibid) through the work he creates with that theatre 

company. In the case of all four of these men, their work is not isolated but informed, developed and 

motivated by the individuals who work with them. In addition to the leaders, the label of culture 

worker can be extended to the specific ways in which all ToF participants engage with and negotiate 

their cultural identities; they are all attending the National Gathering as representatives of their 

communities, not just the team leaders. 
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the second dancer came forward and, with alarming speed and agility, launched himself 

into a series of backflips . Gauri from Hatton, who was sitting in the front row, expelled a 

sudden yelp of surprise before laughing at her own involuntary reaction. She wasn't the 

only one who had been surprised; the participants from Jaffna and many from Trincomalee 

also had expressions of shock and enthrallment on their faces . Asking about the dancing 

and rituals of the opening ceremony later in the day, a group of young Tamil women from a 

mix of regions told me they had never witnessed a Sinhala ceremony before. This included 

Madhumathi, the friend and occasional member of the hosting Embilipitiya company. 

Despite her relationship with the group, she had never been present at a Sinhala ritual or 

ceremony until that morning. This emphasises the lack of inclusivity marring Sri Lankan 

society; that despite the prevalence of these ceremonies in the lives of the Sinhala 

population, they still remain closed-off and unreachable for anyone outside the populous 

community. 

When the drummers and dancers concluded their performance, Hasan began lighting the 

oil lamp on stage, lighting a single wick with a long matchstick and then offered it to each of 

his fellow leaders in turn. Once each of the leaders had lit one of the five wicks, Hasan 

picked a handful of the bulath leaves from beside the oil lamp and presented it to 

Cymbeline with both hands, curving himself into a deep bow. Bulath leaves are given across 

Sri Lanka as a mark of respect and auspicious beginnings. Picking up more leaves, he 

repeated this offering to each of the leaders, some raising the gift and touching it to their 

third eye between their brows. 

Two brief welcoming speeches were given by Hasan and Cymbeline, relayed to the 

audience by the translators. Afterwards, three members of the Embilipitiya group took to 

the stage to perform an original piece devised especially for the National Gathering. Bare 

chested and wearing loose, beige, canvas trousers, the three men - Asanka, Kamal and Isuru 

- performed a ten minute, wordless, physical piece. It began with Asanka being born into 

the world; being birthed from a womb-like cocoon the two others formed around him with 

their bodies. He then travelled through infancy, exploring his limbs inquisitively, relishing 

interacting with the world around him. The other two performers echoed these 

movements, following their own intuitions and discovering their surroundings. Each 

character, though not confined to any part of stage, moved as though he could not see the 

others; as though the world he inhabited was purely his own. Eventually, t he three 

performers found themselves at one of three buckets left at regular interva ls across the 

stage. Tentatively, Kamal reached his hand inside. As he withdrew it and examined it 

220 



closely, the audience saw it was covered in yellow paint. When the second and third 

characters did the same, they revealed the red and green paint in their own buckets 

respectively. Squatting close to the ground, at first they appeared quietly fascinated with 

their new discoveries and experimented with gently brushing the colours up their arms. 

Encouraged by the results, their expressions grew in confidence as they covered more and 

more oftheir bodies in paint. They grew taller with each swipe, using their hands as 

brushes and their bodies as canvas . When they had completed covering themselves in 

colour, they stood boldly upright, and it became evident that the soft-handed, inquisitive 

infants we had been watching had grown into strong, defiant adults. 

At this point, the men saw their counterparts for the first time and appeared unsure but 

defensive. They began circling one another, each attempting to keep the other two in view, 

while also protecting his own paint bucket. Quickly, the tension between the three 

characters heightened and each became violent towards his contemporaries . Scuffling, 

retreating and scuffling again, the aggression of each man was based in his fear of the 

unknown figures and dread that one of them would take away his only possession. 

Eventually, after a tussle with the other two, Isuru withdrew himself from the scrum and 

looked down at his torso. The red of his own paint had been flecked with green and yellow 

marks from the others' skin . Looking bemused but curious, he drew off some red paint from 

his torso and hesitantly moved back towards the other two. Carefully, he outstretched his 

finger and wiped the red paint on Asanka's green body. Looking scared but intrigued, 

Asanka observed the effect the red had against the green. Kamal also leaned in and dabbed 

his own yellow finger next to the red mark. Slowly, the men began marking each other with 

their own colours, rushing to fetch their buckets to paint each other more exuberantly. 

Laughing and sharing in each other's ecstasy, the performance ended when each of the 

men was equally covered in red, green and yellow. 

5.2.4. Multiple Identities and Cultural Markers: The Hidden Negotiations of the Opening 

Ceremony 

The opening ceremony was a multifaceted negotiation of identity on the part of EBBT. As a 

group, Hasan and his peers presented three distinct identities, each with its own motive 

and function . These identities demonstrated a different meaning to different audiences but 

were performed simultaneously. Firstly, EBBT presented an identity directed toward the 

bhikkhus who questioned Hasan and the larger nationalist Sinhala Buddhist hegemony they 
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represent, aimed at assuring them that the gathering was not promoting human rights but 

demonstrating patriotism . Secondly, EBBT presented an identity directed toward the ToF 

participants from other areas of the country, welcoming them and championing inclusivity. 

Thirdly, EBBT presented an identity for themselves, through which they expressed who they 

were as a group and their own ambitions for the gathering. These three identities have 

seemingly contradictory motivations and performing them simultaneously may appear 

conflicting, however, EBBT's negotiation of multiple identities is compatible with - and 

necessary for - ensuring their cultural security. 

Returning to Ewing (2004:118), the author states that "It is now generally recognized that ... 

identities [based on ethnicity, race or gender] are not primordial and essential, though 

individuals inhabiting such identities or assigning such identity to others may claim them to 

be." The bhikkhus who approached Hasan the day before the gathering are representative 

of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism which would claim the essentialism of their identity. Ewing 

(2004:117), like Tehranian (2004) and Falk (2004), identifies the modern law as the cause of 

the "proliferation and naturalization of identities," adding that in recent history, "identity 

has also become a key term in the 'identity politics' that have erupted as a political issue in 

many parts of the world." This is certainly true of Sri Lanka, with Ewing (ibid) noting that in 

conflicts based on identity politics, "it is often the presumption on the part of participants 

and/or observers that such identities are rooted in a distinctive 'culture' that must be 

preserved and defended ." This point echoes Wickramasinghe's (2014:339) remarks about 

Sinhala Buddhist nationalism presenting the religion as in need of defending despite it 

being protected by the state and practiced by over seventy percent of the population . 

Ewing (2004:117), however, adds the concept of culture into the debate, and it is this 

"distinctive 'culture'" which EBBT strategically attempt to uphold and subvert 

simultaneously in their opening ceremony. 

Ewing (2004:118) states that rather than being essential in nature, identities "exist in public 

culture and the social world; they are reified symbols and markers of social position and 

cultural difference that are embodied in individuals within specific social and political 

contexts." This is exemplified in Hasan's interaction with the bhikkhus. By asking Hasan to 

reassure them that the gathering had no affiliation with human rights, the bhikkhus were 

"creating and policing ... categories that individuals [such as Hasan] are obliged to take up 

as identities" (2004:117). Rejecting that imposed identity was potentially dangerous for 

Hasan, so he chose to accept it cautiously. His compliance with this identity, therefore, was 

not internally and essentially motivated, but was externally imposed . As such, it can be 
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understood that identities exist primarily in relation to outside stimuli and relationships 

rather than being inherent and internal. 

In extension of this assertion that identities occupy a relational status, Ewing (2004:118) 

adds that "individuals take up multiple, crosscutting identities." Not only, therefore, can 

identities be imposed, but they can also be plural, shifting and even conflicting. This 

negotiation of a locus of identity becomes particularly apparent when "the individual 

moves from one arena to the next and from one set of discursive practices to another ... 

[and] if that individual occupies a radically different structural position within each arena." 

This is represented by EBBT's opening ceremony which saw members negotiate 

simultaneously performing an identity for ToF practitioners and for the bhikkhus. While the 

gathering's programme was finalised prior to Hasan's interaction with the bhikkhus, EBBT 

still created and curated it within the context of Sinhala Buddhist nationalist hegemony. 

Similarly, although the bhikkhus were not physically present at the opening ceremony, EBBT 

had to appease them in absentia while also upholding the inclusive ideology ofthe 

network. The performance of these seemingly contradictory identities demonstrates EBBT's 

fluidity of identity. By practising markers of nationalist Sinhala Buddhist culture while also 

including original examples of their own cultural practice in the form of their original piece, 

EBBT were able to comply with the exclusive hegemony of the bhikkhus without being 

complicit in it. 11S 

EBBT's members structured the opening ceremony as a traditional celebration, using rituals 

which invoked both a sense of decorum and religiosity. The giving of bulath and the lighting 

of the oil lamp are easily recognisable Sinhala observances, helping frame the proceedings 

as conservative and traditional. These elements act as cultural markers which are used by 

EBBT to project an identity to the bhikkhus which is compliant with Sinhala Buddhist 

nationalism. Such cultural iconography had the potential to be exclusionary, as 

demonstrated by Madhumathi having never witnessed Sinhala rituals before despite being 

close friends with EBBT's Sinhala members. This is because the historical divide between Sri 

Lanka's populations has resulted in the segregation of communities and the guarding of 

cultural practices. By choosing to perform Sinhala rituals on the stage, however, EBBT use 

these same cultural markers project a contrasting identity to ToF's participants; one which 

depicts EBBT as an organisation inclusive of diversity, rather than promoters of 

115 For further problematization of the relationship between performative and material ised 

aesthetics and the nation, see Mookherjee (2011). 
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homogeneity. By giving bulath to the Tamilleaders and offering them the match to light a 

wick, Hasan literally and symbolically extended his hand to his Tamil counterparts and 

invited them to partake in the ceremony in a meaningful and egalitarian way. This 

demonstrates their desire to use culture as a tool to include all the participants in the room 

rather than to exclude, enabling EBBT to simultaneously to present differing but successful 

identities to both the bhikkhus and ToF participants. 

Alongside pre-standing cultural iconography such as the bulath leaves and oil lamp, EBBT 

presented an original performance about the creation and division of humanity. This piece 

performed by Asanka, Kamal and Isuru was intended to project their identity as a group of 

young men more authentically than the other two identities. Rather than appeal to the 

gaze of others, this demonstration of identity was intended to satisfy the EBBT members' 

own perceptions of self and offer some balance in their ongoing negotiation of multiple 

identities. While insightful, the performance also demonstrates how the historical violence 

experienced by young men obscures the experiences of women. A month prior to the 

opening ceremony, I attended the EBBT rehearsal at which the original piece was 

improvised and created. During the rehearsal, Hasan, Asanka, Kamal, Isuru and other 

members of the group discussed how the primary message they wanted to convey through 

this performance was that of ousting the "dark memories" of the conflict and "to celebrate 

the unity of Tamil and Sinhala people in this project." While a commendable position to 

take and a demonstration of their rejection of the Sinhala Buddhist nationalist hegemony, 

their message failed to recognise the imperativeness of including the specific experiences 

of women. Considering that the gathering was themed around the Empowerment of 

Women and was the culmination of the year-long EWA project, this singularly male-centric 

approach to identity and reconciliation is problematic. 

Pragmatically, as an all-male group (with the occasional exception of Madhumathi), it is 

understandable why EBBT chose to stage the conflict as a battle between three men. It is 

also understandable that these young men were speaking from their own experiences as a 

marginalised community and an attempt to recreate the voices of women would have been 

inauthentic and potentially harmful. Yet these factors do not relinquish them of the 

responsibility to engage women and centre their experiences in the opening ceremony of a 

gender equality programme. During the devising of the original piece, EBBT's members not 

only failed to interrogate their own identities in relation to women, but they fa iled even to 
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speak about women in any substantial way.116 The lack of acknowledgement given to the 

experiences of others was further exemplified by EBBT's enactment of the conflict 

exclusively through physical violence between the three characters. Such mis representation 

of conflict as physical and male-centric only helps further obscure the ma rginalisation of 

girls and women who experience conflict most profoundly through systemic oppressions. 

Even in the optimistic ending of the performance when the three characters share their 

colours, the unity of men only represented the end of political violence, not the ongoing 

public or domestic violence primarily experienced by girls and women. 

While the content of the original piece was not without fault, its symbolism was successful 

in its accessibility. Green and yellow paint depicted the colours of the Sri Lankan flag 

alongside orange, approximated by EBBT with red paint. Each of the three colours 

represents one of the country's populations: the Sinhala population is represented by a 

yellow lion holding a sword surrounded by four yellow bo leaves117 on a maroon 

background, the Muslim population is represented by a green stripe, and the Sri Lankan 

Tamil population is represented by an orange stripe. Although this symbolism would have 

been relatable for all the Sri Lankan participants of the gathering, it is problematic due to 

the emphasis the flag gives to the Sinhala people compared to Hindu and Muslim 

communities. Moreover, Up-Country Tamils like Gauri and her local community in Hatton 

116 The only mention of women during the rehearsal was made by Hasan, who critiqued the posture 

of the men at the beginning of the performance when Asanka emerges from the womb-like cocoon 

the two others form around him. Hasan sat himself upright on the floor with his knees tucked under 

his shoulders to demonstrate, "When a woman gives birth, she sits like this." Generally in Sri Lanka, 

men are not present during labour and as Hasan had no children, it is highly unlikely that he had ever 

witnessed childbirth. Yet his confidence in demonstrating women's birthing positions typifies the 

lack of appreciation, investigation and empathy given to even the most fundamental experiences of 

women by men in Sri Lankan society. By disregarding the physical and emotional trauma women 

experience during childbirth, Hasan and his fellow EBBT members engaged in discursive strategies 

which silence women and the gender-specific violence they experience. 

117 The bo leaves on the Sri Lankan flag symbolise the four Buddhist virtues of Metta (Ioving

kindness), Karuna (compassion), Mudita (sympathetic joy) and Upeksha (equanimity). The 

representation of these Buddhist virtues alongside a lion brandishing a sword further emphasises the 

link and between religion and nationalism in Sri Lanka, and the contradiction between t he violence 

promoted by Sinhala Buddhist nationalism and peaceful principles the ancient philosophy originally 

proselytised . 
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are excluded altogether despite making up 4.12% of the population, as are the Malay 

(0.22%L Burgher (0.19%) and Vedda people (Department of Census and Statistics 2012). 

The inadequacy of the three colours used by EBBT was, however, somewhat redeemed by 

the performance's absence of dialogue. The lack of words meant no language was given 

precedence over another and that every audience member had the same route into the 

narrative. This absence of language also highlighted that each of the characters expressed 

their feelings and communicated their thoughts much the same way; it emphasised their 

similarity through their imagined difference. This was an intelligent and sensitive approach 

by EBBT to make their original story readable to all and easy to replicate if any of the other 

teams wished to recreate it for their own community. 

After the original story was performed, the audience were invited to leave their handprint 

on the large white canvas at the back of the stage onto which the words 'Theatre of 

Friendship Playback' were projected. Each person, incl uding the translators and 

international members, made their way up onto the stage and dipped a hand into a paint 

bucket and left their imprint on the canvas behind. Significantly, despite the symbolism of 

the three colours of paint, the participants did not exclusively choose the colour which 

supposedly represented their community. Instead, they chose the colour which most 

appealed to them as individuals and tended to place their handprint on the canvas next to 

opposing colours in order to produce as much diversity in the overall image as possible. 

Speaking with one of the translators, Thiru, afterwards, he told me had been very touched 

by the opening ceremony and that seeing people place their handprints next to each 

other's had brought tears to his eyes; he stated, "It gives us a great idea about the potential 

of Sri Lanka." 

The curation of the opening ceremony demonstrates EBBT's ability to harness mUltiple 

identities in order to placate several audiences at once. By presenting the ritual giving of 

bulath and lighting the oil lamp side by side with the mythic story, Hasan and the EBBT 

group juxtaposed familiar cultural tradition with new cultural innovation. As a result, each 

display was imbued with the values of the other; the original piece was honoured through 

the cultural integrity and spirituality of the Sinhala rituals that preceded it, and the Sinhala 

rituals were viewed with a sense of hope, inclusion and possibility when coupled with the 

original piece. This message is further enhanced when one reads the buckets of coloured 

paint as physical manifestations of culture, at first suspiciously guarded and protected by 

each of the characters, before being shared and celebrated together. By contextualising 

their original piece - which has a theme of peace and reconciliation at the centre of it-

226 



within the structured format of a traditional Sinhala welcoming ceremony, EBBT's members 

were able to present their own autonomy as a historically marginalised population without 

endangering their cultural security by outwardly opposing the hegemony represented by 

the bhikkhus. 

5.3. Reconciliation 

5.3.1. A Conversation about the EWA Programme 

Although the opening ceremony lacked reference to women's empowerment, the 

programme itself was filled with workshops and discussions about what had been achieved 

as part of ToF's EWA programme. As EWA's project manager, Deb wanted to talk to women 

about their experiences of conducting public storytelling performances. In particular she 

wanted to speak with two of the project's most active campaigners: Gauri from Hatton's 

Up-Country Tamil Mountain Flower and Dharshani from Galle's Sinhala Yathara group. Due 

to the packed schedule of the gathering, the only opportunity for Deb to do so was during 

lunch on the second day, and I was asked to help translate during this informal 

conversation. Clutching plates laden with rice and curry, and glass mugs full of sweet tea, 

we sat ourselves down at a table at the edge of the busy canteen, attempting to find some 

quiet amid the sounds of clattering dishes and busy chatter. 

During our conversation, Gauri recounted three recurring themes she and her fellow 

Mountain Flower members heard during EWA performances, and Dharshani noted that the 

same issues were prominent in the stories she had heard in Galle. Alcohol abuse and 

dependency by husbands and fathers was the first of these common issues, and its 

subsequent impact on the health and education of children. Significantly, increased 

domestic violence against women and children in these stories were only used to describe 

an alcoholic episode, rather than as an issue itself. What was more readily highlighted as 

the negative repercussions of alcohol abuse and dependency was the economic (in)security 

it placed the family in. Women are usually responsible for household budgeting and 

spending in Sri Lanka and Gauri explained that, in these situations, their primary concern 

was not having enough money to buy food and being unable to afford for their children to 

go to school; physical violence was more often viewed as a symptom of al coholi sm with no 

solution. 
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The second issue Gauri and Dharshani raised was the unfair treatment of women in the 

workplace and the disparity of women's wages compared to men's. As previously discussed 

in relation to Hatton, systemic prejudices against girls and women in the household, school 

and workplace, mean they are held in a state of oppression with little or no opportunity for 

education and development. Women in this position of economic (in)security are 

susceptible to taking up employment as domestic servants in the Middle East in hope of a 

better income. This led to what Gauri and Dharshani categorised as the third recurring 

subject of public storytelling performances: the repercussions of women moving abroad to 

work and leaving their children in the care of their husbands. 

Despite the dangerous and abusive working conditions Sri Lankan women often suffer 

abroad (as previously outlined in relation to Hatton), Gauri and Dharshani described how it 

was the impact such situations have on the health and education of children that was 

emphasised in public storytelling performances. They told Deb and me that when stories of 

labour migration are told, both the storytellers and audience are quick to identify the 

primary problem as the ineptitude of the husbands left behind. As previously mentioned, 

the domestic sphere has historically been designated the responsibility of women in Sri 

Lanka, so men left alone find themselves ill-equipped to cook, clean and look after their 

children sufficiently. Deb recalled similar stories she had heard from the Trincomalee group 

and added that in such circumstances, the eldest daughter is often expected to drop out of 

school in order to run the household. The same economic (in)securities which forced 

women to find risky employment abroad in the first place are perpetuated by men 

spending the money sent back home from the Middle East on alcohol. The eldest daughters 

of these families are denied the education which their mothers are working to provide 

them with, leaving them with diminished opportunities for their future. Gauri and 

Dharshani stated that stories involving physical, verbal, psychological and sexual abuse of 

children by fathers and uncles were common. 

The three recurring EWA themes Gauri and Dharshani highlighted are closely related, the 

third (labour migration) bringing the first (alcohol abuse) and second (unfair treatment of 

women in the workplace) together in self-perpetuating cycle. Again, it is important to stress 

that even in spaces specifically designated for the discussion of the empowerment of 

women, it is the effect a woman's oppression has on her children which is emphasised. 

Gauri insisted that talking about violence in a cursory and vague manner is extremely 

common among the women she works with, and that getting them to engage with these 

issues more deeply is difficult. She described how one of her biggest organisational 
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challenges is the reluctance of women to participate in EWA storytelling and discussions. 

She told Deb and me, "Women think about children's empowerment. They should 

represent themselves! Men will support this and bring more family members [to EWA 

performances] . Children have many problems but cannot be as open with t hei r hearts." 

With this statement, Gauri alluded to the enormous ethical and practical diff iculties in 

asking children to share their stories of oppression in public. She also suggested that 

attaining children's rights would be impossible without addressing gender inequality, but 

acknowledges that this cannot be done when women are hesitant or unable to participate. 

This problem is further compounded, Gauri added, by a percentage of men thinking such 

issues "are not for them," leading her to highlight the necessity of male participation for 

progressive action toward gender equality. 

Dharshani agreed with Gauri's observations, but added that the reactions she encountered 

on the theme of women's empowerment differed from performance to performance, 

depending on who happened to be in the audience that day. She recalled a EWA 

performance that her group had put on in Hambantota, a coastal town in the Southern 

Province. The men in the group had been supportive of the need for women's 

empowerment, but during the discussion, the women slowly began to leave. Wanting to 

know why, Dharshani asked the remaining men what they thought the reason was; "They 

said women don't have any unity so it's pointless to discuss this issue with them. They said 

men, however, were co-ordinated. They also said that women should think more about 

women's empowerment because that's the only way it will happen." It is clearly 

problematic for this group of men to claim that ({women don't have any unity" when the 

women they refer to are from poor fishing communities and are continually marginalised 

and oppressed by systemic gender discrimination at home, school and work. Yet, Dharshani 

explained, she did understand the ir point. Of the women who walked out of the EWA 

performance she noted, ({Women's empowerment is in their hearts, but they need to work 

on bringing it out in their actions. We [Yathara] have tried to do this, but we need support 

from men." The co-operation and support of men is welcomed by Dharshani and is seen as 

necessary in overcoming incidences where members of the community are reluctant to 

discuss gender equality. Whi le the involvement of men is to be encouraged, a sustainable 

women's empowerment effort can only be achieved by addressing why women are hesitant 

to speak in public and why they address the violence they experience in cu rsory and 

ambiguous language. 
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5.3.2. How Women Obscure Violence and Negotiate Identity through Euphemising 

language 

In her investigation of identity and its relationship to the self, others and the state, Ewing 

(2004) highlights speech as a methodological element which she believes is in need of 

emphasising. She states that "In interpreting a person's utterances and action as an identity 

from which the person is speaking, it must not be presumed that an utterance is univocal 

for a specific moment in time"; rather, "much of the fluidity of identity comes from the fact 

that an utterance may be doing mUltiple things at once" (2004:138). In addition to this, 

Ewing (2004:138-139) argues that "these simultaneous multiple acts may be mutually 

inconsistent." These inconsistencies, however, need not be problematic, bu t limay move 

toward resolution through narrative - through telling stories" (2004:139). She states that 

li more than simply being the way identity is expressed," narrative, through liits particular 

attributes and structure," provides lia point of intersection between unconscious processes 

and identity negotiation" (ibid). 

Ewing's (2004) reflections on speech are particularly pertinent to the analysis of women's 

construction of violence-based talk in southern Sri Lanka. The fluidity, multiplicity and 

potential contraction of meanings in speech are more clearly brought into light through 

storytelling, and indeed creates an opportunity for the teller to process and negotiate their 

identity. For Sri Lankan women, however, the opportunity to tell their stories of violence in 

public or private is decidedly small. Gauri and Dharshani suggested that the reluctance of 

women to participate in EWA conversations was rooted in the aspects of culture which 

uphold morality, with women being expected to act modestly and diminutively in order to 

appease religious and supernatural beings, and maintain the health, prosperity and 

respectability of their families. While undoubtedly linked to and upheld by Sinhala Buddhist 

nationalism, these social rules present a different kind of cultural (in)security than that 

previously explored in this chapter; one in which it is not a culture that is under threat, but 

individuals who are marginalised and silenced through structures attributed to culture. 118 

118 The intersection between culture, violence and silence in Sri Lanka has been notably interrogated 

by Daniel (1996, 1998) who, in his expansive and poignant reflections on the riots of the early 1980s, 

considers violence to be 'the counterpoint of culture.' He interrupts preconceived notions of 

violence being created by culture or socio-history by claiming instead that violence itself creates 

structures of meaning. Violence is illuminative of otherwise hidden aspects of ou r social worlds, 

acting like 'crushed glass' in the eye of the anthropologist. This illumination is not only achieved in 

experiences of violence, but the narration of violence too; Daniel (1996:199) states that "Deeds, 

230 



Many elements of traditional and folk narratives have historically been used to oppress 

women, with nationalist Sinhala Buddhist men using this precedent in recent decades to 

further subjugate women under the fa<;:ade of religion and morality. Because of t hese 

hegemonic restrictions imposed under the guise of culture, women do not have access to 

safe spaces where their voices can be heard and they are able to openly discuss their 

experiences. As such, Ewing's emphasis on the processing and negotiation of identity 

alongside experience is not a practice readily available to many women. 

One way in which women have adapted to the restrictions imposed upon them is by 

speaking about violence in veiled and euphemistic language. In her ethnography of the 

village of Udahenagama, Argenti-Pillen (2003) explores women's strategies of talking about 

violence in a cautious manner in order to avoid dishtiya (the gaze of the wild). Both 

Udahenagama and Dharshani's native Galle are located in the Southern Province, with 

Embilipitiya nearby in the neighbouring Sabaragamuwa Province. Like the women Gauri 

lives and works alongside, many of the women in Argenti-Pillen's ethnography are 

labourers on tea plantations, plucking tea on Sri Lanka's southern estates. Once again, 

Embilipitiya provides a fitting setting for the conversation had between Gauri, Dharshani, 

Deb and myself about women's empowerment not only because of the town's history of 

even when culturally centred - 'habitus' notwithstanding - threaten to push against culture's limits" 

but "Words are symbols that, even at the edges, pull one toward culture's centre." The use of 

speech to make unfathomable experiences of violence more familiar and 'knowable' also means that 

narration can never be of violence itself, but becomes a different process altogether; "Everything can 

be narrated, but what is narrated is no longer what happened" (1998:75). Regardless, testimony's 

ability to expose the muted domains of everyday experience can also challenge the habitual 

practices they inform . Following this, silence around violence cannot be read as "a purity before or 

beyond speech" or an "indicat[ion of] calm or appeasement" (Shaviro 1990:84 cited in Daniel 

1998:76) but a violence in itself; "a violent convulsion, a catastrophe that overwh elms all sound and 

all speaking." 

Daniel's (1996, 1998) writing has informed much of the debate around culture, violence and 

silence, but his lack of engagement with the gendered use of speech both in and out of conflict limits 

his applicability to my analysis of the EWA conversation had between myself, Deb, Gauri and 

Dharshani. While Daniel positions severe violence as a counterpoint to culture, I argue that the 

everyday violence experienced by the women of Hatton and Galle in the forms of alcohol abuse, 

wage inequality and economic immigration is deeply informed by patriarchal culture pervaded by 

the Sinhala Buddhist hegemony, requiring a gender-specific analysis of their storytelling. 
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violence against and militarisation of its young Sinhala men, but also because of the 

particular way women in this part of the country talk (and avoid talking) about violence . 

Argenti-Pillen (2003:24) describes how in Udahenagama a person lives and is defined 

amongst a multitude of gazes: "the protective (albeit judgmental) gazes of family members, 

the seductive gazes of potential lovers, the jealous and murderous gazes of enemies, the 

gazes of dead relatives, or more generally the gaze of the 'public' enforcing cl Sinhalese 

Buddhist ethos." It is in direct conflict with this last public, morality-enforcing gaze that 

dishtiya (the gaze of the wild) exists; it is "the gaze of unsocialized (nonhuman or human) 

beings who operate outside the norms of Sinhalese Buddhist culture" (ibid). When a 

woman is alone or her attention distracted from chaperones, she is vulnerable to being 

startled or possessed by these wild spirits. In such incidences, "the forces of social control -

enacted and experienced as the normative gaze of the public - are replaced by a gaze that 

reinforces the norms of the wild and unsocialized enemies of Sinhalese culture" (ibid). This 

can cause terror and sickness in the afflicted, a condition which has its own euphemising 

language to describe it. These include phrases and concepts such as hita bayaai (terrified 

hearts), yaksha dishtiya (a lifelong affliction by the gaze of the wild) and the feared yaka 

(wild spirits or demons) . 

Women are socialised to control what they do and say in order to minimise the chance of 

being afflicted by the gaze because such spirits "embody the antithesis to Sinhalese 

Buddhist civilisation, such as excessive materialism, illicit love, or a violence disposition" 

(Argenti-Pillen 2003:24). As such, women and their experiences are put into direct 

contestation with culture and morality. Yet, women do not always conform unquestioningly 

to these social rules and expectations. Rather they can exercise their agency and personal 

agendas to interact dynamically with these spirits; "Some might choose momentarily to 

revel in the gaze of the wild and to collude with the enemy, either through illicit and 

antisocial activities or through an imagined life beyond the control of contemporary 

society's norms and rules" (ibid). With this potential for an interactive relationship between 

person and spirit, the concept of the gaze of the wild could be understood as a tool of 

marginalised people, such as the minority caste Sinhala women of Udahenagama. For 

example, embodying yaksha (who are commonly described as the original human 

inhabitants of the island before being conquered by Sinhala Buddhist warriors) allows 

women to defy and oppose the "mainstream Sinhalese Buddhist civilisation" (i bid) which 

marginalises them . This is reflective of Ewing's (2004) assertion about the fluidity of identity 

and the multiple meanings elicited in speech . Women's dynamic relationship with the gaze 
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of the wild demonstrates that they are not passive to the oppressive cultural impositions, 

but are able to interact with them in strategic ways, negotiating several identities 

simultaneously. 

While the spirits of the wild can be colluded with to an extent, it is stilled deemed 

dangerous and morally reprehensible. As such, women tend to engage in cautious and 

ambiguous discourses in daily life to try and avoid being afflicted by the gaze. It is not, 

however, only ancient wild spirits which can cause the fear sickness of hita bayaai; the 

actions of people can cause it too. Argenti-Pillen (2003:34-35; original emphasis) notes that 

"Terror brought about by a human is much more violent than that caused by a yaksha [and] 

the illness resulting from it will be much more severe. Some even argue that there is 

nothing to be done about fear caused by humans." This ideology is not new, having been 

used prior to the twenty-six year conflict. The militarised violence of the conflict, however, 

became so severe that it is said to have had, "a profound effect on the cosmology or cosmic 

hierarchy" (2003:29) and even scare the yaksha themselves; "Udahenagama people 

explained how even unsocialized, wild spirits can't bear to stay in a violence-ridden world, 

they can't stay or can't bear to look." Ambiguous phrases used by women afflicted by terror 

such as inna bdriyo (can't stay, can't stand), therefore, no longer only refer to the woman's 

fear of the wild, but also to the wild's fear of human violence; "Many other people and 

spirits, now also 'unable to stay,' are forced to avert their gazes from a violent new world" 

(ibid). 

Inna bdriyo is one example of the ways women talk about violent incidents in a vague or 

euphemising manner. This is a strategy used to minimise being afflicted by the sickness of 

hita bayaai. Argenti-Pillen (2003:104) describes how the language used to talk about 

violence is "replete with ambiguous and cautious words used to avoid the enunciation of 

such dangerous words and to refrain from terrifying people by pronouncing words that 

represent (make present) the wild." In the case of militarised violence, euphemisms are 

used to limit the impact or 'witnesses' of the event; 

Instead of words that might bring about fear (hita bayayi) or moral 

outrage (such as 'sorcery,' 'rape,' 'torture,' 'assault,' 'murder,' or 'war'), a 

much more gentle terminology is deployed. One technique is to replace 

dangerous words with words that would normally connote safety, 

warmth, and trust. Thus torture (vadayak) is encapsu lated in a word that 

also stands for a child's mischief, and civil war is replaced by 'the 

confusion and mistakes of the people who hurry too much.' Soft 
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expressions are wrapped around harsh experiences, and gentle words 

prevent fearful realities from imprinting themselves on people's hearts. 

(2003:105; original emphasis) 

Wickramasinghe (2014) also describes this shift in the Sinhala language which began at the 

start of the conflict. As well as "New terms and old words with new meanings" entering the 

language" - beeshanaya (terror), wadhakagaraya (torture chamber), issuwa (kidnapped) 

and athurudahanwoowo (disappeared) - reflecting the new culture of violence and terror," 

Wickramasinghe (2014:260; original emphasis) notes that many words which directly 

represented such actions and experiences were avoided. Instead, "cautious and ambiguous 

terms were preferred" (ibid), for example, beeshana ka/aya (the time of great fear) for 'civil 

war.' Wickramasinghe (ibid) describes how "There was and still is in the use of euphemisms 

a tendency to avoid the mental representation or visualisation of a taboo act." This is 

similar to Argenti-Pillen's (2003) reasoning, which suggest that euphemisms allow people to 

protect their hearts from unnecessary exposure to shock and potential hita bayayi. By using 

words and phrases more commonly associated with the house and family, the violence of 

war is reframed as domestic, mundane and digestible. This softer reconstruction of reality 

allows for people to distance themselves and others from the violence of wider society and 

thus minimising the risk of hita bayayi; euphemisms "protect life within the domestic 

context by enabling people not to have to represent violence in ways that are threatening 

or -literally - sickening" (2003:108). 

5.3.3. Domesticating Public and Political Violence 

The violence Argenti-Pillen (2003) and Wickramasinghe (2014) describe refers to militarised 

public and political violence which infiltrated homes through abductions and enlistment. 

The violence Gauri and Dharshani described as recurring in the stories of women, however, 

were based in domestic experiences of violence. How then can terror be avoided by 

domesticating language if the violence experienced by the women of Hatton and Galle 

already occurs in the home? Argenti-Pillen suggests that as there is no specific euphemising 

discourse for violence which occurs within the family, hita bayayi is difficult to avoid. 

Instead, a different covert language strategy is deployed, whereby the person afflicted by 

fear is "given a more proactive role" and "an enemy within the nuclear family is kept out of 

focus or rendered anonymous within the discourse on 'terror [caused] by yaksha/l' 

(2003 :35; original emphasis). The focus of this discourse, therefore, becomes the afflicted 
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and their sickness (whether it be inna bdrikama (can't stay), penanna bd (can't stand the 

sight of), vikara gatiya (nonsensical behaviour), kalpanava nd (an emptied mind) or sihi 

aduyi (a diminished consciousness), allowing the perpetrator of the violence to become 

overshadowed and obscured. The cause of a sufferer's terror is sa id to be t he wild, not a 

person, editing the narrative of violence through the use of familiar, euphemising concepts 

and phrases. This means that the original violence is also relocated from the domestic, 

human sphere to the outside, supernatural world, helping to disguise the identity of the 

perpetrator of violence further . 

Argenti-Pillen (2003) argues that this strategy of highlighting the affliction of t he individual 

who experienced terror in order to obscure the identity of the perpetrator of violence is 

imposed upon the sufferer rather than deployed themselves. Ritual specialists foist the 

discourse of the gaze of wild spirits (yaksha, dishtiya) upon the situation, leaving "Afflicted 

women ... to participate in this discourse only in ambiguous, tangential ways" (2003:40). By 

focusing on the terror of the sufferer and the wildness of spirits, the perpetrator of violence 

is obscured by their dehumanisation.119 Argenti-Pillen (2003:37-8; original emphasis) notes 

that whether violence is domestic, public or political, 

the enemy tends to become dehumanized fairly quickly, however close 

his or her relationship with the victim might be. In the act of terrifying 

119 In her ethnographic exploration of fear among Guatemalan women, Green (1994:239; my 

emphasis) notes that while "Silence can operate as a survival strategyLl ... silencing is a powerful 

mechanism of control enforced through fear ." In terms of the euphemising language used in Sri 

Lanka to obscure violence, Green's differentiation between 'silence' and 'silencing' emphasises the 

complex power dynamics being played out through fear . As with the women of Green's (1994:247; 

my emphasis) study who embodied the "invisible violence of fear and terror" visibly in "the 

sufferings and sickness of the body, mind and spirit," Sinhala women's use of euphemising language 

is also driven by a fear of being infected by the gaze of the wild; in both cases, silence is used as a 

survival strategy to protect against multiple intrusions. In contrast, however, externally-enforced 

fear of judgement and reprisal heavily curtail Sinhala women's ability to interact dynamically with 

these terror-inducing spirits to defy the hegemony, demonstrating the controlling nature of 

silencing. According to Green (1994:239), this silencing does not operate to "erase individual 

memories of terror" but to create "more fear and uncertainty by driving the wedge of paranoia 

between people. " Oishtiyo, therefore, not only manifests the "psychological and individual" power of 

fear, but the "soc ial and collective" (ibid) as well. 
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somebody the enemy immediately loses his human qual ities (manussa 

kamak) and his affiliation to the human world of Sinhalese Buddhists . 

Argenti-Pillen (2003) argues that these euphemising and dehumanising discourse strategies 

allow the sufferer and perpetrator of violence to continue living in the same community. 

While this objective had previously referred to incidences of domestic violence, the JVP 

insurgencies demonstrated that severe violence could be perpetrated and experienced 

within the local community. Rather than using a separate discourse to describe public and 

political violence, the effects "are expressed by relying upon the same semiotic pool - the 

same body of terms - used to deal with intimate, domestic enemies who cannot be named 

and who continue to live nearby" (ibid). As such, "A bomb blast in Colombo, the army's 

burning of a heap of corpses, or a gunfight can all be analyzed and expressed by means of 

the same discursive strategy that is used to refer to domestic violence" (ibid). Argenti-Pillen 

(2003:197) states that "the resulting ambiguity plays a role in postwar forms of conflict

avoidance and enables the perpetrators of atrocities and their victims to Ilve together in 

the same crowded neighbourhoods." The historical public and political violence of young 

men in Sri Lanka's south and the contemporary domestic violence experienced by women 

are therefore connected through the use of the same, euphemising language necessitated 

by coexistence. 

From the stories recounted by Gauri and Dharshani, however, the use of a slightly different 

discursive strategy by the women of Hatton and Galle emerges. As Argenti-Pillen (2003) 

attests, domestic violence and its perpetrator are obscured in these stories through tactical 

speech. In Gauri and Dharshani's accounts, however, this was not achieved purely through 

euphemising language and an emphasis on dishtiya (the gaze of the wild) but by focusing 

the emphasis of the narrative elsewhere. In the stories Gauri and Dharshani described, 

women primarily emphasised the health and education of children regardless of whether 

the social issue being discussed was alcohol abuse, the gender inequality in the workplace 

or labour migration. This discursive strategy shifts the focus of the story away from the act 

of violence, the male perpetrator of violence, even the female sufferer of violence, and 

instead highlights the (in)security of the children involved. The reason for this differing 

discursive strategy is that the use of euphemising language and silence imposed on women 

has created what Argenti-Pillen (2003 :195; original emphasis) describes as "culture of 

containment of violence." As such, women live in a cultural landscape dictated by a Sinhala 
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Buddhist nationalist hegemony in which it is not considered acceptable, justifiable, even 

moral to speak out for themselves. The patriarchal association of women with t he domestic 

sphere (as detailed in relation to Jaffna), however, does allow and encourage them to 

protect and nurture their children. It is certainly true that for many of these women, their 

priority is the health, education and wellbeing of their children; in using speech to centre 

their children in the story rather than themselves, however, women are able to legitimise 

their own voices by speaking out on behalf of their children's security. As such, children 

become the central concern of stories, but the experiences of women are still shared and 

acknowledged, while the male perpetrators of violence become peripheral. 120 Whether it is 

domestic, public or political violence, discursive strategies are deployed by women in order 

to continue living in a world where both their homes and communities might be littered 

with people who have been violent towards them. 

5.3.4. Breaking the Silence: The Complex Ethics of Obscuring Violence 

Strategies of using ambiguous and euphemising language to obscure violence and its 

perpetrators creates a complex debate about the ethics of their results. Argenti-Pillen 

(2003:125) argues that from one perspective, limiting the narrative of a violent episode and 

obscuring the identity of its perpetrator significantly helped contain and restrict larger, 

modernist outbreaks of violence throughout the conflict and thereafter; 

Modernist violence, in which whole groups or categories of people 

become targets for elimination in an indiscriminate manner, was 

narrowly avoided. The absence of unanimous collective judgements 

about monolithic groups of enemies prevented any modernist forms of 

collective violence from emerging. 

From a different perspective, however, Argenti-Pillen argues that obscuring the identity of 

the perpetrator of violence allows them to go unchallenged and never held accountable. As 

such, communities must accommodate a substantial number of perpetrators of violence 

who have never faced repercussions for their actions and who might continue repeating 

their behaviour. The strategy of obscuring the identity of the perpetrator of violence could 

therefore be seen as complicit in facilitating "the contemporary, ongoing cycle of low-

120 This is an example of what de Alwis (2009:83) describes as the "mobilization of maternal ism as a 

counter to violence." 
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intensity violence" (2003:125) . Widespread, modernist violence may be limited, but at the 

cost of "fragmenting the community, creating social isolation and a lack of identification of 

many people with the wider society" (ibid). A third reading, which has already been 

discussed, is that the discursive strategies used to report violence allows sufferers and 

perpetrators to continue living in the same community. As is exemplified by the continual 

marginalisation of young Sinhala men by the Colombo elite and their subsequent, seemingly 

contradictory enlistment in the security forces, it is important to reiterate that the 

categories of sufferer and perpetrator of violence are often embodied by one person. It is 

true that this conflicting identity is more easily applied to men than women (who more 

commonly suffer several forms of violence and oppression than perpetrate), but still 

demonstrates the constant negotiation of multiple identities (Ewing 2004) that individuals 

must navigate to ensure cultural security for themselves and their community. As Argenti

Pillen (2003:125) argues, "with so many people being at once victims and perpetrators of 

violence, the creation of livable [sic] contexts for violent intervals might have been the best 

short-term solution." 

All three of these considerations about the ethics and effectiveness of talking about 

violence in ambiguous ways were part of Gauri and Dharshani's rationale. They believed 

that the culmination of these and other factors was the reason behind the women of their 

communities being vague and dismissive about the violence they experienced. Speaking in 

the canteen to Deb and me, they gave examples of news reports they had seen or heard 

where male politicians use language normally associated with culture to justify the 

oppression and silencing of women as moral and patriotic. Gauri and Dharshani felt that 

such strategies diminished the suffering of survivors of political, public and domestic 

violence. Both thought that euphemising language - which reassigns fear of violence to a 

fear of the supernatural and works to obscure the actions and identity of the perpetrator -

only continued to propel oppressive ideologies and facilitate their marginalisation. "But," 

Argenti-Pillen (2003:28) notes, "few people are very explicit about the chronic presence of 

low-intensity violence; after all, it is shameful. Such critical comments are an extremely rare 

occurrence within the public sphere, saturated as it is by Orthodox Buddhist pride." Gauri 

and Dharshani, however, hoped to challenge this. 

The EWA project had led Gauri and Dharshani to identify the significant ways in which 

women's speech was inhibited and how this colluded with the ongoing cycles of violence 

they experienced. With their community work and public storytelling performances, they 

wanted to create a conversation asking why, as a community, they tended to diminish 
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experiences of violence through the cursory and ambiguous language they used . They 

hoped that in time these conversations might encourage women to talk more openly about 

their experiences and lift the silence and shame which sees these cycles of violence become 

self-perpetuating. Sitting across from Deb and me, Dharshani's hands rested on her empty 

plate while Gauri drained the last drops of her tea. Their drive to progress gender equali ty 

in a patriarchal culture is emphasised by the location of our conversation in Embilipitiya, a 

town with a history of violence by, and against, young men. Despite its many challenges, 

merely having this conversation is part of the process in reconciling the historical violence 

of young men with the contemporary need for women's empowerment. It is an example of 

how culture and cultural security are evolutionary, not static, permanent and in need of 

defending, as Sinhala Buddhist nationalism claims. Rather, they are bounded with notions 

of identity which are not essential but relational and multiple (Ewing 2004). They are the 

creations of people and their ongoing negotiations with one another. They are the 

conversations that Gauri and Dharshani have with women in their communities about their 

daily experience. They are embodied experiences which are built in slow and subtle ways, 

as encapsulated by Dharshani's simple statement: "Women need emotional power, without 

violence or shouting." 

5.3.5. Conclusion: Reconciling the Historical Violence of Young Men with the 

Contemporary Need for Women's Empowerment 

On the final morning of the National Gathering, the Leadership Training Centre's staff 

approached Hasan to tell him they would be raising the Sri Lankan flag in the grounds and 

the ToF participants were invited to join them. As it was not a public holiday, the reason for 

raising the flag was unclear, but because of his previous encounter with the bhikkhus, 

Hasan decided to accept the offer. After breakfast, the gathering's participants made their 

way outside to where the flagpole stood and lined up along two sides to watch the flag 

being raised. Aside from the staff member who attended to the flag, the ToF participants 

were the only ones present at the ceremony. As the flag was drawn up the top of the 

flagpole, a recording of the national anthem (in the Sinhala language) was played out over 

the tannoy system. None of the participants sang the anthem but looked straight ahead or 

down to the ground. Most of those with whom I spoke with after told me they were happy 

to accept the centre's invitation to attend the ceremony, but emphasised their indifference 

towards the flag raising itself. 
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When the national anthem ended, the participants headed back indoors for the gathering's 
final session. Unexpectedly mirroring the morning's events, the finale to the t hree-day 

gathering was to be a Flag Forest; an outdoor, interactive display of hand-m ade flags, 

individually designed and decorated by participants. Everyone was given a triangle of 

coloured material by Hasan and Cymbeline and asked to write a short message 

encapsulating their hopes moving forward from the gathering. They were instructed that 
their messages should be written in Tamil, Sinhala and English so everyone would be able 
to read each other's flags. This added a dynamic layer to the task as individuals had to seek 
out speakers of other languages and ask for their help translating and transcribing, often 
resulting in small groups discussing how best to phrase a message authentically and 

poetically. When the flags had been designed and decorated with illustrations and brightly 
coloured lettering, most of the participants headed to the canteen for their lunch, leaving 
Hasan, Cymbeline and the EBBT members to create the Flag Forest in a small clearing. Each 
hand-made flag was tied to a tall length of bamboo and then the natural flagpoles were 
planted at regular intervals around the clearing. When they were done, the sixty colourful 
flags resembled a small, vibrant forest, each bearing an individual, handwritten message in 
three languages. 

After lunch, the participants were invited to walk around the Flag Forest and read their 
collective messages of aspiration. Some walked around in groups of two or three, pointing 
out various flags to each other, occasionally stopping to discuss one in depth. Others 

walked alone, pausing to consider a message for a period of time, or else slowly taking in 
the entire scene. The messages themselves employed vague but assertive phrases, some of 
which emphasised solidarity, proclaiming 'Be awake for unity' and 'Unity is strength,' while 
another simply expressed 'Life so beautiful.' Others focused on growth and change, stating 
'Let humanity grow,' 'Journey to change the world' and 'Let's fix this.' Some encouraged 
camaraderie, saying 'Friendship is the first step' and 'Stand up, my friend, and come 

forward.' The similarity and connection between all people was highlighted in messages 
such as 'Human spirit connects,' 'Feel the beat of the collective heart' and 'In everyone's 
heart, there is someone like me.' One bolder message asked, 'Shall we challenge the 

challenger?' The wording and the sentiments of the participants' messages emphasised 
similarity and togetherness, but also demonstrated cultural (in)security, ambiguity and 

resistance; issues explored in this chapter's analysis of EBBT and the National Gathering. 

The experiences of ordinary young Sinhala men has been a significant analytical factor in 
this chapter. I pointed to the single-inheritor rule of colonising schemes as a significant 
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factor in perpetuating intergenerational cycles of poverty, landlessness and un- and 

underemployment among young men, and argued that the repercussions of t his rule are 

still felt today. Cyclical patterns of violence are a primary symptom of this inertia, as 

demonstrated by the JVP insurgencies. Due to the JVP's significance in informing the male 

experience in Sri Lanka's south, it is necessary to draw attention to the demographic 

similarities between their early incarnation and EBBT. The most obvious common trait of 

the two groups is their predominantly male memberships. In addition to this, their recruits 

primarily come from the rural regions of southern Sri Lanka and each was set up to provide 

an alternative to the Colombo-centric hegemony. Many members of both groups share the 

same education, ethnicity and religion. The majority of members are in their late teens and 

twenties, with youth being a defining attribute and key motivator of each movement. The 

JVP was characterised by the ability of its inexperienced members to organise themselves 

and adapt quickly to changing circumstances. EBBT'~ choice of Black Box theatre as their 

medium emphasises similar traits of youth and improvisation, and demonstrates that they 

are "people who welcome unpredictabil ity; ... who can respond positively to the insecurity 

of not knowing in advance what, if anything, will be required of them" (McCormick 1982:1). 

As this chapter has highlighted, the establishment and mobilisation of both groups 

demonstrates the need for and ability of young men from southern Sri Lanka to unite 

through their shared experiences. 

As with their members, the leaders of the JVP and EBBT are also remarkable for their 

ordinariness rather than their uniqueness or charm. Rohana Wijeweera (the alias of the 

founder and leader of the JVP) is described by Wickramasinghe (2014:245) as being a 

"natural leader, perhaps helped by his very ordinary physical appearance with which many 

may have identified." Hasan too, is an ordinary looking man, with a medium build and 

medium height. Like Wijeweera, his charisma lies in his relatability, but it is his passion 

which really endears others to him and motivates EBBT members to travel for hours by bus 

to work with him. His inability to speak English despite the proliferation of the language 

throughout the country also adds to this ordinary allure . Hasan runs EBBT to celebrate both 

his ordinariness and the ordinariness of the average resident of Embilipitiya. He is firmly 

grounded within his community and does not appeal to the English-speaking gatekeepers of 

art and culture in Colombo to verify him as an actor. He does not dichotomise between 

Western theatre and folk traditions in his performance space. EBBT fu nct ions to 

democratise culture for Hasan's community, neighbours and family, ultimately undermining 

the elitism and hegemony of Colombo, the long-time oppressors of this population . Despite 

241 



their number, therefore, the similarities between the leaders and members of EBBT and the 

JVP are primarily superficial, beginning and ending with their demographics; whil e the JVP 

fought for their cultural security with violence, EBBT's members resist their marginalisat ion 

though identity negotiation. 

Through the detailing of the opening ceremony of ToF's National Gathering, I explored how 

EBBT are practically able to resist a perceived threat to their cultural security while 

maintaining their own ideals. In response to a group of bhikkhus confronting Hasan about 

the gathering's affiliation with human rights, the concept of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism 

was examined using the work of Wickramasinghe (2014). The interaction between Hasan 

and the bhikkhus was argued to be a physical manifestation of the cultural security paradox 

which Tehranian (2004) had hypothesised; that when a nation state legitimises the cultural 

security of the majority, it actively undermi nes the cultural security of minorities. The 

homogeneity promoted by Sinhala Buddh ist nationalism was demonstrated to be a means 

of maintaining political hegemony under the guise of culture. I argued that Hasan's 

compliance with the bhikkhus, however, was not a resignation to this cultural dictation, but 

necessary in ensuring the cultural (and physical) security of himself and his fellow ToF 

participants. Through an exploration of the iconography of the opening ceremony they 

curated and choreographed, Hasan and EBBT were presented as simultaneously upholding 

and resisting Sinhala Buddhist nationalism by negotiating multiple identities. 

Using Ewing's (2004) work on multiple identities, EBBT were shown to engage with three 

distinct and conflicting identities during the opening ceremony; one directed towards the 

bhikkhus and the Sinhala Buddhist nationalism they represent, one directed toward the Sri 

Lankan ToF participants, and one for themselves to express their own ambitions for the 

National Gathering. The inclusion of Kandyan dancers and drummers during the event, as 

well as the giving of bulath leaves and the lighting of the oil lamp, acted as cultural markers 

which represented compliance to cultural homogeneity to the bhikkhus, inclusivity to ToF 

participants, and a sense of home and familiarity to EBBT members. The original piece 

which followed became imbued with the ritualism and spiritualism of the traditional 

ceremony which contextualised it, despite having a message of reconciliation at its heart. 

The use of three colours represented on the Sri Lankan flag during the performance helped 

appeal to the nationalism of the hegemony, while also contradictorily cham pioning 

creativity and innovation in art and culture. By curating the or>ening ceremony in this way, I 

argued that EBBT were able to placate several audiences through the negotiation of 
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multiple identities, enabling them to maintain their freedom of cultural participation as well 

as resist the hegemony; in other words, they were able to ensure their cul t ural security. 

Another theme of this chapter was the obscuring of women's experiences of violence. This 

was first addressed in my criticism of the opening ceremony's emphasis on men in a 

gathering designed to celebrate the empowerment of women. The silencing of women was 

demonstrated to be closely related to the historical violence perpetuated and suffered by 

men in southern Sri Lanka, an issue further analysed in the final section of this chapter, 

Reconciliation . A conversation between myself, Deb, Gauri and Dharshani about ToF's EWA 

programme identified three recurring themes of women's public storytelling practices, two 

of which (alcohol abuse and unequal pay) relate to women being taken advantage of by 

men. The third theme was the economic migration of women to the Middle East which, as 

predicted by Tehranian (2004) and Falk (2004), leads to significant (in)security not only for 

the women themselves, but for the families they leave behind. Even though all three 

recurring themes described by Gauri and Dharshani primarily concerned the behaviour of 

parents, it was the impact that the issues detailed had on children which was emphasised in 

narration. Following Argenti-Pillen's (2003) work on euphemising language, this discursive 

strategy was demonstrated to enable women to contain violence and continue living in 

close proximity of those might have been violent towards them . 

The negotiation of individuals and identity was highlighted by Ewing's (2004) assertion that 

narrative is a point of interaction between unconscious processing and identity negotiation. 

This line of inquiry was continued through Argenti-Pillen's (2003) engagement with dishtiya 

(the gaze of the wild) avoidance. Dishtiya is in direct opposition of the 'civilised' gaze of the 

Sinhala Buddhist ethos and abiding by the latter and disavowing the former is imposed 

upon women by the public. This mirrors Hasan's conversation with the bhikkhus, with a 

homogeneous notion of morality being enforced by public representatives. As with Hasan, 

however, the women of Sri Lanka are also able to engage with their multiple identities 

dynamically, interacting with wild spirits for periods of time in order to resist the control of 

social rules imposed upon by the hegemony. In this way, both the young men of EBBT and 

the women of southern Sri Lanka are able to exercise their agency and personal agenda 

fluidly while maintaining their cultural security. 

As with the opening ceremony, the obscuring of the violence experienced by women was 

once again demonstrated in the lack of engagement with women's empowerment in the 

gathering's Flag Forest. Although the gathering was the culmination of ToF's EWA 
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programme, none of the flags referred directly to women or the need for gender equality in 
the peace process. Despite this, the Flag Forest did offer another opportunity for ToF's 
participants to negotiate their multiple identities. As with the bhikkhus and t he opening 

ceremony's use of cultural markers, the Forest's mirroring of that morning's flag raising was 
unintentional. Yet, in the same ways, it served to appease the gaze of nationalist Sinhala 
Buddhist hegemony while simultaneously asserting their own agency as an inclusive 

collective of people . None of the messages written on the flags were direct enough to be 
provocative, but instead they all employed ambiguous language and so were able to be 

read in several different ways depending on the reader. In doing so, the pa rticipants of ToF 
were able to ensure their cultural security while still sharing their own sentiments with one 
another. The power of euphemising language, obscured narrative and individual 

interpretation is perhaps best articulated by Hasan, who, during the final group feedback 
session, described his experience in the Flag Forest: 

I felt like I was in another world. Like I was moving with the wind, not 

with my own steps. And I saw a flag that will stay with me for the rest of 

my life. It said, 'In everyone's heart, there is someone like me.' To me, it 

felt like society should stop putting people in the pit, and instead offer 

them a hand up. I found something I needed to find. My thoughts aren't 

clear or perfect yet, they're more like a shadow. But I found the words I 

needed to find. 
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6. Reconciling (In)Security and Violence through 

Storytelling 

Drawing across different landscapes, organisations and populations of Sr i Lanka, this thesis 

has explored the unique (in)securities of small, marginalised communities attempting to 

utilize public storytelling. While each chapter has emphasised specific aspects of locality 

associated with Trincomalee, Jaffna, Hatton and Embilipitiya, I now highlight the 

overarching themes which unite these particular experiences. Emotional, physical, 

economic and cultural (in)security have been implicitly recognised as interconnected 

concepts throughout my analysis so far; this will now be made explicit with a generalised 

discussion of (in)security. Similarly, everyday and severe violences which have been 

attributed to a particular facet of (in)secu rity will now be brought together in a generalised 

discussion of Sri Lanka's cyclical patterns of violence . As with the chapters, my analysis is 

divided into three sections: (In)Security, Violence and Reconciliation . In these concluding 

thoughts, however, it is the reconciliatory effects of public storytelling which are 

emphasised most strongly. 

6.1. (In)Security 

6.1.1. The {In)Security of Women and the (In)Security of the Hegemony 

One of the primary issues raised in this thesis has been the correlation between the 

(in)security of women and the (in)security of the nation. Following Hudson et al (2008), Sri 

Lanka's use of violence as a tool for conflict resolution has been demonstrated to be 

epidemic. Everyday 'corrective' violences against girls and women - whether corporal, 

domestic or self-inflicted - have facilitated a climate wherein severe violence is accepted at 

a state level due to its abundance at a domestic level. Correspondingly, I often heard from 

older participants of both sexes that the value of human life had reduced dramatically since 

their own childhood. "Manussa kamak no," they would say to me; "There's no humanity." 

It appears then that the extreme violence of the Sri Lankan conflict has made the violation 

of emotional, physical, economic and cultural security so commonplace that it is often 

accepted with a fatalistic nihilism. It has not only infiltrated state policy, but instigated 

societal apathy as well. For this reason, I agree with Hudson et ai's argument about t he 

positive correlat ion between t he acceptability of domestic violence and the acceptability of 
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state violence, but extend it to recognise that the two factors more than simply mirror each 

other; rather, the (in)security of women is caused by the (in)security of the hegemony. 

The hegemony is a fragile concept as it relies on the submission of the masses to uphold t he 

privileges of the few. In order to achieve this disproportionate social hierarchy, the 

hegemony utilizes ideologies and institutions to facilitate oppression in structural and 

practical ways. In Sri Lanka, this includes cultural patriarchy, Sinhala Buddhist nationalism, 

the government and the security forces. As each of these ideologies and institutions centre 

the male experience, the maintenance of hegemonic power necessitates the 

marginalisation of the female experience. In a paradox similar to that of cultural (in)security 

(Tehranian 2004), therefore, the security of women is positioned as at odds with the 

security of the hegemony. 

The practical production and maintenance of the hegemony manifests itself in different 

ways. Cultural patriarchy, for example, normalises the oppression of girls and women by 

framing it as a socially-accepted custom. Sinha!a women are controlled by dishtiya (the 

gaze of the wild) and Tamil women by nanam (the Four Virtues). This form of cultural 

(in)security was highlighted in relation to Embilipitiya and is characterised by individuals 

being marginalised and silenced through culture, rather than the culture itself being 

threatened. Although subtle, this imposition dictates every aspect of a woman's life, from 

her finances to her speech. Women are not passive to these behaviour-regulating rules and 

are able to interact with them in small, dynamic ways (Argenti-Pillen 2003), yet their use of 

spiritual and supernatural language means that in larger, transcendent ways, the silencing 

of women's experiences and the restriction of their resources are accepted as moral 

practices. 

This form of enforced female (in)security becomes more potent when conflated with 

notions of the nation. During a conversation about Theatre of Friendship's (ToF) 

Empowerment of Women in Action (EWA) programme, Gauri of Hatton and Dharshani of 

Galle gave examples of news reports of male politicians using culturally-loaded language to 

frame gender inequality patriotic as well as moral, echoing Bourgois & Scheper-Hughes' 

(2004) assertion that violence often "consists of conduct that is socially permitted, 

encouraged, or enjoined as a moral right or duty." Sinhala Buddhist national ism's ability to 

politicise the female experience in such a way is particularly effective (and dangerous) in Sri 

Lanka's post-conflict epoch. Not only does it move women to the periphery of politica l 

power - diminishing their ability to earn authority through the democratic representation -
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but it also helps further silence and obscure the country's most marginalised women. 

Specifically, this refers to Tamil women, whose intersecting identities are put in direct 

opposition to the Sinhala Buddhist male elite, resulting in the heightened (in)security of an 

already ostracised population. 

Other methods of female oppression are more explicit than the pervading ideologies of 

cultural patriarchy and Sinhala Buddhist nationalism. The institutions of government and 

the security forces, for example, represent not only authority, but sanctioned brutality and 

hyper-masculinity as well. They use explicit and violent means of subjugation to uphold the 

security of the patriarchy at the expense of the security of women; the prevalent use of 

sexual violence as a method of warfare is a significant example of this. Yet violence does 

not necessarily have to target girls and women directly to impact their security severely. In 

both Trincomalee and Jaffna, young women shared difficult stories of their families' 

experiences of severe violence at the hands of security forces: Nilavini told of being injured 

by military shelling and being housed in a camp for internally displaced people (lOPs) in 

Trincomalee, and Ohivya emotively recounted the night her brother was abducted by police 

officers and the subsequent discovery of his body in Jaffna. When asked by the conductor if 

things had changed in the years since the end of the conflict, Nilavini poignantly replied, 

"No ... There has been no resolution." Ohivya, too, described how her father and mother 

never recovered from what they had experienced, and that her brother was never 

mentioned at home. While neither of these young women were those directly targeted by 

security forces, the emotional aftermath of the events held them (and their families) in a 

state of grief, fear and (in)security. 

The ability of the security forces to cause enduring (in)security with a single action 

demonstrates that the hegemony is not only upheld through single acts of severe violence, 

but maintained by instigating the prolonged (in)security of girls and women. This is true of 

both the everyday forms of socially-sanctioned oppression of cultural patriarchy and 

Sinhala Buddhist nationalism, and the extraordinary acts of severe violence performed by 

the institutions of government and security forces. Both of these methods allow for the 

long-term strengthening of the hegemony through their subtly-implied and brutally-applied 

methods female oppression. The (in)security of women, therefore, is collateral damage in 

attaining the security of the hegemony. 
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6.1.2. Compliance and Request: Working within the Hegemony to Negotiate Safe Spaces 

Ut ilizing compliance and request over protest and refusal has been a common and integral 

methodological strategy of all four organisations discussed in this thesis. The Sinhala 

Buddhist nationalism of Sri Lanka 's government and its continued militarisation of the north 

and east have created a political climate in which not only women are oppressed, but the 

entire Tamil population are held in deep suspicion by the state. Kaveri Kala Manram's 

(KKM) use of dramas and public storytelling among such marginalised communities (of 

which its members are also a part), presents a unique way of slowly generating security 

even within these hegemonic restrictions . I categorised the logistics of KKM's strategy of 

request as a four-stage process of creating physical security. Following de Alwis (2009), I 

characterised this as a strategy of request (rather than refusal) due to its internal rather 

external approach to instigating change . KKM's process is unique to them and their 

particular environment; however, elements of this structured approach can be seen in each 

of the organisations examined. 

The first stage - nurturing good working re lationships with local authorities - is 

characterised by its ongoing nature, continual liaisons with local authorities and general 

compliance with protocol. Outside of KKM, it is exemplified by Father Lucky's commitment 

to nonviolent communication in Trincomalee. He and others at the Centre for the 

Promotion and Protection of Human Rights (CPPHR) continually strive to build better 

working relationships by approaching local and national power-holders in a non

confrontational manner. This not only stimulates effective communication up and down the 

political hierarchy between the state and civilians, but also across it; between interfaith 

individuals and communities. 

The second stage of the security-generating process - producing Practical Performances - is 

characterised by its pragmatic subject matter, unidirectional flow of information and its 

establishment of a new relationship between performer and audience. This was 

exemplified by Embilipitiya Black Box Theatre's (EBBT) opening ceremony of the National 

Gathering. The brief welcoming speeches presented by a select few network leaders 

focused on the uncontroversial history of ToF and took the form of a presentation rather 

than discussion. The cultural markers of the oil lamp and bulath appeased local authority 

figures (bhikkhus and other leaders), and signalled to the diverse audience that this was the 

beginning of new stage in their relationship with the network. The original performance 

piece did not have any dialogue, meaning it could express dissatisfaction with the 
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hegemony without compromising security. This method of nonverbal interpretation was 

repeated when the audience left their handprints on a canvas, allowing participants to 

engage with the ceremony and imbue it with their own meaning without endangering 

themselves by using their voice. 

The third stage of the process - producing Personal Performances - is characte rised by its 

expansion of subject matter to include significant social issues. Th is was exemplified in the 

conversation between Gauri, Dharshani, Deb and me at the National Gathering on the 

subject of women's empowerment. The two local women identified alcohol dependency, 

gender inequality in the workplace and the economic migration of women as the most 

common subjects raised at EWA performances in their hometowns of Hatton and Galle. 

While these issues may be exacerbated by the conflict, they are not directly caused by it. 

They are perceived to occupy the domestic sphere and as such, their inclusion as subject 

matter for public storytelling performances provides a way of talking about the fallout of 

the conflict without countering the hegemonic narrative. 

The fourth and final stage of the process - producing Political Performances - is 

characterised by its complicated and difficult subject matter, spontaneous nature and 

closed audience. This was exemplified in the performance held by Hatton's Mountain 

Flower on the theme of Interpersonal Relationships among Teenage Students. Although the 

group discussed relevant themes during their preparatory workshop with international 

practitioners four months prior to the performance, Mountain Flower's members did not 

specifically anticipate stories of self-harm to be elicited. Although unplanned, Father Leo 

and the Mountain Flower team deemed the situation to be secure enough to let the 

performance organically develop. The physical space of a standalone room on the periphery 

of the central complex generated a closed, isolated atmosphere, fostered further by the 

rainstorm outside which made being overheard impossible. The small aud ience of girls and 

young women from the hostel already knew each other intimately having lived and studied 

together, creating an emotional security based in familiarity and trust. The privacy and 

confidentiality afforded to this moment allowed Kaethana to share a difficult story which, 

without directly criticising the hegemony, highlighted the injustices it caused marginalised 

individuals like herself. 

These examples of nurturing relationships and producing Practical, Personal and Political 

Performances demonstrate that each organisation successfully generates security for 

themselves and their communities by employing strategies of compliance and request 
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within hegemonic structures. They differentiate the governance of interpersonal security 

and the governance of structural security, and are able to strengthen the latter by 

addressing the former. The ability of the organisations to identify significant social issues 

which can be used to address systemic oppression indirectly is a powerful tool of resisting 

and reinterpreting what has traditionally been considered 'political.' Following de Alwis 

(2009) and her use of Butler (2004), the need to expand the understand ing of the political 

in post-conflict Sri Lanka from constitutional to affectual is imperative and urgent. 

Categories such as grief and suffering are fundamental to how hegemonic marginalisation is 

experienced by individuals and communities across the island, a matter which all four 

organisations recognise and utilize in their strategies of request. 

6.2. Violence 

6.2.1. The Cyclical Nature of Violence 

The contemporary work of the four organisations was put in conversation with the past, 

present and future of their communities through social, economic and political 

contextualisation. Not only did these histories problematize the binary of war and peace 

(Das & Kleinman 2000) but they also made evident the cyclical nature of the everyday and 

severe violence affecting Sri Lankans. In Trincomalee, this violence is intertwined with the 

hierarchical pedagogies applied in homes and schools. Following Femando et al (2010), 

corporal punishment was identified as a daily stressor independent of disaster which results 

in students utilizing a 'copying to be correct' coping strategy. Similarly, violence in the 

community was identified as a daily stressor related to disaster, one which is regarded as 

part of a landscape of childhood and play, rather than being unique and trauma-inducing. 

Both these examples of daily stressors contextualise learning within a framework of 

violence, linking corporal punishment and physical abuse as forms of forceful empirical 

education which increase a child's emotional (in)security. de Zoysa (2013:14) positions 

these two violences on the same continuum of violence and highlights their capacity to 

transmit "aggressive problem-solving tactics" intergenerationally. The relationship between 

teaching, learning, morality and violence, therefore, creates conditions ideal for the 

perpetuation of violence on a daily basis, increasing the acceptability of severe violence -

such as displacement, a disaster-related stressor - with the frequency of everyday violence. 
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As the role of corporal punishment and violence in the community is linked with the 

emotional (in)security of children and young adults in Trincomalee, a similar cycle is evident 

in relation to gender-based violence and the physical (in)security of women in Jaffna. KKM's 

EWA performances target boys and men as well as girls and women, a strategy supported 

by Hudson et ai's (2008:26) assertion that gender-based aggression is not essential or 

demonstrable in very young boys, but becomes so when it is "model[ed], reinforce[d], and 

reward[ed]." The pedagogies of Sri Lankan homes and schools enable chi ldren who 

experience or witness violence as a problem-solving and morality-checking tool to learn, 

embody and repeat this model in both immediate and later life. KKM attempt to combat 

the functionality and acceptability of gender-based violence by exposing children to 

critiques of violence from an early age. This was demonstrated in their collaborative 

women's empowerment performances with World Vision, during which domestic violence 

was addressed in the scripted drama and audience discussion. While not specifically 

directed towards either sex, KKM's addressing of this difficult issue in front of an audience 

(of whom a large number were children) shifts the taboo from speaking about violence 

(primarily enacted by females) to the act of violence itself (primarily enacted by males). The 

perpetual nature of violence against girls and women, therefore, is not inevitable, but can 

be "consciously control[ed]" by addressing the "taproot" (ibid) causes and removing its 

cultural and social value (Bourgois & Scheper-Hughes 2004) to boys and men. 

The cyclical behaviour of individual boys and men is mirrored by the intergenerational 

patterns of structural oppression experienced by girls and women. During a conversation 

held in Embilipitiya about ToF's EWA programme, Gauri detailed the social issues which 

were most commonly raised at performances in her native Hatton. The practical 

implications of alcohol dependency, gender inequality in the workplace and labour 

migration were made explicit in this discussion, and they were identified as violent 

symptoms of economic (in)security in my analysis. But it is the cyclical nature of these social 

issues which I rearticulate and emphasise here. The isolation and self-perpetuation of 

education in lines (tea plantation housing) results in the children of these communities 

being unable to attain the qualifications they need to seek employment outside of the 

estate. Institutional sexism heavily restricts the work that women can do within the tea 

industry, leading many to seek risky employment abroad as domestic servants. Yet 

unchanged behaviour at home means that the same factors which necessitate these 

women to take up (in)secure positions are then experienced by the following generation. 

Elder daughters are commonly forced out of school to run the household, often taking up 
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employment as tea pluckers to compensate for irresponsible spending of fathers. This 

denial of education, therefore, leaves women in an intergenerationalloop of (in)security, 

violence and oppression . 

In Embilipitiya, the cyclical nature of violence is moved out of the home and in to the 

community. A pattern of intergenerational violence among young men emerged as a 

significant point of analysis, beginning with the single-inheritor rule established by the 

British. The mass landlessness and unemployment caused by the inheritance law was 

experienced by each subsequent generation, leaving scores of young men without the 

means to build a home and engage in traditional family life. The two Janatha Vimukthi 

Peramuoa (JVP) uprisings of the 1970s and 1980s have been attributed to the 

underemployment of the educated southern youth, with Argenti-Pillen (2003) citing 

poverty - not nationalism - as the primary cause of large numbers of young men from this 

area enlisting during the conflict. It is the lack of meaningful investment (financial and 

otherwise) in the southern interior since its mass colonisation in the mid-twentieth century, 

therefore, which has resulted in the hegemonic marginalisation and perpetual inertia of its 

young men. The violent displays of insurgency and counterinsurgency caused by such social 

stagnation may primarily play out in the political public spheres but following Argenti-Pillen, 

it is often girls and women who experience their repercussions most severely in the private 

sphere. 

Following Bourgois & Scheper-Hughes (2004), I suggest that the corporal punishment of 

Trincomalee and political violence of Embilipitiya are part of the same continuum of 

aggression. In order to exemplify best how violence at a state level circulates into violence 

in private spaces and vice versa, it is necessary to return to Jaffna. As I have already argued, 

the (in)security of women is an acute indicat:on of the (in)security of a nation, a connection 

made explicit in Sri Lanka through the experiences of its large Tamil lOP population. The 

resettlement village in which KKM's Food Hygiene performance was conducted provides a 

useful illustration of this. In theory a civilian space, this village is supposed to represent a 

post-conflict era for its inhabitants; a return to peacetime life for its older members and an 

introduction to its younger. But in practice, its restricted access and heavy military 

supervision presents a continuation of (in)security rather than relief from it. This is due to 

the hegemonic suspicion of Tamil civilians being Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (L TIE) 

members or sympathisers. The government and security forces oscillate between being the 

protectors of this marginalised population and the protectors of the rest of the (Sinhala) 

population from the potential threat of them. This relationship is characte rised by each 
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side's uncertainty of the other, a distance which only serves to perpetuate mutual feelings 

of distrust and (in)security. This process creates eternallDPs, never allowing them to fully 

integrate with the rest of society and continuing the prospect of violence with a cycle of 

instability, separation, silence and suspicion. 

6.3. Reconciliation 

6.3.1. Amplifying the Voice of the Silenced 

After the (in)security of women (Hudson et al 2008), another important indication of the 

peacefulness of Sri Lanka is the ability of those who experience violence to share their 

stories and have them heard by others. Numerous voices are excluded from mainstream 

political, legal and social commentary, particularly those of girls and women. In this 

vacuum, public storytelling offers a platform for marginalised individuals and communities 

to have their experiences acknowledged and recognised by one another. 

In Hatton, the intersecting age, sex, educational, ethnic, marital and religious identities of 

the girls and young women who participated in Mountain Flower's EWA performance 

positioned them on the lowest rung of both familial and societal hierarchies. The resultant 

restriction of their voices in private and public spheres is further exacerbated by their 

communal living situation. While they are looked after by the nuns, the girls and young 

women cannot regularly access their pre-existing support networks and are burdened with 

the emotional (in)security of living apart from their families. During Mountain Flower's 

performance, however, stories with similar (violent) themes emerged. Although the 

economic (in)security responsible for those experiences was not directly addressed, the 

process toward social change begins with the sharing of personal stories and mutual 

identification among peers. Having their experiences understood and accepted by their 

own small community gives these heavily marginalised girls and young women the space to 

connect over their commonalities and have their voices and agency validated by one 

another. 

In Embilipitiya, the closed way in which Hatton's girls and young women talked about their 

experiences was extended to the euphemising language women use to obscure violence. 

The behaviour of Sinhala women in Sri Lanka's south is limited through a normalised and 

monitored form of cultural (in)security, founded in an aversion to dishtiya (the gaze of the 
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wild). This patriarchal construct not only restricts a woman's voice but her gaze too. 

Similarly, Gauri and Dharshani described the women who attended their EWA 

performances to be hesitant and vague when talking about their experiences. Following 

Argenti-Pillen (2003), this obscuring and euphemising language conceals the identity of the 

perpetrator by highlighting the victim and their sickness, a tactic reminiscent of Kaethana's 

use of emotion-centring language which she uses to hide the responsibility of herself and 

others in her experience of self-harm. It also limits the impact or 'witnesses' of the event, 

helping the teller and her audience maintain distance from the past act of violence but, as 

Ewing (2004:139) states, also provides "a point of intersection between unconscious 

processes and identity negotiation." While she is in control of how she chooses (not) to 

share her story, the teller is able to negotiate with the fluidity, multiplicity and potential 

contraction of meanings of speech, navigating her own identity through this process. 

Normally, opportunities for Sri Lankan women to voice their experiences in a manner which 

is uniquely their own is rare, but Gauri and Dharshani's continuous public storytelling 

practice enables women to explore how they view themselves in relation to the violence 

they experienced without fixed definitions. They are given a space to interact and negotiate 

with their identity in strategic ways through the considered voicing of their experiences. 

In places like Trincomalee, the acknowledgment and recognition which comes from voicing 

one's experience has the capacity to extend beyond the self and the immediate group to 

reach other communities, as exemplified in the mixed Tamil and Muslim demographics of 

the ToF workshop held there. The eastern Muslim community have commonly been side

lined during the conflict despite being heavily affected by the violence which took place on 

the frontline. As articulated by the International Crisis Group (2007:n.p.), they are "often 

ignored" in reconciliatory talks, excluded because of the polarizing and reductive rhetoric of 

'Sinhala' and 'Tamil.' CPPHR's core objective of bringing together Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim 

communities addresses this problematic hegemonic practice of under- and 

misrepresentation, and works to overcome its resultant intergroup distrust. Father Yogi 

expressed the potential for public storytelling to provide a platform for this work to 

continue by connecting young people from different backgrounds. He suggested that 

specific questions ("'How did you feel two years back when you look [sic] at the Muslim? Or 

you look [sic] at the Tamil? And how do you feel now?"') might prompt stories which create 

space for empathy and understanding between individuals. In doing so, the most 

marginalised of the "often ignored" (ibid) Muslim population - their youth - gain the 

opportunity to share stories which would otherwise go unheard and unrepresented. 
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The need for representation goes beyond long-established markers of identity such as 

gender, ethnicity and religion, to the need to capture new and emerging identities as well. 

One such identity that has been created since the end of the conflict has been that of 

returned IDPs, first raised by Nilavini in Trincomalee then by KKM in Jaffna. The 

characteristic unfamiliarity and newness of life in a resettlement village req uires those who 

experience it to negotiate their liminal identity every day; they attempt to establish 

themselves in the ordinariness of domesticity and peacetime while processing the 

extraordinariness of the violence and marginalisation imposed on them by the conflict. 

KKM's Food Hygiene performance aids the resettlement process by normalising and 

celebrating everyday family life. As with the lives of the resettled IDPs, KKM did not have to 

reference the conflict to make the context known; the militarised environment in which the 

audience lived and the group performed were enough to acknowledge the particular 

situation being addressed. By focusing on a common domestic scene, KKM represented a 

part of the resettled community's daily experience that is often overlooked. In offering 

practical instructions to improve hygiene and health, KKM offer village members a small but 

significant means of controlling their immediate circumstances. By conducting a post

performance discussion, KKM are able to highlight the agency of their characters and 

amplify similar characteristics in the answers of their audience. To have their unique 

experience normalised in such an entertaining way not only provides a rare example of 

representation for returned IDPs, but also an act of subtle solidarity by KKM. 

It could be argued that KKM's decision to ask only for positive stories and EBBT's rejection 

of human rights' discourse make both organisations complicit in the hegemonic silencing of 

marginalised voices (Green 1994); yet to do so would be to oversimplify what silence is and 

who can participate in it. While it is true that hegemonic oppression (realised in the 

emotional, physical, economic and cultural (in)security of marginalised populations) 

imposes silence from the top down, KKM and EBBT'S methodologies - as well as the 

euphemising language of the women in Gauri and Dharshani's communities - demonstrate 

that silence in Sri Lanka can also be utilized by those at the grassroots. The vast majority of 

those who attended the public storytelling performances discussed in this thesis did not 

share an experience when invited to do so by the conductor, choosing instead to withhold 

their voices and retain both their silence and anonymity within the audience. As previously 

indicated, this strategy enables two things: first, it allows individuals to manage their own 

sense of (in)security by retaining the stories they do not yet feel ready to tell, and second, 
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allows them to still be productive in a healing process by participating in a community 
conversation through their physical presence and attention. 

The capacity of audience members to negotiate their relationship with themselves and 
others through the utilization of silence brings us back to Father Yogi's concerns about the 
ethicacy of such "healing process[es)." While not without fault, the pu blic storytelling 

practice is fundamentally ethical as individuals and communities always have the option of 
enacting silence. ToF's groups depend entirely on tellers consenting to participate in the ir 
peacebuilding exercise, indicated with a raised hand. It was the stretching of the 

preconceived parameters of engagement which made the repeated attempts of the teller 
at the Women's Empowerment performance in Jaffna to return to the crowd both 

uncomfortable and problematic. Yet the rarity of this example demonstrates that 

performers overwhelmingly understand that choosing (not) to share their story is a 

deliberate and thoughtful action made by tellers and audience members alike. In this 

situation, therefore, silence does not represent the absence of opportunity or action, but is 
a demonstration of self-securitisation and agency, and is a paradoxical but essential 

element of the amplification of marginalised voices. 

6.3.2. Connecting the Individual to Society 

For the marginalised communities of Trincomalee, Jaffna, Hatton and Embilipitiya, their 
political identity is defined in opposition to the hegemony; discriminatory structures, 
practices and rhetoric of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism have positioned them on the 
periphery of society and characterised them as 'other.' The more such distancing 

techniques are pervaded by the hegemony, the more vulnerable minority communities 
become. This was detailed in regard to Embilipitiya, wherein Tehranian (2004) was used to 
explore how the cultural security of the majority undermines the cultural security of the 
minority. This paradox places the security of different communities in direct competition 
with one another, a logic which - if expanded - necessitates the absolute suppression of one 
community's security for the absolute security of another. The hegemonic demonization of 
the security of minorities has led to the vehement rejection of human rights' rhetoric by 
proponents of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism, a practice which was exemplified by Hasan's 
interaction with the bhikkhus. As a Muslim man from a historically oppressed region, 
Hasan's situation mirrors those of Kaethana in Hatton and Jasantha in Trincom alee who 
were also defined and disempowered by their relations with others. The everyday and 
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severe (in)security caused by their combined ages, ethnic, geographic and religious 

identities demonstrate the direct impact that nationalistic Sinhala Buddhist society has on 

marginalised individuals. 

Disconnect from the mainstream breeds disillusionment, making the (in) security and 

violence experienced by marginalised individuals seem inevitable, even just ified . This was 

exemplified in Hatton when Mountain Flower predicted themes of oppression would arise 

in their EWA performance, and when the young female tellers framed the violence they 

experienced as relatable and to be expected. The Centre for Social Concern (CSC) attempt 

to shed light on their personal agency by bringing structural (in)security and everyday 

violence into one conversation; in other words, by connecting the individual to society. 

Following Vithanagama's (2016:v; my emphasis) assertion that empowerment "refers to 

the expansion of the individual's agency to come out of the state of disempowerment she is 

in," CSC use the empirical education of public storytelling to enable centralised power 

holders to acknowledge the disempowerment caused by economic (in)security, and 

impacted women to recognise their agency in affecting change. By eroding the artificial 

divide between seemingly intangible economic markets and tangible acts of violence on the 

bodies of Up-Country girls and women, the gendered experiences of this population 

become evidence of the hardship caused by unfettered capitalism and residual imperialism, 

connecting the marginalisation of individuals with historical hegemonic systems which 

enable the oppression of the many for the profit of the few. 

Hasan's experience of cultural (in)security in Embilipitiya and Kaethana's experience of 

economic (in)security in Hatton raise the question of what is and isn't considered political in 

post-conflict Sri Lanka. As widely exalted by second-wave feminists, public storytelling has 

demonstrated that the personal is still very much political. In Jaffna, Dhivya's story of her 

brother's abduction and murder made it clear that neither a constitutional nor counter

hegemonic definition of 'political' could satisfactorily explain why the articulation of such 

experiences are crucial for the reconciliation of marginalised individuals and the wider 

society. I nstead, de Alwis (2009:89-90) asserts that "the need of the hour ... is to 

interrogate the 'political' via more affectual categories such as grief, injury and suffering." 

KKM's religious services and self-help groups engage with such an affectual understanding 

of the political by focusing on connection rather than common trauma. They use grief as a 

point of mutual understanding rather than an expanse of debilitating, ineffectual 

stagnation. Following Butler (2004), suffering itself becomes a point of identification, 

allowing both her and de Alwis to imagine the language of grief as a way to engage 
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dominant groups in conversations about the systemic oppression and dehumanisation of 

minorities. This more affectual understanding of the political, therefore, has the potential 

to connect the extremely personal experience of individual grief to constitutional and 

hegemonic realms of the political. 

Although a long and slow process, the self-reflection and mutual identification facilitated by 

public storytelling allows individuals to gain a sense of agency not only over their past 

experiences and present marginalisation, but also over their future security. Through his 

curation and choreography of the National Gathering's opening ceremony, Hasan was able 

subtly to subvert hegemonic impositions, allowing him and his fellow EBBT members to 

play with societal perceptions of their minority status. Through her narration of self-harm 

(Marecek & Senadheera 2012), Kaethana highlighted the relatability of (in)security and 

provided a point of mutual identification for her peers. Dhivya also triggered similar 

conversations among her friends, demonstrating the capacity of grief to connect individuals 

and trigger a more affectual understanding of the political in society. When individuals such 

as Hasan, Kaethana and Dhivya are able to connect with others, their mutual empathy and 

agency can be organised and amplified to create meaningful change. This was exemplified 

in Trincomalee by Father Yogi's suggestion that public storytelling might be used to 

challenge corporal punishment in schools and at home. By targeting the daily stressors 

which are amenable to change (Fernando et al 2010), young people are able to self

generate security through interpersonal interaction, respond to their marginalisation, and 

better mediate their experiences of disaster-related stressors. 

6.3.3. Creating Contact, Communication and Connection across the Country 

Public storytelling generates a common knowledge and shared experience for those who 

engage with it, whether as a practitioner, teller or audience member. Individual groups are 

able to use this mutuality to create points of contact, communication and connection 

within their own communities: In Jaffna individuals with similar stories were put in contact 

with each other through KKM's self-help groups, in Trincomalee a young woman was able 

to engage in a mixed-sex group and communicate her apprehension and resolve, and in 

Hatton, a connection between Kaethana and Ravinthi was made through the latter's 

portrayal of the former. But public storytelling does not begin impacting those involved at 

the point of practice (i.e. performance); rather, at the point of introduction. There is a great 
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capacity for creating points of contact, communication and connection within the network 

itself, as demonstrated at the National Gathering in Embilipitiya. 

The development of personal and professional ties between groups was exemplified before 

the opening ceremony began, when members from different organisations moved across 

the hall to greet one another, embracing and catching up on each other's news. This had 

previously been observed on a smaller scale in Trincomalee, when members of Saraswathi 

College, Youth 4 Peace and the Jesuit Academy of Trincomalee (JAT) mixed and socialised 

over the course of the three-day workshop; the interactions of the National Gathering 

amplified this to a national scale. During a conversation with Cymbeline that evening at 

dinner, she stated that this was perhaps the fundamental reason behind - and most 

valuable result - of ToF: Friendship. ToF began as a one-off venture in 2006, when 

facilitating workshops in Galle Province put her in contact with Mr Peiris. Returning a year 

later to continue this collaboration, Cymbeline brought Sister Emmanuelle, who connected 

her with Father Benny in Hatton. Father Benny passed on this contact to Father Yogi in 

Trincomalee and then to Father Leo when he took over the directorship of Cse. A 

serendipitous meeting in Australia then put Cymbeline in contact with Reverend Joshua and 

a mutual friend connected her with Abdullsmail Farook of Colombo's InterAct Art. 

Members of InterAct Art then connected Cymbeline with Hasan in Embilipitiya. This 

snowballing methodology has led to ToF growing to include eight groups from across Sri 

Lanka, who - considering the improvisational nature of expanding network membership -

represent an impressively diverse range of castes, economies, ethnicities, languages, 

geographies and religions. As the work of each of these independent organisations focuses 

on their immediate communities, they would not have had direct contact with one another 

without ToF. With her comment, therefore, Cymbeline emphasises the significance of the 

network's name; that the affiliated groups are not simply connected by a shared public 

storytelling practice but, more importantly, their openness to forming professional 

relationships and personal friendships across the country. 

In creating safe spaces for people from different backgrounds to meet and practice public 

storytelling, individuals are able to contact, communicate and connect with each other 

away from political agendas. Similarly to KKM's four-stage process of negotiating physical 

security for themselves and their community, the ToF network also operates, monitors and 

expands itself in a careful and considered way. When first meeting, groups nurture good 

working relationships between themselves so they can continue to be connected with the 

network. Group leaders become local authorities on the use of public storytelling in their 
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communities and when congregated in an official capacity, implicitly monitor whether one 

another are working in a responsible and secure way. When together at a National 

Gathering, sanctioned 'non political' subjects are used to create practical performances 

devised to develop practitioners' knowledge of the public storytelling form. In using 

universally accessible subjects (for example, how they arrived to the workshop), 

practitioners are able to focus on rehearsing the practical elements of a performance 

without becoming too involved with one specific story. Once a positive relationship has 

been established between groups, they may choose to visit each other and hold 

collaborative workshops. Such personal performances between two or more groups are 

organised independently of international practitioners and, as well as having a clear 

practical objective (for example, integrating music into a performance), will also have an 

element of cultural exchange to it. The hosts might schedule the trip to coincide with a 

religious festival, or else take their guests to important local landmarks and introduce them 

to the communities they work with. The final stage of creating contact, communication and 

connection between groups was enacted before the opening ceremony: the development 

of friendship between individuals. Through sustained contact and collaboration, individuals 

from across the country have come to acknowledge and recognise each other's 

experiences. 

On the evening of the opening ceremony in Embilipitiya, Cymbeline indicated across the 

canteen to Yaalini from Jaffna and Loshshani from Hatton who were sat next to each other 

in quiet conversation. When a clash between security forces and civilians had occurred in 

Jaffna the previous year, Cymbeline told me, Loshshani had called Yaalini to make sure she 

was alright. Previously, such an event might have passed unnoticed or uninvestigated by 

Loshshani; her marginalised social position, the geographic isolation of both Hatton and 

Jaffna, and the silencing of marginalised voices by the hegemony would have given her 

extremely limited reason or opportunity to know anyone there. Through ToF, however, she 

has met several people from Jaffna and built professional and personal relationships with 

them. In other words, through knowing Yaalini, she became more intimately invested in the 

situation in the north. Isolating marginalised voices makes it easier for Sinhala Buddhist 

nationalism to silence them one by one. In calling her friend after an incident of severe 

violence, Loshshani was enacting a form of political performance and protest against this 

separation. Through everyday acts of friendship, two of the country's most severely 

oppressed voices - a young, minority-caste Tamil woman from Jaffna and a young minority

caste Up-Country Tamil woman from Hatton - amplify each other's situation in their own 
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communities, allowing their stories to be heard and their agency to be acknowledged and 

recognised by more and more people. As encapsulated by one message presented as part 

of the National Gathering's Flag Forest, 'Friendship is the first step.' 

6.3.4. Public Storytelling and the Larger Reconciliation Process 

While public storytelling's capacity to amplify voices, spotlight everyday violence and create 

intercommunity connections is important to those in direct contact with the practice, its 

significance needs to be contextualised within Sri Lanka's wider reconciliation process; 

namely, that of the Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC). A significant 

feature of the LLRC's methodology was listening to personal stories pertaining to the 

conflict. Although deeply flawed in its application - Thiranagama (2013:99) describes how 

commissioners "allowed hours of testimony from witnesses (mainly politicians, army, and 

government personnel) in Colombo yet only, on average, fifteen minutes per person for 

testimony received from Tamils and Musl ims in war areas" - this emphasis on narration in 

the process of peacebuilding resonates keenly with the practices of ToF. What then, 

precisely, is public storytelling in relation to public testimony, and what part does it play in 

the larger reconciliation process? 

In order to answer these questions, it is first necessary to understand how public testimony 

in Sri Lanka was shaped by 'official' framings of reconciliation. Thiranagama (2013:99-100) 

describes how each LLRC sitting "was preceded by a general statement from a 

commissioner," the overarching sentiment of which is typified by the following quote taken 

from one such speech: "We cannot achieve a Sri Lankan identity unless there is 

reconciliation between the different communities and the different religious groups" (cited 

in Thiranagama 2013:98-99). This rhetoric highlights that the LLRC's understanding of 

reconciliation centred around "the forging of a new Sri Lankan identity through 

reconciliation between different ethnic communities by way of the capacity to forget about 

ethnic and religious differences" (2013:100). Yet when the commission travelled to the 

north and east of the island - to those places where the worst violence had been 

experienced - the testimonies of Tamil and Muslim communities "insisted on ethnic and 

religious difference and showed little interest in relationships between ethnic communities" 

(2013:100; my emphasis). Thiranagama (ibid; my emphasis) suggests that, instead, 

"testimonies stressed the relationship between communities and the state," to the extent 

that some "seemed to refute that the war and conflict were conclusively over" because of 
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their focus on the "ongoing issues within a highly militarized Sri Lanka." This empirical 

prioritisation of (in)security is reminiscent of the distinction articulated to me by the priest 

in Kilinochchi; that while authorities such as the state and even the LLRC might consider the 

country to be post-conflict, those living in the north and east could not consider their 

situation to be post-war. 

In comparison to the opening statements of the LLRC, the testimonies of northern and 

eastern communities demonstrated that they did not view the reconciliation process as a 

means of having a "truth revealed to them that could heal and resolve their pasts" 

(Thiranagama 2013:100); rather, it was an opportunity "to offer already known truths and 

problems in the hope of gaining assurances about the uncertain future." The focus of these 

communities, therefore, was not on what had come before or a need for a unified 'Sri 

Lankan identity,' but the everyday (in)security they experienced at the hands of the state 

and its security forces precisely because of their differing ethnic identities. As such, their 

understanding of reconciliation was not directed towards attaining explanations or justice 

for the past, but addressing contemporary issues. This rationalisation of daily stressors 

exacerbated by disaster (Fernando et al 2010) is extended to those independent of disaster 

as well, as exemplified by the linguistic framings used by the women of Gauri and 

Dharshani's communities to describe the effects of alcohol abuse, wage inequality and 

economic immigration. Rather than wanting justice for their past mistreatment at the 

hands of others, the women highlighted the current and future impact of ongoing social 

problems on their children; their focus was on solutions, not apologies. 

The findings of the LLRC did nothing to align their hypothesized notion of reconciliation 

with that put forward by Tamil and Muslim communities. Despite this disparity, however, 

the voices of northern and eastern populations were listened to in the country's official 

reconciliation process, leading one to question what exactly is the need for public 

storytelling among Sri Lanka's marginalised communities, and what can it offer that the 

LLRC could not? Or to return to my original phrasing, what is public storytelling in relation 

to public testimony, and what part does it play in the larger reconciliation process? The 

general answer to this lies in the LLRC's total impotence in effecting any meaningful 

political reform in Sri Lanka, resulting in the continued (in)security of its most vulnerable 

populations. The absence of a unifying peacebuilding trajectory and infrastructure has 

created a vacuum of resources at a community level, leaving grassroots organisations to 

meet the needs of their communities without appropriate resources. All of the ToF groups 

provide such services through their wide-ranging work. The specific need for public 
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storytelling, however, is directly related to the inadequacy of the LLRC's public testimony 

sittings, not in terms of generating political reform, but respecting each w itness' integrity. 

In terms of civilian representation, the primary inadequacies of the LLRC's collection of 

public testimony from northern and eastern populations were related to issues of time. 

First, as previously indicated, there was a prioritisation of Colombo-centric voices, with 

those holding political and military authority being allowed by t he commission to present 

evidence for hours. In comparison to this privileged minority, not only were civilians f rom 

the north and the east - who were disproportionately affected by the conflict - only given 

an average of fifteen minutes to recount their experiences, but "appallingly," as 

Thiranagama (2013:99) describes, most of the hundreds (if not thousands) who turned up 

to testify "were turned away." The scarce time allocated to the public testimonies of 

civilians left the few who were able to speak ill-represented in the LLRC's findings; for the 

scores of people turned away and denied the chance to testify, it also meant that their 

experiences - along with the vast majority of others' - went unheard and unacknowledged 

in the country's reconciliation process. Foll owing the unfair weighting given by the LLRC 

(the very body tasked with investigating injustice) to the voices of the few over the voices 

of the many, public storytelling provides a potential means for marginalised individuals to 

self-generate the recognition denied to them by the reconciliation commission. 

Unlike the LLRC sittings, the practices of ToF groups are not bound by authoritarian time 

restrictions. This is due to two factors: first is their setting, with performances usually being 

held in a public space rather than a hired venue, thereby reducing both financial and third

party constraints; second is their ethos of giving each story the attention it needs, as 

exemplified by Deb after Dhivya's story in Jaffna, when she stated, "It is not safe [to start 

another story] if we are unable to finish it." The pressure exerted upon LLRC testifiers to 

present their entire experience of the conflict in an average of fifteen minutes had the 

potential to generate further anxiety and - as no follow-up support was provided - leave 

them vulnerable to retraumatisation. In comparison, public storytelling allows individuals to 

pace their narration and engage with the subject matter in a way that feels safe for them. 

While the "ethical ... difficult[ies]" of the practice have been discussed deeply by Father 

Yogi and others in relation to Trincomalee (and will be expanded on again in the following 

section), the guiding presence of the conductor and follow-up programmes such as KKM's 

religious services and self-help groups provide tellers with a more comprehensive support 

framework than the LLRC provided for its witnesses. Within the wider reconciliation 
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process, therefore, public storytelling delivers each individual narrator the focus, respect 
and support public testimony did not. 

Extending this deliberation of time, another inadequacy of the LLRC's collection of public 
testimony from northern and eastern populations was the limited number of months it 
made itself available to the public for. The commission published its fina l report within 
eighteen months of its initial appointment, which, while necessary for a timely appraisa l of 
the country's situation, exerted an implicit pressure on those in vulnerable positions to 
speak out before the opportunity was taken away. Coupled with the state's insufficient 
provision of mental health support, this relatively quick turnaround (only two years and 
seven months after the end of the conflict) also meant that testifiers were granted little 
temporal and emotional distance between themselves and the events they were 

recounting, again heightening chances of retraumatisation. As the LLRC had no mandate to 
return to and reassess communities after the publication of their final report, those who 
were unable or denied the right to speak at its sittings had no second chance to have their 
voices heard as part of the reconciliation process. 

Public storytelling, on the other hand, not only provides an alternative means of having 
one's experiences recognised and acknowledged by others, but also offers indefinite points 
of engagement through ToF's ongoing application. KKM work most closely with those 
directly affected by the conflict, with their commitment to long-term engagement being 
enacted through their four-stage process of negotiating physical security. They employ a 
subtle diplomacy by returning to the same communities over and over again, 

demonstrating the safety of the spaces they create through repetition. Not only does this 
allow individuals to become familiar and comfortable with the group's members, but also 
builds a sense of trust and security in the practice's capacity to respect the integrity of their 
story. Those who might not immediately be ready to share their experiences have the 
reassurance that the opportunity will still be available to them in the future, whether that 
be in a matter of days, months or years. Long-term engagement also allows individuals to 
return to the practice and report any changes to their situation, making public storytelling a 
more accurate reflection of how the reconciliation process is (or isn't) progressing. 

Within the context of the larger reconciliation process, therefore, public storytelling 
compensates for the time-related inadequacies of the LLRC's public testimony collection by 
focusing on the integrity of each narrator and providing long-term community engagement. 
Unlike the commission, the practice does not ask individuals "to forget about ethnic and 
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religious differences" (Thiranagama 2013 :100; my emphasis) in order to move towards 
peace; rather, as emphasised in the testimonies of Tamil and Muslim communit ies, it 

invites individuals to productively remember the impact of (in)security and violence in their 
lives by "offer[ing] already known truths" about the "ongoing issues within a highly 

militarized Sri Lanka" (ibid). As exemplified by Father Yogi's suggestion to produce 

performances for mixed Tamil and Muslim audiences, ToF groups do promote good 

relations "between different ethnic communities" (ibid; my emphasis); yet, unlike the LLRC 
they do not regard this as the fundamental goal of reconciliation in Sri Lnnka. Indeed, the 
willingness of Yathara and CSC to work together in 2007 demonstrates that intercommunity 
alliances already existed during the height of the conflict and have continued into the post
conflict epoch with the subsequent expansion of the network. Members' celebration of 
their own diversity (symbolised at the National Gathering by different coloured handprints 
being presented side by side rather than blended together) also rejects the LLRC's notion of 
a singular 'Sri Lankan identity.' Instead, the messages of the Flag Forest ('Unity is strength,' 
'Let's fix this') - like the public testimonies of northern and eastern populations - emphasise 
that ToF regard reconciliation to be "a negotiation between the state and its people" 

(2013:101) to secure a better future . 

With this vertical rather than horizontal peacebuilding trajectory, ToF also acknowledge the 
limitations of their own mission. In recognising the ultimate responsibility of the state, the 
network accepts that meaningful reconciliation cannot be achieved by grassroots 

movements alone but requires wider political reform. Through their various negotiations 
with local authority figures, ToF members are careful and deliberate in their collective 
lobbying for change, as boldly articulated in the message raised aloft in the Flag Forest, 
'Shall we challenge the challenger?' Yet, as Thiranagama (2013:111) argues, "If 

reconciliation processes are imagined to rest primarily on everyday relations, then this is to 
moralize to and force enormous consequences upon people struggling to make their lives 
amid a violence which is far from over." In other words, it is not within the remit or capacity 
of marginalised individuals to restructure society so their lives may be equally valued. Even 
the coexistence nurtured by ToF groups "can never be divorced from those of the larger 
authorizing forces ... which compose and stage the terms of that coexistence" (2013:110). 
Until a time comes when the state holds itself accountable for the security of its most 
vulnerable populations, however, public storytelling will continue to work as a stopgap for 
the inadequacies of Sri Lanka's larger reconciliation process. 
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Ultimately, the difference between the LLRC's collection of pub lic testimony and ToF's 

practice of public storytelling is that of marginalised voices being listened to and being 

heard. While the latter may not affect nationwide political reform, it can offer an 

immediate sense of gratification and catharsis to individuals that the former did not. This 

was illustrated by Dhivya when I asked why she had shared her story: "For th e satisfaction," 

she replied . As her story of her brother's murder demonstrated, Dh ivya's home life is 

deeply shaped by the country's post-conflict condition. Yet her hitherto silence on the 

subject suggests that her day to day life is little invested in or impacted by the bureaucratic 

mechanics of the LLRC. Having her story heard by the sixteen people present at the closed 

workshop at KKM's headquarters, therefore, was more aligned with her own sense of 

reconciliation than the commission's engagement with public testimony. As such, in a 

situation in which the official stance on reconciliation resonates little with the lived 

experiences of marginalised communities, public storytelling enables individuals to gain a 

sense of ownership over their own stories and provide temporary satisfaction in an 

otherwise unrelenting state of (in)security. 

6.3.5. Negotiating Responsible Public Storytelling 

The inadequacies of the LLRC's public testimony collection serve to highlight the 

importance of ToF's negotiation of safe spaces for public storytelling. The capacity of 

organisations to achieve a suitable level of security has been one of the most pertinent 

issues of this thesis, having first been raised in relation to Trincomalee and intensely 

debated between local leaders and international practitioners at CPPHR. Referring to 

Jasantha's story about his friend's suicide and addressing the ethicacy of drawing out such 

deeply personal stories, Father Yogi questioned the ability of practitioners to provide 

adequate aftercare for tellers. As previously indicated, his concerns about ToF's lack of 

mandated follow-up support problematizes the use of public storytelling among 

marginalised communities in Sri Lanka, leading to the question of what, ultimately, is the 

responsibility of practitioners to tellers and how can they achieve it? 

This line of questioning can be answered in several ways. The most crucial of these answers 

is prioritisation of the security of individuals and communities by organisations. Each group 

is motivated by a need to generate greater security for their local communities and have 

chosen to use public storytelling as part of their wider repertoi re to facilitate this goal. 

Public storytelling, however, promotes and undermines security simu ltaneously, a paradox I 
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have acknowledged with the term '(in)security.' Its application, therefore, must begin 

discreetly to generate the least amount of risk. Once a foundation of trust and security with 
communities and local authorities has been established, the practice may start to slowly 
expand in concentric circles to include a wider scope of topics and audiences. This is not to 
say that the size of performances begins small and get larger; in fact, as demonstrated by 
KKM's Practical, Personal and Political Performances, the opposite is often true. The 

Practical Performance on Food Hygiene had a 'small,' domestic subject matter, but was 
witnessed by a resettlement village of approximately one hundred. The Personal 

Performance of Women's Empowerment had an emotive but universal subject matter and 
was attended by approximately sixty adults and seventy children. The Political Performance 
at the Closed Workshop explored possibly the largest single event in a young woman's life, 
but was only witnessed by a small group of sixteen. As such, the size of the audience tends 
to be inversely correlated with the significance of the subject, with the (in)security of one 
being compensated by the relative security of the other. 

To accurately gauge the (in)security experienced by an audience or generated by a topic, an 
in depth knowledge of the immediate political, social and economic landscape is required. 
All four groups achieve this by recruiting members who are already part of those 

communities. (While the majority of EBBT's members are not from the immediate locality 
of Embilipitiya, their community is defined by the age, sex, ethnicity and social standing of 
its members.) This embedded mode of operation allows organisations to be acutely 

attuned to any minute political or social changes in their local area, enabling them to adapt 
and respond quickly to the evolving needs of their communities. This would be almost 
impossible to achieve with a larger national or even international operation, and is the 
reason why the international practitioners do not facilitate public performances in Sri 

Lanka, only workshops and closed performances for participants. 

Due to their deep knowledge of the local socio-politicallandscape, each group has 

successfully adapted their public storytelling practice to suit the needs of their communities 
while complying with the requirements of local authorities. Although they received similar 
instruction from international practitioners, all four have evolved this singular form into a 
unique and site-specific practice; hence my reference to individual public storytelling 
practices rather than Playback Theatre. KKM use public storytelling after a scripted drama 
in order to curate the type of story which will be shared. In Trincomalee, Father Yogi 

suggested using public storytelling to celebrate and further the intercommunity relations 
CPPHR have fostered through their peace and reconciliation initiatives. Mountain Flower 
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often use public storytelling as a physical and figurative meeting place for tea plantation 

managers and labourers, transforming experience into evidence, education and a point of 

empathy. Finally, EBBT use public storytelling as part of a larger art and drama programme, 

allowing audiences to engage directly with theatre. In order to use public storytelling in a 

responsible, security-centring way, therefore, practitioners must continue to position 

themselves within established hegemonic modes of working and integrate the practice as 

part of their wider, site-specific operation. 

It is important to recognise that through their community-based work, practitioners gain an 

element of authority themselves. While sharing the same socio-economic background as 

those they work with, their status becomes elevated by their contact with local 

powerholders. They become representatives of their communities as opposed to simply 

being members of them (Bass 2013). In order to use this imbued (rather than elected) 

authority responsibly, practitioners must be able to recognise the influence they have and 

use it to support those with less power by changing the behaviour of those with more 

power; which, in some instances, includes themselves. In Hatton, for example, members of 

Mountain Flower occupy the space between tellers and local authority figures because of 

CSC's long-standing and respected community work. For individuals such as Kaethana, 

whose story revolved around several encounters with authority figures who did not believe 

her, having her experience recognised by these adults provides much needed 

acknowledgment. After hearing Kaethana's story, Chandra reflected on the unequal power 

dynamics which contribute to such violence and considered the ways in which her 

behaviour as a parent impacts the (in)security of her children. She stated "It willed me 

today to be a better mother to my own children because loving parents is the most 

important thing. I need to speak with my child gently and not get angry." With this 

statement, Chandra recognised her own authority and decided to modify her own 

behaviour rather than demand it from her (subordinate) children. Chandra's ability to 

critically assess her own influence and adapt her behaviour is demonstrative that change 

needs to be demanded up - not down - the social hierarchy. 

How long Kaethana's sense of recognition will last and to what extent Chandra's behaviour 

might change would provide ample material for further study on (in)security and 

storytelling in Sri Lanka. While it is unlikely that a seismic shift would occur in a teller's 

situation as a direct result of sharing their story, a long-term research project could track 

the language which they used to speak about the event over time. Following Argenti

Pillen's (2003) work on women's use of obscuring violence through euphemising language, 
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it would be interesting to see if any of the vagueness and reluctance remarked upon by 

Gauri and Dharshani during their EWA conversation at the National Gathering lifts in 

women who had been initially hesitant to share their stories. This might look at the specific 

language categories of grief and suffering (de Alwis 2009; Butler 2004) in order to interpret 

the affectual nature of the practical, personal and political storytelling. As fo r audiences, a 

follow-up investigation could track if a performance had evoked a change in behaviour from 

them and how long this lasted. de Zoysa's (2013) and Father Yogi 's proposed targeting of 

corporal punishment would provide an ideal case study. Regarding the behaviour of 

practitioners and organisations, further research might look to ascertain if the (in)security 

of their communities have in anyway been elevated; in other words, if there has been a 

meaningful shift by the hegemony, government and local authorities towa rds reconciling 

marginalisation. As well as the four elements of (in)security explored in this thesis -

emotional, physical, economic and cultural - further investigation might include aspects 

such as environmental, legal, medical and political (see Jeewaka Saman Kumara 2015) 

(in)security. Such study would necessitate constant re-engagement with the field over 

years, perhaps even decades, as a detailed analysis of access to resources such as 

healthcare, childcare and education would be required. In cases such as resettlement 

villages in Jaffna and plantation communities in Hatton, however, where a lack of research 

is both causative and symptomatic of their ongoing marginalisation, this study would 

provide some of the only comprehensive literature on these communities. 

This brings us back to Father Yogi and his concern about the lack of support given to 

Jasantha after he shared his story. While organisations can - and must - limit (in)security by 

strategically operating with hegemonic structures, local authorities and marginalised 

communities, it is ultimately the teller who must be centred. To use public storytelling 

responsibly requires the practitioners to be able to respond and react in a dynamic way. 

This process is made difficult to quantify or articulate due to its ephemeral nature. There is 

no single solution to an individual's (in)security, no single reaction to violence and no single 

outcome of reconciliation. But through intense rehearsal and continuous and rigorous 

scrutiny, public storytelling may be an extremely useful tool for marginalised individuals 

and communities. As with (in)security itself, there is an absence of absolutes with public 

storytelling. Neither are there monolithic concepts but multifaceted ones. Recognising this 

helps demonstrate the capacity of public storytelling to connect the spheres of suffering 

and (in)security which might not otherwise be evident. 
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A significant majority of the tellers I spoke to - including Jasantha from Trincomalee, Dhivya 
from Jaffna and Kaethana from Hatton - reported that this was the first time they had ever 
shared their story with anyone. If the opportunity of a public storytelling performance had 
not occurred, it would have been easy for all these experiences to have gone 

unacknowledged and unrecognised. It is by sharing stories, therefore, that we can begin to 
understand how the (in)security generated by intangible societal constructs affect 

individuals every day in extremely personal and violent ways. At the end of the meeting 
between local leaders and international ToF representatives, Father Chris responded to 
Father Yogi's pertinent concerns with an equally pertinent response. He asserted that there 
is "wisdom" in public storytelling to provide a platform for "these stories [which] need to be 
told." More significantly, he stated "there is wisdom in the people who tell these stories." It 
is this innate recognition of the security of a room, the trust in an audience that allows 
tellers to take such a seemingly profound step and share their stories - often for the first 
time - in front of friends and strangers alike. Security, in other words, is as much a sense as 
it is an emotional, physical, economic or cultural state. And storytelling is often more about 
the desire of the teller to speak than of the need for the audience to listen. In the words of 
Father Chris, when it comes to the security of the individual storytellers, "We can trust 

them." 
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