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ABSTRACT 

THESIS submitted by Wannisinghe Mudiyanselage Jayantha to Hong Kong Baptist 

University for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy and entitled “Emerging 

Femininities in Selected Sri Lankan English Fiction” May 2019. 

The study documents the rise of emerging Sri Lankan feminine subjectivities as 

portrayed in post-independence novels in English by Punyakante Wijenaike, Nihal 

de Silva, and Chandani Lokuge. It attempts to interpret the rise of socially 

constructed traits of new womanhood and shifting gender norms responding to 

significant transformations in post-independence Sri Lanka economy and society 

during which the nation has rapidly shifted from a traditional rural economy to an 

industrialized since the 1978 free market reforms embraced with policies of 

globalization and neoliberalism. The selected novels are historicized by means of 

specific data indicating that any compensations traditionally afforded to Sri Lankan 

women through the collusion of colonialism with patriarchy are being challenged 

by the current globalization of opportunity and risk, even as Sri Lankan women 

continue to engage in the far older struggles for respect in traditional contexts and 

spaces (Wijenaike), take up arms in service in the name of nation-building projects 

(De Silva), or search for greater life opportunities by means of out- migration and 

eventual return (Lokuge). 

Challenges to conventional colonial-patriarchal ideology, with attention to specific 

objects symbolizing alternative (or even “deviant”) femininity long preceding 

modernity, are the central focus of Punyakante Wijenaike’s Giraya and Amulet. The 

use of a Marxist-feminist approach, localized in the setting of the walauwe, allows 

for the examination of potentials and limits for women’s subjectivities as they 

emerged in the earliest 1970s-era post-independence novels. Nihal de Silva’s The 

Road from Elephant Pass explores the fictionalized portrayal of women soldiers, 

conscripted to the LTTE in the early 1980s, and the effects of a revolutionary 

posture upon traditional gender roles. The tension in de Silva’s novel between the 

political liberation project as national/romantic allegory uniting Sinhala and Tamil 

causes as ultimately endorsing patriarchal claims of Anderson’s “imagined 

communities” thesis in the dramatic context of women’s participation in the civil 

war. Using a “Fourth World” sovereignty frame, the final chapter of the project 

analyzes the potential rewards and risks of diasporic experience, for women 

protagonists in Chandani Lokuge’s If the Moon Smiled and Turtle Nest. 

Collectively, the analyses indicate how Sri Lankan novels in English have 

documented the struggles, potentials, and continuing vulnerabilities around the 

emergence of new feminine subjectivities for post-independence Sri Lankan 

women.  

Key words: emerging feminine subjectivities; Sri Lankan patriarchal ideologies; 

(post)national allegory; fourth world; body sovereignty. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction  

Introduction  

The position of Sri Lankan women in historical times and since has tended 

to be subservient. However, there is evidence in the historical documents that 

there was a hint of egalitarianism in the pre-historic era but very soon in the 

Brahmin era this was completely overshadowed by Brahminical ideologies that 

seeped into the subconscious of people forcing women to be subordinate to their 

husbands. This continued till the pre-colonial era. The subservient position of 

women seems to have been legitimized through Buddhism both in the pre-colonial 

and the colonial era. In addition, the colonial era also tended to push the 

patriarchal attitudes further. Though this was changing in the nineteenth century 

in England, there is little trace of it happening here. In Sri Lanka, the change came 

slowly and my aim is to chart the changes and the corresponding attitudes towards 

women both in terms of socially changing perceptions and in terms of fictional 

representation of this situation.  

In this introduction I look at the development of feminism and how it was 

affected by the advent of neoliberalism. I look at the way in which Sri Lankan 

social critics addressed these issues, and then turn to novelists who have dealt 

with the shifting role of women in Sri Lanka in the period in which both theory 

and practice shifted.  

Neoliberalism and Sri Lankan Women 

Neoliberalism, according to David Harvey, is the notion that “human well-

being can best be advanced by the maximization of entrepreneurial freedoms 
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within an institutional framework characterized by private property rights, 

individual liberty, unencumbered markets, and free trade” (22). However, 

neoliberalism “has entailed much destruction not only of prior institutional 

frameworks of powers […] but also of divisions of labour, social relations, 

welfare provisions, technological mixes, ways of life, attachment to the land […] 

and the like” (23). This project strives toward providing a critique of 

neoliberalism to emphasize that Sri Lankan women are victimized by market 

forces. Thus it can be argued that Sri Lankan women have not freed themselves 

from the chains of patriarchy in this neoliberal economic system. Although it 

should be acceded that they enjoy some amount of freedom almost superficially, 

they are still subjugated by deeply ingrained patriarchy. In other words, 

neoliberalism, instead of freeing women from the shackles of patriarchy, has 

lulled them into a false sense of complacency.   

Worse, the neo-liberal system has paradoxically delayed the emancipation 

of women. According to Schieder, in the “neoliberal marketization […] women’s 

labour is becoming idealized as a new motor for economic change” (53-57). 

However, “the gendered nature of labour exploitation” often sees “women’s work 

as cheap and temporary labour” (56-57). In other words, the neo-liberal market 

has created a space for the poverty of women to be normalized. Despite the 

comparatively higher employment rate of women in various institutions hitherto 

dominated by men, most women do not have access to the top notch positions 

occupied by their male counterparts. The new-fangled market economic relations 

have not changed the deep-seated male perception of women’s labour as cheap 

and inferior.  
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Stereotyping of woman as ‘mother’ in terms of rigidly defined domestic 

roles has been significantly responsible for her subordinate position in the labour 

market. Tradition expects man to fend for the family thereby automatically 

barring the woman from any claim to such privilege. Therefore, this male 

prejudice “has been termed as male breadwinner bias” (Gideon 1272). Further, 

women are doubly victimized in this context because economic and social power 

relationships for women are moulded not only by individual men in the domestic 

sphere but also by the “masculinity of state” (Taylor 153). This situation relegates 

the woman to a subordinate position both in the labour market and the family.   

In Sri Lanka, women are discriminated against in the casual labour market 

in that they are paid much lower salaries than men.   For example, “in the rural 

sector, agrarian female workers receive approximately half the wage paid to male 

co-workers for the same labour” (Herath 10). This sloppy treatment of women 

causes disillusionment in them and deters them from fully contributing to overall 

national development. The devaluation of women can be attributed to capitalism 

which has caused a division of labour (public/private split) along gender lines, 

favouring the man over the woman.  

Market relations affect men and women differently.  Women in Sri Lanka, 

particularly the women in villages, who constitute the biggest portion of cheap 

labour in the labour market, “are treated as second-class citizens in the socio-

economic and political spheres” (Herath 2). Rural poor women are the most 

blatantly victimized group of people within the neoliberal economic system. In 

most households, both husband and wife are employed in gender oriented labour 

roles. The inequality in the distribution of jobs between men and women is due to 



  

4 
 

the fact that the economy has not been able to generate gainful employment for 

women that would not undermine their social status. That their labour is 

downgraded has denied the woman the opportunity of contributing to the ‘formal’ 

economy in any significant way.  

Although both men and women provide the same amount of labour in 

some instances, women’s remuneration happens to be lamentably below that of 

men. As the market favours male labour over female labour, women are alienated 

from work in the public sphere and are confined to their homes. Furthermore, the 

male bias of labour results in women being employed often part-time, with low 

wages and with scarcely any incentives. Woman’s labour is grievously 

undervalued and exploited in the neo-liberal economic system.  

The majority of employed women in Sri Lanka are also saddled with 

house chores. In short, women in Sri Lanka are burdened with two ‘jobs’- at home 

and in workplace.  Their energies are unalterably drawn into two spheres; in 

addition to working round the clock at the workplace, they are pitilessly pushed 

into domestic duties. Consequently, most of the Sri Lankan women “experience 

double day, double burden, double shift and bear the burden of paid work and 

unpaid work” (Bhasin and Nighat 17). In sum, the woman, despite her labour 

being undervalued, outdoes the man in contributing towards the production 

process as well as the household. 

Women require more training in fields other than ‘feminine skills’ so as to 

enable them to improve their “economic status quo” (Crookshanks 8). In order to 

create a gender balance in the labour market, women’s labour has to be harnessed 

efficiently in the neoliberal market-oriented system because economic “power has 
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been centralized in men’s hand” (Crookshanks 9). Even though women have been 

absorbed into the labour force, neoliberal market economic policies have not been 

able to remove the economic gap existing between men and women. In other 

words, neoliberalism has failed to sever women’s dependency on their male 

counterparts.  Women are still economically eclipsed by men. It is clear that the 

gender identity crisis women are facing is aggravated by the neoliberal market-

oriented economic system. 

The transformation of society from feudalism to capitalism has opened up 

new avenues for women to come to the public sphere. This transition has made 

women view their position in society as dissimilar to that in the past because their 

feeling and assessment of themselves have subsequently undergone a significant 

change.  Although many of the power positions in the public sphere are held by 

men, women have succeeded in securing “for themselves invisible roles in the 

public arena of power politics” (Silva et al. 3-4). However, it should also be 

contended that “no woman is associated with any of the wide spectrum of 

professions or trades” (Silva et al. 3-4) owing to the control of material resources 

still being in the hands of men. Thus the position of women cannot be conceived 

to have been upgraded in any material way.    

In a context where societies evolve from feudalism to modernism, from a 

more patriarchal framework to a liberal life-world, the status of woman seems to 

have improved in a wide range of spheres, which has contributed to effect a 

change in gender roles and to enhance their self-advancement. The transition of 

society from feudalism towards neoliberalism has thrown in new challenges, 

conferring upon the modern Sri Lankan woman “new economic potential” 
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(Risseuw 48) and allowing “her direct participation in the economic and social 

mobility” (Risseeuw 143). However, this seems to be a too broad a generalization 

because the feminist ideologies that have gained currency in the urban areas have 

not yet reached the villages in the periphery.   

Therefore the true picture of women in the rural areas of Sri Lanka is 

contrary to the  image of women created by bourgeoisie ideologies because rural 

women are still under the patriarchal grip which believes that “a woman’s brain 

cannot perceive anything further than the handle of a spoon” (Jayawardena 234). 

However, the slow percolation of progressive ideas about the promotion of 

women’s rights to the village has prevented the men in remote villages to view 

their womenfolk in a more liberal light. The situation is further aggravated as 

women still remain smug in their orthodox role of ‘motherhood.’ 

Although the economic transformation from feudalism to capitalism 

enables Sri Lankan women to come to the public sphere "the more [women] toil 

under capitalist social relations the more [alienated they become]” (Peekhaus 374) 

because capitalism has adversely affected family relationships. According to 

Thiruchandran “the economic alienation result[s] partly from the limited or non-

participation of women in planning stage” (Thiruchandran 66). She also argues 

that the economic alienation results in women being further alienated. Women are 

constantly afflicted by multiple challenges of the patriarchal social order. 

Novels in English and Sri Lankan Writers 

This thesis looks at emerging femininities in selected Sri Lankan novels in 

English which present a period of transition for the Sri Lankan women. The 

acceptance of Sri Lankan novels in English was very recent but can be divided 
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into two periods. One was in the colonial period when many people wrote in 

English obviously for social impact. The other was in the postcolonial period 

when fiction was written to bring to light the problems unique to rural life. There 

was also a strong tradition of indigenous Sri Lankan writing whose main 

contributors were Piyadasa Sirisena, W.A. Silva, Martin Wickramasinghe and 

Ediriweera Sarachchandra. However, these novels didn’t specifically deal with 

women’s problems as those of Wijenaike who writes only in English. 

However, recognition of Sri Lankan fiction in English was received in 

foreign countries before Sri Lankan critics took them seriously. One of the leading 

figures in Postcolonial Studies Alastair Niven was the first to regard Punyakante 

Wijenaike’s seminal contribution. For Niven, Wijenaike stands in comparison 

even with some European writers as “she writes within a private world where art 

and imagination come together intuitively” (Niven 56). The importance of 

Wijenaike’s writing resides in her insightful analysis of the inner thoughts of her 

characters. Wijenaike uses language and symbolism to explore shifting emotions 

of her characters and her strength is in her lucid depiction of female characters. 

Thus Wijenaike undoubtedly becomes the forerunner of the genre of Sri Lankan 

writing in English.  

 Wijenaike’s stories “display a poignant sympathy for human 

inadequacies” (Niven 56) through her language with “its limpidity” (Halverson, 

qtd. in Niven 60). The characters are made to express their “fluctuating emotions 

through the potency of a language and symbolism rooted in nature” (Niven 60) 

and therefore Wijenaike’s novels portray true Sri Lanka experiences. By 

analyzing Wijenaike’s literary works, Niven states that “the universality of 
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Wijenaike’s insights lies in [her] ability to separate a character’s inner tensions 

from the outer manner” (59). Wijenaike uses her language effectively in bringing 

out the inner thoughts of her characters. Accordingly, Wijenaike has proved 

herself to be “Sri Lanka’s foremost writer in English” (Niven 64). Wijenaike’s 

works had received much attention in foreign countries before she received 

support from Sri Lankan critics.   

Sri Lankan critics started paying their attention on Wijenaike’s literary 

works after Rajiva Wijesinha pointed out Wijenaike’s ingenuity in writing in 

English.  In so far as fiction in English in Sri Lanka is concerned, Punyakante 

Wijenaike and James Goonewardene can be considered “the founders to the 

genre” (Wijesinha 67). The collections of short stories, namely, The Third Woman 

by Wijenaike and The Awakening of Dr. Kirthi by Goonewardene were foremost 

in setting a trend in dealing with social and political issues of Sri Lanka in the 

sixties. In the early works of both Wijenaike and Goonewardene, we notice a 

concern with the “prevailing view that genuine Sri Lankan experiences were those 

of the village and villagers” (Wijesinha 98) but they didn’t concern themselves 

initially with urban society. They both produced “village well” (Wijesingha 98) 

fiction that depicted a way of life different from their own.  

A significant comparison between Goonewardene and Wijenaike reveals 

that while Goonewardene celebrates rural life as opposed to the urban life “from 

which his protagonists retreat,” Wijenaike takes a “much less sanguine” 

(Wijesinha 98) view. She examines how the villagers bring harm on themselves 

by not deviating from their age-old traditions. Wijesinha further states that 

Wijenaike “illustrates graphically a distinctive feature of Sri Lankan society that 
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contributes to so many problems in so many spheres of life” (99)  and in depicting 

some of the uncanny qualities of her characters, she brings out socio-cultural 

problems that Sri Lankan people face. However, “the subtle psychological 

analysis” Wijenaike had presented through a poignant account of a beleaguered 

woman, can be considered “a phenomenon not explored before in Sri Lankan 

English [fiction]” (Wijesingha 59). Wijenaike’s main focus is on women. 

Wijenaike’s The Waiting Earth was published in 1966, subsequent to the 

publication of her collection of short stories, The Third Woman, which had won 

her many accolades. This collection had “heralded the resurgence of Sri Lankan 

creative writing in English, a genre that seemed to have died down with the self-

conscious assertion of Sinhala and Tamil in the fifties” (Wijesinha 98). In her 

writing, Wijenaike demonstrates that English is sufficiently capable of depicting 

typical Sri Lankan life.  Further, The Waiting Earth “resembles the famous 

Scottish novel by George Douglas Brown, The House with the Green Shutters” 

(Niven 57) and therefore, Wijenaike’s novels in English have to be given their due 

credit.   

There was a different set of English fiction in Sri Lanka in the 90s. Karl 

Muller and Shyam Selvadurai attracted a wide readership in their handling of 

sexuality. They depicted sexuality openly but Wijenaike went even further in 

portraying the illegitimacy, homosexuality, lesbianism and incest that had not 

been explored by a female author before. It is pertinent here that through them she 

discusses the socio-cultural and political problems that women face. According to 

Wijesinha Giraya is “the most impressive novel written in English by a Sri 

Lankan…it seemed to set a standard and a tone for Sri Lankan writing in English 
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that regrettably has not been followed” (103). This paves the way for Wijenaike to 

write the other novel Amulet which handles incest and women’s problems.  

The selected novels for this research present a period of transition for the 

Sri Lankan women highlighting the transitory nature of the status of women. 

Especially, Wijenaike uses the gothic tradition which becomes manifest in her use 

of mysterious characters like Adeline, Lucia Hami and Nonchi Hami in her novels 

Giraya and Amulet respectively. These characters may appear to be grotesque, but 

they essentially portray the predicament of the contemporary women. 

In the period of post-independence, Wijenaike had a very difficult task 

because the whole ethos was against writing in English so there wasn’t really a 

salutary background. However, Wijenaike began exploring the post-independent 

Sri Lankan context in the sixties and transited from depicting stereotyped women 

into creating dynamic women who resisted all forms of male domination. Prior to 

writing Giraya she had written Waiting Earth in which the man plays a dominant 

role and his wife is a very passive character but in Giraya all the characters are 

dynamic and assertive. Here Wijenaike is writing at a time when the academia 

privileges the type of woman depicted in Waiting Earth. For example, critics 

Raheem and Siromi defend the protagonist of Waiting Earth as “a figure that is 

truly Sri Lankan in her quiet acceptance of the cruel reversals of fortune , and in 

her dignified attempts to ward off or soften these blows by adhering to the 

wisdom and faith that have endured though the ages” (qtd in Wijesinha 58). This 

is a very telling comment on the type of woman treated as a model by the 

conventional society at the time.  
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Women started emerging as characters only in the twentieth century. In the 

nineteenth century women had been stereotyped and this continued until the end 

of that century when women came to the fore as they could no longer be expected 

to be wife or mother or accept humiliating treatment from men folk. However, the 

status of women in Sri Lanka was slightly different. Sri Lanka is a country in 

which women, exceptionally in South Asia, got parity of position in theory.  For 

instance, Sri Lankan women got the right of franchise before any other women in 

the third world.  They got equal educational opportunities from the start.  

By the time Wijenaike wrote, women were on parity at the university 

reading for their degrees and were also fighting for equal rights in education. In 

Giraya, Kamini represents educated woman of this type. However, the academia 

doesn’t appreciate her because they are still hankering after ‘truly Sri Lankan’ 

female fictional characters who weren’t trying to realize their aspirations. Further, 

some critics believe that “the novel [Giraya] is a failure and the reader fails to see 

why both Manel and Kamini could not have escaped from the household as both 

seem quite free to wander where they wish” (Raheem and Siromi, qtd in 

Wijesinha 59). This is an unfair criticism because in 1960s Sri Lankan women 

could not leave the house seeking employment on their own. This is the context in 

which Wijenaike is writing. 

In most cases critics appreciated the fiction which portrayed women as 

bearers of all sufferings without going against their culturally imposed destinies. 

In Wijenaike’s The Waiting Earth, Podi Singho is the main male character whose 

sole aim is to own a block of land for himself which he could pass over to his 

sons.  His wife Sellohamy symbolizes the waiting earth - obedient, patient, 
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courageous, tolerant and loyal to her husband. This novel represents a traditional 

view of women, which expects them to be subservient to men. However, in actual 

fact, Wijenaike’s presentation of exceptional women in her novels like Giraya and 

Amulet should have received favourable critical attention from academia. In 

Giraya Wijenaike produces an extraordinary analysis of the role of women where 

she explores the problem they face in feudal society, the problems that the newly 

emerging woman have and problems regarding sexuality.  

Further, the situation in 50s and 60s was changed in 80s in terms of gender 

roles. For example, in the short story ‘Homecoming’ by Vijita Fernando Millie is 

a woman who is selling her labour, which signals an emasculation of man. 

Woman has now become a breadwinner usurping the man from his conventional 

position. This echoes in “every month, for two years, she had sent home three 

thousand rupees. What had they done with it? No one mentioned the money. 

Certainly not Siripala, her husband” (6). In the 80s much more serious writing 

emerged with regard to women. There was perhaps more realistic effort to portray 

the way women could function in a changing economy. For example, even the 

female school teacher in the short story ‘Competition’ by Nirmali Hettiarachchi 

offers herself to the politician who comes to judge the Vesak lantern competition 

to persuade him to influence the judgment in her favour. However, Wijenaike 

goes farther than that in the novel Amulet which turns out to be more Gothic and 

in some level a horror story but in the process she also looks at the incestual 

relationship between Anula and Senani. Wijenaike was not only deeply concerned 

about women but was also actually seminal in her imagination and her 

assessment. 
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The second novelist I have selected is Nihal De Silva who wrote The Road 

from Elephant Pass. Firstly, it deals with the ethnic issue which was the central 

problem in Sri Lanka during this period. Secondly, it develops a well-rounded 

character who displays a very distinctive identity even though in the context of a 

romantic novel. Although in most of the novels women become victims of a war 

fought specifically between males, De Silva deals with a woman who plays a 

major role in the war because Kamala “knew how to handle a gun all right” 

(TRFEP 306). Here, De Silva empowers the woman who had been considered 

weak and subservient in order to bring out her hidden potential that had not been 

identified by society. In fact, almost none of the stories written at that time about 

the war have any female protagonists. In other words, The Road from Elephant 

Pass was trend-setting in that it subverted the tradition of war fiction in Sri Lanka 

by introducing a woman into the thick of the action.  When The Road from 

Elephant Pass was written, in that period a man’s war is suddenly transformed by 

a romance where a woman is playing full part. 

Nihal De Silva pays his attention to the women involved in the war which 

again is a new development. He deals with both major ethnic groups at a time of 

conflict, and considers the changing role of women in a conflict situation. For 

example, Kamala adopts a non-traditional role when she says “Get some rest, 

Captain,’ Kamala said softly. ‘I’ll keep watch’” (TRFEP 315). Here Kamala, 

instead of being guarded by a male, is guarding an army captain the act of which 

shows a gender role change in Sri Lankan context. It is not only the military 

training but also her female potential that allows Kamala to challenge the societal 

prejudices towards women.  Perhaps her true assertion of independence as a 
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woman comes with her moving into a new romantic role, which ironically is what 

the dominant male hierarchy would find abhorrent. 

Nihal De Silva is unique for dealing with the most important political 

question of the day in a human manner through a romantic adventure story and it 

seems important because of the inter-racial romance. In this project of ethnic 

reconciliation, De Silva manipulates Kamala and Wasantha and also the mind-sets 

of the reader through the plot in order to highlight the fact that ethnic roots are 

useless. De Silva’s treatment of gender is significant here in the sense that, unlike 

Wijenaike, De Silva gives equal importance to both the genders. What is 

strikingly noticeable in De Silva’s works of novels is the mind-set of Tamil 

female rebels, a section which has not been given due and sympathetic 

consideration so far.  For example, “Velaithan was glowing with excitement. She 

looked a completely different person. I thought fleetingly that if not for the war 

and the personal traumas she had suffered, this might well have been her normal 

personality” (TRFEP 237). The liberation activities unleashed in the northern and 

eastern parts of Sri Lanka had a remarkable impact upon the Tamil females (also 

Sinhalese females) who were compelled to enter the battle field. It proved that the 

sweeping political and social changes transformed the outlook of women in that 

province. The parochial and strait-laced outlook changed and young women, 

forgetting the rigid caste system prevalent there, rubbed shoulders with one 

another casting caste differences aside and met for the common purpose of their 

so-called liberation. This transition of gender role provided the women with the 

opportunity to try out their potential.  
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In De Silva’s novels we see a revolutionized society where Kamala 

represents the flux that overran Jaffna during the last thirty years. This change was 

so overwhelming that Kamala was prepared to marry a Sinhalese army officer, 

something that was considered impossible in the past. Kamala promises Wasantha 

that “You must listen to me. I would give up everything for a chance to go with 

you,’ she said solemnly. ‘I’ll risk anything except your life” (TRFEP 424). This is 

a very bold decision taken by Kamala because “Tamils are perhaps the most 

reserved of the ethnic mix” (TRFEP 227) but we see here a young Tamil woman 

volunteer to abandon her centuries-old prejudices and attitudes to challenge the 

patriarchal state. This is a phenomenal change because women begin to try out 

their potent towards achievement of women’s liberation. Thus, it must be 

categorically said that in this novel the main role is played by a woman who 

extricates herself from parochial clutches and therefore, a remarkable change has 

occurred in the thinking of Tamil women.  

What was significant was that a recognizable section of women in both 

communities responded to the call of their leaders and even hesitatingly took up 

arms shedding aside petty considerations like class, colour and creed. It indicates 

a change in the ingrained attitudes of our young women. In other words, militancy 

gained ground and became a part of the mental makeup of women. The potential 

and the willingness of women to change their subordinate position are evident 

when Wasantha remarks on Kamala “She was game, despite an injured ankle and 

having been beaten up once already” (TRFEP 291).  In the long history of our 

country there had never been such a development in the change in attitudes of 

women. Even those women who were not actively engaged in the rebellion 
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indirectly received the impression that they were a force to be reckoned with and 

that they had a role to play in the affairs of the country.  

The war had an impact upon the thinking of Kamala the female character. 

It requires no incisive thinking to realize that Kamala was enthused by women’s 

participation in the war and in her heart of hearts she appeared to have thought 

that she ought to adopt that spirit of militancy in facing her challenges in life. If 

not for the impact of war upon her, she would have remained confined to her 

original life style. De Silva highlights this point in his characterization of Kamala. 

With the expansion of the war, women from other parts of the island gained 

opportunities to join the armed forces and that indicated a radical change in the 

outlook of women in our county and the conservative family unit cracked. 

Women, by and large, felt liberated and held the impression that they could hold 

their own against the males. Therefore, Nihal De Silva’s novel plays a crucial role 

in highlighting the potential of women in Sri Lankan society.  

De Silva, through the character of Kamala, conveys to us the message that 

in trying circumstances a woman could reach her full potential and give full play 

to her inherent qualities which remained untapped by social taboos and the age-

old prejudices against the so-called weaker sex. Kamala is not an exceptional case 

but a representative of the entire female community. Thus, De Silva’s account in 

that sense is paradigmatic because he talks about women during the outbreak of 

the civil war. When considering a majority of male writers, one can observe that 

women hold a secondary place in their fiction but Nihal De Silva being a male 

author has taken women’s problems even further showing how strong women 

could be when given the opportunity. 
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After English fiction became fashionable, amongst the many writers 

perhaps the best known is Chandani Lokuge who is an internationally recognized 

and deliberately feminist writer. Her two novels I look at are very traditional 

novels in which we can see the traditional woman but while Lokuge doesn’t allow 

her female characters to take this head on implicitly she tells us that things should 

be very different. The novel, If the Moon Smiled, in a sense takes a traditional 

marriage and explores it from a very modern deliberately feminist framework. 

There is a contrast between mother and daughter in a sense to balance it with 

Amulet, though Lokuge’s deliberate feminist approach does not carry the depth of 

psychological characterization of Wijenaike. 

However, in the novel, If the Moon smiled, Lokuge portrays Manthri as a 

young woman torn between two worlds. When she was very young her mother 

had said very emphatically that everybody “was born with his or her destiny 

written on their palms” (171) and the mother wound up her remarks saying that 

there was no point in struggling or even rebelling against what is destined to 

happen. In other words, the mother wanted Manthri to be resigned to her destiny 

and accept it with good grace realizing that one had no armour against fate. That 

idea sunk into Manthri’s head and as she gradually matures she begins to question 

whether one could not change what destiny had decreed by sheer grit and 

determination. She often asks the question “could I have changed what I was born 

to” (171) and develops her own philosophy towards life. She tells herself that she 

ought to forget her father, customs and cultural norms and should create her own 

destiny.  
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In addition, Lokuge views the problems of women from a global 

dimension and shows how women can succeed with the help of education. Nelum 

who is set in contrast to her conservative mother, Manthri, is perhaps the best 

example to show how women can be empowered by allowing them to pursue their 

education that had been denied to them. Nelum not only outshines men in the 

field of education but also in the job market reaching the pinnacle in her career 

and education. For example, “I’m working at Flinders Medical. I want to 

specialize in surgery, Mum” (ITMS 185). Women’s entry into education and 

breaking through the glass ceiling at the senior positions in the professions has 

challenged the paucity of women in top most positions in professional jobs.  

Nelum opens avenues for women to realize earning potential of women 

that had been downplayed. The more women are exposed to the western culture 

the greater they develop liberal ideologies towards women.  So, diasporic 

experiences help women to reconsider Sri Lankan gender ideologies towards 

women whereby women may resist Sri Lankan patriarchy. This echoes in 

Manthri’s yearning for Nelum’s achievement of female liberation. “I would say to 

her: forget Dad, forget custom, live your life, Nelum, the way you would” (ITMS 

171).  Manthri realizes that female liberation in the sense of the west is not yet 

possible in Sri Lanka since Sri Lankan patriarchy still expects women to uphold 

Sri Lankan traditional customs.  

However, Lokuge also realizes the potential danger of exercising more 

liberal gender ideologies in the local context. In Turtle Nest Aruni who comes 

back to Sri Lanka from Australia to find her roots fails to resist Sri Lankan 

patriarchy because despite the fact that she was adopted in Australia Aruni’s own 
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people “raped her. Some she recognized” (TN 239). Aruni’s rape is an indication 

of impossibility of challenging Sri Lankan gender ideologies by western liberal 

ideologies.  Where Aruni fails, can other women succeed? Lokuge, through this 

novel, emphasises that Sri Lankan soil is not yet ready to allow its women to 

exercise equality with men as practised in the west.  

Further Lokuge highlights women in post 1977 Sri Lankan society which 

experienced remarkable change brought about by the liberal economic policies 

adopted by the powers-that-be. The protagonist Mala in Turtle Nest elaborates the 

changes that swept across our society, specifically tourism. Women were 

adversely affected by these changes as society became hell-bent on raking in 

money. Even youth were prepared to cater to the needs of the tourists and they 

(the youth) vied with one another to make what is loosely called a fast buck. The 

women of our soil were forced to shed traditional Sri Lankan virtues, norms and 

values against the backdrop of the open economic system. Neo-liberal economic 

policies provide space for women even to commodify their body. For example 

“everybody knew that Mala was a free-for-all a basketball that could be shoved 

from hand to hand” (TN 90). This is a new phenomenon as Sri Lankan society 

had not been exposed to neo-liberal economic policies before 1977. 

In the case of Wijenaike and De Silva, we find women caught in a 

domestic struggle or a development in Sri Lankan politics. However, Lokuge 

concentrates slightly beyond the local woman when she allows her women 

characters to cross Sri Lankan boundaries. Wijenaike talks about the 

transformation from feudalism to modernism. De Silva talks about post-colonial 

modernity in which the civil uprising was an unavoidable stage of Sri Lankan 
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evolution but Lokuge locates her women in the diasporic context that gives 

women global experience.  

Through a combination of the salient aspects of the works of all three 

authors, the real development within new femininities and many dimensions of 

femininity
i
 in the Sri Lankan context could be discussed. Thus, dimensions such 

as war, feudalism, modernism, globalization, education and social mobility could 

be grasped within this context. 

Feminism and Marxist Feminism 

Feminism is a set of beliefs which is concerned about achieving social, 

economic and political freedom which only men enjoy. Although the theory about 

feminism originated in the west, women’s rights have been spoken of throughout 

South Asia even before these theories were formulated and promulgated. One of 

the main arguments of feminism is that women are confined to domestic sphere 

(private sphere) while men enjoy the privilege of social life (public sphere). 

Feminists argue that in Medieval Europe different types of patriarchal 

mechanisms disadvantaged women by denying them their rights to property, to 

education and the activities outside home reserved only for men. That women 

were excluded from public life is manifested in the denial of women’s suffrage 

right until the early 20
th

 century in Europe. The position of woman was so low 

that even at home she did not have her control over her sons. 

Further, feminists challenge the conventional idea that the woman is a 

biological being with weak attributes which, in reality, is a social construct. In the 

capitalist economic system, biology of woman is taken for granted and men 

confine her to domestic realm denying her the rights and privileges enjoyed by 
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men. As a social or political movement, feminism reconsiders women’s latent 

qualities in order to debunk societal construction of woman as a subservient, 

docile,   and unintelligent being.   

In this research the researcher mainly makes use of Marxist/Materialist 

Feminism in order to elucidate emerging femininities in Sri Lankan novels in 

English which mark a transition from feudalism to capitalism and then from 

modernism to post-modernism. Marxist Feminism is an important social/political 

movement which disputes the idea that there is an intrinsic connection between 

women’s biology and different forms of social injustice against women. Marxist 

feminists argue that women’s oppression mainly lies in the class structure based 

on private property or woman-property relation idealized by capitalism. 

Therefore, women’s suppression is directly linked with patriarchal social 

mechanisms. On the other hand, woman’s labour power is exploited when the 

woman does not get paid for her labour exerted in domestic chores. In the 

capitalist economic system, the woman holds a subordinate position as the male-

dominated structures impede women from realizing their full potential. Men draft 

and impose laws and rules, decide on customs and culture and force women to 

uphold them while men keep the power with them. Therefore feminists try to 

challenge these male-dominated social, political and economic institutions in 

order to win women’s freedom, autonomy, liberation and agency. 

Western Approaches to Feminism 

In terms of Western approaches to feminism, injustice to women has been 

theorised in a ‘wave’ model, whereby succeeding generations of feminists rework 

the claims of their foremothers. The theoretical roots of the twentieth-century 
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‘first wave’ feminism arguably appear as far back as the eighteenth century with 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), which 

“criticizes stereotypes of women as emotional and instinctive” (Castle 94). John 

Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Woman (1869) subsequently makes a significant 

contribution to the on-going feminist struggle for rights. 

‘First wave’ feminism focused mainly on winning suffrage for women. By 

the same token, ‘second wave’ feminism emerged in the 1960s and focused on 

social and economic equality for women. Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex 

was undoubtedly the cornerstone text during this phase. In this text, de Beauvoir 

argues that “one is not born a woman, but, rather, becomes one” and that one 

becomes a woman “but always under a cultural compulsion to become one” (qtd. 

in Butler 8). According to de Beauvoir, both men and women are born free, but 

the woman is given a subordinate position in society. One gender oppresses the 

other.    

After 1975, French feminism emerged as more assertive in its insistence 

on women taking a more radical stance to break away from the patriarchal 

categories imposed upon them. In particular, Hélène Cixous emphasises the 

importance of women’s writing, or what French feminist theorists call ecriture 

feminine, to women’s identity. In her essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976) 

Cixous urges women to come forward and start writing from their bodies, which 

had been denied to them for centuries. 

Luce Irigaray similarly contends that women have not been allowed to 

speak of themselves and therefore must find a separate language so that they can 

tell a different story (69). Throughout history, women have not had the 
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opportunity to benefit from their own creativity. Gilbert and Gubar’s The 

Madwoman in the Attic adds another significant dimension to feminist literary 

criticism. Jia Shi writes that Gilbert and Gubar deal with issues involved in the 

“relationship between women and language” (2), including that women have been 

doubly repressed by patriarchal language. In the patriarchal society, the power of 

the pen is exclusively a male prerogative.  

Elaine Showalter quite emphatically says that “until very recently, 

feminist criticism has not had a theoretical basis; it has been an empirical orphan 

in the theoretical storm” (180). She suggests four models to explore the 

differences between androcentric and gyno-centric criticism in addition to the 

term ‘gyno-criticism’ that applies to female creative writing. She concludes that 

women have been excluded from the discourses of literary value and recognition.  

Kate Millet takes a different stance on patriarchy and sees it as a “power-

structured relationship or arrangement whereby one group of persons is controlled 

by another” (23). Millet writes that patriarchy is the “subject and referent to which 

the female is “other” or “alien’” (46). According to her, throughout history, 

woman has been reduced to “the cultural level of animal life in providing the male 

with sexual outlet” (119) and carrying out the animalistic functions of breeding 

and caring for the young.  

Finally, ‘third wave’ feminism emerged in the mid-1990s, supported by 

post-colonial and postmodern thinking. The writings of post-colonial thinkers 

such as Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Edward Said and Franz Fanon help to 

clarify the position of women in post-colonial Sri Lankan society. However, this 

project depends heavily on critiques of early Marxist economic determinism when 
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theorising Sri Lankan literary genre. According to subsequent feminist critics, 

Marx’s base/superstructure model of society develops unequal economic 

relationships in which patriarchy is rooted in economics. The social relations, 

means and forces of production constitute the economic base of a given society, 

and this base determines the ideological superstructure (Bressler 212). Economic 

injustice arising between sexes in capitalistic society is not a recent development: 

“historically men have largely owned the means of production while women have 

owned only their labour” (Clarke 1). This system led to the formation of a 

“gender-inflected hierarchy, inequality between the sexes being ultimately 

reducible to economic inequality” (1). The organisation of society creates 

idiosyncratic economic relationships.   

Christine Delphy is more specific about women’s oppression in that she 

sees it as rooted in domestic modes of production. Delphy declares that the 

patriarchal mode of production exploits women (35). She further asserts that by 

controlling the domestic economy, men appropriate women’s labour and “since 

the family is based on the exploitation by one individual, this exploitation exists 

whenever the mode of production is familial” (27). Accordingly, woman’s 

position must “be understood in relation to marriage” (27). Delphy concludes 

“that [although] the marriage with a man of the propertied class raises the 

standard of living of a woman, it does not make her a member of that class as she 

does not own the means of production” (35). For Delphy, man’s control over 

domestic economy leads to women’s oppression, and a woman’s domestic role 

plays a significant part in sustaining the unequal gender relations of production 

under capitalism.  
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 Patriarchy has obviously been the central focus of Marxist feminist 

critiques, as women’s oppression has largely been caused by man’s control over 

the labour power of women. Throughout history, in patriarchal civilisations, 

“women have been subjected to a specific kind of repression and their mental and 

physical development has been channelled in a specific direction” (Marcuse 280). 

Consequently, a woman has a less permanent class status than a man despite the 

class of her birth and education. Marcuse relates women’s subordination to the 

repression of their psychic and physical development. 

  Very often, the “gender[ed] division of labour has valued the economic 

activity of the husband as the “public,” devalued the “private” domestic 

household and child-care […] diminish[ing] the status of the housewife” 

(Thiruchandran 104). This polarity excludes women from participating in 

socioeconomic and political activities and limits her to the domestic sphere, as the 

former belongs to the public sector and the latter the private sector. However, 

Tabrea rejects the distinction between private and public polarities because “from 

a feminist point of view, this cannot be accepted as women may also engage in 

the public world just as men can undertake domestic tasks” (563). Public/private 

polarities not only prevent women from participating in ‘male domains’ but also 

deprive them of acquiring the necessary skills to enter into such domains. 

In addition, woman’s position is reduced to the status of commodity, her 

body becomes the site of “exchange values, selling the system, and [being] sold 

by the system” and “the exchange society comes to completion with the 

commercialization of sex” (Marcuse 285). Indeed, the public and private 

polarities commodify women’s bodies.  
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In this way, the ideological construction of man as powerful and dominant 

and woman as inferior is the basis on which divisions of labour are formulated. In 

her analysis, Garrett writes that women’s participation in social production and 

wage labour is indirectly restricted by “household structure and familial ideology” 

(158). Garrett likewise notes that “although the division of labour itself in 

capitalism is created by the economic requirements of capital accumulation, the 

form it takes incorporates ideological division to a considerable extent” (163). 

When women depend on men’s income under capitalism, “this mediated 

dependence […] is circumscribed by an ideology of emotional, psychical and 

moral dependence” (179). Patriarchal ideology devalues a woman’s labour power 

and restricts her social mobility. 

Sri Lanka’s Social Attributes as Articulated by English Language 

Writers 

  If examined from a literary/discourse-analytical perspective, it is clear that 

the writers of the given novels have striven to establish the Sri Lankan identity of 

their work at a primary level through the use of borrowings and code-mixing 

within their use of English, involving mother- tongue Sinhala. A further, yet 

connected level is established through references to subcultures within the island, 

which add a Sri Lankan flavour to the content of these works. 

While this paves the way for some degree of authenticity of content, given 

the multicultural, multilingual context of the characters involved, it is also clear 

that “globalization”, as framed within the context of the millennium, is not 

equally applicable to all the works under consideration in this research. Given the 

fact that Giraya (1971) was published at a time when the discourse on 

globalization had not been initiated in Sri Lanka, it is unlikely that this factor 
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would have been on the author’s mind as she wrote. Yet there is evidence that 

some mother-tongue/native terms that mingle with the author’s use of English 

have been glossed for the benefit of the foreign reader, with such an extended 

readership in mind. Though published in 1994, this quality becomes applicable to 

Amulet as well. 

However, given the more recent context applicable to The Road from 

Elephant Pass, If the Moon Smiled and Turtle Nest, the reader notes that their 

authors as well as the readership are more decisively involved in grappling with 

the postcolonial realities within ‘globalized’ terms of reference. The use of 

borrowings and code-mixed items would, within this context, seem inevitable as 

the different layers applicable thematically and plot-wise actually require their 

use. The same could be said of cultural attributes, by this time hybridized even 

further by the country’s involvement in global exchanges and the new dynamics 

of power, political and economic. Thus, the chosen sample reveals an interesting 

amalgam of cultural and linguistic paradigms applicable to the craft of 

contemporary writers of Lankan origin. 

The authors of the selected works of novels can work across cultures and 

also present an international perspective more forcefully.  The bottom-line of 

these novels is that the women characters are essentially indigenous since they do 

not display characteristics or features of English educated or westernized ladies 

except, to some extent, in the case of Nelum in If the Moon Smiled by Lokuge. 

These characters represent the Sri Lankan society, and though they speak in 

English the fact remains that they mainly represent the sentiments of Sinhala and 

Tamil women (Sri Lankan women) coming from an essentially Sri Lankan 
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background. Therefore, these Sri Lankan writers in English who write in English 

are “by-products of the same process that made the new nation-states” (Achebe 

3). Sri Lankan writers in English depict true Sri Lankan cultural attributes in their 

works of fiction without distorting Sri Lankanness.  

Further, the general belief is that “vast majority of people are happier with 

their first language than the other” but most of the literature written in other 

languages other than a world language “will be closed to the rest of the world 

forever, including no doubt the work of some excellent writers” (Achebe 4). What 

is ingrained in these stories is the problems faced by the indigenous women folk 

who are deep-rooted in the social fabric of Sri Lanka which is essentially Sinhala 

or Tamil. Therefore the reader will realize that the women characters in these 

selected novels in English represent a culture which is not alien to what is known 

to women folk in the Sri Lankan society.  

Moreover, an argument goes that the foreign languages cannot fully 

capture the reality of countries whose languages are different from those of 

foreign languages. This is so because foreign languages “destroy the very critical 

values they are supposed to express leading to a devaluation of those literatures 

that are original to the people” (Ndede 3) of those countries. Contrary to this 

argument Sri Lankan writers in English have successfully shown that writing in a 

foreign language does not in any way devalue Sri Lankan literature and neither 

does it interfere with the Sri Lankanness of the literature. Therefore, if we analyze 

the way the characters talk and express their opinion regarding problems we note 

that these characters are not completely influenced by western thinking smeared 

by Anglican influence but that they articulate those ideas and views which are 
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essentially drawn from the deep-rooted life on a broader canvas. For example, the 

Sri Lankan writers like Michael Ondaatje, Shyam Selvadurai, Yasmine 

Gooneratne, Ameena Hussein and the like in addition to my selection of writers 

depict essentially Sri Lankan characteristics. 

Furthermore, the authors here attempt to highlight the problems faced by 

Sri Lankan fictional characters caught in the period of transition. Thus it can be 

argued that if the literature captures the essence of Sri Lanka and it belongs to Sri 

Lanka despite it is written in a foreign language Sri Lankan literature in English 

does not make it less Sri Lankan. It also does not indicate that they have lost their 

common touch and the traits of their culture but what the authors try to highlight 

through the English language are the problems faced by Sri Lankan people and 

the problems are essentially of the natives of Sri Lanka.  

Literature Review: Sri Lankan Literature in English  

According to D.C.R.A. Goonetilleke, the history of modern Sri Lankan 

novels in English can be divided into three periods: from 1917 to Sri Lanka’s 

independence from British colonial rule in 1947; from independence to 1971 

(with 1956 as an important watershed moment in the development of the national 

literature); and finally from 1971 to the present (with 1983 and 2009 marking 

additional significant milestones in the literary production of Sri Lanka (20). 

Perhaps predictably, at the height of the colonial era, the Sri Lankan 

English literary canon came to be dominated by British women writers, many of 

whom were married to colonial officials stationed in the country (De Mel and 

Minoli 6-10). Indigenous Sri Lankan women writers emerged in the 1960s to 

unequivocally challenge the dominance of such British women writers. Indeed, 
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during the last 50 years, Sri Lankan women have become “the standard bearers of 

Sri Lankan writing in English” (Gooneratne 2). Sri Lankan women writers living 

abroad as members of the diaspora have likewise contributed to Sri Lankan 

creative writing in English. Some of the notable women writers among the Sri 

Lankan diaspora are Chandani Lokuge, Chitra Fernando, Karen Roberts and 

Yasmine Gooneratne. Young Sri Lankan women writers in English show “diverse 

writing skills reflecting their unique perspective in styles and language” 

(Fernando 2010). Ameena Hussein is another young Sri Lankan woman writer 

currently contributing to the literary field.  

 Among Sri Lankan novelists in English, Punyakante Wijenaike is one of 

the best-known Sri Lankan post-colonial writers. Wijenaike explores taboo 

subjects such as homosexuality and incest. According to Rajiva Wijesinha, there 

appears in some of Wijenaike’s latest work “what seems intended as a very 

modern manifestation with rape and homosexuality coming to the fore” (27). 

Analysing her works of fiction, Wijesinha writes that “Amulet deals with incest 

and sexual perversion” in which “a woman is again trapped […] in a loveless 

marriage but the husband holds her in the thrall of his own obsessions” (62). In 

Amulet “power is exercised more through the personality of the husband”, but in 

Giraya, “the domination of the young woman is based on the social differences 

between her and the inhabitants of the walauwe” (63). Neshantha Harishchandra 

interestingly observes that “sexual alliances between brother and sister (in 

Amulet) are integrated into the plot in a way that goes beyond mere 

sensationalism” (121). Harishchandra sees the theme of incest in Wijenaike’s 

works of fiction on two levels: in Amulet, “which reads as a twentieth-century Sri 

Lankan version of the Gothic novel, it is a Gothic prop, like homosexuality in an 
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earlier novel, Giraya. On the other hand, in stories like ‘The Swine’, ‘Anoma’, 

and ‘The Waiting Earth’, it is given as a sociological phenomenon” (121). As 

with homosexual themes, the mere prospect of a woman’s sexuality has been used 

to suppress her subjectivity
ii
 both in and apart from the household.  

More significantly, Alastair Niven praises Giraya as a novel that offers “a 

convincingly negative study of the exclusiveness that overpowering maternal 

dominance entails” (63). Added to Niven’s stance on Wijenaike, Eva Ranaweera 

introduces Punyakante Wijenaike as “one of those rare writers who inhabit one 

world and write convincingly of people of another world” (qtd. in Harischandra 

1). Different critics look at the works of fiction from different angles. 

In addition to women writers, celebrated male writer Nihal De Silva, 

author of The Road from Elephant Pass (2003), The Far Spent Day (2004), The 

Giniralla Conspiracy (2005) and Arathi (2010) is identified as valued contributor 

to Sri Lankan fiction.   The Road from Elephant Pass won both the Gratiaen Prize 

(2003) and the State Literary Award. According to D.C.R.A. Goonetilleke, De 

Silva’s characterisations are at their best in his “award-winning fiction” The Road 

from Elephant Pass, a novel remarkable “for its extended and in-depth 

presentation of a relationship between a Sinhalese and a Tamil and unique in Sri 

Lankan literature in English in dramatizing such a relationship between the 

combatants” (114). De Silva’s novel is notable for its unique presentation of 

ethnic issues and its attempt to unite the two ethnic groups.  

It is an objective of this project to address the relative lack of critical 

theorisation (in English) about the emergence of contemporary Sri Lankan fiction 
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and to ‘discover’ its theoretical properties and potential when read using Western 

(and other) models for feminine identity and evolving gender roles. 

Work on Gender in Postcolonial Sri Lanka                         

The emergence of gender identity in the Sri Lankan context is a result of 

colonialism, which “yields place to neo or new colonialism, external as well as 

internal” (Singh 107) and a new form of identity that is neither local nor foreign. 

The contemporary “gender trouble” (Butler) in Sri Lankan society began when 

global modernisation replaced gender relations based on duty and responsibility. 

Sri Lankan society is “premised upon the notions of duty and responsibility” in 

which “one’s identity was always bound up with kinship, social and economic 

roles” that “applied to either sex,” so that “one could not visualize oneself as an 

individual independent or outside of these roles” (Kumar 8). Moreover, “both 

men and women were the two essential pivots of society,” wherein “they were 

seen as being complementary to each other”. However, when the patriarchy 

became dominant, “the feminine principle, the basis of our society ceased to be a 

dynamic principle [and] women began to be objectified and commodified” 

(Kumar 9). Modernisation has changed the very base of Sri Lankan society, which 

originally had a feminine base.  

The contemporary identity of Sri Lankan women is contrary to their 

indigenous identity wherein a “woman’s great value as a social being was 

generally recognized” due to the “high position accorded to motherhood in 

eastern religious thought” (Metthananda 45). Buddhism, which has an “egalitarian 

outlook,” emphasises “the marital relationship as a reciprocal one with mutual 

rights and obligations” and a “woman’s special position in her role as wife and 
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mother” (45) was acknowledged. For example, “the natives of Ceylon [were] 

more content with respect to women than the other Asiatic nations and their 

women [were] treated with much more attention” (Percival, qtd. in Metthananda 

54-55).  

 Moreover, the present complexity of the patriarchal family was not seen in 

the indigenous family, as “the economy of a Sinhalese family [was] very simple” 

(Davy, qtd. in Metthananda 46) insofar as “cash was not the dominant form of 

exchange” and hence, indicated “no economic activity in the modern sense” 

(Metthananda 48). Even “the traditional Sinhalese law on family relations […] 

accorded a favourable status to women” by making “the roles allocated to 

husband and wife […] complementary” (Metthananda 46). Unlike in the present 

context, a woman “was actively involved in religious and other village social 

activities” and “was free to move about in the village that provided her 

opportunities for social intercourse that gave her satisfaction” (Metthananda 47). 

The position of the Fourth World woman gradually deteriorated due to the 

modernisation effected by three waves of colonisation, which emphasised 

capitalism and the formation of hegemonic patriarchy. Colonialism resulted “in 

the gendering of the nation’, [whereupon] ‘the woman’s independence and 

dynamism is thwarted and contained” (Sumathy 138). In modern society, both 

“patriarchy and capitalism operate effectively together to use women as a 

profitable source of production and reproduction” (Mitra 28). 

 The construction of Sri Lankan nationalism was boosted by “the invention 

of tradition and the centrality of women’s identity in constructing the identity of 

the nation” (Chakravarti 3), which resulted in “the nation as a gendered project” 
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(10). In Sri Lanka, the invention of tradition in which “the nationalist Buddhist 

woman/Aryan ideal wife” (Jayawardena, qtd. in Jayawardana 99) “was best 

articulated by ‘Bhikkhu Anagarika Dharmapala” (Chakravarti 3), who believed 

that a “woman’s body is the maker of ethnicity, modesty and uniqueness” 

(Jayawardana 99). The reconstruction of “the post-colonial Sri Lankan culture 

[…] incorporated western ideals of femininity into Sinhala culture along with 

Brahmin ideology” (Jayawardana 96). This construction “between women as 

historical subjects and the re-presentation of woman produced by hegemonic 

discourses is [therefore] not a relation of direct identity” but rather “an arbitrary 

relation” (Mohanty 334) produced by the culture invented by the newer 

patriarchy. 

Sri Lankan society has developed changing attitudes towards the roles of 

women over the past six decades. It is the purpose of this project to document 

some of these changing roles and attitudes towards women as depicted in selected 

contemporary works and, where possible, to theorise such evolving gender 

positions as unique to the Sri Lankan context.  

This project investigates the construction of Sri Lankan feminine identity 

in selected Sri Lankan novels in English from the post-colonial context. In doing 

so, it demonstrates the evolving gender roles played by women in contemporary 

Sri Lankan society and its shift away from that within a land-based agrarian 

economy. Moreover, it establishes in theoretical terms, the ‘post-gendered’ 

identity of Sri Lankan women affected by the (post)modern market-oriented, 

export/import economic system. 
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Theoretical Framework/Research Methodology 

This project attempts to resituate the Marxist-feminist critique of gender as 

detailed in the unique context of novels in English about Sri Lankan women by 

Sri Lankan writers. Like Western Marxist theorists, it suggests that the root cause 

of Sri Lankan women’s oppression is the documented modern transition of 

women’s labour, which has been uprooted from the land and subsequently 

exploited by a capitalist economic system. 

However, this project suggests that aspects of the Sri Lankan post-colonial 

movement also challenges Western Marxist feminist assumptions in specific 

ways. For example, in the West, “most women were seeking individual freedom 

in addition to family requirements while in most Third World countries most 

women were seeking priority in the improvement of their own families” 

(Jayasinghe 41). What is important for Sri Lankan women is not just individual 

emancipation but improvement of the family, as communicated by the narrators of 

Giraya and Amulet.  

This project seeks to supplement Western Marxist feminist thought with a 

Sri Lankan caveat; that is, by juxtaposing the work of non-local early Marxist 

feminist critics with Sri Lankan thinkers.  The most notable Sri Lankan feminist 

critics include Kumari Jayawardena, Selvy Thiruchandran, Vinitha Jayasingha, 

and Tilaka Metthananda. Thiruchandran explores her reading of Sri Lankan 

women redefining the western approaches to authentically portray Sri Lankan 

feminism. Jayasinghe, Methananda and Jayawardena contribute in peculiarly 

drawing the Sri Lankan picture of feminism up to where Thiruchandran continues 

her endeavour.   
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In trying to theorise on these potential transformations, this project draws 

on Gayle Rubin’s ideological interventions on the sex/gender distinction, in which 

she posits that “gender is a socially imposed division of the sexes” (179). To 

address woman as a symbolic object of exchange, this project refers to Rubin’s 

work on the ‘traffic in women’. As Thiruchandran notes, “the role of kinship as a 

functional system has disintegrated with its ideological role not operative 

anymore” (105). Before the socio-political turmoil in Sri Lanka, “nuclear families 

had become operational structurally, with an ideology of the extended family 

where kin group socialization patterns existed” (105). For all of its disruption, this 

breakdown in kin relations “could [also] well be interpreted as a process of 

eliminating the single women’s economic dependency on the kin group” (105). 

Furthermore, Western concepts of kinship relations are challenged in both Giraya 

and Amulet in the specific situations depicted, whereby brother-sister incest is 

practised.  

This project suggests that such an ideological (self) victimisation of Sri 

Lankan women derives from the lack of socially symbolic alternatives to 

patriarchy in the lives and stories of those women. However, changing the 

material circumstances of Sri Lankan women affects their own sense of agency 

apart from the home. As contemporary Sri Lankan women assume more symbolic 

authority as not only mothers but also earners in the economy, the privilege of 

patriarchy is eroding.  

Feminists rightly bracket phallic ideology as a myth in support of 

patriarchal dominance. Rubin’s critique of traditional kinship patterns, i.e., that 

“kinship systems do not merely encourage heterosexuality to the detriment of 
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homosexuality” (180), at least partially endorses the notion that heterosexual 

norms have failed to fully account for the emergence of alternative gender and 

sexual practices. Indeed, heterosexual norms impose a binary in gender and 

sexuality upon a potentially much larger variety and range of kinship relations – a 

dichotomy that serves to perpetuate patriarchy. Women are thus disadvantaged, as 

they have no authority over the symbolic and social aspects of their sexuality and 

gender. 

This project seeks to provide a localised context for the application of 

Marxist-feminist critiques to selected Sri Lankan representations of femininity. 

Indeed, the representations of Sri Lankan feminine identity rewrite the basic 

tenets of Western models as uniquely tailored to their own proper context. The 

socio-political and economic changes that have taken place in the country over the 

past five decades have required Sri Lankan women to adapt, see and write 

themselves differently. This transformation through colonial modernity into the 

present post-colonial moment has heralded a new era, one that witnesses 

attitudinal changes of Sri Lankan society in favour of women as reflected in an 

emerging body – an emerging genre of Sri Lankan literature in English. This 

transformation can be seen in many spheres of social life in Sri Lanka. The 

traditional customs, attitudes and virtues of traditional Sri Lankan gender are 

rapidly being transformed to cope with the changing world as represented in the 

novels considered in this project. 

Under feminist methodology this research utilizes cultural, Marxist and 

socialist feminisms. It does not in any way mean that we are precluding other 

methods but the nature of this research is such that the methodology should 
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undoubtedly be one of feminism for that would enable us to concentrate on the 

crux of the whole issue. It must also be mentioned that literary interpretive 

methods are used in this case. There is another approach called textual 

interpretation which is adopted to supplement the others. Under discourse analysis 

this research makes use of semiotics in the analysis of characters in these novels. 

Here we give serious thoughts to the utterances of female characters and male 

characters in our focus. It must also be mentioned that certain discursive elements 

are interpreted in this case.  

Therefore the use of Giraya, Amulet and Turtle Nest is not only an 

interpretation but they go further and perform a symbolic function. When our 

approach is one of symbolic functions, it is necessary to adopt a discourse 

analysis.  So we are justified in using several approaches depending on the 

content and the context. At the same moment, social interpretation or social 

contextualization which necessitates the bringing in of phenomenology plays a 

decisive role in this analysis. Ontologically, certain phenomena have to be 

referred to. Feudalism is one of them. This method could be brought within the 

ambit of phenomenological hermeneutics. For example, woman empowerment is 

a phenomenon. It is also a discourse and a social reality. Therefore we use 

basically perspective-wise feminism but in terms of interpretation, several other 

combinations are resorted to. For example, in De Silva’s work we see him discuss 

a war phenomenon. This particular era from 1980s to 2010 is of great importance. 

When we analyze the prevailing situation, we call it a phenomenological study. 

This is where this combination of methodologies comes in depending on the 

relevance and our approach to the issue.  



  

39 
 

De Silva’s texts highlight a socio-political reality that Sri Lanka 

experienced sometime in the past. So it has necessarily become a situational 

interpretation. Thus we use the given situations to interpret a social reality. In this 

context it must be mentioned that there are several works of literature based on 

this period and Niromi de Soyza’s works are remarkable in such a study. 

Regarding Chandani Lokuge we use the impact of the open economic 

system introduced to Sri Lanka after 1977. This phenomenon opened vistas for 

women to come out of the traditionally held job opportunities to join the wider 

socio-economic context in which women found many opportunities to participate 

in the production process.  

Chapter Summaries 

Although each chapter has a different focus, each strives to contribute to 

the project’s overall findings. All of the chapters examine the respective Sri 

Lankan novels in English from a feminist point of view.  

Chapter Three makes use of two novels from Punyakante Wijenaike, i.e., 

Giraya and Amulet, to argue how Sri Lankan women resist patriarchy starting 

from the home. Home becomes the locus of subordination of women because 

“gender identity is created in the family household, hence gender relations are to 

be analysed from household” (Paul 37). Here, the argument can be made that 

Wijenaike “explores the gendered space of the walauwe – or traditional ancestral 

home reflecting on the alienation of women within their dwelling space” (Salgado 

19). 
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Chapter Three also focuses on Giraya and its protagonist Kamini, who 

challenges patriarchy as assumed by Adelaine. The chapter draws from early 

feminist critiques of Marxism – notably Rubin’s ‘traffic in women’ theory – to 

illustrate how Sri Lankan women have embodied resistance to oppressive 

economic forces in post-colonial Sri Lankan society. By analysing Lévi-Strauss’ 

The Elementary Structures of Kinship in which the author establishes kin relations 

by analysing the sexual divisions of labour and heterosexuality, Rubin postulates 

that “the ultimate locus of women’s oppression [lies] within the traffic in women” 

(175). However, Rubin’s critique must be expanded to understand how the 

imposition of property status upon Sri Lankan women also deprived them of a 

traditional history of agency. Wijenaike’s heroine forms a type of “counter-

traffic” to establish a present and future agency for women capable of new 

‘traffic’ in and beyond a patriarchal discourse, thereby challenging gendered 

narratives and rewriting patriarchy in the interests of a feminist future. The 

woman protagonist Kamini in Giraya reverses the traffic in women theory to 

traffic in men (sons) when the protagonist uses her son’s patriarchal power to 

establish her present and future security. Following Rubin’s critique of what this 

project calls ‘woman-property relations’, Sri Lankan women refuse to become 

property and transform modern Sri Lankan kinship patterns by altering the 

structures of the household and resisting sexual gender-based division of labour. 

Furthermore, by way of indulging in incest as a taboo against heterosexuality, 

which validates patriarchy, women protagonists challenge Lévi-Strauss’ 

‘dichotomy of nature and culture’ model or the ‘fiction of origin’ that forms 

gender hierarchies. In this chapter I also reread deviation in Amulet as self-

assertion. With specific reference to the ideological transformation attending a 
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traditional society’s shift from feudalism to capitalism, Wijenaike signals the first 

dawning awareness of the potential and dangers of social transit (upward 

mobility) for Sri Lankan women. Women protagonists challenge the base of the 

nuclear family through which authoritative heteronormativity is practised and 

ideological patriarchal discourse is grounded to promote patrilineal kinship 

patterns. 

Ethnic reunification through gender harmony in Nihal De Silva’s The 

Road from Elephant Pass looks at the manner in which ethnic reunification can be 

achieved through gender harmony. Chapter Four offers a re-reading of ‘Imagined 

Communities’ (Benedict Anderson) and ‘national allegories’ (Fredric Jameson) to 

critique the operational tenets of patriarchal historiography – including the Sri 

Lankan military and its soldiers, male and female, in the middle of the civil war  

in  The Road from Elephant Pass. In the novel, the female protagonist Kamala 

searches for her identity by way of handling the patriarchal power of the gun. As a 

militant woman, Kamala is ready to sacrifice herself for the sake of her Tamil 

nationalism. However, her desire ultimately changes; as a freedom fighter she 

decides to betray her organization and achieves her own personal desire and its 

risks. Kamala’s transition from a traditional woman to a brave woman has 

implications for all Sri Lankan women because Kamala performs what she desires 

instead of what society/her organization wants her to perform. Kamala and 

Wasantha fail to create a new national allegory within Sri Lanka in which both the 

Tamils and the Sinhalese are united instead of being enemies. However, De 

Silva’s ambiguity throughout the novel forces us to speculate that Wasantha and 

Kamala may negotiate something positive on their capacity for their unification 

outside Sri Lanka.    
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This chapter also attempts to offer a critique of the main arguments about 

the patriarchal perception of femininity which sees womanly qualities as “caring, 

nurturing, love, timidity, obedience, subservient, spineless, fearfulness” (Bhasin 

and Nighat 28). The female protagonist Kamala displays almost all qualities that 

are said to be qualities of masculinity and by doing so Kamala refuses the notion 

of biological determinism which ascribes different gender roles to men and 

women. The age-old patriarchal attitudes towards women were that women were 

a weaker sex and that they should be protected by men. However, Kamala 

challenges these traditional myths and emerges as a very strong personality that 

has virility, determination, courage, and rational thinking that were associated 

with only men in the past.   

The Chapter Five offers a critique of the open economic system 

introduced to Sri Lanka after 1977. The female characters in the two novels, If the 

Moon Smiled and Turtle Nest deploy different strategies to challenge patriarchy 

that subjugates and subordinates women. In If the Moon Smiled Manthri and her 

daughter Nelum become counter-hegemonic characters who countermand the 

existing patriarchy. Manthri in particular upholds Sri Lankan tradition because 

“tradition is treated as the life force of the society” (Attanayake 79). Even though 

modernization expects women to embrace new life styles of the West, Manthri 

remains a pure Sri Lankan in Australia “because traditional culture functions to 

preserve the existing social order, it is essential that development be compatible 

with the basic social and cultural characteristics” (Attanayake 81-82). According 

to Attanayake “the transformation from rural to urban conditions was a relatively 

insignificant element in Sri Lanka because many of the elements of the traditional 

village culture continued in rural areas even in the early forties” (77). By 
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remaining a traditional Sri Lankan woman Manthri challenges the hegemonic Sri 

Lankan patriarchy of the neoliberal economic system. On the other hand, Nelum 

becomes a more forceful resistance against Sri Lankan patriarchy when she uses 

diasporic and travelling experiences to respond to the Sri Lankan hegemonic 

nationalism that tries to domesticate women. Nelum brings to the focus that “male 

and female should be viewed as categories at opposing ends of the continuum of 

biological essentialism
iii

” (Garrett 7) because biological essentialism is a social 

construct.  

This chapter also makes use of Chandani Lokuge’s Turtle Nest. In Turtle 

Nest (Nir)Mala the victim of the open economic system does not become a mere 

passive recipient of patriarchy but goes against it by involving in patriarchal trade. 

Mala’s decision to involve in sex trafficking can be taken as a challenge to 

patriarchal dominance because Mala’s involvement in the sex trade is a 

counterattack on the Sri Lankan Buddhist patriarchy which subordinates women. 

On the other hand, Mala’s engagement in the sex trade critiques the neoliberal 

economic system which has failed to protect women that was one of the major 

concerns of the men in traditional Sri Lankan society. 

In this research, the researcher has identified that Sri Lankan society’s 

shift from a feudal status to a capitalistic status has seen a certain progress in the 

status of the woman. Especially, this progress has been markedly manifest in 

households where women protagonists have challenged the patriarchal structures. 

Further, woman’s progress can also be seen in her capacity for fighting against 

nationalism to win her rights within the territory of Sri Lanka. Furthermore, 

woman, through her diasporic and traveling experience, defies the impediments 
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for her upward mobility and tries to reach her rightful place in society. However, 

these gains by no means imply that woman has been able to make a noteworthy 

progress in her forward march towards gaining total autonomy. Instances where 

the country had the first Woman Prime Minister of the world and a female 

Executive President have only been exceptions and not the rule
iv

.   

Scope and Limitations 

In terms of this project’s selection and emphasis on one branch of 

contemporary literary theory, post-Marxist economic determinism is foundational 

to its analysis of gender. Accordingly, the reader will note that the researcher 

under-weighs postcolonial theories while overemphasizing cultural materialist 

approaches. This decision echoes Vasant Kaiwar’s view that “post-colonial 

studies with its poststructuralist, post-modernist imbrications does not have the 

same value or valences as Marxism” (qtd. in Sinha and Rashmi 3). After all, 

Marxism offers a “systemic and systematic critique of capital and capitalism, is 

universalist in its ambition and scope, and reposes faith in causality, totality and 

revolution, post-colonial theory is a less unified and more slippery entity” (Parry, 

qtd. in Sinha and Rashmi 3). However, “while Marxism provides an overarching 

analysis of capitalist society, post-colonial theory’s analytic approach has been 

largely premised on deconstructing what it considers to be the overarching power 

of Western capitalism, imperialism and “modernity”’ (Sinha and Rashmi 3). 

Furthermore, “post-colonial theory, in its dominant formation, has made 

productive use of notions of contingency, incommensurability, ambivalence and 

hybridity in order to take down the grand narratives of colonialism and cultural 

essence (and, less frequently, capitalism)” (Sinha and Rashmi 3). Therefore, 

“Marxism has been seen more broadly as more capacious, possessing a more 
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rigorous method of analysis” (Sinha and Rashmi 4) when dealing with gender 

issues. 

Women’s oppression is well documented in Classical Marxist theory, as 

Engels posits that “the overthrow of mother right was the world historic defeat of 

the female sex” (57). As Valerie Bryson notes, men “overthrew the traditional 

order of inheritance and ensured strict monogamy on the part of each woman, who 

became the mere possession of her husband, the means of producing heirs” (59). 

This paradigm shift affected women’s position in the previous system, wherein 

“the women reigned supreme in the home, and descent was calculated through the 

female line (Engels called this “mother right”)” (58). However, “the man took 

command in the home also [consequently] the woman was degraded and reduced 

to servitude; she became the slave of his lust and a mere instrument for the 

production of children” (58). Therefore, “the subordination of women coincided 

with the first private property and class society for it was then that women lost 

control in the home and became economically dependent upon men”(59). This 

also implies that women’s “oppression has no other material cause – it is a part of 

class society, but not a necessary or permanent feature of human relationships’ 

(59). A proper understanding of these ideologies is important because women’s 

subordination is largely a result of this manmade history. An understanding of 

women’s position in society is important because “the condition of women can be 

taken as an index of social progress” (Bryson 56). 
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Chapter Two 

Sri Lankan Women and Femininity 
 

Historical Background 

Sri Lanka is a plural society with a population of 22 million (2015). Sri 

Lanka gained independence in 1948 but Sri Lanka experienced drastic changes in 

its national, political, economic and cultural spheres after waves of colonialism by 

the Portuguese, Dutch and British. This paradigm shift brought “many significant 

changes in the socio-political and economic spheres of development and socio-

cultural change” (Guenther and Eswarappa 1), particularly by transforming the 

indigenous notion of gender identity for Sri Lankan women. Women and society 

are inseparable entities because women are the protectors of culture. Therefore 

many of these spheres are directly related to women. The colonial construction of 

‘modern’ Sri Lankan society changed the very foundation of indigenous cultural 

history and shifted the identity of women from a Sri Lankan indigenous identity 

based on women and land to a Euro-centric Sri Lankan identity based on 

capitalism and British-sponsored patriarchy. As a result of this alien move the 

marriage system, kin relations, roles of women and heterosexuality were 

negatively affected, forcing women into a “marginalized” (Guenther and 

Eswarappa 1) position, a locus contrary to the position held by women in 

indigenous society. In the pre-colonial Sri Lankan agrarian society, women were 

an active segment of arable activities, which required an almost equal labour 

effort on behalf of both men and women. The labour-related contribution of 

women in these agricultural activities gave them a significant place in the family 
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and at home, and women’s presence in society was palpable compared with its 

status in the contemporary context.  

However, the newly introduced system “accompanied by market-oriented 

development strategies […] have adversely affected the livelihoods of 

marginalized people” (Guenther and Eswarappa 1) who are mostly women; 

consequently, women are alienated from major income-generating enterprises. As 

a result, a fissure has been created in Sri Lankan gender relations that were once 

based on duty and responsibility, giving rise to newer relations based on market 

relations and rights. 

Part of a feudalistic and then colonized society, Sri Lankan women carry a 

mixed gender identity in the post-independent era, one that is feudalistic, Western 

and neo-colonial. This has resulted in the erosion of relations between cultures, 

people and identities. However, the unique identity of these women arises from 

their passage through four stages of social evolution, including the pre-colonial, 

colonial, post-colonial and neo-colonial stages. Part of a hybrid nation, Sri Lankan 

women are in between identities, as they are not indigenous or authentic to their 

roots, nor are they subjects of the colonial masters or Western culture despite 

evolving along this pathway. Consequently, there has emerged a “third space” 

(Bhabha 36) in which women have re-indigenize themselves in their contemporary 

society. Therefore, the aim of this project is to read the socio-cultural, socio-

economic and political history of Sri Lanka through its gender representation and 

specifically through its representation of women.  

With the advent of the colonial era after 1505, the Sri Lankan economy 

was based primarily on subsistence agriculture and cottage industries. The 
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Portuguese ruled from 1505 to 1658 thus ending the medieval period and ushering 

in a modern era while the country loosened its relations with India and fell under 

western influence. The conversion of Buddhists and Hindus to Christianity and 

intermarriage with the colonizers brought about further modifications to “existing 

social systems” (Guenther and Eswarappa 1). However, the Dutch gained control 

of the country from the Portuguese and ruled from 1658 to 1796 further 

developing the commerce oriented culture and introducing the Roman-Dutch law.   

However, British rule from 1796 to 1948 had the greatest effect on Sri 

Lanka, primarily because the British colonial rule which brought in coffee and tea 

plantation system with it gave rise to modern capitalism in Sri Lanka. The newly 

introduced plantation system transformed the economy from a feudal setting to a 

market-oriented economy. However, this economic shift did not give rise to a 

“complete capitalist transformation” (Wickramasinghe and Cameron 2). In 

particular, the Colebrook-Cameroon Commission (1832) reformed the 

administrative and judiciary system of British Ceylon (Ceylon became Sri Lanka 

after 1972) and triggered the advent of free enterprise, resulting in a radical 

transformation of the agrarian Sri Lankan economy and its traditional roles and 

values. This transformation heralded a far-reaching gender gap in Sri Lankan 

society, particularly by marginalizing women.  Women were subjected to 

“cultural marginality, social role marginality and structural marginality” (Billson, 

qtd. in Guenther and Eswarappa 2). With the marginalization of women, 

patriarchy became dominant, and both “overt and covert disparities and 

discrepancies” (3) of which women were the recipients began to persist. These 

changes brought social and economic deprivation to women who indeed had a 

significant position in the indigenous society and led to the collapse of the Sri 
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Lankan family structure. As a result, women began to rise up against these 

changes and challenge patriarchy. This historical pretext is foundational to the 

present study of how contemporary Sri Lankan novels in English about women 

continue to negotiate and renegotiate traditional gender roles and the advent of 

more ‘modern’ – and indeed feminist – roles for women moving off the land. 

 In the pre-colonial Sri Lankan economy, almost everyone in the family 

was engaged in subsistence agricultural activities with shared labour that made 

each person equally important in the family unit. However, Wickramasinghe and 

Cameron note that “plantations as a mode of work experience and income did not 

provide better rewards than the traditional mode of work” (7) due to labour 

exploitation and other organized irregularities. The plantation economy and 

structural changes replaced the traditional lifestyles of the indigenous people, 

particularly by marginalizing women culturally, socially and structurally. 

Consequently, women began to mobilize against all forms of gender 

marginalization.  

Despite evidence indicating the ancient autonomy and power of Sri 

Lankan women, the advent of colonial modernity in the nineteenth century 

produced a crisis for Sri Lankan women. Following British colonization, Sri 

Lankan women were decisively subordinated by a unique and devastating 

combination of traditional and colonial patriarchies. In particular, there was an 

apparent disparity and discrepancy between women in the peasant and privileged 

classes who possessed access to land and property through marriage, inheritance 

and paid labour made available to elites via the British-sponsored colonial 

patronage system. This huge gap in life opportunities between Sri Lankan elites 
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and the agrarian poor women of British Ceylon manipulated family and marriage 

networks and promoted the patrilineal inheritance of land according to colonial 

interests and policies. In the name of reform, the British legal system granted 

women legal access to land and property, in addition to the right to divorce. This 

radical atomization of land tenure often forced agrarian workers to turn to labour 

and trade, which in actual practice meant that women lost out on jobs. British rule 

also brought about gender-related changes in marriage, divorce, adoption, 

childbearing and the rights of the widow (Goonesekere 1). Moreover, as 

colonizers favoured men over women when giving out jobs in general, women 

were further marginalized in terms of “agency and power” leading to a diminished 

social status. With this paradigm shift, women were forced to embrace the 

practices of the new culture. As a result of these influences Sri Lankan women’s 

indigenous identity weakened, compelling them to receive an identity of cultural 

hybridity. 

For example, the Dutch introduced schools in the eighteenth century on 

the basis that “the girls needed only a limited education which would just suffice 

for them to become good and presentable housewives” (Jayasinghe 64). In 

contrast, the British undertook a much more aggressive programme when 

instituting mandatory education for Sri Lankan women, which began mainly 

among the elites at first and then spread across larger sectors of society in the 

twentieth century.  

An Historical Overview of Sri Lankan Women and Femininity Arising: 

Early Touchstones 

Establishing discourse on the status of Sri Lankan women, with reference 

to their life opportunities as they have shifted from the colonial era into the 
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present, may be divided into two parts. The woman on the historical plane is 

represented as an object of history. The woman found within our present 

experience is the one visible before our eyes and obscured to some extent from 

that prior history.  Both frames are necessary, traditional and modern, when 

understanding contemporary novels in English depicting Sri Lankan women. At 

present it is rather difficult to distinguish between the rural young woman and the 

urban young woman. The reason behind this difficulty is that in the process of 

globalization, capital resources have been spread to all corners of society by 

demolishing everything of the past almost to evaporation. In the present chapter, I 

will explore the data capturing the shift between the historical and closer-

contemporary life opportunities for Sri Lankan women, a shift which has 

impacted their representations in the literature. 

In Sri Lanka, women for the most part were confined to the restrictions of 

the house. Rural women take household chores as their destined duty “leaving the 

husband to deal with the larger society and community” (Herath 6). The command 

of the husband prevailed over the words of the wife but with the radical 

introduction of universal adult franchise that was granted to “both sexes above 21 

years of age in 1931, long before independence" (Herath 4) women who had been 

under a veil of obscurity, suddenly emerged into prominence as a force that could 

be utilized for the furtherance of political objectives and even as one of the 

decisive factors at general elections. The place of women at home gradually 

changed when women were granted universal adult franchise.  

Women face one barrier after the other in getting emancipation. The caste 

system which had got entrenched into society too contributed to making women 
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taking things for granted and taking things lying down because “getting together , 

cutting across all barriers of caste, class and ethnicity by itself was a path 

breaking venture for Sri Lanka in the 1940s” (Thiruchandran 17). The caste 

system which appeared impenetrable decided the place of women in the society. 

According to Jayaweera, Sri Lankan society was structured on a feudal and job-

related system based on a caste hierarchy which was nevertheless more flexible 

“than the caste system in India” (169). Jayaweera further notes that patriarchal 

social relations based on customs and norms and “relatively liberal laws” (169) 

decided women’s position in the family and society. However, granting of 

universal adult franchise broke the boundaries created by caste system in Sri 

Lanka.  

Women’s emancipation was further hindered by both religion and 

education. In ancient Sri Lanka, religion played an important role in determining 

many aspects of life including education. For example, the basics of reading and 

writing conducted by Brahmin teachers were confined “only to boys in the local 

temple or in the households of Brahmins” (Jayaweera 169). Brahmin education 

“was organized on a caste basis” (Jayaweera 172) and only the children of the 

upper castes enjoyed the privilege of receiving higher education. Caste 

discrimination against women and denial of education for women had been there 

in ancient Sri Lanka which is a fact that cannot be denied. 

Women’s place was confined to the kitchen. It must also be mentioned 

that in the past “after a girl [reached] 12 years of age” (Thiruchandran 21) she was 

necessarily trained to do household chores.  Thiruchandran reiterates that even if a 

woman was her husband’s superior in intelligence she was supposed to toe the 
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line in decision making. Later although this bias against the intelligence of the 

woman was diminished she was prevented from being considered man’s equal 

due to her ‘inferior’ physique. Education for women had had a gradual 

development but narrow minded women did not want the others to have 

educational opportunities and be on a par with them. 

When the caste system was defeated there emerged the dominance of the 

patriarchy because the husband wielded the supreme power as he was the 

breadwinner of the family while the wife had to attend to all his needs. He never 

thought of equality up to recent times.  By and large the male did not want to 

grant equal rights to women. All these were so because “household work [was] 

perceived to be exclusively ‘women’s work” (Jayaweera, qtd. in Herath 5). 

Women in our country had been overshadowed by the position of men who 

dominated the society before the British Colonialism took roots in Sri Lanka.  

Subordination of women is instilled in the minds of women at the very 

early of their age. After the marriage, all the decisions pertaining to the family 

were taken by the husband and therefore, “wives seldom enjoy decision making 

power” (Herath 5). According to Herath’s observation, the husband is considered 

the paterfamilias as the head of the family and his word is the final and decisive 

one. Women are discriminated when "there exists a significant obstacle to 

women’s full and equal participation in the economic and political process” 

(Herath 2). The conservative opinion was that the woman’s place was at home 

and her place of working was the kitchen. 

With the introduction of the free education system, the feminine segment 

of the society was able to continue its education beyond the primary classes where 
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they learnt "only the three Rs…” (Jayaweera 176) (reading, writing and 

arithmetic) and began to savour at the fountain of knowledge. Before detailing the 

impact of this historical journey toward education on modern Sri Lankan women, 

let us return to the legacy of their idealization in gender, at last in part attributed 

to the tradition of Buddhist thought. 

Prehistory and Early History of Sri Lankan Women 

The division of women into two categories as rural and urban came into 

being only after the building of new towns. It doesn’t mean that this concept 

regarding women was totally absent up to then. The concept of women that 

existed in India coming down from even 1500 B.C. highlighted her as being 

“Noble” and mother earth was also known by the term of respect.  

However, this situation deteriorated after the arrival of Aryans under the 

influence of Brahmanistic doctrines. As such, women’s position began to be 

subjected to changes. Brahmins treated women as fickle and impure and attributed 

purity and impurity with high and low castes, respectively. They created a social 

hierarchy in which social status determined a person’s occupation. Due to Sri 

Lanka’s proximity to India, these ideologies considerably affected the way 

women were treated in Sri Lanka. However, presumably, India’s influence was 

somewhat cushioned due to Buddhism.  

Brahmin ideas were transferred to Sri Lanka with the arrival of Prince Vijaya and 

his team. Therefore, it is necessary to look at the formation of Indian woman in 

order to understand Sri Lankan woman. 
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The Vedic Era  

Sri Lanka being close to India has had considerable influence on Sri 

Lankan culture because India is supposed to be the centre of the oriental culture. 

Thus, the values and norms along with spiritual and cultural qualities have been 

creating an impact on Sri Lankan society over a long period of time. In a study of 

the historical background of women it is a must to go through the Indian history. 

According to Bhat, “during Rig-Vedic period women enjoyed a status of equality 

with men. She along with men received education, participated in assemblies and 

debates, studied Vedas and made sacrifices along with their husbands” (1). Even 

the women “were provided opportunity to attain high intellectual and spiritual 

standard” and at home “women were given complete freedom in family matters” 

(Punam and Naina 4) so “women played an important role in maintaining the 

economic status of the family” (Devi and Kambhampati 1).  Women “enjoyed 

independence and self-reliance” because  “they had every access to education 

with tremendous potential to realize the highest truths” (Punam and Naina 4).The 

marriage was very important as “the union of husband and wife in both body and 

mind is repeatedly emphasized” (Devi and Kambhampati 1). Indian culture has 

had direct influence on Sri Lankan culture.  

It has been even archeologically proved that in Indian society there is 

equal respect for maternity and paternity, with equal freedom enjoyed by men and 

women. As Indian culture has greatly influenced Sri Lankan culture, we need to 

know about Indian women in order to understand Sri Lankan woman. The 

deferential attitude for women in India is well documented in the way they name 

the earth as “Jagath Matha.” Women of both east and west won such adulation. 

When we go back to the origin of Indian history it is evident that women had been 
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considered sacred. For example, mother being the head of the family those days 

was also known as “ගෘහ මාතා” (Kodikara 2) ‘gruha matha’ (mother of the 

household). During this era, instead of considering a girl’s birth as a curse, the 

daughter was considered “the embodiment of all blessings for the parents and the 

family" (Chaudhuri 8). In the ancient India, women enjoyed much freedom. 

In the initial stages of Indian civilization even a husband looked at the 

wife with a sacred feeling. Although women were considered to be in need of 

sympathy from males they had the freedom to choose their partner where 

marriage was concerned. However “under the civilization of Mohenjo-Daro and 

Harappa …a man had to confine himself to only one wife” (Chaudhuri 8). It is the 

realization of this fact that had made women to be considered sacred during the 

Vedic Era.  

The Brahmin Era  

Ironically, during the golden era of India, women, who used to enjoy 

considerable privileges during the Vedic era, were brought under the yoke of 

patriarchy. As such, where women’s rights are concerned, this era can be regarded 

the most retrogressive period in Indian history. There is a reference to women in 

Brahmin culture that “කාන්තාව යනු සියළු සුන්දරත්වයයන් හා සියළු විෂ වර්ග එක් යකොට කලතා 

තැනූ මායාවක් නැමති කරඩුවක්” (Kodikara 14) kaanthawa yanu siyalu sundarathwayen 

ha siyalu visha varga akkota kalatha thenu mayawak namathi karaduwak. 

Woman is a pinnacle of illusion made of aesthetic beauty as well as all type of 

venom. Such attitude to women clearly indicates that women are treated with 

contempt.  
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Thus, women had to be under the subordination of father during 

childhood, husband during youth and sons during dotage. Woman was reduced to 

the state of prisoner rid of either general freedom or human rights. Women were 

considered the embodiment of the deadliest poison and thus should be deprived of 

all freedom. According to Brahmins women were dissolute and should hence be 

guided and dominated by men during all phases of life. Women were barred from 

engaging in religious or educational activities and “අමානුෂික වද යේදනාවන්ට කාන්තාව 

පත් විය” (Kodikara 15) amanushika wada wedanawanta kaanthawanta pathviya 

were severely punished if found guilty of transgression of any such rules of 

conduct.  

  Because of the common belief that no woman could be trusted or 

infallible she had to keep allowing the husband to do whatever he wished to. 

Acording to Kodikara “උපතින්ම වංචනික චපල ළද ය ොළද ඉඩලද විගස පාපයේ යයයදන” 

(17). upathinma vanchanika Chapala lada bolanda idalada vigasa papaye yedena. 

Woman is potentially fraud, capricious, childish and prone to involve in immoral 

act whenever time permits. Brahmins were so perverse to the extent of treating 

girls as inherently depraved and were subordinated to boys. Further, “වවදික 

යුගයේදී යමන් අධ්යාපන නිදහස යමකල වනිතාවන්ට අමි ව විය” (Kodikara 23). vaidika 

jugayedi men addyapana nidahas mekala vanithawanta ahimiviya The right to 

education that was offered during Vedic era had been completely lost now.  

Unlike boys, girls were precluded from learning under the supervision of 

teachers and they were considered as predestined to bear and rear children. Even 

if the husband could engage in adultery it was a taboo to a woman. Whenever, the 
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husband came home the woman had to welcome him by washing his feet “යදපා 

යසෝදා යගට ගැනීමට” depa soda geta ganimata (Kodikara 25) irrespective of what 

offence he had committed outside. The idea of “chastity” was not applied to man 

and his misbehaviours were conveniently condoned. During the Smurthi era this 

position aggravated to the extent that a woman had to tolerate every misdeed 

committed by the husband and treat him as if he were a God.   

The Pre-colonial Era 

In the precolonial era (before the arrival of Portuguese in 1505) “Sinhalese 

society had developed pronounced stratified characteristics, including hereditary 

kingship, aristocracy, a central religion sanctioned by royalty military powers, tax 

collection, trade and the use of currency” (Risseeuw  46) . Further, Risseeuw 

maintains that Sinhalese women in early history were less repressed than those in 

the Middle Ages although they were not on a par with males. However, their 

position was certainly far superior to that of the Indian women. Clearly, Sri Lanka 

was ruled by males (kings) with only a few exceptions. According to 

Mahawamsa, in instances where women held the throne, they could not 

consolidate their power without the support of army generals. The Mahawamsa 

says that a mythical Kuvani was ruling the country when prince Vijaya and his 

team arrived in the island.  For example Kuvani promised prince Vijaya "I will 

give thee a kingdom and do thee a woman's service and other service as thou wilt" 

(Geiger 56). 

 Kuvani offered kingship to Vijaya on the condition that “all the Yakkas 

(devils) must be slain” (Geiger 57).  It is on record in the Mahawamsa that 

Sangamitta, daughter of Emperor Ashoka visited the island. There are also 
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accounts of famous queens such as Vihara Maha Devi, Anula Devi, Dona 

Catherina, Somadevi and Lilavati.  It is also recorded that queen Anula was the 

most notable among the wives who became queens. In fact she was the very first 

queen of the Sinhalese kingdom. She ruled the country for four years but she has 

been shown as a “wicked”, “promiscuous” and “deceiving” queen (Geiger 239-

240). 

Although these queens played a significant role during their times one 

cannot say that they portrayed the status of general Sri Lankan women during that 

precolonial period. This is so because “these exceptional women from royal 

families did not reflect the prevailing positions of women in a patriarchal, feudal 

society, where women’s role was a subordinate one” (Jayawardena 240-241). The 

royal women who ruled the country do not reflect the true position of Sri Lankan 

women at that time.  

It has to be considered that education has played a remarkable role in the 

Sri Lankan society during the precolonial era. During that time educated monks 

headed the education system and kings donated lands for the maintenance of 

educational institutes (Ministry of Education Sri Lanka, 2013). It has to be noted 

that the literacy of princes and queens and high caste women was fairly good as 

they received the opportunity for education but the fact remains that the general 

women folk did not get the opportunity for education as they thought that 

household activities were more important than education.  

The introduction of Buddhism to Sri Lanka in third century BC is an event 

of tremendous significance and it touched almost the entire gamut of social life. 
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Buddhism introduced new attitudes towards women and helped them to step on to 

a new social sphere where their new role was recognized.  

Buddhism and Woman 

In marked contrast to caste strictures, within Buddhist culture the feminine 

principle secures its own power, distinct from male authority, in order to lead the 

virtuous life. Even so, women's roles are carefully circumscribed within aspects of 

the religious practice. According to Munasingha Buddha has said that the woman 

who expects to marry should be subservient to the husband. To illustrate, “she 

should wake before all others and go to bed after all others” (Munasingha 143). 

Accordingly, it is clear that even Buddhism does not challenge the 

conventional privilege of men. Primarily, there was no room in the Buddhist order 

for female priests and “it became open to the females only about five years after 

the Buddha’s enlightenment” (Munasinghe 28). Religion had never ever brought 

women to the forefront and woman’s rights were not spoken of in religion 

because all the religions are male-dominated. 

Both in Buddhism and Brahmin doctrines women were represented in 

unrealistic and idealistic forms that border on disapproval. For example, woman is 

described in a variety of inconsistent ways as being saintly, non-sexual, flower-

like, brittle, sentimental, childish and chaste. The negativity attributed to woman 

is thus crystallized in the view that she is a person with a very low intelligence.  

Buddha has recognized the important role played by the woman in society, 

particularly, as a wife. According to gihi vinaya, Sigalovada Sutta is a “classic 

text on lay ethics and social responsibilities, an exposition of the whole code of 
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domestic and social duties of a layman.”(1) As stated in Sigalovada Sutta the wife 

would manage household economy. For example “f.ys lghq;= j, wêm;s nj 

wehg Ndr§fukao” gehi katayuthu wala adipathi ayata baradimenda. It 

consolidates her position in the family. 

According to Buddhism, “Visakha was the devout and generous daughter 

of a millionaire” She possessed “the five kinds of feminine beauty: beautiful hair, 

a beautiful figure, beautiful bone structure, beautiful skin which was smooth and 

golden in colour, and youthfulness”. When she was about to marry “on her 

wedding day, her wise father gave her some advice under ten headings” (Buddhist 

Net 1). The following ten instructions are ample evidence for the attitudes 

prevalent in the society of that period.  

1. “we;=<; .sks msg;g fkdfokak'”  

athulatha gini pitathata nodenna 

Keeping the private matters of the family confidential.  

2. “msg; .sks we;=<g fkd.kak'”  

pitatha gini athulata noganna. 

Not to bring in outside problems into the family.  

3. “fok ;eke;a;dg fokak'” 

dena thanaththata denna 

Make donations to those who do so.  

4. “fkdfok ;eke;a;dg fkdfokak'”  

nedena thanaththata nodenna. 

Not make donations to those who also do not donate.  



  

62 
 

5. “fokakdg;a fkdfokakdg;a fokak” 

dennatath nodennatath denna. 

To donate irrespective of whether the receiving person donates.  

6. “iqjfia ys|skak'” 

suwase hindinna. 

Lead a comfortable life.  

7. “iqjfia wkqNj lrkak'”  

suwase anubawa karanna. 

Eat healthy food.  

8. “iqjfia ksokak'”  

suwase nidanna. 

Sleep in a healthy manner.  

9. “.sks foúhka mqokak'” 

gini deviyan pudanna. 

Control expenses.  

10. “we;=<; foúhka mqokak'”  

athulatha deviyan pudanna. 

Worship the husband  

According to above instructions, the rise or fall of the family depends on the wife. 

Thus a woman has been assigned a responsible position in the family.   

Shifting Norms: The Political History of Emerging Feminism in Sri 

Lanka 

Sri Lanka came under the domination of Portuguese, the Dutch and the 

British and remained so for well over 400 years. The colonial powers invariably 
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had an irreversible social, cultural, economic and political impact upon the island. 

This invariably resulted in a change in the ideological and political consciousness 

of Sri Lankan women. School education was introduced to Sri Lanka in the late 

18
th

 century which enabled girls to receive education denied to them previously. 

With educational opportunities increasing the cohort of educated middle class 

women emerged with an enlightened outlook on the goings-on in the country and 

some of them joined the male political activists to achieve independence.  

According to Jayasinghe, the beginnings of feminism in Sri Lanka date 

back to the time when women “joined the male political activities in their 

campaign for independence and suffrage…in the late nineteenth century”. (21-

22). Indian women freedom fighters such as “Sarojini Naidu, Kamaladevi 

Chattopadyaya and Vijaya Lakshmi Pandith” (Thiruchandran 18)  had a palpable 

impact on Sri Lankan English educated women who gradually became conscious 

of the dynamics of politics in the country. However, according to Thiruchandran, 

it was “through Mary Rutnam’s inspiration that others started to focus on 

marginalized women and their conditions” because she was “both an ideologue 

and an activist in the franchise movement in Sri Lanka” (16). Sri Lankan women 

have had much influence from Indian women who were involved in the freedom 

struggle. 

Subsequently, the middle class and working class women spearheaded the 

women’s movement. The former fought for equal status with middle-class men 

and demanded “radical changes to the existing society.” Conversely, the latter, 

struggled for “political and economic rights” (Jayawardena 116). Further, they 
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became aware of the possibilities of education for women and of equal rights with 

men in employment. 

Men’s winning the right to vote in 1912 urged women to struggle for 

suffrage. According to Kodikara, it was in the early 20
th

 century that women 

struggled for their “political empowerment in Sri Lanka” (11) and universal adult 

franchise. Ceylon Women’s Franchise Union led by Agnes de Silva requested the 

Donoughmore Commission the “right of franchise for all the women” (Jayasinghe 

66). Consequently, the Donoughmore Commission granted the right of franchise 

to women in Sri Lanka in 1931. 

However, the above conquests did not extend to women workers on the tea 

and rubber plantation who were victims of poverty and lack of education. In 

1930s, Cissy Cooray and Mary Rutnam led the women’s society of Sri Lanka to 

improve the lot of women in the plantation sector especially the social and 

economic conditions of women in rural areas.  The Suriya Mal (flower) 

movement formed in opposition to the sale of poppies utilized the money it earned 

for providing education for a girl belonging to the lowest caste in a prominent 

Buddhist school in Colombo to “show that the caste system could be challenged” 

(Jayawardena (134). The action implies that the caste system in the country too 

suppresses women.   

The article 12 – Right to equality in 1978 Sri Lankan constitution 

guarantees the right to equality of all persons before the law. For it clearly 

stipulates that that “No citizen shall be discriminated against on the ground of 

race, religion, language, caste, sex, political opinion, place of birth or any one of 

such ground” (The constitution of the democratic socialist republic of Sri Lanka 
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18). Sri Lankan government guarantees the equal rights of both males and females 

in the constitution level.  

The establishment of Women’s Bureau of Sri Lanka in 1978 brought 

women’s issues into prominence thus attracting the attention of the state to 

women’s problems. Consequently, in 1981, the Sri Lankan government ratified 

the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW), which was supposed to ensure the elimination of all forms of 

discrimination against females. 

This guaranteed the “right to equitable representation in the nomination 

process” (Kodikara 8) at elections at all levels. It should be recorded that Sri 

Lankan women’s Charter realizes that although Sri Lankan constitution precludes 

the “discrimination against women,” such discrimination is not totally absent in 

society. Further, the charter elucidates on the steps the state should take in 

ensuring the equal rights of women.  

The Voice of Women should merit special mention as it was instrumental 

in increasing women’s awareness of oppressive patriarchal structures and 

capitalistic economic system that tended to objectify women. In addition, 

Women’s Education and Research Centre (WERC-home page), had as its focus 

the publishing of materials that could be used by women in their struggle for 

freedom and autonomy. The broad objectives of WERC were to increase women’s 

awareness and opportunities for effective participation in the economic, political 

and social life of the country. WERC continues to work towards combating 

violence and discrimination against women and children on all levels – political, 
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social, religious and economic – and to fight for comprehensive changes in all 

spheres of social life. 

The Centre for Women’s Research (CENWOR) was another organization 

whose principal aim was to empower women, conduct research, train and raise 

women’s awareness in gender issues. Women and Media Collective (WMC), 

formed in 1984, contributed substantially for  “raising awareness on the 

importance of increasing women’s participation and representation in mainstream 

politics, focusing initially on local government” (Kottegoda et al. 31). It is 

noteworthy that the above organizations have worked towards generating new 

interest in feminist activities and drawing the attention of the policy makers and 

planners to the need to recognize and promote women’s rights. 

Tracking Political Emancipation 

Literacy Rates of Sri Lankan Women in Colonial Era 

Sri Lanka came under colonial domination by the Dutch in the sixteenth 

century and continued to suffer under a succeeding wave of British rule through 

the first half of the twentieth century.  Under both colonial powers Sri Lankan 

society experienced a distinctive, social, cultural, economic and political 

transformation. These changes significantly affected the status of Sri Lankan 

women. The arrival of Portuguese to Sri Lanka had an impact on the education of 

women. They established “Parish schools in each village and colleges in 

Portuguese controlled areas” (Dewaraja 14). The Dutch and the British continued 

their European style education and “girls too had access to the education and until 

1818 these schools were run under the control of missionaries” (Caldwell, 1996). 
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The following chart indicates that, in 1881 the literacy of men was 30% while that 

of women was only 3%. 

Table 1 - Literacy Rate by Sex, 1881-2012 

The reason for this disproportion was that “marriage negotiations [of 

women] followed menarche.”  (Caldwell 5). To minimize the injustice caused for 

girls in education, the government introduced a new educational charter in 1939 

which provided free education. This stipulated that education was compulsory for 

the children between “five and fifteen years” (Charter 381).  The introduction of 

free education in 1945 had a tremendous impact upon the development of 

education in Sri Lanka. This resulted in women being empowered in the sphere of 

education as shown in the above table where the literacy rates of men and women 

were 70% and 44%, respectively, in 1946. 

The introduction of The Roman Dutch Legal system to Maritime 

Provinces affected the status of women and their families. According to 

Jayawardena “the Dutch introduced the patriarchal Roman-Dutch legal system” 
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into the areas under their control and “enforced new marriage and inheritance 

laws”(Jayawardene 116). Under these laws Sri Lankans had to accept 

monogamous marriage and registration of the marriage became compulsory. 

Clearly, the colonial powers and, especially, the Victorian culture significantly 

influenced the marriage and the social life of Sri Lankan women. 

Economic Status and Advancement of Sri Lankan Women in the Post-

colonial Era   

In 1972 Sri Lanka becomes a socialist republic bringing about 

improvements in education that are beneficial for women who were previously 

discriminated against. For example, according to Herath, girls participating in 

“formal education remained as low as 18.7” (9) but this has dramatically risen by 

2012 bringing women on par with men in terms of the numbers receiving 

education.  

Table 2 - Educational attainment by Sector & Level of Education 2012   
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However, according to the sector-wide data, women in the estate sector 

and rural sector continue to receive fewer opportunities when receiving education, 

in contrast to the urban sector, a reliable indicator of the uneven distribution of 

life opportunities brought with economic advancement and urbanization 

Even within the urban centres in Sri Lanka during the colonial period, the 

preponderance of university graduates remained male. As indicated in the 

following table, the training of elites remained predominantly patriarchal even as 

the numbers of enrolled women continued to rise. 

Table 3 - University enrolments by gender during the colonial era, 1950 to 1972 

Year  Male  Percentage  Female  Percentage  Total  

1952 1752 78.5% 480 21.5% 2232 

1957 1990 73.2 % 728 26.8% 2718 

1962 5255 75.6% 1729 24.4% 7084 

1967 9233 62.5% 5546 37.5% 14,779 

 

Source: Gunawardene (1992) and Jayasinghe (2004) 

Jayasinghe (2004) notes that by 1966 the percentage of women entering to 

study medicine/dentistry had risen to29.3%; in science and architecture, the 

number had risen to23.8%. In the forty years since independence, the reversal has 

been equally dramatic with regard to educational attainment by women. Though 

the numbers are growing up steadily their growth is apparently slow. By seventies 

it reaches a substantial figure of 37% still lingering around one third of the 

proportion. One argument is that for the first twenty years although women were 

given education, the social norms were still very old fashioned thus hesitating 
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them engaged in university education owing to the parents’ disliking.  But by the 

time it comes to seventies the children who were learning were the children of the 

educated. By then there was a much greater understanding even among parents to 

get their children educated.  

As indicated in the following table compiled using data from the Sri 

Lankan government, as at 2005 more women were enrolling in Sri Lankan 

universities than men. The trend has been particularly pronounced in certain 

fields, such as arts, law, and veterinary medicine, where women are not only 

enrolling at parity with men, but are out-enrolling them by as much as a factor of 

two to one. 

Table 4 - University Admission by Sex 1990/91 & 2004/05 

University Admission by Sex 1990/91 & 2004/2005 

 1990/91 2004/2005 

T M F %F T M F %F 

Arts 2,387 880 1,507 63.3 4,363 1,259 3,104 71.1 

Management 

Studies 

653 368 285 43.6 2,560 1,307 1,253 48.9 

Commerce 804 421 383 47.6 320 154 166 51.9 

Law 189 86 103 59.5 225 56 169 75.1 

Science 1,256 721 535 42.6 3,087 1,846 1,241 40.2 

Medicine 828 471 357 43.1 911 418 493 54.1 

Dental Science 73 41 32 43.8 78 34 44 56.4 

Veterinary 

Medicine 

45 19 26 57.8 77 33 44 57.1 

Agriculture 289 155 134 46.4 786 313 473 60.2 

Engineering 636 569 67 10.5 1,089 888 201 18.5 

Architecture 46 21 25 54.4 184 81 103 55.9 

Quantity Surveying 35 31 04 11.4 

Computer Science 

and Information 

Technology 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

398 

 

297 

 

101 

 

25.4 

Indigenous 

Medicine 

- - - - 283 91 192 67.8 

Food Science - - - - 129 62 67 51.9 

Nursing - - - - 30 12 18 60.0 

Total 7,145 3,780 3,458 47.7 14,520 6,851 7,669 52.8 
Source: University Grants Commission Statistical Hand Book 1990, University Statistics 2005 
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The introduction of mandatory free education resulted in a sharp rise in 

university admissions of women thus bringing about positive improvements with 

regard to their legal status and also their contributions to domestic and national 

economy. 

Even so, as the following data indicate, the highest echelons of social and 

symbolic authority in the urban sector remain male-dominated as in the case of 

full professors in academia. This suggests that Sri Lankan women’s lot has 

improved overall, but this is manifest mainly at the lower and middle ranks of the 

professional and educated classes. 

Table 5 - University Teachers, 2006 - 2012

 

It is also disturbing that in terms of aggregate data women’s employment 

rate consistently lags behind that of men in Sri Lanka. For example in 2013 across 

all three sectors in Sri Lanka women’s unemployment rate is higher than men. 
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Table 6 - Unemployment Rate by Sector, 2013  

 

In major sectors of Sri Lankan business and economy where men enjoy greater 

career advancement, the career prospects of women are unstable and obscure. 

Table 7 - Employed population by major Economic Sector, 2013 

 

The above table testifies to the fact that labour force participation of women in 

2013 remained far lower than men across all employment sectors. 

               The transition of the society from feudalism to capitalism has changed 

the status of women.  According to Jayati Ghosh when women are employed their 

employment helps “improve the bargaining position of women” (19) both in the 
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family and outside. That women shift from self-employment to paid employment 

enhances their economic status. The visibility of women in society, however, does 

not prove that women’s position in society has significantly improved because 

their inability to access education and paid income, “women will be forced to buy 

into the patriarchal bargain" (Levine, qtd. in Richards and Ronald 858). Women’s 

coming into public sphere in itself is not a sufficient indication that their overall 

status in society has improved. 

Political Representation of Sri Lankan Women 

The political representation of women in Sri Lanka is far below that of 

the other South Asian countries. For example,   in Sri Lanka, “women political 

representation can be seen in the Parliament, Provincial Councils and Local 

Government institutions as 5.7%, 5% and 1.8% respectively” (Godagama 141). 

However, the mere fact of their involvement in politics should be recognized as 

significant in their march towards equality of status. 

Table 8 - Women Representation in Sri Lanka Legislatures, (1931 – 2015) 

Period Total members Women members Percentage 

1931-1936 58 02 3.44 

1936-1947 58 01 1.72 

1947-1952 101 03 2.97 

1952-1956 101 02 1.98 

1959-

1960(March) 

101 04 3.96 

1960(March-June) 157 03 1.91 

1960 (June) -1970 157 03 1.91 

1970-1977 157 06 3.82 

1977-1989 168 05(11)* 2.97(6.54)* 

1989-1994 225 11(13)* 4.88 (5.77) 

1994-2000 225 12 5.33 

2000-2001 225 09 4.00 

2001-2004 225 10 4.44 

2004-2008 225 12 4.90 

2010-2015 225 13 5.8 

2015- 225 11 4.9 
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The above table indicates that women’s representation has not significantly 

improved.  

Consequently, "the 1997 Amendment to the Act of Local Authorities 

Elections requires reservation of 25% of seats at local government for women and 

youth" (Gunawardena 22). According to the above, the country can be seen to 

have harnessed "the capacities and talents of women, in national development" 

(Gunawardena 6) by light of the nationwide local elections being held in Sri 

Lanka on 10th of February 2018--a twelve-fold increase in the number of women 

candidates and a historically high number of women candidates, at 17,000 

candidates, as mandates by national electoral commission. This means a record 

number of women contested the elections to local office is 17,000 out of the total 

number of more than 56,000 candidates for 8000 posts. (Al Jazeera) 

The number of women contestant at local government election has 

increased.  The main aim of this action for women in political institutions is “that 

it seeks to increase the numbers of women” consequently “it may exact a penalty 

from men who have dominated these seats for years” by allowing “a more 

democratic redistribution of seats between men and women” and compelling 

“men to accept that they cannot enjoy the primary privilege of representation at 

the expense of women”. The aim of women’s “quotas and other affirmative action 

measures in political institutions is to increase opportunities for women to assume 

positions as elected leaders, particularly where social and cultural barriers would 

otherwise unfairly impede women’s” (The Island) bargaining power. Further 

“increasing the number of women in office and expanding the diversity of Sri 

Lanka’s elected leaders is not only good for women - it is critical to Sri Lanka’s 
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democratic process” (The Island). With this data I will show the emerging 

subjectivities of women.   

It is true that women representation in Sri Lankan legislatures from 1931 

to 2015 shows an increase but compared with that of men it is woefully 

negligible. This is also further corroborated by statistics relating to 

Unemployment Rate by Sector, 2013 and Employed population by major 

Economic Sector, 2013. However, although increase in admissions of female 

students to the university from 1950 to 1972 was not very promising the relevant 

figures from 1990/91 to 2004/05 have shown a noticeable improvement. In 

addition, the rate of employment of female University Teachers from 2006 to 

2012 also records an encouraging trend.  
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Chapter Three  

Punyakante Wijenaike: Pioneer Challenges to Conformity 
 

She Dons His Attire –Emerging Feminine Desire in Wijenaike’s 

Giraya           

Building from the indigenous setting of the walauwe, this chapter’s 

argument suggests that the women protagonists in Giraya (including Adelaine, 

Kamini, Lucia Hamy and Manel) challenge the patriarchal ideology of the 

colonized Sri Lankan household, which has sought to confine women to the 

domestic sphere by co-opting indigenous norms of Sri Lankan femininity. These 

women challenge the re-inscription of patriarchal authority in modern and 

colonial times by seeking to modify the traditional structures of the household and 

juxtaposing apparent madness with reason in the direction of emerging 

subjectivities for women that patriarchy cannot yet recognize. In addition, 

Wijenaike’s heroine, Kamini, uses her own son’s patriarchal authority to establish 

a present and future agency for women capable of new ‘traffic’ in and beyond a 

patriarchal discourse. Such agency enables women writers like Wijenaike and her 

fictional protagonists to transform traditional Sri Lankan kinship patterns, 

rewriting what Gayle Rubin calls the “fiction of origins” (qtd. in Parvulescu 193) 

in a uniquely Sri Lankan context. 

As represented in Wijenaike’s novels, such a transformation of kinship 

alters “not merely the structure of the household per se but entails overarching 

changes within class and caste structures” (Thiruchandran 102). Traditionally, the 

roles of men are conceptualized as overbearing and that of women as subservient. 

Meanwhile, it should be noted that the household is a system deriving from a 
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complex “web of […] social and gender relations” (Ruwanpura 206). Moreover, 

the conventional perception of the family restricts women’s prospects for 

gainfully involving in production processes. 

However, the household is the basic unit and ideological site wherein sex-

gender stereotypes are constructed and challenged. In the Sri Lankan context, 

“there is not a sharp distinction between domestic (private and household) and 

extra domestic (public, politics and economics) spheres of actions” (Dias 4); 

rather, the sexual division of labour is traditionally based on certain duties and 

obligations. Therefore, the conception of Sri Lankan women as “child bearers [,] 

child-rearers and sexual servants to men” (Jaggar 138) is an “ideological 

mystification” (Jaggar 129). Public and private spheres have different impact on 

Sri Lankan women.  

It is the household with its rigid structures that exploits the woman 

particularly using the powers vested on men by colonial economy and authority. 

In Giraya, by contrast, we see that Wijenaike juxtaposes the “domestic realm” 

with the “public domain” (Dias 14) and lets her heroine step away from the 

private domestic sphere to challenge the sexual division of labour and to empower 

women and give them their agency. By shifting from the household domain to the 

public sphere, Kamini attempts to demystify the sexual division of labour as a 

“foundation of male supremacy” (Jaggar 72) that binds women to their domestic 

chores and “sexual services for men” and subjugates  women “in the paid labour 

force” (Jaggar 144-145). From the early pages of Giraya Wijenaike challenges the 

patriarchal supremacy, referred to by Jaggar, when Kamini first exclaims: ‘“It is 

good to work even if you do not need to”, I said. “And besides I will be doing 



  

78 
 

most of the work. If you could set up a small shed somewhere I could fill it with 

cloth and paint” (G 39).  Thus Kamini subverts the male dominated structures of 

entrepreneurship which always relegate women to a subordinate position and 

turns them in favour of women. 

The diction of Giraya and Amulet invites a division of Wijenaike’s novels 

into four major symbolic systems- the feudal society, the Sinhala Buddhist 

system, the colonial system along with the post-colonial system and finally the 

modern system. These four symbolic systems intermix with one another at every 

phase in the novel to give it a significant dimension. In a way it also means that 

the old system has given way to the dawn of a new era thereby signalling striking 

traits of modernity.  These systems have their interplay in Giraya to produce what 

might be called a dilapidated and somewhat auxiliary conclusion.   

Four Layers of symbolic systems 

 

Figure 1:  Hermeneutic/semiotic order of symbolic in Giraya  

Wijenaike begins the novel Giraya with her symbolic system. When 

analyzing Giraya one may apply the symbolic systems referred to above. For 

example, Giraya begins with “The Walauwe” (1) which could be defined as “the 
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old manor house [basking] in silence” semiotically and hermionotically speaking. 

It implies that the structure of this walauwe is collapsing and the reader is 

mentally prepared to anticipate it. So this old manor house “is it awaiting [the 

inevitable] with courage? (1). Although the metaphor ‘awaits in silence’ signifies 

the condition of the manor paradoxically those who are in the walauwe are very 

articulate and the building and the characters stand in sharp contrast. The 

walauwe is facing the inevitable collapse and the feudal system synonymous with 

it also disintegrates. The symbolic system has to be taken seriously because 

Wijenaike begins with a reference to a manor house standing like a giant but at 

the same time the word ‘silence’ associated with it shows its haunting nature. This 

silence is indeed deafening because it conveys a multitude of meanings and 

associations regarding that house.  

Furthermore, Wijenaike poses a rhetorical question when she asks at the 

very beginning of the novel whether or not walauwe is awaiting its doom in 

silence. “Is it awaiting death with courage?” (G1). Wijenaike prepares the reader 

to await a fate that would befall this manor house and he (the reader) prepares 

himself/herself to find out what is going to happen.  So it is very curious that the 

novel begins with a symbolic system being utilized and the reader’s attention is 

awakened to find the final outcome. It could well be called a trick.  Therefore we 

can conclude that Wijenaike is preparing the reader to anticipate this change and 

await the replacement of this manor house which is only a symbol.  The 

beginning of the novel itself indicates a transition. This change is the fall of one 

symbolic system and the rise of another. The collapse of the manor house is not 

an isolated incident but it gives way to the emergence of modernity; the fall of 

one sign system the feudal, and the beginning of another the modern. The 
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modernity that emerges in its rise provides opportunities for women. The new 

change is in the offing and it is inevitable. 

Giraya and the Indigenous Setting of Walauwe 

The concept of the walauwe built up by Wijenaike in Giraya really 

belongs to the low country of Sri Lanka. The knitting of bobbin lace was 

introduced to Ceylon (in 1972, Ceylon became a republic within the 

Commonwealth and was renamed as Sri Lanka) by the Portuguese and this 

decorative system used for underwear, window curtains, bedding and pillow cases 

was existent only in the low country. The rituals of devil dancing performed as a 

remedial measure against the evils of the devil Kalu Kumara belong to the ritual 

tradition of low country “kalukumara samayama pahatharata yakun”(this means 

low country)(Bentarage 107). Such rituals are important to the representation of 

modern women in Wijenaike because women in Wijenaike attempt to break free 

from such traditional patriarchal shackles.  In the chapter that follows, I will argue 

that Wijenaike lets her women characters voice discrimination against women and 

subverts entrenched conventional restrictions that impede women’s journey 

towards liberation.  

This old walauwe accordingly symbolizes the land owning feudal social 

system in Ceylon. The walauwe premises comprised a coconut estate of 150 acres. 

Thus it is evident that the background of this story can be traced back to the 

period prior to the rule by Sirimawo Bandaranaike during which land ownership 

was confined to only fifty acres per family.  

The landlord of the walauwe had been an assuming person with the 

haughty disposition and that was the usual form of land owning aristocrats of that 
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era. These affluent people treated their subordinate men and women as if they 

were animals. The underlings, on the other hand, really earned their masters their 

capital, toiling all day long, only for a mere pittance. These villagers were a 

society of people carrying the burden of traditional beliefs coming down from the 

distant past. 

The society depicted in the novel Giraya is rife with a multitude of 

ritualistic beliefs. All these beliefs have originated from popular faiths and 

religious observances of the Sri Lankan society coming down from the distant 

past. Hence the concept walauwe is significant, because it structures and houses 

traditional beliefs in the context of emerging and modernizing forces which would 

challenge those beliefs. 

The Arecanut Cutter and the Novel Giraya 

There are a few tools that were virtually bound with the ancient rural 

society of Sri Lanka. In this context, the arecanut cutter is as bound with Sri 

Lankan cultural life as much as the hoe and the sickle, which are part of 

agriculture. While betel was related to the ancient society it played a significant 

role on culturally important occasions. The chew of betel which is still a part of 

rural life was made using betel, arecanut, lime and tobacco.  Almost always in 

every house a betel tray was kept in the front veranda and a betel creeper could be 

seen on every compound. The arecanut cutter was the tool always kept on the 

betel tray. It is said that all the visitors to any house were treated at least with a 

meal of rice and a chew of betel following it. Often the chew of betel is the first 

treat offered to a visitor, just like the welcome drink at a reception hall in modern 

times.  In fact arecanut cutter is an essential tool.  
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 Accordingly, the arecanut cutter can be considered a tool made for using 

in rituals performed to remedy the ills spelt upon human beings, especially of 

women. The ills referred to above came in the form of hoodoos, and other 

accompanying expressions of hate and enmity translated into action by the 

enemies. Thus, the arecanut cutter played a main role during the rituals performed 

by way of a protection against the said social ills.  

The model and the metal with which arecanut cutters were made differed 

depending on the social class and caste of the owners. Kings and Nilames 

(Ministers) who belonged to the highest class of society got arecanut cutters made 

with gold or silver and decorated with artistic carvings on them. The ordinary folk 

used the common arecanut cutter made of iron. The carvings drawn from the 

Sinhala culture included the figures of women, dragons and serpents and some 

other symbols.  

According to Bentarage the arecanut cutter depicted in the novel is one 

made for the use at a labour room (2). Accordingly it carries a figure of a woman 

carved on it. When operating this tool, the handles are put together to reach the 

head which creates the pose of worship. This pose also portrays a sexual activity. 

Though usually a man lies upon a woman during the sexual act, the one shown in 

this arecanut cutter, when it is clasped, is that of a woman lying upon the man. 

This pose of the woman carved on the arecanut cutter also shows that the woman 

is really saluting the man with clasped hands. This is an indication of the female 

perspective of the creator of the arecanut cutter. In this Wijenaike promotes the 

woman, who has always been treated as the ‘object’ denoting passivity, to the 

‘subject’ position of the sexual act.  
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Most of the time in the story, the arecanut cutter is in the charge of Lucia 

Hami. There is also a homosexual relationship between Lucia Hami and the 

landlady Adelaine. The arecanut cutter depicts the fact that Lucia Hami lies upon 

the land lady during their sexual act and also salutes the landlady. Thus, the fact 

that the arecanut cutter is in the charge of Lucia Hami portrays the intensity of the 

social and sexual pressure thrust upon Lucia Hami.  

According to Trilishia Bandara, the arecanut cutter was usually made by 

people who belonged to the caste of Smith known as “nawandanna or aachari”(1). 

Their job was to make gold and silver jewellery and bronze wear, ivory wear, and 

lace wear etc. The arecanut cutter was customarily used during a “child birth” 

(34), during “the immediate period after puberty and when women were subjected 

to loneliness” (56) in the ancient Ceylonese society. It was to protect, especially 

women, against the ills of “devils and ghosts” (56) that the arecanut cutter was 

kept with women on the above occasions.  There was a custom of offering an 

arecanut cutter along with “the fresh length of white cloths by the bridegroom to 

his mother-in-law at a wedding” (57). Even at a funeral an arecanut cutter was 

placed “under coffin” (59). Judging by these acts it is clear that the arecanut cutter 

had been an important cultural tool used on important occasions right from birth 

to death. 

The arecanut cutter plays a significant role in the rituals performed against 

the ills of the types of hoodoos resorted to and to win the favour of supernatural 

power. The ritual of lime cutting, keeping a lime caught between the blades of the 

arecanut cutter while placing the arecanut cutter on the forehead of the affected 

person is still not a rare scene in rural villages, though it is sometimes performed 
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in secret. I argue that Wijenaike uses the arecanut cutter as a powerful symbol in 

the novel Giraya to symbolize the following: 

1. Power. 

2. Sexuality, especially homosexuality. 

3. Pressure upon women.  

4. Entrapment of women.  

5. Destruction. 

However, in this novel the most powerfully portrayed fact is the struggle 

for power across competing types of gendered authority. By placing an arecanut 

cutter in the hands of Lucia Hami, Wijenaike uses traditional symbol to portray 

the immense power maintained by Lucia Hami although she is only a servant in 

the walauwe. The power enjoyed by Lucia Hami was second only to that of 

Adelaine.  

In fact Lucia Hami resented anybody using the aricanut cutter. “She takes 

the round bulath hepppuwa, the betel tray, into her hands and offers it roughly and 

reluctantly to the waiting visitors. She does this to show her position in the 

walauwe…and because she cannot bear to have anyone touch the giraya of her 

mistress” (G 9). Lucia Hami always tried to demonstrate her power through the 

arecanut cutter “Lucia Hami stands near the bed, glowering. I see the gleam of the 

giraya in her hand” (G 67). Kamini also believed that the arecanut cutter had an 

invisible power. She also resented the power of walauwe that suppressed her. 

“She looks down upon the giraya. Suddenly there rises an urge in me to take it 

and throw it on the floor” (G 101). The act of Kamini taking the arecanut cutter 
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into her hands symbolizes her taking over the power from Lucia Hami. Therefore 

the tool Giraya represents unusual power in the novel.   

Kamini says “The giraya in my hand dominates me completely. Its power 

is felt vibrating through my body” (G 135). The author also tries to imply that 

anybody who takes charge of the arecanut cutter also enjoys a special power 

coming with it. “she places an uncut  arecanut within its blades. At the same time 

she breaks the silence as if the giraya has invested her with special powers” (G 

102). Although the shape of the arecanut cutter is that of a woman, in action the 

arecanut cutter portrays a sexual pose as well as a homosexual act. The arecanut 

cutter is also used as an instrument of suppression of women. It is through the 

exercise of power that Adelaine pressurizes Lucia Hami, Manel, Kamini, Noi 

Hami as well as Lal. All the others except Adelaine lived just like an arecanut 

caught between the blades of arecanut cutter. Kamini thinks “soon I will be caught 

like a hapless arecanut between the jaws of the giraya” (G 61). Kamini thinks of 

Lucia Hami also thus: “she looks, for a moment, like the arecanut caught in the 

blades of the giraya. Then movement returns to her” (G 128). Usually the arecanut 

is cut by the arecanut cutter. Similarly, Lucia Hami who strangles Adelaine also 

finally commits suicide by getting her hand cut by the arecanut cutter.  

These final acts which are the climax of the novel powerfully and 

symbolically portray a cross section of the aristocratic society of Ceylon during 

the transitional period from feudalism to capitalism.  Wijenaike uses the 

indigenous setting of the walauwe, with the arecanut cutter as its instrument, to 

wage the battle for the representation of an emerging modernity and its fictions of 

gender.  



  

86 
 

In Giraya subjectivity begins where Sunder Rajan points out, “female 

subjectivity and how the subjectivity is constructed as an imperative of female 

subjectivity in the subaltern atmosphere” (5). Especially in relation to Giraya, we 

can see how Kamini is subjected to servitude but also revolts subsequently.  She 

begins servitude by marrying into an elite family. However, it is actually where 

her subjectivity begins. Here, subjectivity refers to masculine values and 

patriarchal value systems prevailing upon the village milieu as well as the 

suburban environment. 

In her refusal to be confined to the domestic realm, Kamini challenges the 

patriarchal ideology, which asserts that woman is man’s Other who exists “only to 

be acted on by men” (Gilbert and Susan 8). She “transcend[s] her body” – its 

social and physical constraints” (Manisty 161) for self-assertion by challenging 

her mother-in-law and husband’s authority and by venturing into business. By 

rebelling against the entrapment of women, Kamini emerges from the domestic 

realm to join the public sphere and challenges “unequal material interactions 

between men and women” (Wickramasinghe 22). Moreover, “women are not a 

homogeneous group” (Jayatilaka 56) their roles are determined by social class and 

values and traditions and are not fixed and therefore it is possible for either gender 

to perform fictive gender roles.  

By blurring the boundary between the private and public domains, Kamini 

creates a new opportunity for women, “releasing them from lives that are 

“naturally determined” to enter lives that are “socially determined”, where they 

can be the subjects, not merely the objects” (Bonder, qtd. in Malin 207). This new 
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paradigm shift in the Sri Lankan work of gender enables women to negotiate a 

legitimate place for themselves within the discourse of gender power. 

In addition to noting that it is necessary to embrace subjectivity, Firestone 

notes that “the sexual division of labour has a biological base” (qtd. in Jaggar 91). 

However, Kamini, the protagonist, challenges the gender orientation of labour 

which apparently helps only men to achieve the socioeconomic status of class 

privilege in the Marxian system. Having stepped away from this notion of the 

gendered family that imposes the ideology of female dependency on men and 

overemphasizes childbearing, Kamini seeks to subvert the myths about female 

inferiority based on women being biologically predetermined to bear children. 

Kamini expresses the potential of women when she seeks to reverse traditional 

gender roles with her husband: ‘“We can earn money of our own, you and I”, I 

said. “We need not depend on others for anything”’ (G 38). She transcends the 

barriers imposed by patriarchal tenets and attains significant freedom in taking a 

plunge into male dominated entrepreneurship.        

Jaggar also notes that “Marxist theory was not designed primarily to 

provide an account of women’s nature and women’s oppression” (77). It does not 

encompass an explanation of the suppression of women on a gender basis. Nor 

does it specify which biological features of woman make her vulnerable in 

“procreative labour” (Jaggar 75).   Therefore, human procreation should not be 

attributed solely to economic relations, even as economic power correlates to 

one’s ability to reproduce labour power to some extent. 

Accordingly, Kamini challenges the inadequacy of Marxist analysis of 

procreation, which confines women to the domestic realm, by seeking to move 
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away from household chores and become an entrepreneur. Kamini’s bid to earn 

money demolishes the ideology of women’s dependent relationships with men 

and the division created by patriarchy between public-private split. In addition to 

attempting to gain economic empowerment by earning money, Kamini challenges 

the “sphere of reproduction” (Jaggar 105), which is the foundation of gender-

biased marginalization of women. Consider the following:  

‘Have you seen the grounds being prepared in the village for 

the new mill?’ I asked excitedly. […] ‘Industries are 

springing up everywhere,’ I tried again. ‘Couldn’t we start a 

small one?’ […] ‘Lal,’ I said loudly. ‘What will you do if we 

lose this estate and house in the future?’ (G 38)  

 In a capitalistic economic system, both sexes can earn money so that 

women need not depend on men. One’s skills have greater economic value in this 

system and, as Kamini’s endeavours indicate, such skills can be converted to 

monetary value: ‘“I do not mean your mother’s type of art”, I confessed. “I meant 

to work on a more profitable type of art. Batik work or fabric painting” (G 39). 

Kamini’s yearning to venture into fabric painting represents the opening of new 

vistas for women to have their labour valued in the market. 

 By initially seeking to dismantle the authority of Adelaine in the 

household, Kamini debunks her phallic agency and the patriarchal assumptions 

attending it, i.e., that the ideological construction of man as dominant and woman 

as subordinate is the basis on which the superiority of man is established. By 

contrasting male superiority with female inferiority and letting her protagonist 

Kamini challenge the misogynistic tradition, Wijenaike contests the “material 

conditions of male power and dominance” (Garrett 85). Here she undermines the 
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myth that females are inherently weak and docile. Kamini acknowledges the 

following: 

Yes, Adelaine, how I regret now, your untimely death. How 

was I to know that you were, in your old fashion, battling 

against tremendous odds to preserve your son and grandson 

in this house of corruption? But are you so completely dead? 

Are you speaking to me now, through the immobile form of 

the giraya? (G 150) 

The untimely death of Adelaine signifies the collapse of patriarchy and the 

resultant change in the domestic setup that elevates the husband to the position of 

the breadwinner forcing women to rely on their husbands for economic 

sustenance.  Having defied the patriarchal authority associated with Adeline’s 

power, Kamini asserts that the role of head of household is not only the 

prestigious position of a man. In contrast, Savitri Goonesekere notes that although 

the “traditional Sinhalese law” recognized the man as the head of the family, “it 

accorded a favourable status to women” (qtd. in Metthananda 46). Therefore, the 

notion of head of the family did not imply a subordinate legal status for women. 

In noting this paradigm shift, Kamini resists the power imbalance at home and 

demands that both men and women enjoy parity of status in social relations  

instead of men being accorded superior status. 

The transition from feudalism to capitalism brought with it the recognition 

of women’s economic potential on par with that of men. Although Kamini makes 

a heroic attempt to dismantle the oppressive household structure, it would be 

impossible for women to totally dislodge all “mechanisms of patriarchy” 

(Hartmann 187) in a capitalistic society since patriarchal ideologies are deeply 

embedded in almost all social institutions. Women are equally capable of playing 

certain roles that men think only they can play. 
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In Sri Lanka, women and household have an indissoluble relationship 

because ‘mother’ plays a vital role in grooming the child with regard to all aspects 

of his/her character before the actual socialization process begins.   Further, home 

and women become “the very identity of the nation” (Chatterjee. qtd. in Lakshmi 

56). In Giraya, Kamini makes an effort to keep the family relations intact 

signifying the idea that the fostering of national culture is to “be achieved by 

building a proper home” (Silva 4).    

I will break down soon unless I resort to some action. When 

you took my son and ran, where did you run Lal? Can you 

not see what will happen to you and Manel and me and even 

little Sugath if we go on in this way? We must get out of this 

house. We must be able to stand on our own. I know you lack 

the strength to do so Lal, but I can be the strong one if you 

wish. (G 93) 

Here, Kamini wants to protect her family by moving away from the 

present family, which is hostile to her. Every woman, in addition to merely being 

a docile wife, occupies numerous power positions “claimed by several cultural 

identity categories” (Spelman, qtd. in Thompson 17) in any society. Accordingly, 

Kamini courageously subverts the stereotypical masculine image of the husband 

as she tries to assert her own economic independence on behalf of the evolving 

understanding of the household under (post)colonial conditions. After all, women 

have always been considered the symbolic guardians of the traditional culture; 

what is new in Giraya is that they (Adelaine and Kamini) are asked to be 

remunerated for it.  

In patriarchal societies, men often use a reason/madness dichotomy to 

subordinate women. Rejecting this idea, Wijenaike juxtaposes madness with 

reason to help Kamini discern how this binary operates to disempower women, 
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whom the patriarchy considers as “universally “lacking” creatures” (Saarinen 40) 

associated with madness. By creating a new female subjectivity Wijenaike’s novel 

allows women to problematize madness attributed to the female body and 

womanhood. Thus, the emergence of rationality empowers women to subvert the 

Victorian belief that women were more susceptible to “mental illness” due to their 

“reproductive systems” and that “madness was caused by female heredity and was 

carried by women’s bodies” (Sen 28). In particular, by writing about women’s 

menstrual cycles in her diary, Kamini denies that madness was linked with 

“menarche, menstruation, pregnancy and menopause” (Sen 28). This idea is 

exemplified in the following: 

Today is Atavaka Poya day. The moon is on the wane. There 

is a belief that lunacy worsens during the full moon. Today is 

not a day for lunacy. The tree cutters do not generally cut 

trees on a full moon day. They say that a tree contains more 

water in its trunk on a day when the moon is strong. (G 36) 

Although lunacy is associated with the ‘full moon day’, it does not affect 

Kamini because she is not associated with madness. Kamini’s emerging voice and 

subjectivity are linked to not only the moon, but also her new power and agency. 

Liberated from the “mad woman in the attic” trope inherited from Jane Eyre in 

Gilbert and Gubar’s analysis, Kamini is “redeemed from madness by a symbolic 

regenerative power” (Manisty 158) as suggested by her ability to face life’s 

challenges. Constantly juxtaposing “masculine rationality and feminine 

embodiment” (Donaldson 102) using Lucia Hamy, Manel and Kamini, 

respectively, Wijenaike shows that lunacy is “a social product as well as a social 

construct” (Houston 310) that results from the patriarchal mode of socialization of 

women. Madness ascribed to women holds no truth. 
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This rejection of the legitimate position of women in a patriarchal society 

is further reinforced when both madness and silence are attributed to woman 

placing them in a frame of power relations. Punished for both speaking and being 

silent, women are doubly the victims of a misogynist patriarchy. As Chesler 

perceives, “madness” […] is either the acting out of the devalued female role or 

the total or partial rejection of one’s sex-role stereotype” (qtd. in Manisty 153) 

regardless of the gender of the ‘mad’ individual. Incorporating eccentric and mad 

characters along with so-called rational or sane ones, Wijenaike tries to disengage 

the image of the “angel in the house” (Manisty 154) and “dismantle the fixity of 

such concepts as logic, normality, and sanity by revealing” the underlying 

connection “behind the behaviour and logic” (Manisty 159) of her female 

characters: 

Today a ceremony is to be held to cure Manel of a devil’s 

influence. The village physician has failed to cure her 

unhappiness with his concoctions. Adelaine has resorted to a 

soothsayer who has confirmed her trouble as the influence of 

a devil. Today a thovil ceremony has been arranged at great 

expense. The exorcist has been called in to exorcise the 

demon within her. (G 70) 

In fact, Manel’s psychic disorder is not due to the influence of the devil 

but rather a result of “the denial of freedom and of autonomy” (Kamatchi 43) for 

women in the patriarchal household. Here, Wijenaike juxtaposes sanity with 

insanity and “thereby dismantles the fixity and superiority of one logic over the 

other” (Manisty 165). 

Moreover, Manel’s association with madness challenges the patriarchal 

base that “links woman’s voice to madness by positing an alternative premise 

which equates woman’s voice with truth” (Manisty 155). By portraying Lucia 
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Hamy as an eccentric woman, Wijenaike lets her vocalize women’s suffering 

under patriarchy: 

Outside the room at the end of the verandah, Lucia Hamy’s 

door is locked. I hear moaning behind it, sounding from a 

great distance and it sends shivers through my body. Is she 

ill? Why is she locked up? […] And why is she crying? (G 

29) 

Lucia Hamy’s madness is a kind of protest through which Wijenaike 

resists patriarchal norms that do not allow women to escape confinement or 

express themselves. In fact, Lucia Hamy’s madness is unrelated to powerlessness; 

rather, it is an index of empowerment apart from patriarchal norms and their 

excess. Mad as it seems, this agency allows her to express women’s stories that 

remain undisclosed. Using the expressivity of madness, Wijenaike reverses the 

functions of madness in order to uncover ‘real madness’ latent in patriarchal 

social structures and questions the masculine constructs that legitimize the made-

up dichotomies about “false truths and false madness”(Manisty 155). Lucia 

Hamy’s imprisonment in a room offers resistance to the “marginalization of voice 

and space” and challenges “the validity of binary logic” used by the patriarchy to 

stereotype women “in terms of lack, irrationality and silence” (155). Wijenaike 

accordingly uses madness to empower her women to tell their stories and to 

challenge a localized/hybridized version of patriarchy that combines Sri Lankan 

and Western colonial norms and values related to sex and gender. 

To subordinate women, patriarchy often associates women with the body 

and men with the mind. The idea that woman is “essentially a bodily being” 

(Spelman, qtd. in Rich 63) is a “source of social control in an androcentric social 

order” (Chowdhury 50); it makes a distinction between male and female bodies 
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and avoids making reference to “her mind” (Rich 63). Accordingly, in Giraya, 

Kamini deconstructs the body/mind divide with which men establish superiority 

of men and inferiority of women. 

Another poya day, but it is a Pura Atavaka which means a 

waxing moon. I note that the dates in my diary are mostly 

poya dates born out of the circle of the moon. Why is this so? 

Why has the urge for writing come mostly on poya days? 

Does the moon affect me just as it affects Lucia Hamy? Or is 

it that on poya days, Adelaine being either out of the house or 

occupied with religious work, some power within me is 

released and I feel free to write?  (G 59) 

The symbolic Poya day suggests a woman’s day that is “linked to female 

passivity and domesticity” (Birke 66). Kamini, who is aware of such conventional 

beliefs, challenges them by commencing her writing project – the writing of self-

discovery – on the symbolic Poya day, implying that our beliefs about 

menstruation are based on social myths. Furthermore, Kamini does not seek to 

deny her body, as it would imply a denial of herself as a biological being. Instead, 

she is convinced that “Poya dates [are] born out of the circle of the moon” (G 59) 

and are thus natural occurrences that inspire women’s creativity.  By writing 

about women’s issues, Kamini frees herself “from social and literary confinement 

through strategic redefinitions of self, art, and society” (Gilbert and Susan xii). In 

this way, she challenges male idioms about women in male texts and invalidates 

the belief that creativity is only a man’s prerogative. Furthermore, Wijenaike’s 

heroine asserts that literary women do not lack creativity. The literary power 

acquired by Wijenaike’s heroine challenges male authorship, which “defines 

women as created by, from and for men, the children of male brains, ribs and 

ingenuity” (Gilbert and Susan 12). By portraying women as depicted by a woman, 
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Kamini subverts the angelic image of women that male authors have drawn for 

centuries. 

In addition, by embarking on a search for artistic creativity via writing and 

painting, Kamini challenges the body/mind contradiction that defines women as 

bodily beings and men as rational beings. She asserts, “In a way, I am also an 

artist” (G 37). As an artist, Kamini elevates women to the status of creative human 

beings who can express their creativity, a prerogative that once belonged solely to 

men. The alternate knowledge Kamini acquires helps her to come out of the 

domestic realm to join the public domain. Such an entry allows her to question the 

sexual division of labour, which arrogates immense power on men and makes 

women and children economically dependent on them. This identification of 

Kamini with the mind contradicts men’s justification of the exclusion of women 

from the political arena and men’s political hegemony over women in the public 

sphere. Unlike the angelic women in male texts, Kamini challenges the gender 

biased stereotyping of men and women that hinders women’s upward mobility 

within the household economy and outside the home. For example, she uses her 

sister-in-law to achieve her target: “I must break her bonds slowly and gently. I 

must reach the heart of truth to achieve my goal. I must make her strong enough 

to stand as a shield in the battle against Adelaine” (G113). Indeed, Kamini is more 

convinced of woman’s potential. 

This patriarchal ideology is often rooted in the ‘property relations’ that 

generate gender inequality by arbitrarily lowering women to the status of property 

or objects of exchange within the material and symbolic economies controlled by 

men. The narrator’s refusal to become property in the traditional Sri Lankan 
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economy of gender and her response apart from the woman-property system that 

Sri Lankan gender roles impose require that Rubin’s ‘traffic in women’ theory be 

amended to allow for a local (Sri Lankan) critique via Sri Lankan writings. 

Overall, the current project aims to identify the gender roles played by 

women in contemporary Sri Lankan representations of society against the 

backdrop of a “modernizing” movement away from an agrarian economy that 

colonialism, in collusion with male-centred patriarchy, has imposed. In doing so, 

it seeks to compare and contrast the transformation of gender relations as a 

consequence of Western intervention into indigenous notions of property and 

gender and to demonstrate the inadequacy of Western theories in analysis of Sri 

Lankan gender relations. Agarwal notes that “property relations are […] key in 

determining gender inequities in South Asia” (qtd. in Ruwanpura 97). Therefore, 

pre-colonial Sri Lankan women’s positions were once considered favourably. 

The ‘woman-property relation’ is another form of the patriarchal ideology 

men use to subordinate women. Ideological intervention of this type lowers 

woman to the status of purchasable commodity. The pre-colonial Sri Lankan 

traditional “bilateral inheritance” (Agarwal, qtd. in Ruwanpura 97) system 

problematizes the Western ideology about women, which sees woman as a 

commodity and the property of man. Kamini refuses to be the property of her 

husband or to submit to the patriarchal authority represented by her mother-in-

law. The narrator/author’s refusal to become property and her response of 

breaking apart from the woman-property system imposed by Sri Lankan gender 

roles is perhaps best articulated in Kamini’s response to her husband: 
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I am not a woman you can keep like Noi Hamy in the 

kitchen,’ I said loudly. I went on, ‘You and your mother have 

made a mistake in thinking that because I came from a poor 

home I can be forced into the background, not questioning 

nor pondering but merely being a wife in name only. (G 62) 

Here, the protagonist’s rejection of the authority of her husband and 

mother-in-law at home is a form of resistance against the ideology of woman-

property relations. However, gender relations in traditional Sri Lankan society 

have sustained close ties and cooperation between the two sexes, despite the 

carefully maintained distinctions between the two genders. Consequently, the 

family relationships became strong and the woman began to occupy a core 

position in the family. Metthananda says that, “the marital relationship [was] a 

reciprocal one with mutual rights and obligations” that allowed a woman to 

contribute “substantially to the economy of the family” as “she assisted her 

husband in the field or in his craft work.” As the gender roles “allocated to 

husband and wife were complementary” (45-46), the subject/object dichotomy 

between husband and wife was inconsequential. Therefore, the traditional Sri 

Lankan woman is much more powerful than the woman Rubin portrays in her 

‘traffic in women’ theory. Consequently, the theory must be amended completely 

to make it applicable to the texts of Sri Lankan women. 

 Kamini’s resistance against generational authority stems from her rejection 

of the conventional stereotypes of womanhood. According to Partha Chatterjee, 

“South Asian women were made to embody a strongly carved cultural identity 

and were regarded as the custodians of tradition” (Tantrigoda 66). Kamini 

challenges this gendered narrative by turning to a form of ‘counter-traffic’, using 

her son Sugath’s symbolic authority as an adjunct of her own. Sugath 

emblematizes the source of his mother’s power and protection rather than owning 
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such power in his own right: “My son belongs to me, and here he must be, with 

me. If Lal chooses not to be with us, well then we two would be enough. But I 

must not lose my son. He alone holds my life together” (G 91). Kamini uses her 

son as her means of ‘traffic’, as an actual and fictional ‘property’ that safeguards 

her against patriarchal constraints and as a means of rewriting patriarchy in the 

interests of a feminist future. As such, Wijenaike rewrites the Western theory of 

traffic in women in the local context. Kamini is a phallic mother who traffics the 

patriarchal authority of her son, using him as a shield for her own feminine 

authority and power. Her use of Sugath as ‘property’ to establish her authority at 

home reverses the theory of traffic in women to one of traffic in men or sons in a 

challenge to patriarchal authority.  

In a capitalistic society, “woman is man’s property” (Gilbert and Susan 

13), which he traffics to maintain his superiority over women. Conversely, 

Kamini uses the same patriarchal representative as her property to gain authority 

and redirect the ideology, rewriting her ‘kinship origins’ in the process. According 

to Rubin, “while the traffic in women has a lot of explicative power […] 

structuralist kinship is itself a myth, a fiction of origins, and a very powerful one 

at that, as it has added apparently incontestable scientific backing to its many, 

already seductive folds” (qtd. in Parvulescu 193). Kamini uses her son as property 

to challenge the patriarchy, which restricts her freedom of movement in society: 

“I do not want to be followed like a child, I said sternly. You should not have 

gone into that boutique”, he admonished. “You should not have taken that small 

hamu into such a place. It is a good thing I followed” (G 35). Here, Kamini’s son 

is her guardian, whose presence gives her the freedom of mobility denied to her 

by the patriarchy. Moreover, the status of man was not always already superior to 
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that of woman in traditional Sri Lankan society. Women challenged the patriarchy 

using men as property in the same way men used women as property to maintain 

their superiority over women.   

 In Giraya, Wijenaike writes what can be considered an early and 

foundational text of the ‘first wave’ of Sri Lankan novels in English. The novel 

depicts the potential of woman as writer in an environment where the “Father God 

as the only creator of all things” (Gilbert and Susan 7) was the norm. Using her 

pen, Wijenaike challenges the patriarchal ideology, which believes that “the penis 

is the head of the body” (qtd. in Gilbert and Susan 6). Until recently, a tradition of 

canonical writing by men had portrayed women from the male point of view. 

Therefore, “woman must write herself; must write about women and bring women 

to writing, from which they have been driven away violently as from their bodies” 

(Cixous 875). This allows the woman to represent herself as herself. By 

empowering Kamini to write her own story of liberation, Wijenaike aims to 

rewrite British narratives of the feminine in the Sri Lankan context, thereby 

allowing the woman to voice women’s stories and write about women’s legitimate 

position which men have downplayed for centuries. Wijenaike accordingly brings 

her women characters to voice their stories. 

 Wijenaike’s use of the pen confers phallic authority on her characters to 

speak and write about women and their stories in a man’s language. After all, 

“language itself was almost literally alien to the female tongue” (Gilbert and 

Susan 31). In Kamini’s case, Manel and Lucia Hamy’s abortive attempts at 

vocalization ultimately become successful. By attempting to express women’s 

problems themselves, these women join the sisterhood of authorship from which 
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they had been excluded and reject the idea of being “subject to” (and subjects of) 

male authority” (Gilbert and Susan 11). 

 In Sri Lankan society women are still subordinated while men hold a 

strong position in society because patriarchy considers woman to be a liability. 

Women’s subordinated position is largely due to the fact that "patriarchal male 

paradigms dominate women’s experience"(Bickley, qtd in Wood 161). However, 

Wijenaike demolishes male authority through Adelaine’s character. For example 

Wijenaike portrays Adelaine’s character as a lesbian because "lesbian existence is 

a direct or indirect attack on male right of access to women...the rejection of a 

compulsory way of life" (Rich 136). 

Adelaine lies upon her great bed, her small body covered 

lightly by a white sheet. Her legs are naked up to the knee. 

Lucia Hamy kneels at the foot of the bed stroking the naked, 

soft fair skin of her legs. Back and forth the rough, dark hand 

glides gently, tenderly like a lover’s hand. I can feel the skin 

on my body prickling. Then she picked up an inert foot and 

placed the sole of it upon her lips in a passionate kiss. (G 64)  

In a patriarchal society heteronormative ideology victimizes woman 

because heterosexuality is the lynchpin of women’s subjugation as it allows “men 

to control women's bodies as instruments for their own purposes” (Ferguson 171). 

According to Wood patriarchy is not an isolated phenomenon “but is a political 

structure which supports men at the expense of women"(157). However, 

“lesbianism is seen as a deliberate refusal to submit to the coercive force of 

heterosexual ideology, a refusal which acts as an underground feminist resistance 

to patriarchy” (Beauvoir, qtd. in Ferguson159). By deviating from 

heteronormativity and engaging in lesbianism, Adelaine denies man his authority 

over woman’s sexual autonomy so that she regains the right to control her own 
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body.   On the other hand Adelaine’s engaging in lesbianism helps Adelaine to 

deconstruct men’s ideology of women being object of men’s sexual object.  

 Nonetheless, deviance is also a ‘social construct’ because the idea of 

deviance is a product of meaning fixing.  In a patriarchal society man enjoys 

supremacy as he controls family economy and acts as a conduit which connects 

family and society.  This allows man to be the breadwinner in the family. For 

Walker "breadwinning is not just an activity, but a contested, and renegotiated 

meaning system that defines the boundaries of gender" (851). Therefore Adelaine 

reverses this ideology becoming the breadwinner at home creating a woman-

centered nuclear family in which the woman becomes the breadwinner. For 

example, “His mother went over the estate matters with the Superintendent. His 

mother paid for his clothes and food and perhaps gave him an allowance” (G 38). 

Here, instead of a man becoming the breadwinner Adelaine reverses that role and 

takes the control of the house to her hand.  By taking the financial control of the 

house, Adelaine deconstructs the notion that man has a natural monopoly over 

women in domestic economy. On the other hand, Wijenaike contests the idea of 

the “headship of the family which is a consequence of imposing monogamous 

marriage and ensuring the individual ownership of the property"(Jayawardena 

173). Adelaine defies the patriarchal ideology of the breadwinner of the family.  

In the context of Sri Lanka, women have been denied of positions of 

authority except at home due to both colonial and nationalist ideologies of 

women. Further, capitalism undermines women’s position by leaving the “wealth 

and power in the hands of a few men” (Gunawardane 71). As such it can be said 

that capitalism and patriarchy have brought about gender inequality. On the other 
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hand "the change of the pre-colonial land policy and change of marriage from 

several forms to monogamy were the primary tools in curbing women's right to 

inherit property"(Jayawardena 169). Therefore, Adelaine tries to regain the 

women’s lost rights by trying to keep her husband’s land under her control. 

In the great, dark dining hall, Adelaine is checking the estate 

books with the superintendent. I watch her through the lace 

curtains. She sits at the head of the table and the books are 

spread about the polished surface of the table. Perera stands 

beside her chair. His hands are at his back but his eyes are 

firmly on the books on the table. He does not look at 

Adelaine but listens and nodes to whatever she has to say. 

Adelaine frowns. She picks up a red pencil and makes a large 

question mark against certain items. The silvery voice, 

faltering at times, breaks the silence. ‘Why are we paying so 

much for weeding this year?’    (G 122- 123)  

In here Adelaine gains both power and wealth which were/are the 

prerogative of men in the capitalistic society and reverses the dependency 

relationship in which the woman was/is subordinate. Adelaine shows fortitude and 

frees herself from conventional male dominated organizations and shows that “the 

male-female dichotomy is a social projection” (Mager 41). Power and wealth are 

centralized in men in capitalistic society but Adelaine proves that there is no 

strong rationale behind this move because even women can handle power and 

wealth. 

In the patriarchal society man’s power is further fortified when the power 

is also relocated in the religious institutions. Jayaweera states that “all religions 

are male dominated” (47) and patriarchal religion absolves man and demonizes 

woman as easily susceptible to sex. As norms, ethics and culture of a particular 

society are formulated according to religious ethos, men get an upper hand on 

women because women are considered the carriers of the culture. Historically 



  

103 
 

religion has ostracized woman because “religion has provided the platform for 

male domination of the society” influencing “the social perception of women” 

(Essien and Donatus 286). However, Adelaine overrides the patriarchal religious 

stronghold when she becomes the main trustee of the temple. 

This temple was hers and she was the trustee. Where she 

moved the crowd gathered. After all she was the chief 

contributor. It was she who had raised the wall, and colour 

washed the temple recently. The young priest gave her 

special audience. (G 55) 

By taking the administration (decision making) of the temple to her hand, 

Adelaine challenges the patriarchy in religion.  According to Essien and Donatus 

women are not considered fit to hold political power or authority and religiously 

“it is a taboo to think of women leading or being in charge of a community"(287) 

because "women are perceived as being religiously inferior to men" (287).  Here, 

Adelaine, a woman controls the priest, a man and the money which was handled 

by man alone. Adelaine proves the fact that the woman are neither men’s “talking 

furniture" nor are they part of “men’s property" (Essien and Donatus 287). The 

woman who had been confined to domestic realm has come to public sphere to 

take up the roles played by man challenging traditional sex-gender roles. 

Adelaine also made an attempt to suppress the newly educated upcoming 

generation lest they would challenge her dominant power. Adelaine resents the 

revolutionary changes that could be brought about by new industries and the 

newly educated and the new rich generations both of which could challenge her 

dominant power.  “Can’t you persuade your mother-in-law to let me conduct 

evening classes in the temple premises?...Your mother-in-law thinks today’s 

people are corrupt and vile… She says young people of today are not worth 
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helping” (G 30-31). Her thinking is that the young people in her village should not 

be educated because they may rise against her authority.   On the other hand she 

expects her servants to maintain her family and state. She really forces them to 

toil hard, pushing them into the state of semi-slaves the activities of which were 

handled by men alone.  As men had done in the past “Adelaine had not 

encountered study for girls” (G 37) so she exercises all male powers. 

So, Adelaine symbolizes the arecanut cutter through her character while 

she is the arecanut cutter her subordinates become the arecanut caught in it. In 

Sinhala folk lore there is a proverb meaning “like an arecanut caught in an 

aricanut cutter”. Here the aricanut means the subordinates caught in the arecanut 

cutter that represents the suppressor. Thus, Adelaine who played the role of 

arecanut cutter in the family ironically loses her life in the clutches of Lucia Hami 

the subordinate. This is a rebellion carried out by Lucia Hami who had been 

suppressed by Adelaine all through her life. Finally this is an up rise by a 

suppressed woman carried out against the suppressor who also happens to be a 

woman. Therefore, Adelaine acquires all patriarchal powers. However Adelaine 

pays a price for trying to disrupt the structure of the household/patriarchal social 

order by attempting to change the power relations that are deep-rooted in 

patriarchal society.   

Deviation as Self-assertion 

In Amulet, Wijenaike uses the representation of deviancy as a tool to 

disrupt and complicate heteronormativity, which gives man the more powerful 

subject position and allows him to make woman his Other. It is the patriarchal 

tradition of heterosexuality which sustains male dominance. Heteronormativity 
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determines both gender and sexuality and functions through many “dimensions of 

social life” (Namaste 221). On the other hand compulsory heterosexuality is 

considered morally proper and natural as it gives rise to “patrilineal kinship 

arrangements or ideological discourse advocating the primacy of the nuclear 

family” (Namaste 227). 

The preceding theorizations of the relationships between compulsory 

heterosexuality and the fantasies in reaction to it provide a backdrop to the 

emergence of deviance in Amulet as a strategy that demystifies patriarchal 

ideologies. In Amulet, Wijenaike uses deviancy as a means of critiquing 

heteronormativity to allow women to break away from the circles of gender and 

sex-based oppression. Having taken deviancy as an alternative norm of sexual 

behaviour, the female protagonists attempt to challenge patriarchal ideologies, for 

which heteronormativity provides a basis. Wijenaike’s women protagonists in 

Amulet attempt to deconstruct kin relations so that women may rewrite gender-

biased hierarchical social relationships. Although deviance is considered amoral, 

Wijenaike softens it in the context of the novel to embrace ‘alternative’ sexualities 

and practices that may, in the right context, become accepted. Such an acceptance 

of deviancy in this context provides Wijenaike with a substantial reasoning to 

challenge fictive patriarchal norms and male dominance over women. 

For example, in Amulet, heterosexual “identities within the broader 

context of heterosexual hegemony” (Namaste 228) clearly favour men and 

demean women by ascribing some special power to the former that can be used to 

overpower the latter. Wijenaike sets heteronormativity and deviance, i.e., the 

incest taboo, side by side and lets Anula and Senani “break apart [this 
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heteronormative] matrix that structures heterosexual identity” (Dinshaw 209) to 

challenge kinship patterns and woman-property relations. By indulging in the so-

called deviant sexual relations of the incest taboo, Anula “deconstruct[s] the 

patriarchal, oedipal nuclear family” (Mager 42). In Amulet, Anula’s naysaying to 

heteronormativity is perhaps best expressed in her records of indulgence in the 

incest taboo with her brother, as recorded in her diary: 

The diary reads on. Although born twins, we are not identical 

in body, thought and feeling. Although from the same womb, 

we have come of two separate eggs. Born at the same time 

but of two separate eggs. That may be why I give my all to 

you but you cannot give your all to me. I am the stronger for 

I can accept this situation Nonchi has placed upon our 

shoulders. She has deliberately tied us together, made us 

lovers, not brother and sister. Therefore we cannot be friends 

but remain lovers. (A 81)  

Here, Anula demolishes the Oedipal nuclear family that provides a 

tangible base for male authority and “extended kin networks”. (Ferguson 167).  

What Wijenaike creates here is an ‘eccentric’ nucleus of family that goes against 

the laws of kin relations, which prohibit incestuous relations and marriage 

between siblings. With this subversion Anula demolishes the myth of kinship 

relations, forming hierarchical power relations that allow men to reduce women to 

an exchangeable commodity in the marriage market. Senani’s and Anula’s 

indulgence in the incest taboo drastically affects the whole gamut of kin relations, 

as when the brother-sister relationship changes to a husband-wife relationship, it 

shakes the very ideological base of the kin relations. 

Patriarchal power relations are generated from kin relations, which are 

based on marriage. Heteronormativity and the incest taboo are the two bases upon 

which women’s dependency relations are formed in the marriage institution and 
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household. According to Kortmulder, patriarchal marriage is a ‘transaction’ in 

which women are exchanged between two parties of men “just as they exchange 

of other items of value” (439). For example, Lévi-Strauss notes that the 

mechanism by which this is practised is known as “reciprocal gift-giving”, in 

which “women must be considered as a scarce commodity” (qtd. in Kortmulder 

439-440). In Amulet, although Anula is not married according to kin relations, she 

still serves as the object of this patriarchal trade by indulging in the incest taboo. 

Anula’s transformation into a property of man is perhaps best elaborated in her 

yearning to remain in an incestuous relationship with her brother as master and 

mistress: 

Senani and I still share a bedroom a double bed. But I am 

thinking. Should I move into mother’s room and Senani into 

father’s room? That way we can also wipe off that smile on 

Nonchi’s face. We will live as master and wife in dignity! (A 

87) 

This incestuous relationship between the siblings does not give rise to the 

symbolic exchange of a woman between two men in marriage, as Lévi-Strauss 

documents. Rather, Anula’s indulgence in the incest taboo with her brother 

disrupts the gift-giving system in marriage because “the incest taboo regulates the 

interaction of the nuclear and more immediate family members” (Leavitt 117). 

Her idealization of a ‘respectable number’ of the family – where she imagines her 

parents and her brother and herself as a virtuous whole family – transgresses the 

ideal nuclear family concept. 

In Amulet, Wijenaike challenges and inverts two paired patriarchal 

ideologies by converting the brother-sister (kin) relation into the husband-wife 

relation. The family structure in Amulet challenges Lévi-Strauss’ kin patterns (i.e., 
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‘fiction of origins’), and Anula’s embrace of the incest taboo challenges woman-

property relations. By appropriating incest as an alternative form of sexuality that 

may conceivably be better than heteronormative marriage, Wijenaike rewrites 

Lévi-Strauss’ concept of kin relations in the Sri Lankan context while challenging 

“the gender power dichotomy” (Mager 42). 

Re-writing the Gothic as Walauwe: Wijenaike’s Amulet 

Such ‘strategies of deviance’ (Earl Jackson Jr.) show that the means of 

resistance to patriarchal ideology are further materialized when Wijenaike 

rewrites the Western Gothic trope in a newer, indigenous Sri Lankan context. 

According to Karin A. Wurst, the Gothic novel, by defying the natural and 

reasonable, offers a certain leeway to realistic narrative “creating an 

unconventional vision of reality through conventional narrative” (11). Gothic 

literature disputes established conventions “about the relationship of the self to 

Other, about good and evil, masculine and feminine, and cause and effect” (Day, 

qtd. in Wurst 12). It is also characterized by “the traditional Gothic house of 

mystery with its family secrets” (Pritchard 446). In Gothic literature the plot 

constitutes “incest and violent struggle along with preferred icons” in which the 

hero is “usually a male” (Wurst 11-12). Amulet “depicts a quintessential female 

Gothic narrative, from the curious wife to the imposing mansion to the hidden 

family secret” (Bishop 136). 

In addition to using Gothic tropes to challenge phallic power, Wijenaike 

offers a dimension to her local critique by turning to a Sri Lankan rewriting of a 

familiar Western motif: that of ‘the mad woman in the attic.’ Wijenaike, in 

Giraya, incorporates a new version of the mad woman (in the attic). In Amulet, 
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there are several mad women who are not actually mad but who appear to be mad 

because of the perennial male-dominated social structures that oppress and 

suppress women. These three women – Anula’s mother, Anula and Shyamali – 

are not necessarily mad, but they do challenge the existing patriarchal logics of 

the home. For instance, Anula’s mother accuses her husband of having another 

child by another woman: 

We are watching father beat mother in the sitting room. She 

has accused him, at least, of infidelity and this woman who is 

his surgery nurse and mistress. We hear mother accuse him 

of having another child somewhere else through her. At last, 

unable to take the beating, she runs up the stairs into the attic. 

After that Nonchi tells us our mother is dead. (A 83) 

Here, Anula’s mother challenges her husband’s sexual aberration and 

carnality which normalize male’s “sexual power fantasies” where the men’s 

control over women’s body “metonymically provide[s] them with the illusion of 

the domination” (Jayawickrama 121). The death of Anula’s mother challenges the 

patriarchal authority that subordinates and oppresses women and offers clear 

evidence that women are not men’s property. Patriarchal authority at home is 

further disrupted when Anula decides to go against her brother’s decision to not 

bring their half-brother home: 

There is something in Senani’s eyes that frightens me. He is 

watching me like a hawk ever since I suggested we bring our 

half-brother home. Yet I am going to find our half-brother, 

father’s bastard son, and bring him home. It is time we began 

facing reality and ending deception. (A 100) 

Once again, Anula’s decision to bring their half-brother home and to 

continue their incestuous relationship as a form of formal marriage is a challenge 

to kin relations and heterosexual normativity. Despite Senani’s decision not to 

bring their half-brother home, Anula is bold enough to challenge his decisions, 
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i.e., the patriarchal authority at home. Anula goes against her kin relations by 

deciding to bring her half-brother home, challenging patriarchy and 

heteronormativity in the process. 

In addition to oppressing women through narratives of heteronormativity, 

men oppress women through patriarchal myths that “contain an ideological 

illusion” (Barthes, qtd. in Mahadevan 48). By degrading women in myths in their 

own making, men make an attempt to reinforce patriarchal values and validate 

violence about women. In Amulet, Wijenaike re-appropriates these myths in the 

interest of women, reversing the deep-rooted patterns of thinking in which man’s 

subjugation of woman is normalized. The king’s decision to sacrifice a beautiful 

virgin to protect his status shows such patriarchal violence: “To save himself the 

king was compelled to sanction a dola, a sacrifice to the god to appease him and 

bring on the rain. A beautiful virgin girl was to be sacrificed to Bahirawa, God of 

the earth” (A 31). Here, patriarchal violence is evident in the act of the king, who 

sacrifices a female to protect himself.  The king orders the sacrifice of the virgin, 

giving rise to a question: “It was her life they were sacrificing […] surely she has 

the right to her own life?’ (A 32). The sacrifice of girl is a violent act performed 

by the patriarchy without any logical reasoning behind the selection of a female 

virgin. God represents phallic power, which acts as a symbolic guarantor of 

oppression against women. God is male, and the king must offer a girl to appease 

Him. The choice of female sacrifice is illogical, as there is no valid reason for it 

but a blind belief that women are inferior to men in both myth and real life. It is 

through this power imbalance that the king takes an upper hand on women and 

uses violence to subordinate them in both the natural and supernatural realms. By 
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critiquing patriarchal myth, Wijenaike challenges the ensuing “patriarchal 

discourse” (Keating 24) that is hostile to women in real time. 

In Amulet, Wijenaike attacks the man-woman binary opposition, which 

oppresses women as a persistent yet unjust fact of heteronormativity, while 

attempting to incorporate Gothic elements in her deconstruction of gender. For 

instance, like the ghost in Hamlet, Anula’s spectre upsets the functions of the 

family. By depicting the ghostly Anula, as a “monstrous “non-woman”” (Wurst 

18) risen from the dead as a kind of Gothic heroine in the Sri Lankan context, 

Wijenaike disrupts the gendered power hierarchy within the household that causes 

the power-hierarchical gender binaries. Woman’s potential to exercise the so-

called phallic power is expressed by the mysterious power that rearranges items in 

the household: 

Ramon, was anyone in the kitchen before we came in? The 

salt and pepper shakers have been shifted from the left to the 

right of the table. Ramon rubbed his hands together in 

nervousness. “No one came into the kitchen, sir, after it was 

arranged.” I waited, more terrified than Ramon. Was there 

someone unseen hovering about the house whose 

arrangements dared not be touched by other hands? I saw 

Pinchamma watching me like an object to be studied and 

understood. Then a slow, unreadable smile spread across her 

flat features. (A 43-44) 

By reordering the proper place of some items in the household, Anula’s 

ghost symbolically disorders the patriarchal order that denies and hampers 

women’s power. Here, Wijenaike weighs invisible feminine power against the 

visible phallic power and interrupts the patriarchal discourses that subordinate 

women. This shift from left to right challenges phallic agency, implying that what 

is considered phallic agency is actually an empty ideology because women can 
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also exercise such power. Wijenaike uses Gothic tropes to challenge phallic 

power.  

As represented in Amulet, deviance is not only an opposing (or abnormal) 

sexual proclivity, but also a tool that may subvert phallic agency in favour of 

women’s transformation. Using Anula’s incestuous spirit-companion, Wijenaike 

challenges the “patriarchal structure metonymically represented by the ancestral 

house [walauwe], a Gothic site” (Bishop 136) that focuses exclusively on 

patriarchal values embedded in the orthodox family. Having disturbed the 

underlying symbolic functions of the walauwe, Anula’s spirit upsets the deep-

rooted ideologies/structures of the patriarchal society. Anula’s challenge to “the 

power of the misogynistic patriarchy” (Bishop 145) is perhaps best illustrated in 

the account of Senani’s experience in the hotel room on his wedding night: 

In our hotel room I changed into black silk pyjamas and 

brushed my teeth very white. As I brushed I thought I saw 

Anula’s face in the mirror, sad, yet mocking as if she was 

asking, “Whom are you going to kill now? My throat 

tightened and I began to sweat. How had she followed me 

here to torment me, to watch me, with my new wife? Or was 

I hallucinating? To combat my panic, to drive my past from 

me, I turned and used force on my white dove. Ignoring her 

moaning I broke her virginity with ruthlessness, not 

gentleness. I could see […] I could feel […] Anula watching, 

from the beginning. Anula made communication between us 

impossible. (A 128-129) 

Here, “the violence that accompanies the rape also questions the dynamics 

of male domination which can then be harnessed for and become weapons of 

political power” (Thiruchandran 17). Heterosexual consciousness exposes a 

patriarchal creed that is challenged when incestuous memories haunt Senani’s so-

called natural sexual behaviour with his wife. Wijenaike resorts to disturbing 

patriarchal functions at home, shaking the very basis of the patriarchal monopoly 
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and opening a domestic space for women to voice the patriarchal injustices 

committed against them. 

Moreover, Shyamali’s location of “her dark other in the attic” (Ekanayake 

68) empowers her to discover the dark secrets of domesticity. Through these 

secrets, Shyamali challenges power relations in the household: 

I am going to be ruthless, I am going to be hard. I am going 

to defy Senani, face him with the truth about his past and 

then take him into my arms. Yes, now I have the tool which 

will make me powerful. I will threaten to expose him to his 

children unless we become true partners in life. (A 97) 

Shyamali has found a new weapon in life: incest, which she uses to 

threaten to dismantle the heterosexual order of the family structure. Incest is a 

form of ideological construction in that it forms pairs and maintains sexual 

behaviour and gender relations. According to Kortmulder, “Levi-Strauss claims 

that a biological theory of the incest taboo is impossible, because the taboo is 

mainly of cultural origin, apart from a quite negative “natural” basis” (439). 

Therefore, the incest taboo is culturally originated and has more detrimental 

effects on women than men; as such, it requires ideological sensitivity. Shyamali 

threatens to disorder heterosexual normativity when she plans to disclose her 

husband’s indulgence in the incest taboo with his own sister. As Wijenaike sees it, 

the woman herself is the power behind her own life, which men have denied her. 

This identification of a woman’s power helps Shyamali to challenge the authority 

that her husband uses to dominate her. As we have seen, Wijenaike uses 

patriarchal myths to empower women to challenge patriarchal authority, opening 

new vistas for women to consider themselves differently. 
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Manisha –New Woman 

The character of Manisha symbolizes the cultural and political 

embodiment of Sri Lankan women making the transition of society from 

feudalism to capitalism under colonial rule. This period of transition on which the 

novel is based can be defined as a period during which Sri Lankans were imitating 

westernization in the process of changing over from feudalism to capitalism. In 

what follows, I suggest that viewing Manisha as a kind of ‘New Woman’ creates 

space, within Sri Lankan history and representation for weighing the benefits of 

modernity as it impacted life opportunities for Sri Lankan women.  It was during 

this mid-period that Manisha was born to Senani and Shyamali. Whereas 

Manisha’s mother represents a land owning aristocratic family coming from the 

upcountry her father belongs to the Colombo society getting gradually 

westernized in the context of growing capitalism. Therefore, naturally Manisha is 

caught up in the dilemma as to which of those two domains, urban versus rural, 

can more effectively sustain her emerging subjectivity—drawn as it is from both 

modern and traditional sources.   

Manisha’s father--whose authority pervades the whole household--is a 

symbol of male dominance. He wielded domestic power over everyone else 

especially the women in the family. Even under such circumstances Senani 

offered especial treatment to Manisha and whatever he did in relation to Manisha 

was very subtly planned. At first sight of the baby girl Manisha, Senani gets an 

unbelievably acceptable feeling about her and this can be interpreted as emerging 

from the guilty conscience harboured by Senani regarding the incest relationship 

he has had with Anula whose image might have been psychologically reflected by 

the new born baby “instead he took the child Manisha, into his arms and kissed 
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her. And the baby smiled back at the father. It was as if they had known each 

other in a previous birth” (A 52). This behaviour of Senani seems to be unusual 

because his character has been portrayed as that of a misogynist, but the attitude 

of Senani towards the new born baby is the base of the relationship between him 

and Manisha. 

The fact that any father however rude he is can be sentimental towards a 

child born of his blood can also be a contributory factor towards this turning 

point. At a later stage in the plot Senani himself confesses his hidden fear of 

Anula as against his attraction towards her. While Manisha was gradually growing 

up Senani found the same qualities and behavioural patterns of Anula being 

reflected by Manisha so much so that he thought Manisha to be the reincarnation 

of Anula herself. Though Senani was getting closer to baby as she grew up the 

reason behind this intimacy is the fear and doubt harbourd by Senani more than 

real affection for the child. “I could see that she had inherited Anula’s and my 

sharp nose and dark handsome features. Her eyes, large, expressive began to 

haunt me. Was it Anula reborn? I took great care to get her on my good side” (A 

137). The close resemblance of Manisha to her aunt Anula makes Senani relax his 

hatred against women and allows Manisha to grow up as a woman with better and 

stronger personality. Wijenaike makes Senani use Manisha to hurt and pressurize 

her mother Shyamali thereby curtailing the affectionate relationship between the 

mother and daughter. Through Senani’s character Wijenaike tries to make 

Manisha deviate from the subordination of daughters to men, guided by traditional 

mothers like Shyamali. In the course of these developments Manisha is naturally 

distanced from her mother. 
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In an ordinary Sri Lankan family kids are brought up under the care of 

mother who also has the responsibility of taking most of the decisions except very 

serious ones for which usually father is consulted. It is through this “socialization 

process, which begins at home, that women learn about the construction of the 

good woman and how to assume that identity” (Jayawardena and Chulani 11). 

The usual responsibility falling on father is to fend for the family and offer 

protection. However, Wijenaike makes Senani go against this family tradition 

making him take almost all the decisions regarding Manisha by himself, ignoring 

her mother in the process. “Manisha is growing up without a mother’s influence. 

But she has a father’s guidance and love” (A 141). The ulterior motive of Senani’s 

behaviour is to free Manisha from traditional and regressive thinking and to 

indirectly pressurize Shyamali through such actions. 

According to De Alwis the narrowly conceived education for women 

“considered to be good and proper has continued to play a dangerously insistent 

role in Sri Lankan women” (qtd. in Jayawardena and Chulani 11). Therefore, 

Wijenaike lets Manisha follow the footsteps of her father but not the mother and 

develop good habits like reading and listening to music and thereby growing up to 

be a woman of free thinking unlike the woman in the traditional Sri Lankan 

society. Herath views that consequent to this kind of insulated nurturing, girls are 

denied of social exposure “to the extent that they lack independence in decision 

making and experience uncertainty in the face of challenges" (6). In fact the home 

environment for Manisha is deliberately planned by Senani who really has a good 

vision about how a girl should be socialized to build up a strong personality 

backed by free thinking, decision making and being independent. However, 
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Senani has to take the responsibility for both progressive and regressive traits in 

Manisha’s character. 

There is an instance in the novel where the eternal suppression of women 

by male domination is vividly brought to the surface. Immediately after Manisha 

attains puberty she is kept isolated but along with her mother according to the 

traditional custom. 

It is our tradition to isolate girls at this time…No longer can 

your life be care free…It is our custom I said weakly again. 

During her seclusion she had been given no fried foods. I had 

been constantly, even following her to the toilet when the 

need arose. She must not be susceptible to loneliness where 

she could fall easy victim to the black demon, Kalu-

Kumaraya. All of this I did for my daughter like my mother 

and Punchi Menike had done for me. (A 66) 

During this close association of mother, Shyamali gets the opportunity to 

express her unpleasant experiences emerging from male domination, by way of 

advice to the young daughter. Manisha’s reaction to such advice is evident in the 

following “I will not change my life, cried Manisha stubbornly”(A 66). Here 

Manisha “is able to embrace a more empowered subjectivity as a woman 

embodying” (Tantrigoda 74). But this reaction from Manisha also indicates that 

even a progressive girl like Manisha cannot escape from the pressures of male 

domination. Under the existing social traditions Senani is compelled to keep 

Manisha in the close care of her mother, just after attaining puberty although he 

could dominate all other affairs regarding the girl. Wijenaike thereby brings out 

the fact that a woman could not get rid of social traditions imposed on women by 

men completely. 
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 As Manisha was gradually growing in to maturity her outlook was that of 

a girl from a new capitalist family. The development of the middle man in feudal 

system gave birth to the capitalist class and their culture. The traditional landlords 

were replaced by business tycoons who were also the urban VIPs. According to 

Garrett “industrialization was the growth of a middle class of people whose 

wealth was based on their role as manufactures” (47-48). Another consequence of   

the new capitalist system the land owners were the elites and the labourers serving 

them were the poor class. In the context of this social transition the character of 

women also underwent gradual evolution. Although there was no significant 

difference in male domination between the traditional poor classes and the 

capitalist system men also equally laboured with women in the new system. 

Though men were able to provide better labour to the industries anybody who 

could contribute some labour could get paid. 

 The discourse on the rights and freedom of women was however confined 

to the capitalist class which Manisha represented. Having achieved the status and 

respect of the professional classes, the architect Senani is capable of earning a 

substantial sum in the new social setup. His income reinforces the riches of the 

family. Manisha who belongs to the second generation of this society displayed 

the features of the modern woman who can be employed for wages. As Marx 

mentions “mothers/housewives [women] form part of a reserve army of labour” 

(qtd. in Garrett 57).  Further to Garrett Jayawardena remarks that: 

the advent of imperialism to Sri Lanka radically altered the 

economic structure of the country, imposing capitalist forms 

of production on a feudal agricultural economy…the 

transition to capitalism in the nineteenth century, women and 

girls who had earlier labored in semi-feudal conditions as 
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unpaid family workers, began to be recruited as a source of 

chap wage [earner]. (  195) 

Thus Wijenaike portrays the character of Manisha as transcending the 

womanhood that was within the feudal system. In fact, the author tries to depict 

this social change as a positive one. The following quotation explains Manisha’s 

outlook amply. “she has no specially warm eyes but she is strong willed. Still like 

Senani, small breast, sharp featured and with short cropped hair, like a man’s. She 

prefers to wear shirt and tight fitting jeans or skirt and blouse” (A 69). In the 

description of Manisha’s physical outlook Wijenaike has tried to build up the 

model of a woman in the new capitalist society. Thus, she deviates from the usual 

features of the woman’s body which were used earlier for describing a woman 

and instead depicts the physical outlook of Manisha as being very similar to that 

of a man. Thereby the author implies that within the new economic set up women 

were almost equal with men. Even Manisha’s dress patterns have changed with 

the social change as she starts wearing jeans. What the author implies by such 

changes is that male-domination was gradually dying away, offering women a 

different future. 

 However, unlike in the past, at present women seem to have gone astray 

with the fast developing dress fashions. But the lamentable truth is that our 

women grab the old fashions which are becoming obsolete in Europe. The 

prestige that women enjoyed in the past because of the traditional cloth and jacket 

has been gradually lost with the advent of dress items of European fashion and 

this is tantamount to self-destruction. While the fashion industry exploits the 

modern woman for its existence the women are also not conscious of the fact that 

moral and cultural values gradually die away in their thirst for cutting a figure in 
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society. According to Garrett “capitalist values encourage the notion that women 

can be assessed in terms of their physical characteristics alone” (34). This 

objectification of women leads to the deterioration of female generation as a 

whole. 

 Through Manisha’s character, Wijenaike also goes on to stress the fact that 

the women in this new society have won the rights of women which had been 

denied in the feudal system. In the present context, not being tied by shackles of 

home life, women have gained a certain measure of freedom and are able to stand 

on their own. This is true of Manisha because “she has positive views and ideas 

on what her life should be, being a woman lawyer she stands as a person in her 

own right” (A 137). The author offers Manisha the right to education and 

employment which had been the right of men and denied to women within the old 

social system. Thus she implies that the modern woman represented by Manisha 

has been able to break the fetters and rise in society within the capitalist system. 

However, infiltration of capitalist economy caused an erosion of the pristine 

civilization of Sri Lanka. Consequently, “the capitalist mode of production 

threatened the traditional knowledge and traditional social systems" (Garg 48). 

Capitalism on one hand helped women to come out of their cocoon but to the 

detriment of cultural deterioration. 

 In the new liberal economic system making profit had become the order of 

the day. People living in this setup where making profit was significant were 

naturally commercialized. According to Marx "The restless never-ending process 

of profit-making alone is what he [the capitalist] aims at...the boundless greed 

after riches ...is common to the capitalist and the miser...the capitalist is a rational 
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miser" (107). Thus, people were getting used to identify any item of use as a 

commercial commodity. No wonder, man was also considered a commodity and 

the value of each person was assessed going by wealth or the extent of labour he 

could provide. This individualization concept is part of liberalism. When a man is 

placed in this context, he gets rid of many social bonds and enjoys life 

independent to some extent. This shifts man from early civilization to modern 

liberalism, under this social setup man becomes selfish and this is the same fate 

falling upon Manisha. Wijenaike tries to explain the status of woman under this 

new social system. The selfish habits found in Manisha’s character also represent 

the attitudes of the new capitalist society. It is further borne out by Manisha not 

being interested in looking after her own mother. “look to yourself mother. Father 

can look after himself” (A 85). Thus Manisha tries to get rid of the responsibility 

of looking after her old mother. Here Manisha represents the western society 

where they are not bothered about looking after aged parents. This can be traced 

back to the individualization in liberalism. In this social set up a person tries to 

completely loosen all bonds with even his immediate family. Wijenaike brings out 

this outlook of new society through Manisha’s character. 

 Though independence is one of the main concepts in new capitalism in 

practical terms no person is really independent, in material terms, even under the 

guise of emancipatory democracy. The poor and needy know not of any such 

independence. However, Manisha achieves financial independence as a 

beneficiary of the capitalist system. “Manisha took me around her new house 

today. I was surprised, happy” (A 97). Regardless of the promise of increasing 

earning power, however, modern generations of Sri Lankan women remain caught 

up between the older gender system and the new creating a continuous conflict. 
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Although people accepted the idea of social change and renewal, they were unable 

to reconcile themselves to the notion that women should change and therefore, 

“women of today are trapped between tradition and modernity” (Jayawardena 

277). Therefore, cultural traits like nominal respect reconciliation and cultural 

security can be seen in Manisha’s character. During liberalism which was only an 

extension of capitalism any discourse about this cultural crisis was very rare. 

Therefore Manisha is also unable to totally get rid of the former cultural set up “I 

need to live my own life but it does not mean I have to give up our traditional 

customs altogether. We must learn to combine, compromise in life” (A 101). The 

author has been able to bring out the fact a woman couldn’t totally change during 

the transition from one social system to the other especially where indigenous 

culture is concerned. However, the author is also conscious of the fact the women 

enjoyed a better freedom under the new social system. 

 With the development of the plot in Amulet we find that Manisha as a 

‘New Woman’ for Sri Lanka defies male domination inherited from the old 

system. Thus, acting on behalf of mother she challenges her father on certain 

occasions. We could see this change in the attitudes of the modern woman as a 

direct result of social transition “she went to find peace. Why didn’t you tell me 

she was going. Why? Would you have accompanied her? Manisha asked” (A 

147). While there is an indication that women appear for women for their 

liberation the challenging attitudes of Manisha clearly brings out how the modern 

woman tries to restore the rights of women lost in the old system. The concept of 

womanism was developed in England during this period and naturally that would 

have had an impact on Sri Lankan society. Manisha’s character represents this 

influence coming from outside. 
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 Wijenaike attributes to Manisha the professional status of a lawyer in 

order to show that women also can join in judging (decision making) and ruling 

people other than men. This transition contests the popular idea that “males and 

females had different intellectual capacities and interests” (Garrett 61). Lerner 

states that “in a patriarchal society, men are viewed as naturally superior, stronger 

and more rational whereas women are viewed as naturally weaker, intellectually 

and rationally inferior, emotionally unstable and incapable of being involved in 

politics (qtd. in Wood 13). This transition also indicates a turning point in the 

social status of Sri Lankan women. Thus the author develops the status of women 

in society parallelly with the social transition. One of the literary methods used by 

the author to highlight the progress of the modern woman represented by Manisha 

is to create a contrast between her and the female characters belonging to the 

former generation like Shyamali’s mother, Anula, Punchi Menike, Senani’s 

mother and Nonchi. “Manisha is above the average Sri Lankan woman. She 

represents the new breed of womanhood that is emerging today. As a lawyer she 

knows much about human nature” (A 121). By comparing and contrasting these 

characters the author has successfully brought out the impact of social transition 

on women’s life. She has in fact made an attempt to depict the social evolution 

through Manisha’s character. That is why we can consider Manisha as the first 

and foremost character either directly or indirectly clarifying the impact of social 

transition on women of the day. 

Ran Tilleke-Modern Employee 

Finally, the introduction in Amulet of the character, Ran Tilleke, also 

breaks new ground for emerging femininities in Sri Lankan novels in English and 

marks the beginning of newer economic system in Ceylon prefiguring the 
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postcolonial ordering of economic relations. Her character in particular portrays 

the social transformation effected by the open economic system newly introduced 

to Sri Lanka in 1977. It was with the introduction of the open economy that the 

new aspects of foreign employment where local women went abroad, especially to 

Middle East as housemaids came into being. Ran Tilleke being a housemaid, who 

had served in the Middle East for some time and returned, can be taken as a model 

for analysis through which we can understand the modern state of the Sri Lankan 

women. 

 The author of the novel builds up four servant characters, namely Punchi 

Menike, Pinchamma, Nonchi Hamy and Ran Tilleke. Ran Tilleke is quite 

different from the other three as a symbol of the modern housemaids. As a 

product of modern society we find that she “is able to escape from the trappings 

of her tradition” (Chatterjee. Qtd. in Lakshmi 56) which domesticates women but 

she becomes a victim of capitalism. According to Jayawardena: 

While it is true that women had toiled in the fields, 

plantations and domestic industries in the pre-capitalist 

phase, it was with the development of capitalism in a colonial 

or semi-colonial context that they were to become available 

as potentially the largest and cheapest reserve army of labour. 

Women’s labour was therefore very important to local and 

foreign capitalists: traditions and practices which restricted 

women’s mobility or enforced their seclusion were thus 

detrimental to capitalism in its search for cheap free labour. 

(125) 

Women’s yearning to join the labour force is described by the author as 

follows: “Ran Tilleke was no Pinchamma, she was young, good looking, loud 

voiced demanding and ambitious” (A 71). Although the servants during the feudal 

social system had to toil attending to almost all the work related to the landlord 

they were not paid any allowance. They devoted their time and energy to look 
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after the adults as well as the babies in the family all through their life. Punchi 

Menike, Pinchamma and Nonchi Hamy are the characters representing this type. 

The tragedy of this system was that the servants of this type never understood that 

they were being exploited. 

 However, the capitalist social system which replaced the feudal system 

seemed to be more progressive. Accordingly, the middle man who became rich 

started new industries where the servants or workers were paid. This shift was a 

main cause for the down-fall of the feudal system in Sri Lanka. Although 

exploitation was present even within the new capitalist system people felt that this 

new system was more progressive. With the introduction of the open economy in 

1977, a social system where everything was judged by the value of money and 

"man is dominated by the making of money" came into being. Since the "the 

capitalistic economy of present day is an immense cosmos into which the 

individual is born" (Weber 18-19) the new thinking and independent views caused 

the downfall of the generation of the landlord of the old system. 

 By the time the character of Ran Tilleke is introduced in the novel, the 

feudal system of Shyamali’s mother’s generation has already collapsed. Thus, Ran 

Tilleke is an embodiment of a typical servant in the new social system because, 

according to Engels and Marx, “paid work would liberate women by freeing them 

from economic dependence” (qtd. in Garrett 115).  Pinchamma is dismissed 

without any benefit accrued by serving the Senani generation over the years. 

Ramon also suffered an equal fate. According to Garrett the values upheld in 

capitalist society “lead to women being viewed as disposable workers” (117) 

whose primary role is to do domestic chores. But servants like Ran Tilleke 
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representing the modern servants cannot be thrown into the dustbin in that 

manner. Had Ran Tilleke also been dismissed in the same manner as was 

Pinchamma she wouldn’t have left without uttering a word against the injustice as 

was done by Pinchamma. Going by the modern trend we can assume that in such 

situation Ran Tilleke would have demanded the wages for three months, on 

sudden dismissal. While Ran Tilleke is a hired servant Pinchamma was otherwise, 

working for no payment at all. “Senani hired a woman to help cook and clean the 

house. Ran Tilleke. He told Pinchamma to go home” (A 70). Ran Tilleke’s name 

itself is modern in comparison to the names Punchi Menike, Noi Hamy and 

Pinchamma of the traditional type. The name Ran Tilleke literary means a woman 

with a golden dot on her forehead. Although her inner self is not very much 

brought out by the author it is common knowledge that the inner life of servants in 

the Middle East is often a tragedy. 

 However, this new empowered servant, Ran Tilleke creates a special place 

for her in her master’s house. Though Ran Tilleke is part of reserve army of 

labour a theory which “sees women workers as a crucial constituent of the reserve  

army of labour which develop in all capitalist societies” (Garrett 117), portrayal of 

Ran Tilleke’s character is important in so far as it influences the whole household 

of Senani’s family. Ran Tilleke’s character shows servants’ influence over their 

employers. Although Senani pretends not to know this change, Shyamali is well 

aware of it. In the author’s own words: “But more and more, I noted Ran Tilleke 

seemed to be taking over from me. My husband’s cup of tea when he came home 

from work. His clothes washed and ironed. I came only to the family table” (A 

73). Step by step Ran Tilleke tries to get hold of the total power of the family and 

thus control the whole household. This exercise of Ran Tilleke has a direct impact 
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on the future changes in the fate of Shyamali.   Because Shyamali is suffering 

from an inner fear of Ran Tilleke she never divulges anything to her. 

 Further, through the character of Ran Tilleke the author implies that no 

tangible benefit is received by the housemaids ultimately choosing to emigrate, by 

undertaking jobs outside Sri Lanka as when labouring in the Middle East
v
. The 

question is whether she would have come to toil in Senani’s bungalow if she had 

earned a substantial amount of money abroad. Going by political reasoning, the 

truth is that the Sri Lankan women were sold, especially to Middle East as cheap 

foreign labour. Thus, the sector of housemaids sent abroad still remains the 

highest foreign exchange earner. However, these housemaids having suffered for 

a number of years, toiling in the Middle East often come back, empty-handed. 

This could have been the plight of Ran Tilleke, too. Her inner self also would 

have reflected this.  While the author creates the character of Ran Tilleke as a 

symbol of such suffering, once back in Sri Lanka in the context of the transformed 

economy, paradoxically she also becomes a symbol of the modern social system 

which also includes exploitation.  

Exploitation of labour continues in the new social system also with certain 

changes. According to Jayawardena it was merely a shift from “one form of 

exploitation under feudalism to a new form of exploitation as wage labour under 

capitalism” (195). The following testifies to that fact. “Ran Tilleke is another type 

of woman in this era having gone to the Middle East. She has returned with a 

small capital of her own but she has this daughter whom she has left in the 

grandmother’s care ever since. Her husband deserted her but socially she is no 

asset to me” (A 149). Lakshman sees this as “continuing socio-economic 
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disparities and of the social exclusion of the poor and of women in low income 

families” (qtd. in Jayaweera 99). Here Wijenaike also highlights the fact that in 

Sri Lankan context “economic and social transformation in recent years” have 

caused a break-down in the traditional kinship networks and family structures that 

have created a vacuum in support structures especially for women and children” 

(Jayaweera 99) despite the fact that constitution of the Sri Lankan government 

admits equality of both men and women.  

 Further Wijenaike highlights the fact that despite Sri Lanka being 

appreciated as a country governed by doctrines of Buddhism, such that women 

may be understood said to be enjoying equal rights, the true picture remains 

otherwise. Such disparity is due to the fact that even in Sri Lanka “the male 

culture defines women as sexual objects for male pleasure” (Bhasin 8) and “the 

contemporary perception of women as sexual objects imposes social penalties on 

women” (Jaggar 179). As soon as Ran Tilleke comes to the walauwe Senani takes 

her into his grip as a tool for the satisfaction of his sexual needs. “she has 

gradually taken Shyamali’s place even in my bed…Ran Tilleke satisfies my 

sexual needs” (A 123) and  “I have no feeling for Ran Tilleke, Only this need to 

use her for sex” (A 132). While Senani has no real feeling of love for Ran Tilleke 

he only exploits her sexually. This tragic circumstance originates from new social 

and political factors and the cheating of women is still going on. 

 Moreover, Ran Tilleke has been trying to spread her power over the whole 

household since her arrival. This behaviour of Ran Tilleke symbolizes how the 

old social system is rejected and giving way to the new social system: “when I 

came down for meals, I see her in complete control of the house. She seems the 
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mistress and I a house guest” (A 89). The above quotation implies that while the 

new social system is in place the traditional systems have become strangers. The 

shift from tradition to modernity also indicates how women are placed in modern 

society. While Shyamali and her mother are part of the traditional system Ran 

Tilleke directly represents the new social system. 

 Women’s alienation of traditional values has led to a corresponding shift 

in sexual/gendered behaviour. For example, sexuality has become an easy way of 

earning in the capitalist economic system. It is common to both men and women 

in the present context. Why has Ran Tilleke got to sacrifice her body for sexual 

satisfaction? It is really due to the impact of new social system that is ironically 

believed to be progressive. Ran Tilleke has nothing else to do to earn enough for 

her existence, appease the hunger of the child and to bring him up. But it is not 

only with the purpose of selling her body that she goes to bed with Senani. The 

author depicts her character as a symbol of a woman maintaining the modern 

liberal social system.   She wants to get back for her what had been denied to her. 

This is a political factor. Ran Tilleke tries to reach her high social status through 

the connection with Senani, which wouldn’t be able to reach otherwise. On the 

other hand the real social difference between them has been created by the present 

system. Thus, the author has been able to make a social analysis of the reality 

through the character of Ran Tilleke, creating an effective chain of visual images 

throughout the character portrayal. 

To conclude, this chapter has argued that Wijenaike’s novels, Giraya and 

Amulet, laid the foundation for the first wave of the Sri Lankan Novels written in 

English. Wijenaike borrows the patriarchal voice and ascribes it to her fictional 
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characters to address women’s issues such as woman-property relations, 

dependency on men and women’s association with madness. As recounted in 

Chapter One, the transformation of Sri Lankan society from an indigenous and 

subsistent economic system to a market-oriented economic system heralded an 

unprecedented change in gender roles, further distancing women from their 

indigenous identity and forcing them to react and adapt to the new system. 

Notwithstanding the material improvement of the quality of life for both genders, 

the new system continues to favour men in terms of economic empowerment and 

prospects for upward mobility in society. Such contradictions are reflected in 

Wijenaike’s novels, whose characters challenge and/or subvert these anomalies by 

adopting specific strategies. Moreover, with her knowledge of the British 

Anglophone literary tradition, Wijenaike resituates the Western literary canon in 

the interest of Sri Lanka, initiating a unique Sri Lankan post/neo-colonial English 

literary genre. Wijenaike notably rewrites British narratives of the feminine using 

her appropriation of the Victorian feminist Bildungsroman in the local Sri Lankan 

context. Wijenaike’s Bildungsroman revitalizes the Victorian concept by 

transcending its traditional boundaries and establishing a Sri Lankan voice and 

mode for a postcolonial feminism in the English language. Even as the female 

protagonist is empowered by means of narration, the body-mind opposition that 

once served the purpose of elevating patriarchy (and diminishing the status of the 

silenced woman) is shattered.    

 Evolving and harmonious social relationships lay the foundation for 

society to function smoothly. One basis for such social cohesion is the economic 

empowerment of woman in marriage as an agent rather than a type of property 

exchanged by men in a symbolic and material economy controlled by the 
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patriarchy. Such a circulation indeed theoretically reduces the status of woman to 

the level of purchasable commodity, further diminishing her virtual existence in 

society. The protagonist in Giraya challenges these power-hierarchical social 

relationships by using her son’s property status – the traffic in men – to reclaim 

women’s agency and rewrite kin relations in a uniquely Sri Lankan context. In 

this way, Giraya inverts Gayle Rubin’s ‘traffic in women’ theory.   

 As a basic unit in society, the ideology of the home largely determines its 

members’ position in the family, which in turn replicates the roles they hold in 

society. Accordingly, the indigenous Sri Lankan home functions are based on 

certain duties and obligations performed by both genders; however, the degree of 

gender equality achieved in the past has tapered off as a result of colonialism. In 

Giraya, Kamini dismantles patriarchal power hierarchies at home, becoming 

convinced that what constitutes power is not the power transferred by means of 

indigenous knowledge and its transmission from generation to generation, but 

what the individual may acquire in the capitalist economic system and the kind of 

public and market this economy creates. Undertaking such risks in this new 

sphere, the post-colonial Sri Lankan woman gains the agency to protect her 

family. Having attempted to secure woman’s position at home by challenging the 

sexual division of labour, Wijenaike establishes women’s agency in Amulet by 

subverting heterosexual normativity, which in turn informs gender power 

hierarchies. Using a local version of what Jackson Jr. calls “strategies of 

deviance”, this chapter demonstrates how Wijenaike demolishes the Oedipal 

nuclear family along with the imposed rules of exogamy and compulsory 

heteronormativity that lead to kinship structures. 
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The following chapter focuses on Nihal De Silva’s novel, The Road from 

Elephant Pass, whereby a gendered heterosexual romance serves as the basis for 

national allegory and reconciling polarized ethnic communities at war.  In his 

novel, De Silva aims to establish a new kind of imagined community, or a “third 

space”, for the nation, by trying to unite Sinhalese and Tamil protagonists with 

sobering results. 
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Chapter Four 

Nihal De Silva: A Liberated Woman 
 

Ethnic Reconciliation through Gender 

This chapter begins with characterizing the woman protagonist Kamala 

Velaithan in Nihal De Silva’s The Road from Elephant Pass (2003) (TRFEP) 

exerting patriarchal power by taking up arms to challenge Sri Lankan nationalism. 

As a woman soldier/martyr/combatant, Kamala’s transition from the role of 

traditional housewife to that of a woman combatant marks a provisional transition 

towards different gender roles. As a woman soldier, Kamala becomes a 

“perpetrator[] of violence” (Abeysekara, qtd. in Emmanuel 4), which  is 

traditionally associated with men. De Silva also involves both Kamala and the 

male protagonist Captain Wasantha Ratnayake in a touristic ‘sublime’ (Mishra) in 

the ‘contact zone’ (Pratt’s term) in an attempt to reconcile Sinhalese and Tamil 

and transcend human conflict. Furthermore, De Silva makes use of Sri Lankan 

avifauna to bracket human problems arising from the protagonists’ arguments in 

the ‘contact zone’. Thus, De Silva uses the lack of closure to an imagined national 

allegory (open-ended trajectory) of reunification to show that national 

reunification through interracial marriage is not ultimately viable during wartime 

in the Sri Lankan context; as well as to highlight the only provisional basis of 

women’s gender liberation in the context of nationalist violence. 

Theorizing work on the basis of gender is necessary when addressing the 

hatred and ethnic conflict promulgated between the Sinhala and Tamil people. 

The theoretical framework of Anderson’s “imagined communities” and its notions 

of ‘nationalism’, ‘nation-ness’ and ‘imagined community’ can be applied to 
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discover how De Silva’s The Road from Elephant Pass brings gender-based work 

into the Sri Lankan “national allegory” (Jameson 69). According to Anderson, 

“nation-ness is the most universally legitimate value in the political life of our 

time” (3) because nation “is an imagined political community” (6). Anderson 

further notes that “the nation is imagined because the members of even the 

smallest nation will never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or even 

hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (6). In 

this way, the nation is ‘imagined’ and its communities are ‘imagined 

communities’. 

Anderson’s theory also provides a platform for exploring the question of 

how De Silva fictionalizes the post-war desires for Sri Lanka, including the 

reunification of ethnic groups and rebuilding of the nation through a renegotiation 

and reimagining of its ethnicity and nationalism. De Silva similarly critiques 

nationalism for underlying the oppressive division of labour in Sri Lanka, which 

fuels ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka in gendered terms. Jameson’s notions of ‘Third 

World allegory’ and ‘national allegory’ provide the foundation for this claim. 

Jameson argues that “Third World texts necessarily project a political dimension 

in the form of national allegory: the story of the private individual destiny is 

always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world culture and 

society” (69) and gender. In The Road from Elephant Pass, De Silva focuses on 

Sri Lankan nationalism, ‘imagined community,’ national allegory and gender and 

allows the reader to renegotiate Anderson and Jameson’s terms to achieve a better 

Sri Lankan society. According to Tasneem Perry, “the mélange of Sinhalese and 

Tamil, [is] an intermingling that predates European colonization and is removed 

from the repercussions of the Empire” (16).   
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Moreover, in The Road from Elephant Pass, De Silva attempts to highlight 

that “identities and roles are susceptible to re-negotiation [and] potentially lead 

readers, to adapt Anderson’s terms, to a wholesale re-imagination of the national 

community” (Perry 71). According to Hague, Anderson suggests that a “nation is 

constructed from popular processes through which residents share nationality in 

common” (17). Yet Chatterjee “contends that the imagination of political 

communities has been limited by European colonialism” because “nationalist 

institutional forms [were] imposed on them as colonies” and after “independence 

these areas had no option but to follow European paths”. Chatterjee further 

contends that “even our imaginations […] must remain forever colonized” and 

therefore “nationalism and nations operate only within limits formulated in 

Europe and they can only be conceptualized within these European strictures” 

(qtd. in Hague 19). Therefore, Anderson’s “imagined community” theory “is too 

simplistic to impose on the diverse, multilingual and asymmetrical power 

relations of the colonial situation” (Chatterjee, qtd. in Hague 20) as seen in Sri 

Lanka. Hence, “the question is not what common imagination exists, but what 

common imagination is forged” (Mitchell, qtd. in Hague 20). Consequently, 

“Anderson’s proposal […] is constrained by its narrowness” (Hague 20) when 

applying the theory to the Sri Lankan post-war milieu. 

According to Euan Hague, “with focus on the “fraternity” experienced by 

the members of a nation […] the protagonists in Anderson’s conceptions of 

nationalism are typically assumed to be male” (20). In short, the patriarchal 

nationalism underlying Anderson’s theory of imagined communities prevents 

women from becoming independent because, as Anderson envisions it (according 

to Mayer’s critique), nationalism is “a hetero-male project […] imagined as a 
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brotherhood”, eliding gender, class and racial structures within and between 

national communities” (Mayer, qtd. in Hague 20). 

Sarala Emmanuel and Selvy Thiruchandran’s gender critiques may 

likewise be used to further localize Jameson’s model. According to Emmanuel, “a 

key contention is that by joining these movements, by moving away from 

traditional reproductive roles, by bearing arms, these women challenge existing 

norms on masculinity and femininity in their society” (5). The changes in gender 

roles and gender identities taking place during the war have a palpable influence 

on society and on women. However, Thiruchandran argues that the idea that 

women can find their liberation only by taking arms is “certainly untrue and 

unworthy of any argument” (54). 

The Tamil Women Community and the Emergence of the LTTE 

The origin of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) can be traced 

to the Vaddukoddai treaty signed on 5 May 1976 when it was pledged that a 

separate state should be carved out for the Tamil community, on Sri Lankan 

ground, through forceful intervention on the Jaffna peninsula. At the time when 

the Vaduukoddai Resolution was passed, “Prabhakaran vowed that the LTTE 

would strive to implement the Vaddukoddai Resolution” (Richards 12). Since the 

latter part of the 1950s the Tamil community had been harboring memories of 

discrimination perpetrated upon them by the Sinhalese majority historically. The 

prospect of nation-building for the Tamil community only further increased the 

likelihood of tension in the contemporary political situation of our country. 

According to Wang “the ethnic discrimination against the Tamil minority could 

be identified as the fundamental reason for the beginning of their anti-state 
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movement” (100) and atrocities against the Sinhalese. The LTTE was formed to 

protect the rights of the Tamils who are being discriminated in many different 

forms by the Sinhalese, the majority
vi

. 

However, from the very beginning of the movement the leadership of the 

LTTE was not all that sure about the wisdom of recruiting women cadres. The 

LTTE male leadership “remained uncertain of the women’s capabilities and did 

not use female fighters in active combat until October 1986” (Richards 26). Tamil 

Tigress, an autobiography written by Niromi De Soyza recounts that women 

among the ranks were advised that the LTTE is not prepared to recruit girls 

indiscriminately and “the girls were the members of the Freedom Birds, the Tiger 

women’s political wing” and she further says that “about hundreds of girls [were] 

waiting to be shortlisted for military training with the Tigers” (75). At the outset 

LTTE had reservations about the suitability of girls and young women for combat. 

However, ultimately some were recruited later and sent to India for further 

training. 

It is the general view of De Soyza that LTTE relied upon gendered 

violence to maintain order and discipline among its women recruits, a view 

echoed by Cooper: “the subordination of the Tamil women [is] magnified by the 

Tamil culture” (5). De Soyza’s narrative reports that male-dominated Tamil 

society first cornered her, regarding her merely as timid, blushing, and physically 

unfit to be in the forefront of revolutionary action. This conformed to the 

conventional patriarchal view that “Tamil women are traditionally shy and timid, 

lacking self-confidence” (qtd. in Alexander 6). As a basis for this argument, De 

Soyza draws upon the experience of Hindu society by analogy, where women are 
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subjected to obvious discrimination and it is seldom that justice is meted out to 

them equally. Herath concurs: “Tamil identity is based on a gendered concept of 

masculinity within which women are cast in a female role defined by the 

hegemonic masculinity embedded in patriarchal Tamil society" (17). It is men to  

whom accrue all the benefits and assets of social power and position; even as, 

paradoxically, they hold less responsibility and receive the honour of a very big 

“dowry [upon] marriage” (De Soyza 35). Man holds a supreme position in Tamil 

society.   

Moreover, according to Jayawardena, “the women’s socialization process 

that takes place at home constructs a culturally acceptable female identity” and 

“education has done little to change these attitudes and perceptions, and all along 

had been a powerful reinforcing factor operating as an agent to socio cultural 

reproduction, legitimizing gender-role stereotypes” (41). That was why the LTTE 

was reluctant to recruit women among its cadres. It became evident over time that 

“university girls, too”, began to join these forces. However, their names “were not 

even included” in the register of enlistees, hence depriving them of the right and 

identity as stakeholders, in their view, to a just conflict (De Soyza 36). Therefore I 

argue that there was discrimination even with regard to duty and revolution
vii

. 

Although many women joined the LTTE with the intention of taking a step 

forward, the leadership and organization of the LTTE did not appreciate their 

contributions as “ the tigers [did not] believe that women can fight alongside the 

men” (De Soyza 51). Indeed, it was another revolutionary organization, the Eelam 

People's Revolutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF) that recruited women first. 

They tried to treat both women and men on an equal footing because “the role of 
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women in combat was inevitable” (De Soyza 61). By contrast, women in the 

LTTE, “who were referred to as ‘birds of freedom’, [initially] played an important 

role in the supporting services, such as propaganda, recruitment, information 

collection, medical care and fundraising” (Maunaguru, qtd. in Wang 101). Despite 

the fact that women were recruited in the LTTE, women played a secondary role 

within the organization overall. 

The LTTE, it must be mentioned, relied upon the labour of women at the 

beginning as assistant to the soldiers in their bivouac or when on field of 

campaigns. The instructions given to women at the beginning were to help the 

sentries at the check points, during the daytime. Another duty assigned to women 

was “assisting the men watching the army barracks at the Freedom Birds’ office 

learning first aid” (De Soyza 90) and to help the injured soldiers to safe places and 

provide them with their basic needs. Their comportment in the field also 

interestingly reflected conservative norms held within traditional Tamil society: 

“Women were expected to dress conservatively (with long skirts, hair tied, small 

gold earrings), behave in a demure manner, and never draw attention to 

themselves” (Gowirinthan 39). However, LTTE and the EPRLF introduced them 

as a general uniform. Tamil Tigress documents that initially “the [girls] were 

wrapped in cheap, bright red traditional saris and midriff-exposing blouses”. By 

contrast “boys dressed smartly in black trousers and shirts with the Tiger emblem 

printed on the back
viii

 ” (De Soyza 154). 

Although these women were housed in the “women’s camps” they 

remained under the direct and indirect control of patriarchal authority as it 

organized and disciplined everyday life in the LTTE (De Soyza 208). From Tamil 
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Tigress we learn that a recruit named Malahi (Malathy) was the first Tamil 

woman soldier to die in the war.  In order to commemorate her, Velupillai 

Prabhakaran set up an all-male-fighting unit named after her (Malathi Brigade). 

This development was followed, some years later by the establishing of an all-

female fighting unit whereupon, according to Richards, the affiliation of women 

fighters/martyrs with the cause become socially symbolic in gendered terms for 

the first time, albeit in patriarchal terms: 

The LTTE’s women’s military unit was inaugurated under 

the command of Maria Michael (alias Sothia) on 26 

September 1989. This ‘Sothia brigade’ had its own female 

hierarchy which was separate, but parallel, to the male army 

hierarchy. Following Sothia’s death from illness on 11 

January 1990, the Sothia brigade was led by Akila Akka, and 

later by Kalaichelvi Ponnuthurai (alias Thurga) and her 

deputy Mohanaa. The women’s wing was also expanded to 

incorporate a second brigade - the Malathi brigade - which 

was named after the first female fighter killed in combat in 

1991. In the final days of the LTTE’s military struggle this 

brigade was led by Kandiah Gnanapoorani (alias Vithusa) 

and her deputy, Kamalini. "The LTTE also encouraged this 

recruitment by taking a non-traditional view of women who 

had suffered sexual abuse. While the views held in traditional 

Tamil culture stipulate that raped women are “polluted” and 

are therefore to be socially ostracised by both village and 

family members, the LTTE accepted rape victims without 

stigma, offering protection, empowerment and the means to 

fight back. (Richards 27-30) 

These changes were yet to come within the LTTE “Freedom Bird” 

regiments. As late as 1985, according to De Soyza, the leadership and priority for 

advancement within the LTTE remained exclusively with the male establishment. 

The women combatants were virtual prisoners under the freedom bird office 

because “the men were in command” (220). All decisions were made by 

Prabhakaran. Even Mahaththaya, his deputy, saw to it that women soldiers were 
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never brought into the chain of command. Gender segregation and subordination 

of women were a regular feature within the LTTE organization. 

De Soyza nevertheless believes that despite such policies the mere fact of 

any participation of women in the LTTE was sufficient to challenge prevailing 

social attitudes towards women. Furthermore, the very notion of women fighters 

established that they were a force to be reckoned with (De Soyza 238). Bose 

concurs that “many women who decided to join the Liberation tigers wanted to 

regard their participation as a good chance of breaking traditional Tamil cultural 

restrictions and obtaining female liberation” (3006). As in the following treatment 

of Kamala Velaithan below, in De Silva’s The Road From Elephant Pass, we see 

how revolutionary participation provided—at least in principle—the opportunity 

for Tamil women to achieve patriarchal authority if not to rise above it. Wang is 

perhaps most affirmative in the claim that, through participation in the Liberation 

Tigers revolutionary movement, women may gain esteem and freedom from the 

conventions that restrict them, a “sense of equality with male soldiers” and also a 

sense of fulfilment “due to their contributions to the motherland.” (Wang 104). 

This view is not universally shared. Still, one may concede that the LTTE at least 

claimed to give women an opportunity to challenge deep-rooted gender identities 

and norms which adversely affected women. 

Traditional women in the Jaffna peninsula were accordingly motivated to 

join the LTTE so that they could achieve their potential beyond conventional 

patriarchal gendered norms and the traditional spaces of village and home. 

According to Peng Wang: 
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One of the most important aims of the establishment of the 

Women’s Front of the LTTE (the Freedom Birds) was 

creating the equal position for Tamil women in the society: 

eliminating all discrimination against women, protecting 

women from any sexual violence, and promoting women to 

control their own lives. (104)  

If achieved, such a transition towards gender liberation would invariably 

help women to acquire many privileges denied to them in conventional society. 

Further, it paves the way for women to “enter the public domain as a 

combatant/martyr challenging the notion that male virility and aggression are the 

traits that protect a feminized nation” (De Mel 3). 

The LTTE thus established a crucial precedent by creating a women’s 

front, thereby allowing women to re-draw the line between masculinity and 

femininity.  According to Alexander, they also sought to situate gender liberation 

as one key plank in the broader platform of the Tamil nation-building project: 

The aims of the Women’s Front were to (i) secure the right of 

self-determination of ‘Tamililam’ and establish an 

independent democratic state of Tamililam; (ii.) abolish 

oppressive caste discrimination and division and feudal 

customs such as the dowry system; (iii.) eliminate all 

discrimination, secure social, political, and economic 

equality. The LTTE’s proposal of these doctrines spoke to 

Tamil women and their desire for a more equal society, in 

which they could achieve everything that their male 

counterparts could attain. (4) 

Before the LTTE started to recruit “female soldiers, women were often 

confined to the domestic sphere; they were generally respected, but 

simultaneously ambivalent, and [given a] somewhat restricted status”. The first-

hand experience women received in the LTTE, by contrast, allowed the creation 

of “a socio-cultural transformation that stemmed from the LTTE” and therefore 

“the previously omnipresent notion that femininity is directly connected with 
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passivity, indecision, softness, and emotionality, while masculinity is associated 

with aggression, independence, rationality, and activity, is no longer accepted by 

the majority of Tamil society” (Alexander 5-6). The attributes of masculinity and 

femininity have been subverted by women with their experiences so gained in 

military activities. So it is clear that The LTTE in this regard contributed a lot to 

this transformation that occurred during this phase. 

With regard to both overturning traditional gender norms and presenting 

opportunities for empowerment, the ideology of the LTTE utilized gender as a 

means of active recruitment. In joining the LTTE, the female recruits were 

capable of subverting “received notions of femininity” (Silva 10). This enabled 

them to move away from “myths of male superiority” (Silva 10-11) in war. By 

playing both masculine and feminine roles, the female cadres were able to 

“emancipate [themselves] from the overarching patriarchal framework within 

which women operate” (Silva 11).  Interestingly this shift of gender roles has 

allowed women to use their potential to challenge gender prejudice.   

According to Herath, the military organization of the LTTE eventually 

transcended social and obstacles like caste and religion and “fictive combatant 

women” (13-14) remodeled another feminine image that defied the traditional 

image of women. Jordan and Kim state that female combatants could establish 

their status in the LTTE not by “attempting to feminize the military sub culture” 

(57) but by acquiring male behaviours. By challenging such gendered kinship 

terminology the LTTE women soldiers sought to subvert “social expectations and 

cultural conventions of addaccam (modesty and silence) and odduccam (poise and 

restraint)” (Alexander 5) which values have conventionally circumscribed 
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traditional Tamil women
ix

. As such, the traditional Tamil kinship system has 

negatively affected the education and development of modern Tamil women. In 

general this is in favour of their empowerment which, after Sylvester, may be 

defined as “women’s ability to dismantle patriarchal structures to some extent; 

ability to change the sexual division of labour; ability to define and exert their 

own power and to influence agendas, [are] indicators for empowerment (qtd. in 

Emmanuel 37) Women’s empowerment likewise involves acquiring new 

knowledge to create a different understanding of gender relations as well as 

destroying old beliefs that structure powerful gender ideologies
x
. 

In support of this aim, LTTE women soldiers made “autonomous rational 

choice of engaging in ‘non-traditional gender roles and experiences” (Jordan and 

Denov, qtd. in Wang 102) that empower Tamil women in their attempt to 

sabotage the traditional gender stereotyping. LTTE gave the combatant women 

the opportunity to transcend traditional gender roles. This shift was very 

significant, because “empowering potentials of women’s militant activisms” 

(Emmanuel 36) reflect the wider changes occurring in society in terms of 

women’s roles.  

As we will see in the ensuing analysis of The Road from Elephant Pass, 

female protagonist Kamala’s “ideological shift” (Emmanuel 15) from passivity to 

virility highlights the significance of women’s liberation. Engaging women in 

military activities in fact challenges the deep rooted biases about the role of 

women in chauvinistic societies. Women’s shift towards a more assertive role is a 

result of the opportunity LTTE exploited to display women’s coveted potential for 
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fighting as a function of their altruism and of sacrifice—again, expressly in 

gendered terms. Of such altruistic sacrifice, I cite Durkheim at length: 

Having given the name of egoism to the state of the ego 

living its own life and obeying itself alone, that of altruism 

adequately expresses the opposite state, where the ego is not 

its own property, where it is blended with something not 

itself, where the goal of conduct is exterior to itself, that is, in 

one of the groups in which it participates. So we call the 

suicide caused by intense altruism altruistic suicide. But since 

it is also characteristically performed as a duty, the 

terminology adopted should express this fact. So we will call 

such a type obligatory altruistic suicide. (179-180) 

Such altruistic sacrifice actually serves and reinscribes patriarchal 

authority, rather than pointing the way forward for liberated Tamil women using 

the occasion of war to better themselves. 

Kamala’s Agency as Caricature of Patriarchal Violence 

In my analysis, I will argue that while the notion of a woman LTTE 

soldier enjoined to the revolutionary struggle  is seemingly ‘feminist’ in outlook, 

it may actually have a patriarchal basis which actually perpetuates the oppression 

of Tamil women. I will further suggest that Kamala’s sacrifice actually emerges 

as a mimicry and repetition of patriarchal violence, because “the continued 

essentializing of male capacity for violence and female capacity for care and 

nurture” lead ultimately to the reinforcement of the “binary understanding of men 

as perpetrators of violence and women as [its] passive victims” (Abeysekara, qtd. 

in Emmanuel 3-4). By the end of the novel, Kamala’s claim to be a feminist 

warrior erodes, revealed merely as the creation of external patriarchal forces. She 

has been stripped entirely of her putative feminism and symbolic status as the 

liberator of Tamil women through battle. Instead, she seems (rather meekly) to 

have converted back to the state of an ordinary woman: 
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I volunteered for this mission because I had nothing to live 

for,’ she said gravely. ‘I have a reason now. Please, Wasu, 

please take care! Don’t try to be a hero. Just come out of 

there alive. (TRFEP 424) 

Before looking more closely at specific theories necessary to elucidate my 

argument, perhaps a brief recap of the novel’s plot essentials may be necessary.  

De Silva’s heroine, Kamala, is a woman soldier whose radicalization is explicitly 

linked to the July 1983 anti-Tamil ethnic riots which occurred throughout Sri 

Lanka. That month, over 3000 Tamils were massacred and many others displaced. 

“It was not mere violence committed by the angered Sinhalese community but 

deliberate perpetration of violence by the then ruling party--the UNP--inciting 

their thugs” (Broken Palmrah). I quote a retrospective viewpoint at length: 

Today Eelam Tamils around the world mark thirty-two years 

from the horrors of the anti-Tamil pogrom of 1983, when 

Tamils were killed by Sinhala mobs backed by the then UNP 

government and state forces. Armed with electoral rolls, 

Sinhala mobs targeted Tamil homes and businesses looting 

and ransacking property. Driven from their homes, 

particularly in Colombo, over 3000 Tamils were massacred, 

whilst thousands more were effectively deported by the state 

to the North-East. Black July was not the first time Tamils 

had been targeted and killed by rampaging Sinhala mobs. In 

1956, over 150 Tamils were killed in the Eastern Province. 

Two years later, in 1958, widespread riots left over 300 dead. 

In 1977, less than a month after the UNP came to power, 

anti-Tamil riots left another 300 dead. In 1981, anti-Tamil 

riots took place, with ruling party MPs supervising the 

violence in Jaffna. (Tamil Guardian) 

It is in this historical context, then, of a brutalizing and cyclical violence 

against Tamil communities that an overwhelming number of women join the 

LTTE to retaliate the injustice perpetrated on the Tamils. This becomes evident in 

Kamala’s taking up of arms as part of a larger movement of mobilizing women. 

De Silva’s other main protagonist in the narrative, the Sinhalese enemy, Captain 

Wasantha, scorns: 
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Their cadres, especially the women, had perfected the art or 

science of suicide bombing. They hated us, the Sinhala 

majority, with a ferocity that I would not have comprehended 

had I not seen and experienced it on the battlefield. I hated 

them back with equal intensity. But my loathing was for the 

Tigers, not the ordinary Tamil villagers.  (TRFEP 4)  

In The Road to Elephant Pass, Wasantha’s role is expressly masculine and 

oppositional to Kamala’s—his openly misogynist views at the start of the novel 

are anti-romantic in response to Kamala’s identity as a “woman soldier, the armed 

virgin of the nationalist mother” (Senanayake 140).  The Captain’s views will 

change over time; indeed, his character’s transformation from misogyny to 

romanticization of Kamala’s work and agency only serves to occult Kamala’s 

potential as an actual agent of Tamil feminism which is a main focus of this 

chapter. 

In The Road from Elephant Pass, De Silva indicates how all patriarchal 

nationalist projects deny women’s emancipation, as women become further 

trapped by nationalism. Kamala “seems to have eschewed all activities that are 

gendered feminine [when] she wears only masculine attire” (Jayasuriya 248). 

Scholars have even argued that the entrapment of women within nationalism is 

likewise prescribed by Anderson’s ‘imagined community’ theory itself. Nation 

and nationalism or “nationalist projects . . . provide spaces for women’s agency 

and empowerment” (Emmanuel 52), by motivating women to try out military 

means to emancipate themselves from hegemonic patriarchy/nationalism, but at 

what cost to free-standing feminism and empowerment? Kamala’s entrapment 

within nationalism is evident when she accepts the mission to deceive the Sri 

Lankan government (army): 

‘Whatever they did to me in the end I would die.  
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Then it would be over’, she said calmly. ‘I knew all that when 

I accepted the mission.’ 

I looked at her speechlessly. 

‘I had nothing to live for, then,’ she went on. ‘Only the 

mission mattered. I am expendable.’ (TRFEP 402)   

The preceding example shows the extent to which Kamala is trapped in 

nationalism – she is even ready to die for Tamil nationalism. It is important to 

note that women’s ideas about freedom are essentially connected with “national 

liberation” (Balasingham, qtd. in Emmanuel 61) and therefore become realizable 

only through armed struggle.  

Her misplaced belief that nationalism is “the only site of struggle through 

which women are able to express themselves” (Sumathy 131) invokes patriotic 

feelings in Kamala. Consequently, Kamala breaks traditional norms related to 

women and embraces patriarchal power and authority by using a gun to challenge 

the authority and power of the dominant Sinhala nationalism. By making the 

choice to bear a gun, Kamala attempts a form of matriarchal repossession but 

becomes only a victim as she is “acting out a patriarchal plot” (Senanayake, qtd. 

in Alison 52). Therefore, women must be able to achieve their liberation without 

resorting to armed struggle and without camouflaging their cause in a 

“nationalistic and ethnic struggle” (Wang 100). Women’s emancipation and 

empowerment are denied by nationalism because women are trapped in that 

nationalism. 

However, such an anticipation of women’s agency and empowerment 

through military tactics cannot become a reality in normal civil society, primarily 

because militant women may only end up “becom[ing] cogs in the wheel of 

someone else’s [men’s] designs and plans” (Coomaraswamy, qtd. in Alison 47). 
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Although Kamala’s body is “literally erased by her [military] actions” (De Mel, 

qtd. in Jayasuriya 234), De Silva shows that her identity as an empowered woman 

is not yet established/recognized in Sri Lankan society – as a woman soldier, 

Kamala remains in an unidentified alien domain in the context of Sri Lankan war. 

In short, Kamala is not an independent agent, but a gendered female being 

trafficked by Tamil nationalism. However, her decision to join the military forces 

reconstructs male hegemony in war that glorifies men as agents of war. By 

emerging as a militant woman against the traditional norms of matriarchal 

womanhood, Kamala becomes only a gendered female (or a cog in man’s wheel) 

within the nationalist discourse, acting out a man’s plan in fighting as a Tamil 

freedom fighter. Kamala is not acting out her own agency or empowerment; 

rather, she is being acted out by the plans of men. 

Conversely, Kamala’s engagement with the patriarchy may be said to 

transform traditional gender roles to some extent on a broader scale, marking a 

transitional point in evolving gender relations for the emerging national Sri 

Lankan identity, which she may pass through to claim subsequent freedoms in 

different domains that were formerly inaccessible to her. If this is the case, we can 

interpret the Sri Lankan woman’s identity as dynamic, negotiating (or moving 

across) different and formerly patriarchal prerogatives. Therefore, the Sri Lankan 

woman’s identity is at a transitional stage wherein power relations remain 

unequal, with women consigned to roles as followers:  ‘Velaithan just nodded and 

waited for me to lead the way […] she just looked at me calmly and waited for the 

instructions’ (TRFEP 206-208). Here, Kamala remains subordinate; still, her 

willingness to assume greater responsibility when performing her role as a 

freedom fighter is exemplary, even though such a role cannot be generalized as 
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indicative of all Sri Lankan women. Kamala is extraordinary; indeed, her capacity 

for self-reliance is not yet commonplace. In undertaking her mission, Kamala 

becomes capable of re-evaluating her identity across different domains. 

In The Road from Elephant Pass, Kamala’s attainment of her liberty and 

empowerment does not effectively allegorize the nation in Fredric Jameson’s 

sense, as there is no “development of a national trajectory of freedom and 

independence” (Yuval-Davis 9) on the part of women in comparison with men. 

The dominant Sinhalese nationalism denies the legitimate space for Tamil women 

like Kamala in chauvinistic Sri Lankan society.  According to Thiruchandran, 

women have asserted themselves not only as individuals but also as groups 

“exposing the atrocities and violations of dignity” (qtd. in Senanayake 136). 

However, paradoxically, when women are redirected to civil society after the war 

is over they are stripped of their empowerment and agency acquired in the LTTE. 

De Silva portrays Kamala’s empowerment as a woman soldier, but Kamala’s 

military rank is never exposed to the reader in the text as, in an interesting 

moment in the text, she reveals to the Captain: ‘“You can’t know that since you 

don’t know my rank”, she said, lightly now. “What if I out rank you? Will I have 

control?” (TRFEP 172). Kamala’s identity as a woman soldier is portrayed but her 

rank is erased. By erasing the rank of the military woman, De Silva does not give 

credit to members of the terrorist group or LTTE cadres because the LTTE is not 

a legitimate organization in Sri Lanka. Therefore, the dominant Sinhalese 

government does not recognize “women’s newly found sense of control” 

(Senanayake 144). With Kamala’s question (‘What if I out rank you? Will I have 

control?’), De Silva further shows that although Kamala is a woman soldier of a 
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terrorist group and may even outrank the Sri Lankan army captain, she does not 

have control over Wasantha (men) despite their equal status as soldiers.   

Indeed, the question of Kamala’s achievement of a new identity, to 

whichever extent she actually achieves it, implies the need for a theory of ethnic 

reconciliation and gender unity within Sri Lankan literature in English. This claim 

in itself is also controversial. De Silva’s portrayal of Kamala, who has “forfeited 

the ability to speak for [women,] becomes a crucial part of the quest for 

reconciliation” (Jayasuriya 235) even as, at conclusion, it ceases to be politically 

radical, or liberatory in gendered terms, and instead becomes romanticized. If, in 

the beginning of their adversarial relationship, Captain Wasantha nevertheless 

depends on Kamala to cross the Wanni, “Kamala [likewise] depends on Wasantha 

for [masculine] protection” (Fernando) and care throughout their trek. Kamala’s 

transition is a result of Wasantha’s commitment to her in addition to the protective 

role he performs and his capability, which are parts of the male domain. 

Wasantha’s protective role leads Kamala to act against the wishes of the LTTE 

and to become a traitor.   

Rather, a legitimate emancipation and empowerment of women apart from 

patriarchal authority would require that women such as Kamala liberate 

themselves from the co-dependence upon patriarchal authority or, at least, to 

create viable corresponding structures of their own to compensate for its lack. 

This is a method of not only ‘handling’ patriarchal power, but also recovering or 

acquiring women’s own power in a patriarchal stratified society, as “women are 

conceptualized as subordinates to men according to the conventional roles and 
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culture” (Schrijvers, qtd. in Wang 102). In The Road from Elephant Pass, the 

numerous circumstances in which Kamala finds herself enable her to be assertive.   

My information”, she whispered, ‘It’s a trap.’ […] Dr. 

Devanand is a highly respected social worker from Chennai, 

India […] ‘They want him dead, and they want your 

government to do the killing for them. There will be cameras 

filming your bombing attack. The footage will be used to turn 

Indian public opinion against your government.’ (TRFEP 

401-402) 

Here, Kamala divulges true information to the Captain—now her lover--

about the mission assigned to her by the LTTE to discredit the Sri Lankan 

government and its security forces. Her romantic agency emerges through her 

“ability to influence events” (Jayasuriya 245) and her decision to reveal her secret 

to Wasantha. According to Emmanuel, “combat […] is the indicator of women’s 

agency” (39) and “agency would also imply having the qualities and capability 

and knowledge, both of which are required for any acts of transformation” 

(Thiruchandran 13). De Silva allows Kamala’s transformation to lead to agency, 

which in turn leads to her empowerment. The deadly decision that Kamala makes 

is not an ordinary one, as it requires a lot of courage for a woman to reach such a 

state of mind. Upon making the decision, Kamala has the confidence to accept the 

consequences, as what matters most to her is what she desires and not what 

society or her organization expects. Her transformation is real enough, and brave 

enough, and remains important insofar as she goes against the “victim complex” 

LTTE ideology may have imposed upon some of its members (Senanayake, qtd. 

in Alison 52). By making her own decisions, Kamala acts against patriarchal plots 

and attempts to attain agency. However, her empowerment and agency do not 

allow her to liberate herself from nationalistic ideologies related to women in 
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general, whether Tamil or Sinhala, and regardless of which side of patriarchal 

violence she is on. 

In short, Kamala reaches a point at which she makes her own decision and 

is ready to accept the consequences. Although women are “underrepresented in 

decision making and leadership roles” (Jordan and Myriam 54) Kamala develops 

herself into an autonomous being when De Silva lets her make her own decisions. 

As such, De Silva empowers Kamala to betray her organization and protect the Sri 

Lankan government. Kamala’s betrayal is important insofar as it is a deadly 

decision. As a member of the LTTE organization, she knows the consequences of 

her deed, but her readiness for future repercussions empowers her. 

De Silva further illustrates Kamala’s yearning for empowerment when 

Kamala is portrayed as a woman who is “assertive, independent and self-willed 

outside the militant movement” (Thiruchandran 54). Kamala is ready and 

determined to protect herself against any threat to her. Through Kamala’s 

empowerment, De Silva shows the extent to which nationalism has prevented 

women from being empowered. Although Kamala achieves her empowerment as 

a result of being a cadre in the LTTE she is subjected to the “recurring global 

pattern of female re-marginalization where women are expected to resume 

traditional roles in the aftermath of war” (Jordan and Myriam 59). Therefore, the 

women’s ‘would-be’ empowerment during wartime is only a temporary transition. 

Kamala’s agency is well illustrated in the following conversation between Kamala 

and Wasantha: 

‘I’ll come with you.’ 

‘There’s no need, Captain’, she said coldly. ‘I can manage on 

my own.’ 
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‘No.’ 

‘I’ll take the gun, Captain’, she insisted, “and I’ll be careful.’ 

‘No’, I said equally firmly. “It’s too risky. We’ll both go.’ 

She scowled and gave in with bad grace. (TRFEP 311)  

Kamala assumes control of authority – the mantle of the phallocentric – 

signalling the potential for women’s independence. A woman’s independence 

does not mean she must perform the role or use the symbols of male power 

(gun/authority); indeed, she must return to her matriarchal origins and pre-

colonial/pre-national status. Moreover, “the woman should be independent, 

autonomous and self-directed without being link[ed] to the interests of nationalists 

and ethnic struggle” (Schrijvers, qtd. in Wang 105) for women to attain 

emancipation. However, Kamala’s growing sense of independence and 

empowerment is slippery because rarely does routine life provide women with 

opportunities to exercise such power. Consequently, “women are not initiators of 

ideas, they are only implementers of policy made by someone else” 

(Coomaraswamy, qtd. in Alison 47). Kamala’s handling of weapons and 

independence can be considered “explorations into women’s ‘agency’ and 

‘empowerment’ in conflict situations” (Abeysekara, qtd. in Emmanuel 3). Kamala 

tries to be independent and empowered by imposing masculine personality traits. 

Moreover, De Silva allows Kamala to exercise her empowerment and 

subvert women’s protection from and dependency on men when she protects 

Wasantha by guarding him with a weapon on her lap. According to Emmanuel, 

“women challenge and manipulate existing restrictive structures to step into 

public political activism” (20). By protecting Wasantha, Kamala substantiates the 

notion that women not only are playing the role of an “assistant” to man but also 

are able to play the role of perpetrator of violence: 
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‘Get some rest, Captain,’ Kamala said softly. ‘I’ll keep 

watch.’[…] She was seated cross-legged, at the far end of the 

sheet, leaning against a tree. The shotgun was across her lap 

with the cartridges, arranged neatly in a row, by her hand. 

‘You need the rest as well.’ ‘I got some sleep last night,’ she 

said gravely. ‘I can manage now.’ She did too, looking fresh 

and alert. (TRFEP 315) 

When Kamala uses the gun and guards Wasantha, she redraws the line 

between “the dichotomy that women are essentially pacifist and men are violent” 

(Emmanuel 28). In this instance, Kamala is not only pacifistic, but also violent – a 

temporary gender role transformation against conventional patriarchal mind-sets. 

The woman combatant’s use of a gun involves a type of social transformation in 

which militant Kamala assumes a masculine role suppressing her ‘”feminine 

characteristics” (Coomaraswamy, qtd. in Emmanuel 62). Therefore, Kamala 

challenges “the male patriarchal project which use[s] women’s identities […] in 

nationalist politics” (Emmanuel 52). In doing so, she reverses the patriarchal 

belief that violence is a tool used only by men. 

Finally, however, Kamala’s transformation from a traditional woman into 

a woman combatant ready to use violence against the patriarchy does not 

guarantee her own personal security and dignity as a woman, a reverting to her 

lack of empowerment in the private sphere all men still dominate. It is therefore 

questionable as to why De Silva lets Kamala redraw and blur the distinction 

between public and private dichotomy when she participates in violent and 

survival activities as both gender-neutral “soldier” and as “woman”: 

‘Where do you think you are going?’  

‘Two people will look more intimidating than one’, she said 

reasonably. ‘The leopard won’t know I am a woman.’ 

There was no answer to that, and no time to argue. (TRFEP 

125) 
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In this instance, Captain Wasantha’s prejudice is a result of his patriarchal 

distinction between the private and public domains. However, “the private/public 

distinction is nothing but a historical and ideological construction, constructed 

within various political contingencies” (Garrett and McIntosh, qtd. in Wijesinghe 

24). For Kamala, there is no division between the private and public spheres; as 

such, she and Wasantha contribute equally to their trek and survival. The societal 

space given to the woman to come out from the private sphere to the public sphere 

may give her the chance to use such potential to achieve women’s empowerment. 

According to Christine Sylvester, “women’s ability to dismantle 

patriarchal structures to some extent; ability to change the sexual division of 

labour; ability to define and exert their own power and to influence agendas, [are] 

indicators for empowerment” (qtd. in Emmanuel 37). Therefore, Kamala’s newly 

assumed identity can be considered one aspect of her situational empowerment. 

Her ability to overcome her former position of  changes unequal power relations 

in which masculinity is associated with virility and femininity with passivity. 

Kamala’s expertise in militancy and martyrdom gives her a new identity to 

challenge the subordinate position women hold in society. The protagonist’s 

gender role transformation from passivity to virility highlights the importance of 

women’s empowerment and emancipation. Kamala’s new identity, which she 

achieves through the transformation of her gender role, temporarily disrupts the 

ideology of traditional patriarchy, which lends woman the status of victim. Still, 

the situation creating the temporary conditions for such empowerment—that of 

the war itself—is not likely to last. 
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In short, women’s empowerment and emancipation can be effected by 

replicating male traits. However, women should attempt to repossess matriarchy, 

otherwise men will once again victimize them. According to Niluka Silva, 

Kamala “subvert[s] received notions of femininity and marks a departure from 

conventional characterization” (10) when she disrupts Wasantha’s male 

superiority. Kamala’s androgenetic
xi

 nature is well elaborated in the following 

passage: ‘“I’ll come with you”, she said. “Tell me what to look for”. She was not 

going to sit around and let me play the dominant male” (TRFEP 98). Here, 

Kamala does not attempt to deny her femininity but instead questions/subverts the 

male-female distinction
xii

. Wasantha’s remark that ‘she was not going to sit 

around and let me play the dominant male’ shows that woman is subordinate to 

man. In a wider context, ‘“emancipation of women has come to signify much 

wider political and social attitudes towards social change” (Yuval-Davis 9). 

However, Kamala defies the narrow identity politics that subordinate women 

when she challenges ‘the dominant male role’ played by Wasantha. Women need 

to aim for matriarchal repossession to overcome the patriarchal constraints 

imposed upon them. 

Ultimately, I reiterate that although Kamala’s competent soldiery 

represents a transformation of women’s traditional gender roles it also limits her 

potential by requiring her to enter the public domain as a combatant/martyr who 

embodies the questionable notion that “male virility and aggression are the traits 

that [best] protect a feminized nation” (De Mel 3). Moreover, Kamala’s status as a 

woman soldier/martyr does not necessarily destabilize gendered identity or 

overthrow of gendering because “self-assertion and self-confidence, autonomy 

and independence are prerequisites for launching challenges to the patriarchal 
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order” (Thiruchandran 54-55). Despite being a militant woman, Kamala lacks 

these prerequisites. As such, she cannot truly lay any “basis for a radical challenge 

to the constraining paradigms of nationalism” (De Mel 278), which is hostile to 

women at the level of gender and Tamils at the community and national levels. 

Transcendence of Politics via Natural Scenery 

Resistance to women’s emergent subjectivity operates at different levels 

within patriarchal society. Likewise, suppression of minority ethnic groups on the 

pretext of nationalism and tradition has prevented ethnic reconciliation in Sri 

Lanka. The failure of Sri Lankan governments to unite different racial groups and 

to forge a national identity have resulted in “the emergence of ethno-political 

resistance” (Bandara 27). 

However, at this point, De Silva takes an ethno-touristic turn by 

undertaking the imaginary reunification of the island via Wasantha and Kamala’s 

almost touristic enjoyment of the flora and fauna they encounter when making 

their escape. This transcendence of the human category proper is an aestheticizing 

move in the novel that although pleasing is strangely discrepant and offers no 

ready solution to the ethnic conflict except its displacement against the backdrop 

of lovely rural scenery. Although the novel is about Sri Lankan ethnic conflict, De 

Silva incorporates many natural scenes with Sri Lankan avifauna. This helps De 

Silva to let the protagonists forget their enmity and develop a closer human 

relationship. 

‘That’s called a hawk eagle,’ I announced, showing off a bit.  

‘Yes, I know,’ she said softly. ‘I have never seen one before. 

Isn’t it magnificent?’ 
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It was the first time I’d seen some animation in her face and 

it presented an entirely unsuspected side of her character. I 

looked at her with some curiosity. 

‘Yes, it does look rather regal’, I agreed. ‘How did you 

know what it is, if you have never seen one?’ (TRFEP 94) 

Here, De Silva’s obvious interest in the country’s vibrant bird life and the 

two protagonists’ fondness and vast knowledge of wildlife or ‘touristic sublime’, 

bring the protagonists into negotiation.  As human beings they are bound by 

common interests which are unfortunately suppressed by biased historical 

interpretations and the petty and selfish agendas of crooked politicians. However, 

it is apparent that the protagonists’ common interest in flora and fauna displaces 

their debate over the gender and ethnic divides that are so significant in post-war 

Sri Lankan society. De Silva traps both Kamala and Wasantha in the touristic 

sublime and makes them forget both their main arguments over these divides and 

their main mission. 

However, I argue that by demonstrating the protagonists’ emotional 

attachment to their homeland and the natural scenery of Sri Lanka, De Silva finds 

a common ground to integrate and reconcile the two polarized ethnic groups and 

genders. As the novel’s reviewers comment, the “resolution of conflict and 

reconciliation of differences are feasible through mutual experience and regard” 

(De Silva, back cover). The two of them who began as antagonists are united 

towards the end through their growing intimacy arising from shared sentiments 

and the mutual need for survival. For example, De Silva shifts the protagonists’ 

argument from the ethnic divide to bird watching: 

We argued about it, vehemently as only bird watchers are 

wont to, neither prepared to give an inch. More heat was 

generated than when we’d talked about the issues of the 

ethnic divide. Velaithan was convinced that the general shape 
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of the bird and the distinctive white tips of the tail were 

unmistakable and was infuriated that I wouldn’t take her 

word for it. She was probably right but I didn’t want to give 

her the credit. (TRFEP 203) 

By having Kamala and Wasantha argue over Sri Lankan avifauna, De 

Silva allows them to collapse their ethnic divide and enmity. This strategic turn 

allows De Silva to tie the two different genders and ethnicities together. As the 

preceding example shows, Kamala and Wasantha argue over birds as bird 

enthusiasts, rather than as enemies of two different camps. Both Kamala and 

Wasantha are bird enthusiasts but not enemies when they are engaged in the 

touristic sublime in the contact zone. 

This mutual relationship brings the final reconciliation between genders 

and ethnicities to which post-war Sri Lanka aspires as part of a romantic allegory 

of national reunification. De Silva also aims to critique the bourgeoisie politicians 

in the south of Sri Lanka. People have shared interests despite their different 

ethnic  origins but these politicians have failed to foster ethnic  harmony and bring 

all the ethnicities under a single national flag. The “conflictual political culture of 

the country” they create does not allow the people to forge a common identity but 

instead push them to think along narrow ethnic lines.  Therefore, Kamala’s and 

Wasantha’s shared interest in Sri Lankan biodiversity adds a “metaphor[ical]” 

(Perry 43) significance to the text, such that if these common interests may be 

highlighted (instead of dragging out differences for petty political interests), then 

“the predicament of […] the estranged communities and the larger embattled 

nation” (Gooneratne) may be alleviated through a reimagining of the national 

scene and its natural texts. By establishing mutual human relationships and 

common footing between two different ethnic groups, De Silva attempts to build 
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up ethnic reconciliation and gender harmony and form a new cosmopolitan 

‘imagined community’. However, the protagonists are trapped by a romantic 

ideology in which there is no gender liberation for Kamala, the woman 

protagonist. 

De Silva also uses Sri Lankan avifauna to prevent violence between 

Kamala and Wasantha, notably when they argue over the Sri Lankan Army and 

LTTE’s violence towards civilians. As both protagonists are well trained in 

military acts, violence between the two is always a possibility. For example, when 

Kamala and Wasantha argue over the Sri Lankan Army and LTTE’s engagement 

in war and crime, their argument reaches its highest point and Kamala becomes 

furious:  

‘My personal agenda is not your business’, she said tartly. 

‘You should just focus on achieving your goal.’ 

 She wouldn’t be drawn further. 

I let it go.[…] 

The birds were still at it, feeding and squabbling. Small 

flocks came fluttering in, calling excitedly to each other. 

They settled down to feed for a while and then at some 

unseen signal took wing to feed elsewhere […] 

‘I’ve counted fourteen,’ Velaithan announced suddenly. 

‘You?’ 

‘Uh, twelve.’ (TRFEP 202)  

Here, De Silva directs Kamala’s and Wasantha’s attention towards the 

birds and wildlife instead of proceeding with their arguments over terrorism and 

ethnicity. Once their attention is focused on the avifauna, the protagonists respond 

to each other more humanely than they do when arguing over war and terrorism. 

The common footing De Silva finds serves as a pivot to temporarily unite 

ethnicities. 
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However, I assert that the turn towards the touristic sublime is simply a 

denial of gender discrimination via transcendence. Issues of gender and 

oppression between Sinhalese and Tamils are silenced when the female 

protagonist’s attention is diverted towards appreciating Sri Lankan biodiversity. 

Consequently, Kamala is trapped and victimized. Emancipation of women 

through non-traditional gender roles is therefore not allowed for women. 

According to De Mel, “the control of women by patriarchy in the name of 

combatting a larger terror called state repression” (212) prevents women from 

coming out of conventional stereotyped gender roles. At precisely those moments 

in the narrative when Kamala and Wasantha are likely to turn to conflict in 

response to irresolvable differences as to their understandings of Sri Lankan 

ethnicity and gender roles, De Silva distracts their attention, and interrupts debate 

by means of redirecting their gaze towards flora and fauna, thereby suppressing 

the main agenda at odds in the protagonists’ on-going conversation.  

Prior to such intervening and “naturalizing” moments, Kamala’s skill of 

argumentation appears to stand far above that of Wasantha who typically resorts 

to fury, wherever he fails to meet her arguments: 

We argued about it, vehemently as only bird watchers are 

wont to, neither prepared to give an inch. More heat was 

generated than when we’d talked about the issues of the 

ethnic divide. Velaithan was convinced that the general shape 

of the bird and the distinctive white tips of the tail were 

unmistakable and was infuriated that I wouldn’t take her 

word for it. She was probably right but I didn’t want to give 

her the credit. (TRFEP 203) 

The text is strangely ambivalent at such alternately depoliticizing and yet 

naturalizing moments. Neither protagonist can entirely breach the boundaries of 

ethnicity and gender roles or stereotypes. Yet neither is satisfied exclusively by 
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the natural domain either. Ultimately, the turn towards the touristic sublime denies 

the right of women to achieve emancipation and empowerment, as Kamala is 

tricked into watching birds and forgetting her main aim in the trek. 

Moreover, it is the protagonists’ affinity for biodiversity and “the 

interdependence of the two for survival and protection that builds a mutual and 

more “natural” human relationship between them, seemingly transcending 

ethnicity” (Fernando). Through the protagonists’ mutual relationship, De Silva 

tempts Kamala to go beyond the traditions of Tamil society. Although the “Tamils 

are perhaps the most reserved of the ethnic mix and normally a Tamil girl would 

not even expose her ankle to a stranger” (TRFEP 227), Kamala wears “a simple 

two-piece dress” (TRFEP 386) belonging to Pali’s separated wife. Kamala’s shift 

from the traditional Tamil culture to a more Westernized culture signals her 

readiness to mix cultures and ethnicities in the post-war milieu in Sri Lanka. 

These emerging “ideological implications” of the protagonists would help war-

torn Sri Lankan society to lay the foundation for a new Sri Lankan “modernity” in 

“post-colonial nationalism” (Wijesinghe 21). Kamala’s and Wasantha’s 

transformation implies the possibility of promoting ethnic harmony and 

reconciliation in “their estranged communities and the larger, embattled nation” 

(Gooneratne), but Kamala’s transformation is one that takes place in a patriarchal 

plot. In her transformation from a traditional woman into a modernized woman, 

Kamala is denied her cultural heritage and indigenous identity. In this denial, the 

patriarchy suppresses the emancipation and agency of women. Whatever 

empowerment or agency she achieves, a woman is subject to “a recurring global 

pattern of their post-war re-marginalization and returns to traditional roles” 

(Alison et al., qtd. in Wang 105). Any potential for Tamil women’s transformation 
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from traditional to modern subjectivity, in resistance to patriarchal authority, once 

again collapses with a seemingly inevitable receding to traditional gender roles. 

Around a National Reunification Allegory 

Ethno-linguistic mixing and hybridity is still a problem confronting ethnic 

unity and harmony in Sri Lanka. In The Road from Elephant Pass, De Silva 

explores the idea of reuniting Sinhalese and Tamils and attempting interracial 

harmony in the post-civil-war milieu. The protagonists’ struggle against the 

rigidity of nationalism indicates that there is a “complete lack of self-

determination and freedom” (Perry 40) for those in opposite camps of ethnicity in 

Sri Lanka. De Silva’s novel indicates the intercommunal harmony through 

interracial marriage when Kamala explains the rigidity of her organization to 

Wasantha: 

‘There is no place on earth safe from them, so they will find 

me in the end.’ […] ‘Wasu, you don’t really know my 

people, how determined they are. They will send their 

fighters, one after the other. They never give up. They need 

to succeed only once.’ (TRFEP 425)  

As Perry reminds us, “the fact that this inability to live in unity with 

someone from the Sinhalese community is not only impossible for people like 

[Kamala] within the confines of Sri Lanka, but that even abroad, the diaspora is 

not exempt from LTTE control” (Perry 40-41) 

De Silva’s lack of closure in the national allegory is further extended when 

the author hints at the impossibility of interracial solidarity. Kamala’s and 

Wasantha’s portrayals demonstrate that modern ethno-racial harmony in Sri 

Lanka has become impracticable because “the population of Sri Lanka is divided 

not in terms of race […] but in terms of culture and language” (Gooneratne 25). 
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Therefore, “ethnic and linguistic insurrection” (Perry 31) prevents Kamala and 

Wasantha from being united. Aware of this cultural and linguistic barrier, Kamala 

decides to stop their love affair: “You must go now. We dare not meet again” 

(TRFEP 425). This implies the impossibility of ethnic unity and solidarity through 

interracial marriage. In addition, Kamala hesitates at the idea of contacting 

Wasantha if she goes to Canada because she knows that any relationship they 

would have would result in death; that is, her organization would not allow her to 

be disloyal and betray her mission. When Wasantha asks Kamala to “write to me 

care of Pali”, Kamala “hesitate[s] and finally nod[s]” (TRFEP 426). She knows 

that there is no escape from her organization. This dialogue between Kamala and 

Wasantha indicates a lack of closure in a national allegory for Sri Lanka.  

Irrespective of the insofar discussion, a viable conclusion for the novel can 

be present that is away from destining Kamala and Wasantha as victims of rigid 

national and ethnic lines.  

De Silva contradicts himself throughout the novel when he subtly presents 

information to the reader allowing him to judge what will be happening in the 

future in such tenure of missing in action. De Silva provides enough evidences 

throughout the plot to judge what potential both Kamala and Wasantha together 

have for a possible prosperous reunification of their romance. Wasantha, ‘Missing 

in action’, as it recurs twice could be treated in the weight of a motif. The second 

episode of the missing in action which actually is the note sent to his mother be 

better read through the ubiquitous evidences informed to the reader in the novel 

during the first episode of missing in action. In that sense we are able to speculate 



  

166 
 

that Wasantha would be engaged in astonishingly thrilling endeavours to sustain 

his idealistic romance amid unpredictable, mortal threats ahead of him/them. 

  In addition, De Silva’s juxtaposition of Kamala’s last plan and that of 

(possibly) Wasantha’s also provide reasons for us to speculate a probable closure 

to the plot. “you know must know when this is to take place…yes sir…the sixth of 

April, sir at 11.00 hours…she had to grasp it and make the best use of it…And 

hope to be lucky"(TRFEP 404).  The minute margin of time allowed by Wasantha 

herein, has tactfully labored by Kamala to alter her original plan in favour of her 

survival that might sustain a hope for her romance to continue. As Wasantha is 

convinced of her strategy in revealing a brand-new information to Military 

Intelligence, it is utterly unfair for us to passively accept that Wasantha undertook 

a last journey to Elephant Pass and closed his episode proving the second notice 

of ‘missing in action’. He ought to be materializing a way out of ‘the mine field’ 

society in our locality and the world in large for a possible re-unification of their 

romance.  

Further De Silva prepares the critical reader to speculate the fact that 

Kamala and Wasantha together create a new allegory outside Sri Lankan territory 

but somewhere in the universe. Even though ruthless LTTE is believed to be 

spotting where Kamala and Wasantha would be living, De Silva erases such 

potential when he erases Wasantha’s identity by removing his name from the list 

of army soldiers and by not showing a witness of his dead body. The ample 

evidences provided through the latter part of the novel on Wasantha and Kamala 

flourishing thirst for romance over anything else provide proof for such a 

manifesto. This is arguable as Kamala betrayed her original mission in favour of 
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her prospect at the last moment by revealing new information to the MI (Military 

Intelligence) and subsequent effort of Wasantha’s writing to Amnesty 

International in favour of Kamala suffices the need for evidence on their thriving 

need for mutual existence.     

Wasantha’s trace of living is erased in order to give the reader that De 

Silva’s mission of interracial harmony outside Sri Lanka becomes a reality. On 

the other hand, De Silva also erases Kamala’s trace of living when he subtly 

attempts at manipulating Kamala’s mission. After Kamala’s divulgence of 

information of LTTE’s plot, the LTTE believes that Sri Lankan government 

would kill Kamala. Therefore, De Silva’s plotting is evident that he urges us to 

speculate Kamala and Wasantha would live together as husband and wife 

somewhere on this earth. 

In conclusion, one of the significant aims of De Silva’s novel is to frame 

the question of ethnic reconciliation in Sri Lanka using literary national allegory. 

Such a project is timely for Sri Lanka because many feel that it would be 

necessary to unite the two major ethnic groups even through intermarriage. Such 

an initiative extends beyond the two protagonists of The Road from Elephant Pass 

and indeed beyond the two genders. It is a novel mission at a larger level, one 

involving ethnic cohesion and reconciliation. This convinces the reader that our 

ethnic stances are rootless and have no validity. It is important to understand that 

it is not our ethnic stance, but our own individual stance that matters most. 

However, ethnic reconciliation through interracial marriage in Sri Lanka during 

wartime is dangerous, as evidenced by De Silva’s open-ended trajectory. 
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The characterization of Kamala as a brave woman soldier shows the 

changes taking place in Sri Lanka in relation to gender and gender roles. By 

portraying ethnicity, De Silva emphasizes “the hidden yet fundamental hybridity 

of the Sri Lankan nation” (Perry 70) that has been neglected in the nation-building 

programmes. Sri Lankan hegemonic nationalisms (Sinhala and Tamil) do not 

expect women to play the role of security provider; however, Kamala’s initial 

identity has her playing that role. This is a new trend that took place during the 

conflict era, when most Sri Lankan women were part of the process. De Silva’s 

depiction of the woman soldier/martyr can only be a transitional point in the 

transformation of contemporary Sri Lankan woman’s identity. Being a woman 

soldier, Kamala occupies an unidentified alien domain, drawing from the 

masculine prerogative without being the master of her own process of self-

becoming. 

However, to perform the role of security provider, Kamala must make 

choices. Her choice to act as a brave terrorist woman negotiator implies that she is 

at the very least an extraordinary woman, and her decision to deceive the army is 

based on her self-evaluation. Although the identity of one who would perform 

such a mission is outstanding, we cannot generalize it as true Sri Lankan feminine 

identity. However, it can be interpreted as the Sri Lankan women’s ideal or as an 

identity to imitate. Kamala’s identity is a result of her extraordinary capacity, self-

judgment and self-reliance. As she is capable of evaluating herself, she attempts to 

do so in different domains. One of the failures in our society is that women are 

given a fixed role to perform. Although Kamala has been given a definite role or 

responsibility, she tests it in different domains and circumstances in unidentified 

destinations. This experience gives her enough courage and experience to realize 
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her potential. Therefore, we can conclude that Sri Lankan women are currently 

unable to determine their potential and calibre due to their limited mobility and 

the limited nature of their self-fashioning. Provided they are given such 

challenges, it can be predicted that the identity of the Sri Lankan woman is surely 

different. Even the role of women soldier presents another opportunity for women 

to look at and experiment with their capacities in different domains. As such, we 

can interpret that Sri Lankan women’s identity is at a transitional stage at which 

women are testifying to their own calibre and potential. They are moving towards 

their financial, sexual and political liberty across all of these domains. 

Kamala ultimately betrays her political allegiance by protecting the Sri 

Lankan government-- not for its own sake but for the sake of the Captain. Her 

plight presents yet another important aspect: it is universal in that women perform 

based on how society wants them to perform rather than according to their own 

ideals for gender or political liberation. Kamala’s role is particularly important for 

Sri Lanka, because she performs against the socially constructed ideals in which 

she finds her liberty rather than how society forces her to perform. However, 

ethnic intermingling by way of intermarriage is not yet possible in Sri Lanka, 

although De Silva implies that such a prospect may be possible in a country like 

Canada. Therefore, interracial marriage may be a reality in the diaspora. Both the 

Sinhala and Tamil nationalisms are rigid and therefore do not encourage this type 

of reconciliation. This is evident when Kamala and Wasantha are trapped in a love 

plot and suppress their main arguments over ethnicity and gender.   

According to Jameson, Third World “allegorical” texts present “national 

allegories”. They also present “the story of the private individual destiny” and this 
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destiny “is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world 

culture and society” (69). These are about not only the ‘embattled situation of the 

public Third World culture and society’, but also its gender norms and practices. 

With regard to de Silva’s The Road from Elephant Pass, we have one notable 

example of how Sri Lankan literature seeks to incorporate gender-based work into 

its on-going search for a national allegory. The incorporation of gender into Third 

World allegories is important, as the coming of Western-inspired feminism 

indicates that the profundity of change in a community is often viewed through 

the changes experienced by the women in that community.  
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Chapter Five 

Reading Sri Lankan Women and the Neoliberal Diaspora in 

 Chandani Lokuge’s Early Novels 
 

Sri Lankan Women and the Neoliberal Diaspora 

This chapter argues that women protagonists in Chandani Lokuge’s first 

two novels, If the Moon Smiled (2000) and Turtle Nest (2003), embody aspects of 

a “Fourth World” gendered identity, and its theoretical interventions. As 

represented in a diasporic context of the out-migration of Sri Lankan women, 

Lokuge’s narratives challenge nationalist patriarchal ideologies disseminating in 

the globalized economy bolstered by extra-national structures such as 

neoliberalism. I focus here specifically upon the negative impacts of economic 

migration caused by neoliberalism and the transnational sexploitation Lokuge’s 

characters--Manthri, Nelum, Nirmala and Aruni—face. According to Alexandre: 

the notion of gender itself is rooted in body-based restrictions 

and oppression. These burdensome and self-perpetuating 

restrictions manifest themselves most visibly through sexual 

stereotyping of bodies and behaviours. Control of sexual 

behaviour and mores through the body maintains a cycle of 

sexploitation that refer to as ‘sexploitation’. Sexploitation is 

the perpetuation of myths and stereotypical notions about 

men and women so as to further oppression and 

subordination in certain spheres of society. Sexual profiling 

is the tool commonly used to support sexploitation through 

the maintenance of long standing stereotypes and regulated 

norms. (13-14) 

These narratives depict how Sri Lankan women’s subjectivities and bodies 

at risk are transformed by waves of colonial and post-colonial economies 

controlled by men, and the sexual violence produced by these. I will also suggest 

that Lokuge’s women characters emerge in the novels as potentially counter-
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hegemonic subjects capable of critiquing patriarchal structures implicit to global 

neoliberalism. My analysis refers to global neoliberalism, in the first instance, as 

the “dominant ideology shaping our world today”, primarily because its “power 

and wealth are, to an ever-increasing degree, concentrated within transnational 

corporations and elite groups, as a result of the practical implementation of an 

economic and political ideology” (Thorsen and Amund 8). 

Diasporic and travelling experiences empower Sri Lankan women to fight 

back against contemporary gender ideologies. Diaspora is “a social and cultural 

configuration that roots itself in local or ‘national’ contexts of identity 

construction and reformation” (Gabriel 342) where “migrants keep in touch with 

their homelands via the myth of return” (Jha 25). The new identity formed by the 

diasporic and travelling experience becomes a new identity for Sri Lankans 

because this new identity is coupled with travelling and diasporic experiences. 

A baseline understanding of the term ‘Fourth World’ is provided as 

follows. Fourth World people are “the original indigenous inhabitants, those who 

existed before European or other colonizers invaded, occupied, or otherwise 

conquered and settled their homelands” (Rao and Reddy 276). In the meantime, 

they have continued to sustain their indigenous cultural identity with their 

“traditional heritage”, “ancient traditions” and “home land” (Rao and Reddy 279). 

Furthermore, Lokuge’s heroines attempt to obtain women’s indigenous identity or 

‘body sovereignty’ the women-centred indigenous sovereignty that existed in the 

Fourth World (indigenous society) before the arrival of colonizers. Woman is “the 

"body of the speaking subject” (Irigaray 97). In the symbolic order “She is 

nothing but the possibility, the place, and the sign of relations among men”.  
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Further “in and of herself, she does not exist: she is a simple envelope veiling 

what is really at stake in social exchange” Accordingly, “her natural body 

disappears into its representative function” (Irigaray 188). Therefore, Lokuge’s 

women try to regain their body when they know and understand themselves and 

their actions. 

Lokuge’s novels are drawn from a specific late twentieth-century 

historical context for Sri Lankan women. As Jayawardena notes, “in Sri Lanka, 

the issue of women’s emancipation did not figure either in the Sinhala-Buddhist 

revival or in nationalist discourse” (176) during the contemporary period.  In this 

context, the central character in If the Moon Smiled, Manthri, embodies 

conflicting gender ideologies as experienced by the ordinary wives in Sri Lankan 

society. As discussed in greater detail below, she harbours a desire to go against 

certain traditions in society. When one considers how Manthri has grown up with 

her attitudes and perspective, it is clear that she also represents the general women 

folk who are bound by the fetters of social culture and tradition. Caught up within 

social limitations from birth itself she has had no necessity or ability to strive for 

freedom for women, generally defined, which pursuit lacks a fundamental basis 

within the surrounding culture. When we consider the destiny of a woman in a 

conventional family, she is manifestly a commodity exchanged between males. 

Thus “she has no independent existence” (Jayawardena 233) and has to be 

‘anchored’ to a male: father, husband or son. Manthri has been trained to 

reconcile herself with whatever destiny has thrust on her and be compliant to the 

husband overlooking all his aberrations. Manthri knows what her problems are but 

submits and endures living an unhappy life.  
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Manthri is a sad character but she finds her fulfilment through her 

daughter Nelum. She is subjected to patriarchal suppression at every turn and 

therefore she seeks the remedy for this through Nelum. Although the basic thrust 

of the novel is repression Manthri goes through because of traditional patriarchy, 

the fact that her daughter comes to her escape is a consolation for Manthri. 

Manthri’s encouragement of her daughter to be independent is a way of 

precariously fulfilling her yearnings. She tolerates most of the injustices against 

her like many other Sri Lankan women because they don’t have a choice. The 

counterpart to Manthri is her daughter, Nelum who is given much more 

prominence than her passive brother. Therefore Nelum is also to be seen as a 

protagonist. Manthri allows herself to be dominated by old concepts but she 

understands the need for Nelum to break free.  

Although Manthri is not strong enough to break all the fetters that 

surrounded her she shows a certain capacity for progressive thinking in the way 

she advises Nelum. She is tied to tradition to a certain extent but at the same time 

is ready to accept the unrelenting forces of change. For example, Nelum was able 

to negotiate with her lover unsuited for her and leave him but Manthri was not 

capable of such an exercise.  However, Manthri helps her daughter to achieve her 

rights by persuading her to be an assertive, active and dynamic individual.  “I 

would say to her: forget Dad, forget custom, live your life, Nelum, the way you 

would. Go, go. Go, create your own destiny. I couldn’t, but you can, my daughter, 

because you are strong enough” (ITMS 171). In this way Manthri tries to 

empower her to go against the restrictions against women.  
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Notably, Manthri subsequently backs her daughter’s resolve against the 

patriarchal imperative: ‘“You are an adult now. You must do as you think best, 

Nelum” […] I bid her goodbye: “The blessings of the Triple Gem be with you” 

[…] “I hope you will be happy with David, Nelum”’ (ITMS 184-187). By 

allowing Nelum to make her own decision as regards her marriage, Manthri 

likewise confers the blessing of the matriarchal tradition upon her daughter’s 

choice, thereby allowing Nelum the option to recuperate her displaced claim to 

indigenous femininity on Sri Lankan terms. By thus allowing her women 

characters to rebut  the re-nationalizing claims of patriarchal  gender identity, 

Lokuge creates conditions for immigrant Sri Lankan women to re-establish their 

position in society even (or especially) in foreign contexts. 

Manthri, Mahendra and the Buddhist Tradition  

Manthri’s character should be studied against the backdrop of traditional 

Sri Lankan society during the1960s. Her story, accordingly, should be viewed 

through the lens of the broader economic transition discussed in the introduction 

above, which involved the shift of Sri Lankan society from feudalism to 

capitalism.  Facing the reality of such material changes affecting Sri Lankan 

women, Lokuge reinscribes Buddhist tradition: “you must try to be like that 

nelum flower, her father often says to her, pointing to it. Blossom free of the mud 

in which it is born, unsoiled by it” (ITMS 3). Traditional gender norms act 

defensively in Manthri’s case, shielding her from evolving “forms of socialization 

and construction of identity [which] have been the basis for continued differences 

in power relations between men and women both in the family and society” 

(Samuel 1). Her resulting passivity is not innate or biological in this instance but 

results from the conventional gender socialization project carried out by Manthri’s 
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family in turn responding to the demands of the prevailing gender norms in a 

traditional Buddhist context. 

The subordination of Sri Lankan women is carried out by means of a 

careful layering of both traditionally gender-based and modern-economic 

suppression in the context of the nation-state, a layering which combination 

Lokuge achieves in her representation. For example, the Buddhist tradition holds 

up as exemplary the goddesses Yasodara
xiii

 (who renounced worldliness) and 

Paththini
xiv

.   According to Jayawardena “the economic exploitation of women” 

and their downgrading to an inferior position is managed by hidebound 

conventions of “patriarchal and feudal societies” and preserved through 

“mythology of modern-day superstitions directed against women” (202). In Sri 

Lanka, for example, society expects the woman to endure the shortcomings and 

weaknesses of the husband unprotestingly and to remain faithful to him 

throughout however unacceptable or intolerable her husband’s behaviour, 

behaviours which Yasodara models. Since the time of Lord Buddha, such 

idealized roles condemn, broadly speaking, any active attachment of femininity to 

worldly pursuits in support of patriarchy, a traditional practice which requires the 

subordination of Sri Lankan women in everyday life—to the husband, and 

through him, the patriarchal imagined community sustaining such division of 

gendered labour “which renders the male as the author and subject of the nation, 

while the female stands for the nation itself, in need of male protection, the 

reproducer and nurturer of future generations and transmitter of cultural values” 

(De Mel 3).  
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As Manthri reaches her puberty, for example, she is sheltered, protected 

and a cordon is thrown around her: patriarchal societies always consider women 

as “sexual slaves” and “sexual objects [exclusively] for male pleasure” (Bhasin 8). 

Therefore, generally she is not perceived to be independent. It is man who 

occupies the subject position and she is fated to be in the object position.  

Lokuge’s narrative endorses this fate chillingly: “Yes, Manthri, you will. And like 

a floral offering to a deity, you will blossom for your husband and derive value for 

him” (ITMS 7). Women are trained in such a way because in many societies men 

expect women to play the roles of wives, daughters and sisters and serve men. 

Therefore, in Sri Lankan society, too, the objectification of women deprives 

women of their emancipation as desiring subjects. Indeed, the very notion of an 

independent woman’s desire is demonized. In another instance, Manthri’s mother 

advises her that it is the responsibility of the wife to explore the goodness and 

values in the husband and try to protect him from external temptations tellingly 

(and misogynistically) represented in the form of a “she -demon”. 

[She is] standing by the river, lonely and beautiful, clutching 

to herself an infant. Her hair spreads and swirls behind her. 

Her body is touched with the chill glittering moon. Guard 

your husband from her, always, Manthri. Let her not lure him 

to destruction. He will never know her . . . . [Mathri replies] I 

will protect him always from her, as you have instructed me, 

Amma.” (ITMS 31)  

So enjoined to police her own dangerous desires, Manthri becomes the 

willing agent of her own subordination. The story of the “she-demon” serves as a 

patriarchal myth that traps women to ensure the power of men. By turning a 

woman into a demon, man upgrades his own status. 
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Lokuge accordingly and carefully crafts the composite of Manthri and then 

Nelum’s subordination to men: as ideally formed by Buddhist doctrines and best 

exemplified through married life of husband and wife. Buddhism preaches that 

both wife and husband must act unitedly and “wife and husband should live 

together and under the protection of the husband"(Wimalasena 116). Just as 

significantly, however, these indigenous Sri Lankan norms transculturate to the 

Australian context only with difficulty.   However, once the family migrates to 

Australia and settles into their family life, in Adelaide, each of them is found to be 

isolated. While Mahendra is married to his job, Manthri carries the burden of 

looking after the children; for their part, the children are pushed back to a lonely 

life. Having shifted geopolitical locales, Lokuge’s narrative thus changes focus, 

from telling the story of an indigenous culture to one of out-migration. Indeed, 

Mahendra’s patriarchal authority fares little better in radically displaced 

surroundings. 

In a society where the general view is held that the husband has the right 

to decide everything about the family and the wife, Mahendra’s character traits 

appear commonplace. If the credit of the success of children goes to the father, the 

mother becomes totally responsible for whatever failures in the lives of children 

may likewise occur: “Is this how you have taught your daughter to respect her 

parents and her culture? Mahendra demanded that I intervene” (ITMS 129). 

Indeed, the very premise of Manthri’s intervention over Nelum in Australia 

constitutes the reproduction of gender oppression into the next generation. 

Manthri’s domestic labour is likewise prejudiced by her husband’s ultimate 

control over it for want of alternatives, in work, outside the home in Australia. 

Mahendra himself notes: 
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childcare would have cost us much more than what she could 

have earned and who can look after the children better than 

their mother? No, she has never worked, he concludes with 

some pride. (ITMS 58) 

Such “control over and exploitation of women’s labour means that men 

benefit materially from patriarchy; they derive concrete economic gains from the 

subordination of women” (Bhasin 5-6). Beyond this, Mahendra actively limits his 

wife’s ability to achieve a different kind of identity on Australian ground and, 

through her, his daughter’s. Here, Mahendra conforms to the misogynistic view 

that woman has to be a prisoner of her biological destiny.  It is indeed ironical that 

in such a neoliberal culture a woman is still barred from enjoying her right for 

economic independence. 

By contrast, Manthri’s daughter, Nelum, more actively resists the re-

establishing of Sri Lankan gender oppression on Australian ground. Instead, she 

adopts the lifestyle of an Australian young woman and its attending freedoms and, 

somewhat surprisingly, earns a grudging respect from her own mother:  “she is 

too strong for defeat” (ITMS175). Manthri even comes to identify and hope for 

her daughter’s liberation as a form of compensation for the lack of her own: “in 

the night I dream that I am Nelum that I have escaped with her. But there is no 

release. Not yet.” (ITMS 174). This mother-daughter identification in If the Moon 

Smiled re-establishes the “herstory” of women’s struggle, across the generations, 

in the context of global migration for one Sri Lankan family. Manthri’s hard-

earned admiration of her Australian daughter sets up a larger framework for 

Lokuge’s on-going project to re-situate Sri Lankan women’s autonomy and desire 

and use it to critique global and neoliberal bases for women’s oppression in her 

next novel, Turtle Nest to which I return below. 
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Once married, the husband becomes the owner of not only the woman’s 

body but also her entire worldly estate and property, movable and immovable. 

Manthri having borne a girl, Nelum, as offspring accordingly presents the 

problem of a lack of issue for the patriarchal estate: “What a Karma, they mutter 

to one another, shifting their glances surreptitiously from her to father, not to have 

a son to carry on his name and inherit his wealth. All this will belong to her 

husband one day, to an outsider…” (ITMS 10). According to de Beauvoir 

“woman is heavily handicapped, though her situation is beginning to change. 

Almost nowhere is her legal status the same as man’s, and frequently it is much to 

her disadvantage. Even when her rights are legally recognized in the abstract, 

long-standing custom prevents their full expression in the mores” (20). Manthri’s 

father is accordingly of the opinion that all their properties could be lost to the 

family as Manthri will have to be under the thumb of her husband someday in the 

future. 

Sri Lankan Women in Diaspora: Finding a “Fourth World” Voice  

We have seen how in If the Moon Smiled, Lokuge uses the critique of Sri 

Lankan patriarchy on Australian ground to challenge the new-fangled patriarchy 

which was the product of colonization.  Once overseas, Nelum in particular resists 

the patriarchal basis of gender discourses disseminating outward from her own 

“proper” nation: Sri Lanka. Nelum’s rebuttal of disseminating patriarchal norms is 

interesting in this regard, because her identity as an immigrant in the neoliberal 

economy is also defined by a parallel dissemination: that of her potentially 

liberated body. In what follows, I will accordingly suggest that Nelum uses the 

diasporic and travelling potential afforded by globalization as a means of 

challenging contemporary Sri Lankan gender norms. As “imagined culture and 
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tradition” (Jayawardana 107) make a diasporic woman’s body “a practical [and] 

direct locus of social control” (Bordo, qtd. in Chowdhury 50), travelling Sri 

Lankan women need to regain their ‘body sovereignty’; that is, control over their 

own bodies and desires in support of their own definitions of being far from their 

original home. 

Body sovereignty may be defined as indigenous woman’s use of her 

empowerment/agency without being subjected to patriarchal violence. The 

woman may get the body sovereignty due to the woman’s access to property as in 

the indigenous society. According to Selvy Thiruchandran “the women’s agency 

has to be first recognized as part of any human being’s capacity and ability to 

initiate change” (115). In addition, woman’s agency implies “having the qualities 

of capability and knowledge, both of which are required for transformation”. 

Further, “the power of domination can then be transformed into a positive 

potential to act as agents and as an enabling force” (13). Thiruchandran further 

notes that the woman’s “ability and capacity to think and plan strategies for 

change and also to effect this change, should be re-examined and used more 

effectively.” The need for such an effort is due to the fact that “women are not 

simply beings, but actors; for when women become agents and actors they are not 

passive” (13). Thiruchandran also argues that “socially and economically many 

women have come out of the imposition of what culture has placed on them” but 

women are “politically invisible with drastic consequences and that has to be 

corrected” (168). The emergence of women in certain spheres of public life is due 

to the transit of the society from feudalism to capitalism. 
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The contrastive gender norms between Sri Lanka and Australia, different 

bases for desire based on prevailing gender norms help Nelum to empower herself 

to challenge traditional Sri Lankan patriarchal gender norms which prevent 

women from their upward mobility. The character Nelum represents a challenge 

to the type of gender norms Manthri represents. Nelum frees herself from the 

barriers imposed by her parents and asserts her independence in her pursuit of 

higher education.  As the plot recounts formative years were spent in Australia 

where she understood the importance of freedom. According to Nelum “why 

don’t you and Dad understand that? You brought us to Australia. We’re not Sri 

Lankans any more” (ITMS 119).  Through the life experience gained in Australia 

Nelum is determined to break the barriers and win her freedom. Nelum’s 

empowerment is a direct result of the perspective and attitude built up by Nelum 

in the Australian environment. 

Further, the way that Nelum informed mother about her plans to leave for 

England indicates that she was not adhering to social norms of Sri Lanka. “I’ve 

got a schol, Mum. I’m going to England” (ITMS 198). Nelum doesn’t even tell 

the parents whether she had already applied for going abroad. “I do not ask why 

she did not ask permission. She does not need our permission anymore” (ITMS 

198).  Nelum has rejected the more hidebound traditions of Sri Lankan culture and 

steadfastly pursues her aspirations. She is not emotionally troubled by the effects 

of her assertive action on her parents. In all this she shows a spirit of 

independence she has acquired from her exposure to a more liberal culture.  

Citing Manthri’s experience solely, there is little indication that traditional 

Sri Lankan woman will ever get the desired freedom of gender expression in the 
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Fourth World. Before long Nelum, during her return visit to Sri Lanka, tells 

Manthri about her future plans directly. “I’m working at Flinders Medical. I want 

to specialize in surgery, Mum” (ITMS 185). Her diasporic experience strengthens 

her to challenge some of the remnants of patriarchal traditions of Sri Lanka where 

parents determine the marriage of young girls denying them their rightful freedom 

for education and professional career. That she becomes a surgeon is proof of her 

will power and intellectual capacity. In contrast to her brother who is absorbed by 

the negative facets of the new culture, Nelum proves herself to be capable of 

choosing her options intelligently. Although patriarchal society considers man to 

be ambitious and self-assertive, here, Nelum proves herself to be more pragmatic 

and hardnosed about her future goals. The new surroundings enable her to identify 

her own potential which would have been denied to her had she lived in Sri 

Lanka.  Women oppressed by such parochial cultures that are found in countries 

like Sri Lanka are robbed of their potential to reach their goals.    

Further according to Luce Irigaray, “it is important for [women] to guard 

and keep [their] own bodies and at the same time make them emerge from the 

silence and subjugation” (qtd. in Chowdhury 50) as Nelum eventually achieves 

sovereignty over her body when breaking free from her abusive
xv

 affair with 

David. Nelum’s resistance matters because it reverses the passivity of her mother, 

Manthri, who remained mute in the face of Mahendra’s authority. Nelum acquires 

voice when she challenges her mother’s submissive silence: 

‘There’s nothing to be done, Nelum,’ she says in Sinhalese. 

‘We are born with our destinies written on our palms.’  

Nelum replies, as always, in English. Her voice crashes the 

stillness. ‘I don’t believe in that nonsense. Why are you 

doing this to me? Mum, you know I can’t go through with 
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this. Have you really put in this ad? Why didn’t you ask me 

about it? I’m not a house that you can measure and advertise 

and auction off.’ (ITMS 117-118) 

Here Nelum defies her father’s attempt to advertise her availability for 

marriage without getting her consent. Indisputable evidence of Gayle Rubin’s 

“traffic in women” theory, the traditional Sinhalese marriage advertisement 

legitimized young women and girls’ commodity status in the marriage market 

whereby “proposals of marriage [were] being made by mutual visits” (Pieris 197). 

Diasporic experience empowers Nelum to resist the commodification of women’s 

bodies; that is, to marry for love rather than economic necessity. Beyond this, 

Nelum gains the authority of her voice upon her re-situation in an “alien” 

territory. Unlike her mother, Nelum challenges the marriage institution limiting 

women’s freedom and reducing their bodies to a servile status. 

In the present Sri Lankan context, moreover, there is a contrast between 

“the imagined character of the ideal native woman” (Jayawardana 83) and the 

“new bourgeois Aryan Sinhala woman” (Alwis, qtd. in Jayawardana 99) 

“constructed during the height of the nationalist movement” (Jayawardana 99). 

Competing norms—traditional versus modern—place at odds the traditional Sri 

Lankan woman who lived before the “invented tradition” of colonial modernity 

(Hobsbawm and Ranger, qtd. in Jayawardana 84). What ‘the Sinhala society today 

understands as a “proper women”’ (Jayawardana 99) is “based on the imagined 

Aryan, Buddhist tradition and culture” (Jayawardana 98), which restricts women’s 

freedom. However, as we have seen in the context of out-migration, Nelum resists 

this ideology of the imagined modern woman actively when she asserts her own 

desires to feel and enjoy her sexuality against her father’s wishes: : ‘Nelum, you 

are not going anywhere with these friends. Who has ever heard of a well-brought-
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up young girl from Sri Lanka going off into the jungle with a wild bunch of white 

kids?’ (ITMS 129). Nelum responds with a non-identarian challenge: ‘I’m going 

Dad. You can’t stop me. I’m not a Sri Lankan and my friends are hardly wild’ 

(129). 

Nelum’s empowerment in this moment–her ‘talking back’ to her father’s 

uprooted patriarchy–somewhat paradoxically results from the displacement from 

home created by her diasporic experience. Displacement helps her cause and 

weakens her father’s in the same globalizing gesture. According to Cixous, a 

woman’s body is her property, and she has every right to control it: “Your body is 

yours, take it” (876). Nor should Nelum’s newly acquired agency be understood 

as merely a passive response to globalization, as she is seeking to re-posit the 

‘world’ at ‘home’ by means of re-membering and reconnecting herself to her own 

women-centred and Fourth World indigenous heritage a point to which we will 

return. 

Patriarchy, by contrast, imparts a nationalistic identity to women, expects 

them to guard that identity and, ultimately, to have it be repatriated to “home” 

soil. Nelum’s repossession of sovereignty over her body is only confirmed once 

she opts to cohabit with her fiancé, David, against her parents’ wishes: 

‘We’ve been living together,’ she says, her voice sharp and 

defensive. ‘We are in Sri Lanka on a holiday.’ Living 

together, she says. I hear the challenge. I’m not married, 

Mum, her silence insists, and you can do nothing about it. 

The victory is all hers. (ITMS 184) 

Of course, this is highly transgressive.  Sinhalese kinship norms imply 

“very strongly the permissibility, indeed, the necessity, of marriage” in order for a 

man and woman to share a bed (Yalman 550). To Manthri and Mahendra, by 
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contrast, Nelum’s freedom seems only superficial and circumstantial – a 

bourgeois freedom imparted by economic empowerment in the context of 

globalization--by which she becomes more Westernized rather than indigenous.   

Although globalization opens new avenues for women to emerge from the 

domestic sphere, they nevertheless remain subject to different ideological forces, 

often conferred by these newly achieved gender “freedoms”, primarily of an 

economic sort, which often reintroduce their marginality. Guenther and 

Eswarappa note that “since women are a heterogeneous group, economic, political 

and social power relations affect them differently” (4). For example, Nelum 

intends to finish her studies and to begin a career, but her parents (predictably) 

prefer that she marry and have children as a means of guaranteeing her future 

prosperity: 

‘There are things I want to do with my life. Different from 

what you have done with yours. I want to specialize in 

surgery. I get Ds and HDs, even now in my sixth year, and 

that’s not common. I want a career. But I can’t specialize if I 

get married and have a child. Why don’t you and Dad 

understand that? You brought us to Australia. We’re not Sri 

Lankans anymore.’ (ITMS 119)  

This familiar inter-generational conflict arises from contrasting ideological 

differences between indigenous and Westernized notions of value, whereby 

indigenous cultural identity is based on “duty and responsibility” (Kumar 9) and 

Western identity is based on the fulfilment of individual ambitions/aspirations 

distinct from the family unit. Nelum’s resulting dilemma is clear: her consenting 

to her parents’ wishes may well deprive her of the individual pursuit of happiness, 

even as abandoning her family will just as likely deprive her of the corresponding 

values of indigenous strength and tradition. 



  

187 
 

As depicted in Lokuge’s works, globalization accordingly cuts in several 

different directions for her women characters. It liberates them from home-grown 

patriarchal norms in the national context, even while depriving them of life 

opportunities abroad insofar as “globalization is not a gender-neutral process” and 

because “women benefit disproportionately […] given their initial subordinate 

position’ (Macdonald, qtd. in Crookshanks 12) in any local situation. Whether by 

virtue of the uneven work of gender in the global economy or the drag of 

persisting patriarchal allegiances, diasporic Sri Lankan women face considerable 

obstacles to the promise of upward mobility. 

Even so, I assert that women-centred indigenous sovereignty, or what I 

have been calling ‘body sovereignty’ in the global context, may yet emerge as a 

kind of gendered counter-hegemony—a new voice--capable of resisting the more 

negative effects of a gendered globalizing process harmful to Sri Lankan women. 

Notably, Nelum’s achievements in acquiring professional education challenge 

these ‘patriarchy-driven’ gender norms and the patriarchal monopoly over 

sovereignty. Although Nelum is a Sri Lankan born woman, she uses a 

strategically flexible approach to formulate a new potential for woman: 

‘I’ve got a schol, Mum. I’m going to England. Oh, Mum, 

Mum. I’m going to specialize in surgery in the UK. Can you 

believe that? Oh, Mum! […] ‘I go in November, Mum. 

Imagine that. In November.” (ITMS 198) 

Here, Nelum draws strength from the forward promise of diasporic 

experience, by means of career development and use of the English language, to 

stake a claim upon a newer identity: as a “Fourth World” woman. 
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Specifically, knowledge and fluency in the English language empower 

Nelum to make herself heard and effective in a globalized space. It is through the 

mastery of the colonizer’s language that she is able to acquire Western knowledge 

and training in medicine. The English language gives her the power to resist the 

patriarchal hegemony of the Sri Lankan patriarchal ruling elite class still operative 

in Sri Lanka. Nelum’s effective use of the hegemonic English language as a 

means of securing her own liberation subverts not only local patriarchies 

anywhere but also asserts her right as an educated , westernized and modern 

woman to have “control over her own body and sexuality” (Mohanty 337) in her 

refusal to obey her father and make her own decisions. The transformation of 

Nelum’s character is complete, with Manthri’s declaration conferring symbolic 

acceptance: “My daughter: The surgeon. She has created her world. All by herself 

[…] she does not need our permission any more” (ITMS 198-199). Lokuge’s use 

of language is precise here: Nelum has indeed created her new world. 

The ending of If the Moon Smiled demonstrates how the global language 

of English, combined with Western knowledge, may indeed help Fourth World 

women to achieve visibility  in the diasporic space. It is true that Western 

bourgeois values promote the “visibility of indigenous peoples” (Turner 93) but 

this is at the cost of being denied many other indigenous values.  However, 

women must cross the boundaries of globalization, which is patriarchal in nature, 

to regain their body sovereignty and post-subaltern status. This is no innocent 

crossing, and a very high-stakes opportunity, as we shall see in the ensuing 

treatment of Turtle Nest below. 
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In the meantime, by attempting to de-essentialize gender identity and 

displacing patriarchal ideology far from the Sri Lankan nation, Lokuge 

nevertheless gives Nelum the power to write beyond the subaltern status of Fourth 

World women when moving from Sinhalese to English. Just as indigenous 

sovereignty was a part of patriarchal monopoly, writerly modes also became the 

property of patriarchy. By contrast, Nelum’s increasingly authoritative voice and 

travelling identity, mirroring Lokuge’s own, opens space for her to move around 

the world and to voice worldly concerns appropriate to her on-going development 

and emancipation. Manthri again voices out her daughter’s increasing mobility: 

“My daughter travels a lot. Research, conference papers, publications. They are 

beginning to know her around the world” (ITMS 217). By means of her writerly 

resistance and voice, Nelum achieves the Fourth World empowerment her mother, 

Manthri, had never enjoyed back home: “No, just go your way, my lovely 

blossom. Across oceans, ride the crests of waves. Leave me” (ITMS 222). 

Even as she regards the prospect of her daughter’s liberation with 

admiration, Manthri’s pain is evident in these lines. She is resigned to the fate of 

multiple burdens and multiple patriarchal histories: local Sri Lankan women have 

dutifully served as the objects of both the local patriarchy bolstered by indigenous 

nationalism as well as   global patriarchies imposed by colonization and 

globalization in economic terms. As Fourth World theory depends heavily on 

local specificity for its critique it fails to address the complex socio cultural, socio 

economic and socio political issues arising from globalization and neoliberalism. 

According to Ryser: 

Forth World theory is concerned with “indigenous rights… it 

became apparent that a common lexicon—a socio-cultural-
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political lexicon—would contribute to a better understanding 

of what increasingly came to be recognized as a common 

experience. Fourth world people are struggling to maintain 

their cultural and political identities; they existed 

simultaneously within and beyond the conceptual limits of 

the state. Little is actually said about the structure, principles, 

rules, and concepts of indigenous knowledge rooted in the 

culture of each distinct people, and how any of these 

indigenous knowledge systems may relate to each other and 

can be applied to vexing social, economic, and political 

problems. (53) 

As Ryser points out above, Fourth World Theory cannot be applied 

indiscriminately in the context of women’s problems in the neoliberal economic 

system.  Therefore, Fourth World Theory matches Lokuge’s efforts to liberate 

Nelum from her mother’s fate. 

Lokuge’s If the Moon Smiled and Turtle Nest present contrastive fates for 

their respective heroines, each attending to different consequences for Sri Lankan 

women securing opportunities from, and made vulnerable by, immigrant status in 

the context of globalization and the neoliberal economy. In both novels, women 

protagonists attempt to regain women’s ‘body sovereignty’ – or women-centred 

indigeneity situated apart from patriarchal violence – through leveraging the 

counter-hegemonic potential of diaspora.  In both novels  Sri Lankan women 

protagonists use global routes of experience and empowerment back home to 

decentre destructive legacies of colonialism subordinating women striving to 

achieve voice in the Fourth World which imagines sovereignty distinct from 

neoliberalism and the violence against women it reproduces. We have seen how 

Wijenaike’s approach to challenging patriarchy centred on home insofar as 

“woman represent[s] the home and the home becom[es] the very identity of the 

nation” (Lakshmi 56). In contrast, Lokuge allows her characters to exercise the 

feminine experience of global modernity, thereby defining a global space distinct 
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from a nationalist-patriarchal frame of understanding. Lokuge’s women 

(particularly Nelum in If the Moon Smiled) escape this frame by incorporating 

their travelling experiences in their identity as women and also by defining 

women’s identity based on the writing and viewpoints of women outside the 

Sinhalese language and its gender norms. The diasporic returnees in Lokuge’s 

novels by seeking to re-indigenize and re-domesticate the feminine experience of 

modernity abroad, face violent retribution. Even so, their laudable attempts to 

recapture sovereignty over their own bodies complicates (and probably subverts) 

nationalistic and patriarchal notions of contemporary Sri Lankan gender identity. 

In sum, the uneven consequences of neoliberal globalization both support 

and negate the achievement of an emerging Fourth World women’s subjectivity. 

Indeed, if global economic expansion allows women to upgrade their status and 

“the awakening of the consciousness among indigenous women […] expands the 

horizons of feminist and humanistic thought regarding the potential of 

humankind” (Nash 149) it also coordinates profound and violent backlash. The 

riposte to the happy outcome for a Fourth World woman such as Nelum is found 

in the grim denouement for Nirmala and her daughter, Aruni. 

Still, with the success of Lokuge’s corpus, the stories of the Sri Lankan 

returnees are now being effectively and capably told. The indigenous diasporic 

returnees “no longer accept as natural their subordination, abuse, and confinement 

in the home” (161); they are likewise more capably informed of the feminine 

experience of global modernity and the importance of women’s labour. In 

addition the mobilization of “women’s labor is an important social force that can 

resist neoliberal global trends and contribute to an alternative globalization” (Gills 
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106) via the Fourth World. Once mobilized in support of great dignity and 

advancement, the power of migrant women’s labour, diasporic experience and 

body sovereignty, Fourth World women may indeed create forward conditions for 

alternative pathways to a more equitable globalization distinct from patriarchy. 

In the final analysis, and by the end of If the Moon Smiled, it becomes 

clear that it is Nelum—not Manthri--who is best able to fulfil (even as she inverts) 

the wish of Manthri’s father that she spring above the water and bloom like a lotus 

which had its roots in the mud. It is Nelum who rises beyond the dictates of the 

patriarchal family and who blooms into the world as a fresh lotus without getting 

stained by the original mud. It is Nelum who wrestles with oppressive forces 

fashioned by conflict to reach her goals. Women can indeed “play a proactive 

role” (Samuel 17) to take control of her own destiny. 

The notion of regaining women’s body sovereignty is further extended in 

Turtle Nest, wherein Lokuge introduces the concept of matriarchal succession to 

counterattack a nationalistic hegemony that subordinates women. In Turtle Nest, 

Lokuge’s women characters engage in a more forceful attack on the types of 

globalization and neo-globalization that target woman’s bodies. Although Nirmala 

ultimately becomes the victim of global and modernizing processes visiting Sri 

Lankan shores, she does not receive their predations passively.  Meanwhile, Aruni 

deploys her counter-hegemonic diasporic potential, as far as she can, to “talk 

back” to the Sri Lankan patriarchal hegemonic centre. 

Lokuge’s novels, therefore, depict noble struggle on the part of 

contemporary Sri Lankan women inhabiting an uneven playing field. The 

conditions of global neoliberalism have yet to improve women’s lot overall, 



  

193 
 

because they continue to be “founded on the subordination of what society 

equates with women (caregiving and selflessness) to male-centred concepts 

(public-sphere work and competition)” (Crookshanks 13). Global neoliberalism is 

also actively aggressive and currently degrading the status of women in local 

communities, as “the native woman is doubly marginalized by virtue of her 

relative economic oppression and gender subordination” (Singh 125). 

Crookshanks continues: “with the Global Neoliberal shift, social reproduction has 

become “reprivatized” and returned to the private sphere where women are once 

again burdened with providing for their families” on top of the increased burdens 

of their so-called entitlements in the public sphere (15). As depicted in each of 

Chandani Lokuge’s novels, Sri Lankan women face uneven odds when attempting 

to form new identities as Fourth World women drawing upon their diasporic 

potential. The question remains regrettably open as to whether women in 

contemporary Sri Lanka are any better off with the advent of neoliberalism--it 

having assaulted, on a global scale, whichever meagre prerogatives remained to 

women dwelling within tradition patriarchal structures.  Lokuge’s Turtle Nest has 

no unequivocal answer to the question if “Mala [could] have been saved” (TN 

85).   

The Revenge of Globalization: Sexploitation in Turtle Nest 

The perils of globalization which contemporary Sri Lankan women face 

are further elaborated in Lokuge’s second novel, Turtle Nest. Avoiding the closure 

of a happy ending, this complex novel examines women’s resistance against sex 

trafficking, and reconsiders the question of the story of Sri Lankan women’s 

resistance to globalization and its consequences. Like the empowered Nelum in If 

the Moon Smiled, the women characters in Turtle Nest attempt to out-distance Sri 
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Lankan national gender inequality and the patriarchal monopoly over indigenous 

sovereignty on Sri Lankan soil. Unlike the earlier novel, however, Lokuge uses an 

aesthetic of time flux in her narrative to put in motion a dialog with the past 

which, as in Wijenaike’s novels, serves to criticize the present dispensation of Sri 

Lankan patriarchy.  Even as women characters in Turtle Nest become more 

aggressive towards patriarchal institutions, local and global, they also become 

more openly vulnerable to violence when encountering gender-related injustices 

imposed upon them by men locally and globally. In particular, diasporic returnees 

face this bind of a double displacement upon returning to their mother country. 

In contrast to Lokuge’s first novel, Turtle Nest explores more directly the 

darker consequences of globalization for Sri Lankan women unable to secure an 

effective outlet, beyond sexism, in the West. It also faces squarely the difficulties 

they face abroad, as well as when facing the spectre of unwelcome repatriation to 

a brutal patriarchal economy at home. When women are pushed to the margins of 

poverty under the open economy, they are left with no option but to sell their 

bodies. In the process of globalization the poor countries are swallowed by the 

world society and this worsens gender inequality.  Women “are sold or trafficked” 

(Acero 29) as a result of neoliberal economic policies by which prostitution is 

elevated to the status of a profitable ‘industry’. The sex slavery of women 

engendered by globalization can be seen in the leading character' Nirmala’s body 

through sexploitation. As an indigenous woman seeking to enter the Fourth 

World, Nirmala resists the “globalization [that] has been attributed to 

displacement, commodification and modern-day-slavery of women in Asia” 

(Naidu 71). She nevertheless encounters—and is repelled by—her own 
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experiences of sexploitation that commodifies her own body in the absence of 

dignity and respect: 

‘But you have just been with a white gentleman,’ he said, 

seeking time. ‘What shall we do about him?’ ‘Let him rot in 

the sea,’ Mala returned violently. ‘They are all the same, all 

the same, no different. All like animals, like my father when 

he is drunk.’ (TN 94) 

In this case, Lokuge uses Nirmala to resist the attribution of a market value 

to women’s bodies or “commercialization of women” (Acero 27).  In so doing, 

she resists locally a pernicious effect of the global, neoliberal economy as it has 

thrived under the shelter of the Sri Lankan elites. With this denial, Nirmala also 

resists the local patriarchy, which had once protected women but now allows 

women to be exploited by global capitalism. 

Moreover, the new globalized system opens space for women to come out 

of their homes and to join the wider systems of global production whether for 

good or for ill. The introduction of the open economic system to the country has 

likewise resulted in an influx of foreigners. According to Thiruchandran, “the 

opening up of Sri Lanka as a tourist paradise […] has made sex tourism a bona 

fide means for foreign exchange earning” (163). Nirmala opposes the new 

economy which gives women a new identity and currency based upon the money 

economy rather than in terms of traditional values where her symbolic commodity 

value was based upon marriage. 

Indeed, the development of concepts such as “individual income and 

property” may have negatively affected Sri Lankan women who otherwise 

“cooperate[d freely] with many others in the cultivation of paddy or in the slash-

and-burn agriculture” (Yalman 550-51). Modernizing changes in women’s roles 
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and status may have negated women’s independence based upon the land, pushing 

them to a subordinate position in society controlled by colonial-backed elites in 

charge of the marketization of the rural economy. As such, more recent 

developments since 1990 have only highlighted a far older basis in the centralized 

control of traditional communities introduced by European colonialism and 

strengthened by neoliberalism in more recent decades. As Wijenaike’s novels 

have documented, indigenous women once enjoyed a comparatively better 

position at home and in society, even as they were deprived of the individualized 

benefits of capital and consumption. Lokuge’s novel consistently places her 

protagonist’s struggle, that of Nirmala or “Mala” as she is called, between 

conflicting values pitting the desires of the individual against those of the 

surrounding society. Mala’s name is itself socially symbolic: “her name was 

Nirmala, it means pure, pure like the Mother of Jesus, Priya says from behind” 

(40). The literal meaning of ‘nirmala’ in Sinhala is of “purity”. As a grown 

woman, Mala will become stained by her own conduct, a girl who suffered as a 

child and was then insulted by society, rejected as a lover, and finally ended up as 

an illegitimate mother. 

Throughout Turtle Nest, Nirmala’s mother, Asilin, vainly attempts to 

reconnect her daughter’s prospects to a far older tradition of women-centred 

indigeneity. In order to do so, Asilin must resist her husband, Jamis, who 

consistently asserts his patriarchal prerogatives in order to subordinate his wife 

and daughter to his already diminished authority: 

Gossiping friends hinted to Jamis about his daughter’s 

[Nirmala’s] doings. But when he tried to question her, Asilin 

somehow changed the subject to how he was wasting all their 

money drinking and gambling. ‘If not for the money that the 
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girl and I bring in, you’d be sleeping in an ambalama like a 

beggar,’ she said. (TN 98) 

Here, Asilin seeks to deflect and to redirect her husband’s rage, itself a 

consequence of decades of British rule and feelings of disempowerment. Jamis’ 

rage at his daughter’s economic wealth, the direct consequence of sexploitation, 

combines misogynistic shame with misplaced envy: his exploited daughter 

possesses more wealth than he does. It is a particularly toxic mix which the 

mother, Asilin, must negotiate carefully. By appropriating the “exchange value” 

of Nirmala’s sexual liaisons with foreign men and absorbing it into the household 

economy Asilin complicates, by example, the costs versus benefits of 

sexploitation.  If, across the distant past, indigenous patriarchy enjoyed the great 

burden of responsibility when protecting women—traditional women being 

equally important at home and in the decision-making process once so 

protected—their failure in contemporary times to secure the safety of “their” 

women trafficked in the neoliberal economy shakes the very patriarchal 

foundations of the national idea. The women are now protecting themselves 

better, at least arguably, than the men can. 

The incident where Asilin ultimately refuses, after so many years, to clean 

and fill up the old kerosene lamp for Jamis, her fisherman husband, betokens the 

final bankruptcy of his patriarchal authority: “she had cleaned and filled that lamp 

without fail all these years, to light up his nights. Now it hung from his hand, 

empty and useless. He began to walk towards the boat” (TN 103). Clearly, 

because of Jamis’ neglect of Nirmala, by now Asilin has no heart left with which 

to serve him, only a weakened body and an empty life. 
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Such “benefits” to women, however, are also likely to be short-sighted. 

Along with cultural displacement, globalization has eroded women’s “social 

rights, the most vital rights for vulnerable women” (Crookshanks 27). If women-

centred indigenous sovereignty within the pre-colonial indigenous economic 

system gave women more relative value-- because women’s labour was so 

centrally important at home-- women’s domestic labour was likewise fortified by 

“the traditional bilateral inheritance laws”, which mitigated, at least to some 

extent, “the penetration of capitalism to gender relations on property, and also to 

the field of intimate relations involving notions of responsibility, friendship, love 

and sexuality” (Risseeuw 71-72). 

However, in the neoliberal market, a woman’s labour is severed from 

traditional ties, in body and relation, and hence becomes as a purchasable 

commodity whose exchange value may be traded by men in the open market. This 

paradigm shift, from traditional to neoliberal patriarchy, has downgraded and 

degraded women instead of upgrading their condition and status. Responding to 

her father’s rebuke, Nirmala expresses understandable anger at her father’s own 

complicity, including his inability to honorably uphold his own traditional 

patriarchal commitments to herself and her mother:    

‘You dare accuse me of smearing our name? She screamed at 

her father, her hands at her hips. ‘I’ve seen you, you filthy 

pig. I’ve seen you with Seela and Maggie and all those other 

women, drunk, fiddling with them in the huts . . . Don’t think 

I’ve not heard the gossip.’ She turned to her mother. ‘And 

how many times have you taken the money that I brought 

home from the suddhas? It was good enough to keep all the 

family from starving, wasn’t it? Everyone in the house knows 

where the money comes from.’ (TN 101) 



  

199 
 

Here, Nirmala authoritatively resists the market economic relations that 

subject women to sexploitation and sever the traditional structure of the family, in 

which each member is respected and considered to have certain value. 

Moreover, “the disintegration of rural economy brought about by 

globalization [has led] to the disintegration of village communities, their society, 

culture and religious aspects” (Maria et al., qtd. in Naidu 70). Within the family, 

this “has led [in turn] to the commodification of even relationships which we used 

to value and cherish as sacrosanct” (Kumar 11). Economic displacement denies 

women their significance in traditional community and society. Although Nirmala 

resists the local patriarchy, she nevertheless seeks to re-member herself within  

the dignified bounds of the  indigenous culture—including a collapse back into 

submission--when she suddenly “collapse[s] at her father’s feet and crouched. “. . 

. dragging herself up, she twisted her arms around his legs and looked up 

beseechingly” (TN 101-102). Globalization forces Nirmala to attempt to resist the 

indigenous sovereignty of men, and the colonial anger created in women forces 

her to resist patriarchal authority. Indeed, in making the return to debasement 

under patriarchal authority, even one so diminished, Nirmala futilely resists the 

pernicious effects of globalization which commodifies even the most intimate 

relationships between parents and child and shames them. 

Contemporary Sri Lankan women seek to resist such neo-liberalization of 

patriarchy because it empowers men to subordinate women globally, beyond the 

proper domain of local and indigenous cultures which might mitigate some of the 

former’s effects. According to Sanjay Kumar, women’s emerging economic 

“equality with man should not be taken to mean that woman wants to be man” 
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because woman does not seek “equality with man in all respects” (7). Equality for 

women, rather, “means freedom to choose and to act upon one’s choice. Just as 

man has the freedom to choose and to act the way he wants” (7). Local women 

may resist those patriarchal economic systems introduced to indigenous societies 

through the process of globalization. 

By contrast, the cultural hybridity that was so integral a part of the global 

system in the name of emancipation actually uprooted s women from their 

indigenous authority and displaced them apart from their own traditions, forcing 

them to embrace a foreign cultural ethos. Much as Nelum in If the Moon Smiled 

sought to do, Nirmala might have searched for a voice, as a Fourth World woman, 

capable of resisting the predatory effects of globalization upon Sri Lankan shores. 

Ultimately, however, she proves incapable of doing so. The indigenous rejection 

of her own conduct is displaced outward at a great, even insupportable, cost: the 

rejection of her illegitimate, mixed child. 

Her misplaced indifference to the illegitimate child indicates her inability 

to resist the type of colonization which has victimized her: 

Mala now had a half-white-half-brown baby that lay on a 

threadbare mat in a corner of the hut. Its father was unknown 

[…] everyone was ashamed of it, even Priya. […] The half-

caste was over two months old now. But it had no name. 

Priya’s mother was waiting for it to die, everyone knew that. 

It was undernourished and would whimper the day away on 

the mat until she yelled at him to throw the pariah in the sea. 

(TN 107) 

Here the ‘half-white-half-brown’ child embodies a hybridized identity of 

which women are the victims. This victimization is only extended, as per 

Lokuge’s narrative design, when Nirmala’s illegitimate child becomes a victim of 
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the new system at the hands of “its” mother’s shame. Just as Kamini in Giraya 

fails in using Sugath as ‘property’ to re-establish her authority at home (in the 

effort to reverse the traffic in women and to restore patriarchal authority by means 

of asserting rights of the patriarchal heir) Nirmala attempts futilely to reassert her 

own authority against her bastard offspring. 

Moreover, globalization, which is by nature patriarchal in itself, does not 

intend to improve gender relations, because it profits directly from their unequal 

distribution of opportunity. This is a new type of gendered “economic 

imperialism” in which system women “suffer the most” (Thiruchandran  86). As a 

poor young girl, Nirmala needed protection from her elders instead, all Simon 

does is to wink at them: “Tell her not to do such things, Simon aiye’, he [Priya] 

whispered in Simon’s ear. But Simon pretended not to hear him’ (TN 89). 

This type of patriarchal pretension or neglect has been present throughout 

history, and it is this very pretention that does not allow women to realize their 

dream of seeing gender equality. The patriarchal insensitivity to women’s issues is 

again reflected when Simon says, “Let’s go back, Mala will be home later” (TN 

76), despite knowing that Nirmala will be forever trapped in the web of the sex 

industry. Simon too shirks any responsibility:  “No, missy, I did not do anything”, 

Simon says. “Who can say how we react in a crisis?” (TN 100). In the indigenous 

Sri Lankan cultural hegemony, this kind of loose gender-parenting relationship is 

only selectively functional as a “kinship system, and the associated institutions of 

private law regarded family rather than the individual as the unit of society” 

(Pieris 195). Patriarchal expectations of globalization victimize women instead of 

trying to safeguard their rights. 
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Victimized at home by the economy of neoliberal sexploitation, diasporic 

returnees to Sri Lanka fare little better. Upon returning, diasporic women become 

counter hegemonic characters because they are equipped with diasporic and 

travelling experiences. Lokuge focuses this strand of her diasporic story upon the 

Sri Lankan returnee, Aruni. The grown Aruni’s move towards regaining her 

indigenous cultural identity by returning home to Sri Lanka is stigmatized, despite 

her failure to make a new start abroad. Even as Aruni tries to re-establish and to 

re-situate her claim to tradition and indigenous place, she is met with sexual 

violence simply for having made the attempt to emigrate: 

And they raped her. Some she recognised, some she didn’t. 

She lay inert, as if she hardly felt the repeated thrust to her 

most hurting depths. She saw Premasiri’s face in the line of 

men. She felt his lips clamp down on hers. She felt her 

breasts sore, her body torn and stripped. She swallowed 

another scream and another. But like bile, they welled up and 

out of her, thick and bitter. Later, there were only cries, and 

whispers. (TN 239-240) 

All of those men who raped Aruni collectively represent the violence of 

patriarchal rage at the mere attempt to separate a woman’s desires and life 

opportunities from the nationalist and patriarchal frame. She is not allowed to 

regain the indigenous benefits of her “independent” status without penalty and 

local stigmatization. All too clearly, the grown Aruni is punished because she 

aspired and dared to become stronger than the identity of a “normal” indigenous 

native woman subordinated to local patriarchal authority,  she having been 

equipped with a unique and dignified feminine experience of global modernity 

apart. As such, Aruni’s very example represents a threat to local patriarchies 

everywhere
xvi

. 
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Lokuge’s layered narrative linked the fates of these two damned women, 

Nirmala and Aruni, together. Each bears the burden and torment of a globalized 

dynamic oppressing Sri Lankan women, local violence is correlating to global 

ones inevitably and destructively.  Here, at the moment of utmost despair for her 

women characters, Lokuge’s narrative logic of the temporal flux crests with a 

glimmer of hope, as the story introduces the indigenous parable of the turtle which 

reveals and joins Aruni’s fate as that of the daughter to Nirmala, the disgraced 

mother. 

In a discussion of symbolic value of the novel Turtle Nest we can look at 

the highlighted symbols through different angles as follows:  

Symbols created through physical objects.  

1. Symbols emerging through abstractions. 

2. Symbols enhanced with biographies and historical records. 

3. Symbols indicative of underlined incidents and situations. 

The title of the novel Turtle Nest being a physical symbol contains the 

core of the plot. A Turtle Nest is not a reality because turtles never build nests 

instead they lay eggs on the sea coast and cover them. The baby turtles hatch 

within the sand, come out and move towards the sea on their own without any 

protection from the mother against possible inimical creatures. 

By means of flashback, we are reminded that at the very beginning of the 

Turtle Nest Nirmala was taken as a young child by Simon to the seaside to see the 

turtles struggling to lay their eggs and to return to the sea. “the boys speak in 

English now. We can show your turtles, black and white and brown turtles, turtles 

laying eggs, and beautiful corals at the bottom of the sea” (12). Here Mala and her 
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children are symbolized by the turtles and their young ones. Just as a turtles’ 

mother might, Nirmala also leaves the children to their own fate, to pursue their 

way in the wider world guided by an inevitable, yet at times not unkind, fate: 

Blackened sky shivers, cracks and beaks up into violent 

streaks of light. On the stormy nights, Aruni, her father’s 

voice, half-smothered by the storm, reaches her, ‘when it 

rains cats and dogs, the turtle go under the water to its other 

world, so silent, and so calm. And when the rain falls like 

stones on the sea, the turtle goes even further down to the 

coral land and sits there singing a turtle song. And all the 

little fishes settle around her and hide close under the shell. 

(TN 121) 

Elsewhere so vicious and cruel, here the voice of the father is soothing and 

encouraging as the dream unfolds: “she rode her father’s shoulders as he followed 

the labored curved tracks of a turtle . . . [it] was laying white ping-pong eggs in tis 

sandy nest. Mala and her father sat by for hours, silently, waiting for the turtle to 

move away. Then they picked up the eggs and laid them in the basket. The dream 

switched” (TN 150-151). 

Turtle Nest also conveys certain incidents symbolic of the lack of 

rootedness in Aruni and Nirmala’s lives as subject to a patriarchal order.  Both 

women carry mutual desires to escape the confinements of serving men, 

genealogically as mother and daughter; both search in vain to belong to a kinder 

and gentler kind of social community. In one instance, Mala “takes the coconut 

from Simon and lifts it to her lips. He offers a paper straw but she wants to drink 

like a local. She gulps the water rushing down at too acute an angle. It floods 

down all over her…the remaining water flows out of the nut and makes a dark 

patch on the sand. Simon’s eyes linger on it” (TN 8). In another case, the child, 

Mala, sets free some fish caught in a net by Simon. “[T]hen Simon drew in the 
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net, twisting it into a rope in his hands. Dozens of small shiny fish would asp to 

their death. Always, Mala released a fish or two. This made Simon frown, but he 

always let her have her way” (TN 58). Mala’s childhood identification with the 

dying fish, including her mercy, foreshadows how she will also ultimately be 

caught up in the social net. However much Mala tries to escape, she will fail; 

Aruni, too, bears the price of her mother’s failure. 

Elsewhere in the novel turtles have a certain and ambivalent impact on the 

fortuitous turn of actual plot events. It was while Aruni was watching a turtle that 

she meets her lover, Premasiri, for the first time. An overturned turtle also 

portends the coming disaster of her rape by the gang of local men: 

[T]he turtle is forced upside down…everyone is fascinated 

by its size and ugliness. The face peers out of its carapace, 

obscene and beaky, with large wrinkled jowls. And the eyes 

–dull dinosaur eyes with ageless lower lids. It struggles to 

turn right side up, beating its fins frantically. The beach boys 

hold it down. (TN 128)  

Here the turtle’s struggle, in response to the boys’ violence, parallels the 

coming violence perpetrated upon Aruni. 

Clearly, the young turtle appearing intermittently in the novel is a symbol 

of Aruni’s character development. Just as the mother turtle left the baby alone 

Mala also leaves Aruni to her own fate. “a turtle, missy, said one of them in a loud 

whisper as she opened the window. It’s a turtle laying eggs on eh beach, very 

close. You always wanted to see that. Come, come quickly, it will be gone in a 

short while” (TN 236). On the other hand, both the turtle and Aruni were born on 

the sand and meet their final fate also on the sand. The fact that Aruni loves and 

goes after turtles also suggests that she is bound to a theme of the indigenous and 
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escape from its constraints. The turtle also symbolizes her search for a more stable 

family life and the love of her mother, Nirmala.  

In conclusion, Lokuge’s If the Moon Smiled and Turtle Nest present 

contrastive fates for their respective heroines, each attending to different 

consequences for Sri Lankan women securing opportunities from, and made 

vulnerable by, immigrant status in the context of globalization and the neoliberal 

economy. In both novels, women protagonists attempt to regain women’s ‘body 

sovereignty’ – or women-centred indigeneity situated apart from patriarchal 

violence – through leveraging the counter-hegemonic potential of diaspora.  In 

both novels  Sri Lankan women protagonists use global routes of experience and 

empowerment back home to decentre destructive legacies of colonialism 

subordinating women striving to achieve voice in the Fourth World which 

imagines sovereignty distinct from neoliberalism and the violence against women 

it reproduces. We have seen how Wijenaike’s approach to challenging patriarchy 

centred on home insofar as “woman represent[s] the home and the home 

becom[es] the very identity of the nation” (Lakshmi 56). In contrast, Lokuge 

allows her characters to exercise the feminine experience of global modernity, 

thereby defining a global space distinct from a nationalist-patriarchal frame of 

understanding. Lokuge’s women (particularly Nelum in If the Moon Smiled) 

escape this frame by incorporating their travelling experiences in their identity as 

women and also by defining women’s identity based on the writing and 

viewpoints of women outside the Sinhalese language and its gender norms. The 

diasporic returnees in Lokuge’s novels by seeking to re-indigenize and re-

domesticate the feminine experience of modernity abroad, face violent retribution. 

Even so, their laudable attempts to recapture sovereignty over their own bodies 
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complicates (and probably subverts) nationalistic and patriarchal notions of 

contemporary Sri Lankan gender identity. 

In sum, the uneven consequences of neoliberal globalization both support 

and negate the achievement of an emerging Fourth World women’s subjectivity. 

Indeed, if global economic expansion allows women to upgrade their status and 

“the awakening of the consciousness among indigenous women […] expands the 

horizons of feminist and humanistic thought regarding the potential of 

humankind” (Nash 149) it also coordinates profound and violent backlash. The 

riposte to the happy outcome for a Fourth World woman such as Nelum, is found 

in the grim denouement for Nirmala and her daughter, Aruni. 

Still, with the success of Lokuge’s corpus, the stories of the Sri Lankan 

returnees are now being effectively and capably told. The indigenous diasporic 

returnees “no longer accept as natural their subordination, abuse, and confinement 

in the home” (161); they are likewise more capably informed of the feminine 

experience of global modernity and the importance of women’s labour. In 

addition the mobilization of “women’s labor is an important social force that can 

resist neoliberal global trends and contribute to an alternative globalization” (Gills 

106) via the Fourth World. Once mobilized in support of great dignity and 

advancement, the power of migrant women’s labour, diasporic experience and 

body sovereignty, Fourth World women may indeed create forward conditions for  

alternative pathways to a more equitable globalization distinct from patriarchy. 

The notion of regaining women’s body sovereignty is further extended in 

Turtle Nest, wherein Lokuge introduces the concept of matriarchal succession to 

counterattack a nationalistic hegemony that subordinates women. In Turtle Nest, 



  

208 
 

Lokuge’s women characters engage in a more forceful attack on the types of 

globalization and neo-globalization that target woman’s bodies. Although Nirmala 

ultimately becomes the victim of global and modernizing processes visiting Sri 

Lankan shores, she does not receive their predations passively.  Meanwhile, Aruni 

deploys her counter-hegemonic diasporic potential, as far as she can, to “talk 

back” to the Sri Lankan patriarchal hegemonic centre. 

Lokuge’s novels, therefore, depict noble struggle on the part of 

contemporary Sri Lankan women inhabiting an uneven playing field. The 

conditions of global neoliberalism have yet to improve women’s lot overall, 

because they continue to be “founded on the subordination of what society 

equates with women (caregiving and selflessness) to male-centred concepts 

(public-sphere work and competition)” (Crookshanks 13). Global neoliberalism is 

also actively aggressive and currently degrading the status of women in local 

communities, as “the native woman is doubly marginalized by virtue of her 

relative economic oppression and gender subordination” (Singh 125). 

Crookshanks continues: “with the Global Neoliberal shift, social reproduction has 

become “reprivatized” and returned to the private sphere where women are once 

again burdened with providing for their families” on top of the increased burdens 

of their so-called entitlements in the public sphere (15). As depicted in each of 

Chandani Lokuge’s novels, Sri Lankan women face uneven odds when attempting 

to form new identities as Fourth World women drawing upon their diasporic 

potential. The question remains regrettably open as to whether women in 

contemporary Sri Lanka are any better off with the advent of neoliberalism--it 

having assaulted, on a global scale, whichever meagre prerogatives remained to 

women dwelling within tradition patriarchal structures.  Lokuge’s Turtle Nest has 
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no unequivocal answer to the question if “Mala [could] have been saved” (TN 

85).   
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Conclusion 
 

 Emerging Subjectivities 

Ascribing feminine names to praiseworthy phenomena such as the ‘mother 

country’ and ‘mother tongue’, one with no hesitation elevates the significance of 

female spirit. Despite such attempts of elevation of female spirits, a great deal of 

abuse, discrimination and maltreatment of femininities have been prevalent 

throughout the course of history. Emerging subjectivities acquired by Sri Lankan 

women evolving through transforming socio-economic contexts can create an 

impact of constructive nature towards building up the collective Sri Lankan 

identity (in a post-conflict peace seeking context). Such progressions which the 

Sri Lankan women underwent are analyzed in this project as depicted in several 

post-independence writers’ novels in English. Having received the opportunity 

this project unveils vital milestones of Sri Lankan women’s emerging 

subjectivities that guided her towards globalized identities. The endeavor 

commences from the foundation laid by Wijenaike’s writings that belongs to the 

first wave of Sri Lankan English literary canon and continues towards the early 

decade of 21
st
 century, across the selected writings. The way in which the cultural 

economic and political transformations molded women subjectivities is captured 

though feminist perspectives occupied in the selected novels thus enlightening 

modern readership to catalogue the milestones clearly.  

Having used Western feminist discourses to analyze novels from a Sri 

Lankan point of view the study elucidates the empowerment of women in a 

globalized and postcolonial context. In this endeavor of unveiling the spectrum of 

Sri Lankan English literary canon I document the way in which the resistance of 
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Sri Lankan women to traditional patriarchy in culture and economy has 

transformed their subjectivity as women are challenging, disrupting, and 

complicating the fabric of a rapidly transforming society. 

In this project wherein I examine the emergence of Sri Lankan writing in 

English as a literary canon at least at the extent of a minor literature, I endeavor to 

investigate how the novels in English written by Sri Lankan writers liberate the 

pulse of women evolving from a feudalistic pressure towards a post-modern, neo-

liberal hegemony. Female characters of the selected novels for this examination 

evolve both parallel and against the traditional directions of world trends of 

feminist struggle. The objective of this chapter includes how such emerging 

femininities evolve the Sri Lankan Women’s identity towards the position it 

endures today over the five decades starting from 1960s. The emergence of Sri 

Lankan literature in English dates back to 1960s when indigenous Sri Lankan 

women writers embark on taking forth the penmanship held by British born 

women who wrote from Sri Lanka. The writings by these Sri Lankans 

[dominantly women] have evolved them into an extent of a Minor literature 

written in English by being “the standard bearers of Sri Lankan writing in 

English” (Gooneratne 2).  

As depicted in the novels, over the five decades Sri Lankan women’s 

resistance to traditional patriarchy in culture and economy transforms Sri Lankan 

women’s subjectivity as challenging, disrupting and complicating the fabric of 

transforming society. Condensed herein are the findings of my discussion 

documented in three dimensions enlarging from family, society towards globe 

employed by Sri Lankan women as represented in the selected novels.  
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Women’s Subjectivity Emerging within Family 

Punyakante Wijenaike lays the foundation of the first wave of Sri Lankan 

novels written in English with her outstanding analysis and portrayal of the female 

potential within household in her novels Giraya and Amulet. For this view, 

Wijenaike ascribes the voice borrowed from patriarchy, with which she 

manipulates her heroines towards employing the themes of woman-property 

relationship, women’s dependency on men, and female’s association with 

madness. Gender roles evolved drastically during the contemporary era in Sri 

Lanka have been captured by Wijenaike depicting the vast social transformation 

incurred shaping Sri Lanka’s indigenous and subsistent socio-economic core 

towards a market oriented economy at the periphery.     

The nucleus of women subjectivities are initiated and nourished within the 

household and most specifically within the family. As our discussion and analysis 

apprehended, women in Sri Lankan context interplay a dramatic role within the 

family entity that nourishes feminine subjectivities in to newer directions. Giraya 

and Amulet and the cast of the novels specifically the heroines challenge existing 

restrictions imposed on women by patriarchy with specific strategies. The 

attempts of women in Wijenaike’s novels negotiate a newer dimension or demand 

a reversed modification to Rubin’s ‘fictions of origin’ as they modify traditional 

structures of the household by transforming Sri Lankan Kinship patterns while 

challenging and evolving perceptions of the members operating across family, 

class and caste structures.  

The employment of bildungsroman genre in Wijenaike’s novels allows her 

to deploy female characters as evolving and re-negotiating beings who win the 
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authority in the family [private domain] limits by stepping in to the male-held 

territories such as society and business [public domain] in a modernizing context. 

This transcending portrayal of Sri Lankan Women has created a peculiar identity 

to the women operating in an authentic Sri Lankan context thus assuring a Sri 

Lankan voice and a mode for a post-colonial feminism. In doing so, Wijenaike not 

only entangles a unique Sri Lankan feminist discourse in literature written in 

English but also enriches the world feminist discourse by providing an exotic 

exemplification of feminist emergence from Sri Lanka. Wijenaike empowers Sri 

Lankan women characters in Giraya and Amulet by espousing their identities with 

creativity and an artistic taste thus extending the limits of angelic image drawn on 

female characters by Western authors over the centuries.  

In view of negotiating the ‘women-property relations’, Wijenaike 

articulates her stance which represents the contemporary women’s pulse, by 

manipulating her heroines as oppressors of patriarchal authority that pressures her 

in a form of a husband burden. These characters challenge the existing superior-

subordinate structures by creating a ‘stronger family bond’ that is directed and 

utilized towards empowering the family as economically strong and sustainable. 

These subjectivities establish the authentic subversion of ‘traffic in women’ 

discourse in west. This is done by allowing her female characters to ‘liberate 

themselves’ from patriarchal power structures and by creating space and 

opportunity for them to flourish in society with dignity. Wijenaike’s characters 

step across family, society, business, religion and even larger constructs of the 

society with an empowered capacity amalgamated with determination. In creating 

passage for women to liberate themselves, Wijenaike allows these characters to 
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challenge the heteronormative ideologies of patriarchy by experimenting in 

alternative forms of sexuality. 

Bringing forth the identity of Adelaine to Kamini and finally towards the 

‘New woman’ of Manisha’s potential, Wijenaike explores through her characters 

the ability and potential of Sri Lankan women to evolve across dynamic socio-

economic conditions. 

The observations of our analysis allow us to conclude that Wijenaike’s 

novels create a space authentic and exotic with peculiar aspects of female 

subjectivity relevant to the distinct Sri Lankan context, in the vast space of 

English literature. Such space remains particularly unique and novel in contrast to 

the literature available across the globe.      

Women’s Subjectivity in Creating Ethnic Cohesion 

The territory reserved for female that hindered her step out of the 

boundaries has been extended by women as we conclude above across her role in 

family.  Upon her proving of female potential for succeeding in domains such as 

the family and society, our project aims at testifying female subjectivity employed 

beyond family and societal boundaries. The novel, The Road from Elephant Pass 

by Nihal De Silva, remains the text wherein I explored how women emancipate 

their potential in projects of national significance.  

Ethnic reconciliation and creation of social cohesion remain the objectives 

of The Road from Elephant Pass in which the heroine, Kamala, a Tamil 

Liberation activist undertakes a journey of extra-ordinary courage across gender, 

social and national territories. De Silva employs “the hidden yet fundamental 
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hybridity of the Sri Lankan nation” (Perry 70) as the underlying philosophy of his 

project of reconciliation attempted in his novel. Transforming a fractured 

community of imagined nature towards a re-imagined community of united nature 

remains the ultimate theme of the novel. Wherein Kamala, the female character 

[together with Wasantha], share a destiny which is “an allegory of the embattled 

situations of the public third world culture and society” (Jameson 69). In this 

project De Silva employs a national re-unification allegory via empowering 

women [including male] allowing her to create an agency towards transforming in 

to a liberated soul.  

Struggling against the male-decided patriarchal conflict, Kamala becomes 

a rival in a nation-building exercise marking the potential of Sri Lankan women. 

This domain of combatting against violence using violent strategies remains a 

crucial shift of female subjectivity from: voicing out her depression by ascribing 

madness (as in Giraya) to an armed and strategic struggle against male and male-

crafted hegemony.  

Kamala’s successive journey emerged from her camp’s strong-held bases 

via an indecisive death field towards a strong-held opposition camp’s core and her 

determination to explode the opponents’ camp by using the opponents’ weapons 

create a thrilling plot in The Road from Elephant Pass.  Kamala’s deployment in 

the plot remains crucial for the fact that she performs a genetically alien role for 

her in the possession of patriarchal hegemony. The discussion on The Road from 

Elephant Pass empowers the view that irrespective of the ethnicity, territory and 

the circumstances, women in any locality can be victim of or a subordinate to 

patriarchy.  
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The transitional space created in the plot for Kamala and Wasantha to 

employ starting from complete strangeness to a mutual understanding transcends 

Kamal’s identity from a male-manipulated object to a self-liberating object from 

which she achieves a purpose for her existence. Bearing weapons and being an 

agent of a nation-building exercise she employs male territory caricaturing male 

violence and gaining due potential and agency for her new identity. Such 

territorial crossing of De Silva’s plot exhibits the unique subjectivities entertained 

and ascribed by women.  

Kamala’s subjectivities she acquired through the journey remain seminal 

as she ends up in an identity by being employed perhaps in all the male-trodden, 

armed force strategies in spite of being a female on biological terms, ‘wear[ing] 

only [a] masculine attire’. Her belief at the beginning: ‘the only site of struggle 

through which women are able to express themselves’ ascribes her patriotic male 

feature which fuels the courage for her journey. Such engagement transforms 

traditional gender roles making a transitional space in evolving gender relations 

for a national objective. Kamala’s mission across battle field, wilderness and the 

dubious society enables her re-evaluating female identity across diverse domains. 

The subjectivity of women’s right for her body and its sovereignty for her 

to decide on her sexual partner enables us to explore female ideologies at a greater 

spectrum.  The right she gained to decide on her body exemplifies the greater 

extent in which female subjectivity employs in deciding on her potential for 

prospective agency. Above all, her empowered romantic ideal and the convinced 

‘imagined nation’ are of profound significance in evaluating Sri Lankan women’s 

identity. De Silva’s novel thus provides a plot for a feminist reader to re-
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conceptualize a theoretical approach for evaluating feminine identity across 

sexual, political and economic domains. 

Our discussion on The Road from Elephant Pass provides witnesses for an 

extending domain where women subjectivity is exercised in a unique conflicting 

situation of national significance, convincing us of the profundity of change in a 

community viewed through the changes experienced by women in that 

community. Sri Lankan novels in English, in such a way evolve in to a second 

wave expressive of greater female subjectivities during conflict and post-war 

peace seeking eras as a minor literary canon blooming in the midst of the 

immense field of English fiction.  

Sri Lankan Women in Neo-liberal Feminist Discourse 

Dynamic and evolving nature of the political economic circumstances and 

the opening of the economy permitted Sri Lanka to the global cultural exchange 

widening opportunities for people travelling around the world. Ubiquity of 

opportunities encouraged women to travel around the world thus either freeing 

from and/or being caught in sexploitation.  

Such exposure received by women upon the exchange of cultural values 

and the indigenous value systems in which they were brought up, coincided in 

defining the identity of women during the wake of the twenty first century. Such 

re-evaluation of gender norms and identity together with the weight of cross 

cultural exposure forced Sri Lankan women to shape their identity in a rapidly 

evolving liberal economic context. This dynamic venture of social evolution 

granted women a venture to evaluate gender norms and the opportunities for their 

[body] sovereignty.  
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Drawn from the late twentieth century historical contexts, Chandani 

Lokuge’s novels, If the Moon Smiles and Turtle Nest, employ such context in 

which her female characters deploy emerging and dynamic cultural exposure. 

Concluded herein are such outcomes drawn from the analysis and discussion on 

Chandani Lokuge’s novels written during the most recent decades.  

Lokuge’s women protagonists in both novels engage in a struggle to 

regain ‘body sovereignty’ by means of idealizing women-centered indigeneity 

situated apart from patriarchal violence through leveraging the counter-hegemonic 

potential of diaspora. These protagonists use global routes of experience and 

empowerment back home to decenter destructive legacies of colonialism 

subordinating women striving to achieve voice in the Fourth World which 

imagines sovereignty distinct from neoliberalism and the violence against women 

it reproduces. Lokuge introduces the concept of matriarchal succession to counter 

attack a nationalistic hegemony that subordinates women in Turtle Nest, wherein 

her women characters engage in a more forceful attack on the types of 

globalization and neo-globalization that target woman’s bodies. Although Nirmala 

ultimately becomes the victim of global and modernizing processes visiting Sri 

Lankan shores, she does not receive their predations passively.  Meanwhile, Aruni 

deploys her counter-hegemonic diasporic potential, as far as she can, to “talk 

back” to the Sri Lankan patriarchal hegemonic center.   

We have seen how Wijenaike’s approach to challenging patriarchy centred 

on home insofar as “woman represent[s] the home and the home becom[es] the 

very identity of the nation” (Lakshmi 56). In contrast, Lokuge allows her 

characters to exercise the feminine experience of global modernity, thereby 
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defining a global space distinct from a nationalist-patriarchal frame of 

understanding. Nelum in If the Moon Smiled escapes this frame by incorporating 

her travelling experiences in identity and further by defining women’s identity 

based on the writing and viewpoints of women outside the Sinhalese language and 

its gender norms. Such laudable attempts of the female characters of Lokuge 

recapture sovereignty over their own bodies by complicating and subverting 

nationalistic and patriarchal notions of contemporary Sri Lankan gender identity.   

 The uneven consequences of neoliberal globalization both support and 

negate the achievement of an emerging Fourth World women’s subjectivity. 

Indeed, if “economic globalization opens avenues for women in which women 

enhance their status” (Richards and Ronald 857) and “the awakening of the 

consciousness among indigenous women […] expands the horizons of feminist 

and humanistic thought regarding the potential of humankind” (Nash 149) it also 

coordinates profound and violent backlash. The riposte to the happy outcome for a 

fourth World woman such as Nelum is found in the grim denouement for Nirmala 

and her daughter, Aruni.   

With the success of Lokuge’s corpus, the stories of the Sri Lankan 

returnees are now being effectively and capably told with succinct evidences of 

female subjectivity in a more liberal and or radical nature. The women 

protagonists in this era of the Sri Lankan novels written in English “no longer 

accept as natural their subordination, abuse, and confinement in the home” (161); 

they are more capably informed of the feminine experience of global modernity 

and the importance of women’s labour.  
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The mobilization of “women’s labor remains an important social force that 

can resist neoliberal global trends and contribute to an alternative globalization” 

(Gills 106) via the Fourth World. Once mobilized in support of great dignity and 

advancement, the power of migrant women’s labour, diasporic experience and 

body sovereignty, Fourth World women may indeed create forward conditions for 

alternative pathways to a more equitable globalization distinct from patriarchy.  

Chandani Lokuge globalizes the issues of body, home, and belonging via 

her protagonists, those who are caught between the perils of home and the real 

dangers and violence of migration. Her women protagonists embrace diasporic 

and travelling experiences; consequently empowering women from their traditions 

and subject to reprisals. The empowered women seek to be re-indigenized in their 

emancipation, in a “Fourth World” context permitting their return home which 

requires our reconsideration of discourses of hybridity. This pushing beyond 

hybridity toward post-hybridity, allows women to view gender issues beyond an 

exclusive focus upon national ideologies of belonging. This is particular in If the 

Moon Smiled, as the protagonists’ new experiences of diaspora give voice to the 

travelling Sri Lankan woman’s body.  These Sri Lankan diasporic returnees 

reindigenize themselves in their own culture by forming a kind of post hybridity 

space defined by the “Fourth World”.    

Lokuge’s diasporic returnees form a post-hybrid identity for women. 

These women’s economic drives have enabled them to fight back economic 

dependency of women on men. Lokuge manipulates her women characters as 

economically more empowered than the women protagonist in Wijenaike’s and 

De Silva’s novels. On the other hand, diasporic women are comparatively more 
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experienced when negotiating different cultural values than the women 

protagonists depicted in the other novels, owing to their exposure to the diasporic 

and travelling experiences. The central observation of all is that the characters and 

context employed by Lokuge bring the Sri Lankan writing in English to explore a 

newer and a more hybrid women subjectivities cross culture[d] across the globe. 

The advent of such phenomena in the Sri Lankan novels written in English 

testifies this emerging literary canon’s potential and precision for prevalence in 

English literature emerging around the canals of  world Englishes.       

Chandani Lokuge’s documentation of adaptive female subjectivity 

displayed in a post-modern liberal economic circumstances contribute to inscribe 

the vibrant potential of Sri Lankan writings in English to embellish  as a  ‘minor 

literature’  or even as a grandeur canon of literature in English. Lokuge’s attempt 

of showcasing  how diasporic returnees “are subverting traditional forms of 

gendered control, [by] opening up new spaces for political engagement and 

forging new connections with women in diaspora and at home” (Erickson and 

Caroline 630) harnesses perhaps almost all the possible criticisms that might 

restrict the acceptance of Sri Lankan English Literature in a global context . The 

diasporic experience these fictional women characters have embraced gives Sri 

Lankan women a degree of globalized empowerment in order to challenge 

subordinate position at home. This subverts and/or complicates traditional gender 

roles, as they attempt to voice out women’s problems and the emerging 

subjectivities that might address local limits.  

As I have stated in the Introduction chapter, Wijenaike’s characters evolve 

from being more passive characters (in the novel Waiting Earth) to being active 
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women characters (Giraya and Amulet) challenging and subverting patriarchal 

mechanism. De Silva’s The Giniralla Conspiracy portrays a more dynamic 

presentation of woman’s political power through his fictional character Sujatha 

Mallika an addition to portraying woman’s military power through Kamala in The 

Road from Elephant Pass. However, Lokuge shows women’s power of global 

experiences through the novels Turtle Nest and If the Moon Smiled.  

By way of original contribution to the field, my research explores sites of 

new subjectivity to be found as a consequence of experiences of travelling and 

diasporic settlements and may serve as a basis for further study. According to 

Amy C. Alexander and Christian Welzel, the “economic and cultural modernity” 

to which diasporic women are exposed “will exert greater influence on the 

measures’ capturing women’s social empowerment” (4) By contrast, such 

“innovations can transform women’s lives” because “innovation and shifting 

gender roles are each catalytic processes that drive change”(Malhotra et al. 1). 

Even so, the potential of empowered women with economic empowerment to 

transform society remains actively subverted by the on-going “the ideology of 

femininity, responsibility for domesticity and motherhood” (113). 

Despite these challenges, diasporic women’s exercise of their newly 

acquired strategies in their own country, therefore, “speak[s] to the growing 

importance of transnational connections” (628). Transnational experiences and 

“connections” provide these women with new experiences, perspectives, and 

subjectivity as they are exposed to diverse cultures and practices. Once women 

expose themselves to different types of cultures, they begin to compare and 

contrast their culture with those of other cultures. A comparison of this type 
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allows the women to bring back with them new gender experiences with which 

women challenge or subvert local patriarchal hegemony.    

The space and visibility of this emerging canon of Sri Lankan English 

writing and the voices of its women protagonists place it as a “deterritorialized” 

literature with narrower origin, with promises to achieve prominence written in a 

major language like English. Sri Lankan women’s exposure to different cultures 

via globalization which empowered them to challenge the traditional bases of Sri 

Lankan patriarchal dominance at home is vital among findings while the unique 

convergence of issues is affecting Sri Lankan women: the women-property 

relationship in the walauwe, the perils and potentials of ethnic reconciliation, as 

well as the struggle around body sovereignty and diasporic experiences in the 

engenderment of women in selected texts remain seminal.  

The whole endeavour locates Sri Lankan English literary writings in a 

significant and original genre which challenges its sexist and classist 

representations of narrow cataloguing.   The research explores sites of new 

subjectivity to be found as a consequence of experiences of travelling and 

diasporic settlements and may serve as a basis for further study. 
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End notes 
 
i
 Though ‘femininity’ is generally perceived as ‘girlishness, womanliness or womanhood, 
motherhood as attributes, behaviours and roles generally associated with women’ which are 
socially constructed features related to them, femininity can also mean ‘how the women feel 
about themselves’ ( Glover and Kaplan 2000). Instead of femininity that is entangled in dress, 
hair, skin texture, fabric and carefully organized interplay of artifice and nature’ (Pollock 66), 
Glover and Kaplan’s specific definition suits  better to the context of this study since how the 
authors concerned in this study feel about the destiny of woman is the most important aspect 
here. 
 
ii
 Broadly subjectivity implies the range of influence exerting upon femininity which eventually 

determines her real position and station in the society still liable for future changes. It also 
indicates the elasticity of the subject under consideration and the bottom line is it is very 
dynamic. Viewed in that light we note that all the feminine characters in this work are becoming 
more and more alieve to the need for them to pull out from their grove to which they have been 
thrust by factors beyond their control. 
 
iii
 The belief that ‘human nature’, an individual's personality or some specific quality (such as 

intelligence, creativity, homosexuality, masculinity, femininity, or a male propensity to 
aggression) is an innate and natural ‘essence’ (rather than a product of circumstances, 
upbringing, and culture). Further Simmonds states that “biological essentialism refers to the 
"notion that men's and women's mode of operation in society is governed by their biology" (2). 
 
iv
 It is noteworthy that Sri Lanka could produce the first woman Prime Minister in 1960s and 

followed by her daughter becoming an Executive President in 1994. Other than these two 
extreme elite-politico examples, there are some many others who got into powerful social 
positions that are equivalent to the highest achievements of any male. There are women 
professionals, politicians and even diplomats who hold the highest plums of office which had 
been denied to women up to recent times. However, this should not be taken as the general 
picture of all women of Sri Lanka.  
 
v
 The plight of the housemaids remains the same even today, after forty long years. In the Sri 

Lankan context, according to Jayaweera “in the services sector , 90% of the women migrant 
workers are domestic workers or house maids… and economic and sexual exploitation of women 
migrant domestic workers …devalues human rights” (Jayaweera 98-99). 
 
vi
 Along with LTTE militant organizations such as TELO, PLOT, and EPRLF sprang up but LTTE 

expanded its terrorism rapidly and was able to exterminate the rival groups and emerged the 
foremost. It is no exaggeration to say that the LTTE wiped out the earlier-mentioned rivals in the 
most ruthless manner. It must be said that even after ten years of the advent of the LTTE there 
had not been a women’s corps in its forces. In the official LTTE magazine, Kalathel there was a 
photograph of a woman soldier who joined the LTTE having left another organization. That goes 
to confirm that all those organizations had their women carders. (Soyza 95). In the same 
magazine there was an article appealing women to join its women carders under the headline 
“The hands that wear bangles also carry arms” (Soyza 91). This happens towards the end of 1985. 
 
vii

 De Soyza goes further to analyze this situation. To the Hindu devotees their deity of velour, 
courage and fearless adventure is goddess Kali Amma. However, the reality remains that women 
have to play a subordinate role to man (Soyza 57). Thiruchandran claims that female roles were 
“idealistically feminized, in which rigid moral behavior was considered the only acceptable social 
norm for Tamil women”. Interestingly much of the “prescribed normative behaviour imposed on 
Tamil women was drawn from Victorian morality, with the bodies of women being turned into 
sites of male moral consciousness” (qtd. in Herath 36-37).Western ideology on women has 
reshaped Tamil gender identity. 
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viii

 Even up to that point the LTTE hadn’t had an official dress. According to the description of 
Narayan Swami the LTTE fighters looked mere boys clad in a sarong and a shirt. It was the opinion 
of the LTTE that the soldiers should have their traditional long hair as before (qtd. in Soyza 201). 
In the patriarchal societies men’s virility has always been taken for granted in order to create 
gender imbalance. According to Nordstrom, “traditionally males have been perceived as the 
agents of war, while females have always been portrayed as victims or refugees”(qtd. in Wang 
100) because “power, dominance, aggression and violence [that are deemed to be] associated 
with masculinity”(Emmanuel 37). 
 
ix
 In the traditional Tamil society, “Women are conceptualized as subordinates to men according 

to the conventional roles and culture of the Tamil community” (Schrijvers, 1999). Women have 
tended to serve under the protection/control of her “father and brother during her childhood, 
and subsequently under the husband’s control, and then remain under the control of her son if 
she lost her husband” (De Mel, 2003; Sornarajah, 2004). Women should be “self-sacrificing, 
chaste, reserve virgins until marriage, and hold strictly chaste and faithful for their legal 
husbands” (Wang 102). 
 
xi
 The word “androgyny” stems from the Greek andro (male) and gyne (female) and refers to a 

blending of both masculine and feminine characteristics. (Bass 1). According to Selvy 
Thiruchandran androgyny is a concept that has been employed by the radical feminists to destroy 
the image of male superiority which is overtly derived from the so-called masculine characteristic 
of strength, rationality, logic, reason, and physical prowess… Androgyny can be seen as an 
alternative to the social construction of the biological differences which have now assumed the 
qualities of being natural to women and men. Androgyny is a vision which rejects 
complementarily but sees wholeness, masculinity and femininity in both males and females. (  
23) In the present world people have begun to “realize the importance and potential freedom of 
the quality of androgyny, in which men and women are not exclusively masculine or feminine but 
are able to demonstrate traits attributed to both sexes” (Bass 1) 
 
xii

 LTTE women’s “embracing of androgyny [in wartime likewise] destabilizes the politicization of 
women’s domestic roles” (Emmanuel 20) which is confined by kinship ties and ideologies” 
(Senanayake 137). The LTTE’s induction of women into military carder “impelled the subsequent 
reconstruction of the Tamil women from the traditional ideal of the auspicious, fecund wife to 
the androgynous armed virgin” (Alexander 5). By being androgynous, LTTE women challenge the 
fictive kinship terms which marginalize women. Kinships pattern is a system of categories and 
statuses which often contradict actual genetic relationships. Socially defined kinship statuses take 
precedence over biology. In pre-state societies, kinship is the idiom of social interaction , 
organizing economic, political and ceremonial as well as sexual activity. one's duties, 
responsibilities and privileges vis-a-vis others are defined in terms of mutual kinship or lack of 
thereof. The exchange of goods and services, production and distribution hostility and solidarity, 
ritual and ceremony, all take place within the organizational structure of kinship. (Rubin 169-170) 
 
xiii

 According to Buddhist history Yasodara was the queen of prince Siddartha who later attained 
Buddhahood. They say that Yashodahra had a short span of married life because prince 
Sidharatha left her thirteen years of married life, she remaining a young woman even at that 
time. What is remarkable about Yasodara was that she retained her marital fidelity without ever 
thinking of changing her status again. Yasodara never gave into temptations and desired only 
prince Sidharatha which can be considered the whole mark of marital fidelity. The name 
Yasodara means a woman who tolerates all the sufferings in life, particularly those caused by the 
husband. She dedicated her entire life for the wellbeing of the husband. 
 
xiv

 Goddess Paththini is believed to help people by the truth of her power of chastity. According to 
mythology Goddess Paththini always believed in the innocence of her husband and her strength 
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is that she remained strong and committed to her love. She is said to be the next Buddha but a 
woman can never reach enlightenment so she must wait until she is born again into the body of a 
man and live as such for thousands of years to learn to be enlightened and so become the 
reincarnation of Buddha himself. 
 
xv

 A woman’s body and virginity provide the basis for Sri Lankan patriarchal domination over 
women when men practise “the idea of the virgin bride” (Jayawardana 93). However, “the 
Sinhalese learned the practice [of virginity test] from the Portuguese” and it has been a “part of 
the tradition and highly influences Sinhala women’s lives” (Jayawardana 94) since colonial 
domination. With her empowerment in the context of globalisation, Nelum goes against these 
modern patriarchal ideologies and “the British view point” of “the marriage systems” introduced 
to Sri Lankan society. By monopolising a woman’s body, men control not only her body but also 
her voice. 
 
xvi

 Lokuge’s character, Neela, is depicted in idealized terms--as a woman loyal to her husband, 
affectionate, tolerant, unadulterous, and literally and exemplary wife with utmost fidelity like 
Goddess Pathini.  Neela’s nobility is revealed through her generous act of looking after Mala’s 
mixed daughter: . “She felt that the goddess Pathini, to whom they had given blessings for the 
new daughter this morning, must know the truth” (203).Neela does the right thing by also 
adopting Mala’s  illegitimate child, a forgiving gesture which reasserts indigenous harmony and 
promises to restore order to the family 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



  

227 
 

 
 

Works Cited 
 

Abeysekara, Sunila. Forward. Dealing with Women’s Militancy: An Analysis of

 Feminist Discourses from Sri Lanka. By Emmanuel Sarala. Colombo:

 SPARC, 2006. 

Acero, Liliana. “Response: The Commodification of Women’s Bodies in 

Trafficking for Prostitution and Egg Donation-transnational Dialogues.” 

International Journal of Feminist Approaches to Bioethics 2.1 (Spring 

2009): 25-32. 

Achebe, Chinua. “English and the African Writer” Transition 75:76 (1997): 342- 

349. 

Alexander, Amy C., and Christian Welzel. “Empowering Women: Four Theories 

Tested on Different Aspects of Gender Equality” Online. 22 February, 

2016.  

Alexander, Erin. “Women of War: The Female Fighters of the Liberation Tigers 

 of Tamil Eelam” 6:4 2014.(npg.) 

Alexandre, Michele. Sexploitation Sexual Profiling and the Illusion of Gender. 

 New York: Routledge, 2015. 

Alison, Miranda. “Cogs in the Wheel? Women in the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam.” Civil Wars 6.4 (Winter 2003): 37-54. 

Al Jazeer. News 10-2-2018. 

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 

 Spread of Nationalism. New York: VERSO, 1983. 

Ann, Oakley. Gender and Society. London: Maurice Temple Smith, 1972. Online. 

 



  

228 
 

 

Attanayake, Anula. “Globalization and its impact on Sri Lankan Culture: Popular 

Values and predictions”. Sri Lanka Journal of Social Sciences 1:2 (2002): 

71-92. 

Babb, Florence E. “After the Revolution: Neoliberal Policy and Gender in

 Nicaragua.” Latin American Perspectives 23.1 (Winter 1996): 27-48. 

Bachelet, Michelle. “Women’s rights as Human Rights” Achieving Gender 

Equality, Women’s Empowerment and Strengthening Development 

Cooperation. United Nations. New York. 2010. 

Bhasin, Kamla and Nighat Said Khan. Feminism and Its Relevance in South Asia: 

 Gender Basics. New Delhi: Women Unlimited, 1986.  

Bhabha, Homi, K. The Location of Culture. New York: Rutledge, 1994. 

Bandara, Nawaratna A.M. “Nation Building or Nations Building: A Critical 

Evaluation of the Theory and Practice of National Integration Focusing on 

Sri Lanka.” Perspectives on National Integration in Sri Lanka. Ed. Amal, 

Jayawardane. Colombo: NIPU, 2006: 25-42. 

Bandara, Trilishia, Damayanthi. Giraya. Colombo: S. Godage and Brothers, 2007.  

Barrett, Michele. Women’s Oppression Today: Problems in Marxist Feminist 

Analysis. London: Verso, 1986. 

Beauvoir, de Simone. The Second Sex. New York: Vantage, 2009. 

Bentharage, Lionel. Kalukumara Yaaga Piliwela. Colomob: S.N.S Printers, 1998. 

Bernhard, Anna. Dynamics of Relations between different Actors when Building 

 Peace: The Role of Hybridity and Culture. India: CORE, 2013.  

Bhartiya, Aru. “Menstruation, Religion and Society.” International Journal of 

 Social Science and Humanity 3:6 (2013):253-257. 

 



  

229 
 

 

Bhat, Manzoor Ahmad. “Position of women in the Indian Society.” International 

 Journal of Humanities Social Sciences and Education 2:5 (2015): 1-7. 

 Birke, Lynda. “Transforming Biology.” Knowing Women: Feminism and 

 Knowledge. Ed. Helen Crowley and Susan Himmelweit. Cambridge: 

Polity Press, 1992: 66-77. 

Bishop, Kyle William. “The Threat of the Gothic Patriarchy in Alfred Hitchcock's 

"The Birds."” Rocky Mountain Review 65. 2 (Fall 2011): 135-147. 

Blackwood, Evelyn. “The Specter of the Patriarchal Man.” American Ethnologist  

32.1 (2005): 42-45. 

Bressler, Charles E. Literary Criticism: An Introduction to Theory and Practice. 

London: Prentice-Hall, 1994. 

Bryson, Valerie. Feminist Political Theory: An Introduction. New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 1992. 

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and Subversion of Identity. London: 

Rutledge, 1990. 

Carrillo, Roxanna. “Sex and Marriage, Violence and Control” Women’s Lives and 

Public Policy. Ed. Turshen, Meredeth and Briavel Holcomb. London:  

Greenwood Press, 1993. 

 “Cardin Pierre.” Brainy Quote ( 2014): Online. 25 March 2014.  

Castle, Gregory. The Blackwell Guide to Literary Theory. Malden: Blackwell, 

 2007. 

Centre for Women’s Research.(CENWOR). Home Page.  

Chakravarti, Uma. “The ‘Burdens’ of Nationalism: Some thoughts on South Asian 

 



  

230 
 

 

Feminists and the Nation State.” At The Cutting Edge: Essays in honour of 

Kumari Jayawardena. Ed. Neloufer de Mel and Selvy Thiruchandran. 

Colombo: WERC, 2009: 1-35. 

Chaudhuri, Jatindra Bimal. Position of Women in the Vedic Ritual. Calcutta:  

Calcutta Oriental Press, 1956. 

Chowdhury, Anupama. “Not to Be Silent: Voice the Gendered Subaltern in 

Shashi Deshpande’s The Binding Vine.” The Critical Endeavour 15.2 

(June 2009): 49-60. 

Cixous, Hélène. “The Laugh of the Medusa.” Signs1. 4 (Summer 1976): 875-893. 

Clarke, Richard. Lecture Notes. “Marxist Feminism.” Online. 20 February 2016.  

Connell, R. W. and James W. Messerschmidt. “Hegemonic Masculinity: 

Rethinking the Concept.” Gender Society 19 (2005): 829-859. 

Constitution of Sri Lanka 1978. 

Cornwall, Andrea, et al. “Introduction” Reclaiming Feminism: Gender and 

Neoliberalism.” IDS Bulletin 39.6 (December 2008): 1-9.    

Crompton, Rosemary and Clare Lyonette. Family, Class and Gender ‘Strategies’in 

Mothers’ Employment and Childcare. GeNet Working Paper. 34.(2008):  

1-17 online. 

Crookshanks, John Douglas. “Neoliberal Globalization: Threats to Women’s 

Citizenship in Canada.” University of Alberta. 2008. Online. 10 March 

2016. 

Davis, Nira Yuval. “National Space and Collective Identities: Borders, 

Boundaries, Citizenship and Gender relations.” Nivedini: Journal of  

 

 



  

231 
 

 

Gender Studies 7.1 (June 1999): 1-26.  

Deleuze, Gilles., Felix Guattari, and Robert Brinkley. “What is Minor Literature?” 

Mississippi Review: Essays Literary Criticism 11.3 (Winter/Spring 1983): 

13-33.   

Delphy, Christine. “The Main Enemy.” Feminist Issues 1.1 (Summer 1980): 23- 

40.  

---,“Rethinking Sex and Gender” Women’s Studies Int. Forum 16.1 (1993): I-9.  

De Mel, Neloufer. Women and the Nation’s Narrative: Gender and Nationalism 

 in Twentieth Century Sri Lanka. New Delhi: Pauls Press, 2001. 

De Mel, Neloufer., and Minoli Samarakkody. Writing an Inheritance: Women’s 

Writing in Sri Lanka, 1860-1948.  Colombo: WERC, 2002. 

De Silva, K.M. Asian Panorama.: Essays in Asian History, Past and 

 Present.  New Delhi: Vikas,1990.  

De Silva, Mangalika. “Nationalism and Sexuality: The Intersection of Gender and 

Power in South Asia” Nivedini: Journal of Gender Studies 2.1 (June 

2000): 61-88. 

De Silva, Nihal. The Road from Elephant Pass. Colombo: Vijitha Yapa 

Publications, 2003. 

Devi, Naorem Jiteswori., and Kambhampati Subrahmanyam. “Women in Rig 

 Vedic Age.” Division of Yoga and Humanities 2:1 (2014): (npg). 

Dias, Malsiri. “Socio Cultural Factors Affecting the Status of Women.” Status of 

Women: Sri Lanka. Colombo: U of Colombo Press, 1979: 4-15. 

Dinshaw, Carolyn. “A Kiss Is Just a Kiss: Heterosexuality and Its Consolations in 

 Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.” Diacritics 24.2-3 (1994): 204-226. 

 



  

232 
 

 

Donald son, Elizabeth J. “The Corpus of the Madwoman: Toward a Feminist 

Disability Studies Theory of Embodiment and Mental Illness.” NWSA 

Journal: Feminist Disability Studies 14.3 (Autumn 2002): 99-119. 

Durkheim, Emile. Suicide. New York: Routledge, 2002. 

Ekanayake, Ashanthi. “(Mad) Women in Attics: A Comparison of Punyakante 

Wijenaike’s Giraya, Amulet and The Unbinding with Jane Eyre and Wide 

Sargasso Sea.” Phoenix: Sri Lanka Journal of English in the 

Commonwealth 8 (2011): 53-72. 

Emmanuel, Sarala. Dealing with Women’s Militancy: An Analysis of Feminist 

Discourses from Sri Lanka. Colombo: SPARC, 2006. 

Engels, Friedrich. The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State. 

 Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1948.  

Erickson, Jennifer., and Caroline Faria. “We Want Empowerment for our Women: 

Transnational Feminism, Neoliberal Citizenship, and the Gendering of 

Women’s Political Subjectivity in Postconflict South Sudan.” Signs 36.3 

(Spring 2011): 627-652. 

Essien, Anthonia M., and Donatus P. Ukpong. “Patriarchy and Gender Inequality: 

The Persistence of Religious and Cultural prejudice in Contemporary 

Akwa Ibom State, Nigeria.” International Journal of Social Science and 

Humanity 2:4 (2012): 286-290. 

Ferguson, Ann. “Patriarchy, Sexual Identity, and the Sexual Revolution.” Signs  

7.1 (1981): 158-172. 

Fernando, Laksiri. “Revisiting ‘Elephant Pass’ for Ethnic Reconciliation in Sri 

 



  

233 
 

 

Lanka.” Asian Tribune: Striving for Asian Solidarity.  n.pag. Online.2 

January 2016. 

Gallagher, Margaret. Unequal Opportunities: The Case of Women and the Media. 

 Paris: Presses Universitaires, 1983. 

Fernando, Vijita. “Lankan Women Writers Breaking Barriers.” One World South 

 Asia (2010): n. pag. Online. 15 January 2016. 

---,Once on a Mountain Side. Colombo: Tharanjee Printers, 2005. 

Gabriel, Sharmani Patricia. “‘It ain’t where you’re from, it’s where you’re born’: 

re-theorizing diaspora and homeland in postcolonial Malaysia.” Inter-Asia 

Cultural Studies 12.3 (2011): 341-357. 

Garrett, Stephanie. Gender. London: Routledge, 1987. 

Geiger, Wilhelm. The Mahavamsa. London: Oxford University Press, 1912. 

Ghosh, Jayati. “Scientist Globalization, Export-Oriented Employment for Women 

and Social Policy: A Case Study of India.” Social Scientist (Nov. - Dec. 

2002): 17-60. 

Gideon, Jasmine. “Accessing Economic and Social Rights under Neoliberalism: 

Gender and Rights  in Chile.” Third World Quarterly 27.7 (2006): 1269- 

1283.  

Gilbert, Sandra M., and Susan Gubar. The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman 

Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination. London: Yale 

University Press, 1979. 

Gills, Dong-Sook S. “Globalization of Production and Women in Asia.” Annals of  

the American Academy of Political and Social Science: Globalization and 

Democracy 581 (May 2002): 106-120.  

 



  

234 
 

 

Godagama, Ayesha. “Role of the Parliament for Enforcing Gender Equality in 

SriLanka”. Professor Prema Podimenike Abinandana Shathriya  

Sangrahaya.138-146. Online. 

Goonesekere, Savitri. Social Transformation, Gender Inequality and Violence

 against Women in Contemporary Sri Lanka. Centre for Gender Studies.

 University of Kelaniya. 12th of December 2012. 

Gowrinathan, Nimmi. “How Women Rebel: Gender and Agency in Sri 

Lanka.” Diss. University of California, Los Angeles, 2012.  

Online. 

Gunawardana, D.S. “Gender Inequality in Sri Lanka.” Professor Prema 

 Podimenike Abinandana Shathriya Sangrahaya. 64-81 online. 

Gunawardena, N.S. Women in Sri Lanka: Achievements and Challenges Oration 

of the College of Community Physicians of Sri Lanka. Proceedings of the  

Inauguration of the Annual Scientific Sessions, 18 September 2014. 

Gooneratne, Yasmine. Celebrating Sri Lankan Women’s English Writing.

 Colombo: WERC, 2002. 

---. “Action and Romance (Postcolonial Style).” Postcolonial Text 1.2 (2005). 

 n.pag. Online.14 February 2016.   

Goonetilleke, D.C.R.A. Sri Lankan English Literature and the Sri Lankan People 

1917-2003. Colombo: Vijitha Yapa, 2007. 

Goonesekere, Savitri. “Family Relations in Sri Lanka: Legal Concepts and Social 

Realities.” Regional Work Shop: Changing Family Patterns and Gender 

Roles in Asia, May 7-10, 1990. Surajkund, India: Center for Women’s 

Studies in India. Online. 3 March 2016. 

 



  

235 
 

 

Guenther, Julia., and Eswarappa Kasi. “Globalization and People at the Margins 

Experiences from the Global South.” Journal of Developing Societies 

31.1(2015): 1-7. 

Hague, Euan. Benedict Anderson: Biographical Details and Theoretical Context. 

Online. 10 January 2016. 

Hamilton, Sarah. “Neoliberalism, Gender, and Property Rights in Rural Mexico.” 

Latin American Research Review 37.1(2002): 119-143.   

Harishchandra, Neshantha. “A Herb Most Bruised: Love, Marriage, and Female 

Sexuality in Punyakante Wijenaike's Writing.” The Sri Lanka Journal of 

the Humanities 35 (2009): 99-124. 

---. “The “Elite” Woman Vs the “Non-Elite” Woman: Class Conflict among 

Females in Punyakante Wijenaike’s Giraya.” Nivedini: Journal of Gender 

Studies. 13 (October /November 2007): 1-28. 

Hartmann, Heidi I. “The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Towards 

a More Progressive Union.” Feminist Frameworks: Alternative 

Theoretical Accounts of the Relations between Women and Men.  Ed. 

Alison M. Jaggar and Paula S. Rothenberg. New York: McGraw-Hill, 

1967. 

Harvey, David. “Neoliberalism as Creative Destruction” The Annals of the  

American Academy of Political and Social Science 610 (March 2007): 22-

44. 

Herath, H.M.A. “Place of Women in Sri Lankan Society: Measures for 

Empowerment for Development and Good Governance.” VJM 1:1 

(2015):1-14. 

 



  

236 
 

 

Heath, Julia A., and David H. Ciscel.  “Patriarchy, Family Structure and the 

Exploitation of Women's Labor.” Journal of Economic Issues 22. 3 

(September 1988): 781-794. 

Herath, Kusum. Woman Represented in Contemporary Sinhala Poems. Colombo: 

 S. Godage and Brothers, 2003. 

Herat, Sughangi. “Fighting for Rights or Fun? A Case of Political Awareness and 

Participation of Rural Sinhalese Women.” Women, Nation and Narration: 

Collective Images and Multiple Identities. Ed. Selvy Thiruchandran. 

Colombo: Karunaratne & Sons Ltd, 2006: 152-168.    

Hollows, J. Feminism, Femininity and Popular Culture. New York: Manchester 

 University Press,2000. 

Houston, R. A. “Madness and Gender in the Long Eighteenth Century.” Social 

 History 27.3 (October 2002): 309-326. 

Hyndman, Jennifer., and Malathi de Alwis. “Beyond Gender: Towards a Feminist 

Analysis of Humanitarianism and Development in Sri Lanka.” Women’s 

Studies Quarterly 31.3-4 (Fall / Winter 2003):212-226   

Irigaray, Luce. “When Our Lips Speak Together.” Signs 6.1(Autumn 1980):  

69-79. 

---,This Sex Which is Not One. New York: Cornell University Press,1977. 

Jackson, Earl Jr. Strategies of Deviance: Studies in Gay and Male Representation. 

Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1995.  

Jaggar, Alison M. Feminist Politics and Human Nature. Sussex: Harvester, 1983. 

Jha, Gauri Shankar. “Diaspora and Indian Diasporic Writing.” Literary Insight 1.1 

 (January 2010): 20-28. 

 



  

237 
 

 

Jameson, Fredric. “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational 

 Capitalism.” Social Text 15 (Autumn 1986): 65-88. 

Jarg, Sanjay. Traditional Knowledge and Traditional Cultural Expressions of 

 South Asia. Colombo: SAARC Cultural Centre, 2015. 

Jayarathne, Priyantha. “Woman Represented in Sri Lankan Cinema” Analysis of  

Flying with One Wing. Colombo: Sanhida Publishers, 2003:13-38. 

Jayasuriya, Maryse. "Exploding Myths: Representing the Female Suicide Bomber 

in the Sri Lankan Context in Literature and Film." Journal of Postcolonial 

Cultures and Societies 4.1 (2013): 233-257. 

Jayasuriya. Shihan de Silva. “The Portuguese Cultural Imprint on Sri Lanka.” 

Lusotopie (2000): 253-259. 

Jayasinghe,Vinitha. A New Vision: A Feminist Perspective in Sri Lanka. 

Colombo: Peace Printers, 2004.  

Jayatilaka, Ramanie. Women Migrant Workers and Trafficking in Sri Lanka. 

 Colombo: Women’s Education and Research Centre, 2008. 

---, Globalization and Rural Women. Colombo: Centre for Society and Religion, 

 1998. 

Jayatilaka, Wijaya. “Dismantling Glass Ceilings Management Issues in Promoting 

Women’s Participation and Gender Justice.” Beyond Glass Ceilings and 

Brick Walls: Gender at the Workplace. Ed. Maithree Wickramasinghe and 

Wijaya Jayatilaka. Colombo: General Printing Services (pvt) Ltd, 2006. 

Jayawardena, Janaki. “Cultural Construction of the “Sinhala Woman” and 

Women’s Resistance to such Identities.” Nivedini: Journal of Gender 

Studies 11.1  (July/August 2006): 82-119. 

 



  

238 
 

 

---,Cultural Construction of the "Sinhala Woman' and Women's lives in 

Post-interdependence Sri Lanka. Diss. University of York, 2002. 

Jayawardena, Kumari. “Religious and Cultural Identity and the Construction of 

Sinhala Buddhist Womanhood.” Nivedini: Journal of Gender Studies 

2.1(July 1994): 111-139. 

Jayaweera, Swarna. “Changing Gender Roles and Gender Equality in Sri Lanka.”  

Proceedings of Third National Convention on Women’s Studies, Centre 

for Women’s Research. March.1992: 2-31. 

---,“Schooling in Sri Lanka.” Going to School in South Asia. Ed. Gupta, Amita. 

 London: Greenwood Press, 2007.  

---,“Gender Equality and Empowerment of Women- Promote Gender Equality 

and Empower Women”  Gender Dimensions of the Millennium 

Development Goals in Sri Lanka. Ed. Swarna Jayaweera et al. Colombo:  

Karunaratne & Sons, 2007. 

Jayawickrama, Sarojini. Writing That Conquers: Re-reading Knox’s: An 

 Historical Relation of the Island Ceylon. Colombo: SSA, 2004. 

Jordan, Kim., and Myriam Denov. “Birds of Freedom? Perspectives on Female 

Emancipation and Sri Lanka’s Liberation of Tamil Eelam.” Journal of 

International Women’s Studies 9.1 (Nov. 2007):  42-62. 

Kamatchi, P. “Voices of the Self: Autobiographies of Doris Lessing and Kamal 

 Das.” Rock Pebbles 14.2 (July 2010): 38-45. 

Karanja, Lucy. “Homeless” at home: Linguistics, Cultural, and Identity Hybridity 

and Third Space Positioning of Kenyan Urban Youth Education.” 

canadienne et internationale 39.2 (June 2010): 1-11. 

 



  

239 
 

 

Keating, Ann Louise. “Making "Our Shattered Faces Whole": The Black Goddess 

and Audre Lorde's Revision of Patriarchal Myths.” Frontiers: Journal of 

Women Studies 13.1 (1992): 20-33. 

Kodikara, Chulani. "The Struggle for Equal Political Representation of Women in 

Sri Lanka" A Stocktaking Report for the Ministry of Child Development 

and Women’s Empowerment and the United Nations Development 

Programme. Colombo: Sarasavi Printers, 2009.1-84. 

Kodikara, M. Wathsala. Role of Buddhist Woman. Colombo: S. Godage and  

Brothers, 2000. 

Kortmulder, K. “An Ethological Theory of the Incest Taboo and Exogamy: With 

Special Reference to the Views of Claude Lévi-Strauss.” Current 

Anthropology 9.5 (1968): 437-449. 

Kottegoda, Sepali. et al. “Women and New Media in the Margins of the Sri 

 Lankan State”. Gender is Citizenship. IDRC. 1-48. Online. 

Kumar, Sanjay. “Feminism, Indian Women and Globalization.” Literary Insight  

1.1 (January 2010): 7-13. 

Lakshmi, S. C. “Bodies Called Women: Some Thoughts on Gender, Ethnicity and 

Nation.” Women, Narration and Nation: Collective images and Multiple 

Identities. Ed. Selvy Thiruchandran. Colombo: Karunaratne and Sons, 

2006: 53-88. 

Lau, Lisa. “Making the Difference: The Differing Presentations and 

Representations of South Asia in the Contemporary Fiction of Home and 

Diasporic South Asian Women Writers.” Modern Asian Studies 

39.1(February 2005): 237-256.  

 



  

240 
 

 

Leavitt, Gregory C. “Disappearance of Incest Taboo: A Cross-cultural Test of 

General Evolutionary Hypotheses.” American Anthropologist New Series 

91.1 (March 1989): 116-131. 

Liyanage, Siri. Dictionary of Folklore. Colombo: Induru Printers, 2001. 

Lokuge, Chandani. If the Moon Smiled. New Delhi: Penguin Books, 2000. 

---. Turtle Nest. New Delhi: Penguin Books, 2003. 

Malhotra, Anju. et al. Innovation: For women’s empowerment and Gender 

 Equality. ICRW: 2009.Online.2 February 2016. 

Mager, Don. “Gay Theories of Gender Role Deviance.” SubStance 14.1 (1985): 

 32- 48. 

Mahadevan, Kanchana. “The 'Virtuous Woman': Law, Language and Activism.” 

Economic and Political Weekly 43.17 (April / May 2008): 44-53. 

Maitheya, Balangoda Ananda Thero. (Trans.) Digha – Nikaya – Part III. 

 Colombo: Buddhist Cultural Center, 2005. 

Malin, Andrea. “Mother Who Won't Disappear.” Human Rights Quarterly 16.1 

(February 1994): 187-213. 

Manisty, Dinah. “Madness as Textual Strategy in the Narratives of Three 

Egyptian Women Writers.” Journal of Comparative Poetics, Madness 

and Civilization14 (1994): 152-174. 

Marcuse, Herbert. “Marxism and Feminism.” Women’s Studies 2 (1974): 279- 

288. 

Martin, Karin A. “Normalizing Heterosexuality: Mothers’ Assumptions, Talk, and 

Strategies with Young Children.” American Sociological Review 74.2  

(2009): 190-207. 

 



  

241 
 

 

Marx, Carl. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. Moscow: Progress 

Publisher,1887. Online 

Metthananda, Tilaka. “Women in Sri Lanka: Tradition and Change.” Women at 

the Crossroads: A Sri Lankan Perspective. Ed. Sirima Kiribamune and 

Vidyamali Samarasinghe. New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House PVT LTD, 

1990: 41-71. 

Millett, Kate. Sexual Politics. New York: Equinox, 1971. 

Ministry of Information and Broadcasting. Women of Sri Lanka: A Special 

Publication on the  Status of Women.1975 

Mitra, Manohi. “Patriarchy and Women’s Oppression: An Examination of Marx 

and Engels.” Women’s Oppression: Patterns and Perspectives. Ed. 

Susheela Kaushik. New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House PVT LTD, 1985: 

23-28. 

Mittra Sangh and Bachchan Kumar. Encyclopedia of Women in South Asia. 

 Delhi: Kalpaz Publications, 2004. 

Mishra, Vijay. The Gothic Sublime. New York: State University of New York 

 Press, 1994. 

Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and 

Colonial Discourses.” Online. 18 February 2016.  

Molapo, Lea., and Tankie Khalanyane. “Women in Politics and Decision – 

Making Positions in Lesotho.” Nivedini: Journal of Gender Studies 14 

(November /December 2008): 51-78. 

Motta, Sara, et. al. “Feminism, women’s movements and women in movement” 

 



  

242 
 

 

Interface: a journal for and about social movements.” 3.2 (November 

2011): 1-32. 

Murdock, Donna F. “Neoliberalism, Gender, and Development: Institutionalizing 

“Post-Feminism” in Medellin, Colombia.” Women’s Studies Quarterly 

31.3-4 (Fall/Winter 2003): 126-153.    

Naidu, Y.Gurappa. “Globalization and Its Impact on Indian Society.” The Indian 

Journal of Political Science 67.1 (January / March 2006): 65-76. 

Namaste, Ki. “The Politics of Inside/Out: Queer Theory, Poststructuralism, and a 

Sociological Approach to Sexuality.” Sociological Theory 12.2 (1994): 

220-231. 

Nanda, Bikram., and Anjana Mangalagiri. “Patriarchal Ideology and Women’s 

Oppression.” Women’s Oppression: Patterns and Perspectives. Ed. 

Susheela Kaushik. New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House Pvt Ltd, 1985: 11-

22. 

Nash, June. “Women in Between: Globalization and the New Enlightenment.” 

 Signs 31.1 (Autumn 2005): 145-167. 

Ndede, Lencer Achieng. "African Literature: Place, Language or Experience." 

International Journal of Educational Investigations 3.3 (March 2016):1-

10. 

Ngulube, Patrick “Fourth World Theory and Methods of Inquiry.” Hand book of 

research on Theoretical Perspectives on Indigenous Knowledge Systems  

in Developing Countries. Ed. Ryser et al.IGI Global . USA: 2017 

Niven, Alaister. “The Fiction of Punyakante Wijenaike.” The Journal of 

Commonwealth Literature 12.1(1997): 55-65. 

 



  

243 
 

 

Oakley,Ann. Gender and Society. London: Maurice Temple Smith, 1972. 

Otobe, Nolko. “Globalization, Employment and Gender in the Open Economy of 

 SriLanka.” International Labour Office, Geneva 2013. Online. 

Palder, Amy. “So, Who Feels Pretty?: Negotiating the Meaning of Femininity in a 

 Non-heterosexual Community”. Diss.   Georgia State University. 2008. 

Parvulescu, Anca. “European Kinship: Eastern European Women Go to Market.”  

 Critical Inquiry 37.2 (Winter 2011): 187-213. 

Paul, Suguna. “The Economics of Women’s Oppression.” Women’s Oppression:  

Patterns and Perspectives. Ed. Susheela Kaushik. New Delhi: Vikas 

Publishing House Pvt Ltd, 1985: 29-39. 

Peekhaus, Wilhelm. “Conceptualizing and Subverting the Capitalist Academic 

Publishing Model” Marx and the Political Economy of the Media.  

Ed.Fuchs, Christian and Vincent Mosco.  Boston: Brill, 1978. 

Perera, G.C. Superstition. Colombo: S. Godage and Brothers, 2002. 

Perry, Tasneem. “Inherently Hybrid: Contestations and Renegotiations of 

Prescribed Identities in Contemporary Sri Lankan Writing.” Diss. 

University of Manchester, 2012.Online. 20 January 2016 

Pieris, Ralph. Sinhalese Social Organization: The Kandyan Period. Colombo: 

 Ceylon UP, 1956. 

Pratt, Mary Louise. Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. London: 

Routledge, 1992.  

Pritchard, Allan. “The Urban Gothic of Bleak House.” Nineteenth-Century 

 Literature 45.4 (March1991): 432-452. 

Punam, Shashi and Naina Sharma. The Role and Position of Women Ancient 

 



  

244 
 

 

 Society to Modern Society in India. Online (npg.). 

Puwar, Nirmal., and Carole Pateman. “Interview with Carole Pateman: "The 

Sexual Contract,” Women in Politics, Globalization and Citizenship.” 

Feminist Review: Globalization 70 (2002): 123-133. 

Rajan, Rajeswari Sunder. The Scandal of the State. London: Duke University 

 Press, 2003. 

Rakowski, Cathy A. “Obstacles and Opportunity to Women’s Empowerment 

 Under Neoliberal Reform.” Online 25 March 2016.  

Ramaswamy, Vijaya. “From Amazonian Warrior to Submissive Wife.” Economic 

and Political Weekly 41.17 (April./May 2006): 1661-1668. 

Rao, N. Sreenivasa, and P. Sreenivasulu Reddy. “Fourth World Literature: An 

Introduction” Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal 3 

(November 2013): 276-284. 

Rich, Cynthia. “Aging, Ageism and Feminist Avoidance.” Knowing Women: 

Women and Knowledge. Ed. Helen Crowley and Susan Himmelweit. 

Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992. 

Richards, David L., and Ronald Gelleny. “Women's Status and Economic 

Globalization.” International Studies Quarterly 51.4 (December 2007): 

855-876. 

Richards, Joanne. An Institutional History of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE): CCDP Working Paper. The Centre on Conflict,  

Development and Peace building.  Online 

Risseeuw, Irene Carla. The Fish Don’t Talk about the Water: Gender 

 



  

245 
 

 

Transformation,Power and Resistance among Women in Sri Lanka. 

London: EJB, 1988. 

Rubin, Gayle. “The Traffic of Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex.” 

Toward an Anthropology of Woman. Ed. Rayna Reiter. New York: 

Monthly Review Press, 1975. 157-210.  

Ruwanpura, Kanchana N.   Matrilinial Communities, Patriarchal Realities: A 

Feminist Nirvana Uncovered. Colombo: SSA, 2006. 

Ryser, Rudolph Carl  et al.  “Fourth World Theory and Methods of Inquiry” 

Handbook of Research on Theoretical Perspectives on Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems in Developing Countries. (Ed). Patrick Ngulube. 

USA: 2017:50-84. 

Saarinen, Aino. “Feminist Research: In Search of a New Paradigm?” Acta 

Sociologica 31.1 (1988): 35-51. 

Salgado, Minoli. Writing Sri Lanka: Literature, Resistance and Politics of Place. 

New York: Routledge, 2007. 

Samuel, Kumudini. Women’s Activism and Peace Initiatives in Sri Lanka. 

 Lecture Series .WREC 

Saudelli, Mary Gene. “Unveiling Third Space: A Case study of International 

Educators in Dubai, United Emirates.” Canadian Journal of Education 

35.3 (2012): 101-116.  

Senavirathna, J,M. The Story of Sinhalese. Colombo: W.M.A.W. Waheed & 

 Brothers, 1930. 

Spivak, Gayathri "Can the Subaltern Speak?" Marxism and the Interpretation of 

Culture. Ed. Carry Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg. London: Macmillan,  

 



  

246 
 

 

1988 

Stets, E. Jan and Peter J. Burke. Femininity/Masculinity Encyclopedia of 

 Sociology. New York: Macmillan.1-21. Online 

Schieder, Chelsea Szendi. “Womenomics vs. Women: Neoliberal cooptation of 

Feminism in Japan.” Meiji Journal of Political Science and Economics 3 

(2014): 53-60. 

Schrijvers, Joke. “Constructing Womanhood, Tamilness and the Refugee.” 

Women,Narration and Nation: Collective Images and Multiple Identities. 

Ed. Selvy Thiruchandran. Colombo: Karunaratne and Sons Ltd, 2006: 

169-199. 

Senanayake, Darini Rajasingham. “Post Victimization: Cultural Transformation 

and Women’s Empowerment in War and Displacement.” Women, 

Narration and Nation: Collective Images and Multiple Identities. Ed. 

Selvy Thiruchandran. Colombo: Karunaratne and Sons Ltd, 2006. 

---.“Identity on the Borderline: Modernity, New Ethnicities, and the Unmasking 

of Multiculturalism in Sri Lanka.” The Hybrid Island: Culture Crossings 

and the invention of identity in Sri Lanka. Ed. Neluka Silva. Colombo: 

SSA, 2004:  41-70. 

Sen, Indrani. “The Memsahib's "Madness": The European Woman's Mental 

Health in Late Nineteenth Century India.” Social Scientist 33.5&6 

(May/June 2005): 26-48. 

Shain, Yossi. “The Mexican-American Diaspora’s Impact on Mexico.” Political 

Science Quarterly 114.4 (Winter, 1999-2000): 661-691.  

Shi, Jia. “Woman’s Secret Language: The Madwoman in the Attic in a Cultural 

 



  

247 
 

 

and Psychological Context.” Asia-Pacific Science and Culture Journal 

1.3 (June 2011): 1-9.  

Showalter, Elaine. “Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness.” Chicago Journals  8.2  

(Winter 1981): 179-205. 

Singh, Krishna. “Postcolonial Subalternization in Aravind Adiga’s The White 

Tiger and Between the Assassinations.” The Critical Endeavor 15.2 (June 

2009): 104-135. 

Sinha, Subir., and Rashmi Varma. “Marxism and Postcolonial Theory: What’s 

 Left of the Debate?” Critical Sociology (2015): 1-14. 

Silva, Niluka. The Gendered Nation: Contemporary Writings from South Asia. 

 New Delhi: Sage Publications Ltd, 2004. 

---.“Hybridity and Nationalism: The image of Burgher in Contemporary Sri 

 Lankan Writing in English.” Nethra 1.1 (December 1996): 5-18. 

---. “Staging Reality: Nationalist Politics and Gender in Contemporary Sri Lankan 

Theatre in English” Women, Narration and Nation: Collective images and 

Multiple Identities. Ed. Selvy Thiruchandran. Colombo: Karunaratne and 

Sons Ltd, 2006: 1-21. 

Soyza, de Niromi, Tamil Tigress. London: Allen and Unwin, 2011.  

Sri Lankan Migrant Domestic Workers: The Impact of Sri Lankan Policies on 

Workers’ Right to Freely Access Employment. United Nations. 

Karunaratne & Sons. (Pvt) Ltd, 2015: 1-74. 

Stephanie, Garrett.  Gender. London: Rutledge, 1992. 

Sumathy, Sivamohan. “The Rise of Militant Tamil Nationalism, Its Assumptions 

 



  

248 
 

 

and the Cultural Production of Tamil Women.” Sri Lankan Society in an 

Era of Globalization: Struggling to Create a New Social Order. Ed. S.H. 

Hasbullah and Barrie M. Morrison. Colombo: Vijitha Yapa, 2004: 126-

149.   

Ţabrea, Dana. “From Private to Public: Is the Public/Private Distinction Gender 

Discrimination.?” META: Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, 

and Practical Philosophy 2.2 (2010): 562-567.  

Tamil Guardian 14 July 2017. Online. 

Tantrigoda, Pavithra. “Fractured Selves/Conflicting Identities: Sri Lankan Female 

Migrants in Chandani Lokuge’s If the Moon Smiled.”  

Continuities/Departures: Essays on Postcolonial Sri Lankan Women’s  

Creative Writing in English. Ed. Dinithi Karunanayake and Selvy  

Thiruchandran. Colombo: Vijitha Yapa, 2011. 

Taylor, Vivienne. “Political Restructuring and Social Transformation” Nivedini 

Journal of Gender Studies 6.1-2 (1998): 147-165. 

The Constitution of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka. Published by 

 the Parliament Secretariat. Online 

The Island. Sunday February 18, 2018. Online 

Thiruchandran, Selvy.  “Women in Political Thought Constructions, Subjective 

Notions and the Feminist Challenges.” Nivedini: Journal of Gender  

Studies 1.2 (1994): 154-172. 

---. Ideology, Caste, Class and Gender. Colombo: Karunaratne and Sons Ltd, 

 2006. 

---. The Politics of Gender and Women’s Agency in Post-Colonial Sri Lanka. 

 



  

249 
 

 

  Colombo: WERC, 1997.   

---. “Human Rights Education and Empowerment of Women.” Nivedini: Journal 

 of Gender Studies 4.2 (1996): 84-95. 

---. “Intersection of Labour Power, Female Sexuality and Notions of Nation 

State: The Cumulative Oppressive Process, The Case of Sri Lankan 

Migrant Housemaids.”  Nivedini: Journal of Gender Studies 11 (July 

/August 2004): 71-88. 

---. “The Transforming Shape, Structure and Ideology of the Families in Sri 

Lanka: Ambivalence between Tradition and Modernity and its Gender 

Implications.” Nivedini: Journal of Gender Studies 13 (October 

/November 2007): 98-122. 

---. “Women in Political Thought Constructions, Subjective Notions and the 

Feminist Challenges.” Nivedini: Journal of Gender Studies 1.2 (1994): 

154-172. 

Thompson, Linda., and Alexis J. Walker.  “The Place of Feminism in Family 

Studies.” Journal of Marriage and Family 57. 4 (1995): 847-865. 

Thomson, Rosemarie Garland. “Integrating Disability, Transforming Feminist 

Theory.” NWSA Journal: Feminist Disability Studies 14. 3 (Autumn 

2002): 1-32. 

Thorsen, Dag Einar., and Amund Lie. "What is neoliberalism?” Online. 14 

 February 2016 

Tinsman, Heidi. “Reviving Feminist Materialism: Gender and Neoliberalism in 

Pinochet’s Chile.” Signs 26.1 (Autumn 2000): 145-188. 

Turner, Stephen. “Sovereignty or the Art of Being Native.” Cultural Critique 51 

 



  

250 
 

 

(Spring 2002): 74-100.  

Wang, Peng. “Women in the LTTE: Birds of Freedom or Cogs in the Wheel?” 

Journal of Politics and Law 4.1 (March 2011): 100-108. 

Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. New York: 

 Routledge, 1992 

Weeramuni, Namel. Ediriweera Sarachchandra’s Sinhabahu. Colombo: Sarasavi 

Publishers,1999. 

Wickramasinghe and Chulani. Representation in Politics: Women and 

 Gender in the Sri Lankan Republic. 772-820. Online. 

Wickramasinghe,  D.W. Ananda., and D.C. Cameron. “British Capital, Ceylonese 

Land, Indian Labour: The Imperialism and Colonialism of Evolution of 

Tea Plantations in Sri Lanka.”  Proceedings of Management, U of 

Jayawardanapura , 2005. Online. 18 February 2016. 

Wickramasinghe, Maithree. “Gender and Development –A Conceptual Paper.”  

Gender Ideology and Development in Sri Lanka. Colombo: CENWOR, 

(2000): 16-54. 

Wijesinha, Rajiva. Breaking Bounds: Essays on Sri Lankan Writing in English. 

Colombo: Sabaragamuwa UP, 1998 

Wijesinghe, Shanika. “Patriarchy and Sinhala-Buddhist Nationalism: A Critical 

Reading of Maname and Sinhabahu.” Nivedini: Journal of Gender Studies 

14 (December 2008):17-44.  

Wijenaike, Punyakante. Giraya. Colombo: Samaranayake Publishers, 1971. 

---. Amulet. Colombo: S. Godage & Brothers (Pvt) Ltd, 1994. 

Wimalasena, N. A. “A Historical Assessment of Some Features of Marriage 

 



  

251 
 

 

Institute in Medieval Sri Lanka with Special Reference to the Dowry 

System, Relationship between Wife and Husband , Sati Practice, Wedding 

Ceremony and Royal Marriage.” American International Journal of 

Contemporary Research. 6:1, (2016):112-120. 

Women’s Education and Research Centre (WERC). Home Page  

Wood, Johanna Martina. “Patriarchy, Feminism and Mary Daly: A Systematic 

Theological Enquiry into Daly's Engagement with Gender Issues in  

Christian Theology”. Diss. University of South Africa. Online. 

Wurst, Karin A. “Elise Bürger (1769–1833) and the Gothic Imagination.” Women 

 in German Year Book 13 (1997): 11-27. 

Yalman, Nur. “The Structure of Sinhalese Kindred: A Re-examination of the 

Dravidian Terminology.” American Anthropologist 64.3 (June 1962): 548-

575. 

Yazdiha, Haj. "Conceptualizing Hybridity: Deconstructing Boundaries through 

 the Hybridity." Formations 1.1 (2010): 31-38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

252 
 

 

CURRICULUM VITAE 

 

Academic qualifications of the thesis author, Mr. WANNISINGHE 

MUDIYANSELAGE Jayantha: 

-Received the degree of Bachelor of Arts (Languages) from Sabaragamuwa 

University of Sri Lanka, November 1998. 

-Received the degree of Master of Linguistics from Deccan College, May 2006.  

 

 

 

 

         May 2019 

 
 


