‘COVERING UP’: CREEPING TALIBANIZATION?

Cat’s Eye has noticed an increasing emphasis on a
particular form of morality in the guise of a postwar
resurgence of society. This is evident on the part of all sectors
of society — not only by those in power but religious leaders,
key officials in the police force and leaders of educational
institutions, as well as the media. At times, the rhetoric is
transformed into action. Take, for example, the continuing
censorship of adult-only films (obviously there are some
adults/ censors who are more adult than others who have
the dubious honor of taking these decisions), images of
alcohol consumption, affection and human sexuality in TV
program; and the archaic prohibition on women purchasing
alcohol (Why discriminate? Why not prohibit men too?).

A dress code is also imposed on women, especially in
educational institutions. Apparently, mothers have to wear
sari to enter the premises of their children’s schools and
mothers who wear even long skirt and blouse are kept out
of bounds. Thus, the country’s ‘return to normalcy’ after
the war is reliant on a discourse of blaming and shaming,
advocacy of self-restraint and responsibility, as well as
moral authoritarianism in imposing codes of conformity
and so called respectability.

Back to the Kitchen

his ‘moral’ turn, we are told, is towards building a new,

postwar Sri Lanka. It has been a common experience
of many communities at war that once the armed struggle is
over, there is a scramble to return its women, in particular,
to traditional roles. The current peacetime emphasis in the
south of the country on the morality and respectability of
women is not far in spirit from the diktats of the LTTE. In
2002, during the peace process, the LTTE issued a leaflet
proclaiming its ‘ten commandments’ on Tamil women
in the East. In the leaflet the LTTE declared that Tamil
women should not ‘spoil the dignity of Tamil culture’ by
‘behaving in an anti-Tamil manner.” They were ordered not
to wear housecoats when coming out of their houses onto
the road. Married women were asked to wear national dress
(presumably sari). Amongst the ‘anti-Tamil’ behaviour
proscribed was the consumption of alcohol. Women were
warned against ‘mixing with men on beaches after losing
their senses with alcohol and drugs.’ The leafiet ended with a

15

veiled threat: ‘Freedom of women is in the hands of women,
and they should think realistically rather than falling into the
hands of anti-Tamil movements, which indeed will bring an
end to their life and community as well.’

At the time (in 2002) Cat’s Eye wrote strongly condemning
the LTTE for its threatening moral edicts selectively
directed at women. Cat’s Eye stated that these diktats ‘send
a critical message to all those who are concerned about the
implementation of the Ceasefire Agreement with respect for
human rights and human dignity.” Cat’s Eye demanded that
‘All attempts to control dissent and individuality, all attempts
to impose rules and regulations that deny people the right to
choose, all attempts to once more oppress and discriminate
against members of marginalized communities, whether
they be women, children, religious or ethnic minorities...
must be fought against rigorously.’

Thus, in the aftermath of war and political upheaval, diehard
traditionalists of all countries use the occasion to whip up
cultural frenzy to advocate a return to the past. Local society
has always had its share of such old (and young) fogeys
with their bamunu matha-namely, ‘brahmin’ or obscurantist
patriarchal views as reflected in Sinhala and Tamil proverbs
against women (‘a woman’s brain cannot think beyond
the handle of a spoon’). Even our women ministers often
speak of a nisi thana (appropriate place) for women which
is not far from Hitler’s prescription for women — children,
kitchen and church ( kinder, kiiche, kirke). In every era and
in every country there has been resistance to such attempts
to undercut the political, economic and social gains that
women have made over the years.

Defining Tamil Culture

In the past few months, following the end of the armed
conflict between the government and the LTTE, concern
has been voiced about the ‘deterioration’ of Tamil culture
during the conflict, mainly due to the actions of the LTTE.
Most often this ‘degradation’ of Tamil culture is illustrated
by examples of the behavior of women who have acted in
ways construed to be contrary to accepted norms. These
statements however are not made by members of the Tamil
community but by state actors of the majority community.
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