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I am Sri Lankan 

This photo book presents portraits taken the week before and the week following the horrific Easter bombings in Sri Lanka in 2019. The book is presented both in color and in black-and-white to emphasize both the form and color of the subjects photographed. 



I’ve been many times to Sri Lanka over the past forty years. It is one of the most distinctive, charming and friendly nations in all of Asia-Pacific. On this occasion, I had come to the island to travel about and take photos with my good friend, Seneka, and to visit other close friends living throughout the island. 



Seneka and I were riding in his car on Easter Sunday going from Colombo to Kandy. We had just been discussing the state of ethnic tensions in the country and were relieved to note that the Tamil Tigers showed little signs of resurgence despite slow progress in ethnic reconciliation in the Tamil conflict zones, when my daughter rang and asked if we were ok. That’s when I heard the news that suicide bombers had just attacked churches and hotels in Colombo and other parts of the country. An Islamic State militant group (ISIS) claimed responsibility for the strikes, which killed over 250 persons and injured about 500. While the attack may have mostly targeted Christians and Hotel guests, it also brought into question the fraught relationship between the nation’s Muslims and Buddhist majority. 



For days thereafter we wandered the country shell-shocked, disbelieving that Sri Lanka, which had barely enjoyed a decade of peace after 26 years of civil conflict, could have descended again into such horrific violence. It also brought to the fore the issue of Sri Lanka’s ethnic diversity and ethnic conflict. That people in Sri Lanka commonly identify themselves by their ethnic and/or religious affiliation – i.e. Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim, Burgher, Vedda and European, is reinforced by politicians who appear to believe that Sinhalese Buddhists are the true Sri Lankans while all others are minorities who should be tolerated at best. 



This notion that Sri Lanka is simply a collection of competing ethnic groups is also reinforced by the belief that the Sinhalese migrated first to the island from northern India around 500 BC and then settled the country. The actual historical evidence suggests that Sri Lanka was much more of a historical melting pot as it was on the ancient Maritime Silk Route, connecting China in the east to the Mediterranean Sea in the west. According to Abeyratne[1]:



“Due to its strategic and central location in the Indian Ocean the island was a magnet for seafarers, traders, missionaries, pilgrims and envoys from many countries. From the east of Sri Lanka came Chinese, Malays, Burmese and Cambodians, and from the west came Greeks, Turks, North and East Africans, Persians, Venetians, Arabs and Indians … It was primarily because the island was centrally located on the sea route linking east and west that it constantly attracted traders, pilgrims and invaders. Prior to European intervention, the invasions were almost exclusively from South-India. Most of the Tamils who settled in the country, migrated to Ceylon peacefully. The Portuguese and the Dutch came in search of spices and gems. The British colonized the island because of its geographical proximity to India as well as its huge potential for the export of primary commodities.” 





[1]Seneka Abeyratne (2019),  Sri Lanka—A Touch of the South Seas (unpublished manuscript), 2

Colombo. 







Rather than being settled only by the Sinhalese in ancient times, the historical record suggests that Sri Lanka was more of a continuously evolving melting pot of settlers from different countries and cultures. 

The evidence also suggests that civilized agrarian communities were already in existence in the island when the first Sinhalese migrants arrived from northern India. What appear to be distinct ethnic groups today is very much the result of a creative synthesis of different peoples and cultures throughout the ages. 



This collection brings together images of different Sri Lankans from various cities, towns and villages that we visited during Easter 2019. Looking at these images, there is little doubt that Sri Lankans appear to have originated from a great cross-section of monsoon Asian nations. 



It is high time for people in Sri Lanka to abandon this misleading notion of linguistic-ethno identifiers and think of themselves as “Sri Lankans”. The understanding that Sri Lanka is a nation derived from many different places and cultures – a melting pot of Asia – is central to defining a national identity that cherishes diversity and tolerance. Once nationalism is equated with an understanding that Sri Lanka today is derived from a long, creative synthesis of people from different countries and cultures, peace and prosperity will surely reign. 
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