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Ethnicity, Empathy and Education  

(Published on July 6, 2006 on First Utterances [http://poetlost.wordpress.com/2006/07/06/ethnicity-empathy-

and-education/], republished on Sunday Observer July 23, 2006 

[http://www.sundayobserver.lk/2006/07/23/pow07.asp])  

Sri Lanka is close to the abyss. A mere push, in the form of the ‘Final War’ or something 
of similarly strong rhetoric or action can, and will, take us over the edge. And we will fall 
into the bottomless pit of lawlessness and chaos that Afghanistan, Somalia, Rwanda and 
other countries have had the misfortune of falling into. 

This, then, is a time for reflection and, hopefully, action. 

Too often now, we – Sri Lankans, Sinhalese, Tamils, Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, Muslim, 
UNP, SLFP, UPFA, JVP, Extremist, Peacenik – have been caught up in the quest for the 
final solution and, in the process, got lost in the maze of political discourse. Our 
individual political compasses, meanwhile, point in opposite directions. 

Turn left and go straight to a Federal Solution. Turn right, pick up your weapons and get 
ready to enter The Final War. North takes you to Eelam. South leads to Communism. 

We clash because we disagree with the directions that our fellow countrymen wish to 
travel in. 

I choose, therefore, to not enter the maze at this juncture. Instead, I find myself posed 
with the following questions: is it possible that this Final Solution is not all it promises to 
be? Will it end the war in an honourable manner for all? Will it give us equality for all and 
remove discrimination? Finally – and this is, I believe, the most important factor– will it 
teach us the meaning of empathy? My fear is that without empathy, the Final Solution 
won’t be final nor will it be much of a solution. 

Empathy is a funny word. Empathy is when Dinesh stops bullying his little brother 
Prassana because he now understands that such behaviour could hurt physically and 
psychologically. Prassana is happy that his big brother finally understands what he, 
Prassana, had to go through earlier. Any possible manifestations of anger stemming 
from this hurt is avoided. There is empathy in both sides. The first seeds of rebuilding 
relations between the two brothers have been sown. 

In the great political discussions of the past few decades, ‘harmony’ and ‘peace’ are the 
words of choice across the spectrum of Sri Lankan society. Yet, few seem to understand 
that for ‘peace’ and ‘harmony’, we need empathy. Without empathy, it won’t be peace 
nor will it be harmony – only a situation of ‘no war’ will take its place instead. And that, 
as we have found out recently, is possibly worse. 

How do we, then, go about sowing empathy across Sri Lanka’s ethnic, cultural and 
religious lines? I believe the answer lies in education. More precisely, I believe that a 
radical overhaul of our educational system is necessary – in parallel, obviously, to 
whatever political solution is accepted by the masters and the masses of Sri Lanka. 

The Sri Lankan education system, it seems, is not designed with pluralism in mind. This 
is a country that is home to four major religions – Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and 
Christianity – and five ethnicities – Sinhalese, Sri Lankan Tamils, Indian Tamils, Moors 
and Malays, and Burghers. There is also the language factor, but I digress. Looking at 
such figures, is it not logical to build an educational system that aims to foster a 
common identity amongst these disparate segments of the population? 
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As a resident of Colombo, one hears the names of the elite schools – Nalanda College, 
Museus College, Hindu College, St Peters College, St Bridgets, Zaheera College – and 
knows the prestige attached to such schools by the respective alumni, students and their 
parents. We also know that such schools also cater to a specific population, normally 
along religious and linguistic lines: Nalanda and Museus to Sinhala Buddhists, Hindu 
College (and by extension, Ramanathan Hindu Ladies College) to Tamil Hindus, St Peters 
and St Bridgets to Catholics from both Sinhala and Tamil backgrounds (I am referring to 
the rule – if I could call it a ‘rule’ – not the exceptions; for the record, I know, and have 
heard of, Muslims in Ananda, Hindu Ladies College and at all the leading Catholic 
schools). 

Such an educational system that disregards diversity – be it in terms of ethnicity, 
religion or language – is, in my point of view, past its time. Such a system has at its core 
collectivist ideals. Fair enough. But can’t this collectivist idealism be along common lines 
instead of seeking to sub-divide Sri Lankan society on our differences? 

International schools are either a bane or a boon to the education system. Regardless of 
my personal views on their credibility as educational organizations, I view them as 
positive role models for the entire education system in terms of their student bodies. 
Here, ethnic and religious lines disappear, at least for eight hours a day. English replaces 
the student’s mother tongue. In doing so, the student makes the first step in branching 
outside his “group”. In time to come, a friendship, we hope, forms between students of 
various ethnicities and religions. They don’t forget their own roots. They merely accept 
that others are different and they celebrate this distinctiveness. 

At this point, dear reader, I wish to share a personal event that has since influenced my 
own thinking in these matters. My entire schooling was at an international school in 
Bambalapitya where diversity was, thankfully, the rule and not the exception. In my 12 
years there, I can proudly say that at no point did the war and the ethnic tensions seep 
into school life. We were gloriously immune to such things. 

In ninth grade, the class I was in consisted of ten other students: Shanil, Lalindu, 
Tharaka, Varuna, Shiraz, Azad, Azam, Abid, Shanjei and myself. To set ourselves apart 
from the rest of the college, we arranged our desks and chairs in a U-shaped form. A 
term went and passed like it always does with its dose of exams, cricket and girl matters 
– lots of girl matters. 

One day, our warden, Mr Samaranayake, was in the midst of his chemistry lectures 
when the conversation somehow turned to the war. He then asked each of us to identify 
our individual religions. 

Buddhists: Shanil, Lalindu, Tharaka and Varuna, seated together along the horizontal 
part of the U stood. Hindus: Shanjei and I, seated on left vertical side of the U, stood. 
Muslims: Shiraz, Azad, Azam and Abid, seated on the right vertical part of the U stood. 

Without realizing, we had chosen to sit next to a person from our ‘group’. Mr 
Samaranayake’s reaction is still fresh in my mind. With his usual smirk, accentuated by 
an audible ‘Heh!’’, he simply said, “I don’t want to see this again. It is bad enough that I 
have to see it outside my school, but I won’t have it here.” We knew what he meant. 

To this day, those simple words have been my political and moral compass. When the 
time comes, they will guide me in my personal quest for the Final Solution. I may not 
find this Final Solution, but I know that I am on the right path. If I fail, my children will 
continue. 
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Here’s hoping that my children and, indeed, our children, dear reader, will have enjoy 
better fortune – and compasses – than we do. 

 
Patrick Tilley’s Mission: A Review 

(Published on October, 2007 on FNQ Magazine, republished on First Utterances: 
http://poetlost.wordpress.com/2007/10/19/patrick-tilley%E2%80%99s-mission/)  

Time for a confession: I hate Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code. I am pretty sure I am not 

the only one, but it always feels good to get that off my chest when someone asks me 

what I think of Brown’s so-called novel. Harsh, you say? Not even close when compared 

to Stephen King, who called it, “(the) intellectual equivalent of Kraft Macaroni and 

Cheese” and Stephen Fry who described it, as only Stephen Fry could: “arse gravy of the 

worst kind.” The New York Times, reviewing the movie based on the book, called the 

novel, “Dan Brown’s best-selling primer on how not to write an English sentence”. So, as 

you can see, I am actually being nice.  

It is not merely because the novel’s intriguing plot had the most anti-climatic ending 

imaginable, nor is it because I am offended at his choice of subjects. The fact that 

Brown’s so-called factual accuracies have been debunked many a time also doesn’t 

bother me too much – suspension of disbelief is, after all, one trait that we readers of 

fiction need in abundance. But what I hate most of all is how amateurishly Brown tackles 

such sensitive subjects.  

He lacks any distinctive writing style. His prose is paper thin. His characters are one-

dimensional. The dialogue between the characters sound like lectures more than natural 

conversation between people. It is the effect of reading Brothers Karamazov written by 

the creators of the Archie comics. No offense intended towards Archie comics and its 

creators, of course.  

The point of this article, though, is not to rant about how much I hate Brown’s novel. 

The point is to get more people to read a novel that deals with similar subjects. The 

novel, Mission, by Patrick Tilley remains one of the most unforgettable reading 

experiences in my life.  

The story in a nutshell: On the night before Easter Sunday, a horribly beaten, naked 

body is rolled into the ER of a New York hospital. The man, who dies soon after, is in his 

early 30s, lean, bearded and is thought to be a victim of a mafia hit. Attending the case 

is a Jewish lady doctor who has to shelve her plans for dinner with her 35 year old 

lawyer boyfriend. The lawyer, Leo Resnick, hangs around until his lady love returns from 

the ER a few hours later. She comes back and tells explains the peculiarities of the case: 

how the victim showed no signs of ever having worn shoes, how his teeth had no fillings 

or how the spikes stuck in his head turn out to be thorns – the likes of which, a botanist 

colleague tells the doctor, can be found only in the Middle East. Soon after she finishes 

explaining, they learn that the body is missing.  

Neither Resnick nor his girlfriend are religious, but they soon find themselves 

questioning their own beliefs. What if it was Him? The questions begin to mount and, in 

an effort to get some lone time, they escape to Leo’s holiday home away from the city. 
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There one afternoon, Leo sees the same man standing outside his window with the most 

serene look on his face, a far cry from the horrible state that he was in a few days back.  

And so begins Leo’s extraordinary story. As a reader, there are some books that are 

simply “unputdownable” – a clichéd term that is now marketing parlance in the 

publishing industry. But Mission is unputdownable. It’s prose is rich, dealing in subjects 

as varied as time, faith, science, theology and history. The characterization is wonderful 

with Leo’s voice as warm and easy to relate to as fiction could ever allow. The dialogue is 

serious, but has warm humor that adds to the book’s engrossing readability.  

When, for instance, Leo sees “the Man”, as he calls him, outside his cottage, he 

approaches him with a mixture trepidation and wonder. How would you react if you saw 

Jesus Christ standing outside your home, he asks the reader. He goes closer expecting 

Jesus to speak word after word of utter profundity. Instead, Jesus glances at Leo’s sports 

car and says, “Nice car”. Leo is gobsmacked and you, the reader, will find yourself 

smiling ear to ear.  

The novel builds promising us an impossible climax. Throughout, I kept guessing the 

novel’s path and throughout Tilley takes the plot into the unconventional. And when the 

climax did come, it had me in awe, my hands shaking, staring into space trying to 

comprehend what Tilley had just achieved.  

Patrick Tilley’s Mission was published almost 25 years ago and has since become a cult 

classic. During that period, it went out of print before the publisher decided to reprint it 

again. Amazon has it occasionally in it’s stock, but I’ve been told that the copies are 

second hand and damaged with some pages missing. I found my copy in British Council 

four years back and haven’t seen it there since. The next time I see it, I am not going to 

return it. Instead, I’ll tell the council staff that I had misplaced it and that I’d be more 

than happy to pay for the loss. A small price to pay for the places this novel will 

eventually take you.  

Beg, borrow or steal this book. It really is that simple.  

 

Diabolus in Musica: Or How I Started to Listen to Music and Didn’t Stop 

(Published on October, 2007 on FNQ Magazine, republished on First Utterances: 

http://poetlost.wordpress.com/2007/10/13/diabolus-in-musica-or-how-i-started-to-listen-to-music-and-

didn%E2%80%99t-stop/)  

As I begin this piece, I am reminded of a conversation I had with one of my best friends. 
He was a music fan; I, then, a movie buff. Marlon Brando held more appeal to me than 
Jimi Hendrix did. We made an agreement: I would stock up a library of movies and he 
would a library of music. We would then exchange based on interest, fancies, and 
recommendations. All simple really. The logic of eighteen year olds.  

Six years have passed since then and much has changed. I, for one, have a bigger music 
collection than he does although I am in no doubt that he would contest this fact. Let me 
rephrase then: I have a larger, more diverse music collection than he does. My days 
begin with checking an internet forum for news on my favourite musicians. It finishes 
with me downloading an album by a band or artist that I’ve never heard of until then. In 
between, I log into Wikipedia or All Music Guide and click on links with gay abandon, 
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excited at the prospect of hearing something new. The weekends will then be spent 
listening to the new music – or, as I like to call it, new noise. The following is an attempt 
to explain why I love music as much.  

I am trying to pinpoint the moment music became the overriding passion in my life. It 
was probably this: Aged 18 and with a music listening habit that didn’t stretch beyond 
Guns N Roses’ biggest singles, I was asked by the aforementioned friend to listen to 
Nirvana’s seminal Nevermind. I remember inserting the CD into my player, hearing Kurt 

Cobain’s riff, Dave Grohl’s thundering drum and little else. It was the most addictive, 
primal and gloriously liberating music that I had in my short life. For better or worse, life 
changed.  

But here’s the funny thing: Nirvana was never merely about music. Let me rephrase; 

Nirvana was never solely about their music. Unlike any band I had come across then and 

possibly unlike any band since, Nirvana loved their roots and made sure their fans got a 
taste of it as well. In itself, this is hardly remarkable. But with Nirvana, it is not merely 
the influences they cite, but the sheer diversity of it.  

Be it the underground post-punk of the then relatively unheard of Sonic Youth, the 
seemingly timeless pop melodies of Beatles, the alternative pop of The Pixies, the proto 
heavy metal of Led Zeppelin or even the haunting folk blues of a depression era ex-con 
in Lead Belly, Nirvana sometimes spent more time talking of their influences more than 
their own music. As a new fan then, I loved them for that quality.  

From Nirvana, I went to The Beatles and Led Zeppelin. Listening to the former reminds 
us what mainstream pop is missing these days: vision, artistic freedom and the balls to 
try something different in every album. I find myself asking if any contemporary pop act 
could do something similar to A Day in the Life. As I write this, last year’s winner of 

American Idol, performing in this year’s finale of the hit show, starts singing A Day in the 

Life. He sings it as though it was a ballad. A sodding ballad! So there is my answer: no. 

Led Zeppelin may not be the greatest band that walked the planet, but they might very 

well be one of the coolest. Booze, orgies and John Bonham and Dazed and Confused – 
what’s not to like?  

Soundgarden came next. The great thing about Soundgarden isn’t merely because they 
were probably the best band from the grunge era, but because they transcended the era 
unlike Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Screaming Trees and Alice in Chains. At times they were 
Black Sabbath, at times Led Zeppelin, at times The Beatles; they could be metal at it’s 
most machismo, they could make punk at it’s most liberating, they could make pop 
music at it’s catchiest– at their best they mixed all these elements and came out with 

music that post-grunge rock bands of today could only dream of composing. Jesus Christ 

Pose, the epic track from the band’s Badmotorfinger album was, musically, the zenith of 

the grunge era.  

When my love affair with Soundgarden began to fade, I fell madly in love with the music 
of Nick Drake. The singer-songwriter niche is one where things are overwhelmingly black 
and white– most are incredibly horrible musicians dabbling in the clichéd, while a few are 
worth a listen or two. Bob Dylan is revered as the greatest of this rare breed of 
musicians – a masterful lyricist who, at his best, was emotionally, socially and politically 
the most pertinent. John Lennon came close several times to dethroning Dylan, but his 
post-Beatles output was mixed at best, often plummeting to childish songs making fun of 
Paul McCartney.  
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To everyone who harks on about Dylan and Lennon, I bring up Nick Drake, suggesting 
that Drake was better. Were his life not tragically cut short at the age of 27, Drake’s 
music might have become more popular although I doubt that. At it stands now, we 
have three albums a handful of outtakes to listen to that suggest an artist far ahead of 
his time. His final album, Pink Moon, has, in it’s mere 34 minutes running time, song 

writing at it’s starkest and most sincere. The album is timeless and has remained my 
favourite for the past three years. I do not see that changing.  

Jazz and metal struck my fancy next. Miles Davis and John McLaughlin were followed by 
Tool, Ulver, Agalloch, Death, Cynic and Rudra. Davis’ vision in fusing the free form of 
jazz and the volume of rock gave the world jazz fusion. His protégé, John McLaughlin is 
my favourite guitarist. Classic rockers say that Hendrix’s guitar was an extension of his 
soul. When McLaughlin played guitar – from his time under Davis to his own bands, The 
Mahavishnu Orchestra and Shakti – the instrument becomes a bridge to another world; a 
dimension where the unique dialects of jazz, rock, Western Classical, flamenco and 
Indian classical fuse seamlessly. If music is a universal language then I am yet to see a 

more fluent speaker than McLaughlin. His Mahavishnu Orchestra is the greatest band to 
have walked the planet followed by his acoustic, Indian classical troupe Shakti.  

Tool brings together the volume and sheer presence of Led Zeppelin with the high-brow 
concepts of Pink Floyd. Here’s a question: If they follow in the footsteps of Iron Maiden 
and decide to play a show in India, guess who’ll be the first to buy a plane ticket to 
Bangalore?  

Ulver is so gloriously unpredictable that I can’t help but love them to death – starting out 

as a black metal band, they released a choral, acoustic album (Kveldssanger) to follow 

their incredible debut (Bergtatt – Et Eeventyr i 5 Capitler), before (apparently) going into 

a forest with cheap equipment and recording their harrowing third album (Nattens 

Madrigal – Aatte Hymne til Ulven i Manden). Their most recent albums have been almost 

exclusively electronic music.  

It’ll be an injustice to end this piece without mentioning Giuseppe Tartini’s Violin Sonata 

in G minor – better known as the ‘Devil’s Trill Sonata’; Mozart’s Requiem Mass in D minor 

– the Lacrimosa movement, I can safely say, is the only piece of music that can reduce 

me to tears consistently no matter how many times I listen to it; Death’s The Sound of 

Perseverance and Human – albums that have given me hours of head banging pleasure; 

Rudra’s Brahmavidya: Primordial I – Indian carnatic music fused with thrash and death 

metal; and Negură Bunget’s OM – a recent acquisition which is great when listened to 
sober and downright amazing when listened to under the influence of <insert as 
appropriate>.  

Along the way, I’ve been asked: Why? What’s the point? Music, I’ve been told, should be 
like in the movies – background music, the soundtrack to complement the drama of life, 
not the plot itself – unless you are dancing. I disagree and it is not because I can’t dance 
to save my life.  

Beethoven once said, “Music is the wine which inspires one to new generative processes, 
and I am Bacchus who presses out this glorious wine for mankind and makes them 
spiritually drunken.” I disagree because I am one of the drunkards.  
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Machan: A Review 

(Published on November 10, 2008 on First Utterances: http://poetlost.wordpress.com/2008/11/10/machan-a-

review-of-sorts/)  

Reviewing the Coen brothers’ film Fargo Roger Ebert wrote, ‘films like Fargo are why I 
love the movies’. While watching Uberto Pasolini’s brilliant Machan I understood why 
Ebert, usually so stoic in his reviews, let his guard down in reviewing that film. Fargo 
was a movie for the ages – a brilliant parable about people resorting to the far-fetched 
and absurd when they find themselves cornered and utterly helpless. With Machan, 
Pasolini and writer Ruwanthie De Chickera tackle similar themes in the Sri Lankan 
context, more precisely the lengths some Sri Lankans would go to in order to migrate to 
Europe in search of greener pastures.  

Pasolini produced Full Monty, a movie that made me laugh so hard my family thought I 
had finally gone insane. Indeed watching Machan’s first act unfold, it was hard not to 
notice the parallels: like Gaz and his buddy Dave in Full Monty, Stanley and Manoj are 
out of luck, regularly getting rejected at the embassies of nations they long to work in. 
Both sets of men then chance upon a scheme that, they believe, can’t fail: Gaz and Dave 
turn to the exotic world of male stripping, Stanley and Manoj turn to handball. What is 
handball, I hear you ask. In Stanley’s words: “Nobody fucking knows!” In reality it 
seems like basketball and football’s illegitimate child.  

The script has an old world charm, an almost Chaplin-esque sense of comedy and timing 
that is all too rare in this day and age of toilet humor and vomit jokes. It is also 
unabashedly Sri Lanka and audiences will leave the theater with a newfound vocabulary. 
I had no idea that so many synonyms existed for the word ‘fuck’ in the Sinhala lexicon. 
Parents, ye be warned.  

But what really raises this script from good to almost great is De Chickera’s complete 
mastery of giving each character a voice and presence regardless of their significance in 
the narrative. A scene involving a grave digger may go down as my favorite of the year. 
The scene swings from hilarious to deeply melancholic with such ease that I had to 
restrain myself from clapping at what De Chickera had just achieved. 

The acting is top class. Some of the most storied names in Sinhala cinema and theater – 
Irangani Serasinghe and Malini Fonseka among them – along with their counterparts 
from Tamil and English theater, come together to form the ensemble. They are uniformly 
excellent. There is also a tangible lack of ego in the casting for this movie: the bigger, 
better known members of the cast occupy smaller roles while the relative new comers 
take on the bigger roles. Dharmapriya Dias steals the show with his portrayal as the 
dim-witted Stanley.  

Even the peripheral characters – the policemen, the “foreign cattle”, and Stanley’s 
carefree, race horse-betting aunts (Serasinghe is absolutely brilliant as one of them: she 
dismisses her nephew’s complaints about the suddenly missing roof by saying, ‘But now 
I can see the stars and it is cooler too!’) are beautifully fleshed out. If I had to nitpick, 
I’d just say that Gihan De Chickera wasn’t the most suitable choice for Manoj. While his 
performance was solid, he wasn’t as convincing as the rest of the cast.  

None of this would have been as effective if the film was shot in some swanky studio set. 
Pasolini instead opts for the most realistic setting and you are left with moments of 
intense humor juxtaposed with silent social commentary on the rampant poverty that 
drives people to such audacious scheming. Therein lies Machan’s brilliance: It is at once 
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a feel good story, a laugh out loud comedy and a social commentary, and remarkably 
scores high on each of those counts.  

To the cast and crew behind Machan: a sincere thank you. 

 

 

 

 


