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This paper explores the relationship of one aspect of Sri Lankan culture, namely its literature to the socio­

economic system after the fall of the Rajarata kingdoms. It takes as its premise the model of the formation and con­
solidation of Sri Lankan culture developed by one of the authors (Goonatilake 1976, 1979). The latter model traced 
the gradual growth of the socio-economic system based on an irrigated agricultural base from about the 5th century 
B.C. to the end of the Polonnaruwa period. It demonstrated that the maintenance and growth of the socio-economic 
system was heavily dependent on the particular cultural and ideological system that grew up with the irrigation economy. 
This culture (its art, literature, etc.) was conservative and innovative only within narrow limits defined by parameters 
given by the socio-economic system. 

The present paper explores the situation after the irrigation based socio-economic system began to decay. Ar­
guing from the above model of Sri Lankan culture drawn for the classical period, one would expect that the weakening 
of the particular irrigation based socio-economic system would weaken the cultural hegemony and would allow a new 
burst of cultural innovation. The paper takes this hypothesis and examines its validity taking the example of Sinhala 
literature from the 12th century to the 16th century, the centuries during which the capital of the Sinhalese kingdom 
shifted from the dry zone Polonnaruwa to the wet zone Kotte, this shift being also paralleled by a process of trans­
formation of the economy from an irrigation based agricultural economy to one strongly influenced by trade links with 
the West. Examination of the literature of the period finds that the hypothesis is broadly validated. 
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Cartoon strips provide an interesting mirror of the changing socio-economic situation of Sri Lanka and of the 
different roles of women. Since the mid-fifties, a significant change has been the spread of political power away from 
Colombo-based upper classes to at least partially, the rural-based middle class. The rise of this new class has also been 
accompanied by an increased integration of the values and aspirations of town and countryside. All these changes are 
depicted dramatically in the cartoon strips. 

The study sampled the principal cartoon strips in Sri Lanka and subjected them to a content analysis. The fol­
lowing are the broad results obtained. 

Carton strips in the best selling cartoon weeklies are demarcated in the following categories. 
1. Stories arising from the local milieu— 

(a) those depicting perceived urban and western values and aspirations. 
(b) those depicting village society reminiscent of feudal times. 

2. Stories transplanted from western comics having for example cow boy stories, "James Bond" and "Superman", 
stereotypes and science fiction stories. 

3. Old classics like Arabian Nights, Spartacus and Jataka stories. 
The major stereotypes within which women in cartoon strips are usually portrayed are as follows: 

(1) Girls waiting to "trap" boys. School girls are usually the central characters. 
(2) Women as victims of kidnap, assault, harassment and rape. 
(3) Women as thieves and gang leaders. 
The values and attitudes reflected in today's cartoon strips only partially depict today's reality, the particular 

biases and prejudices, of both writers as well as readers transforming this reality to the presentation of a pseudo reality 
in the cartoon strips. 




