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Children at adolescence break away from the adult-world though adults 
rarely notice it; they neither have the time nor the empathy for that. 
This phase of transition creates many biological and psychological 

changes in the adolescents. Fear of the uncertain years ahead looms large 
in their minds. The hypocrisy and complacency of the adults in the unjust 
world they preside over generate moral outrage and a search for retribution 
and retaliation begins. The lure of violence for meeting the ends of justice 
becomes irresistible at this point for many. 

Depending on the economic, social and cultural background the youth vent 
their frustration and anger in various ways. Some try to change the system, 
some broker an uneasy peace and join it and some others opt out of it 
altogether with tragic consequences.  But even others who do not adopt the 
path of violence but advocate peaceful change while protesting tyranny and 
exploitation are also looked upon with suspicion by the authorities. Often, 
non-violence in these cases is met with violence. This seems to be a universal 
phenomenon. In this issue, we try to portray the spectrum of anxiety, despair 
and hope the young people all over the world today carry with them especially 
in the context of the raging  pandemic.

Our young contributor from Columbia, Stivel Toloza Blanco says how hope 
tries to survive amidst violence and the pandemic which has become truly 
global now. According to him, in these dark times of the pandemic, youth is 
the only hope for humanity. I wish him truth. Because if he were not to be 
true, hypocrisy of the adult tyrants, sure, will lead our world to perdition. 
He has sent us the picture of a beautiful mural created by young people to 
protest against violence. It shows four young Columbians who have been 
recently murdered for non-violent protests. It is titled Until We Love Life. 
We have this on our cover.

Another writer of ours, Viginius Xaxa, a sociologist, talks about the conflicts, 
both internal and external, faced by the tribal youths of India, one of the 
most marginalized sections of our society. Here the problem the authorities 
see is not the stark exploitation, deprivation and exclusion of these people 
but ironically the youth themselves who speak out against this structural 
violence. So the protesting youth are rounded up and jailed. This happens 
according to our sociologist-writers all over the tribal world of India. But 
does this happen only amongst the tribals? The pandemic lock-down is a 
good time to ask this and related questions.

E
di

to
ri

al
Alienation of  
the Youth

06

Pa
x 

Lu
m

in
a 

2(
3)

/2
02

1



The condition of the young amongst the fisherfolk may be different from that 
of the tribals but the dangers facing them are no less and their situation is 
no better as Benny Chiramel shows.

In the interview with Dr. Binoy Jacob, Managing Editor of Pax Lumina, 
Dayamani Barla, a tribal activist from Jharkhand, graphically describes 
how  caste and gender come together to dehumanize tribal girls. Actually, 
this naked aggression on human rights starts with the forced displacement 
of tribals from their homeland, the forest. All of us know this is said to be 
done for ‘development’. Development for whom by whom? Another question 
to ponder over during the pandemic!

We have reports from other parts of the world like Sri Lanka, Nepal and the 
US also. The colour and contour of the exclusion of the youth may look different 
as places and categories they are from change but its intensity remains the 
same. I wish the rest of the society may develop the empathy to feel this 
intensity. And then action will follow. After all, we were all young once.

In the Science and Peace column, we have Vincent Bregenza  telling us how 
the life of a remote village in Gujarat was transformed with the introduction 
of appropriate technology to process mahua seeds. A heart-warming story 
of hope.

The book on 'London youth, Identity and Politics' by Daniel Nilson De Hanas  
is reviewed by Dr. K.M. Dolichan, a professor of psychology. The review 
clearly shows how race, ethnicity and religion interact with citizenship in 
the formation of the identity of an immigrant and the social and political 
consequences of this interaction.

Governments all over are battling with the pandemic. There are problems of 
logistics, infrastructure and supply of oxygen and medicines. To tide over this 
crisis people’s cooperation in conforming to scientific medical guidelines is 
crucial. But at the same time the complementary role of alternative healing 
systems cannot be undermined. Shin Kallungal discusses this citing the 
experience from a village in the Birbhum district of West Bengal.

Jacob Thomas 
Editor
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Youth in 
South Asia 
and Middle 

East

The power of 
youth is the 

commonwealth for 
the entire world. 

The faces of young 
people are the faces 

of our past, our 
present and our 

future. No segment 
in the society can 

match with the 
power, idealism, 
enthusiasm and 

courage of the 
young people.

 - Kailash Satyarthi  
(Nobel Laureate)
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Interview

Dayamani Barla / Binoy Jacob
A tribal journalist and an activist from the State of Jharkhand, India.
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EXCLUSIONOF 
TRIBAL WOMEN 
YOUTH IN 
JHARKHAND
When we talk about 

the exclusion of  
the tribal people in general and 
young women in particular,  
the major causes are 
displacement, migration and 
human trafficking.

Pax Lumina 2(3) / 2021 / 9-12



?What are the problems a young 
tribal girl faces in North India, 
especially in Jharkhand?

Tribal people live in urban and 
rural areas. When we talk about the 
exclusion of the tribal people in general 
and young women in particular, the 
major causes are displacement, migration 
and human trafficking.

Displacement is a grave concern for 
the tribals mainly in the rural areas 
of Jharkhand. The major reasons are 
the large-scale industrial projects 
implemented by multinational 
companies, coal mining, extraction of 
mineral resources, the construction 
of dams and power projects. Land 
alienation, loss of control over forest 
produce, lack of proper rehabilitation, 
and indebtedness. 

Displacement is also a serious threat 
to the autonomy, liberty and dignity 
of all those who are impacted, but it 
also tramples on their rights to life and 
health. When displaced, their identity 
is lost. These communities had lived in 
forests and were traditionally dependent 
on forest resources for their subsistence. 

Forced displacement has led these 
communities to relocate to unfamiliar 
and hostile environments, away 
from their traditional habitats. This 
has increased their vulnerability to 

exploitation, pushing them to poverty, 
chronic malnourishment, starvation 
and ill health, including psychological 
trauma. Most of them, especially young 
women become bonded labourers. The 
consequences are the same for all those 
who are displaced, whether tribals or 
not. 

Migration is another vital concern. 
Migration happens at two levels among 
the tribals. One kind is from village to 
city seeking a job and to earn bread for 
the family. The second kind is migration 
to neighbouring states or to other places 
for their livelihood as they do not have 
full-time employment in their native 
place. 

Migration causes several problems. Land 
degradation takes place on account of 
this and cultivation becomes secondary. 
Migration becomes an obstacle in 
children’s education as they are not given 
enough attention for their growth and 
development. Often, migrants become 
victims of exploitation and abuse. 

Another terrifying phenomenon among 
tribal women is human trafficking. It 
happens mostly in the rural belt. Most 
of them are uneducated. Very often, 
they are brainwashed by the middlemen 
and are brought to cities like Delhi 
and Mumbai making false promises of 
getting jobs, and thus they are trapped. 
The key social determinants that 
facilitate trafficking include poverty, 
ignorance, gender divide, and caste 
status. According to civil society groups, 
about 10,000 children and women are 
trafficked from Jharkhand every year to 
work as domestic helps or as sex workers.

?Aren’t the government and its 
institutions responsible for the 
prevalence of these social evils? 

Yes, of course. The state 
government is responsible for these, to 
a great extent. There are human rights 
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activists and cultural leaders who protest 
constantly against this. Unfortunately, 
there is an unhealthy nexus between the 
police, political leaders and the so-called 
middlemen. Hence, most of the protests 
end up in vain.

The Jharkhand government has taken 
some initiatives to prevent human 
trafficking. But most of them remain 
on paper and are poorly implemented. 
Though the State Advisory Committee 
on trafficking was set up to combat 
human trafficking, the same has not 
been functioning due to poor planning 
and shortage of staff. 

? What is the impact of  
Covid 19 on the lives of 
the tribal women? 

The pandemic affects all, both men 
and women, irrespective of caste and 
creed. It was not so devastating in the 
tribal region in the first phase. It had 
affected mostly the cities only. But, the 
second wave has hit the rural areas too. 

Many tribal migrants tried to go back 
home, either by walking or by any 
other available means, because they 
were left with no hope of livelihood in 
the cities or other places of their work. 
While travelling back home, women and 
children faced great difficulties. There 
were pregnant women, menstruating 
young girls, and infants who had to walk 

for miles without food and water. They 
travelled for many days in physical and 
mental trauma.

The lockdown has created havoc in the 
lives of tribal women. They had already 
experienced poor access to basic needs 
such as healthcare, safe and pure water, 
sanitation, and education. Now they 
face difficulties in obtaining immediate 
support from the government for 
healthcare and emergency services 

The key social 
determinants that 

facilitate trafficking 
include poverty, ignorance, 
gender divide, and caste 
status. According to civil 
society groups, about 
10,000 children and 

women are trafficked 
from Jharkhand every 

year to work as domestic 
helps or as sex 

workers.
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for their livelihood and survival. This 
pandemic has created an utter sense of 
insecurity for these women. 

These days people remain at home in 
isolation. They are reluctant to go to the 
government or private hospitals. In fact, 
there are no hospitals in the interior 
regions. Those affected by the pandemic 
manage with indigenous herbal 
medicines.  

? Can we promote indigenous 
medicines in fighting corona?

As of now, in India, any system 
other than allopathic medicine 

and Ayurveda has not been given a role 
in this crisis. At a time when the world 
is seeking preventive and therapeutic 
solutions, India should, by all means, 
look for ways in which the traditional 
systems of medicine can be made use 
of. We must encourage the large-scale 
use of easily accessible and traditionally 
accepted herbal plants which serve as 
immunity-boosters.

? Your life remains inspirational 
for many. What inspired you 
to become a human rights 
activist? 

Born in Jharkhand, I am an Adivasi of 
the Munda tribe. My father, like many 
other uneducated tribals, was cheated, 
his property misappropriated and he 
was displaced. Later, he worked as a 
servant in the city and my mother as a 
maid. I had to work as a maid to meet the 
expenses of my education while in school 
and college. Even today, I run a tea shop 
to earn a livelihood for my family.

Jharkhand is a region with rich natural 
resources. As mentioned already, in the 
name of so-called development, most 
of the tribals in the rural regions were 
displaced without giving them adequate 
compensation. I have been fighting for 
justice for our people for the past few 
decades. 

For this, I have initiated an organisation 
namely ‘Adivaasi, Moolvaasi, Astitva 
Raksha Manch’ (Forum for the 
protection of tribal and indigenous 
people’s identity) and the fight is 
still on. I have dedicated my life for 
people’s rights. There had been a lot 
of struggles all along. However, we 
crossed all barriers with the support 
and cooperation of the people. Now 
the greatest challenge is the pandemic. 
Activism doesn’t function these days as it 
was before the spread of the coronavirus 
and the subsequent lockdowns. But I 
spend a lot of time listening to people, 
instilling in them confidence and hope. 
And with the help of the people, we will 
win against the pandemic, too.

12

Pa
x 

Lu
m

in
a 

2(
3)

/2
02

1

At a time when the 
world is seeking 

preventive and therapeutic 
solutions, India should, by 
all means, look for ways 
in which the traditional 
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A Roadmap 
for Inclusion of 
Coastal Youth

Pax Lumina 2(3) / 2021 / 13-19

Social exclusion of the fisher youth from 
within their communities takes a much-

nuanced expression when the young men are 
not wanted in the marriage market and when 
many of the educated women are not able to 
find educated and employed grooms.

Benny Chiramel 
benchiramel@yahoo.co.in

Disaffected and alienated youth 
addicted to substances and 
ever-streaming electronic 
and internet media content, 

devoid of any current commitment to 
any institutions other than their partial 
dependence on their own families or 
significant others for their basic needs, 
are a cause of concern in the coastal 
communities of Thiruvananthapuram, 
Kerala. 

Applying a disaster management 
perspective to the socio-cultural, 
economic and political vulnerability of 
the section of the coastal population 
aged approximately between 16 and 
30, coastal communities have been 
experiencing disintegration within 
the families and local communities, 
a dislocation and identity crisis 
which is aggravated by landlessness, 
homelessness and a lack of collaterals, 
compounded by climate change-related 
extreme weather events such as tsunami, 
Ockhi, floods and water stress. 



Increasing their human capital through 
quality primary education has been 
a way out of the problem; but it has 
been recently undermined by the 
improper implementation of the Right 
to Education (RTE) Act (2009) and 
the consequent deterioration of the 
public education system in the name of 
free and compulsory education up to 
fourteen years of age. Now we have an 
‘educated illiterate youth’ in the coastal 
communities adding to their burden 
of finding suitable white-collar jobs for 
them.  

Both non-formal and informal remedial 
education programmes of the kind 
promoted by Fr Paul Valiakandathil, 
S.J., Fr Thomas Kochery, C.S.S.R., and 
Fr Antony Manipadom, S.J., in the 
1980s and 90s are no longer viable and 
adaptable to the changed education 
system and the current educational ethos 
in the coastal areas. 

‘All promotion’ even without a semblance 
of achievement in literacy and numeracy 
has destroyed the motivational dynamics 
in the coastal communities. Majority of 
the parents of the current generation 
in primary schools, have not completed 
their High School and they are more 
than happy to see their children pass 
Secondary School Leaving Certificate 
examination and they are not bothered 
whether their wards are eligible for 
higher education or not. 

The majority still think that their boy 
child could be absorbed into their 
traditional, caste-based occupation, 
namely marine fishing; or sent to the 
Gulf countries for some sundry jobs in 
obscurity. Even if some girls reaches up 
to graduation, most of them are given 
away in marriage to some less qualified 
fisherman even before they finish their 
courses and  get themselves employed.

The plight of the educated 
coastal youth

The educated male youths are 
particularly vulnerable when they are 
in the job market. Some youths take a 
shift between local fishing expeditions 
during good seasons and some Gulf jobs 
including fishing. As elsewhere, many 
local fisher youths do not participate in 
religious ceremonies but are active in 
party politics.

Social exclusion of the fisher youth from 
within their communities takes a much-
nuanced expression when the young 
men are not wanted in the marriage 
market and when many of the educated 
women are not able to find educated and 
employed grooms. Since the majority of 
the men are absorbed into their caste-
based occupation even before they could 
get into higher education and are better 
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employed than the educated youth, 
many educated women settle for the less 
educated men with consequent family 
conflicts in the offing.

Case studies of educated coastal youth, 
both male and female, have revealed 
their uncomfortable experiences, 
indicating their precarious situation 
in being included in the mainstream 
job market even after getting higher 
education in professional courses. 

Brigit (25, name changed), a B. Tech, 
got frustrated when she witnessed 
her classmates becoming successful 
in getting employed before her, even 
though they had lower marks. She 
said her training in Communicative 
English and sustained exposure to other 
mainstream spaces and persons through 
Sneharam, a Jesuit social action centre 
in Anjengo, Kerala, empowered her to 
counter such exclusionary processes and 
get into the job market.

Her involvement in ‘Jesus Youth’, a faith-
based initiative of educated professional 
Catholic youth, in collaboration with 
Sneharam, gave her opportunities to 
meet many professionals from the 
mainstream communities, affording her 
the much-needed mentoring.

From a theoretical perspective, debased 
collective identity and consequent low 
collective self-esteem impact personal 
trait and self-esteem of coastal youth. 
These youths are likely to be driven by 
aggressive tendencies (Leary et al.,1995; 
Kavanagh 2007). When excluded 
youth do not get included in valued 
positions and socio-cultural spaces, they 
experience ‘social pain’. 

Just as physical pain leaves some 
impressions in the brain cortex, social 
pain has deeper and more lasting 
impressions. The physiological analysis 
of social pain indicates how inclusion is 
desired, legitimate spaces are naturally 
designed even from an evolutionary 
perspective. 

Bereft of support from society, 
individuals cannot survive and fulfil 
their potential. From a caste-based 
perspective, coastal youth, even if they 
are educated, could feel low personal and 
collective esteem since their caste-based 
identity has been devalued and debased 

From a caste-based 
perspective, coastal youth, 

even if they are educated, 
could feel low personal and 
collective esteem since 
their caste-based identity 
has been devalued and 
debased and they have 
been vulnerable and less 
endowed with social 
capital.

COVID-19 awareness programme



and they have been vulnerable and less 
endowed with social capital. 

The following excerpt from the thesis 
‘A Study of the Phenomenon of 
Exclusion among the Fisherfolk Youth 
of Thiruvananthapuram and Ernakulam 
Districts of Kerala’ indicates how various 
factors have contributed to their present 
struggle.

The socio-psychological mechanism 
of exclusion explains how exclusion is 
part of inter-related phenomena… If 
an individual is excluded, it can be seen 
at 1) the level of deprivations he or 
she experiences in the social, political, 
economic and cultural realms; 2) the 
level of self- and collective esteem he or 
she enjoys, and 3) the level of aggression 
the person evinces at the personal and 
collective levels. It can also be seen that 
religion and region further differentiate 
an individual’s or group’s experience 
of exclusion. Religion becomes an 
important variable not merely as one’s 
membership in one particular religion 
but as how one values one’s religious 
identity…And a rallying point when it 
comes to receiving social support to 
deal with one’s deprivations. From the 
perspective of social constructivism, it 
can be seen that the present scenario of 
exclusion of the fisherfolk has evolved 

over the centuries through a process 
of social construction involving caste- 
and class-based actors. The process of 
globalization has only aggravated the 
struggle of the fisherfolk youth to find 
their rightful place in the mainstream 
society (Chiramel, 2014, p.95).

Reaching out to the unreached

Self-exclusion from the primary and 
higher education platforms by the 
coastal youth of Thiruvananthapuram, 
especially by the male youths, has 
been due to the push and pull factors 
operational in the coastal communities. 
Lack of discipline and sustained practice 
to acquire the required skills after SSLC 
is a major reason. 

The attraction to become financially 
independent through fishing and to 
get into a comfort zone of a peer group 
is a major pull. But recent accidents 
in the sea due to human-made and 
natural disasters have heightened their 
awareness of the increasing dangers 
involved in fishing. This perception has 
become a strong deterrent to relying on 
fishing as an easy occupation. 
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Higher education at the margins under 
Jesuit Worldwide Learning (JWL) has 
come as a golden opportunity for the 
coastal youth who would like to get 
into higher education even if they had 
lost opportunities due to violence or 
exclusion. Any youth aspiring for higher 
education could join the Global English 
Language programme. Once they get at 
least a B1 level of English Proficiency 
as per Cambridge University Online 
Placement Test, they are guided to start 
a diploma or professional certificate 
courses such as Learning Facilitator 
and Peace Leader by JWL. Right now, 
there are even graduate courses such 
as Bachelor of Arts in Sustainable 
Development.

English is a tool for inclusion and power 
in the local and global scenario. In the 
last ten years of my work in the coastal 
areas, I have seen the efficacy of English 
language learning as a tool for inclusion. 
All the staff in Sneharam are now at B1 
or a higher level of English proficiency 
and four of them are from the coastal 
community. When they joined all of 

them were only around the A2 level, 
and now, having completed B1 and 
above, all of them have resumed their 
higher education under JWL or other 
universities along with other community 
members. 

Excerpts from their class assignments 
and reflections reveal how this 
experiment has made them more 
confident and capable of becoming 
good learning facilitators and peace 
leaders. Once we trigger their passion 
for knowledge, skills and right attitudes, 
they can attain higher levels of inclusion. 
I have personally noticed that despite 
vulnerable conditions in their family and 
communities, successful students of JWL 
courses have been good volunteers and 
staff in our social action projects.

Athira, the Campaign Facilitator at 
Sneharam, put this down and handed it 
over to me with a radiant face:

“I’m one of the two daughters of fishing-
dependent family. My father passed away 
and my mother is in to fish vending. Most 
of the relatives told my mother to stop our 
studies. But even as the sole breadwinner 
she took the initiative and supported us…

I had never thought about my community 
before joining Sneharam. Now I can 
proudly say that I am doing something 
for my community and I can do better 
in future. When I came to Sneharam I 
was only a graduate with difficulty in 
handling English language. Being part of 
Sneharam staff gave me two privileges 
- the JWL platform and the Lok Manch. 
The former gave me the confidence to 
manage English language and the latter 
gave me the confidence to deal with my 
community and to increase my self-
esteem. My skills in English language 
were appreciated by a Jesuit priest 
of Loyola College who offered me an 
admission for post-graduation in social 
work since I am a graduate in the same 
subject. 

Higher education at the 
margins under Jesuit 

Worldwide Learning (JWL) 
has come as a golden 
opportunity for the coastal 
youth who would like to 
get into higher education 
even if they had lost 
opportunities due to 
violence or exclusion.
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…Even though I am a graduate, I am 
really worried whether I would be forced 
to marry an illiterate person...”. 

Another significant opportunity for 
youth for voluntary community service 
is a rights-based project called Lok 
Manch. This aims at training leaders 
to help their community members to 
access their individual and collective 
entitlements. In the current phase, 
selected leaders are trained to engage in 
social advocacy and campaigns to deal 
with unresolved issues such as a lack of 
waste management systems and lack 
of proper implementation of Indian 
Public Health Standards in our Primary 
Health Centres and Community Health 
Centres. Had the latter issue been timely 
addressed, we would have gone a long 
way in preventing the collapse of our 
health systems in Kerala and elsewhere 
in the context of COVID. 

Mallika(32), another community 
member and the Capacity Builder 
at Sneharam, experienced a process 
of empowerment and now she is 
passionate to be part of a movement 
for transformation of herself and her 
community. When asked about her 
experience of self-improvement she 
shared the following:

“I have learnt a lot from my fishing-
dependent community and my limited 
home condition. Despite a poor economic 
background, my parents have been 
happy to educate me. So, I earned an 
MA and a B.Ed. Degree. But, I was 
rejected in an interview because of lack 
of English-speaking skills. So, I decided 
to improve my English. I joined Global 
English Language Programme. I took 
a Cambridge University online test 
and got only A1 level. English classes 
in Sneharam improved our English. 
I appeared for the test again and got 
B1 level. Now I have improved my 
confidence in speaking English.During 
the GEL course, I did the Learning 
Facilitator course and after passing 
it with distinction I am doing Peace 
Leader course. I can now understand and 
identify with my community in depth. 
Through this course I realized that if I 
had shared proper knowledge with our 
people earlier, a lot of changes could have 
been initiated. So, I joined the Lok Manch 
project activities to be part of the change 
process in my community, even through 
my humble interventions.”

The sharing by Hima Ben, a volunteer 
staff in GEL programme, indicated how 
excluded youth are denied of legitimate 
opportunities to improve themselves 
and how partnering with JWL,Sneharam 
could help some youth reap the benefits 
of ‘higher education at the margins’:

“I was born and raised in the fishing 
village of Anchuthengu. My parents 
depended on fishing for their livelihood. 
There was no one to help develop my 
skills. However, I did a postgraduate 
degree in Economics and then a 
Bachelor degree in Education.  But job 
opportunities remained closed to me 
because of my poor language skills in 
English and identity issues. I went to 
study IELTS course but found it very 
difficult since I came from an ordinary 
Malayalam Medium school.

Through our non-formal 
education programmes 

such as training in select 
themes and follow up of 
action programmes to deal 
with our local issues, we 
are engaging the youth to 
be proactive.



It was then that I came to know that 
Sneharam was conducting English 
Language programme. The JWL GEL 
Programme opened up before me new 
possibilities....  I could reach up to B1 
level in the Listening Comprehension 
online test just within six months. I got 
B2 in Listening Comprehension in the 
Cambridge Lingua-skill test.  I was also 
able to participate in two international 
professional certificate courses, namely 
Learning Facilitator and Peace Leader....I 
was able to complete the Kaya course on 
safeguarding essentials by Humanitarian 
Leadership Academy (kayaconnect.
org).  Then, I participated in Future 
Learn Online English course.  Now I am 
a trainee of GEL Buddy Initiative course. 
I am also doing a Bachelor degree in 
Special Education at St John the Baptist 
College, Nedumkunnam, Kottayam.  My 
skills in English help me to participate in 
seminars and discussions actively. Before 
joining the JWL courses I was a closed-
minded person. The reflections during 
the course challenged me to think about 
the reasons. Soon I got actively engaged 
in community issues and now I have the 
confidence to face the community without 
any fear.”

Some of our community leaders 
were elected as ward leaders in the 
last Panchayat election and they 
are now actively involved in their 
respective wards. Through our non-
formal education programmes such as 
training in select themes and follow 
up of action programmes to deal with 

our local issues, we are engaging the 
youth to be proactive. Participation 
of the male youth has been minimal 
in such programmes at the beginning 
and now NGOs and FBOs are chalking 
out a comprehensive plan to address 
this challenge. Exclusion is to be seen 
playing out within the community and 
without. The most vulnerable youth 
are the ones who get excluded from 
within their own communities and from 
the mainstream society at the same 
time. Being aggressive, many of them 
are likely to be labelled as anti-social 
elements. Inclusion is the way forward 
for achieving the ideals of Justice and 
Peace for all. 
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Plant distribution by the youth
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Reconciliation 
and Youth:  

A Sri Lankan 
Experience

A few weeks ago, while travelling 
by a bus, I heard a conversation 
between a group of young 
people, three men and two 

women, who were seated behind me. 
They were between 18 and 25 years of 
age.

The subject was the appointment of a 
leader of a youth group. The majority 
believed the post should not be conferred 
on a person from a minority group. They 
felt this would be a dishonour to the 
majority Sinhala community. The debate 
went on intensely until it was time for 
me to get off the bus. The words ‘racist’, 
‘pro-Sinhala’, ‘minorities’, ‘majority 
community’, ‘reconciliation’, ‘war’ 
and ‘murderers’ were repeatedly used 
throughout the conversation.

The conversation kept ringing in my ears. 
Although I know it may not be fair for 
me to say this is the view of the youth 
in Sri Lanka, it is still worrying. Some 
people consider ethnic origin as a factor 
in determining the selection of a leader. 
After going through nearly 30 years of a 
violent and bloody war, do we still need 
to confine ourselves to the concept of 
‘race’ or ‘ethnicity?

Just after the Easter attack on April 
21, 2019, a Muslim girl approached me 
and asked, “Will you still welcome us to 
study in your centre? Will we find a home 
here?”

Since the Easter Sunday bombings, 
many Muslims feel that they have been 
demonised, and have become a target.
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Sri Lanka experienced a civil war from 
1983 to 2009 between government 
forces and Tamil separatists, embedded 
in an ethnic political conflict between the 
island’s majority Sinhalese and minority 
Tamils. The protracted nature of the 
conflict inflicted devastating and deeply-
felt consequences at the human, social, 
physical, and institutional level. 

The present government has turned 
its back on reconciliation. It is facing a 
barrage of international criticism over 
its continuing suppression of minority 
rights and its failure to address the 
wrongs of the past, as it defended its 
stance at the Human Rights Council in 
Geneva in March. 

In a widely circulated report on the 
situation in Sri Lanka, the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, Michelle Bachelet said, “Nearly 
12 years since the end of the war, 
domestic initiatives for accountability 
and reconciliation have repeatedly 
failed to produce results, more deeply 
entrenching impunity, and exacerbating 
victims’ distrust in the system. Sri Lanka 

remains in a state of denial about the 
past, with truth-seeking efforts aborted 
and the highest State officials refusing 
to make any acknowledgement of past 
crimes. This has a direct impact on the 
present and the future.”

We feel establishing peace and 
reconciliation should be a priority for 
the Sri Lankan population. Peace and 
reconciliation among different religious 
and ethnic groups are  important 
to achieve the economic, social and 
environmental development of a nation. 
Reconciliation is an urgent paradigm of 
peace in Sri Lanka.

The methodology adopted by the Jesuits 
of the Sri Lanka province is to bring 
healing and reconciliation via Higher 
Education i.e. by setting up Loyola 
Campus – Higher Education at the 
Margins. This move is in line with our 
aim to build a just, equal and reconciled 
Sri Lanka through primary, secondary, 
tertiary and higher education. 

As a post-conflict response to build 
the lives of the youth, the focus of 

Loyola Campus - Higher Education at the Margins Programme, Sri Lanka
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formal education is to promote national 
integration by invoking the communities’ 
consciousness and sensitivity of their 
responsibility towards themselves, the 
ecosystem and the future generations. 
The General Congregation of the Society 
of Jesus (GC 36), which gathered in 
Rome in 2016 mandated the Society 
of Jesus to work for reconciliation 
and justice with a special decree 
entitled, ‘Companions in the mission of 
reconciliation and justice’.

The experience of working with the 
youth through the Loyola campus 
– Higher Education at the Margins 
programme, suggests that young people 
should not be neglected within any long-
term peace building and reconciliation 
process since memories of injustice and 
violence persist and can undermine 
this process unless they are specifically 
addressed. 

Restoring broken relationships and 
learning how to live non-violently 
with each other, plays a major role 
in preventing future conflicts. The 
contribution of the youth in undertaking 
such an important national activity is 
crucial.

Reconciliation can be fostered by 
undertaking innovative and dynamic 
activities that can catalyse a youth 
movement that can bring the North 
and South together. The youth of Sri 

Lanka - from every village, city and 
district - must be inspired, equipped 
and empowered to take on the barriers 
and challenges that stand in our way. 
It means the younger generation has 
the full capability to engage in this. I 
believe the key to transforming our 
nation lies with the youth. With the 
right investment, moulding a broader 
worldview, and combined with the 
selfless sacrifice we can achieve what 
currently too many seems an unlikely 
goal – a reconciled, prosperous and great 
nation.

Reconciliation is a process of change 
and redefinition of relationships. It was 
consoling, as we remembered the dead 
of the Easter attack, it was the same 
Muslim girl who approached me with 
the suggestion, “Father, we should hold a 
prayer service at the centre to remember 
the dead of the Easter attack. I feel more 
at home here, your pain has taught me 
perseverance, your kindness, compassion 
and your understanding, love.”. 

It is clear the role of youth is a vital 
factor in post-war reconciliation - to find 
a home!

(The author is a Jesuit of Sri Lankan 
Province and Country Director,  
Loyola Campus)

As a post-conflict response to build the lives of the youth,  
the focus of formal education is to promote national integration  

by invoking the communities’ consciousness  
and sensitivity of their responsibility towards themselves,  
the ecosystem and the future generations.
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The importance of youth is 
invariably lauded, as they are 
the future leaders of society. 
It is therefore imperative they 

understand the critical problems of 
society and develop ideas and a vision to 
take it forward.  

This is of even greater importance in 
a diverse society like India. People 
speak different languages, adhere to 
different faiths and practices, belong to 
different castes, tribes and sects, and 
inhabit distinct territories and regions. 
Notwithstanding that, they have been 

living in peaceful coexistence. This is not 
to deny the stress and strain it has gone 
through from time to time and at times 
even resorting to violence. 

The differences do give rise to tension 
but the main contributing factor is the 
inequality of the communities that exists 
in the society in terms of  income/wealth, 
power, and honour/social status. These 
are reflected in the economic, political, 
and social development indicators. It is 
inequality to access these resources that 
lie at the heart of cleavages, conflicts, 
and violence. However, even after the 
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