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Introduction

Cultural constructions are conventions, ideas, rules, laws, expectations or
stereotypes that are created and maintained by different cultures. These are determined
arbitrarily by one’s cultural background, rather than some unyielding aspect of human
nature or something universally rooted in biology. So that cultural constructions
are dynamic and changed over time. Nevertheless if these constructions were not
examined and called in to question, they will be naturalized and established in that
particular community.

Cultural constructions of gender emphasizes that different cultures have
distinctive ideas about males and females and use these ideas to define manhood or
masculinity and womanhood or femininity (Peoples and Bailey, 2003: 239). These
ideas clearly can be seen expressing by the usage of language in literary works that
are published in that particular cultural community. In Feminist Literary Theory, it
recognizes the role of language in making what is social, cultural and constructed
seem transparent and ‘natural’, and raises the question of whether men and women
are ‘essentially’ different because of biology, or are socially and culturally constructed
as different (Barry, 2009: 128-129).

The Sinhala poetry “Prabuddha”, first published in 1977, is considered to be
the last and the most remarkable work of Mahagama Sekara, who was an iconic
figure in the field of Arts of the 20™ century Sri Lanka. By examining the text from
a Feminist perspective, it is attempted to identify the role of language in defining
cultural constructions; especially of gender, and it reveals that the usage of language
in “Prabuddha” re-establishes the cultural constructions of gender that are created
and maintained by the society, by naturalizing them instead of calling in to question
and standing against them.

Method and Methodology

Qualitative Method is used for this research. Accordingly electronic and library
sources are used including books and journal articles as primary and secondary
sources of collecting data. These data are analysed under Qualitative Analysis
Methodology. Feminist Literary Theory, focusing into selected main conceptions it
brings out on cultural constructions of a community is used for this research.
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Results and Discussion

According to Simone De Beauvoir, one is not born, but rather becomes,
woman (Beauvoir, 2011: 330). No biological or natural destiny defines the figure
that the human female takes on in society; it is what has been culturally constructed
that defines the role and existence of women. Sexual reproduction is biological in
origin. Nevertheless, the gendered idea that male babies wear blue and have blue-
coloured toys but female babies wear pink and have pink-coloured toys, is a cultural
construction. Feminist literary theory does not express the idea that men and women
are equal biologically. What it calls in to question is the fact that biological inequality
has been highlighted in literature with the cultural constructions, for instance, with
ideas like ‘Girls should not ride bicycles, Girls do not laugh out loud, Girls should
maintain their virginity until marriage and Women have to look after children’ and
so on. In “Prabuddha”, duties and responsibilities of human being have been clearly

divided as men’s duties and women'’s duties.
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(“Niranjala, Are you still sleeping? It’s four in the morning. Here! Wake up,
Make tea, Cook rice; Otherwise 1 will be late for work.”
“Oh! I overslept. I burnt a midnight oil yesterday. I found myself on bed only

at around one. The son had a severe fever.”)
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According to this, woman is conclusively expected to belong to the household,
assume domestic tasks and act as the caregiver and caretaker of the family while
the man is supposes to be the breadwinner. Feminism is often misunderstood as a
rebellion against men and a struggle for the equality for women but it examines and
questions the ideals constructed by the culture and the society in order to understand
all other inequalities faced by different social groups including man, woman, lesbian,
gay, transgender, black, white, proletariat, minority and so on. Accordingly Feminist
literary theory questions the culturally constructed role of man too, which is supposed
to be the provider for the family and earning money by working a full-time job. The
usage of language in “Prabuddha” encourages the ideal of the family in which men

earn a family wage and provide while wives do domestic labour.
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(eed>c, 2011: 81).

(Don’t cry, Ranjani! You never understand no matter how often I say. How
could I, one without a living, take you hand in marriage? Later you will say
“I got lost!™)
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(eedm0, 2011: 40).

(The toddlers holding their future in the fist look upon me for everything as
no one in there if not me to find milk for them or to carry them to the doctor.)
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There are five main facts that decide women’s place by the society, and are
called into question by Feminist literary theory.

1. Biological facts

2. Experience

3. Discussion

4. Unconsciousness

5. Economic and Social state

Although no Biological fact should define the figure that women takes on
in society, constructed conceptions in different cultures create and maintain some
outrageous readings on women based on their biological factors. There is a Latin
American saying; woman is nothing but a womb. These readings on women have
been naturalized and established in some communities as cultural constructions.
Cultural constructions of gender often represent women as ‘other’, as ‘lack’, as part
of ‘nature’ or as ‘weak’. ((Barry, 2009: 128). To justify this representation and the
cultural construction that women essentially should be the caretaker of children, it
is brought forward Experiences women have to go through biologically; men do not
have to, like giving birth, menstruation and breast feeding and so on. The biological
experience of pregnancy and childbirth should not be equated with the cultural
construction that women’s parenting is necessarily superior to men’s. Men will
not share equally in parenting until they are taught, ideally from childhood on, that
fatherhood has same meaning and significance as motherhood. As long as society see
the mother and child relationship as unique and special because the female carries the
child in her womb and gives birth, or makes this biological experience synonymous
with women having a closer, more significant bond to children than male parent,
responsibility for child care and child rearing will continue to be primarily women’s
work. Even the childless woman is considered more suited to raise children than the
male parent because she is seen as an inherently caring nurturer (Hooks, 1984:137).

Also, there can be seen Discussions, agreements and conventions about the
behaviour of women which are arbitrarily determined by the society. These are often
supported by Customs, Literature and Religion etc. of that particular community. For
instance, wearing jewellery, clothing styles and so on are decided by the Sinhalese
culture based on the gender and age.
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(eedd, 2011: 60).

(Listen to me! The daughter will reach puberty anytime soon. Isn’t it
good if we buy her a pair of earrings or a pair of bangles?)

Moreover, proverbs in Sinhala like "9 50 (€ 80 003" (Women
only have the knowledge about household chores) and many disparagements on
women that can be seen in classical Sinhala prose and poetry like “@&ess G c®ed
(D - Oy WYTe ddeg exnRiees” (Every woman misbehave as soon as
she has a chance to) have been naturalized and established in the society. Religion
too supports to maintain some cultural constructions, for instance, in Buddhism,
there is a concept of seven types of wives a man may have (The concept of “Saptha
Bharya”). Three of them are considered as bad and undesirable wives and four of
them are considered as good and praiseworthy wives. Women are encouraged by
the Buddhism to become one of the last four types of wives, a wife like a mother;
who is compassionate and treats her husband like her son, a wife like a sister; who is
respectful towards her husband and obedient to his wishes, a wife like a friend; who
is virtuous and rejoicing at the sight of her husband, or a wife like a hand-maiden;
who remains calm and does not show any anger although her husband uses some
harsh words. Characteristics of this so-called praiseworthy wife are admirably written
in “Prabuddha”.
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(eedz0, 2011: 91).
(You are the wife who awaits my arrival when I am long gone. You put
up with my complaints in silence. Most of all, you create a heaven out
of hell.)
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(Niranjala burns midnight oils; always filled with dirt. Skin and bones
are all that is left of her. She pounds flour, makes tea, prepares porridge,
irons clothes; she’s like a Mother. She’s like an elder sister.)

In addition to supporting the idea brings out about the ideal women in
Buddhism, “Prabuddha” naturalizes the culturally constructed ideology on how a
mother or an elder sister of a family should behave, and then encourages wife too,
to behave the same way. If these cultural constructions were not called into question,
they remain as unexamined knowledge and eventually establish in that particular
community. The hegemony of cultural constructions makes people adjust to them
unconsciously. Unconsciousness makes them believe that certain duties that have
been determined as women’s duties or men’s duties are not cultural and constructed
but transparent and natural. So also appreciation and admiration for acting the
culturally constructed role well, make them continue playing that particular role
with self-obedience.

In Feminist literary theory, it is identified two ways that cultural constructions of
gender act in literary works by the usage of language; criticism and appreciation.
Criticism allows examining and calling into question the cultural constructions and
then to standing against them, while appreciation accepts, re-establishes and maintains
the ideology. In “Prabuddha”, socially and culturally constructed role of women has
been re-established by appreciating and admiring them for playing the role of ideal
mother who is the nurturer, caretaker and the sufferer or ideal wife who is virtuous,
submissive and assumed all the household chores to herself.
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(eedza, 2011: 31-32).
(You are the Mother who fed me with boiled sweet potato leaves,

sprinkled with salt, mixed with coconut, when I cried in hunger as a
child. Having woken up early, having cooked “kadayappan”, you are the

mother who dressed me with the little money you earned.)

“©053¢853 @8 QIS ©0 evemmn @b @D ©

&53 9B’ @ucdewrs’ dm s a8 2 «
B3 85100 @ o1 ewitiews’ EOm 2 @
@ DI esoenel OO 83w I8¢ R &”

(@e3zd, 2011: 91).

(You are the wife who brings me a cup of tea in the morning; looks after
the children with love, with your vigilant eye upon me, together with me

throughout the “samsara”

Considering the fact, Economic and Social state, the cultural construction that
men are superior to women has been used to justify and maintain the male monopoly
of positions of economic, political and social power, to put in another way, to keep
women powerless by denying them the educational and occupational means of
acquiring economic, political and social power in some communities. That is the
inferior position long occupied by women in patriarchal society has been culturally,

not biologically produced (Tyson, 2006: 86).

Another aim of Feminist literary theory is to examine representations of women
in literature by men. ((Barry, 2009: 128). In most of the literary genres which have
been written by men, the women have been understood within the ‘Self” and ‘Other’
structure. The terms ‘Self” and ‘Other’ have come out together with the Theory of
Deconstruction and the understanding and everything exists with its opposite and in
fact it exists thanks to its opposite is suggested. (Yegen and Abukan, 2014: 52-53).
It was first defined ‘Self” (Man) and then examined whether the ‘Other’ (Non-man;
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Woman) have acquired the criteria used to define ‘Self” or not. According to Beauvoir
the man is defined as a human being and woman as a female - whenever she behaves
as a human being she is said to imitate the male. (Beauvoir, 2011: 677). Mahagama
Sekara, the author of “Prabuddha’ and Prabuddha, the inside narrator of the book are
both male, both of whom appears to have read 'the woman' from a male perspective.
It seems that they acknowledge the viewpoint which carries that a woman should
not be allowed to do all that is done by a man. Consequently they tend to justify
certain behaviours of men without question whereas they are also inclined to view
the same behaviour as a misconduct when it is done by a woman. Prabuddha, seeing
his lover Yasoda with another man becomes furious, who seems to have forgotten
that he himself was with another woman in that very moment.
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(e8>, 2011: 23).

(Yasoda was nowhere near but only a dark human couple embracing
each other in a tight-grip in the corner of the hall, beneath the dark arch.

His mind immersed in grief, drowned in jealousy. Pushing away the
hand of the woman who was with him, he stood up; gave a yell of fear,
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like a man bitten by a snake; like a man who just caught a glimpse of a
ghost; ‘Yasoda!...!”

His hands raised to strike her with as hard a blow as he could. She fell

on a seat.)

The ‘subject’ within the existential analytic of misogyny is always already
masculine, conflated with the universal, differentiating itself from a feminine ‘Other’
outside the universalizing norms of personhood, hopelessly ‘particular’, embodied,
condemned to immanence (Butler, 1999: 16). At length, the Feminist Literary Theory
considers the concept of ‘Binary Oppositions’ which came out with the Theory of
Deconstruction. Any concept comprises two viewpoints namely ‘Ideal’ and ‘Actual’.
The same applies for women as well. It’s likely that the woman in the pragmatic
world is far more different from the ideal woman formed by the culture as far as
their clothing, the way of conversing and behaviour is concerned. Accordingly, the
two Binary Oppositions under consideration is ‘Ideal woman’ and ‘Actual woman’.
What immediately follows the existence of binary oppositions is the formation of
a hierarchy between these two. Subsequently there comes in to existence the view
which conveys that the ideal woman is superior to that of actual woman. As a result
the people who accept this view become inclined to view actual women from a rather

negative standpoint.
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(eedd, 2011: 12).

(There were mature women whose hair tied high, with thick lips, pointed
nails, slightly opened swelled eyes, skin hanging from either side of their

waists. Their hands were holding on to fans, adamantly casting glances
from the corner of their eyes; popping up beams to the fading beauty.)
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The Feminist Literary Theory calls into question this negative approach towards
the actual woman. Any woman, regardless of her age, outward appearance, and social
status should be entitled to behave in their preferred way and also follow any fashion
preferable to them. Therefore, neither their fashion nor their behaviour should not be
changed in accordance with the way in which the society perceives them.

The impact made through a book on people is such that it becomes a means
by which the author rise to eminence and by extension the book itself comes to be
considered as a great production in the society. Mahagama Sekara was one of the
most versatile of artists in Sri Lanka who inspired several generations of writers even
after his time and “Prabuddha” is considered to be the most remarkable work of him.
With this literary hegemony he had, it seems that language of “Prabuddha” made a

huge impact on readers in defining cultural constructions of gender.

Conclusion

Cultural constructions of gender are ideas, expectations, conventions, rules or
laws that are created and maintained by different cultures to define masculinity and
femininity. They are expressed through the language in literature of that particular
cultural community. Feminist Literary Theory recognizes the role of language in
making what is social, cultural and constructed seem transparent and ‘natural’, and
questions whether men and women are ‘essentially’ difterent because of biology, or
are socially and culturally constructed as different. Cultural constructions of gender
act in literary works by the usage of language in two different ways; by criticizing
or by appreciating. If they were not criticized and called in to question, they will be
naturalized in that particular community. When reading ‘“Prabuddha” of Mahagama
Sekara; one of the most remarkable works of 20th Sri Lanka, from a Feminist
perspective, it reveals that the usage of language in “Prabuddha” re-establishes the
cultural constructions of gender that have been created and maintained by the society,
by accepting, appreciating and naturalizing them instead of criticizing, calling into
question and standing against them.
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