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ABSTRACT
In Sri Lanka all public signs are required by law to be in Sinhala, Tamil, and English. This
article investigates the multiple, clashing ways that Sri Lankan Tamil speakers (Tamils
and Muslims) living in-country and abroad interpret Tamil signage blunders in relation
to the position of ethnic minorities in the postwar nation. I incorporate ethnographic interviews to examine how three Tamil speakers made sense of a signboard, displayed in several government buses in Colombo, in which the Tamil portion read “reserved for pregnant
dogs” instead of “reserved for pregnant mothers.” I situate their responses in an account of
the circulation of Tamil signage errors on Facebook. I argue that Tamil speakers’ disparate
interpretations reﬂect contrasting semiotic ideologies concerning the intentionality of the
blunders and the relationship between the posted signboard images and lived sociolinguistic practices (Keane 2003, 2018), which have implications for imagined postwar futures
and transnational Tamil political activism.

I

n 2015 a Sri Lankan Muslim friend named Arshad wrote to me on Facebook
Messenger to tell me he had something funny to show me. He sent a link to
an article from a February 5, 2014 edition of the investigative news website,
the Colombo Telegraph (available in English and Sinhala). It detailed a blunder
on a trilingual sign posted in several government buses in Sri Lanka’s capital
city, Colombo. By law, all public signs in Sri Lanka are required to be in Sinhala,
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Figure 1. Reserved for Pregnant Dogs
Original
naaymaarkaLukkaaha
‘for pregnant dogs’ (hon.)

Corrected
taaymaarkaLukkaaha
‘for pregnant mothers’ (hon.)

Tamil, and English. The Tamil portion reads “naaymaarkaLukkaaha” (reserved
for pregnant dogs [honoriﬁc]) instead of “taaymaarkaLukkaaha” (reserved for
pregnant mothers [hon.]).1 The sign also contains other errors—the Sinhala
portion is correct, but the Tamil and English words for “reserved” are misspelled (see ﬁg. 1).2
The substitution of “dog” for “mother” would be offensive in many languages, but this signage blunder is particularly disturbing for Sri Lankan Tamil
speakers (Tamils and Muslims) because of their status as ethnolinguistic minorities in the conﬂict-ridden postcolonial nation. People expressed very different
interpretations of the error in the Colombo Telegraph reader comments (in English). One person said the mistake was unintentional because it resulted from a
simple, single letter substitution, ந (na) for த (ta). A second person remarked
that the sign indicates a deeper problem, “the indifference of the government

1. The Madras University Tamil Lexicon has been widely used for representing literary Tamil in Roman
script. Drawing on Annamalai (1980), I use a modiﬁed version of this lexicon. Retroﬂex sounds are represented with capital letters, and ழ் ([ɻ]) as zh.
2. In the Tamil portion of the sign “reserved” is spelled as “odukkappaTTunnadu” instead of
“odukkappaTTuLLadu.” “Reserved” has two r’s in the English portion.
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(or the majority) to the problems faced by minorities.” A third person made a
more extreme remark, calling the error “Tamil language genocide,” an expression of the idea that the Sri Lankan government intends to destroy the Tamil
language (more on this below).3 Apologizing for the blunder, the minister for
National Languages and Social Integration at the time, Vasudeva Nanayakkara,
told BBC Tamil that the mistake was likely made by a person not ﬂuent in Tamil
and that it is common to see Sinhala errors in the majority Tamil-speaking
north and east of the island.4 The sign error was covered by dozens of English,
Tamil, and Sinhala news websites and blogs, generating a small media ﬁrestorm
in Sri Lanka and abroad.
This article concentrates on the “reserved for pregnant dogs” blunder to investigate the multiple, clashing ways that Sri Lankan Tamil speakers living incountry and abroad interpret the signiﬁcance of Tamil signage errors in relation
to the position of minorities in the postwar nation. Most of Sri Lanka’s population identiﬁes as Sinhala and the largest ethnic minority groups are North and
East Tamils, Up-Country Tamils, and the predominantly Tamil-speaking Muslims (see below). The twenty-six-year civil war abruptly ended on May 19, 2009,
when the Sri Lankan army declared victory over the northern Tamil insurgency
group, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). While the battleﬁelds have
quieted, Tamil-speaking minorities are in a precarious situation because a political solution to the ethnic conﬂict has yet to be reached. Many Tamil speakers
consider the full implementation of the Ofﬁcial Languages Policy as vital to the
postwar reconciliation process. This policy, which declares Sinhala and Tamil to
be co-ofﬁcial languages and gives status to English as a link language, has been
insufﬁciently implemented. As the government has acknowledged, hospitals
and police stations in the Sinhala-majority south often lack Tamil interpreters.
In addition, public signs and government documents are sometimes in Sinhala
only or contain errors in the Tamil or English (Ofﬁcial Language Commission
2006).
Public signs on buses, streets, and government buildings are one of the most
tangible and visible aspects of Sri Lanka’s trilingual language planning efforts
(Wickrematunge 2016). The widespread use of camera-equipped cell phones
and the popularity of social media means that images of erroneous signs are easy
to circulate, scale, and alter with digital photo-editing technology. Since the start

3. https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/language-policy-failure-reserved-for-pregnant-ladies
-translated-as-reserved-for-pregnant-dogs-on-govt-signage/.
4. http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-26052894.
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of the war in 1983, hundreds of thousands of North and East Tamils have migrated to Canada, the UK, and other countries. In the last two decades new virtual spaces have enabled Tamil speakers living in Sri Lanka and abroad to participate in a transnational public, which has inﬂuenced politics in Sri Lanka and
the diaspora (Sriskandarajah 2005).
Drawing on my long-term ethnographic research in Sri Lanka, I incorporate
interviews conducted from 2015 to 2019 to analyze how three Sri Lankan Tamil
speakers—two living abroad and one in Sri Lanka—made sense of the “reserved
for pregnant dogs” blunder. I situate their narratives in a wider account of the
circulation and discussion of images of erroneous Tamil public signs on Facebook. I argue that Tamil speakers’ disparate interpretations reﬂect contrasting
semiotic ideologies concerning the intentionality of the blunders and the relationship between the posted signboard images and lived sociolinguistic practices (Keane 2003, 2018). These contrasts have implications for imagined postwar futures and transnational Tamil political activism.
Public Signage and Semiotic Ideologies

Scholarship on nation-building in multilingual contexts demonstrates how public signs both reﬂect and produce social relations between majority and minority
groups (Orman 2009). Case studies in conﬂict-ridden nations show how the linguistic composition of a sign, or the presence or absence of a language from a
sign, are implicated in nationalist projects and discourses of identity (BenRaphael et al. 2006; Azaryahu 2012). Errors and outright omissions of Tamil
content from multilingual public signs commonly occur in Sri Lanka and also
in India, Singapore, Malaysia, and Canada.5 But these issues are particularly sensitive in the fragile Sri Lankan postwar context.
The semiotic system developed by Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–1914) is useful for exploring linguistic and visual systems in relation to the physical world.
Peirce theorizes how representation between the sign and object is mediated
by an intepretant, which represents some “further action or mental representation” (Peirce, cited in Parmentier 1994, 5). His widely cited second trichotomy posits relationships between the sign and object as grounded in formal
resemblance (icons—a picture of a ﬁre), spatiotemporal contiguity (indexes—
smoke signaling a ﬁre), or conventionality (symbols—the word “ﬁre”) (Irvine
1989, 263). Indexes differ from icons and symbols in that “psychologically,
the action of indices depends upon the association by contiguity and not upon
5. E. Annamalai, personal communication, May 25, 2019.
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association by resemblance or upon intellectual operations” (PWP, 108). Linguistic anthropologists have expanded studies of language-planning policies as
discourse to explore how people make sense of the indexical relationships between public signs and advertisements and the social and material world
(LaDousa 2011; Shankar 2015). An individual’s recognition of iconic and indexical relationships invariably involves some degree of conventionality, or Peircean
thirdness, which can be understood as a rule or law that makes different instantiations instances of the same thing (Keane 2003).6
Reminding us of Peirce’s statement that icons and indexes in and of themselves “assert nothing” (PWP, 111), Webb Keane discusses how the process of
making sense of iconic and indexical relationships involves preexisting notions
about how signs function in the world (2003). Expanding upon the concept of
language ideologies (Silverstein 1979; Irvine 1989), he deﬁnes semiotic ideologies as “people’s underlying assumptions about what signs are, what functions
signs do and do not serve, and what consequences they might or might not produce” (Keane 2018, 65). Semiotic ideologies can determine how a person imputes intention to particular acts of signiﬁcation and how accountability or responsibility is attributed for these acts to particular agents (also see Hill and
Irvine 1992; Enﬁeld and Kockelman 2017). They also concern how people posit
a relationship between a particular sign and its object (e.g., as arbitrary or necessary) (Keane 2003). Semiotic ideologies show us how beliefs and ideas about
signs contribute to “the ways people use and interpret them, and on that basis,
form judgements of ethical and political value” (Keane 2018, 67). Key to this concept, semiotic ideologies are not total and complete systems but are processes
that are subject to continued reinterpretation and destabilization (Keane 2003).
By analyzing how Sri Lankan Tamil speakers employ disparate semiotic ideologies to interpret trilingual signage errors, I build on ethnographic approaches
to media centered on reception and audience (Mankekar 1999; Ginsburg 2002;
Larkin 2008). Social media, by virtue of bringing together diverse groups of people on a previously unfathomable scale (Hillewaert 2015), have been crucial in
the formation of national and transnational “imagined communities” or publics
(Anderson 1991; Spitulnik 2002; boyd 2014). While it does not make sense to
sharply differentiate digital from nondigital media (see Tenen 2017), it is important to understand how “technology helps to shape the participant structure
6. Nakassis (2018, 289) observes that the indexical sign cannot be fully speciﬁed by a rule or law since it
is “only ever relative to its particular contexts of use, that is, to other arrays of sign-tokens that, in their indexical co-relatedness, reﬂexively frame and determine the value/reference of such an indexical sign (if only for
then, there, and them).”
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brought into being through its use, simultaneously enabling and limiting how
communication can take place through that medium, how the communication
circulates, and who can participate” (Gershon 2010, 285). This article considers
how social media technologies have enabled the creation of forums for individuals
to discuss and debate visual semiotic forms as social action. It contributes to semiotic studies of social life by showing how media images as forms of materiality
are enmeshed in contemporary transnational political practices.
I begin by looking at the circulation of images of Tamil signage errors on
Facebook. In the second part of the article, I analyze the semiotic ideologies employed by the three Sri Lankan Tamil speakers in relation to the views of others
expressed in Facebook comments and personal conversations. Finally, I locate
my participants’ views with respect to different ethnic, religious, and regional
groups in Sri Lanka and discuss their political ramiﬁcations. While a small number of Tamils (almost all of whom hail from the north and east) argued that
Tamil blunders are evidence of the Sri Lankan government’s malicious intent
toward Tamils or Tamil speakers (see above), all of my main participants viewed
them as unintentional. However, while two of my participants emphasized the
negative effects of the blunders as demeaning and derogatory to Tamil speakers,
a third participant invoked a different semiotic ideology by questioning the ability of the posted signboard images to accurately represent the world. She argued
that attention to decontextualized images of signboard blunders on social media
draws attention away from on-the-ground efforts to achieve language rights in
Sri Lanka, efforts that involve services as well as signage. My participants’ and
other Tamil speakers’ contrasting interpretations of Tamil signage errors call
into question what kind of future is possible for Sri Lankan Tamils following the
end of the war, as well as which groups—those living in Sri Lanka or abroad—
can and should be involved in creating that future.
My status as a white American female academic who had previously conducted research in Sri Lanka affected how my informants interacted with me.
I met my participants during ethnographic ﬁeldwork in Kandy and Colombo
(2007–8, 2011), in Sri Lankan and Tamil studies academic networks in the United
States and Canada, and on Facebook. I became acquainted with my ﬁrst primary
participant, Arshad (Muslim), through a Kandy NGO in 2007. I met Ruban
(Tamil) and Darshini (Tamil) through Facebook discussions on Tamil blunders in 2015, but we were already indirectly connected through mutual friends.
While the discussions I present here primarily occurred in English, my participants were aware that I had a high level of proﬁciency in Tamil as a result of
my language study in Sri Lanka, India, and the United States. I am embedded in
this account since I took part in some of the Facebook activity, and the questions
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I asked my informants inﬂuenced their responses. Before turning to the media and
ethnographic analysis, I discuss current trilingual policies in Sri Lanka in relation
to the postwar political situation, as well as the centrality of the internet in the
formation of transnational Tamil publics.
Sri Lankan Ethnic Identities and Trilingual Policies

Sinhalas (Buddhist or Christian) make up 74.9 percent of Sri Lanka’s population (see table 1). They speak Sinhala, an Indo-Aryan language related to the languages of North India. There are several Tamil-speaking ethnic minority groups.
North and East Tamils (11.2 percent) have lived on the island for centuries, primarily in the north and east, but also in large cities including Colombo and
Kandy (in central Sri Lanka).7 Up-Country Tamils (4.2 percent) are descendants
of migrants who arrived from South India during the British colonial period
(1815–1948) to work as plantation laborers in the central highlands (Daniel
1996).8 Members of both Tamil groups are predominately Hindu, with a significant Christian minority. Muslims (or Moors) make up 9.2 percent of the population. They can be traced back to the pre-Islamic seafaring trade between South
and Southeast Asia and the Middle East, as well as Arab Muslim mercantile trade
in the ﬁrst part of the seventh century. Muslims live in the north and east and in
scattered pockets throughout the south. The majority of Sri Lankan Muslims
speak Tamil as a ﬁrst language and attend Tamil-medium schools, but they ethnically distinguish themselves from Tamils on religious grounds (Thiranagama
2011). This sharply contrasts with Muslims in Tamil Nadu, India, who accept
both linguistic (Tamil) and religious (Muslim) identities (Ramaswamy 1997; McGilvray 2008).
Sri Lankan scholars point to the impact of colonial rule in ﬁxing stable ethnic labels to what were much more ﬂuid religious, caste, regional, and linguistic
categories (Rogers 1994; Thiranagama 2011). In the mid–twentieth century
language-based ethnicity emerged as a primary mode of sociocultural and political identiﬁcation for Sinhalas and Tamils. During the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, Sinhalas deﬁned themselves as Kandyan, who came under
British rule relatively late, or Low-country, who lived in the southwest coastal
region and had more sustained contact with colonial rulers. These regional differences were de-emphasized in favor of a common language-based Sinhala
ethnic identity in the 1930s, though sociocultural, linguistic, caste, and class
7. I use the geographic designation “North and East Tamil” because the term “Sri Lankan Tamils” can
imply that other Tamil groups are not citizens of Sri Lanka.
8. The term “Up-Country Tamil” has been growing in popularity among this group since the 1990s.
Rather than the term “Indian” Tamil, which contrasts them with so-called Sri Lankan Tamils, this term emphasizes their attachment to the hill-country region as the basis of their identity (Bass 2013).
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Table 1. Sri Lankan Ethnic Groups
Ethnicity
Sinhala
North and East Tamil
Up-Country Tamil
Muslim

Religion

Predominant Language

Buddhism or Christianity
Hinduism or Christianity
Hinduism or Christianity
Islam

Sinhala
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil

differences among these groups remain relevant. Differences among the various
Tamil-speaking groups have been much more openly articulated. Tamils recognize signiﬁcant regional and ethnic differences between people in the north,
east, and Up-Country regions in relation to caste, class, religion, and language
(Daniel 1996). In the late nineteenth century, southern Muslim leaders declared
Muslims a distinct racial group from Tamils to obtain separate political representation in the colonial government. In the twentieth century, southern urbanbased Muslim leaders gradually constructed a pan-Islamic identity, which allowed them to distance themselves from the Sinhala-Tamil conﬂict. While a
Muslim-Tamil political alliance emerged in the northeast for brief periods in
the mid- to late twentieth century (McGilvray and Raheem 2007), events that
occurred in the 1990s—the violence toward Muslims in the east and the LTTE’s
forcible eviction of Muslims from the north—created a rift between these communities (Thiranagama 2011).
Postindependence language and education policies were part of the complex
and multifaceted causes of the Sri Lankan ethnic conﬂict and civil war (Tambiah
1986; Spencer 1990; Thiranagama 2011). Following independence from British
rule in 1948, the Sinhala Buddhist-majority government instituted discriminatory policies against the minority groups (Tamils and Muslims), who they believed had received preferential treatment under British colonial rule. One of
the most signiﬁcant of these policies was the Sinhala-Only Act of 1956, which
declared Sinhala to be the sole ofﬁcial language of the nation. This act made Sinhala ﬂuency a requirement for all government jobs. While it negatively impacted
Muslims, this act was particularly detrimental for English-educated Jaffna (north)
Tamils, who, as a result of scarce natural resources in the Jaffna Peninsula, relied
on government and professional employment in the south (Tambiah 1986). In
addition, a new university policy hurt Jaffna Tamils’ status and future prospects,
although it beneﬁted other Tamil-speaking groups (Sørensen 2008).9 While postindependence educational policies were successful in improving educational
9. In 1971, the Sri Lankan Freedom Party government passed new policies regulating university admissions on the basis of language. This meant Tamil students had to acquire higher marks to obtain admission.
A year later, a district quota system was adopted to compensate for children in rural areas who did not have
access to high-quality schools (Sørensen 2008).
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access for all Sri Lankan youth, the separation of students on the basis of
language of instruction (Sinhala or Tamil) heightened feelings of interethnic
difference and mistrust (Davis 2020).
In the decades after the passing of the Sinhala-Only Act, the government
made several attempts to incorporate Tamil into the nation’s language policies.
In 1987 the thirteenth amendment to the constitution established Tamil as a
co-ofﬁcial language alongside Sinhala and English. But Tamil’s new status remained mostly on paper, and despite the fact that English had played an unofﬁcial role as a link language among elites in the British period, it was not
heavily promoted because it was seen as foreign (Devotta 2004). In 2005 the Ofﬁcial Language Commission (OLC), under the leadership of President Chandrika Kumaratunga’s People’s Alliance government (1994–2005), issued a referendum calling for the full implementation of the Ofﬁcial Languages Policy. It
pointed out the signiﬁcant dearth of government ofﬁcials in the south who
could communicate with the Tamil-speaking populace. It also noted that many
public signboards were in Sinhala only (Ofﬁcial Language Commission 2006).
The OLC and other government bodies created Sinhala-as-a-second-language
and Tamil-as-a-second-language training programs for government administrators and police ofﬁcers throughout the island (Davis 2020).
Sri Lanka’s political climate shifted signiﬁcantly with the election of Mahinda
Rajapaksa as president on November 17, 2005. He quickly sought to eradicate
the LTTE by military means. From January to May 2009 the Sri Lankan army
underwent an aggressive military campaign to take control of the last LTTE
strongholds in the northeast of the island. The United Nations conservatively
estimated that 7,000 civilians were killed in this ﬁnal period of ﬁghting (Thiranagama 2011). The years following the end of the war saw the continued militarization of public life and the proliferation of Sinhala nationalist rhetoric
(Goodhand 2012). Rajapaksa emphasized the importance of trilingualism to
the postwar reconciliation process, but it is possible that his promotion of a multilingual and united Sri Lanka may have been a strategy to divert attention from
his refusal to address the concerns of the nation’s minority groups (Davis 2020).
On January 9, 2015, Maithripala Sirisena defeated Rajapaksa. Sirisena, who had
served as minister in the Kumaratunga government, cosponsored a United
Nations Human Rights Commission resolution to promote “democracy, accountability and human rights in Sri Lanka” and to implement a comprehensive
transitional justice process (United Nations General Assembly 2015, 1). He also
pushed for full implementation of the Ofﬁcial Languages Policy (Government
of Sri Lanka 2018). Many Sri Lankans hoped that Sirisena would lead the nation
toward reconciliation as well as acknowledge the war crimes committed by both
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sides in the ﬁnal months of the war (Hammer 2016). But the Ofﬁce of the United
Nations High Commission stated in a recent report that the slow pace of transitional justice and the lack of a strategy to address accountability for war crimes
remain impediments to reconciliation efforts (UN News Center 2017). The nation faced a new political crisis on October 26, 2018, when Sirisena appointed
Rajapaksa to replace the incumbent prime minister, Ranil Wickremesinghe, a move
that cabinet ministers deemed unconstitutional. Although the crisis was partially
resolved when Rajapaksa agreed to step down on December 14, the prospect of his
returning to power left Tamil-speaking minorities fearing for the future (Ananda
and Ganeshananthan 2018).
The Sri Lankan Diaspora and the Internet

Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora communities are made up primarily of North and
East Tamils who ﬂed Sri Lanka after the outbreak of war in 1983. The largest
concentration of Sri Lankan Tamils abroad is in Canada, with the largest population—between 200,000 and 300,000—in Toronto, which was considered the
diasporic headquarters of the LTTE during the war (Das 2016). Diasporas are
usually deﬁned as groups of people living outside their homeland, but scholars
have called for a more analytically rigorous deﬁnition of the term (Eisenlohr
2006; Thiranagama 2014). Rogers Brubaker, for instance, argues that diasporas
should be treated not as a bounded group but a “category of practice, project,
claim, and stance” (2005, 13). In a similar spirit, R. Cheran suggests that Sri
Lankan Tamil diaspora communities “cannot be traced to a simple origin or place,
rather what creates the diaspora here is a particular kind of imaginary that derives sustenance from nostalgia, pain and loss” (2007, 157).
The relationship between Sri Lankan Tamil diasporas, the LTTE, and “homeland” Tamil populations is highly complex. Tamil diaspora populations provided signiﬁcant ﬁnancial support for the LTTE during the war (Cheran 2003;
Das 2016). Human Rights Watch (2006) estimates that by the mid-1990s, 80–
90 percent of the LTTE’s budget came from overseas sources, with the Canadian
diaspora contributing between one and 12 million dollars per year. Some member of the diaspora willingly supported the war while others were subjected to
“intimidation, extortion, and physical violence” as the LTTE sought to “suppress
criticism of its human rights abuses and to ensure a steady ﬂow of income”
(2006, 1). Sharika Thiranagama argues that the Toronto Tamil community’s support for the LTTE was not inevitable, but rather historically contingent, crediting
the LTTE with the ability to shape just how Tamil identity was shared away from
Sri Lanka (2014).
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New virtual spaces were crucial for enabling Tamils in Toronto, London, and
other cities to play a role in political developments in Sri Lanka in the late 1990s
and early 2000s. Dhananjayan Sriskandarajah (2005) lays out the role of the internet in creating a transnational Sri Lankan Tamil discursive space (also see
Cheran 2001). While coverage of the war was minimal in the international
news media, “new media have created new spaces in which the diaspora can
communicate within itself and the rest of the world in an effective, low-cost
manner” (Sriskandarajah 2005, 499). Websites such as www.tamilnet.com and
www.tamilcanadian provided members of the diaspora news and commentary
from a Tamil perspective, while www.sangam.org and www.tamilnation.org
(now ofﬂine) functioned as important sites for political discourse. Even proLTTE sites like www.eelam.com (now ofﬂine) were registered outside Sri Lanka.
Sriskandarajah addresses the widely circulating critique that the Sri Lankan
Tamil diaspora supported the LTTE and its secessionist ambitions when it
was physically removed from the consequences of those actions. He points out
that this claim overlooks the diversity of political views among diaspora Sri
Lankans as well as the dialectical relationship that existed between the diaspora,
the LTTE, and the Tamil homeland population (2005).
Tamilnet.com played a big part in shaping Sri Lankan Tamil political activism. Founded in 1995 by an eastern Tamil activist and writer in collaboration
with expatriate engineers and computer scientists living in North America and
Europe, it initially failed due to lack of access to on-the-ground information. Its
founders quickly resolved that problem by creating a transnational news network that involved paying, training, and equipping Sri Lankan reporters. The
website focused on stories from the north and east that were often overlooked
by the Colombo-based mainstream press. The stories were written in Tamil,
then translated into English in Colombo, and uploaded to the site in both languages. This system allowed the site to circumvent the biases of the Colombo
press and avoid the Sri Lankan government’s strict censorship of the media
(Whitaker 2004). Tamilnet.com has been widely described in Colombo as an
LTTE mouthpiece, but Mark Whitaker writes that this claim is at odds with
the neutral and accurate reporting. He also observes that while all of those involve in Tamilnet.com were Tamil nationalists, none of the editors or ﬁnancial
supporters of the website were members of the LTTE, and the LTTE had no ﬁnancial stake in the website (2004).
The rapid growth of social media in the last decade has created new possibilities for transnational Tamil or Tamil-speaking political engagement. The
semipublic nature of Facebook (posts may be viewed by “friends,” “friends of
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friends,” or the general public) means that individuals can engage in discussions
and debates with people from a wide range of geographical, ethnic, religious,
class, and sociolinguistic backgrounds. These interactions are unpredictable
by nature since a person may post an image, text, or video meant for a particular
group of people that may be viewed by other individuals and groups at different
moments in time (Hillewaert 2015). Sri Lankan youth and young adults began
widely using Facebook in 2008, and it is now the most popular social media network in the country (Thuseethan and Vasanthapriyan 2015). In 2009 secondgeneration diaspora Tamils, who had seen the LTTE’s struggle for an independent Tamil nation in the north and east (Eelam) fail, began advocating for Tamil
rights in Sri Lanka on social media, a movement initially dubbed the “Blackberry Revolution” (Asokan 2009).
The Circulation of Tamil Signage Errors on Social Media

During my ethnographic research on the tension between ethnic conﬂict and
multilingual education policies in the linguistic and social practices of Tamil
and Muslim youth in Kandy and Colombo, my informants frequently drew
my attention to the absence of Tamil on public signs or errors in the Tamil content. In 2008 an Up-Country Tamil university student took me on an autorickshaw ride through the center of Colombo in the course of which she pointed
out multiple signage errors. Sri Lankans can report violations of the Ofﬁcial
Languages Policy to the OLC, but it has no punitive powers. The NGO Centre
for Policy Alternatives and the website citizenslanka.org track violations, which
include the absence of Tamil or English from public signboards and documents
(e.g., circulars, police reports, birth certiﬁcates, and licenses) and the dearth of
Tamil interpreters at government ofﬁces and police stations (Wickrematunge
2016).
It was not until Arshad (the NGO volunteer whom I met in Kandy in 2007)
messaged me in 2015 that I learned of the recent practice of circulating images
of Tamil signboard blunders on Facebook, Tumblr, Twitter, WhatsApp, and
other platforms. Although the types of errors differ, the images most widely circulated on Facebook involve the misspelling of Tamil words or phrases in ways
that are offensive or derogatory. These examples are different from malapropisms—“the usually unintentionally humorous misuse or distortion of a word or
phrase”—because their intentionality is indeterminate.10 Tamil speakers might
comment on the blunders in English or Tamil, which is usually written in Tamil
script.
10. See https://www.merriam-webster.com/.
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Figure 2. Town or Hell?
Original
naraham
‘hell’

Corrected
naharam
‘city’

The circulating images of Tamil signboard errors are numerous. In one image of a road sign, the Tamil word for city or town, naharam, is misspelled as
naraham ‘hell’ (see ﬁg. 2). In another example, the Tamil word for Kandy
(kaNDi) on a government bus sign is written in Tamil as kuNDi ‘butt,’ or ‘bottom’ (see ﬁg. 3). Last year an Up-Country Tamil Christian friend who works in
a government ofﬁce in Colombo shared a photo of a government document on
her Facebook wall and several Facebook groups. Instead of “zonal education
ofﬁce” (kooDa kalvi kaariyaalayam), the Tamil portion reads “bad education
ofﬁce” (keTTa kalvi kaariyaalayam) (see ﬁg. 4). Several images of Tamil errors
in trilingual bathroom signs have also been in circulation. In one example from
an unknown source, the Sinhala (kaantaa) and English say “ladies,” but the
Tamil says “gents” (aaN) (see ﬁg. 5). This error draws immediate attention to
the indexical relationship between the signboard and its object (the bathroom),
since the mistake can result in a person walking into the wrong gender toilet.
The materiality of the signboard images enables their effective circulation on
social media. Facebook posts that include images or short videos are much more

Figure 3. Kandy?
Original
kuNDi
‘butt’

Corrected
kaNDi
‘Kandy’

Figure 4. Bad Education Ofﬁce
Original
keTTa kalvi kaariyaalayam
‘bad education ofﬁce’

Corrected
kooDa kalvi kaariyaalayam
‘zonal education ofﬁce’
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Figure 5. Gents or Ladies?
Original
aaN
‘gents’

Corrected
peN
‘ladies’

likely to get high engagement in the form of “likes,” comments, and shares than
text-based posts (see Varis and Blommaert 2015). “Tamizh mozhiyai amulpaDuttu” (Tamil Language Implementation) is a public Tamil-language Facebook
group started in 2015 by Tamils living in Colombo and the north and east. (It has
a modest 1,594 members.) Its “About” page states in Tamil that since successive
governments have failed to implement the co-ofﬁcial language policy, its mission
is to “help ordinary people achieve their language rights.” The aim of the group is
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thus broad, but most of the posts include images of Tamil errors on trilingual
public signboards and government documents, which can be independently
searched with the “photos” option. It is clear from the overall content of the posts
that its administrators do not view signage as the most signiﬁcant aspect of the
nation’s trilingual policies. Rather, the images of signboard blunders help attract
attention to the group by emblematically presenting the dearth of language rights
for Tamil speakers in postwar Sri Lanka. It is also arguably more visually effective to post images of trilingual signs with Tamil errors than Sinhala-only signs.
Interest in circulating images of language errors in Sri Lanka is certainly
not limited to Tamil. “Typo in Colombo” and “Sri Lankan Spelling Mistakes”
(SLSM) are Facebook pages (formerly on Tumblr) devoted to English errors on
signs, advertisements, documents, websites, menus, and so on. These pages also
occasionally post images of Tamil and Sinhala signboard errors. The SLSM administrators are a group of young middle-class Sinhala men from Colombo
who attended English-medium private schools (most Sri Lankans study in Sinhala or Tamil). They faced controversy in 2016 when they posted an image of a
sign for the University of Peradeniya Faculty of Arts that read “Faculty O Farts”
(see ﬁg. 6). Several people commented that the image, which was likely digitally
altered, was derogatory to the university. This prompted the administrators to
post a disclaimer expressing their humorous and lighthearted intention in posting the image. Some online critics argued that pointing out English typos in Sri
Lanka underscores inequalities in access to English related to class and socioeconomic level. In the United States and European countries there is particular
interest in circulating images of humorous typos or awkward phrases from East
Asian countries, including Japan, Korea, and China, where English has no ofﬁcial administrative role but is widely learned as a foreign language (Kachru and
Nelson 1996). The circulation of Tamil typos is distinct from English typos in
the Sri Lankan context because of their deep political salience in the postwar
moment.
Interpreting “Reserved for Pregnant Dogs”

Naay ‘dog’ is a severe pejorative term in Tamil that can be used for both men
and women.11 It is not equivalent to the English term bitch, although a person
wrote in the Colombo Telegraph comments that the error likened Tamil women
to “pregnant bitches.” This error is particularly salient because of the deep

11. The word naay also erroneously appeared in a sign for “Patient Waiting Area.” The Tamil portion
reads naayaaLar instead of nooyaaLi ‘patient’.
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Figure 6. Faculty O Farts

historical association in Tamil South Asia between the Tamil language, the
Tamil people, and a mother. For Dravidian nationalists in South India in the
mid–twentieth century the goddess tamizhtaay ‘Mother Tamil’ became a “focal
sign for rallying the Tamil people against imperialism from abroad and from
North India” (Bate 2009, 169). The discourses of Tamil devotees in the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries often contain slippage between tamizh ‘Tamil’,
tamizhtaay ‘Mother Tamil’, taay paal ‘mother’s milk’, taay ‘mother’, and taay
mozhi ‘mother tongue’ (see Ramaswamy 1997, 17). Tamil nationalist movements
in Sri Lanka differed from those in India because they were driven by Sinhala/
Tamil ethnonationalism. A reference to Mother Tamil in a 1977 Sri Lankan pamphlet, in fact, promoted the need to ﬁght Sinhala domination (1997). In the following I analyze how three Sri Lankan Tamil speakers—Arshad (Muslim living
in Belgium), Ruban (northern Tamil Christian living in the United States), and
Darshini (northern Tamil Christian living in Sri Lanka)—drew on disparate
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semiotic ideologies to interpret the signiﬁcance of the “reserved for pregnant dogs”
blunder.12
Arshad: Intentionality versus Social Effect

Arshad is a 30-year-old Sri Lankan Muslim man from a small Muslim village
outside Kandy. When we met in 2007 he was volunteering for an international
NGO devoted to promoting peace and intercultural understanding. In 2010 he
emigrated to Belgium. When he sent me the link for the Colombo Telegraph article in 2015, he wrote that the government still has a lot of work to do to properly implement their language policies. He told me he was also sending it to his
Sinhala friends “to show [them] how important it is to know about this case.”
Arshad’s ﬁrst language is Tamil (he studied in the Tamil medium), but he is
also highly proﬁcient in Sinhala and English. Like most southern Muslims, he
frequently pointed out his detachment from the Tamil language as consistent
with his religion-based ethnic identity (see Davis 2018). Despite this claim, however, he often tried to get the Sinhala NGO volunteers to take an interest in
speaking Tamil, in line with the trilingual aims of the NGO. He also frequently
sang classic Tamil ﬁlm songs, patiently translating the lyrics into Sinhala and
English for the Sinhala and foreign volunteers.
When I asked Arshad if the error had been made on purpose, he said “no.”
He added that it was likely translated from Sinhala by a Sinhala person “who
studied a bit of Tamil and got a job in a government ﬁrm with the push of a minister.” He added that half the money that goes into the trilingual programs often
ends up in the pockets of corrupt politicians. He brought up inequalities in access
to employment in Sri Lanka by noting that many Muslims and Tamils in Kandy
are bilingual in Tamil and Sinhala but are overlooked for government translation
jobs.
Arshad mentioned that I should read the Colombo Telegraph comments because someone there referred to the “reserved for pregnant dogs” error as “Tamil
language genocide” (see above).13 He then added that a Tamil friend from the
city of Kalmunai in eastern Sri Lanka had called the error tamizh kolai ‘Tamil
murder’ in a Facebook message. This phrase, which was a hashtag in several
tweets about Tamil signage blunders, is commonly used in reference to the
incorrect use of Tamil and does not necessarily imply genocide.14 Still, it is
12. I avoid mentioning some details about my participants’ family backgrounds, geographical locations,
and institutional afﬁliations to protect their identities.
13. I do not have any information on the social backgrounds of the Colombo Telegraph respondents.
14. E. Annamalai, personal communication, May 25, 2019.
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sometimes likened to terms denoting genocide, which have long been used to describe the actions of the Sri Lankan state toward Tamil people (Varatharajah 2015).
The UN Ad Hoc Committee on Genocide, which met between April and
May 1948, included a deﬁnition of cultural genocide that was subsequently removed: “any deliberate act committed with intent to destroy the language, religion, or culture of a national, racial, or religious group on grounds of national or
racial origin or religious belief of its members” (United Nations Economic and
Social Council 1948, 18; see Skutnabb-Kangas 2000; Frieze 2012). As Sinthujan
Varatharajah (2015) discusses, by the 1950s and 1960s some Sri Lankan Tamils,
presumably inﬂuenced by the Ad Hoc Committee’s deﬁnition of genocide, began to discuss the violence against Tamils as an effort to destroy the Tamil nation and its cultural foundations. Over the next few years Tamil political parties
and organizations popularized Tamil terms denoting genocide: ina paDukolai
‘racial massacre’ and ina azhippu ‘racial destruction’.15 In 1976 the Tamil United
Liberation Front used the term cultural genocide in the Vaddukoddai Resolution
(published in Tamil and English), which laid out the aspiration for an independent Eelam in the north and east of the island (Varatharajah 2015).
Following the anti-Tamil riots of July 1983, the focus of discussion shifted
from the destruction of the Tamil language and culture to the destruction of
the Tamil people. During the war years it was common for Tamil writers to conceptualize the state’s violence against them as racial massacre or destruction, but
similar language was rarely used in English. However, during the army’s campaign to defeat the LTTE in 2008 and 2009, Tamil diaspora activists started to
use the language of genocide in English and other European languages to try to
convince India and Western nations to intervene and stop the killing of Tamil
civilians. This language spread into the Western news media. Since 2009, the
conceptualization of the civil war as a physical and/or structural genocide has
been widely discussed and debated both in Sri Lanka and diaspora communities
(Varatharajah 2015; Walton 2015).16 In 2015, the Northern Provincial Council
passed the Tamil Genocide Resolution of 2015, which sought a UN inquiry to
investigate genocide against Tamils by successive governments. It stated, “The
acts of physical, cultural, and linguistic violence against Tamils are tantamount
15. Varatharajah observes that although the Tamil term ina azhippu overlaps with the English genocide,
these two words do not have the same historical and cultural connotations and they do not “evoke the same
emotions” (2015, 4).
16. Amarnath Amarasingam (2015), in his study of diaspora Tamil political activism in Canada in 2008
and 2009, notes that while the genocide frame was part of the political consciousness of Tamil youth, it was
used in strategic ways to resonate with a Canadian audience used to hearing about the Holocaust or genocides
in Darfur and Rwanda.
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to genocide under the mental harm standard because extensive destruction of
the Tamil culture and language threatens the Tamil people’s survival on the island” (Northern Provincial Council 2015). Some recent news websites and social media discussions refer to incorrect or inappropriate uses of Tamil as
acts of genocide. For example, an article on Tamilnet.com published in December 2015 cited the incorrectly transliterated Tamil on a banner made by a US
Embassy program in Jaffna as linguistic genocide. It stated, “After the three decades interlude of Tamil militant struggle, nothing has changed, except for the
fact that the USA is now leading Colombo’s outlook of linguistic genocide.”17
Contextualizing the genocide and tamizh kolai comments, Arshad, referring
to Tamils and not Muslims, said that the controversy around the “reserved for
pregnant dogs” blunder is “about how much someone will like their language.
It’s an identity for some people.” He added that people are still recovering from
the “wounds of war, which makes everything more painful.” He said he wished
he could post the “reserved for pregnant dogs” image so he could see how people would react, but he tries to stay out of politics on Facebook. In our face-toface conversations Arshad often responded to news of injustices toward Tamil
speakers with laughter, a reaction he replicates in Facebook interactions with
laughing emojis. Trained in diplomacy by the NGO leaders, he was careful
to give a balanced and nuanced perspective whenever I asked him to comment
on particular situations. The language genocide comment in the Colombo Telegraph article implied that the blunder was part of the government’s systematic
attempt to destroy the Tamil language. Arshad expressed a different semiotic
ideology regarding the intentionality of the blunder by attributing it to a Sinhala government employee. But while he was happy to discuss the intentionality of the language error when I brought it up, he seemed more concerned with
its social effects. His interest in the blunder is consistent with the well-known
point in linguistic anthropology that interpretation is not contingent on intention (Duranti 1993; Gershon 2010). Arshad saw the error as disturbing to Tamils because of their language-based identity, but as a ﬁrst-language Tamil
speaker he is also clearly invested in Tamil language rights in Sri Lanka.
Ruban: “Funny and Sad at the Same Time”

Ruban is a Tamil Christian male in his early thirties who came to the United
States a decade ago to pursue a BA degree in engineering. He grew up in Mannar
in northern Sri Lanka, where he studied in Tamil-medium schools. He is part of
a prominent academic family and has relatives in Sri Lanka, the United States,
and elsewhere.
17. See https://www.tamilnet.com/art.html?catid513&artid538037.
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After hearing about my interest in trilingual signs, in 2015 a northern Sri
Lankan Tamil Hindu colleague born in Toronto tagged me in a Facebook post
soliciting images of Tamil signage errors. Within three minutes, Ruban had posted
ﬁve images of erroneous Tamil signs. He added ﬁfteen more over the next few
days, including the “reserved for pregnant dogs” image. When I contacted him
directly over Facebook Messenger, he told me that many of his Tamil friends
collect images of Tamil signage errors on their phones and share them on
Tumblr and Facebook. He mentioned that one friend has a personal database
of hundreds of images.
When I asked Ruban about the “reserved for pregnant dogs” sign, he said it
was “funny and sad at the same time.” A Tamil Hindu woman from Tamil Nadu
made a very similar comment in Tamil on a public Facebook post on the blunder,
noting that when she saw the typo she experienced a mix of laughter (sirippu)
and sadness (varuttam). Ruban noted that the unintentional replacement of
“ta” with “na” was derogatory. When I mentioned Arshad’s friend’s tamizh kolai
comment, he wrote, “Spelling mistakes in general bother me whether it be Tamil
or English. I took Tamil very seriously in middle school. I also ﬁnd that these
mistakes irritate Tamils in general—make them feel less important.” Ruban
pointed to the humorous and disturbing aspects of the error, namely, that what
we ﬁnd funny can also be unsettling. He likely mentioned being bothered by typos
in general to deﬂect my mention of the “Tamil murder” comment. But while he
shifted the conversation away from explicit politics to the importance of correctness in language (also political, of course), he did not fully dismiss the signiﬁcance of the blunder but admitted that errors are demeaning to Tamil people.
Collecting, posting, and commenting on images of Tamil signboard blunders give Ruban and other Tamil speakers living in-country or abroad a chance
to perform their multilingual expertise. This is importantly related to their individual life histories: Ruban’s full ﬂuency in spoken and written Tamil is a
product of his primary and secondary education in Sri Lanka (he likely spoke
English at home). Participants in public discussions on Tamil errors on Facebook
and other platforms assume some degree of shared knowledge of Tamil, whether
they comment in Tamil or English or leave emojis. I noticed that when individuals
ask for clariﬁcation on the meaning of a Tamil word or phrase in a Facebook discussion, it is often read as a signal of their relative outsider status to the group. For
example, several Tamils and Muslims responded to a post on the Kandy bus sign
(see ﬁg. 3) on SLSM’s Facebook page (people from all ethnic and religious backgrounds “like” the page) with “lol” or left laughing emojis. However, when a Sinhala man asked what kuNDi means, a woman with a Sinhala name who seemed
to know Tamil, wrote that he was “lame” and “should grow up.” After the Sinhala
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man pleaded, “Just tell us what it says on the bus,” a Tamil man responded that
it means “‘ass’ in Tamil.” Thus, Facebook discussions on Tamil blunders function as sites for the negotiation of emergent, fragile transnational Tamil-speaking
publics.
While Ruban and Arshad focused on the social effects of public Tamil language blunders, other Tamil speakers explicitly debated their intentionality in
the Colombo Telegraph comments (see above) and on Facebook. A northern Sri
Lankan Tamil Hindu residing in Switzerland expressed a common view in stating in the Facebook group that the substitution of “na” for “ta” in the “reserved
for pregnant dogs” blunder is an easy mistake. She added, “Even Tamil people
here don’t know how to write Tamil so how can we complain about them
[Sinhalas]?” A Tamil Christian man from eastern Sri Lanka, however, commented in Tamil that the mistake was obviously done wantonly because the
meaning is so abusive. He noted that the error is similar to the writing of seevai
‘service’ as veesai ‘prostitute’ in another trilingual sign. A northern Sri Lankan
Tamil Hindu woman living in Canada also assumed that the error was malicious
in a comment in Tamil on a public Facebook post. She stated, “You guys [the Sri
Lankan government] are not only killing the Tamil language but also pregnant
women.” Arshad and Ruban both argued that Tamil signboard errors are insulting and demeaning to the Tamil people, but Darshini employed an entirely different semiotic ideology in questioning the very relationship between the posted
signboard images and the on-the-ground situation in Sri Lanka.

Darshini: The Study of Signboard Errors Is Problematic

Darshini is a Jaffna Tamil Christian academic and activist who lives in Kandy
but often travels abroad. I ﬁrst met her on Facebook in 2015 when she responded
to my Toronto Tamil Hindu friend’s Facebook post soliciting signboard errors.
In response to the images Ruban shared, she wrote that the study of Tamil signage errors is “problematic for multiple reasons.” She elaborated in a second comment that when you look at typos you “incorrectly privilege linguistic form,
when there should be more attention paid to the availability of services in particular languages in places like hospitals and police stations.” She said language
studies of this nature “decontextualize language” and added that they also “reformulate politics as one about correctness about language and not about language
use and people.” Further explaining her point, she added that a focus on typos
“reinforces dominant thinking, trivializes the issue, and raises the question of
whom we are representing or even talking to.” She added that people should
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focus not on typos, which she called a “diaspora occupation,” but rather on the
absence of particular languages from public signs.
I sent Darshini a private Facebook message telling her about my academic
background and research interests. When I said that my interest in Tamil signboard errors was part of a larger project on trilingual politics in postwar Sri
Lanka, she expressed support for my research. I got a chance to meet her at
a major university in the United States a few months later, but we mainly discussed our mutual friends in Kandy.
Darshini initially commented that a focus on Tamil signage errors privileges
linguistic form over attention to “language use and people.” But, of course, trilingual public signs in Sri Lanka cannot be separated from lived social practices.
As Arshad and others suggested, the “reserved for pregnant dogs” blunder was
likely made by a Sinhala government employee who was not fully proﬁcient in
Tamil. Errors on public signs and in government documents reﬂect problems in
the hiring of translators, as well as insufﬁcient care around proofreading. Thus,
while some Tamil speakers may treat Tamil typos in government signs as emblematic of the dearth of language rights for Tamil speakers, they are just one
component of a larger problem.
If I understand Darshini’s comments correctly, I think she was arguing that
the act of circulating images of Tamil signboard errors on social media removes
the signboards from their original physical context (a bus, street, or government
building). I suspect she is not concerned simply with the fetishization of correct
Tamil spelling and grammar but with its overt politicization in postwar discourse. Darshini made the astute point that while images of errors circulate
on social media, the less remarked absence of certain languages from signs is actually more problematic for people living in Sri Lanka. For example, in 2007 I
noticed a Sinhala-only sign that marked a section of a major Colombo road as
one way, a problem that could lead to trafﬁc accidents (see Wickrematunge
2016). Darshini also stressed that people should focus not only on errors and
omissions but also on the availability of services. The dearth of Tamil-speaking
staff at hospitals, police stations, and government ofﬁces in the south causes severe hardships for Tamil speakers who are not competent in Sinhala.
Darshini’s early contention that interest in posting and commenting on
Tamil signage errors seemed a “diaspora preoccupation” relates to a later statement about how discussion of decontextualized sign images brings up issues of
audience or reception. She argued that it is mainly diaspora Tamils—a group
often falsely assumed to be uniformly pro-LTTE (Amarasingam 2015)—who
are circulating and commenting on Tamil blunders when they themselves are
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not directly impacted by trilingual policy failures. This point invokes the pervasive critique of diaspora Tamils for ﬁnancially supporting the LTTE and its
struggle for Eelam from a position removed from its consequences (Sriskandarajah 2005). It is thus clear that Darshini relates the concern with Tamil blunders to Tamil nationalist and diaspora-centered perspectives.
Contrary to Darshini’s view, I found there to be an equal number of resident
and diasporic Tamil speakers circulating and commenting on Tamil errors on
Facebook. In addition, my Tamil-speaking friends living in Sri Lanka were just
as interested in discussing language errors as those in diaspora communities. As
a reﬂection of demographics, resident Sri Lankans who commented on blunders
included North and East Tamils, Up-Country Tamils, and Muslims, while the
diasporic Sri Lankans were mainly North and East Tamils.18 In 2018 I asked
two Sri Lankan Tamil Hindu academics who grew up in Toronto if they thought
the interest in Tamil errors in public signs and documents is indeed a diaspora
preoccupation. One responded, “Not necessarily.” He then discussed the circulation of signboard errors as social action, stating, “While strands of the diaspora
are preoccupied with sign images, I would say it is about justice and accountability for what happened in 2009.” The colleague who initially tagged me on the
Facebook post soliciting Tamil signage errors said the issue is not about “diaspora/non-diaspora but silly/non-silly.” He explained, “It’s silly to post images of
errors and laugh,” but they should still be posted to “highlight how language
continues to be such a sticking point in the conﬂict, and why majoritarian indifference often leads to these mistakes.” My colleague is thus against posting images of Tamil signage errors in a gratuitous manner, but, similar to how they are
used on the Tamil Language Implementation Facebook group (administered by
Tamils living in Sri Lanka), they can point to the plight of Sri Lankan Tamilspeaking minorities. Thus, while Darshini disapproved of the widespread circulation of blunders on social media, many others in the diaspora and in Sri Lanka
view it as a necessary and useful political strategy.
Chandrika, a Sinhala-Buddhist NGO worker whom I met in Kandy in 2008,
agreed with some of Darshini’s views. In 2018 a mutual Up-Country Tamil
Christian friend named Vijay, who had come to the United States for graduate
school in 2007, commented on an image of an erroneous trilingual bathroom
sign posted on Facebook (see ﬁg. 5), noting that it is an example of “failed reconciliation” and the “government’s disregard for Tamil people.” Chandrika
18. Large numbers of Sri Lankan Muslims of all class backgrounds migrate to the Gulf States for employment (McGilvray and Raheem 2007).
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wrote that Vijay was ignorant in thinking that a “simple language mistake means
there’s no place for Tamils in Sri Lanka.” When I contacted Chandrika privately,
he noted that it is common for “diaspora Tamils or even diaspora Sinhalas” to
post controversial comments on Facebook without understanding the actual situation in Sri Lanka. He cited the Sri Lankan Tamil recording artist, M. I. A.
(Mathangi Arulpragasam), as an example of a diasporic Tamil who misleads
the world with her biased statements. He said he was a fan of hers until he
saw her criticize President Sirisena for not including Tamil people in the reconciliation process in a January 2015 Channel 4 interview. M. I. A., whose father
has ties to the Tamil separatist cause, lived in northern Sri Lanka as a child before
immigrating to the U.K and represents herself as a voice for Sri Lankan Tamil
people in her music videos and interviews (Fuller 2009).
Disparate Semiotic Ideologies and Their Political Implications

Tamil speakers’ interpretations of Tamil signage errors reﬂect contrasting semiotic ideologies concerning the intentionality of the errors and the relationship between the posted images of the errors and on-the-ground sociolinguistic
practices (Keane 2003, 2018). Their views are informed by broader sociocultural
and political perspectives, some of which circulate within ethnic, religious, or
geographic groups. The opinion that Tamil blunders are deliberate acts (either
committed by individuals or the government as a whole) is a minority view. Almost all of the people who made these comments in Facebook discussions were
North and East Tamils (Hindu or Christian) residing in Sri Lanka or in the diaspora.19 This ﬁnding is not surprising given the severe animosity and distrust
that many Tamils from this region feel toward the Sri Lankan state following the
devastating events of the war and its aftermath. In addition, as I discussed above,
the war is widely framed as genocide in the north and east and in the diaspora
(Varatharajah 2015). But it is also notable that not all who view the war as a physical and/or structural genocide against Tamils would consider a Tamil blunder
on a public sign a genocidal, or even malicious, act.
My three main research participants—Arshad (Muslim living in Belgium),
Ruban (northern Tamil living in the United States), and Darshini (northern
Tamil living in Sri Lanka)—subscribed to the common view among Sri Lankan
Tamil speakers (North and East Tamils, Up-Country Tamils, and Muslims) that
language blunders are unintentional. Arshad, who provided the richest observations on this matter, attributed responsibility for the “reserved for pregnant
19. Some Tamil Hindus from Tamil Nadu also claimed on Facebook that Tamil signage blunders are
intentional.
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dogs” error to a single Sinhala government worker. But he, like many others I
spoke with, saw Tamil errors on public signs and government documents as
stemming from government corruption and systemic inequalities. In a conversation over Facebook Messenger in 2019, Arshad noted that people’s views on
the ethnic conﬂict shape how they interpret the Tamil errors. While the opinion
that such blunders represent affronts, insults, or even genocidal acts leaves little
hope that the government will incorporate Tamils or Tamil-speakers into the
nation, Arshad and others still see some possibility for a sustainable future.
Mano Ganesan, the Tamil Hindu minister of National Co-existence Dialogue and Ofﬁcial Languages from 2015 to 2018, has acknowledged Tamil and
other signage errors on his Facebook page and in press interviews. In a 2017
interview with The Economist he referred to the “reserved for pregnant dogs”
blunder as an embarrassing mistake and admitted that a fully bilingual (Sinhala
and Tamil) bureaucracy is decades away. His comments help to alleviate controversies over Tamil blunders by casting them as a part of the government’s
ongoing efforts to create a trilingual nation (see Davis 2020). In the same interview he stated that the full implementation of the Ofﬁcial Languages Policy
“will be a prelude to a political solution,” one that will address Tamil grievances.20
Darshini’s opinions on language errors were distinct from most others in
that she critiqued the very focus (by others and by me) on images of Tamil signage errors posted on social media. She called into question the necessary relationship between a sign (those posted images) and its object (lived sociolinguistic practices) (Keane 2003). While the Sinhala NGO worker from Kandy agreed
with some of her views, my two northern Tamil Hindu colleagues from Toronto
countered her claim that interest in Tamil blunders is a diaspora preoccupation
by arguing that images of Tamil signage blunders underscore the indifference
of the government toward Tamil speakers (my Up-Country Tamil friend Vijay
also expressed this view). Thus, while Darshini suggested that the circulation
of signboard images can draw attention away from efforts to ensure language
rights for all Sri Lankans, my colleagues argued that they can reveal important
realities. The disparate semiotic ideologies that Darshini and my Toronto colleagues drew on engage the timely question of which Tamils—those residing
in-country or abroad—can and should create a future for Tamils in Sri Lanka.
After the LTTE’s 2009 defeat the idea that the diaspora would lead the struggle for Eelam was exempliﬁed when the Provisional Transnational Government
of Tamil Eelam, which identiﬁed with the LTTE, held elections in May 2010 in

20. See https://www.economist.com/asia/2017/03/02/linguistic-slights-spur-ethnic-division-in-sri-lanka.
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eleven different countries (Thiranagama 2014). However, the International Crisis Group (2010) reported that the diaspora’s continued support for the LTTE
and the separatist cause had increased the gap between diasporic and resident
Tamils, who were exhausted by decades of war and wanted to rebuild their lives
in Sri Lanka. L. Vimalarajah and R. Cheran, echoing Sriskandarajah’s views
(2005), argue that the relationship between the LTTE and the Tamil diaspora
is “complex and multi-faceted” (2010, 7). They also suggest that the quest for independence cannot be automatically associated with the LTTE, since it predates
the group and represents different things to different people. They critique the
view that the diaspora does not have to face the consequences of its long distance
nationalism as shortsighted; they say that perspective only “trivializes the pain
and trauma of thousands of diaspora Tamils whose family members and relatives have perished in large numbers in the last few months of the war” (16).
Signiﬁcant shifts in Tamil diaspora activism occurred after May 2009 (Thiranagama 2014). After many of the LTTE’s diaspora representatives withdrew
from politics, a space opened up for second-generation diaspora Tamils, many
of whom had been critical of the LTTE, to participate in the Tamil nationalist
movement (Vimalarajah and Cheran 2010). These social media-savvy youth,
whose politics have been shaped by their variegated relationships to Sri Lanka
and their host countries, hold different views about how to resolve the Tamil
question (Amarasingam 2015). Cheran stated in a recent interview that Tamils
living in Sri Lanka should be the ones to decide whether or not to pursue a separate Tamil state, but because the Tamil nationalist movement is transnational it
is not possible to discuss any project in Sri Lanka without taking the diaspora
into account (Cheran and Halpé 2015). Capturing the possibilities and limitations of diaspora activism, he writes, “Right now, it seems to me that the ﬁght at
the literal, theoretical, and conceptual level is a ﬁght between the irresponsibility
of distance and the responsibility of distance. This is going to determine what
sort of trajectory the demand for a separate state called Tamil Eelam will take
in the future” (2015, 106).
Academics and activists in Sri Lanka and abroad have also stressed the need
for the Sri Lankan government to consider the interests of all Tamil-speaking
minorities (Thiranagama 2011; Cheran and Halpé 2015). As mentioned above,
although most Muslims speak Tamil as a ﬁrst language, their connection to
Tamil is mediated by their religion-based ethnic identity (Davis 2018). While
southern Muslims commonly stress their lack of attachment to Tamil, Tamil
language rights constitute a key element of Muslims’ imagined political futures,
particularly in the predominantly Tamil-speaking east and north of the island
(McGilvray 2008).
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Conclusion

In the last three decades the internet and social media have enabled the creation
of a transnational Sri Lankan Tamil-speaking public. While digital forums bring
together Sri Lankan Tamil speakers from different ethnic, religious, and regional
backgrounds, they also reveal points of contention in the effort to create a common Tamil or Tamil-speaking postwar experience. Resident and diasporic Tamil
speakers are both interested in circulating and discussing images of Tamil blunders on public signs and government documents. I have shown how their disparate semiotic ideologies—regarding the intentionality of language errors and the
ability of circulated media images to accurately represent the world—have implications for imaged postwar political possibilities as well as the question of
whether effective Tamil activism can be carried out from a physical distance.
Scholars of digital culture have recently argued that it is now difﬁcult to separate online and ofﬂine worlds (Varis 2015). While this is certainly an important
point, we should not overlook the fact that in order to understand social media
discourses we must explore how people understand circulated images, videos,
and text in relation to their own experiences in, and perceptions of, the physical
world. Keane’s (2003, 2018) concept of semiotic ideologies provides an excellent
framework for thinking through the interplay of digitally and nondigitally mediated forms of signiﬁcation. Its concern with the nature, function, and consequences of signs, as well as its emphasis on the openness of ideological processes
to destabilization, suggest how we might understand just what processes occur
across the increasingly permeable zone between digital and analog culture and
politics. As my attempt here to delineate a “representational economy” for Tamil
signage blunders has shown (Keane 2003, 41), Sri Lankan Tamil’s speakers’ understandings and interpretations of linguistic forms and images circulated online
both reﬂect and produce their conceptions of the postwar future.

References
Amarasingam, Amarnath. 2015. Pain, Pride, and Politics: Social Movement Activism and the
Sri Lankan Tamil Diaspora in Canada. Athens: University of Georgia Press.
Ananda, Kitana, and V. V. Ganeshananthan. 2018. “Another Season of Trouble in Sri Lanka:
A Renewed Power Play by Mahinda Rajapaksa, Who Ran the Country for a Decade,
has Reignited Fears of Majoritarianism and Trouble for the Minorities.” New York Times,
November 19. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/19/opinion/sri-lanka-troubles-strongman
-minority-tamils-rajapaksa-srisena.html.
Anderson, Benedict. 1991. Imagined Communities: Reﬂections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism. London: Verso.

Trilingual Blunders

•

121

Annamalai, E. 1980. The “Jim” and “Raja” Conversations. Evanston, IL: Tamil Language Studies Association.
Asokan, Shyamantha. 2009. “Young Tamils Swap Bombs for Blackberrys.” Financial Times
Magazine, October 16. https://www.ft.com/content/39baad52-b92c-11de-98ee-00144feab49a.
Azaryahu, Maoz. 2012. “Hebrew, Arabic, English: The Politics of Multilingual Street Signs in
Israeli Cities.” Social & Cultural Geography 13 (5): 461–79.
Bass, Daniel. 2013. Everyday Ethnicity in Sri Lanka: Up-Country Tamil Identity Politics.
New York: Routledge.
Bate, Bernard. 2009. Tamil Oratory and the Dravidian Aesthetic: Democratic Practice in
South India. New York: Columbia University Press.
Ben-Rafael, Eliezer, Elana Shohamy, Muhammad Hasan Amara, and Nira Trumper-Hecht.
2006. “Linguistic Landscape as Symbolic Construction of the Public Space: The Case of
Israel.” International Journal of Multilingualism 3 (1): 7–30.
boyd, danah. 2014. It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens. New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press.
Brubaker, Rogers. 2005. “The ‘Diaspora’ Diaspora.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 28 (1): 1–19.
Cheran, R. 2001. The Sixth Genre: Memory, History, and the Tamil Diaspora Imagination.
Colombo: Marga Institute.
———. 2003. Diaspora Circulation and Transnationalism: Agents for Change in the Postconﬂict Zones of Sri Lanka. Berlin: Berghof Foundation for Conﬂict Management.
———. 2007. “Citizens of Many Worlds: Theorizing Tamil DiasporiCity.” In History and
Imagination: Tamil Culture in the Global Context, edited by R. Cheran, Darshan Ambalavanar, and Chelva Kanaganayakam, 150–68. Toronto: TSAR.
Cheran, R., and Aparna Halpé. 2015. “On Responsible Distance: An Interview with R. Cheran
by Aparna Halpé.” University of Toronto Quarterly 84 (4): 90–108.
Daniel, E. Valentine. 1996. Charred Lullabies: An Anthropography of Violence. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.
Das, Sonia N. 2016. Linguistic Rivalries: Tamil Migrants and Anglo-Franco Conﬂicts. New
York: Oxford University Press.
Davis, Christina P. 2018. “Muslims in Sri Lankan Language Politics: A Study of Tamil- and
English-Medium Education.” International Journal of the Sociology of Language 253 (1):
125–47.
———. 2020. The Struggle for a Multilingual Future: Youth and Education in Sri Lanka.
New York: Oxford University Press.
Devotta, Neil. 2004. Blowback: Linguistic Nationalism, Institutional Decay, and the Ethnic
Conﬂict in Sri Lanka. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Duranti, Alessandro. 1993. “Truth and Intentionality: Towards an Ethnographic Critique.”
Cultural Anthropology 8 (2): 214–45.
Eisenlohr, Patrick. 2006. Little India: Diaspora, Time, and Ethnolinguistic Belonging in Hindu
Mauritius. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Enﬁeld, N.J., and Paul Kockelman. 2017. Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford University Press.
Frieze, Donna-Lee. 2012. “Destruction of Sarajevo’s Vijećnica: A Case of Genocidal Cultural
Destruction.” In New Directions in Genocide Research, edited by Adam Jones, 57–74. New
York: Routledge.

122

•

Signs and Society

Fuller, Thomas. 2009. “The Dissonant Undertones of M.I.A.” New York Times, February 10.
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/11/world/asia/11mia.html.
Gershon, Ilana. 2010. “Media Ideologies: An Introduction.” Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 20 (2): 283–93.
Ginsburg, Faye. 2002. Mediating Culture: Indigenous Identity in a Digital Age. Durham, NC:
Duke University Press.
Goodhand, Jonathan. 2012. “Sri Lanka in 2012: Securing the State, Enforcing the ‘Peace.’”
Asian Survey 53 (1): 64–72.
Government of Sri Lanka. 2018. “National Policy on Reconciliation and Coexistence in
Sri Lanka.” Accessed August 20, 2018. http://onur.gov.lk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03
/national-policy-ﬁnal-est.pdf.
Hammer, Joshua. 2016. “In Sri Lanka, Barriers Fall in a Land Marred by Bloodshed.” New York
Times, May 5. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/06/travel/sri-lanka-tourism-holidays.html.
Hill, Jane H., and Judith T. Irvine. 1992. Responsibility and Evidence in Oral Discourse.
New York: Cambridge University Press.
Hillewaert, Sarah. 2015. “Writing with an Accent: Orthographic Practice, Emblems, and
Traces on Facebook.” Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 25 (2): 195–214.
Human Rights Watch. 2006. “Funding the ‘Final War’: LTTE Intimidation and Extortion in
the Tamil Diaspora.” Report, March 14. Accessed January 31, 2018. https://www.hrw.org
/report/2006/03/14/funding-ﬁnal-war/ltte-intimidation-and-extortion-tamil-diaspora.
International Crisis Group. 2010. “The Sri Lankan Tamil Diaspora after the LTTE.” Asia Report, no 186, February 23. Accessed March 1, 2018. https://www.ﬁles.ethz.ch/isn/113104
/186_the_sri_lankan_tamil_diaspora.pdf.
Irvine, Judith T. 1989. “When Talk Isn’t Cheap: Language and Political Economy.” American
Ethnologist 16:248–67.
Kachru, Braj B., and Cecil L. Nelson. 1996. “World Englishes.” In Analysing English in a
Global Context, edited by Anne Burns and Caroline Cofﬁn, 9–25. London: Routledge.
Keane, Webb. 2003. “Semiotics and the Social Analysis of Material Things.” Language and
Communication 23 (2/3): 409–25.
———. 2018. “On Semiotic Ideology.” Signs and Society 6 (1): 64–87.
LaDousa, Chaise. 2011. House Signs and Collegiate Fun: Sex, Race, and Faith in a College
Town. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Larkin, Brian. 2008. Signal and Noise: Media, Infastructure, and Urban Culture in Nigeria.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Mankekar, Pumima. 1999. Screening Culture, Viewing Politics: An Ethnography of Television,
Womanhood, and Nation in Postcolonial India. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
McGilvray, Dennis B. 2008. Crucible of Conﬂict: Tamil and Muslim Society on the East Coast
of Sri Lanka. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
McGilvray, Dennis B., and Mirak Raheem. 2007. Muslim Perspectives on the Sri Lankan Conﬂict. Washington, DC: East-West Center.
Nakassis, Constantine V. 2018. “Indexicality’s Ambivalent Ground.” Signs and Society 6 (1):
281–304.
Northern Provincial Council. 2015. “Resolution: Sri Lanka’s Genocide against Tamils.” February 10. Accessed January 1, 2019. http://www.tgte-icc.org/Resolution/NPC_resolution
_genocide_of_Tamils_by_GOSL_10_Feb_2015.pdf.

Trilingual Blunders

•

123

Ofﬁcial Language Commission. 2006. “Memorandum of Recommendations.” Accessed March 16,
2015. http://www.languagescom.gov.lk/english/wp-content/pdf_ﬁles/Recommendations
%202006%20English.pdf.
Orman, Jon. 2009. Language Policy and Nation-Building in Post-Apartheid South Africa.
Berlin: Springer.
Parmentier, Richard. 1994. Signs in Society: Studies in Semiotic Anthropology. Bloomington:
Indiana University Press.
Peirce, Charles S. 1955. Philosophical Writings of Peirce, edited by Justus Buchler. New York:
Dover [cited as PWP].
Ramaswamy, Sumathi. 1997. Passions of the Tongue: Language Devotion in Tamil Nadu,
1891–1970. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Rogers, John D. 1994. “Post-Orientalism and the Interpretation of Pre-modern and Modern
Political Identities: The Case of Sri Lanka.” Journal of Asian Studies 53:10–23.
Shankar, Shalini. 2015. Advertising Diversity: Ad Agencies and the Creation of Asian American Consumers. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. .
Silverstein, Michael. 1979. “Language Structure and Linguistic Ideology.” In The Elements: A
Parasession on Linguistic Units and Levels, edited by R. Cline, W. Hanks, and C. Hofbauer,
193–247. Chicago: Chicago Linguistic Society.
Skutnabb-Kangas, Tove. 2000. Linguistic Genocide in Education—or Worldwide Diversity
and Human Rights? New York: Routledge.
Sørensen, Birgitte Refslund. 2008. “The Politics of Citizenship and Difference in Sri Lankan
Schools.” Anthropology & Education Quarterly 39 (4): 423–43.
Spencer, Jonathan. 1990. “Introduction.” In Sri Lanka: History and Roots of Conﬂict, edited
by Jonathan Spencer, 1–18. New York: Routledge.
Spitulnik, Deborah. 2002. “Mobile Machines and Fluid Audiences: Rethinking Reception
through Zambian Radio Culture.” In Media Worlds: Anthropology on New Terrain, edited
by Faye D. Ginseburg, Lila Abu-Lughod, and Brian Larkin, 337–55. Berkeley: University of
California Press.
Sriskandarajah, Dhananjayan. 2005. “Tamil Diaspora Politics.” In Encyclopedia of Diasporas:
Immigrant and Refugee Cultures Around the World, vol. 1, Overviews & Topics, edited by
Melvin Ember, Carol R. Ember, and Ian Skoggard, 492–500. New York: Springer.
Tambiah, Stanley Jeyaraja. 1986. Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide and the Dismantling of Democracy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Tenen, Dennis. 2017. Plain Text: The Poetics of Computation. Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press.
Thiranagama, Sharika. 2011. In My Mother’s House: Civil War in Sri Lanka. Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press.
———. 2014. “Making Tigers from Tamils: Long-Distance Nationalism and Sri Lankan Tamils in Toronto.” American Anthropologist 116 (2): 265–78.
Thuseethan, Selvarajah, and Shanmuganatha Vasanthapriyan. 2014. “Social Media as a New
Trend in Sri Lankan Digital Journalism: A Surveillance.” Asian Social Science 11 (10): 86–
93.
United Nations Economic and Social Council. 1948. “Report of the Committee and Draft
Convention Drawn up by the Committee/Ad Hoc Committee on Genocide (Dr. Karim
Azkoul, Rapporteur).” May 24. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/604195.

124

•

Signs and Society

United Nations General Assembly. 2015. “Resolution Adopted by the Human Rights Council
on 1 October 2015.” Accessed January 11, 2019. https://www.mfa.gov.lk/images/stories
/pdfs/docs/FINAL_published_-_thirty_slash_one.pdf.
UN News Center. 2017. “Sri Lanka: UN Urges Country Not to Miss Chance to Advance Justice, Reconciliation.” March 3. Accessed October 3, 2017. http://www.un.org/apps/news
/story.asp?NewsID556279#.WdJ91NHIaM9.
Varatharajah, Sinthujan. 2015. “Sri Lanka: Narrating Violence and Trauma.” Warscapes,
March 21. Accessed April 11, 2018. http://www.warscapes.com/opinion/sri-lanka-narrating
-violence-and-trauma.
Varis, Piia. 2015. “Digital Ethnography.” In The Routledge Handbook of Language and Digital
Communication, edited by Alexandra Georgakopoulou, 55–67. New York: Routledge.
Varis, Piia, and Jan Blommaert. 2015. “Convivality and Collectives on Social Media: Virality,
Memes, and New Social Structures.” Multilingual Margins 2 (1): 31–45.
Vimalarajah, Luxshi, and R. Cheran. 2010. Empowering Diasporas: The Dynamic of Post-war
Transnational Tamil Politics. Berlin: Berghof Peace Support.
Walton, Oliver. 2015. “Framing Disputes and Organizational Legitimation: UK-Based Sri
Lankan Tamil Diaspora Groups’ Use of ‘Genocide’ Frame since 2009.” Ethnic and Racial
Studies 38 (6): 959–75.
Whitaker, Mark P. 2004. “Tamilnet.com: Some Reﬂections on Popular Anthropology, Nationalism, and the Internet.” Anthropological Quarterly 77 (3): 469–98.
Wickrematunge, Raisa. 2016. “A Tale of Two Languages: Sri Lanka’s Efforts to Implement a
Sound Language Policy.” Himal Southasian, May 30. Accessed May 4, 2017. http://
himalmag.com/a-tale-of-two-languages/.

