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Abstract 

How does the sense of home appear in the context of transnational migration? The 

aim of this ethnographic thesis is to examine the meaning of home among Sri Lankan 

immigrants in Darwin, Australia. This thesis explores whether a migrant’s sense of 

home is reducible to their home country, or if they are able to develop a more 

expansive and nuanced sense of home that merges home country and host 

community together? Is there an inevitable friction between the sense of home for 

these Sri Lanka immigrants and the sense of home between Sri Lanka and Australia? 

Migrants are mobile because their journey is often never finished. Once uprooted by 

the process of migration, their life is set in motion irrevocably. This thesis shows 

how this is particularly the case for Sri Lankans immigrants in Darwin, as Darwin is 

usually a place of transit for many migrants of various backgrounds, and also is a 

place of re-gathering that can serve as the gateway to the rest of Australia. 

The scholarly literature has described how immigrant communities conceive their 

sense of home, which is a particular kind of attachment to an entity, real or 

constructed. However, most of the literature has either stagnated or succumbed to a 

dualistic framework that perpetuates distinctions between mind and body and the 

individual and social. Such a framework cannot cover the complete ethnographic and 

existential dimensions of the sense of home held by transnational migrants, but only 

represent certain aspects of home as an entity.  

This thesis explored how the sense of home evolved amongst Sri Lankan immigrants 

in Darwin by using ethnographic methods; two and half years of interviews and 

observations of individuals, and an immersive engagement with community events, 

festivals and celebrations. It found the unfolding of relationships between people, 
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place and materiality, occurs through a temporal relation of past, present and future.  

Following the existential philosophy of Martin Heidegger, this thesis concludes that 

the concept of home shared amongst these transnational migrants in the Darwin 

context carried with it an ontological meaning that related to what Heidegger called 

the existential experience of ‘being-in-the-world’. 
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Figure 1: Map of Darwin, Northern Territory, Australia 

Darwin is the home for the Larrakia Aboriginal community in Northern Territory and 

capital city of the Northern Territory in Australia. Darwin was first named as ‘Port 

Darwin’ and then changed to Palmerston and re-named again as Darwin. It is situated 

south of the Timor Sea along with an altitude of 27.8m above sea level. 

Geographically, it is situated in Northwest of the Northern Territory. Climatically, 

Darwin is organised between two seasons; wet and dry. Climate has greater impact 

on organising economic and human activity among the people in Darwin. Most of 

the social and cultural activities in Darwin are organised in the dry season, which is 

at the end of the heavy monsoon rains. Climate has become one main determinant 

factor that either retains or repels people in Darwin. While some people are attracted 

to its tropical climate, some want to escape its intense heat. During the wet season, 

the temperature rises from 35 to 40 C.  Public administration, mining, tourism and 

agriculture are the main economic sectors of the Darwin economy.  
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Figure 2: Map of Sri Lanka 

The island of Sri Lanka is situated in Indian Ocean in latitude of 5’55’ and 9’51’and 

longitude in 79’41 and 81’53. Its length is 268 miles and width is 139 miles. Sri 

Lanka is a tropical country with dry and wet seasons. Its average temperature is 28c 

to 32c. Sri Lanka experiences intense monsoon rain.  As a country, its historical roots 

go to 6
th

 century BCE, and is deeply connected with Theravada Buddhist practice. 

The ethnic composition consists of majority of Sinhala Buddhist, and Catholics with 

other denominations, Tamil comprised of Tamils decedents from the plantation 

sector and Jaffna Tamils and Muslims, Burghers, Adivasi, and other sects of ethnic 

origins. The Sri Lankan economy consists mainly of agriculture, plantation, 

industrial production and tourism, as well as remittances from migrant labour. Its 

modern administrative structure and legal systems were inherited from colonial 

bureaucratic systems introduced by Portuguese, Dutch and British, at different times. 

Administratively, it was divided into nine provinces and twenty-five districts. The 

immigrants in Darwin from Sri Lanka represent each administrative district. Sri 
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Lanka is a small country with a high diversity of environment and climatic 

differences. This gives its people different degrees of social and cultural, as well as 

religious practices, which stretch throughout the year. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

‘To make home, you should destroy the bridge’  

(Matthew, a senior Sri Lankan interviewee in Darwin) 

This Research in Context 

Interviewee One: The above quote was a response to a question I asked my 

interviewee Matthew, an older immigrant from Sri Lanka. I had asked Matthew what 

makes it difficult for people to settle after migrating. Matthew is an older immigrant 

in Darwin who formerly belonged to the Dutch Burgher community in Sri Lanka and 

who came to Darwin via Canberra in 1971. Following his sister, Matthew came to 

Australia with his wife and two daughters to escape from the institutional 

discrimination, which resulted from the Sinhala-only language policy of post-

independent Sri Lanka. As an immigrant in Australia, Matthew carried the burden of 

unpleasant experiences of ethnic discrimination and social exclusion, which was not 

something he wished to remember. After his arrival, he forgot about the life he had in 

Sri Lanka and decided to make his home in Darwin. The death of his parents stopped 

him re-visiting Sri Lanka. However, could Matthew ‘destroy the bridge’ to Sri Lanka 

completely?  

Interviewee Two: Sandun is a Sri Lankan immigrant who came to Darwin in 2014. 

Contrary to the experience of Matthew, Sandun benefited from the Sinhala-only 

language policy and graduated as a veterinarian. He migrated from Sri Lanka to 

avoid the harsh economic conditions and to provide a good education to his children 
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in English. Nevertheless, he was also a victim of the above policy, albeit in a 

different manner. Though he benefited from the Sinhala language policy in Sri 

Lanka, it had also made him incompetent in English language skills, which would 

later cause difficulties during his migrant experience in Australia. Because he is 

nostalgic about the life left behind in Sri Lanka, his settlement process is not 

completed yet. At a critical time in his life in Australia, Sandun drew upon his 

memory of the happy life and his emotional attachment to the home he left behind. In 

Matthew’s term, Sandun was not capable of destroying the bridge upon his arrival. 

He is still uncertain about his life and sense of home!    

Matthew and Sandun, like more or less all the other immigrants who left their 

country to make their home elsewhere, were in some ways not happy with life in 

their home country. There were reasons that compelled them to leave. What were 

they? Why were some of the other immigrants not capable of constructing their new 

home in the host community?  This raises two secondary issues: why did different 

people demonstrate different degrees of settlement experiences and different 

perceptions about ‘home’ in the host community?  What factors influenced their 

version of ‘home’? Where do they locate that ‘home’?  

Researchers (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Douglas 1991; Glick Schiller & Fouron 2001) 

often consider home as either a physical entity or a symbolic or imaginary 

representation of social relations. Such contentions motivated these researchers to 

assume, whether consciously or unconsciously, that the meaning of home was 

embedded into the entity or the structure we call a house. The methodological 

question any researcher who explores the meaning of home cannot ignore is that how 

can different entities of home exist for researchers as well as people?  It seems that 

the researchers rushed to identify home as ‘a particular’ entity described by people, 



Chapter 1: Introduction 

3 
 

whereas people defined home based on purely their experiences. Articulations of 

different representational aspects of home – such as material and physical in terms of 

as a shelter or geographical space (Smith 2013), symbolic or imaginary connection to 

identity and mobility (Rapport & Dawson 1998a; Sarup1994) – do not provide the 

answer for the above question. Then, what is the home?  

The meaning of home cannot be understood as an intentional object or through the 

physical ‘entity’ of home. To understand the meaning of home we must first look at 

the common ground that connects all the above intentional objects or ‘entities’ with 

people’s experiences. Also, it is essential to understand what people enunciate as 

home and how they project the meaning of home through their engagement with the 

world. Thus, in this research, I argue that home is an existential experience derived 

from three fundamental needs; security, comfort and love. Even if some researchers 

(Ahmed 1999; Bowlby et al. 1997; Douglas 1991; Newton 2008) recognised or 

discussed such an experiential dimension of home, those needs were recognised as 

merely as functional needs or aspects of home rather than the underlying principle of 

our existence and meaning to home. This can be understood by looking at the 

shifting needs and different modes of fulfilment and their effect through the evolving 

meaning of home. To understand the above question about the meaning of home, I 

grounded my research in a Sri Lankan transnational community in Darwin, where the 

meaning of home was disconnected through physical displacement and reassembled 

in the process of settlement.  

Based on the narratives of their settlement experiences and trajectories of migration 

of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin Australia, I aimed to understand ‘the meaning of 

home for Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin, Australia’. Accordingly, my main 

research problem deals with how does the sense of home appear among Sri Lankan 
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Immigrants in Darwin, Australia? As it will be explained throughout the thesis, the 

notion of home for Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin evolved between Sri Lanka and 

Australia through the progression of ‘time’ and ‘memory’ in their life trajectories. 

Following that, I argue, ‘home’ is not an entity – place, shelter, people or self – but 

an ‘existential experience’ that is derived from particular relationships to the entity 

which fulfils three existential needs – security, comfort and love.   

Accordingly, home is a temporal and socio-culturally, as well as individually-

situated, phenomenon. The reader will find three different types of the home as 

defined by the immigrants; 1) home as a shelter or small locale in which they live; 

(2) home as a family, and 3) home as their own existence. However, such 

explanations which were found even among other contexts are connected through 

people’s common existential experience. Therefore, it is from our existential 

experience that we derive home, not from the physical entity. The existential sense of 

home evolves through an intersubjective relationship that emerges between the entity 

and ourselves. Such relationships are temporal and hence subject to change. Thus, 

the effective forces of home such as time, memory, social, economic and cultural 

factors as well as individual capabilities and experiences itself are subjected to 

change. Hence, the concept of home is situated in a temporal dimension and is 

necessarily existential.  

Home is an existential experience because it represents the struggle to assert life in 

the face of the tyranny in the world and is a way of finding meaning to one’s 

‘dwelling’. In the context of migration, home is the metaphorical corollary for the 

experiences of displacement and settlement. Both the incident of displacement and 

the act of settlement represents the struggle between life’s possibilities and 

impossibilities. The meaning of home is imbued in existence and its necessities – 
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security, comfort and love. The meaning of home becomes redundant when a person 

is dead. According to Heidegger’s explanation of Being (Heidegger 2008), the 

‘ontic’ aspects of home correspond to what, in this thesis, I call the ‘entity’ of home 

(the place, house, family or one’s own individual existence) and by which becomes 

meaningful through the ontology of human existence. Therefore, in this thesis, I 

argue that the meaning of home is necessarily ontological and existential. (I explain 

this in more detail in chapter 4 below and in other chapters).   

To introduce the discussion, in this chapter, I will first contextualise my research 

within a brief historical account of Sri Lankan immigration to Australia in general 

and to Darwin in particular. Then I will introduce my research problem and research 

questions and will provide a conceptual outline to my research methodology. 

Following that, I will briefly introduce the three main concepts in which my thesis is 

located; namely, transnationalism, home and transnational home. Finally, I will 

outline the order of the thesis.  

A Brief Historical Account of Sri Lankan Immigrants in Australia 

Sri Lankan immigrants in Australia can be divided into two main groups, depending 

upon the time of their arrival. The first group are the Sri Lankan immigrants who left 

before the independence of Sri Lanka and the second those who left after Sri Lankan 

independence. Those who arrived in Australia before Sri Lankan independence were 

considered British subjects in colonial documents. Sparkes (1988) and Weerasooriya 

(1988) and Martinez and Vickers (2015) provide an historical account of these 

immigrants. These two categories not only capture the historical moment of their 

departure but also more nuanced details of these immigrants. As I posited above, 

these two immigrant categories are socially, economically and politically, as well as 

culturally, distinguished from each other.  
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As Sparkes (1988) noted, the first Sri Lankan immigrants (then known as 

Chingalese) arrived in Australia aboard the Devonshire in 1882. They soon went to 

work in the sugar cane industry, as well as working as boatmen and pearl fishers on 

Thursday Island. Sparkes’ historical account of the arrival of the Chingalese helps us 

to situate the pre-independence Sri Lankan immigrants to Australia in a broader 

socio-economic and political context. They were indentured labourers connected to 

the colonial economy of British imperialism; hence they were considered British 

subjects. They were skilled labourers and were difficult to recruit to migrate. 

Sparkes’ research shows (1988, p. 4) the complex relationship interwoven with the 

expansion and interconnectedness of global and domestic economies between 

Australia and elements of the British empire, (see also Holyrode in Westrip 2010). 

According to Martinez and Vickers there were twenty Singhalese represented in first 

census taken at Thursday Island in 1885 (Martinez & Adrian 2015, p. 37). Such 

relationships were integral to the arrival of the Sri Lankan labourers. Unlike Indian 

labourers who were recruited as plantation workers in Sri Lanka, the Sri Lankan 

immigrants to Australia were skilled labourers and some of them had worked on 

British India Company steamships. However, they were not modern migrant 

subjects. As Weerasoriya described it they were first settled in Queensland and 

Thursday Island and only later dispersed to other parts of Australia. Importantly, they 

did not create a chain of mass emigration from Sri Lanka.  

The post-independence immigrants to Australia were characteristically modern in 

terms of their secular education and professional qualifications, as well as socio-

economic and cultural backgrounds. They consisted of Dutch Burghers, Sinhalese 

and Tamils. Some of the early immigrants were from socially, economically and 

politically marginalised groups. The Dutch-descended Burghers and the Tamil 
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community were two such groups. As Rosita Henry (2008) noted in her essay ‘Tulip 

in Lotus Island: History and agency in Colonial Sri Lanka’, the Burghers of 

Portuguese and Dutch descendants were a privileged social group during the British 

administration, due to their European ancestry and ‘knowledge of the island and 

custom of the people’. As a result, they were recruited as mediators in government 

offices between colonial administrators and the Sinhalese (Henry 2008, p. 214). 

However, the Sinhala-only Language policy in post- independent Sri Lanka excluded 

minority groups, particularly the Burghers. While their European ancestry affected 

them negatively in post-independent Sri Lanka, it was a privilege for them to migrate 

to Australia even during the period of the ‘White Australia’ policy (Henry 2008, p. 

215). 

The ethnic composition of the Sri Lankan immigrants in Australia has changed over 

time.  According to Weerasooriya (1988, p. 32), Dutch Burghers were the 

predominant group among the Sri Lankan immigrants up to mid-1960s 

(Weerasooriya 1988, p. 32). From the mid-1960s to 1970 Sri Lankan immigrants 

comprised not only of Dutch Burghers, but also Sinhalese and Tamils. Between the 

1970s and the 1980s the immigrant cohort was dominated by Sinhalese and Tamils. 

During that time Tamils were the largest group among Sri Lankan immigrants, 

though Sinhalese have since predominated.  The majority of the Sri Lankans now in 

Australia are mainly Sinhalese Buddhists, Catholics, and other Christian 

denominations.  

In addition to the three historical accounts mentioned above, Weerasooriya 

(Weerasooriya 1988) notes some studies carried out in between the 1970s to 1980s. 

Among these were Swan’s (1981) study of Sinhalese emigration to Queensland in 

the nineteenth century; Endagama’s (1981) work on Sri Lankan material culture in 
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North East Queensland; and Pinnawala’s (1984) discussed of the factors influencing 

patterns of ethnicity of Sri Lankans in Melbourne. The collective foci of these studies 

were mainly restricted to looking at a particular problem for these groups, rather than 

looking at the overall social and cultural life unfolding within the host community. 

Australia has a large number of immigrants from Sri Lanka. They represent almost 

all of the ethnic categories of Sri Lankan citizens. These include Sinhalese, Burgers, 

Tamils and Muslims. However, except for a few studies, little work has been done on 

current Sri Lankan immigrants in Australia. Most of these studies were conducted in 

the 1990s, usually on the issue of Tamil asylum seekers (Silove et al. 1999; Steel et 

al. 1999) as well as studies on entrepreneurs in Australia (Azmat & Zutshi 2012; 

Karunarathne & Gibson 2014). 

Among these studies there was not a single ethnographic study which aimed to 

understand how Sri Lankan immigrants in Australia evolved as a cultural entity. How 

much do we know of their state of ‘being’ in Australia? How do they adapt to 

Australia and what do they contribute to Australian culture? What is their perception 

of ‘belonging’ to Australian culture and society? What is the behaviour of these 

ethnic categories: ethnic polarisation or cosmopolitanism? Likewise, similar 

questions can be raised in relation to each ethnic category. Such questions attempt to 

shed light on the actual interplay between immigrants and Australian society and to 

provide a deeper understanding of the immigrant contribution to Australian society 

and culture. In this thesis, focusing on the idea of ‘home’, I am attempting to 

understand the various meanings and derivations of home amongst Sri Lankans in 

Darwin.  
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What is Darwin in Australia’s Northern Territory? Place and People 

Methodologically, it is not appropriate to consider Australia with a generalised 

perspective. Given the sheer diversity of its ethnic distribution, economic 

development, demographic composition, as well as geographic proxemics, each 

region possesses different characteristics. Subsequently, this diversity affects the 

evolving social and cultural nature of any ethnic category. I wanted to know how Sri 

Lankan immigrants perceive the notion of home in Darwin.  

The history of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin can be constituted by two forms of 

historical evidence: the oral history circulated among Sri Lankan immigrants in 

Darwin and official records. The oral history of Sri Lankans in Darwin is 

fragmented.  Due to the failing memories of some elderly people, the histories retold 

are blurred and fragmented as well as difficult to recreate. The oral history was 

particularly difficult to construct, due to the absence of interest among younger 

generations in knowing about the Sri Lankans’ connection to Darwin and its 

development as well as the lack of recorded materials. Most of these young 

immigrants who came through the permanent residency or temporary migration 

programmes, were more interested in establishing their material life in Australia 

rather than attending to community-building life. This may be more evident in the 

case of Darwin, as many of them are there waiting to move to the south-eastern 

metropolitan cities when they receive their Australian qualifications - including work 

experience and financial security. Therefore, constructing a history of these 

immigrants is speculative and it is difficult to say who arrived first. However, my 

interest is not to construct an historical account of the early Sri Lankan settlers in 

Darwin, but to understand the ways in which they fit into the broader multicultural 

social context and their settlement process in more recent times, because such a 
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context allows us to understand the patterns and settlement process that is connected 

to the sense of emerging ‘community’ of Sri Lankan immigrants. As Ahmed (1999) 

noted, forming a ‘community’ in the context of estrangement is connected with the 

notion of home. Moreover, such historical consciousness about the place is a way of 

demonstrating their rootedness and allegiance to the host community which is the 

way of possibilities to create the sense of home.   

Who was the first Sri Lankan to land in Darwin? The Northern Territory Times and 

Gazette ('Shipping'  1888) reported in 1888 that two Sinhalese sailed into Darwin 

port with dozens of other Australians and Europeans. We do not know who these two 

Sinhalese were, where they came from, or whether they were part of the group that 

came with Devonshire, nor what happened to them. There were five Sinhalese 

represented in the 1911 census data in Darwin (Martinez & Adrian 2015, p. 100). 

Some fragmented memories capture the history of few of the earliest Sri Lankan 

arrivals to Darwin. One is the story of Dinah de Silva. As some elderly immigrants 

remember, Dinah was a gardener for the Darwin Council in 1880s. Dinah beach, 

Dinah Court and Dinah Crescent in Darwin were named to commemorate and 

acknowledge his service to Darwin.  Under the section of history of ‘people and 

place’ names, Northern Territory Archives recorded that ‘Dinah de Silva was a 

cleaner and gardener at government house at the time of Col. R.H. Weddell, 

administrator from 1928-1937. Mr de Silva was a long-time resident of Darwin. He 

died in 1938, aged 70. He was born in Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and spent 49 years in 

Australia’. He arrived in Darwin in 1886.  ‘De Silva, [sic] Chingalese, (British born 

in Ceylon) date of birth 1871, date of arrival 1886, first registered at Darwin NT’ 

(NTA records).  
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According to the oral history of elderly Sri Lankans, the first Sri Lankan arrival to 

Darwin was about the same time as the arrival of Sri Lankans in Queensland who 

came by the steamer Devonshire. As one interviewee noted, there was a Sinhalese 

called Baban Appu (believed to be Babun Appu) who married an Aboriginal woman 

and lived in Darwin. Another interviewee told me that his Sri Lankan family doctor 

was fascinated to meet a female Aboriginal patient with a Sinhalese surname. 

Discussion revealed that her great grandfather was a Sri Lankan.  However, I found 

no records of them in the NT Archives. Such historical evidence confirms Sparkes 

(1988) accounts of early Sri Lankan immigrants marrying Aboriginal and British 

women.  In addition, Weerasooriya (1988) provides abridged descriptions of some of 

the leading Sri Lankan figures of Darwin.  

The second influx of Sri Lankan migration to Darwin belongs to the category of 

arrivals after Sri Lankan independence. It includes, Sri Lankan Burghers, Sinhalese 

and Tamils. One of my interviewees told me that there were fifteen families in 

Darwin at the time of their arrival around 1970. My estimate is that there could not 

have been more than 40-45 people altogether. The 2016 census indicated that the 

total population of Sri Lankans in Darwin was 641. The current population might 

have reached a thousand, following a recent influx of immigrants, the result of the 

Australian Government’s decision to include the Northern Territory as a regional 

priority area for skilled and refugee immigration. These recent Sri Lankan 

immigrants are usually skilled migrants with various qualifications and professional 

training. These range from medical practitioners to administrators and from IT 

specialists to engineers.  

As a geographical and humanised space, Darwin is an interesting anthropological 

point of inquiry from which to explore the meaning of home, both theoretically and 
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practically. Prior to British Settlement in 1788, the area encompassing Darwin 

belonged to the Larrakia Aboriginal people. The area was first occupied by white 

Australians in the 1870s following the construction of the Overland Telegraph line 

(Powell 1982). The first Sri Lankan landed in Darwin in the 1880s, only a decade 

after the white Australian settlement. From the beginning, Darwin was considered to 

be a remote region of relaxed (‘laid back’) people, an underdeveloped economy and 

thinly populated, due partly to heat, humidity and cyclones. In the past, these general 

perceptions, as well as the geographical and climatic conditions of the Northern 

Territory, have restricted Darwin’s development. According to the 2016 Census, the 

total population of the Northern Territory was 228,833, of whom 136,828 resided in 

Darwin. The growth rate of the population in Darwin was 0.81 per cent per annum 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census data).  

Darwin is considered as a multicultural space with a high diversity of ethnic and 

cultural elements. As the 2016 Australian Census indicates, the Northern Territory 

contains 222 ethnic groups (a group defined by having at least three people) and 

many more cultural subdivisions. Due to its multicultural reputation, Darwin has 

become a popular immigrant-friendly destination. Nevertheless, like the general 

demographic pattern in the Northern Territory, the retention of Sri Lankans in 

Darwin also has issues.  As some scholars suggested, the issue of retention of 

migrants is a big issue in rural areas in remote Australia, as all the immigrants are 

concentrated in rural hotspots (Taylor et al. 2014).  According to the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, between 2006 and 2011, the retention rate of Sri Lankans was 

75%. In other words, 25% per cent of the Sri Lankans present in Darwin in 2005 left 

Darwin in the years 2005 to 2011 (ABS). According to my fieldwork experiences, 

more than one third of my interviewees left Darwin in the last three years. 
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Seemingly, Darwin has become a transit point for immigrants to qualify to obtain 

permanent residence in Australia before moving interstate after they have satisfied 

the residential requirements of their visas. In such a context, how is the meaning of 

home being shifted? This overall discussion leads to my research problem.  

Research Problem and Questions 

 What is and how does the sense of home appear among trans-national Sri 

Lankan immigrants in Darwin?   

Based on the above discussion of Sri Lankan immigrants in Australia and the 

limitations of early research, I was interested in writing ethnography about the Sri 

Lankan immigrants in Darwin. My aim was to capture and portray the evolving 

nature of Sri Lankan community in Darwin under the rubric of home. Theoretically 

and conceptually, this thesis focuses on one singular idea – home. Pragmatically, it is 

the concept that also captures the meaning and process of the settlement experience 

of any given immigrant community.  

Constituting the research in Darwin provides theoretical clues to capture the evolving 

nature of the immigrant community and its expansion under the forces of 

transnationalism and social change. Unlike centuries ago, new forms of 

telecommunication systems, the development of transport and increasing 

transnational practices have altered the modes of settlement and effect the notion of 

home. The Sri Lankan community in Darwin cannot be categorised under old forms 

of migration. Even the older people Sri Lankan people in Darwin who came five 

decades ago have become transnational immigrants through frequent traveling and 

engaging in various forms of transnational practices (the conceptual analysis of 

transnationalism can be found below and the significance of it in the other chapters 
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with ethnographic details). To address the above, my study raises the following 

research questions: 

1) How do Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin define the notion of home? 

Assuming that the notion of home is a subjective as well as socially and culturally 

situated phenomena, in this question I attempted to understand the ways in which Sri 

Lankan immigrants articulate the meaning of home. The question also allows us to 

understand the location of home as well as main determinant factors of the notion of 

home. The question was addressed in chapter three.   

2) How do the trajectories of migration capture the varied meanings of home 

during the process of leaving the home country and settling in the host 

country? 

The question particularly aimed to understand whether movements alter the meaning 

of home. I am interested in understanding whether the sense of home before the pre-

arrival is the same as in the post-arrival and settlement periods. This question has 

been validated by scholars (Ahmed 1999; Parminder 1996). The proposition is that 

the shape of one’s current sense of home is a reflection of the previous home through 

the reproduction of or response to it. This question was addressed in chapter four and 

partly in chapter five.  

3) How do these immigrants articulate the meaning of home through settlement 

experiences and building relationships? 

In this thesis, I explore the role of social and cultural capital as a medium for 

negotiating with the new lifeworld, arguing that the construction of the meaning of 

home is an existential experience, which is situated within the life trajectories 

intertwined with migration and settlement. Forging relationships is a matter of 
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various forms of capital: social, physical, and cultural. Different modes of capital 

enable immigrants to evolve within the new lifeworld, which affects the notion of 

home. This question has been addressed in chapter five.  

4) How does the concept of home become a meaningful entity in relation to the 

immigrants’ social and cultural engagement within their host community? 

The meaning of home is projected not only through verbal enunciations but also the 

ways in which immigrants do things in a host community. The ranges of activities, 

from religious to social and cultural, that immigrants engage in demonstrate their 

level of adaptability, settlement as well as the reproduction of cultural ‘baggage’ 

brought from home country. Thus, the immediately above question attempted to 

understand the ways in which immigrants incorporate the ‘home’ into practice in a 

host community. That will be addressed in chapter six and seven.  

Matthew’s metaphor of the bridge captured the repertoires of meaning that connected 

to the idea of home. To construct a new home, one must destroy the old home. In 

order to destroy the old home, it is necessary to destroy the bridge you crossed. The 

bridge is not the home, but a route to the (new) home.  In Matthew’s metaphor, the 

bridge exists as a connection between the two borders, the border crossed and the one 

of arrival. The bridge is the connection as well as the means and possibility for 

connection. As he brilliantly proposed, it is the physical connection as well as the 

connection through memory. The bridge is not the home but the bridge exists as a 

powerful metaphor to realise the meaning of home on either side. His insistence on 

destroying the bridge seems to demonstrate the process of settlement in Australia or 

his desire to feel at home in his new host community.  
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There is a body of knowledge (Glick Schiller & Fouron 2001; Jackson 2013a) in 

anthropology that attempts to understand immigrants’ settlement processes and the 

idea of home in the new host communities. The ideas of ‘settlement’ and ‘home’ are 

not synonymous. People might settle in a new land but they may not necessarily feel 

at home. As Ahmed mentioned, ‘I am here – but the very space in which one finds 

the self as almost, but not quite, at home’ (Ahmed 1999, p. 331). Yet, the feeling of 

home in the new host community indicates successful settlement in the new land. 

Settlement to the new land and the feeling of home is not always the same for every 

migrant. In most cases it is no easy task. Jackson (Jackson 2013a), Glick Schiller and 

Fouron (2001) provide some examples of the existential struggle their study 

participants experienced with settlement. Most often their lives are torn apart 

between countries. Yet, there are people who are capable of leaving everything 

behind and starting a new life adapting to a new environment. Also, there are people 

who belong to both categories. They neither suffer nor are they happy. Their lives are 

suspended in between.  

However, many studies failed to ask the fundamental theoretical question about the 

reason for the high degree of variability of settlement experience and feeling of 

home. This complexity arises from the relationship between the immigrant life 

experience and the nature of their negotiating the new lifeworld they encounter.   

The perception and expression of home has a symbiotic relationship. The perception 

of home is shaped by the experiences of migrants through their life and journey, and 

projects through their utterance and actions. In most instances, both in difficult 

periods as well as on happy occasions, they often begin retrospection with phrases 

like, ‘[A]t home’ and ‘[I]n my home country’, and so on. ‘Home’ is the metaphor 

into which all experiences and cultural expressions are packed and framed. Also, it is 
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the expression that describes the success of immigrant journey and their settlement or 

nostalgic feeling for the home left behind. Immigrants engage in host countries and 

adapt to their changing social and cultural landscape in different ways. These 

activities range from establishing social institutions to retaining culture and social 

relationships to organising their own individual spaces. Each of these responses is 

result of a dialogical relationship between the immigrant and world out there and 

with themselves.  However, researchers often discuss the objectives of such 

engagement within the spectrum of those actions. For example, the role of civic 

organisation in a transnational context (Itzigsohn et al. 1999; Levitt 2001), the role of 

religion and religious behaviour within the host communities and across the borders 

(Clothey 2006; Ebaugh & Chafetz 2002), and material culture in transnational and 

immigrant contexts (Miller 2014). Most often, as the literature implies, the sense of 

home is constructed upon the negotiation between countries of origin and countries 

settled.  

On Methodology 

 ‘Home’ is a concept used in everyday life without much attention paid to the 

meaning of it. Recurrent uses of the concept of home in everyday life, either in 

conversation or in reminiscences, appear as sentimental or emotional bondage to 

their life experiences. By suggesting that, I stress that I am not undertaking an 

historical account of the meaning of home, but trying to understand the meaning of 

home through immigrants’ articulations. In other words, following the existential 

philosophy of Martin Heidegger, I would like to raise the question of how people 

make ‘home’ meaningful.  
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As Heidegger argued, meaning is an existential thing which is attached to our sense 

of being. In brief, Heidegger argued meaning of the question of being ultimately 

derives from temporality (Heidegger 2008, p. 40). In other words, the 

meaningfulness of the world or objects is made possible through the way we 

encounter the world through time and finitude.  Therefore, I do not employ the 

Geertzian model of interpretivist perspectives that propose that meaning is 

interpreted by looking at the actor and social situation (Geertz 1973). The Geertzian 

interpretive schema limits our understanding because it drives us to an essentialist 

perspective, that meaning is solely embedded into the situation-actor dualism. 

Following existential philosophy, I argue that the meaning stems from the 

phenomenological experience of the encounter. While the actor’s knowledge is 

important for negotiating with their lifeworld, the meanings a lifeworld creates for 

those actors are experiential and hence ontological. Therefore, in this thesis I allowed 

interviewed immigrants to frame their notion of home by themselves. I then situated 

it within the broader context of their experiences of migration trajectories. These 

experiences are situated around three broader social, cultural and economic 

necessities, which I label security, love and comfort. The absence of these three 

necessities places people in an unliveable or problematic existence. They seek to 

remedy this diminution of their satisfaction with home through migration. Therefore, 

home is an existential experience situated within the experiences of migration and 

pre-migration trajectories.   

This thesis employed ethnographic methodology to explore the immigrants’ sense of 

home: what people think and utter and what people do to make a sense of ‘home’ 

(this has been discussed in detail in chapter two). Accordingly, I explored my 

interviewees’ personal stories and their perceptions before migration, during the 
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preparation for migration and after the migration. I situated these stories in the 

broader social, economic, political and cultural context of their pre-emigration life. 

The reason for that was the construction of the sense of home is partially socio-

economically and politico-culturally deposited knowledge, mediated and realised 

through individual experiences from living in the world.  Such an assumption renders 

obsolete the subjective-objective dichotomy of human engagement in the world.  

Following existential philosophy, I employed the idea that human existence is neither 

subjective nor objective, but rather an experience of being thrown into the world and 

creating the meaning of its own existence by living with the world (Heidegger 2008). 

Then, I have looked at the ways in which the perception of home is projected through 

social and cultural engagement. In it, I explored what immigrants do to construct the 

sense of home through social and cultural engagement. Here I use the term 

‘construction’ not in the sense of ‘subjectivity’, but in Heidegger’s term ‘cultivation’ 

(Heidegger 2001), which I describe in chapter six and in the conclusion.  

A Brief Outline to Conceptual Categories  

The following section will briefly describe the three main conceptual tenets of my thesis; 

transnationalism, the idea of home and the idea of transnational-home as conceptual 

integrity.  

Transnationalism 

Transnationalism is a theoretical concept that explains human engagement across 

borders (Faist 2000a; Glick Schiller & Fouron 2001; Levitt 2001; Portes et al. 1999; 

Pries 2001). Therefore, the concept of transnationalism intrinsically works as an axis, 

an interconnecting thread of human bodies and physical space. Human engagement 

across borders is not necessarily limited to physical engagement, but also connects 

through emotional and psychological forms. A migrant’s dream of their homeland 
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cultivates a desire to connect with people over boundaries, to be motivated to visit 

them and support them by sending money or gifts.  Migrants generate a 

psychologically-bounded community through imagination. In this study, I use the 

concept of transnationalism in order to understand the effect of the blurring of 

boundaries on the meaning of home and belonging.  

The word ‘transnational’ arises in the discourse of migration to articulate the 

meaning of the blurring of boundaries between nation states (Glick Schiller & 

Fouron 2001). Expansion is not physical but social, cultural, economic, and 

symbolic. It is a way of understanding human engagement across geographical 

locations:  or, what Szanton-Blank and others (Basch et al. 1994) described as a 

‘transnational social field’ or as a ‘transnational social space’ (Faist 1998; Pries 

1999, 2001). As Waldinger (2013) points out, the development of transnational 

discourse goes back to the mid-19
th

 century. The work of Randolph Bourne – in 

‘Transnational America’ (cited in Waldinger 2013) – was the first text to use 

transnationalism as a concept to describe people’s affiliation to multiple nationalities. 

As Waldinger highlights, Bourne discussed issues of dual loyalty for people living in 

the United States of America, and their ability to transcend nationalism through 

acceptance of multiple nationalities. The concept was next developed by historians, 

sociologist and political scientists, and in international relations (Waldinger 2013). 

Scholars like Faist (2000a, 2000b) in these disciplines have grappled with the idea of 

transnationalism in relationship to the state, sovereignty, citizenship and migration.   

The transnational concept has been developed and extended since the 1980s, 

following anthropologists’ interest in migration studies. Anthropologists’ inherent 

interests in other cultures, and the idea of ‘multiplicity of place, space, and 

connections extending across culture, society, and community’ (Waldinger 2013, p. 
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61), have given major impetus to the development of the concept of transnationalism. 

Thus, Waldinger argues that anthropologists are directly responsible for introducing 

the concept into migration studies. As Kivisto mentioned, the concept of 

transnationalism emerged in anthropology mainly from the work of Glick-Schiller, 

Linda Basch and Christina Szanton Blanc (Kivisto 2001, p. 551). Princeton 

Sociologist Aljendro Portes and others (Portes et al. 1999) attempted to situate the 

term in more empirical context by redefining and evaluating the concepts.  

On the study of transnationalism by Portes et al (1999) is a seminal work in 

understanding transnationalism from another perspective, one which sheds light on 

the concept as an emerging site for scholarly scrutiny. Portes et al highlight the 

importance of scientific scrutiny as essential to understand the term 

‘transnationalism’ as a new field of inquiry. Throughout this essay, the authors 

discuss what can and cannot be transnationalism. Its distinguishing characteristics are 

elaborated by identifying transnationalism as a phenomenon, the preconditions for 

transnationalism, its units of analysis, the main fields of transnationalism – social, 

cultural, economic, and political – as well as the necessary conditions for the 

emergence of transnational practice, plus the significance of the transnational field in 

these three areas. The essay also discusses the pitfalls in the study of 

transnationalism and important areas for future research. This essay can be 

considered as the theoretical introduction to transnationalism, which influenced 

many researchers to broaden the concept.  

The essence of the above essay is to claim transnationalism to be a site of study and 

scientific inquiry. According to Portes et al, in order for something to be 

transnational it should have exhibited sustained relations (i.e. ‘transnational 

practices’) over a long period of time by a significant number of people (Portes et al. 
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1999, p. 219). However, this definition undervalues the efforts which are taken by 

individuals, sometimes in a short span of time. To frame the question another way, 

people attempt to understand their migratory situation and respond to it in a 

meaningful manner through different ways of engagement (Levitt & Glick Schiller 

2004a). They may not engage in insignificant and infrequent relations, what authors 

noted as sending gifts infrequently to those left behind. Individuals might have been 

prevented by economic and social constraints from linking frequently with home. 

Yet, they may be struggling to maintain their natal bonds even through informal 

means. What is important is to explore the meaning of such social bonds for the 

individuals across the borders.  

This proposition also leads to Portes et al (1999) approach being problematic at 

another level. Is the meaning of ‘transnational practice’ quantifiable? Following 

Salih (2002), we can ask what are the qualitative aspects beyond the physical 

activities of transnationalism?  This is not to undermine the argument of Portes et al 

but to broaden the meaning of transnationalism. Modelling migrants’ actions is a 

useful approach for systematic inquiry. Nonetheless, it also needs to identify the acts 

and relations that take place infrequently, in order to maintain the social bonds they 

have with family and associates left behind in Sri Lanka and the way in which they 

make these meaningful. By suggesting this, the literature review proposes that the 

transnational act is something that needs to be investigated carefully to extract the 

deeper meanings of such engagement across borders.   

Al-Ali and Koser reject Porte’s proposition that transnational migrants include a 

‘significant number of people engaged in sustained relations over time’ (Portes et al. 

1999, p. 219). Similarly, they recognise the limits of Portes’s definition of 

transnationalism, which undermines the self-understanding of transnational migrants. 
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Portes’s (1999) definition hinders the role of the individual, which contributes to the 

emergence of the transnational social field. At the same time, Portes et al (1999) 

forget the fluidity and contingent nature of transnationalism. In other words, it can be 

argued that transnationalism can evolve even through individual acts, as well as 

relations which do not run for long span of time.  

Versions of Transnationalism 

As Al-Ali and Koser (2002) argue, there has inevitably been a lack of consensus on 

what transnationalism is. This lack of consensus arises mainly from the confusions 

derived through the use of similar conceptual categories. These authors identify three 

distinct conceptual categories similar to transnationalism. These are ‘globalisation’, 

‘transnational cultural studies’, and ‘transnational studies from above and below’. 

(Al-Ali & Koser 2002, pp. 1-7) 

Following Kearney (1995), Al-Ali and Koser highlight that globalisation is a process 

de-centred from specific national territories, whereas transnationalism is a process 

anchored in, although transcending, one or more nation-states (Al-Ali & Koser 2002, 

p. 2). This distinction highlights two main characteristics. These are the directions of 

the flow of the things, people and the nature of power relations among sectors and 

individuals. Globalisation transports things and people from one place to another.  

Kearney (1995) argues that ‘specific national territories’ are the geographical 

locations in which power and capital are being concentrated. This has been 

categorised by dependency theorists as ‘centre’ and ‘power’, which transport 

commodities from the periphery to the core and manufactured goods from core to the 

periphery (Frank 1969; Wallerstein 1983). The implication is that ‘power’ is 

transported from one location to another but not in both directions. Thus, social and 

physical relations constitute one element of this relationship. In the conventional 
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discourse, power has been presented as two categories – the people who have agency 

and the victims or passive recipients. In contrast, transnational space is constituted by 

actors who act across one or more geographical boundaries (Levin & Fincher 2010; 

Levitt & Glick Schiller 2004a). This perspective proposes that transnational actors 

have more agency to act across boundaries. It is evident that, in both cases, neither 

people nor agents have full autonomy over their actions. Nor are they passive. Also, 

the flow of transportation is in both directions. It is useful to understand that 

transnationalism is a concept which can be used to understand migrant engagement 

beyond the mere dualism of power relations and the ways in which these act across 

socio-political and cultural boundaries and become meaningful.  

Vertovec proposes transnationalism as ‘types of consciousness or mode of cultural 

tradition’ (Vertovec 1999, p. 450) and see it as a social formation that spans across 

borders. He identified six ways it operates: as a ‘social morphology’, ‘type of 

consciousness’; ‘mode of cultural reproduction’, ‘avenue of capital’, ‘site of political 

engagement’ and ‘(re)construction of place or locality’ (Vertovec 1999, pp. 449-54). 

In addition, Thomas Faist introduces three typologies of transnationalism namely; 

transnational kinship groups, transnational circuits and transnational communities 

(Faist 2000b, p. 195). Further, Faist’s modelling elaborates the nature of ties and 

social structure of engagement. Both Vertovec’s and Faist’s categorical models of 

transnationalism can be place into the theoretical distinction that Levitt and Glick-

Schiller termed as ‘transnationalism as a way of being and belonging’ (Levitt & 

Glick Schiller 2004a). According to their analysis, transnationalism can be a mode of 

being or nature belonging according to the level and structure of engagement.  

Guarnizo and Smith’s (1998) distinction of transnationalism as ‘above’ and ‘below’ 

is another conceptual distinction for the idea of transnationalism which was 
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synonyms with Portes et al anecdotes of the ‘units of analysis’ of transnationalism 

(Portes et al. 1999, p. 220). Guarnizo and Smith used the distinction in order to 

highlight that, while the former is synonymous with globalisation, and governmental 

process which is mainly concerned with macro-economic processes that are anchored 

in territories, the latter postulates that transnationalism emanates from and yet spans 

two or more nationalities. Moreover, a more important fact is that everyday people 

are its agents.  

Making distinctions can be a useful analytical strategy in some specific contexts. For 

example, the ‘above’ – globalisation – perspective can be useful to understand the 

structural process of migration whereas the ‘below’ – transnational – perspective is 

useful to scrutinise migrant lives more closely. However, as a phenomenon 

transnational migration cannot be comprehended within a single dimension. It is 

essential to admit that, while individuals play a prominent role in initiating and 

extending transnational practice, at the same time, structural processes impinge upon 

them and condition the vital forces that drive transnational practice. Thus, some 

combination of the two perspectives is necessary to situate the web of actions 

initiated by individuals and their impact upon the social landscape within a broader 

geo-political context. That combination will help to elucidate how the process of 

transnationalism is refashioned both by individual actors and structural conditions.  

Immigrants are engaged in three ranges of activities across the boundaries which can 

be categorised as:  individual and recreational, family needs, and social activities. 

Some immigrants – such as those not settled in the host community and immigrants 

who desired to be in both places – might hold legal and property rights in Sri Lanka. 

In order to attend to some legal and other requirements, it is necessary to continue 

the ongoing relationship with the home country. As the literature (Dalakoglou 2009) 
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has noted some immigrants have developed business across the boundaries. In such 

instances, recurrent activities are inevitable. Also, most of these immigrants are 

interested in visiting their home country for their vacations and recreational 

activities. In the second category, immigrants continue their relationship with their 

home country in order to attend their family needs (Glick Schiller & Fouron 2001; 

Levitt 2001). Attending various forms of ceremonies, visiting to look after aged 

parents and visiting siblings are some of the family needs that push immigrants to 

connect across borders. This category of social activities includes supporting social 

development in the home country and engaging with civic and political activities 

(Levitt 2001; Levitt & Glick Schiller 2004a; Basch cited in Vertovec 1999). Though 

these three types of activities are separated for analytical purposes, a reasonable 

degree of congruence can be seen among these types of activities. For example, an 

immigrant who visits his home country to look after a sick parent might also engage 

in recreational activities, might contribute to some social welfare programme or 

religious activities, as well as engage in some cultural or political activities. Looking 

at those three types of activities, I was interested in asking about underlying principle 

that motivates people to connect across borders. As research findings suggested, it is 

the desire to feel the familiarity of the life left in the home country; a desire to feel, 

touch and smell the familiarity, to refresh the cultural habitus and overcome the 

feeling of loss. Thus, transnational engagement works as mediator of the tensions 

that arise between in the two countries. Hence, the transnational space that 

immigrants create is more emotional and psychological and so in their imaginaries. 

In summing up the above theoretical and conceptual debates, I appropriate the idea 

of ‘transcending borders through networks’ to operationalise my definition of 

transnationalism. Accordingly, in this study, I attempt to recognise the term 
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transnationalism as a range of actions and mode of thinking in visible or symbolic 

form derived through connections initiated across borders yet subject to change and 

interrogation when confronted by life trajectories. In this definition, I move beyond 

the quantifiable aspect of transnationalism and stress and synthesise the dualism of 

actions and thinking. The concept of transnationalism is particularly important to 

understand the effect of transnational movements on the sense of home. Increasing 

the volume of movements between countries allowed immigrants to lessen the pain 

of dislocation from their home country as well as to complete segregation from other 

ethnic communities at home country. It is not my intention to evaluate the effect of 

transnationalism on each and every aspect of home, but rather its effect on overall 

individual and social life. The glimpse of ethnographic description particularly in 

chapters six and seven will reveal how transnational cultural flows made it possible 

to reconstruct the home in the host society. Also, some of the following literature on 

home will discuss the ways in which home is shaped by transnational movements.  

Home as both a physical and symbolic space of dwelling and belonging 

In Sri Lanka, there is a saying ‘vadu mawath upan bimath hara ya nohaki’ (‘you 

cannot leave the mother who gave you birth and the land you were born into’). This 

statement holds sentiments that express the notion of belonging to a particular place 

or community. This notion of belonging has been deeply explored in anthropological, 

archaeological and geographical discourse (Back et al. 2012; Davis 2006) (Lee 2010; 

Page et al. 2010) (Savage 2008). Individual attachment to a particular place or 

community is a reflection of an emotional bond which is conditioned and perpetuated 

by cultural values and practices such as kinship, religion, education and so on. 

However, such sentiments may not be fixed when there are rapid changes taking 

place in the society. The notion of belonging may be shattered and produce different 
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socio-economic and cultural dynamics. It is in this context that the question arises 

colon here how is the notion of belonging and home modified in the context of 

human migration? These questions have been raised by many scholars in the context 

of migration. The meaning of home and identity in the context of movement 

(Rapport & Dawson 1998b), as well as the meaning of home in the transnational 

context (Al-Ali & Koser 2002), are two examples. These two edited volumes have 

compiled collections of papers from across the globe that depict the meaning of 

home in diverse contexts. Also, this has been extensively discussed in chapter three 

along with much literature.   

The notion of home is a dynamic concept. The ways in which people in different 

contexts define their notion of belonging and home has forced scholars to look at the 

concept in a multi-dimensional perspective. These theoretical underpinnings have 

generated ranges of indicators and characteristics that define home (Mallett 2004). At 

one level, space becomes central in defining home. It can be a larger extended space, 

which Holy (1998) explored in Czech nationalist discourse, or a smaller space, which 

Douglas (1991) discussed in understanding the physical and social relationships of 

making home. In contrast, there are millions of displaced and migrant people that are 

ambivalent in their notion of home (Jansen 1998; Talai 1998). This has been 

described as people living in limbo, a stage that has been called people who are 

‘neither belong here nor there’ (Al-Ali 2002; Werbner 2002). For these people home 

is an imaginary process, something to be looked back at and then to look to the future 

(Al-Ali & Koser 2002). In some other context, home is a process by which people 

attempt to recreate their sense of belonging within a wider political context or at the 

individual level (Fabos 2002). 
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From another perspective, home is a matter of social and physical relationships 

among people and the ways in which they feel it, interpret it and define it. Also, the 

understanding of home has cognitive aspects, perceiving and defining individual 

conceptions of home. Both perspectives on home  have been illustrated in two 

volumes (Al-Ali & Koser 2002; Rapport & Dawson 1998b). Thus, understanding the 

meaning of home relies on all these aspects of home. In this context, I would like to 

explore the meaning of home to Sri Lankan immigrants in Australia and the way in 

which they define this under the increasing volume of movements and other life 

pressures and events.   

The meaning of ‘home’ has been deeply explored in anthropological and 

geographical discourse (Lobo 2012.; Taylor 2014). In anthropology, home is 

considered a physical as well as a symbolic space. It is the place in which a person or 

family dwell and consume and reproduce, both physically and socially. They make 

the physical space more meaningful by living in it and also through mutual 

interactions and fulfilling obligations (Douglas 1991). In brief, the physical space or 

shelter in which people dwell becomes meaningful through a vast array of activities 

such as dwelling, cooking and consuming, recreating family and kinship ties and 

marking their place. Accordingly, the notion of home carries not only a sense of 

material but also emotional attachment to a particular place.  

The comprehension of the notion of home that is represented in the literature is 

incomplete. Our own theoretical and disciplinary limitations, plus the 

multidimensional aspect of the concept and its relationship to our life, have restricted 

the understanding of the notion of home. For example, the architect Rybczynski 

(1986) looks at the home as process of building a shelter; the spatial organisation and 

interior designing of the home are in relation to dwelling. Human geographers like 
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Porteous (1976) and Morrison (2012) are more interested in home in relation to 

space. Anthropologists and sociologists (Cieraad 2010; Jones 2000; Smith 2013) are 

interested in vast ranges of aspects of home and the relationships attached to the 

concept. Mallett (2004) notes that very few theoretical attempts (e.g. Despres 1991 

cited in Mallett 2004) have been undertaken to understand the meaning of home 

through multidisciplinary approaches.   

I propose that the multidisciplinary approach to understand the meaning of home will 

not suffice. Each discipline has its own theoretical and conceptual boundaries that 

can be applied. Such limitations cannot be overcome by using different disciplinary 

approaches in an ad hoc way, because such limitations are inherited by the 

development of the whole paradigm. On the other hand, it is not practical to 

incorporate all the disciplines into one analytical domain. While accepting the 

importance of a multidisciplinary approach to understand the limits of each 

approach, we must first absorb an abstract level of thinking or conceptual analogies 

to incorporate limitations revealed by researchers from each discipline. Thus, I 

propose three conceptual categories – material, metaphysical and functional – as a 

means to understand the meaning of home.  These three conceptual categories are not 

new since they have been explored by dozens of scholars in different geographical 

contexts. Yet, such explorations were restricted into single or dual conceptual 

categories. My proposition is that understanding how a particular community 

perceives the meaning of home relies on a combination of these three axes as a single 

entity. The human subject interconnects above three axes in the construction of the 

sense of home.  In this study, by applying the previously noted three conceptual 

categories, I explore the meaning of home in the context of Sri Lankan immigrants in 

Australia  
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In migration studies, particularly in transnational studies, the meaning of home has 

been appropriated and derived through anthropological discourse, while still subject 

to critical analysis. Scholars who are working on transnationalism consider ‘home’ in 

a broader perspective. For them, it can be a small physical space where one or more 

people live (Salih 2002); an emotional attachment to a particular group of people 

who share a common bond of identity within imaginary space (Armbruster 2002; 

Fabos 2002), or as a broader sense of bordered physical space, such as the nation 

state. ‘Home’ is always a search for identity, place or feeling (Rapport & Dawson 

1998b).  Scholars in transnational studies retain the emotional and spatial aspects of 

defining home and extend it from a physical space to an imaginary state of mind (i.e. 

the nostalgic past).  

In conventional understandings, home is considered to be a static physical entity. The 

transnational migration perspective understands the meaning of home as ‘changing’ 

and ‘evolving’. Following Rouse (1991), Al- Ali and Koser (2002) note that many 

scholars who are working in transnational studies consider the idea of home as a 

‘moveable’ concept. The mobile character of migrants renders obsolete attachment to 

a single space. Migrants’ mobility makes them responsive to a rapidly changing 

environment. Unlike early migrants, modern migrants are connected to multiple 

places, which became possible only due to the recent development of new 

technologies (Portes et al. 1999; Werbner 2002). Hence, by-and-large, modern 

migrants are transnational, with multiple attachments. Therefore, in the 

contemporary transnational perspective, the migrants home is in limbo, belonging 

neither here nor there, as Rapport (1998) showed in the context of Anglo-Saxons in 

Israel. Instead, migrants have developed globally-oriented identities and multiple 
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senses of belonging. ‘Home’ is dynamic process involving the act of imagining, 

creating, unmaking, changing, losing, and moving (Al-Ali & Koser 2002, p. 6). 

In transnational studies, the meaning of home has been explored in different 

contexts. Compare the context of a Syrian Christian in Turkey, and another in 

Germany. Like other people, Syrian Christians consider home in the sense of identity 

and belonging. However, as Armbruster noted, Syrian Christians in Germany 

consider home as being a Christian in Turkey, which includes images of faith and 

suffering. For many Syrian Christians, home was a relationship to a past and so both 

nostalgic and tragic (Armbruster 2002). For them, home is not a territory to which 

they will never return but a source of moral strength.  Home is a perception arising 

from their differences to Muslims. In this context, Armbruster (2002) suggests that 

‘home is in crisis’ mainly because it lifeless and has constrained the moral universe 

with strangeness.   

Armbruster’s (2002) ethnography highlights the way in which the first and second 

generation of Syrian Christian migrants in Germany realise the meaning of home in 

relation to Germany and Turkey. For Maria, who is a respondent, home is retaining a 

Turkish identity emanating from Syrian Christian values. Appropriation of those 

values retains the sense of belonging in her life to Turkey. In contrast, her son sees 

home in Turkey as in a distant past and has a limited sense of belonging to a Syrian 

Christian-Turkish ethos. At the same time, he is attempting to conceive the meaning 

of his life in Germany. Consequently, his identity is ruptured and belongs neither to 

Turkey nor Germany. Thus, the sense of belonging is refashioned by the sense of 

identity and vice versa.  Shifting meanings of identity change the sense of belonging 

and home.  
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Take another case, of Sudanese migrants in Cairo. Fabos (2002) portrays the way in 

which Sudanese forced migrants or refugees in Cairo reimagined the new nation state 

they were waiting to build through the regeneration of Sudanese culture. According 

to Fabos, the Sudanese considered their new home to consist of two main aspects. 

These are the reinvention of tradition and the transformation of negative 

characteristics, such as social inequalities, into the ‘new Sudan’.  In this context, 

home was an articulation of the hope of a nation state and reinvigoration of its 

cultural symbols in a displaced setting (Fabos 2002). 

For the migrant, home can be in two or more places. Focusing on the consumption 

patterns of Moroccan women in Italy, Salih argues that these Moroccan women are 

prey to ambivalences of feeling and ruptures of identity (Salih 2002). According to 

her, for Moroccan women, ‘home’ is a way of life which has created tension. As 

Salih argued, these people make sense of home through cooking and consumption of 

their cultural foods in the host country Furthermore, she argues that for them, ‘home’ 

is both a physical and symbolic space and reflects dual belonging.  

Michael Jackson’s book At Home in the World (1995) is more consonant with my 

thesis. In his work, as I have argued, Jackson identified home not an entity, but an 

experience. His idea of ‘experience’ appears in relation to three existential 

phenomena; place, relationship and activity. Thus, his definition of home is 

dominated by the idea of ‘experience’ and ‘activity’. However, I would argue his 

emphasis on ‘activity’ as a way for humans to gain dominance over the world reveals 

a dualistic perspective between subjective world and objective world. Taking a point 

of departure from him, I pay complete attention to the Heidegger’s existential idea of 

‘time ‘in the context of ‘temporality’ and ‘being’ (Heidegger 2008), and add to it, 

‘memory’. Whilst agreeing with Jackson’s idea of home as an ‘existential struggle’ 
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derived from our ‘action’, I am taking a different route from Jackson in emphasising 

that the notion of home is ‘existential experience’ connected to the life trajectories 

unfolding through ‘time’ and ‘memory’. Hence by nature, home is a phenomenon of 

‘becoming’, and evolving for transnational migrants.   

Analysis of the above literature from different parts of the world exemplifies that the 

meaning of home is fluid and contingent. It is a way by which the migrant perceives 

and interprets their sense of belonging to a former homeland. Presumably, many 

characteristics are coming into play in defining the notion of home. Physical space, 

values and attitudes, history re-fashioned by ongoing cultural processes, cultural 

symbols, economic factors, and politics interplay in defining home. Similarly, it is 

also affected by the migrants’ psychological and emotional condition. 

Ethnographic evidence across the globe hints at this; yet many anthropologists 

restrict their analysis into a bipolar understanding of the world. As a result, many 

scholars conclude that home is a space where the human body dwells or else is a 

place or a feeling or state of mind which links to place or things (as discussed in the 

literature above). In some instances, those scholars have attempted to synthesise this 

dichotomy by concluding that home is neither here nor there. While accepting all 

these claims are correct at some level, I argue that the central question of the notion 

of home has been unanswered. What is the meaning of home? How does this 

meaning appear through everyday practices? 

If home is centred on a place, why do people leave the place when there is a crisis 

there? Why do people linger in a place, at least through their memories, even after 

they have left that place? If home is about people, why do people leave each other? 

Lastly, if people do not belong to either a place or a particular group of people, 
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where is their home situated? Based on fieldwork among Sri Lankan immigrants in 

Darwin, I argue that the sense of home common to the anthropological research 

discussed is the existential experience that connects human beings to their ‘world’. It 

is the relationship a person has with the world out there and within themselves. In 

themselves, places and people are objects external to us but they can also be situated 

within the same lifeworld. The existentiality of the ‘world’ is derived through the 

relationship of what Heidegger calls ‘being-in-the- world (In-der-Welt-Sein)’ and the 

ways in which we ‘comport’ (not necessarily consistently) ourselves in this world. 

Thus, throughout this thesis I attempt to explore the claims about homeliness based 

on the existential experience of the Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin in Australia. 

In this thesis, I propose that home is an existential experience situated within a 

certain cultural and historical context and life trajectories. Immigrants’ sense of 

home becomes existential both from the ontological experiences – deriving 

consciousness about home from the moment they decided to migrate and throughout 

the rest of the life – and the temporality of the homemaking process.  

If home is an existential experience derived through the relationships humans make 

in the world, how could it not have appeared in the extensive literature about home’? 

In fact, in almost all studies, the connections people make within the world has 

evoked the literature of home. Unfortunately, it was not the experience that humans 

make within the world that has been scrutinised and highlighted, but the object of the 

‘home’ itself. The nature of relationships humans make in the world has almost 

hindered or disappeared in the analysis. For example, in some literature, home has 

been analysed in relation to the geographical entity - such as village, city or country. 

It may have involved personal memories or their belonging and emotional 

attachment to the entity. But in those explanations, place or geographical entity 
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gained the most significance. The central problem is that whether the meaning is 

intrinsic to the ‘object’ or entity.  This is one of the central questions in 

phenomenology or in existential philosophy - what makes things or objects in the 

world meaningful? Based on existential philosophy, it can be argued that things or 

entities get significance or meaning by the ways in which they appear and the way 

that person develops their relationship to them. Thus, the geographical entity cannot 

constitute the sense of home for a person by itself but only through the ways in 

which they perceive the entities and relationships he or she may develop through the 

encounter and perception.  

Our being-in-the-world is affected also by the emotional process that we experience. 

Emotions are socially and culturally as well as institutionally conditioned (Svasek 

2010; Skrbis 2008) and internally experienced phenomena. Emotions represent as the 

psycho-bodily dimension of our being-in-the-world. Accordingly, emotions can be 

identified as dynamic experiential phenomena that have both bodily and 

psychologically aspects as part of the socially and culturally integrated whole. Such 

emotional stability can be shaken by the experiences of day-to-day life as well as 

dramatic shifts in our being-in-the-world. Migration is such a shift, as it completely 

disentangles our bodily and psychological presence from its existing physical and 

environmental surroundings.  

Therefore, in this thesis, I paid particular attention to the emotional context and its 

effect on the notion of home. Immigrants’ displacement from their home country to 

the host country is often confronted by emotional experiences such as ambivalence 

(Constable 1999; Kivisto and Vecchia-Mikkola 2013; Svasek 2010), fear, racial 

discrimination (Skrbis 2008) as well as exclusion of physical encounters (Maehara 

2010).  The intensity and diversity of such emotional process and tensions is tied to 
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the trajectories of the life course as well as the trajectories of migration (Maehara 

2010), and even to the kiship (Gallo 2015). Though people employed different 

strategies - such as the use of ‘irony’ in communication (Gallo 2015), or uplifting 

feeling (Maehara 2010) or avoiding uncomfortable environments - such practices 

cannot be sustained for a prolonged period of time in the experience of home. In 

those circumstance home becomes unstable and ambivalent (Kivisto and Vecchia –

Mikkola 2013). Thus, throughout the thesis, I have recognized the importance of the 

emotional dimension in creating the sense of home. To highlight this I incorporated 

the literature of emotions, not only to highlight the ethnographic context but also to 

move it beyond the mind and body distinction.  

Transnational-Home 

Blunt and Dowling (2006) use the term ‘transnational-home’ to describe the concept 

of home across geographies. In this thesis, I use the term ‘transnational-home’ as a 

conceptually integrated entity rather than an artificial connection between two words. 

At one level, both transnationalism and home refers to borders, boundaries of a 

physical location and geographically-situated entity. At another level, both are 

situated in the emotional, psychological and imaginative field. Thus, both 

geographically bounded and emotionally charged entity is a prerequisite for 

transnational home to exist as a domain. For example, the notion of transnationalism 

cannot exist without the existence of geographically or imaginary separated physical 

entities. The transnational-home describes the perception of home among the 

transnational communities. Thus, at the third level, both geographical and emotional 

entities are confluent at the intermediate level to create the meaning of home. In this 

context, home is either here or there (Werbner 2002), or multi-local (Borsdorf 2013; 

Massey 2008; Schier et al. 2015), or both. Thus, the transnational-home enters into a 
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space where boundaries are blurred or have multiple meanings. Finally, at the fourth 

level, transnational-home remodifies the meaning of the static and motion in each 

context. For example, the meaning of home arises through the sense of rootedness. 

The idea of home gains its meaning through the firm establishment of values, morals, 

aesthetics and sentiments. Hence, rootedness intrinsically captures the meaning of 

the static state. At the same time, as Tuan explained in the context of the creation of 

place (Tuan 1977, p. 179), rootedness needs time and time is motion. Thus, the 

construction of home captures both meanings of stasis and motion. In the 

transnational context, although the human body is in constant mobility, the notion of 

home is able to unify range of imaginaries, emotions and sentiments. Like a nomad 

or a traveller, they solidify and reproduce the sense of home in a temporal landscape 

through imagining, building, as well as social cultural and religious transactions 

between home and host countries.  

Based on the above argument, I am looking at the home-building process of the 

transnational Sri Lankan community in Darwin in Australia. It invites us to explore 

the meaning of home as it evolves through the mobility and rupture of dwelling 

practice among the Sri Lankan community in Darwin. As we see in the following 

chapters, the construction of the meaning of home is never a finished act. It is a 

process of becoming. It becomes through the experiences of displacement or 

abandonment of the previous home, inducing different degrees of uncertainty and 

changes from the home country to the host community, the construction of 

relationships with people, and matters between home and the host community 

through the trajectories of mobility and immobility. Subsequently, the meaning of 

home for each immigrant is varied and changing.  



Chapter 1: Introduction 

39 
 

More importantly, the experience of home for each immigrant was necessarily 

framed in a transnational context. They drew a range of connections between home 

and the host country. As my research findings showed, these connections remain 

intact until they grow old and while their parents and siblings live in the home 

country. Deceased parents and siblings, as well as the aging of the human body bring 

a halt to mobility. Thus, home becomes fixated upon imaginary representations. 

Some immigrants are prepared to accept that Australia is home prior to this stage of 

immobility. Yet, the transnational character of home plays a pivotal role, as it is 

related not just to physical boundaries but also to emotional ones as well.  

Order of the Thesis  

Following the above methodological and theoretical underpinnings, I divided the 

thesis into four main sections. The lead-in section has two chapters. Chapter two 

outlines my methodology. The aim of part one of the thesis is to theoretically and 

methodologically contextualise the thesis.  

The second part of the thesis consists of three chapters discussing the research 

findings. Chapter three of the second part discusses the ways in which immigrants 

define the notion of home. It discusses the three main elements that contributed to the 

definition of home in migrant discourse: home as deriving from a lived and nostalgic 

experience expressed through the temporal relation of past and present experience in 

relation to the engagement with people and place. In this chapter, I argued that 

immigrants’ definition of home is not necessarily rooted into only one particular 

geographical space or any other entity but situated in multiple entities and even in 

their imaginary world.  

Chapter four in the second part discussed the motivations for migration as a 

mechanism for sustaining the future – ‘hope’ in the broader sense. This chapter 
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attempted to situate the immigrants in the broader socio-economic and cultural 

situations of their life in the Sri Lankan context. It discussed the notion of ‘security’ 

– economic and physical – as a critical element in defining the notion of home and its 

variation in the context of migration. Further, dreaming of a bright future implies 

unhappiness at what they experienced in the home country. This chapter also 

discussed the various cultural factors encouraging them to leave that home. Thus, 

home is not only what someone is enjoying but is also a result of comparison and 

desire for achievement in the world out there and in the capabilities for achieving 

that world. I argued that, as my participants told me, home is not always expressive 

but also situational, evolving through life trajectories. Thus, immigrants’ notions of 

home were treated as a chain of thoughts connected both to their life pre-migration, 

during migration, and post-migration.  

Chapter five of the second part discussed the immigrant’s experience of relocation 

during the initial stage after their arrival and the ways in which their experiences 

connected to the perception of home. In that chapter, I elaborated on the ways in 

which immigrants forge relationships with various people and entities and 

determinants of this, such as institutional facilitations, the immigrants embodied 

capitals (social, physical and cultural), as well as community support. Through these 

narratives, my intention is to assert the ways in which immigrants make sense of 

home through the various modes of social relationships which are vital to establish 

the sense of home.  

The third part of the thesis consists of two chapters. The first shows how immigrants’ 

perceptions of home are projected through their engagement with the host 

community.  Chapter six analyses how immigrants engage in spatial transformation 

and place-making in the host community. As I argue, the spatial transformation of 
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the unfamiliar space into a familiar place is a necessary task in the home-making 

process. In this chapter, I discuss the ranges of activities immigrants engage in during 

this home-making process, such as constructing material culture and institutional 

building. This creates their symbolic world, through events and cultural engagement, 

the building and spatial arrangement of houses, as well as engaging in other cultural 

activities. I argue that immigrants make an effort to engage in ranges of activities in 

extended geographical space to enable them to construct a familial place out of the 

unknown space, which is the essential of home-making. The fourth section provides 

my conclusions. 

Chapter seven of the third part illustrates the ways in which religion operates in the 

transnational social context to retain the sense of home. In this chapter, I analyse the 

alterations of religious and ritual practices and the use of religious space. This was in 

relation to the construction of the notion of home, as spatial alterations are part of 

their home-making process.  

Chapter eight is the conclusion of the thesis. In the conclusion, I attempt to bring a 

synthesised view of the notion of home in order to assert my thesis that the meaning 

of home for Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin is primarily existential and a matter of 

evolving through the trajectories of migration and the temporality of life. 
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Chapter Two 

On Methodology and Methods 

In 2015, three of my friends and I went to Sydney to watch the World Cup cricket 

match held between Australia and Sri Lanka. By 12.30 pm we could see Sri Lankan 

cricket fans emerging around the city. They were identical, as most of them were 

wearing the replicate t-shirts of the Sri Lankan cricket team, and were holding Sri 

Lankan national flags or banners. Some of them had decorated their faces and hair. 

When we approached the Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG) thousands of Sri Lankans 

were disembarking from buses and other vehicles. More than half of the stadium was 

filled by Sri Lankan cricket fans. It was like a virtual Sri Lankan colony. Inside the 

stadium, the music played by the Sri Lankan fans and their uproar created an 

emotionally charged space. Although I was in an international stadium, I felt that I 

was watching a cricket match in Sri Lanka. This is common in any cricket stadium in 

Australia whenever there is a match between Sri Lanka and Australia. For some fans, 

it is a regular practice to travel interstate from time to time to watch a cricket match. 

In this particular match, people had flown from other states, including from Darwin. 

As one of my informants who flew from Darwin told me, ‘how is it possible to be 

here without going down there and supporting them’ (A Sri Lankan immigrant in an 

informal conversation).  

The cricket tournament and the use of space in the stadium complicate the 

understanding of the notion of home. The experience of journeying to watch cricket 

was mixed with entertainment as well as national sentiments. The Sri Lankan 

migrants prepared for the event like preparing for ritual. I was amazed at their 

gadgets, foods, clothes and planning for the journey ahead. The journey and 
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behaviour within the stadium was entertaining. They went to watch Sri Lanka win 

the match. When I asked several of my informants who they supported if there is a 

match between Australia and some other country, they usually responded that of 

course we support Australia because Australia is our country too. Thinking about 

those comments I was perplexed by the question: is it possible for one person to hold 

multiple senses of home. When I planned my fieldwork about exploring the meaning 

of home among Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin, I was deeply drawn there from 

experiences of different incidents like cricket. When my informants received 

Australian permanent residence or citizenship, they considered it in more 

instrumental than sentimental terms. But, when these same migrants visited Sri 

Lanka with Australian citizenship they were deeply enthralled and quite proud to be 

recognised as Australian citizens. At that moment, sentiments and attachment to Sri 

Lanka and the nostalgic or representational feeling about Sri Lanka vanished in a 

second. This paradoxical behaviour recurred throughout their immigrant lives, not 

only around incidents like cricket or citizenship, but also in a range of other activities 

and attachments.  

Initially I was intrigued by the question of what is home. When I planned my studies, 

I encountered many people that elaborated the notion of home in relation to different 

aspects such as country, locality, and life within shelter and so on. If home is about 

belonging or allegiance to a particular country, then my cricketing friends’ behaviour 

is quite possible and answers for the question of what is home are relatively simple. 

But when I talked to my immigrant interviewees I realised that the interpretive 

element of home is one thing while the possibility of home is another thing. This 

may sound paradoxical. For example, when a person defines his home as his or her 

country, even the same country becomes the reason for emigration.  Likewise, when 
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a person defines home as their family and that same person then detaches themselves 

from their family in order to struggle to constitute a new home elsewhere. Thus, 

writing about the home of immigrants is a way of dealing with such paradoxes 

methodologically. It develops a resonance between the utterances and actions as well 

as feeling and emotions. Moreover, it is a way of finding relationship to the 

transforming entities (i.e. land, people, and own self) at large in the changing world.  

Therefore, in the following sections I will explain the ways in which understandings 

of home were constituted via three analytical entities of ethnographic work: place, 

people and activities; and ethnographic endeavour in relation to the notion of home. 

In this chapter I explain how I conceptualised and executed my study, 

methodologically and methodically. Throughout the chapter, I will discuss methods, 

techniques and process. Firstly, I will describe the place, people and activities which 

are the main pillars of participant observation. Then I will discuss the data collecting 

techniques, process and elements of participation.  Finally, I will conclude the 

chapter with my methods of data analysis, theory building.  

The Place and Field: Darwin in Northern Australia 

In ethnographic terms, the ‘field’ or ‘space’ does not stand only as a physical and 

environmental entity but also in relation to the inhabitants dwelling in it. Any 

ethnographic description of the given culture situates it in a given geographical and 

environmental space, not necessarily because many of those ethnographic 

endeavours pay attention to the centrality of geographic, environmental or physical 

location, but because it needs to situate them somewhere. Moreover, such 

introduction is necessary to allow the reader to understand the context. However, in 

this section my main endeavour is to understand the ‘field’ or ‘space’ as a conceptual 

entity in its methodological operation. Thus, I will first briefly introduce the physical 
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and ecological space of Darwin. Then, I will attempt to discuss how I understand 

Darwin around three concepts – multiculturalism, transnationalism, and globally-

connected space – the latter being more important for the methodological process.  

1. Multicultural aspect of the ‘field’ 

First, I recognised Darwin conceptually as a multicultural field. It became a multicultural 

place not simply because dozens of ethnic groups inhabit it, but because 

multiculturalism was an institutionally and ideologically constructed project of the 

Australian Government (Jupp 2007; Lopez 2000). Multiculturalism conveys the idea 

of cultural coexistence in a pluralist society. It concerns the politics of recognition 

(Taylor 1994), a framework for living with difference (Berry et al. 2011; Watts and 

Smolicz in Berry et al 2011: 340), and ideological practice (Lopez 2000). Lopez 

identifies four typologies of multiculturalism; namely cultural pluralism, welfare 

multiculturalism, ethnic structural pluralism and ethnic rights multiculturalism 

(Lopez 2000, p. 447). However, Martiniello claims that, the confusion about 

multiculturalism is greater as it represents different ideas in different contexts. For 

him, sometimes it is a term to denote demographic variations, sometimes a policy 

framework to protect ethnic minorities, and sometimes it is a post-national utopian 

society for fragmented nations (Martiniello 1997, p. 636).    

The historical and ideological exposition of multiculturalism in Australia was best 

explained by Castles (Castles 1990, 1999; Jupp 2007; Lopez 2000; Mann 2012). 

According these scholars, it emerged in the 1970s as a basis of national identity. As 

Mann noted, signs of multiculturalism appeared during the Whitlam Government and 

it was officially announced and financially initiated by the Frazer Government 

(Mann 2012, pp. 492-4). In that sense, modern multicultural policy was the end of 

the long-lasting battle of defining and defending a white Australian ethnic identity 
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against non-British immigrants, as reflected through the policies of ‘white Australia’, 

and its later modifications – the ‘assimilation perspective’ and ‘integration policy’. 

Castles (1990) and Jupp (2007) detail this evolution. As the above literature suggests, 

the face of multicultural policy changed throughout the post-war period. 

However, in this thesis, I do not discuss the idea of multiculturalism as a separate 

conceptual category. The entire purpose of outlining the concept of multiculturalism 

was a result of the methodological exercise of conceptualising and recognising the 

‘field’, because Darwin is essentially a multicultural society. This type of 

multiculturalism intersects with the notion of home in two pragmatic ways. First, if 

the government takes an active role in promoting multiculturalism by bringing 

people together in their settlement process and after, there is a great possibility to 

change the version of home in their attitudinal schema. ‘Home’ can become liberal 

and flexible or ethnocentric.  If it is reduced to the mere recognition of co-existence, 

there is a greater tendency of immigrants to live in their own ghettos. Some authors 

(Ålund 1999; Parens 1994) noted the different criticisms of the latter version of 

multiculturalism as resulting from the state or relevant agencies ‘incapability of 

executing the idea of multiculturalism into a more pragmatic level’. Nevertheless, 

institutional and government support might be a one variable among a number of 

others. As I argue, multiculturalism is also an individual and social perspective 

particular to the community. 

Recognition of Darwin as a multicultural city mainly relies on its multi-ethnic 

character and cultural pluralism. The emergence of multiculturalism in Darwin is not 

necessarily a choice but an inevitable result of Australian policies of development. 

For instance, the Chinese, who were initially brought out to construct the 1870s Pine 

Creek railway, were the largest element in the population until WW1 (Powell 1982). 
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They are still important today and their descendants have supplied two Lord Mayors 

of Darwin. Multicultural expressions are omnipresent in every social space in 

Darwin. Government offices are occupied and run by people from dozens of ethnic 

backgrounds. Numerous businesses, from mechanical engineering to restaurants, are 

operated by people from across the world. Children are brought up in the home 

environment of their own ethnic categories and are educated by teachers from other 

ethnic backgrounds, while surrounded by the children of similar ethnic groups. 

Supermarkets have different aisles for ethnic foods and are served by an international 

labour force. Many of the people who do seasonal casual jobs are international 

backpackers. In a similar vein, different ethnic food stores are operated in different 

part of the city and all are congregated at the Rapid Creek Sunday market. Finally, 

the iconic Mindil beach market is the showcase for ethnic diversity in Darwin.  

In this environment, the idea of authenticity is highly problematic in comparison to 

other homogeneous communities. Even if Gupta and Ferguson argued that 

multiculturalism is a feeble concept for acknowledging cultural differences (Gupta & 

Ferguson 2007, p. 338), in anthropological practice in relation to the space, the idea 

of multiculturalism also provides a clue to problematise the formation of distinctive 

cultural consciousness or identities particular to any society. People might struggle to 

confine themselves to their own communities to protect their cultural values from the 

pollution of other cultures. However, such efforts are no longer valid in the context 

of highly diverse social space and rapid global expansion. The idea of cultural 

homogeneity and its contradictions intersects at each moment. Thus, as a space, 

Darwin is a contact point where other cultural values and cultural symbols are met 

and reshaped by each other. In that context, immigrants’ opinions about something 

can be determined by the changing patterns of cultural system.    
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2. Transnational ‘field’ 

Darwin is a transnational ‘field’ as it is the space where scores of transnational ethnic 

communities live in close proximity (as indicated in the introduction with the 

discussion on transnationalism). As Appadurai (1996) noted, perhaps authentic local 

places no longer exist on the planet, as the local is constantly shaped by the global. 

However, places like Darwin complicate the matter more. In Darwin, space is 

occupied by dozens of ethnic groups and so it has no uniform cultural traits or 

practices that would stem from inhabiting a unitary ethnic community. Instead, space 

is occupied by different types of ethnic groups. As a result, inhabitants are dispersed 

and the idea of community is situated in a heterogeneous geographical boundary. Put 

simply, communities exist within their own imagined boundaries. This is similar to 

the case noted in other contexts by Malkki (1997); Miller (2009); Passaro (1997), 

and more extensively by Jackson (2013a).  

Doing an anthropological study among a dispersed population in a virtual community 

is problematic as the ethnographer is forced to craft the complete snapshot of the 

culture of the given community. Otto (2013) argues that, even if they situated in a so-

called landscape, anthropologists are essentially in a struggle to capture the complete 

story of ‘otherness’. For this, he proposes to replace the ‘landscape’ with ‘timescape’ 

(Otto 2013, p. 72). Otto’s proposition is a useful method for researchers who work in 

the transnational context, in order to mitigate the issue by arranging the fieldwork 

across particular historical timelines whilst being conscious to their time and 

meaning. In this context, I also suggest that an anthropologist can take two 

approaches to mitigate the issue. Firstly, one would accomplish this task by 

analysing this cultural life in fragments and then synthesise to construct the complete 

sense of culture and then compare with mass level activities. In this study, I 
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endeavoured that task to a certain extent, but still recogniseed the porous nature of 

‘community’. Briefly, there was no ‘local’ to evaluate the effect of the global at the 

community level. The local is a dispersed community in the imagination of the 

subjects of this research. Hence, I also took another approach, bringing an 

experiential view of individual and social life not to fill the gap but to open it. This 

better resonated with my theoretical approach. Thirdly, I accepted that the 

community is essentially porous, as it is more in imagination than real 

Therefore, I left that nature of porousness open to be able to demonstrate the 

emblematic nature of Darwin’s Sri Lankans’ current notion of home. Finally, as 

Spencer noted, doing ethnography is an overall ethnographic experience rather than 

just writing. Also, it is about the relationship between the ‘text and context’ (Spencer 

1989, pp. 145-6). Thus methodologically, it is important to understand the context of 

the place which essentially rests as ‘imagined’ or virtual. My intent was not to fill the 

porous boundaries by following a Geertzian (Geertz 1983, 1988) model of thick 

description, which restricts the ‘readers engagement’ (Spencer 1989, p. 147), but to 

let it to be recognised as it emerged from the description. 

Darwin is a transnational space where dozens of ethnic categories constantly knit 

their transnational social relations across the world. As a result, inevitably Darwin 

stands as a space where ethnic identities are constantly remodified through 

transnational practice. Communities engage in transnational relations in different 

modes; economically, politically, religiously and culturally. However, these 

transnational communities intersect with each other in global scale cultural flows. 

Yet, as I argue, the effects of transnationalism work paradoxically. While 

multiculturalism exists as a showcase to cultural diversity, transnationalism enhances 

ethnic societies. Though transnationalism reproduces both the home and host 



Chapter 2: On Methodology and Methods 

50 

community (Levitt 2001), it offers more options and possibilities to reconstruct the 

migrants’ sense of home within the host community. Thus, multiculturalism stands 

as ideological and institutional practice, while transnationalism exists as social force. 

The convergence of these two forces has effects on the construction of ethnic identity 

and consciousness. 

In the above context, people’s attitudes, values and perceptions are constantly 

challenged and questioned. Therefore, methodologically, Darwin also should be 

understood as a dynamic space of negotiation and contest, where the perception of 

the immigrants about home is situational. Darwin is the ‘dream’ space where 

migrants look forward to materialise their hopes of a new life and identity. Yet, it is 

also the space of isolation and abandon at the initial stage of their migration. It is also 

the space of struggle inevitable in their settlement. It is a space both uncertain and 

dynamic. In this social environment, emotions, feelings, and attitudes become highly 

contingent. Hence, ontologically, the perception of ‘home’ is problematic. Scrutiny 

of the notion of home is to be understood within this broader idea of the contingency 

of those emotional backdrops in the dynamic social space. Therefore, at this level, as 

a place Darwin also should be evaluated with an experiential lens. 

3. As a ‘field’ of ‘globally connected and hierarchically organized’

Finally, following Gupta and Ferguson (2007), I recognised Darwin as a globally 

connected and hierarchically organised space. It is globally and hierarchically 

connected, because demographically and economically it cannot survive without 

connecting to the wider Australian population and global context.  As Gerritsen 

(2010) argued, Darwin experiences the chronic contradictions of economic 

development that will continue in future unless the necessary policy changes take 

place. Large segments of its economic development are connected to the global 



Chapter 2: On Methodology and Methods 

51 
 

economy and population movements. Its mining, pastoralism and tourism are such 

industries. Thus, economic development and attracting and absorbing population 

have become the main axes of its regional development. To achieve economic 

growth Darwin needs large-scale projects. To construct the projects Darwin needs 

people. When the projects are in place, people fly to Darwin and the local economy 

grows. When projects closed down, people become anxious and immigrants leave the 

city.  Tourism and mining are two major industries that attract population to the 

Northern Territory. For example, when the Japanese company, INPEX, recently 

completed the construction of its LNG project, more than eight hundred people lost 

their jobs. The Northern Territory News published headlines and several news 

articles demonstrating the anxieties of the public.  The NT Government is constantly 

struggling to attract and retain workers in the Territory, even promising to provide 

them with other forms of skills (Maincaros 2017; Walsh 2017).  

In addition, via employing international (and Australian) backpackers (i.e. temporary 

visa residents) the tourism and hospitality industries connect Darwin into global 

culture. Backpackers from across the world arrive in Darwin with its dry season, 

which is the peak tourism season. They leave at the beginning of the wet season, 

when these industries are off-peak.  Via backpackers and tourists Darwin becomes a 

place of political and social, economic and cultural discourse connected to its 

government and world beyond it. While Northern Territory Government enjoys a 

reasonable level of autonomy even if they are ultimately controlled fiscally by the 

Australian Federal Government, which contributes at least 80 per cent of the NT’s 

revenue each year.  

These outside influences are pivotal in understanding Darwin’s geographical and 

ecological characteristics. Like weather and climatic conditions, man-made social 
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spaces – such as multiculturalism, transnationalism and global influences – 

determine people’s dwelling and movement. They influence economic security as 

well as the social and cultural comfort of Darwin’s people, through seasonal rhythms 

creating ontological comfort and security (Giddens 1991).  

The Research Population    

The 2016 census shows that while Australia has residents with ancestry from about 

318 ethnic backgrounds, while Darwin’s population contains people with ancestry 

from 205 ethnic backgrounds (ABS 2016). As noted in chapter one, the majority of 

Sri Lankans living in Darwin belong to the Sinhala Buddhist population. But 

Darwin’s Sri Lankans also comprise Sinhala Catholics, Tamil Hindus, and Tamil 

Christians or Catholics and Dutch Burgers. Accordingly, the Sri Lankan population 

in Darwin represents a cross section of the main Sri Lankan ethnic divisions. In the 

following section, I describe my reasoning on selecting my sample of respondents 

based upon different categories of Sri Lankan immigrants.   

The notion of home is a cultural construct. Because language is one factor that 

distinguishes ethnic boundaries, I decided to confine myself to one ethnic category as 

a point of inquiry. Accordingly, this study is mainly restricted to Sri Lankan 

Sinhalese, irrespective of whether they were Sinhala Buddhist, Catholic or Hindu. I 

also talked to people from Burgher community, mainly due to their shared ancestry 

with the Sinhalese.    

The modern state has developed a habit of classifying some immigrants as a problem 

of Foucauldian ‘governability’, under the name of sovereignty and border protection. 

Today managing the governability of migrants has become administratively more 

complex than ever. Arrays of immigrants’ visa categories among developed countries 
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are evidence of this point. Australia is no exception to this administrative 

phenomenon. While such classifications are instrumental to the state, the effect of 

those particular kinds of classifications on immigrants is immense. Those 

classifications not only control immigrants’ mobility but also affect different aspect 

of lives, particularly on settlement. However, it was hard to find studies that paid 

attention to such classification system. Such negligence might affect the ultimate 

analysis and findings. Immigrants’ perception of home is an area that is heavily 

influenced by visa classifications.  

In this study, I considered three main classifications systems which have been used 

by the Australian immigration and border protection authorities to classify applicants 

entering Australia. Those are citizenship holders, permanent residents, and temporary 

residents. I focused upon those three classification systems when I selected my 

sample.  However, I omitted some of the subdivisions attached to those classification 

systems, particularly in the temporary migrant and permanent residency programmes. 

The purpose of considering those classifications in the sampling process was mainly 

determined by three key reasons. Firstly, such classifications were labels created to 

control people’s mobility and settlement. The underlying principle of control is 

revealed via imposing ‘time’ upon the sets of criteria which apply or do not apply to 

each immigrant. Time is a serious factor that impacts on the settlement process, 

subsequently with the possibility of alteration of the notion of home. While 

citizenship holders are the classified subjects that represent the last stage of the 

actualising migrant journey, permanent residents and temporary residents represent 

the liminal stage of their dream and journey. The latter were the two categories that 

demonstrated the significant changes in their migratory journey.  
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Secondly, my pre-fieldwork experience with Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin gave 

me fresh insights into the effect of classification upon immigrants.  As I discuss 

below, considerable levels of social division have been created in relation to each 

classification system, although I acknowledge that these divisions were also partly a 

result of social background held in the home country. However, the greater effect on 

social status results from the migratory status imposed upon Sri Lankan immigrants. 

More precisely, it is the reproduction of social divisions through migratory status 

which they hoped to dispossess when they left their home country. As I discuss in 

chapter five, the effect of such social divisions impacted heavily on constituting 

social relations in Darwin, thereby influencing the notion of home.  

Thirdly, I noticed that particular emotional and attitudinal schemas are attached to 

the above classification system. As noted earlier, that classification is not a choice of 

the respondent or a natural occurrence of inheritance and background. It is an 

institutionally designed and bureaucratically-operated system. For immigrants, it was 

an administrative journey they must do. It was a journey that has a certain emotional 

tension and pressure. The tension altered the immigrant’s perception and experience 

in each phase of the migratory journey. Hence, we are not attempting to understand 

‘a respondent’, as one who is going through a fairly stable journey that has stable life 

trajectories, but a respondent who is going through a journey with dramatic 

upheavals of their life experiences. The shifting meaning of home is fairly regular 

occurrence in relation to each phase of each migratory experience. 

Therefore, all three categories were essential to discern in retrospect both changes 

and their associated ideas. Accordingly, each category consists of ten respondents, 30 

respondents in total.  Incorporation of all three major visa categories was also driven 

by the assumption that the notion of home varied according to class, plus other 
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factors such as education.  Nevertheless, I am aware that some of the categories such 

as permanent residents and citizenship holders as well as temporary residents had 

overlapping social characteristics, such as education, religion and class. For example, 

the category of citizenship holders may consist of people who are professionals in 

various fields, as well as semi-skilled migrants. By bringing all these categories 

together, I attempted to explore the similarities and differences of the way people 

interpreted their notion of ‘home’ in a transnational field while being from same 

country. In the analysis, I noticed the variations in their experiences, particularly in 

the chapter on the definition of home and the chapter on the settlement process. In 

other chapters, I emphasise these factors where it is necessary.  

Also, when I selected my sample respondents, I also was careful to include 

respondents with other minute variations. For example, immigrants themselves 

exhibit great variations of skills and social characteristics. At the preliminary level of 

analysis, I analysed the profile of each and every respondent. This included 

information from their biographical details to migratory experiences. Most of them 

were aged from 30 to 60 years old. Secondly, most of them held ‘white collar’ jobs, 

ranging from administrators to doctors and IT specialists. There were respondents 

who belonged to the category of ‘blue collar’ jobs and labourers. However, 

proportionately, their numbers are less in relation to the time period they arrived. As 

I mentioned earlier, most of them received their permanent resident visa during the 

time that the screening process was not as stringent as it is now. The bias towards 

skilled professionals in my sample may reflect a difference between Sri Lankans and 

other groups of recent immigrants. 

The newer generation of Sri Lankans arrived in Darwin after the visa policies and 

screening process was tightened during the Howard Government. They belonged to 
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the category of people who found migration a challenging task, and hence invested a 

great amount of resources to migrate to Australia. Among these respondents, there 

were number of people who were working in labour jobs or in non-professional jobs, 

not because they were unqualified, but because of institutional and structural 

restraints imposed upon them under the requirements for mainstreaming their 

professional qualifications into Australian qualifications. For example, there were 

two veterinarians who were working at a laundry since their arrival. They were stuck 

in the system due to finding difficulties in bridging their qualification. Likewise, 

there were two IT specialists who were working, one as a cleaner and one as an 

electrician to private company, in jobs that did not reflect their qualifications. There 

were a few doctors who arrived under the category of spousal visa and were 

unemployed. In terms of education, most of these respondents were either degree 

holders or professional level qualification holders.   

In terms of pre-migratory experiences, some of them had visited to other countries 

before migrating to Australia. There were two respondents who had living 

experiences in other countries before coming to Australia. One had studied in the 

USA and had been living there for long time before migrating to Darwin. Another 

older Sri Lankan immigrant had been living in England before migrating to 

Australia. The rest of them did not possess any pre- migratory experiences before 

migrating to Darwin. Two of my interviewees had travelled to other countries before 

coming to Australia, or Darwin. Both of them had been engaged in professional 

exchange work or professional training programme. I found both pre-migratory 

experience and non-migratory experiences were a critical element in deciding to 

migrate to Australia. Education and social background also played a critical role in 

deciding their social relationship.  
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I considered all these details in various degrees while probing life stories during the 

selection process. The selection of my sample was mainly determined by the 

snowballing and purposive sampling methods. At the early stage, I used snowballing 

methods to identify and conduct informal discussions and get insights from the 

respondents. After forming an initial picture of the varying characteristics of those 

respondents, I used purposive sampling methods to classify the respondents into the 

three clusters named above. I used the purposive sampling method to best represent 

the major variations among the immigrants, such as profession and education as well 

as religion. Purposive sampling methods are an appropriate technique to select 

people from diverse backgrounds – such as gender differences, religious and ethnic 

differences as well as socio-economic differences – to create a representative 

distribution of respondents. Finally, the sample was restricted to one cohort: the 

immigrants who came to Darwin before the December 2014. 

Activities 

Ethnographic description is an outcome of documenting participants and their 

behaviour, as well as the ethnographer in the process. Activities are what people do 

and present in their settings. In an ethnographic work, participants act in two peculiar 

particular ways, which impacts upon the ethnographic description as well as its idea 

of truth (this is discussed below under the rubric of ‘truth’). The two forms of 

behaviour are:  

1) The normal patterns of behaviour and utterances which are driven by

insensibleness to the ethnographer’s presence; and: 

2) Being conscious of their behaviour in the ethnographer’s presence.

The first form of behaviour was evident in communal or social settings, such as 

family gatherings, social and ceremonial activities and so on. The second form of 
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behaviour unfolded in direct contact with ethnographer. Also, throughout the 

research process I came across the experience of how my presence shaped the 

interlocutor’s narration or story as well as their activities (this has been discussed 

below under the title of ‘participation’). Thus, while acknowledging that activities – 

what people do in settings which generate the larger portion of ethnographic 

description – it also suggests that such activities were partly shaped by what I did in 

the field, beyond ethnographic acts such as notetaking, recording, engaged listening, 

or demonstrations of gratitude to my respondents.  

Data collecting techniques 

This study is about understanding the notion of home and its representation from the 

immigrants’ point of view. I wanted to understand how the notion of home was 

conceived as a social and cultural category in human experience, because home is an 

experiential phenomenon derived through our engagement with the world. In 

disciplinary terms, this study belonged to the field of anthropology and hence falls 

into qualitative research. Therefore, in order to explore the subject matter, I 

appropriated the ethnographic method as the main methodological thrust and 

participant observation as the appropriate technique for my data collection.  

The main research problem and four research questions explored both the meaning of 

home and its expression within the trajectories of immigration. In order to capture 

the sense of home among immigrants and its shifting meaning along with migration, 

I designed the interviews in five different phases; the immigrants’ sense of home, the 

pre-departure experience and migration practice, the arrival experience, the 

settlement experience and the current experience of living in Darwin. Techniques of 

segmented and guided in-depth interviewing was useful, not only to pin point the 

shifting meaning of home in each phase, but also to understand how the trajectories 



Chapter 2: On Methodology and Methods 

59 
 

of emotions connected to the trajectories of migration. The expressive part of the 

notion of home was affirmed by the technique of participant observation. This 

allowed me to cross examine the immigrants’ sense of perceived home in the context 

of its actual practice. The challenge was to capture the internal political dynamics 

and tensions within small groups. Such challenges could be overcome by disclosing 

my presence with everyone, and being open to every respondent in the community. 

However, I did not change my methodological approach during the course of the 

research. 

According to Clifford, the idea of participation generally suggests the researcher is 

going out to the ‘field’, an unknown territory to the researcher, in order to undertake 

extensive data collection by living in the community they are studying. Clifford 

identifies this as ‘physical displacement’ and ‘temporary dwelling’ (Clifford 1997, p. 

53). Questioning the Malinowskian way of doing fieldwork, he argued that, 

fieldwork has moved away from home, the ‘field as a spatial practice is thus a 

specific style quality and duration of dwelling’ (Clifford 1997, p. 22). Clifford’s 

main objective was to demonstrate how the notion of participant observation was 

being challenged by changing social dynamics and global processes and their effect 

on people lives.  

Following Hannerz (2003), I argue that the idea of doing participant observation still 

offers reasonable grounds for a research mode of ‘being’ with the subject. All 

dwellings are temporary. Irrespective of the time duration or personal habits imbued 

within us; each moment is a way of being in the world and we construct our home 

because home is ‘being in the world’ (Jackson 1995).  As I understand, the idea of 

‘being with the natives’ is an important aspect of ethnographic work. Ontologically, 

the idea of being suggests the meaning of ‘cohabiting’ in the world which Heidegger 
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has noted as ‘being with’ (Heidegger 2008) We cannot encounter the world without 

being in it. Being with people suggests the idea of sharing lifeworlds and 

intersubjectivity. For example, my experience of being a member of the community 

which was ‘imagined’ was possible only through my being in Darwin for more than 

three and half years. Here I used the term ‘imagined to denote the people who share 

common cultural background in scattered social landscape but not necessarily in a 

sense that living in homogenous group.  Also, in this thesis, I do not use the term 

‘imagined community’ in the sense that Benedict Anderson (1983) used in relation to 

print capitalism and modern nationalism. It allowed me at least to understand the 

feeling of melancholy when an immigrant talks about being away from Sri Lanka 

Hence, methodologically, participant observation offers reasonable grounds for an 

ethnographer ‘being’ within the lifeworld of the unknown subject, and thus to infer 

the structure and horizon of their cultural and social world.  

Having mentioned that, I accept that doing fieldwork in a transnational social field is 

an arduous task. Firstly, the notion of field itself has become problematic in 

contemporary anthropology (Clifford 1997; Edwards 1994; Gupta & Ferguson 2007; 

Robben 2007). Secondly, the transnational social field is fluid and dynamic, blurring 

boundaries and the movements of people. This has been vividly discussed by 

Zabusky (2007) in her work on ‘ethnography in/of transnational processes’, and 

Kurotani (2004) in the context of the experience on multi-sited transnational field of 

work experience.  

In the collective process of participant observation, I used a number of other research 

techniques to gather qualitative data. Included in these were: in-depth interviews, 

observational data, and archival materials, such as newspaper articles and documents 

that revealed the historical arrival of Sri Lankans to Darwin. At the same time, I 
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looked at artefacts such as photographs, personal belongings and ornaments gathered 

by immigrants and brought from Sri Lanka. Scholarly works (Appadurai 1986; Gell 

1986, 1998; Hurdley 2013; Kopytoff 1986; Miller 2009) on material culture and 

‘objects’ or artefacts proved its significance in understanding the human relationship 

to the world. Sometimes, the notion of home is not lucidly expressed in these 

artefacts, but is rather reflected through belongings. A mask, religious idol or 

symbol, a collection of poetry or a novel written in their own language recollects the 

emotional attachment to the life left behind. These may not be the entity of home but 

the elements and emblems of defining and constructing home.  

During my participant observation, I explored how the deep cultural meaning 

embedded into their lives affects Sri Lankan migrants’ adjustment to life in Australia. 

I participated and observed the main cultural and community activities of Darwin’s 

Sri Lankan community, as well as the interpersonal relationships between members 

of that community. Spradley (1980) identifies different layers of observations. These 

include descriptive observation, focused observation and selected observation. These 

extended forms of observation techniques were useful to explore interpersonal 

relationships among the migrant categories, particularly those that take place in 

transnational social fields such as cultural events and other functions. The use of 

such methods provided nuanced analysis of cultural meaning (Spradley 1980) 

embedded into the field of inquiry, such as social and class relations among migrants. 

Furthermore, as Silverman (2011) explains, their presence in the field allows the 

researcher to use the experience of the world as significant to the inquiry. Thus, as a 

methodology, participant observation methodology was useful to capture a 

comprehensive understanding of the transnational social field among Sri Lankan 

migrants.  
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The interviews were structurally designed to capture my respondents’ history of their 

migration trajectories. More or less, the interviews were also the collection of their 

life histories, as recollection of life experiences from childhood emerged constantly 

during the process of the interview. In this study, I used an interview guideline which 

took each interview to last between four to six hours. Due to the time length, I 

divided each interview into five segments which also represented the different stage 

of their migration trajectories. The interviews were able to explore the particular 

subject matter to the point. Altogether, in this study I used thirty interviews in my 

analysis of the major research questions. In addition, I talked with more than fifty 

people in close conversation and visited their houses as a friend and acquaintance. As 

a result, there were an ample amount of unrecorded informal conversations noted 

during the informal and social gatherings. I did not record or note their names in the 

study due to ethical protocols, but they consented to information being used in a 

confidential manner. Those informal conversations were more useful as anecdotes 

and further description and to explain the subject matter.  

Ethical Clearance 

The study was conducted with approval and ethical clearance from the Charles 

Darwin University (H14059). According to ethical clearance agreement and my own 

ethical practice in the world, I adhered to protect my participants’ dignity and 

privacy. During the research process, I did not consider them as so-called ‘research 

subjects’, but treated them as fellow human beings who are ‘being-in-this-world’ 

along with me. My respect towards them developed through sympathy and kindness, 

and most of our enriched conversations were a result of the intersubjective nature of 

our relationships. From the beginning, I informed them about my research project 

and what is my expectation. All the respondents supported me with genuine 
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motivations and spent hours and hours with sharing and caring. I have not published 

a single photograph or cited a conversation without their consent and approval. All 

the main conversations are in digital recorded format and kept in secured file system. 

Some of the remarks made during the interviews are made by people who wished to 

remain anonymous. One person merely gave a verbal consent and was happy for her 

words to be cited. One interview used in this study cited or quoted without names 

either because they did not want to appear even under a pseudonym, or were 

recorded in informal conversation. Those conversations were held informally and the 

subjects agreed verbally for their use for research purposes. Some of the interviews 

were recorded digitally and some of were in transcribed in note form. Throughout the 

research process I maintained the accountability to my best and informed them the 

status of the process whenever they inquire. Ethically, I consider that they have the 

rights to this project partly as this is their story.  

Entering into the ‘Field’  

The day following my arrival in Darwin, I met a university friend of mine who had 

studied with me at the University of Colombo in Sri Lanka. She and her husband and 

two children had migrated to Darwin four years previously. Meeting her was a 

surprise. She took me to her home and fed me. Their house was in disarray as they 

were getting ready to move to Brisbane in the following week. She and her husband 

were busy with packing, visiting friends and attending farewell gatherings. 

Throughout the ensuing week I was part of each farewell event. They kindly 

introduced me to their all friends. That was the first step in establishing my networks 

in Darwin. Then, I was introduced to a man known as Sanjeewa, who was an illegal 

immigrant from Sri Lanka. Sanjeewa became my main informant and facilitator into 

my research community, as he was moving around the entire Sri Lankan community. 
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In the second week, he took me to a Nightcliff cricket gathering, where many Sri 

Lankan youths gather each Saturday to play cricket. At the ground, many people 

knew about my research and offered their support. Then, I was brought to the 

Buddhist temple. My active participation with temple matters and other community 

engagements helped me to win trust among my research population. 

Being a researcher from the same ethnic background, culture and religion provided a 

great advantage in entering into the community. Speaking the same language and 

following the same cultural rituals allowed immersion into the community. This 

same experience has been documented by Colic-Peisker (Colic-Peisker 2004, p. 87). 

During my first year I announced my presence in most of the community’s social and 

cultural activities. My educational and personal backgrounds helped me quickly to 

build rapport with the respondents. What was difficult was to avoid falling into a 

particular social group. For instance, as I went to play cricket with one such group, I 

would also attend their social and cultural activities. I was helping undocumented 

migrants to read their documents and other social necessities. I discussed politics 

with people with high and low social status.  I was always open about my research 

interests. Through this practice I won trust and cordial relationships with most of 

these people in different layers in the society.  

Yet, there were some people who did not want to open up with me because of my 

relationship with undocumented migrants and immigrants of lower status, or with 

those who had allegiances to some other political parties.  Such resistance often came 

from people eager to maintain the hierarchical boundaries that derive from Sri 

Lankan society. As Rabinow’s (1997) work illustrates, the researcher cannot befriend 

everybody.  After all, we are human beings who in our own social life both like and 

dislike people. We simply cannot control others’ preferences. What matters is to 
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understand how such people maintain social boundaries and limit their social 

connections.  

Doing Participant Observation: The Process of Observation and 

Documentation 

Methodologically, I divided immigrants’ activities into two main schemas; large-

scale activities and small-scale activities. Large-scale activities consisted of social, 

cultural and religious activities, while small-scale activities comprised family and 

group level activities. During my research, I observed immigrant activities at both 

levels. Large-scale activities were open to any members of the community. 

Therefore, it was not difficult for me to gain access. Despite my engagement in those 

activities, everyone in the community knew what I was doing in their space. As 

someone mockingly announced: ‘we do not know what he will write about us’.  

People were conscious of the nature of my engagement. Nonetheless, none of them 

objected to my attendance.  Instead, I was invited to do various tasks on behalf of the 

community. Most household activities were open to me through a few families with 

whom I had strong relationships and who invited me stay with them from time to 

time. Most of the invitations were cordial and consistent with cultural practice in the 

home country. For example, staying overnight at a friend’s place is not unusual and 

they were happy to entertain me. Those events were useful to unlock the individual 

perception of their experiences more readily.  

During my observations, I noticed a pattern of activities that immigrants engaged in. 

These activities were repeated in a few particular social spaces. This was evident 

among other communities as well. Those social locations were the temple, the 

playground, sports clubs and individual houses. In addition, people engaged in their 
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individual activities in numerous other places like recreation centres, parks and 

restaurants. In this study, my observations focused on these social and individual 

spaces. What they did in those spaces ascribed particular meaning to the idea of 

home.  

My next activity was to understand the meaning attached to those cultural practices 

and cultural codes. During my observations, I found great difficulty in unlocking and 

understanding the meaning embedded in those activities for the subjects. Firstly, 

what they did in that particular space were simple acts repeating what they did at 

home. Secondly, the activities performed were merely the embodied practices of 

what Bourdieu called habitus. At one point, Bourdieu defined habitus as:  

…a product of history, produces individual and collective practices – more 

history – in accordance with the schemes generated by history. It ensures the 

active presence of past experiences, which, deposited in each organism in the 

form of schemes of perception, thought and action, time, more reliably than 

all formal rules and explicit norms… (Bourdieu 1990, p.54).  

In such contexts, people engage in those activities, in an alien land but with 

internalised meaning inherited from their home country. At this level of inquiry, 

people say, ‘those are our cultural practices, aren’t they?’ Such answers did not 

provide an in-depth understanding of my research question. To unlock the hidden 

meaning, I engaged in another level of analysis. That was exploring contradictions: 

between social space and activities, between individual and social activities, and 

between act and utterance. Then I focused my attention on informal utterances and 

silence. Contradictions, disengagement, as well as silence carry separate layers of 

meaning. Such expressions are not reflected openly. Through this, I attempted to 
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understand the meaning of their actions in a different mode. Thus, social activities 

have been observed as connection to place and people as well as to social space that 

exhibit vast arrays of cultural meaning of particular historical moment. Answers to 

those questions could be found only through the particular historical moment.  

On the other hand, being within a highly dynamic, cosmopolitan social context and 

being a researcher was a challenging task.  Immigrant activities are not restricted to a 

particular ethnic community setting. In fact, a substantial proportion of their 

activities were taking place in non-personal domains. These included their 

remunerated work and individual activities in other cultural contexts, such as 

shopping and entertaining. In such an environment both space and activities were not 

unfolding in a single ethnic domain. All these three domains – people, place and 

activities – both shaped each other and were shaped by external social dynamics. 

Thus, I was attempting to capture the landscape of a highly dynamic social field.  

Level of Participation: Positionality and Reflexivity 

In postcolonial Sri Lanka ethnic tension between Sinhalese and Tamils was mainly 

triggered as a means of retaining power for each respective ethnicity. It was agitated 

by the political action of three political figures – S.W.R.D. Bandaranayake, J.R. 

Jayawardhana and S.J.V. Chelvanayagam.  This was best described by Swaris (2002) 

under the term of ‘Three Anglican Gentlemen’. The conflict between the Sri Lankan 

army and Tamil militias, which led to a thirty years of war, was created by the 

incident that took place in Northern Province in Sri Lanka with the assassination of 

Sri Lankan police officers by these Tamil groups. Upon reflection, I am well aware 

of the historical construction of this inter-ethnic tension. When I was a child, I could 

speak Tamil competently as I was growing up among Tamil children, due to my 

father’s location as a medical practitioner. Although I later lost that skill to a certain 
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extent (as a result of returning into my hometown in Panadura where the population 

is Sri Lankan Sinhalese), I still retain the capability of understanding Tamil to certain 

degree. As I am well aware of the cultural construct between two languages, my 

focus in this thesis on Sri Lankan Sinhalese was mainly driven both by the distinct 

cultural world view of the two communities, as well as my intent to execute a 

classical ethnographic work confined to one social group. That approach was not 

determined by any inter-ethnic tensions.   

In this research, my participation was at three levels: high, average and low. The 

level of participation was determined by the social situation. As I noted above, in this 

study, I studied multiple social situations and actions located in different social 

spaces. Those social actions varied from social gatherings to official work. Ranges of 

social actions took place in the same social space but in different social situations. 

For example, the Buddhist temple is a religious space for social gathering as well as 

for official work. In religious activities, I was deeply involved with supporting 

community organisations. In such contexts, I had a high level of participation. But at 

the same time, when people were appointed to a position or to do official works, I 

kept aside and became a mere observer. At such instances, my participation was low.  

Thus, my level of participation was determined purely by the social situation.  

On the other hand, my level of participation was not clear enough all the time. This 

was mainly due to my social and cultural experiences being shared within the same 

ethnic community. For example, knowing that I was studying them, some 

community members asked me to take some positions in various tasks. They might 

have considered my educational background and other social and cultural 

characteristics. Yet, I humbly declined those invitations.  
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Writing about the appreciation of a work of art, Hans George Gadamer (2008) argues 

that through our engagement with an art piece we are immersed into a process he 

named as ‘play’. By immersing in artwork, we enter into the experience where we 

develop a dialogical relationship between the work of art and ourselves (Gadamer 

2008). Gadamer’s idea of ‘play’ is a useful concept to understand the meaning of 

ethnographic participation in the field. Our scientific explanation of objectivity may 

be a critical element in doing fieldwork. Nevertheless, I have experienced the ways 

in which both my own subjective and objective dimension of participation take 

control during the fieldwork and blur the boundaries between subjective and 

objective dimensions. This was clearly evident during religious activities. When the 

Buddhist monk preached Dharma or engaged in Dharma talk I became immersed 

into the situation. As Gadamer (2008) wrote, I am ‘play[ing]’ at that moment. In such 

situations, I was aware of the split within my own research persona. I was not 

holding my notebook in most of those instances. I was aware that my subjectivity 

was playing a dominant role in that instant. I let myself be immersed into the 

situation. In other words, I did not manipulate my conscious to gain the control of 

myself. Instead I again asked the question what was so powerful inside me to allow 

immersion into the moment.  

I am aware of the need for being objective in my thesis. However, this word of 

subjective and objective is subtle and shifting between fieldwork and writing. My 

consciousness of objectivity deliberately appears when I start the writing process. I 

reflected on my immersion into the situation and deeply reflected upon my own 

habitus of being Buddhist. My deep involvement with Buddhism derived from my 

interest in finding the meaning of my existence, as well as the empathy developed 

towards others through my own personal experiences. When I wrote up my field note 



Chapter 2: On Methodology and Methods 

70 
 

upon the return from the field, I reflected upon my own participation and others’ 

engagement and realised the problem of the dichotomy between subjective and 

objective. As Kohn noted, ‘anthropologists not only distance themselves from the 

field in order to write – to record what is known. They also distance themselves in 

order to experience – to expand what is known’ (Kohn 1995, p. 56). When I write I 

am conscious that I am not writing about the world completely, but about my 

mediation with the participant out there: what Rabinow called multiple translations 

(Rabinow 1997). Thus, at least in this study, I understand that participation has 

different versions and degrees of engagement but always has complicated 

boundaries.  

An anthropologist’s perception of the world is a critical element in determining their 

own position in his/her study and affects analysis and interpretation. People, places 

and activities are not the only elements caught up in these influences. I myself have 

also gone through these changes. Since my undergraduate studies, I have not lived in 

Sri Lanka on a regular basis. Throughout that time, I have lived in several countries 

and several places. Throughout the last year I have been asking myself: where is my 

home? My desires and perceptions of the world urge me to think that my home is 

back in my country. What are the factors that motivate me to think my home is my 

country? Am I tired of my own travelling? Will I be happy about the social condition 

of my country when I go back? These are the fundamental questions going through 

my mind. I am aware that many migrants would be asking the same questions. I am 

conscious that my answer to those questions shapes my research process. At the 

same time, the extent of my conscious participation also allowed me to reflect back 

on what a migrant would assume through the same engagement. Such self-

interrogation motivated me to ask more in-depth questions and reshaped my analysis.  
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The issue of my own cultural and social position is also a challenge. I am a person 

who went through different institutional training processes and who was 

renegotiating my identity due to my affiliation to ‘multi-locale’ social space. In this 

research, I have been confronted with ‘social subjects’ who are from a similar social 

and cultural background but also in the process of negotiating their own identity 

derived via transnational experiences. As Clifford (1997) suggested, this type of 

research invokes conscious engagement with the field as well as the subject. By 

bringing, contemporary critical methodological engagement to the notion of 

‘ethnographic method’ I do not refute the classical way of doing anthropological 

fieldwork. What this study has attempted to do is to apply the ways in which 

contemporary discourses of anthropological fieldwork and the dynamics of ‘field’ fit 

into ethnographic methodology in a way in which I can comprehend the subject 

matter while paying attention to the transient nature of ‘field’, of myself as a 

researcher and of the ‘respondents’.  

Interrogating the ‘Subject’: The question of ‘Truth’ 

The idea of ‘truth’ has been the locus of the qualitative research paradigm. Any 

researcher has to ask themselves: ‘How do you know for sure whether he/she is 

telling the truth?’ This is particularly problematic in certain areas of research. 

Researching immigrants, particularly undocumented migrants, and transnational 

practice fall into this category. Researchers often find that migrant’s utterances are 

perplexingly contradictory and cannot easily determine which utterance is to be 

accepted. For example, I have experienced the same migrants having different 

versions of the meaning of home in different contexts. For example, one of my 

interviewees, was very nostalgic about of the meaning of home and would say that 

their home is back in Sri Lanka, claiming that ‘we are alien here’, or ‘will not belong 
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to Australia’. But the same migrant would then valorise his stay at Darwin during a 

group discussion or at a party, claiming that ‘we have everything here’, and ‘what 

else we need?’ ‘You know, this is Home’ (Tania, an Interviewee). 

Now, which of these propositions is to be accepted as the true one? Notions of 

reliability and validity will not suffice to answer that question. Particularly in stories 

that unfold about life events, people’s perceptions are always subject to change. As I 

argued, such changes are possible due to the dynamics of the social world and its 

effect on people. Therefore, as Jackson argued, the truthfulness or the falsity of the 

story cannot be decided in relation to the reality outside (Jackson 2002, p. 17). In 

order to understand, I suggest we must look at the idea of ‘truth’ from a different 

perspective. We should not take ‘truth’ as merely a finished or closed text but as 

open for further interrogation. It suggests that both claims should be considered as 

possible grounds for revealing differing aspects of truth.  

Truth can be the layers of the whole story. Each claim has its own subjective 

experience attached to it and it is being situated in a particular historical moment and 

entity. Any claim in a particular moment is related to the ways in which someone 

perceives the world in that particular moment in relation to their whole experience.  

In order to understand the whole meaning of their narrative we must first explore the 

layer of truth specific to that circumstance. By using Heidegger’s (2008) notion of 

the question of being – we could say each migrant, the question of their own sense of 

‘being’ is particular to their situation and existence. In analysing different layers of 

truth, we are not seeking the ultimate truth but reasonable grounds to comprehend the 

migrant lifeworld.  
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Methods of Data Analysis and the ‘Kind of writing’ 

In his seminal work Participant Observation, James Spradley (1980) introduced 

three types of analytical techniques that the classical anthropologist might use. Those 

are domain analysis, taxonomic analysis and componential analysis. In fact, these 

three types of analysis are linked to each other by the three types of observation: 

descriptive, focused and selected observations work as chain of analysis. In this 

study, I used these three techniques as the basis of my analysis. However, according 

to the types of data, I first categorised the entire data into four main categories: 

stories, observations, archival materials and artefacts.   

During my research, I looked at historical documents in order to understand the 

historical context of the arrival of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin. Accordingly, I 

situated the immigrants in different historical time periods. This was briefly 

described in chapter one. The historical context of modern immigrants will be 

analysed along with narratives in chapter four under the title of ‘reason for leaving 

home’. Thus, chapter four not only attempts to understand the personal experiences 

of leaving home, but also to provide the context of the thwarted desires that drove 

people to leave home.  

The second set of data consisted of stories and observational notes. I use the word 

stories as being conversations that captured the histories of their lives, articulating 

and contextualising the emotional and experiential view of my respondents’ lives. 

Every act of story-telling is conscious engagement and hence an intersubjective 

process (Jackson 2002, p. 14). As Hannah Arendt argued, storytelling is a vital 

human strategy for ‘sustaining a sense of agency in the face of disempowering 

circumstance’ (as cited in Jackson 2002). Jackson considered stories to be a way of 

renewing our faith that the ‘world is within our grasp’ (Jackson 2002, p. 17). When 
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stories were told by participants they were engaging in the process of ‘objectifying 

the world’ out there (Bourdieu 2003; Rabinow 1997). These narratives contained two 

elements: the emotional or experiential element and materialised or objectified 

elements. When interviewees tell their stories, they activate the repository of their 

memories along with an emotional backdrop. Unfortunately, the emotional elements 

involved the storytelling have disappeared in the analytical process of many studies. 

As I have argued throughout, the task of ethnographic endeavour is to be honest to its 

participants by bringing out their version of reality before attempting to grasp the so-

called ‘reality’ out there. In this study, I documented thirty stories of immigrants who 

represented all the four classifications outlined previously. In addition, I noted more 

than fifty informal conversations and sketches to flesh out these life histories.   

The ethnographic data was analysed in three analytical levels - domain analysis, 

taxonomic analysis and componential analysis - and then composed as a cultural 

inventory. During the first stage, I coded all my narratives where they linked to the 

notion of home and my specific research questions. Then I identified the main 

themes emerging from the data – events and rituals, family and small gatherings, 

interviews and photographs and other artefacts.  The main themes were reconfigured 

as key approaches to the main discussions of the ethnography along with the research 

questions. Then I situated the themes in parallel to the case history of immigrants and 

my observation notes. The quotations in the thesis were selected in order to enhance 

the argument. In the analysis of social and cultural events, I documented all the 

recurrent events and their repetitions. In the analysis, I compared all the events’ 

structures in parallel to such events held in Sri Lanka. This analysis of events was 

cross-examined with participants. 
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Figure 3: The research process 

The major challenge I encountered in this analytical process was to contain the 

emotional and experiential view of the respondents. As Das argued elsewhere, 

‘suffering poses existential and cognitive problem of loose of meaning to the 

individual’ (Das 1996, p. 139). Documenting one’s physical pain is not an easy task 

as Das and others have implied. Human pain cannot be as convincing to the reader or 

the ‘other’, as it felt by the subject or victim. Methodological issue of documenting 

the ‘pain’ in another context also has been noted by Dennis and Warin (2010). Often 

researchers are reluctant to elucidate how they analyse emotions (Blackman 2007, p. 

700). This claim applies to any human emotions beyond pain. We might not address 

this issue of narrating and conveying the experiences of the emotions to a third party 

at all, but in order to bring a sense of such emotions we can appropriate the two 

techniques which I used in this study. First, instead of analysing the data according to 

codes or themes (this where I departed from Spradley [1980] when following his 

steps), I categorised stories into emotional and experiential segments. Secondly, I 

attempted to allow their personal voices to be expressed, minimising my intervention 

for interpretation and documentation, which Rabinow (1997) recognised as the 

second process of objectification. Thirdly, rather than inserting ‘awkward quotes’ I 
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attempted to insert the entire segment of their stories where it was possible. This also 

avoided the issue of interpretivism, what Spencer (1989) identified as lack of context 

to the writing. As I argued, in personal stories we need context, not only for the 

historicity of the study but also for the context of the history of emotions.  

Observational data was mainly documenting the participant activities and social and 

cultural contexts. I observed my respondents’ pattern of behaviour and ritualised 

activities over two years. Common patterns were identified and shifts or behavioural 

patterns or actions were omitted unless such changes were repetitive in the long 

process. Yet, such changes were noted where it was relevant. In the writing process, I 

allowed space to describe the event or actions as they unfolded. Most of the sections 

in chapter six and chapter seven were formed from observational data.  

The artefacts were read in parallel to the personal experiences of my respondents’ 

history of migration and life in general. Artefacts do not exist in personal spaces 

without reason. As Kopytoff identified, ‘objects’ such as artefacts also can be 

explored through the list of questions asked, similar to the biography of a person and 

hence can be considered also as biography of an individual, family or the ‘home’ 

(Kopytoff 1986, p. 66). As Hurdley’s work suggests, the relationships among family 

members and home is displayed through the projection of artefacts and also 

demonstrate the uncertainty and temporality of those relationships through the 

movements of artefacts and mantelpiece (Hurdley 2013, p. 115). They contain the 

symbiotic relationship to the world and the person. They capture the personalised 

experience of the world. Artefacts are the mediators (Miller 2009) and containers of 

stories. In this study, my main objective was not to evaluate the history of the 

artefacts, but rather draw out their emotional connection to the personal experience 
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of the immigrants and how they relate to the notion of home. This is discussed in 

chapter six. 

Theoretical Engagement 

In this thesis, I argued that home is not just a place, a geographical entity or shelter, 

or human relations or action represented through cooking, preserving or ritualizing 

traditions and custom, but an existential experience which evolves through time and 

memory. The above elements are factors and referential points that contribute to the 

development of the sense of home. The point is that home is not an entity or a 

phenomenon that has intrinsic essence, but is existentiality gathered through many 

other factors. Theoretical contribution to the notion of home is shaped around the 

distinction between materiality or physicality, or psychological or emotional and 

human action (the mind - body dualism). As I argue, the tendency to look at the 

notion of home with a dualistic perspective is a result of the theoretical bias towards 

the theories inherited by Cartesian dichotomy. Such views drive researchers to treat 

home as an objective or category that has intrinsic quality or essence. As this study 

illustrated, it is common for respondents to retrospectively elicit a referential point, 

such as place, people, and activities, to define the notion of home. Yet, further 

exposition reveals that such physical emotional or imaginative characters are highly 

loaded with the experiential dimension of the life. Thus, those referential points will 

be mere names or statements about people and activities if they separate from the 

experiential ground. On the other hand, experience would not exist without our 

complete involvement or encountering the world. Thus, our experiential situations 

are the result of complete synthesis with material and subjective, as well as physical 

entities and social forces in the world. To analyse such experiential situations, it is 
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essential to move beyond the distinction between mind and body or the dualism 

between subjective and objective.  

Martin Heidegger’s existential philosophy provides a reasonable basis to 

understanding the subject matter. To pursue my argument, I used Heidegger’s 

existential philosophy, particularly, his idea of being-in-the-world which is discussed 

along with the notion of ‘Being and Time’ and the idea of dwelling and building.  I 

also used the concepts of ‘lifeworld’ and ‘Intersubjective’ as proposed by Edmund 

Husserl and its anthropological use by Michael Jackson (2013b). Heidegger treats 

our individual human existence as distinguished from other entities and even from 

each individual. According to him, each individual has his or her own existence. 

Such a view denies the essential and common meaning of subject or subjectivity, as 

there are no such things like essence or spirit pertaining to individuals as all are 

different. His explanation of and stress on individual existence also disrupts them 

having meaning, with common character against the world (subject and object 

dualism). As Jackson argues,  

 Social sciences cultivated an image of objectivity by reducing persons to functions 

and identities: individuals filled roles, fulfilled obligations, followed rules, performed 

rituals, and internalized beliefs. As such, persons were depicted one-dimensionally, 

their lives little more than allegories and instantiations of political, historical, or 

social processes (Jackson 2013b: P4). 

Thus, the theoretical engagement of the thesis was executed on three levels. Initially, 

as I noted previously, I did not attempt to define the notion of home. Instead, I 

allowed my participants to define the notion of home as they perceived it. Therefore, 

at the first level participants engaged in identifying and articulating their meaning of 
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home. This is explained in chapter three. At the end of that chapter I attempted to 

present the main entities of home as participants narrated them. Their experiential 

view of home suggests the most rudimentary yet fundamental ethnographic sense of 

the notion of home in a particular culture and social milieu. My next attempt was to 

make visible the conjunction or disjunction of those entities in parallel to the 

settlement process and its social cultural and religious engagement. Finally, I brought 

forward, the theoretical and conceptual base of existentialist philosophy, via 

Heidegger (2001, 2008) in order to outline the notion of home in the broader 

philosophical context. At this stage, I used Heidegger’s concepts of ‘Being’, ‘Time’, 

‘Dwelling’ and ‘Temporality’ and the idea of cultivation. I also was influenced by 

the current theoretical engagement of Michael Jackson (1995, 2013a, 2013b) and 

other anthropological contributions to existential philosophy.   

I used existential philosophy as the theoretical and philosophical base of my thesis 

for two reasons. First, it allowed me to go beyond the dualistic perspective of 

subjective world and objective world in knowledge formation and the understanding 

of the world. Hence, in this thesis, following Jackson (2013b), I use the concept 

‘intersubjective’ in order to convey the relationship people form with fellow human 

beings as well as ‘things’ in the world (Jackson 2013b, p. 5). Also, borrowing from 

Jackson (2013b), I used the term ‘lifeworld’ in order to capture the kind of spatiality 

that we inhabit consisting of the organic and material world. Quoting Saunders and 

Williams, Porteous (1976),   Guilani (1991), Easthope (2004), I summarise three 

different theoretical perspectives to explain that the meaning of home: as a socio-

spatial entity, with a psycho-social approach, and the synthesised approach of 

Somerville. As I discussed in the introduction and will continue to do so in the 

beginning of the chapter three, the notion of home cannot be understood by 
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separating individual from the larger world out there or separating individual 

psychological aspects from their bodily engagement in the world. The best approach 

to mediate this tension is locating all the separations through our existentiality. As 

Heidegger (2008) understood, we are neither isolated from the world nor 

indistinguishable from it – we simply live within the world. Accordingly, our being-

in-the-world is neither subjective nor passive mode of existence. Secondly, the use of 

existential philosophy is important as it allow us to come into the realisation of the 

multiple facets of home as perceived by individuals relative to their material 

condition. To discuss this, I will base my argument on following concepts borrowed 

from existential philosophy. 

Being and Time, Being- in- the- world, lifeworld and intersubjective 

In his work of ‘Being and Time’ (2008), Heidegger identified our (human) being as 

‘Dasein’, which denotes the meaning of being there or as our existence.  His analysis 

of ‘Being’ is against Aristotle and his predecessors’ long-held view of understanding 

the questions of philosophy and our world.  For Aristotle, being was a substance as 

each entity has substance.  Heidegger examined this view and argued that human 

beings are neither entity nor have substance but presented multiple choices or 

possibilities that define our existence. We differ from the other entities and exist 

through our capability to imagine and interpret the world (Heidegger, 2008: 188), 

and the decisions we take depending upon the circumstances. As Heidegger notes at 

very beginning, 

‘Dasein always understand itself in terms of its existence – in terms of a possibility 

of itself: To be itself or not itself Dasein has either chosen these possibilities itself or 

got itself into them, or grown up in them already. 
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Only the particular Dasein decides its existence, whether it does so by taking 

hold or neglecting (Heidegger 2008: 33). 

 However, we are not external or internal to the world. We are in the world with co-

existence with other entities. Thus, the world is not an object for inquiry (the duality 

– the world and us) but possibilities to understand. Heidegger’s postulation of

‘Being’ renders obsolete the dualistic perspective towards the world by defining our 

existence, not in the frame of the subjective-objective distinction but in the 

postulation of being-in the-world. What we are doing in the world is engaging in a 

dialogue or conversation as response to the circumstances that arise. The reader will 

encounter this dialogue and idea throughout the chapters of this thesis, particularly in 

chapters 5-8. 

Heidegger’s notion of Being was appropriated in this thesis in two different ways. 

First, the recognition of the notion of home in the immigrant mind is essentially an 

existential experience which emerges out of the paths they have chosen in response 

to the circumstances in their lives. Also, it is not a fixed state of mind but open to the 

many other possibilities. For example, allegiance to the host country or home 

country, or both, engaging in transnational activities and creating a sense of home. 

Home in Australia or Sri Lanka, or both, or not anywhere, or maybe everywhere, is 

the result of the possibility of each individual selected out of many other 

possibilities. Secondly, by bringing existential philosophy into the analysis, we move 

away from the dualistic perspective of analysis that home is an object of analysis or 

us, not just as subject of inquiry but also as an attempt to understand our existence. 

Thus, home is not just an entity nor an imaginative or fixed concept but a state of 

experiential understanding and negotiation, becoming through circumstance and 

movements.   
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For Heidegger, time is central to the analysis of Being and our existence. For him, 

‘We live in time’. The time he discussed in ‘Being and Time’ is not the mechanical 

and calculable time that we discuss in our mundane life, but the time which is central 

to Dasein. As Heidegger pointed out, each individual has their own time called 

‘mines’ (Heidegger 2008: 68). It is my own time separated from other’s time due to 

the ways in which each individual exists in different ways of time. In other words, 

Heidegger explains that it is the ways in which each person responds to evolved time 

that decides whether he or she is authentic aka Dasein (I will discuss below). His 

explanation of time has been foregrounded as ‘temporality’ (2008: 40).  

The term temporality suggests that we realize our existence or being as between past, 

present and future. Time is not infinite, as in the case of god, but finite, restricted by 

our death. It is our selections, out of many other possibilities, that decides our 

existence. Thus, before we engage in an action we go ahead of the time (future), leap 

back (past) to assess the situation (present) and act. According to Heidegger, Dasein 

finds it’s meaning in ‘temporality’ (Heidegger 39-40). It is our impending/inevitable 

death that brings the awareness of our own existence. Thus, in Heidegger’s 

perspective, ‘time’ becomes an ontological problem. In his analysis of time, 

Heidegger identifies four types of temporalities; authentic temporality, inauthentic 

temporality, world time, and vulgar time. In this thesis, I focused upon authentic 

Dasein and the term of world time. In Authentic temporality, Dasein is self-

conscious of his own death that who knows we are dying but does not fear his own 

death and who is not avoiding death but trying to make a possibility among many 

other possibilities within the time. As Heidegger enunciated, authentic Dasein runs 

ahead of death but goes back to the past to determine his present moment and then 

acts.  
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In this thesis, I have paid attention to the ways in which time is involved in two 

different ways to create the sense of home among immigrants. First, the sense of 

home among immigrant is a result of the immigrants’ engagement and decisions they 

made throughout the migratory journey – from leaving the home country to settle in 

the host country. This can be defined as the temporality of the migratory trajectory, 

as it is this possibility that was made out of many other possibilities in the 

circumstances of life. Secondly, it is the sense of home, gathered through the 

individual experience of ‘world time’ or public time’, that we encountered with 

being-in-the-world. All our experiences and memories are gathered through the 

temporality of world time. Thus, acceptance of home is partly an experience 

embedded into the memory of world time.   

Immigrants’ decision to migrate, and their struggle for settlement is one result of the 

very decision that each individual made out of the many other possibilities that they 

encountered in the time of crisis. Their ontological experience of the meaning of 

home is the existential experience accumulated through the time. Thus, time becomes 

meaningful to the notion of home through the ontological experience of the 

immigrants’ settlement process. 

Being-in-the-world, Lifeworld, and Intersubjective 

As part of my theoretical exercise in this thesis, I used the three terms - being-in-the-

world, lifeworld, and intersubjective - interchangeably. The idea of being-in-the-

world suggests our relationship with the world we share. Heidegger explained the 

word ‘in’ in terms of being-in-the-world, to explain the Dasein’s relationship to the 

world. According to him, in the purpose of analytical flexibility, the term being-in-

the-world is gathered into three levels; first, the relationship regarding to its location, 
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second the state of Dasein’s being, and third in as existential. Accordingly, in its 

primordial sense the word ‘in’ suggests that ‘habitare’ or the meaning of ‘to reside’. 

Thus, being is to denote the ‘dwell alongside the world’ (Heidegger 2008: 80). As 

Heidegger explained ‘Being alongside the world in the sense of being absorbed in the 

world (a sense which calls for still closer interpretation) is an existentiale founded 

upon Being-in (Heidegger 2008: 81). Heidegger uses the term being-in- the-world, to 

denote the idea that our own world is inseparable from the world of others and the 

physical environment. According to Heidegger, the world is constituted by my own 

world and millions of other individuals’ worlds, as well as the physical environment 

that is entwined with each other. It is the reason that Heidegger suggests our 

existence, or Dasein, is as being-in-the-world. Following Heidegger, in this thesis I 

use the term being-in-the-world to understand the migrant’s existential journey 

towards creating a sense of home. Secondly, I use the term to move away from the 

dualistic perspective for understanding the world. The distinctions between 

subjective and objective, I and world, and materiality versus emotions restrict our 

understanding of the world by masking our own existence. The problem of this 

Cartesian duality was best explained by the philosophers like Husserl (Husserl 1982) 

as well as anthropologists like Jackson (Jackson 2013b).  Husserl described this as 

‘lifeworld or as intersubjective (Husserl 1982).  Following Hannah Arendt’s term of 

‘subjective in between’, Jackson argues that the term intersubjective: 

shifts our emphasis away from notions of the person, the self, or the subject as 

having stable character and abiding essence, invites us to explore the subtle 

negotiations and alterations of subjective experience as we interact with one another, 

intervocally, or dialogically… (Jackson 2013b p5). 
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Following Jackson, I used the term intersubjective in order to denote the immigrants’ 

relationship that they cultivate between person and things as well as the dialogical 

relationship immigrants engage with in the physical environment. 

I also used the term dwelling and building which Heidegger discusses in his essay 

Poetry, Language, Thought ( 2001).  For Heidegger, both building and dwelling are 

connected with our encounter of mortality. Building is a necessary task for dwelling. 

As he suggests, not all buildings are for dwelling. ‘We do not dwell because we 

build, but we build and have built because we dwell, that is because we are dwellers’ 

(Heidegger 2001:146). Heidegger uses the term ‘building’ in the broader sense, that 

is to mean ‘cultivating’ and ‘preserving’. Going back to primordial gothic sense, 

Heidegger proses that they used it to mean to ‘remain in peace’… which is spare 

(147). 

‘Real sparing is something positive and takes place when we leave something 

beforehand in its own nature, when we return it specifically to its being, when we 

“free” it in the real sense of the world into the preserve of peace’ (Heidegger 

2001:147). 

As I discussed above, Heidegger’s idea of dwelling encapsulates his proposition of 

temporality, through the idea of ‘returning’, as well as his idea of the existential 

experience of death. In the thesis, the reader will find the idea of dwelling and 

building used in two ways; first in the sense of existential meaning as home is 

dwelling in peace – security, comfort, love – and second, in the sense of dwelling as 

being-in-the-world. Being and dwelling can be considered as closely related 

experiences. At a more rudimentary level, our Being Dasein is a form of dwelling 

(2008:188) in the world, which Heidegger identified in his work as being-in-the-
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world (2008). On the other hand, our dwelling is part of our overall existential 

experience (building, dwelling, and thinking). Both evolve and are responsive to the 

‘Time’. As I have shown, home is a kind of metaphorical presentation of both Being 

and dwelling, as home carries the sense of dwelling as well as existence. This is 

clearly reflected through the phenomena of ‘Time’, as the concept of home evolves 

or dies through the time. 

As Biehl noted about the complicated relationship of anthropological engagement 

with philosophy: ‘This is not naively to assume the ethnographic to be metonymic 

with a bounded ethnos, but rather to consider what is at stake in the ways that we as 

anthropologists chronicle and write about the knowledge emerging from our 

engagement with people’ (Biehl 2013, p. 575). Writing about people’s existentiality 

is about comprehending people in terms of their experience. Our effort of 

understanding people cannot be restricted to a form of mere empiricism. Reasonable 

degree of understanding would be possible only through an intersection of peoples’ 

expressions with reasonable degree of philosophical engagement. Thus, the next 

chapter will be such a dialogical attempt by allowing participants to reflect upon their 

thoughts and experiences of the sense of home.  
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Chapter Three 

Home Remembered and Nostalgia  

The ethnic domain is the domain of structured domesticity. It projects the most 

encompassing set of analogies: like music it creates its own rhythms; like picture, it 

contrives its own spatial effects and its own regulation of vision and perception of 

distance; like sculpture it explores volume, movement, and bodily behaviour in the 

gravitational field. As Langer says, architecture can also present the largest 

metaphors of society and religion; it can project meaning about life and death and 

eschatology into the everyday arrangements that it covers… (Douglas 1991, p. 293) 

This quote sums up Douglas’s claim that home is a ‘virtual ethnic domain’ (Douglas 

1991, p. 293). By using Suzan Langer’s philosophical engagement on art, Douglas 

attempted to uncover the various aspects of the meaning of home. The concept of 

‘virtual ethnic domain’ provided her with a metaphor to articulate the various 

elements of the meaning of the structure of home. It metaphorically captures the 

structural, seasonal, behavioural, and temporal aspects of the notion of home. As I 

have discussed in the introduction, home is a multidimensional concept (this has 

been discussed in the introduction and below in this chapter). However, in order to 

understand the notion of home it is necessary to locate at least provisionally in an 

entity.   

In this chapter, my aims are twofold; first, to identify the entity of home as perceived 

by Sri Lankan immigrants. By ‘entity’, I denote the idea of an intentional direction or 

object which immigrants focus on to define the notion of home. Second, I attempted 

to find out the link between the intentional direction of the entity of home and the 
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respondents experience that had driven them to identify ‘a particular’ entity as home. 

The aim was to explore what made the entity qualify as meaningful to be home. To 

do so, I contextualised immigrants’ perception in the broader context of their life 

trajectories, as immigrants perception towards the world is situated within the 

experience of encountering two lifeworlds, which consist of a complex historical, 

social, and cultural as well as politico-economic environment.  

The idea of home can be approached by asking fundamental questions; how do you 

explain the home or what is home and where is your home? Both questions signal the 

meaning of home in different modes. While the first question explains how migrants 

understand the idea of home, defined as entities of home, the second question allows 

them to situate their home in a specific space (physical or otherwise), which is 

understood as the location of home. Both views are instrumental to understand the 

meaning of home. Through the narratives about these two questions, I will theorise 

the notion of home as perceived and explained by Sri Lankan migrants in Darwin.  

Perceptual Entities(s) of Home 

As discussed in chapter one, home is in a way a relationship developed towards place 

and people. It is the existential experience which is developed in relation to the 

feeling of security, comfort and love. These were the three experiential qualities 

respondents connected to the entities of home. Boccagni identifies these three needs 

– ‘security, familiarity, and control’ – as tentative attributes of home (Boccagni 

2017). However, the understanding of the meaning of home relies on analysis of the 

above two aspects of home – the intentional direction or the entity to which migrants 

relate their perception of home, such as place and people as well as the structural 

meaning or the existential experience they receive through inhabitancy. In this thesis, 

I use the term ‘entity of home’ in order to denote the primary objects which migrants 
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use to define the home. As noted in the introduction, the term ‘existential experience’ 

describes respondents living experiences within the lifeworld, without separating 

these into dichotomies such as subjective and objective world. Thus, the relationship 

to entities is being understood as the unavoidable trajectories of life developed 

through the time and place.   

This study’s findings demonstrated three main perceptual entities of home. These are 

the geographical entity or physical space, the family and wider social relations, and 

immigrants’ own individuality. Physical space or the geographical entity 

encapsulates the idea of location stretching from the smallest geographical space, 

such as where one’s house is built, to the village to city or country. It includes all the 

built material, and the imaginaries including ideological constructions. This 

highlights the idea that any inhabitancy is not value-free, but loaded with a range of 

meaning shifting through historical precedents (Mallett 2004, p. 65). When someone 

refers to a geographical entity or physical space as their home, the entity is being 

referred to along with the life experiences connected to that space. For example, 

when a respondent says that my home is in Darwin, or Sri Lanka, then he or she 

follows with the word ‘because’ or ‘where’ in order to denote their personal 

attachment to the place. For example, one respondent would suggest that ‘my home 

is in Darwin because that is where the most comfortable place in my life is’ (Asanka, 

an interviewee).  

In contrast, some people saw ‘people’ as their main entity of home. This includes 

family relationships, friendships, and all forms of other social networks. Again, when 

respondents refer to ‘people’ they consider the form of attachment they have 

developed with a particular group of people through obligations, responsibilities, 
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helpfulness, joyful experiences and memories. Respondents identify all of these as 

central to their lives in terms of representing their main entity of home.  

A third category of respondents identified their own individuality as home. For this 

category of people, home is not something external to their own existence. Instead, it 

is something within them. According to these people, it is the happiness or comfort 

of being themselves irrespective of the location, geographical entity or people around 

them. As they further recounted, they find the meaning of home whenever they 

locate where they feel happy, and secure. The difference between this category of 

people and the previous two categories was that these immigrants do not look to any 

anchoring point to situate their sense of home other than their ‘body’ or own 

individuality.   

The idea of the location of home is also an important aspect in understanding the 

migrant perception of home. The term location refers to the idea of place or 

particular country where the immigrant situates their home. Here the migrant locates 

their home via four analytical levels; in Darwin or in Australia, in Sri Lanka, both in 

Sri Lanka and Darwin and, and not location specific. Ethnographic evidence from 

this study suggests the location of home is determined by the phenomenon migrants 

use to define the notion of home. For example, the location of home for a person who 

identifies home as the place where their family is different to the ways in which they 

define the family. A person who recognised the nuclear family as his or her family 

will recognise Darwin or Australia as their home. Yet, another person who identifies 

being with extended family as home will locate his home in Sri Lanka because his or 

her understanding of family includes the extended family. Thus, variations of each 

entity and other factors influence the definition as well as the location of home. As 
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ethnographic narratives reflect, there are great variations within and between each 

entity, which will be discussed in the following section.  

Physical space as a Home 

Many studies (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Boccagni 2017; Lobo 2012.; Mallett 2004) 

have identified the significance of the idea of physical space or geographical entity as 

a central element in defining the notion of home. Even in imaginaries, the notion of 

home cannot be perceived without geographical or physical entity. It may be the 

smallest geographical or physical entity, where one’s shelter is located, or the village 

or city in which that person was born, or the country. This multi-scale dimension of 

home has been noted by researchers like Moore (2000). However, a space gains its 

recognition as home through the form of human relationships attached to it. As 

Porteous noted, it may be a building, unit or area, but a space of ‘more or less 

measurable dimensions, in which a considerable emotional investment is made by 

the individuals’ (Porteous 1976, p. 390). According to him, the territorial core 

provides tripartite territorial satisfactions known as identity, security and stimulation. 

Malett (2004) proposes that it is the space where various elements are incorporated. 

For her, it is also a place of comfort and where relationships are lived (Mallett 2004, 

p. 63). For instance, citing the colonial literature, Blunt and Dowling highlight the 

ways in which the power relationship of colonialism and imperialism was embedded 

into the smallest physical space, what we recognise as home, and projected through 

various forms of relationships, such as gender and the master-servant relationships 

(Blunt & Dowling 2006, pp. 140-6).  

Does the concept of home need a structure? Many scholars identified the distinction 

between ‘house’ and ‘home’. To make a home, as Rykwert argued, what one must 

need is the ‘fire on the bare ground’ (Rykwert 1991, p. 51). As he advanced his 
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argument, the notion of home germinated around the hearth which provides security, 

focus and comfort. Home is also defined as a space of virtual ethnic domain. For 

Douglas, it is not just a structure but a space constructed over time, which has 

aesthetic and moral dimension as well as regularities and altruistic goals and 

‘distributive justice’ (Douglas 1991, p. 297). Some people claim, it is not only a 

physical space, but also psychologically constructed (Bowlby et al. 1997), as well as 

a space where deep personal experiences of everyday relationships such as gender 

are affected (Gurney 1997). For some it is an experience of house ownership in 

relation to the transnational migration (Smith 2013), or an ideological construction 

extended to the community, city or nation state (Jansen 1998; Holy 1998; Wallman 

1998). In this repertoire of multidimensional definitions of home, place or space 

becomes a powerful and centrifugal element. The very anthropological question one 

must raise here is how place gains its significance in the definition of home. As 

Mallett (2004) suggested, place or space presents as a container where ranges of 

factors make home possible. This is common to the Sri Lankan immigrants in 

Darwin.  

In this study, the respondents’ recognition of ‘place’ as their home can be situated 

under the broad analytical category of ‘physical space’, as their depiction of place is 

varied from small spaces to extended geographical areas. This is similar to Holy’s 

equation of home from family to nation state. According to Holy, homeland is the 

familiar place stretching its boundaries and is the home (Holy 1998, p. 128). Physical 

space is a bounded geographical entity ranging from the smallest space such as 

where the shelter or house is located; to the village, to city or country; all 

encompassed material culture belongs to the geographical space. That culture 

includes all the built environment, natural environment, connections as well as 
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emotions and feeling. For example, if a respondent claimed his home as the house in 

which they lived, it encompasses all the material and built environment in the house 

plus individual relationships attached to the entity. For some people, it is only the 

space. In contrast, those who claim the country as their home in fact mean the built 

environment of Sri Lanka as well as its material and immaterial culture, including its 

ideological construction.  

In this study, close to the half of the respondents identified some kind of physical 

space as their home. As noted previously, the physical space can be located in four 

levels. A group of people identified Darwin or Australia as their home. Another 

group of people identified Sri Lanka as their home. A third group identified both 

Darwin (and Australia) and Sri Lanka as their home. The category of people who 

identified physical space as their home situated their home in relation to the ranges of 

phenomena they identified as central to define the notion of home. Family, friends, 

social networks and connections, social activities, religious and spiritual space and 

events, a place of good life, a place you can inhabit without fear, a place where one 

has freedom and a place where you can have significant level of control, a place that 

can be inhabited as they want, a place of happiness; these are the main elements that 

respondents identified as crucial to define the home. ‘Here’ and ‘there’ was not 

uncommon way of the respondents’ referring to home. As Allen suggested, ‘lived 

experience’ is the key to mediating such dialectical tension between geographies of 

home (Allen 2008, p. 89). While lived experiences are important elements when it 

comes to home being in multiple places, as I argue it is the ‘memory’ and ‘time’ that 

determine the sustainability of home and work as driving factors in qualifying the 

notion of home in its specificity. In other words, ranges of factors that respondents 

used to define the notion of home are temporal experiences in human life. They are 
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bound to change; every blink of time, each of the above experiences fall both into 

past and look forward to the future.  

The respondent who identified a particular physical space or geographical entity as 

their home did not identify that place just because of the space. Each of the migrants 

had strong reasons to claim that place as their home. Most of the time, those reasons 

were deep individual experiences attached to the things or people in their life courses 

and were embedded in their memories. Thus, physical space gained recognition of 

home through the meaning attached to it as a result of the individual connection to 

the place. As I proposed, memory and time are two elements that constitute the 

existential link between person and the entity of home. Thus, the following 

discussion will articulate how geographical entity or social space becomes an entity 

of home through ranges of elements, such as memory, social networks and time in 

conjunction with the trajectories of life.  

Story of Abhaya 

Abhaya lost his father when he was five years old. After his father’s death, his 

mother struggled to support her family. His brother was forced to help to support the 

family. Abhaya acknowledged his mother and brother’s struggle to support him. He 

feels respect and compassion for his mother and brother. During our conversation, he 

talked about his attachment to them, although it had not been difficult to leave them. 

While identifying his own family including his children as a central element of his 

home, Abhaya’s definition of the home is a much larger social and physical space. 

Even if he identified his mother and siblings as his family in his previous home, the 

experiences and memories were not powerful enough for him to stay at his childhood 

home because of the difficult time he went through after death of his father and the 

subsequent feeling of insecurity and lack of affection. According to him:  
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I was born in a village call Godakawela. I have my mother. I have a 

very blurred memory of my father. I can just remember that one 

day my father was walking on the road with me holding my hand. 

That is the only memory I have about my father. My father died 

when I was five years old. It is exactly like my son’s age. Since we 

lived in a village, the relatives were very big thing. We visited each 

household during the New Year, I can remember we visited more 

than fifty households, as kids we did usually because we get some 

money and we could buy toys. However, we had a strong 

relationship. We visited each other and look after when they are ill. 

We have a strong relationship with my brothers and sister. We still 

have that. The relationship was much stronger than now. I think it 

has been little bit reduced due to the work commitment. Personally 

for me relatives are like a wealth. There were problems such as 

land disputes and so on, but we lived not away from relatives but 

with relatives (Abhaya, an interviewee). 

Abhaya’s life in his childhood was stretched to a larger physical space. It was 

marked by the connections he developed through family and friends in the later stage 

of his life. The presence of his relatives was critical during his growing up. He 

identified relatives as being a source of ‘wealth’. At one level, his identification of 

home as related to the natal village is highlighting the boundary of relationships he 

developed throughout his childhood. At a later stage, it extended to the entire country 

through professional affiliations and friends. Throughout his conversation, cultural 

idioms were significant in defining his home in relation to Sri Lanka.  Abhaya’s story 

confirms for us the ways in which spatiality and memory are tied to the life cycle 

(Csikszentmilhalyi & Rochberg-Halton 1999). His version of home was much more 

extensive. His relationships were directed more towards cultural structure than to 

familial bonds. Abhaya’s stress on the natal home/or village as home changes over 

the time period in relation to the changes of relationship and trajectories of his life, 

such as marriage and migration.  
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Such variations of definition about the home highlight the ways in which boundaries 

of physical space extend and unfold along with relationships. Such variations can 

exist when personal attachments are not reduced to a single entity. At some place 

during our conversation, in relation to the experience of leaving to Australia, Abhaya 

said:  

I had a sad feeling when I close to leaving. It was a mixture of feeling. 

I knew many people there and I knew that I cannot see them for long 

time.  So I spent some time with them. Before I leave I went to my 

family home and stayed there with my mother and brother for two 

days. I had a sad feeling. At the same time I had enthusiasm because 

of the new challenge I am going to face. In fact I had an eighty percent 

of enthusiasm and twenty percent of sad feeling. I was in the mentality 

of settlement (Abhaya an interviewee).  

As Abhaya puts it he had twenty percent of sad feelings and eighty percent of 

enthusiasm. However, Abhaya’s case history illustrates both his attachment to the 

more extended entity of physical space and his flexibility to move it.  

At a later stage in his life, Abhaya developed strong social networks among friends 

and different associations. Thus, when he was asked about the location of home he 

referred to Sri Lanka.  According to him, it is the culture in which they were raised. 

The customs, taboos, values and particular forms of relationships with people were 

the main ingredients of his analysis. Abhaya referred to the city and some ancient 

historical site as his dream homes. As he recounted:  

I had an interest to live in Kandy but I think I like Polonnaruwa than 

Kandy. Actually, I like to visit those things and see those things, I have 

some emotional connections with those, I do not know why. I had and 

interest to live there. I had a desire to live there. With the consequences 

of life such as the profession, and some of the economic issues related 

to the maintaining the lands and house of my wife, that thought of 
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settling there was declined. If I have money, even if I stay in Australia, 

I would buy a piece of land and will build a house there… (Abhaya, an 

interviewee).   

There is an inherent potential to shift the meaning of home through the shifting 

experiences we encounter with world. To understand that we need to dig down into 

the existential experience of their lives. Through Abhaya’s story we noticed the ways 

in which individual existentiality was intertwined in the social entities in a larger 

lifeworld.   

Rootedness through Memory 

Memory is an important conceptual theme in defining the perception of home. It 

draws on our past experiences in an instant to evaluate our current experience of 

belonging and our ‘being’ in the place. Tolia-Kelly (2001) noted the importance of 

memory in situating identity through the journey onwards. As she argues elsewhere 

(Toli-Kelly (2004), in response to Gilroy (1993), memory connects the disjuncture 

between the landscape left behind and the diasporic culture of the host community. 

Tolia-Kelly foregrounds the idea of ‘re-memory’ through the everyday domestic 

practice at home, and argues that it allows cultural identity to be constituted through 

the re-memory process, which is not experienced directly but through the shared 

history of the diaspora (Toli-Kelly 2004, p. 327). 

While, re-memory can be an aspect of everyday conversation and domestic practices, 

I appropriate the idea of re-memory as a recalling process that connects to places, 

people and experiences. In this context, memory is not necessarily a tool to define 

the home left behind, but is also a tool for the people who consider their home is in 

Darwin. Mason’s study on male immigrants from Goa in Queensland in Australia 

highlighted that ‘men’s memories of their childhood and family life prior to arrival in 
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Australia’ is central to the sense of self (Mason 2013, p. 379). Mason’s notion of self 

and settlement is also relevant to the sense of home as well.  

For some respondents in this study, place or geographical entity becomes a home 

through the memories attached to the place and incidents which took place in their 

life trajectories. Such memories become powerful due to the comfort and emotional 

bond developed with family members and friends, which unfolded in specific 

geographical location or space. As Cieraad pointed out, childhood memories and 

experiences do not fade away even if young people establish their own home 

elsewhere. Sometimes such memories re-surface through their future projection of 

home (Cieraad 2010, p. 92). Cieraad’s work is an example of how memory and 

experiences are embedded into place and the sense of home. This has been asserted 

by Allen (2008) in the context of Canada. Place has become an entity of home that 

inscribes the memories of the respondents’ life courses. Those factors create a sense 

of belonging to the place and connections rooted to the ground through inhabitancy. 

Here, time allows people to accumulate memories and creates the sense of home in 

relation to particular place.  

The place itself cannot become home. In order for home to become a physical space, 

people should embody the emotional attachment and historical consciousness to the 

place. Any human-settled land possesses an amassed cultural history and continues 

through human engagement with land. By being born into this kind of world, in the 

way which Heidegger referred to as ‘thrownness’ (Heidegger 2008), people embody 

the historical and cultural consciousness of the place and develop a relationship with 

it. In his reflective essay, El Fassed (2001), a young Palestinian immigrant in The 

Netherlands grieving his deep attachment to the Palestinian shared memory, which 

energised and defined his life.  Such embodiment is partly an inheritance 
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appropriated from the previous generations living upon it. Theoretically, it is the 

negotiation between inherited and accrued knowledge of the culture and knowledge 

of the individual experience. This act of negotiation creates a deep connection to the 

land they inhabit or are born into, and it becomes a memory. Most often, it is the 

result of the positive feeling and pleasant memories that a person holds of the place 

and thus calls home.  

Many respondents who identified their home in relation to a particular place 

demonstrated their cultural embodiment through their narratives.  Most often such 

narratives encapsulated the consciousness and memory of their individual and family 

history, and experiences through living in the same space for long period of time. In 

turn, long periods of stay at the same place also have given them time to reconstruct 

their individual and social memory. Thus, the connections developed with a place are 

a result of the negotiation between the collective memory and individual memories 

(Blunt 2005) attached to the place.  

As one respondent noted that he considered the area in which his sister’s house is 

situated and the city he grew up in as his home.   

My home is my sister’s place in Kandy. That was the place where 

several good things happen in my life. The place I see as beautiful. 

Even if I am here, at least I visit and live in that place ten to fifteen 

times a day even in my dreams. I visit there several times a day 

(Sandun, an interviewee).   

Two elements are prominent in the first part of his narrative of recognising the home: 

‘good incidents occurred in the life’ and the length of his stay. When he invoked his 

memories about home what he actually did was define the particular forms of 

relationship attached to the place. The relationship developed through activities such 
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as playing with friends and siblings, through the outcomes and events of his life. 

These relationships developed over time inscribed emotions and meaning to his life 

and the place and is solidified in his memories. As Dovey recognised the invocation 

of memory ‘creates’ the current experience of home (Dovey 1985, p. 43). In fact, 

these are common to many respondents who identified the home in relation to a 

geographical entity. Incidents such as being born into the place, growing up with 

siblings and kin groups, getting married and developing family connections create 

individual and shared history.  

At the second level of his narrative, Sandun extended his idea of home into much 

broader physical and social space. He extended the boundary of home from his 

shelter to the village and the city in which he grew up. As he noted, it is a vivid 

memory still in his mind and he can see it even as passes the roads and play areas of 

his earlier life.  In his interviews, Sandun highlighted his nostalgic feelings and the 

memories attached to the physical space and so his disinclination to identify any 

other entities as his home. This was indicated by his re-imagining of living in his 

natal home several times a day.  When he was asked whether his nostalgic view 

could change if he lived in Australia for a long time, he looked at me disapprovingly.  

I do not think that it will change because I am here. My family is there. 

My friends are there. The environment is there.  There are things I saw 

from my childhood. I like it and it is there.  There are several houses 

close to my home. We played cricket there.  Still, when I see those 

houses it reminds my childhood and the time we played cricket. Not the 

houses.  Those memories cannot be erased just because of new 

memories. We will get new memories but I have not found any 

memories so powerful and valuable than the memories I had with my 

place because we have lived long period of time. Unlike here, because 

people stay here for a short period of time and they move into another 
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place. So I do not think that they might have a memory like we have, 

unless something happen very big (Sandun, an interviewee).  

Home for many migrants who have recently arrived is an act of historicising the past. 

As Black noted, memory is intimately linked to the identity as much as territory and 

place and made and remade through that remembrance (Black 2002, p. 126). When 

Sandun talks about home, he historicises the past activities of his life and packs these 

into a memory. As he phrased it: ‘a place something powerful or big and good things 

happen in his life’. Many of the respondents in this category recognise the length of 

stay in a single place is crucial in creating deep-rooted memory in life.  

However, as other migrants told me, the sense of home does not germinate in the 

human mind just because of the time of residence. As many of them identified, there 

should be a strong emotional bond attached to place. Such emotional bonding is 

generated through the accumulated history of past occurrences and pleasant 

memories, what some respondent like Sandun identified as the good and big things 

which happen in their life. Emigration disentangles this connection. If home is a 

connection to place, it is possible only through the rootedness to place through time. 

Thus, time and actions become central in creating the memory and sense of home in 

some people.  

Most often, past memories also become an important cliché of defining home among 

many recently arrived immigrants. Lack of social connectedness to the host country 

and lack of social and cultural memories because of their short stay in the new land 

pushes them to cling on to past memories. Sometimes, bad experiences as well as 

unawareness of the cultural idioms of the host community also become powerful 

elements in individual perceptions and lead to valuing the home country more highly. 

In such situations, past memory connected to the original home becomes extremely 
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important to hold onto, as it is the only available comfort they retain until their 

settlement. Ganguly’s (1992) interpretation of the relationship between past and 

memories is an important contribution to understanding the ways in which migrants 

hold into onto the past. As Ganguly (1992) suggests, the past becomes extremely 

important when the present becomes unstable. As the case of Sandun and many other 

recently arrived immigrants demonstrates, most of them have been going through a 

series of bad experiences and psychologically depressive situations (which I have 

fully illustrated in chapter five below) during their settlement and are still in the 

process of settlement. Most often they were not sure whether they would find a job to 

sustain them in the host community before they finished the last penny they brought 

from home. They were anxious about whether they would be able to settle or have to 

go back to Sri Lanka. As Ganguly (1992) noted, the present was not stable when they 

articulated their narratives. 

However, the length of stay may impact in a different manner for different people in 

the construction of their sense of home. In such contexts, the type of experience and 

the kind of memory that people possess are also equally important in defining the 

notion of home. In contrast to Sandun’s case, there were a couple of recently arrived 

immigrants who claimed their home is in Darwin. They recognised Darwin as a place 

as their home despite the very short time they had spent in Australia. Analysis of the 

life histories of those respondents revealed the bad life experiences they had 

encountered during their childhood and their accumulated unpleasant memories. 

Though they have overcome the difficulties which they have gone through in their 

lives, they could not consider Sri Lanka as their home.  Arriving in the new land 

invoked a feeling of liberation or disentanglement from the past.  
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The case history of Dineth is an exemplar of the above analysis. As a child, Dineth 

grew up in a strong family environment. He had the care and comfort a child needs. 

However, due to the economic difficulties they experienced later in their lives, 

Dineth’s mother started to work as a seamstress in a clothing shop. Due to his 

mother’s busy schedule, Dineth was neglected. Eventually, Dineth became a 

notorious character. He drank alcohol and smoked. He dropped out of school. At the 

age of eight, he ran away from home. After he was found, he was handed over to a 

school principal to raise him. As Dineth told me, he himself asked his parents to send 

him to somewhere else. He did not want to be at home at all. That is where his life 

changed. After his adoption by the school principal he was successful in his 

education and completed his university education with a Bachelor of Management. 

He then worked for some international Non-Governmental Organisations before he 

came to Australia. He has no deeply connected memories to Australia. Yet he calls 

Darwin his home because he is capable of settling wherever he finds comfort. He has 

a greater attachment to employment and security of income than to place. Similar 

instances can be found in the detail of analysis in Mason’s study noted above (Mason 

2013). As Mason observed, if the pre-arrival memory is not pleasant, immigrants 

often tend to locate their feeling in relation to their work space in the host country 

(Mason 2013, p. 386). Dineth’s story shows us that point.   

Social Networks, Comforts and Activities 

For some people, a certain place or geographical entity becomes important in 

defining the notion of home due to the social networks and connections developed 

within that particular space. It is the place or space where they feel most comfortable. 

As Hecht (2001) noted, it is a place with relationships attached to it. To define the 

idea of comfort, some interviewees described a range of factors along with particular 



Chapter 3: Home Remembered and Nostalgia 

104 
 

space or geographical entities. These factors are social networks, social and family 

activities, social events and celebrations, social security, a place that does not have 

external problems as well as family relationships. According to Ndlovu, home is not 

only a physical dwelling but the interaction between place and social relationships 

(Ndlovu 2010, p. 119). According to the respondents in my study, such activities 

create new social ties and roots that enable them to feel the sense of belonging and 

memories in their lives.  

Social and family networks and events as well as celebrations have become central 

elements for many migrants to define their idea of home. What they define as 

networks and events are the relationships that have been developed with family 

members, friends who were schooling with them, friends who studied with them, 

friends at work places and social connections created in numerous other ways, such 

as in the religious sphere, sports clubs and arts groups and so on. One feature of 

social relationships in Sri Lankan society is the extension of formal and informal 

social relationships across different social and cultural boundaries and the 

informality of social relations in contrast to the social relations in Australia. As 

Dovey suggested, the wider perspective of relationships brings ‘order, integrity and 

meaning to experience in place - a series of connection between person and world’ 

(Dovey 1985, p. 43). People who have experienced more intimate connectedness to 

the wider social world feel homelessness when they dislocate from the familial ways 

of relationships.  

The idea of informality in social relationships encapsulates the meaning of relaxed 

attitudes towards people. It includes sudden visits without prior appointment, sharing 

foods or other resources if they are in the close vicinity, mutual and emotional 

support during times when a person is in crisis. Many Sri Lankans recognise the 
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value of such informality in personal and social relationships in order to create an 

attachment to the people around them. Prior appointment for visiting and calculations 

in mutual exchange are seen as the influence of the western value system that 

distances or creates artificial relationships between people. Sri Lankan immigrants 

assume that a friendship or true relationship is a form of caring and giving something 

to someone. Such strong relationships cannot occur from formal interactions. Sri 

Lankan immigrants in Darwin recognised the transformation of personal 

relationships, friendships and networks upon their arrival.  

In the Sri Lankan context, people have family and kinship network ties drawn across 

multiple generations to different kin groups and are also connected through the 

ranges of friendship networks indicated above. People’s connectedness is broad 

within person’s affiliation to caste and kinship system. Importance of such caste and 

kinship base affiliations is noted in different context by ranges of scholars 

(Jayawardena 2000; Wickramasinghe 2015; Yalman 1967). Hence, having extended 

forms of social relationships among kinship groups and friendships are inevitable. 

Though consideration of caste may rarely exist when it comes to marriage in modern 

Sri Lanka, becoming a workplace friend among the family or kin group is flexible. 

Those connections are most often demonstrated through ranges of social and cultural 

activities as well as family events. Celebrations of wedding ceremonies and funerals 

are two such family events, where all these friends and kith and kin meet and 

confirm their connections. Also, new connections sometimes move into new family 

relationships. The average wedding ceremony will be attended by hundreds of people 

with two days formal celebrations followed by visits of friends and relatives for 

months after the wedding. Such social networks and friendships generate feelings of 

belonging, comfort and warmth in people’s lives.  
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With migration, people are being placed in a completely isolated social environment 

in the host community. Visiting friends or even a family member becomes formal 

and scheduled. Such social and cultural acts are not possible according to the 

Australian social environment. Friends in the workplace rarely become family 

friends and even if they become friends, such friendships are restricted to very 

limited social events. Such limited activities do not accord to the worldview of the 

migrant. For example, as one migrant noted, ‘if you want to get on with Australians 

you need to practice two things. First you need to drink beer in bars or in their 

backyard. Secondly, you should be able to go fishing’ (an interviewee). Fishing is 

not a leisure activity that many Buddhists can perform as it is contrary to Buddhist 

practices and ethos. Drinking is not just an act, but has cultural meaning embedded 

into the drinking space. Contradiction between the two social worlds remind us the 

importance of ‘locality’ (Brah 1996, p. 201) and its intrusion upon the self through 

the senses, defining what one smells, hears, touches, feels and remembers (Mallett 

2004, p. 79) to construct the sense of home. Many recently arrived migrants do not 

possess the ranges of idioms of culture and language that recreate such activities and 

hence social interaction becomes boring for both parties. Moreover, the common 

history that both parties can share through such activities might be insufficient to 

generate a convivial atmosphere.    

This was highlighted by many recently arrived immigrants. Most of them have 

becoming isolated. The narrative of Bindu provides a glimpse of the reasons for him 

to consider home as Sri Lanka. Bindu is a recently arrived migrant who was a 

medical practitioner in Sri Lanka. He defines his home as Sri Lanka. According to 

him his ‘everything’ is back in Sri Lanka. What he meant as everything were the 

friends and activities: 
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When we were in Sri Lanka, we attend a wedding ceremony once a 

month or sometimes two. It is important because we meet our friends 

and relatives there, if the wedding is far away we go there and stay few 

days and come back which we do not have here (Bindu, an 

interviewee). 

Throughout his narration he iterated the ranges of social and cultural activities such 

as wedding ceremonies, dozens of national festivals such as New Year celebrations 

that stretches for weeks, the Vesak festival and then followed by Poson and 

numerous other festivals and events he and his family attended. The absence of such 

activities and gatherings has created isolation in his Darwin life. Also, he emphasised 

the informality of friendship connections and sharing. In his opinion formality does 

not create the feeling of genuine relationship. He mentioned that he associates with 

only two families in Darwin that have very informal relationship between the 

families. According to him, what is important is just to hop in and say hi, share foods 

as they have and so on, which creates the feeling of belonging and family. For Bindu, 

it was not the family or the house or the location in which house was situated that 

was important to define the notion of home, but the entire country and its tradition 

and culture. According to him it is the tradition and culture that hold such strong 

social relationships via the culture of relationship.  

Like Bindu, few other respondents regarded Sri Lanka as their home mainly because 

of the social relationships they have back in their country. For them, what is 

important is the feeling generated through such relationships. Through social events 

and friendships, they create a feeling that defines the idea of home. Such feeling is 

attached to the place where their friends and social connections exist and that give 

meaning and ‘cultural values regarding social and personal identities’ (Werner et al. 

1985, p. 4). As many respondents claimed, it is the place where they feel happiness. 
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As some respondents define it, home is a connection made through feeling. 

Accordingly, these people define their home as an attachment to the place developed 

through social, cultural and emotional elements.  

Udeshika is a permanent resident who arrived Darwin a few years ago. She was a 

human resource manager in Sri Lanka. She explained her version of home:    

My home is in Sri Lanka. There is no argument about it. I do not think it 

will change unless very big thing happen to my life. It evolves through 

senses and feelings. We call home for the place we connected through 

feeling. For some it can be a rental house. Ok I will give you an 

example, I am building a house in Melbourne but I do not call it home 

even when I am seventy because my membership is to Sri Lanka 

(Udeshika, an interviewee). 

According to Udeshika, the meaning of home comes with the feeling of belonging. 

She suggested that belonging happens through the acclimatisation to the society in 

which the person lives. Considering her age, she suggests that she has no time to 

adapt to Australia. She notes that if she had come to Australia in her twenties she 

would have had a good chance to adapt, and she might have all the energy, strength, 

flexibility and freedom in her life by not having a marriage, children and family 

commitments, and so on. Also, good health and energy is important as it helps in 

taking risks and testing life’s opportunities.  

As she explained, ‘this country has plenty of opportunities. I am definitely sure that 

if I come at twenties with all those strengths, I could have made a good career path 

and life’ (Udeshika, an interviewee). As she goes in deeper, she understands the 

profession and a better life allows her to create social relationships. In her interview, 

she spent enormous amount of time to define her professional life in Sri Lanka as a 

human resource manager to two leading companies and the friendship networks she 
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developed through it. According to her, that was where she overcame her life hurdles 

through her jobs and relationships with friends. Here, she discusses interesting things 

in her life with her friends and also became an exemplary character to her juniors and 

early career people, helping others as well. In Australia, she has lost that element in 

her life, which in Sri Lanka was generated through these relationships. Social 

recognition, networks and supports developed through social relationships, being 

able to help others and subsequent happiness are all feelings deposited in her 

memories. She concluded that time was the main factor in recreating that feeling.  

Social networks and social relationships bound to social and cultural activities and 

traditions, as well as the feelings generated through social memberships seem to 

create a sense of belonging and inclusion among migrants to make what they identify 

as home. This group of respondents recognises a particular place as home due to 

attachments created through social relationships. Unlike the previous group, this 

group of respondents’ emphasised the social structure surrounding them.  

The place of home is recognised, not because of the individual’s being part of a 

family, but also for the wide spectrum of social, cultural and traditional practices 

embedded into it. When I analysed the case histories of many of these respondents, I 

concluded that their upbringing was either not closely connected with their nuclear 

family and kinship group, or restricted by comfortable family life. Instead, it evolved 

through greatly extended social settings. It was evident that these people were not 

rooted into small entities of geography or social space, but anchored into societal or 

national frames. Thus, spatially, home was not the space where their shelter was 

located or the village they were born into but to the whole country, its tradition and 

customs and cultural expressions. Instead of their roots being bound to smaller 
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spaces, they spread their roots across broader society to construct their version of 

home. 

Becoming through Time 

Many researchers have explored the different aspects of the notion of time in the 

context of home. Home as a space of continuity (Haride 1985; Relph 1976), and 

home as a ‘confluence of people, places and psychological process’ imbued with 

time – a ‘transactional perspective’ (Werner et al. 1985, p. 2) – illustrate that.  Most 

often, ‘time’ has been seen as an unfolding (Boccagni 2017) and encompassing 

(Moore 2000) phenomenon in relation to the construction of the sense of home. In 

this section, I attempt to look at ‘time’ as an unavoidable aspect of human 

existentiality. Time confronts us, changes us, constructs and replaces memory, 

uproots the human sense of home and creates or destroys new roots and senses of 

home.  

In contrast to the previous group, most of the older immigrants had lived in Darwin 

for twenty or thirty years and saw that city as their home in Australia. Like the 

previous category, they also defined home as a place encompassed by a range of 

activities and connections. These connections include a sense of security, established 

social connections (including the spiritual), and prospects for employment or a 

professional career. In sum, Darwin was a place where they could have a happy and 

good life.  

While engaging in Sri Lankan social and cultural practices and having fond 

memories of the country they left behind, these immigrants did not show any 

reluctance to express their belongingness and gratitude to Australia as their home. 

For example, ‘mother country’, ‘homeland’, and ‘home country’, were words used 
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quiet often when referring to Sri Lanka. The question thus arises about how such an 

ontological paradox can exist in perceptions regarding the idea of home? What 

makes it possible for this concept to belong to two different places? More 

importantly, what creates the difference between recently arrived immigrants and this 

category? As Blunt and Dowling noted about home in the transnational context, the 

idea of home is relational for immigrants across space and time. It is shaped by the 

‘memories of past home as well as dreams of future home, and bring together both 

material and imaginative geographies of residence and belonging and departure and 

return’ (Blunt & Dowling 2006, p. 198). 

We must assume that the time of settlement is crucial in creating a propensity to 

recognise Darwin as home. As the ethnographic evidence of this study suggested, 

time plays a decisive role in constructing a repertoire of memories. Nancy Munn 

argued about the impossibility of distinguishing spatial and temporal dimensions. For 

her, time and space comingle in various ways (Munn 1996, p. 93). Time is the secret 

to changing human perceptions of the ontology of the world and themselves. Human 

minds develop an attachment to a place by living in it for a certain period of time. As 

Bourdieu noted:  

… bodily activities or movement “make” and are “made by” the space 

of their enactment… thus the body is continuously invested with the 

cultural meanings of space and as space is invested with bodily 

meaning… Furthermore, through the body’s immersion in activity 

rhythms (including verbal action) it becomes imbued with “a whole 

relationship to time” … (Bourdieu cited in Munn 1996, p. 107).  

The attachment developed for the space can be either hatred, or love, or a mixture of 

both. These types of feeling depend upon the nature of the dialogue that person 

engages in with the social environment and the outcomes of that dialogue. When 



Chapter 3: Home Remembered and Nostalgia 

112 
 

immigrants obtain most of their benefit from within the host community, it is natural 

to create a feeling of belonging because they are comfortable and secure. More 

importantly, such an environment establishes confident that they are capable of 

achieving what they wish. However, all these things are possible only through the 

flux of time. As Ingold (1993) rightly argued, ‘First, human life is a process that 

involves the passage of time. Second, this life-process is also the process of 

formation of the landscapes in which people have lived’ (Ingold 1993, p. 152). 

People generally accumulate a historical memory. Such historical memory is possible 

only through time. By living in a host community for a prolonged period of time, old 

memories fade and are replaced or diluted by new experiences and memories. 

Immigrants experience themselves and the world around them changing. For older 

immigrants, because of the underdeveloped and expensive travel and communication 

technology, they were incapable of filling the rupture that gradually develops 

between the home country and themselves during their absences. Most of the 

connections they attach to the home country begin disentangling. The amount of time 

they spend in the home country declines. As one immigrant explained:  

When we are here for quiet time, we get used to here, so this (Darwin) 

is my home. When you spend long time outside the country you feel 

you are a stranger. Things have changed, you do not know the people 

anymore… I have settled down here along with the time. You meet new 

friends... Even here, lots of my friends are aged. They are leaving 

gradually… (Vijendra, an interviewee). 

Vijendra’s thoughts highlight the two different effects created by time in two 

different modes. In this context time worked paradoxically. Firstly, in the host 

community it takes a prolonged period of time to accumulate a historical 

consciousness, or what Bakhtin called ‘time space compression’ – chronotope 
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(Bakhtin 2008). In parallel, time also fades or dilutes the connectedness and 

historical memory embedded into the previous place. Second, time works as process 

of distancing the once familiar. The power of time which was brought on Vijendra’s 

life in terms of a ‘time-space compression’ can be understood by one of the points he 

made in his last will.  

Six months after my interview, Vijendra passed away during a visit to Sri Lanka. His 

death created a discussion among family members about where to hold his funerary 

rituals. The dialogue erupted when the family members discussed Vijendra’s last 

will. In that letter, Vijendra asked his family members to cremate his body in Darwin 

and scatter the ashes at Nightcliff beach. For pragmatic reasons, the funeral was held 

in Sri Lanka. As one of his nephews told me, the reasons for his request to scatter his 

ashes at Nightcliff beach was that was one of the places he used to frequently visit. 

Vijendra’s request was a powerful metaphor that depicts the strong connection that a 

person can develop with a new land. Yet, to develop such a strong connection, took a 

long time. Time created the memory and attachment.  

During the conversation, I asked Malan, one of my respondents, to draw a picture of 

how he perceived the changes he experienced while he was away from Sri Lanka. 

His portrayal vividly highlighted the changes brought by time into their lives (Figure 

4). In his depiction, time works horizontally and vertically. Horizontal time imposes 

itself on both the immigrant and Malan’s family members equally. It is the time of 

present moment that goes through each and every single life of both those at the host 

community and those who are left behind in the home country.  Communication 

between the two spaces does not present the actual changes taking place in the lives 

of the people in the two different social spaces.  
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Figure 4: Time flow during migration across space and people 

Malan portrayed his experience of time’s flow. The figure shows how time flows in 

both axes and its effect on family. 

However, unfolding horizontal time moves toward the past and is transformed into 

vertical time. Vertical time is the past which encompass the historical changes of the 

life and the social world. When Malan visited his home country after a long period of 

time he experienced a completely different picture. First, the family members capture 

the changes of Malan’s success or failure and the age and change of his physical 

appearance.  In turn, Malan sees the changes that have taken place in his family; first 

the composition of the family, such as adding new family members, aged family 

members and deceased family members as well as their different behaviours. These 

changes have created a rupture in communication, which creates tension while living 

in the same space. Immigrants’ unwillingness to settle or stay a long time in the 

home country are the result of the changes wrought by the time since they emigrated.  
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Immigrants see themselves as alien to their home country with an inability to survive 

because of disappeared connections. The impossibility of existence in Sri Lanka 

creates acutely conflicted feelings within them. In contrast, they find themselves 

comfortable with the available contacts they have developed within the host 

community in Australia. Nostalgia for the home country is the existential experience 

created in them due to the loss of contact with the home country. It partly reflects 

their social and cultural reproduction in the host community.  

In her essay, Bear (2014) argues that one of the problems of the exploration of time 

is its inattention to modern form of time. She describes time as a complex historical 

product tied to the development of capitalism, Christianity, and connection with the 

historical homogeneity of time (Bear 2014, p. 3). She argues further that the internal 

multiplicity of the representations of time and the diversity of social practices in 

modern time has not been fully explored in ethnographic research (Bear 2014, p. 48). 

Bear’s argument on modern time is clearly reflected in the process of defining home 

among immigrants. Immigrants embody within themselves different rhythms of 

natural, historical and social time. Migration is an experience of attuning the body 

into different forms of histories. Such experiences occur through the different stages 

of migrant life. The construction of the notion of home is how immigrants adapt their 

life into different rhythms of time. Treating the host community as home is a 

reflection of the new roots produce as they struggle to hold onto a world under rapid 

change. Parallel to the rupture created between the home country and the immigrants; 

immigrants are developing new connections to the host community. They find new 

employment prospects, create family, and establish new friendships and develop an 

emotional bond to the new land in which they dwell. while reproducing their home 

country within the host community. Over time their new roots create a sense of 
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comfort and security with living in the host community. This is what Udeshika 

previously recognized as a process of acclimatising to the new society, which creates 

the sense of belonging within them. It is matter of attuning their bodies and 

perceptions to the modern sense of time that pervades the host community.  

As Asanka recounted his memory: 

We were born in Sri Lanka. When I was a student here (Australia) I had the home 

sick, but when I married and started the family I established my home here. We 

settled down here and we had a good life and felt the Australia as home. I still got 

my family over there (Sri Lanka). Some of my basic roots are there. Basic roots are 

the family connections. Once my family is no longer in Sri Lanka that will be 

gone… (Asanka, an interviewee).    

Despite the fact that Asanka recognises the importance of having a family is the key 

to settlement; he objectifies the idea of comfort as the main ingredient of home. 

Family, children, siblings, and social connections, as well as the place he built for 

himself and his freedom, are keys to a comfortable life. Even if he visits Sri Lanka 

once a year, after a few weeks of staying there he feels the need to come back to 

Darwin. According to him, ‘Darwin is the place in which he now feels at ease in his 

life’.  

Family as a Home: Emotions, Structure and Location 

In this section, I explain the basic characteristics that immigrants used to define the 

relationship between family and home. The role of family in conceiving the idea of 

home has been widely discussed. Allan’s and Crow’s (1989) edited volume brings 

together ranges of ethnographic experiences of the centrality of family in the context 

of home. Mallett (2004) highlighted different modes of relationship between the 

home and family. Those relationships can be organised into two main categories. The 

first category belonged to the writers who recognise the strong, interchangeable, 
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relationship between family and home (Bernardes 1987; Allan & Crow  1989). The 

second category of writers constitutes the family within the home from the wider 

perspective, which connects to the life courses of the people (Bowlby et al. 1997; 

Hunt 1989; Jones 1995; Jones 2000). Most often, the primary focus of the literature 

analysing the relationship between home and family is concerned with various forms 

of relationships unfolding within the structure of the house and its effect on the 

individual’s idea of home. As Allan and Crow’s (1989) work demonstrated, family 

provides ranges of support to articulate the notion of home; security and freedom, 

creativity and expressions are such domains that family can contribute to the 

construction of the notion of home. 

The notion of home differs according to the different people and their relationship to 

the family (Jones 2000). As Jones argued, home may be a site of oppression for 

women or young people under eighteen, while it may be a sanctuary (Moore cited in 

Jones 2000) for others (Jones 2000, p. 184). Jones’ argument provides an important 

methodological point; the type of relationship between the home and the person is 

defined by from which position that question is raised. Methodologically, the 

response to the question that asks ‘what are the forms of relationship in the 

household or home?’ is different to the responses received to the question of why 

family is central to defining the notion of home. The question becomes then whether 

the family can be a home for the people who experienced the family domain as a site 

of oppression? We never call a prison a home. While acknowledging the theoretical 

and methodological contribution of the literature on family and home, my intent is to 

answer the question of how the notion of home is functions parallel to the family. In 

other words, to ask the question as to how the idea of family is meaningful to the 

idea of home.  
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The questions above are important for in exploring the notion of home among 

transnational immigrants. As I will discuss at the end of this chapter and in the 

conclusion of the thesis, no Sri Lankan immigrant with unpleasant experiences from 

their past recognised family as the entity of their home. On the contrary, they 

exhibited a quick absorption into Australian society and soon called Darwin home. 

The story of Dineth I noted previously is one example of that.  I am attempting to 

explain how respondents, conceptually and structurally, constitute the idea of home 

and how such relationships are meaningful to these people. The relationships, roles, 

and functions I describe here are the reflections of the migrants’ experiences that 

used to describe why family is being equated with home.  

According to my interviewees’ narratives, immigrants identified two different forms 

of home and locations of home in relation to the family. Their definition of home in 

relation to the family was defined as central for their affective relationships and 

emotional bonds. The stretch of the emotional bond among the family members 

defined the composition and structures of the family, what we know as the nuclear 

and the extended family. Including or excluding relatives and siblings into their 

definition of family was determined by their emotional attachment to the members, 

as derived through their personal experiences. Accordingly, my ethnographic 

findings have indicated three different forms of home: the home in Australia and 

home in Sri Lanka and home in both.  

In this study, one category of people identified family as home in relation to the 

emotional bond and attachment developed towards family members. To exemplify 

their claim, they spoke of the idea of emotional attachment derived through ranges of 

activities and relationships, what Somerville (1992) noted as the ‘domestic 

relationship’. Sometimes, there was emotion and feeling derived through their 
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gratitude for and acknowledgment of the contribution made by their parents and 

siblings in order to rear them. This is quite different to how Douglas saw the role of 

family in the construction of home (Douglas 1991). Roles and obligations were seen, 

not as duties, but as a kind of fulfilment attached to empathy. Sometimes such 

relationships were highlighted because of the simple reason that family members 

could made big difference in their life. For many of them, home is being with the 

people in their family.  

However, transnationalism brings disjuncture to the emotional connectedness 

dividing the family members to different locations. Numerous scholars (Baldassar 

2007; Skrbis 2008; Svasek 2008; Maehara 2010) have explored the connection 

between emotions and transnationalism. In her study, based on Italian immigrant in 

Australia, Badassar explained the ways in which emotional bonds between migrants 

and family members are reconfigured under migration and transnationalism. 

Conversations over different telecommunication modes, financial contributions, and 

transnational visits are some of the modes of maintaining such emotional bonds 

between immigrants and their families. However, not much literature has addressed 

what happens to the meaning of home when emotional connections are distanced 

between family members after their migration. To understand this, it is essential to 

explore who they include and exclude in defining the composition of their family.  

The way a migrant defines the family is a one important aspect in determining the 

location of home. Composition and structure are the main elements of their definition 

of family. The idea of family varied according to the respondents. Some respondents 

identified the nuclear family, which consists of husband and wife and children, as 

their family. But another category of people identified as their family the extended 

family which consists of the nuclear family along with their parents and siblings and 
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the latter’s children. Throughout our discussion, my respondents reflected lots of 

time pauses and intervals as well as different idioms in order to define their idea of 

home. For example, as Malan noted, his version of family has many layers; Malan 

and his wife is only a one layer of the whole family and so are incomplete. His full 

family include his parents and siblings as well as his uncles, aunties and cousins. As 

Malan explained:  

It cannot be home by just being a house. … The house is filled by 

family. It should fill with relationships; I mean physical and moral 

relationships... It should be filled with feelings. The home is where my 

closest people are…(Malan, an interviewee). 

In the figure below (Figure 5), Malan draws number of homes he created during his 

migration trajectories. Accordingly, the third figure demonstrates his complete home 

consist of all the family members, the above figures point two homes he created in 

Doha and Nightcliff (Darwin), which consisted only with Malan and his wife.  

 

Figure 5: Layers of home followed by routes 
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For Malan, the house transformed into home through the complete family-the 

extended family- living in it and generating physical and moral relationships between 

family members. As he noted elsewhere in our discussion, home is the place where 

there is a space for religious and spiritual life, which is also developed through intra-

family relationships and friends’ networks.  

For Dasun, he and his wife are a part of the family but not the complete family. To 

distinguish between their Sri Lankan and Darwin homes, Dasun uses the word 

‘genuine’. According to Dasun his genuine home is in Sri Lanka, or in the city their 

house is located in, because that is where Dasun’s family live. Dasun does not 

recognise his complete home is in Australia. Part of their home is in Darwin as it is 

where part of his family live. He felt his genuine and complete home is in Sri Lanka, 

as it the place where rest of his family live. In this context, he makes a distinction 

between original or genuine home and duplicate home. In both instances, they 

claimed that their full home is in Sri Lanka. Similar attitudes can be found in the 

context of migrants in Canada. Based on her fieldwork experience, Allen argues that 

such variations exist mainly due to the geographic extensiveness, intimate 

experiences and individuals’ ability to navigate to different geographical location 

through different modes in order to maintain the intimate relationship (Allen 2008, p. 

90). 

When I talked with Dasun, he explained his relationship to family. In his narrative, 

he iterated the sacrifice made by his family to send him to Australia. According to 

Dasun, they had to sell their family house in order to finance his studies in Australia. 

My parents’ initial idea was to give that house to my sister and me. As I wanted to 

come to Australia they all agreed to sell it and give me the money. They sold our 

family house and moved into rented place. After I came to Australia I went to my 
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auntie’s place in Melbourne. After I completed my studies I worked hard and built 

another house for my sister and parents because they did a big sacrifice for 

me…(Dasun, an interviewee). 

As Dasun explained, his parents do whatever is required for their children, so 

children respond in kind. According to him, such relationships result from the deep 

affection and emotional bond which cannot be given up. As Newton noted in other 

context, those supports (which often come through family) offer a way to look 

inward to the meaning of family (Newton 2008, p. 222). As I have discussed above 

such reciprocity creates strong existential experiences among individuals and other 

family members which bring them into an ontological state of being conscious of 

their relationship- in the context of impossibility of being together due to migration.  

When I question both Dasun and Malan about their residency status in the context of 

the continuity of their relationships, both considered that citizenship and permanent 

residency visas are instrumental to their inhabitancy in Australia. While they are 

socially and culturally contributing to enrich the culture in Darwin they maintain the 

feeling of home being in Sri Lanka through travel and communication. 

Communication and travel make it possible for them to connect with their 

immovable home in Sri Lanka.  

Structural Constraints for Home 

Nevertheless, migrants’ perception of home and its location is determined not only 

by the composition of family but is also influenced by Australian immigration rules 

and visa policies. Distinctions such as ‘genuine home’ and ‘complete home’ are a 

result of the dislocation made by these institutional classifications. Skribs (2008) 

noted, family relationships in transnational contexts always changed according to a 

number of factors, such as the institutions of a host society, geographical restrictions 
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and international politics, as well as law and communication and travel facilities. 

When an individual receives a visa to migrate, only his or her spouse and children 

are allowed to apply and migrate with them. Their parents and siblings are not 

entitled to migrate with them permanently.  

Thus, when a person identifies their family type as the nuclear family, it is possible 

to situate their home in host community since he or she is only capable of bring their 

nuclear family along with them. In contrast, a person who identifies their family type 

as an extended family locates their home most often in Sri Lanka, due to their 

incapacity to bring those family members to Australia.  Thus, some migrants feel that 

they are being distanced from their home, as their family is left behind. At this 

moment immigrants experience the feeling of homelessness (Svasek 2008, p. 215). 

As this category of people who identify as members of extended families recognise, 

home is primarily about being with family members in same house or same 

geographical vicinity. Yet, when they migrate they bring with them only the 

emotional baggage and memory of their relationships. They continue to bond with 

the extended family they left behind. Some respondents recognise that migrating 

alone or with half of the family is inevitable. In this situation, they locate home in 

both social spaces: Their home is either in Sri Lanka or has been torn apart.  

In this context, migrants draw different meanings of home in relation to the location 

of their family. Some respondents articulated the meaning of home as either being 

complete or partial. ‘Complete home’ is an ability to live with all the family 

members in same space or vicinity. ‘Partial home’ is leaving the one segment of the 

family behind them. Thus, when a person migrates alone or with part of his family 

they consider their home as incomplete or partial. In such instance, home can be still 

in Sri Lanka, as long as their family connections remain to Sri Lanka. Such migrants 
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feel full or completeness of home either when their parents visit Darwin or when 

they visit in Sri Lanka. At this moment, the feeling of the completeness of home is 

temporal, as it relies periods of time mediated by the institutional arrangements 

which determine the duration of the visa. 

Practicing Family, Maintaining home 

The structural and functional system of the Sri Lankan family still has characteristics 

of the traditional agrarian society. Structurally, children and siblings are still more 

connected to the extended family, despite the formation and spread of the nuclear 

family due to education, urbanisation and migration. Parents and siblings play key 

role in crucial decision-making processes. Functionally, the Sri Lankan family is still 

fulfilling the roles and obligations of an extended family.  

Migration brings new dimensions to the connectedness of emotion. Physical absence 

places immigrants in an uncomfortable situation balancing their family’s needs and 

the urgent needs of their parents and siblings which creates guilt among these 

immigrants.  Even if they are thousands of miles away, migrants are still contributing 

to the family and friends in their home country. As Malan explained:  

Due to the migration we are in a way of good position to help them. I have told my 

family members to let me know if there is an issue or anything they need. Now I am 

out of my country for twelve years. Before I come to Darwin when I was in Oman 

and Qatar, I was the first person to hear anything happen to my family. They contact 

me and tell me everything. Last month, we had a family wedding and I sent them 

50,000 Rs for them, which I feel happy and I feel that I have not left them alone. I 

take care of my sibling’s kids’ education and help them as much as I can. I also help 

even my friends when they are in need. That is my happiness… (Malan, an 

interviewee) 

Malan’s explanation is parallel to the Baldasar’s (2008) analysis of Italian 

immigrants in Australia and the methods taken to continue the emotional bonds 
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between two countries.  She outlined four different ways immigrants continue their 

emotional bonds with their home country: discursive, physical, action and 

imagination. The forms of support services Malan and other people described can be 

seen as strategies to maintain and continue the sense of home in the transnational 

context and are parallel to the evidence provided by Baldassar (2008). 

Such emotional bonds are revitalised from time to time through revisiting and 

bonding (Falzon 2003; Glick Schiller & Fouron 2001; Levitt 2001; Long 2014; Salih 

2002; ). Revisiting family members is one of the ways immigrants practice their 

continuity of home. Migrants’ descriptions of leaving the country and their 

experiences of revisiting the country highlight the enormous amount of time they 

spend on visiting each single family member and their relatives, even distant kin. 

Failure to do so leads to repercussions in their relationships. As one migrant noted:  

I get nuts when we close to visit the Sri Lanka as we prepared for traveling 

including buying and arranging gifts and making visit plans and what to do 

in Sri Lanka. It is sometimes exhaustive back at home country. Yet, all are 

weeping together when we close to come back and feel hard to leave 

them… (An anonymous interviewee).  

As fieldwork evidence demonstrated, most of these trips are imbued with some other 

family obligations as well. People travel not only for vacation but also for attending 

ranges of family business as well. Sometimes, people rely on technology (Baldassar 

2016; Peile 2016; Gifford and Wilding 2013) when frequent visits are not possible. 

The use of internet is one example. Based on Trinidadians diasporic experience, 

Miller and Slater (2001) introduce the idea of ‘Expansive Realization’ which 

discusses the ways in which the advent of the internet re-energised relationships at 

risk of breaking apart due to the consequences of old systems of communication. As 

I found in my research, some of my respondents have even gone far beyond emails 
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and internet chatting, to surveillance technologies. New technological devices 

enabled them to conduct close surveillance of the natal home, which I recognised as 

‘cyber caring’: The technology interface with emotion and caring.  The story of 

Bindu provides the best example of this phenomenon. 

When Bindu migrated to Australia in 2013, both his parents were not well. His 

mother was paralysed and father was frail. Bindu’s brother and sister promised to 

take care of their parents and encouraged him to leave. But Bindu felt guilty. He told 

me that he arranged everything to monitor his parents before he came to Australia. 

What he meant by monitor means arranging both human and technological devices to 

oversee the parents. He hired a full-time servant to take care of his parents in the 

absence of his brother and sister. Moreover, he fixed surveillance cameras in his 

parent’s room and around the house so that he could monitor developments through 

his mobile in Australia. He showed me the application and movement within his 

house with deep satisfaction. As he told me; 

One day I noticed that the servant raised her voice to my parents. In a 

minute I phoned home and asked her what the matter is. Since then, she 

is more careful even she talks to my parents… (Bindu, an interviewee) 

These activities demonstrated the ways immigrants continue the emotional bond as a 

way of practicing home. Without such conscious effort home is impossible.   

Evidence suggests that the definitions of home are built upon the ‘entity of family’ 

varied according to how immigrants define the notion of family. In this context, 

family appears as a socially, culturally, individually as well as institutionally and 

globally mediated category. Again, for the people who identify family as constituting 

their home place, the idea of relationships is central. All the people who expressed 

their view about relationships stressed the emotional bond and memories attached to 
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their family members. This has been illustrated in other context among the Indian 

transnational groups in Australia (Voigt-Graf 2005). Unlike the people who 

identified social relationships, networks and friends as constituting their sense of 

home, the people who identified family as their home demonstrated that their entire 

life was built within and around either the nuclear or the extended family. For them, 

home is the family.  

Individuation of Home 

Not everyone defines their idea of home by relying on external entities. Some of the 

literature highlighted how the migrant’s own individuality is perceived as home 

(Berger 1984). For Berger, home is a set of practices for the people on the move. For 

Jackson (1995) it is a ‘being in the world’. My fieldwork findings confirmed the 

above variations in the conception of home among the people who looked inward to 

explain the notion of home. But compared with previous categories, few of my 

respondents identified the meaning of home as something relying on their 

individuality. For these people, home is neither family nor the place or any other 

entity but within one’s own self.  

Many factors such as family members, social relations or environment may 

contribute to individual happiness, which is the main element of the home in my 

respondents’ consideration; the most important thing to them is individual ethical 

practice in the world. It is the way the person conducts themselves in the world and 

the ways the person looks at the world. Through the right conduct a person 

experiences happiness and that can be the place where their home is situated. 

According to these respondents, the sense of home can (Rouse 1991) with them, 

since the notion of home does not rely on external factors. This is not exactly similar 

to the idea of pluri-local or globally developed identity, but rather has a different 
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quality. While such immigrants demonstrate a greater level of adaptability, I 

understand it as a particular life wisdom developed over the past experience of life. 

They do not hold onto the land or geographical entities, or the people or social 

relations they left behind. They demonstrate the capability of transforming whatever 

social entity in which they live into a home. Similarly, they also demonstrate a 

capability for making connections with the people in their new social milieu. This is 

articulated by one respondent, below, who sees her home as her own way of living 

and her happiness as relying upon her.  

Home is the Way of Living 

Methli is a 40-year-old immigrant from Sri Lanka. She is an Australian citizen. She 

works as a consultant in the field of information technology. As Methli recognised, 

her home is always with her. It is inside her. Home, as she describes it, derives from 

her happiness. Since her childhood she was trained to be independent, religious and 

to fulfil her responsibilities, obligations, and to help others in need. She follows her 

father’s dictum that life should be guided according to the Dharma. According to 

her, being Buddhist does not mean going to temple every day; rather it is following 

what Buddha taught. Smoking, drugs, alcohols, as well as wasting money and 

unnecessary haste in life, destroys the happiness of life. Being a good person is the 

main source of her happiness:  

My father and mother is always with me, but they are not important to my 

happiness… to achieve happiness, we can do so many things... I like Darwin, I like 

the beauty here, the sound of bird cry the feeling I get when I wake up in the 

morning, before I get down the bed I am listening to the sound of birds, I am 

meditating five six minutes in same posture closing my eyes, before I go I listen 

few songs... like that we need to know how to achieve it… (Methli, an 

interviewee). 
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Being a consultant in information technology has not made her life busy. Each 

Sunday, she runs a Sri Lankan food store at the Rapid Creek market. She said this 

business was for something more than earning money. Through the business she 

introduces Sri Lankan culture to other people and also educates people through 

informal conversation about Sri Lanka. As she told me, Methli encourages many 

Australian people to visit Sri Lanka. When I ask her isn’t she motivated by the 

feeling of leaving Sri Lanka, she replied that it is true that she loves Sri Lanka and 

that it is her home country, but she is not motivated by missing her country. She does 

it to support the country, to demonstrate Sri Lankan culture. As she expressed it:  

I cannot say I belong only to Sri Lanka, I belonged to the society, the whole world. 

We can do something for someone wherever we are. It has no boundaries. I cannot 

say I am Sri Lankan and I should stick into Sri Lanka, I always think that according 

to my capacity how I can help someone…(Methli, an interviewee).  

She collects plastic bottles and cans at the end of each community function and sells 

them to recycling companies. She donates the proceeds to charities. Methli also 

spends time on home gardening and finds her peace within the environment. As she 

told me, she spends much time finding out about Aboriginal culture and her home is 

full of aboriginal paintings and artefacts. She asks herself about the meaning of 

development and why people cannot live like native people, being closer to the 

environment. 

Methli’s life reflects the paradoxes of her being. The profession she engages in is not 

a typical way of living. She attempts to have a simple life.  She does not dress 

fashionably or wear brand names clothing. Her education and individual history has 

placed her in a changing world but she attempts to achieve an ethical and authentic 

life. Perhaps, Methli’s life can be understood as an attempt to be ‘authentic’ 
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(Heidegger 2008), which takes a great time on reflection of the general pattern of 

world and place her practice in contrast to the general behaviour.  

Other respondents who considered home via their individual existence demonstrated 

similar characteristics. The story of Parakum is another example of this. Parakum 

shares similar attitudes about home with Methli. For him, home is where he can be 

relaxed. His version of home is not attached to place or family. As he told me, home 

is where he can lay even on the bare ground, be relaxed and find his own solace, 

which is similar to what Berger said of home as a set of practice (Berger 1984) The 

main reason for Parakum migrating to Australia is also something related to his 

definition of home.  In Sri Lanka, half of the day was spent on the road. Parakum 

spent more than two hours to commute to work from home. Even after the work, his 

bosses used to call him if there was an issue at his workplace. Despite its busyness, 

Australia is relatively a hurdle-free place because anyone can survive here with the 

minimum wage. Status is not a matter of importance. As Parakum told me it is a 

cultural shock for him to see the flexibility and liberty of life for Australian people 

have. Such factors allowed people like Parakum to be in-the-world and to look at life 

with a different perspective. In that case, Parakum finds his home is in Darwin.  

Characteristically, Methli, Parakum and other respondents transform their gaze into 

their inner self to seek the happiness rather than looking out. Migration made it 

possible for them to escape the ambitious and rushed life in Sri Lanka. As they 

recounted, through migration they found a relaxed and stress-free life in Australia. 

The people who possess the above characteristics move into a more accommodating 

version of being in the world, rather than sticking to nostalgic feeling. One important 

thing is that, the people who see home as something within themselves showed 

greater variations in their philosophies of happiness and meaning of home. For 
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example, while Methli attempted to avoid living a consumerist lifestyle, Parakum 

showed a greater tendency to appropriate modern lifestyles and cultural artefacts.  As 

Parakum told me in our conversation, living in Australia afforded him great 

capability to buy things which he could not do in Sri Lanka. He spent money on 

computer games and software. Before he moved to Perth, he bought a sports car. One 

evening, Parakum was explaining to me very passionately about the details of his car 

and how his seven-year-old son was insisting that he come and pick him from school 

in that car. Obviously, he was developing a new form of relationship between 

material culture, consumption, and his son and himself, which resonates with 

Miller’s idea of a car as having humanity (Miller 2001). In Miller’s definition, the 

car gains ‘humanity’ through the representation of social character and divisions such 

as class, oppression, racism, and violence as well as the role play by the car as a 

mediator between our relationships to the world and things. As Miller said, it is both 

analogous as well as symbolism of the humanity (Miller 2001, p.3). Parakum’s sense 

of home was evolving through his capability for mobility and his attachments to 

‘things’ such as computer games and cars which connected to the existential 

experience of his life such as growing up in a harsh economic environment and 

absence of care and love derived from the death of his father and so on.   

Unlike Methli, whose childhood featured strong religious guidance and disciplines as 

well as freedom in thinking, Parakum had a disrupted childhood experience. 

Parkum’s father migrated to Italy but lost his life in a car accident. Being a child who 

never saw his father, Parakum’s grew up centred around his mother. When he was 

young he was very much attached to computer games and so Parakum started his 

career in the telecommunications industry. Though he is attached to his family, he 

places his mother at the centre of his universe. Parakum strongly believed that his 
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mother should be with him wherever he goes in the world. On the other hand, 

Parakum also showed that greater adaptability; what he wants is a life free from 

restrictions, to be alone with his computer games or to lay on the bare ground.  

These two life histories articulate two different modes of thinking about making 

sense of home but without relying on external entities. The different historical 

circumstance of their lives created different perspective towards the world, which are 

intertwined with different sets of practice and feeling of comfort in their lives.   

Conclusion 

My interviewees defined the idea of home based on three main entities: place, people 

and self (i.e. those who described home as something within themselves). In further 

explication people iterated ranges of reasons to qualify their notion. Such reasons 

demonstrated how each respondent or interviewee looked at each entity in relation to 

the notion of home. In further analysis, I noticed that such reasoning was heavily 

based on a fundamental character. That is, an individual experiences being connected 

to the aforementioned entities.  

As discussed in this chapter, my interviewees’ recognition of entities as home is 

purely based on their experiences of their life trajectories. At the one level, all 

immigrants interviewed recognised something as home which comforts them, that 

provided security – physical or otherwise – and love – empathy and recognition. At 

another level, immigrants from my study can be differentiated according to the 

entities they perceive as home. Such variations were intrinsically connected to the 

nature of their life experiences. For example, if the relationship or attachment to the 

aforementioned entity was strong, it was recognised as home. If the relationship was 

distant or marginal they did not recognise it as home. The life histories of Abhaya 
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and Sandun provide examples of this. At the same time, I also noticed that a third 

category of interviewee recognised home as something within themselves. As 

Werbner (2002) noted, such kinds of people belonged to both here and there or 

anywhere. However, their life experiences which were portrayed in the stories about 

the flexible nature of adaptability, and the particular worldview held by them are not 

unitary. Yet, one commonality among this category of people was that they were 

attached to the more fluid, fragile and easily moveable or disposable things in their 

lives. For instance, Methli was more attached to the nature, flora and fauna, artefacts 

or books. Parakum was more attached to things like his sports car, video games and 

downloadable films. Such attachments to fluid or fragile things were intricately 

connect with different philosophies of their life. Can we easily give up or move 

people or place like other fragile things? This question is more relevant to understand 

people like Sandun, Malan, and Bindu.  

Entities do not possess their own meaning. If they do so, there would not be separate 

entities perceived as home by immigrants. The entity of home should be same to 

each and every individual category of people. Representations of different entities 

suggest that individuals form different relationships with the world. The meaning of 

home is thus derived and contested. I propose that the nature of home depends on 

how immigrants encounter the world.  

Following the existential philosophy of Heidegger (2008), I argue that neither the 

immigrant nor the world is external or internal to the human subject. Human beings 

encounter a variety of entities in the lifeworld, creating ranges of meaning through 

their existentiality. Such meanings are embedded into us as part of our ideological 

construction of the lifeworld we live in. Nonetheless, such meanings do not remain 

intact. They are reconfigured through our experience of encountering the world. 
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Experiences are the feelings and emotions that result from encountering the world 

and the individuals’ subsequent responses. Our experiences are an ongoing process 

of reconfiguring our emotions and perceptions of our environment. Certain factors – 

such as geographical space, the family or our own individual day-to-day experience – 

affect what we perceive as home and our emotional bond to such entities. Thus, 

home is our ability to live within the entity that we recognise as home.  

The next question is how is it possible to have three different entities as home? As I 

discussed in chapter one and this chapter, these three entities – people, place and self 

– have been recognised as home across many communities around the world. 

However, such representations were mainly restricted to one main entity rather than 

demonstrating the multiple entities of home. In this chapter, my aim was to capture 

the multiple nature of the recognition of home and present it as it emerged through 

the findings. However, it is essential to recognise why these three interrelated entities 

were presented as home other than any other entities?  

In Sri Lankan usage, the word for home is ‘geya’ or ‘gruhaya’. The word ‘geya’ or 

‘gruhaya’ embodies the meaning of house, people and dwelling. Both house and 

people are entities, while dwelling becomes an act. House and people as well as the 

act of dwelling can be meaningful only if those entities can provide the three 

fundamental needs of security, comfort and love. If the act of dwelling becomes 

meaningful, as in the case of Sandun and other of my interviewees, house becomes 

the anchoring point that holds both people and place, expression of those three needs. 

In the case of Abhaya, he found his meaning of home in a more extended society and 

his attachment to people was easily replaceable. As I have discussed throughout the 

chapter, entity become predominant in defining home through the strong existential 
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connection to the lived life. My interviewee’s disentanglement of entities purely 

depended on to what extent such entities were attached to them.  

At the rudimentary level, the experiences and evolving nature of those entities 

intersects with two universalistic phenomena: time and memory. As we have seen 

through the ethnographic description in this chapter, memory embodies the 

individual experiences that developed in relation to the entity of home. More than 

that, it also denotes the idea of trust that entities provide people to secure three 

fundamental needs of home – security, comfort and love. None of the interviewees 

above would attest entities as their home if those entities created a feeling of 

insecurity, discomfort or feeling of rejection and hatred of their being. Trust can be 

evolved only through time. While individual experiences of time may be varied, time 

also pauses such a temporal experience as home. The temporality of time itself is 

affected across all factors including the memory entangled with entities. As some 

older immigrants said, time was the creator as well as destroyer of the memory. 

Likewise, it created the very sense of home as well as replaced it with new 

experiences, relationships and memories made by that time. Does time create the 

disjuncture of the sense of home? While following chapters address this question in 

various ways, I will conclude this chapter by asserting that the very nature of the 

temporality of home is nothing other than our existential experience of ‘being-in-the-

world’. The next chapter will discuss another temporal dimension of home – the 

home before the migration through emigration experience.  
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Chapter Four 

Home Unsettled and Disrupted 

Home is an existential experience connected to the relationship to certain entities 

such as place, people, or the inherent quality of a person that demonstrates a 

particular worldview. Also, it was evident that such relationships were connected to 

the deep existential experiences in respondents’ lives. They identified it in relation to 

three basic needs; security, comfort and love that home should provide. This was 

evident in the previous chapter, at least in the context of Sri Lankan immigrants in 

Darwin.  

The sense of home may be disrupted by the trajectories of life or external social 

conditions. As I suggest, the reason for migration is the first ontological experience 

(i.e. being conscious of the existence of the fact of migration) of the people in my 

study which compelled them to think of the impossibility of staying in their Sri 

Lankan – their ‘home’. Thus, their journey is imbued with feeling of ‘uprooting’ – a 

dislocation of the sense of home – as well as the possibility of ‘re-rooting’ (Ahmed 

1999). To understand the immigrants’ sense of home it is also necessary to 

understand the ways in which the experience of home is entwined with the necessity 

of the migration process. The reasons for migration demonstrate a form of alteration 

of attachment to the entities known as home 

This chapter explain the ways in which Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin 

experienced the changing face of home in Sri Lanka and the relationship between the 

ideas of home with emigration. The feeling and experience of home my interviewees 

felt before migration had two forms. It is a combination of a growing sense of 
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insecurity, discomfort, and ambivalence about the future. At the same time, it is a 

hope for the future. In this chapter, I argue that feelings of insecurity, discomfort and 

hope create the feeling of the impossibility of being at home and so the reason for 

their emigration. The narratives of the migrant’s existential experience of emigration 

provide rich materials to understand the impossibility of the being-in-the-home (as 

outlined in previous chapter). This chapter highlights the ways in which my 

respondents perceived the changes in the social, economic and political environment 

of Sri Lanka. This created a sense of insecurity and discomfort and the feeling that to 

many Sri Lankans the country had become an unlovable place to dwell in. Thus, in 

this chapter I will discuss the ways in which immigrants rationalised the reason for 

migration in a broader social, economic and political context. This will be discussed 

under three main themes: economic insecurity, political discrimination, and political 

violence.   

Constituting the Ground 

People move from their settlement to other places for many reasons. Much of the 

literature across the globe (Alvardo & Massey 2010; Bank et al. 2017; Boehm 2011; 

Matas 1994; Ndukwe 2017; Vogt 2012) details how civil unrest, racism, communal 

violence, war and a collapsing economy pushed people out of their countries. Many 

scholars (Armbruster 2002; Bajic-Hajdukovic 2009; Black 2002; Dorai 2002) have 

discussed the relationship between growing violence, transnationalism and home.  

The edited volume of Transnationalism, International Migration and Home by Al-

Ali and Koser (2002) – highlights how surging violence and social unrest compelled 

migrants to leave Sri Lanka in different social contexts, and the ways in which they 

made their home in a new host community. While acknowledging the contribution of 

the ethnographic evidence in capturing the reasons for leaving home, this work also 
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raises the question of the lack of analysis of how such social forces are connected to 

the main conception of the notion of home. In many instances, home has become one 

among many analytical categories but not the central theme at issue.  

The question is to what extent does such a meta-analysis captures the sheer diversity 

of those incidents, their effect on different groups in the society as a whole and the 

effect on individual existence in relation to the notion of home?  This is where the 

notions of ‘security’, ‘comfort’, and ‘love’ come into play in defining the notion of 

home in many respects. First, those three experiences contribute to the generation of 

the sense of belonging to a place and group. For instance, if a person feels insecure 

living in a particular environment or experiences the feeling of exclusion or rejection, 

that person may develop a sense that the place is not a secure one in which to live, 

which disrupts their sense of comfort and leads them to question their belonging. 

Subsequently, such feelings cause people to disconnect from their place. Even if it is 

their natal village, family home, city or country, people feel compelled to leave, since 

the feeling of discomfort and insecurity destroys their meaning of life. Home 

becomes an unliveable place. It is important to note that notions of ‘person’, ‘entities 

of home’ and ‘external forces’ mentioned here are intersubjectively constructed. It is 

not the ‘entity of home’ that was changed, but the external factors which came into 

play in between the entity and people that distorted their intersubjective relationship 

to the world.  

The people who left Sri Lanka and ended up in Darwin were driven mainly by these 

three reasons: insecurity (social, physical or economic), discomfort (physical or 

mental), and lack of love (social exclusion). By and large, all the people who I 

interviewed explained their decision to migrate in relation to the one or more of the 

above three factors. The feeling of insecurity and discomfort may vary according to 
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personal perception the timespan since they left Sri Lanka, yet these factors 

encapsulate the common experience of leaving home. While Sri Lankan immigrants 

represent varying socio-economic and political characteristics and differing 

timespans from the incidents to which they were connected, they also share similar 

social and economic factors for their decision to leave the country. They were neither 

in war nor at peace. They were neither wealthy nor beggars, but feeling a growing 

insecurity that their quality of life was decaying. At one point, each immigrant 

became conscious that they could have no strong sense of being in what remained of 

their lifeworld. Thus, the decision for migration is that particular ontological moment 

where they realise they consciously made their decision. In order to explain this, I 

use Giddens (1991) idea of ‘ontological security’, which is related to existential 

philosophy. According to Giddens, ontological Security is the experience of self in 

relation to a world of persons and objects organised cognitively through basic trust. 

As he explained, the destruction of ontological security comes from the anxiety of 

the feeling of insecurity connected to the life which destroys the feeling of self and 

identity (Giddens 1991, p.35-69). In this chapter, I recognised Sri Lankans leaving 

their homes in Sri Lanka as primarily a result of the anxiety which grew out of a 

feeling of fear and uncertainty of the future.    

In this chapter, my aim is to analyse the ways in which social factors and individual 

motives unsettle the idea of home as ‘static’ and so created as a possibility of an 

‘elsewhere’, which exemplifies the temporality of ‘home’.  

Economic Insecurity and the Crisis of the Middle Class 

The main reasons for my respondents feeling a sense of economic insecurity and in 

turn dislocate from their home have been due to Sri Lanka’s declining economy, the 

limited potential to secure their future aspirations, and meeting onerous individual, 
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family and social obligations, and resolving economic crisis within their households. 

The relationship between the feeling of economic insecurity and migration, 

particularly about the impossibility of return has been explored in other context of Sri 

Lankan migration to Italy by Brown (2011, p. 48). Hyndman (2003) discussed this in 

relation to the economic insecurity, ethnic violence, and migration. Though scholars 

look at the issue of economic insecurity through the lens of survival, it is hard to see 

the link between migration and the poverty of traditionally middle-class people. My 

attempt in this section is to bring the subjective feeling of the economic struggle of 

these middle-class people in the broader economic context and emigration to Darwin.  

These respondents belonged to a particular group within the class formation of the 

society. Their economic needs were shaped by new middle-class values following 

upon the expansion of education and the perpetuation of certain cultural ideologies. 

The deterioration of their economic conditions was a product of the social and 

cultural production of economic needs and the developmental crisis of the post-

colonial Sri Lankan state, and exacerbated with ‘economic liberalization’ (Hettige 

1995).The growing sense of economic insecurity, anticipated future instability and 

their personal discomfort was partly a result of the post-colonial state’s failure to 

facilitate the economic needs of the expanding middle-class population as well as 

social competition for diminishing economic opportunities.    

Many respondents who explained their reason for migration as a response to the 

growing economic insecurity can be largely contextualised under the phrase of 

‘struggling middle class’. None of the respondents in this study lived in poverty in 

Sri Lanka.  By and large, all of them were professionals or held white-collar jobs. 

They were doctors, engineers, accountants, IT specialists, architects, or people in 

management and administrative positions. In Sri Lanka, they were not poor, nor 
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people who were struggling to find their daily meal. But they were suffering from a 

different kind of poverty: the (relative) poverty of the middle-class which some 

scholars (Dunham & Jayasuriya 2000) noted as characterised by a ‘mismatch 

between the expectation and opportunities for them’ (Dunham & Jayasuriya 2000, p. 

98). 

Many respondents shared their experience of the uncertainty of the future as reasons 

for migration. A portion of this uncertainty was a result of the ‘declining economic 

conditions within the household resulted by open economic policy’ (Dunham & 

Jayasuriya 2000), and the struggle to meet their family’s needs. Many of these needs 

were conditioned by the new Sri Lankan middle-class values of the emerging 

middle-class population. This class of people were struggling to maintain their social 

status, their consumption needs and the family obligations reproduced by the cultural 

ideologies embedded into Sri Lankan class formation. Having a vehicle, sending kids 

to top or average-level schools and providing tuition classes and extracurricular 

activities and owning a decent house were some of the common reflections of 

middle-class lifestyles that respondents mentioned.   

These were not necessities but essential needs imposed on them through the social 

process. For example, nobody would expect that a person who holds a white-collar 

position would commute by bus to work when the public transport system was 

deteriorating. Similarly, sending their children to a lower-level school in a system 

where educational quality is unequally organised, was a nightmare for these parents. 

As Hettige noted, the differentiation of the educational system has generated 

different life chances (Hettige 2000, p. 330). Thus, sending their children to at least 

an average level or international school, and sending them for extracurricular tutorial 

classes is not only a matter of providing their children a good education, but also 
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holding onto the hope that they would successfully compete for university entrance. 

As Sorensen argued, education has become a key institution in Sri Lankan cultural 

formation (Sørensen 2008, p. 423). This is an issue in a society where people note 

and compare the success of parents and their children, since education is a prime 

indicator of success and social status. The failure of a child is not only a humiliation, 

but also threatens hard-earned social status of the family.  

Such economic needs and lifestyles could not be met easily with the low salary they 

earned and against the rising cost of living. Purchasing land, building a house, and 

buying a vehicle are not easy and are lifetime investments. Equally, the middle 

classes invest enormous amounts of money on their children’s education, from 

finding a school to expenses on tutorial classes. They have two options in order to 

achieve these needs. First, they turn to banks for various types of loans, which trap 

them into never-ending debts. Secondly, they turn to other options, such as starting 

private consultancies; doing extra work and running a business that compels them to 

work ten to twelve hours a day. At the end, people are exhausted and depressed. 

Thus, when my respondents were living in Sri Lanka they felt trapped into a daily 

struggle they could not give up or maintain. One respondent put it into a Sri Lankan 

cultural expression: ‘it is like holding a hot milk jar which you cannot drink because 

it is hot and cannot throw away because it is milk’ (an interviewee). 

Thus, there was a huge discrepancy between the growing necessities of the 

aspirations of the Sri Lankan middle class and the declining economic conditions in 

Sri Lanka. Hettige identified them as the ‘new middle class’ (Hettige 2000, p. 331). 

Maintaining middle-class social status and identity in a country where it matters was 

becoming seriously difficult. Except for one respondent, more or less all the other of 

my respondents iterated the feeling of growing economic insecurity in their lives. 
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This growing economic insecurity is deeply rooted in the economic and political 

instability developed in Sri Lanka since its independence (Abeyratne 2004).  

The following fragment of Tania’s story represents this category of people, who were 

struggling not only to survive but also secure their dream of a decent life. Tania and 

her husband were both graduates. After graduation, they both joined private sector 

companies and started to build their lives together. Their dream of a good life was 

not sustainable after the economic conditions of the country were hit by a political 

crisis. Their family went through a terrible time, due to the rising cost of living 

resulting from the declining economic situation and its effect on the private sector, 

which directly impacted on the job of her husband and her family. Her husband was 

working as a manger in a leasing company. The decline of the Sri Lankan economy 

affected the finance sector as well by shrinking business opportunities, which 

negatively affected her husband, who had to endure three months without pay in his 

job. Initially, they had to give up many of the small comforts they had been enjoying. 

They even found it hard to find money to fuel their vehicle. As she told me, several 

times she even had to bring fuel in a plastic can to her husband when the vehicle 

stopped on the road. It was impossible to maintain the vehicle. Finally, they sold the 

vehicle. Then, Tania had to take the responsibility of managing the family. Although 

she had been earning a decent salary, it was quite impossible to afford all necessities. 

With two children and retired parents, she could not see a future for her life. She 

eventually had to give up on the dream of building her own house. Within these 

economic conditions and lack of opportunity for her husband, she could not see any 

future for her family. Finally, they had to hold on to the hope of migration, which 

now became their last resort. Her narrative outlines one form of poverty that 

educated middle-class young people experienced in Sri Lanka. 
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Tania’s story was not a story about a struggle for physical survival. It was a story of 

trying to save individual and family status and honour whilst struggling to survive. 

Also, it was a story of collapsing hope and aspirations. In a South Asian country like 

Sri Lanka, social status plays a huge role in any person’s life. Lifestyle is not only a 

matter of taste, but it also reflects certain cultural ambitions and needs which define 

an individual’s position in the society. In the pre-colonial social structure, societal 

attention focused on the social category of caste. Scholarly analysis (Rogers 2004) 

highlighted the social hierarchies organised along with caste and the importance of 

caste in determining social position and status. Roberts’s (1982) book, Caste Conflict 

and Elite Formation: The Rise of Karava Elite in Sri Lanka, 1500-1931, reflects the 

class struggle and tension of the karava caste in its social mobility as well as its 

reproduction by the British colonial system. In the South Asian context, caste is 

deeply embedded in both the social division of labour and religion (Das 1982; 

Dumont 1972). In post-independent Sri Lanka, even if caste plays a hidden role in 

situations like marriage, the significance of caste has been reduced by the socio-

economic factors attached to the person. Educational attainment, type of profession, 

and economic status are some of the measures that are used to evaluate the social 

status of a person. Secular education provided a new mode of social hierarchies 

based on profession and wealth. The notion of egalitarianism has not resulted from 

the country’s secular education system. Instead, old forms of social hierarchies were 

based on caste have been reproduced and appeared in different form of social status 

through educational and social achievement. This was because some primordial 

relics of caste systems were still unconsciously influential, despite any educational 

achievement. The relationship between the primordial status measurements and 

secular education as well as development of the sense of social status is somewhat 
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similar to Moore’s (1990) explanation of the development of political consciousness 

and interplay between caste, ethnic and regional identities among emerging political 

leadership. As Moore hints, many Sri Lankans could not completely transcend those 

primordial hierarchical characteristics embedded into the political consciousness 

since very beginning (Moore 1990, p. 347). Moore’s explanation reveals something 

about the consciousness of social status among the Sri Lankan middle class whose 

status and values achieved through mobility were not necessarily attached to class 

status, but to the social hierarchies of caste. As a result, achieving a modern lifestyle 

became more a measure of social status than social comfort.   

Since 1970, having a graduate in a family has been highly regarded for two reasons. 

First, a graduate had the capability of securing a government position and could enter 

the civil service. Education was equated with upward social mobility (de Silva 1998; 

Gunawardena 1980). These jobs were permanent and salaries were reasonable. 

Obtaining a government job was regarded as achieving security for life. With free 

education and the Sinhala language policy during the Bandaranayake regime, many 

socially deprived people had access to education (Jayasooriya 1965) and it became a 

vehicle for social mobility. Thus, anyone who has an education not only may secure 

a government position but also achieve upward social mobility through a good 

marriage. Such aspirations are integral to achieving social status and honour within 

this kind of society.   

However, as noted in the introduction of this chapter the social and economic 

condition of the country deteriorated for a long time. Each year the number of 

educated people increased in the hundreds of thousands, both in secondary and 

graduate education. By the 2015, there were 83,778 students in all fifteen universities 

(DCS 2015). Every year, more than ten thousand students were added to the labour 
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force (Nanayakkara 2004). Due to the limited opportunities, few people could secure 

a high government position. Many graduates ended up in teaching positions and 

minor clerical positions in government or in the private sector. The increasing cost of 

living and stagnation of salaries, particularly within the government sector, created 

new waves of class differentiation. A distinctive class category emerged out of these 

people who came to constitute the lower middle classes. Those who did not secure a 

position in the government sector either migrated to some other country or ended up 

in the private sector, allowing them access to higher salaries (Little & Hettige 2013). 

People who had specialised professional qualifications ended up in high positions in 

government and the private sector, or migrated to other countries.  

It is evident that even if people had the same educational achievement, they would 

nevertheless be divided up into three class categories in relation to the sector they 

joined and their earning capacities. The people who ended up in teaching position or 

government clerical jobs had fallen into the lower middle-class category. People who 

secured administrative positions, either in government or the private sector, 

constituted the middle-class category, while those who achieved managerial and high 

professional occupations belonged to the upper middle class. Similarly, those who 

become entrepreneurs and people who migrated to Europe or any other Western 

country also ended up in the upper class through their earning capacity in foreign 

currency, irrespective of what they were doing in those countries.  

Success then in Sri Lanka society was evaluated by a good education, a reputable and 

permanent job, and economic stability. According to Spencer, both education and 

finding employment has become dangerously competitive in the post-colonial Sri 

Lankan state (Spencer 2008). This became even more aggravated in subsequent 

decades. Even finding a school for a child has become more difficult due to the 
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parental competition to enrol their children into high-status schools or international 

schools. The quality of the schools and education varies according to the distribution 

of resources among schools. Hence, the repute of the school carries a symbolic status 

power that becomes the desired target of every parent. Receiving admission to 

university is a dream. By the 2002, 92,228 people qualified to the university entrance 

with only 12,144 students being admitted (Nanayakkara 2004, p. 20). Even if young 

people graduate, finding a job has become even more competitive. Each and every 

person who enters the middle class through education enters into this stressful 

competition on behalf of their children.  

In his narrative, Abhaya recounted his memory of graduation and employment which 

was attached to leaving Sri Lanka. After graduation, Abhaya had to wait for long 

time to find a government position as a veterinary surgeon. Meanwhile he started a 

private practice and was doing well. When he received a government position he 

decided to leave private practice and join the government. As Abhaya told me that 

life began getting harder after he joined the government. Having two children and his 

mother to look after, proved impossible with a low salary and the increasing cost of 

living. Even if his wife worked as a nurse, life was getting frustrating. He had taken a 

huge loan to buy land and build a house. Besides that, he had several other loans and 

credit cards bills to settle. He said: 

I did not want to leave the country, my intention was to do something for the country 

and build our life there. That is why I joined with the government sector. We also 

need to make something for our life, but was impossible. That is why I decided to 

migrate, so I can give my mother at least ten thousand rupees for her expenses. She 

never expects money from me but that is one thing I must to do. I could not do when 

I was there. I could not give her more than five thousand rupees… (Abhaya, an 

interviewee). 
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Besides that, he also worried about his children’s education. They found it a 

frustrating process when they were thinking of finding a school for their youngest 

children. They recounted the suffering they had gone through in finding a school for 

the youngest daughter, which they could only achieved through bribing the school 

principle. In his narration of the events, he highlighted that the amounts of money he 

had to settle for the loans and credit cards which he used for various reasons, but 

mainly for the children’s education, buying some land and building a house.   

Like Abhaya, many middle-class people in Sri Lanka were going through very 

difficult periods in their lives due to their household and personal debt. Except for a 

few cases, I found that most of them applied for bank loans as soon as they found a 

permanent job. As observed previously, these were the only options available for 

them to meet their most essential needs. There were three main things they were 

looking forward to in the beginning of their lives; building a house, buying a vehicle 

if possible and to have a decent marriage ceremony. These three things are the 

pressing needs for anyone who starts their life right after a university education and 

securing a job. Since many students do not complete their university education until 

they turn twenty-seven years old (Nanayakkara 2004, p. 27), there is not much time 

left from them start their life.  

In Sri Lankan society, marriage and family is a serious issue which cannot be 

postponed.  As soon as a job is found, young people are supposed to get married and 

build a house. If they live in a rented house, family pressure to build a house 

becomes more severe. Thus, the next step is applying for a housing loan. When they 

receive the loan, they buy a piece of land and start to build a house little by little. 

When the bank starts to deduct loan repayments from their salary they are left very 

little to survive. Most of them then secure a credit card in order to manage 
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financially, but by doing so become trapped with escalating debt. Further, they have 

other social obligations to fulfil. There are parents to look after; continuous wedding 

ceremonies to help at and attend, as well as funerals, plus other religious, family and 

social events are frequent.  None of these can be avoided when living in a culture 

where extended family relations and social friendship groups matter. When children 

feel that their parents are neglected and there is a shortfall in attending to family 

needs, they become more frustrated and isolated. Those were the common general 

economic conditions which were highlighted in the interviews with Abhaya and 

which many immigrants faced during their pre-migratory life.  

Thus, as noted above, participants in this study went through two levels of economic 

insecurities and social pressures in their lives. First is the pressure that derived from 

employment insecurity. Second is the pressure of meeting individual and social 

needs. Normative economic needs place them in a trapped and depressing situation. 

Sri Lanka is experiencing social fragmentation and competition between class 

segregation due to people attempting to move up into a higher-class position. What 

they describe as having decent life is nothing other than an effort to transcend the 

class boundaries they are born into.  

Limited opportunities for education as well as employment, exacerbated by thwarted 

social aspirations and the value attached to the traditional idea of family honour, 

motivates people to try to transcend class boundaries through economic aspirations. 

At the same time, this economic competitiveness and social and cultural pressures 

place the person in a more psychologically vulnerable and depressing situation, 

compelling them to leave the ground on which they built their life (Moore 1990). 

This migration is a result of social fragmentation and the challenges of individual life 

and is ultimately derived from the political crisis of the failed state of Sri Lanka. This 
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created the political malpractices of post-colonial conditions as well as vitiating the 

individual struggle of people to assert a social status imbued with traditional 

consciousness of honour as expressed through modern concept of materiality and 

wealth. 

Political Malpractice, Social Exclusion, and Migration 

In this thesis, I use the idea of political malpractice to denote the ranges of individual 

and institutional manipulation of political practices such as hypocrisy and autocracy. 

Participants’ definition of hypocrisy related to the idea of a ‘janus face’ when policy 

practices would mean different privileges to people and politicians. The term 

autocracy denotes the idea of authoritative exercise of power. In order to define the 

political relationship between political practice of politicians and people, I used the 

term political patronage as defined by Scott (1972). 

In addition to the participants’ individual economic burdens and life struggles, they 

were also going through a chaotic political climate that pressed them to leave the 

country. Their social and economic woes were compounded by the problems of 

personal security. Most of these people were highly educated and concerned about 

principles of freedom and democracy. The decline of their social security correlated 

to the increase in political autocracy in Sri Lanka, and numerous other issues 

affecting them were entangled with the abuse of power – such as corruption, bribery, 

violence, abduction, as well as civil unrest – and threats to their lives and the future 

of their children. Overall, the participants in my research felt that not only was the 

country not developing, but rather it was heading to destruction. As they expressed it, 

they had no option other than leaving their homes. The following analysis highlights 

the different political and social trajectories that migrants described as justifying their 

reasons for leaving.  
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Social Exclusion and Leaving Home: The Issue of Discrimination and Political 

Patronage  

The people who left Sri Lanka from the 1950s to the 1970s did so mainly due to 

experiencing social exclusion and marginalisation derived from the political 

discrimination in the country. Matas (1994) idea of institutional racism can be used 

to explain the idea of political discrimination. Following Mata, I argue that certain 

policies not only marginalised the vulnerable, or particular racial groups from their 

rights, but also that this was accompanied by the silence of the politicians. Some of 

my respondents experienced insecurity and humiliation due to certain public policies. 

For example, as it has been noted in chapter one, the Sinhala-only language policy 

was one of the main reasons that compelled members of the Burgher community 

(Henry 2008) and some Tamil people (Perera 2015) to leave the country. The Sri 

Lankan Burgher community is descended from Portuguese and Dutch origin during 

the time of colonisation. The Burgher community enjoyed the social benefits and 

elegancy of life during the colonial era due to the acquisition of language and 

connection to the colonial government (Henry 2008). Such connections had helped 

them to move up into the colonial social ladder through education and positions in 

government departments and administration. They were salaried government people 

who enjoyed social and economic benefits. Inevitably, they belonged to the middle-

class section of Sri Lankan society and had access to a distinctive lifestyle. Due to 

the Sinhala-only language policy (Gunawardena 1982; Perera 2015), Sinhala became 

the official language of the country and also the medium of instruction in education. 

The majority of the Burgher community in Sri Lanka could not speak the Sinhala 

language properly and had issues with writing as their medium of instruction was in 

English. With the new language policy, most of the government positions were filled 

by the people who had studied in Sinhala, displacing the Burgher community from 
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their positions. Thus, the Burgher people were politically and officially excluded 

from within these changes to the system and then socially and economically 

marginalised. The result of this was that Sri Lanka experienced an ethnic exodus 

from the country. The majority of the Burghers migrated to Australia, mainly to 

Melbourne, Brisbane and Darwin.  

Political patronage is one main feature of the post-colonial Sri Lankan political 

setting (Perera 1985). Affiliating to and supporting political parties for elections 

through money and labour have become one way of making connections to the 

political parties. It was essential to finding a job and to addressing minute issues in 

mundane life (Brow 1996; Morrison et al. 1979; Perera 1985). Politicians and their 

‘henchmen’ became the problem-solvers of daily life. Many rural people still believe 

in and think that working for a political party is a must-do in order to get the letter 

from their Member of Parliament that can obtain a job or some other benefits, 

including finding a school (Gunasekera 1994). The situation became even worse by 

the time Mahinda Rajapaksha was President.  For the universities, this became a 

serious problem and political interference and restrictions on academic freedom, 

including professional rights, led university academics to run the three month no-pay 

island-wide strike against the government in 2013. 

Political patronage is the weakest form of a governing system. As Scott (1972) 

mentioned, it is the term developed to define the political relationship in the pre-

modern societies.  It is the reflection of the underdevelopment of the political 

consciousness of the public. Political patronage in Sri Lanka was developed out of 

the caste and colonial relationship, the village headman mediating between the 

people and the colonial governments (Jayantha 1992; Morrison et al 1979). People 

had to rely on village headman and colonial officers in order to address the critical 
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issues they met. Politics never became a democratic process among the general 

population after the colonial administrations left though people were granted 

franchise rights. The majority of the population during this period was uneducated 

and tend to divide along caste relationships.  The general population’s exercise of 

power was limited to voting in elections. This was the political culture that 

developed in postcolonial Sri Lanka. As a system, Moore identified that ‘political 

patronage’ was intensified after the expansion of the UNP’s (United National Party) 

political base to the rural regions of the country (Moore 1990, p. 351). With the 

spread of education, the majority of people moved out of patron-client political 

relationships. Yet with the exacerbation of unemployment and other crises in social 

life, people tended to revert to traditional patron-client political practices.  This 

occurred within bureaucratic, managerial and ministerial positions and negatively 

affected the system as well as disadvantaging the majority of educated people. As 

one respondent (Vijendra) who left the country in the 1970s said to me, he saw the 

‘gathering dark cloud in the political sky and how it was going to envelope their 

lives’.  

Vijendra was a British-educated quantity surveyor. He was one of the few Sri 

Lankans who had a British chartered qualification in his profession at the time. 

Vijendra returned after the completion of his studies with the hope of making his 

home in Sri Lanka. He was not happy about how Sri Lanka was changing, despite his 

strong political connections to the government and having parliamentarians in the 

family. As Vijendra explained, the political system of Sri Lanka was being corrupted 

on a day-by-day basis. It was becoming more essential to have political connections 

to find a government job. The influence of this kind of politics was affecting the 
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social structure of the country. According to Vijendra, he concluded that the route the 

country was heading in was not good:   

I started to think how it will affect to our kids when they grow up. What is the 

meaning of education if they had to go behind politicians to find a job? I had all 

political connections and a bright future ahead of me.  I was the only British 

qualified quantity surveyor and worked for the Colombo municipality. But I came to 

think that as a qualified, educated professional; I should not let my children to go 

behind politicians. I did not like that practices. So I thought to leave the country. 

First I came to Townsville in Australia and then to Darwin…  

(Vijendra, deceased interviewee). 

Vijendra’s story was a reflection of a young educated person’s guilt and fear of the 

abuse power. His secular education and political conscience prevented him abusing 

power for his own benefit. At the same time, he realised that the system was not 

going to last long. According to him, the country was not in a situation where change 

could be made by individual actions. He concluded that it was an entrenched system, 

which could not be reversed by individual actions. The best thing was to leave the 

country – the home they were born into.  

Double-standard in governance  

I use the idea of ‘double standard’ to denote an abuse of political power in 

governance. This mainly stem from poor governance in relation to the distribution of 

wealth and public services and facilities as well as limits on the freedom for human 

fulfilment. The uneven and unfair distribution of wealth and freedom is an 

unfortunate element in South Asian politics, and is not uncommon in Sri Lankan 

political practice. Such practices reflect how politicians craft national policies to 
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restrict individual freedom and consumption in the name of development and how 

such regulations and policies are breached by the same political authorities.   

There were two recurrent examples frequently cited by my respondents as a reason 

for leaving their Sri Lankan home. The first was the so-called issue of vehicle 

permits. Due to the high price of vehicles, the government introduced tax relief for 

certain professions, such as doctors, academics and some other managerial positions 

of the relevant ministries and including politicians. While politicians were allowed to 

import expensive vehicles with high engine capacities without any halt or delay, the 

rest of the country were subject to various laws and restrictions that reduced their 

access to this benefit.  As some respondents noted, at the same time, the rest of the 

population paid prices three hundred per cent higher than the actual vehicle value. 

Many people showed their displeasure at this discriminatory implementation of the 

law. Second, some people believed that their life increasingly became more insecure 

as they could be victimised by politicians or their political intimidation at any 

moment and the police would not accept any complaint against the politicians. 

Educated young respondents identified this as a form of danger to the social order 

and discrimination and humiliation towards themselves.   

Some respondents in this study left Sri Lanka in as response to the growing political 

insecurity. As one respondent Sobhani noted, she and her husband were qualified 

graduates from Sri Lankan universities. Her husband completed his postgraduate 

studies in UK and returned to Sri Lanka with aim of contributing to their homeland. 

At the time of their return, their daughter was a U.K. citizen whom they wanted to 

educate in a University in the United Kingdom. However, with the introduction of 

the closed door economic policies introduced by Sirimavo Bandaranayake in 1970s, 

the Sri Lankan government placed restrictions on the amount of money that could be 
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sent to foreign countries. As she remembered it, the amount was limited to fifty 

pounds per month. She complained:   

That was absolutely absurd and hypocritical… My god, look at their children 

Chandrika (was a former president) and Anura (former speaker and minister to 

parliament) were studying in the France and British universities while asking our 

children had to stay in Sri Lanka… (Sobhani, an older immigrant).  

So, Sobhani and her husband decided to leave the country. Initially they migrated to 

Fiji and then came to Australia.  Their family became one of the pioneering Sri 

Lankan families to make their home in Darwin in the 1970s.  

Sobhani’s story suggests the discrepancies between government policies and their 

inequitable implementation and the ways in which people respond to such 

hypocrisies. Like Sobhani and Vijendra, many individuals had reasons to outline the 

multiple forms of double standard political practices that impacted upon their 

existence, dignity and social justice; and ‘created a frustration and mass brain drain’ 

as Moore suggested (Moore 1990, p. 349). As my interviewees observed, such 

political contradictions can only lead the country into the path of political despotism. 

This was witnessed during the last ten years in Sri Lanka. Reflecting back, many 

respondents evaluated their decision for migration as a decision taken at the right 

moment.    

Political Violence and the Uncertainty of life 

Political violence in Sri Lanka has two aspects; first, it is deeply rooted within the 

establishment of political parties and issues of power sharing within the same ethnic 

groups. Most of the political violence in the southern part of Sri Lanka was mainly 

due to a combination of the power struggle between political parties, which was 

deeply rooted in rural-level politics (Brow 1996; Moore 1993; Spencer 1990), and 
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responses to governmental political ideologies (Chandrapema 1991; Morrison 2001; 

O'Ballance 1989; Spencer 2007). Secondly, violence was the result of the emergence 

of conflict and violence between ethnic groups, mainly between Sinhalese and 

Tamils. Historical analysis of this form of violence has been documented by various 

researchers such as (Bulankulame 2013; Jaeganathan 2004; Nissan & Stirrat 1990; 

Vanniasingham 1989). They outlined how the political rift between the Sinhalese and 

the Tamils enmeshed with historically differential access to development benefits. 

Consequently, as Morrison (2001) highlighted, the transformation of Sri Lanka 

intersected political violence with the state and its behaviour.  

The striking feature, highlighted in the literature, is the extent to which political 

violence enmeshed with people’s lives, both vertically through its historical 

development and horizontally across Sri Lankan social scales and structures. Political 

insurrections and guerrilla movements were a response to inter-ethnic tension and 

government inability to fulfil the needs of the people (Manor 1984). Conflict mostly 

occurred among the lower middle class and middle-class youth. In contrast, 

emigration from Sri Lanka increased amongst the educated middle class. They were 

the people who lost faith in political action and the unity of the country, having 

suffered from political violence.   

A combination of forces pressurised the mundane life of the people. In addition to 

the economic insecurity and the destruction of hope for a decent life, the surging 

political malpractice, corruption and political violence (either physical or mental) 

became an apparent part of daily life and generated the feeling in people that there 

was no future in Sri Lanka. Thousands of educated and professional people fled from 

the country. They were the people who could forecast the future of Sri Lanka and 

who were capable of fleeing the country. What compelled them to leave the country 
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was not only the economic and social insecurity affecting their lives but actual 

uncertainty about their physical safety due to the surging political violence.  

Political violence became a part of the political culture after the 1971 and the 1989 

youth insurrection led by ‘Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna’ known as J.V.P. (People’s 

Liberation Front) in the southern part of Sri Lanka. This occurred simultaneously 

with the thirty years of terrorism unleashed in the northern part of the Sri Lanka. This 

was led by the L.T.T.E. (Liberation Tiger of Tamil Elam), which Jaeganathan (2004) 

has identified as a modern model of terrorist organisation. Both uprisings were 

eventually ruthlessly crushed by the government. The collision between guerrilla 

movements and the Sri Lankan military and police impacted heavily on civil life. 

Many university students supported the J.V.P. movement. As a result, universities 

were closed for long periods and barely for several years. The transport system 

declined as many buses were burnt (De Silva, J 1998, pp. 165-73). Commercial 

activities within the country were stalled as they became subject to depredatory acts 

from both paramilitary groups and military groups. Some of my respondents who left 

the country in the 1990s spoke about the growing uncertainty of life due to the 

violence which compelled them to emigrate. When they referred to political violence 

they meant the violence unleashed by government and its paramilitary groups, as 

well as the violence generated by the J.V.P and L.T.T.E militias.  

Perera is now an Australian citizen who lives in Darwin. He landed In Darwin after 

fleeing the second J.V.P insurrection in 1987. He was the former Vice-Chancellor of 

the one university in Sri Lanka and received death threats from the J.V.P paramilitary 

group. He received a notice from J.V.P cadres to shut the university until further 

notice. Since he refused to comply with the command his name was announced on a 

J.V.P death list.  He did not have any option other than to leave the country.   
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In order to dismantle the smooth functioning of the social system and traumatise 

targeted individuals, the weapon the J.V.P. militia used, both in the 1971 and 1991 

was the death threat. During their rebellion, the J.V.P. militia announced curfews for 

most days and ordered people to stay at home to prevent them from working. During 

the curfew, no office work was to be carried out, all the shops must be closed, and 

the public transport system ceased to operate (De Silva, J 1998). Anyone who broke 

these rules would pay with his or her life (Perera 2006). People were brutally killed 

or prevented from attending their relatives’ funerals. Those who disobeyed were 

identified as deshadrohiyo (enemy of the nation).  In response to the J.V.P militia, 

the government army reopened the shops and public institutes by force.  Employees 

and civilians become became the victims of the violence unleashed by both parties. 

Some of those who were capable of fleeing the country found refuge in Darwin.   

The crushing of the J.V.P rebellion did not halt the violence, which increased 

through the conflict with the separatist movement of the L.T.T.E in the northern part 

of the country. The Tamil Tigers developed and expanded to southern Sri Lanka 

(Bulankulame 2009; Jaeganathan 2004). They took thousands of civilians’ lives 

through suicide bombing missions. The violence continued until the previous 

government crushed the L.T.T.E. in 2009.  

During the insurrection, people woke up every day with a feeling of uncertainty and 

news of violent incidents. The L.T.T.E suicide bombers terrorised the whole country. 

Commuters were keeping an eye on each as well as unattended parcels in the public 

places. Any parcel could be a bomb. Any unknown suspicious person could be a 

human bomb. There was a common advertisement in public spaces and buses and 

trains: ‘it can be a bomb, be aware’ (eya bombayak wiya hakiyi, prwesam wenna). 

Some of my respondents told me that their mother and father would leave home 
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separately and come back separately to ensure that if one was killed by a bomb the 

other one would be there for children. 

Suicide bombing in the southern part of the country was a daily occurrence. As noted 

previously, people encountered great uncertainty in their life. They did not have 

solutions other than leaving the country. The following description by one 

respondent who witnessed the political violence during his childhood reflected on the 

fear he had for his life at the time: 

As a country, Sri Lanka changed several times in different situations. We have 

experiences in political issues since long time back. First it was the JVP insurrection. 

The JVP insurrection affected us so seriously, because it happens in Sinhalese 

society and it was very recent.  We were living in fear. Even though we were small 

kids, we had lots of issues such as experiences of military people roaming around the 

houses throughout night and day, the trees had cut down onto the light posts and 

were going without electricity for weeks, could not light even a kerosene oil lamp 

(kuppi lampu) to study and things like that. When things get back to normal, then 

came the period of president Premadasa. Though his time was good at the beginning, 

when come to finish his term everyone lived like they fed up with the country. 

People lived in a pressured life. People did not have jobs, the government pressure 

on civilians in various means; the uncertainty derived with issue of LTTE, the time 

even civilian cannot commute in a bus because we were not sure that what time there 

would be a bomb blast. When L.T.T.E celebrates their commemorative days we are 

more afraid because we know that there is certainly a massive explosion going to be 

erupted in some part of the country, especially in Colombo. When I go to job, 

sometime someone will say there is a bomb in the bus or there could be a bomb 

today. I get down the bus and goes around twenty kilometres of the opposite and 

take another bus from different route to my work place. Even if, when someone gets 

into the bus with a huge bag, so we were keeping eye on him and the bag throughout 

our journey. Like that there was a great uncertainty in life and could not think of the 

feeling you have at that time.  We have been commuting in the bus thinking that 

there is a greater risk to have a bomb. It is such a traumatic situation. Then, there 

was a small good time period after the war.  Everything was settling down and 

people enjoying it. Again after little period of time, there was not promising political 
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atmosphere. Again I had a disappointment that we had to live a life under the leader 

whom we do not like. I started to think that, if it is the case it does not matter under 

whom we lived and would be same even if we live under the Rajapaksha, or Tony 

Abbott or Obama. So I decided to leave the country…(Sandun an interviewee). 

The above narration exemplifies the traumatic time my respondents went through. 

Giddens’s (1991) proposition of ‘ontological security’ provides a useful analytical 

framework to understand the loosening sense of home in such a situation. 

Ontological security is the trust built within human consciousness from the 

continuity and stability of their social existence or lifeworld. Disjuncture between 

continuity and chaos destroys trust in the world. According to Giddens, destruction 

of trust destroys the sense of security and creates anxiety, which disrupts individual’s 

sense of identity and being-in-the-world. Giddens posits that this anxiety results from 

a ‘fear which has lost its object through unconsciously formed emotive tensions that 

express internal dynamics rather than external thoughts’ (Giddens 1991, p. 44).  

My respondents’ narratives highlight two main elements in Giddens’ proposition; the 

loss of the sense of the lifeworld through its destruction and uncertainty and fear 

engulfing individual lives. Such disruptive mental conditions and continuity of 

dreadful feelings leads to disconnection with the lifeworld. My respondents’ 

comments identified that ‘trust’, the main element in ontological security, cannot be 

fixed when the entire social structure and the lifeworld is being shattered. In such 

conditions people do not find desire for or belonging in the social entity they have 

conceived as home.  

Destruction of Home and Emergence of Hope 

When everyday life is surrounded by the feeling of insecurity and material 

discomfort, the meaning of life is questioned. If the meaning of life relies mainly on 

security and comfort, then when the feeling of insecurity and discomfort engulfs life 
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it destroys the hope for life at home. Leaving home then resonates with the idea of 

new hope.  

The notion of hope has been explored by various scholars (Bloch 1996; Crapanzano 

2003; Miyazaki 2004; 2006). In his essay, Crapanzano (2003) explores the different 

dimensions and theoretical imperatives of hope. Drawing upon literature from 

different contexts, Crapanzano (2003) point outs that sometimes hope is futuristic as 

well as temporal. It is progressive as well as passive. At the same time, it falls into 

the trap of language. Nonetheless, for Crapanzano (2003), hope is both a historically 

and culturally-situated act and a moralistic and communicative etiquette.  

The conceptual and theoretical boundaries of hope Crapanzano (2003) outlines here 

resonate with the Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin. First, even if Crapanzano (2003) 

problematises the possibility of understanding hope in the dimension of the future, 

leaving home is a futuristic act for Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin. The act of 

migration becomes a foray into realm of hope; to have a ‘better life’ is an action 

which looks forward in future. ‘A better life’ is an abstract expression. When we 

unpack the expression, the implication is something opposite to the experience the 

Sri Lankan migrants have been going through in their life. They look forward to a 

more secure life, economically as well as physically. Instead of insecurity, a 

comfortable life; instead of discomfort more empathy; love instead of exclusion, 

marginalisation and humiliation, plus freedom from many kinds of restrictions. 

These are the conditions they are expecting to see in order to remake meaningful the 

idea of home again. Nonetheless, hope for a better life can be achieved only out 

there, not in the world they inhabit. Migration is the medium to achieve their hope as 

well as the hope itself.   
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Here I utilise Jackson’s argument on hope as a possibility to move forward rather 

than slipping back or stagnating (Jackson 2013a, p. 62).  All the respondents who 

reached Darwin asserted a form of negotiation, fighting against the dreadful situation 

in Sri Lanka and materialising their own capacity to escape one way or other from 

hardship. Home appeared to be a place where a human being can achieve the benefits 

of their existence. It is the place of the materialising of the hope of the people who 

dwell there.  In a time of crisis or otherwise, the function of the home is to encourage 

its people to achieve their dreams, goals or desires. If life is interlinked with 

temporality, it functions through two main time sequences. First, it operates in the 

present moment, both as routinised practice and actions. Second, it has a future 

dimension that aims to achieve big tasks or projects in life which is the time that 

notion of hope emerges from. Such big tasks either may be an attempt to overcome 

the existing crisis or the realisation of new hope. Whatever it is, if the idea of  home 

cannot realise its members’ hope there is no option for people other than leaving that 

home.  

Hope can vary according to each individual. Yet the realisation of hope is determined 

by the availability of and fair access to the resources of society at large. For example, 

according to Abhaya, his hope (futuristic view of time) was to be a scientist and 

contribute to society. However, the realisation of his hope depended entirely on 

access to education, encouragement both from the family and at the larger level of 

society.  In contrast, that was not what Abhaya was experiencing in his own country. 

He was simply struggling to find sustenance for his family (the present dimension of 

time), a school for his children, as well as to support his mother and relatives. Many 

of my respondents who left Sri Lanka had very simple hopes. These were to have a 

good life with the family, in a decent place to stay and be with their family members. 
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When the country is not capable of assuring even the basic necessities of its people, 

the simplest and basic idea of hope – to have a decent life – is rendered obsolete. 

Pater (cited in Crapanzano 2003) has identified hope as dependent on other agencies, 

such as ‘good fate’, ‘chance’, and so on. As Capranzano explains it, this means hope 

is tied to a metaphysical outlook, an ethics of expectations, constraints and 

resignation (Crapanzano 2003, p. 6). The realisation of hope depends on personal 

motivations and actions, as well as other external factors that determine the 

permission to enter the host community. Hence, it has metaphysical dimensions. 

Through their act of migration, my respondents had given up on constituting their 

survival within their own society. Instead, they left it behind. The country, the home, 

and its people are less important, what matters is their survival. They did not see that 

this is possible within their own social space. Instead, they believed in home in some 

other part of the world, of which they have no personal experience, but which is 

constructed through the experience of someone else. In this context, I situate the idea 

of hope mainly within the ground of existence. The idea of home connects with the 

existential experiences the respondents have been going through. When survival 

becomes impossible, the connection to the home becomes weak and possible to 

disentangle. The home is ready to shift into another dimension or to be constituted in 

another lifeworld. Thus, leaving home should be understood within such broader 

socio-economic and political contexts of uncertainty connected to the matters of 

existence and struggle for survival in future assumption (hope). Both are existential 

in terms of being ontological in nature and ‘experiential’ (Jackson 2013a).  
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Conclusion: Leaving Home or Impossibility of Existence 

Home is an existential experience. It is the possibility of an entity that generates the 

feeling of home, which relies on what the lifeworld represents to, the person and the 

‘relationship’ built upon that. Thus, the constitution of the idea of home relies on the 

nature of the relationship that a person holds with the entity. The feeling of security, 

love, and comfort are three main elements that contribute to the sense of home. The 

destruction of such feelings disentangles the person’s connection to the entity and 

feeling of home. The geographical or social entity we are born into may not always 

be home.  

Seeking permanent residency or citizenship in an unknown territory is the reflection 

of the person’s impossibility of being with the social entity he initially conceived as 

home. By and large, all the people who left Sri Lanka did so due to the growing 

experience of insecurity and discomfort. The inability to fulfil the most basic human 

needs generates the feeling of discomfort and displeasure towards society. It not only 

generates discomfort but also fear of the future and uncertainty. When life became a 

competition to find a school, to find a job, as well as to assert one’s social position, 

the experience of living became stressful and depressing. When violence also 

becomes part of daily life, the very meaning of life is challenged.  

The majority of the people who are seeking permanent residency in Darwin now are 

middle class. They belonged to the newly-emerged post-colonial middle class in Sri 

Lanka. This was expanded by the establishment of free education and the 

introduction of Sinhala as the official language, both intrinsic to the ideological 

practices of post-colonial Sri Lankan politics.  Thus, the formation of a middle class 

in the post-colonial Sri Lankan state was due mainly to the welfare, political and 
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cultural policies of political and cultural politics of the Bandaranayke government in 

the 1950s. In Marxian terms, this was not the result of economic expansion. Hence, 

the class formation of the post-colonial Sri Lankan middle class people demonstrated 

its own limitation. In Bourdieu’s (1996) terms it had not gained the complete 

meaning of the class in classical terms due to the failure of state education to 

establish a secular value system and an egalitarian social system.  Therefore, they 

demonstrate own distinctive class-consciousness. They possess both the pre-colonial 

consciousness of values of prestige and social hierarchies resulting from the caste 

system and the idea of success gained through the educational achievement. They are 

the people who have combined both traditional values and cultural consciousness 

with a secular worldview. Here we see the reconfiguration of the idea of social status 

and recognition. This tension was reflected in individual struggle and displeasure 

against the existing social system. Hence the migrant leaving home is an individual 

reflection of the tension and struggle they have been going through over decades. 

Thus, the narratives of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin highlight the feeling of 

insecurity, discomfort, and unkindness they felt in their original home.  

The migrants’ sense of home cannot be understood without understanding the 

reasons for leaving home. The reasons for leaving home – the desired entity – hint at 

the nature of the relationship that immigrants hold to their predetermined idea of 

home. As ethnographic evidence suggests, it was not the entity of home (as presented 

in the previous chapter) that was affected but the impossibility of being-in-the entity 

that changed. Also, as we noticed in the previous chapter, the sense of home attached 

to Sri Lanka can fade away or be replaced only through ‘time’ and ‘memory’. This 

chapter pointed to the temporal dimension of home in two aspects; first, it is related 

to the whole idea of existence and hence ready to move when it is impossible to 
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survive in the entity that was familiar and known. Second, it is to point to the fact 

that even such movements are ‘temporal’; as the reconstitution or continuation of 

home may take any direction. The ‘temporality ‘of home that emerged through 

migration resulted from the displacement of the sense of security, comfort and love 

by ‘hope’ of possibility in the future. At this stage, immigrants enter into liminal 

stage where the sense of attachments towards the entities previously known as home 

is reduced by the hope of possibility.  The next chapter will discuss how immigrants’ 

attempts to create the existential link in the host community as first step to the 

making sense of home at the juncture of displacement arrival.
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 Chapter Five 

Forging relationships: 

Social Networks, Settlement Experience and Home 

Typically, the migrant perception of home is profoundly reflected through narratives 

of settlement experiences. Often, such experiences are connected and compared with 

the experiences of leaving their home country. The type of experience that comes 

from encountering a new lifeworld in the host community also relies on the social 

and cultural conditions in the host society, as well as the social and cultural 

embodiment of the migrant. Thus, the comprehension and reproduction of the 

perception of home relies on to what extent migrants overcome the tension that stems 

from the conjunction of the two lifeworlds; the lifeworld left behind and the one 

encountered in the host community. Therefore, when understanding the meaning of 

home and its reproduction, it is necessary to understand the migrants settlement 

experiences and the formation of social relations.  

Home is a way of constituting relationships to people and place (Boccagni 2017; 

Jackson 1995) that fulfils the three functional aspects of home: security, comfort and 

love (Boccagni 2017; Porteous 1976; Rykwert 1991). The constitution of the 

relationship is determined by the experiences derived through the settlement process. 

In other words, the settlement experiences impact on the development of the 

immigrants’ social relationships with social institutions, work organisations and 

people in the host community. However, as Castles (2006) noted it requires a ‘new 

politics of diversity and new ideas about building social relations … which would not 

emerge from theoretical reflections, but may perhaps emerge from the everyday 

praxis of living together in multiethnic cities’ (Castles 2006, p. 26). In this thesis, I 
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identify a number of social entities with which migrants interact during their 

settlement. Those are the institutional system in the host community, their own 

ethnic community’s organisations, and different forms of relationship between 

individuals and small groups. Thus, in this chapter, I discuss how social relationships 

– institutional and personal – evolve through the settlement experience and its effect 

on the reproduction of home. Social networks and relationships are important to 

understand this.  

The idea of social relationships, networks and social economic conditions are not 

new to the idea of home in transnational studies and migration. Scholars have 

explained the role of social networks and social relationships and its effect on 

migrant lives under the rubric of adaptation (Hagan 1998a; Harpviken 2009; Koser 

1997). Some researchers (Banerjee 1983; Moretti 1999; Tilly & Brown 1967) have 

explored this under the concept of ‘chain migration’ where individual immigrants 

rely on informal networks for migration and survival after that migration (Menjivar 

1997). Sometimes, the maintenance of social networks with the home country right 

after the migration (DiCarlo 2008) is a way to maintain a sense of home. This 

literature suggests that, social networks are part of migration from both ends – from 

sending to receiving countries – as well as throughout the journey and settlement. As 

noted above, while social networks provide support for creating connection with 

people and potential resources for settlement, it is also important for constructing 

enduring relationships in the lives of immigrants. 

Following Boyd (1989), in this chapter I use the term social relationships and social 

networks interchangeably. Fuhse (2009) considers social networks as a meaning, 

since social networks interweave with social relationships. Social relationships 

immigrants may make may be confined to formal or informal connections to other 
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people, with or without future benefits to their lives. However, social networks 

encapsulate the idea of potential resources embedded into these relationships that 

researchers see as synonymous with ‘social capital’ (Ryan et al. 2008). For Boyd 

(1989), social relationships and networks are formed in and based on family, 

friendships, and other social forms. However, I distinguish social relationships, 

social networks and connection to other ethnic organisations, in order to demonstrate 

their different effects on settlement experiences. While the effects of the institutional 

system on settlement experience may decide on the types of social relationship a 

migrant will develop, their embodied social and cultural capital will be just as 

decisive in how they utilise to develop social relations in the host community.   

If the idea of home is an existential experience derived through the connection to 

other entities, such as people, place and its imaginaries, it is important to understand 

the ways in which immigrants perceive and develop an idea of home in a new place 

with new people. As Avenarius (2009) argues, individuals integrate into society 

through social relationships. As noted previously, such relationships may transform 

into social networks and yield resources which are necessary for smooth integration.  

In such a context, developing social relationships in the new lifeworld becomes a 

primary task to construct the sense of home. As Boccagni argued, understanding the 

‘emplaced social relationship’ is important to understand the experiential aspect of 

home (Boccagni 2017, p. 31).  Although the literature on migration and social 

networks adds detailed accounts of the process of immigrant lives within their host 

communities, it lacks an analysis of the ways in which migrants create different 

forms of social relationships and networks and their effect on the idea of home.  

Building upon the following argument, in this chapter I attempt to explain the 

reproduction of the sense of home through the settlement experience and formation 
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of social relationships. To constitute my argument, I will first describe the different 

forms of settlement experiences in relation to the different categories of immigrants. 

Firstly, I will discuss the facilitation offered by the social institutions and ethnic 

organisations in the host community and the capabilities that immigrants possess or 

develop, such as social and cultural capital. Second, I will discuss how such 

settlement experiences affect the formation of social relationships. Through the 

ontologies of immigrant settlement experiences, I will demonstrate both the ways in 

which the reconstruction of home appears through the process of settlement and the 

temporal dimension of home. 

Institutional Facilitation and Effect on the Construction of Home 

In this thesis I use the idea of institutional facilitation to explain the contribution 

offered by the government, government affiliated institutes, departments, 

organisations or the support offered by other private or non-governmental 

organisations and employers, to migrant settlement. These supports include 

providing airfares and other amenities including arranging housing. It also includes 

support services such as providing information and assistance to arrange necessary 

documents or to provide access to social networks. The importance of such support 

systems is noted by Markovic and Manderson in the context of Yugoslav female 

settlers in Queensland (Markovic & Manderson 2000, p. 320). The types of 

facilitation are entirely dependent on two main factors: the demand for labour and the 

availability of resources. The nature of such facilitation varies according to the 

institution, organisation, or the employer as well as the objectives. Wen and Hanley 

(2016) and Czerniejewska and Goździak (2014) show some examples of how it 

operates in different contexts.   
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The way I used the idea of institutional facilitation, is distinguished from the ranges 

of support systems offered by the Australian Government through its historical 

policies of aiding immigrant settlement. Those policies shaped the state and social 

ideological practice of immigration. An example is the ‘White Australian Policy’, 

which operated until the mid-1960s. It was abandoned due to the criticism that it was 

racist as well as being inefficient in a time of a diminishing labour force. ‘Assisted 

passage’ was an element of White Australian policy as it was offered only to British 

and European immigrants. These policies were state policy with central regulation 

(Jupp 2007). Government discourse about and regulation of immigration shifted from 

the White Australia policy to an assimilation paradigm and then to the contemporary 

discourse of integration and multiculturalism (Castles 1990). The forms of support 

offered by the Australian Government changed throughout its policies in each stage. 

James Jupp (2007) provides a detailed account of this shift in his work White 

Australia to Woomera. In his recent work, Castles discuss the shift of current 

migration policy from ‘population building’ to ‘economic building’. Quoting Hugo, 

Castles (2016) doubts the possibility of creating a cohesive Australian society. Such 

shifts indeed impact on immigrant facilitation and their social relations and shapes of 

community building.  

Institutional facilitation affects the reproduction of home in many different ways. It 

re-establishes the feeling of security, comfort and love, which are three functional 

aspects of home. As Castles noted, unfavourable social conditions and anti-

discrimination policies may indeed support immigrants to mainstream in the society 

(Castles 2002, p. 1161) that enable developing healthy social relationships. As has 

been established in chapter four, the immigrant journey was a way of looking 

forward to security (e.g. physical, economic or about future), comfort and love (e.g. 
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dignity, respect and other’s empathy towards oneself). With the decision to migrate, 

people take on a double-edged risk; a risk or fear and uncertainty of their own 

country and a fear and uncertainty of leaving the known country and entering into the 

unknown. It is the fear that emerges through uncertainty about the future in relation 

to survival and success. The facilitation offered by the institutional system upon their 

arrival is an immense relief to somewhat establish the feeling of security and 

certainty about the future. It reduces frustration and unnecessary waste of time in the 

settlement process. Consequently, it protects human dignity enabling the creation of 

more respectful social relations. In turn, it may develop a bond and gratefulness to 

the host community. In addition, institutional facilitation influences the evolving 

nature of social relationships and networks. The following section will look at the 

forms of social relationships and networks. 

Forms of Social Relationships and Networks among Sri Lankan 

Immigrants in Darwin 

Relationships and networks can evolve in three different ways. First, some social 

relationships are confined to few people, but have deep and intimate in nature. 

People who belong to that category may have few but solid social networks and 

social relationships. They are strangers to the wider social community as they know 

very few in the general society as their social relationships are restricted to their own 

ethnic community. Second, some people have extensive forms of social relationships 

and networks which spread across the society, but are often superficial in nature. 

This category of people may know a wide range of people from their own society as 

well as other ethnic communities. However, such relationships are not intimate or 

deep, but limited to formal activities. The third category of relationship is similar to 

the second category in quantity but features a deeper level of social relationships. 
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These people possess more interactive and intimate connectedness with the members 

of their own ethnic community as well as other ethnic communities. These three 

forms of social relationships and networks may be reduced to two different 

categories; within their own community or beyond their own ethnic community. 

Creating social relationships and networks beyond their own ethnic groups cultivates 

a more accommodated sense of home. It prevents migrant being confined within their 

own ethnic community in looking for help in settlement.  

Ethnographic evidence provided in this study suggests that institutional facilitation 

plays a pivotal role in defining the path of social relationships. As Hernandez-Plaza 

et al (2006) point out, there is a great propensity for immigrants to turn to informal 

social networks when there is an absence of formal institutional support systems for 

migrants.  However, the effectiveness of informal support systems derived through 

social relationships and networks is fraught, as the new social capital and social 

networks are intrinsically fragile and fluid (Bashi 2007; Pathirage & Collyer 2011; 

Paul 2013). As a result, the settlement process may not be smooth and immigrants 

might go through upheavals in their settlement trajectories, which in turn influences 

their sense of home.   

Many citizenship holders and permanent residents who arrived from Sri Lanka  

between 1970 to 1990 revealed that most of their settlement process was aided by the 

government or by the private companies to which they were recruited. By and large, 

all these immigrants reached Darwin with the guarantee of a job and housing, 

providing them an immediate sense of financial security. The support offered by 

these sponsors ranged from airport pick-up to arranging a place to stay. They were 

assisted in preparing necessary documentation, such as organising bank accounts, tax 

file numbers, and driver licenses as well as introductory tours to the area. Some of 
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them were provided with airfare tickets for the entire family to fly from Sri Lanka to 

Darwin.  The primary needs for survival, such as shelter, food and profession were 

assured through this institutional support. During a visit, Vijendra (who came to 

Australia in 1978 in order to work for an English company in Cairns) decided to 

settle in Darwin, mainly due to the tropical climate and flora and fauna that   were 

comparable to Sri Lanka’s. With this motivation to stay he applied for a government 

job in Darwin. While his application was evaluated, he went back to Sri Lanka and 

stayed there three months. Once the government department appointed him he was 

provided with the airfare to fly to Darwin. When he landed in Darwin a house was 

ready for him to settle in.  

The types of facilitation vary according to the institutions and the migrant’s contract. 

Not all immigrants had the same process of facilitation as did Vijendra. Some 

immigrants still continue to have such facilitations, according to specific demands 

for specialist labour. Nevertheless, until the end of the mid-2000s, most of the 

government departments and other employers had a mechanism to accommodate and 

absorb immigrants to their society which is not the experience of many recent 

immigrants. Even students were facilitated in some means during this same period. 

Chaturanga’s settlement story highlights his experience of institutional reception. 

When Chaturanga arrived Darwin as a postgraduate student in 1999, there was a 

pickup taxi sent by the Northern Territory University to pick him up and his 

accommodation was ready when he arrived. The following morning, an officer came 

to greet him and took him on a tour around the Darwin and showed him the relevant 

departments and agencies. This is how Chaturanga sums up his experience and his 

first impression of landing in Darwin:  
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When I came out of the airport, university has sent someone to the airport to pick me 

up. At that time, they had a very good service. Now they have stopped that service 

because of the financial issues. I came early morning. I came to my place. Following 

day, another officer came to meet me and took me to show around the Darwin, not in 

a group, only me.  I think they were volunteers.  They asked my interests and what I 

like to do. Then took me to those places and introduced me. Following day, I was 

taken to Darwin cricket club and was registered. So there were so many things…  

With the support I received, I felt that they welcome foreigners 

nicely….(Chaturanga, an interviewee). 

The economic and demographic conditions of the Northern Territory in the early 

1990s created an institutional culture to welcome and absorb immigrants. As a 

developing city, it was suffering from a scarcity of skilled and professional labour. 

Immigration to Darwin from other states in Australia and the rest of the world was 

low and growing the population, as well as the retention of population, were major 

issues faced by the NT Government (Golebiowska et al. 2011). As a result, the 

relevant agencies offered various facilitation measures and resources to attract and 

retain the immigrants. Much of these services developed under the Australian 

multicultural policies. The Department of Social Services (AGDSS 2017) provides 

ranges of support services for immigrants both comes under the humanitarian 

purposes as well as settlers. These services range from providing information to how 

to make a phone call and access to other social services. Most of these services are 

dispersed through several departments and councils such as Australian Multicultural 

Council, settlement Council in Australia, the settlement service of the Advisory 

Council and so on (AGDSS 2017). However, it seems that people are more 

concerned about the material support that they can benefit directly from the 

department or agencies with which they associate.  Employers are the best example.  

Most of the support services offered by employers and institutions resulted from the 

structural conditions forced upon them. From the employer’s or an institutional 
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perspective, it was a matter of coordinating their human resources to facilitate 

immigrants. But from the immigrants’ perspective, such facilitations were immensely 

supportive to their lives and they still talk proudly about the support they received.  

Quoting Martinez et al, Hernandez-Plaza notes that migration may be also 

considered as an ecological transition; that immigrants need to adapt into the 

physical as well as the institutional and social-cultural context in the host community 

(Hernández-Plaza et al. 2006, p. 1153). The three forms of smooth ecological 

transition – physical, institutional and socio-cultural - can take place only when 

immigrants feel they have been accepted. While time plays a significant role in 

absorbing material conditions into immigrant lives, institutes and organisations can 

intervene to reduce the natural time gap during which immigrant’s struggle to 

comprehend and set up the economic and social environment they desire. 

Institutional bodies and social organisations can intervene to create networks and 

social relationships, encouraging immigrants and members of the host community to 

recognise each other while materially assisting the immigrants to overcome the fear 

of uncertainty, which is the first step in creating a sense of home. As Chaturanga 

concluded, the immigrant with such support process in place can begin to feel that 

they have been accepted into the society and can feel a sense of belonging. As 

Mansouri and Johns (2016, p.1) discussed in another context, social networks work 

as a ‘gateway’ to connectedness and belonging. Experiences described by 

Chaturanga and Vijendra were not uncommon for many early immigrants from Sri 

Lanka.  

Institutional facilitation also decides the direction of social relations and networks. 

When institutional facilitation is high and social conditions are favourable, 

immigrants move into social relations and networks other than those situated within 
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their own ethnic communities. As a result, immigrants find both more autonomy in 

their existence and liberal attitudes toward social relations. Many of the earlier 

immigrants from my study commented that the support they received from their 

employers to settle reduced their burdens and uncertainty about the future. Such 

support developed more pleasant feelings and positive attitudes towards the host 

community and consequently built their confidence in creating social relationships 

with the wider community. Scholars like Putnam (2000) and Barwick (2015) argue 

that ‘bridging’ capital (which discussed in the following section) is more important 

in the settlement process.  While accepting Putnam’s idea, my research demonstrates 

that the bridging process can be further accelerated by the institutional process.  

Existing social institutions and organisations such as religious or civic organizations 

can contribute to making the bridge between immigrants and the wider ethnic 

communities both directly and indirectly through various forms of facilitation. 

Vijendra and Chaturanga’s narratives are examples of this point. 

When basic needs are satisfied and secured for immigrants, looking for own 

community members is not of primary importance. Instead, they tend to create social 

relationships with people from outside their own ethnic community. As a result, the 

forms and quality of social networks become rich and more extended than the social 

networks restricted within their own community. Existentially, the lifeworld they 

encounter in the host community is perceived to more cordial. This perception 

transforms their sense of home to be much more flexible and liberal than they 

previously considered it. This point was asserted by those interviewees who were 

citizenship holders and permanent residents after having arrived in Darwin from Sri 

Lanka decades ago. This has been evident by the ethnographic descriptions in 

chapter three. Even though they hold strong emotional bonds to Sri Lanka, this did 
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not prevent many of the interviewees from building their version of home within the 

host community. Their own accrued wealth and stable social position allowed them 

to frequently visit Sri Lanka and satisfy their need to be in Sri Lanka. According to 

many participants, when they consider their home to be in Darwin, it is result of the 

positive experiences they have received in their settlement process. This can be best 

explained by the idea of ‘bridging’ used by Putnam (2000).  

Social Networks and Relationships among Early Sri Lankan Immigrants: 

The case of Bridging 

The concept of bridging capital in the discussion of social networks was initiated by 

Putnam (2000) and appropriated by scholars like Ryan et al. (2008). Despite some of 

its limitations, discussed in previous sections, ‘bridging’ is a useful concept to 

understand the social relations of the immigrants within their host community. 

Simply, the idea of ‘bridging’ explains the immigrants’ extension of social networks 

and relationships beyond their own ethnic domain (Barwick 2015). Granovetter 

(1973) has discussed this concept in the context of migrant social mobility or 

advancement. Also, the concept of bridging implies another dimension of migrant 

settlement, which is the level of their social integration into the host society. In this 

section, I demonstrate that the idea of ‘bridging’ affects the notion of home.   

Existentially, migration is the rupture of the existing lifeworld and the embrace of a 

new lifeworld. In the act of migration, immigrants confront a new lifeworld with 

different cultural and value systems and find difficulties in engaging in previous 

practices. This process creates a feeling of anxiety and also a feeling of cultural and 

social emptiness.  While anxiety stimulates the feeling of fear – fear of a lack of 

security and of rejection and isolation, emptiness stimulates the feeling of nostalgia. 
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The extension of social networks and social relationships beyond their own ethnic 

group not only provides immigrants social security by supporting them to settle but 

also reflects their recognition and acceptance. It decreases or removes the 

immigrants’ feeling of isolation or loneliness and exclusion (Koelet & de Valk 

2016). By moving across other ethnic and cultural boundaries, immigrants refashion 

their embodied cultural practice to an extent that helps them to disengage from the 

nostalgic feeling attached to the home they left behind. In turn, they reconstruct a 

different version of home by appropriating the new cultural embodiment cohabiting 

in their new lifeworld. The extension of social relationships and networks and their 

infusion with a new home-making process can be understood by looking at how they 

engage in new social and cultural institutions.  

According to this study of Sri Lankan migrants in Darwin and their extension of 

social networks and relationships, most of the longer-term residents possessed fairly 

large networks of social relations beyond their own Sinhalese ethnic domains. They 

had developed social relationships with people from outside their own ethnic 

communities, such as the Tamils, Burmese, Vietnamese, Thais, Australians, 

Europeans and Indians. Most of these social relations and networks are not confined 

to or consequent upon workplace relations, as is the case for many recently-arrived 

immigrants.  

Extended forms of social networks and relationships are determined by the capacity 

for transnational relations. The recent development of telecommunication technology 

and transport systems mediates the emotional tension resulting from the geographical 

disjuncture of migration (Castles 2002). It has given new meaning and continuity to 

human relationships. Nevertheless, the earlier immigrants did not have such comfort, 

since both communication and transport were restricted until relatively recently. In 
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the absence of developed telecommunication facilities and transport systems, visiting 

Sri Lanka was arduous and expensive. Despite the fact that the more affluent families 

had telephone connections at their home, cost reduced the possibility for continuous 

communication. As a result, the meaning of sentiments altered over the time of 

absence.  

Humans fulfil their existential needs through communication and relationships 

developed with other entities and people. In the absence of such relationships with 

home, the immigrants in my study were compelled to create meaningful new 

relationships in Darwin. Contemporary immigrants from Sri Lanka, unlike earlier 

arrivals, have people from the same ethnic background with which to socialise. 

Earlier migrants had to socialise with other ethnic communities. However, such 

extended forms of relationships were possible mainly due to the forms of capital 

earlier immigrants accrued. These immigrants had capability to transform such 

accrued capital – social, human and cultural – into emotional texture in a way to 

weave and bridge relationships with people in other communities.   

As Portes commented upon Bourdieu’s work on ‘social capital’ is something which 

is in the human head and intangible. In order to transform social networks into 

‘social capital’ one must connect with others who have needed resources (Portes 

1998, p. 7). It is the volume and quality of human capital that the early immigrants 

developed that were instrumental in creating their extended social networks across 

ethnic boundaries. These embodied different forms of educational and cultural as 

well as political attributes as compared to recent immigrants. These earlier 

immigrants were people who had completed their education in English, most had 

previous experience of foreign travel and belonged to relatively affluent middle-class 

backgrounds. Consequently, the cultural disposition of these immigrants was more 
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liberal and cosmopolitan. For them, moving into another cultural space was not very 

difficult. As noted above, this can be understood by looking at how they move in 

social space across inter and intra-ethnic communities. The following section is an 

example for that phenomenon.   

Relating at Large 

According to Boccagni, ‘whether the focus is on the dwelling place or on other forms 

and scales of attachment, what makes a difference to home is the spatiality of 

personal relationship with one or more external environments’ (Boccagni 2017, p. 

50). The existence of social networks and relationships was clearly visible through 

social and cultural gatherings among my respondents on two levels. Firstly, at the 

social and cultural gatherings which are organised by their own ethnic community 

organizations, such as the SLAFA and the Buddhist Community. Secondly, they also 

appear in other ethnic and cultural domains. In festivals such as Glenti (a Greek 

festival), festivals organised by the Hindu Society, the Territory Day celebrations, 

the Bangladesh New Year festival, the Mindil Beach markets, and the Nightcliff 

Seabreeze festival. Similarly, those friendship networks operate at the inter-personal 

level as well as in family gatherings. Most of these community events were attended 

by invitation or by preference.  As I was told by the interviewees, through their 

attendance not only did they enjoy the events or taste different foods, but also better 

understood the world by learning other groups’ cultural practices.  Reciprocally, their 

friends in other ethnic communities attended Sri Lankan community events and 

family events at invitation.  

The extended nature of social relations created by early immigrants was highlighted 

at some of the events, such as funeral rituals. For example, one of the participants of 

this study, whose name is Vijendra, passed away in January 2016 and his funerary 
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rituals were held in Sri Lanka. In parallel to the funerary ritual and as a token of 

gratitude to his service for the temple and community, a symbolic form of ritual was 

organised by the Sri Lankan community in Darwin. This was in order to pay him 

respect and transfer the merits (pin) to his life. Numerous members of other ethnic 

groups attended this event. Among them were Tamils, Indians, Australians and 

Europeans. They all gathered to show sympathy to the family members of the 

deceased person. The entire ritual took more than three hours, followed by 

refreshments. All the attendees stayed until the entire event was completed. 

Everybody talked about his life and their own connections to Vijendra. Such a social 

event clearly highlighted the extension of social relations and social networks this 

person held. Nevertheless, this cannot be seen in the situation of newcomers. The 

funeral ritual for the mother of a recent immigrant couple was very quiet and 

attended only by small group of people even from that person’s own ethnic 

community.   

The formation of extensive social networks and relationships are not only 

asymmetrical but also hierarchical.  In other words, these earlier migrants have 

demonstrated a capability for knitting social connections across hierarchical 

boundaries, such as the institutions and people in the power structure of the society – 

politicians, entrepreneurs, and intellectuals. My observation notes indicate that the 

appearance of members of this elite is very visible in most of the celebrations. Some 

of these connections were established a few decades back, during the earlier 

migrants’ settlement and continued to be developed through their social 

involvements and networks, and even through their children. Most of the children of 

those early immigrants are well educated and are either running businesses, or were 

professionals in different areas. As I noticed, during these social occasions their 
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children were more comfortable with people who were family friends, even though 

they were mostly from other ethnic groups.  

Most of the key respondents of this study were introduced to me by persons who 

were the early immigrants from Sri Lanka. For example, during my attendance at 

some of the social events, some senior citizens in the community like Sobhani, were 

taking me and introducing me to many town councillors and parliamentarians, 

including the Northern Territory Chief Minister, explaining my work and asking for 

their support. Through these extended forms of networks, they not only demonstrated 

the extent of their social relationships, but also their interconnectedness to the 

mainstream society. Their ability to claim Darwin as a place where their home is 

constituted was a result of their feeling of inclusion and recognition, cultivated over 

time through connectedness spread symmetrically and also hierarchically.   

Time, Social and Cultural Capital and the Settlement Experience of 

Recent Arrivals 

The settlement experiences of recently arrived immigrants are considerably different 

to those of earlier immigrants of the 1990s. Social and economic conditions, such as 

the demand for labour, tightening of recruitment policies and regulations, prices in 

the housing market, as well as changing forms of immigration laws and population, 

promotions of new visa categories (such as the holiday work visa) and back packer 

culture have greatly changed over the decades. As a result, recent immigrants 

encounter serious issues in their settlement process, which are exacerbated due to the 

lack of institutional facilitations. Most of these new immigrants who have arrived in 

the last six years belong to the categories of permanent residents and skilled 

migrants. By the end of the 1990s, the institutional support for settlement was 

declining because of a growing population and reasonable supply of labour. In other 
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words, just when Darwin became an attractive destination among immigrants, the 

demand for professional labour was diminishing and government and private 

companies were reducing support for immigrants. Many recent immigrants to 

Darwin began to feel the fear of uncertainty. Many of them arrived without a 

guaranteed job. All they had was a valid passport with a visa and few thousand 

dollars to spend until they found a job.    

In this situation, immigrants had two options. First, as we have seen in previous 

section, they could create ‘bridging’ form of social capital (Putnam 2000) or ‘cultural 

capital’ (Rocha & Coronado 2014) to enable them to utilise and extend their social 

networks beyond their own ethnic community. Through extended forms of social 

networks, immigrants not only find information about the availability of jobs and 

useful contacts to gain that position (Hagan 1998b), but also become accepted into 

the community which diminishes the fear of isolation. Second, they can turn into 

their own ethnic community which is known as ‘bonding’ or perhaps as Harte et al 

(2009) discussed with regard to in Africans in Queensland, immigrants can move to 

areas their kin groups inhabit.  

Chaturanga’s narrative demonstrates a clear example of this. Chaturanga who came 

to Darwin as a graduate student was absorbed into the community as soon as he 

arrived. He was busy with a Darwin cricket club, and various other voluntary 

organisations and ethnic communities. In fact, Chaturanga’s connection to his own 

ethnic community was minimal. As he recounted, his memory, most of his time was 

devoted to community work. He worked for the Northern Territory Student Union, 

where he played huge role in facilitating students to settle into Darwin. At the same 

time, he was running a radio programme on behalf of the Sri Lankan community in 

Darwin. In addition, he was a member of many other Darwin-based groups and 
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activities. Chaturanga’s connections extended beyond his own ethnic community and 

he is a well-known person among other ethnic groups and activities. Most of his 

leisure time was devoted to enhance those social networks that are partly a way of 

spending time avoiding being isolated and feeling homesick. This in turn increased 

the volume of his social capital that assisted him in finding a job quickly. He was 

employed at a local school and worked in that position for several years before 

leaving. At one stage, due to family issues, both Chaturanga and his wife left Darwin 

and went back to Sri Lanka. Nevertheless, his position was held for quite a long time, 

with continuing inquiries about his availability to resume his appointment. After 

several months, Chaturanga came back to Darwin with his wife and resumed his 

former position, where he worked for several years. This could not happen if the he 

only possessed a low level of ‘social capital’. He had won trust among the people 

within the host community. Analysis of Chaturanga’s story reveals that there are 

immigrants who transformed unsupportive social conditions into a space of 

possibility. That can happen only when the migrant possesses broader capabilities in 

their life. Success stories, like Chathuranga or many of the early immigrants, entirely 

depends on three main factors; the timing of their arrival, the volume of human 

capital that each immigrant possessed and the amount of money they had in order to 

survive until they found a job.  

Heidegger (2008) presents his ontological analysis of time into two modalities: the 

time of ‘temporal’ entities (e.g. natural processes and historical happenings) and 

‘non-temporal’ entities (e.g. spatial and numerical relationships) (Heidegger 2008, p. 

39). As he further argued, ‘the central problematic of ontologies is rooted in the 

phenomenon of time, if rightly seen and rightly explained…’ (Heidegger 2008, p. 

40). The conjunction of Heidegger’s philosophical exercise on the ontology of being 
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with the struggle for survival of recently-arrived immigrants helps to understand how 

different categories of immigrants evolved through time in their settlement process as 

well as the effect of time on home-making process.  

Pre-migratory existence and historical happenings are being disturbed by the act of 

migration. Immigrants are thrown into a new lifeworld. As a result, each immigrant 

goes through a process of comprehension of this new lifeworld and tries to fit into it. 

Yet, each immigrant is distinguished from others through the ways in which he 

utilises and adjusts to time. While some immigrants, like Chaturanga, function 

strategically, some of the others pick up whatever they find to survive. The early-

settled immigrants for instance knitted their boundaries across ethnic domains and 

amassing social capital that benefitted them in the long run for more satisfied 

settlement through finding a job that matched their skills and created more bonded 

relationships with ranges of non-Sri Lankans. In contrast, the majority of recently-

arrived immigrants turn to their own ethnic domains and find menial jobs and remain 

in a comfort zone. As a result, they have lost the capability of being part of wider 

community and remained isolated or confined to a small space within the larger 

social world. While, people like Chaturanga, are conscious about the strategic use of 

time in long run, there is another category of people who will initially fall into the 

category of the mass but may transcend the boundaries through time.  

Similarly, the utility of time is also connected to the volume of cultural capital that 

each person possesses, as well as the ability to utilise this. Bourdieu ( 1986) used the 

term ‘cultural capital’ to denote accrued human capital in different forms. As 

Bourdieu explains: 

It exists in three forms; embodied state i.e., in the form of long-lasting dispositions 

of the mind and body; in the objectified state. In the form of cultural goods (pictures, 
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books, dictionaries, instruments, machines, etc.), which are the trace or realization of 

theories or critiques of these theories, problematics, etc., ; and in the institutionalized 

state.. [It] consists of skills accrued through educational and professional 

qualifications…(Bourdieu 1986, p. 243).     

Bourdieu argued that cultural capital cannot be accrued overnight. It is accumulated 

through the socialisation process and correlates with time. The disposition of cultural 

capital decides the immigrant’s capability to interact with others, take initiatives to 

create relationships, converse appropriately, as well as to constitute intersubjective 

relationships. Thus, the aggregate of cultural capital is important to create social 

capital and thus social inclusion in general.  

The use of social capital has been extensively discussed in the migration literature 

and elsewhere. The works of Putnam (2000) and Pfeffer and Parra (2009)  are 

examples. In particular Putnam’s distinction of ‘strong ties’ and ‘weak ties’ has been 

used by Moransanu (2013) to demonstrate the ways in which Romanians in London 

advance their occupational status through co-ethnic bridging relations. As I have 

discussed elsewhere in this thesis, a migrant’s embodied cultural capital has greatly 

influenced the creation and the forms and extension of relationships, both within 

their own community members and beyond.  

The second option for survival is turning to one’s own ethnic community. This also 

has two paths; either turning to ethnic organisation or societies or individual help. 

That was the only option left for many immigrants who had arrived Darwin in the 

last five or six years. Some studies (Leslie 1992) demonstrated that informal support 

networks, such as family and own community support, restrict interactions with other 

communities. Yet in the context of the absence of institutional facilitation facing low 

demand for skill labour, many recent immigrants had no option other than turning to 
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their own ethnic group. For example, many recent immigrants are fully qualified in 

their professions. But unlike previous generations, who arrived in the 1950s or 

1960s, new migrants suffer from insufficient English skills that, to some extent, 

restricts the extension of their social networks into other communities. According to 

Markovic and Manderson (2000), a lack of social capital may hamper the adjustment 

strategies of migrants, including developing social relationships. As a result, the 

types of social networks and capital they have developed is varied and highly 

contingent. The following two sections explain recently-arrived migrants’ experience 

with community organisations and individual relationships.  

Networks and Relationship with Community Organisations  

Community organisations can play an important role in facilitating the settlement 

process of new immigrants, particularly when the level of institutional or 

governmental support for them is low. This has been discussed in other contexts 

under the title of ‘civic and religious organizations’ (Cordero-Guzmán 2005; Hurh & 

Kim 1990; Schrover & Vermeulen 2005). These studies discuss the ranges of 

facilitations offered by ethnic and social organisation in immigrants to settle in their 

host country.  

 In this study, I use the term ethnic organisation to denote a social institution 

established within an ethnic community. For Sri Lankans in Darwin, it is the Sri 

Lankan Australian Friendship Association (SLAFA). However, for many recent 

immigrants the SLAFA has not been a helpful ethnic organisation. Sometimes, some 

individual members’ attitudes discourage attracting newcomers to the association. 

Let me contextualise this point through the settlement experience of a recently-

arrived immigrant. The story of Sandun whom noted in chapter four provided his 

experiential view of this. I got to know Sandun in first few days after his arrival as he 
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and his friend shared a room in an apartment I was renting. I witnessed the painful 

process Sandun and his friend went through finding a job during settlement which 

reminded me the dispirited story of Emmanuel noted by Jackson (2013a). From the 

first days of their arrival, both of them started to apply for jobs. Each day Sandun and 

his friend sent dozens of applications for jobs in their field. Without cars, in the 

middle of the burning heat, they walked kilometres and approached private 

veterinary clinics to hand over their resumes. Sandun and his friend eagerly waited 

for responses. Most often, they even did not receive a letter of acknowledgement. 

Every minute they spent without a job placed them in a scary and desperate situation. 

When the small amount of Australian dollars (which is a large amount in Sri Lankan 

rupees) which they bought from Sri Lanka, began shrinking fast, the pressure and 

stress was mounting. At many places where they were turned down they were told 

that they did not have Australian qualifications or desired skills.  

From the second day of our arrival, we felt fear and uncertainty because the 

money we brought was shrinking and it was not sufficient. When we settle 

the first and second week rent, we lost most of our money…(Sandun an 

interviewee). 

Many researchers have reported similar qualification recognition issues across the 

globe (Kofman & Raghuram 2006; Liversage 2009). Nevertheless, rapid changes in 

Australian immigration rules and matching qualifications, as well as the changing 

face of recruitment polices in each profession, have challenged immigrants. For 

example, unlike ten or fifteen years ago, any medical practitioner who arrived in 

Darwin required to be registered with relevant medical boards before being able to 

take a job. This is same for many other professions. As many immigrants responded, 

‘they even do not care about our educational or professional qualifications’. Erel 
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discuss this in the context of Syrian and Turkish migrants in the UK and Germany 

(Erel 2010, p. 643). As Sandun expressed: 

During the application process they require eight years’ experience along with our 

educational qualifications. But the same government reject our qualification as soon 

as we arrive here and ask us about the Australian experience and certificates. Do 

they suggest us to start the life from zero?...(Sandun, an interviewee) 

When immigrants apply to find a job and understand that their chances are very low, 

they desperately send applications even for menial jobs. However, when they applied 

for menial jobs, such as cleaning, working in food stores and so on, their applications 

are often turned down due to being over-qualified. Thus, in first few years of 

settlement, these Sri Lankan immigrants become trapped in unskilled or very low 

skilled jobs. These immigrants recognised that they are trapped within the system 

and cannot turn back. Returning home means losing their investments they have 

made into settling, and also accumulation more debts. Some of them have resigned 

from their jobs in Sri Lanka. Even if they come under the two years vacation leave, 

immigrants perceive that going back is an admission of failure. Thus, immigrants are 

struggling in an alien land with a different social milieu.  

As for many other recently arrived immigrants, Sandun’s saviour was a person whom 

he knew through Facebook. During the first few weeks, this person supported 

Sandun and his friend, picking them up from the airport and helping them to find a 

house and job in whatever capacity they had.  According to Sandun, they did not 

receive any form of support from the SLAFA or any other organisation. What they 

received was discouraging and humiliating comments from some of its members. 

Sandun and his friend found a job at a laundry through the friend of the friend who 

supported them at the beginning. As soon as they started to work, some of the people 
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who met Sandun at SLAFA gatherings deliberately made comments such as ‘are you 

still working there?’ or asked “Where do you work?” As Sandun explained, those 

types of comments reflect a need to create a social hierarchy and boundary between 

them: ‘People here do not care where you work or what you do, but it is a problem 

for the people in our own community’ (Sandun). As another respondent (Dineth) 

noted in his interviews with me, for the first few days after of his arrival, he was 

staying with his friend whom he knew both through university in Sri Lanka and 

because they were family friends. Yet a visitor to the friend’s house was asking: 

‘How long are they going to stay in your place? What are they going to do?  And so 

on’.  As Dineth told me, he felt really uncomfortable and humiliated. As Boccagni 

and Baldassar comment, such emotional fragility needs to be understood in terms of 

the immigrant’s family, social and ethnic relations (Boccagni & Baldassar 2015, p. 

74). 

Language can become a powerful tool of social exclusion and marginalisation. A few 

words can be a reflection of the social or cultural values of a particular historical time 

and the power relationships embedded in this time. According to Sandun, through 

such comments, he felt others saw him as incompetent. From having a professional 

status in Sri Lanka to washing clothes in Darwin is considered as a loss of status. 

More than that, washing clothes is seen as a humiliation that carries a specific 

cultural connotation. In the pre-colonial caste system, ‘washerman’ were the one of 

the lowest caste categories in the Sri Lankan caste hierarchy.  It is an act attached to 

the notion of pollution. Washing clothes is regarded as purifying another’s pollution. 

For them doing a washerman’s job, even in a highly technological plant, was 

interpreted as a form of moral self-destruction. As Sandun noted, ‘I do not want even 

to let my kids know what we are doing here. They would feel upset if they saw what 
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their father was doing now and what he was doing and how well he was in Sri 

Lanka’. Such thoughts were deeply etched into his psyche. Modernity was not able to 

transform such archaic thoughts. These attitudes are the remnants of feudal social 

status systems, hidden in subconscious mind but bubble through in mundane life. As 

a result of such responses from fellow Sri Lankans, people like Sandun and Dineth 

felt that they were marginalised by and not welcomed into their own community. I 

noticed, Sandun never attended any function organized by the SLAFA or the 

Buddhist temple throughout his time in Darwin. His entire social network was 

confined to a small group of people until he left Darwin forever.  

Sandun’s story articulates his experience in the settlement process as well as the 

ways in which he perceived the roles of social organisations and the community to 

support him to settle into Darwin. It is a common story for many recent immigrants. 

The story articulates a number of themes within the stages of settlement process that 

any immigrant goes through and the forms of relationship they develop within the 

host community.   

The construction of ethnic organisations and their effect on the sense of home has an 

ambiguous relationship to immigrants’ perceptions and varies according to the 

categories of immigrants. This has been described in the US context under the term 

of inhabited institutions and local sense making by Everitt and Levinson (2016). 

However, their findings about people’s experiences demonstrate that such 

institutional supports, that Everitt and Levinson only observed in the US context, 

cannot exactly be translated to the migrant experience in Darwin. As I have argued in 

this chapter, that is one reason people move into more informal support modes and 

gather around small groups in constructing relationships.  
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The establishment of ethnic organisations are a means of reflecting the ways in 

which immigrants construct their social space in order to create the meaning of home 

through the local building of relationships. At the same time, the existence of such 

organizations indicates some immigrants’ propensity to create various forms of 

relationship within and through the formal structures of these associations. 

Nevertheless, immigrants’ attachment to such organisations and their contributions 

depend on to what extent that organisation provides material or emotional support in 

the immigrants’ settlement and home-making process. Most often the relationship 

between ethnic organisations and immigrants are complex and diverse. 

Intergenerational gaps, political ideologies and agendas, ethnic and gender 

segregation, as well as institutional politics, impact on determining the relationship 

between the organisation and its members (Glick Schiller & Fouron 2001).  

However, as many recently-arrived immigrants informed me, they were not happy 

about the level of acceptance and the support system they received from their own 

ethnic organisations. As many respondents noted, they received neither institutional 

support nor acceptance from the community. The situation is similar to the cases 

scholars (Paul 2013; Smith 2005) have described in other contexts. The respondents’ 

attempts to contact the association before their departure, as well as on arrival, 

elicited not help but rather discouragement. According to many of them, the 

Association did not even respond to their emails. As some of the immigrants told me, 

they had attempted several times to contact the relevant people in the association, 

even before their departure to Darwin from Sri Lanka. But they did not receive a 

response to their inquiries. Some of them received very discouraging responses such 

as: ‘You first come here and then we will find out what we can do’. However, when 

they turned up the usual response was that we do not offer such support services. 
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Immigrants found that even if the Association, on their website (SLAFA 2017) noted 

the types of support they offered, this proved non-existent including the free medical 

facility for new arrivals. In the case of illness of their children, two immigrants to 

whom I have talked both claimed that they were turned down, these doctors 

suggesting that they do not provide such free services.  

From these accounts, the Association appears to not demonstrate any interest in 

proactively approaching new immigrants or in creating an inclusive community. 

From the perspective of a ‘civic’ organisation, the SLAFA provides a weak form of 

ethnic organisation that contributes little to the settlement process of its’ people.  As 

noted above, Paul (2013) and Smith (Smith 2005) have also documented accounts of 

immigrant displeasure with their civic organisations in other contexts.  

With such a poor support system for settlement, Sri Lankan immigrants have to find 

alternative support to overcome these shortfalls. They often turn to informal social 

networks consisting of individuals from their own ethnic community. The following 

section will describe how relationships evolved through social networking with 

individuals from their own community.  

Social Relationships and Networks among Recent Immigrants: The case of 

‘Bonding’ 

In contrast to the category of senior citizens, the social networks and relationships of 

many recent immigrants are restricted to their own ethnic domains. Most of them 

claimed that they had few friends who were from other ethnic groups. Further 

exploration revealed that even such associations were restricted only to their 

workplaces. Most of these people were Sri Lankans who helped them to settle down 

in the first weeks after their arrival. A similar situation was documented by Collyer, 
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in the case of Algerians in London. According to him, non-family ties are important 

when migrating to an unfamiliar city (Collyer 2005, p. 713). I argue that they are 

even more important when there is no proper ethnic organisation to support 

immigrants.  

Connections to social organizations by the recently arrived immigrants reflected 

great variety. Few of them could point out any relationship that they had developed 

with other social and ethnic communities or organizations other than the SLAFA or 

the International Buddhist Association. Some of them had not even taken up 

membership of those two bodies, although they attended their events and supported 

the work of these bodies. Some new immigrants neither supported nor attended 

either. Another group of people visited the Buddhist temple for their individual 

religious activities, but did not attend the events organised by the temple or the 

Association. At the same time, there were some people who attended a few events 

soon after their arrival and then discontinued doing so. Many of them admitted to 

having a handful of acquaintances that belonged to other ethnic communities; but 

they had met them in the workplace and their relationship was restricted to that 

workplace.  

For new immigrants, making a friend is a process requiring time and continuous 

effort. Many of them commented that finding a true friend in Darwin is hard since 

none of them have known each other for a long time. They noted that friends are 

people whom one meets in childhood, who were schooling together, studying 

together, or those who have been working together for a long time. It is apparent that 

time is an important factor in forming friendships. As one migrant noted:  

Here people come from different parts of the country (Sri Lanka) that we do not 

know the history of them, have different intentions and goals, always associates with 
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something in mind. People whom grown up with you and spent long time together 

know about your soul and ready to show up anytime whenever you need them. Here 

people are always busy and they do not have time for you… (Bindu, a participant). 

According to recent immigrants most of their connections are ephemeral and polite. 

Recent immigrants are sometimes hurt by the behaviour by some of the previously-

arrived migrants of their own community.  

This is mainly because the cultural dispositions of the new immigrants are varied 

compared to the early settlers. As noted above in chapter four, in terms of language 

acquisition and class background, as well as in terms of political attitudes, new 

immigrants are more heterogeneous. As Vaisey and Lizardo (2010)  argue, the 

formation of networks is influenced by the cultural worldview or moral intuition on 

social relationships and networks. However, culture is not a static phenomenon. 

Though, Vaisey and Lizardo discuss the theoretical tension between social structure 

and culture in the formation of social networks, and emphasize the effect of social 

structure (Vaisey & Lizardo 2010, p. 1597), we must not forget that culture is always 

infused with and reshaped by other forms of social forces such as globalization    

As noted in previous chapters, ability for Sri Lanka people to be open to other 

cultures and ethnicities categories has been severely hampered by monolingual 

education systems, nationalist attitudes, the terrorism of North and South, as well as 

false class consciousness derived via social mobility through education and 

neoliberal economic policies. One reaction to this is withdrawal into one’s own 

cultural habitat and searching for refuge within familiar cultural spaces, which 

prevents some people from interacting with other ethnic groups. Despite their formal 

qualifications, their occupational expertise and great flexibility to mingle with others, 

recent immigrants do not initiate knitting and carving out the social space and 
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relationships as did previous immigrants. They suffer from the lack of certain human 

capital in developing social relationships beyond their own ethnic domains.  

Finally, time has played in decisive role in determining the creation of social 

networks. As noted earlier, recent immigrants are in an urgent situation in 

establishing themselves in the host community. They are in a battle with time, for 

getting a job, finding a place to stay and to organise dozens of other requirements 

involving families and settlement. Each of these tasks requires great amounts of time 

and resources, which they do not possess. Once the new migrants had found a job, 

they attempted to utilise the maximum time in work. When Sandun and Abhaya 

found a job at the laundry, they worked twelve hours, six days a week and started at 

2pm. They returned from work sweating with haggard faces. As soon as they arrived 

back at their place of residence they would take a shower and then drink a couple of 

beers. As they were sharing the apartment with me I usually woke up on their arrival 

at 2am in the morning. While having their beer they started to release the tension and 

grievances of their lives. After a couple of beers they ate something and went to bed 

around 4am. They woke up at ten and got ready to go to work at twelve. When their 

work shift changed, from 7am to 4pm, Sandun found another part-time job at a 

cleaning agency and he left work at 5.30pm and came back around9.30pm. When 

Sandun’s family arrived, both Sandun and his wife worked in both companies until 

they left for Perth. Their story is an example to many who are at the initial stage of 

settlement; many recent arrivals do multiple jobs in whatever the industries they can 

find. Consequently, they do not have time to attend any social and cultural events.     

As noted above, many Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin appear in many social and 

cultural events for the first few weeks after their arrival and then disappear from the 

scene. They claim that they have no time in attending or playing cricket or any 
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religious or social events, as they are busy with their work. As some people 

sarcastically say, ‘before you play cricket you need to place your feet on the ground’ 

(Sandun). Another new immigrant comments that: ‘if we work in Sri Lanka as we do 

in Australia, Sri Lanka would be in the first place of the first world’ (Abhaya). Both 

these comments suggest that they were using their time to maximise their financial 

resources to the exclusion of anything else. Here, time had been embedded into work 

and nothing else. As they observed, investing time on community work is a waste, 

rather found solace within the gathering of few people. Thus, in the case of bonding 

capital, the confinement of social networks into their own ethnic domain is an 

individual as well as a socially and culturally situated fact.  

Grouping Behaviour  

The fragmentation of social relationships and networks, and the formation of small 

groups is a new tendency of social relationships among Sri Lankan immigrants in 

Darwin.  Instead of gathering along with the larger Sri Lankan community, many 

recent immigrants tended to form separate small groups that consist of five to six 

families and get along within that group. Small group affiliation is not uncommon in 

any society. Granovetter (1973) points to the similar case of the Italian community in 

the West End of Boston. Often such close relationships are identified as more 

intimate relationships. Mostly, these are formed around kith and kin and some like-

minded people who are considered as friends.  Also, these small groups are formed 

by people coming from same geographical regions or occupational groups in Sri 

Lanka. Sometimes, some unsettled vulnerable families gather together and form 

groups. Also, newcomers join around the families who have supported them.  

Breaking into smaller groups can take place for two reasons. Primarily, it is a natural 

and inevitable occurrence with the expansion of the group’s population, as it is 
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difficult to maintain cohesion between the various interests and difficult to maintain 

social relationships within large gatherings. Secondly, people divide into groups due 

to ideological or any other inclinations. However, the Sri Lankan community in 

Darwin has not reached that point, as it is still a growing population. Fragmentation 

into smaller groups among Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin though shares parallels 

to the case of ‘Brazilian immigrants in Sydney’ (Rocha & Coronado 2014) that the 

media represented as being due to lack of internal cohesiveness.  

Here, many social groups are either completely alienated from the entire Sri Lankan 

social networks or have disengaged significantly from the existing community. Some 

members of these small groups do not attend any community functions or religious 

activities. Also, they do not participate in any events which are nationally important, 

such as Independence Day, Sri Lankan New Year or the Vesak festival. Instead, they 

celebrate only some events, such as Sri Lankan New Year or Vesak, but spend the 

time within their own group. Some of these group members visit some of those 

events very rarely but do not take any active part in them. As one respondent 

remarked, ‘I think people gather around or form small group because it is convenient 

for the life and also help to avoid future scandals and conflicts. At the end, you are 

happy with everyone’ (Tania, a respondent). The truth is, as Rocha and Coronado 

(Rocha & Coronado 2014) pointed out in the case of Brazilians in Sydney, the 

problem is seeing all the Sri Lankan migrant community in Darwin as a homogenous 

or unified ‘imagined community’. But the truth is they organise themselves 

according to their occupational, regional, religious and educational links, rather than 

any imagined sense of nation. The irony is that they claim strong emotional 

allegiance to the notion of Sri Lankan home, but demonstrate the impossibility of 

bringing such cohesiveness into common practice in Darwin.   
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Group activities and the way relationships evolve are comparable in almost all small 

groups.  Their activities range from gathering for the weekend or special family 

occasions such as a birthday party, religious event or excursions.  Whenever there is 

an event, the families belonging to that particular group are invited and celebrate the 

event. At other times, they meet at someone’s home each weekend and spend the 

time with food and drinks. The weekend gathering rotates to each member’s house at 

each weekend and respective families host the dinner or lunch or they bring the food 

and drinks and organise a potluck party.   

The spatial arrangements of these kinds of gatherings as well as themes of the 

discussion play a significant role in such groups’ activities as well as maintaining a 

healthy intra-group relationship. As some scholars (Kong 1999; Wiles 2008) noted in 

another context, such conversational space enables the sense of home and belonging.  

Usually, males and females divide into separate groups and engage in their own 

conversations. Females engaged in conversation while cooking or arranging the food 

table, while the men were free to have a beer or drink. The children were free to play 

in any open space. From time to time, children were attended by parents to pet them 

or leave them to play. Family news and community issues were the main themes in 

the conversation among females and also the theme of the general conversation. The 

men were more interested in politics in Sri Lanka and sports, particularly cricket. 

Sentiments of belonging are more clearly reflected in such conversations. For 

example, if the cricket match was between Sri Lanka and Australia, they favoured Sri 

Lanka. But if the match was between Australia and any other country, they support 

Australia. As one respondent noted:  

… as soon as I arrived here I had problem of to whom we support [laughs]. Of 

course we should support to Sri Lanka because it is our home country, but if the 
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match1 is between Australia and some other country I will certainly support 

Australia because now it is our home too… (An immigrant in open conversation). 

Sometimes, these immigrants talked about broader issues such as the Indonesian 

decision to impose the death penalty on two Australian citizens, the Northern 

Territory decision to sell Darwin Port to a private Chinese company with military 

links. The closing down of big mining projects was another such theme. On such 

occasions, they reflected greater allegiance to the Australian Government and 

positive sentiments towards Australian people. These conversations highlight how 

immigrants’ sentiments are often found torn between the home country and the host 

country. Unlike in Sri Lanka, people were very cautious, so as not to engage in 

conversation that could lead to an argument. Particularly in political discussions, they 

might have different opinions but accept a general consensus or maintain reluctant 

silence. The silent moments indicate how they are conscious about maintaining the 

conversation within the group. This is mainly because each member knows that most 

of the people from Sri Lanka support a particular political party and are very 

sensitive about their party’s ideologies. Such attentiveness is important to maintain 

familial relationships between the members in a host community setting. During the 

conversation, everyone had a general understanding of what to discuss and what to 

not discuss. 

Groups are often dissolved and new groups emerge. As Hagan (1998b) discussed in 

relation to the Mayan community in Houston, USA, networks can weaken or change 

over time. Such changes mainly occur either due to a break-up of the trust between 

the group members (Pathirage & Collyer 2011), minor arguments, or some families 

migrating interstate. For example, one of my study groups, which had strong 

relationships, lost its cohesiveness and cordiality due to an unpleasant experience 
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which the main family experienced. This group originally consisted of four families, 

one of the families (we will call ‘Y’) had the voice and recognition among other 

families and was the leading family in forming the group. The group evolved through 

the generous support and cordial relationships by the family ‘Y’ to other families in 

their settlement process. All the members considered themselves as members of one 

larger family. For example, during the New Year, all the other families in the group 

used to visit family ‘Y’ saying that this was ‘mahagedara yanawa ‘(visiting natal or 

parents’ home), which is a customary visit in Sri Lanka during the New Year.  And 

they visited each other as well on similar occasions. One family moved into 

Melbourne and only three families remained in the group. At one occasion, the three 

families organised a trip to Katherine. They left from Darwin for Katherine happily, 

but returned separately. Since then the group’s cohesiveness and cordiality 

disappeared and the dominant family withdrew from the relationship, leaving the 

other two families alone.  At present, there is no more gathering or celebrations 

between these people. They meet only occasionally. As one of the members in the 

main family expressed it to me ‘the glass is broken’.  As she told me, the main reason 

for the separation was the unpleasant conversational experience encountered by the 

wife of the leading family during a picnic. The case I illustrate here is not unique but 

common to many groups in Darwin. What Hernandez-Plaza et al (2006) discussed in 

the context of negative effect of bonding groups can be appropriated to understand 

the dynamics of social relations among small groups: 

Some bonding support systems may be oppressive and exclusive; they may lead to 

in-group preference, discrimination and prejudice, increase stereotypes about out-

group members, and promote conflicts with other groups…  

(Hernández-Plaza et al. 2006, p. 1157).   
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Such a kind of group relationship is a microcosm of the behaviour of social 

relationships at large in the society. Social relationships and networks in immigrant 

contexts are often fragile and fluid. While, so-called ‘ethnic identity’ is useful to 

identify the immigrant as a distinctive cultural category, analysis of social 

relationships reveals contingent inter- and intra-dynamics among the social and 

individual characters. Such variations often impact upon forging relationships in the 

new lifeworld. As I have argued throughout the nature of social relationships has an 

effect on the sense of home among immigrants.  

Temporality of Relationship 

In 2016, right after receiving their permanent resident status, both Sandun and 

Abhaya began planning to leave Darwin. Accordingly, Sandun left for Geraldton in 

Perth and Abhaya left for Melbourne. They both found work as farm managers. After 

a week or so, Sandun called me. He was worrying about his situation in Perth. As he 

told me, the ‘place’ is more isolated than Darwin and also the work he was doing was 

not pleasant. He and one other person had to manage the entire farm. In this job, he 

had no other people to mingle with. After six months, Sandun moved back to Perth, 

where he found work as a store manager for a pharmaceutical company. He told me 

that he was about to start his studies in order to receive Australian registration to 

practice as a vetererian. He had met some school friends and university friends in 

Perth. I sensed his feeling of happiness. In our last conversation, I asked him how do 

you see Australia now?  He replied, ‘now I began to feel happy in Australia and I see 

the real Australia’.  

Three months after Abhaya’s family left Darwin, I suddenly noticed his two children 

were running around the aisles in a shopping mall. I saw Abhaya was looking for 

some kitchen utensils. I went to him and asked him what happened. He told me that 
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he and his family had come back to Darwin. He did not want to discuss it. Unlike 

Sandun, Abhaya active with community work before he left Darwin. But I noticed 

that he did not appear on community work after he came back to Darwin. As Sandun 

told me, Abhaya must be feeling shame because of the failure of his journey. Later, I 

heard that Abhaya started to work as a taxi driver in addition to his work in the 

laundry.  

These two stories about interstate migration highlight the fragility and temporality of 

social relationships intertwined with the settlement experience. The changes of 

relationship bring a new existentiality to human relationship that alters immigrants’ 

sense of home.  

Conclusion 

The relationship between the conception of home and the settlement experiences are 

not a one-way process, but are intertwined and reproduce each other. Immigrants’ 

preconceptions, both of the notions of home as well as the settlement experience 

have an effect on the reproduction of the idea of home within the host community.  

My thesis postulates that the meaning of home is an existential experience that 

emerges out of the person’s relationship to people, place, and circumstances all 

entangled with three fundamental needs: security, comfort and love. Thus, the 

settlement process is an exercise of constituting a new relationship or reconfiguring 

the existing meaning attached to the entities of home with people and their social 

structures. Individual relationships to other entities depend on the ways in which 

each entity is interpreted and understood in relation to each other (Pathirage & 

Collyer 2011). The capabilities and conditions of each individual – what was 

discussed above as social, physical and cultural capital – play a decisive role in 



Chapter 5: Forging relationships: Social Networks, Settlement Experience and Home 

 

206 
 

constructing human relationships Institutional factors, such as social organisations 

and governmental programs and regulatory systems, can drive and shape human 

responses. When all these conditions are favourable, and if immigrants are open to 

their new world, the construction of new social relationships to replace those 

disrupted by emigration becomes possible. If that process is successful, it places 

immigrants in a better position to reconstruct their own versions of ‘home’.  

As we have seen, immigrants demonstrate the complex nature of forging networks 

and relationships. First, there is a great difference between the relationships of early 

arrivals and recent arrival immigrants. I distinguished these two forms of 

relationships under two rubrics: the case of ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’. Also, the social 

environment at the time of arrival, the role of institutions and the three forms of 

capital – social, physical and cultural – have an effect on determining the social 

relationships of ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’. As I have discussed, the notion of home 

differs greatly according to the relationship structures the immigrant holds.  

When we compare the stories of early arrivals and recent immigrants it is obvious 

that forging relationships includes the dimension of temporality. In other words, 

those relationships evolved and dissolved over time as well as being constantly 

reconfigured. The temporality of relationships emerges in two forms. First, time 

impacts on actualising new relationships in the host society by replacing or diluting 

the effect of relationships from the home country. Second, time impacts on forging 

new relationships and meaning in the host society (as discussed in chapter three). 

Accordingly, immigrants have at least four different forms of relationships across 

two geographical locations: either here and there, in both or nowhere. Also, the 

temporal dimension of relationships is demonstrated through the possibility of 

crossing from ‘bonding’ to ‘bridging’ and ‘bridging’ to ‘bonding’. The stories of 
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Tania, Sobhani and Vijendra, are notable examples for this. Thus, it is reasonable to 

decide that time itself may define the paths of relationships.  

The temporality of relationships affects the sense of home by bringing forward the 

temporal dimension of home. Upon their arrival, many immigrants went through 

different kinds of feeling ranging from a sadness that stemmed from the loss of the 

previous home to feelings of nostalgia consequent upon challenging experiences 

during settlement. The maturation of settlement experiences and the forging new 

relationships was able to help immigrants overcome any unpleasant feelings to their 

adjustment, creating sense of home either in Australia, in Sri Lanka, in both or in 

neither. Differently, classified immigrants asserted this also. In the long run, people 

began to settle their mind and to make their home either of those locations. In 

different stages of their settlement, the notion of home for these immigrants shifted 

its location, which we can only understand in terms of the immigrants existential 

experience of home. 

Accordingly, as discussed in chapter three, if home is an existential experience 

derived through attachments to different entities, the settlement experience adds to 

this by bringing another temporal dimension of home. This sense is often mixed with 

four locations: Sri Lanka, Darwin, both and nowhere or in imagination. Thus, the 

next section of the thesis, which consists of two chapters, will discuss the ways in 

which immigrants confront the idea of temporality and encountering home through 

involvement in social and cultural life. 
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Chapter Six 

Building Home:  

The Transformation of Space into Place 

In a lecture given in 1951 entitled, ‘Building, Dwelling, Thinking’, the philosopher 

Martin Heidegger asks the question: ‘Why do people build? (Heidegger 2001). He 

argues in response that people build in order to ‘dwell’, but not all buildings are for 

dwelling. To illustrate his argument, he considers bridges and highways. According 

to Heidegger, a truck driver might feel he is at home on the highway, but he is not 

dwelling there (Heidegger 2001, p. 143). On the contrary, as Mary Douglas (1991) 

argued in her essay ‘The idea of home: a kind of space’, a home should not 

necessarily have a fixed structure; rather what is important is the space as it is 

structured in time. Heidegger’s notion of ‘building (bauen)’ encapsulates the idea of 

both the process of building and the built. Whereas, Douglas’s work deals mainly 

with the idea of ‘space’ that has been taken under control (Douglas 1991, p. 289).   

Reviewing Heidegger’s thought, Relph (1976) argued that human existence or being 

is nothing other than dwelling in a space.  This occurs through the process of the 

Heideggerian account of ‘building’, which is in fact an intersubjective relationship 

between place, space and human beings. Heidegger did not talk directly about the 

notion of home, but the notion of home is implicit in his idea of dwelling. We could 

say ‘home’ can be an extension of one of modes of being-in-the-world and ‘being’ is 

nothing other than dwelling. More importantly, Heidegger proposed (2001) contra 

Douglas that dwelling is not a necessary part of home as a person may experience 

home even on the road.  Thus, the idea of ‘home’ and ‘space’ intersects with the 

work of both Heidegger and Douglas. For Douglas, both are subject matters in her 
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inquiry; for Heidegger, both are a route to the notion of dwelling. In this chapter, I 

will propose that both ‘building’ and ‘dwelling’, architecturally or otherwise, are 

necessary parts of both the conception as well as the construction of the notion of 

home. Thus, in this chapter I will discuss under the rubric of ‘spatialising’, the 

intersection of the idea of ‘space’ and ‘building’ in the context of home-making 

process.  

To prove that claim we must ask an ethnographic question: to wit, why is a building 

a necessary condition for the notion of home? When I use the term ‘building’, I 

denote not only the idea of housing construction but also the entire spatial 

configuration involved with building a house. The latter includes domesticating 

activities, such as cultivating the home garden. Also, when I use the term ‘dwelling’ I 

encapsulate both the idea of residency as well as occupying a space – physical, 

geometrical or mental. Gardening is way of transforming cosmic space into a 

humanised and controlled space.  Returning to the previous question, in this study I 

came across three different ethnographic stories from participants about their 

engagement with space and dwelling in Darwin. To them, it related either to feeling 

comfort and adapting to the ecology of Darwin, to representing their cultural heritage 

and ethnic identity, or to educating their children and visitors. These experiential 

thoughts were represented individually and publicly.  

An immigrant’s arrival into a host country brings a new form of existential 

experience. First, they confront a completely different social environment and the 

absence of the familiarity with the country they left behind. Unfamiliarity stems from 

both the geographical differences as well as the symbolic differences of the social 

and cultural construction of space. Secondly, the geographical vastness of Australia 

and the unfamiliarity of its cultural symbols generates a feeling of uncertainty about 



Chapter 6: Building Home: The Transformation of Space into Place 

210 
 

their survival. In such a new environment, immigrants lose their sense of space, and 

the role of place does not perform its primordial function of ‘providing orientation’ 

(Tuan 1977) to existence (Relph 1976). The immigrants’ home making process also 

depends on to what extent they are capable of transforming the unfamiliar space to a 

familiar place.   

The transformation of space into familiar place occurs at different stages. The basic 

level of transformation takes place at the micro-level – that is, the personal or 

individual level – which I identify as situated within the household. The private 

home-making process involves personalising one’s own space. This includes 

arranging the domestic space as well as use of culinary systems, creating a home 

garden and so on. Both aspects are essential to install the sense of home, because 

home is always about transforming the lifeworld into a familiar place that they can 

relate to and feel comfortable occupying. The second level of transformation 

involves building social institutions and the material environment. This demonstrates 

creating autonomy by immigrants acting upon the larger social space, which is within 

the broader idea of the ‘production of space’.  

When I use the idea of ‘production of space’ I do so with reference to Henri 

Lefebvre’s (1991) idea of the ‘production of social space’ within his study of urban 

geography.  Accordingly, by the idea of ‘social production of space’ my thesis does 

not suggest only the idea of material production but also the symbolic construction of 

space which Lefebvre (1991) understood in three aspects: ‘spatial practice’, 

‘representation of space’, and ‘representational space’. Material production relates to 

buildings and other forms of material construction. Most often, as in the case of Sri 

Lankan immigrants in Darwin, material and architectural construction does not take 

place for an immigrant community unless that community represents a significant 
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accumulation of wealth and social cohesion. The symbolic construction of space 

highlights the idea that many immigrants make meaningful spaces through their 

various forms of engagement with space and thus creating the ground of meaning 

and symbols particular to that community alone. Symbolic engagement encapsulates 

the elements of Lefebvre’s idea of spatial practice as well as representational space.  

This chapter discusses the process of the construction of the sense of home. The 

process involves the comprehension, negotiation and transformation of space or 

place into home. Those three steps are not necessarily linear but may overlap at 

different stages. In order to articulate and theorise the ethnographic evidence, I 

suggest the term ‘familiarisation’ for this process.  Accordingly, to build my 

argument, I will firstly briefly introduce the conceptual and theoretical framework 

for ideas of space and place. Then, I will present the ethnographic evidence about the 

immigrants’ process of transformation of space or production of space in different 

layers, from individual place making, to institutional building. Finally, I will 

conclude the chapter by reinstating the claim that social production of space is an 

integral part of the idea of ‘building’ in human practice. This is deeply engraved with 

the primordial notion of ‘dwelling’, which is nothing less than sensing home.  

Space and Place  

There are three historical studies that have influenced the literature on the concepts 

of space and place in last four decades:  Relph’s Place and placelessness (1976), Yi-

Fu Tuan’s Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (1977) and Henri 

Lefebvre’s The production of space (1991). Coming from three different disciplinary 

approaches, these works influenced later works on ideas of space and place by 

bringing new methodological, epistemological and historical approaches to the 

subject matter.  For example, the dominant discourse in geography about the ideas of 
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space and place centred on the geological and material formation and vista of the 

space, which was a breakthrough first made by Relph (1976). Yi-Fu Tuan’s work 

brought ‘human experience’ into the centre of analysis. Likewise, the philosophical 

dominance over the ideas of space and place was challenged by the work of Lefebvre 

by looking at space as a social form of production through the relations of production 

within society. By bringing production relations to the fore, Lefebvre attempted to 

elevate a dialectical analysis of space into science of space (Lefebvre 1991, p. 16).   

In his work, Edward Casey (1998) considers the development of philosophical 

thinking about the place and space in Western thought process.  His explanation on 

space and place that extend from mythic and religious thought to postmodern 

thinking highlights the ways how space and place was central to understand our 

thinking. Yet throughout the discussion, we see the conceptual tension arises from 

the distinction between space and place. 

For a long time the tension between ‘space’ and ‘place’ was central among 

geographers.  At a very rudimentary level, Tuan defined space as “having room to 

move” and as a way of acquiring direction. Initially, he defined three kinds of space; 

mythical, pragmatic and abstract (Tuan 1977, p. 12-17). He saw the sense of space as 

cognitively developed from the stage of infancy to adulthood (Tuan 1977, p. 19-33). 

In contrast to the sense of space, Tuan defined place as a ‘type of object’, which 

gives it geometrical personality. According to Tuan, ‘place can acquire deep meaning 

through the steady accretion of sentiment over the years’ (Tuan 1977, p. 33).  Relph 

(1976) and Tuan’s (1977) theoretical contribution relies on two characteristics of 

human existence; humans act within or upon space and human experience or 

sentiment grows by living in a place.  
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Henri Lefebvre’s influential contribution to the idea of space was an attempt to locate 

the notion of space in scientific terrain. He begins the work Production of Space by 

arguing that many people have described space, but no on one has attempted to 

theorise it (Lefebvre, 1991, p.7). Locating the idea of space as emerging from the 

historical development of the philosophical and mathematical-scientific discourses 

(what Lefebvre calls ‘philosophico-epistemological thinking’) about space that 

primarily frames it in terms of ‘mental space’, Lefebvre then coins the idea of the 

‘production of space’ to emphasise that space is constituted by three dimensions: 

namely, spatial practice (as perceived), the representation of space (conceived), and 

representational space (lived) (Lefebvre 1991, p.33). His main argument is that any 

space at any given time is constructed through ‘the social relations of reproductions, 

i.e. the bio-physiological relations between the sexes and between the age groups, 

along with the specific organization of family; and, the relations of production, i.e. 

the division of labour and its organization in the form of hierarchical social function’ 

of society (Lefebvre 1991, p. 32). Hence, in order to understand space, it is necessary 

to analyse the ‘production relations’ of that society.  Epistemologically, what is 

important is that Lefebvre did not seem to distinguish between the ideas of ‘space’ 

and ‘place’, as did Tuan and other scholars. For Lefebvre the question or meaning of 

place is reduced to a socially-produced space like any other.  

Taylor (1999) brings insights from political geography to understand the tension 

between space and place. For him, as for Tuan, both space and place have the 

capacity to reproduce each other. Yet, space is represented as large and abstract, 

while place is more humanised and intimate. He frames ‘space’ as the site of the 

state, whilst ‘place’ is the nation. According to him, the state uses its capacity to 

transform the spaces out there into ‘places’ for colonisation (Taylor 1999, p. 14). 
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Taylor’s analysis provides insights to understand that both space and place are 

inclusive of one another in their politicised senses, rather than mutually exclusive. 

Despite peoples’ capability to transform ‘space’ into places for political or 

ideological reasons (Taylor 1999), there is always a void and gap beyond our 

perception of space. That is why Mendoza suggests that ‘space’ has been understood 

as controlled and commanded while ‘place is being recognized as lived experience’ 

(Mendoza 2006, p. 541). Tension and ambiguity exist between ideas of space and 

place not because of nature or extensity, but from the absence of familiarity and 

comprehensibility within the lifeworld. As noted in the discussion earlier, the tension 

in fact is representative of humanity’s continuous struggle to occupy space by 

transforming it to a place. The home-making process is nothing other than converting 

unfamiliar space into a desirable and comfortable place. Thus, in order to understand 

the home-making process, it is essential to look at how people engage with space and 

transform it into place.  

The anthropological contribution to this discussion is somewhat different to the other 

disciplines, mainly due to the fact that anthropologists tend to look at space as social 

and cultural constructs and hence the perception and production of space is unique to 

each culture. As Kuper (1972) suggests, anthropological concerns on space appear 

with the experience of the space, along with value attachment through existence. 

Hence, for anthropologists, space is experiential rather than simply representing 

tangible or physical world (Kuper 1972, p. 411). She points outs that the knowledge 

of space and place in anthropology developed from Durkheim to Mauss, from 

Radcliff Brown to Evans Pritchard and to Malinowski and Strauss.  Pritchard’s three 

distinctions of space as physical, ecological and structural (cited in Kuper 1972, p. 

412) may be the earliest anthropological treatise to classify space as a conceptual 
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category or dividing space into multiple modalities. The novelty of the 

anthropological contribution to knowledge of space is that its diversity of 

perspectives entangles with different human experiences of space and place. Space as 

a site of contest (Kuper 1972), public space as social production and social 

construction (Low 1996), space in transnational practice (Kivisto 2001; Ong 1999), 

and space and embodiment (Duranti 1992; Munn 1996; Richardson 1982), are 

examples that demonstrate the anthropological focus on space. 

The dualistic perspective, that treats space and human action as separate entities, has 

constrained our understanding of the human experience of space. The concept of 

‘embodied space’ (Low & Lawrence-Zuniga 2007) was a solution to this issue. For 

them, ‘embodied space’ is ‘the location where human experience and consciousness 

take on material and spatial forms’ (Low & Lawrence-Zuniga 2007, p. 2). It 

dislocates human authority, placing both space and human beings in the same 

position. Embodied space is presented as a model for understanding the creation of 

place through spatial orientation, movement and language. However, the problem is 

that human connection to space and place not only relies on material and spatial 

forms, but also on forms of imaginaries in their practices (Levitt & Glick Schiller 

2004a). Sometimes, those imaginaries influence practices through an unconscious 

engagement or dwelling process. In other words, in the process of construction of the 

sense of home, people do not engage in the home-making process thinking that they 

are in process of constructing home. Rather, home-making is an unconscious 

engagement that arises from dwelling or activity.   

However, the anthropological conception of space and place was advanced further 

with two methodological shifts. The first shift emerged within the discipline itself. 

As discussed in chapter two, many anthropologists now question the validity of 
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conventional fieldwork under the rapid changes of ‘local’ with global forces (Massey 

1994) and genres of writing (Clifford 1997; Gupta & Ferguson 1997; Malkki 1992, 

1997). For example, Massey suggests that ‘[w]hat gives a place its specificity is not 

some long internalized history but the fact that it is constructed out of particular 

constellation of social relations, meetings and weaving together at a particular locus’ 

(Massey 1994, p. 154). Massey’s articulation of space provides useful insights to 

reconceptualise the immigrants’ work on space and place in the transnational 

context. What matters is not the enclosed boundary of geography, but a ‘particular 

constellation of social relations’ that embody a space (Massey 1994, p. 154). Such a 

constellation could even be in dispersed geographical and social entities.  

The second shift occurred along with large movements of population across the 

globe and the dismantling of boundaries. It was this historical precedent that 

provoked many anthropologists and other scholars in migration studies to reconsider 

the process of place-making and negotiation and the shifting meaning of space in the 

context of transnational practice (Pries 2001). Scholars like Malkki (1997) and Ong 

(1999) provide classical examples of this shift. Studies in this genre include: Amith’s 

(Amith 2005, p. 172) idea of the sense of space as a ‘formative process and product 

of colonization and beyond’;  Rios’s and Watkins’s (2015) idea of translocal place-

making (which defined the production of space as a result of multiple individuals and 

institutions);  O’Connor’s (2010) argument of cultural embodiment and its centrality 

in the creation of place-making; and Ip’s (2005) idea that place-making is also a 

response to ongoing policies and ideological perspectives. All these scholars 

provided different approaches to the creation of space and place in relation to human 

mobility.  
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However, the literature did not ask one important question: how are space and place 

important to the existence of each human being? This question has been validated in 

recent studies in relation to the notion of belonging (Raffaeta & Duff 2013). 

Nevertheless, the missing beat of their discussion is, even if these scholars discuss 

the effectiveness of the space they do not discuss the existential link between space 

and place to human existence. Rather, they took a more reductionist approach, 

rejecting the idea of ‘intangible space’ or ‘psychological concepts of rootedness’ and 

arguing that the ‘practice of space’ is more important to the notion of belonging 

(Raffaeta & Duff 2013, p. 343). As I argue, a person may feel that they belong to the 

particular community or place, but not necessarily feel that he or she is at home. In 

my study, I met many immigrants that do not feel they belonged to Australia, but 

they nevertheless, feel ‘at home’ in Australia. For another respondent,  

I am building a house in Melbourne, but I am not sure whether I will call it 

my home’… (Udeshika, an interviewee). 

How do we reconcile this distinction? The idea of ‘dwelling’ and ‘home’ provides an 

important contribution to understanding the humanity’s constant struggle to 

transform the space or place into habitable and existentially-significant 

environments. The following sections deal with my observations and ethnographic 

materials about how Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin perceived and struggled with 

unfamiliar space to transform it into place - to construct a sense of home in Australia. 

In order to discuss this, I will first briefly discuss the immigrants’ general 

perceptions of Darwin.  

Immigrants’ Sense of Space and Place 

Immigrants’ perceptions about Darwin are ambiguous and dynamic. As noted 

elsewhere, various categories of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin perceive Darwin 
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differently. For senior (i.e. long term) immigrants, Darwin is more homely and 

familiar, but for many recent immigrants, it is a place for transit and hence a 

temporary place. For the latter, Darwin is the place to wait before moving elsewhere 

and finding a better opportunity.  At the same time, it is also the place for some 

migrants to come from interstate and to settle. Such variations are determined by 

perceptual and living experiences resulting from numerous other factors, from socio-

economic conditions to individual experiences. As noted in chapter five, these 

differing perceptions are also the result of the settlement experience and the 

migratory journey.  

Immigrants do not distinguish geographical entities as space and place. For them, at 

initially, it is the place or space to realise their dream. Hence, upon arrival, their 

feelings about Darwin are ambiguous and contradictory. This stems from their 

perceptions about the possibilities of enhancing their life and liberating themselves 

from the experiences of their previous chaotic life experiences (as explained in 

chapter four). Even so, their new life is restricted by the absence of entire social, 

cultural and emotive worlds. Darwin is seen as the place for a secluded life and as a 

place of harmony, as well as a rupture from previous practices.  

Immigrants experience Darwin as a vast potential bounty, with opportunities for the 

resourceful to exploit. But at the same time, it was culturally alienated and repressive 

in terms of radically different social behaviour and activities in everyday life. It was 

also a space of extreme heat and isolation from their kin. The conception and 

construction of home in Darwin entirely depended on the ways in which immigrants 

mediated these tensions and negotiated and reproduced their own social space in the 

larger life world. This included institutional building and personal home building.  I 

will discuss this below using the idea of ‘authenticating the space’.  



Chapter 6: Building Home: The Transformation of Space into Place 

219 
 

Authenticating the space and making home 

The construction of ‘home’ is a way of creating the centre of the world. The centre of 

the world is the place which gives direction to people’s lives. As Tuan (1977) defines 

it, the centre of the world is not a geographical entity but the mythical conception of 

one’s life. According to him, it may be the ancestral spirit, religious belief or 

sentiments attached to the land that creates the centre of the world for any given 

community. Many authors have discussed this under the rubric of place-making. For 

as Hammond (cited in Blunt and Dowling 2006: 228) explains, ‘emplacement 

involves the gradual expansion of places that people considered to be familiar and 

safe from the raw material of a space that was unfamiliar and dangerous’. Blunt and 

Dowling used the idea of emplacement as a way of ‘interworking of place, identity, 

and practice that create relationship of belonging between person and place’ (Blunt 

& Dowling 2006, p. 228). Castles and Davidson (2000) see place-making as a way of 

forging common identity with others, particularly against the experience of 

discrimination. Discrimination is an existential experience during the trajectory of 

their migratory journey which intensifies the necessity of the feeling of home.   

However, for immigrants, grounding in a place is not an easy task. It is a method and 

procedure that runs through different stages. The notion of place-making does not 

provide a sufficient account of the process. In the context of the home-making 

process among immigrants, I identify this as authenticating the space which defines 

the idea of grounding cultural practices, values and symbols in their immigrant’s 

dwelling practice. When immigrants reach a new land, they lose the meaning 

structure of the land they left behind. The new land proffers them completely 

different meaning structures. As Aldo Van Eyck (cited in Relph 1976, p. 34) 

suggested, common symbolic meanings maintain the collectively conditioned place 
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and consciousness. Symbolic meaning includes the notion of shared identity. 

Feelings of comfort and security mainly stem from the space of shared symbols and 

meaning. Explaining the structuralist model by Levi-Strauss, Leach (1970) highlights 

that the structure of the human mind has concrete relationship with nature and the 

environment. Our apprehension of the world influences the characteristics attributed 

to the phenomena we perceive. Hence, Leach pointed out, everything we build as 

artefacts, histories and buildings are akin to the characteristics of the environment we 

live in (Leach 1970, p. 21). 

The absence of familiar meaning structures creates a rupture and discontinuity in the 

immigrant’s mind. As some participants explained, everything they see, touch, taste 

or smell is unfamiliar. The food is not same as they had at home. The space is 

different. They felt the feeling of ‘emptiness’. Some respondents talked about the 

ecological unfamiliarity they experienced. As one participant recounted it, his initial 

thought was ‘how to survive in this land with such a heat and isolation’. According 

to some participants, the first few months of their stay without their family was like 

living in a boarding room. It was just like a sleeping and resting place to leave for 

work and come back from work. The place was not a home as it was simply the place 

they were waiting to move into when their family members arrived. This hints that 

the construction of home also rests upon familiar people living with them. I will 

discuss those different levels of authenticating the space in following section.  

Authenticating the House: Shifting the meaning structure 

Family composition and maintaining relationship within that structure has an effect 

on the notion of home. Studying three different immigrant groups – Somali, Iraqi, 

and Turkish in Denmark, Gram-Hanssen and Bech- Danielsen  (2012) provide 

valuable insights about the interdependent relationship between housing structure 
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and family composition in the creation of the idea of home. However, the housing 

structure not only has an effect on family structure and relationships between 

members, but also the shared meaning of space. Furthermore, it has a connection to 

the life cycle as Kopytoff (1986) described in the context of the Suku of Zaire 

community. As my respondents’ narratives and my observational notes show, the 

process of grounding themselves in a place is imbued with memories along with the 

cultural knowledge and skills they brought with them. In making their centre of the 

world or the sense of home, immigrants engage in a process of transforming those 

memories and skills into actual practice.  

Immigrants engage in authenticating space at two different levels. First, they 

constructed the home through building their own architectural space. Secondly, they 

engage in the home making-process through house arrangements and their way of 

living within that structure. This includes, cooking, home gardening, as well as 

consumption (Reimer & Leslie 2015) and other cultural activities particular to their 

own tradition. Out of the total of thirty main respondents and numerous other 

observations, only two respondents were able to execute their own particular 

architectural designs to shape the house they preferred. One respondent, who was 

discussed in chapter 3, was an architect by profession while the other person was a 

medical practitioner. To understand the difficulty in immigrants design their own 

particular house, we must need to understand how the physical and spatial 

differences that exist in Sri Lankan and Australian housing structures because space 

and human body has particular meaning structure specific to each culture. The classic 

example is Bourdieu’s (2003 b) work on the Berber house. Austin (1976) and 

Richardson (1974) are also two works that have been underpinned by the rubric of 

built environment and human relationship in the context of meaning and building.  
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Spatially, Sri Lankan houses are typically divided into five different segments; the 

vestibule, the main hall, bedrooms, dining room and the kitchen. Similarly, each of 

the spaces in a Sri Lankan house has particular embedded meaning. The vestibule is 

the separation between the private and the outer world. It is the entrance to the inner 

world of the private life. The vestibule is the place of contemplation and the resting 

area for the head of the household. At the same time, it is the reception area for 

visitors and strangers. Only intimate friends and relatives are allowed to enter the rest 

of the house.  

Through this spatial organisation, family members get a sense of managing 

relationships with the outer world. The main hall is the place for resting and 

entertaining. While individuals have separate bedrooms, the kitchen (cooking) and 

dining (consumption) areas are clearly demarcated. The kitchen is also the place 

where some rituals occur. As described below, during the final days of the year, the 

hearth is cleaned. The New Year starts with lighting the hearth. Usually, the mother 

considers that the kitchen is not the place for males, except for some conversation. 

The kitchen is the place where girls are trained to learn household responsibilities. 

This demarcation between the kitchen and the main hall signifies the gendering of 

space (Bourdieu 2003b; Bowlby et al. 1997; Webster 1998).  As Lofgren (2007) 

noted, residential spatial distribution is a hierarchical and ideological process. Sri 

Lankan housing structure and spatial distribution also signifies the social hierarchies 

of the society. Low-caste people are not allowed to enter the house via the vestibule, 

but approach through the kitchen doors. They were sat at a specially arranged long 

chair, which will not be used by the other members of the household.  In premodern 

village constructions, the main hall and the dining room were both one. The above 

description details the spatial organisation of the wealthy and upper-caste 
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households. In sum, the entire construction of the house is planned according to 

astrological and cultural prescriptions, including the laying of the foundation.  

Low-caste people’s housing is not complicated as such; it may only consist of three 

or four rooms. A small space called ‘elipattha’ at the entrance to the house, a big 

room call ‘salaya’ (which is common space shared by everyone in the house) and one 

or two rooms adjacent to the salaya, as well as a small kitchen. Yet the meaning 

embedded into the low-caste housing structure is similar except for some behavioural 

and ideological changes, like gendering space or hierarchical and power relationships 

embedded in the space. The use of space by a high-caste person at a low caste 

person’s house is an example.  However, people abandon such housing structures 

along with social mobility. Also, the improvement of housing designs has created 

more nuanced spatial layouts. On the whole, the meaning structure embedded into 

housing persists. Sri Lankan immigrants in Australia embodied this meaning 

structure 

The socio-spatial organisation of Australian housing is different from the Sri Lankan 

system. The differences are represented through meaning and structure. Lawrence   

(1985) has illustrated the development of South Australian housing in 19
th

 century 

and its meaning in terms of dwelling, which is distinguished to the current designs 

today and hence the spatial practice. Generally, the spatial organisation of the 

Australian housing is divided into four main segments: through the main entrance to 

the sitting area, dining and kitchen space, bedrooms and backyard. There is usually 

no vestibule and visitors are attended to in the sitting room. The kitchen and dining 

room are often not separated completely which was not similar to 19
th

 century design 

that Lawrence (1985) discusses. Rather, the physical boundary between the kitchen 

and dining areas is fluid. The fluid separation is represented through the residents’ 
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actions. Although the kitchen is mainly a female dominated space, male 

contributions to cooking and food preparation are significant. The backyard is the 

space of resting and entertaining. Close friends are invited to recreational activities 

that take place in the backyard. More importantly, the meaning of inclusion and 

exclusion is straightforward. Usually, no strangers are welcomed into the house.  

The spatial organisation of Australian housing structure disrupts the Sri Lankan 

immigrants’ meaning structure and habitus in relation to the home-making process. 

As Duranti (1992) explained, the spatial meaning and the cultural meaning is 

embedded into the language. Talking about Samoans in Southern California, he 

argued how the spatial differences and spatial organisation has effects on behaviour 

and is projected through language. Accordingly, Duranti argued that the spatial 

organisation and arrangement of furniture lose their meaning as indexical 

expressions and yet work as a mediator between sociocultural spaces (Duranti 1992, 

p. 123). The meaning of home evolves through the meaningful relationship within 

the household and familiarity with the spatial organisation in the unconscious mind.    

Unfamiliar spatial organisation forces immigrants to reconstruct the spatial ordering 

process. Such spatial transformation purely depends on the immigrant’s aesthetic and 

cultural knowledge, their eagerness to rebuild, and their financial capacity. If the 

immigrant is wealthy enough they can rebuild their new home to resemble the 

housing structure in Sri Lanka. One of my respondents who was an architect had the 

capacity to execute his own plan. The house he constructed is modern and has 

features of Australian housing construction in its design but demonstrates parallels to 

the spatial organisation of Sri Lankan housing. It has definite spatial demarcation in 

relation to the structure. The entrance, living room, dining room, kitchen and also his 

office are separated. The execution of such a design necessarily comes from his 
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familiarity with Sri Lankan housing structures as well as embodying this as a 

preference. In order to explain the meaning of how the rebuilding process intersects 

with the existentiality of life, I will briefly outline the story of Kanishka. 

Story of Kanishka’s House Building 

Kanishka is a medical practitioner, and also a lecturer at the university medical 

college. He completed his medical degree from the University of Adelaide medical 

school and worked as a practitioner in Melbourne for few years. After his marriage 

both Krishan and his wife, who is also a medical practitioner, decided to move to 

Darwin. He was fascinated by the tropical climate in Darwin and its ecological 

resemblance to Sri Lanka. When he was building their house, he intended to adopt 

the Sri Lankan housing style, particularly the Kandyan roofing method which was 

typical of Kandy in Sri Lanka.  In Sri Lanka, there are three traditional roofing 

structures; the angle roof, four angle roof and the Kandyan structure. The Kandyan 

roofing method is popular in Kandy and structurally it is a unique system. In the 

Kandyan style, the entire roof is built in three levels. The lowest level covers the 

outer space of the house. The lowest part elevates to second level when it covers the 

middle part of the house. Finally, the second part elevates to the third level at the 

middle of house. The entire roof rests upon a joint called the ‘universal’ joint.  
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Figure 6: The ideal Kandyan roofing style ( left, a sketch from the book ‘The 

Architectural Heritage of Sri Lanka by Anjalendran ) and a side view of Kanishka's 

house roofing style (right, photograph by the author).  

 

As Kanishka explained, he wanted to build this Sri Lankan model house in Darwin 

because this is the best roofing model for a place like Darwin. According to him, the 

Kandyan style has a functional aspect of circulating air. However, as he explained, 

he had to spend several years to find a carpenter to build the roof. For the first few 

years, he was looking across Australia for carpenters capable of building this roof. 

But none of them wanted the challenge, due to its unique structure. Then, after 

several years he published an advertisement in a paper and two backpackers who 

were carpenters travelling in Australia contacted him and were eventually 

commissioned to build the roof.  As Kanishka explained, the construction went on 

for months. Throughout the construction, Kanishka attended the work and for him it 

was not just a construction, but a completely enjoyable project. However, during the 

construction he faced numerous obstacles including finding the proper wood. Some 

of the lengthy wooden beams had to be replaced by steel beams. As Kanishka 

explained, finally he could build the roof he needed; not the exact version but a 

hybrid version.  After he put up the roof, he bought from Sri Lanka the main door, 
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which was engraved with Kandyan temple painting. In addition, the house was 

decorated with different traditional masks and paintings from Sri Lanka. The entire 

garden was planted with fruits and other flora and fauna to resemble the plants in Sri 

Lanka.   

In his essay, Dalakoglou (2009) described the transnational practice of house 

building. His detail description of transportability of materials from Albania to 

Greece and Greece to Albania suggest us that how material aspect of house building 

is central to the creation of the sense of home. Kanishka’s Story further suggest to us 

that, it is not only the material aspect that enlivens the sense of home, but also the 

materiality of the thoughts and embodied knowledge of house building and its 

transnational character make home possible for some people.  Not many people can 

do what Kanishka did, because of the financial capability and the knowledge he 

possessed. Even if people brought the architectural design from Sri Lanka, they 

would not build a custom-made house as it was very expensive.   

During our conversation, Kanishka told me that, his interest in architecture and 

agriculture came at a late stage of his life. He was studying at medical school in Sri 

Lanka and then left the country after the death of his younger brother and the 1987 

insurrection. He was deeply disappointed about Sri Lankan life and people and the 

country’s difficulties with material development. He eagerly studied Buddhist 

philosophy, art and culture and also the environment. That interest did not diminish 

even after he migrated to Australia. As he explained, his life took complete change of 

direction after the death of his brother. The dialogue he developed with nature and art 

and craft was significant for his home-making process. As he expressed it, in a way 

building is an educational process for his children. What he is actually doing is 

reconstituting his home beyond his generation.   
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However, Kanishka’s response can be located at the more existential level with his 

life trajectories. Heidegger’s idea of building as a human engagement with nature 

and their own mortality and authenticity (Heidegger 2001, pp. 148-58) intersects 

with Kanishka’s experience. As Heidegger argued, in the process of building, 

humans develop an intimate relationship with nature and the world. Heidegger’s idea 

of this relationship between nature and human beings in the process of building is 

useful to understand the building experience of Kanishka. At one level, Kanishka’s 

house and the roofing plan was a way of mediating the Darwin heat. As he explained, 

he wanted to build a house that made dwelling possible without air-conditioning. As 

he proudly said, except for the bedroom during the period of intense pre-monsoon 

heat, he never used air-conditioning. To support his design, he grew plants and built 

water ponds to further cool the house. That demonstrates his response and 

engagement with nature. However, I recognised that his activity was more deeply 

connected to the realisation of his own mortality.  

The relationship which was developed in the process of building connected with the 

elements of his existential experience. This related to the loss of his brother, his 

conception of having a charmed life and followed his interest in accruing knowledge 

of Sri Lankan heritage and culture as expressed through the building process. Thus, 

the home he built was not only a material structure but also an outcome of a 

realisation brought on by the death of his brother. His attitudes towards life such as 

consumerism, carnivorous consumption, and wasteful life-style were recent attitudes 

developed after the death of his brother. This had driven him to read about Buddhism 

and the environment, which intersected with his conception of early Sri Lankan 

lifestyles and heritage. Situating one’s own thinking and practice against mass 

society was understood by Heidegger as ‘authenticity’ (Heidegger 2008). Kanishka’s 
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practice can be understood in conjunction with the term Heidegger proposes as 

‘authenticity’. His existing built environment and conception of home was the result 

of his existential experienced through the journey of his life made him aware of his 

own ‘mortality’ and ‘authenticity’. Through construction Kanishka turned the space 

into a meaningful place. Thus, his home-making was a process of appropriating 

physical space to become an emotionally-bounded space and in Heidegger’s sense 

engage in an ‘authentic’ practice.     

Individuating the space 

The idea of authenticating place describes the process of personalising the space. In 

other words, it describes the process of developing sentiments and attachment to the 

place. The creation of sentiments towards a place consists of sequences of actions 

imbued with time and memory. Tuan suggested that, ‘[p]lace is whatever stable 

objects catches our attention. As we look at a panoramic scene our eyes pause at 

points of interest’ (Tuan 1977, p. 161). Tuan’s definition of place is based on our 

experiences. To him, visual experience is the primary experience that creates the 

consciousness of place. Among all other sensory experiences such as smell, taste 

(Hecht 2001; Pink 2003), visual experience is prominent in place-making as it offers 

the first intimate connection to place. Through visual experience, humans evolve 

their emotions attached to a place and get a sense of whether they will dwell in that 

space. When immigrants rent or buy a house, unfamiliarity envelops their mind. It is 

not their place, either architecturally or aesthetically. Living in an unfamiliar space is 

discomforting as it disrupts relationships and brings disorder. Through her 

ethnographic study, Williamson highlights the ways immigrants attempt to invest 

places with the sense of ‘familiarity’ (Williamson 2016, p. 2334). If the space is not 

‘familiar’, immigrants adopt ranges of activities to authenticate the place to a make a 
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comfortable place. This was achieved not only with routinised behaviour but also via 

assembling household items and artefacts in the new social space. As Gram-Hanssen 

and Bech-Danielsen (2012) identified, this involves ‘practical work’ such as 

decorating and maintaining the dwelling.  

Nevertheless, this construction of the sense of home takes time. It is very ambiguous 

at the early stage of settlement. According to many of the respondents’ stories, 

initially they struggled to ‘find a place’ to stay in and also to ‘fix the place’ with 

furniture. At this stage, they were not bothering about the architecture, familiar 

structures, or the high quality of spatial arrangements in finding a house. They 

wanted the cheapest house in a neighbourhood, close to shops and the bus stop.  

According to one respondent;  

When I rent a house, I was more concerned about the distance to school and 

the proximity to bust station as my wife did not have licence to 

drive…(Bindu, an interviewee). 

Similarly, styles were not important when finding furniture. Most of the time they 

purchased some left-over furniture and kitchen utensils from second-hand shops. 

Generally, a minimum level of sufficiency was the objective.  

Australian housing architecture as well as its types of furniture do not offer 

immigrants much choice in arranging the household. For example, in Sri Lanka, a 

household has different types of chairs and tables that fit into different spatial 

configurations. In most instances, immigrants do not possess enough money to 

purchase furniture that suits Sri Lankan design ideas. Nevertheless, as Lewin  noted, 

people develop a sense of familiarity and form of routine in relation to how things 

should be to give the effect the experience of home (Lewin 2001, p. 366). Two forms 

of spatial arrangements are discernible among the Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin 
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in their home-making process. Firstly, they were compelled to modify their routine 

and spatial arrangements according to the design and structures they were offered. 

Second, a fairly minimal level of freedom and consciousness appears in the 

representational aspect of their homes. The process of individuation also can be 

explained by the material environment in the house.  

The material environment of a ‘home’ consists of ‘things’ such as household items, 

artefacts, souvenirs, photographs as well as sometimes unusable materials such as nut 

and bolt or a broken chair, which play significant role in home-making process. The 

importance of ‘materiality’ in human life has discussed by many anthropologists 

(Appadurai 1986; Gell 1986; Jacobs & Malpas 2013; Miller 2008, 2009, 2014) and 

in other disciplines such as housing studies, which stress the importance material 

culture has for understanding the meaning of home (Jacobs & Gabriel 2013). For 

example, as Jacobs and Malpas noted, Bourdieu viewed ‘objects’ as having 

materiality inscribed with ‘social values’ and ‘having [a] role in subjective and 

identity formation’ (Jacobs & Malpas 2013, p. 282). Bourdieu’s (1996) idea of ‘taste’ 

is one example the ways in which how ‘things’ or ‘objects’ become entangled with 

the social judgement of taste.  

However, ‘objects’ become significant about understanding human life in 

anthropological theory through the theoretical advancement by three main scholars: 

Appadurai, Gell and Miller. Appadurai’s (1986) approach to material and personal 

objects is more determined by the interest of exchange and value of commodities. 

However, his analysis proposes two important aspects of commodities or objects. 

First, to understand the circulation of things, we must understand that ‘meanings are 

inscribed in their forms, their uses and their trajectories’ (Appadurai 1986, p. 5). 

Second, the motion is important in understanding the value of things. As Jacobs and 
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Malpas propose, Gell (1994) advanced similar idea that the objects inscribe a 

dynamic range of meanings (Jacobs & Malpas 2013, p. 283). When analysing early 

anthropological literature along with modern perspective about ‘objects’ or 

‘commodities’, one would notice that the inherent theoretical distinction between two 

paradigms that rely on a distinction between subject and object which is projected 

through the distinction between ‘human’ and ‘objects’. This tension was addressed 

by recent theoretical development by Daniel Miller (Miller 2009) in his idea of 

‘materiality’. Miller argue that ‘materiality’ brings order into individual lives through 

the mediating the tension between ‘society’ and ‘individual’ (Miller 2009, pp. 3-20). 

This theoretical input is useful to look at the importance of materiality in the home-

making process. In this study, I use Miller’s idea more closely along with idea of 

inter-subjectivity as way of surpassing dichotomy of material and human as well as 

individual and social.   

I noticed that there are three categories of cultural objects or materials that had been 

used to reconstitute the atmosphere of Sri Lankan homes amongst the immigrants in 

Darwin. These objects often are religious symbols, cultural artefacts and photographs 

of either family or scenes of Sri Lanka. Religious symbols mainly included idols or 

photographs of Lord Buddha or Jesus Christ and other religious icons, such as a cross 

or images of places of pilgrimage. In most of the houses, a small space had been 

arranged in which to place religious icons and for daily worship (Figure 7). This is 

part of their daily activities, mostly inherited from the practice in Sri Lanka. 

Sometimes, such worship may be a small act, limited to bowing or crossing 

themselves before they leave the home. In addition, like in many Buddhist homes in 

Sri Lanka, my respondents continued to practice lighting a candle (instead of a 

coconut oil lamp), incense stick and offering flowers. These rituals are performed by 
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the husband or wife or by both with their children. However, such acts are possible 

only because they adapt their house’s spatial arrangements.  

 

Figure 7: Worshipping place in immigrant house, photograph by author 

 

Our material setting and situation are preliminaries to our behaviour and our being-

in-the – world becomes an objectified version of nature. Richardson described 

Spanish-speaking immigrants in the United States of America and their similar use of 

the physical settings of market and the plaza (Richardson 2007, p. 85). These 

immigrants responded to their setting by creating new ways of individuating places 

to their cultural preferences.  Thus, home-making is a process of bringing a culturally 

embodied practice, as well as its modification, back into normal life. Thus, as Miller 

(2009) noted, the materiality of a house becomes the mediator of the tension between 

the external world and immigrants putting it in order. In order to illustrate this, I will 

briefly describe two stories of my participants and their process of individuating the 

space and feeling of home.  
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The story of Dineth 

Dineth is a Sri Lankan immigrant who arrived Darwin with his wife and two children 

(see chapter five above). Dineth was more musical when he was in Sri Lanka and 

sometimes played in a band. After finding a house he found some kitchen equipment 

and initial furniture to sustain his life. He did not have a bed or proper cupboard. 

Dineth told me he did not buy those furnishings as he was still in the transit time of 

his migratory life. Dineth was waiting to receive his Permanent Residence Visa 

(PRV). He was not sure whether to planning to move interstate or buy his own 

property in Darwin when he received the PRV. Dineth thought it was a waste of 

money and effort to collect furniture and to then move house. He told me about how 

much he missed his musical activities. Dineth was looking forward to buying a 

second-hand guitar, but was not ready to buy one since he had other necessary 

expenses. I offered him to borrow my guitar until he bought one.  After three or four 

weeks, he found a second-hand guitar and returned my guitar. When he returned my 

guitar, his wife told me how he was relaxed when he started to play the guitar.   

Dineth told me that he realised that his frustration with many issues disappeared 

when he started to play music again. According to him, he played music before he 

went to work, and even before going to bed at night. When I visited Dineth for the 

New Year lunch he offered me and my friend, I noticed that he had bought a big 

keyboard and it was arranged in the main hall (Figure 8). Though he has not bought 

his household items yet he was happier to buy two keyboards, guitar and a camera 

for his wife. He played few pieces of music for us after the lunch. Dineth’s struggle 

with the settlement process in Australia, reminded me of Wilson’s account of 

Sudanese youths in Sydney and their wardrobe music studios. As Wilson argued, 

wardrobe studios allowed young Sudanese immigrants a sense of purpose and 
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situational permanency, as well as certain level of control over their physical 

environment (Wilson 2011, p. 51). In 2017, Dineth joined a local band and provided 

backing music for a visiting Sri Lanakan artist.  

 

Figure 8: Dineth's Musical setup at home, photograph by author 

 

The story of Methli 

Methli built her own house in Palmerston (see chapter three above). Her house was 

built on the Australian model. Yet, she configured her space somewhat differently to 

many other Sri Lankan houses in Darwin. She arranged the living room with 

furniture quite similarly to the arrangement of Sri Lankan houses. However, most of 

the artefacts were either Aboriginal paintings or other artefacts, or artefacts brought 

from other countries to which she had travelled. Some of the books on her 
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bookshelves were about Aboriginal history. Methli’s collection of artefacts and 

material culture was similar to the collection of artefacts that Miller (2014) described 

in the case of Marcia, a Caribbean immigrant in London. Miller’s argument is that a 

wider contradiction of household possessions is way of seeking stability and being 

true to one’s own culture. Methli’s turning towards the simplicity of Aboriginal 

culture was an attempt at maintaining ‘stability and constancy’ (Miller 2014, p. 101) 

to own culture through the inherent connection to Buddhism. 

Methli spent a lot of time developing her home garden, which had a number of Sri 

Lanka plants and vegetables. As described in chapter four, she had strong 

attachments to Sri Lankan culture and traditions. She reenergised these attachments 

through taste – food for consumption and sale – and ongoing financial and voluntary 

contribution to Sri Lanka. Participants like Methli seem difficult to locate into a 

particular category. In fact, her version of home is more vivid at her experiential 

level. As she described it in chapter four, the notion of ‘simplicity’ and 

‘environmentalism’ had become the governing principles of her life. The philosophy 

has allowed her to readjust to the disorder brought about by her migration.  

Like taste, smell also becomes powerful sensory experience evoking the familiar 

feeling of home.  In her recent visits to Sri Lanka, Manel bought a small charcoal 

stove (called a ‘dum kabala’) which she used to create ceremonial smoke by putting 

either herbal powder or some specific powder on the burning charcoal. In Sri Lanka, 

people believe that spreading such fumes in the house eliminates the malevolent 

effect of the house. As Manel told me, she was more attracted to such acts because of 

the pleasant smell generated by the dum kabala. The smell is in her memories 

because her mother did this when Manel was pregnant. Her mother used to create 

fumes in order to bless and please her. Sometimes, such small acts bind the 
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generations together. Their meaning of existence is connected to the ranges of 

imaginaries and sentiments. Through acts such as worshipping or small ritualistic 

habits, they were not only recreating the atmosphere of home in Sri Lanka, but also 

the sense of the continuity of religious and moral life. Thus, place is authenticated 

not only by place arrangements, but also through human actions. The continuity of 

action is a dialogical process that brings the disorder into order, which is vital to 

create the sense of home.  

Both cultural artefacts and souvenirs brought from Sri Lanka help immigrants to 

authenticate their place through connecting boundaries from memories and actions. 

As Jacobs and Malpas mentioned, ‘the role of objects as memory, and as the means 

by which the self re-engage with itself as well as with the world’ (Jacobs & Malpas 

2013, p. 288). While these artefacts created the psychological sense of the home 

environment, they also preserved a strong sense of identity. The immigrants’ photos 

became the repositories of their memories of their life in Sri Lanka. Photographs are 

a frozen moment of a particular experience. Also, they are a repertoire of the 

interconnected life events that can be read back and forth as Rowlands noted 

revoking unconscious process (Rowlands 1993, p. 144). They allow visualisation of 

the present and future. Evoking those memories, preserved emotional bonds and 

sustained the sense of family across international boundaries.   

But what happens when immigrants step out from their houses if the worlds beyond 

their walls are unfamiliar? The sustainability of the notion of home cannot be 

restricted to their living space. Immigrants are emotionally more vulnerable and 

unstable if the outer world is not familiar and comfortable. In order to transform and 

familiarise the world surrounding them, immigrants need a collective effort and 

collective consciousness. The role of social and ethnic organisations is critical in this 
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context. In the next section, I will discuss the emergence of the Sri Lankan 

Australian Friendship Association (SLAFA) as both a community organisation and 

in terms of the effort to authenticate place.  

Building Social and Cultural Organizations and Institutions 

The emergence of social, cultural, religious organisations or institutions in the host 

community is a sign of immigrants acquiring a sense of home. Institutional or 

organisational establishment among immigrant communities is linked to the 

existential aspect of human life, a fact which many researchers have overlooked. At 

the rudimentary level, institutional structures offer direction to community life, and 

become the centre of the world to the community. Such directions may offer many 

instrumental contributions to immigrants, such as providing religious guidance, 

supporting immigrants to settle in the host country, helping the home country, and so 

on. At the functional level, such contributions provide the three basic functions of the 

sense of home: security, love, and comfort. At the existential level, it gives direction 

and hope to dwell in the space.  

At a superficial level, it is easy to identify the number of factors that contribute to the 

emergence of material and physically built environments by the immigrants in the 

host community. Their inferior legal condition as well as the wealth in the host 

community, challenge them. A fairly reasonable amount of time has elapsed since 

the arrival in Darwin of the first group of Sri Lankan immigrants. The number of Sri 

Lankan people in Darwin is not significant but substantial enough to encourage 

organisation. Australia promotes multiculturalism and its government even provides 

financial support to migrant community organisations. Yet, we cannot see Sri Lankan 

material culture or built environment in Darwin except for the International Buddhist 

Temple. As I argued above, this is not sufficient to answer the question about the 
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absence of built environment of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin. As Lefebvre 

(1991) noted, ‘representational space’ - the material and symbolic environment 

including, art and poetry – is the outcome of the production of space. To achieve this 

space, requires two prior steps. These are ‘spatial practice’, which consists of social 

relations and reproduction relations, as well as ‘representation of space’, the exercise 

of knowledge known as the ideological process.  

SLAFA and Representational identity 

The firm establishment of any community in a new society is symbolised by its 

institutional or organisational establishment. It gives a voice to the existing 

community through social and cultural demonstration, while serving socially and 

politically as the official representative of that community. The emergence of 

multiple organisations within the same ethnic group highlights either the 

development of institutional building through different objectives or factions among 

the group. Vermeulen (2005) has pointed out three different factors that influence the 

institutional and organisational building process. Comparing two immigrant groups 

in the Netherlands, the Surinamese and the Turks, Vermulen argues that the three 

factors are the opportunity structure, the characteristics of the different groups and 

the traditions of social organisation of the country of origin (Vermeulen 2005, p. 

952).  

Usually, immigrant communities start their institutional or organisational building 

process through small gatherings with just a few individuals. Such informal 

gatherings transform into group formation and building larger associations. The first 

phase of building any social organisation culminates with legal registration. Legal 

registration enables them to collect funds and create recognition for the community. 

Any immigrant organisation works at two functional levels. First, it aims to facilitate 
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and assist the new arrivals. Cordero-Guzman (2005) provides cross-cultural 

examples of how social organisations in New York supported immigrants in their 

settlement. Secondly, it aims to represent their national and ethnic culture within the 

host community. A well-developed social organisation works as a civic organization 

and an agent of transnational flow. This is well described by Levitt (2001) in her 

work on the transnational villagers. However, in this chapter, I want to look at the 

role of social organisation in transforming larger space into liveable place. While the 

growth of the institutional building of the Sri Lankan community in Darwin reflects 

its development in different dimensions, those functions also reflect the perception of 

the home-making process.  

The Sri Lankan Australian Friendship Association (SLAFA) was multi-ethnic and 

multi-cultural from its beginning. The ethnic, cultural and religious diversity of Sri 

Lankan immigrants was not recognised when it formed. As noted above, it started 

with small gatherings. As older respondents, who initiated the Association told me, 

the main intention of the gatherings was to cook some Sri Lankan food and together 

share the dishes that they missed. At the initial gatherings, there was no ethnic 

segregation between Sinhalese and Tamils. All of them recognised each other as Sri 

Lankan immigrants. They were more eager to found the commonality than to 

incorporate differences. Sometimes differences were recognised, so as to enjoy and 

enrich their lives. On most weekends, all the people met at someone’s house and 

cooked or organised potluck parties, shared foods and conversation. After frequent 

gatherings, the members decided to establish an association to obtain official 

recognition and government support for future activities. Promoting cultural 

harmony between Sri Lanka and Australia was another objective. As a result, the 

SLAFA was established in 1984 and first president was a Tamil migrant.  
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The multi-ethnic character of the SLAFA disappeared due to the ethnic tension 

which erupted in Sri Lanka in 1983 and also due to the development of the Tamil 

immigrant community in Darwin. Yet, few Tamil members still retain their 

memberships to in SLAFA, mainly because of their friendship and affiliation or 

through intermarriages between Sinhalese and Tamil. 

With its legal recognition, the SLAFA reached to the second stage of its institutional 

growth. As I discussed above, the process of construction took an unusual route in its 

place-making process. Instead of material constructions, the organisation moved into 

the symbolic construction of space. I use the term symbolic construction to denote 

the idea of occupying a space or place-making through social and cultural 

engagement, which utilises a particular sense of the home making-process. The 

SLAFA achieved this goal through organising cultural events and religious and ritual 

performances, as well as engaging with other cultural events. Initially, they 

organized Sri Lankan New Year celebrations, Independence Day celebrations and a 

Christmas dinner dance.  

At the early stage of their gatherings, activities such as cooking foods and potluck 

parties served to overcome the feeling of being away from home. Particularly, as 

Hage noted, cooking food becomes a way of encountering familiarity and a sense of 

security, which creates the sense of home (Hage 1997). More than that, engaging in 

activities like cooking also works as mechanism of remembering and continuing the 

cultural practices left behind. It was also promoting or demonstrating the culture to 

others. As Chapman and Began (2013) argues, food is a way of performing social 

and group identities as well as individual positioning. Such activities were useful 

early immigrants to reinscribe the sense of home in the new social space. Also it 
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expanded further to organise social and cultural events at later stages. The 

photograph below (Figure 9) illustrates instances of cultural demonstration in 1990.  

 

Figure 9: Demonstrating Sri Lankan cultural product 

However, the SLAFA exists as an organisation without material presence. This was 

similar to the experience of Latin Americans in Toronto. As Veronis explained, 

Latinos in Toronto have not managed to acquire their own space due to lack of 

economic opportunities; they struggle to appropriate space in order to construct their 

collective identity (Veronis 2007, p. 456). Like some other ethnic communities in 

Darwin, the SLAFA does not have their own ethnic community hall.  As my field 

notes and observations reflect, the SLAFA’s activities are restricted mainly to some 

social gatherings and celebrations. The Association does not have a longer-term plan 

or vision to expand as an organisation beyond its initial establishment. Even if the 

Association has developed strong links with political parties and a relationship with 

government in Darwin, this does not reflect any interest in transforming those social 

and political as well as institutional networks into resources. In other words, the 
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social capital that the association possesses does not generate benefits for its 

community.  

The lack of material development or physical construction by any society or 

organisation can be interpreted in two different ways. First, the reason may be a lack 

of dedication, resources, the small number of members, or ideological motivations. 

Some office bearers noted in our informal discussions that, to set up a community 

hall demanded lots of administration in grant applications, a commitment that they 

were not prepared to make.  According to them, even if people gather for functions 

and celebrations, it is hard to get committee members to organise the preparations for 

such events. As Schrover and Vermeulen argued, a critical number of people and 

capacity to run the organisation are important factors to run an organisation 

(Schrover & Vermeulen 2005 a, p. 830).  

This lack of commitment from the community members cannot be explained only 

through the usual recourse of having busy lives. It is a result of two overarching 

issues. First, the construction of material culture occurs only through a strong 

development of the sense of ethnic and cultural cohesion and nationalistic feeling. 

The second reason is the desire for immigrants to ground themselves in the host 

community.  The growth and establishment of institutional process, including the 

built environment, is similar to rooting in the ground through time. Human 

rootedness to a particular locality in its built environment is a symbiotic relationship. 

As I have observed above, the SLAFA comprises the same group of members with 

both continuity and discontinuity in their activism. It is hard to see many new 

members joining the association. My brief discussions with some of its old members 

and other new arrivals confirmed that their connection to Darwin varies in three 

different ways. The first group of people is ‘fed-up’ with the Association’s 
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commitment and its politics. Some members become active when their friends are 

appointed as office bearers and then lose interest when their friends finished their 

terms of office. The second group comprises people who want to detach from their 

own people. These are the immigrants who come with firm establishment in mind 

and are not interested in creating links with fellow members. These people have few 

links to the Sri Lankans whom they already knew before migrating. The other group 

of people were those who do not seek any connections or commitment to the Society.   

As discussed previously, many current immigrants are uncertain about staying in 

Darwin. Darwin was not the destination of choice for many Sri Lankan immigrants. 

In contrast to previous immigrants, many recent immigrants are coming to Darwin 

with the primary intention of getting permanent residence. Even if some immigrants 

build a house and aimed to stay in Darwin, economic uncertainty pushes them to 

move interstate. In this context, opportunities waiting and the prospect of inter-state 

movement does not push immigrants to root to a place such as Darwin, but provides 

momentum to move forward. The SLAFA exists as a result of the effort of the people 

who are looking to stay in Darwin for long time.  As a result; the Association’s 

material presence was restricted to cultural and social activities. The following 

section will explain some of the social and cultural activities of the SLAFA.  

Constructing Spatial Practice through Social and Cultural Rituals 

Place-making is not necessarily completed with the material construction of a 

particular space, but also requires occupying that space in a meaningful way. All the 

social and cultural engagement within the space constructs a repertoire of memory in 

immigrant consciousness. It is equally important to have a sense of belonging as well 

as the feeling of home via this process of material construction. As Lefebvre (1991) 

explained in relation to the production of space, the home itself is a material outcome 
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of the production relations of any given time and society and also of the ways the 

way people live in the particular space and their mode of thinking. Studying the 

different groups of immigrants in Sydney in Australia, Williamson argued that 

people feel a sense of belonging and sense of home through the daily mobility and 

routinised walk across the passages, and through the use of services such as the 

Centrelink office, banks, library and English language classes, as well as the 

ambience of their neighbourhood (Williamson 2016, pp. 2333-39). The link between 

spatial practice and the sense of home is inextricably mixed, as each migrant action 

contributes to create the routinised practice and memory embedded into the place. 

Within this context, social, cultural and recreational activities are an effort for 

immigrants to create powerful, emotionally charged memories within their 

encounters with space. The collection of memories helps immigrants to familiarise 

the space, transforming it into place and thereby overcoming the feeling of 

melancholy and nostalgia and creating a sense of comfort and security.   

The Sri Lankan community in Darwin celebrate four social and cultural events that 

are also celebrated in Sri Lanka. These are Sri Lankan New Year in April, the Vesak 

festival in May, the Poson celebration in June, and Christmas.  In addition, they also 

organise and celebrate other social and cultural events. Some of them are official 

Australian events, such as the Harmony day programme. The rest include cultural or 

musical shows, picnic days and weekly cricket events.  

During the last three years, I observed and participated in many social and cultural 

events as well as in other community activities, such as the Shramadana (voluntary 

work) programme and individual family functions. A close scrutiny of the range of 

social activities revealed that most of these activities were held on a cyclical and 

seasonal basis. Apart from some cultural activities, most of the activities were taking 
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place in the same period of the year and were parallel to the cultural calendar of Sri 

Lanka. The following table, outlines the social and cultural events organised by the 

SLAFA from 2014 to 2016.  

Line up of the Cultural and Religious activities 2014-2016 

Date Activity Venue 

2014 New Year Celebration  

2014 Vesak Celebration International Buddhist 

Temple 

2014 Poson Celebration International Buddhist 

Temple 

2014 Katina Ceremony (rain retreat 

ceremony) 

International Buddhist 

temple 

2014/11/08 Christmas Dinner Dance Darwin Golf Club 

2015 Independence Day celebration Waratah Cricket Club 

2015 New Year celebration Greek Community Hal 

2015 Vesak Celebration International Buddhist 

temple 

2015 Poson celebration International Buddhist 

Temple 

2015 Katina ceremony (rainy retreat 

ceremony) 

International Buddhist 

Temple 

2015 Christmas Dinner Dance Cyprus Hall Marrara 

2016 Independence Day celebration Cyprus Hall Marrara 

2016 New Year celebration Cyprus Hall Marrara 

2016 Vesak celebration International Buddhist 

Temple 

2016 Poson Celebration International Buddhist 

Temple 

2016 Litchfield trip  

2016 Chooti Malli, Podi Malli (stand-up 

comedy from two Sri Lankan 

comedians) 

Mal Nairn Auditorium, 

Charles Darwin 

University 

2016 Gee Ranga Sobha, (Drama and song 

performances from four Sri Lankan 

artists) 

Charles Darwin 

University Theatre 

2016 Wassanayata pera (Musical 

presentation by Sri Lankan musical 

group in Darwin) 

Marrara Golf Club 

2016 Katina ceremony (rainy retreat 

ceremony) 

International Buddhist 

Temple 

This table outlines the number of social and cultural activities held from 2014 to 

2016 and the venues or spaces in which those activities occurred. Out of twenty 

public activities or community activities, nine of them were ritualistic. These 
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ritualistic activities were not necessarily religious. Even if there were a number of 

religious activities among those activities, as noted above, most of them are also 

social and cultural activities. At the same time, although most of these activities are 

conducted parallel to the Sri Lankan cultural calendar, none of them are organised in 

Darwin on the same day it was celebrated in Sri Lanka.  

While the Association is flexible in enacting such social and cultural events (as will 

be discussed below in this chapter) they were also eager to continue the practice. 

Such activities have the benefit of bringing alternative meanings into the lives of Sri 

Lankan immigrants in Darwin through symbolic representations such as cultural 

demonstrations, public activities and so on. As Low (2014) argued, a person is a 

‘mobile spatial field’, whose beliefs, cultural practices and norms ‘creates space as a 

potentiality for social relations, giving it meaning, form and ultimately through the 

patterning of everyday movements produces place and landscape’ (Low 2014, p. 35).  

By enacting the ‘habitus’ of their new cultural world immigrants not only overcome 

the nostalgic feeling for the home they left behind, but create a new sense of feeling 

and familiarity with the space. The same space will not be an unfamiliar void 

landscape when they encounter it the second time around; rather they will encounter 

the embodied and familiar social and cultural place.   

In the next section, I will first briefly describe the few cultural events that were 

organized by Sri Lankan immigrants Darwin in the context of constructing the sense 

of home through spatial transformation and authenticating the place.  

New Year Festival 

The Sri Lankan New Year has two components – social and cultural – which are 

bound together ritually, centred on two axes of cosmological time, known as 
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auspicious and inauspicious time. The New Year usually falls in between the 13
th

 of 

April to the 16
th

 of April. In Sri Lanka people prepare for the New Year weeks ahead 

and continue to celebrate it even weeks after the main ritual. Some of the 

preparations involved include preparing dozens of types of sweets, buying new 

clothes, readying pots and pans for cooking, plus organising New Year festival 

games. The festival starts with activities to mark the end of the old year. These 

include moon watching, the last bath of the old year, and so on. Most of the rituals 

are performed during prescribed time known as ‘auspicious time’.  

The New Year rituals start with giving up all activities at an ‘inauspicious time’.  The 

hearth should be clean and there should be no leaves lying about. No food will be 

consumed until the food is prepared for the New Year at auspicious time and then it 

is consumed. This signifies the suspension of time in order to stress the symbolic 

departure from the previous year. This cosmological time is called an auspicious 

time. At that time people only engage in religious activities, such as visiting the 

temple. The New Year starts with the approaching of the auspicious time, which then 

features lighting up the hearth and cooking foods. At the next auspicious time, all the 

members of the household gather around the table and consume food together. That 

is why, coming home for the New Year is considered an important act. After the 

consumption of food, people start to visit relatives. New Year games and play day 

take place according to the convenience of the village and after the consumption of 

food. Usually, those games and festivities are organised by the youth group in every 

village or city and run for a whole day. The game day consists of dozens of 

traditional funny games that each and everybody in the village can attend.  The game 

and play day event of the New Year festival is known as ‘Avurudu Uthsavaya’ and 

the entire village spends the whole day playing traditional and non-traditional games 
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and watching cultural shows. Recently, most of these days ended with a musical 

show. Also, the number of games as well as the elegance of the day can be varied 

according to the resources and wealth of the organising committee. The celebration 

closes with application of oil on some one’s head at the auspicious time. The New 

Year celebration calendar stretches at least to one week. The Sri Lankan Government 

has recognized the cultural importance of the festival and always announces a series 

of public holidays to commemorate it. In fact, the country does not start to function 

properly until at least after one week after the festival.   

The celebration of the New Year festival among Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin 

was minimalistic, both in its form and duration.  None of the festival’s activities were 

performed on auspicious days in synchronicity with Sri Lankan understanding of 

cosmological time. Also, the celebrations of New Year among the Sri Lankan 

immigrants in Darwin were varied by and disrupted by duties and tasks that were 

part of living in Darwin. The availability of time and the interest in performing such 

religious tasks, meant immigrants decided what activities were feasible and to what 

extent they performed them. Some cooked special foods associated with the 

auspicious time and consumed them with friends before the official time. 

In the last three years, the Sri Lankan community in Darwin have celebrated Sri 

Lankan New Year in reverse of the schedule. They started the celebration with a 

cricket tournament, two weeks before the date of the celebration of the New Year’s 

Day was to fall in Sri Lankan time. Even if cricket was not a part of the New Year 

calendar, the Darwin Lions cricket group held a special tournament to celebrate their 

first-year anniversary. On the tournament day, all the players were divided into two 

teams and played two consecutive games. To mimic the actual tournament, they 

offered a small trophy to the winning team. During the cricket tournament day, they 
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also organised a barbecue. On this day, some women and children came to watch the 

tournament. During the 2017 New Year, for the first time, they organised a separate 

netball tournament for women.   

In the following week, the SLAFA organized a New Year games day and festival, 

with support from the Lions cricket group. The 2016 the New Year community 

festival for games and play was held at the Cyprus Community hall at Marrara. The 

celebration started around 8.30am with a blessing by a visiting Buddhist monk from 

Sri Lanka and official addresses by the president and secretary of the SLAFA. After 

the speeches, the food table was opened and participants were invited to consume the 

foods. Community members had prepared sweets, milk rice and dozens of other 

traditional foods for the celebrations. The event was attended by 300 Sri Lankan 

community members and some Australian and other community members. The food 

was served throughout the day along with games. On the game day, one Buddhist 

monk was invited to apply the oil on people’s heads, which mimic the oil applying 

ritual for the New Year. The meaning of applying oil intersects with Ayurveda 

medicine and is connected to good health.  

At this juncture, we see three different changes in the ritual. First, the oil was not 

herbal, nor prepared according to the prescribed formula. Instead, they applied a 

simple kind of oil. Secondly, the actual oil applying ritual falls on a separate day, 

officially one of the last rituals of the New Year. However, it was organised then in 

order to mimic and to complete the ritual calendar on the same day. As I inferred, 

this was probably owing to the fact that it was the day that all the community’s 

members had gathered. Finally, the ritual was not held at an auspicious time but a 

convenient time for the main social rituals, such as welcome speeches and lighting 

up the traditional oil lamp. The entire day was packed with games and ended after 
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the Elle match (a game similar to baseball and played both by males and females 

together). Both the community rituals and the entire game day were out of sync with 

the official calendar, due mainly to the time constraints of the community.  

In 2016, I attended the individual New Year celebrations of a Sri Lankan family. 

Like many other Sri Lankan immigrants with whom I had talked, they prepared three 

types of sweets before the New Year. Since there is a difference between Sri Lankan 

time and Australian time, Immigrants in Australia used to perform the ritual at a local 

auspicious time. This is usually set by some astrologers in Melbourne and announced 

across Australia. The family that I joined to celebrate the 2016 New Year received 

the time from a friend in Melbourne.  At the auspicious time, they lit the cooker and 

prepared the milk rice, the first food anyone makes at the auspicious time. Then, at 

the next auspicious time, we all consumed the food. The food table consisted of five 

to six types of foods, including milk rice and banana. The husband of the household 

lit the candles for Buddha and fed the kids first and then the adults ate together. At 

seven o’clock the following morning, the adults left for work and the children went 

to school. Here also, there were significant departures from orthodox religious 

activity. First, according to Sri Lankan New Year calendar, people go to the work on 

a separate day, probably two or three days after the New Year ritual. The second 

departure was the gathering and the richness of the New Year table. In Darwin, most 

often it is celebrated by the couple and their children, if there are any. In Sri Lanka, 

usually all the children go to their parental or natal home to celebrate the New Year. 

Hence, the Darwin celebrations obviously created a feeling of distance in each 

member’s thoughts.  They eliminate that feeling of distance by gatherings with 

friends in the evening or by holding a dinner dance.  



Chapter 6: Building Home: The Transformation of Space into Place 

252 
 

The dinner dance is the last act of social ritual of the Sri Lankan immigrant’s New 

Year celebrations in Darwin. Again, it was organised in the week following the New 

Year day. The 2016 and 2017 New Year dinner dances were held on following 

weekend night at the Cyprus community hall. The dinner dance began officially with 

welcoming the invitees (mostly members of the Parliament or the NT government) 

and guests and lighting the traditional oil lamp. This was followed by addresses by 

the president of the SLAFA and other official invitees. Then, the cultural show 

started, with traditional and modern dance and songs. Then guests were invited to 

attend the dinner. Following this, everybody gathered around the dance floor and 

danced to popular Sri Lankan bila songs. That marked the end of the New Year 

celebration.  

The entire New Year celebrations functioned for the Sri Lankan immigrants in 

Darwin as an act of spatialising the social in terms of re-constructing the experience 

of home. The difference between this new experience of home and their past 

experience of the New Year celebrations in Sri Lanka mainly stemmed from how the 

enactment of time was taking place. For them, the time of the celebrations in Darwin 

was something out of control in a new spatial arrangement. They did not have the 

capacity to follow the actual cultural and ritualised sequence according its 

cosmological sense. In Darwin, their sense of time had become altered according to 

the real-time differences stemming from the geographical difference and socio-

economic environment of the host community. However, the attempt at a 

performance of ritual closer as possible to the rituals at home in Sri Lanka shows us 

the struggle to retain the emotional experiences received from home and the effort of 

cultivating or building social space through rituals. In this context, home appears as a 

result of the emotional experience derived from the enactment of ritual in new social 
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space. Rituals then can bridge the emotional gap between home left and home 

encountered.  

Independence Day Celebration and the Christmas Dinner Dance 

The main features of both the Independence Day celebration and the Christmas 

dinner dance were similar to the New Year dinner dance, except for a few identical 

items that highlighted the theme of these social events. For example, the 

Independence Day celebrations consisted of opening speeches, song recitals and 

dance performance that stressed national sentiments and the awakening of the 

historical knowledge of the golden age of Sri Lanka, its kingdoms and mythical 

characters. At the 2016 Independence Day ceremony, a young boy and girl, who 

were raised in Australia, presented a dialogue on the development of the historical 

kingdom of Sri Lanka and its nobility. The entire ceremony was formatted in order to 

dramatise and valorise the traditional Sri Lankan heritage and to educate the Sri 

Lankan children in Australia.  

Like many other events, Independence Day started around 7pm in the evening. 

Events were officially opened by lighting up the traditional oil lamp, the delivery of 

the welcome speech by the SLAFA and by official guests. Most of these guests 

stressed the importance of holding such events that contributed to the multicultural 

society of Australia and its ethnic harmony. Throughout the speeches from the guests 

and participants from other ethnic communities, it was evident that those social 

events were becoming a focal point for Sri Lankans to introduce their culture to other 

ethnic communities. Colourful dances and spicy foods were two important aspects of 

the presentation of Sri Lankan culture to the audience. At the event, songs were 

recited in between dances and speeches. It continued through the dinner and then 

finally the organising committee opened the dance floor.  
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As well, the Christmas dinner dance consisted of carol songs and blessings from the 

Catholic priests and other people. It was presented as a way of embracing the 

Catholic community in Sri Lanka and other Australian Catholic and Christian 

friends. None of these events were organised on the same day as they should be 

celebrated. Although Sri Lankan Independence Day fell on the 4th of February in 

2016, it was celebrated later that month.  Also, the Christmas dinner dance was held 

not in December but in November, mainly due to the fact that many people leave for 

Sri Lanka for Christmas. Thus, like many other social events, these two also took 

symbolic forms.  

Nightcliff Cricket is more than Playing Cricket 

Playing cricket every Saturday at Nightcliff primary school is another social ritual 

among one group of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin. The group is known as the 

Lions.  For these people playing cricket is like a religious ritual, since no community 

event takes in that time (between 3pm to 7pm). For example, there were a few 

attempts to organise some community events on Saturday but these were not 

successful, due to the absence of the most active young group. Besides this, the late 

afternoon period is also the time men often get their own time free from other hurdles 

and daily household chores. At the Nightcliff Primary School oval, people start to 

gather at around 3.30pm and lay down the mats and to place cones around the ground 

to mark the boundary, and to set the score book. They start to play by 4pm. 

Throughout the last few years there was not a single day that cricket was not played. 

It happens like a ritual.  

The Lions’ cricket group was started few years ago by young men who were 

interested in playing cricket. They collected money, bought a few bats and balls as 

well as pads and other cricket gear. They chose the Nightcliff primary school oval 
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and started to play cricket. Their cricket soon developed to a more sophisticated 

playing level than it was in the initial stage. The group is known as Lions cricket club 

in Darwin and have their own Facebook page and mailing list.  

The membership is varied and dynamic. The Lions’ cricket group symbolically 

demonstrated the transient nature of the Darwin social landscape – especially, in 

human settlement and mobility – through the fluctuations of the membership. 

Frequently, members of this group disappeared via interstate migration. When I first 

visited them in February 2014, half of the group were deemed illegal immigrants 

from Sri Lanka. When the Australian Government sent them all back to Sri Lanka, 

new faces took their places. In each year, at least one or more members left the 

group, as they migrated to other states in Australia. When new immigrants arrived 

from Sri Lanka, members brought them to the cricket group. Most of the newcomers 

played, at least during the initial stage after their arrival, because the group was a 

space that created their social networks and so enabled them to speed up their 

settlement. There were always fifteen to twenty people remaining in the group.  

This weekly cricket group should be understood in a particular social and cultural 

context connected to the home country. These are people who faced the rupture of 

their active life in Sri Lanka. This is particularly so for people coming from crowded 

cities or villages with strong community bonds. In Sri Lanka, youths and middle-age 

people affiliated with different groups and societies for various purposes. Such group 

affiliations are not only aiming to contribute to the society but also are a way of 

constructing social identities and of socialising. Migration created discontinuities in 

life and placed the immigrant in a void. Weekly cricket brought them, not only a 

space for socialising, but also a mechanism to construct their own social identity. For 

example, due to their active contribution to the community, the Lions cricket club 
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gained considerable recognition over the last two years. The culmination of this 

process was Lions cricketers being appointed as president and secretary of the 

SLAFA in 2016. 

The Darwin cricket group is a major social and cultural hub of the place-making 

process among Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin. Initially, it was a space for arrivals 

to get rid of their isolation and the anxiety generated by being away from home. 

Darwin is not a place in which that many things happen, unlike in other larger cities. 

As a space, it is generally a void for immigrants. Therefore, even a minute task or 

activity contributes to progress life and the feeling of security and comfort.  

In practice, it was the driving hub of many communal activities, despite the SLAFA 

formally being the operative body for Sri Lankan community representation. Lions 

cricket group invest and add much effort and material to the process of home-making 

among Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin. Some activities and contributions to the Sri 

Lankan community were initially discussed at the cricket ground. The cricketers did 

more than play cricket. They had an active involvement in community work and 

were engaged in creating meaningful space through bringing some Sri Lankan 

practices to Darwin. I will illustrate this point with the story of introducing the food 

Kottu Roti 

Kottu Roti is a food made from a particular type of roti (bread) called godamba roti, 

where vegetables, eggs and meat or fish are chopped together and heated on a 

galvanised or steel board. It was influenced by a South Indian Roti, which was 

known as Kotthu Parata. Preparing Kotthu Roti is a performative act. It is a popular 

food among Sri Lankan youth and is prepared mostly for evening shopping. Kotthu 

roti is not a main dish for consumption during meals at homes, but a snack food 
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people, mainly youths; eat for a snack or to consume during a drinking party. It is 

also a food for labourers and people who are living in boarding houses. Here, food 

has direct relevance to the class and status as well. Even if it is popular among the 

lower class; many people eat this kind of food for fun. Although, it is an Indian and 

not a Sri Lankan dish, kotthu roti is familiar to anyone passing cheap food stalls in 

Sri Lanka in the evening.   

Many scholars such as Alfonso (2012), Chapman & Beagan (2013), and Harbottle 

(1997) have discussed the relationship between food and identity in transnational and 

diaspora contexts. Also, it is an essential component to connect with the home 

(Vallianatos & Raine 2008). Here, I am more interested not only about the taste or 

smell of food in the context of the sense of home, but also the memory and the 

material texture of food preparation which adds to the creation of the sense of home 

and belonging. Kottu Roti is one of the best examples for that. Kottu Roti was first 

introduced to Darwin by the Lions cricket club at an international food fair, which 

was organised by the International Buddhist temple in Darwin in November 2015. As 

a contribution to the international food festival, the Lions decided to offer a separate 

Kottu roti table at the food fair. On the day of the food fair they made Kottu Roti with 

Indian Parata and played popular Sri Lankan bila beats, attracting everyone and long 

queues. It was the most popular food stall on that day and even on Harmony Day 

when they ran out of supplies and had to close the stall.   

Occupying Space through Social and Cultural Demonstration 

An immigrants experience of space in their host community is often constituted by 

the feeling of something missing or lacking. Such empty feelings emerge out of their 

lack of familiarity with the cultural world they encounter. Reconstruction of their 

social space depends on the ways in which they recreate their own cultural practices 
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in the host community. Introducing their social and cultural practices to the host 

community is another way of transforming social spaces into lived place. Through 

those introductions, immigrants reconstruct the social and cultural life they left 

behind and create a sense of familiarity and comfort around them.  

Through such cultural transportations, the immigrant creates the feeling of home 

similar to that feeling they had in Sri Lanka by repeating social and cultural practices 

one by one. As Pamitha says, ‘we have even Kottu Roti, we cook rice, we prepare 

hoppers and string hoppers, and this and that’ (Pamitha, an interviewee). Here, 

Pamitha explains how the relationship between memory and food is intertwined with 

maintaining a Sri Lankan identity (Alfonso 2012, p. 194), and the possibility of 

reconstructing home in different social space. By discussing the example of Brazilian 

migrants in Australia, Durate noted how cooking, taste and smell in food was 

important maintaining the feel of ethnic identity for these Brazilians (Duarte 2005). 

In bringing in cultural practices such as cooing and symbols, an immigrant can 

transform what may appear as a ‘void’ space into meaningful familiar and fulfilling 

space. Although, it was not a daily food eaten at home, even listening to the noise 

that comes from chopping Kottu on a galvanised board (which they do not like to 

listen to in Sri Lanka), includes a sense of familiarity and a material environment 

they wish to feel and experience. The construction of the sense of home in a 

transnational context is a way of reducing the void space of the host community by 

introducing the familiar material and cultural symbols or signifiers of the home 

country into the host community. Through such transpositions, they minimise the 

gap between both communities, at least occasionally. Such practices evoke the 

memory of the home they left behind and reduces homesickness; it provides oxygen 

to sustain themselves at the host community.  
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Darwin Harmony Day 

Arranging a stall at Harmony Day was another way of demonstrating Sri Lankan 

cultural symbols to the outer world. Harmony Day in Australia is a nationally 

recognised day which was introduced to promote multiculturalism. During Harmony 

Day in Darwin, each local ethnic community organises one or two stalls, as a 

platform to introduce their culture. Every group stages a programme to introduce 

their respective ethnic and cultural heritage. Demonstrations, such as preparing 

national dishes, displaying artefacts and books, are ways of educating the public 

about their culture. By participating in those activities immigrants reconcile the sense 

of longing and belonging to the home country and invoke national sentiments and 

emotions. During the 2016 Harmony Day, one group of Sri Lankan women ran a 

stall (Figure 10) to demonstrate Sri Lankan material and spiritual culture, while the 

SLAFA also organised a Sri Lankan food stall.   

 

Figure 10: Harmony Day Sri Lankan Stall, photograph by the author 
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The group of females in this photograph are dressed in saris (which is national dress 

females wear on formal occasions) and are engaged in demonstrative activities. The 

stall consisted of Sri Lankan spices used in cooking, traditional kitchen utensils, such 

as the traditional coconut scraper, kulla (a traditional kitchen utensil that used to sort 

the rice from the dust and stones), as well as traditional oil lamps. Interestingly, the 

stall was headed by a senior citizen immigrant lady, who has successfully settled in 

Darwin. Just as this lady has at many other events, she sees no contradiction in 

demonstrating her love of Sri Lankan culture and accepting Darwin as her home. The 

artefacts displayed at stall are brought from home. This small act demonstrates the 

ways in which groups of people who perform this kind of action develop the sense of 

familiarity and sense of home across time and differences in material culture. The 

people photographed above in the stall are well settled and never think of going back 

to Sri Lanka. Yet, they are still demonstrating their connectedness to their home 

country. In this context, country appears as a container and mediator that connect 

them to whole meaning of home. Such activities are sometimes an expression of 

emotional connectedness to Sri Lanka and memorialisation of the distant past. By 

doing this they transform the material culture they left behind into a materiality that 

refreshes their memories and feelings. This is more openly expressed when 

performing in Sri Lankan dancing events.  

Dance as performative act of materialising the culture 

Dance is a powerful form of expression of cultural identity in any community. It is a 

repertoire that unifies a number of art forms. It encapsulates songs or music that draw 

upon national sentiments and evokes emotions. It involves colourful dress and 

rhythmic movements that demonstrate, not only artistic expressions, but are also 

impregnated with stories of the mythical past and histories of the nation as in poem 
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and songs. Wilcox (2011) has studied Chinese immigrants in the USA and their 

engagement in dance in the context of ethnic construction. Wilcox pointed out that 

they developed a collective identity in the USA, while holding to their understanding 

of their ethnicity. As Munn, discussed in the context of the Warlpiri indigenous 

community in Australia, people are often capable of detaching their unique cultural 

topography from its fixed geographic location and transposing it – not only through 

signs of iconography or body painting but also as embodied skills, such as rhythms 

and movements, which encapsulate the whole ranges of melodies and cultural idioms 

of ethnic consciousness (Munn 1996, p. 463). 

In dancing the human body activates its power of being-in-the-place through 

captivating the entire audience by deploying the repertoire of their cultural world 

through bodily performances. Thus, their body becomes the locus of power that 

constitutes the temporal place by working as an interconnecting thread between Sri 

Lankan spectators and non-Sri Lankan spectators. As Munn noted, ‘[p]eople-in-

action not only produce boundaries and boundary experiences but, to paraphrase an 

idea of Simmel's, are themselves boundaries’ (Munn 1996, p. 453). Thus, performing 

dance is one way of articulating the boundaries through those cultural expressions as 

well as being with an agent of that two-way articulation. As a form of cultural 

expression, dance demonstrates or expresses emotion and is a way of being in that 

emotion.  

Over the last three years, I noticed that the Sri Lankan dance group performed their 

dances in several other social and cultural spaces other than at their own ethnic 

functions. Those events were: Harmony Day, the Mindil Beach Bollywood dance 

show, the Nightcliff Sea Breeze festival, as well as the International Food Fair. On 

these occasions, their dances consisted of both traditional and modern dances.  
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Immigrants from the Sri Lankan community particularly go to those events to see the 

Sri Lankan performances in other social and cultural spaces. As some respondents 

told me, they went to Mindil Beach Bollywood show, which is the Indian Dancing 

and Music show presented by the Indian community in Darwin, just to see the single 

Sri Lankan dance performance at the event. Even amidst dozens of Indian 

performances, Sri Lankan immigrants felt the comfort and love towards their 

country. Some of them told me that, although they were not interested in traditional 

dancing when they were in Sri Lanka, they began to feel the desire to watch those 

dances when they came to Australia. They were even motivated to find the stories 

and meaning of those melodies of music and rhythms of the dance. As Wulfhorst 

discussed the Brazilians in Sydney and their practice of Capoeira, whereby dance and 

music or any other artform works as an strategic adaptation to retain their sense of 

home through the construction of the sense of an ‘authentic identity’ (Wulfhorst 

2014, p. 484). Watching those traditional dance performances and listening to 

traditional music being played at concerts like ‘Sivu Ranga Sandyawa’, immigrants 

enter into space familiar to them. By attending those events, they transform that 

space into a place where familiar cultural symbols and practices exist and creates 

memory attached to the place.  

The people who perform in such events do not only perform for a show. Instead they 

attempt to get recognition through such performances. In her work, Performing 

Place: Staging identity with the Kuranda Amphitheatre, Henry noted that performing 

onstage before the community generates an ‘experiential situation’, ‘which contains 

the difference within’ (Henry 1999, p. 337). As Henry noted in the context of the 

Kuranda community, Sri Lankan people who perform dances at the Mindil Beach, 

Bollywood Night and Harmony Day festivals create an experiential situation and a 
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new temporal sense of place. Place does not become empty space after the 

performers and spectators leave. Memories and experience of the performances, as 

well as the act of ‘watching’, occupies a sense of place in their imaginations.  

Transnational Cultural Shows and Flows  

Transnational cultural flows play a significant role in the construction of the notion 

of home among immigrant communities. While transnational cultural flows through 

transmigration create an open space for more pluralistic visions of culture within 

developed countries, they also arguably facilitate immigrants to settle in the host 

community without too much nostalgia and melancholy. Commenting about the idea 

of citizenship among recent immigrants in Australia, Castles et al. (2013) argued 

that, for two reasons the ‘citizenship model is now under pressure’. The growth of 

temporary migration and transnationalism has reduced the migrants’ motivations for 

affiliation with a particular country (Castles et al. 2013, p. 118). This statement 

captures the effect of transnational forces. However, I argue that, while 

transnationalism might disrupt the idea of an ‘Australian’ home (as we have seen 

above), it creates a different version of home that has both fond sentiments towards 

the migrants’ former culture and a deep appreciation of Australia.  

The role of culture, particularly in entertainment has not been much explored in the 

context of settlement in transnational communities and the notion of home. Nei Mok 

(2011) provides a few examples. There were attempts by some scholars to 

understand the role of entertainment, such as music, in the context of refugee 

settlement (Diehl 2002; Green 2011; Marsh 2016). However, there have been few 

analyses exploring how cultural flows work in the transnational context. In this 

section, I observed and analysed some elements of entertaining among transnational, 
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Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin, particularly in the effect of this upon the notion of 

home.   

Until 2016, the cultural space of the Sri Lankan community in Darwin was not fully 

developed into a transnational cultural field. As discussed in the introduction, one of 

the defining features of transnationalism is its social transactions between home and 

host countries (Dalakoglou 2009; Glick Schiller & Fouron 2001; Levitt 2001). To 

create a cultural transnational field also requires a cultural flow between Sri Lanka 

and Darwin. This flow may include transactions of cultural materials and artefacts 

between countries as well as travelling artists with their cultural performances. Thus, 

such transactions of cultural transnationalism can be divided into two categories: 

micro-level and macro-levels of cultural transnationalism. ‘Flowing artefacts’ 

between two countries at the individual, non-business level can be considered as 

micro-level form of transnationalism. An example is a Sri Lankan migrant taking a 

didgeridoo, an Aboriginal painting, boomerang, or other modern Australian artefacts, 

along with him to Sri Lanka and bringing back with him a Sri Lankan dancing mask, 

or other cultural symbols to display in Australia. This creates a micro-level 

transnational social field for cultural exchange. The macro-level of the cultural 

transnational social field is more elaborate and opens with the transport of cultural 

ambassadors and artefacts between countries and which transform the social locality. 

The micro-level transnational social field opens with the beginning of travelling 

between countries. However, the existence of the macro-level transnational social 

field depends on a number of other social factors, such as the density or the numbers 

of immigrants in that particular city or country, the wealth of the immigrant 

community, as well as other forms of legal facilitation, such as visa and legal 

approvals, to perform in those countries.  
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As a transnational community, Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin organised their first 

transnational cultural entertainment in July 2016, bringing two famous Sri Lankan 

stand-up comedians to Darwin on their way to other Australian cities. The show was 

held at the Mal Nairn Auditorium at Charles Darwin University and around two 

hundred people attended. Many people reserved tickets for the second show that the 

SLAFA was going to organise one month later. After this show, another group of Sri 

Lankan artists, who were famous in theatre and films, arrived in Darwin and 

conducted a two-hour workshop for children and a show for the community. All the 

tickets were sold and the event produced a full house. 

The whole programme was powerful enough to draw people’s emotions of the 

society and the culture they had left behind and created the space of joy and laughter. 

The two-hour workshop consisted of some children’s theatre exercises and 

discussions about introducing songs for children. Most of these songs aimed to draw 

upon participants’ emotions about their country, its history and nature. On one 

occasion, a female artist sang a song about mothers, called ‘mawu guna gee’ (songs 

sung about mother). When she sang some of the participants told me they had to 

wipe away their tears, obviously remembering their mothers left back at home. The 

show consisted of old drama and film songs, which were famous in the nineteen 

seventies and eighties and were the songs that many immigrants sang when going on 

picnics. One old lady, who had settled in Darwin, noted that some of the songs took 

her memory back to her youth in Sri Lanka. In fact, there were songs from the 

movies she watched when she was young. That was the most successful cultural 

event for Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin in the last few years and Facebook pages 

were filled for weeks after with ‘selfies’ taken with the artists and comments about 
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the show. Some families took some of the artists on a tour around Darwin and to 

Litchfield. Others took the artists for meals and lodged them in their homes.  

These two entertaining shows indicated that there had been a consolidation of the 

settlement process in Darwin and the solidarity forged amongst the Sri Lanka 

diasporic community. As many immigrants told me later, people will not leave 

Darwin for other states if there are enough things to hold them in the city. What they 

meant as by “enough things” is a cultural atmosphere familiar to them. Even though 

in Darwin they are surrounded by other cultural activities, such entertainments 

cannot sooth their thirst as those cultural practices are alien to them. Sri Lankan arts 

and cultural representations are the distinctive mode of expressing their emotions, 

feelings and attitudes about life and the nature of the world. They contain a precise 

communicative mode which has an embedded cultural code. In order to create or 

appreciate a piece of work people should be capable of unlocking such codes. In 

sum, dancing to a song in another language and dancing to a song in one’s own 

language embodies two different experiences.   

Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to explain the ways in which immigrants transform an 

unfamiliar space – whether it is physical, social or cultural – into a more familiar 

place that can represent home to them. This process I have called authenticating the 

place.  Authentication of place is the most crucial step in constructing the notion of 

home. In this thesis, I recognised this authentication, perhaps paradoxically, as 

establishing emotional and physical attachment to the host community. As has been 

noted, people engaged in familiarising space in different layers. Initially, they 

engaged space through transforming their dwelling into a familiar place. This is the 

first step of the larger scale of the home-making process. At the public level, they 
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engaged in institutional building and constructing a material culture. At the more 

extended level, they were familiarising the space through symbolic and cultural 

expressions. This was achieved by engaging in social and cultural activities. At this 

level, the process of authenticating a place took more expressive forms, as it was the 

way of expressing the inner world to the outside one. The authentication of place 

happens at least on three different levels:  the individual and personal, the 

community, and the larger public world. The intensity and the visibility of this 

transformation of space into a place depended on multiple factors, such as the size of 

the immigrant population, the wealth they possessed, the social and cultural 

conditions of the host community, as well as the altruistic nature of the immigrants.  

As discussed throughout this chapter, their effort and contribution to build 

organizational and community atmosphere along with dozens of celebrations and 

events as well as different degree of their involvement assert the above argument.    

Throughout the discussion, I highlighted the fundamental experiences that 

immigrants elicited in their conversations about their engagement with space. They 

articulated their engagement with the place of Darwin in different modes of 

occupying the space. Participating in religious and cultural activities as well as 

assembling the house space was seen as feeling ‘comfort’ and a way of educating or 

transferring their cultural knowledge to their children. Their housing was organised 

to suit the climate of Darwin as well as to represent their cultural heritage and ethnic 

identity. Subconsciously, this expressed the existential aspect of their life trajectories. 

Performing and demonstrating in cultural events was a way of educating children and 

visitors about their culture. Counter-intuitively, the appreciation of their culture by 

Australians made these immigrants feel more connected – at home – to Darwin. 
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Analysis of my ethnographic material confirmed the main elements of the Sri Lankan 

immigrants’ representational acts of home-making. Space was appropriated not only 

through material construction but also through bodily engagement and hence was 

more fluid and contingent. The occupying of space performed by these immigrants 

was transcontinental in its nature. As I have seen, many Sri Lankan houses featured 

Sri Lankan artefacts, visual representation or photographs. Again, counter-

intuitively, such visual representation never situated them as racially separated but as 

open and infused with other cultural traditions. The use of such artefacts and ethnic 

symbols did not necessarily suggest that their life was dominated by nostalgia. While 

such emotional experiences are common to many immigrant communities, the 

experience of these Sri Lankan immigrants demonstrated that they overcame those 

feelings through appropriation of social and cultural representations. Hence, by way 

of social and cultural engagement in their host country, they were able to transform 

meaningless or alien space to meaningful space.  

As our ethnographic description alluded, the home in this context appears as a 

struggle to transform unfamiliar space into familiar place. Such transformation 

cannot be disentangled from the cultural symbols they transport from Sri Lanka to 

Darwin. Such transportation in fact expresses the immigrants’ cultural disposition 

attached to the home country. However, through articulation of cultural symbols 

within the unfamiliar space the immigrants are able to generate the sense of home 

between Darwin and Sri Lanka. 

Making a home is an existential struggle for every human being who is on the move. 

This person engages in an endless struggle to transform the unfathomable and 

unfamiliar social space to a place where the three elements of home – security, 

comfort and love – are fulfilled.  This can be best described by Miller’s (2009) idea 
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of the ‘aesthetic’ of relationship. His idea of ‘aesthetic’ is used to denote the sense of 

internal harmony between individuals and diversity of their external environment. In 

such context people use material culture to bring order into their individual lives and 

become a medium to mediate the internal tension between society and individuals so 

as to achieve internal harmony (Miller 2009, pp. 3-20). Thus, the tension between 

space and place is part of the human mind and the struggle for existence. In the 

context of the Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin, their use of material culture and 

artefacts and their authenticating space through material construction and symbolic 

representation are the ways by which we can adapt ideas such as the ‘production of 

space’ (Lefebvre 1991), construction as way of ‘cultivating’ (Heidegger 2001), and 

the ‘aesthetic of relationship’ (Miller 2009) to the process of immigrant and 

maintaining the sense of home. In other words, the transformation of physical space 

to a place relies on the cultural disposition the immigrant carries with them and how 

that knowledge is enacted. Through such enactments they create the home. Arguing 

further, next chapter will discuss the ways in which Sri Lankan immigrants engage in 

religious transactions and reconfiguration of religious practices construct the sense of 

home through building the sense of community within religious practice.  
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Chapter Seven 

Liberalising the Boundaries:  

Reconfiguration of Religious beliefs, Practice,  

and the Construction of Home 

The act of migration is an ephemeral experience. It exists between two lifeworlds: 

the world left behind and the new world ahead of the migrant. This is a dramatic shift 

in their personal lives, and such experiences have social, cultural and psychological 

effects, including tensions derived from the transient natures of the migratory 

process. As Brodwin (2003) suggests, religion can be an idiom for loss and 

remembrance of the homeland. The pre-migratory experience, migration, and various 

stages of settlement generate inter-subjective dialogues, which enrich the 

understanding of social and cultural life for migrants. The confrontation of two 

distinctive lifeworld experiences places migrants in an ambivalent position that 

affects how they conduct their daily lives.   

For a migrant living between two worlds, religion becomes one of the spaces that can 

bring organisation into their lives. This occurs as a result of the way in which 

religious beliefs, symbols, and rituals articulate the culture that has been left behind. 

Therefore, migrants are compelled at this juncture to reconsider their attachment to 

religious life. This negotiation of religion is intertwined with aspects of change, such 

as the phase of the migratory and settlement process, the migrants’ work, status, 

living arrangements, and so on. The literature across disparate geographies (Brown & 

Yeoh 2018 (forthcoming); Hagan 2002; Jackson 2013a; Nieswand 2011) highlights 
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the ways in which the migrants reconsider and negotiate their new life’s 

circumstances. It also confronts their attachment to religion.  

As Tweed (2006) noted, religion involves both crossing and dwelling. Not because 

migration transports religious dogmas, beliefs, and practices along with migrant 

bodies, but because dwelling is imbued with notions of time and process. Thus, like 

crossing, dwelling involves going through the process of mapping, building, and 

inhabiting, (Tweed 2006, p. 82). This in turn, becomes a home-making process. In 

the dwelling process, migrants’ appropriate religion in the practice of migration and 

settlement to link with their needs. Transnational conditions and dynamics lead to the 

unsettling of the pre-existing boundaries of religious practice. Tweed (2011) 

characterises this is as the ‘translocative’ form of religion. For example, Garbin 

discusses the religious practice of Congolese in London as being enmeshed with 

politics to transform any mundane space into a sacred space, which can be identified 

as ‘translocal’ and ‘transtemporal’ (Garbin 2014, p. 364). In this context, the notion 

of the sacred and profane becomes symbolic of boundaries that are liberalised and 

blurred. The ethnographic evidence I present in this chapter supports this argument.  

Based on the above premises, this chapter seeks to understand the inter-subjective 

relationships that migrants form through the medium of religion as well as to discuss 

how religion can be operated and transformed within trans-national social spaces. 

Glick Schiller and Fouron (2001) argued that religion is one important site, among 

others, where transnationalism operates. I argue that attachment to religion in trans-

national social space is determined, not only by a migrant’s stability in their host 

community, but that it also hinges on social and cultural factors in their environment, 

and the ways in which migrants perceive and appropriate such variations within their 

lifeworld. The need for religion in migrant lives, as well as the scope of social 
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environment, both create and reconfigure their existing religious behaviours and 

beliefs in the host community. My study proposes that such alterations in religious 

practices within transnational social spaces goes beyond previous restricted 

understandings of religious changes. I intentionally located this chapter in the 

literature on transnationalism for two reasons. First, the religious engagements of 

these immigrants were essentially transnational and, hence, the recurrent 

characteristics of the transnational aspect of religion were unavoidable. Secondly, 

social forces such as transnationalism are heavily influenced by the version of home 

immigrants create in their journey of migration. 

Based on the above premises, this chapter seeks to understand the inter-subjective 

relationship that migrants hold through religion, as well as discussing how religion 

can be operated and transformed by trans-national social spaces in the context of the 

home making-process. According to Glick-Schiller and Fouron (2001), religion is 

one important site among others where transnationalism can function. I see that 

attachment to religion in the trans-national social space is determined not only by the 

level of migrants’ stability in the host community; it also hinges on social and 

cultural factors in the environment and on the ways in which migrants perceive and 

appropriate such variations within their lifeworld. The need for religion in migrant 

lives and the scope of their social environment creates and reconfigures their pre-

existing religious behaviors and beliefs once they are within the host community. My 

study shows that such alterations in religious practices in transnational social spaces 

go beyond the restricted understanding of religious changes.  

 

Conventional anthropological discourse on religious change does not provide a 

comprehensive framework for understanding the religious behaviour of transnational 
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communities across the world (Vásquez 2011, p. 1). I argue that this is mainly 

because religious practices among transnational communities are connected to both 

the dynamics of global change and the precarious state of the national borders, both 

of which are altered by both migrants and nation states.  Hence, in this chapter, I look 

at the ways in which such immigrants engage in religious practice as part of their 

home making-process.  

In order to construct my argument, I will first look at the theoretical confusion 

between the two ideas of ‘transnational religion’ and ‘religious transnationalism’ as it 

is affects the understanding of the meaning of home. As I argue, the meaning of 

home in the religious space depends upon the form of religious behavior in the host 

community. Then, I will examine the nature of transnational engagement with 

Buddhism from Darwin’s Sri Lankan immigrants. Following that, I will discuss the 

institutionalising process of Buddhism in Darwin and the reconstitution of Buddhist 

ritual practice among Sri Lankan immigrants, which marks their differentiation of 

ritual practices from other international Buddhist communities. Finally, I will discuss 

the reconfiguration of religious beliefs and practices of the Sri Lankan Buddhist 

community in Darwin and its expression within their home making process.   

The Migration of Religion or Transnationalised Religion 

There is much confusion about the notion of the travel of religion and 

transnationalised religion. While any religion has the possibility of crossing borders 

with its believers, not all religions become transnational. Some scholars (Coock 

2002, p. 52) continue to criticise the ambiguity of applying transnationalism as a 

concept applicable religion, seeing it as an unresolved issue. Therefore, it is 

necessary to distinguish between the two terms first and then to establish the link 

between transnationalism and religion. This is so as to understand the differences 
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between the work of religion in transnational social space and the other forms of 

religion moving across geographical boundaries.  

There is a significant difference between transnational religions, or what people 

understand as the travel of religion, and religious operation in transnational social 

space. The literature on transnationalism and religion can be divided into two 

categories. The first category consists of the body of knowledge that seeks to 

understand the transnational characteristics of religion. The second category consists 

of the body of knowledge that attempts to understand the role of religion in 

transnational social and cultural contexts. Thomas J. Csordas’s Transnational 

Transcendence: Essays on Religion and Globalization (2009) provides a recent and 

comprehensive overview of the two categories described above. Csordas’s edited 

volume is not theoretically grounded in the literature of transnationalism, but it 

recaptures the word transnationalism to denote the movement of religions across 

boundaries. According to Csordas, missionisation and migration are the two vehicles 

that help transport religions across borders, enabled by ‘globalisation’. He 

distinguishes between global religion and the globalisation of religion. Through this 

conceptual distinction and acknowledging the connectedness between globalisation 

and religion, he introduces four different intersubjective modalities to the 

globalisation of religion (Csordas 2009, p. 7). The four modalities are the 

consequences of the globalisation of religion, which explain how religion is being 

appropriated in different contexts. In his essay and in the edited volume, the concept 

‘transnational’ intersects with two main ideas; the ‘travel of religion across borders’ 

and the ‘globalisation of religion’, which also appears in the forms of 

‘missionisation’, ‘immigration’, and ‘diaspora’.  
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The authors in the edited volume examine the ability of religion to travel and to 

locate how it is adopted in foreign lands. They consider religious travel to be a part 

of transnationalism. The authors view the transnational aspects of religion as 

something that engages across two or multiple national boundaries. This perspective 

raises fundamental questions about religious behaviour in transnational social space, 

which also then raises the question of including whether religion can be defined as 

transnational just by crossing borders. In other words, can all religions that cross 

boundaries be described as transnational?  The second category seeks to understand 

how religion operates in a transnational social space (Levitt 2001, 2004b; Oommen 

2015; Saraiva 2008). These I call transnationalised religions. My inquiry includes 

the analysis of the existing literature on transnationalism and religion, and explores 

the religious behaviour of people in transnational communities.  

Levitt distinguishes between a global religion, diasporic religion, transnational 

religion, and religious practices that take place in transnational spaces (Levitt 2003, 

p. 847). According to Levitt, most studies tend to look at religion in migration as a 

phenomenon that grows as a discrete entity, instead of attempting to look at it in 

terms of the effects it has on the countries people are migrating from, or attempting 

to understand it as a something occurring in the same transnational social field 

(Levitt 2003, p. 849). To Levitt, religion can operate in transnational social spaces 

through many different forms – including, organisational dimensions, the 

relationship between transnational social space and other forms of belonging, and in 

the space of politics (Levitt 2003, 253). Through these areas, religion grows not as a 

separate entity but with multiple affiliations within the host and home countries. It 

not only grows, but also generates effects both on the home and the host community 

(Ebaugh & Chafetz 2002; Levitt 2001). In her study on transnational migrants from 
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the Dominican Republic in Boston in the United States of America, Levitt (2001) 

highlights the ways in which migrants take leadership in civil organisations, 

including churches, and how power relationships are being shared between their host 

and home countries. While the transnational migrant community in Boston looks for 

religious leadership from the home community, the specific ritual, cultural, and 

administrative practices developed in Boston are also appropriated in the home 

community in Miralflores. Thus, religious behaviour in transnational social space is 

something more than the uni-directional travel of religion across borders. The 

literature highlights how religion draws connections between home and host 

countries through different practices, such as bringing religious leaders from the 

home to the host country (Clothey 2006; Ebaugh & Chafetz 2002; Levitt 2001) 

through politics (Garbin 2014; Leichtman 2013; Levitt 2008) and through pilgrimage 

(De Mola 2002). Researchers note that religions connect throughout their migratory 

journeys, from decision-making processes to the trajectories of migrant life (Hagan 

2002).  

However, the literature has overlooked the changes of religious practice in 

transnational social spaces, specifically in relation to the people who inhabit these 

spaces. Even if some studies discuss the ritual practices and belief systems in 

transnational social spaces, such interpretations are limited to the ethnographic 

descriptions of the religious practices. It is difficult to find literature that explains the 

ways in which both religion and migrant life intersect with each other and undergo 

changes within everyday practice. To understand how religion operates in 

transnational social space, we must investigate how people perceive and engage with 

religion. In other words, it is important to explore the meaning of religion in 

transnational social contexts along with the examination of growing religious ties 
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between institutions, actors, and nation states.  Examination can be meaningful only 

through such effort. As Levitt correctly remarks, transnational households, 

congregations, and communities are the sites of engagement where diasporic or 

transnational religion is created and connected to global religion (Levitt 2003, p. 

849).  

Is the Sri Lankan Buddhist Community in Darwin Transnational?  
 

Darwin is a small city and has fewer resources than the other state capitals in 

Australia. By some it is considered a remote area. However, it is still an attractive 

destination for a growing Sri Lankan population. Each year, the leading Buddhist 

monk in the community manages to bring at least one or two monks directly from Sri 

Lanka to Darwin, and invites many other monks who are visiting other states in 

Australia to come to Darwin. During my stay in Darwin, from February 2014 to 

November 2016, more than thirty Buddhist monks visited Darwin, both directly from 

Sri Lanka and via other states of Australia (plus a few from New Zealand). In this 

context, I discerned the various forms of remittances are circulated as described by 

Levitt (2001). When Buddhist monks visit Darwin from Sri Lanka, the residing 

Buddhist monk in the Darwin temple and the members of the Sri Lankan community 

enthusiastically raise funds to organise trips for these visiting monks to other states in 

Australia and to New Zealand. As the residing Buddhist monk often said in his 

thanksgiving talk, organising such travels is meritorious since it helps Sri Lankan 

monks to see the world, as well as allowing them to contribute their religious 

guidance and knowledge to people in other states. Levitt as well as Brown identified 

such forging relationship between home and host through religious leaders and 

priests play decisive role in creating transnational social space (Brown 2018; Levitt 

1998). Writing about Mayan Christians in Houston in Texas, Hagan points out the 
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important role play by service facilities such as courier service in circulating cultural 

transmission in transnational context (Hagan 2002, p. 86). The field data from Sri 

Lankan immigrants in Darwin also suggests that major forms of such cultural 

transmission are also fulfilled by the religious leaders and Buddhist monks. Their 

cultural engagement is projected through religious engagement. Such transmissions 

range from religious acts to transporting materials necessary for religious and various 

forms of festivals acts in Darwin. For example, during these trips, a resident 

Buddhist monk coordinated to bring various forms of materials and products that are 

necessity for the celebrations. These included, Sunday school text books, special 

color papers for Vesak lanterns, engraved arts designs for decorations, white national 

dresses for Sunday school children as well as robes which use for the rainy retreat 

ceremony. These materials become cultural icons in the context of use. As Hagan 

(2002) noted, these cultural transmissions are circulated by the immigrants as well as 

mostly by the Buddhist monks.  

The visiting Buddhist monks would serve a range of duties. They would attend the 

alms-giving ceremony and other ritual activities in the visiting temple. Often, they 

hold a special Dharma preaching programme or discussions allowing immigrants to 

listen to Dharma from different monks. Likewise, the same happens when Buddhist 

monks visit from other states. During my fieldwork, the Sri Lankan community in 

Darwin organised more than five meditation retreats, a number of Darma preaching, 

discussions, and Pirith chanting programmes. During all three years, Katina 

ceremonies were conducted by a visiting Buddhist monk from Sri Lanka. The 

visiting Buddhist monks preached Dharma Desana most weeks and attended dozens 

of ritual activities held in people’s houses. These types of individual and social level 

of transactions constitute two important aspects in the immigrants religious lives. 
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First, these interactions constituted for them a transnational religious space though 

the intersection between economic and religious circulation, unsettling the sense of 

physical-bounded geography of the nation state which Glick-schiller noted as 

‘methodological nationalism’ (Glick Schiller 2005). Second, such transformation 

enabled immigrants to constitute the sense of home in a more fluid sense. For 

example, when a Buddhist monk travels from Sri Lanka and other states to Darwin, 

the Sri Lankan immigrants had the opportunity to organise religious events at an 

individual and social level. More importantly, those transactions also contributed to 

reproduce the religious life in host community. The religious life of the participants 

was a fundamental aspect of their sense of home, and this is reflected by Yang, who 

argues religion is also the site ‘to reproduce of ethno-religious identity’ and culture 

(Yang & Ebaugh 2001).  

 

These visits are connected with deep social interactions between the home and host 

countries, sometimes also drawing connections between the other states in Australia 

as well. Such interactions are not only restricted to the institutional level, such as the 

temple visits, but also are extended to individual interactions within private homes. 

Uniquely, when some migrants travelled back to their home country, they arranged 

meetings and engaged in special religious programmes with Buddhist monks whom 

they met when they were visiting Darwin. If the Buddhist monk is travelling in Sri 

Lanka, some immigrants invite the monk to visit their houses and attend their ritual 

activities. As one respondent told me, he invited the residing Buddhist monk in 

Darwin to attend his father’s alms-giving ceremony in Sri Lanka. During his visit to 

Sri Lanka, the Buddhist monk also attended several funerary rituals. In addition, he 

was giving his moral and religious support to a family of illegal immigrants. Not 

only that, when immigrants visited Sri Lanka, they also visited the temples of the 
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Buddhist monks who had visited Darwin. During one of my visits to the temple in 

Anuradhapura (located in North Central Province), the Buddhist monk showed me 

plants planted by one family during their visit to Sri Lanka. During such trips, some 

immigrants arranged financial contributions to the on-going development of the 

temple or its religious activities. Sometimes, they became donors to the temple’s 

ongoing social welfare programmes.    

Wimal, one of my respondents, described his discussion with a visiting Buddhist 

monk who serves the highly sacred temple of the tooth relic in Kandy in Sri Lanka. 

Wimal sought help from the monk to arrange an alms-giving ceremony to the temple 

of the tooth relic, as these were difficult to arrange in Sri Lanka without access to 

appropriate networks. Likewise, other respondents described asking a Buddhist monk 

who was visiting Darwin's Buddhist temple for information about a famous 

meditation centre in Sri Lanka. Some of my respondents who attended the meditation 

retreats at the Darwin Buddhist temple in 2014 shared their intention to attend a 

meditation retreat during their vacation in Sri Lanka. During these exchanges, 

religious ties were developing across boundaries through individual connections and 

organizations. Such activities are not restricted to religious provisions but also 

extended to mutual recognitions. For example, when a Buddhist monk visits from Sri 

Lanka he brings some sweets and parcels to the head monk. These are then 

distributed to the people who are visiting the temple. Likewise, the monks seek help 

to send some goods with people travelling back to Sri Lanka. These are fluid acts of 

reciprocity between incoming and outgoing Buddhists. These are not the journeys of 

individuals involved in one-way trips, but represent the knitting of layers of 

connections between the home and host countries through religious networks.  
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At the same time, these visitors were developing the transnational social space by 

bringing resources back to the home country (Hagan 2002; Levitt 1998). Religious 

behaviour in transnational social space also takes a leading role in this context. For 

example, a Buddhist monk at the Darwin temple developed a number of projects to 

help people in Sri Lanka, via a scholarship programme for impoverished students in 

rural regions, the reconstruction of a temple, and an abhayadanya programme (which 

releases cows from slaughter). All these projects intersected with religion and social 

development. If the notion of transnationalism is defined by the interactions between 

two nation states and multiple practices across borders (Glick Schiller 2005; Levitt 

2001; Portes et al. 1999), then the Sri Lankan community in Darwin can be 

recognised as a transnational community through its significant level of interactions 

it has made possible between Sri Lanka and Australia. Religion is one dimension that 

contributes to the growing transnational space existing between the two countries.   

Such religious transactions range from religious experts travelling between countries, 

to connecting immigrants through religious networks and transferring religious 

symbols and resources from Sri Lanka. They include remitting funds from Darwin to 

Sri Lanka, not only for religious activities, but also for social and philanthropic 

programmes. This has been affirmed by many scholars across the globe. Here, the 

idea of religion intersects with the construction of home. In other words, what forms 

of home do they represent through this religious behaviour? The changing role of 

religious institutionalisation processes among Buddhists in Darwin demonstrated the 

unique character of the changing forms of home. To understand that, it is important 

to examine the construction of the Darwin Buddhist temple. The next section will 

examine the emergence of the Darwin Buddhist temple and its dual character of 

inclusivity and exclusivity.  



Chapter 7: Liberalising the Boundaries: Reconfiguration of Religious Beliefs, Practice, and the 
Construction of Home 

282 
 

The Emergence of the International Buddhist Temple in Darwin 

The emergence of religious institutions is the most visible sign of the process of 

community building for transnational immigrants. It not only provides spiritual 

guidance to the life in between (Hagan 2002), but also contributes to the 

development of the sense of living in one’s own community. Also, the operation of 

those organizations takes various forms. For example, while some institutes such as 

civic organizations, religious bodies are concerned about the facilitation to its 

members in host community (Bodnar 1985; Clothey 2006; Hirschman 2004; Min 

1992), some institutes do play a dual role between the home and the host community 

linking both together through multiple actors and networks (De Mola 2002; Ebaugh 

& Chafetz 2002; Yang 2002). The problem is that much of the literature is still 

concerned about the institutionalisation process in the context of the USA, and the 

effect on home countries.  

 Levitt actually argues that new belief systems and practices can result from social 

organizations dispersed across different territories coupling with local responses. 

(Levitt 2003, p. 849). This is also mainly due to the level of available facilities in the 

host community (Bankston & Zhou 2000), but also the volume of transnational 

practices as well as the wealth of the population. Yet, Levitt’s (2003) argument 

requires more ethnographic details from across the globe. My ethnographic 

description presented here is to provide a detailed description about the emergence of 

the multi-ethnic Buddhist center in Darwin as an icon for the home-making process 

for Buddhists from many other nationalities, its ideological convergence and 

divergence at the process of development.  

The International Buddhist Temple (IBT) is a home not only for Sri Lankan 

Buddhists but also for people from other ethnicities. The Buddhist society of the 
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Northern Territory was established in Darwin in 1983. Initially, Buddhists from 

various ethnic groups were gathering informally within their own ethnic cohort. 

Buddhist practices were restricted to informal gatherings of a few people. The 

extensive forms of social relationships of early immigrants (discussed above in 

chapter six) brought them to a common understanding of the importance of having a 

religious space for Buddhist people. As Dr. Tricia Nagel memorised in the souvenir 

for the 10
th

 year commemoration of the International Buddhist Centre: 

 It was ten years ago that an enthusiastic group of Buddhists crowded into the 

Migrant Resource Centre one night to explore the possibility of forming a Buddhist 

society In Darwin. There was a spirited discussion about the possibilities, about a 

constitution, about committees, about submissions, about land and buildings, and 

about Buddhist teaching, and slowly but surely each aspect of this visions for a 

future has coming into being… (Nagel 1993, p. 17). 

In 1983, the International Buddhist Centre was established. This institutionalisation 

process was not dissimilar to the ‘general sequences of steps’ of establishment of 

religious institutions noted by Warner and Srole (quoted in Hirschman 2004). The 

emergence of the IBT in Darwin also suggests the similar characteristics that Levitt 

(2003) explained in the context of multi-ethnic congregation among ‘Latino’ 

Massachusetts. However, the Buddhists in Darwin did not come only from Sri 

Lanka, but as described above, from other continents in Asia. These various 

communities mainly practised Theravada Buddhism, with strong cultural variations. 

However, none of them saw any issue preventing a common space for their worship. 

This may be due to the small numbers each community had and the financial 

difficulties they faced. This assumption can be validated by looking at certain forms 

of segregation in current ritual practices and residence of visiting Buddhist monks.  
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The objectives of the IBT were to promote religious and cultural activities, the 

maintenance of the Buddhist tradition of living in peace and harmony and the 

education of the young in Dhamma (10
th

 year commemoration ceremony 1993). 

Jenny Medwell, Upali Ranasinghe, Shreeni Ranasinghe and Divitotawela 

Rathanalankara were some of the founders of the Buddhist society. The Buddhist 

Society was established by Buddhist people from Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, 

Singapore, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, Laos, the Philippines, Malayasia, Indonesia, East 

Timor and Australians (Souvenir commemorating 10 years of the society, 1993). The 

first president of the Buddhist society was Sai Nyunt, a Burmese Buddhist. Then it 

was run by presidents from several ethnicities. Upali Ranasinghe, Saeng 

Yodkhemarkul, Dr Tricia Nagel and Jiraphorn Crowell were among them. 

Originally, there were around three hundred members and the society has continued 

to expand via a growing local population and an increasing number of immigrants.  

Following the NT Government’s grant of crown land in 1985, a distinctive form of 

Buddhist space started to emerge. Since then, members of the Buddhist society have 

been busy with various fundraising activities, planning for temple construction 

(Figure 11) and spiritual guidance to their communities.  
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Figure 11: The late Upali Ranasinghe inspecting building plan and the deed, 

photograph from the collection of Shreeni Ranasinghe 

 

Until they completed the main shrine in 1993, religious activities were held in a 

temporary hall. At the 10
th

 year of its commemoration in 1993 they completed a 

permanent main hall and staged a ‘Vesak’ festival with members of all the 

communities. They also planted a Bodhi tree (Figure 12). The Stupa was built 

adjacent to this Bodhi tree. Buddhist statues were brought from different countries 

and placed in the main shrine. An important aspect of the emergence of the 

International Buddhist Centre is its inclusive nature of practice.  
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Figure 12: Planting Bodhi Tree, photograph from a personal collection of senior 

immigrant 

Darwin’s International Buddhist temple has become a strong multicultural social 

space where many ethnicities and cultures meet. For Sri Lankans, it has become a 

part of the home making-process. It has also helped to “reduce the anxieties and 

assist psychological adaptation” (Hurh & Kim 1990; Min 1992) that stemmed from 

leaving the home country. As members of the Lao community noted:  

 It has been over ten years since we, the Lao people have left our own homeland, 

and our Buddhist temple to settle in Darwin. When we first arrived Darwin, we 

were faced with many problems; e.g. English language, religion, tradition, and a 

new culture of Australians. The differences from ours are like the sky and the 

earth. However, we are still lucky and fortunate that our previous virtues came 

with us. The Buddhist society has been established and a temple has also been 

built …(a Note from Lao Community 1983: 28).    

Although the temple’s material and physical space shows no obvious signs of wealth, 

different traditions gather together, while allowing each group to main their own 

traditional practices and beliefs with a reasonable degree of segregation. Currently, 
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we see Burmese, Vietnamese and Sri Lankans practice their rituals and worship 

separately. The common use of resources has become institutionalised. Inter-group 

segregation allows each group to reconstitute their traditions close to the practices of 

their home country. Cooperation is ensured via the shared history of the emergence 

of the temple in Darwin. These pluralistic forms of affiliations have been 

documented by other scholars (Levitt 1998; Yang & Ebaugh 2001). However, the 

IBT provides a unique example of both convergence of sharing resources and some 

aspects of doctrinal tenets behind Buddhist practice.  

The International Buddhist Centre in Darwin provides a good example of the 

transient nature of the meaning of home in relation to the development of ethnic 

cultural traditions within the immigrants’ host community. At least two different 

forms of ‘home’ can be identified through the development of the temple. Firstly, the 

form of home that encapsulates the characteristics of more flexible and cooperative 

attitudes towards society. This is the stage that a migrant community is at when it 

arrives at a place and struggles to set up a new community. As always, they face a 

lack of resources, people, and connections. At the same time, they suffer from the 

nostalgic regret from leaving home. As the Lao community member noted above, for 

an immigrant leaving home is a nostalgic experience coupled with uncertainty about 

life. At this stage, the common religion becomes a phenomenon to unite people from 

different ethnicities. It is the reason that, despite the ethnic differences between the 

sects, these people built a common temple for all the Buddhist communities in 

Darwin. More than that, for these Asian communities, religion worked as an axis that 

intersects both the social and cultural life of their traditions. Absence of their 

religious practices would create anxiety in their lives. As I discuss later in this 
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chapter, the construction of the temple provided them with a social space to bring 

such cultural practices into practice.   

The second form of home emerges through the group’s increasing resources and 

population. The establishment of the Buddhist temple provided them a common 

space and common goal to work towards. After the construction of the main shrine, 

the temple became more institutionalised in terms of worship and practice. Apart 

from a common religious belief, this constructed space helped each community to 

reconstruct their traditions and practices. Thus, use of the main hall was restored 

between each community, enabling them to reconstitute their different styles of 

worship and rituals. Monks’ residencies were built in a segregated hall. Accordingly, 

the Burmese monks reside in separate hall to the Sri Lankan and Vietnamese and 

other monks. As a result, the daily alms-giving was organised by each ethnic 

community. However, there are ranges of activities – such as the Vesak festival, 

international food festivals and other fundraising activities, including temple 

maintenance – that are done cooperatively by all the communities. Also, the resident 

monks from other communities are invited when there is a special programme for 

any one of the other communities (Figure 13). A critical mass of resources, increased 

population and, more importantly, the allocation of land allowed these Buddhist 

communities to ground their different cultural traditions.  
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Figure 13: Sri Lankan and Burmese Buddhist monks attending Buddha bath 

ritual 2016, photograph by author 

Hence, the forms of home the immigrants construct are now reversed, from a more 

pluralistic to an ethno-cultural view of home. If the earlier home is full of anxiety 

and lack of connectedness, the new home is more autonomous and connected. Such 

changes were possible due to the emergence of the transnational character of each 

community. The flows of resources and religious expertise have influenced the 

reconstitution and authentication of each cultural practice they desired. The 

emergence of transnational culture also affected the institutionalisation of their 

religion, subsequently changing its ritual behaviour.  

Nevertheless, this is not the only case. While religious networks and flows of 

resources remain critical to exploring the transnational behaviour of Darwin’s 

adherents to the Buddhist religion, it is also equally important to explore the 

reconfiguration of religious ideology and practices in relation to the intersubjective 

relationships of transnational immigrants. My three years of fieldwork in Darwin 
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observing the transnational engagement of Sri Lankan immigrants has revealed 

changes of religious practices and behaviour. Such changes included miniaturising 

forms of ritualistic enactment, shrinking time and space in ritual behaviour, and the 

blurring of boundaries between the sacred and secular, both in imaginary and actual 

practices. I also discovered how reshaping religious practices was a result of the way 

in which immigrants perceived religion in relation to their ongoing migratory 

trajectories, as well as how they ultimately altered their religious practices as a 

dialogical process between the religion and themselves. The meaning(s) relied on 

what they needed to achieve through their engagement with religion. These issues 

will be discussed via ethnographic reflection concerning religious behaviour among 

Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin.  

In the next section of this chapter, I support the main thesis by advancing the idea 

that religious beliefs and ritual practices played a central role in the construction of 

the sense of home by enacting the familiar cultural worlds-values, ideas and practices 

that had been left behind. However, such practices were enacted with a reasonable 

degree of modification, which I noted as a reconfiguration of religious beliefs and 

practices. This reconstruction process was essential, as enactment of religious beliefs 

and practices were situated in the local conditions in the host community. Also, this 

reconfiguration process symbolised the tension between the struggle for the authentic 

practice of their cultural-religious world and constraints imposed by local conditions. 

Such tension was mediated by the transnational practice as it allowed immigrants to 

re-enact religious practices similar to those of the home country. Such re-enactment 

was possible only with the transnational travel of Buddhist monks and their 

preaching. More precisely, it was possible by the transportation of religious goods 

such as flags, icons, incense sticks, posters, and other necessary ritual items. 
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Transportation of those religious items allowed immigrants to re-enact religious 

practices closer to the practices of the home country. To portray the above changes, I 

will analyse three Sri Lankan religious practices that took place in the Buddhist 

temple in Darwin. These included the Katina ritual, an International Food Festival, 

and the Friday Dharma discussion. While the first and last events can be considered 

as purely religious, the second one is a social event that aims to support the 

maintenance of the Buddhist temple. Similar types of events occur in Sri Lanka, but 

with a different tone. This will be discussed with examples to contextualize the 

Darwin experience.  

The Katina Ritual: Changing Pattern of Ritual Enactment 

Katina (known as a rain retreat) is a Buddhist ritual that has its historical roots in the 

time of Bhagwat Gauthama Buddha. Katina is considered as a highly meritorious 

Buddhist practice, structured through a series of ritual activities which run over 

approximately three months. The specific time of the Katina ritual is set in between 

the start and the end of the monsoon season beginning in July and ending up in 

October. The whole intention of Katina is taking care of all the necessities of the 

Buddhist monks residing in the temple during the rainy season.  

In its historic practice, Buddhist monks fulfilled their daily needs by begging for 

alms, a practice which is called pidusingawadeema. During the monsoon season, 

Buddhist monks are obstructed from their daily routine by the heavy rain and their 

activities are restricted to the location of the temple. During this time, the Buddhist 

community of the region are supposed to provide alms (meals) and other necessities 

to the temple to help take care of the monks. Along with that, there are a number of 

Buddhist practices taking place in the temple including, Dharma desana (a preaching 

on Dharma), blessings, and meditation. The end of the Katina ritual is marked by a 
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series of activities such as Dharma preaching before the closing event of the ritual. 

This involves Katinacheevaraperahara (the parade bringing the Katina robe to the 

temple); the main Katina ceremony of offering the Katina cheevra (the Katina robe); 

again, a preaching of Katinanasansa Dharma Desana that describes the merits of the 

act and, finally, the Katina Dharma Desana (Katina Dharma preaching); which is the 

closing event of the whole ritual. However, this ritual practice varies in its 

performance according to the region, as well as from changes affected by its 

historical development.   

Organising some rituals simultaneously to their performance in the home country 

provides a strong sense of home as immigrants consider they are connected to their 

home country through time. The Haitian community’s commemoration of ‘The Feast 

of Our Lady Miracles’ in the USA (McAlister 2002) provides the best example for 

the cross-cultural example of parallel ritual execution between home and host 

countries.     

During my observations, it was clear that the performance of Katina ritual by Sri 

Lankans in the transnational social space of Darwin was different to the usual 

practice of it in Sri Lanka. The changes of religious practice in immigrant cultures 

have been studied by various scholars in different aspects. Yang and Ebaugh 

identifies three phases of change; “adapting the congregational form in 

organizational structure and ritual, retuning to theological foundation and reaching 

beyond traditional boundaries include other people” (Yang & Ebaugh 2001, p. 270). 

However, Yang and Ebaugh’s work has not looked into the internal dynamics of 

ritual transformation. To highlight the structural variations of Katina rituals between 

Sri Lanka and Darwin, I will describe my observations of the ritual order that took 

place at Darwin's Buddhist temple in 2014. The closing ceremony of the Katina 
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ritual began with Katina Dharma desana (preaching) which was held on the 10th of 

October 2014 at the temple. The Dharma desana was preached by a visiting 

Buddhist Monk from the Melbourne temple. Approximately 100 people, including 

children, attended the Dharma desana. The Dharma desana was delivered in 

English, despite the predominance of Sinhala speaking community members in the 

audience. A brief translation of the Dharma desana was offered by the same 

Buddhist monk at the end of the preaching. 

 

Almost the entire audience was Sinhalese. The audience consisted of Sri Lankan 

Sinhala immigrants who belong to all four categories of immigrants (i.e. Citizenship 

holders, permanent residents, skilled migrants and undocumented migrants). It is not 

certain to what extent the audience understood the whole Dharma desana, since there 

were some undocumented immigrants as well as very elderly parents who could not 

speak English at all. Few immigrants questioned this aspect when discussing the 

event with me in their personal conversations. I found the use of English created an 

intriguing aspect for this event, because most of these people converse in their 

mother tongue at a public event or in a large gathering, and Sinhala is the main 

language they use with other members of the community. This use of Sinhala was 

evident even at the refreshment after the Dharma desana (preaching). Yet, the 

lessons and instructions contained in the preaching were entirely spoken in English.  

As is the usual custom, at the end of the preaching refreshments were provided. The 

refreshment table consisted of foods including sandwiches, pastries, ‘Kiribath’ (a 

milk rice-Sri Lankan dish cooked for auspicious events, which is also considered a 

food that symbolizes prosperity and nourishment), and some other ethnic foods such 

as ‘vada’ (a fried lentil snack popular in Sri Lanka). People left the temple around 
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10pm promising to meet early the following day to organise the main ritual. 

However, some Sri Lankan families who are close to the Buddhist monk did not 

attend the ceremony, either because of some personal reasons or perhaps due to 

issues with the organiser or some other community members who took a leading role 

in organising this event. Some community members seemed keener to maintain their 

individual religious ties between the temple and the family, so restricting their 

presence at such events. Hence, these events became a space of networking and 

sharing for some people (Bankston & Zhou 2000), as well as a space of avoiding 

others.   

The space in which the Katina ritual was held had been divided into two main 

sections, the Bo tree (the sacred tree of Buddhism, where Siddartha Gautama attained 

Buddhahood) and the main hall. A group of people were decorating the area around 

the Bo tree, arranging flower vases and flags. Others were arranging the main hall for 

the Katina ceremony. Usually, Katina is held at the main Buddhist shrine, but on this 

occasion, it shifted to the other hall because there was a concurrent Vietnamese 

Buddhist ceremony in progress using the main Buddhist shrine. The main hall was 

then divided into two physical spaces, the space where Buddhist monks take their 

seats and hold the Katina ritual, and the space for the participants. Tables and chairs 

were arranged to seat the Buddhist monks and for the placement of Katina ritual 

items, such as the Katina robe and other gifts (pirikara) for Buddhist monks. Sitting 

beside these items was a machine to sew the Katina siwura (Katina robe). This 

spatial arrangement linked all those that were in attendance, the participants as 

individuals, the monks who commanded the ritual order, as well as the items that 

were used for the rituals. 
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At the 2014 Katina perahara (parade), the main ceremonial part of the event started 

around 10am at an intersection several hundred meters away from the Buddhist 

temple. More than one hundred participants joined the parade holding Buddhist flags, 

flower vases, and the Katina robe (Figure 14). They marched from the junction and 

entered the Buddhist temple, approached the Bo tree, and then went to the main hall.  

 

Figure 14: Entering the Katina parade to temple, photograph by the author 

After the parade, two Sri Lankan monks and one Burmese monk joined the main 

ritual. Firstly, the Sri Lankan monk worshipped the Buddha and spoke about the 

importance of the Katina ritual. He then proceeded to the ritual's next step, of 

offering the Katina robe to the monk who resided in the vas kalaya (period). In the 

Buddhist conception, offering a Katina robe is considered as a highly meritorious act 

for the participant. From the monks’ perspective, it is offered to a monk who resides 
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the entire time in the respective temple during the time of rain retreat, without 

breaking any vinaya (disciplinary rules). The Katina robe was offered, followed by 

discussions from the Buddhist monks who attended the Katina ritual (Figure 15). 

After the discussion, the two Sri Lankan Buddhist monks decided to offer the 2014 

Katina robe to the Burmese Buddhist monk, who was residing in the Buddhist 

temple during the Katina period. In 2015 and 2016, it was received by Sri Lankan 

Buddhist monks. After the offering of the robe, the next Buddhist monk delivered 

another Dharma desana. In the ritual order, this is an essential component, as it 

describes and transfers the merits of sponsoring the Katina ritual. Then the 

participants offered the pirikara (gifts) and donations to the other Buddhist monks 

who attended the ritual. One noticeable feature of this ceremony was that some 

partners married to Buddhists were of the Catholic faith. Nonetheless, they 

participated with their spouses in offering gifts to the Buddhist monks.  
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Figure 15: Monks offering the Katina robe after the discussion,  

photograph by the author 

From my observations of the event and its activities there were a number of 

innovations to the ritual, which can be summarised as follows. Firstly, there was a 

significant redesign that condensed the use of time and space. This was accomplished 

by altering ritual performances such as the preparation activities before the ritual, the 

time of the parade, and the number of preaching sermons. The reduced use of space 

ranged from the number of locations in which the whole ritual was executed, in the 

distance travelled by the parade, and in the number of spatial arrangements. For 

example, in Sri Lanka the general practice of the Katina cheevaraperahara (parade) 

is to go through all the main roads of the village where the temple is located. By 

contrast in Darwin, the parade was restricted to a few hundred meters in length. 
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Furthermore, the arrangement of time in ritual order was different from its original 

practice in Sri Lanka. Usually, the main parade is held in the early morning to arrive 

at the temple around 05:00-06:00 am.  Following that, the event of handing over the 

Katina robe and fulfilment of ritual is finished immediately after the parade, 

typically no later than 6:00 am. But the 2014 Katina parade in Darwin began around 

10:00 am, much later in the morning, and the ritual was completed at around noon. 

Both in 2015 and 2016, rituals began at 8am and were completed around 11am. I was 

interested in this change and consulted with the participants. They confirmed that this 

was the usual time this ritual was held in Darwin. However, the starting time of the 

parade varies from 8am to 9am. Such changes of practices are possible by the local 

conditions of the host community and the immigrants’ lifestyle (Levitt 1998). 

By analysing the entire ritual, it can be argued that there was a significant 

reconfiguration of ritual practice in time, space and also in the mode of participation. 

The whole ritual event was condensed and represented as a condensed form of the 

original ritual as practiced in Sri Lanka. However, the most important aspect of the 

ritual’s reconfiguration was the way people perceived the whole activity. For them, 

despite such limitations, holding the ritual was a necessary and important activity in 

their migrant life. This importance was reflected in the dualistic nature of their 

intentions in performing such rituals. For example, holding a ritual can have several 

meanings. These can be such as arranging ritual space for individual members to 

fulfil their religious intentions, which means to train, teach, and pass on the ritual or 

cultural knowledge to their children, as is the case for many other immigrants in 

other context (Yang & Ebaugh 2001). Furthermore, this ritual contributes to the 

upholding of memories of religious activities back at home, and to replicate the 

image of home through religious participation. Thus, the Katina ritual in Darwin is 
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one out of the many religious activity that Sri Lankan immigrants perform in their 

transnational religious social space.  

Furthermore, the rituals contributed to and gave meaning to the temple in Darwin, 

and its place in connection to the participant’s sense of home through religious 

symbols. At this individual level, the ritual helped to fulfil the immigrant’s goals in 

religious life. The event provided religious space and represented one of the few 

chances to attend the ritual and reenergize their religious beliefs and practice. At 

home in Sri Lanka, the participants’ lives were enveloped with abundant and 

pervasive presence of religious places and practices, both at an individual and 

community level. Nevertheless, the distinction between the idea of sacred and 

profane are clearly demarcated. In their new life in Darwin these migrants found 

themselves in a spiritual vacuum, they lacked both religious places and activities to 

express their identities. As Clothey (2006) noted, religious spaces are not only for 

religious activities but also for other community functions. Thus, although the 

boundary between the sacred and profane was taken to be part of their ideological 

and metaphysical space represented by the temple, the boundaries had become more 

blurred in their religious enactment in the transnational replication of that space in 

Darwin. Thus, the small space of the Darwin temple had become packed with a range 

of activities that do not pay strict adherence to the boundaries of sacred and profane. 

What was abundantly religious in rituals in Sri Lanka was not available to migrants 

in Darwin. Yet, through the practice of a more condensed form of the Katina ritual, 

they brought home back into their grasp and attempted to fulfil the objectives of their 

religious life. This was clearly visible in activities such as the International Food 

Festival and the weekly Dharma desana programme.  
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The International Food Festival: Between the Sacred and Profane  

The Darwin International Food Festival is organised twice a year by the Sri Lankan, 

Vietnamese and Burmese communities. It is held to raise funds to maintain the 

temple. The food festival is held at the Darwin International Buddhist temple. The 

Buddhist community publicises the event around Darwin, inviting the general 

population in the hopes that they will take an interest in the event. The event is 

generally well attended, not only by the members of this temple, but also by other 

Australian ethnic group members from the general population. The event was 

ambitious and included an extravagant multicultural celebration and attractions for 

all Australian citizens in Darwin. Food and related expenses were covered by the 

food stall committee or groups from each of the communities. Likewise, the cost of 

the entertainment was provided through voluntary participation. 

Money for the festival was set up so that attendees purchased exchange bills at the 

entrance to the event in to the monetary values that they aimed to spend.  People used 

the bills at any food stalls that they liked and received change for their purchases in 

the same type of bills. The unused bills could be converted back to Australian 

currency when they left. After the ceremonial address, the event was opened to the 

participants. During the 2014 and 2016 events, almost one thousand people attended, 

enjoying the different foods, entertainment and other performances that ran 

concurrently with the opening of the food stalls. The entertainment mostly consisted 

of dances performed by dance groups of the different ethnic backgrounds. The 

dances included, a dragon dance from a Chinese community group, dances from the 

Hindu community (mainly arranged to famous Bollywood songs), dances from the 

Sri Lankan community, and a performance from Kiribati Islanders (Figure 16). All 
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the dances were performed by youth groups from each community. The costumes 

varied according to their cultural traditions.  

 

Figure 16: Girls perform Kiribati island dance 2016, photograph by the author 

 

The social conditions and the recognition of immigrants in a host country create 

major influence in the reconfiguration of religious practice. Social exclusion and 

marginalisation push people to the extreme ends of religious practices and beliefs in 

reorganising religious space. For example, as Brodwin (2003) noted, as a response to 

such marginalisation in the context of Haitian immigrants in Guadeloupe, how 

religion became a social operator motivating them towards a more theological base 

by rebutting ‘scriptural edicts about dress, sexuality, and consumption’, and by doing 

so, they memorise their homeland and ‘collective sentiments of loss’ (Brodwin 

2003). However, in the context of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin, what we see 

quite is opposite to what Brodwin observed (2003). Kurein argues that 

‘multiculturalism provides impetus, legitimacy and space for the development of 
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ethnic mobilization around home country culture and interests’ (Kurein 2004, p. 

367). Multicultural social policy in Australia enabled immigrants to practice their 

ethnic and cultural tradition. Unlike in the context of Hindu immigrants in USA 

where Kurein (2004) discusses that multiculturalism allowed immigrants to be 

nationalistic in regards to their home country, Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin 

provides the opposite picture. Rather than leading into ethno-nationalistic sentiments, 

the Australian multicultural policies motivated immigrants to have more tolerant 

attitudes towards religious practice. That is validated by the ethnographic details 

discussed here.  

According to the Sri Lankan Theravada Buddhist perspective and context, apart from 

the few Sri Lankan dances performed at the event and with the exception of two 

Chinese performances, the rest of the dances would not be acceptable at this type of 

event in Sri Lanka. This is mainly because the rest of the dances carried the markers 

of mundane life and were representative of sexual desire, which is contradictory to 

Buddhist traditions. These signs of the mundane or carnal desire were reflected 

through the combinations of costume, musical rhythm and erotic types of 

performance. For example, due to its extravagant party type music, all the Hindi 

dances that were performed to popular Bollywood film music would not be tolerated 

in any Sri Lankan Buddhist space. The Kirabati Island dance, in which three girls 

and one young boy performed, would not be seen at all due to the costumes and 

music. The costumes were above knee length and the dance was perceived by the Sri 

Lankan audience as sensual and sexual. Some Sri Lankan community members 

commented that such performances were not acceptable in a space like the temple. 
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On this occasion multiculturalism created a space where the event blurred the 

boundaries of the conventional Buddhist notions of sacred and profane, which 

apparently was not considered problematic to the many Sri Lankan, Burmese, or 

Vietnamese organisers. From the preparation of food to the entertainment, these 

boundaries were extended from religion to sociality. Almost all stalls offered 

different varieties of meats and fish. Usually, the consumption of meat is not 

encouraged in Buddhist practice. The consumption of meat or animal flesh is 

connected to the first of the five precepts of Buddhism, and is linked to the vow of 

withdrawing from killing. In Sri Lanka, despite some people consuming meat in the 

privacy of their home, no one would tolerate or accept cooking or bringing prepared 

meat into the space of the temple.  Such behavioural reconfiguration in sacred is 

more exemplified through the weekly Dharma desana programme.  

The Friday Dharma Desana (Preaching): Between the Sacred and Profane 

Conducting religious activities similar to the activities conducted at home also 

provides a sense of home in the host community. Such a sense of home can arise 

because religious activities can bring a familiar material and emotional as well as 

behavioural procedure to a single space. Those activities may use religious symbols 

and statues, routinised patterns of worships, flags, and other materials such as flower, 

incense sticks, candles which offer to their religious leaders. As Levitt noted, such 

religious symbols marks space as imagined, moral and physical space which is 

beyond the national boundaries, thereby creating alternative cartographies of 

belonging (Levitt 2003, p. 861).  

 

The weekly Friday Dharma preaching provides valuable insights for both 

construction of the sense of home through such religious practice as well as shifting 
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and reconfiguration of structural process religious practices. Substantial numbers of 

Sri Lankan immigrants attend this weekly event. After I became familiar with the 

faces of those who would attend most of the time I observed that many attendees 

were not consistently regular.  The number of participants varied from as few as ten 

or fifteen, to close to a hundred. The gathering increased in numbers when there were 

visiting monks preaching the Dharma desana. For these events, the regular 

membership encouraged others to attend the Dharma talk, because a low turnout of 

people would be considered a negative mark against the temple and the Sri Lankan 

community in Darwin. The intention of the audience varied from a thirst for the 

teachings of the Dharma, to the need to use the space as a meeting point. 

Nevertheless, almost all attendants listened to the Dharma preaching's regardless of 

their motivation to come to the gathering.  

The Darwin temple conducted the Dharma desana each Friday, starting at 7.30 pm. 

The event was organised by the Buddhist society. The Dharma preaching was 

usually delivered by the resident head monk. Alternatively, from time to time he 

would invite other Buddhist monks visiting Darwin to deliver the talk. Usually, they 

were present because the Darwin head monk invited Buddhist monks to travel from 

Melbourne, Sydney, or Brisbane. During 2014, there were five or six Buddhist 

monks as guests at the Darwin temple (they were also visiting other states in 

Australia). In addition, there were two Buddhist monks who came especially from 

Sri Lanka to Darwin. These Buddhist monks preached either at the weekly Dharma 

desana or at special Buddhist Dharma talks. To augment my argument, in the 

following section I will briefly introduce the ritual order of the Buddhist Dharma 

preaching and then discuss the ways in which boundaries are manipulated between 

sacred and mundane activities.    
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People started to gather at the temple at around 7:00 pm. The Dharma desana was 

conducted at the main Buddhist shrine. Next to the Buddhist shrine was a 

passageway that connected to the avaasageya (residence of the Sri Lankan Buddhist 

monk) and to the Bo tree. The crowd was divided into two groups and was busy with 

arranging spaces for the Dharma talk. One group engaged in arranging flowers 

around the Bo tree and the stupa, arranging incense sticks, flower vases and other 

necessary objects to offer to the Buddha statue in the main shrine. Another group of 

people arranged the food table at the passageway next to the main Buddhist shrine. 

The purpose of this arrangement was for the social gathering after the Buddhist 

Dharma talk. The flower vases, baskets, and pot of incense sticks were then brought 

and placed on the table at the passageway, near the entrance to the Buddhist shrine. 

Meanwhile, some people gathered around the passageway and engaged in the usual 

conversations, about politics, events back at home and day-to-day life in Darwin. 

Four main acts are common to any Dharma desana event such as the one I describe 

below. Preparation for the worshipping includes the arrangement of flowers, incense 

sticks, and candles and arranging the refreshment table for the attendants after the 

Dharma desana, which is not usual in Sri Lanka unless there is a very special event. 

These are the two main acts that people engage in before the Dharma talk. Next is 

the worshipping and listening to Dharma desana and finally the social gathering. 

These four acts were common to any Friday Dharma desana talk in Darwin. 

 

After the initial arrangements for worship, the people lined up from the table to 

Buddha's statue, next to which was the passageway to the Buddhist shrine. The head 

monk in the temple stood close to the Buddha statue. The other Buddhist monks 

accompanied him when they were present. The head monk started to chant the gata 

(worship chants) while the people passed the arrangements of flowers, candles, and 
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incense stick from hand to hand. Finally, when those offerings reached the hands of 

the Buddhist monks they were placed on the flower altar of the Buddha statue. Then, 

the head monk introduced the monk who was to preach the Dharma desana. The 

monk who preached the Dharma spoke about the five precepts to the participants. 

By and large, the Dharma desana was held for one hour, which is the standard length 

of time for this practice in Sri Lanka. Sometimes the Dharma talk ran for more than 

one hour. In such instances, a few people showed their disapproval for the excess 

time taken, and this led some to express their uneasiness during more informal 

gatherings. After a visiting monk held the Dharma desana, the head monk would 

thank him in front of the community. At the same time, the head monk would take 

the opportunity to announce the travel arrangements of the visiting monks, and other 

religious activities. This was an opportunity for public announcements to be made to 

the community. After that, people offered pirikara (gifts) to the monk who preached 

the Dharma desana.  

After the Dharma desana, refreshments become the focus of the event, providing 

space for the mundane life to emerge within the sacred space. What distinguishes 

space between the sacred and profane is not what people discuss in that space, but 

rather what they do in that space. At the end of the Dharma desana people gathered 

around the refreshments and shared their food, as well as their thoughts on everyday 

life. A few of the participants prepared tea at the residence of the monk. Monks also 

engaged in preparing tea for the people while chatting with them. The whole space 

was transformed into a different mode with this act. The Buddhist monks’ code of 

ethics in practice limits them from consuming any foods after 6pm. Even if the 

practice is not relevant to lay people, consuming foods in front of the Buddhist shrine 

or having such events is not a practice that normally will take place in a temple 
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environment. In practice, for some it is clearly a violation of the meaning of physical 

boundary around a temple.  

At a secular level, this gathering served as a social space for introducing and 

welcoming new immigrants to the community and for social networking. Some 

scholars like Clothey (2006) and Oommen (2015) highlight in other contexts that 

religious space in transnational communities performs several non-religious tasks. 

For example, after they arrived in Darwin several of my respondents were brought to 

the temple by some of the immigrants that they knew, and introduced to other 

community members. On such occasions, immigrants shared their information with 

the newcomers, particularly about their professions, the regions they came from, the 

schools they attended, and so on. As in the case of Vietnamese in New Orleans 

(Bankston & Zhou 2000), for newcomers, this social space provided facilities for 

networking that helped them to facilitate arrangements for settling in Australia. 

These arrangements include: finding a place to stay, finding a job, and arranging 

official documents such as a driver’s license. Also, and perhaps more importantly, 

like in any other social event the space became a space of communication about 

politics and other concerns at home. At the same time, they also updated other 

community members on their activities and changes of life in Darwin.  

 

There were a few different groups visible in these gatherings. Some people 

conversed with anyone in the community. Mostly people gathered in groups with 

similar interests. In general, these groups were centred around their professional 

level, level of education, as well as immigrant status, such as, citizenship holders, 

permanent residents, skilled migrants or unauthorised migrants. Close scrutiny of 

their interactions revealed considerable differences in addressing and communicating 
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between these groups. Hence the levels of relationships varied. For example, the way 

a legal immigrant talked to an immigrant at the same level was different to the way a 

legal immigrant talked to an unauthorised immigrant. A certain degree of 

marginalisation and exclusion could be seen in this level of relationship. Despite the 

fact that Sri Lankan immigrants come from the same ethnic and religious 

background, they can still hold onto older social hierarchical systems. This view of a 

continuing hierarchy was influenced by both the different institutional trajectories, 

such as the different visa categories and immigrant status, as well as socioeconomic 

and cultural differences derived from their home country.   

Thus, the analysis of social space in the weekly Dharma desana talks at the Darwin 

temple highlighted the shifting boundaries of the space between the secular and 

mundane. During the weekly Dharma desana, participants did not spend much time 

on other activities that either did not fit the main activity nor were appropriate to it. 

Some activities clearly revealed the reconfiguration of religious space into a 

transnational social space. This was the result of the conditions created by 

transnational social and cultural structures that were in place. 

 

The Reconfiguration of Religious Space and Practice 
 

In his definition of religion, Durkheim (1982) used the distinction of the sacred and 

profane as two primary elements. Durkheim explained that, in the context of religion, 

all things in the social world fall into two divisions; sacred and profane. This division 

encompasses peoples’ religious beliefs, as well as their religious practices and rituals 

(Durkheim 1982, p.37). The distinctive nature of sacredness is derived from the 

subordination of mundane life. As Durkheim explained:  
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…it is quite impossible, unless the profane is to lose its specific 

characteristics and become sacred after a fashion and to a certain degree 

itself. The two classes cannot even approach each other and keep their 

own nature at the same time. (Durkheim 1982, p. 40)  

The distinction of sacred and profane was further explored by Mircea Eliade (1958) 

through a comparative analysis of the different practices of religions. White sums 

Eliade’s distinction to mean that ‘the sacred is infused with human reality and Eliade 

defines this as the concept of hierophany’ (White 2010, p. 111). However, the 

Durkheimian division of sacred and profane and its restrictive approach does not 

operate as its ideal form, at least in certain religious contexts. This point is much 

more significant in religious practices among transnational social fields. As I noted in 

the introduction quoting Garbin (Garbin 2014, p. 364), religious boundaries are 

always unsettled through the migrants’ articulation of religious practices between 

countries. Shifting power roles and responsibilities between Buddhist monks and 

laymen in the USA is another example of how that takes place (Hirschman 2004, p. 

1216). In this context, how do we then understand the relaxation of boundaries 

between the notion of sacred and profane? To understand this question, we must look 

at it from the meaning of both the Buddhist perspective of the sacred and profane, as 

well as the practice of it in the context of transnational space.  

In general practice, the Buddhist temple becomes a sacred space through certain 

practices enacted within Buddhist belief systems. Removing hats and shoes when 

entering a temple, being quiet, and refraining from the behaviour of mundane life are 

essential practices to fit the initial practice of sanvarakama (discipline), which leads 

to the practice of seelaya (a higher level of discipline ordained by Buddhist 

principles). These practices are the first steps towards nirvana. Thus, the Buddhist 
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temple itself becomes a sacred place by its definition and by what one does in that 

space and rules one adheres to. In short, in Buddhist practice, the notion of sacred is 

generated through ethical-practice and respect for a particular space, rather than be 

determined by a fear of god. Eliade misunderstood the concept of nirvana as an 

achievement to the ‘highest point’ of passing through seven heavens (Eliade 1960, 

pp. 110-2). In fact, in the Buddhist thinking, Nirvana is not understood as something 

to possess or achieve, but is the ultimate point of detachment from all kinds of 

possessions. Both eating meat and performing sensual dancing violate the boundary 

of sacredness, not because of the fear of punishment by a heavenly god, but because 

it prevents people’s ability to be detached from desire in the world. Thus, through the 

relaxation of such boundaries generated through the migrants' own religious practice, 

it is possible to understand that the social conditions they confront within the host 

community are in contrast to the religious dogmas brought from home. As Vasquez 

point outs, the Heideggerian existential approach provides a useful analytical 

integrity beyond Eliadean’s ‘ahistorical approach to the sacred’  (Vásquez 2011, p. 

72). Furthermore, for Vázquez, ‘Heidegger would see religious space as the result of 

the practice of historical, context-bound individual as they ‘make room’, carve out 

spaces by manipulating things, establishing boundaries, pathways, and networks that 

make travelling and dwelling possible’ (Vásquez 2011, p. 73). 

In this context, we can see how three different types of religious boundaries are 

reconfigured from their ideal practice in the home country. These types include the 

boundary of the metaphysical state which represents the religious ideologies and 

dogmas; the boundary of the physical state that relates to the embodied practices of 

religion such as rituals; and the boundary of inclusion and exclusion which identifies 

whom is to be included and excluded. This is also entailed in the manner of crossing 
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physical as well as imaginary boundaries. While such separation is useful for 

analytical purposes, the reconfiguration of religious practices in transnational spaces 

is more or less, infused with all or some of the above categories. As I previously 

noted, it is evident that the physical boundary of sacredness always intersects in each 

event. This crossover is present through foods, bodily behaviour, as well as cultural 

representations of mundane life. At the initial stage, some of the new immigrants 

were bewildered by the changes of new practices, in particular, ritual enactment in 

shortened forms. Events like the food festival generated a feeling of dislocation from 

the home country. Sometimes they revealed disagreement about alterations of such 

activities, such as cooking meats or dancing in the temple, but eventually they join 

with others. However, I found some immigrants still reluctant to approve such 

practices as they do not accord with their Buddhist consciences. Yet, more or less a 

majority of them were joining in major religious activities.    

When one of the vital characteristics of religion is defined by the notion of ‘purity’, 

the crossing of its boundaries through such activities becomes a major 

reconfiguration of religious belief. This crossing becomes a reconfiguration through 

the human consciousness of the participants which has been altered to tolerate and 

accept these mundane changes. Perhaps, it would be perceived as normal for the 

person who sees such alterations from the outside, but this situation is a critical 

alteration in the Sri Lankan Buddhist context. Such changes not only affect religious 

practice in the host community, but also the religious consciousness of the 

transnational person. In other words, immigrants come to embody the liberal norms 

of such behaviour.  

 

The representation of religious rituals in the condensed manner I described above is 

another form of altered religious expression. The Katina ritual provides a clear 
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example of this. The whole ritual has been minimised both in time and space. This 

reduction changes the form of ritual. In the Sri Lankan context, the ritual extends to 

the entire village or community at different stages of the ritual. By doing so, it allows 

the people to connect with the last day parade even at home, though most of them 

cannot walk along with the parade. However, in Darwin the people are brought to an 

arbitrarily specified space (the nearby intersection), rather than extending the parade 

out to the surrounding locales. It is obvious that in a migrant community, migrants 

are not able to parade around the city or villages. In Australia, this is mainly due to 

the idea that a bounded community does not exist in unitary space, and religious 

establishments do not exist in each locality to represent each community. The whole 

meaning of the Katina ritual – taking care of the monks in one’s own community – 

has been altered by the geographic extension and scattered physical space of the 

immigrant. Thus, the final day parade is recreated to bring the people into smaller 

space rather than extending it into the larger surroundings. This spatial reduction is 

analogous to other aspects of the diminution of the ritual performances. What is 

important is the migrants' attempt to perform the rituals despite the obstacles.  

The transformation of the spatial arrangement of the Katina ritual is a response to 

physical and mental necessities. The transformation of religious space into social 

space also highlights the melding of sacred and mundane life. By doing so, these 

immigrants exceed the popularly conceived dichotomy of sacredness versus the 

secular world as requiring a strict division. I do not suggest that these immigrants in 

the Darwin community regard the religious symbols or characters as equal or similar 

to the objects of secular life. Instead, I propose that they understand and involve the 

meaning of sacredness to extend to facilities offered by their social surroundings and 

their new lifeworld. These are people who have been dislocated from their ordinary 



Chapter 7: Liberalising the Boundaries: Reconfiguration of Religious Beliefs, Practice, and the 
Construction of Home 

313 
 

life back in their home country. The meaning of time and space, as well their 

consequent activities, have been transformed so to match their life in their host 

community. This includes the transformation of working culture, and the meaning of 

social and cultural life, as well as the meaning of religion. A person’s sense of time 

and space is inseparable from their activities. In a migrant’s life, their social life and 

religious world do though contain differing spatial-temporal arrangements. In other 

words, migrants do not experience confusion concerning the order of meaning in 

their lifeworld, as the social system they have come to inhabit has been re-structured 

accordingly by them to compensate for changes.  

Dislocation from their geographical and mental space-time has encouraged migrants 

to find a new way of articulating the meaning of time and space, as well as the 

meaning of their lifeworld. Their new social and cultural environment, as well as its 

institutional arrangements, does not resemble their pre-migration social life. Such 

conditions compel migrants to either deviate or take a neutral position on previous 

practices or to behave according to the social structure of the host community. In this 

context, identical separation of space in some social events would not be possible. 

That forces migrants to rearrange their own lifeworld according to the structure and 

demands of other social conditions. Migrants attempt to rearrange their lifeworld to 

generate new meanings for each social space. Hence, understanding of migrants’ 

attempts at redefinition and reconfiguration of religious space should lead to an 

understanding of the ways in which migrants attempt to infuse the sacred and profane 

with the world in new social environments. Additionally, these attempts to perform 

their religious activities more closely in accordance with their traditional ideal 

highlight their agency and willingness in asserting their religious practice in such a 

new environment.  
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Conclusion 

It is obvious that religions change when they cross borders. Such conclusions 

highlight that religion is not neutral and hence cannot travel alone. At the same time, 

the transformation of religion is connected to the way in which immigrants perceive 

their religion in relation to a vast array of social, economic, cultural and 

psychological factors. The reconfiguration of religious rituals and the blurring of 

boundaries are necessary and intrinsic to an immigrant’s religious behaviour in 

transnational social space. Identifying such changes will be crucial to understanding 

the role of behaviour in religion within transnational social space. Is it appropriate to 

conclude that some people are religious, some are not, and some are neutral to 

religion?  

Some studies in the Csorda’s (2009) edited volume suggests that religion in 

transnational social spaces generates new religious innovation. Is this assumption 

accurate? Based on my fieldwork among Sri Lankan immigrants and their religious 

practice in Australia I argue that, within this particular transnational social space, the 

space for religious syncretism will diminish. As Sigalow (2016) point outs, religious 

syncretism forge the idea of the emergence of new religious practice borrowed from 

different religious traditions.   Ethnographic evidence in my study suggests another 

dimension of religious practice among transnational migrants. I observed the 

significant difference between transnational and other forms of religious travel, 

including, religion among diaspora communities, to religious practice in 

transnational social space. The transnational social space provides all the resources 

and wealth to help articulate religious meanings and symbols that are relatively close 

to the actual practice. The space might be minimized and time will be condensed, yet 
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immigrants are able to fulfil rituals close to their actual practices and beliefs in their 

home country.  

Some of the reasons for this are to do with new technologies and the contemporary 

ease of long distance travel and goods transportation. Ritual materials from the home 

country are available relatively easily and specialists can be imported as guests. So, 

there is no need for local reproduction of such materials. New and secular political 

systems, by their sponsorship under the rubric of multiculturalism, have provided 

sympathetic institutional arrangements to support such religious events. For instance, 

a land grant was provided by the NT Government to the Buddhist community. 

Hence, religious activity organisers and priests are free to travel between countries 

and help immigrants to reconstitute their religious institutes in their host societies. 

Immigrants’ communities are able to maintain such religious institutes, even if there 

are some obstacles. Such facilitation disrupts the environment necessary for religious 

syncretism to occur.  

It is clear that the Sri Lankan community in Darwin engages in transnational 

religious practice. The way in which the Sri Lankan community engages in religion 

clearly illustrates that the reconfiguration of rituals has not generated a new religion 

or syncretic form of the religion. Instead, this community performs it ritual practice 

and beliefs that are close to the ritual structure that their religion is practiced in their 

home country. By doing this, the community can engage in contributing to the home 

country by strengthening the connections to the host country while dissolving the 

geo-physical boundaries of the nation-state as impenetrable. Through these activities, 

Sri Lankans in Darwin create and strengthen the meaning of home through the 

medium of their religious practice.
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Chapter Eight 

Conclusion 

This thesis proposed that “home” is an existential experience for Sri Lankan 

immigrants in Darwin. For them, home is an evolving conceptual process through 

time and memory. Furthermore, this process was particular in its connection to the 

life and migration trajectories of each immigrant. This has been illustrated in figure 

15. Thus, home is not a concept fixed to a particular geographical entity, shelter or 

people, which renders obsolete the assumption, that the notion of home has an 

intrinsic essence. Home is the sense derived through the existential experiences that 

immigrants undergo as a consequence of their decision to migrate, and each and 

every possibility that they chose in the process of settlement.  This is further 

illustrated in Figure 17.  

 

Figure 17: The Existentiality of Home 
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This argument proposes that the sense of home is much more determined by the 

existential experience associated with entity as it is by the entity itself. Further, 

ethnographic evidence from Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin suggested that it is not 

our action, as Jackson (1995) argued, that created the meaning of home, but the 

experience immigrants undergo as a consequence of their actions. The nature of the 

action, whether positive or negative, is defined by the mode of experience which 

qualifies as home. For example, actions immigrants take, such as leaving their Sri 

Lankan home and arriving in Darwin, or re-migrating to other states and then 

returning to Darwin, are all encounters with different kinds of lifeworlds. Thus, 

action per se, is not the predominant factor that determines the notion of home. The 

apprehension of the outcome and its existential experience are what determine the 

notion of home.    

Another reason I have proposed that home is an existential experience is because of 

the migrant’s ontological practice of contemplating home throughout their migratory 

trajectories and the temporal dimension of their home-making process. Home is not 

an entity (Jackson 1995) – a place, a people or within the self – but rather the 

experience that forms particular feelings or experiences that can be identified as 

security, comfort or love. Based on my main research problem, how the sense of 

home appears among transnational Sri Lankan Immigrants in Darwin Australia, I 

raised the following questions:   

1) How do Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin define the notion of home? 

2) How do the trajectories of migration capture the varied meanings of home 

during the process of leaving the home country and settling in the host 

country? 
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3) How do these immigrants articulate the meaning of home through settlement 

experiences and building relationships? 

4) How does the concept of home become a meaningful entity in relation to their 

social and cultural engagement within their host community? 

Home and Entity 
 

As a response to the question one, at the preliminary level, my respondents identified 

three main entities associated with home. Those are ‘place’, ‘people’ and ‘self’. 

Further to the inquiry, they explained in detail the ways in which those entities 

connected with home. These stories were linked to the experiences they had from 

childhood to now. Thus, these findings only partly qualified some of the basic 

tenants of the definition of home. To explain this, I appropriated Heidegger’s 

fundamental question about the existential philosophy of the meaning of ‘Being’.  

In Heidegger’s existential philosophy, meaning does not derive from the ‘knower’ or 

the ‘object, but from the connective verb (‘to be’) that links both subject and object. 

Accordingly, when in a statements like: ‘The sky is blue, or ‘I am Merry’, Heidegger 

was interested in uncovering what is meant by ‘am’ or ‘is’, rather than the nouns. His 

existential philosophy was based on the exploring what is the meaning of being 

behind such statements (Heidegger 2008). His existential understanding of ‘Being’ 

provides valuable insight to understanding of the sense of home for immigrants. 

Accordingly, the missing link between the knower – person – and an entity – ‘place’, 

‘people’, or ‘self’ – is the ‘experience’; because as we know ‘entity’ does not have an 

intrinsic meaning. I argued that, if the entity has meaning, the meaning of home 

should be similar to each and every person, at least in the culture we considered.  

As I discussed in chapters one and three, these three entities – people, place and self 

– have been recognised as home across many communities around the world. In 
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chapter three, my aim was to capture the multiple natures of the recognition of home 

and present these as they emerged. Those entities were reflections of these 

immigrants’ attachments, as derived through the existential experiences of their life 

trajectories.  

In Sri Lankan usage, the word for home is ‘geya’ or ‘gruhaya’. The word ‘geya’ or 

‘gruhaya’ embodies the meaning of house, people and dwelling. Both house and 

people are entities, while dwelling becomes an activity. House and people, as well as 

the act of dwelling, can be meaningful only if those entities could provide the three 

fundamental needs of security, comfort and love. If the act of dwelling becomes 

meaningful, as it did in the case of Sandun, the house became the anchoring point 

that held both people and place and the possibility of expansion to those three needs. 

Abhaya found his meaning of home in a more extended society and his attachment to 

people was easily replaceable. Entities such as ‘place’, ‘people’, or ‘self’ become 

predominant in defining home only through their strong existential connection to life. 

In other words, to that extent such entities were able to assert the ontological security 

of the interviewees.  

Boccagni (2017) argued that home is about the relationship to place. It fulfils three 

needs: security, familiarity and control. My thesis agrees with Boccagni to a certain 

extent that home is about relationship, but I take a different point of departure from 

Boccagni by asserting that the word ‘relationship’ does not explain to us what it is? 

Boccagni (2017) connects it to the three functions – security, familiarity, and control 

– which my respondents recognised as security, comfort, and love. While 

acknowledging his emphasis on ‘time’ and ‘memory’, my work is distinguished from 

Boccagni because of the existential theoretical stance of Heidegger that I adopted.   
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Home Through Journey  

I placed this study in the context of transnationalism, as the home-making process of 

these people I interviewed was constantly affected by transnational forces. At various 

points in the thesis, I analysed how different immigrants in varying stages of their 

migration life define the notion of home in different modes in relation to their 

particular affiliations. As I noted in the thesis, one of the reasons for the possibility of 

home having multiple locations for an immigrant is the effect of transnational forces 

and its effect to facilitate connection across different terrains. Second, the idea of 

home alters as a result of how immigrants evolve and adapt to their host community, 

with multiple other factors such as social conditions, forging new relationships, and 

the possibility of different ways of practicing home through the social and cultural 

construction of space.  

However, home is also a socially and culturally situated fact. The viability of our 

ontological security and attachment derived from it are determined and constantly 

conditioned by the social and cultural forces of the lifeworld. As chapter four 

discussed, an immigrant’s reasons for leaving what they perceived as home was a 

result of the impossibility of affirming their ontological security within the lifeworld 

they had inhabited. Thus, both of these aspects – the immigrant’s articulation of 

home and their reasons for leaving home – are important to trace the shifting 

meaning of home in relation both to the present moment and to the future aspects of 

home. As my findings showed, the temporal dimension of home confirmed that 

immigrant’s home-making process is not a finished act, but constantly evolves along 

with their ongoing experiences of their being-in-the-world.      

Home becomes an existential phenomenon in the act of migration, as it provoked 

immigrants to contemplate and be conscious about what it meant to be in home. 
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Heidegger’s distinction between ‘ontic’ and ‘ontological’ (Heidegger 2008), is useful 

to understand the above proposition. Accordingly, home is an ‘ontic’ entity. But at 

the same time, it becomes ontological when we start to reflect upon its structure in 

relation to being. As I have discussed in chapter three, for Sri Lankan immigrants the 

sense of home related to how they experienced their dislocation from an embodied 

settlement to a new settlement. The stories in chapter four, which discussed the 

experience of leaving home were not very visible in their stories in chapter three. The 

simple reason is that my interviewees articulated their consciousness of home 

according to different existential conditions. It was the consciousness gained through 

the temporally-derived experiences of departure and arrival. Thus, home became an 

existential experience, not only because the migratory experience forced them to be 

conscious about it but also because it questioned their being-in-the-world. In 

Heidegger’s terms, this is what it means to be ‘Dasein’, a being who is aware of their 

‘Being’. The immigrant was able to contemplate that they had left their home left 

behind by standing in another lifeworld.  This temporal and spatial development 

juxtaposes the contradictory feeling of ‘nostalgia’ for the natal home against the 

impossibility of staying there. In the act of contemplation both migration and ‘home’ 

became existential experiences.  

Human migration is an example of how people confront the feeling of ‘insecurity’ 

from both ends – departure and arrival – as it disrupts and unsettles the human mind. 

People leave their home - people, place, and oneself – at that juncture of life when 

they decide that their existence in that particular moment and place is impossible. As 

I demonstrated in chapter four, the Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin, left their 

country at the time that they felt their existence in that country was untenable. The 

decision for migration became an ontological decision in the very moment they start 
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to ponder over it and became conscious of their circumstances. Both the decision for 

migration and the act of migration became an act of hope. Hope was another 

dimension for survival at that juncture. The very moment the immigrant decided to 

leave Sri Lanka created the experience of dislocation from the things they defined as 

home. In other words, challenges to their sense of security appeared from both acts; 

departure, as the impossibility of leaving the known and familiar lifeworld and 

arrival, as a matter of encountering the new lifeworld. These responses are both 

connected to their survival, or being-in-the-world.  

Home is a negotiated act of anchoring oneself to the world. It is negotiated because 

the conception of home for transnational migrants is never a completed act. It is 

always in a state of flux over time. Whether the person’s understanding of home is 

centred on place, people, self or all of these, migration disrupts the feeling of home. 

In reality, all those intentional objects are mere phenomena that a person creates to 

anchor their world. Home always requires an element of settlement because the 

process of anchoring fulfils the fundamental needs of existence – security, comfort 

and love. Yet, migration also signifies motion. Thus, when a person moves from one 

place to another, they are looking forward to anchoring in the new world (Ahmed 

1999). People cannot exist in a void, because that disrupts the need for security and 

acceptance. Hence, even for a short period of time, motion requires settlement. Yet, 

settlement is not an easy task, as the new lifeworld presents complex and strange 

forms of relationships of people, place and things. These cannot be comprehended or 

appropriated overnight. They require negotiation over time. Thus, the home-making 

process is a negotiated act.    

In his influential work, Being and Time, Heidegger (2008) explained that our being is 

structured by time. I have shown throughout this thesis that the ‘temporal’ dimension 
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of the home-making process is central the concept of home. As described in chapter 

five, it is a necessary temporal investment; ‘home’ is a way of constituting 

connection in the new lifeworld. Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin created 

relationships with people, institutions and other entities to different degrees and in 

different manners. Hence, the experience of home was different to each and every 

one of them. In addition, the sense of home came into being at different times in their 

migratory journey. While some gained the sense of home within few weeks of their 

arrival, some immigrants will never sense it. To construct such relationships 

immigrants took time that varied in relation to their embodied capitals: social, human 

and cultural. 

Time, Memory, and Home 

Time played critical role as a mediator of the dialogue between the world and the 

immigrants. On the one hand, time allowed immigrants to comprehend and construct 

their evolving world (chapter six). Thus, settlement is not only a matter of creating 

relationships through time, but also of creating and embodying the historical 

consciousness of a place and its people. In Heidegger’s term, our being also has 

historicity (Heidegger 2008). In the context of migration, the relationships we create 

are temporal and connect with past, present and future. The ability to create 

meaningful relationship with a new lifeworld is a result of embodied experiences of 

the past (what we called forms of ‘capital’), our effort in the present – that is, the 

effort of forging relationships or harmonising with the world – of what Miller (2001) 

called the ‘aesthetic of relationship’, and our projections about the future, which 

emerges in the form of hopes. Thus, for these Sri Lankans, ideas about home 

articulate the ways in which immigrants create meaningful relationships from their 

experiences resulting from the struggle to survive.  
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Building Home 

History is our engagement on earth. In other words, the meaningfulness of how we 

‘dwell’ on earth determines the forms of history that we make. ‘Dwelling’ is imbued 

with action. Following Heidegger, I also recognise dwelling as linked to ‘building’ 

and ‘thinking’. People cannot dwell without building (cf. Heidegger 2001, p. 145). In 

his essay, ‘Building, Dwelling, and Thinking’, Heidegger examined the etymology of 

words related to the ‘building’ and ‘dwelling’. He recognised that the original 

meaning of building is nothing other than dwelling (Heidegger 2001, p, 145). 

Further, he argued that ‘in truth, however, something decisive is concealed in it, 

namely, dwelling is not experienced as man’s being; dwelling is never thought of as 

the basic character of human being’ (Heidegger, 2001, p. 146). This provides the 

answer to the question of why immigrants build? What does it mean to be ‘build’ and 

‘dwell’ in a foreign land in the context of home? 

In chapters six and seven I analysed the ways in which Sri Lankan immigrants in 

Darwin engaged in social, cultural, and religious construction. They not only 

engaged in constructing and building edifices (e.g. the Buddhist temple), but also 

demonstrated it in the nature of homes they created. The question is how is the 

notion of home connected with the existentiality of ‘building’ and ‘dwelling’? The 

immigrants’ response in practice showed that home is an existential experience. 

Home becomes existential, not only because it holds ontological significance – 

immigrants ponder over it throughout their immigrant trajectories – but, also because 

the fact that both building and dwelling are existential.  

In chapter six, I portrayed the various forms of social and cultural engagement 

immigrants revealed in construction or building. This engagement ranged from 

arranging domestic space, efforts to execute their own architectural design, home 
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gardening, collecting and displaying artefacts, to performing dances and bringing 

cultural shows from Sri Lanka. Chapter seven provided a snapshot of the articulation 

of such cultural execution in the context of religion. All these activities were 

connected to the notion of ‘building’ through the world of ‘culture’.  Heidegger 

distinguishes two separate types of building; building such as ‘ship building’ and 

‘temple building’, and ‘building in the sense of preserving and nurturing [that] is not 

making any thing’ (Heidegger 2001, p.145) – the latter element relates to culture. 

“Both modes of building” – involve building as cultivating – writes Heidegger: 

Latin Colere, cultura, and building as the raising up edifices, aedificare – are 

comprised with genuine building, that is dwelling. Building as dwelling, that is, as 

being on earth, however, remains for man’s everyday experience that which from the 

outset ‘habitual’- we inhabit it, as our language says so beautifully: it is the Gewonte  

(Heidegger 2001, p. 145).  

Heidegger’s theorisation of building as dwelling or culture is useful philosophical 

framework to understand the repertoire of meaning entangled with the social and 

cultural engagement of Sri Lankan immigrants in Darwin. As the immigrants showed 

in chapters six and seven, one of the main purposes of engaging in social and cultural 

construction was to pass on to the next generation the sense of preserving their 

culture with them. Such claims, encapsulate three meanings, what Heidegger noted 

as ‘cultivate’, ‘preserve’, and ‘nurture’. We cannot preserve without cultivating. The 

word cultivation retains the meaning of construction and building. What immigrants 

in Darwin cultivated was not only physical buildings but also values, morals, and 

attitudes. Cultivate and dwell answer two fundamental existential questions in 

immigrants’ lives. It is to raise their children, in an environment of ‘good values’ and 

‘morals’, and to conceal the agony of the loss of a familiar world.   
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The sense of values, morals, attitudes is reflections of the immigrants’ insecurity 

about the future of their children. While immigrants are extremely happy with their 

children’s achievements, such as speaking fluent English, having an international 

education, or acquiring different skills, they also worried about the relationship 

between their children and themselves. Such insecure feelings were accentuated by 

their children’s strong acculturation to foreign (Australian) values. This in some 

immigrants creates another form of ambivalent state of mind ( Kivisto and La 

Vecchia-Mikkola 2013; Constable 1999), or ontological insecurity. This point lays 

the foundation for future research to understand the home-making process of children 

as well as immigrants of the first generation. 

The home-making process is an existential experience, which is then never finished. 

Throughout their migration journey, Sri Lankan immigrants will constantly ‘build’ 

and ‘dwell’ in their on-going home-making, in between Sri Lanka and Darwin and 

through time and memory. 
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Annexe 

Annex 1. Demographic information of the participants 

Respondent Gender Age Ethnicity Religion Education 

Profession before 

migration 

Immigration status at 

the time of interview 

Patrick M 60s Sinhalese Roman 

Catholic 

GCE O/L Technician Citizen 

Bindu M 40s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Medical 

Practitioner 

Temporary Resident 

Sandun M 39 Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Veterinarian Temporary Resident 

Abhaya M 38 Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Veterinarian Temporary Resident 

Udeshika F 37 Sinhalese Catholic Graduate Human Resource 

Manager 

Permanent Resident 

Dineth M 38 Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Programme 

coordinator 

Temporary Resident 

Taniya F 40 Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Human Resource 

Manager 

Permanent Resident 

Sobhani F 70s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Manager Citizen 

Vijendra M 70s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Quantity surveyor Citizen 

Dasun M 38 Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Business 

Management 

Permanent Resident 

Chaturanga M 40s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Community 

worker 

Citizen 

Buddhist 

Monk 

M 50s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Buddhist Monk 

/Teacher 

Permanent Resident 

Methli F 40s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate IT consultant Citizen 

Parakum M 38 Sinhalese Buddhist Diploma IT Consultant Permanent Resident 

Nihala M 30s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Business Manager Citizen 

Asanka M 70s Sinhalese Roman 

Catholic 

Graduate Architect Citizen 

Chitra F 60s Sinhalese Roman 

Catholic 

Graduate Administrator Citizen 

Kanishka M 40s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Medical 

Practitioner 

Citizen 

Mathew M 70s Burger Roman 

Catholic 

Graduate Librarian Citizen 

Malan M 30s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Surveyor Permanent Resident 

David M 40s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Community 

Worker 

Citizen 

Nayani F 40s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Teacher Permanent Resident 

Dayan M 30s Sinhalese Buddhist Diploma Technician Permanent Resident 

Nimal M 40s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Manager Permanent Resident 

Nuwan M 40s Sinhalese Buddhist GCE/AL Entrepreneur Temporary Resident 

Wasantha M 40s Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Accountant Temporary Resident 

Gayani F 38 Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Nurse Temporary Resident 

Kumari F 37 Sinhalese Buddhist GCE/AL - Temporary Resident 

Vipula M 35 Sinhalese Buddhist Graduate Administrator Temporary Resident 

Nimantha M 43 Sinhalese Buddhist Diploma Quality control 

manager/ garment 

Permanent Resident 


