Biographical Reflections on my 75th Birthday
Assorted recollections of a speech by Laki Jayasuriya in Perth on 27 October 2006

“I have been given my riding instructions, which are not to speak for too long, but I am going to take a while to read them anyway. Pandit Nehru once said: “I have become a queer mixture of East and West, out of place everywhere and at home nowhere.” That is a very valid comment about the meeting of people from East and West, saying those who come from both places are more comfortable in new places than those without such diverse sources of identity. Yet I don’t feel at home nowhere. I have lived for over 40 years in Australia and I feel at home here, because it has the potential to be a great country. And I didn’t come here by design, but rather by accident. I was headed for the Sorbonne, but I ended up in Sydney, and there I first came to like Australia. What I liked about it most of all was that I could be a bloody non-conformist without much trouble. And that was even in the 1950s. I was accepted for who I was, not for what image others had about who I should be. I took readily to the larrikin aspect of Australia, since I came myself from a rather royal background of non-conformism in Sri Lanka. So I’m pleased to say that I feel at home in both places, but particularly in Australia and especially here in Perth.


Now as you know the Bard had a great many sayings. And I’m sure you all know who the Bard was, since if you don’t know the Bard, then, well, what on earth is our education coming to. So I’m sure you all know that the Bard was a Sri Lankan poet of great distinction called Shakesperera. As Kanishka has already told you, he even played one test for Sri Lanka before being called for an unorthodox delivery by Daryl Hare (who seems to have been finally called himself but that’s another big tale). So you all know that in one of the Bard’s works there is this famous line which says:  “I came, I saw, and …”. Well, you know the next bit, but it my case it was changed into “I was conquered” by Australia. It was that spirit of non-conformism in Australia which conquered me. And I have been trying to live up to that spirit ever since I came here. I think I’ve had quite a bit of success in that.

When I came to Perth in 1971 that was a time of expectation connected with the changes soon to be introduced by the Whitlam government. Looking back on those years from the reality of today is quite challenging, because, as Kanishka said, many of our old battles are having to be fought anew. That can be worrying when you realise that on many of the most important issues things have been taken back a long way in the past decade. I have to say that on some of the questions and causes I have been concerned with promoting in public and getting serious attention to, I seem to have been temporarily defeated. Only temporarily of course. I have never thought of giving up my attempts to persuade anybody I can get to listen, to hear what I’ve got to say on important social issues, even if some people don’t want to hear it. 

You wouldn’t expect me not to be open about my political views. This can cause some problems for some people in the government, and their various hangers on. I’ve even heard it said that some people in government think they have finally found a way of dealing with the likes of me, another so-called “solution” as they like to call their mistakes. What I’ve heard is that this new citizenship test will soon be used against some of us multicultural academics. That is bad enough, but what’s worse is that it will be used against Rohini as well. We are at risk of being sent packing to Nauru. Of course, Rohini is now even more Australian than myself. So I’ve had to start thinking of preparing my defence, even getting some good lawyers here amongst you to help me when the time comes.


So you see I’m still very active, as Mike Clare has noticed most days of the week. I don’t see retirement as an excuse for inaction, rather the reverse. It’s a chance to use more time for action. I’m still very active trying to get people to understand the real significance of multiculturalism, of a substantive vision of equality and genuine democracy, not a formal or divisive view of citizenship. There’s one former Premier who, if he were here tonight (unfortunately he can’t be as he’s gone east) could attest to the very insistent and persistent nature of my activity. I haven’t contented myself with writing just to local politicians. Recently I sent another one of my little letters of persuasion to another Premier in another state. This time there was even some doubt from close quarters, which I’m compelled to acknowledge, about the wisdom of me keeping up with such persitent attempts to get my views heard. I was told by a very authoritative advisor, no less than my wife, that there might be little point sending this letter since there seemed little chance of a reply. But of course I got a reply, and quite a good one, from this Premier who said he will read and consider all the material that I sent him. So you can see one can still be quite capable of having an impact, and still at the highest level. I might be dismissed by certain commentators as ossified, I might even feel somewhat ossifed at times myself, but my impact hasn’t ossified. Not a bit of it. So I will keep raising difficult and important questions until we start to finally make some serious progress in working out adequate answers to the challenges we face. As a country we have not been doing that well recently for reasons which you are all too well aware of. But that doesn’t mean we can’t do better. I think we can and we must.

I’ve still got a few important things to say, and one of them is about Australian history and the long history of Australians learning from Asia. From this perspective, Australia is in danger of being taken back not just a couple of generations, but more than a century. It was in the late 19th century that Alfred Deakin wrote in his books on India that Australia could benefit from a closer cultural interaction with Asia. We still have a lot to learn about fully engaging with Asia, as Deakin saw clearly in his time. This has been a major theme of mine, about which I’m still trying to persuade people. Over the years I’ve had quite a lot of converts, although not so recently in high circles. It may take longer than I will be around to see a really fundamental shift in Australian cultural attitudes towards Asia, but I will keep pushing this and contribute to that shift.

In one sense I would have liked to have had this celebration at UWA, which is where I have been associated with for so long now. I admit to being a very parochial West Australian, and to being very attached to the campus at Crawley where much of my working life has been based. So it would have been good for us to be all gathered there. But you know what, they couldn’t fit us all in for this evening. What’s more the new University club, well I have to say this, it’s a big new building but it doesn’t have the kind of view of the river that we all have here from this café (in Bethesda hospital). And then there’s the catering. There is no way you would have got the service that my friends here at Bethesda Café have put on if we had been in the club. So my thanks go to everyone here who has worked so well to put this gathering together. And thanks to all of you for coming. It’s really a pleasure to see so many of my friends gathered here.

Now I haven’t got near the record length for a speech, but I have to remember my instructions. That means I’ll have to get to my conclusion. In terms of my identity, if I had to define myself I would say that I’m a vernacular cosmopolitan, to use a term coined by Homi Bhaba, the post-modernist guru. I believe in the core value of a civic university that is linked both with its local community and to the wider world. Having those strong connections is crucial for a university to survive, particularly in the world today. I have tried to make those links stronger, and to help Australians get to know the changing world in which we live. I’ve had a lot of success, but the task isn’t finished yet, so I’ll keep working at it. Thank you all for being here.”
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