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"If one white person had been abducted or killed in Sri Lanka, then the Western countrieswould have 

reacted differently." 

…Late Sunila Abeysekera 

"All the world's a stage/And all the men and women merely players; They have their exitsand their 

entrances," said William Shakespeare about life. 

Life is beautiful and death is inevitable. Many of us live and go from this world in anordinary fashion, but 

some come with a singular purpose; these persons depart leavingtremendous markers that will impact 

many generations to come. Meaningful changesoccur in society because of such heroic characters and 

their daring contribution. Theworld becomes more beautiful and comfortable due to their continuous 

effort. 

It was a chilly winter morning in January 2006 in Kathmandu, when I first met theiron lady Sunila 

Abeysekera at a workshop organized by Asia Pacific Women, Law and Development (APWLD). The 

program was for women's rights in the region, and Sunila was attending as a resource person. We spent 

five days together. My first impression of herwas her warmth towards the young participants, who were 

from south Asian countries. During the workshop, which was on enabling women's rights, she shared a 

few practices that she follows in her daily life, which make a broader impact. 

 

She was a very influencing and dynamic personality. We watched the Hindi film Water during the 

workshop, and she stood strongly on the widows' side. Even during the breaks, we mostly spent time 

around her. She would clarify and engage us on various issues regarding women's rights. She worked 

tirelessly, and even though people requestedher to rest, she would say that working with women is a 

comfort to me. At the workshop farewell dinner, I saw her magical dance, and I fell in love. The way she 

fit herself amongst a group half her age was fantastic. A purely white haired lady was on the dancefloor; 

moreover, she was the best dancer! We danced our hearts out. This is the memory of her that will always 

remain in my mind. 

 

A prominent women's rights worker and a very good friend of Sunila, Ms Rita Thapa, visited Colombo last 

month from Nepal, and in a communication to me, she hoped that Sunila's "transition should be without 

pain". It was then that I realized we are going tolose her at any time. One evening her beautiful and 

charming face came to mind, after I had already decided that during my December visit to Colombo I 

wanted to meet her. 

 

The next morning, when I read the news of her demise, I was heartbroken. I could not help updating my 

Facebook status with tears rolling down my cheeks: 

 

Sri Lanka's top UN Human Rights award winner Sunila Abeysekara died at a private hospital in Colombo 

on Monday 9th September, 2013, afternoon after a long battle with cancer. She will be remembered for 



the cause she stood for, sometimes alone, sometimes in support. She will be remembered for what she 

did, things she said and reasons shechampioned, by family, close friends and colleagues and coworkers in 

Sri Lanka and around the globe. 

 

She will be variously described as mother, activist, writer, critic, feminist, human rightsdefender and much 

more. We will remember her as a wonderful singer, a very goodperformer and a beautiful, charming lady 

with a kind heart. Art is something with whichyou can actually narrate the story of many spheres of society, 

a form of expressing yourvision, of releasing sorrows. And Sunila was an artist who had the ability of 

portrayingsociety through her art and music. 

 

When I first visited Sri Lanka in 2003, I met hundreds of victims' families there. I alsosaw a picture of a 

butchered human from the 1980s, which was devastating to see. Theculture of butchering humans came 

later in Nepal, as the country experienced harshinsurgencies. It was as if separating head from body is 

part of south Asian culture. Sunilarepresents the generation when human bodies were chopped into many 

pieces. Myhorrific image of Sri Lanka was totally changed after meeting this bold and dynamic lady.After 

dancing with her I became bolder inside; for her it was just a normal dance, but forme it was a dance of 

commitment within. A legend with that horrific past was releasingher sorrow, pain and agony through 

salsa. It was just fantastic to observe her moving.Many years later, it is still a crystal clear image in my 

mind. 

 

Daughter of the late Charles Abeysekara, Sunila was a founder of Sri Lanka's feministmovement, she was 

a leading activist for minority rights, women's, workers' and peasants'rights. She founded Inform, a rights-

based NGO in Sri Lanka. Lately, Sunila wasprominent on Sri Lankan human rights issues at the UN Human 

Rights Council inGeneva. Sunila was also a noted Sinhala folk and opera singer. 

 

Sunila died of cancer in Colombo, on Monday, 9 September 2013. According to the NewYork Times, Sunila 

had lived in the Netherlands until recently, due to the constant threatsagainst her, as a result of her human 

rights work. 

 

With regard to violence against women and the civil conflict in Sri Lanka, during whichan estimated 80 

000-100 000 people have been killed, the Times quotes Sunila as saying, 

 

 "There is also an element of racism and neocolonialism involved in the West's lack ofinterest in the Sri 

Lankan situation," she told The Unesco Courier, a United Nationspublication, in 1999. "If one white person 

had been abducted or killed in Sri Lanka, thenthe Western countries would have reacted differently." 

 

A real tribute to her would be if all of her friends promise to follow her path to create apeaceful, just and 

equitable society in our country, in the region and in the world. Mayher soul rest in eternal peace. 


