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In my presentation I’m going to use a lot of photographs, but very few have been taken by me. Some 
have been taken by my friends, others by unknown photographers. I want to thank them all. 

People try to remember in various ways, and family 
photographs are one simple way of preserving memory. These 
photographs are owned by two Tamil families in Vanni, in the 
North of Sri Lanka, and are their way to try to keep the 
memory of their family members who were killed in the last 
stage of the Sri Lankan Civil War. In the Northern province, I 
have seen such photographs in many of the houses I have 
visited. 

 

When we talk of memory we are talking about very deeply personal tragedies, yet the topic has 
unfortunately become immensely political. This is why we have terms like ‘the politics of memory’, and 
why memory has also become the subject of academic research and discussions. Throughout all this, it 
is worth remembering that memory is essentially very, very personal. 

It must be noted that the right to memory is just one component of the Transitional Justice process, 
when we look at it in perspective of rights to truth, justice, reparations and guarantees of non-occurrence.  

In this talk, I will share some experiences from Sri Lanka in general; experiences of obstructions in Sri 
Lanka in the recent past; some thoughts about tourism and memory; about whether we are 
commemorating heroes or villains, or whether there are blurred lines between the two; and some 
concluding remarks, reflections, and questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Some experiences from Sri Lanka 

 

The JVP 1  celebrates the April Heroes 
Commemoration, ‘April viru samaruwa’, to mark the 
first insurrection of 1971, which has continued for 44 
years. This is the poster advertising the most recent 
commemoration, just one month ago, which reads: 
‘A great defeat, unending aim.’  

 

 

 

 

These are some of the 1971 revolutionaries who have survived. You may 
know some of them: U Mahathya, Podi Athula, Asoka. I’ll leave you to 
try to imagine who they are now (on top is Prof. J. Uyangoda, one of Sri Lanka’s 

foremost Political Scientists, in the middle is Mr. Victor Ivan, founding editor of the 
Sinhala language weekly “Ravaya” and the last one (with former UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms. Navaneetham Pillay) is Mr. Sunanda 
Deshaprita, a senior journalist and prominent human rights defender and press 
freedom advocate). 

 

The JVP has also celebrated their November Heroes 
commemoration, “il maha viru samaruma”, since the 1989 
killing of the JVP leader Rohana Wijeweera. To take 
some words from the JVP website: “the event is to 
commemorate heroes who laid down their lives for the 
Motherland including the founder of the party Comrade 
Rohana Wijeweera, will be celebrated by the JVP at….” 
I hope that gives you a flavour of the kinds of 
terminology that the JVP uses in its public posters and 
public invitations, for an event that has been going on 
for 25 years.  

 

They also have held it abroad. This is the invitation to the 
last one in London. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 Janatha Vimuthi Peramuna/People’s Liberation Front 



 

To me, one of the most powerful efforts 
to remember in Sri Lanka is the 
Raddoluwa monument for the 
disappeared near Katunayake Airport. 
This slide shows the monument itself, 
and images of families who go there, 
particularly on October 27th but also on 
other days. On at least one occasion, I 
have seen one lady coming alone to lay 
flowers there. 

 

 

 

 

This black and white photo shows how the Raddoluwa 
commemorations began – at the beginning, there were 
just 16 people, and there was no permanent structure 
like there is now. It was held under a lot of repression, 
which is also why there are a lot of priests, who in a 
way provided cover. There is also a Buddhist monk 
who you might recognise as Ve. Baddegama Samitha 
Thero. I will leave you to look into his politics and 
positions on memory nowadays.2 The memorial is held 
on the spot where the body of a man named Lionel 
was discovered following his abduction. The initial 
initiative taken by his girlfriend, Jayanthi, has created a 
site of remembrance that has now existed for 25 years, 
with a ceremony occurring every year on October 27th. 

This commemoration will happen again this year I believe, and in the last several years we have had many 
Tamil families of disappeared people and members of civil society from the North and East also joining 
in, even though it is essentially still a commemoration for Sinhalese people. 

 

This is a commemoration of a better-known 
personality: the Editor of the Sunday Leader, Lasantha 
Wickramathunga, who was killed on the 8th Jan. 2009. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
2 A politician aligned with government of former President Mahinda Rajapakse  



This is a more recent photo from World Press Freedom Day 
2015, in Jaffna, where some of you may have been, to 
memorialise Tamil journalists killed in the last few years.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Tamil newspaper, Uthayan, has a ‘mini 
museum,’ a very bloody museum. In this room, 
they preserve the memories of Uthayan 
employees who have been killed, abducted, 
assaulted and injured seriously, as well as attacks 
on the institution itself. They will also show you 
around to show you the machinery that has been 
burned down. 

 

 

 

This is from Vankalei in Mannar, remembering the 
Catholic Priest, Father Mary Bastian, who was killed 
on the 6th January 1985. That commemoration has 
been going on for thirty years, and is considered a 
black day in Vankalei. While Vankalei is a fishing 
village, people don’t fish on the 6th January in his 
memory.  

 

 

 

 

 



This is a photo of Neelan Thiruchelvam, killed on the 29th 
July 1999. Every year there is a road painting, which gets 
erased after a few months as it lies on a busy road. There 
is also a small mirrored monument, which is almost 
difficult to see nowadays, but which still stands on the side 
of the road. 

 

 

This is another 
part of 

commemorating Neelan Thiruchelvam. Every year there is a 
commemorative lecture, usually delivered by someone from 
abroad, on a topic related to human rights, democracy and 
reconciliation. There is also a separate, annual cultural event in his 
memory. 

 

 

 

This is a monument for the Buddhist Monks who were 
massacred in Aranthalawa in June 1987. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is how the people in 
Kathankudy try to 
remember the people 
who were massacred in 
1990 in two mosques in 
Kathankudy. I took these 
photos late last year. The 
engraved marble notice 
features a list of people 
killed in the two mosques, 
and is still there after 25 
years.  



The Northern Muslims, who were evicted from the 
Northern Province in 1990, found a way to memorialise 
their story by publishing a book: ‘The Quest for 
Redemption: the Story of Northern Muslims’. The 
photographs show part of the research process.  

 

 

 

All these forms of memorialisation, to some extent, were tolerable. That is why these events have been 
allowed to happen, why the physical memorials are still there, and why we can still visit and take 
photographs of them. 

2. Obstructions 

But it is also important to talk about what memory appears to be not tolerable in Sri Lanka. That is why 
I want to talk about obstructions to memory.  

This slide shows something very recent. Summons 
were issued a few days ago in Sinhalese to a Tamil 
member of the Northern Provincial Council (TNA) to 
come to the Police station in Mullativu regarding the 
lighting of lamps at his home to commemorate LTTE 
heroes on 27th November 2014. That means he was 
summoned about 6 months after the event. 

 

 

 

 

These are two attempts to remember events related to the 
end of the war, on the 18th May3 in Vanni. One is outside 
the Catholic Church in Uruthirapuram, to commemorate 
a Catholic Priest who died on the 18th May called Father 
Sara. He was not killed by the fighting itself, but died 
owing to the circumstances surrounding the war – not a 
natural death as such. The other is in a Hindu Kovill 
(temple) in Kilonochi that day, where families of people 
who disappeared or were killed went to have a “pooja”. 
Many obstructions and intimidations were recorded to 
have taken place in relation to these two events.  

                                                        
3 The day the war ended in 2009  



 

In the past, even keeping photos of people killed in 
private houses has been obstructed; military personnel 
have gone to houses and instructed families to remove 
photographs, or removed them themselves. I was told this 
by the families who experienced it directly. 

 

 

 

This is a monument that was put up by students, I believe, at the University of Jaffna, but which has 
since been destroyed by the army. I think I took 
this photo in 2007 or 2008. 

This is also a photo that I took some time back. When 
you go to the famous ice cream parlour Rio, near 
Nallur Kovill in Jaffna, you can see the base of a 
destroyed statue of an LTTE political leader who fasted to death a long time ago. Not much remains 
now. 

 

 

 

 

 



These are the remains of a memorial I photographed in 
2011, in Konavil. I don’t know how this particular 
gravestone managed to survive as long as it did, but it did 
not survive beyond 2011.  

 

 

 

 

 

This is a common sight – a destroyed LTTE militant’s 
memorial in Mulangavil. I believe I took this photo in 
2010-2011; it has since been converted into a small 
army camp, so I dare not take photographs of it now!  

 

 

This is the “Shrine of Innocents”, or “Ahinsakayange 
Sramaya”. It was built in memory of those disappeared or 
killed in 1987-1989 in the insurrection in the South, at the 
invitation of the then-President Madame Chandrika 
Kumaratunga, under state patronage. It was then 
destroyed in 2011, to build Diyatha Uyana or “Water 
Gardens”, an area of flower shops, which you can see in 
the photo here. You may have even been there to eat. 

 

 

 

This photo of an artist struggling underwater 
holding a picture of the Shrine of Innocents, 
which was demolished to build the Water 
Garden during the process of development and 
beautification of Colombo, was published in 
Sunday Observer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



While the history of memorialisation is rich in Sri Lanka, sadly so too is the history of obstructions to 
memory. As I understand it, the LTTE didn’t allow commemorations for rival groups, and of incidents 
in which they stand accused. The JVP didn’t even allow proper funerals for those they killed during the 
insurrections they waged. When someone in my town was killed by the JVP in 1989, I remember that 
they ordered the body of to be carried the knee – the body could not be carried at the shoulder, as is 
normal. 

However since May 2009, with no other armed groups in the country, the Government of Sri Lanka has 
become the dominant force blocking commemorations. It was under the Rajapaksa regime that the 
cemeteries of the LTTE cadres and other monuments were destroyed, as well as the arrests, threats and 
intimidations of those organising and participating in commemorations. Even funerals have been 
obstructed, such as those of Nimalaruban, a Tamil political prisoner killed in custody in 2012, and 
Roshane Chanaka, a Sinhalese worker who was killed during a protest in the Free Trade Zone. 

Of course there has been resistance to Government intimidations and obstructions. The Raddoluwa 
disappearances commemorations, which I mentioned earlier and which led to the monument, started in 
1990 under a lot of repression. For 16 people to gather together and do that commemoration was an act 
of defiance. And of course there have been acts of defiance and resistance in the North, some of which 
I tried to capture before. 

Yet for the most part, disruptions to memorialisation have happened very regularly, with various arrests, 
threats, intimidations and obstructions on remembering in the North and East made by the military, 
police and politicians. This intensified between the end of the war and 2014. Most notably, disruptions 
have occurred on the 18th May, which is the final day of the war, and the 27th November, which has 
traditionally been celebrated as Great Heroes Day (“Maveer”) by the LTTE. It remains to be seen what 
will happen in one week’s time, on the 18th May, under this “yahapalanaya”(good governance), as well as 
in November later this year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Tourism and Memory 

I wanted to share brief thoughts about tourism and memory, 
sometimes called ‘dark tourism’.  Tourism is growing in Sri Lanka, 
and I’m sure you’ve seen far more tourists in Jaffna and the 
Eastern provinces in the last few years. If we consider tourist sites 
overseas, some of the mainstream tourist attractions are related to 
atrocities and memory. 

 

 



Newseum is a fascinating museum in Washington D.C., 
about journalists and freedom of expression. It’s vast, 
and they issue two-day tickets because one day may not 
be enough to see it all (I spent nearly the whole day there, 
from morning to evening). A few Sri Lankan journalists 
who have been killed are featured there, in the 
journalist’s memorial. 

 

 

 

This is of course well known – the Holocaust memorial in 
Auschwitz, where millions of tourists visit every year. 
Holocaust memorials can be found all over the world, in 
South Africa, UK, and the US.  

 

 

 

 

This is the Apartheid Museum in South Africa. Here, 
they try to provide an experience of discrimination that 
people of different colours undergo by forcing visitors 
to queue separately and enter through different 
entrances, based on their skin colour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is from Rwanda. There are many such museums and 
memorials there and in South Africa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This is from Cambodia, where one of the worst 
prisons and torture chambers, Tuol Sleng or S-21, is 
now a museum. You can see some students visiting the 
museum.  

 

 

 

 

 

This is the Free Derry Museum in Northern Ireland. It 
is an interesting initiative, run by people affected by 
what they call the ‘Troubles’ – that is, the human rights 
violations, killings, detentions and violence that 
occurred in the latter half of the 20th century.  

In addition to the museum, there is a walk that tourists 
can take around the area called “Bogsside”, where 
much of the violence in Northern Ireland happened. 
This is led by survivors, who are able to relate directly 
to what occurred.  

 

 

This is all very much mainstream tourism; look at a tourist brochure, and you will find these places 
promoted. 

 

 

 

 

 

Sri Lanka, especially the Northern province, has had its share 
of tourism, particularly in 2011-2012. This sign is not there now, 
but you could find it few years back, at the Puthukudiriuppu 
junction, which was formerly manned by the army. It gives an 
indication of where the war-related tour sites were but many 
Tamils will not be able to read it because it is in English and 
Sinhalese – those were the target tourist market.  

 

 



This is one example of Sri Lankan tourism created primarily 
for the Sinhalese, a policy I’ve seen many times. In this case, 
most of the tourists were Sinhalese from the South, while the 
tour guides were the military in uniform.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are information centres in Puthukudiriupp and 
Killonochi respectively. There are many other examples 
of this kind of centre.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Commemorating Heroes (or Villains)?   

One question I want to raise as I come to my conclusion is whether we are commemorating heroes or 
villains, or whether there are blurred lines between these two.  



This something we see on the main road near Elephant 
Pass – it’s a monument for the Hasalaka Hero 
(“Hasalaka Veeraya”). Hasalaka is a rural village in the 
hill country and is the place where a soldier in the Sri 
Lankan Army (according to the army’s narrative) 
sacrificed his life by jumping into an armoured LTTE 
vehicle, thereby saving many soldiers’ lives at a nearby 
army camp. His memorial is a well known tourist 
attraction now.  

 

 

 

This picture shows his mother, who has come to lay flowers 
at the monument; on the right is a senior army officer 
greeting her. Of course, this mother’s son served in an 
institution or unit that was responsible for horrendous 
abuses for decades. I don’t know whether this person 
himself was responsible, but certainly the institution that is 
now commemorating him was responsible. 

So what do we do? How do we deal with this? 

 

 

 

The LTTE too have been responsible for terrible abuses. 
These are pictures of family members of the LTTE going 
to the martyrs’ cemeteries (of course, these are not here 
now – they have been bulldozed). How do we deal with 
that?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

A hero to one person is a villain to another. But soldier or militant, each is also a son or daughter of a 
mother and father, and may have a husband or wife, brother or sister. 



 

These are some other monuments that 
have been built for the military, and 
when I visited I personally met families 
of some soldiers. For them, this is a 
way to remember the glorious deeds of 
their sons and daughters.  

 

 

 

 

5. Concluding reflections and some Questions 

So, some concluding reflections. Sri Lanka has a history of memorialisation, as I have tried to trace. The 
JVP, the LTTE, and the Government have all tried to honour their political leaders and cadres. There 
have been massacres that are still being remembered in a physical form: for example, in Sathorokondan 
in Batticaloa, or at the Kathankudy mosques. 

There have been other efforts of collective memorialisation for incidents like the expulsion of the 
Northern Muslims. There are particular individuals who have been commemorated, like Dr. Neelam 
Thiruchelvam, Lasantha Wickramathunga, Dr. Rajani Thiranagama, Fr. Jim Brown, or Father Mary 
Bastion. To a certain extent, these people are what I might call prominent personalities. 

Yet unfortunately, Sri Lanka also has a strong history of obstructions to memory and remembrance. 

Over the last few years, tourism in Sri Lanka has been run by the one party that stands accused, namely 
the military. Therefore, how we ensure that a plurality of narratives is available to tourists and the general 
public is going to be a big challenge, if we are to consider ways to link memory to tourism in Sri Lanka. 
Tourism must have an educative function that facilitates the cultural retention of histories. We must also 
consider how we ensure that victims, their families and local communities are involved in the design, 
implementation, and decision-making of the tourism sector, and even how they might benefit (including 
financially) from it. 

These are just some possible approaches that I have seen: both official ones, and popular civil initiatives. 
Some of the monuments are for individuals, while some are collective.  

There should be an effort to preserve damaged or destroyed buildings. I’m a Catholic, and this morning 
I went to Mass at the Jaffna Cathedral. I remember four or five years ago all the bullet holes were very 
visible in the Cathedral. Today it has been whitewashed, like the Library. It is important to preserve the 
sites of tragedy, like some of the prisons in Cambodia or South Africa, in a different form. In South 
Africa, one of the worst prisons where prisoners were held and tortured is now a remembrance site called 
Constitutional Hill. 

There have been online efforts. The Asian Human Rights Commission ran what I know to be one of the 
earliest efforts at online memorialisation in the late 1990s: what they called a Cyber Graveyard for the 
Disappeared. I have since looked for it, but it’s no longer there.  

 



There have also been efforts by some Tamil groups to 
preserve memory online using “Maveerar Illam” 
(“Abode of Great Heroes”). These are screenshots of the 
(http://maaveerarillam.com/), which is an online effort 
by some Tamil groups. I don't know who runs it, but it 
is available online.  

 

 

 

 

Other forms of memorialisation can include special days, commemorative lectures, cultural activities, 
changing history in school books, and rewriting historical narratives (such as the Northern Muslims’ 
initiative and – if I can reference something else from outside – the Recovery of Historical Memory 
Project by the Catholic Church in Guatemala).  

The Recovery of Historical Memory Project in 
Guatemala was a long process, as the name suggests, 
after the dictatorship. It was a private, or civil, effort 
run by the Catholic Church, rather than the 
government. This picture shows the funeral of the 
bishop who pioneered the project, who was killed 2 
days after the report was released. Memorialisation can 
be a bloody business. 

 

 

 

 

This is a theatrical effort called “The Gaza 
Monologues”, about the war in Gaza in 2009. 
Interestingly this was staged in Colombo, when 
comparable atrocities that occurred in Sri Lanka itself 
were not. 

 

 

 

 

The challenge for us, that I want to leave you with, is how we encourage inclusive remembering, instead 
of exclusive remembering. This means considering victims from different ethnic or religious groups, but 
also from the perspectives of different perpetrators. Do we want to remember only groups – particularly 
groups of victims, themselves victimised by a particular group – or do we want to remember all victims, 
irrespective of who they or the perpetrators are or were? Should we commemorate those who engaged 
in abuses and violence, and if so, how should we do it? Should we, the commemorators, remember in 

http://maaveerarillam.com/


groups, or as individuals? And should we have private commemorations, as the former government 
sometimes told us we should, or collective public commemorations?  

For me, the blurred lines between victims and perpetrators is a challenge we must overcome. Moreover, 
we must ensure that we consider the perpetrators as human beings just as much as we do victims, with 
mothers, fathers, possibly children, spouses, brothers and sisters. Memorialisation might offer a means 
by which perpetrators can reconcile with themselves, their families, their victims – by which they can 
recover their humanity and move on. 

 


