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Graphic Violence: 

Representing Conflict and Migration through Visual Narratives 

 

Abstract 

 

The Ph.D. focuses on the recent conflict in Sri Lanka that ended on 19 May 2009 with 

the military defeat of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), otherwise known 

as the Tamil Tigers, and the death and disappearance of between an estimated figure of 

75,000 and 146,679 Tamil civilians and LTTE combatants from that year. The research 

is based on narratives from oral histories taken largely from survivors of the civil war in 

order to produce a graphic novel to convey the story of a family whose experiences are 

paralleled among many other people from the Vanni in north-eastern Sri Lanka. 

Multiple methodologies were deployed from working closely with an illustrator, 

Lindsay Pollock, to focus groups and semi-structured and structured interviews listening 

to survivors’ testimonies and experiences based in Chennai, London and Zurich with 

those people who are currently going through, or have recently gone through, the 

asylum process. 

The thesis and in particular the graphic novel can contribute to the formation of 

a compelling and engaging ‘human rights culture’ (Galchinsky 2012) both in terms of 

representing the bloody conflict in Sri Lanka, and the ordeals and dilemmas faced by 

displaced persons in other countries in its aftermath. As opposed to human rights law 

which is based on a vertical axis, Galchinsky states that human rights culture is based 

on a horizontal appeal to a shared humanity. While universalist understandings of 

human rights and the holistic conception of culture implied in his proposal are 

questionable, the horizontal axis of enquiry and representation informs this research - 
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ranging from the fieldwork period that led to the collation of testimonies to the 

production of the graphic novel, to its sharing with research contributors for their 

opinions and formative feedback, and to its wider dissemination. 

The accompanying graphic novel is hybrid in terms of the combination of text 

with illustrations and photographs, and with regards to a fusion between the ‘fictional’ 

with ‘factual’ – both deemed here as conventions of representing and engaging with 

real-life events. Even though the nuance of multiple perspectives offered by research 

interlocutors may be simplified in the narrative of the graphic novel, there are clear 

theoretical and methodological advantages that, to date, have not been considered in the 

Sri Lankan context for this kind of literature. These include the ability to retain the 

anonymity of interlocutors while highlighting the compelling recollections of their 

experiences, the potential to foster a ‘sympathetic imagination’ across social and other 

demarcations that can constitute the creation of meanings that offer a particular way of 

seeing, feeling and thinking about one’s relationship with oneself, others, and with 

society in general (Salgado 2007), and the possibilities for a collaborative approach with 

interlocutors. The written thesis provides the contextual and ethnographic foundations 

for the graphic novel that also elaborates upon the self-reflexive and participatory 

methodologies and ethical concerns of creating the novel itself. The graphic novel 

enables a wider career in terms of its readership amongst research contributors as well 

as others, and its role in promoting educational awareness and humanitarian advocacy 

on the recent conflict.  
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Preface 
 

In many respects, the fieldwork for this Ph.D. began on the 30th December 2004, four 

days after the South Asian tsunami had ravaged the east and northeast coastline of Sri 

Lanka killing an estimated 26,000 people. The Vanni was then controlled by the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), otherwise known as the Tamil Tigers, with 

its administrative centre in the town of Kilinochchi, and was populated by Tamil Hindu 

and Christians of mostly subsistence fishermen and paddy farmers. Initially, I had 

planned to stay in the Vanni for just ten days, helping with the emergency distribution 

of non-food related items such as mosquito nets, sand bags and plastic buckets to the 

affected communities after experiencing such suffering and destruction. But in the 

course of those ten days, I was emotionally struck by the natural beauty of the Vanni, 

the hospitality of the communities (both tsunami-affected and not), and became 

interested in the influence of the political cult that the LTTE had established in the area. 

I was offered a job with a Norwegian NGO called Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA) and 

decided to stay. That decision changed the course of my life.  

 From 2004-2006, I worked for the NPA and designed and implemented a project 

called the Tsunami Education Project (TEP). TEP was an illustrated, animated and 

three-dimensional PowerPoint presentation that aimed to educate audiences on the 

creation of earthquakes and tsunami and suggest suitable signals and responses for 

future occurrences. In conjunction with the Royal Geographic Society, we developed 

and designed the project to be aimed at non-Geography audiences, and trained ten 

national Tamil staff to facilitate the project along the coast to tsunami-affected 

communities and in schools across the Vanni. It was the first time I had worked with 

animation and illustrations and found it engaged a wide audience, young and old, no 
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matter what their literacy levels. Using illustrations, animation and photography to 

deliver educational messages and engage audiences of school children, internally 

displaced persons (IDPs) and the LTTE proved to be incredibly effective and within 

fourteen months we had successfully implemented the project to over 55,000 people 

across the Vanni.  

 Running TEP allowed me to visit the most remote villages and interact with 

communities throughout the Vanni. I made deep, long-lasting friendships with my TEP 

staff and regularly ate dinner and spent weekends at their homes with their families. I 

joined them in celebrating births, marriages, deaths and LTTE celebrations that had 

become the convention in the region such as Martyrs Day (see Fig. 6, Chapter Three) 

and Black Tiger Day (in commemoration of the suicide division of the LTTE). 

 In January 2006, I handed over the management of TEP to my national Tamil 

team and stepped aside from the NPA. The United Nations (UN) immediately offered 

me the role as one of their Communications and Liaison Officers in the Vanni. The new 

role with the UN bought me in regular contact with the LTTE political leadership and 

gave me further access to travel and interact with communities across the Vanni. 

 At that time, the 2005 elected prime minister of Sri Lanka, Mahinda Rajapaksa, 

was beginning to map out, what would become, the ‘final battle’ with the death and 

disappearance of between 75,000 and 146,679 Tamil civilians and LTTE combatants 

(ICG 2010b: 6, Harrison 2012). The UN operation changed from post-tsunami 

reconstruction to assisting with the influx of IDPs from the Vanni border villages that 

were fleeing clashes between the government forces and the LTTE.  

 Within my professional role, I was constantly moving amongst the IDPs, 

recording their testimonies of the violence that had occurred in their villages, assessing 

what assistance they required, and reporting to the relevant UN agencies (UNICEF, 
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UNHCR, WFP, UNDP and UNOPS). As the Liaison Officer, I was conducting frequent 

meetings with the political wing of the LTTE and trying to establish the forever moving 

front lines of the conflict to provide safe passage for the IDPs. As the conflict spiralled, 

the LTTE began an aggressive recruitment drive into their ranks of one person per 

household that included UN staff under our management whose release we had to 

constantly try and negotiate. Our position as humanitarian workers was put in constant 

jeopardy, with almost daily attacks by the government air force and an ever-rising 

number of IDPs arriving in the area requiring assistance. Eventually, in September 

2008, we were compelled to evacuate the region as the government could not guarantee 

safe cover.  

 This thesis and the graphic novel that accompanies it is my attempt to make 

sense of my time and forced evacuation out of the region, the impact of the war and 

displacement on the Tamil people who I knew and had met afterwards in Britain, India 

and Switzerland as asylum-seekers, and a means with which to collate and represent 

their stories of loss, violence and torture, issues that to this day have still not been met 

with adequate recognition, process, reconciliation or compensation. The thesis and the 

graphic novel are dedicated to their lives, and in memory of those that sadly lost theirs. 
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Chapter One:  

Graphic Violence 
	

Graphic Violence 

September 2008 was a particularly momentous month for me. Against my volition, I 

was preparing to evacuate the town of Kilinochchi, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE) administrative capital of Sri Lanka’s northern province, and where the 

United Nations (UN) had its offices in the region. One of my roles when I worked at the 

UN from 2006-2008 was to record testimonies from the Tamil civilians that were used 

to evaluate provisions of aid that they required from the multiple UN agencies as well as 

for advocacy purposes. As the conflict spiralled throughout 2008 in this northern region, 

known as the Vanni, I continually interviewed civilians as they experienced a sharp rise 

in violence, multiple displacements and the loss of material and financial assets (see 

Annex I for map of battle theatre and IDP movements, Dix, June 2008). Civilians were 

caught between the LTTE leadership that forcibly conscripted soldiers, male and 

female, and the repressive regime of the Sri Lankan government against Tamils in 

general. In 2008, the government forces approached the town of Kilinochchi, and 

declared that they could not guarantee the safety and security of the UN and NGOs 

within the Vanni. On 12th September, we were told by our superiors at the UN, based in 

Sri Lanka’s capital, Colombo, that we would be evacuating within the following days 

and that we needed to clear our offices and arrange for ‘Phase V’ security - that is, full 

evacuation of international staff and programmes.1 It became increasingly clear later 

that the UN was seen as an obstacle to the government’s intent on launching a final 

offensive in which they wanted no international witnesses. 

																																								 																					
1 For details, see: http://www.who.int/hac/techguidance/tools/manuals/who_field_handbook/h2.pdf 
Accessed 17th November 2015. 
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 Myself and two of my colleagues put pressure on our superiors in Colombo to 

maintain at the very least a skeleton operation in the Vanni, stressing that we had a duty 

to protect the civilians caught within the conflict. These pleas were ignored and we were 

to immediately begin the evacuation phase of closing offices, removing sensitive files, 

demobilising vehicles and putting in place evacuation plans.  

 The atmosphere at that time was incredibly stressful and tense with continued 

artillery shells landing within two kilometres from our UN compounds. At 5:45 on the 

morning of the 14th September 2008, an air attack destroyed the residential compound 

close to my UN residence that sent a shower of shrapnel across my compound missing 

my leg by inches. I still have that piece of shrapnel on my desk in London.  

 The LTTE had a pass system that did not allow anyone out of the Vanni without 

their written consent. The LTTE were loathed to lose the UN national Tamil staff who 

were among the most educated and logistically trained individuals in the Vanni. We 

therefore had the heart-wrenching situation of trying to counsel men and women, some 

far older than ourselves, as the situation became dire, that we were to leave, and they 

would have to stay behind with their families (see Annex II letter given to UN national 

staff that remained behind in the Vanni after the UN evacuation on 18th September 2008 

UNOPS 2008). At any rate, the UN officials could not provide safe passage for their 

families, so the local Tamil staff had to stay in the region, many of whom I have lost 

contact with and can only assume were killed in the ensuing escalation of violence (see 

Annex III for a list of personnel from humanitarian agencies killed or disappeared, 

January 2006 – March 2009, CPA 2009) or have fled to countries around the world as 

asylum seekers.  

 On the morning of 15th September, there began large-scale protests of civilians 

outside our UN compounds pleading with us not to leave (Fig. 1).  
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Fig. 1. Protesters at the UN gates in Kilinochchi pleading with the UN staff not to evacuate. 
Photograph by Benjamin Dix. 

 Although not threatening, we were fully aware of their message for us to remain, 

and were physically unable to leave the Vanni. One elderly man summed up the mood: 

‘We are begging you to stay and witness our suffering. If we allow you to go…The 

truth is that everyone here will die. The knife is at our throat.’ For the following three 

days, we continued to pack up our offices. After the third day, the civilians dispersed 

and we were able to leave our compound. It became clear to me that the LTTE had 

organised these protests to buy time for moving their hardware away from the frontline, 

with the shield of the UN’s international present within Kilinochchi town. Nevertheless, 

the pleas from the civilians to not abandon them and continue to offer protection were 

sincere and desperate. Local residents were acutely aware of the approaching 

government forces as they were of the manipulation and entrapment of the LTTE, a 

civil war in which the majority did not want to be entangled in military combat. They 

also fully understood that once the UN left, coupled with the fact that no independent or 

international reporters were allowed into the Vanni, there would be no remaining 

international presence, record and eyes on the conflict. The situation was beyond tragic. 

 On the morning of the 18th September 2008 at 11:00, the UN evacuated the 
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Vanni with the assurance from the government forces and LTTE that convoys would be 

given safe passage. I took many photographs and audio-visual footage in almost a last-

minute pitch to hold on to, embrace and record the people and the environment around 

me (Fig. 2).2  

 
Fig. 2. Civilians blocking the only road (A9) out of Kilinochchi and preventing the UN 
evacuation. Photography by Benjamin Dix. 

However, just eight minutes before the start of the evacuation convoy, the Sri 

Lankan air force attacked the very road we were about to take. Nevertheless, we 

proceeded as planned and drove through fallen and burning trees, the smouldering 

corpse of a tractor driver on the side of the road, and the cries of civilians pleading with 

us to stay (Fig. 3). Disheartened, I drove out from the Vanni in a blast-proof vehicle, 

wearing a flack jacket3 and helmet, leaving behind people I had got to know over my 

four years in the Vanni. I drove with a sense of complete abandonment and utter despair 

of the organisation and international systems I had believed were in place to avoid such 

																																								 																					
2 The footage appeared in a subsequent documentary that I collaborated with in the UK on the conflict, 
No Fire Zone: The Killing Fields of Sri Lanka (Outside Film/Channel Four/ITN Productions, dir. Callum 
Macrae). The documentary was produced in 2013 and expanded in 2015, http://nofirezone.org  
3 Flack jacket refers to body armour designed to protect against fragments from high explosives. 
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actions occurring.4  

 
Fig. 3. The UN evacuation from the Vanni on 18th September 2008. Note the debris on the 
road and tractor on fire on the right side from a fresh air attack. Still taken from a video of 
the evacuation filmed by Benjamin Dix. 

Although the months leading up to the evacuation were charged with fear, adrenalin 

and uncertainty as Sri Lankan air force bombs blew up around us in the UN bunker, I 

could not repress a huge sense of guilt, shame, anger and desertion as I left Kilinochchi. 

The next day I handed in my resignation as a UN officer.5 

 The memories that my stay in the Vanni conjures will forever resonate in my 

mind. Returning to UK, I embarked upon a MA in Anthropology of Conflict, Violence 

and Conciliation at the University of Sussex in order to come to terms with what had 

transpired as well as develop a more analytical understanding of the main issues. 

Recollections of the moments I shared, the stories I heard, and the relations I formed 

with people in Sri Lanka had deeply upset me, emotions that I could not fully grapple 
																																								 																					
4 Since leaving Sri Lanka and the UN, I have been publicly critical of the failings of the UN in this entire 
evacuation process, the duty to protect its own staff and civilians in conflict and the decisions that were 
made at the Colombo, Geneva and New York levels of management. See Chapter Three for further details. 
5 BBC (23rd September 2008) “’Pain’ of Sri Lanka aid pullout” Anonymous article (written by myself) of 
the few days leading up to the UN evacuation from the Vanni. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/7630187.stm Accessed 12th October 2011.  
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with through academic outlets. So alongside my dissertation, I thought about reflecting 

upon conflict and displacement through the graphic medium, as a means with which to 

revisit my experience in a collaborative vein through the collation of other people’s 

narratives. I remembered that in 2006 when I was living in the Vanni, a friend had given 

me the graphic novel, Palestine, by Joe Sacco (1993).6 It was the first graphic novel I 

had read based on a serious, journalistic engagement. Palestine focused on a two-month 

period from 1991 to 1992 in Palestine, with flashbacks to the expulsion of the Arabs, 

the emergence of the Intifada, and the Gulf War. Having not really been exposed to 

comic books as a child, the medium of sequential art enthralled me. To be able to view 

the wonderfully rich illustrations on the page and develop an idea of what Palestine 

looked like, and to read the conversations that were based on journalistic interviews and 

quotes was a new form of representation that thoroughly engaged me. Later I came 

across the animated film, Waltz with Bashir by Ari Folman (2008). I developed a desire 

to adopt a similar approach to produce human rights literature on the Sri Lanka conflict 

and its aftermath through the graphic medium (see Galchinsky 2012). With such a 

graphic novel, I would then be able to reach out to a broader audience alongside my 

academic work. Initially, I had no idea how to write, produce or illustrate such a book 

but I knew that I had the ability to interview people for it and the sense of purpose to 

complete the project. It was a means with which, in a sense, I began to come to terms 

with what happened and close a formative chapter on my life. I teamed up with the 

London-based artist, Lindsay Pollock, and then embarked upon a 50:50 doctoral 

programme, to produce what I have done here: a graphic novel and thesis of 50,000 

words for further contextual analysis.  

 Throughout the Ph.D. research, I was keen to pursue alternative stories to official 

																																								 																					
6 The Guardian. 5th January 2003. ‘Eyewitness in Gaza’ 
 http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2003/jan/05/comics.politics Accessed 10th February 2015. 
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narratives by both the then government of Sri Lanka, the United Freedom People’s 

Alliance, headed by Mahindra Rajapaksa, and the news spread by LTTE propaganda 

machinery. It was a desire to cover the ‘hidden transcripts’ of the oppressed that Scott 

(1990) elaborates, or the tactics that de Certeau (1988) develops as opposed to the 

disciplinary knowledge coming from state structures and other hubs of power. While the 

Sri Lankan government (hitherto GoSL as cited in many reports) maintains that the end 

of the conflict in 2009 was a ‘humanitarian liberation’ (GoSL 2011), the LTTE and 

most of the Tamil diaspora decry it as a mass atrocity or genocide.7 The international 

community tends to sit in the middle but as the LTTE leadership has been decimated, 

efforts have been made by UN bodies among others to take Rajapaksa’s administration 

to task. However, this has been met by intransigence through the Security Council, Sri 

Lanka being supported by two of its five permanent members, Russia and China. And 

up until 2015, the Sri Lankan government under the leadership of Mahinda Rajapaksa 

has been uncooperative, evasive, and in denial of allegations of war crimes.  

 It did not take me long to realise that to seek and present non-hegemonic stories is 

itself a flawed exercise, for the rivulets of power do not leave anything untouched. 

Vernacular narratives then become more an orientation rather than a space of alterity 

and resistance - from the people’s mouth so to speak - than one that necessarily presents 

an alternative or more authentic version of events. As Daniel (1996) also questions in 

his book Charred Lullabies on the earlier series of ethnic violence between Sinhala and 

Tamil nationalists from the 1980s: how can you tell stories? How does power play a 

part in the recollection and presentation of stories when there is invariably a lack of 

hegemonic consensus on a series of events? As with many other contexts, the recent 

history and politics of Sri Lanka remains contested and uncertain. It is with such 

																																								 																					
7 Tamilnet 01.06.2009. Sri Lanka war crimes: Ban must speak, UN must Investigate. 
https://www.tamilnet.com/art.html?catid=13&artid=29500 Accessed 20th June 2013. 
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thoughts in mind that I have adapted Daniel’s title to consider ‘scarred stories’ in 

Chapter Four, the tainted and partial nature of vernacular and testimonial accounts 

primarily by way of those people who were subjected to the recent escalation of ethnic 

violence in the period 2006-2009 in Sri Lanka.  

As elaborated in Chapter Three, multiple methodologies were deployed from 

working closely with an illustrator, Lindsay Pollock, to focus groups and semi-

structured and structured interviews listening to survivors’ testimonies and experiences. 

Where possible, I maintained the relationships that I built throughout that four-year 

period in the Vanni, and have interviewed many of those individuals for this research, 

those people who are currently going through, or have recently gone through, the 

asylum process in Zurich and London. I have also conducted fieldwork with Tamil 

friends, ex-colleagues and anonymised participants that are currently in Chennai and are 

unable to move back to Sri Lanka, or do not have the funds or the help of family in the 

diaspora to leave for Europe, Canada or Australia, the most popular destinations for 

Tamil asylum-seekers. These testimonies form the basis of a narrative I have written 

that is presented as a fictionalised account of a Tamil family and is portrayed in the 

medium of an illustrated comic book that I have produced, scripted and directed along 

with the artwork by Lindsay. The thesis therefore focuses on oral histories from Tamil 

survivors of the civil war between the LTTE and the GoSL from 2005 until the present 

day combined with the methodologies used to research, interview and coordinate and 

facilitate the production of the graphic novel. The focus of the research is positioned 

around the recent conflict that ended on 19 May 2009 with the military defeat of the 

LTTE and the death and disappearance of between 75,000 and 146,679 Tamil civilians 

and LTTE combatants (ICG 2010b: 6, Harrison 2012).  
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Anthropology and Graphics 
Sketches and illustrations may have had a long history in ethnographic work, but they 

were largely marginalised to the assumed superiority of the written text, almost seen as 

a trivial activity and not worthy of academic contemplation. They have also been held 

as secondary to audio-visual media. In recent years, anthropologists among other 

scholars have begun to highlight the seminal role of drawings in recording and 

representing fieldwork (Collorado-Mansfeld 1999, Alfonso et al. 2004, Taussig 2011). 

What has come to be called ‘graphic anthropology’ is both a tool for pursuing 

fieldwork, as much as it is for communicating with other audiences. As I too found out, 

the accessibility of illustrations means that they can start conversations, comments and 

suggestions for other ideas from a range of people (see Chapter Five). In his fieldwork 

in Manchester, Atkins (2013) notes of his interlocutors:  

…they could express feelings, confirmations, affirmations and insults about the 
way I had drawn a picture. In this way the ethnography was made meaningful to 
informants and was able to reveal affiliations with other power/knowledge 
domains, something that George Marcus (1999:15) has argued was a key 
proponent of the Writing Culture debate (Clifford and Marcus 1986) (Atkins 
2013: 14). 

Drawing becomes another means with which to explore the subjective and partial 

accounts of fieldwork, in the process, levelling out to some extent the power dynamics 

between researcher and researched. The graphic novel becomes one other outlet for 

anthropological research to add to those that appeared particularly since the Writing 

Culture work edited by Clifford and Marcus (1986). Anthropologists began to question 

the conventions of ethnographic fieldwork and its objective and realist representations 

in the monograph form (see for instance, Crapanzano 1980, Shostak 1981, Gardner 

1996 and earlier fictionalised works such as Bohannan 1964). To accompany the thesis, 

we have produced a hybrid graphic novel – first in terms of the combination of text with 

illustration and photographs, and second with regards to a fusion between the ‘fictional’ 
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with ‘factual’ – both deemed here as conventions of representing and engaging with 

real-life events. 

On their own, drawings may be subject to a multiplicity of interpretations which 

is to be welcome in situ, but not if interpretations of representations of fieldwork in 

another context obscure or markedly diverge from what research participants would 

have wanted. As MacDougall notes, there is a certain paradox about imagery: 

What was paradoxical about visual imagery, as against written text, was its 
apparent plenitude, which flooded the observer with concreteness and detail, yet 
revealed little in the absence of a surrounding discourse (MacDougall 1999: 
289). 

It is for this reason that, while I appreciate the plenitude of the graphic novel for what it 

is and can recognise its significance and resonance as distinct from the thesis, I have 

created a complementary and contextual narrative in the thesis with which to explore 

and enrich the understanding of the production and reception of the imagery and 

narrative in the graphic novel. 

 Due to the fusion of art and text, the graphic novel creates a relatively new 

medium for literacy (Bucher and Manning 2004) that can be enjoyed by a far wider 

readership than textual literature alone. Alvermann and Hagood (2000) argue that 

because we are living in ‘new times’, a multi-media world, we need to learn new ways 

of doing things, and this is particularly true with regards to literacy and the growth of 

the graphic novel rises to that challenge. The graphic novel, Memories of the Vanni, is a 

relatively innovative concept for anthropology.8 By basing the story on documented 

historical events and building the narrative from oral histories taken largely from 

survivors of the conflict, I have produced a narrative that sits between fiction and non-

																																								 																					
8 See Nicola Streeten’s graphic novels, http://home.btconnect.com/nicolastreeten/indexns12.htm. 
Although trained in anthropology, she has yet to publish her analyses of this illustrative form and its 
production. 
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fiction. I have described the images and narratives portrayed within it, following Jean 

Rouch on cinema verite (the truth of cinema), as an instance of graphique verite or 

graphic realities. While Rouch developed the idea of cinema verite to depart from realist 

documentary film and openly court the dialogic and catalytic effects of film in its 

making, here is an example of ‘graphic truth’: the graphic novel, Memories of the 

Vanni, is not intended to represent ‘reality’ in an objective sense, but where the truth or 

representation is based on the filtering of actual events and experiences through the 

subjectivity of individual testimonials and the creative license deployed in working in 

the graphic medium. The methodological process recalls Rouch’s practice of shared 

anthropology (anthropologie partagee) including the practice of integrating feedback 

into the filmic process (Henley 2010). Rouch’s aim was not to become scientifically 

more objective in recording what he observed or was researching, but rather to 

acknowledge the subjectivity of his position and use it to his advantage, to create a 

cinema that was simultaneously ‘truth’ and ‘fiction’. Rouch deconstructs the filmic 

medium as a claim to objective representation, and allows the agency of those filmed to 

have a more formative part in the final film. In this interaction, anthropological practice 

is developed from a more personal, collaborative and horizontal perspective framed by 

shared experiences. The process enables a shift from an ‘objective’ and positivist 

approach – aimed basically at ‘representing’ the cultural ‘other’ – to encompassing 

more subjective stories on a more horizontal alliance. 

 My approach also draws significantly from feminist studies. As Donna Haraway 

(1988) has argued, all knowledge is situated, dependent on individual positionality and 

orientation. With their work on researching children in concentration camps in the 

South African Wars from 1899-1902, Liz Stanley and Sue Wise continue such a critique 

of objective knowledge. They propose ‘feminist fractured foundationalism’ as a means 
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with which to undermine the assumed objectivity of social life history and facts. They 

elaborate: 

..social life is both founded in a material factual reality and also involves 
disagreements and disjuncture’s between people's views of 'the facts'. The term 
thus recognises both that there is a materially grounded social world that is real 
in its consequences (foundationalism), and insists that differently-situated 
groups develop often different views of the realities involved (fractured) (2006: 
1.4).  

With fractured foundationalism, I am able to appreciate both the social constructedness 

of narratives about events as well as my own positionality with respect to how 

participants engaged with me in the research. Stanley and Wise (2006) argue that 

feminism provides a ‘radical social ethics’ that means we can present both the research 

process and its representation in an open and accountable way. With this openness, we 

can then undermine objective accounts of ethnography and begin to appreciate how 

knowledge is created in a positional and intersubjective way (see Chapter Three).  

 Halleh Ghorashi (2014) uses a similar approach to productive ends in her 

creative writing projects with migrant women in the Netherlands. She proposes ‘to step 

aside’ – that is, to step ‘into the margins of discursive power in order to create space for 

voices from the position of difference, rather than conforming to the dominant norm 

(either in terms of compliance or resistance)’ (2014: 61). Ghorashi elaborates: 

Stepping aside means creating space and having patience for listening and 
producing stories close to one's own experiences instead of producing opinions 
that are often informed through unreflective discursive positioning. This 
marginal safe space enables narratives to come together from positions of 
difference in order to negotiate discursive positioning, constructions of shared 
meanings, and the production of counter narratives to the dominant discourses of 
hierarchical categorizations (2014: 61).  

As I further account in Chapter Three, I too tried to create a space that was not 

predetermined but was allowed to develop gradually, sensitively and reflexively with 

regards to our different positionalities and experiences of violence in the Vanni. While 
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there were obvious power differences in terms of myself as a western male with British 

citizenship, there were possibilities for forging common grounds in that we had all 

experienced life in the Vanni to a greater or less extent. On top of three focus groups 

with 10-33 participants, I interviewed 20 men and women for this research. Each of 

them provided differing possibilities, challenges and intersubjective dynamics that I 

detail in later chapters. Overall, I concur with Ghorashi’s observations on the co-

production of reflexive knowledge.  

 The hierarchical categorisations in question were largely with regards to the 

precarious status of participants as asylum-seekers in Europe and refugees in south 

India. All the eight women that I interviewed were known to me from the Vanni and 

thus familiarity and friendship eroded the harsher edges of power differences inscribed 

in our gendered positionality. 

 Due to the subject of the research, emotions always came to the fore on all sides. 

Seeing and hearing others relate their experiences of trauma and violence left an 

indelible mark on me, and they too reacted to me as researcher and often friend in an 

interactive and sometimes unpredictable manner. Michael Jackson makes no bones 

about excluding affect in what he called ‘existential anthropology’. He argues that 

anthropological counts need reflect the multifaceted experiences of life:  

By implication, our relations with the world of others and the world around are 
relations of inter-est, that is, they are modes of inter-existence, informed by a 
struggle for the wherewithal for life. We are, therefore, not stable or set pieces, 
with established and immutable essences, destines, or identities; we are 
constantly changing, formed and reformed, in the course of our relationship with 
others and our struggle for whatever helps us sustain and find fulfilment in life 
(2013: 5). 

As will be made evident in Chapters Three and Four, I have not refrained from 

attempting to explore the more intersubjective engagements and emotional implications 



	

	

17	

of the research. These issues also played a significant part in how I returned with 

sketches to participants in order to gauge their feedback, which came with all shades of 

emotions (Chapter Five).  

In comparison with other graphic novels, Memories of the Vanni is based on 

conflict survivors’ oral histories from my research along with documented events taken 

from United Nations, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and International 

Crisis Group among others. Together they have informed a narrative that highlights the 

personal impact of living through conflict by filtering the research material through the 

life of a fictionalised Tamil family. Therefore the word ‘novel’ is not entirely 

appropriate in this instance. Nevertheless, for methodological and ethical reasons further 

elaborated in Chapter Three, and in its sequence and style, Memories of the Vanni leans 

more towards fiction as an extrapolation of actuality. I will therefore continue with the 

term ‘graphic novel’ with the proviso that the fictional content is drawn from real-life 

events and experiences as related to me in interviews and focus groups.  

 In the process, I hope to see the graphic novel as having a broad reach – one that 

can be viewed and read by the interviewees for this research as well as others. It has 

done and can provide a platform for survivors of the conflict to share and discuss their 

experiences of the conflict and the aftermath.  

 By fictionalising the oral histories of respondents that survived the Sri Lankan 

conflict, I have departed from the conventional anthropological literature concerning 

violence in South Asia (e.g. Daniels 1999, Das 2000, Kapferer 2011) and contributed to 

new ways of understanding violence through narrative and sequential art. Among the 

many contested narratives that were being produced by sympathisers and supporters of 

both the LTTE and the GoSL, I hope to navigate a ground that was sensitive to more 

civilian concerns, caught up between political campaigns and concerns for their own 
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and family welfare and lives. As Minoli Salgado (2007) notes, there has been an 

increase in literary production since the escalation of the conflict in 2007 in Sri Lanka. 

General narrative tropes have become prominent that highlight boundaries defined by 

ethnicity and class. My graphic novel informed by the interviews that I had conducted 

in Sri Lanka prior to 2009, and then in Chennai, Zurich and London for this research, 

have noted the following recurring tropes in addition to those noted – displacement, 

migration, disorientation, home(s), Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and loss. The 

fictional narrative also enables me to touch upon sensitive issues without the danger of 

exposing the identity or other markers of my contributor’s details and whereabouts. As 

De Mel notes, the fictional mode can bring to light ‘what remains unspoken because of 

censorship’ (2013: 2), and this too in a manner that need not compromise the actual 

identity, situation or whereabouts of my interlocutors. Knowing full well that I was 

producing a graphic novel, my interlocutors were intrigued by the medium as well as its 

potential reach, making them feel relatively comfortable with the scrutiny and indeed 

relevance of my questions and broader research. They actively encouraged me to 

complete it and, in some cases, even offered to fund it, offers that I refused so as not to 

compromise the independent quality of this research. In fact, I had hoped to be able to 

circulate the graphic novel not just amongst Sri Lankan Tamils and other interested 

parties, but also amongst Sinhalese people who would ordinarily not read anything that 

they may see as part of Tiger propaganda (see Chapter Five). 

I have set the key protagonist, Antoni, of the fictionalised family in the graphic 

novel in London and write his character as an asylum seeker to the UK in 2012. With 

his wife, Rajni, and one child, Theepa, living as refugees in Chennai, India, I also aim 

for the graphic novel and thesis to contribute to an informed and empathetic 

appreciation of transnational migration and the processes of asylum-seeking in the UK. 
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Priya is Antoni’s sister-in-law, Michael his other child, Appama his mother and Roxy, 

the neighbourhood dog (Fig. 4).  

 
Fig. 4. Fictionalised family. Clockwise from top left: Priya, Antoni, 
Rajini, Theepa, Michael, Appama and Roxy (the dog). Illustrated by 
Lindsay Pollock. 

As such, this research and in particular the graphic novel can contribute to the formation 

of a compelling and engaging ‘human rights culture’ (Galchinsky 2012: 67) both in 

terms of representing the bloody conflict in Sri Lanka, and the ordeals and dilemmas 

faced by displaced persons in other countries in its aftermath. As opposed to human 

rights law, Galchinsky states that human rights culture is based on a horizontal appeal to 

a shared humanity (2012: 67). While I question universalist understandings of human 

rights (Cowan et al. 2001) and the holistic conception of culture implied in his proposal 

(see Clifford 1988), I take heed of this horizontal axis of enquiry and representation - it 

informs this research ranging from fieldwork that led to the collation of testimonies to 

the production of the graphic novel, to its sharing with my interlocutors for their 
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opinions and formative feedback, and to its wider dissemination beyond those that I 

worked with. The rest of the thesis further elaborates on each of these key areas of 

research and themes raised. 

Thesis Overview 
Chapter Two provides a literature review of the rise of nationalism, both Sinhala and 

Tamil, since the end of the colonial period in 1948 up until the beginning of the most 

recent conflict, with hostilities from 2006 to 2009. I begin with a summarised account 

of the history of Sri Lankan politics from Independence in 1948. This account on Sri 

Lanka’s recent civil war is integrated with a discussion on culture, ethnicity and 

nationalism, and provides the backdrop to consider the related literature on conflict, 

violence, conciliation, human rights testimonials as well as contextualise the graphic 

novel in the relevant regional literature. I proceed to provide a review of the emergent 

literature to do with graphic novels as well as relevant points on their kindred form, 

comic books. I end with a discussion on representation and the implications of graphic 

novels for representing real-life conflict and displacement on people’s lives. 

Chapter Three expands on the methodological and ethical implications for doing 

the research for this thesis and graphic novel. It is preceded with a discussion on my 

time in Sri Lanka from 2004-2008, after which I was not able to return to the island due 

to the political machinations of the then government under Mahinda Rajapaksa which 

was keen to downplay and suppress any information that counteracted the official 

governmental narrative of the civil war. As a result, I drew upon my earlier experiences 

and contacts formed in Sri Lanka while pursuing the trajectories and lives of a select 

number of displaced Tamils in Chennai, London and Zurich after I returned to the UK. 

This is followed by a section on the effects that the research had on me in the process of 

revisiting emotionally and politically charged scenes that we had left in the Vanni. It 
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ends with a discussion on my collaborations with the artist and the process of filtering 

testimonies and reports into the graphic novel form.  

Chapter Four discusses some key aspects of, and scenes in the graphic novel. It 

details how the graphic narrative was put together with decisions concerning the 

narrative flow of the graphic novel and the inclusion of various characters, illustrations 

and photography. The main themes centre on the representation of multiple narratives to 

do with family, warfare, violence, displacement, disappearances, torture, trauma, 

alienation and seeking asylum, and how they can be sensitively and ethically engaged 

with in the graphic narrative.  

 Chapter Five concludes the thesis with a discussion on what has been described 

as the ‘returning book’ providing an account of how people who I had earlier 

interviewed, among others, responded to and offered suggestions to further develop or 

amend the graphic novel. It highlights my contributor’s formative part in the production 

of the graphic novel, and points to future possibilities in integrating such work in 

educational programmes and advocacy amongst wider sectors in the public arena as a 

consequence of shared anthropology. 
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Chapter 2:  

The Regional, Socio-Political and Theoretical Landscape 
 

Adam’s Peak is located in the geographic centre of Sri Lanka. It stands at 2,243 metres 

above sea level and from the summit at sunrise a spectacular and enchanting view of the 

Sabaaragamuwa Hills can be seen through the rising clouds. Adams Peak is sacred, not 

only for the vista it commands, but constitutes one of the very few places in Sri Lanka 

where the four main faiths of the island (Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity) 

make a stamp on its sacred significance. Buddhists believe that Lord Buddha, during his 

third visit to Sri Lanka, placed his footprint on the summit and gave the name of the 

mountain, Sri Pada (Obeyesekere 1995). Muslims claim that the footprint belongs to 

Adam, whilst Christians say it is the footprint of Jesus’ disciple, St. Thomas, and 

Hindus that it is the footprint of Lord Siva. Adam’s Peak has stood in the middle of the 

island for millennia, watching the tides of peace and conflict come and go and 

witnessing 450 years of Portuguese, Dutch and British colonialism (1505 to 1948) 

whose legacies would forever mark the tensions of the island.  

 Over the past twenty-five years, Sri Lanka has witnessed the death of hundreds 

and thousands of its citizens as the Sinhalese and Tamil communities fought one of the 

longest and bloodiest civil wars in contemporary times from 1983 to 2009 (DeVotta 

2009, Obeyesekere 1979). Despite the three decades of civil war, Sri Lanka has 

managed to maintain an international reputation as a thriving tourist destination, even 

through the worst periods of conflict. As the civil war was contained predominantly in 

the north and east of the island, with sporadic episodes of violence in the capital and 

surrounding areas, the tourist areas on the southern coast and hinterlands have remained 

relatively untouched and continued to attract tourism to its world class beach resorts and 
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tourist spots.9  

In this chapter, I provide a review of the relevant literature for further regional, 

historical, socio-political and theoretical context for the graphic novel. I will begin with 

an abridged account of the Sri Lanka conflict and the Tamil diaspora - this section will 

also encompass the relevant literature on Sri Lankan ethnicities and nationalism. I will 

then refer to a more general account on conflict, violence and humanitarian issues that 

will also provide further material to contextualise the narrative of the graphic novel. 

This will lead to a more sustained section on the relevant literature with regards to 

graphic novels and comic books. I end with a discussion of testimonials and 

implications for narrative and visual representation as it relates to the graphic novel, 

Memories of the Vanni, produced alongside this thesis. I am fully aware that limited 

space does not enable me to concentrate on all the literature that I would otherwise have 

included had I had 80,000 words to write this thesis. So I have selected only the key 

texts that are necessary for my overall treatment of the research context and the 

production of the graphic novel. This will then allow me sufficient space to concentrate 

on the substantive research material in subsequent chapters.  

 In the process, I account for the tremendous difficulties of telling stories 

dependent on a conflict setting, a theme that I further pursue in Chapter Three. Among 

the questions that I had to deal with are: how do people relate to and remember 

moments of violence, torture and trauma in their lives, and how do the emotionally and 

politically difficult aspects of this impact upon the listener/reader? How can the analysis 

and production of comics highlight elements of the narrative approach, and how 

ethically and sensitively, individual stories can be connected with collective stories, 

such that graphic novels can have a widespread impact in recording and relaying recent 
																																								 																					
9 A notable exception here is the communist insurgencies led by the Janathā Vimukthi Peramuṇa 
(People’s Liberation Front) in 1971 and 1987–89 based in Matara in the south of Sri Lanka (Moore 1993). 



	

	

24	

conflicts and peoples’ otherwise suppressed experiences of them?  

 

Sri Lanka’s History of Conflict 
Pre-colonial Sri Lanka had a deep-rooted, caste-based social structure that reflected the 

linguistic and historical identities of the various kingdoms of the island. In the face of 

an existing variety of groups in Sri Lanka, British colonisers divided the groups along 

divisions of language, religion, custom and clothes. The Sinhalese were divided into ‘up 

country’ and ‘low country’, the Tamils into ‘Ceylon’ and ‘Indian’, the Muslims (Moors) 

into ‘Ceylon’ and ‘Coast’, and the Veddas and the Burghers were divided into ‘Dutch’ 

and ‘Portuguese’ (Nissan and Stirrat 1987). As with the rest of South Asia, the arbitrary 

imposition of singular Tamil and Sinhala ethnic identities was therefore a colonial 

product, employed for the ease of description and categorisation within the colonial 

administration. 

From the end of the nineteenth century, processes of modernisation challenged 

and transformed traditional roles of cultures and religions throughout the world. Smith 

(1983) argues that the traditional roles of society and social ties between people were 

beginning to weaken and morph into the modern institutions that we see today, such as 

trade unions, welfare organisations and political parties. Officially, under British 

colonial rule, all citizens of Sri Lanka were ascribed equal status. However, the British 

also sought to protect particular customs of different ethnicities by formalising their 

cultural differences and making these the basis for political representation. Nissan and 

Stirrat (1987) describe how the British foreign policy of the time was deeply influenced 

by racial theories that had been developed through a variety of studies of language, 

etymology, and historical and evolutionary theories. Once the ethnic categories had 

been imposed, the British began to ‘rewrite’ the history of Sri Lanka in racial terms. 

Important legends such as the arrival of the Indian Prince Vijaya to Sri Lanka were 
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reordered and came to represent the ‘fact’ that the Sinhalese were products of an Aryan 

migration from northeast India in 543 BC. The Sinhalese (Aryans) thus came to be 

opposed to the Tamil (Dravidian) in absolute terms. Language and race were combined 

and, even though the details of census categories and numbers changed, minority groups 

began to be orientated along the lines of Tamil and Sinhala identities. The colonial 

classification of the various groups of Sri Lanka set the foundations for imagined ethnic 

communities and the growth of Tamil and Sinhala nationalism that we see today in Sri 

Lanka. As Anderson states ‘it is important to bear in mind the conditions of the colonial 

era when we turn to look comparatively at the rise of nationalism, since it was the 

colonial experience that profoundly shaped nationalism’ (1998: 323). 

Throughout colonial rule, the Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim communities were 

united in the struggle for independence of Sri Lanka from foreign powers.10  However, 

in the lead up to, during, and immediately after Independence in 1948, the ethnicised 

communities began to resist power-sharing arrangements and pursued their independent 

nationalistic agendas. Eight years after independence, in 1956, under the second Prime 

Minister, S.W.R.D Bandaranaike, the most controversial of agendas occurred, 

comprising of the 1956 ‘Sinhala Only Act’ (Nissan and Stirrat 1990). This Act 

highlighted Sinhala as the official language, removing English which had linked the 

various ethnic communities during the colonial years through a foreign but common 

language, and sparked the first post-independence manifestation of the divisions of 

ethnicity in the country as anti-Tamil riots spread across the island. The Act also led to 

the rehabilitation and restoration of Buddhism to its pre-colonial status, and the 

																																								 																					
10 As with the term culture (see Williams 1976, Clifford 1988), I use the term community to mark social 
boundaries fully acknowledging that there can be ambiguities, interactions and fissures in any 
generalisation of a community. The boundaries may well be marked analytically by the social scientist 
(see Kamenka 1982; Vered 2002; Delanty 2003); or through social actors’ own determination of the 
boundaries of their own group of belonging among others (Barth 1969; Anderson 1983; Cohen 1985; 
Gupta and Ferguson 1997). 
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fostering by the Sinhalese of their national identity and culture (Tambiah 1992). This 

narrowing of Sinhala politics and centralised, authoritarian governance created the 

conditions that promoted the first significant wave of Tamils out of Sri Lanka to the 

west in search of opportunities and away from persecution (McDowell 1996).  

The ‘Sinhala Only Act’ was a method to distance the Sinhala political elite from 

their colonial history and to reinstate Sinhalese identity in the island. For the Tamil, 

Muslim and other minority communities, the Act denied the non-Sinhala speaking 

access to the civil service and, therefore, access to economic and political power. 

Wilson (2000) sees this as one of the most influential moments in the contemporary 

history of the state that planted the seeds for the future of competing nationalisms 

between the Sinhala and Tamil communities. The ‘Sinhala Only Act’ built a ‘Sinhala 

Only’ military, administration, bureaucracy and judiciary over the next few decades, 

that further marginalised minority communities and sowed the seeds of the growth of 

nationalism and calls for independent ethnic states. 

The Act prompted the first ethno-linguistic identity crisis in modern Sri Lankan 

history. Historically, the battles fought between the Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim 

communities were along religious lines with Sinhala Buddhist attacking Sinhala 

Catholics, and Tamil Hindus attacking Tamil Catholics, while conflict in pre-colonial 

states were based on kingship and a political structure that were indifferent to the 

various linguistic and cultural differences of the populace (Wilson 2000). This rise of 

nationalistic sentiment is, as Wilson (2000) maintains, a direct legacy of the colonial 

period where disconnected ethnic groups rebel or turn to militancy under the term 

‘ethno-nationalism’. They were expressions of a desire to break away from the 

sovereign state that sanctions the majority ethnic group over all others. At the end of the 

Second World War, the United Nations developed an understanding for the ‘respect for 
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the territorial integrity of states as they were at decolonisation’ (Wilson 2000: 8), 

leaving many minorities (like the Sri Lankan Tamils and Muslims) at the mercy of the 

dominant, ethnic majority, the Sinhalese Buddhists.  

From the 1920s onwards, Tamil national awareness became transformed into a 

new phenomenon: ‘Tamil national consciousness’. This shift in Tamil consciousness 

moved the community from a passive state of national awareness towards a strong and 

eventually militant approach to protecting the interests of the Sri Lankan Tamils 

(Wilson 2000).  

The English-speaking Tamil and Sinhala elites saw each other, and were treated 

by the British as equals, their cooperation with each other helping to oversee and 

eventually contest the British rule. However, in the run up to independence, the Tamil 

community saw that their minority status in numbers would diminish their power in the 

new independent nation. The Tamils pushed for equal political representation between 

the minorities and the Sinhalese that led to ethnic contestation (DeVotta 2009).  

The ‘Sinhala Only Act’ redeployed Sinhala civil servants to the north and east 

(Tamil homelands) where non-Sinhala speaking Tamils (the majority in the region) 

could no longer communicate with the government. The north and east were granted 

minimal development assistance and the government discouraged foreign investment. 

Publications from neighbouring and ethnically connected Tamil Nadu were banned. 

Tamil students were required to score higher grades than their Sinhala classmates for 

university entrance and quota systems were developed so that rural Sinhala students 

gained access to university far easier than their Tamil classmates (DeVotta 2009).  

The ‘Sinhala Only Act’ not only caused a huge divide between the majority 

Sinhala government and the Tamil community, but was further cemented in 1972 when 
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the government, responding to a Sinhala youth uprising in the south, introduced to the 

Constitution the foremost status to Buddhists and therefore defenestrated secularism by 

downgrading Hinduism, Islam and Christianity (DeVotta 2009). This new constitution 

snowballed the sentiments of the majority Sinhalese towards the country’s minority 

communities and set a precedent for the new Sinhalese bureaucrats, police and military 

to treat minorities with contempt and arrogance, further humiliating them and 

disadvantaging them in regards to access to state provisions.  

As the oppressive control and ‘occupation’ of the northern Tamil states of the 

island increased, so too did the air of violence in the northern region with disgruntled 

and harassed Tamil youth beginning to fight back at the Sinhalese authority and 

presence in the area. From the early 1960s, a large presence of Sinhalese police and 

military were stationed in Jaffna and suppressed Tamil peaceful protests (often 

violently) against state-sponsored discrimination. The initial rise of Tamil militancy 

came in the early 1970s when Sri Lanka simultaneously ‘degenerated into an 

ethnocracy, whereby dispassionate governance was discarded for a government of the 

Sinhala Buddhists, by the Sinhala Buddhists, for the Sinhala Buddhists’ (DeVotta 2009: 

1027). 

Until the mid-1970s, Tamil political parties represented in the north and east had 

cooperated with successive governments in Colombo within a democratic framework, 

whilst consistently advocating for a federal solution based on regional autonomy. 

However, the continued discriminatory policies of the state governments and the 

perceived and physical threats felt by Tamils established a culture of domination and 

resistance (Bose 1994). This fuelled a movement in the north centred around Tamil 

nationalism, and within the Vadukkodai Resolution of 1974 there was a significant shift 

in the Tamil position whereby the right to self-determination had become inevitable in 
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order to safeguard the very existence of the Tamil nation in Sri Lanka (Bose 1994). This 

situation continued to stir an environment of competing nationalisms between the 

Sinhalese Buddhists and Tamil militant groups. The Sinhalese military conducted state-

sponsored violence in the north and east that fuelled the reaction and growth of Tamil 

militant groups. Many Tamil militant groups began training in Tamil Nadu, India and 

were armed and sponsored by the sympathetic Indian Tamil state. By the early 1970s, 

thirty-seven Tamil militant groups had established in the north and east of Sri Lanka, 

but it was the Tamil Students’ Federation, renamed the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE) in 1976, that claimed a monopoly over the other groups (Hellmann-

Rajanayagam 1986). Fuglerud (1999) argues that the creation of the LTTE from the 

Tamil Students’ Union were symptomatic of the ‘standardisation’ procedure (where the 

Tamil youth had to gain higher marks than their Sinhala contemporaries for a place at 

university) in the 1970s that left many high achieving Tamils disenfranchised and 

militancy began to grow naturally. Eventually, the LTTE, headed by the charismatic, 

military strategist, Vellupillai Prabakaran, killed off all rival groups to claim domination 

and supreme control over the north-eastern Tamils.  

Major clashes between the government forces and Tamil youth continued 

through the late 1970s and early 1980s. The most poignant event was an ambush in 

Jaffna of thirteen government soldiers on 13th July 1983 by the Tamil militia (Tambiah 

1986; Spencer 1990; Hole et al. 1990). The reaction to the ambush and murder of the 

soldiers resulted in an island-wide pogrom that occurred for seven days, from 25th July 

by Sinhala mobs targeting Tamil homes, businesses and individuals, that killed between 

two and three thousand Tamils and destroyed innumerable properties (Spencer 1990). 

Black July (as the pogrom came to be known) led to a huge migration of educated 

Tamils from Sri Lanka, principally to Europe and Canada. In retaliation, many 
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remaining Tamils, and especially the youth, joined the paramilitary groups, particularly 

the LTTE.  

The LTTE went on to become one of the most ruthless, violent and militarily 

successful rebel groups of contemporary times, assassinating two heads of state (India 

and Sri Lanka), pioneering and perfecting the weapon of suicide bombing that is now 

being replicated by many resistance groups around the world (Pape 2005). The LTTE 

were also jointly responsible, along with the successive governments of Sri Lanka, for 

claiming the lives of over 220,000 Sri Lankans (Obermeyer et al. 2008), causing over a 

million displacements across the island, politically fragmenting the state, and generating 

a global diaspora of 600,000 – 800,000 Sri Lankan Tamils (Human Rights Watch 

2006). 

 The rise of nationalism and violence formed a key pressure point in leading to the 

international migration of Sri Lankan Tamils to create a vast Tamil diaspora across 

multiple countries. As a result of the 1983 riots, large numbers of the Tamil community 

fled from the southern districts to the north of Sri Lanka (Jaffna Peninsula), India, 

Europe, Australia and Canada. This migration created the first significant wave of 

Tamil ‘asylum diaspora’ in the West (McDowell 1996, Fig. 5). Gonzalez (1992) 

demonstrates how the pattern of migration away from persecution such as the Tamil 

experience in Sri Lanka is termed ‘chain migration’ whereby a young male will make 

the initial migration overseas, which provides the ‘anchor’ in which other members of 

the family will migrate along the ‘chain’.  
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Fig. 5. Global migration of the Sri Lankan Tamil Diaspora (Map produced from data 
available in ICG, 2010a). 

Cohen (1997) views the Tamil diaspora as a ‘victim diaspora,’ driven from their 

homeland by a violent conflict and the continued oppression of the Tamil community by 

successive authoritarian Sinhala governments. This is not to overlook the many Tamils 

who left Sri Lanka, in the pre-war period, as economic migrants searching for upward 

mobility and family reunification rather than as victims of persecution (McDowell 

1996).  

Due to the colonial legacy, it is unsurprising that a wave of migration to the UK 

(of both Tamil and Sinhalese) occurred in the post-independence period of the 1950s 

and 1960s. Daniel and Thangarajah (1995) highlight three phases of Tamil migration to 

the UK, starting with the post-independence period where ‘Phase I’ migrants of the 

upper middle-classes, who were well educated and comfortable with ‘western ways’, 

migrated to the UK to continue their British education and further their employment 

opportunities. However, after the introduction of the 1956 ‘Sinhala Only Act’, many 

decided to stay in the UK and practice their profession rather than return to an 

increasingly xenophobic homeland.   

‘Phase II’ Tamil migrants left the country in the 1960s and 1970s and were from 
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a much wider class-caste spectrum than those who migrated previously. Many in this 

period migrated as a result of the ‘Sinhala Only Act’ and ‘standardisation’ policies 

through the 1970s. This pushed many Tamil youth particularly to the UK to seek 

education and employment opportunities (Daniel and Thangarajah, 1995).  

‘Phase III’ Tamil migrants, also termed the ‘asylum diaspora’ (McDowell 1996), 

refer to those who were directly affected by the four periods of conflict in Sri Lanka 

between the LTTE and GoSL, known as the Eelam Wars. This phase of migration 

started with the Sri Lankan government’s implementation of the Prevention of 

Terrorism Act (PTA) in 1979 in response to an ever-growing Tamil militancy and the 

call for an independent Eelam. To illustrate the scale of the effect the PTA had on the 

Tamil youth, Daniel and Thangarajah (1995) turn to the well-documented fact that 

before the 1983 riots there were only a dozen LTTE cadres, but after the riots and the 

implementation of the PTA, the LTTE grew exponentially in numbers over the 

following years to trigger Eelam War I. With little chance of making it to university due 

to the ‘standardisation’ policy, living through the horrors of the 1983 riots, and fleeing 

to the Jaffna Peninsula where government forces were ruling the peninsular with a 

heavy hand, the Tamil youth began to see the LTTE as a credible alternative to taking 

up menial jobs in Jaffna and subjecting themselves to persecution and discrimination. 

Phase III migration includes those who left after the escalation of the Eelam War IV 

around the time of its bloody conclusion in May 2009, as covered in the accompanying 

graphic novel. 

The ‘Phase III’ migrants who landed at Heathrow were helped by earlier migrant 

Tamils who were established in the UK. Later migrants were able to work on their 

asylum applications and soon found jobs, often in petrol stations and corner shops. 

Saving money, working long, hard hours, pulling family members over from Sri Lanka 
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and purchasing property and businesses, this first wave of ‘Phase III’ Tamils began to 

build a secure life for themselves. Within the ‘Phase III’ immigrants were a few LTTE 

loyalists, who were sent to each ‘host’ nation to set up LTTE offices (Fuglerud 2001). 

The LTTE offices began to organise and run cultural meetings and weekend schools 

that provided Tamil lessons for children and also provided up-to-date news of the 

situation and struggle in Sri Lanka. Fuglerud (2001) argues that these activities, 

organised by the LTTE were important in upholding a sense of common identity within 

the exiled community.  

The infiltration of the LTTE into the diaspora communities increased throughout 

the 1980s as the LTTE increasingly recognised the Tamil diaspora as an important and 

significant pool of financial and political support. Through building an international 

fund-raising organisation through front businesses, door-to-door collections and 

organising and running ‘profitable’ temples, schools and sports events (Orjuela 2008), 

the LTTE were able to significantly capitalise on the ever-increasing Tamil diaspora and 

long-distance nationalism (Anderson 1992; Demmers 2002; Conversi 2012).11 

A Norwegian-brokered peace process between the government of Sri Lanka 

(GoSL) and the LTTE that started in 2000 began to falter from 2006 and, finally, 

officially broke down in 2008 where the resumption of full-scale war between the two 

sides rapidly ensued. Between 2006 and 2009 over 40,000 more lives were lost, nearly 

half a million people were displaced, sixty-three national humanitarian workers were 

																																								 																					
11 There are other themes that could be explored regarding migration from a vast literature that considers 
the diaspora and hybridity (e.g. Cohen and Vertovec 1999; Werbner and Modood 2002; Kalra et al. 2005), 
remittances and the transnational nexus (e.g. Rogers 1986; Hannerz 1996), notions of ‘home’ and identity 
(e.g. Baumann 1996; Al-Ali and Koser 2003), intersecting dimensions of gender, ethnicity/race and class 
(e.g. Brah 1996; Anthias and Yuval Davies 2005) and refugees and asylum-seekers which is a chapter in 
itself (e.g. Daniel and Knudson 1995; Malkki 1995; Colson 2003; Good 2003; 2007; Horst and Grabska 
2015,). There is also a literature that focuses on Tamil migration with respects to gender and labour 
(Gamburd 1999, 2000; Jureidini and Moukarbel 2004) in what has been described as the feminisation of 
contemporary international migration (see working paper 1 for United Nations Instraw, Gender, 
Remittances and Development. Feminization of Migration 2007). But, due to reasons of limited space, I 
will draw upon this oeuvre as necessary, rather than provide a background review of it. 
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killed, and thousands disappeared as a result of the conflict (CPA 2009).  

The conflict witnessed a new and controversial implementation of 

counterinsurgency by the GoSL, which removed all humanitarian actors, media and 

independent witnesses from the battleground to ensure that the eradication of the LTTE 

would be successful, regardless of civilian casualties and violations of International 

Humanitarian Law (UNSG 2011). The LTTE, desperate for international assistance and 

a humanitarian or military intervention which failed to materialise, turned to barbaric 

measures of shielding themselves amongst the very civilians they claimed to represent 

and protect.  

The resulting battle was one of the bloodiest, ruthless and most inhumane 

conflicts seen (or in this case, due to the media clampdown, not seen) in contemporary 

counterinsurgency where both the GoSL and the LTTE were suspected of violations of 

international humanitarian and human rights laws which could amount to war crimes 

and crimes against humanity (UNSG 2011). The leadership of the LTTE was killed in 

the final days of the battle and therefore cannot be brought to trial in an international 

court of law, whereas the then president, Mahinda Rajapaksa and members of his 

United People’s Freedom Alliance have continued to cite notions of sovereignty and 

blocked any international investigative committee to the battleground to gather evidence 

of what happened in those final months (UNSG 2011). On 3rd April 2012, the United 

Nations Human Rights Council voted on measures to pressure the GoSL to implement 

the recommendations made in its own Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission 

(LLRC) report and to ensure justice, equity, accountability and reconciliation for all Sri 

Lankans (UNHRC 2012).  

As I have already accounted for in Chapter One, the UN and humanitarian 

agencies were evacuated from the Vanni on 18th September 2008 and have had 
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extremely limited access to the Vanni since their departure. The 300,000 internally 

displaced people (IDPs) that came into government held areas at the end of the war 

were detained in camps known as ‘Manik Farms’, interrogated and further humiliated 

and harassed by the Sri Lankan army and have only recently been allowed the ‘freedom’ 

to return to their war-torn villages in the north, under tight security from the army, with 

compromised assistance by the humanitarian agencies (Amnesty International 2009a).  

Addressing the grievances of the Tamil and Sinhalese communities, and giving 

particular attention to the minority groups and conflict-affected communities is vital for 

a genuine process of reconciliation and paving the way forward for a more peaceful 

nation. The consequent inability and unwillingness to address these deep-felt grievances 

immediately, could lead back to the conditions of discontent which caused the conflict 

at the outset and thus could eventually restore a state of conflict. The entirety of Sri 

Lanka suffered from the 26-year civil war. However, the north-eastern Tamil 

community bore the brunt of the hardship with continued displacement, conscription, 

harassment and violence, at the hands of both the GoSL and the LTTE, and from 2009, 

have been trying to rebuild their lives under an environment of suspicion, prejudice and 

exploitation at the hands of the GoSL (ICG 2011b). After the defeat of the LTTE in 

2009, there has been a conscious change in the demography of the north and east as 

southern Sinhalese farmers were given subsidies to relocate to the northern Tamil areas, 

and Tamil road and place names are changed to Sinhalese names. It has also been 

reliably recorded that Sinhalese farmers were encouraged to impregnate Tamil war 

widows to reduce the Tamil gene in the northern provinces (personal communications, 

R. Fernando, Law Society Trust 2011).12 

																																								 																					
12 Some changes for reconciliation and compensation have been instituted under the newly elected 
coalition government in 2015, comprising the prime minister, Ranil Wickremesinghe, leader of the 
United National Front for Good Governance (UNFGG) and the United National Party (UNP) with the 
support of the United People’s Freedom Alliance (UPFA) under Maithripala Srisena. But the initiatives 
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Humanitarian Space Compromised: 2006-2009 
What appears to be a domestic dispute between the predominantly Sinhala, Buddhist 

government and the Tamil Hindu separatists is in reality caught up in a complex 

environment of geopolitical negotiations, notions of sovereignty and wars on terror, 

linking the international community with Asian regional powers and institutions of the 

United Nations (UN), the European Union (EU) and Norwegian Foreign Policy. The 

death and disappearance of between 75,000 and 146,679 Tamil civilians and LTTE 

combatants (ICG 2010b: 6; Harrison 2012) on a four kilometre stretch of beach in the 

north-east of Sri Lanka, in the final stages of the war in 2009, after the UN had 

evacuated, leads us to question the notions of humanitarian space 13  and where 

responsibility in pursuing and accounting for that space lies.  

The term ‘humanitarian space’ or ‘espace humanitaire’ was first described by the 

former president of Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF), Rony Brauman, who stated in 

1990 that “[humanitarian space is] a space of freedom in which we are free to evaluate 

needs, free to monitor the distribution and use of relief goods and have dialogue with 

the people” (IASC 2008: 1). Although there is no clear definition of humanitarian space, 

most are in agreement that it refers to the following key aspects: (i) the denotation of 

physical locations that are outside the realm of attack by any parties to the conflict; (ii) 

the respect for the core humanitarian principles of humanity: independence, impartiality 

and neutrality; (iii) the ability of international aid and protection agencies to mitigate the 

situation of civilians affected by the conflict; and (iv) the operating environment that is 

conducive to effective humanitarian action (IASC 2008; 1). Von Pilar (1999) argues 

that confusion concerning the notions of humanitarian space stem from the shared 

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																			
only pertain to those Tamils with grievances who are still located in Sri Lanka and not displaced abroad. 
Even though I return to this theme in Chapter Five, a more detailed discussion on these recent measures is 
outside the scope of this thesis. 
13 See Overseas Development Institute (2012) for definitions of ‘Humanitarian Space’ 
<http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/7643.pdf > Accessed 16th 
March 2015. 
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responsibility between political and humanitarian agencies that often have competing 

agendas. Creating the space itself is a political responsibility but operating within the 

space is a humanitarian responsibility that can only be achieved if the political actors 

accept the humanitarian principles. As I shall explore below, the GoSL and the LTTE 

held a disregard for the foundations of humanitarian action and compromised the 

geographical and ethical space for the agencies to operate within.  

National bodies and multiple international actors associated with Sri Lanka, 

often with competing interests, converged under the notion of peace-building and 

‘liberal peace’ discussed below. The key features of internationalisation in 

contemporary Sri Lanka were the facilitation of peace talks, led by the Norwegians and 

backed by three co-chairs from Japan, the US and the EU, the establishment of the Sri 

Lankan Monitoring Mission (SLMM) to observe and report on ceasefire violations by 

both sides, as well as funding for the conflict-affected regions (Goodhand and Walton 

2009; Lewis 2010).   

Along with the shift from liberal peace-building to counter-insurgency, the 

Rajapaksa government and the LTTE began a campaign of reducing and compromising 

humanitarian space in the northeast immediately following the 2005 election by 

violating the four principles highlighted above to the level that, by August 2007, the UN 

Undersecretary for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief, John Holmes, 

described Sri Lanka as ‘one of the most dangerous places for aid workers in the world’ 

(Amnesty 2010, see Annex III for a list of 63 humanitarian personnel killed or 

disappeared between January 2006 and March 2009). The most brutal of attacks was 

directed at the French NGO, Action Contre la Faim (ACF) on 5th August 2006 when 

seventeen Sri Lankan aid workers were executed in the agency compound in Muttur, 

Trincomalee district (Human Rights Watch 2013). Amnesty recorded that: ‘It was the 
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worst single attack on aid workers since the 2003 bombing of a UN headquarters in 

Iraq’ (Amnesty 2010: 1). With no credible inquiry into the executions and the 

international community’s failure to put substantial pressure on the government, the 

targeting of predominantly Tamil aid workers continued, prompting an operating 

environment of suspicion and fear for national humanitarian staff.  

Nine days after the execution of the ACF staff in Trincomalee, ‘the Sri Lankan Air 

Force bombed Sencholia, a compound of buildings in the Mullaitivu District [of the 

Vanni]. The airstrike killed more than fifty high school students who were assembled 

there, and injured 150 others’ (Amnesty 2009b: 26, The Independent 15th August 

2006),14 an event that is covered in the early pages of Memories of the Vanni (page 

163). The GoSL immediately issued a press release stating that the target was an LTTE 

training camp. A UNICEF official visited the site of the attack and wrote in her report 

that the victims were children and that the target seemed to be an orphanage, 

highlighting that children’s clothes and schoolbooks were amongst the rubble. The 

reaction to this report was intense slander in the Sri Lankan media, brandishing the 

UNICEF official a ‘White Tiger’ (implying a foreign supporter of the LTTE), her UN 

Sri Lankan visa was retracted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), and a barrage 

of anonymous death threats arrived in her official UNICEF email account. The threats 

became so distressingly bad that she was forced to flee the country a month after the 

report was published (personal communications 2006). Dismissals and expulsions of 

UN officials continued throughout the conflict and in the aftermath, where any 

challenges to the GoSL campaign often end in the revocation of working visas and 

																																								 																					
14 The Independent (15th August 2006) “Air Strike on Sri Lankan orphanage kills 61 schoolgirls” 
<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/air-strike-on-sri-lankan-orphanage-kills-61-schoolgirls-
411901.html> Accessed 20th April 2011. 
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officials being branded ‘persona non-grata’.15 Such too is my personal case after 

appearing in the documentary films, Sri Lanka’s Killing Fields (broadcast on Channel 4, 

UK, June 3rd 2011) and No Fire Zone (broadcast on Channel 4, UK, November 3rd 

2013, see Chapter Three).  

As the conflict in the Vanni intensified, the GoSL took an increasingly hard-line 

approach with the UN and continually shrunk the operational capacity of the agencies. 

From January 2007, humanitarian agencies were denied permission to cross the lines 

into the LTTE-held Vanni with vital humanitarian materials such as cement, iron nails 

and steel rods without prior Ministry of Defence (MoD) clearance (personal 

communication, C. Nadon, Shelter Coordinator, UNOPS 2008). These essential 

construction materials were denied under the accusation that the UN agencies were 

supplying the LTTE with materials to use for building bunkers. From 2007 onwards, 

UN vehicles came under increased searches for contraband by the Sri Lankan army, 

further damaging the relationship between the UN and the GoSL and undermining the 

core humanitarian principle of neutrality. An environment of propaganda grew within 

the Sri Lankan national media that the UN was conspiring with the LTTE to undermine 

the state - articles such as the extract highlighted below became daily news: 

Defence Secretary Gotabhaya Rajapaksa yesterday called for stringent measures 
to prevent the LTTE from using what he called UN cover to mount operations in 
the South. 

As troops step up pressure on the LTTE on four fronts in the Vanni theatre, the 
enemy would resort to hit and run attacks in the South, he said, a UN employee 
apprehended south of Vavuniya could have been on a special mission to 
destabilise the southern parts of the country (The Island, 5th May 2008).16 

The humanitarian geographical space for operational programmes in the Vanni shrunk 

																																								 																					
15 Guardian. (11th September 2009) ‘Sri Lankan government evict UN diplomat during Tamil Tiger 
endgame’.http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2009/sep/11/sri-lanka-tamil-tigers-un> Accessed 10th April 
2011. 
16 The Island (5th May 2008) “Gota to UN: Check LTTE infiltration” 
<http://www.island.lk/2008/05/05/news1.html> Accessed 15th April 2011. 
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as the Sri Lankan army advanced on the LTTE stronghold. Due to the security 

requirements of the UN Department of Safety and Security (UNDSS) and the ‘out of 

bounds’ areas dictated by the army, the humanitarian agencies were unable to 

adequately assess the humanitarian needs in many areas of the Vanni and were 

compelled to wait for the displaced communities to arrive in the ‘green zones’ that were 

deemed safe enough for access by the agencies.  

On 2nd September 2008, the operational space in the Vanni shrank to a box of 3 

x 2 kilometres that contained only the town of Kilinochchi. Air attacks rose 

dramatically by the Sri Lankan Air Force in and around Kilinochchi. The LTTE began 

to violate the humanitarian space at this juncture, by using civilian homes, located next 

to UN and international non-governmental organisations (INGO) offices as LTTE 

intelligence and military bases. This move did not deter the air force that continued to 

attack the bases from the air, using on-the-ground intelligence and putting humanitarian 

and civilian lives in grave danger. This action, highlighted by the GoSL as a violation of 

war crimes by the LTTE, further added to the security concerns for the UN that led to 

the evacuation of the international community from Kilinochchi.  

Since 2001, the LTTE had maintained a strict pass system within the Vanni. 

Anyone wishing to leave the area (including international staff) needed to gain a pass, 

signed by the LTTE Political Wing to produce at their checkpoint (Amnesty 2008). As 

the Sri Lankan army moved towards Kilinochchi, the LTTE began to drastically limit 

the passes and humanitarian national staff were unable to leave the Vanni. In my 

capacity as a UN operative, I held repeated negotiations with the LTTE Political Wing, 

continually reinforcing the duty to give freedom of movement to UN national staff and 

their families. The negotiations failed and over forty national staff remained behind in 

the Vanni at the time of evacuation from Kilinochchi (personal communication, 
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political liaison officer of LTTE, 2008). Trying to maintain a level of protection for the 

abandoned national staff, the agencies produced letters explaining that they were UN 

staff and should not be recruited or treated as LTTE combatants (see Annex II), the 

success of which I am not able to gauge due to a breakdown of communications as a 

consequence of the war.  

The humanitarian emergency and security level had reached a critical point in 

the Vanni by August 2008. The town of Kilinochchi and the surrounding areas swelled 

with almost 200,000 IDPs (see Annex IV for a map of the Vanni showing the increasing 

number of IDPs in the Vanni including the deteriorating security situation (INGO 

security coordination, 1st September 2008). The UN and INGOs had depleted their 

material assets and as the lines were closed to the government area, no new materials 

had been transported in since June 2008 (personal communication, C. Nadon 2008). A 

humanitarian emergency was mounting, as families arrived at the gates of the UN 

compounds with extreme injuries from artillery shelling and aerial bombardments. With 

limited supplies, no diesel to provide cold storage for blood, and a severely reduced 

operational space, the only objective of the UN presence was protection through bearing 

witness.  

The UN representatives and Resident Coordinator in Colombo continued talks 

with the GoSL for further humanitarian access in the north, but with little result. The 

UN mandate in Sri Lanka had always been limited to development and humanitarian 

operations and held no political mandate giving the Resident Coordinator had little 

leverage when trying to negotiate a humanitarian intervention. On 10th September 2008, 

the Sri Lankan Defence Minister, Gotabaya Rajapaksa ordered the evacuation of the UN 

and international agencies from the Vanni.17 On 18th September 2008, all international 

																																								 																					
17 Tamil Guardian (10th September 2008) “UN pulls staff from Vanni, aid workers fear ‘bloodbath’”. 
http://tamilguardian.com/article.asp?articleid=1920 Accessed 3rd February 2014. 
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staff left the LTTE held area, clearing the Vanni of all independent witnesses.  

Over the subsequent eight months, nearly 300,000 civilians were pushed onto 

the small stretch of beach in the north east of the Vanni with very limited access to the 

sole remaining operational humanitarian agency (of only Tamil national staff): the 

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). The ICRC’s Director of Operations 

stated:  

Our staff are witnessing an unimaginable humanitarian catastrophe. Despite 
high-level assurances, the lack of security on the ground means that our sea 
operations continue to be stalled, and this is unacceptable. No humanitarian 
organisation can help them in the current circumstances. People are left to their 
own devices (ICRC 2009: 1). 

After the evacuation of the UN and INGO officials from the Vanni, the UN took a very 

cautious stance with the GoSL and failed to make public the situation on the ground, 

including the highly contentious civilian casualty figures in the Vanni. The GoSL 

repeatedly called the military advancement a ‘humanitarian operation’ to save the 

civilians from the clutches of terrorism (GoSL Ministry of Defence 2011). The UN 

Spokesperson in Sri Lanka, Gordon Weiss, was one of only two UN officials to go on 

record and expose the situation, with statements such as: ‘the large-scale killing of 

civilians, including the death of over 100 children, over the weekend shows that the 

bloodbath scenario has become a reality’ (BBC 2009).18 The Sri Lankan Foreign 

Secretary’s response in the same article was ‘It is not the role of the UN office to say 

anything in public to embarrass the host government’ (BBC 2009). Needless to say, 

Gordon Weiss was soon expelled from Sri Lanka after these allegations.  

Human Rights Watch (2009) criticised the UN Secretary General and the UN 

Human Rights Council (UNHRC) for failing to adequately address and acknowledge 

the human suffering in Sri Lanka and calling for an independent inquiry. The newly 

																																								 																					
18 BBC (11th May 2009) “UN mourns Sri Lanka ‘Bloodbath’” < http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/8043169.stm> 
Accessed 24th April 2011. 
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formed alliance between Sri Lanka and non-western powers (notably China and Russia) 

made it possible for the Sri Lankan crisis not to appear on the Security Council agenda 

throughout the conflict (Lewis 2010) and ‘on 27 May 2009 a HRC [Human Rights 

Council] resolution congratulated Sri Lanka on defeating the LTTE and welcomed its 

continued commitment to the promotion and protection of all human rights’ (Lewis 

2010: 658). 

The United Nations Investigation Panel Report (2011) on the Sri Lankan conflict 

was leaked to the press on the 16th April 2011 and highlighted five core categories of 

potential violations committed by the GoSL. These included: (i) the killing of civilians 

through widespread shelling; (ii) the shelling of hospitals and humanitarian objects; (iii) 

the denial of humanitarian assistance; (iv) human rights violations suffered by victims 

and survivors of the conflict, including both IDPs and suspected LTTE cadre; and (v) 

human rights violations outside the conflict zone, including against the media and other 

critics of the government. The report also determined six credible allegations against the 

LTTE that comprised of: (i) using civilians as a human buffer; (ii) killing civilians 

attempting to flee LTTE control; (iii) using military equipment in the proximity of 

civilians; (iv) forced recruitment of children; (v) forced labour; and (vi) killing of 

civilians through suicide attacks. The report criticised the UN’s role in the conflict 

stating ‘the United Nations political organs and bodies failed to take actions that might 

have protected civilians’ and ‘the public use of casualty figures would have 

strengthened the call for the protection of civilians’ (UNSG 2011: vi).  

I have drawn upon these reports to provide contextual data for the graphic novel, 

particularly for the inset pages of contextual text. While there may be contested 

representations of the conflict, I have tried to navigate away from governmental and 

Tamil separatist versions of the facts, fully appreciating that even facts and the 
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presentation of neutrality or objectivity are highly political configurations (Barnes and 

Bloor 1982; Hacking 1999,). Nevertheless, as my focus is on a horizontal approach to a 

human-interest story (Galchinsky 2012), the subjectivity of my sources is clear to see. 

Galchinsky notes:  

Human rights culture shares civic and ethical functions with human rights law, 
but while the orientation of the law is vertical, reaching down from government 
bodies to individuals, the orientation of rights culture tends to be horizontal, 
with the artist appealing as a human being directly to his or her fellows…Along 
with the work on non-governmental organizations (NGOs), news media, and 
new media, culture helps construct the civil society in which human rights can 
be meaningful (Galchinksy 2012: 92, emphasis in the original). 

My analysis of human rights culture goes alongside a contribution to human 

rights culture through the production of a graphic novel based on ethnographic research. 

This also suits my endeavour to refrain from presenting an overly top-down version of 

the conflict and displacement in the Vanni in recent years to concentrate on a human-

interest story that could be appreciated through empathy by anyone. I now turn to these 

issues in my discussion on representation. 

 

The Representation of Violence and Human Rights Issues 

Apart from the historical accounts, there are primarily four, often overlapping, strands 

in the anthropological or social analytical works on violence in South Asia. The first 

takes a more Marxist stance, identifying economic upheavals as the cause for political 

violence (e.g. Engineer 1987). The second more common orientation is what could be 

called a more culturalist strand that provides ethnographic perspectives on periods of 

violence throughout the region (e.g. Spencer 1990; Tambiah 1992; Das 2000; Pandey 

2001; Kapferer 2011). A third provides more psycho-social perspectives (e.g. Daniel 

1996; Kakar 1996). And the fourth is the presentation of anonymised oral histories of 

people who underwent political turbulence, distress and loss in their lives (e.g. Butalia 

2000; Mookherjee 2006). While I draw upon some of the above literature, I follow more 
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closely the latter approach in my research. However, I have taken the gathering of oral 

histories from my interlocutors one step further, and adapted them into a fictionalised 

narrative, presenting it through the story of a family with flashbacks that are related 

through artistic forms. As already proposed, this departure from conventional 

representations of violence in South Asian anthropology will open up the literature to a 

far wider audience as it is presented not just through a literary medium but also visually, 

as sequential art.  

Regarding the anthropology of human rights and humanitarianism, there is a 

wealth of literature that could be called upon as background. Much of it discusses the 

presumed universalism of the moral-political language of human rights, and possible 

tensions between the culture of local practices and worldviews (Messer 1993; Turner 

1997; Cowan et al. 2001; Wilson 2001).  Others provide detailed ethnographies of the 

recollection of mass atrocities and suffering, and ethnographies of human rights 

systems, peace-building and reconciliation measures and transitional justice processes 

(Eltringham 2004, 2014; McKlean 2014; Jamar 2016). More relevant here is the 

emergent literature on human rights and public culture. A particularly apposite strand is 

the literature that attests to the current ‘Era of the Witness’ (Wieviorka 2006). 

Testimonies of this kind have become integral to efforts to account for human rights 

abuses and mass atrocity crimes such as criminal and reconciliation trials (Stover 2005) 

as well as publications (Felman and Laub 1992; Hatzfeld 2005). In addition to graphic 

novels, films, online media (e.g. Eltringham 2013; voicesofrwanda.org; sfi.usc.edu) and 

theatre based on verbatim testimony have provided other outlets for testimonials 

(Caruth 1996; Salverson 1999; Thompson 2005; Martin 2006; Heddon 2007; Fisher 

2011; Wake 2013; Forsyth 2014).  

 On a more critical note, however, Colvin argues that this era of witnessing is now 
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a ‘global political economy of traumatic storytelling’ (2006: 172). Survivor memory 

may well be commoditised and commercialised (Linke 2009). Rather than being of 

value to the victim-survivors, it may instead satisfy a desire for sensation among jaded 

‘westerners’ (Ball 2000; Schaffer and Smith 2004). If it perpetuates ‘geopolitical and 

institutional privilege’ (Madlingozi 2010: 210), then it may even be an instance of 

‘performative plunder’ (Conquergood 1985: 9) where the consumption of narratives 

reinstall the structural superiority of the audience (Razack 2007). In the process, as 

Wake (2013) proposes, survivors are inadvertently re-injured and considered as 

productive and necessary collateral in the effort to provide valid testimonies. The 

narratives can then become sensationalised where some aspects become more important 

to the experience of the many. Their commoditisation could then alienate other 

survivors.  

 As I elaborate at length in Chapter Three, I am conscious of rehearsing the above 

problems in gathering testimonials for this research and the production of the graphic 

novel. It is due to such concerns, that I thought of my interlocutors as contributors. I 

stopped or paused the interview whenever they wanted, and returned to them where I 

could for approval of the stories and visual art before they were finalised (see Chapter 

Five). At some points, I made the decision not to fully represent some of the more 

upsetting incidents of sexual violence during the war and its aftermath (see Chapter 

Three). My emphasis is not on adhering to a rigid fact/testimony versus fiction/graphic 

novel dichotomy, and it is not clear from the graphic narrative whose story it is.  As 

mentioned above, I veer away from a vertical approach to human rights issues and their 

representation to one that, as Galchinsky (2012) elaborates, is placed on a horizontal 

axis in order to analyse as well as contribute to human rights culture with the production 

of a graphic novel, where culture is understood as a multifaceted, reflexive, contested 
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and participatory term. The production of the graphic novel could not have happened 

without the participatory role and approvals of my contributors. This testimonial-based 

research that is fictionalised and visualised in the graphic novel demonstrates not only a 

representation of a more horizontal orientation, but also, as I hope to demonstrate in 

subsequent chapters, a critical, self-reflexive and participatory approach to the making 

of human rights culture.19 

 

Visual Narratives 

Over the past thirty years, graphic novels have become a popular medium of literature 

for political and conflict-related narratives. Notable examples include Maus by Art 

Spiegelman (1986) on a visual satire of Nazi rule and racial oppression, Palestine by 

Joe Sacco (1993) on the political turbulence in the region in the 1990s, and Persepolis 

by Marjane Satrapi (2003) on living in a post-revolutionary and oppressive Iranian 

context along with the war with Iraq from 1980-88. All have led to critical acclaim and 

introduced international topics on conflict in an illustrated format. In a similar vein, the 

graphic novel, Memories of the Vanni, tackles sensitive, personal experiences of 

conflict, torture, displacement, identities, the transnational nexus (Rogers 1986) and the 

UK asylum procedure (Good 2003: 200), in a narrative form that is lived through the 

experience of a fictionalised family. The thesis will therefore contribute to the graphic 

novel by discussing and defending the methodologies used to create the narrative along 

with the ethical concerns and problematisation of fictionalising such oral histories (see 

Chapters 3 and 4).   

 Before I proceed, it is necessary to define both comics and graphic novels before 

																																								 																					
19 Among the numerous potentials, I am aware that there can be various challenges with participatory 
research (see Cornwall and Jewkes 1995; Cornwall 2007; Greenwood and Levin 2007; Kemmis 2008; 
Brydon-Miller et al. 2011). I elaborate on some of the difficulties of the fieldwork process in the next 
chapter. 



	

	

48	

moving into a discussion of Memories of the Vanni. Comics first appeared in the 1930s 

usually as original stories containing superheroes (Weiner 2003). Graphic novels 

appeared much later, with the rise of the political and conflict related graphic novels 

starting with Maus (1986). The most generally accepted definition of comics is from 

McCloud who defines comics as ‘juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate 

sequence, intended to convey information and/or produce an aesthetic response in the 

viewer’ (1993: 9). To similar ends, Abbott describes comics as ‘a medium that 

combines written text and visual art to an extent unparalleled in any other art form’ 

(1986: 155). In this way, all graphic novels are comic books but not all comic books are 

graphic novels. Both mediums are a basis of sequential art and employ a combination of 

text, panels and images to tell a story (Brenner 2006). Simmons argues that a graphic 

novel is a ‘dynamic format of image and word that delivers meaning and enjoyment’ 

(2003: 12). Bongco adds that comics are an ‘ingenious form’ (2000: 46) based on a 

unique combination of verbal and visual elements and having its own grammar and 

vocabulary. Sitting within the genre of the comic book, the graphic novel is built from 

panels of illustrations with text and has multiple boxes across the page that builds the 

narrative. Unlike reading a purely textual book, the graphic novel challenges the reader 

to identify events between the visual sequences, and unlike a comic, which is often 

published in successive parts, the normal format for a graphic novel is delivered in one 

part. As most comics are serialised, they follow a consistent story and theme, such as 

Spider-man comics (Stan Lee, Marvel Comics), that first appeared in 1962 and continue 

to be drawn and have films and other paraphernalia made from the comics to the present 

day. Graphic novels, by comparison, stand-alone as a piece of literature issued with an 

ISBN number (Wolk 2007), and to a greater and greater extent, are beginning to give 

other text-based novels a run for their money.  
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 By encompassing artwork with text, the visual and the written, such 

representations create a new medium for literacy (Bucher and Manning 2004). Together 

both the image and the narrative are ‘read’. While comics have been compared to films 

or pictures in the way we experience them, Wolk (2007) points out that we watch 

movies, look at photographs or paintings, but we read comics. Along with the 

multimedia influence of the Internet and digital technology, modes of media begin to 

converge. Engberg observes: ‘As people get used to reading multimedia documents, 

they prepare themselves to read comic books’ (2007: 75). Burmark (2008) concurs that 

due to the increasing exposure to television, the Internet and advertising, generations 

growing up in the twenty-first century have a visual literacy that is easily catered to by 

the graphic novel. 

 Others such as Gallo (2004) propose that a well-produced graphic novel is 

something that we do not just ‘read’ but also ‘see’, like watching and reading a movie 

with subtitles. Even though the authors present a difference in perspective between 

reading and seeing, it is clear that both faculties come into both the production and 

consumption of the media in differential ways. This combination of the verbal and 

visual, what Kress (2008) refers to as a ‘multimodal ensemble’, requires readers to 

approach a comic or graphic novel differently than they would a printed word only text. 

Neither mode carries the narration independently, but both must be processed together 

as a whole. Wohlwend states: ‘When a message is conveyed in several modes, the 

combination of modes amplifies and/or complicates the separate strands of monomodal 

meanings’ (2008: 128). It requires not just print literacy and visual literacy, but a new 

kind of literacy, a multimodal literacy that considers both modes simultaneously and 

interactively. 

In addition to the fact that reading comics is a complicated process requiring 
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attention to the interplay of the written and visual, Versaci (2001) claims that 

understanding comics involves responding to something between the words and the 

pictures. Brenner states that this is generally referred to a ‘reading between the panels’ 

and ‘this kind of literacy is not only new but vital in interacting with and succeeding in 

our multimedia world’ (Brenner 2006: 125). 

 Correspondingly, graphic novel consumers now learn to process both words and 

images and to be visually literate. Equally, they ‘learn to “read” (consume/interpret) 

images and “write” (produce/use) visually rich communications’ (Burmark 2008: 5). 

Graphic novels often appeal to younger readers (Butcher and Manning 2004) where 

they can be used within a school or universities curriculum as a way of introducing new 

subject material (see Chapter Five). Although some people may feel that graphic novels 

discourage students from reading other genres of literature, Schwartz (2002) argues that 

graphic novels require people to use more complex cognitive skills than reading text 

alone, as one has to process the imagery with the text. Educators cite many reasons for 

students to read graphic novels. Children are attracted to the comic format of graphic 

novels described as high-interest, low readability texts given contextualised artwork that 

aids comprehension (McPherson 2006: 9). They claim graphic novels assist poor 

readers and English language learners (Simmons 2003; Christensen 2006), introduce 

complex ideas in an easy to understand format (Galley 2004), and help transition 

students to more difficult reading material (McPherson 2006). Gorman adds:  

The visual messages in a graphic novel alongside minimal print can help a 
reader process the story, providing a literary experience that is not fraught with 
the frustration that often plagues beginning readers as they struggle to 
comprehend the meaning in a traditional text-only book (2003: 11).  

There is a clear potential here also to communicate across linguistic cultures and 

competencies where textual communications becomes secondary to visual 
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communication. As Simmons (2003) reminds us, the historical view of comics as 

‘literature’ for children is erroneous for the average age of people reading comic books 

is between 25-30 years old.  I pick up on these issues in Chapter Five as I return to some 

of my contributors among other readers in a school with the graphic novel in order to 

focus on its reception – a subject that has received little attention in the scholarly 

literature. 

 
Graphic Realities 

In producing the graphic novel, I took the decision to integrate a few of my photographs 

in Memories of the Vanni, a decision that requires a consideration of the politics and 

implications of imagery for notions of reality. As Sontag (2003) elaborates, 

photography has an indexical quality which is particularly poignant when it captures 

scenes and traces of violence and war. She declares:  

Look, the photographs say, this is what it's like. This is what war does. And that, 
that is what it does, too. War tears, rends. War rips open, eviscerates. War 
scorches. War dismembers. War ruins (2003: 8). 

It is difficult to not respond to the immediacy of violence or its traces captured in photo-

realist media. But this can also be the result of ‘photographic propaganda’ (Sontag 

2003: 10-11), a direct result of political manipulation from warring factions. This war of 

imagery is also a consequence of commoditisation, where the news fixation with 

turbulence and conflict (up to a certain point of saturation) vindicates the driving 

motivation, ‘If it bleeds it leads’ (Sontag 2003: 18). Added to this, there is the more 

generic discourse about the power of a camera to capture what is out there, imbuing it 

with a certain indexicality and immediacy which a drawing or painting may not carry to 

the same extent. I interrogate these discourses by undermining the indexical 

assumptions made about photography in juxtaposing the photograph with graphic 

illustrations. Paralleling Jean Rouch’s notion of cinema verite or cinematic truth, here is 
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an example of graphic truth (or perhaps graphique verite) – that is, where the graphic 

novel does not represent ‘reality’ in an objective sense, but where the truth or 

representation acknowledges the filtering of actual events and experiences through the 

subjectivity of individual testimonials and the creative license deployed in working in 

the graphic medium. The methodological process itself recalls Rouch’s practice of 

shared anthropology (anthropologie partagé) including the practice of integrating 

feedback into the filmic process (Henley 2010). Rouch’s aim was not to become 

scientifically more objective in recording what he observed or was researching, but 

rather to acknowledge the subjectivity of his position and use it to his advantage, to 

create a cinema that was simultaneously ‘truth’ and ‘fiction’. In so doing, Rouch not 

only deconstructs the filmic medium as a claim to objective representation, but allows 

the agency of those filmed to have a more formative part in the final film – whether this 

be by way of dialogue and questioning the filmmaker, supporting the editing process, 

adding to the film through other kinds of contributions, and even leading to the training 

of those people who actively helped in making the films. This process of engaging his 

interlocutors has also been referred to as screenback, informant feedback, or reverse 

anthropology, and can in many cases have empowering effects (see Chapter Five).  In 

this interaction, anthropological practice is developed from a more personal and 

horizontal perspective framed by shared experiences. It enables a shift from an 

‘objective’ and positivist approach – aimed basically at ‘representing’ the cultural 

‘other’ – to encompassing more subjective experiences to make for a multi-faceted 

representation. 

Again whether people are able to distinguish between ‘factual or forensic truth’ 

and ‘personal or narrative truth’ (Felman and Laub 1992; Commission 1998; 

Leydesdorff 2009), is incidental to my focus. My intention was, on the one hand, to 
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corroborate testimonials with information gleaned from factual reports where I can. But 

also, on the other hand, it was to exploit the ambiguity of the graphic novel so as to 

anonymise the narratives stories of my interlocutors which the ambivalence between 

personal and collective or corroboratory reports enabled. As Martine notes: the 

testimonial ‘text can be fictional yet true [and] nonfictional yet untrue’ (2006: 15). This 

is largely due to the fact that memory is ‘inherently revisionist’ (Samuel 2012: xxiii). 

My aim is not to try and dissect fact from fiction as the two are exquisitely and 

ambiguously connected. When, as Levi warns against post facto ‘foreign material’ that 

can enter into the testimonial (1986: 130), this is to fall into the trap of believing in an 

authentic true experience. My proposal is that even such ‘embellishments’ can form a 

part of subjective truths. In this sense, Memories of the Vanni can to a large extent be 

seen, as Hunt puts it, an example of ‘"Non-Fiction Fiction" based on true stories that 

have been bought together into a single narrative’ (2010: 118).  

The final output included here could therefore be described as a ‘hybrid graphic 

novel’ in two ways: first, in terms of its form for combing text, photographs and 

illustrations, and second, for the way it is a fusion of factual (testimony-based) and 

fictional narrative suited to the graphic novel, although that is not to say the former is 

not also constructed: I am aware personal testimonies could too become 

conventionalised for engaging with past atrocities (Bonacker 2013, see Chapter Three). 

Whether we like it or not, when people enter a dialogue about themselves, that dialogue 

may be shaping their construal of the experience. 

 With the multimodal media of Memories of the Vanni, I tackle the contested 

histories of conflict, violence and displacement to do with the end of Sri Lanka’s civil 

war. While official histories exist by way of the state with the use of news reports, 

films, monuments and other forms of memoralisation, and while a vigorous multi-media 
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means of recording the destruction of the LTTE and Tamil civilians are plentiful, less is 

evident on what may be called ‘vernacular memorialisation’ – that is those scarred 

stories recalled by ordinary Tamil civilians who were caught up in the crossfire and its 

aftermath. Etymologically, memorialisation easily links to memory (see Cherry 2013). 

Interviewing conflict-affected people for their recollections and oral histories provides 

another route to record memory in a process of vernacular memorialisation. The horrors 

and brutalities relayed in human rights testimonies are generally hard to communicate to 

a mass audience for a variety of reasons, not least because of the problems that I have 

identified above. Reliance on contextual fieldwork and the development of a fictional 

narrative becomes one means with which to do so. It can also become a means of 

registering vernacular memorialisation when much of the ‘forensic evidence’ for alleged 

war crimes in 2009 has either been destroyed or has become extremely difficult to 

attain, the international media has paid short shrift to the events of the bloody 

conclusion of the civil war in 2009, and political agendas mean that those views that are 

not simply allied to governmental or separatist views do not get a look in.  

Even though the nuance of multiple perspectives offered by my interlocutors 

may be simplified in the narrative of the graphic novel, there are clear theoretical and 

methodological advantages that, to date, have not been considered in the Sri Lankan 

context for graphic novels. These include the ability to retain the anonymity of my 

interlocutors while highlighting the compelling recollections of their experiences, the 

potential to foster a ‘sympathetic imagination’ across social and other demarcations that 

can constitute the creation of meanings that offer a particular way of seeing, feeling and 

thinking about one’s relationship with oneself, others, and with society in general 

(Salgado 2007), and the possibilities for a collaborative approach with my interlocutors 

that I further elaborate in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Three:  

From the Field to the Graphic Narrative 
	

For the first time today I realised what war is about. Up until now I’ve heard 
artillery in the distance, heard multi barrelled rocket launchers, woken up to air 
attacks and dived into my bunker at 5am, sat on top of my water tower and 
watched the skies light up with the flashes and “booms” of war, seen the injured 
rushed through town in camouflaged ambulances, seen the boys in their tiger 
stripes racing across fields full of guns and grenades, RPG's and more mines. 
I've sat late at night writing my daily SitRep [situation report] with the walls 
shaking to the sounds of artillery in the distance, I've jumped from my chair as a 
jet blasts over the roof of my office and drops a 1000lb bomb a few kilometres 
away, blowing the door of the office open...and I thought from these experiences 
over the past 6 weeks I had witnessed war, I thought I had felt the sadness, the 
tragedy of what two groups of people could do to each other...but I was not 
prepared for today. 

This morning at 07:00 4 Kfir fighter jets [bought from Israel] flew over 
my car as I drove to work, they were heading east towards Mulaitivu. After a 
few seconds, I heard the explosions…they dropped 16 bombs...the sound 
vibrated through the air, my ears popped to the pressure change in the air, the 
car shook, and for a moment I froze. I reached my office to a sight of chaos as 
the news broke of the target of these jets...a girls children's home. 

We witnessed the death of 54 schoolgirls this morning and the 
amputation and seriously wounded of over a 100. For two hours there was 
silence in the Vanni. The artillery stopped and the only sound that could be 
heard was wailing and screaming… 

I have not cried yet through this war…But today, that has changed. 
There is nothing exciting about this, there is no fascination in the faces of these 
mothers. I cannot take their pictures or write about their loss. These children 
came from the schools that I teach in, they are the ones that asked me questions 
about the tsunami and earthquakes, they are the little ones that wave at me when 
I drive to work, they are the ones that give me the dream of finding a wife and 
building a hut in the jungle and making a family. Their parents had that dream. 

(Personal diary entry the evening of the Sencholai bombing, 14th August 2006)  

	

Over the course of the four years in Sri Lanka from 2004, I kept a running 

journal of my experiences in the Vanni in addition to the interviews and reports that I 

wrote for the organisations that I worked for. When working for the NGO, Norwegian 

People’s Aid, I gathered testimonies immediately after the tsunami disaster and 
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recorded, both through interviews and through photography, what people had lost in 

those destructive waves, material that informed the earlier part of the graphic novel, 

Memories of the Vanni (see pages 158 to 160).  

I went on to record interviews in people’s new homes that we built as a result of 

donations from international donors. As the conflict in the Vanni began to spiral from 

2007, when working for the United Nations (UN), it became my official role to 

interview internally displaced persons (IDPs) concerning the experiences they had lived 

through that forced them to flee their homes and villages on the borders of the Vanni 

and Sri Lankan government administered areas. I interviewed dozens of Tamil civilians 

and Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) combatants (Fig. 6) from an official 

United Nations or non-governmental organisational perspective, as well as out of 

personal interest as I became more and more involved in people’s lives in the area.  

 
Fig. 6. A female Tamil Tiger contemplating photographs of martyrs at the 2005 LTTE 
Martyr’s Day, Elephant Pass, Vanni. Photograph by Benjamin Dix. 

As the conflict entered its destructive and violent climax and the UN were 

evacuated from Kilinochchi in September 2008, I interviewed traumatised village 

residents who had undergone multiple displacements, and lost material assets and often 

family members to the violence surrounding them. In the days and weeks leading up to 

the UN evacuation on 18th September 2008, I interviewed Tamil civilians concerning 

the departure of the international organisation and the perceived effect that the 
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evacuation would have on the area and the safety of the population (see Fig. 7). Since 

leaving the Vanni and Sri Lanka, I have remained in close contact with members of the 

Tamil community, both within Sri Lanka and outside the island nation, and have 

continually engaged in political, journalistic and anthropological discussions concerning 

the conflict, and people’s senses of its recent history as well as dreams of the future. 

This material I kept with me in the form of notes, diary entries, reports and photographs 

that I have returned to in the process of this Ph.D. research.  

There are a number of reasons why I did not conduct fieldwork within Sri Lanka 

itself for the Ph.D. research after my abrupt departure in 2008. Firstly, after returning to 

the UK in September 2008 I was interviewed on the BBC News and gave my personal 

account of the conflict that was occurring in the Vanni.20 Secondly, I was requested by 

Amnesty International to give a presentation to 23 embassies in Geneva about the 

ground realities in the Vanni. 21  I personally invited the Sri Lankan Embassy 

representatives to attend the presentation, which they did, but left immediately after the 

presentation before the Q&A indicating that they were not willing to talk to me 

afterwards. However, the most damning condemnation of my work from the Sri Lankan 

government and its supporters came when in UK, where I worked as a researcher and 

contributed my personal testimony for documentaries made by Channel 4, Sri Lanka’s 

Killing Fields in 2011, and again in 2013, for the independent production, No Fire 

Zone.22 The documentaries, containing my own video footage of the conflict and the 

UN evacuation, and mobile phone footage of the war by those caught up in the violence 

as well as by members of the Sri Lankan army, have been televised in the UK, US and 

																																								 																					
20 BBC News (2008). Interview with Benjamin Dix concerning the UN evacuation from the Vanni. 
Broadcast on 08.10.2008. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iyzxV-ytl1s 
21 ‘The Cluster Bomb Game’: an article written by Rajiva Wijesinha, Secretary General, Secretariat for 
Coordinating the Peace Process, Government of Sri Lanka, criticising the presentation given by Benjamin 
Dix and asking the UN for an official apology. Published 09.02.2009. 
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Cluster_Bomb_Game_-_9_February_2009  
22 www.nofirezone.org 
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India and shown at many international film festivals and at two UN Human Rights 

Councils in Geneva. The images and film clips in the documentaries were gained from 

Tamil civilians filming on mobile phones from their bunkers and from Sri Lankan 

soldiers as ‘trophy’ footage of defeating and executing LTTE combatants at the close of 

the conflict.23 This material was particularly significant as the recent Sri Lankan conflict 

received minimal media attention, mainly due to a Sri Lankan governmental 

clampdown and the barring of journalists onto the battleground.  

 Nevertheless, in 2010, Tamil friends and ex-colleagues began to appear around 

the world and contacted me when they arrived in England. Many had travelled illegally 

from Sri Lanka to India and then continued to a multitude of countries, namely UK, 

Switzerland, Canada and Australia. Like many migrant communities, their journey had 

been funded by relatives already settled in those countries who could arrange the 

extortionate costs of smuggling an individual across the world (see Chapter Two). I 

began to meet them and listen to their stories as they sat in front of me, shadows of their 

former selves in their emaciated bodies. After surviving the conflict and the internment 

camps known as Manik Farms, I met them in Chennai (India), in various ‘safe rooms’ 

with human smugglers (or as they are commonly referred to, 'Agents'), for their own 

peace of mind, away from state surveillance, or in their state accommodation in the UK 

and Zurich where they awaited the results of their asylum claims (see Annex V for an 

illustrated storyboard of their experiences and journeys).  

For this study, in May 2012, personal contacts within the Tamil diaspora were 

approached and asked for interviews. Fearing exposure of their identities and its 

																																								 																					
23 Channel 4 gained the footage from Tamil survivors who had sent their videos of the conflict to Tamil 
international media organisations and family members. The footage from the Sri Lankan army’s side was 
gained from individual soldiers mostly emailing their ‘trophy’ footage amongst friends and was finally 
forwarded to Amnesty International and Channel 4. Soon after the production of the documentary started, 
video clips began to pour in from traumatised Sri Lankan soldiers and Tamil civilians. 
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consequences for those of their families still in Sri Lanka, my contacts and their families 

initially refused to give an interview, even when assuring them of confidentiality and 

anonymity. However, after my appearance in the television documentary Sri Lanka’s 

Killing Fields broadcasted in the UK on Channel 4 in June 2011, where I spoke about 

the Sri Lankan army assault, my distress of leaving the Vanni and criticisms of UN 

decision and procedures, members of the Tamil community began to approach me, 

feeling that they knew and trusted my intentions, and began to welcome the research. 

They attributed their change of mind to my understanding of the situation and my open 

criticism of the role of the Sri Lankan army and international community in ignoring the 

plight of innocent Tamil civilians in Sri Lanka. Appearing in this documentary 

alongside No Fire Zone (2013) and speaking out for besieged Tamil civilians gained me 

the trust of the Tamil diaspora, and reinforced the commitment from my Tamil friends 

among others to help me gather their testimonies and produce the graphic novel. The Sri 

Lankan Tamil community suffered a profound severing of trust through the war where 

families and individuals had to survive for themselves. I immediately noticed the clear 

fractures in the interactions between individuals and with families in the aftermath of 

the war that continues to this day. The conflict tore the fabric of the Vanni community 

apart as neighbours protected themselves by condemning others. Throughout this period 

of distrust within the Tamil communities, it was close ‘outsiders’ like myself who were 

suddenly trusted and confided in as I stood apart from the multifaceted cultural and 

security issues that arose from the conflict. This view was intensified by my appearance 

on the documentaries where I was seen to speak ‘truth to power’ (Scheper-Hughes 

1995) by critiquing the UN decision to evacuate the Vanni and the irrepressible violence 

that ensued. 

However, my appearance in the documentaries, and I assume the presentation in 
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Geneva, had the reverse effect with the government of Sri Lanka (GoSL). In 2011, I 

was informed by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) in the island’s capital, 

Colombo, that it was not wise for me to attempt to visit Sri Lanka whilst the current 

administration was in power. Although I maintain that my testimony in the documentary 

and Geneva was balanced and did not accuse the GoSL directly of wrongdoings, the 

state representatives had long had a suspicion of me as I was based in the Vanni and had 

developed a professional yet close relationship with the LTTE political and military 

leadership.24 Effectively, under the Mahinda Rajapaksa administration that lasted until 

2015, I became a persona non grata in Sri Lanka. 

Another reason for why I did not conduct further fieldwork in Sri Lanka was due 

to the on-going harassment of Tamil civilians and ex-combatants by the Sri Lankan 

army based in the northern districts (ICG 2011b: ii). I felt that my contributors’ security 

could be compromised if they were found to be informing my research had I conducted 

it in Sri Lanka. I felt that Tamil migrants who lived through the conflict and were now 

asylum-seekers or refugees across the world were in a better position to divulge their 

life stories and oral histories to me. As the narrative of the graphic novel shows, the key 

protagonist left Sri Lanka in December 2009 and now lives in an undefined western 

context with a photograph and imagery drawn from London. For these main reasons I 

decided not to re-enter Sri Lanka and conduct further fieldwork on the island. Instead, 

after I left Sri Lanka I pursued fieldwork in Chennai among other sites in the state of 

Tamil Nadu in India alongside cities in Europe, such as Zurich (Switzerland) and 

London (UK). These field sites were chosen for their large concentrations of Sri Lankan 

Tamil migrants as well as places that housed many old colleagues and friends of mine 

																																								 																					
24 This is not to say that I am not critical of the then government’s decision (under United People’s 
Freedom Alliance) to mount an intensive attack on civilians and makeshift hospitals marked with the 
International Red Cross in the final days of the conflict in 2009. 
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who had managed to leave Sri Lanka since the end of the 2009 conflict.  

The periods of data-gathering could be divided into the following main phases: 

first, my pre-fieldwork experiences as outlined from 2004-2008 when I lived in the 

Vanni as a NGO worker and UN operative, which is a crucial formative period with 

which to appreciate the depth of regional expertise and contacts that I had acquired with 

people resident in, and migrated from the Vanni, as it afforded me the opportunity to do 

the fieldwork with displaced Tamils required for this thesis and graphic novel later. 

Second, the specific research I conducted while doing my Ph.D. from 2012/13 that 

began with a field trip with the artist, Lindsay Pollock, to south India which also 

included interviews with recent Sri Lankan refugees in the state’s capital, Chennai. 

Third, interviews in London and Zurich with people I knew from Sri Lanka who had 

migrated overseas as well as other people whom I had met through other means 

described below. This period of fieldwork also entailed a momentary break from 

fieldwork due to the sheer intensity of hearing about, and reliving the trauma through 

people’s stories of war, violence and torture in Sri Lanka. Fourth, an overlapping phase 

where I returned with the graphic novel to those in London including one trip to Zurich 

in 2015 where I continued my enquiry into how best to represent my contributors’ 

stories. In this chapter, I will elaborate on the methodologies that I used and the ethics 

implicated in recording the oral histories of Tamil survivors of the conflict as well as 

their representation in the graphic novel form. The chapter is divided into five sections. 

I begin by elaborating on the methodologies entailed in my Ph.D. research when I 

systematically began to acquire interview material in London, Zurich and Chennai. I 

move to a more sustained consideration of ethical implications of the research process, 

from the field to the presentation in graphic visuals. I then proceed to an account of 

contact with conflict and torture survivors after I returned to the UK in 2008, followed 
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by a section on the effects that this had on me to revisit emotionally and politically 

charged scenes that we had left in the Vanni. Finally, I end with a discussion on my 

collaborations with the artist, Lindsay Pollock, and the process of filtering testimonies 

and reports into the graphic novel form.  

 

Methodologies 
Throughout my Ph.D. fieldwork, I drew upon a range of methods, including participant 

observation in places in London, Zurich and the Indian state of Tamil Nadu, interviews 

(unstructured and semi-structured), focus-groups, and a record of life stories and oral 

histories. Most of my interlocutors for the Ph.D. research were known to me through my 

time in Sri Lanka. The interviewing I conducted with those who I had already had an 

established relationship was mostly unstructured - that is, along a naturally occurring 

conversational mode (see Hemming 2009: 33). There were a number of topics that I 

wanted to address but I allowed the interview to flow in different directions, depending 

on the way my interlocutor talked and judged as important. 

 Others I had met through a snowballing effect through recommendation. Some 

approached me directly after seeing my appearance on television documentaries. Social 

media sites such as Facebook were also useful for people to make contact with me when 

they had successfully reached their destination outside of Sri Lanka. I would receive a 

‘friend request’ on Facebook and immediately, on accepting, I would receive a message 

explaining where they were and enquiring if I was okay! Despite their ordeals through 

the war and the multiple displacements, this question of enquiring after my wellbeing 

always moved me and seemed to epitomise the resilience of hospitality and politeness 

that I had come accustomed to when living in Sri Lanka.  

Other people I had established contact with was through Freedom From Torture 
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(FFT), a medical foundation based in London that provide counselling sessions to 

people affected by torture and conflict-related psychological issues. Through the FFT, I 

was able to meet in a safe and trusted space with people who had recently fled Sri 

Lanka. I conducted general interviews of war and their experiences and where possible, 

to talk about difficult aspects of the torture that they had been subjected to. One of the 

therapists had commented that many of her Tamil clients would benefit from advising 

me and explaining their stories concerning the narrative and visual aspects of the 

graphic novel, and returning with the illustrations were incredibly useful. In this way, 

the interviews held on FFT premises became integrated into the therapeutic services that 

the organisation provided.  

By drawing on long-standing contacts for some of my interviews, I had already 

broken down many barriers of trust and familiarity within my sample group and 

therefore was able to navigate through some of the more sensitive topics and harrowing 

accounts with an already established relationship with them. With people I did not know 

so well, I deployed more structured interviews where open-ended questions were 

specifically set in a particular order (Hunt 2010: 41-2), sometimes with another 

professional in the room, allowing my interlocutor to digress, pause and stop if the need 

arose.  

Altogether, semi-structured interviews were recorded with ten members of the 

Tamil community, including ex-LTTE cadres, in London and Surrey, UK, two families 

and a senior ex-LTTE commander in Zurich, Switzerland and interviews were 

conducted via Skype with two families in Toronto, Canada, and one family and an ex-

LTTE fighter in Vavuniya, Sri Lanka. The sample included people from the Tamil 

business community, professionals, activists, community leaders, individuals and 

former LTTE cadres. All interviews were conducted in English, sometimes with an 
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interpreter if required, and were tape recorded apart from the Skype interviews where 

notes were taken. 

Interviews were also conducted in London with representatives of the Asia Desk 

at the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), the Tamil Information Centre, a 

UK Government Councillor of a predominantly Tamil community in East London and 

Tamil clients at Freedom from Torture, London. I also gathered data and testimonies 

from human rights monitors and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), to receive 

an understanding of some of the wider concerns and issues that the Tamil community 

face within Sri Lanka and abroad. Some of the collected data appears, although 

anonymised, within the narrative of the graphic novel, whereas other data has provided 

background and contextual material throughout this thesis to defend arguments and 

opinions expressed and assess the most appropriate ways of representing the stories 

within the graphic novel. 

All the Sri Lankan Tamil people that I interviewed have either been granted 

asylum within the host country or are currently seeking asylum. In Europe, I 

interviewed participants within the comfort and security of their homes or in an office 

space. Three of my ex-UN colleagues from the Vanni are in London, were 

simultaneously going through or have successfully completed the asylum process (at the 

time of writing this thesis), and had agreed to tell me about their experiences. In India, 

and especially in Chennai, the security concerns of the person had to be taken into 

consideration when compared to those within European countries. The Indian 

intelligence agency known as the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), were closely 

monitoring Sri Lankan Tamil refugees in the Chennai due to their perception that many 

LTTE combatants had fled to Tamil Nadu throughout and after the war. However, I 

took necessary precautions of meeting respondents in secured locations and at different 
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times, and the security of individuals’ was not jeopardised due to my research, 

throughout or after my fieldwork.  

To anyone I interviewed, I would ask for their consent and explain the aims and 

information about the research and that they will be asked to disclose distressful 

memories which they can choose to or not as the case may be (Hunt 2010: 46).  

Through this approach, I recorded their oral histories of the experience of the conflict, 

the immediate aftermath in the internment camps known as Manik Farms, and their 

passage out of Sri Lanka to India and to places in Europe.  

Oral history has been described as both 'the process of pushing memory, 

language and ideology as far as possible the horizon of the interviewee, to understand 

how those facts are understood’ (Grele 2014: 1), and ‘the process of…collecting 

reminiscence, accounts, and interpretations of events from the recent past which are of 

historical significance’ (Hoffman 1974: 1).  As I elaborate below, this method was not 

without its difficulties due to the nature of the enquiry on the experiences of conflict and 

its aftermath – despite people’s willingness to share their recollections, interviews were 

often a very fraught and sometimes harrowing experience, but it was a space where I did 

not seek to ‘push’ my interlocutor in their recollection of events or their experiences. I 

made it possible for people to remember or divulge only those aspects of their past that 

they felt comfortable with revealing, and made it clear that they could withdraw from 

the research if and when they choose to do so.  

I also showed several of my interlocutors my photographs taken during my four-

year period in Sri Lanka. They became a means of photo-elicitation (Larson 1988; 

Harper 2002) with which to discuss other memories of the land that may have otherwise 

been obscured by the more traumatic aspects of violence in a collaborative and 

interactive manner (Fig. 7). I used this photo-elicitation technique also in my three 
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months in southern India with Lindsay as we tried to gather visual data on the 

environment in the Vanni depicted in the graphic novel (see below and pages 160, 171, 

and 200 in Memories of the Vanni).  

 
Fig. 7. The last photograph I took outside Kilinochchi town before the UN evacuation - 
highlights the vulnerable situation we left people in and I also shared it with my research 
contributors. September 10th 2008. Photograph by Benjamin Dix. 

To give due credit to the illustrations, it was crucial for Lindsay to visually 

experience Tamil life in South Asia and see for himself the material culture of rural and 

coastal Tamil lifestyles. We spent many days visiting villages in Tamil Nadu and 

photographing details of everyday life such as clothing, transport, fauna and flora along 

with visual attributes such as hairstyles and physical gestures. From that period of 

fieldwork, Lindsay was able to understand what a village in South Asia looked like and 

be able to reproduce it in the graphic novel (Fig. 8).  
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Fig. 8. Photo of the illustration (by Lindsay Pollock) of the initial family used in Memories 
of the Vanni held by one of our interlocutors in Tamil Nadu, India. Photograph by 
Benjamin Dix, 2012. 

 

Ethical Implications of the Research 
I have considered ethical implications of my methodologies and representation at all 

stages of the research and writing or visualisation processes. Confidentiality was central 

to my interview practices by ensuring the anonymity and privacy of all the research 

participants. Before commencing each interview, an explanation of the study and 

institution it was being conducted through was given. Notes were not taken through the 

interviews as this distracted the interviewee from the point they were making. I did not 

record real names onto any media, but rather through codes or with different names.  

 I ensured that my research attended, to the minimum, to the Ethical Guidelines 

published by the Association of Social Anthropologists (2012).25 I needed to consider 

the effects of my involvement with, and consequences of my work for: the individuals 

and groups among whom I do my fieldwork, my colleagues and the discipline, and 

collaborating researchers; sponsors, funders, employers and gatekeepers; my own and 

																																								 																					
25 Association of Social Anthropology (2012) <http://www.theasa.org/ethics.shtml> Accessed 26th May 
2012. 
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host governments; and other interest groups and the wider society in the countries in 

which I work.  

 The long established imperative of researchers to ‘do no harm’ to the community 

one is studying was central to the focus of my study. Further ethical considerations and 

understanding of my interlocutors positions arose throughout my fieldwork especially 

when dealing with ex-LTTE members who were or are still seeking asylum in the host 

country (see below).  

 The ethical considerations of conducting fieldwork inside Sri Lanka itself were 

too problematic and risks of state repression were magnified for individuals living 

within an environment that continues to be under armed guard, for a state that has a 

record of human rights abuses (Sriram 2009). As I have explained above, my reasonably 

‘high profile’ in Sri Lanka and the official title of persona non grata on my travel to Sri 

Lanka meant that I could not ethically or safely conduct fieldwork in the island itself. 

This personal disposition actually underpinned the main concept for the graphic novel 

as I was forced to interview people who had fled Sri Lanka, and therefore had different 

perspectives and experiences to those remaining on the island.  

 In gathering and recording interviews and testimonies of Tamil survivors of the 

2009 conflict, I was aware that it was essential to understand the overall political and 

military contexts of how the conflict was played out. As I lived through the first two-

thirds of the recent conflict (2007-8) that ended in 2009 and have been studying and in 

contact with people throughout the conflict, I felt that I was in a strong position to 

conduct sensitive interviews with a depth of understanding concerning the situation and 

what my interlocutors lived through.   

Admittedly, there was a certain bias at the outset of the methodology as personal 
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contacts were requested for an interview. However, this was only for the initial two 

interviews. Subsequent snowballing of interviews occurred and people from all sectors 

of Tamil communities were interviewed. Interviews with women not known to me were 

conducted in the presence of either their husband or father. However, these interviews 

often became dominated by the male opinions.  

With people that had contacted me after my appearance in the two 

documentaries, the process that I devised was to talk to people on the phone or through 

Skype first, establish an understanding of what I was aiming to do, what the interview 

was for, and how I would anonymise the story they told me. I would try and explain 

how, together with Lindsay, we would produce their testimonies as a graphic novel and 

their experiences would be fed into the fictional characters in the graphic novel. As it is 

such a visual project, I found that most people understood what I was trying to explain, 

but they only really engaged with the idea when I was physically in front of them and 

could show them examples of other graphic novels and some pages from Memories of 

the Vanni that we were working on, giving them a fuller sense of how their story would 

be depicted. At that point, I almost always received an enthusiastic response and an 

eagerness to share their experiences with me. In all of the interviews and meetings I 

have had with migrant Tamils, I can honestly say, that I am yet to receive any criticism 

of the graphic representation of their experiences and the Sri Lankan conflict (see 

Chapter Five).  

With people who were previously known to me in Sri Lanka, and a personal and 

historic relationship of trust had already been made, I would interview them either at 

their home or at mine. We would make ourselves comfortable with snacks, water and 

tea. I would ask their permission to record the interview so that I could listen back at a 

later point. I would then start off with a question concerning their home in the Vanni 
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and if they could describe it for me.  

The interviews would often last for over four hours and we would take as many 

breaks as needed. Through the interview I would allow the person to freely speak about 

their memories and experiences, but at times I would enquire into an aspect that needed 

more information or explanation. If my interlocutor became emotional through the 

interview, I would allow them all the time they needed before resuming, and to take 

control of the interview length. On a number of occasions when the interview lasted for 

many hours, we would finish and resume at another convenient time. I was always 

acutely aware of the amount of energy and fatigue that these interviews could cause, 

and would break or finish the session whenever needed (see below). Malkki (1995) and 

Thomson (2009) discuss how the success of their fieldwork was due to a sensitivity and 

patience with their informants, that trust and openness from an informant will rarely be 

built in one sitting and that as the researcher, we need to be aware that there may be 

aspects of one’s life story that we are not comfortable talking about, or that it is simply 

too horrific to verbalise. This was often the case with accounts of sexual violence that 

many women (and men) experienced at the close of the conflict in May 2009 when the 

Sri Lankan Army gained full control of LTTE held areas, and therefore the civilians.  

It is important to continually acknowledge with oneself why we require the 

information we seek, as Jones (1998: 4) argues, if we want to know something because 

of legitimate enquiry, curiosity, or even voyeurism. There were times in a few 

interviews where I wanted to know something specific in a story, but had to stop myself 

asking as I realised that the question was just out of my own curiosity and not actually 

required for the context I was aiming to gather for the graphic novel. Such questions 

that were clearly causing them distress and anxiety were a source of constant dilemma 

and received repeated reflection on my part.  
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My aim to interview them was less to know about them but, in an adaptation of 

Trinh T. Minh-Ha’s (cited in Chen 1992: 82) term to ‘speak nearby’, my intention was 

to ‘hear nearby’. I had little intention of intruding or collating traumatic data about their 

lives. Rather I wanted to provide a space where they could talk comfortably about any 

aspect of their emotional and physical journeys and experiences with me. Halleh 

Ghorashi states: 

The main condition for this space is that it should be safe, and safety is provided 
when the space is as empty as possible from judgments. People would be able to 
share their stories in freedom if they felt that they were not judged because of 
their background or the choices they made (2014: 61). 

My aim was always to adapt what they told me, and to then present what I 

produced in the graphic novel to them.  The telling of their experiences to an empathetic 

interviewer who could understand the time and space of the experiences relayed was, I 

believe, a therapeutic exercise for the interviewee, and a view that was also endorsed by 

one of the therapists working for FFT. I would always talk socially after the interview 

had finished and discuss how the interview had gone with the individual. Although 

sometimes distressing, my interlocutors would respond to the interview in a positive 

tone, and that it had been beneficial to explain their story to someone who would record 

it and eventually relay it to a wider audience in the form of a graphic novel (see Chapter 

Five).  

The fundraising activities for the LTTE within the Tamil diaspora was a very 

contentious subject and one that needed to be handled with respect and care as an 

anthropologist. The LTTE have been reported to have extorted money from the diaspora 

(Human Rights Watch 2006) often under duress, with threats of harming family 

members back in Sri Lanka if funds were not given (HRW 2006; ICG 2010). I made a 

conscious decision at the outset of this Ph.D. not to accept any funding from any 

international Indian or Sri Lankan organisations. When working on Memories of the 
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Vanni, members of the Tamil diaspora approached me to fund the graphic novel which I 

politely refused on ethical and editorial grounds. I had realised that there exists a vast 

array of political perspectives and agendas for the Tamil cause in Sri Lanka and that this 

graphic novel could easily be viewed as LTTE propaganda material if it were funded 

from within the community itself. On editorial issues, there were certain elements that 

may not suit specific political or propaganda intentions and thus could be censored: 

Memories of the Vanni, for instance, would not be able to delve into topics of child and 

forced recruitment and suicide bombings if it were funded by the Tamil diaspora who 

would not be keen for such negative features to be highlighted. I therefore trod the 

much more difficult path of trying to acquire funding from non-related organisations. I 

finally received funding from the Arts Council England to produce the graphic novel 

which I used to fund our field trip to Chennai and to pay Lindsay for his assiduous and 

lengthy work, that from rough sketching to inking took the best part of two years.  

 

Reflecting on Torture 
Going through recollections of torture with contributors has been both an enthralling 

process for me, wrapped up in the importance of registering and disseminating it, and a 

deeply disturbing and upsetting experience for all concerned. The details that my 

contributors have been able to highlight, even though a very difficult and distraught 

process, about how they were strung up by their arms or beaten with PVC pipes full of 

sand, has helped me gain an understanding of their personalities, and the horrific events 

that they had undergone even after the end of the war in 2009 (Fig. 9). Not all of this 

material is included in Memories of the Vanni, for it does not cover in detail the post-

war scenario of internment camps for Tamils known as Manik Farm. Nevertheless, their 

experiences are a reminder that the pain did not end with the end of the bombings, but 

continued through state-backed measures euphemistically described as the 



	

	

73	

‘rehabilitation’ of Sri Lankan Tamils from the Vanni (see Chapter Five). 

 
Fig. 9. A sketch highlighting the physical and mental trauma of being tortured from 
testimonial accounts from a contributor from FFT, used in an early draft of the graphic 
novel (see Annex V). Illustrated by Lindsay Pollock. 

The ethical conduct of interviewing people with trauma raises particular 

concerns (Newman et al. 2006). The re-living of experiences (especially traumatic ones) 

through interviews was often difficult for a person to verbalise. Although most of my 

interlocutors have been granted asylum within European countries, there continues to be 

a stigma attached to ex-LTTE combatants, especially women who were potentially 

exposed to sexual violence in Sri Lanka. I was therefore acutely aware, throughout 

periods of interviewing, that what an informant does not say may have significant 

importance to the interview (Kluckholn 1945). This became especially apparent through 

interviews with people of both genders who had experienced sexual violence and/or 

experienced episodes of physical and/or mental torture. There were parts of their story 

where the person could not verbalise the event and either went quiet, looked at the 

ground or began to cry. At these points, I would allow them all the time they required 
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and then ask if they wished to continue or to finish the interview.  

Poland and Pederson (1998) discuss how silences may be the indicators of 

complex reactions to interview questions. Researchers therefore need to respect that 

right for the participant to remain silent, as the interview setting may not be the place 

where s/he feels comfortable to ‘tell all’. I had to develop a means with which to 

respond to silence and see it too as a form of testimony (Narayan 2004; Eastmond and 

Selimovic 2012), as well as respond to what may appear as discontinuities (Strejilevich 

2006; Eades 2008). Often I did this by just waiting for them, and if they said they 

wanted to finish the interview, I did so. When this happened I returned to them at a later 

point to ask if they would like to meet for another interview. Invariably, they said yes. 

Regarding discontinuities, I was not too interested in ironing them out or referring my 

interlocutor to a factual report. Instead, I understood that this was a natural part of the 

chequered process of recollecting traumatic times.  

One thing that was clear through all of the interviews I had with people who had 

experienced torture was the sense of shame. Some people felt and expressed shame as 

they had given up information under duress, others felt that they had their human 

dignity stripped from them in the process of being tortured. As I have mentioned above, 

what was extremely difficult to verbalise was the humiliation of being sexually tortured. 

The Sri Lankan authorities have been documented for their sexual violation of 

prisoners, male and female over many years (FFT 2011: 18). In my interviews, both 

men and women would stop in their testimonies at the point at which they were sexually 

assaulted and look at the floor, or say that they cannot tell me the next part of what 

happened. It was often the gaps of their story, their abrupt silences and discomforting 

body language that were the most difficult to witness as I could see them reliving and 

trying to quietly come to terms with their experiences.  I was also conscious of the fact 
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that self-censorship may be instanced when for instance with ex-LTTE combatants 

might have been involved in the perpetration of violence.  

 

Freedom	from	Torture	
Due to the high risk ethical nature of this research on a vulnerable group, and the 

sensitivities of the interviews that require a sense of reliving and explaining highly 

traumatic episodes in one’s life, I had tried to seek a neutral and safe environment as the 

preferred space for people that I did not know. Several of those who had experienced 

and discussed torture were introduced to me through the FFT. FFT arranged a focus 

group meeting in March 2013 and I presented work conducted to date on Memories of 

the Vanni and the methodologies used to create the book. The audience comprised of 32 

Tamils - twenty men and twelve women between the ages of 24 and 57. I presented 

some of the photographs that I had taken in Vanni, some of the experiences that I had 

over the four years I lived there, and the sense of abandonment and guilt I felt at leaving 

at the time we evacuated. There was a twenty-minute Q&A that followed my 

presentation and then I left and allowed the FFT therapists to continue their work and 

discuss with the group if any would like to take part in my research.  

FFT’s clients put forward their desire to participate anonymously and at the next 

focus group, two weeks later, the Communications Manager confirmed that out of the 

32 members in the group, 26 had come forward and volunteered to be interviewed. This 

staggering percentage of people that wanted to be a part of the study further vindicated 

their support of the artistic representation of their testimonies. I again met with the 

Communications Manager and therapists and approached four respondents to work with 

in-depth.  Of them three were male, and the other was female, all in their 30’s. These 

people were chosen due to three factors: (i) if they had been living in Vanni in the pre-

conflict period of 2009; (ii) if they had been in Mulivakal (the location of the final 
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battle) through the 2009 conflict; and (iii) if they had spent time in Manik Farms after 

the end of the civil war in May 2009. I was at a point in the research where I felt that I 

needed to gain an understanding of the aftermath of the civil war that could inform the 

developing profile of the novel based on other oral histories that I had gathered. 

Therefore their testimonies would be able to sit with and further consolidate the 

narrative of the graphic novel. I interviewed them one at a time over the space of two 

months in six different sittings as two of the interviews required more than one sitting.  

The interviews at FFT were arranged by the Communications Manager, where 

tea, coffee, water and biscuits were supplied by FFT and we were given a private room 

to conduct the interviews. The interview would last for as long as needed or until my 

interlocutor decided that they had finished for the day. All interviews were conducted in 

the early afternoon after lunch to avoid having to break for lunch. At the end of the 

interview the therapist was informed and held a private debrief with the interviewee to 

reflect on what s/he felt and whether s/he was still happy for the interview to be used 

(see Hunt 2010: 47). The process was praised by the therapists at FFT as an ethically 

sound way of engaging with highly traumatised individuals.  

When any of my contributors began to cry, I paused or in some cases stopped 

the interview to return to it again. It was a dilemma whether to probe, or encourage 

someone to expand on an issue that appears to be upsetting, or potentially upsetting. I 

took heed of Hunt’s observations: 

Participants are likely to get upset, likely to cry. While they should feel free to 
stop the interview at any point, it is likely to be more damaging to stop when the 
person is distressed than to continue through the distress until they emerge on 
the other side (2010: 47). 

It seemed to me that despite the time after the experience of violence or torture – 

sometimes in terms of months, sometimes in terms of years – the interviews were a sign 

that memories were emotionally fresh. People were feeling what they were trying to talk 
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about. It raised piquant questions about the ethics of interviewing a person, particularly 

one who was not well-known to the interviewer. After the interview, I was left 

wondering what must it be like to speak so intimately with a total stranger? What is the 

person who does that left with? It seems to me that once this has occurred, and I am sure 

it happens in more subtle ways quite frequently, then the interview has stepped into the 

realm of the therapeutic.  

Following Hunt’s proposals, I tried to transcribe carefully picking out the 

silences as a lot was contained in the silence, accompanied as they were with restless 

eyes and awkward physical movements (Hunt 2010: 42). What people are 

communicating when they cry about something is important, not so much for the 

information it divulges, but for the emotional value that they have placed on their 

recollections and the way that this too could be a means of communication and the 

development of empathy.  

When I finished doing the interviews with the people I had met through FFT, I 

went through a period of disillusionment and adamant that people should not be doing 

this kind of interviewing purely for research. It seemed almost immoral to go in to 

people's lives, upsetting them and taking away bits of their stories, perhaps leaving them 

with confused and exposed feelings. On more reflection, I have since decided that a lot 

of that was to do with my own feelings (see below). It was very tiring and upsetting to 

conduct those distressing interviews. Perhaps it was also my own sense of guilt, to do 

with things that drew me to this kind of research in the first place - wanting to 

contribute to a positive sense of conciliation, which I felt at that time I could not 

provide.  

It seems to me that if we are obtaining information from interviews that have 

been painful for interviewees to talk to us about, and have been painful for us to listen 
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to, then we have a duty to look hard at that material and perhaps do something 

constructive with it. In my case, I have opted to produce a graphic novel to take back to 

my contributors as well as disseminate their experiences more widely.   

 There was a clear pattern that emerged when it came to discussing torture with my 

contributors. They would be able to express very clearly the point leading up to capture, 

the capture itself and then drive to the ‘detention centre’. At this point the details often 

became blurry or they would say something like ‘I can’t describe that place’. Then they 

would be able to tell me about the moment they were freed, where they were and what 

happened next. But it was rare that someone could tell me what had happened during 

periods of torture. 

This pattern was apparent even before I began this research as one of our UN Tamil 

staff members was picked up and detained for three weeks in Colombo. He was not able 

to give a clear account of what had happened to him in detention but he did point to 

fresh, small circular scars on his arms and say that he had been burnt by cigarettes there. 

He was also suffering a lot of back pain which was new, as he had been an incredibly fit 

and strong man before he was arrested. He would just say that they did ‘bad things’ to 

me in there. In such a short space of time, the effect that his incarceration had on his 

personality was staggering: he was a completely different person when he was released. 

He spent a lot of time in silence, looking into the middle distance, and was clearly still 

suffering a lot of physical and psychological pain.  

 The subject of suicide recurred with every interview that covered torture. Every 

person spoke of how they wanted to end their life as they could not live like that 

anymore. But two issues recurred: one was that they could not, as they were not given 

the means to kill themselves and, secondly, they feared for their families too much, and 

felt that they needed to survive in order to take care of them. There seemed to be a 
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recurring theme of wanting to protect loved ones when faced with such physical and 

psychological horrors themselves, that they could not imagine their own husband, wife, 

children or parents having to live through the ordeal that they were experiencing (Fig. 

10).  

 
Fig. 10. Sketch of Antoni in detention dreaming of the consequences to his wife and 
daughter if he dies, used in an early draft of the graphic novel (see Annex V). Illustration by 
Lindsay Pollock. 

 Hughes’ (2013) work on torture and the testimonies ring very true with my own 

findings and interviews pursued through my fieldwork. The overriding sense of 

‘knowing death’ and the heightened sense of anxiety, fear, uncertainty, hopelessness, 

isolation and deliberating depression were all emotions that both Hughes and my own 

research depicted (2013: 84). Their experience was, as Taussig (1987) puts it, of ‘a 

death space’ where neither life nor death could be fully reconciled (Fig.11).  
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Fig. 11. Sketch of Antoni in the ‘death space’ whilst being tortured, used in an early draft of 
the graphic novel (see Annex V). Illustration by Lindsay Pollock.  

Another challenging aspect of my fieldwork was listening to stories from men of a 

similar age to me. Often the men would break down and cry at some point during the 

interview, especially if he was talking about an event where a family member died or 

most notably, his own torture. One person became so upset about the story of his wife 

dying that we finished the interview and I returned to meet him another time. It was his 

decision to return to that event and explain it fully to me. I felt that he had been 

preparing to tell that experience, as he sat down, took a deep breath, and delivered the 

story in one, continuous monologue, without flinching. It was as if he had emotionally 

detached himself for the time it took to relay the account.  

Langfield and Maclean (2009) ask to what extent are interviewers aware of their 

own pre-ordained, conventionalising metanarratives that imposes structure on testimony 

or dependence on ‘stock stories’ (often portraying interviewees as powerless)? Other 

scholars point to how testimonies are channelled to satisfy an imagined audience’s 

expectations (Dershowitz 1996; Godfrey and Richardson 2004). However, there was 
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little intention on my part to either deny agency to my interlocutors, nor channel the 

testimonies by sensationalising the ferocious and the brutal to the neglect of the 

everyday and the ordinary. In fact, I have included little of these scenes and 

recollections of systematic torture in the final graphic novel, but do account for episodes 

of ‘war crimes’ where civilians are targeted for brutal killings, aspects of which were 

themselves filmed by Tamils caught up in the fighting and Sri Lankan soldiers that 

appears in the aforementioned television documentaries (Memories of the Vanni, pages 

206 - 210, see Chapter Four). So these scenes of violence are in a sense already out in 

the public arena (see Fig. 23, Chapter Four). 

Langer (1991) writes about the reliving of traumatic experiences through the 

interviewing process. That the very essence of the emotion and the trauma received is 

lived out again through the telling of the experience. Jones writes that people are 

actually feeling it as they talk about it - the ‘it’ being the trauma here (1998: 3). This 

was certainly the case with a torture victim-survivor who I interviewed in February 

2013 in London who broke down in the interview. He was able to tell me about the 

physical pain he had received being tortured in all kinds of horrendous ways in Sri 

Lanka after the conflict, but at the point that he began describing the mental torture of 

the asylum process in the UK, he began to cry uncontrollably. When he began talking 

again, he explained to me that the mental torture of the unknown, of possibly being sent 

back to Sri Lanka was too much to bear and that the psychological trauma in Britain 

actually surpassed the experience of the physical trauma he had endured in Sri Lanka 

(pages 216 - 219 in Memories of the Vanni). 

Throughout my research, I asked myself why do people want to be interviewed 

and share their traumatic experience? Jones (1998) argues that we must not forget that 

people have agency and may have their own strong agendas for being interviewed. It 
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may be that people have specific points and grievances that they want to get across. It 

may be that they are seeking validation, that they have not had the opportunity to share 

certain things with others and they very much want to do this. There was a prevalent 

and deep feeling amongst Sri Lankan Tamils that the majority of people in Europe did 

not know much about the conflict on the island, had not engaged with the suffering of 

so many civilians, and who were unaware that so many Tamils had to flee their 

homeland due to state persecution. It was their desire to tell the world, to try and get a 

sense of personal and social justice that became the driving motivation. 

I took heed of Portelli points:  

The task and theme of oral history – an art dealing with the individual in social 
and historical context – is …to search out the memories in private …and without 
violating that space, without cracking the uniqueness of each spore with an 
arrogant need to scrutinize, to know, to classify – to connect them with ‘history’ 
– and in turn force history to talk to them (1997: viii). 

It was this connection of the individual and the known and recorded histories that drove 

them to complete their interview and for me to complete the research. As Atkinson 

(1998) suggests, there becomes a relationship between the interviewer and the 

interviewee where the interviewee is the narrator of the story being told and the 

interviewer is a guide or director in the process. This happened at several points 

throughout the interviews I conducted. I made a point to ensure that the completed 

interview that could take from one to multiple sittings is something that we were both 

happy with. On reflection I can concur with Heyl who defines ethnographic 

interviewing as including those projects in which ‘researchers have established 

respectful, on-going relationships with their interviewees, including enough rapport for 

there to be a genuine exchange of views and enough time and openness in the 

interviews for the interviewees to explore purposefully with the researcher the meanings 

they place on events in their worlds’ (2001: 369).   
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Sexual	Assaults	and	Torture	
The real-life story of Isapriya is a particularly painful one for me. Isapriya was a well-

known Tamil actress and singer who regularly presented the Tamil Tiger television 

news (Fig. 12).  

 
Fig. 12. Screen shot of Isapriya reading the news on the LTTE Television Network. 
Photograph courtesy of Channel 4.  

I said goodbye to Isapriya a few days before evacuating from Kilinochchi and the next 

time I saw her 3 years later was in the Channel 4 TV editing studio on the film clips 

collected for the documentary, No Fire Zone, some of which was taken by Tamil Tigers, 

civilians, the Sri Lankan national media, and the Sri Lankan army as trophy footage. On 

that day, I was contributing my own film footage from the period surrounding the UN 

evacuation in September 2008 and being interviewed by the filmmaker for use in the 

documentary.  

 There in the studio, I saw how Isapriya had been captured and photographed 

alive, and then the corpse of her body, stripped semi-naked, on the jungle floor, with 

other dead, naked and presumably assaulted young women (Fig. 13).  
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Fig. 13. Photograph of Isapriya caught alive by the Sri Lankan army. Photograph courtesy 
of Channel 4. 

I witnessed all this on Sri Lankan soldiers’ ‘trophy films’, across three large TV 

monitors, in a room of TV editors, producers and graphics experts intent on putting a 

compelling documentary together that has since acted like a dossier of visual evidence 

viewed by UN officers and human rights lawyers amongst others. Even though the Sri 

Lankan government has questioned the veracity of the footage, forensic analysis of the 

bodies depicted in the film, and metadata encoded in the mobile phone footage confirms 

that it was mostly taken in the closing months of the civil war and in its aftermath by Sri 

Lankan soldiers parading their human wares, dead or alive, as if the people were state 

property.26 The systematic nature of executions, torture and sexual abuse also points to 

responsibility at the highest level of the Sri Lankan government (UNSG 2011 p.55). 

 Five years on, at this current time of writing, I do not find it as hard to write 

about that experience. However, I still do not, and probably never will have, the words 

to explain that trauma and shock of seeing someone I cared for having been stripped, 
																																								 																					
26 See second documentary produced by Channel 4 in response to the Sri Lankan government’s 
accusation of manipulation, Sri Lanka's Killing Fields: War Crimes Unpunished, 2011. 
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gang-raped and executed. It is mainly for this reason that while I refer to such incidents 

of sexual violence in the graphic novel, I do not dwell on them at length. Such 

visualisations can be taken out of context and used to sensationalise a very sensitive 

topic. However, by being able to include more context and rationale, writing about 

incidents of sexual assault and violence can be relatively more nuanced and ethical.  

 Another disturbing moment for me in this research process was meeting a 

female colleague of mine who I have called Nanditi.27 She arrived in the UK to claim 

asylum in 2011. After the UN evacuation in September 2008 she was forcibly recruited 

by the LTTE. She contacted me through Facebook from Croydon on the day that she 

registered for asylum at Luna House. Pleased to hear that she managed to survive the 

conflict and make it to England, I went to visit her at her friend’s home where she was 

staying. In Sri Lanka, she had been a very conservative young woman and always 

immaculately dressed in a sari. When I arrived at the house in London, I was surprised 

to see her wearing a t-shirt and pair of jeans, as I had never seen her in anything but a 

sari. Within ten minutes of me being in the house, she lifted up her t-shirt to just below 

her breasts. She said, ‘look at what they did to me, Dixie [my nickname to close 

friends].’ I remember being appalled at the scaring on her stomach, large lines of burnt 

skin criss-crossing her waist and lots of small, round burns from cigarettes. But what 

shocked and upset me even more was the fact that she had shed her dignity and partially 

undressed in my presence: for her to even expose her naked torso and bra strap to me 

was not characteristic of the woman I had known in Sri Lanka. That act in itself spoke 

volumes of what the torturers had stripped away from her. She explained what they had 

done to her: 

They done very horrible because if it’s woman, they normally give the torture, 
it’s raping [sic]. So many different, different men did this. 

																																								 																					
27 All names of my respondents have been changed to protect their identities.  
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Beating, burning, cigarette burn, like that, if they like what they were doing they 
are doing it…I didn’t see daylight for the entire time I was held. I had no 
knowledge of day or night. The only light I saw was the flashlight from the 
guards when they came into the room and beat us. In the darkness of that room I 
could hear others but we never spoke, we were so full of fear. We would only 
take turns moaning after our beatings had finished. I remember seeing the 
shadows of others in the room when the guards came in…they were like ghosts. 

Nanditi’s revelations to me were no doubt a result of our close friendship that had 

developed in Sri Lanka. A number of other women as well as men who I interviewed 

would not discuss sexual torture, and remained focused but looked at the floor in shame 

when the discussion even peripherally turned to sexual violence. At such moments of 

recollection, my interlocutors would often pause and cry at the point of trying to talk 

about the sexual violence. As Ghorashi also found in her participatory research with 

migrant women in the Netherlands: ‘Step by step the space become safer to share stories 

but there were also occasions when it became unsafe’ (2014: 62). I would often pause 

and ask the person whether s/he would like to stop. Usually they carried on. One man 

managed to explain the sexual torture very vividly:  

Two guards came into the room. I was already naked and in the corner of the 
room. I think there were two other prisoners in the room. I remember one guard 
telling the others to watch. The one guard picked me up to my knees while the 
other guard put his…[I can’t say]…he put it to my mouth and said ‘Tamil 
mouths only good for one thing…’ Then he made me do that. They [guards] 
were laughing at me the whole time and calling me very bad names. 

For some time in 2013, the stories that I have listened to concerning sexual violence 

made me feel incredibly angry towards men in general. I began to adopt what is in 

retrospect an unhealthy (and patronisingly) protective view of women in my life. It was 

counselling that led me to come to terms with what had happened and its effects on me 

in both a more sympathetic and yet distant and productive way – to be able to step 

outside of myself and to be able to see how what had happened to me and my 

contributors was altering my view of the world. 
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Listening to Narratives of Violence and Torture 
Researching topics of conflict and violence is an isolating experience and the 

psychological effects it has on the researcher can be profoundly disturbing and affect 

other aspects of one’s life. The impact that interviewing Sri Lankan Tamils had on 

myself was incredibly distressing and sent me through one of my own most depressed 

episodes (see Hunt 2010: 45). Particularly traumatic events that I found very difficult to 

write about and contextualise were to do with the death and disappearance of children.	

The events that I witnessed first hand in the Vanni of children being killed by shelling 

and air attack continue to haunt me to this day. The sense of failure of the parents’ lack 

of protection over their children’s security is something that particularly effected me 

when a parent broke down in front of me at the loss of their child in the months leading 

up to the UN’s evacuation. I realised that I needed to address these scenes in Memories 

of the Vanni but due to my own fragile emotional state I did not want to focus too 

heavily on these events in the graphic novel. For this reason while I have showed 

Michael being killed on page 195 in the graphic novel, I do not dwell on the parent’s 

grief, instead we move on to another phase of their experiences of the civil war. This 

sense of unspeakabaility about the death and disappearance of countless children was 

also mirrored amongst my interlocutors. Several broke down when speaking about the 

death of their own and other children in the Vanni. When Neeraj went through the 

sketches of the graphic novel, he got particularly upset with the story about the 

orphaned boy, Niru (Memories of the Vanni, pages 181 - 186). He did not actually 

witness the series of events that we had recreated in the sketches, but the episode 

triggered his memories of seeing many children who were left on their own from 

parents who had either got separated or had been killed in the Vanni in 2009. Seeing 

small children crying and wandering around aimlessly left him feeling pathetic: ‘what 

do you do?’ he said desolately.	
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 The effects of listening to accounts of torture are an aspect of research that has 

received little attention in the literature (Greenspan and Bolkosky 2006). Recent letters 

to the psychoanalytical journal, Memory, Trauma and Ethics also bear testimony to the 

need for interviewers to be aware of the effects of interviewing on themselves (Jones 

1998: 55). Here I ask: what are the emotional and personal costs to those who act as 

interviewers of people who have experienced torture and violence (Kleinman and Copp 

1993; Hubbard et al. 2001). As Dickson-Swift et al. (2009) have argued for research on 

sensitive topics, qualitative research such as this entailed a good deal of ‘emotion work’. 

The Sri Lankan conflict was incredibly personal for me: over the four years living there, 

I had lost many friends and felt a huge sense of guilt and abandonment after the UN 

evacuation from Vanni in 2008. Therefore, returning to that very trauma within the 

confines of an interview room left me personally reliving a lot of past trauma. Hunt 

describes it as ‘self-exposure’ where listening to experiences of horrific events, death, 

trauma, and cruelty can have major effects on the researcher, who may even experience 

some symptoms as a result of what he calls 'Vicarious Traumatisation' affects (2010: 

47).  

 My personal pain related to both listening to the testimonies as well as it 

triggering recollections of my experiences and the plight of friends that I had left behind 

in the Vanni in September 2008. I would often leave the interview room and need to be 

alone or walk in a park and often found myself crying, not just at the story that I had 

just heard but more the internalised emotions that they bought up in me. However, after 

some more interviews I would feel like a weight had been lifted. If a contributor was 

particularly positive, and even though their story was so brutal, they had a personal way 

of processing that trauma and turning it into a more optimistic outlook on their current 

situation, it would leave a resounding positivity in me. Many of my interlocutors 
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appeared to put on a brave front and were initially dismissive of acknowledging any 

trauma until they started to talk and explain their accounts. Often they would brush 

aside any concern about their mental health or the memory of a loved one. Often, very 

close to the beginning of their story when they spoke of their home before the war, they 

would start to cry. I found that this was the situation for a lot of people, the memory of 

‘home’ was too much to bear. This would also upset me as it would prompt me to think 

about my transient home in Sri Lanka and the friends that I had left behind.  

 One man described to me the physical torture he experienced at the end of the 

war, while he was being held by the Sri Lankan army. His experience and ability to 

calmly explain it to me was so graphic and disturbing that I was haunted by the imagery 

in my mind for weeks afterwards. One of the techniques he experienced and explained 

was to have a plastic tube inserted in his anus and then barbed wire inserted into the 

tube, the tube taken out and the barbed wire left in, twisted around and pulled out. The 

amount of irreparable damage and pain that must cause was beyond my imagination, 

and it made me feel physically sick. My interlocutor continues to suffer from physical 

and psychological damage, but maintained the ability to tell me in a direct manner what 

he had experienced. His detached emotional state seemed to make me more upset: it 

was as if the perpetrators of the violence had killed his emotional state and ‘deadened’ 

his personality.  

 Üngör (2012) explains that the process of studying violence, conflict or 

genocide is that the researcher can often become so involved with the empathy of their 

respondents that it can have an isolating effect, both socially and professionally, on the 

researcher. I found this to be the case throughout the aftermath of the Sri Lanka conflict 

and the initial stages of my Ph.D.. I was so engulfed in the emotions, imagery and 

stories of Sri Lanka and the people I was interviewing, that I found it increasingly 
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difficult to socialise outside of that space. I found that my experience and research was 

beginning to ‘define’ me and that made me uncomfortable and anxious.  

 Throughout my time of researching and writing this thesis, I decided to go for 

weekly therapy sessions with a counsellor. I found that the absorption of such traumatic 

testimonies either from my old friends and colleagues or from strangers at FFT ignited 

an episode of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). The recording of the testimonies 

bought up deep emotions of guilt, shame and abandonment connected to the UN 

evacuation but also the reliving of some of the scenes of death and carnage that I had 

witnessed in the Vanni before evacuating. The sense of isolation, detachment and an 

increasing ‘black’ sense of humour that Üngör (2012) discusses, made me decide to 

seek professional help. At that point I stopped interviewing for my research, and 

concentrated on other, happier aspects of my life. Nevertheless, in other circles, I found 

it difficult and painful to concentrate on conversations with friends and family and felt 

very introverted whereas I am normally quite an extrovert. I felt upset when I tried to 

enjoy myself and found conversations about general topics meaningless and avoided 

them, which in turn left me feeling more isolated. I persisted, however, and after four 

months of continued therapy I felt strong and clear enough to re-engage with my 

fieldwork and continue interviewing. A detachment shifted in me and I was able to 

remove myself from the emotions of the stories told to me and process them in a clear 

and, I believe, sympathetically healthier way. That is not to say that the interviews no 

longer upset me, on the contrary, they upset me greatly. However, I was able to process 

that sadness without it turning into anxiety and was able to remove myself from the 

topic at the end of the day and enjoy unrelated aspects of my life again. As Hunt too 

advocates, it is important to show empathy, but also equally important for the 

researcher/researched relationship not to get 'too involved' (2010: 47). He also notes 



	

	

91	

how it was important to demonstrate control of the interviewing process and the 

participant often appreciates the ability to open up to someone who is not emotionally 

involved. The participant wants to have helped, to have been of use, and not feel like 

they have overly upset someone. I again placed the importance and task of relaying their 

narratives through the graphic novel as one of my main priorities. 

 

Producing the Graphic Novel 

The prolonged relationship that I had built with many of the individuals, both on a 

professional and personal level, has meant that they have been receptive and trusting of 

me to share their experiences and emotions and advise me on the development and 

narrative of the proposed graphic novel. Through the utilisation of multiple techniques, 

I gathered substantive narrative data that enabled me to fictionalise the oral histories 

into the multiple characters and the narrative of the graphic novel. I would listen to the 

taped recordings, jot down what I felt were the main themes, and in discussion with 

Lindsay, developed a story that I felt best captured the main issues I wanted to put 

across – brutal violence in the Vanni, the death of countless civilians, safety and civilian 

sustenance and protection that was denied, the loss and abduction of family members, 

multiple displacements, the traumas that never go away, the memories of better times, 

the procrastinated process of seeking asylum, the intense loneliness and alienation 

without families, the struggles of everyday life, the importance of transnational 

communications, and the uncertainty of the future. I discussed these themes and the 

overall storyline with Lindsay who provided a series of drawings (Fig. 14). These began 

with more literal visualisations of interview narratives as are depicted in Annex V, to 

those that over time became more succinct and paced according the stylistic demands of 

a graphic novel as I adopted a more editorial eye over the visual material. I was 

conscious that I did not want to make the graphic novel too long so as it is read in its 
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entirety by research contributors. Over successive meetings and trial drawings, those 

that best suited what I wanted to convey were selected and woven into a sequential 

narrative to which I added the narration, both in the speech balloons and as contextual 

prose for conveying significant points about the war, points that were often based on 

independent reports of the final year of the Sri Lankan civil war. These events have 

been documented by the United Nations, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch 

and International Crisis Group reports that I used to build a referenced and documented 

account.  I wove the narrative around actual times and dates of attacks from both the 

LTTE and the Sri Lankan army that the protagonist, Antoni and his family witnessed.  

 
Fig. 14. A photograph of Lindsay and myself with the initial storyboarding and maps of 
Memories of the Vanni covering the walls of my temporary home in India. Photograph by 
Benjamin Dix. March 2012. 

 There are many aspects of life and scenery that were needed to understand and 

witness first hand to be able to ‘authentically’ illustrate the Memories of the Vanni. I use 

the expression authentically reservedly, acknowledging that authenticity or truth can 

also be part of a (re-) constructive process (see Hughes 1995). As already explained, I 

had travel restrictions to enter Sri Lanka up until 2015 and there were ethical concerns 
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about conducting fieldwork in Sri Lanka, where even visual fieldwork could potentially 

cause security issues for people I liaised with for the research. I therefore travelled with 

Lindsay to the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu in 2012 to develop an embodied 

appreciation of Tamil life, culture, aesthetics and the environment in rural villages and 

amongst coastal fishing communities. It was vital for the visuals in Memories of the 

Vanni that Lindsay understood the landscape and culture of the community he was 

about to illustrate. Ecologically, and in many ways, culturally, places in the southern 

Indian state of Tamil Nadu share several physical appearances with places in the 

northern regions of Sri Lanka. Among their many differences, cultural practices also 

resonate between Indian and Sri Lankan Tamils. 

As the Vanni was the least developed district of Sri Lanka, we used motorbikes 

to seek out villages in the interiors of Tamil Nadu, away from major infrastructure and 

where development has been slow. I consulted many Indian Tamils and showed them 

photographs of the Vanni and we pored over maps of Tamil Nadu finding areas that 

looked similar in flora and fauna to the Vanni. We narrowed down our visual study to 

an area in between Kanchipuram to Pondicherry on the eastern coast. The interior, rural 

villages, roads and waterways in this area were also visually very similar to the Vanni 

as I recalled them and as my interlocutors also verified.  

 Lindsay and I also spent two weeks in the fishing town of Rameshwaram, Tamil 

Nadu, to visually record the fishing community. Rameshwaram, is a small island on the 

south east coast of Tamil Nadu that juts out from the mainland of India and is in very 

close proximity to the Mannar District of Sri Lanka. The Sri Lankan and Indian Tamil 

communities in Rameshwaram share similar fishing practices and the same waters in 

the narrow straits that divides the two countries. The family represented in the graphic 

novel is originally from Thaliyady, which is a small fishing village similar to the 
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villages found away from Rameshwaram town centre. We stayed in these villages and 

observed and recorded the daily lives and routines of a fishing family. This observation 

greatly helped us visually and textually to understand and plot the narrative of the first 

chapter of the Memories of the Vanni. For instance, Lindsay needed to consider the 

Palmyra trees that lined the shores of the Vanni, and how they appeared against the 

landscape (Fig. 15).  

 
Fig 15. Illustration of a Palmyra tree in 
Tamil Nadu, India, a common sight in the 
Vanni. Illustration by Lindsay Pollock.  

By visiting these places and beginning to develop a multi-sensorial appreciation of 

Tamil culture, it could be said that the artist ‘smelt it, felt it and dealt it’ (Fig. 16). In 

this way, I tried to channel Lindsay’s visual talents to best illustrate my contributors’ 

experiences and oral histories. 
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Fig. 16. A sketch of a Tamil 
woman wearing a sari, 
drawn whilst on fieldwork 
in Tamil Nadu, India. 
Illustration by Lindsay 
Pollock.  

 As a pivotal theme in interviews and in Memories of the Vanni is about loss and 

the stripling away of material possessions, a sense of ‘home’ had to be established in the 

first chapter in terms of the family’s pre-2009 native environment with a house, fishing 

nets, schools and a sense of identity and cohesion. From this foundation, we began to 

have a deeper understanding of the amount of loss - emotionally, physically and 

materially - that the family encountered throughout the ensuing months and years of 

displacement, conflict and migration. 

 For images of the violence, I encouraged Lindsay to view the Channel Four 

documentaries that I was involved in. For pages in the graphic novel 203 - 207, he 

directly drew upon the documentary, No Fire Zone, which itself was constructed out of 

mobile phone footage by those caught up in the violence (see Fig. 23, Chapter 4). For 

images where IDPs are trying to flee bombing by the Sri Lankan air force, he drew upon 

media reportage (see for instance, people walking through the lagoon on pages 201, 202 
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and 218 in Memories of the Vanni). 

There were, of course, many narrative threads culled from the taped recordings 

of testimonials that could not be included in the final graphic novel, or indeed, 

discussed in this accompanying thesis. In the early days of fieldwork, for instance, I was 

not certain what would be included in the graphic novel. I had thought to include the 

story of one character, Priya, who is forcibly conscripted by the LTTE and is taken to an 

isolated training camp in the jungle of Vanni. This aspect is an area of which I have 

personally little in-depth understanding and visual reference. As a UN international 

working in the Vanni, I was never allowed to visit such areas and neither were Tamil 

civilians. I therefore felt that I needed to gain an in-depth visual understanding of the 

training facility as well as the atmosphere, day-to-day lives and training exercises that 

happened in those camps. For these reasons, I conducted interviews with ex-members of 

the LTTE in England. One person, who worked with me on the UK asylum chapter as 

she was going through the asylum process, was a former senior leader of the LTTE 

Media Wing and agreed to help me. She had been fighting with the LTTE for seventeen 

years. Due to her involvement with the Media Wing of the LTTE, she was also in a 

position to share with me a number of photographs that show the training bases and 

exercises that LTTE Cadres practice in the base. This insight would have been near 

impossible to gain access to had I not built those relationships whilst working in Vanni 

due to the deep sense of distrust of outsiders. In the final graphic novel, I had decided to 

take this storyline out because it was such a complex story that trying to edit it down 

into a limited number of pages that Lindsay had time to illustrate would have been to 

undermine the enormity of the story and I felt that if I could not give this story the space 

it deserved then it should be emitted from the graphic novel.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have sought to delineate the methodological and ethical 

implications of doing the research – from the Sri Lankan ‘killing fields’ to the 

production of a testimony-informed graphic novel. By fictionalising the oral histories of 

my contributors, I have aimed to create a visual space where survivors can be 

anonymous, screened behind the cartoon illustrations, but simultaneously reveal their 

in-depth, often traumatic, experiences of living through a conflict for the reader to 

engage with. Through my collation of individual testimonies, trial story-lines and 

selective editing in the interests of following a comprehensible story unencumbered by 

too many complicated sub-plots, we have come to produce the graphic novel that is 

provided here.  

Throughout I have had to navigate various emotionally and politically sensitive 

issues which also had effects on myself as the researcher and interviewer to the point of 

having to receive counselling in order to develop a more clear-headed sense of, empathy 

with, and appreciation for, my interlocutors’ experiences. With their approval and 

interest in the graphic novel, I sought to develop the narrative and illustrations with 

Lindsay with serious reflections throughout on the possible impact of our representation 

– my final aim was of course to take back the graphic novel to our contributors as well 

as a broader public readership in order to communicate scenes of recent political 

violence that received relatively minimal attention in the international media. It is an 

episode in recent history that parallels the violence and upheaval that surrounded the 

ethnocide in Rwanda between Hutus and Tutsis in 1993 that was also left to its own 

bloody devices as the world looked away (see Eltringham 2004, Mclean-Hilke 2012). 

Even though the civil war was brutally concluded in 2009 in Sri Lanka, I firmly believe 

that the deeply disturbing events and issues should receive more attention and 
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recompense. I now go on to provide a more sustained discussion of the contents of the 

graphic novel, Memories of the Vanni.  
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Chapter Four:  

Scarred Stories 
	

There was a funny goat on the beach, [the second ‘no fire zone’] it was butting 
everyone as they walked past it. Someone had tied it to the tree but the animal 
just had a bad attitude! Maybe it was upset from the bombs? Then once it 
slipped its rope and went on a rampage through the tents, butting everyone. I 
remember one woman climbed up a small tree to get away from it and she was 
screaming! We all found it very funny. Then one boy who it seemed to like fed it 
and it followed him back to a tree where he tied it up again [sic]. I remember we 
all liked that goat cause it made us laugh…there wasn’t much laughter on that 
beach.  

(Nirmal 2013 depicted in Memories of the Vanni pages 189 - 191, see Fig. 17). 

 
Fig. 17. Sketch of the ‘mad goat story’ as described by Nirmal. Illustrated by Lindsay 
Pollock.  

Even at the point of greatest distress and pain, stories like the above were recalled by 

research contributors. We tried to include such recollections to give a sense of the 

people’s active sense of being and to recall happier times in the graphic novel. This 

chapter elaborates on this process of interview narrative to graphic novel. It 

concentrates on how testimonies informed, and in some cases did not inform, the 

process of creation and representation as entailed with the picturisation of the main 
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narrative in the graphic novel. It details how the graphic narrative was put together with 

decisions concerning the narrative flow of the graphic novel and the inclusion of various 

characters, events, illustrations and photography. It highlights excerpts from interviews 

from men and women whose ages ranged from their mid-20’s to their mid-30’s that are 

siphoned into the graphic narrative, as well as bringing in relevant ethnographic and 

processual context drawing on my time in the Vanni from 2004-2008. The main themes 

centre on the representation of multiple narratives to do with family, warfare, violence, 

displacement, disappearances, torture, trauma, and seeking asylum, and how they can be 

sensitively and ethically engaged with in the graphic narrative.   

Oral testimonies have been generally understood as a means with which to allow 

‘survivors to speak for themselves’ (Hartman 1995: 192), but numerous research 

demonstrates that testimony is in fact a co-production or co-construction of a dialogical 

encounter.28 However, this dialogic quality is often erased at the moment of re-staging 

for public outlets. I have made it a point not to erase the dialogic and interactive 

engagements with research participants. Although this may not be obvious in the short 

graphic novel itself, the accompanying thesis serves the purpose of highlighting the 

participatory and contextual aspects of research that led up to its production. I have 

refrained from representing myself as the researcher in the graphic panels, not because I 

do not see the representation of dialogic and participatory quality of research as 

important, but, because I do not want to detract from the key issues at hand in the 

narrative that deal with very serious, life-threatening issues to do with conflict, 

displacement and asylum-seeking in the west, phenomena to which I remain an outside 

observer. So for reasons to do with not wanting my story to come in the way of other 

peoples’ stories, I have not included my interventions in the graphic novel (see Spivak 

																																								 																					
28 See Portelli (1981); Tannen (1989); Laub (1992); Jackson (2002); Clark (2005); Greenspan and 
Bolkosky (2006); Eades (2008), Langfield and Maclean (2009). 
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2012: 229). As a result, I have used a relatively straightforward narrative throughout 

Memories of the Vanni where I allude to such complex issues for the general reader, but 

it is the thesis that will allow the more dedicated reader to explore parts of the graphic 

novel at a greater depth as well as begin to appreciate the participatory development of, 

and decisions taken for the narrative. It is at this point in the thesis that I need to give a 

‘spoiler warning’, and to suggest to the reader who has not yet gone through the graphic 

novel and does not like to be told the ending of a story, to take time out to go through it 

now. 

 

The Main Characters 
Due to the complexity of developing a graphic narrative from reports, interviews, life 

experience and fieldwork about an under-reported conflict, Memories of the Vanni took 

many forms in the conceptualisation phase. I struggled with the enormity of the events 

recalled in interviews, straddling a decade between 2004, the time of the first major 

displacement due to the Asia Pacific tsunami, to 2015 when I completed my main 

interviews with displaced Sri Lankan Tamils in Chennai, Zurich and London. After 

many edits and endless storyboarding I decided to base the story around a number of 

individuals and families, but have a running narrative of one key family throughout the 

book in order to make the book a ‘readable’ experience and for a general audience to 

understand the complexities in the Vanni. I worked the research material through the 

life of a family caught up in the conflict, such that the reader could begin to feel 

empathy for parents struggling to shield the horrors unfolding around them from their 

young children, whilst simultaneously tackling their own fears as adults subject to 

warfare (see Somasundaram, 2010).  

The main family is from a small fishing village on the east coast of the Vanni 

and is comprised of six members: Antoni and his wife, Rajini, their children, Michael 
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and Theepa, Antoni’s mother, Appama, and Rajini’s younger sister, Priya (see Fig. 4, 

Chapter One). A young family, with two small children, a paternal mother and a relative 

from Jaffna who had come eastwards to help their families in the post-tsunami fishing 

villages of the Vanni was a common feature amongst coastal communities in north-east 

Sri Lanka.  

Antoni is a down-to-earth Christian, family man. He earns enough income from 

fishing to feed his family and earns extra money from selling any superfluous fish in the 

market in Kilinochchi town. Rajini, his wife, is from a higher caste Hindu background 

from the city of Jaffna and had moved to the fishing village after marrying Antoni. She 

is a source of strength and support, and often makes the more logical decisions. Unlike 

Antoni who is illiterate, Rajini was schooled. Equally, she instils a keen sense of 

education and good character into her children (see Schrijvers 1999).  

The personalities of the children, Michael (aged 8) and Theepa (aged 4), are 

drawn upon an amalgamation of many children who I met in the Vanni. Michael and 

Theepa are playful and mischievous, but they are also well-behaved and respectful of 

their parents. Michael has a very dedicated focus on study reflecting my observations 

while in Sri Lanka: I would often find the children studying late into the evening under 

kerosene lanterns without the constant ‘nagging’ that I often observe with my European 

friends and their children. 

The children’s paternal grandmother, Appama, is widowed from the riots in 

1983 between the Sinhalese mobs and the Tamil community in the south of the island, 

known as Black July (see Chapter Two). Ever since the loss of her husband, a deep 

sadness and a dark cloud have hung over Appama (see Thiranagama, 2011). There is 

also tension between Rajini and Appama due their religious differences. Appama is 

unhappy about the marriage and believed Antoni should have married a Christian 
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woman. These tensions are ameliorated to some extent after the devastating effects of 

the tsunami where many communities came together to help each other (Memories of 

the Vanni, page 160). Inter-religious marriages were common in Vanni but often caused 

huge rifts between the families as parents held deep grudges towards their children who 

married outside their faith.  

Priya (22) travels from her family home in Jaffna to help her sister Rajini in the 

aftermath of the tsunami. Priya is highlighted in Memories of the Vanni in the interview 

with the asylum lawyer (page 159), as they walk past the Sri Lankan army (page 203 - 

204), in the Skype conversation between Antoni and Rajini (page 214), and in Antoni’s 

nightmare in his flat (page 218). Her story is necessarily incomplete in the graphic novel 

for three main reasons: to create a little suspense in the narrative, to enable us to 

develop a longer version of the graphic novel in the near future where I can elaborate on 

each of the characters in more depth, and also due to ethical factors to do with 

representing sexual violence in the graphic novel that I explained in Chapter 3.  

The inclusion of other characters throughout the book was to give a sense of 

how this is not just about one person’s story, but thousands who were caught up in the 

final years of the conflict that ended in 2009, followed by systematic torture and 

disappearances of civilians (see Catani et al. 2008). Their particular relevance to the 

narrative will be made clearer in the discussion below. In order of appearance, they 

include Chirapathi and her mother, Nelani; Indran and his son, Puvi and daughter, 

Arasi; and Selvi, Prem and a little orphaned boy, Niru. 

	

Memories of the Displaced 

Along with these characters, the final novel, Memories of the Vanni tells the story of a 

fictionalised Tamil family in nine parts.  It begins in an unnamed European context with 
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a photograph taken on a London high street, and Antoni being interviewed by an asylum 

lawyer which becomes the reader’s point of reference for going back to recollections of 

his home in Sri Lanka. The atmosphere, questions and situations in the asylum lawyers’ 

office were drawn upon from two sittings that I accompanied at a law firm in 

Tottenham, London where I was able to observe two Tamil asylum-seekers being 

interviewed by their lawyer in January 2013 (Fig. 18). 

 
Fig. 18. An excerpt from the graphic novel with Antoni talking to his asylum 
lawyer in London and reflecting back on his life in Sri Lanka. Illustrated by 
Lindsay Pollock. 

 The Tamil transnational nexus (see Rogers 1986) is implicit, if not explicit, in 
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the graphic novel, in terms of historical networks between several countries, and 

through following and keeping track of contemporary connections as migrants between 

various locations of Tamil residence (see Chapter Two). Antoni’s journey from Sri 

Lanka to London, via Chennai is based on the experiences of three London-based 

contributors who came to join earlier Tamil migrants (see Annex V for an illustrated 

storyboard of Antoni’s journey from Chennai to London, a section that was taken out 

due to its length and editorial aims to create a compact graphic novel that covered the 

main issues to highlight and could be read by all). They made the journey with 

smugglers that charged anywhere between £12,000 to £20,000 per person for 

documentation and travel arrangements. As Daniel recalled in my interviews from 

2013: 

It costs nearly £12,000 for me to get to London from Sri Lanka. My uncle in 
Canada paid for the trip and now I have to work to pay him back. I also have to 
send money for my Amma [mother] and Appa [father] in Sri Lanka and my wife 
and children in Chennai. This is now the real stress to my life. I am getting small 
money every week and just waiting and waiting for the decision to be made if I 
get asylum here. Then I will have to find good job to pay all the things [sic].  

This relatively huge sum of money to smugglers needs to be repaid to the relatives and 

money lenders after their arrival in London. People like Antoni, therefore, would find 

themselves immediately in great financial debt on arrival that further adds to his level of 

alienation and stress when in Britain, as he is not immediately able to work.  

Another person, Shan, recounted his journey to Britain: 

The travel from Sri Lanka to UK took three months. It was very tiring to be 
going to this place and that place. I feel I travelled the world but I didn’t see any 
places, only small rooms and different agents [smugglers]. It’s tiring cause at 
any point I can get caught by police and sent back to Sri Lanka or put in jail in 
wrong country [not Europe]. I was very happy when I arrived in London. But 
then I understood that again I face many problems here. Waiting is what I’ve 
been doing since 2009. I’m tired and want to start my life again with my family. 

This sense of Shan’s endless waiting in Britain is conveyed in the graphic novel by 
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endless near uneventful panels where, in comparison to the Vanni, it appears as if little 

happens with virtually inactive, quiet bodies and where anything that is spoken is 

clipped and circumscribed (see below).  

Joseph compared the violence and torture that he went through with his current 

status of waiting for asylum in England: 

There are many chapters to this story. For me the most frustrating was when I 
arrived here in England. The war in Sri Lanka was terrible, but the waiting in 
England and scared of returning to Sri Lanka is a nightmare. Every Friday I have 
to sign to receive my asylum money. I cannot survive without that money. But 
some of my friends were taken at that signing place and sent back to Sri Lanka. 
If I go back Sri Lanka I will be killed ‘cause I’ve told all my story here against 
the government [Sri Lanka] and what they did to me [torture]. They will kill me 
for sure. We all face this problem here ‘cause we are scared to tell the real story 
in case we are sent back and the Government finds out [sic]. 

Joseph’s contribution is interesting for the very fact that he himself described his 

testimony as a story with many chapters. Through graphics and narrative, we tried to 

evoke the sense of isolation, disorientation and daily humdrum of the recent immigrant 

to the host state alluding to some of their lurking dangers and dilemmas, as well as the 

vulnerability of the family left behind in Chennai who all wait for the asylum 

application to be processed (see Memories of the Vanni, pages 213-216). Seeking 

asylum is a process that can take years as immigration authorities go through each 

individual’s paperwork, a routine bureaucratic process which, nevertheless, can have 

anxious and sometimes devastating effects on the asylum-seeker and his family. 

The importance of the transnational nexus for a continuing sense of worth and 

sociality cannot be overlooked for the recent migrant. Conversations between those left 

in India were a lifeline even though the reality of their distance and the difficulties of 

navigating financial burdens and state regulations often led to even more despair once 

the conversation was over. As Kandiah recalled: 
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I speak to my wife on Skype every day. It’s so good to see her and to see my 
children. We are always discussing the situation [his asylum in UK and their 
security in Chennai]. It’s really hard to always talk about the hardships but I 
cannot remember when we had happy times to speak. [Pause] That is sad, isn’t 
it? I need to talk with my family every day but I feel so bad afterwards. That’s 
when I feel really sad and alone [Pause]. 

We represented Kandiah’s contradictory feelings in the graphic novel through including 

a Skype conversation between Antoni and his wife, Rajini, who had moved to Chennai 

after the civil war ended in 2009 (Fig. 19). The Skype communication also draws upon 

my interviews with two women concerning their situation as refugees in Chennai. Both 

women were ‘waiting’ in Chennai as their husbands had travelled to Europe (London 

and Zurich) to claim asylum and, if successful in their application, would ‘pull’ them 

over. Both women had young children with them and were struggling to find work and 

educate their children. Both women relied on the money sent from family members in 

the diaspora to keep them financially sustainable in Chennai. I spent a number of 

sessions sitting with the women in Internet cafes in Chennai, listening in and sometimes 

participating in their conversations with their respective husbands in Europe and 

receiving news (or most commonly, no news) on their asylum application. I observed 

the tender and emotional moments of the women feeling lonely after the Skype call had 

ended and being thrown back into their reality of raising their children without the 

support of a husband in an undetermined present and future. 
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Fig. 19. An excerpt from the graphic novel with Antoni talking to Rajini via 
Skype. Illustrated by Lindsay Pollock. 

 With my fieldwork in Europe particularly in London, I observed the other side 

of these Skype conversations as I sat in Internet cafes with the husbands of the two 

women. Naturally, the conversations were similar, but the striking difference was what 

they did afterwards in the environment that they were in. The women would leave the 

Internet cafe and be located in the hustle and bustle of the familiar cultural and 

linguistic environment of Chennai. The men however, walked onto the streets and had 

to learn to navigate an alien environment of language, bureaucracy and the isolation of 

living alone in state-sponsored accommodation while they made the endless wait for 
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their asylum claims (Fig. 20). This feature of isolation is included in the graphic novel 

through a series of fairly uneventful pages with non-interactive people (Memories of the 

Vanni, pages 213 - 216), and makes a stark contrast to his memories of happier and 

peaceful times as a fisherman, as well as to his dreadful experiences while running away 

with his family from the Sri Lankan army and air force shelling.  

 
Fig. 20. Illustration of Antoni experiencing the isolation of London after a 
Skype conversation with his family in Chennai. Illustrated by Lindsay Pollock.  
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Tsunami Tales 
Through conversations between Antoni and his asylum lawyer, the narrative of the 

graphic novel constantly reflects back to Sri Lanka and illustrates a story of escalating 

loss as his family undergoes multiple displacements throughout the conflict. One of the 

first major causes of displacement was not due to conflict itself, but rather to the 

tsunami in 2004. In the Memories of the Vanni, Antoni begins by talking about the 

aftermath of the disaster (pages 158 - 162).  

Together with Lindsay Pollock’s illustrations, we depict these relatively more 

peaceful days by setting the opening scenes in Sri Lanka on the beach in Thaliyady, a 

small fishing village in Vanni. As explained in Chapter Three, most of these vignettes 

were taken from Lindsay observing coastal community life in Tamil Nadu, India. We 

also see Antoni experiencing life post-tsunami with his home and material assets 

destroyed in the midst of UN and INGOs supplied tents (Memories of the Vanni, pages 

158 - 162). These sections were drawn from my interviews with families in Thaliyady 

in the aftermath of the tsunami (Memories of the Vanni, pages 160 - 162), when 

working for the INGO, Norwegian People’s Aid in 2004-2006. The narrative was 

positioned to show a normative subsistence fishing family, and to highlight an ordinary 

‘day in the life’ of the community: for instance, Antoni leaving every night, to take his 

wooden dugout canoe to sea for fishing; and the family is purposefully shown eating 

together, with Rajini cooking the daily meals (Memories of the Vanni, pages 160 - 162). 

To be stripped off such fulfilling and caring social routines adds to the isolation of the 

asylum-seeker, a theme that I return to below. 

The inclusion of the tsunami itself in the graphic novel was a tough judgement 

call as it was such a cataclysmic event that destroyed lives and livelihoods, and it is 

difficult to simplify the event in a few pages without delving deeper into the multitude 
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of socio-economic and emotional issues it triggered. Still, it is mentioned as a reminder 

of earlier horrors that preceded the concluding years of the brutal conflict in the Vanni. 

After the tsunami, people are displaced into camps, erected by the development 

organisations operating in the Vanni (Memories of the Vanni, pages 160 - 163). Kumar 

recalled conditions in the camp: 

We were seven people in that tent for so long. There was never any space to 
sleep. I remember the woman next door kept crying, she had lost too many. We 
felt so bad for her but we couldn’t stop her crying. My wife made foods for her 
but sometimes she wouldn’t eat. That camp was terrible, so much suffering. 

The suffering did not end, however. We are also introduced to other families and 

individuals in the graphic novel that have experienced loss after the tsunami and are 

trying to rebuild their lives with a continuing sense of disorientation. They include 

Chirapathi and her mother, Nelani, who finds out that her daughter was killed in the Sri 

Lankan Air Force shelling of the Sencholai Children’s Home in 2006, violent events 

that prefigure the main series of upheavals that escalated from 2008 in the Vanni. In her 

interview, Nirmal recalled of the Sencholai bombing: 

She [Surekka] had a girl at that school [Sencholai]. We didn’t hear the planes in 
Vadamarachchi as it was too far but we heard after an hour on the radio. I was 
pulling in the fishing nets when I heard the radio, then I heard Surekka scream. 
We all went running over but she was already in a fit. We managed to get her a 
ride with a vehicle and some people went with her. We heard late that night that 
her daughter had died there at the school. Many girls died in that blast, it was too 
bad. No one said anything from the International Community about these things, 
why is that? Why? How can that be right when children die and they stay silent, 
they died in vein. 

Nirmal’s contribution is included on (pages 160 - 161) to highlight the lack of 

international attention to such acts of war crime in the build up to the bloody debacle of 

2009 in the Vanni.  
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‘The Bombs Fall with no Warning’ 

As the story unfolds in the graphic novel, the security situation for the protagonists 

spirals out of control across the Vanni. Reference is made to the evacuation of the UN 

along with its duty of protection of civilians in conflict situation that signalled the start 

of the 138 day war in 2008-2009, a part of the Sri Lankan government’s final offensive 

and the defeat of the LTTE (Memories of the Vanni, pages 164, 169 - 170). This 

moment of withdrawal is depicted by an illustration (Fig. 21) of a photograph (see Fig. 

1, Chapter One) that I had taken in September 2008 as Tamil civilians pleaded outside 

the UN gates for us to stay, followed by a series of congested panels conveying people’s 

panic and trying to move to safe territories.  

 
Fig. 21. Sketch from a photograph [see Fig. 1, Chapter One] of Tamil civilians pleading 
with the UN, through the compound gates, not to evacuate. Illustrated by Lindsay Pollock. 

Consequently, the narrative based in Sri Lanka in Memories of the Vanni (pages 171, 

179, 188) follows Antoni’s family through a series of more displacements, as the Sri 

Lankan armed forces clear villages through aerial bombardment and artillery attacks 

and the Tamil communities are herded into an ever-shrinking space controlled by the 

LTTE. The story highlights the material and physical loss that people experience 
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through such conflicts. For these episodes, we drew upon research participants retelling 

their experience of what seemed like endless shelling as they tried to escape the ring of 

encircling terror. Chandan recalled this period: 

The shelling happened at night time a lot. We were always sleeping close as 
there was little room inside and it was raining outside. When the shelling started, 
we would all cry and hold us together. We felt safer if we together. Every night I 
thinking this is last night. But every morning we start again. I got very old in 
those months. Even now I remember every night when I am in bed. I cannot 
forget that time. 

The sheer repetitiveness of the bombings blurred people’s sense of time, and had a 

physically ageing effect on their appearances. Such comments are picked up in the 

graphic novel in the contrast between Antoni and his sleeked back hair when he was a 

fisherman (page 157); and later with unkempt, greying hair and a fatigued face as an 

internally displaced person and asylum-seeker undergoing a series of trials and 

tribulations (page 214). Chandan’s recollections also inform the sequence of violence in 

Memories of The Vanni on pages 194 and 195. We made it a point to depict the more 

embodied aspects of terror with people huddled together, their eyes almost coming out 

of their sockets, and holding on to each other for dear life with no protection other than 

each other’s arms and a flimsy make-do tent (Memories of the Vanni, page 166 – 167 

and 195). It is at this point that we learn that Antoni’s family are hit by shrapnel from a 

bomb, and later, from a rescuer’s comment, ‘Alive! Over here! We got a live one over 

here!’ we learn that their young son, Michael, is no more. 

People’s experience of indiscriminate shelling by the Sri Lankan Air Force had 

etched a deep mark in their minds and bodies. Dominic recounted in his interview: 

I was collecting drinking water and a shell exploded near me. It was at a section 
in the road and suddenly everything went white colour. When I got up there 
were so many people. [Pause] Many people were dead and too many were 
crying for help. I remember this one man, he was still sitting on his tractor but 
he was burnt and his hands were stuck to the wheel. I never forget that. 
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Such scenes of dead bodies soon become a routine feature of the landscape as the 

violence escalated even in the designated ‘no fire zones’ of 2009.  

Raja in his interview recalled a poignant incident about having to abandon his 

dying mother when they were trying to run away from the shelling:  

Everyone was walking to Puthukkudiyiruppu [PTK]. We were too tried from the 
walking and not eating. Amma (mother) was walking too slowly so we put her 
on the cart so she could rest. We were all walking with the cart but my smallest 
daughter got something in her foot and we stopped. I saw she had cut it and my 
wife took time to bandage it. When we walking again the cart was far in front. 
We were trying to catch it when it [explosion] happened. I remember the big 
sound and then quiet. My wife and me were on our backs and shouting for our 
daughter but my ears were too loud inside after the blast. We found her, but I 
was running to my Amma but there was crowd and everybody was shouting. But 
I remember I found her. [Pause] I saw her and I felt so bad ‘cause I felt unwell 
[sick]. I carried her body but my wife was shouting at me to run as more shells 
can come. [long pause followed by crying. I ask if he wants to stop. He says no] 
I had to leave her there by the road [Pause]. 

The double blow of losing his mother and the fact that he could not even see to her 

proper burial was too much to bear. I carried Raja’s contribution into the graphic novel 

with Lindsay depicting chaos in the aftermath of bombarded bodies among whom 

Antoni finds his mother (Memories of the Vanni, pages 171 - 178). Mortified, Antoni 

picks her up and walks into the fields with her languid body. Rajini runs after him, 

imploring him to leave her and to run so as to escape the blight of more shelling – a 

common tactic was for the Sri Lankan army to bomb one place and then bomb it again 

as people came to tend to the bodies and help any survivors. Antoni reluctantly leaves 

his mother, and continues to silently grieve as he is haunted by the memories of losing 

her and then having to abandon her. Even when the remaining family reach the 

designated ‘no fire zone’, Antoni remains aloof from everyone else, staring blankly into 

the fire that they had built to keep warm outside their makeshift tent (Memories of the 

Vanni, pages 179 - 180). Eventually, Antoni falls into a restive sleep, ‘sleep-that-

wasn’t-really-sleep’, only to be woken up to even more dreadful shelling from the sky 
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in what they had been led to believe was a humanitarian sanctuary (Memories of the 

Vanni, pages 191 - 195).  

 Notoriously, the final months of the 2009 civil war was marked by the 

designation of a series of three ‘no fire zones’, (see Annex VI) first a 35.5 km2 zone on 

21st January 2009 and second a 14 km2 on 12th February 2009 (UNSG 2011). The 

isthmus on the east coast that was later divided again by more shelling such that 

survivors on one side had to surrender themselves to the Sri Lankan army, and tens of 

thousands of others on the other side were compressed into final ‘no fire zone’ of 2 km2 

on 8th May 2009 (UNSG 2011) centring on Mullivaikkal (see Chapter Two). People 

headed towards the designated ‘no fire zone’ hoping for some respite, but effectively 

ended up in a trap only to be bombarded again from the air, sea and land where even 

hospitals were targeted (ICG 2010b). 

 It is reported that the majority of civilian deaths occurred in the declared safe 

zones between January and May 2009 (ICG 2010b). This included the wholesale 

bombardment of civilian structures including about 65 attacks on makeshift hospitals 

and medical centres (ICG 2010b) marked by the International Committee of the Red 

Cross stamp and UN food distribution centres run by volunteers. People caught up in 

the so-called ‘no fire zone’, nevertheless, continued to record on their cameras and 

mobile phones, what they saw around them even when bombs were dropping around 

them, conscious of the fact that if they did not do so, there would be no recordings of 

the events outside of the Sri Lankan national media under the strict hands of Mahinda 

Rajapaksa’s administration.  

Seeniar recalled in his interview: 
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Paresh [his eldest son] always wanted to explore, he was always like that. When 
we first got to that place [‘no fire zone’], we were all so scared, but after time 
Paresh got used to the shelling he would walk off, he was 16. I used to get upset 
at him ‘cause we needed to be together if anyone got hurt. One time I got angry 
with him, I hit him hard. He didn’t talk to me for a week. I don’t think I hurt him 
but he was hurt inside. I’ve seen what those shells do. I not forget that. 

Parental worries about children wandering off directly inform the story of Indran in 

Memories of the Vanni on pages 166 - 168 where, after scolding his roving son, the boy 

then stops talking to him. Indran says to himself: ‘I think he’s ashamed of himself. 

Better he be angry and ashamed than dead’ (Memories of the Vanni, page 166). This 

line in the graphic novel was an extension of what Seeniar had actually said: it was 

embellished to represent the conflicted emotions people under siege had to contend 

with, some of which could not be verbalised but, nevertheless, could not be forgotten. 

Those moments of non-verbalisation in interviews in many cases were filled in with 

suitable sentiments through illustration and text so as the reader could begin to 

appreciate the difficulties people endured on all levels. For instance: on page 188 of 

Memories of the Vanni, I wrote ‘At some point, I stopped keeping track of hours, days 

or weeks…Deep exhaustion settled over everybody. Hunger gnawed our stomachs. We 

became thin.’ This is not what any of my interlocutors had actually said in their 

testimonies. Instead, I took poetic license in certain instances to conjure up their war-

shattered experiences in order to fill in the vignettes through the written text without 

wanting to diverge in sentiment from people’s recollections. 

In his interview, Richard recalled his constant manoeuvrings in order to avoid 

army advances and shelling even in the ‘no fire zones’. On the time he was trying to 

cross the lagoon to get to the other side of the isthmus, he said: 

So many people were in the water and one woman was falling in the water with 
her child. So I took the child and we walked. The boy was crying a lot and 
moving too much calling his mother even when she was so close. Then the 
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shelling started and I just reached the side. I turned to the boys’ mother but she 
was gone. The boy was crying and I held him and keep walking… 

Richard’s narrative thread is included in the graphic novel with a story about the little 

boy, Niru, whose mother is killed in front of him, and who is then taken in by Prem and 

Selvi on pages 178 - 183. Into the actual series of events, we inserted some artistic 

embellishments to flesh out the terror of the situation and the vulnerability of those who 

were on the run away from bombs. First, Selvi and Prem help a woman with her little 

boy across an unsteady lagoon whose depth is not ascertainable. They make it to the 

other side with a momentary sense of relief. But any sense of relief or safety is an 

illusion, and it is quickly taken away as another bomb drops by them and blows the 

boy’s mother to bits (Memories of the Vanni, page 184 - 185). Prem then picks up the 

terrified and shrieking boy and tries to run as fast as he could. Later, when the three had 

found shelter in a coconut grove, the couple try to restrain the little boy as he tries to run 

back in the direction from where they came. The boy calms down, but is still suffering 

from the shock of seeing his mother die, frozen with fear and horror. He remains silent, 

even when they ask him what his name is. Eventually, after they had made a fire, the 

boy stares vacantly into the fire and says, ‘My name…is…Niru’ (Fig. 22).   
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Fig. 22. Sketch of the terrified and shell-shocked little boy introducing himself as ‘Niru’. 
Illustrated by Lindsay Pollock. 

A sense of the duration of shock and agony is conveyed by the exceptionally 

long upright panel for this scene on page 183 where the smoke from the fire weaves its 

way upwards as if to ascend to the soul of Niru’s mother. This episode is also a 

reminder of the thousands of children who were orphaned or left only with one parent 

after the conflict came to an end in 2009. Other people took some vulnerable children 

into their own families, both sides trying to make up for the grievous losses they have 

had to endure on each side.   

Capture by the Sri Lankan army after the conflict was concluded in May 2009 

promised no respite from further terror and violence. Aarathi recalled at length his long 

journey from the final ‘no fire zone’ to the government’s rehabilitation camps which we 

drew upon for the graphic novel: 

The army soldiers would then give us orders from a distance, to follow 
them…and we ended up on a big ground where there was nowhere to hide. We 
were ordered to stay there until the morning. We all subsequently sat on the 
floor. None of us got much sleep as were all in fear and apprehensive as to what 
would happen to us. 
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The next morning, an army soldier came and we were all asked to follow 
him. We were made to walk through a lake. The water was up to my neck and it 
was extremely difficult to move in the water. There was a lady with two 
children. The children were small and unable to swim or walk. I held one on my 
shoulders and the lady held the other on hers. There were big tree trunks and 
branches coming out of the water and the army soldiers would put place wooden 
planks over them and stand on them in order to monitor us all. Having crossed 
the lake we continued to walk for a long while. I began to realise that I could 
smell a very strong smell in that area in respect of the dead bodies. An army 
soldier stopped us all and a couple of women were taken from our group. I think 
they left me as they were under the impression that I had a child. 

We then arrived at an army checkpoint. I do not know the name of the 
checkpoint, as it was within the warzone and they had made temporary 
checkpoints. All the men were separated from the women. We were made to go 
behind some sandbags stacked up in two separate piles, where there were some 
female army soldiers with bamboo sticks. The officers demanded that we 
remove all our clothing. I found this extremely humiliating and degrading as we 
could be seen by all of the other army soldiers and others in the camp area. They 
used the bamboo sticks as weapons and further used them to check what was 
inside our bags. There was a pregnant woman who was hit on her stomach to 
check what was inside. We were treated inhumanly. We were then made to wear 
the same clothes we had removed. 

We were all then taken to a coconut field. There were already some 
people there and we were kept there for about a day. There were no toilet 
facilities and food and water was thrown at us randomly. We came to realise that 
the army would take people from there for investigation. The following 
morning, we were all taken in buses to a camp in Vavuniya [government town 
on the southern border of the Vanni]. 

To depict such recollections, some of the sections in the graphic novel were drawn from 

the media and in particular the film, No Fire Zone, which Lindsay had studied scene by 

scene (see Chapter Three). The film included the execution of a man picked up from the 

crowd by the army on pages 209 - 210 in Memories of the Vanni which itself was 

recorded by a Sri Lankan soldier as a trophy film on his mobile phone (Fig. 23). The 

shooting was both literal as well as through a bloody film. Other extenuations of 

Aarathi’s contributions to the graphic novel are elaborated below. 



	

	

120	

 
Fig. 23. Sketch illustrated directly from camera phone footage as seen in the documentary 
No Fire Zone of summary execution of LTTE combatants by government forces at the 
climax of the conflict. Illustration by Lindsay Pollock. 

 

Antoni’s Ongoing Nightmare 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder for conflict and torture survivors was a common 

affliction, even though not all the contributors openly acknowledged it as a problem. 

Engaging with narratives of torture and the trauma that they unleashed was a deeply 

disturbing process for all concerned. I have discussed at length my reservations about 

pursuing this research, and after some months of counselling for myself, I became 

convinced that these accounts could not be left out of the thesis or graphic novel as my 

contributors wanted the horrors and traumas that they had experienced to be represented 

and widely disseminated (see Chapter Three). Consequently on pages 214 - 215, Antoni 

is shown experiencing a traumatic nightmare while he dozes off in the mundane 

dreariness of his London residence. He is next seen wading through a lagoon of dead 

bodies in order to escape the shelling in the ‘no fire zone’ with his remaining family and 
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Sri Lankan soldiers looming over him. Neeraj recalled in his interview how he along 

with his family was trapped between a rock and a hard place: 

We were planning to leave that place [‘no fire zone’], as we couldn’t survive 
there another day. We came to the lagoon, where the PTK is and tried to cross. 
There were so many people, it was crushed so we tried further up the water. 
Everywhere there were bodies and people crying, it was terrible. We found a 
small patch to cross but we were scared ‘cause the army were on that side and 
they were shouting at us. I didn’t understand what would happen when we meet 
the army but we had to leave that place, so what choice did we have? 

We try to convey this sense of being trapped by, on the one hand an almost certain 

death, and on the other, an army who view all Tamils as ‘terrorist bastards’ (page 200) 

through congested and imbalanced panels conveying a sense of agonising disorientation 

(pages 215).  

 When in her interview, Aarathi talked about the women who were picked off by 

the army above, it points to the countless incidents of sexual assault against young 

women suspected to be LTTE combatants or Tamil Tigers in the post-conflict period. 

Those older women with children were generally left alone. Shona also recalled such 

terrifying moments when ‘arrested’ by the Sri Lankan military in May 2009: 

After we cross the water to the army check point they took me away from my 
family. We were all crying and I remember my Akka (elder sister) screaming at 
them [the army] to release me. I remember I tried to get free but I know I 
wouldn’t escape for that place. My Annai [elder brother] was holding back my 
Akka and telling her to stop shouting at the Army. He understood too well what 
they [army] would do if we upset them further. That was the last time I saw my 
Annai, they [army] killed him some days after in the camp. [long pause]. 

They made us wait for many hours in the sun. Once they threw water 
packets at us but I was not quick enough to grab one.  In the night time they put 
us on the busses. There was 3 army on the busses and they kept telling us to stop 
talking or crying. They hit one man in the face with the gun as he was shouting 
and crying too much. 

We stopped at Omanthai check point and were questioned as to any 
involvement with the LTTE. The army soldiers stated that even if we had 
worked for the LTTE for a day, we should declare ourselves by standing. I did 
not stand as I was in fear of what they would do to me. Some people did in fact 
admit to working for the LTTE and they were separated from us and taken 
elsewhere. I do not know where. 
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Abducting young adults occurred on an unprecedented scale from the final months of 

the war in May 2009. One woman, Sulochana, was living in Kilinochchi during the 

1983 riots. Sulochana recalled in her interview:  

The LTTE were all around me and they were the ones who were fighting against the 
military. My friends and I really wanted to be involved and so we decided to 
join…A cadre came to us and told us to get ready to leave immediately. Two 
vehicles arrived at the base, one cadre told us that they were off to attack 
Kilinochchi Military Camp and that we were going off for our training. I remember 
the face of that cadre, she was ready for battle, her face was hard and focused, it was 
the first time I had seen that face but I’ve seen it and worn it myself many times 
since. 

Sulochana subsequently joined the LTTE and fought up until the final war in 

2009. Indeed, women played a substantial part in LTTE combat. One woman recalled 

how she was fifteen at the time of the 1983 riots when she was living in the Vanni: 

Sometimes we would run to the jungle or fields when the planes came. I 
remember just running with a few personal possessions. I saw lots of shootings 
in those days. One day we were hiding in the toilet when the shooting started 
and I could see through the cracks in the door a man from our village. He was 
deaf and dumb and walking towards us, then I suddenly saw bullets coming out 
of his chest. He fell and died. I remember feeling so angry; at school we used to 
hand around Tamil Tiger songs between us and I started to think, ‘we can fight 
this, they [Army] can’t just walk all over us.’ I was determined to fight and join 
the Tigers and my parents saw that. My parents then put all their effort into 
getting us to the UK and we left in 1985. 

But by the end of the war in 2009, women’s marked presence as LTTE cadres acted to 

their detriment. Even if a young female survivor was not a Tamil Tiger, there was a 

high chance that she would be abducted, gang-raped, tortured and often executed by the 

army.  

 I have made reference to the imminent prospect of sexual violence across the 

graphic novel. However, I have made an editorial decision not to dwell on the sexual 

violence perpetrated by the Sri Lankan army against such civilians who were suspected 

of being Tamil Tiger combatants in the graphic novel. The dread of this happening to 

Priya when she is captured is noted: for instance, on page 200 when Antoni and his 
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family walk past a securitised area including young women held by the Sri Lankan 

army, Antoni keeps muttering ‘just keep walking,’ imploring Rajini to not look at 

soldiers for fear of losing her as well, even when it seems that Priya has been taken 

away from behind them.  

 Priya’s subsequent disappearance is alluded to in the opening pages as Antoni 

mentions his sister-in-law to the asylum lawyer in Memories of the Vanni; on page 159 

where Antoni says to Rajini via Skype that he hadn’t yet talked about Priya to the 

lawyer because he would talk about her later with her, page 214; and on pages 217 - 219 

with Antoni’s nightmare about the loss of Priya as she is abducted by the army not to be 

seen again. 

 These latter scenes are depicted through the knife-like memories of triangulated 

and jagged panels, conjuring up the many pains of the time seeping through Antoni’s 

nightmare in his metropolitan flat. They make a striking and disconcerting contrast with 

the almost dull boxed panels of Antoni’s life in a western city – boxes that give a sense 

of false safety and security as they harbour many troubles, traumas and uncertainties for 

individual lives. When Antoni is back in his flat, he dozes off. From what on the face of 

things seems like a relatively healthy looking Antoni, the panel moves to show him 

lying like a skeletal cadaver with a terrified Rajini behind who tries to wake him up. 

Antoni is still traumatised by the death of his mother, Appama, and is almost dragged 

across by Rajini holding their yelling child, Theepa, in her other arm. Rajini tells him to 

take Theepa as they get into the lagoon, for swimming with her would prove to be too 

difficult. Around them they see dead bodies and a man who appears to be drowning 

caught out by a particularly deep part of the lagoon. All Antoni can say to Theepa as he 

carried her across the lagoon is to close her eyes while looking back to see if Priya is 

coping. When they get to dry land, a man grabs Priya by the head. It is a soldier who 
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forcefully takes her away. Rajini cries after her while Antoni tries to run away with his 

wife, worried that she too would be taken away (Fig. 24).  

 
Fig. 24. An illustration of a PTSD episode of Antoni’s disturbed dream of 
witnessing Priya being abducted by the Sri Lankan army. Illustration by 
Lindsay Pollock. 

The events as they are laid out in the graphic novel converge various narrative threads, 

observations and sentiments that were conveyed during the interview process. They also 

serve to illustrate the condensation effect of traumatic memories where different 

episodes blur into one hazy and painful mess as it is made clear in the graphic novel on 

pages 203 - 204 that Priya was picked up by the army when they were walking past a 
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barbed wire fence well after they had crossed the lagoon (Fig. 25). 

 
Fig. 25. Sketch of a woman being taken aside by the Sri Lankan army. Illustration by 
Lindsay Pollock. 

Partly due to the shock of seeing my friend, Isapriya, stripped, gang-raped and executed 

on film footage, partly due to Nanditi’s disturbing disclosure, and partly through my 

own moral conscience about displaying anything that may undermine the honour and 

dignity of the research participants and to not overly sensationalise incidents which I 

elaborate on in Chapter Three, I refrained from directly displaying stories about sexual 

violence in the graphic novel.  

 On another level, the absence of a direct focus on sexual violence in the graphic 

novel reflects the sombre silence and difficulties that many people felt when recounting 

their experiences of it. These quiet spaces were in no way insignificant. As Kaur points 

out, silence can on occasion be a very potent and even resistive force. Comparing it to 

Veena Das’ study on silence about sexual violations in the aftermath of India’s partition 

in 1947, Kaur observes: 

…silence about physical violations becomes a form of resistive agency against 
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patriarchy, religious chauvinism and the reallocation policies of newly formed 
nation-states is one case in point, where the associations of the rights to ‘speak’, 
to ‘be represented’ and to ‘have a voice’ are overturned. The challenge of such 
examples parallels what Asef Bayat describes as ‘quiet encroachment’ – that is, 
‘the silent, protracted, but pervasive advancement of ordinary people on the 
propertied, powerful, or the public, in order to survive and improve their lives 
(Bayat 2010: 7) (cited in Kaur 2013: 16). 

Despite the trials and tribulations, silence on certain matters can become a source of 

strength. Granted that there is an absence in that scenes of sexual violence in the graphic 

novel are not represented, but there remains a lingering presence. This presence is 

indicated by threatening soldier behaviour and abductions. The presence is also 

orientated by being respectful of what women and men have had to endure in the hands 

of a brutal army. It lies in earlier editorial decisions that are not immediately apparent in 

the graphic novel: while I was conducting fieldwork in India in early 2013, I showed 

some of the panels that we had drawn so far for the graphic novel to my interlocutors. 

At this point, the relative who came from Jaffna to help Antoni’s family after the 

tsunami had been written and drawn in as a man (Fig. 26). One of my female 

interlocutors suggested that I could change the gender of this person so that she 

becomes a woman. I realised that this would be a good idea: firstly, as a way to perhaps 

use her role to highlight women’s agency and key part as fighters among the LTTE; and 

secondly, to raise the issue of sexual violence against one of the main protagonists in 

the graphic novel in a context where scores of women have been systematically raped as 

a ‘weapon of war’ (see UNHCR 1996). Writing about the episodes is a much more 

respectful way of talking about such issues than if were to represent through for 

instance an illustration of a half-naked torso. This ‘absent presence’ in the graphic 

novel, and its explanation in textual form in this chapter, is another reminder of how the 

two modes of representation can work effectively together – to make up for the lacks in 

each medium in a synergy of relations, where the thesis can elaborate on the self-
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reflexive, participatory and ethnographic contexts of the production of the graphic 

novel, and the graphic novel can relay the immediacy of the experiences of the war 

through image and narrative to a broad audience. 

 
Fig. 26. Illustration showing the family with a male family member (second from right) 
before changing the character to female Priya (as seen in Fig. 4, Chapter One). Illustration 
by Lindsay Pollock.  

 

Alienation 
Altogether, memories of the war left deep experiences and feelings of loss amongst 

displaced Tamils. Loneliness is particularly picked up around the theme of food, 

revisited towards the end of the graphic novel where we find Antoni alone in London, 

as an asylum-seeker and having to cook (and more significantly) eat by himself (Fig. 

27), a prospect that is problematic and depressing for any person away from his family, 

but especially for someone who comes from a culture where food is so central, 

wherever they are geographically located (Memories of the Vanni, pages 216). The 

episode directly draws upon an interview with Kandiah: 

For me the hard thing is the foods. I really miss my wife’s cooking. She is a 
really great cook. I am not a good cook [laughs]. I eat simple foods now at 
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home. Sometimes I go to East Ham [area of East London with a large Tamil 
population] and eat some Tamil foods but even then, it’s not the same as her 
cooking and eating as a family. Now I feel sad thinking of those times when we 
all eat together at home in Mulaitivu by the sea. Those were really happy times 
[sic]. 

 
Fig. 27. Illustration demonstrating the isolation and lonesomeness of eating 
alone for an asylum seeker. Excerpt from Memories of the Vanni. Illustrated 
by Lindsay Pollock.  

Comparison with happier times in the past was a recurrent feature to keep them upbeat 

about their lonely, disorientated and alienated lives. As mentioned above, we have tried 

to portray in the early pages of the graphic novel and through a story told about earlier 

times involving the belligerent goat (Memories of the Vanni, pages 160 - 162 and 189 - 

191). Such inclusions gave a fuller sense of people’s lives who even in the midst of 
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terrible ordeals could display signs of humanness which transcended their inhumane 

existence (see Horst 2006).  

 A recurring theme of feeling ignored, abandoned and manipulated by the 

international community and media was apparent among many research participants. 

This was one of the reasons why I set out to produce a graphic novel based on their 

contributions, and focus on the themes that I do as charted in this chapter. When they 

were watching the news of the spiralling unrest across the Middle East that had begun in 

2011, they compared it to the minimal amount of media and political attention that their 

brutal war in Sri Lanka had received. In the Vanni, it is estimated that between 40,000 

(UNSG 2011: 41) and 70,000 (UN Internal Review 2012: 14) died and 146,679 are 

unaccounted for (Harrison 2012: 238) over the space of 9 months from September 2008 

to May 2009.29 These figures have been contested, the Sri Lankan government arguing 

for less, and others arguing for there being more loss of lives. Recently, the current Sri 

Lankan Prime Minister, Ranil Wickremesinghe, declared that those missing are 

‘probably dead’.30 This number of dead and/or missing over a year or so dwarfs 

anything we have seen in a similar time and space in the Middle East, including Syria.  

At the time of most of my interviews for the PhD research in 2012-2013, there were 

approximately 60,000 people who had died over the two years since war had started in 

Syria. The amount of coverage that Syria received in comparison to the dead and 

missing in the concluding months of the civil war in Sri Lanka made almost all of my 

interlocutors feel further ignored by the international community. 

This stark comparison in media attention is alluded to on the final page of the 

graphic novel (page 216), an ending that serves several purposes. After waking up from 

																																								 																					
29BBC. (24th November 2011). Sri Lanka ‘counting civilian war deaths’. 
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-15868038> Accessed 5 June 2012. 
30 Channel 4 News (26th January 2016). ‘Sri Lanka’s disappeared “probably dead” – Prime Minister.  
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pKkhLlBRzyc> Accessed 28th January 2016. 
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his nightmare with a start, Antoni looks at the television set and hears about the plight 

of Syrian refugees on the news. This reference positions his own tale of war, torture, 

loss and displacement next to other more recent troubles closer to Europe that has 

received relatively more media coverage than the conflict and violence in a far-away 

island with no obvious geopolitical and resource implications for the west.  

The ending also highlights Antoni’s alienation: he is depicted almost as an 

asocial being watching television in a daze on his own. The trait draws upon a comment 

made by one research participant, Ajantha, who stated: 

Sometimes now in London I watch TV in the night. But I look at the TV but I’m 
not watching the shows, only remembering that time [war]. My wife is finding it 
too hard with me away, she is also very upset but looking after the children there 
[in Chennai]. 

As with Ajantha, Antoni is simultaneously watching the news, but also not watching as 

his mind is wracked by the whereabouts and circumstances of members of his family.  

Finally, the ending is in memory of the many people who were not able to 

escape the extreme violence and oppression at the behest of the then president, Mahinda 

Rajapaksa’s, administration. In an ambiguous sense, the sequence points to Antoni’s 

relative physical security away from direct threats to his life even though the 

psychological terrors and worries about his family in Chennai and the missing Priya 

continue unabated. In 2015, one of my London-based interlocutors, a bachelor in his 

late 20’s, Ajith, considered how lucky he was to have made it to England, especially at a 

time when war in Syria among other places led to an even more intensive flow of 

refugees seeking asylum in western Europe. He reflected: 

Now I look at that camp [The Jungle] in Calais and I think how lucky I am. 
When I came through Calais and in a truck in 2010 there was no problem, 
[laughs] it was easy! Now I see the news and the photos from there [Calais] and 
it’s terrible. It reminds me of Manik Farms [camps for internally displaced 
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persons (IDPs) in Vavuniya, Sri Lanka after the war]. I took many planes and 
trains and buses to get to UK and it took me a long time and too much money, 
but now it seems a different time to try and come here, it’s too difficult now. 

This ambiguous mood of both having made it, and not having made it, is replete 

throughout the graphic novel: for instance, while being bombarded in the Vanni, Antoni 

thinks to himself: ‘I knew it couldn’t last forever – all things must end, eventually…’ 

(Memories of the Vanni, page 188). For Antoni, that part of his life wracked with 

physical terror may have ended, eventually, but his psychological terror continues as he 

struggles to live with his indelible memories, the fear of being returned to Sri Lanka by 

British immigration authorities, and the effort to seek safe sanctuary and get asylum for 

himself so as to be able to work, reunite with what is left of his family, and begin to 

rebuild his life. 
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Chapter Five:  

The Returning Graphic Novel 
	

We lived and died and no one mentioned it. Even now people don’t know what is 
happening in Sri Lanka. Making a cartoon is a very good thing as people will 

understand and we didn’t suffer in vein (Nanditi 2015). 

In this concluding chapter, I account for the way the graphic novel both represents 

human rights culture (Galchinsky 2012) and creates it through the production of a 

graphic novel that can lead to a thriving and participatory culture: a culture understood 

as multifaceted, partial, and possibly contestatory, encompassing not just Sri Lankan 

Tamil communities but also those from other ethno-cultural backgrounds (Clifford 

1988). In the process, I concentrate on the reception of the graphic novel, a feat that has 

not received substantial attention in the scholarly literature. Chandler-Olcott (2008) 

reports that, while there has been much scholarly interest in the multiliteracies 

framework associated with visual and textual media, comparable research on its 

reception has been little developed. Hatfield (2006) too notes the dearth of research on 

readers’ interest in, or difficulties in engaging with graphic novels. The extant literature 

mainly concentrates on the history and/or the critical analyses of graphic novel 

representations and less so on feedback and reception of the graphic novel (see Chapter 

Two).  

 I am influenced by an idea of ‘the returning story’, a graphic novel that is 

produced from multifarious accounts, that is then returned to the contributors for further 

discussion and amendment. This return is not singular, but can take on multiple visits, 

revisits and other journeys. This decision formed a crucial part of my attempt to be 

collaborative in the research and seek to present a fair representation of their stories. A 

key part of this research was to disseminate the work into the larger public arena. But 

before I could do this, I needed to seek approval of the developing narrative and panels 
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from people who had actually contributed their stories. Indeed, there are sections in 

Memoires of the Vanni that have been altered as a direct consequence of feedback from 

research participants. The idea of the returning graphic novel encapsulates how 

contributors played a formative part in what got shown in the graphic novel. Even 

though they were not in a position to actually contribute drawings, Lindsay Pollock’s 

rough and schematic pencil sketches were either changed or further developed as a 

consequence of their knowledgeable feedback.   

 This chapter, therefore, concentrates on the reception of the graphic novel.  First, 

I elaborate on the interactive process of the reception of pencil sketches and formative 

feedback on their development from research participants. Second, more generally, the 

chapter focuses on other ventures that I have followed in the educational sector to 

explore the actual and potential possibilities for graphic novel media to raise more 

awareness about Sri Lanka’s conflict, displacement, alleged war crimes, and human 

rights. I end with a reflective note about the role of humanitarianism and the potential 

for a graphic novel in the process of reconciliation and peace building, particularly 

between the Sri Lankan Tamil and Sinhala communities.  

 

Primary Responses 
Whilst working with recent Tamil migrants based in London, Zurich and Chennai, I 

recurrently emailed and received feedback from them on pages of the graphic novel that 

were being sketched out by Lindsay. I also went to visit them again with the pencil 

sketches in hand. In this way, many of the research participants worked closely with me, 

commenting on sketches, landscapes and stories, providing valuable insights which I 

then passed on to Lindsay. Showing research participants the graphic narratives also 

helped the process of memory. As with photo-elicitation (Larson 1988; Harper 2002), 

the images and the narrative acted like a trigger to talk about other aspects of their 
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experiences. Some research participants embellished and even seemed to take 

ownership of respective characters and chapters in Memories of the Vanni. Nanditi 

responded encouragingly to the graphic novel, particularly the scenes surrounding the 

abduction of Priya in the graphic novel as she walked past Sri Lankan soldiers 

(Memories of the Vanni, pages 202 - 204). She stated: 

I really saw my story in these pages when the girl is caught. You have drawn it 
perfectly. It is very hard to see these comics of that time as I suffered too much 
after that. I’ve not seen cartoon like this before, showing the real life. I feel it is 
true way to show my story to people. I am happy ‘cause you don’t see my face 
and name is changed so it’s not me, but it is me and my story. It’s very hard to 
look at this. 

Nanditi projected herself into the anonymised character in the story even though only a 

part of her actual experience had been represented. The moment of Priya’s abduction 

itself was a trigger for the repeated sexual assaults and torture that Nanditi had to endure 

over four months after the civil war was concluded in May 2009. With a cash payment 

from her uncle, she was released from the ‘rehabilitation’ camp and fled Sri Lanka. 

Now based in London, and having been granted asylum to the UK, she was excited to 

be given a platform, where her experiences were fictionalised and therefore made both 

anonymous and yet powerful. Having discussed the process of writing and producing 

the graphic novel, she felt that the process was therapeutic for her to release some of the 

trauma that she then held.  

 Therapists at Freedom From Torture also concurred that interviewing and 

working with Tamil survivors of torture and sexual violence with this graphic novel 

provided a conduit for psychological therapy and allowed contributors to express and 

see their trauma and oral histories through a ‘safe medium’, one that guarantees their 

confidentiality.  
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The illustrations may well be described as smooth and uncomplicated line 

drawings, but there is a dissonance between what such visuals might evoke and what 

they may allude to - the excruciating suffering that Nanditi had experienced in the civil 

war and its aftermath. Nevertheless, the two seemingly oppositional modes came 

together to become, in her eyes, the ‘true’ way to show her pain: ‘true way to show my 

story to people’. Her comment, ‘it’s not me, but it is me and my story’, vindicates 

graphique realities or graphique verite as both fictional and non-fictional where, as I 

have outlined in previous chapters, graphic novels create their own realities, but this 

time from the point of view of a reader. The graphic novel was both an illustrated story, 

and touched upon a raw nerve of actual experiences and painful memories that Nanditi 

was still trying to reconcile herself with. It was graphic in both senses of the word – a 

drawing yet also agonisingly explicit and real.  

When Aarathi saw the sketches, she commented: 

I am really happy of your hard work for us (Vanni peoples). Graphic is 
wonderful idea. Easy to understand the problem everyone. Every single line 
telling lots of Tamil people`s story in Vanni war. Such a great research that you 
have made about the Tamil people who originated from Vanni. You have 
carefully done this research and state the truth. There are lot of ‘Antoni’ are still 
living in Vanni but nobody analyse their problems like you. As a Tamil women I 
am grateful to you. Lindsay Pollock really very good artist, every picture telling 
real story. This graphic novel is one of the evidence for our war life [sic]. 

Again, despite the illustrative quality of the graphic novel, Aarathi gave the graphic 

novel an evidential quality: ‘one of the evidence for our war life’. Aarathi scrutinised it 

carefully as if each line drawn spoke volumes, and every picture told many other 

stories. Antoni’s particular story became every Sri Lankan Tamil’s story caught up in 

the warfare in the Vanni. To see the one in the many, and the many in the one, could 

lead to a sense of communion, compassion and collective redress.  
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Kumar pointed out the graphic novel’s mnemonic effects while underlining the 

importance of its ‘witness effect’ for its evidential quality, its role in advocacy for 

human rights and social justice, and for its potential to speak to the international 

community: 

The Vanni book [Memories of the Vanni] makes me remember these events that 
we lived through. Like the Channel 4 film [Sri Lanka’s Killing Fields] the world 
can see these things that happen to our people. We will never forget this time in 
Vanni but many people still don’t know what problems our peoples face. I like 
the cartoon style very much. Some parts really make me sad as I can see my 
homeland and the seaside places we used to visit as children. 

Research participants would often use the word, ‘cartoon’, to describe the graphic 

novel, alluding to their experience of children’s animation, but with the extra novel 

twist of a media that was, nevertheless, able to transport them to horrific moments in 

their life. There was little contradiction in terms in the realities of what was depicted 

and the fact that they had referred to it as a cartoon. The conjunction of something that 

may seem playful and something that was deadly serious (as well as seriously deadly) 

may seem incongruous on surface impression, but proved to be complementary. Some 

even described the graphic novel as more efficacious in transmitting images and 

experiences of war.  

Such feedback became a valuable endorsement of our work that received praise 

on a fair number of occasions. At certain points, in the convention of scholarly critique, 

I found myself pushing for a little bit of formative and constructive criticism from 

research participants. On reflection, I understood, perhaps this is because what was 

more important for them was that the graphic novel becomes a representation and 

advocate of their cause, that constructive criticism was not their primary point of 

reference for reception, and, after the novelty of seeing a graphic novel on the Vanni 

had worn off, that their enthusiasm stemmed from giving us further encouragement to 
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carry on with the work of advocacy. Again as with the attempt to push for the ‘truth’ in 

their testimonies, I felt that there was a need to scale back and review my expectations 

and assumptions about the feedback process to the graphic novel. Once I had 

reorientated myself away from academic reliance on constructive criticism, I realised 

that, in fact, research participants had given me lots of feedback in the form of further 

insights, some of which was quite surprising. For instance, I had not expected anyone to 

laugh at any of its contents: one person, Daniel looked through the first few pages with 

a smile and said that ‘it looks like a Tamil family’. He elaborated: 

One thing that makes me laugh in your Vanni book [Memories of the Vanni] is 
the situation for Rajini [Antoni’s wife] and Appama [Antoni’s mother]. This is 
very true story and I saw it in my family. My Appama [paternal grandmother] 
was so nice to everyone apart from my Amma [mother]. She was always mean 
to Amma, always saying this and that and it upset Amma. You really told this 
story well in the cartoon [laughs]. 

Picking up on what could easily be overlooked as minor social detail resounded loud 

and clear, became a further vindication of the need to have a full ethnographic 

grounding and understanding of the lives of people if they are to be empathetically 

portrayed in a graphic novel. 

 Another person, Chandan, empathised with Indran’s story, particularly where 

the character is shown to be struggling to keep his young children safe from harm’s 

way: 

We see Indran problems with his son. We also had problems with our children in 
the war time. You cannot help children need to run and play and month after 
month you have to keep them still and close. It was very hard time [sic]. 

Dominic added something that was not anticipated at all: ‘Actually I have not seen it 

like this cartoon before and I like it. We can see inside the war, not where the camera is 

[sic].’ Dominic’s suggestion was that the drawing was actually more revealing than the 

photo-realism associated with a camera (see Sontag 2003) - that is, through drawings, 
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we could ‘see inside the war’, not just have surface pictures of the war. No doubt, this 

point owed to an ethnographic familiarity with their lives, and our aim to represent it as 

faithfully as we could through drawing and narrative. The irony was, however, that 

Lindsay had never been to the Vanni in Sri Lanka, but had accompanied me on a trip to 

Tamil Nadu in south India as described in Chapter Three. Still, this effort to come to 

terms with what could be called a ‘displaced Vanni’ was appreciated. Raja commented: 

I think this has been a very difficult book to write. Vanni story is a big story and 
you have managed to tell the important bits here. All the issues that the people 
suffer from are here for the world to see. I think many people need to see this 
book. Lindsay has done a really good job drawing these places, it looks like 
Vanni. 

Lindsay’s astute observations and imaginative drawings in Tamil Nadu were critical to 

the convincing quality of the graphic novel.  

There were several times that people’s feedback extended beyond just 

endorsement and actually informed the development of the narrative and drawings. One 

incident I have already recalled in the previous chapter: when after feedback, I decided 

to change the relative from Jaffna from being a young man to being a woman. Another 

concerns scenes of displacement from Kilinochchi to the first ‘no fire zone’ to another 

in the graphic novel (page 168): research participants contributed about ten photographs 

that they had taken on their mobile phones when they were on the move in the Vanni 

which became a reference point for some of the drawings (Fig. 28) – the photographs 

cannot be reproduced here due to the fact that some of the people in the photographs 

may be recognisable.  
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Fig. 28. Illustration from photographs given to me by respondents of the mass displacement 
of civilians after the evacuation of the UN. Illustration by Lindsay Pollock. 

 One other incident concerned the story about Indran in the rain-sodden bunkers 

with his children, Puvi and Arasi (Memories of the Vanni, page 167). Neeraj had earlier 

described the initial panels as follows: 

This shows how it was in those times on the beach but what you have not shown 
is the water in those bunkers. That was the hardest time for us as we could not 
sit down. We would stand for many hours in those bunkers with the water up our 
legs. We all got bad feet from that time. You need to show the water. 

When seeing the panels again, Neeraj immediately recognised that they were drawn 

from his interview. He added reflective comments by pointing out details such as the 

constant itchiness that they had to endure while their feet and calves stood under water 

as bombs fell around them. As he talked, he got up and physically jumped from one foot 

to another, likening the sporadic itching on his lower legs and feet to a darting lizard: 

‘one foot off the hot sand, then the other one down. This is what we did when we were 

in the water in the bunker’ (Fig. 29). It was after his recollections of the time spent in 

the bunkers, which he had earlier not mentioned in the interview, that I returned to 
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Lindsay and asked him to try to visually conjure up the experience of being stuck in 

dank, mosquito-ridden water for hours on end while peoples’ feet in the bunkers itched 

like hell, as if the bombs had shrunk, transmogrified and entered their blood stream.  

 
Fig. 29. Sketch of Indran and his family standing for hours on end in a sodden bunker. 
Illustration by Lindsay Pollock. 

Neeraj also commented on the pencil sketches of wounds from shelling (Fig. 

30). An astute and intelligent man, he pointed at the illustrations while describing the 

effects of a bomb on a nearby body: ‘shrapnel comes into your skin small, but exits your 

body big’. He had observed this phenomena happening right in front of him on more 

than one occasion. With his finger, he drew around the sketches, highlighting the angle 

of shrapnel going through a body. I had already a fair inkling of the effects of shrapnel 

entry and exit, but had not had it so graphically described to me to the point that I could 

almost feel the horror of seeing the human devastation happen in front of me. I relayed 

this information to Lindsay who revised the drawings of blown-up bodies with informed 
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knowledge of the entry and exit points of shrapnel and its effects on the body 

(Memories of the Vanni, page 168). 

 
Fig. 30. Sketch showing the devastating effect of scattered shrapnel after an explosion. 
Illustration by Lindsay Pollock. 

When I showed the pencil sketches to Raja, he paused at the scenes with the 

dead mother in a moment of deep recognition and mourning, which themselves were 

developed from his narrative. We had initially shown the mother on the side of the road. 

He responded in a more pragmatic way: ‘No, we came through the road, through the 

forest and into the paddy field. And we had to leave her because my wife kept coming 

to say more bombs will come’. Consequently I asked Lindsay to re-draw the relevant 

panels. At the time, we showed Antoni mourning over his mother while Rajini tried to 

call him away to avoid further bombs. Raja added: ‘This is where I found my 

mother…[Pause] and then I was sick [starts crying]’. It was not just the death of his 

mother that he found upsetting but the fact that he threw up afterwards. We had not then 

drawn Antoni in the midst of vomiting (Fig. 31). Even though Raja felt upset and 
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ashamed about his response in front of his mother, he insisted we draw him in the act of 

vomiting. Later, I told Lindsay about his feedback, and he drew in two other panels to 

show Antoni being sick after the shock of seeing the death of his mother – his life 

turned upside down, it was as if his innards were thrown inside out. 

 
Fig. 31. Sketch of Antoni being sick after finding the remains of his mother after an 
explosion. Illustration by Lindsay Pollock. 

Such artistic contributions are also apparent in the scene where a bomb goes off 

near a tree (Memories of the Vanni, pages 174 - 176). Initially, Lindsay had just drawn 

in bodies lying in a heap after a shelling that drew upon my interview with Raja. On 

seeing this panel, Raja remembered the stark silence of the aftermath of blast through 

ringing ears where nothing moved except leaves falling gently down over the dead 

bodies, like fragments of a natural shroud descending on the dead in slow motion (Fig. 

32): 

The picture of the blast is very good but it should also show the leaves if you 
want my story. I remember when it all went quiet, I remember the leaves falling 
from the tree. Everything went quiet at that time but there was a loud noise in 
my ears that hurt too much. But I remember the leaves falling like in rainy times. 
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He asked for us to draw the descending leaves in, which we respectfully did. 

 
Fig. 32. Sketch of leaves quietly falling from a tree after an explosion. Illustration by 
Lindsay Pollock. 

When we represented Antoni with his family in the ‘no fire zone’ in their 

makeshift tent surrounded by shelling, a couple of people said that there was too much 

space around the family, that they had been packed in very tightly, and that there were 

no spaces in between makeshift tents. Again Lindsay touched up the scenes so as they 

appear more congested and cluttered, until the research participants were satisfied with 

the final results (Fig. 33). 

 
Fig. 33. Sketch highlighting the cramped conditions that thousands of civilians had to 
endure in the ‘no fire zones’. Illustration by Lindsay Pollock. 
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They also pointed out that when they were inside the ‘no fire zone’ and there 

was a loud ‘boom’ of a bomb at night-time, they would see ghost-like flashes of body 

parts flying through the material of their ‘tents’, dwellings usually made from saris or 

other dregs of clothing. Then, after the flash of light, it would go pitch black. It was 

literally a living nightmare, seeing and being part of a horror story. I made notes as I 

listened to them on the rough sketches which I then showed to Lindsay who duly drew 

such additional or amended scenes in (Fig. 34). Without their stories and the 

contributors’ comments on the pencil sketches, this graphic novel could not have taken 

the form that it has here. 

 
Fig. 34. Bottom left panel illustrates the ‘ghost-like’ flashes of body parts illuminated by 
the light of the explosion. Illustration by Lindsay Pollock. 

 

Educational Potential 
Now that the graphic novel has been approved by research participants, and pencil 

sketches have been inked in, one of my other aims is for the graphic novel to be used in 

the education sector to raise issues that pertain to conflict, human rights, ethnic 
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violence, displacement, migration and asylum-seeking. Comics in various languages 

have become popular with young people across the world and the rise of new 

multimedia technologies and social media has meant that new generations are well 

prepared to interact with the multimodal character of comics. Equally, graphic novels 

and comic books can play an attractive and important role in informing school 

curricula.31 The themes raised in Memories of the Vanni can easily engage with the 

national curriculum’s emphasis on Citizenship in Britain. From 2013, I began pilot 

testing Memories of the Vanni in a boys’ school in West London where I have held a 

number of focus group meetings with first year A’ level students and presentations to 

first year GCSE students. The boys’ ability and enthusiasm to read the material was 

overwhelming. Feedback from the teachers at the school has shown that bringing 

comics based on academically researched material and testimonies of issues that the 

students already study is an enriching exercise. The Head of Geography at the school 

stated: 

Benjamin Dix came and spoke to our Year 9…as part of their Third Year 
Geography morning. He gave a truly inspirational and engaging presentation on 
the conflict in Sri Lanka, and the affects they are having on the civilians. He 
focused predominantly on these people as asylum seekers here in the UK, 
making it more relatable to the boys, keeping them engaged for over an hour. He 
impressively brought the stories to life through his graphic novel and also 
showed the boys the technical side and methodology involved in creating it. This 
was a truly unique experience for the boys. Our students were mesmerised by 
the way in which they have been illustrated and this resulted in an intense hour 
Q&A at the end. Benjamin made a sensitive and complex issue accessible to 13 
and 14 year old boys and presented it in a way that captured their attention. The 
staff learnt a lot too! 

 In one school in Geneva where I talked about the Vanni and showed the graphic 

novel (Fig. 35), a young girl came up to me and said that as we had presented Antoni as 

a human being, she had got to know him as a person and developed empathy for him 

																																								 																					
31 See for instance, the Learning Platform for Pathways of Empowerment, 
<http://learningplatform.pathwaysofempowerment.org/how_to_use> Accessed 2nd April 2016. 
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and his family. It was another example of how the first-person narrative provided a 

deeper engagement with events otherwise wrapped up in statistics.  

 
Fig. 35. Benjamin Dix giving a talk at a school in Geneva on using graphic narratives 
to represent conflict. Photograph by Emma Saville, February 2016. 

In the near future, I would also like to digitally develop Memoires of the Vanni, 

adding interactive elements to the graphic narrative, and thereby opening it up to a 

multimodal, multiperspectival and multicultural educational experiences. Developing 

this with IT programmers and designers could enable the development of multiple 

layers to the graphic novel simultaneously. Layers of multimedia can be incorporated in 

between the primary art and text that is open-sourced, allowing teachers and students to 

add, edit, discuss and build a secondary layer with media that is relevant to the primary 

level narrative. For example, on page 163 of Memories of the Vanni, we read about a 

news broadcast of an air attack on a children's home, Sencholai, in the Vanni. At the 

foot of that page, an icon of a magnified glass could be incorporated indicating that the 

page is interactive. Clicking on the icon can then bring the reader into the secondary 

layer and then present the reader with three websites of news concerning the very same 

air attack: one from the nationalist, Tamilnet; the other from the Sri Lankan Ministry of 

Defence, and a third from UNICEF. The reader is then able to efficiently, and without 

political prejudice of the author, explore and analyse the varying representations of the 

incident, and discuss how power works through differing narrative representations.  
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The possibilities of this approach of making the material interactive and 

multimedia are limitless. Making the digital, interactive book open sourced can allow 

teachers to continually add relevant material behind the illustrations.32 This will further 

increase the longevity of the graphic novel and the relevance of the material to 

contemporary wars, torture and struggles for justice. Teachers can, for example, upload 

a radio programme, digital newspaper article, YouTube clip to the graphic novel along 

with set curriculum and class or homework exercises. I am currently having discussions 

with designers, developers and teachers in schools that have allowed me to understand 

the enthusiasm that the students have with this material and the positive effects it could 

have as a teaching tool. See Fig. 36 for a prototype of the interactive, educational 

platform I am currently developing and pilot testing in schools internationally.  

 
Fig. 36. A prototype interactive, educational platform that embeds contextual material 
behind the pages of the comics. Prototype design by IDEO, London.  

Scholes (2001) argues that such an approach of incorporating graphic media 

does not replace or eliminate older forms of literacy. On the contrary, he argues that it 

																																								 																					
32 See also the learning resources including comics developed for the Pathways of Women’s 
Empowerment http://www.pathwaysofempowerment.org/ Accessed 2nd April 2016.  
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enriches literacy, by borrowing and adapting it. The feedback that I have received 

through the reception process of this material has challenged sceptical opinion that it is 

diluting traditional forms of literature. We are currently experiencing an exponential 

increase of technological advancement and literacy and the way we interact with 

literature also needs to advance and become more than the conventional word on the 

page. As Hammond notes: 

Due to new information technologies and the complex multiliteracies required 
by these technologies, literacy is reinventing itself. Scholars of what is termed 
‘New Literacy Studies’ point out a need to expand our concept of literacy and 
texts to move beyond reading and writing print on a page (Schwartz and 
Rubinstein-Avila 2006; Wohlwend 2008). In order to function competently as a 
literate person, one needs to work with a broad range of texts and be media 
literate (Alvermann and Hagood, 2000; Yildiz, 2002) (Hammond 2009: 6). 

The graphic novel, therefore, can present a unique multiliteracy experience interfacing 

multiple sites of literate practices (Carter 2007). Because they combine print and visual 

literacy, comics are multimodal texts and reading comics can inform a multimodal 

literacy (Jacobs 2007). Jacobs (2007) even points out that comics can provide ‘transfer 

value’ to the ‘new literacy’ required to engage with Internet, film, and television.  

It need be acknowledged that despite its many potentials, some readers have 

difficulty reading graphic novels. One reason is that readers may vary in their 

knowledge of conventions constituting the engagement with graphic novels, another 

could be cross-cultural gaps in translatability. There are comic conventions much like 

any genre conventions that make it a unique medium specific to any time and place. 

These include ways to depict motion, sentiment, story, dialogue, one mode through 

visuals and the other through text. However, these are skills that, when compared to an 

academic thesis, can be learnt across cultures and generations, and something that I 

hope to pursue in further work among wider publics. 



	

	

149	

 

What Next? 
The Sri Lankan conflict that lasted for nearly three decades is an incredibly complex 

series of events with national, international and diasporic actors that has lived and 

grown through shifting academic and political discourses of sovereignty, peace-

building, interventionism, the growth and changing dynamics of the humanitarian 

systems and the war on terror. The continued searches by the Sri Lankan army and 

slander or dismissal by the Government of Sri Lanka of UN officials, the ease with 

which the UN evacuated from the Vanni and was unable to return, the lack of protection 

given to the UN Tamil national staff that had to remain behind in the LTTE-controlled 

area in 2008, the removal of international witness to the war and humanitarian 

assistance to the 300,000 IDPs is of direct consequence of a failure at diplomacy, 

pressure and leverage by the UN in Colombo, Geneva and New York. 

The Sri Lankan government refused entry to the UN Investigation Panel in 2010 

and had been successful in stalling the release, originally aimed for the week beginning 

18th April 2011. In April 2011, nearly two years after the end of the war, and a week 

after a leaked UN Investigation Report, the government had requested the UNSG to not 

publically release the report, as it would have a detrimental effect on the reconciliation 

efforts currently occurring in Sri Lanka.33 This is a further example of the lack of 

political strength of the UN where an official report, citing allegations of war crimes 

and crimes against humanity of a member state can be stalled and undermined by that 

same member state on the basis of a weak notion of reconciliation.  

In retrospect, the international community and especially the UN failed to 

intervene in a humanitarian emergency and arguably perpetuated it after they evacuated 

																																								 																					
33 Channel 4 News. (21st April 2011) ‘Sri Lanka UN report delayed as Government hits back’  
<http://www.channel4.com/news/sri-lanka-un-report-delayed-as-government-hits-back> Accessed 21st 
April 2011. 
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in September 2008. As long as Tamil people in the north and east continue to be 

‘persecuted, repressed and abused’34 at the hands of the military who have now taken 

over vast swathes of the land including even its hotel and fishery businesses, the peace 

on this once paradise island will not last and a resumption of violence remains tragically 

inevitable. Those who are displaced abroad constantly live with the memories of what 

they had experienced, the loss of their relatives, homes and livelihoods, and the 

vulnerability of their economic and political status in host countries in the continuing 

struggle to pick up the pieces of their lives in new lands. As a lot of the research 

participants testified, the recent Sri Lankan conflict received comparatively little 

international media attention, and telling their story through a single family in this way 

can have a wide-reaching impact and readership and therefore add to the understanding 

of how and why between 75,000 (ICG 2010b: 6) and 146,679 (Harrison 2012) Tamil 

civilians and combatants died or are unaccounted for within the final six months of the 

conflict in 2009. 

I would like the graphic novel to play a part in advocacy for investigations of 

alleged war crimes, human rights and social justice. Since the inception of this research, 

I founded a company, PositiveNegatives, with which to disseminate this graphic novel 

amongst others to a network of schools, firstly in Britain, as this is the region that I am 

most familiar with, and then overseas. Perhaps even return to Sri Lanka now that there 

is a new government since January 2015 who seem to be making moves for inter-

communal reconciliation but, to date, have still not allowed for a hybrid or international 

enquiry into war crime allegations. Instead, the Sri Lankan administration insists on a 

national body for human rights which could again be compromised by opacity and 

																																								 																					
34 Channel 4 News. (20th April 2011) ‘Sri Lanka: evidence of ongoing repression and abuse’ 
<http://www.channel4.com/news/sri-lanka-evidence-of-ongoing-repression-and-abuse> Accessed 20th 
April 2011. 
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manipulation by vested interests.  

The methodology developed and the reception of graphic novels has enabled me 

to apply this approach to research and represent all kinds of sensitive topics in which the 

anonymisation of the protagonists can be retained. This applies to asylum-seekers and 

refugees as much as it does to others who have experienced trials and tribulations of 

various sorts. For instance, in 2015, PositiveNegatives was commissioned to interview 

and draw a short graphic novel on a woman who had been trafficked from Nigeria to 

England by The Guardian, a project that was facilitated by the charity for trafficked 

women, Poppy Project. The result was Abike’s Story which used similar techniques 

although over a lesser amount of time and through interviews with one woman (Fig. 

37). 35  Abike’s Story was read by barristers, members of parliament, and non-

governmental organisations as well as the general public who could access it through 

The Guardian online.36 The graphic novel played a part in advocacy more generally in 

that it humanised the lives of trafficked women who find that they cannot go to state 

authorities even if they do escape their imprisonment for fear of being deported.  Along 

with other campaigns and initiatives, the graphic novel informed the drive to instigate 

the Modern Slavery Bill 2015 on how the state should deal with, and make provisions 

for, modern-day slaves including trafficked people. 

																																								 																					
35 http://positivenegatives.org/comics/abike/comic/ 
36 Guardian (25th July 2015) ‘Abike’s Story: trafficked into sexual slavery in the UK, then thrown in jail’ 
<http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/video/2015/jul/25/modern-day-slavery-abike-
trafficked-sexual-slavery-video> Accessed 5th November 2015. 
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Fig. 37. Abike’s Story. A commissioned comic for The Guardian that illustrated an 
interview with a trafficked Nigerian woman to London. Illustration by Gabi Froden. 

I would also like the graphic novel on the Vanni to play a part in advocacy in Sri 

Lanka: firstly, with the view to humanise the people behind the varying and unverifiable 

statistics on the number of people who were displaced, killed and tortured due to the 

civil war in Sri Lanka.  In Sri Lanka, Tamil and Sinhalese communities are a long way 

from recovery and the beginning of substantial, meaningful reconciliation. For a 

sustained period of time, the Sinhala population has been perpetually fed propaganda by 

the Sri Lankan state about the ‘terrorist’ Tamil community where even civilians are 

brushed with the same stroke, and there is little consideration for the fact that several Sri 

Lankan Tamils were forcibly conscripted by LTTE insurgents. I will endeavour to have 

the novel translated into both Sinhala and Tamil languages so as to act as part of the 

toolbox for reconciliation between the two main ethnic groups in Sri Lanka. By reading 

about the conflict through the graphic narrative of a family, perhaps Sinhala people too 

could identify with the loss and misery bestowed upon Tamil civilians at the hands of 

both the Sri Lankan State and the LTTE. In contrast, the nationalistic Tamil diaspora 

communities that fuelled the fire of conflict by continually funding the LTTE could 
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perhaps understand the situation of life on the ground for the Tamil civilians living 

under the authoritarian rule of a fierce insurgent network.  

 Secondly, Memories of the Vanni will sit alongside documentaries such as Sri 

Lanka’s Killing Fields and No Fire Zone that have included testimonies through camera 

and mobile phone footage from civilians and soldiers who have recorded violence of 

several shades in the Vanni, some of which point to human rights abuse and war crime 

allegations. The director of No Fire Zone, Callum MacRae, has agreed for the graphic 

novel to be linked to the No Fire Zone website, and form part of the international push 

for independent investigations of alleged war crimes.37 I will also endeavour to present 

the novel to the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva, along with other talks and 

interviews in the media wherever possible. In the more long-term, I will consider 

possibilities to transpose the graphic novel into an animation film so as to provide 

another outlet for the stories collated for the graphic novel.  

 

Conclusion 

Throughout the thesis, I have argued that Memories of the Vanni and accompanying 

thesis has portrayed a fictionalised yet ‘real’ account of the Sri Lankan conflict, UN 

abandonment, and the rippling effects of the violence, both within the state and amongst 

the diaspora communities. I have attempted to do this through the story of one family 

whose experiences are paralleled in many other families from the Vanni. The written 

thesis provides the contextual and ethnographic foundations for the graphic novel that 

also elaborates upon the self-reflexive and participatory methodologies and ethical 

concerns of creating the novel itself. But it is the graphic novel that will have the most 

mileage in terms of a future career in an environment in which such literature has 

																																								 																					
37 http://nofirezone.org/ 
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recently seen a wider international production base and readership.  

 The graphic novel has a number of advantages over a purely textual book, 

whether it be academic or fictional. On the one hand, with its visuals and easy to read 

text, it can reach out to a much wider audience than an academic textbook can hope to 

achieve. On the other, a novel about Sri Lanka in a textual format assumes a relatively 

high capacity for literacy and stamina with which to read to the end. As textual outlets, 

literature may only have a readership of people who are interested in Sri Lanka, South 

Asia and conflict, whereas presenting the material in a graphic novel format as well 

opens up the readership to the same group of interested parties as well as those 

interested in comics, photography, advocacy, younger readers and new students to the 

subjects. For instance, the short comic, Almaz38 I produced for the BBC (2014) received 

over 650,000 views in the first 24 hours of publishing and since then has been translated 

into twelve languages and is currently being used in schools and universities around the 

world to discuss topics of remittances, domestic labour, modern day slavery and sexual 

violence (Fig. 38).  

																																								 																					
38 BBC News (30th September 2014). Almaz Story, commissioned by the BBC tells the story of the abuse 
an Ethiopian woman working as a domestic maid experienced in Saudi Arabia.  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-29415876 Accessed 2nd April 2015. 
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Fig. 38. Almaz’s Story for the BBC (2014) that tells the story of an Ethiopian domestic 
maid in Saudi Arabia. Illustrated by Lindsay Pollock. 

I hope that this research will not only lead to the wide engagement with the 

graphic novel but also contribute to the academic literature of contemporary Sri Lankan 

anthropology, politics and history by drawing upon experiences of the events leading up 

to, throughout and the aftermath of the recent conflict from 2006 until 2009. By 

focusing my research on oral histories of the conflict and its aftermath through the 

recollections of displaced Sri Lankan Tamils, and by siphoning them through a graphic 

novel, I hope to have delivered a grounded understanding and representation of the 

impact of contemporary counterinsurgency on the individual forced to flee from ‘no 

fire’ pillar to post. Seven years on from the end of the civil war in Sri Lanka, there is 

still little in terms of reconciliation and recompense for those whose lives have been 

turned upside down by the conflict. While the LTTE, as an active insurgent force, for all 

purposes, has been wiped out, the Sri Lankan government administration, even though it 

has now a new leadership, to this day, continue to duck, dive and procrastinate over 

burning issues which to the observer, may have been a few years ago, but for others, 

remains a psycho-physical reality as if their ordeal was only yesterday.  
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I end with the words of a conflict survivor who now lives in England: 

I am happy to see an emotional yet honest publication that gives an insight into 
Vanni. Thank you for such a meaningful and in-depth creation. Lindsay’s 
illustrations complement the text perfectly and emphasise the need for 
awareness of the massacre that occurred in 2009 in Sri Lanka. I hope this piece 
of work will open the eyes of the international community and to bring justice 
for the people who lost their lives in this war. 

 



	

	

157	

Graphic Novel, Memories of the Vanni, by Benjamin Dix, illustrated by Lindsay 
Pollock. 
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Annexes  
	

Annex	I	
A map of the battle theatre and IDP movements, (produced for the UN through personal 
observations in Kilinochchi, Dix June 2008) 
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Annex	II	
Letter given to UN national staff that remained behind in the Vanni after the UN 
evacuation on 18th September 2008 (UNOPS 2008). The staff name and photo have 
been covered to protect their identity.  
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Annex	III	
List of personnel from humanitarian agencies killed or disappeared, January 2006 – 
March 2009 (CPA 2009) 

Case	
#	

Date	 Name	 Organisation	
Killed	/	

Disappeared	
1	

January	11	
2006	

Mr.Thambiah	Tharmasiri	 Danish	
Demining	

Group	(DDG)	
Disappeared	

2	
Mr.	Narayanmoorthy	
Kandeepan	

3	

January	29	
2006	

Mr.	Sujendran	
Shanmuganathan	

Tamil	
Rehabilitation	
Organisation	

(TRO)	

Disappeared	
4	

Mr.	Vasantharajan	
Thamiraja	

5	
Mr.	Satheeskaran	
Arulnesarasa	

6	 Mr.	Ravindran	Kailayapillai	
7	 Ms.	Premini	Thanuskodi	

8	
January	30	
2006	

Mr.Kasinathar	
Ganeshalingam	

TRO	 Disappeared	
9	

Mr.	Thangarasa	
Kathirkamar	

10	
February	04	

2006	
Mr.	Gunaratnam	Logithas	 Halo	Trust	 Disappeared	

11	
February	17	

2006	
Mr.Parameswaran	

Mines	Advisory	
Group	(MAG)	

Disappeared	

12	
April	10	2006	

Mr.	Shanmugaratnam	
Pathmanadan	

Caritas	-	Hudec	 Killed	
13	

Mr.	Selvendra	
Pradeepkumar	

14	 May	15	2006	
Mr.	Jeyaruban	
Gnanaprasagam	

Norwegian	
Refugee	

Council	(NRC)	
Killed	

15	 June	08	2006	 Mr.Rajini	 FORUT	 Disappeared	
16	 June	09	2006	 Mr.	Rasiah	Muraleeswaran	 FORUT	 Killed	

17	 July	02	2006	
Mr.	Krishnapillai	
Kamalanathan	 TRO	 Disappeared	

18	

August	05	
2006	
	

Ms.	G.Kavitha	

Action	Contre	
la	Faim	(ACF)	

	

Killed	
	

19	 Mr.	S.	Ganesh	
20	 Ms.	K.	Kovarthani	
21	 Ms.	S.	Romila	
22	 Ms.	V.	Kokilavathani	
23	 Mr.	G.	Sreetharan	
24	 Mr.	Primus	Anandarajah	

25	
Mr.	Matahavarasa	
Ketheeswaran	

26	 August	05	 Mr.	Narmathan	 ACF	(Cont.)	 Killed	(Cont.)	
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27	 2006	(Cont.)	 Mr.	R.	Arulraj	
28	 Mr.	P.	Pratheeban	
29	 Mr.	M.	Rishikeshan	
30	 Mr.	Y.	Kodeeswaran	
31	 Mr.	Muraleetharan	
32	 Mr.	K.	Koneshwaran	
33	 Mr.	A.	L.	M	Jauffer	
34	 Mr.	A.	Jaseelan	

35	 August	20	
2006	

Mr.	Nagarasa	
Thavaranjitharam	

Sri	Lankan	Red	
Cross	(SLRC)	

Killed	

36	
August	23	
2006	

Mr.	P.	Jestley	Julian	

United	Nations	
Office	for	
Project	
Services	
(UNOPS)	

Killed	

37	
September	01	

2006	
Mr.	Sathyamoorthy	
Selvaroopan	

Sewalanka	
Foundation	

Killed	

38	
September	11	

2006	
Mr.	Ragunathan	
Ramalingam	

World	Concern	 Killed	

39	 November	15	
2006	

Mr.	Charles	Houston	
Ravindran	

Halo	Trust	 Disappeared	

40	
November	23	

2006	
Mr.	Sabaratnam	Rubesh	

Terre	des	
Homes	

Killed	

41	
January	04	
2007	

Mr.	Subramaniam	
Parameswaran	

Halo	Trust	 Disappeared	

42	 January	06	
2007	

Ms.	Y.	K	Lakmalie	
Niroshinie	

Sewalanka	
Foundation	

Killed	

43	 January	09	
2007	

Mr.	C.	Rajendran	
Halo	Trust	 Disappeared	

44	 Mr.	Nagarasa	Narenthiran	

45	
March	24	
2007	

Mr.	Muthuraja	Aruleswaran	 TRO	 Killed	

46	
June	03	2007	

Mr.	Sinnarasa	
Shanmugalingam	

SLRC	 Killed	
47	

Mr.	Karthekesu	
Chandramohan	

48	 June	18	2007	 Mr.	Sivarasa	Vimalarasa	 DDG	 Disappeared	

49	 July	23	2007	
Mr.	Arumainayagam	
Aloysius	

Danish	Refugee	
Council	(DRC)	

Killed	

50	 August	06	
2007	

Mr.	Mohomad	Zavahir	
Mohamod	Rizvi	

UMCOR	 Disappeared	

51	
August	20	
2007	

Mr.	Sivasami	Sridaran	 DDG	 Killed	

52	
September	26	

2007	
Rev.	Fr.	Nicholaspillai	
Packiyaranjith	

Jesuit	Refugee	
Service	

Killed	

53	 October	28	
2007	

Mr.Shanmuganathan	
Pakeerathanathan	

DDG	 Killed	
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54	
November	11	

2007	
Mr	S.A.	Jalaldeen	Gowthu	

Rural	
Development	
Fund	(RDF)	

Killed	

55	
November	16	

2007	
Mr.Thangarajah	Sujeevan	 Halo	Trust	 Killed	

56	
November	28	

2007	
Mr.Sinnathamby	
Sathananthan	 World	Vision	 Killed	

57	
December	16	

2007	
Mr.Sooriyakanthy	
Thavarajah	

SLRC	 Killed	

58	
January	16	
2008	

Ms.Anoma	Jayasiri	 SLRC	 Killed	

59	 May	15	2008	 Mr.Sebastian	Goodfellow	 NRC	 Disappeared	

60	
February	02	

2009	

Mr.	Sathiyakanthan	
Saravanamuthu	 Foundation	for	

Mine	Action	
(FSD)	

Killed	
61	

Mr.	Selvaratnam	
Sathanantham	

62	
March	04	
2009	

Mr.	K.	Vijayarasa	 ICRC	 Killed	

63	 March	18	
2009	

Mr.	R.	Sabesan	 Care	
International	

Killed	
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Annex	IV	
Map of the Vanni showing the increasing number of IDPs in the Vanni including the 
deteriorating security situation (INGO security coordination, 1st September 2008) 
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Annex	V	
Storyboard of Antoni’s journey from Chennai, India to London, UK. Unfinished and 
early artwork. Illustrated by Lindsay Pollock 
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Annex	VI 
Map of the First ‘No Fire Zone’ (ICG 2010b) 
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Map of the Second and Third ‘No Fire Zones’ (ICG 2010b) 
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