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Introduction 

 We live in an age dictated by  the tyranny  of trauma. Violent atrocities that have 

punctuated the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in the form of World Wars, terrorist 

attacks, ethnic conflicts, genocide and human rights abuse across the globe have 

precipitated a growing concern with  the effect or rather ‘affect’ of traumatic events on 

individual as well as collective consciousness. The event, for all its unp recedentedness 

and shock, resists being a thing of the past and the memories of the wounds it leave 

repeat outside and after the crisis. We are, in fact, shaped by  our memories and by  the 

ways in which we respond to them. This overwhelming awareness of the presence of the 

past  in the present has engendered an “era of testimony ” and the need to bear witness to 

the past. In this light, trauma studies offer the most apt perspective to negotiate, order and 

reconcile the fragmented lives in post-conflict zones.  

Trauma is the “collapse of witness”, the impossibility  of the individual or 

collective consciousness to encounter, integrate and respond to catastrophic events. The 

inability of the subject to encounter and the imposing demand to encounter is what makes 

an event or experience traumatic. Testimony, a legal concept, which means a formal 

spoken or written statement of evidence, has a therapeutic import in trauma theory. 

Testimony  which happens at a later p oint outside or after the traumatic time, liquidates 

trauma and provides agency to encounter, transcend and reorient trauma.  

Testimony  or bearing witness has become a crucial mode of our relation to events 

of our times or to traumas of contemporary  history. Trauma, as a profound physical or 

psychic damage, has been conceptualized as “a recurring sense of absence that sunders 

knowledge of the extreme experience” (Balaev 1) thus precluding the possibility  of 
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expression. Facing trauma and reconstructing the violated selfhood thus entails 

encountering and witnessing what one cannot  know or experience. The ‘crisis of 

witnessing’- the impossibility and the necessity  to witness- confers sp ecial significance 

on the act of narrating oneself which has proliferated contemporary  social discourse. 

Both Cathy  Caruth and Shoshana Felman emphasize in their writings that literature is a 

nonp areil realm for representing traumatic experience. Literature becomes a site for a 

belated enactment and witnessing of what can be referred to as an unclaimed moment of 

trauma. Caruth uses the image of the wound “that cries out, that addresses us in the 

attempt to tell us of a reality  or t ruth that is not  otherwise available” ( 4), to indicate that 

trauma can only be understood through literary  or symbolic language. She states, “it is at 

the sp ecific point at which knowing and not knowing intersect that the language of 

literature and psychoanalytic theory  of traumatic experience precisely meet” (3).  

  Trauma involves a radical sense of disconnection and isolation as bonds are 

broken and relationships and personal safety are put into question. Trauma, and its 

concurrent shame, doubt or guilt destroys one’s perception of the world as meaningful 

and orderly and one’s view of oneself as descent, strong and autonomous (Janoff-Bulman 

19-22). Psy chotherapists like Dori Laub and Judith Herman observe that trauma cannot 

be faced alone and that recovery is possible only  “within the context of relationships” 

(Herman 133; Felman and Laub 57-58).  This “context of relationships” where a survivor 

is encouraged to narrate his or her experience and relive it in a safe context with an 

empathic listener is provided by  psy choanalysis and literature. Trauma narratives 

immerse readers in the survivor’s attempts to remember, filtering their experiences 

through the lens of individual consciousness. For t raumatic memory to lose its power as a 
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fragment and symptom and for it to be integrated into memory, a form of narrative 

reconstruction or reexternalization has to occur (Felman and Laub 69). Trauma narratives 

enact this directing outward of an inward, silent process to other witnesses, both within 

and outside the texts.  

 Trauma narratives go beyond presenting trauma as subject matter; they internalize 

the rhy thms, processes and uncertainties of t raumatic experience within their underlying 

sensibilities and st ructures. They communicate the unspeakable through silences, gaps, 

denials and doubts.  Literary testimonies are thus “composed of bits and pieces of a 

memory that has been overwhelmed by occurrences that have not settled into 

understanding or remembrance, acts that cannot be const ructed as knowledge nor 

assimilated into full cognition, events in excess of our frames of reference” (Felman and 

Laub 5).  Literatures of trauma re-create the traumatic experience to “make it real both to 

the victims and to the community” (Tal 21). By translating individual stories of 

repression and violation into the public sp here these narratives becomes both personal 

and collective reconst itutive act.  

 In the contemporary  world, violence and trauma cease to be a state of exception; 

it has moved into the core of our being making approaches to trauma increasingly 

relevant. Violence has become everyday reality in regions like Palestine, Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Sri Lanka and many Latin American countries grappling with decades of 

ethnic and communal conflict. The production and consumption of violence that 

particularly shook the last decades on a global scale was the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka 

between the ethnic majority  Sinhalese and minority  Tamils. The trop ical island paradise 
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of Sri Lanka which was enmeshed in one of the bloodiest civil wars of modern years 

from 1983 to 2009 has become the teardrop of the Indian Ocean. 

 The war was fueled by complicated colonial and p ost-colonial tensions from the 

British presence on the island, as well as by ethnic and tribal legacies. The pop ulation of 

Sri Lanka comprises Sri Lankan Tamils 11.2%, Indian Tamils 4.2%, M uslims 9.2% and 

other minor ethnic groups such as the Burghers and Malays less than 1%. The two larger 

ethnic group s, the Sinhalese and the Tamils, have had tensions between them the 

root  causes of which can be traced to the post-independence era. The tensions between 

the Sinhalese and Tamils escalated towards civil war proportions in the early  1980’s, 

namely 1983, claiming 80,000 to 100,000 lives. As far back as 1931,Ceylon became one 

of the very  first countries to gain universal adult franchise under the British regime. 

However, the Citizenship Act defining Sri Lankan citizenship introduced in 1950 after 

gaining independence in 1948 disenfranchised the South Indian Tamil plantation 

sector workers and deprived them of citizenship. Thus, the South Indian Tamil people 

who had enjoyed the right to vote since 1931, under British colonial rule, were forcibly 

dispossessed of this p rivilege under a predominantly Sinhalese regime, after 

independence. This marginalization of the Tamil community could be considered one of 

the earliest  possible causes of the conflict. 

 Another landmark event in the history of the conflict was the landslide victory of 

S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike in 1956, and the introduction of the ‘Sinhala Only’ Act, which 

was a ploy to boost Sinhalese nationalism. This resulted in an inequality  of opportunities 

for the Tamils, as the access to higher education, trade and administrative services 

became restricted by  the language barrier. M ore than 100 Tamil people were killed in the 
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riots which followed after Tamil politicians opp osed the reforms. Yet again anti-Tamil 

riots arose in 1958, killing more than 200 Tamils and disp lacing thousands. This was 

followed by  Bandaranaike’s assassination in 1959 and the succession of his widow 

Sirimavo Bandaranaike, who continued with nationalist policies. Although the main 

opposition, the United National Party , which was elected into power in 1965 tried to 

revise the nationalist  policies, with the re-election of Sirimavo Bandaranaike in 1970 

these policies were yet again brought into the fore. The First Republican Constitution 

enacted in 1972 which changed the country’s name from Ceylon to Sri Lanka, further 

aggravated the situation as the priority accorded to Buddhism was seen by  the Tamils 

as promoting Sinhala Buddhist ideals. 

 In 1976 the Tamil Tigers, a Tamil rebel group, later known as the Liberation 

Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) began st rengthening its st ronghold in the North and East. 

Against this backdrop, the Tamil United Liberated Front (TULF) sought a mandate for a 

separate homeland for the Tamil people during the general elections. However, after 

being elected to Parliament having won all seats in the Tamil populated areas, the party  

distanced itself from its original objective. This led to further unrest among rebel group s 

and was followed by  an anti-Tamil riot, leaving 100 Tamil people dead. In1981, 

Sinhalese policemen set fire to the Jaffna Public Library, where over 95,000 manuscripts 

containing Tamil history were burnt. This further worsened the tensions between the two 

communities, as feelings of resentment in the Tamil community increased. 

  The event that marked the ‘turning point’ of the conflict was the ‘Black July’ 

1983 riot. An estimated 2000 Tamil people were killed and their property was destroyed 

by violent Sinhala mobs, in retaliation for the killing of 13 Sinhalese soldiers by  the 
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LTTE in Jaffna. Thousands of Tamil people fled to neighbouring India, whilst others 

sought refuge in the North. A large number of Tamils also sought refugee status in 

count ries like USA, UK and Canada. This marked the beginning of the ‘First Eelam War’ 

as it was termed by  the LTTE. The first attempt at peace negotiations, known as the 

Thimpu Talks, between the government and LTTE failed in 1985. Later, in1987 when the 

GOSL forces launched ‘Operation Liberation’ to recapture the LTTE st ronghold of 

Jaffna, India intervened, and the Indo-Lanka Accord was signed between the two 

governments in July 1987. As a result, the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) was sent 

to Sri Lanka, who settled in the North and East parts of the count ry . They occupied the 

count ry until 1990 and after the 13 month peace dialogue between the government and 

LTTE failed, host ilities resumed in 1990 marking the phase of the ‘Second EelamWar’. 

By this time the LTTE had already begun the select assassination of Tamil civilians who 

were considered traitors or informants to the government forces. This later led to 

massacres of Sinhalese and Muslim civilians in border areas, and subsequently to 

indiscriminate bomb attacks especially targeting Colombo. 

     By the late 1990s the conflict escalated rapidly, with conventional battles being fought 

to capture territory. Subsequent attempts at peace talks were made in 1990, under 

president Premadasa, and in1994, under the Chandrika Kumaratunge government. Both 

attempts were unsuccessful. The most successful endeavour at negotiations occurred in 

2001 with the Norway-mediated ceasefire agreement being signed in 2002. The conflict 

assumed a new phase after 2005 with the armed forces launching major military 

operations to drive out  the LTTE from the Eastern Province. The LTTE withdrew from 

peace negotiations in 2006 October, to pursue its liberation struggle and consequently the 
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government too declared its withdrawal in 2008 January, claiming that the LTTE had 

violated the ceasefire a count less number of times. Finally , the LTTE was forced to admit 

defeat in M ay 2009 after the assassination of its leader Vellupillai Prabhakaran by  the 

army, thus concluding the civil war which had been waged for almost  30 y ears. 

 Three decades of violent civil war and it’s even more terrific conclusion leaves 

unresolved several ethical, existential and political concerns. One of the concerns at stake 

is the reconstruction and integration of identities battered by the conflict. For countries 

like Sri Lanka needing to work through atrocious pasts, reconstructing a rich, p lural state 

means the cathartic airing of memories of conflict. Powerful incumbents or ex-

incumbents will resist particular versions of the past unfavorable to their self-images or 

interests. The appropriation and institutionalization of particular memories as official 

history  and national memory stifle the voices as well as regeneration of identities of those 

perceived as ‘others.’ In order to destabilize ‘official memories’ that are more imposed 

than embraced, individual memories need to be articulated. 

Sri Lankan literature has been shaped to a remarkable extent by the trauma of 

ethnic violence and the diverse ways in which Sri Lankans have responded to it. This 

project examines the healing potential of narrating and testifying the lived experience and 

stories of torture and victimization within the Sri Lankan context. Structured around the 

civil war in Sri Lanka between the ethnic majority  Sinhalese and the Tamil minority , this 

project explores real and imagined, poetic and fictional narratives of torture and trauma 

that form the much needed testimony for the victims in Sri Lanka to facilitate recovery, 

survival and search for just ice. The project reads the Sri Lankan writer Jean 

Arasanayagam’s poetic collection Apocalypse’83 and Nayomi M unaweera’s novel Island 
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of a Thousand Mirrors as an active testimony of the traumatized selves in post colonial 

Sri Lanka.  
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Chapter 1 

Theorizing Trauma and Testimony 

 The last twenty years have witnessed in different fields an upsurge of publications 

devoted to psy chic trauma and the quest ion of its representation. In what seems to be an 

increasingly traumatized world, texts in such diverse fields as the media, law, psy chiatry, 

historiography , Holocaust studies, science, art, and literature explore how these non-

events can be represented and what it entails to testify  to trauma, while emphasizing the 

need to tell and narrate the experience as well as the urgency for witnessing. The 

confrontation with extremity has demanded a rethinking of the concept of representation, 

and the increasing interest  in trauma studies over the last few decades as well as the 

prolific publishing of both fictional and non-fictional trauma narratives, finally resulted in 

the inception of contemporary trauma theory  in the United States in the early  1990s by 

such literary  scholars as Cathy Caruth, ShoshanaFelman, and Geoffrey Hartman, former 

students or co-workers of the deconstructionist literary critic and theorist  Paul de Man at 

Yale University. 

Trauma is a sudden and unexpected shock, potentially  creating significant 

phy sical, emotional and psy chological damage. The traumatic event is out  of the ordinary 

and hence it defies all received forms of experience and representation. But the pathology 

lies not  merely in the event, rather in the impotence of its reception. Cathy  Caruth writes 

in Trauma: Explorations in Memory: 

The pathology cannot be defined either by  the event itself- which may or 

may not be catast rophic and may not traumatize everyone equally- nor can 

it be defined in terms of a distortion of the event, achieving its haunting 
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power as a result of distorting personal significances attached to it. The 

pathology consists, rather solely in the structure of experience or 

reception. The event is not  assimilated or experienced fully at the time but 

only belatedly, in its repeated possessing of one who experiences it. (4-5). 

The event is often experienced too soon, too unexpectedly and hence not  fully 

known and owned. This unassimilated experience returns and repeats in nightmares and 

repetitive actions of the survivor, calling out  to meet it. Trauma thus results from a 

‘missed encounter’, from the failure of the subject to be present to the event in the 

moment of its occurrence. It is the ‘collapse of witness’, the impossibility  of the 

individual or collective consciousness to encounter, integrate and respond to catastrop hic 

events. The absence on the part of the subject to encounter enables trauma to spill over 

from the past into an immanent presence.  

Trauma is “the wound of the mind - the breach in the mind’s experience of time, 

self, and the world” (Caruth 4). Individuals under traumatic stress shut the mind and 

sense to the event and its actuality . Hence, the ability to comprehend and articulate is 

knocked out  and most victims lapse into silence. This silence is a self- inflicted emotional 

imprisonment, a defence to evade the memories of the catastrophe as well as the outer 

world. But this does not put a closure on the traumatic past , instead, revives it in uncanny 

ways in the present  of the survivor. The silence impedes the survivor’s daily life, because 

only by  encountering and understanding the reality  can trauma be really  transcended. In 

Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Lietrature, Pscychoanalysis, and History, DoriLaub 

comments on the casuality  of silence and the need to outgrow it:  
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             … None finds peace in silence, even when it is their choice to remain 

silent. Moreover, survivors who do not tell their story become victims of a 

distorted memory…The “not telling” of the story  serves as a perpetuation 

of its tyranny . The events become more and more distorted in their silent 

retention and p ervasively invade and contaminate the survivor’s daily  life. 

The longer the story remains untold, the more distorted it became in the 

survivor’s conception of it, so much so that the survivor doubts the reality  

of the actual events. (79) 

 

The first step to emerge out  of the traumatic shock is, therefore, to express the 

shocking reality one had lived through. Expressing oneself through speech or writing 

entails revisiting the past  and recollecting one’s memories. It provides the victim another 

opportunity to witness and encounter the missed event. It  is in this context that 

‘testimony’ and its relevance demands attention. Testimony is the narrative of the 

experience of one’s trauma. Traditionally associated with the juridical paradigm, 

testimony means a vow, statement or speech produced as material evidence for truth. 

Testimony  is called for when the facts upon which just ice must  pronounce its verdict are 

not clear, when historical accuracy is in doubt; when there is a crisis of t ruth and 

evidence. In the domain of t rauma, testimony is demanded in the context of the crisis of 

the subject to integrate the truth of the past with the reality  of the present which it 

confounds. 

Since the last third of the twentieth century  test imony has enjoyed unprecedented 

pop ularity  as a philosophical theme, an artistic gesture, and a political strategy. The label 
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‘testimony’ is current ly in inflated use, designating much more than eyewitness accounts: 

it is attached to literary genres, to informative reports on distant atrocities, and to works 

of art. The notion of testimony seems to have sp illed into its semantic field and become 

indistinguishable from notions such as witnessing and bearing witness.              

Testimony  does not  happen at the time of actual occurrence of the event, but 

sometime later, outside and after its precipitating cause. Because of its “radical otherness 

to all known frames of reference, the experience is beyond the limits of the human ability  

(and willingness) to grasp , to transmit, or to imagine” (Laub 84). The inability  to 

comprehend what is happening to the individual causes his or her own self and of those 

around to become inaccessible and hence traumatic.  i.e., trauma destroys the possibility  

of both the internal and external Other which need to be differentiated and confronted in 

order to exorcise sp ectral trauma. In this dialogical void where there is no subject (to 

speak) and no audience (to listen), the individual is rendered speechless, and is 

nonetheless compelled to sp eak. 

Testimony  represents an impossible and yet a necessary  act. Rather than a form of 

evidence or a source of information, it is a gesture that lays bare the limits of knowledge, 

representation, and justice by  enacting traumatic and ineffable experiences. In the shadow 

of the Holocaust and under its moral onus, testimony is seen as an incarnation of a loss: 

the loss, as Felman has put it, “of voice, of life, of knowledge, of awareness, of t ruth, of 

the capacity  to feel, of the capacity  to sp eak”. Testimony  is not to be confounded with 

traditional forms of story telling whose assumption of perfect correspondence between 

history , memory, and narrative is invalidated in the face of limit experiences of violence 

and destitution. It aims less at a reconstruction of historical occurrences than at the 
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disclosure of their existential, moral, and p sychic repercussions. The crux of testimony  is 

to be extracted from its margins: from narration gaps, lapses of memory , and tremblings 

of voice that provide a glimpse of the catastrophe as an event that precludes witnessing.  

Heavily inspired by  the psy choanalytic notion of t rauma, Felman and Laub’s approach to 

testimony, and to a certain extent Lyotard’s, abolished the temporal and ontological gap 

that is usually  presumed to separate test imony from the event. For them, acts of testimony 

both stage and set in motion the crisis of witnessing that formed the dist inctive feature of 

genocide and other atrocities. Testimony  discloses the attack on the human capacity to 

comprehend, to render meaningful, and to share the experience, which, by  virtue of the 

unique perspective put forward by  survivors’ accounts, came to pass as the kernel of the 

catastrophe and its most destructive weapon.  

Testimony  is a material trace of the disaster – a “performative sp eech act” that 

brings buried memories into being and represents forgotten or mute victims as such. It  is 

a vestige of the psy chic and social destruction wrought by  violence and oppression, rather 

than a mere depiction of their horrors. Testimony  involves reclaiming and retelling one’s 

own memories. The encounter with the physical and psy chological wounding it entails 

empowers the tormented self to know and experience the event and to transmit the 

awareness to others. It (through sp eech and writing) lets the event to inhere in the subject 

and enables the subject to live on with the remnant memories. Narrating the experience of 

trauma thus becomes imperative to connect one to oneself and to others; to live on in its 

aftermath. 

No matter what it recounts and how it is performed, testimony is an event in 

which the resp onsibility of the witness is at play. Testimony is a sp eech-act that brings 
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moral and political subjects into being, sometimes almost in sp ite of themselves. It is one 

of the most prevalent devices available today for individuals to come to grips with moral 

obligations. Testimony puts in motion a rather minimalist  operational code that consists 

in drawing victims, perpetrators, and spectators or hearers into direct confrontation with 

political evil. What turns testimony  into a distinct form of action is the multilayered 

bonds that it effects between a witness, the public and the (often internal) other/s. This 

explains why  test imony is rarely considered redundant even if the event it describes has 

been thoroughly documented. M ore than just  a piece of evidence, test imony marks the 

inscription of the political in an array of t ruth games, in which truth is conceived not as 

an end in itself but  as a medium for ethical and political transformation.  

In our so-called “era of the witness”, testimony is a ritual whose moral and 

political meaning is, at least  to some extent, given in advance. Bold or laconic, 

informative or subversive, testimony is ineluctably the idiom in which individuals speak 

back to power. If testimony  is often exploited and mimicked by  states and perpetrators it 

is because it is one of the main terrains of confrontation between government and the 

governed and one of the most  prevalent formats of dissident claims. M ore than just a 

political inst rument put to use by  individuals, testimony  is a practice that forges new 

concerns, commitments, and identities. It  lies beyond good and evil and op erates in 

similar ways on victims, perpetrators, and bystanders, as well as on direct and second-

degree witnesses insofar as its performance is geared to generate a certain attentiveness – 

often ephemeral and unpredictable – that forms a necessary condition for moral concern 

and p olitical engagement. 
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Chapter 2 

The Poetics of Witnessing: Reading Jean Arasanayagam’s Apocalypse’83 

The civil war and the process of healing and reconciliation that has ensued in its 

aftermath has generated multiple literary  voices. One such voice that has remained a 

constant silver thread passing through the acts of violence on both sides of the contested 

boundary lines is that of Jean Arasanayagam. As a writer of Dutch Burgher origin, 

married to a Tamil her works capture a unique and complex response to the exclusionary  

nationalist rhetoric of postcolonial Sri Lanka. This chapter puts in perspective 

Arasanayagam’s cross-over from a ‘victim’, possessed by  trauma of the conflict, to an 

activist empowering the traumatized to encounter and reconstruct themselves through her 

testimony to the violent undoing in Sri Lanka.   

A poet, playwright and short  story  writer, Arasanayagam was born in 1931 as a 

Dutch Burgher, with both Dutch colonial and Sri Lankan native ancest ry . These two 

identities of the colonised and the coloniser, remained wild and untamed, neither to be 

nailed down and claimed by  the other, nor to be at peace with the other.  A rich lyrical 

diction that speaks to themes of collective and individual identity , positioned within 

narratives of national belonging and unbelonging, has long characterized Jean 

Arasanayagam's literary craft . Arasanayagam’s writing is a quest  to continually  retrace 

and remap her own identity  and the complex identity politics in Sri Lanka.  Beginning 

with poetry  collections like Kindura (1973), The Cry of the Kite (1984), A Colonial 

Inheritance and Other Poems  (1985), Out of Our Prisons We Emerge (1987), Trial by 

Terror (1987), Reddened Waters Flow Clear (1991) etc Arasanayagam's oeuvre has 

expanded over the years to include a significant body of p rose notable among them being 
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The Cry of the Kite (1984), All  is Burning (1995) and Peacocks and Dreams (1996). She is 

one of few resident Anglophone Sri Lankan writers to be published internationally and 

her works have been widely anthologized and translated into several languages. 

Arasanayagam’s poetry dwells on the creative tensions arising from the 

confluence of multiple heritages or split-inheritance in Sri Lanka. A Christ ian Burgher of 

Dutch and Sri Lankan descent, married to a Tamil Hindu, Jean Arasanayagam was 

thrown into the vortex of terror with the July 1983 anti-Tamil riots. With her marriage to 

a Tamil, she became the target of attack of the Sinhalese, and had to flee to the refugee 

camp with her husband and daughters. The problematics of her own identity and the 

complex re-positioning of the self from an outsider, enemy and refugee to an activist  is 

addressed and interrogated in Apocalypse’ 83. 

          Jean Arasanayagam defines herself as a “hotch- potch of genes”- Dutch, Sri 

Lankan and Tamil- shaped by the “genetics of history”.  Her trauma stems from the 

complex interweaving of mutually contending identities in the body politic of 

postcolonial Sri Lanka. A Christian Burgher (of Dutch and Sri Lankan descent), married 

to a Tamil Hindu, she was encumbered by  the surplus of identities she was destined to 

wear in postcolonial Sri Lanka. The cross-fertilization of cultures is revealed in her 

words, ‘I have suckled on a breast shaped by the genetics of history’. The cross-cultural 

contact engendered in her an ambivalent relation to the homeland which while 

overwhelming her with the desire to belong, also implicated her in the guilt and shame of 

colonial conquest . 

 In the collection, A Colonial Inheritance and Other Poems published in 1985, 

the narrative voice seeks out the history  of violence and exploitation that marks the 
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arrival of the Dutch in Sri Lanka. The following lines from the poem, “Epics”, offer a 

small but revealing example:  

 In the garden of the museum  

A cannon rests.  

Within glass cases Artefacts of time. 

 M inted coins abraded Silver larins, golden guilders, stuivers,  

Ancient swords stained with rust   

And blood.  

Firearms antique,  

And in my face – a semblance. (23)  

Colonial violence and economic exploitation are materialized in the form of a “canon” 

and bloodstained Dutch coins. The poetic persona is gazing at these artefacts through a 

glass case, and on the glass surface her reflection, palimpsestically  superimposed upon 

the coins, reminds her of her own connection to this history . In a postcolonial context like 

Sri Lanka, they serve both as reminder of a ‘glorious’ pre-colonial past  as well as the 

disrup tion and violence caused by  colonialism. This colonial legacy is also another factor 

in the marginalisation of the Burghers. In the distorted logic of majoritarian nationalist 

consciousness, they are the miscegenated (non-pure) outcome of the colonial incursion 

which disrup ted an indigenous ethno-cultural tradition. Though many of the Burghers are 

thoroughly assimilated, they continue to be seen as bearers of an opp ressive colonial 

legacy.  
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Arasanayagam’s work does not shy away from colonialism’s exploitative history  

but confronts this history  as it is inscribed in her own body  and indeed, her face. It also 

directs our attention to the accidental inevitability  of her birth and the possibility  of 

considering it not an issue of a history of destruction but  of creation. This e see this 

possibility  is articulated in the poem entitled “Genealogies”:  

Have I no shame, no guilt  

That my inheritance came  

With sword and gun…?  

I am of their love  

Not of their hate, 

 Perhaps of their lust,  

The consummation  

Of some brief bliss  

That filled the cradle  

Brimmed the grave,  

I am their ultimate dream (26)  

The “consummation of some brief bliss” brings to the fore the transience of the encounter 

which leads to her birth, perhaps hinting also at its accidental nature. But out of this 

accident, love, hope, and the capacity  to dream are born. In the undertones of war and 
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bloodshed, the narrator offers a different, positive vantage on her ancestry . In her lived 

experience, quest ions of guilt and shame about her genealogy are intertwined with the 

possibility  of her birth as a miraculous event promising a new and better human 

condition.                               

The journey from a Burgher, Jean Solomon (by birth) to Jean Arasanayagam (by  

marriage) was a tedious journey fraught with pain, loss and horror. The ascent of the 

Sinhala Buddhist  nationalism in 1956 following independence signaled the hunt ing of 

ethnic minorities in Sri Lanka. Its ‘Sinhala Only’ agenda pushed the minority 

communities of Burghers and Tamils to the margins of the nationalist discourse. The 

disp lacement and decentering of those outside Sinhala language and culture sp arked off 

the militant Tamil nationalism (LTTE) which embroiled the country in bloody  riots for 

decades. With the marriage to the Tamil Hindu writer Thiyagarajah Arasanayagam, she 

became embedded in precarious ways in the racist  violence that engulfed the country . If 

Arasanayagam’s liminal identity  made her an eternal guest , impossible to belong to her 

homeland, the imposed Tamilness repositioned her subjectivity  from an 

outsider,untouched by  the communal convulsions, toan‘enemy’ who had to be effaced. In 

her memoir A Nice Burgher Girl, Arasanayagam remembers the crisis of belonging: 

I did not belong to either of the two communities embroiled in the racial 

and communal tensions. All I knew was that I belonged wanted, desired 

greatly to belong in this island where I had my roots.I was yet to feel 

myself divided among the divided (qtd. inDe M el 174). 

A heightened awareness and invest igation of Tamil identity  and culture emerge in 

Arasanayagam’s post-’83 work following the racial violence she experienced as a 
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consequence of being married to a Tamil. However, while marked as Tamil in the public 

sphere and having suffered it, Arasanayagam’s work registers a complicated relationship 

of belonging and unbelonging with Tamil culture, one mediated, again through personal 

circumstance by the less than friendly reception she receives from her husband’s Tamil 

relatives. If Sinhala hegemony seeks power through essentialist master narratives, the 

Tamil resp onse has been an equally  essent ialist  counter-narrative that marks out  the 

North and the East o the country  as the ‘traditional homelands’ of the Tamil people, and 

to argue for a specifically Sri Lankan Tamil identity .       

  The anti-Tamil riots of July 1983 became the traumatic event that fissured her 

consciousness and existence radically. “It was an experience that tore [her] world apart” 

(Kanaganayakam 16). Disp laced, dispossessed and scarred by war, Jean, her husband and 

two children had to seek shelter in refugee camps. Jean herself has remarked that until 

1983 all the conflicts she had known were in encountering a different culture through 

marriage but  in 1983 life took an absolute re-routing and her husband’s and children’s 

angst  became part of her. For Jean Arasanayagam the year 1983 was one of regeneration, 

her Burgher ancestry  coup led with displacement and dislocation in Sri Lanka gives her a 

"historical sense of tenantcy in the country" (Salgado 86). In the story   “Quail’s Nest” 

from The Garden Secretly And Other Stories she recounts how she attracted the ferocity  

of the majority  Sinhala community and was reduced to utter shame and fear owing to her 

marriage to a minority  Tamil:  

I ventured out  into my garden once again but  it did not feel the same. I felt 

a great loss of freedom. Was it because I was married to one of the 

‘other’? I felt I was cut off from humankind, that I bore an invisible brand 
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which made me experience a sense of fear and shame because of that 

bonding with my marriage. (51) 

 For Arasanayagam, writing provides a powerful tool to deal with the trauma of 

splintered identities in strife-riven Sri Lanka. Apocalypse ‘83 is at once the record of her 

traumatic experience of living through the cataclysm of violence and the means for living 

through the crisis. The tremor generated by  the politics of exclusion and violence 

shattered her awareness of the mindscape and landscape alike. The land she once loved 

and described in volup tuously romantic images, “the Sun ripens like a Sapodilla/glowing 

warm-red orange”, now evokes chilling horror, “…the leeching Sun has drunk their blood 

and/bloated swells among the piling clouds…” (“Nallur 1982” 20). The hallowed air 

which was filled with the sounds of “ the temple bells, the clapping hands, the brassy 

clash of cymbals”, now resonates with “the zing of bullets/ cries of death” (20). Burning 

houses and temples, battered bodies, the “daemonic feast of barbequed flesh” (“The 

Holocaust” 33), decaying bodies drifting down the river, rape, arson, murder and looting 

shape the new reality  of Sri Lanka. 

The anti-Tamil riot of 1983 was a sudden, unexpected shock which shattered 

Arasanayagam’s world-view forever. In the “Vision of the World” she writes: 

Suddenly woke up  to find 

That the world had changed 

Someone smashed the windowpane 

And the view was not the same… (81) 
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In the turbulent Sri Lanka, the Tamils pitted as enemies were eyed with malice and 

hatred. The p roblematics of her identity  made it impossible to remain the onlooker she 

was and the suffering became endemic to her:  

…Once it was no concern of mine 

I had my own identity  

Safe from marauders 

I watched from afar 

The burning had not  reached me 

(“1958…71…’77…’81…’83” 25). 

This “burning” is the anguish of “displaced … histories”, “raped identities” and of 

“public shame” (“Now we are strangers” 42). 

 According to Cathy  Caruth, to be traumatized is to be “possessed by an image or 

event” (5). The omnipresence of fear, death and violence in Apocalypse ‘83 suggests the 

spectral returns of the unassimilated event in the poet’s consciousness. Shorn of her 

identity, the poet feels herself a ghost without substance: “Can my ghost still have 

substance/as we linger here” (“Fear” 24). The morbid sensation of fear-fear of mob, of 

the watchers, of night and day - is vividly evoked in the poem “Fear”: 

Fear chokes the throat 

Clogs the tongue………. 

Fear makes the body  

Tremble shivering with ague 

And burn, burn, burn 

With fever, the stunned eyeballs 
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Crowded with images of death 

Turn blind as stone 

Fear in slumber, fear in dream 

Fear as we talk 

Or walk along a street… (24)  

The repetition of ‘fear’ and images like ‘choked throat’, ‘clogged tongue’ and ‘stunned 

eyeballs … blind as stone’ illuminate the psychopathology of trauma which arrests the 

capacity to feel, sp eak and recognize. Fear is the reigning climate in Sri Lanka where 

history  itself is the history  of repetitive violence. The only  landmarks to be found are 

“tombstones ... of the slaughtered” (“1958…’71…’77…’81” 25). 

The trauma of becoming a st ranger in one’s own land is the poet’s central 

preoccupation in Apocalypse ‘83. Her multiple, indeterminate selves confounded her 

belonging to the land. The pain and frust ration of her disowning is evident in 

these lines : 

  I didn’t  know this country  was not  mine, 

  It seemed I knew this earth too well to feel 

  Its heave and its revulsion  

  Expel my half ingested being 

  From its twisted guts 

(“Aftermath” 86) 

The image, “half ingested being”, poignantly conveys the travails of her hybrid identity  

which rejects her and frustrates assimilation into the land. Life in the midst  of ethnic 
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violence is a continuous waning of identity  and identification. Her attachment to the land 

and the wound created by  her up rootment is powerfully expressed in “Defeat”: 

This was my territory  

Once 

My roots were here 

But plucked with bloodied hands 

Flung aside and scattered 

Only the soil disturbed 

And wounded shows 

The emptiness. (79) 

Surrounded by  two warring castes, one could never wear his/her identity  without  

riskinglife: “We can only survive/ if we show we don’t exist / neither word nor look must 

reveal our identity” (“Prisons”36). The only identity  conceivable for Arasanayagam and 

the thousands disp laced like her was that of a ‘refugee’.Arasanayagam herself 

experienced what it means to be a refugee ˗ a single garment bearing sweat and grime, 

bodies lying on the cold floor, hands stretching out  for rice in the courtyard of a school. 

This emptiness at the heart of refugee experience and identity but  brings her close to 

humanity: 

 

  I am at last  in the safety zone 

  Neutral territory 
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  Disp laced together with 

  A hundred thousand 

  Or more human beings 

- All refugees- 

(“Refugee Camp 1983” 65) 

Reduced to the status of a refugee, Arasanayagam describes herself “Just a 

shadow on a screen / moving and acting out  / the drama of defeat”(“In Hiding” 71). The 

count ry which offers her no space to belong drains her will to live: “My birth is now my 

death / the country  is my grave” (“Aftermath” 86).The refugee is an unwanted presence 

both at home and abroad. This anguished awareness echoes in her question, “Where can I 

find asylum for myself and foundling family / can I rent a country  / As I rent out  a room” 

(“Exile 1” 75). The sense of disp lacement, desolation and emptiness deepens line after 

line: 

  You tell me to pack up my bags and go 

  But where?I turn my face towards 

  Country after country  

  Silently I lip read their refusal 

  What do I call myself 

  Exile, emigree, refugee? 

     (“Exile 11” 77) 

In the violence-ridden landscape of Sri Lanka “it is easier now to die than live…” 

(“Refuge camp 1983” 67). Curfew, police brutality , murder and the bleak existence in 

refugee camps - all make daily life in the country  an excruciating ordeal. In this new 
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climate of danger and fear, the survivors must find the strength and ways to breathe and 

live on. Jean Arasanayagam as well as those othered by  ethnic upheavals found 

themselves caught between an inner paralysis and the paralysis of the state apparatus to 

ensure peace and security . The riots perpetuated with the tacit support  of the government 

implicated the police and law in the violence and justice was at bay. Hence, for those 

crippled by  trauma and state malaise, the only solution to recuperate their wounded selves 

was to articulate and make heard (throughspeech or writing) the experience of terrible 

undoing they faced. 

Arasanayagam lived through the terror by  testifying her experience through her 

writing.  Testimony  is “a material trace of the disaster - a p erformative speech act that 

brought buried memories into being and represented forgotten or mute victim as such” 

(Givoni 132). Apocalypse ’83 is thus much more than a document of trauma.  It  is a 

performative speech act of living through and transcending trauma where, ‘say ing’ is as 

important as or even more important than ‘the said’: 

Nothing’s important but the poems 

I have written, the lives I had lived 

In each one of them 

Which once destroyed 

Can never be remembered. 

(“Refugee- Part  I” 53) 

In her poems Arasanayagam revisits and encounters the unspeakable and unthinkable 

past  through memories. The traumatized “feels abandoned by rather than freed from 
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remnant memories” (Felman 166) and so, reclaiming the fragmented memories is 

essential to the integration of the past and the present. Painful though the process and the 

realization may be, the encounter helps her to own the experience of ‘being in the event’:  

Now I’m in it  

 It’s happened to me 

At last history  has meaning 

When you’re the victim 

When you’re the defeated 

The bridges bombed 

And you can’t cross over  

(“1958…’71…’77…’81…’83” 24) 

She witnesses and relives the experience of death and disintegration in “I Watch My Own 

Death Here”. To live means to survive so many deaths: 

 

 I watch my own death here 

 It’s happening all the time 

 But  by  bit the slow torture 

Of dying and y et not  completely 

Dying, each part grows numb 

Sets in the stasis of the limbs and brains 

Death of each cell, yet each part clings 

Onto the remaining pain of life. (67) 
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 As she witnesses the wounds of the past , the memory is in shreds and fragments–

“Gutted houses, gutted lives/ charred wood, charred flesh…/pulped flesh smoke choked 

breath/slashed limbs, stab wounds…” (“Gutted” 48).These gaps and fissures represent the 

lacuna of representation, the impossibility  to embody the painful truth of the event. 

“Ap ocalypse July’83” articulates how trauma contaminates and disables language and 

expression: 

Never again will words say  the same things 

In the same old way… 

Always now is the remembrance  

Of death, that of ours so near 

And those of others who never willed it… (69) 

In Apocalypse ’83,the experience of the past are re-enacted rather than recollected. The 

repeated use of ‘burning’, ‘charred’, ‘smashed’, ‘splintered’, ‘split blood’ etc. performs 

Arasanayagam’s attempt to assimilate and to come to terms with  the reality of the event. 

The bloody  acts of brutal murder are performed with shocking precision in many of her 

poems: 

…Still not blunted 

With so many deaths 

The sharpened knives and axes  

Crowbars, rods 

Recent blood stains fresh 
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 From necklaces of blood 

Studded with disc of ivory  bone 

To which adhere flesh, hair and skin 

(“Death of the Prisoners” 34) 

 

 Arasanayagam’s poetry bears witness not  only to her trauma but also to the 

trauma of those who cannot  speak themselves.“To bear witness is to bear the solitude of a 

responsibility ...” (Felman 15) and to takethis ‘responsibility  for the Otherinvolves a 

greater risk which only few can undertake. Canetti writes: 

In the face of life's horrors- luckily most  people notice it only on occasion, 

but a few whom inner forces appoint to bear witness are always conscious 

of it - there is only one comfort: its alignment with the horror experienced 

by previous witness (qtd. in Felman 14). 

Arasanayagam was appointed by  her consciousness to bear witness to the death and 

violation around her. She is acutely aware of the fact that anyone could have been in the 

position of the dead and thosesafewere clever to disguise their identity . So, the dead who 

asserted boldly  deserve to be made heard and valorized. In the famous words of Primo 

Devi, 

We, the survivors, are not the true witnesses… We survivors are not only 

an exiguous but also an anomalous minority: we are those who by  their 

prevarications or abilities or good luck did not touch bottom. Those who 

did so, those who saw the Gorgon, have not  returned to tell about  it or 
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have returned mute… the complete witnesses, the ones whose deposition 

would have a general significance. (qtd. in Givoni 160). 

Arasanayagam speaks of a prisoner who died alone, unheard and unmourned. She bears 

witness to yet another cruel murder in “Death of the Prisoners”: 

The eyes of that prisoner 

Stabbed with pointed steel 

As he knelt before his murderers  

Taunted with a dream 

What was his wish… 

That his eyes be given to a child  

To see the freedom of his race… 

His vision now screams to the world (34). 

In “Innocent Victim – Trincomalee” she gives voice to the sense of loss and fear of a 

child whose parents and sister were brutally  killed. 

When they came st rangers, 

Our house went up  in flames 

Thrown in like fagots, my parents  

Blazed crackling, they burnt 

Like two lizards in the fire 

My sister too, she, tiny 

Chameleon turned first green, then  

Livid red… (30) 
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      Arasanayagam’sp oems ‘gobeyond’ herself and allow the multiple stories under 

erasure ‘historical transcendence’.The tragic experience of July 1983 made her see and 

think beyond herself and to speak for others: 

Someone smashed in the door 

And gave me my freedom  

To walk into the world 

Free, free from the possession of myself… 

That all these years had hemmed me in…(“Vision of the World” 81) 

Trauma is “… the story of a wound that cries out , that address us in the attempt to tell us 

of a reality  or t ruth that is not otherwise available…” (Caruth4). Like Tancred in Tasso’s 

Jerusalem Liberated who hears the voice of the wound with the second blow, these 

performative speech acts enable Arasanayagam and those hearing her, to encounter and 

hear the voice of the wound that cries out  to witness  the near-death experience he / she 

has lived through.From the midst  of her trauma, she proclaims to the world, ‘Yet I exist’. 

This emphasis on the reality  of being alive in sp ite of all terrible things that 

happened,p rovidesthevictims, across castes and nationalities,an occasion and st rength to 

encounter and surmount the past . Arasanayagam exhorts the world to encounter, 

articulate and share the realities of p ain, hurt and shame: “We’ve got to sp eak our 

thoughts aloud/ not utter them in furt ive whispers/ behind locked doors…”(It’s got to 

End” 52).She wants everyone to sp eak out  and speak against the terror: 

Every  word must  be wrung out of 

The throat of the poet 

Strand by st rand each vocal chord 
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Must sound st rong their timbre 

To denounce this monstrous evil… 

(“The Holocaust” 33) 

She accuses those who remain silent and inactive in the face of the outrageous violation 

of humanity of complicity  in crimes of war: 

Have you ever killed, tell me? 

Or burnt or slashed?… 

Have you ever been silent tell me tall me? 

When words you must sp eak out  

Choke you and clog your thought… 

Have you ever turned away from those 

Tell me, who once were friends 

Avert your gaze from ruined homes… 

And piled up  bodies… 

Have you ever shut  the door, tell me? 

On a man woman or child… 

(“Personae” 27-28) 

The real, personal histories of imprisonment, police brutality, rape and inhumanity  

captured in the poems write back to power and thus subvert  the grand narrative of 

government, police, military  and law. Arasanayagam’s testimony  thus forms a means for 

survival; a moral duty and debt paid to the dead; and a mode of resistance and search for 

justice.  
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Arasanayagam’s poetry not  only records her own trauma, but boldly testifies the 

Sri Lankan subjects’ collective sense of horror and tragedy. She translates her personal 

anguish in to public space to empower the opp ressed to breathe and survive in the climate 

of fear, death and violence. Situated in the interstices of ethnicity , Arasanayagam could 

penetrate with insight and empathy , the torment of the victimized in war-torn Sri Lanka. 

Her voice which emerges from the periphery  of the established national and religious 

polity  breaks through the rhetoric of separatism and violence to reach out  to the ‘human’ 

and his suffering rendered invisible in Sri Lanka. Redescribing the world is the first 

necessary step towards changing it, and by  re-inscribing the topographies of pain with a 

responsibility  for the Other, Arasanayagam refashions her own self and that of the 

traumatized across the world. 
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Chapter 3 

Post-war Traumascapes: Mapping Memory in Nayomi Munaweera’s Island of a 

Thousand Mirrors 

In the context of the troubled political climate and the long shadow of civil war, 

Sri Lankan fiction has addressed the challenges of representing the contested sp ace of the 

nation during and after the war. Hundreds of novels and short stories from within Sri 

Lanka and other diasp oric locations speak with immediacy and urgency to the conflict in 

general, and the war, in particular. M emory , its production and erasure, is the 

predominant focus of many of these works and a fresh ground has been charted by  

diasporic fiction showing a multidimensionality  of feeling, societal bonds and sensitivity  

to difference. Nayomi M unaweera belongs to the class of diasp oric writers like M ichael 

Ondaatje, Shyam Selvadurai and Romesh Gunasekera who shy away from monologic 

perspective on memory and inscribe the nation as a discursive site of meaning shaped by  

the overdetermined forces of colonialism, postcolonial nationalism, class and ethnic 

hierarchies and neoliberal policies. This chapter analyzes Nayomi Munaweera’s Island of 

a Thousand Mirrors  as a narrativization of the multiple memories and identities that the 

broken island nation mirrors in the wake of ethnic violence.    

  Munaweera was born in Sri Lanka in 1973, but her family left three years later due 

to the civil war. They moved to Nigeria but  had to leave in 1984 during the military coup , 

when all Asians were expelled. Consequently, the Munaweera family moved to Los 

Angeles, and settled there. Her debut  novel, Island of a Thousand Mirrors, was published 

in South Asia in 2012 and in the United States in 2014. The novel captures the nuances of 

a war through everyday ordinariness by depicting three generations of Sinhalese and 
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Tamil families and narrates the traumatic memories of families who stayed in Sri Lanka 

as well as those who left during the war. The book, long listed for the M an Asian Literary 

Prize, went on to win the 2013 Commonwealth Book Prize for Asia. Her second 

novel, What Lies Between Us, captures the shattering story  of an abused-child-turned-

mother who moves from Sri Lanka to the US, carrying with her dark secrets and scars. 

Munaweera’s literary tour de force masterfully  excavates the horrors of child sexual 

abuse and the compounding devastations it imprints on a lifetime. It is a story  that 

unfolds how trauma sinks into the bones, repeats itself and becomes parasitic.   

 M unaweera was overpowered by  the crippling silence around war and its 

atrocities in Sri Lanka. In an interview with Melissa R. Sipin she talks about the dangers 

of unarticulated trauma that “burrows  deeper under t he skin t urning necrot ic, 

infect ing t he s urrounding area and  p s y chically k illing t he smiling hos t ”. She 

adds  how  t his piqued her sense of resp onsibility  as a writer to voice the repressed 

trauma: 

…t here are effect s  to  t his  s ilence, t he damage goes  underground,  

it  s eet hes ,  it  wait s,  and event ually it  w ill erupt in  s ome w ay . I  

think it’s  t he w riter’s p articular job t o  break thes e silences,  t o  

try  and art iculat e what is  diff icult t o  art iculate. I t  is  abs olutely 

neces s ary  t hat s omeone t ry t o  t ell t he st ory; t his is  a w ay  those  

that  have gone t hrough  t he exp erience can s t art  t o  t hink  about 

their  own experience and unders tand t hat  it  has  value.   

Munaweera’s Island of a Thousand Mirrors which witnesses the brutalities of war 

is an attempt to come to terms with the trauma inflicted upon her consciousness by the 
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violent ethnic conflict. Though M unaweera did not  live through the civil war as the 

family fled to Nigeria and later to California in the initial phase of the conflict, she was 

deeply affected by  the destruction of her homeland. Munaweera’s own multiple 

geographic and ethnic dislocations, as a Sri Lankan who grew up  in Nigeria and migrated 

to America, play an important role in the novel’s development. Through the protagonist 

Yashodhara whose life embodies st riking similarity  to her own, M unaweera narrativizes 

the trauma of war and the anguish of exile and displacement. M unaweera says in the 

introduction to her book: 

…writing this book was my way of t rying to understand what had 

happened in Sri Lanka, and my own connection to those events. In those 

years of writing, this book became my obsession—as did the war itself. It 

was through writing this novel that I could finally  lay to rest the specter of 

that terrible time…the writing of this book birthed me anew. 

The process of writing enables her to reflect on the intricacies of identity , war and trauma 

that had become an obsession not  only for her but  for a whole nation.  In the process she 

witnesses that her suffering is not  just her’s, but is deeply implicated in the violation and 

pain of many who are cast  off as ‘others’. 

  Nayomi M unaweera’s Island of a Thousand Mirrors (2012), situated within the 

context of the civil war that raged from 1983-2009,explores the ethnic tensions that 

ravaged Sri Lanka for nearly three decades through the trope of inter-ethnic romance. The 

novel is narrated from the perspective of a Sinhala girl, Yashodhara Rajasinghe who flees 

Colombo with her family to Los Angles during the initial phase of the conflict and from 

the point of view of a Tamil girl, Saraswathi from the Northern village of Sri Lanka who 
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later joins the LTTE and dies a suicide bomber. She reinscribes the history  of Sri Lankan 

civil war from multiple persp ectives, making heard, without bias, stories of the Sinhalese, 

the Tamils and the Burghers that make up  the multi-cultural reality  of the island. 

Munaweera’s novel negotiates class, race and gender hierarchies embedded within the Sri 

Lankan society and in the diaspora through subtle class positions and spatial locations of 

the narrators.  

The plot develops parallel to the development of the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka 

but the narrative traces Sri Lanka’s colonial history  from the time the British colonisers 

left the Island in 1948.The novel opens with a description of the Sri Lankan flag, the 

emblem of the free nation:  

Behind the retreating Englishman, on the new nation’s flag is poised a 

stylized lion, all curving flank and ornate muscle, a long, cruel sword 

gripped in its front  paw. It is the ancient symbol of the Sinhala who 

believe that they are descendants from the lovemaking between an exiled 

Indian princess and a large jungle cat. A green st ripe represents the small 

and much-tossed M uslim population. An orange st ripe represents the 

larger Tamil minority . (11-12) 

 This ironic description of the national flag is a subtle device through which M unaweera 

denounces the malignant power equations and identity formations in Sri Lanka in the 

wake of independence. The narrative predicts the discrimination, race riots and 

xenophobia that are to rend the nation in the days to come in the aftermath of 

independence.It seems oracular when the novelist predicts that the orange colour in the 

flag “will be replaced by a new flag. On its face, a snarling tiger, all bared fang and 
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brist ling whisker. If the idea of militancy is not conveyed strongly enough, dagger clawed 

paws burst forth while crossed rifles rear over the cat’s head” (12). This is representative 

of the violent socio-political conflict that characterizes Colombo today. The Sinhalese 

and the Tamils vy ing for p ower and identity  in the land they have shared for centuries are 

represented by  the subtle symbols of lion and tiger resp ectively: “A rifle toting tiger. A 

sword gripping lion. This is a war that will be waged between related beasts” (12). 

The novel traces the families of an Ayurvedic doctor from the south of Sri 

Lanka and an Oxford-returned judge from Colombo — both Sinhalese. They form the 

Sinhalese upper-class background of Yasodhara. The Tamil protagonist , Saraswathi, is 

from a traditional family background where the mother teaches Bharata Natyam and the 

phy sically frail and deformed father plays drums at the Hindu temple. Both the Sinhala 

families enjoy easy  access to power and have children who reach higher social status 

either through education or marriage. The first part of the novel unfolds the life of 

Yashodhara and her family but she makes it clear at the outset itself that her narrative is 

not her story  alone; it refracts a thousand shards of memories, peering into the lives of her 

father, mother, grandfather, grandmother and numerous others around her. She is keenly 

aware of the problematic of p osing her story  as the only story and articulates the 

possibility  of other stories co-habiting her own:  

My name is YasodharaRajasinghe and this is the story of my family. It  is 

also one possible narrative of my island. But  we are always interlopers into 

history , drop ped into a story  that has been going on far before we are born, 

and so I must start much earlier than my birth and I must start with the boy  

who will become my father. (12) 
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It is this realization that the personal is political that promp ts M unaweera to tell the 

history  of the Sri Lankan civil war through the allegory of family, home and romance. 

Munaweera’s novel opens evocatively in the double-storey house on Colombo’s 

Wellawatte beach, where YasodharaRajasinghe,sp ends her childhood, and recounts, as an 

omniscient narrator, the lives and choices around her. The upp er floor of the house is 

rented out to a Tamil family, the Shivalingams, over two generations.A generation earlier 

Yasodhara’s formidable grandmother Sylvia Sunethra, reluctantly agreed to rent the 

upper floor of their house to the Shivalingams because she desperately needed income to 

raise the family after the death of her husband.Yasodhara’s narrative reads: 

Overnight, the upstairs becomes foreign territory, ruled by  different gods 

and divergent histories...This is the beginning of what we will come to call 

the Up stairs-Downstairs Linga-Singha wars. When Sylvia Sunethra calls 

Buddhist monks to the house, their monotone chant is interrupted by the 

voice of a Tamil film heroine winding seductively down the stairs. When 

her flowers die, she is convinced the Shivalingam boys hold pissing 

contests off the balcony. When she finds splashes of red among the 

yellow, she is sure the ancient grandmother shoots betel as expertly as her 

grandsons shoot urine. (28) 

The novel recounts the story  of the frust rated inter-ethnic romance of two generations- 

between Yasodhara’s mother, Visaka and RavanShivalingam and between Yasodhara and 

Shiva. VisakaJayarathna, the youngest daughter of Sylvia Sunethra and the mother of 

Yasodhara falls in love with Ravan and is surprised by her feelings for the alien Tamil 

boy : 



 

40 
 

…after all, how is it possible that she feels this recognition? As if she 

knows him! So that despite his foreignness in so many ways, the oil 

shining in his hair, the scents of unfamiliar foods on his clothes, he feels 

intimate in a way that shocks her. His name is Ravan…“Ravan,” she 

thinks, “the name of the Lankan king in The Ramayana, brilliant st rategist 

and warrior, abductor of Sita.” She imagines being carried away by  the 

Demon King, taken to his p alace and seduced by  a thousand courtesies.( 

29 ) 

Munaweera delicately portrays the pull of attraction between the races amidst bitter 

feelings among a number of Sinhalese and Tamils who were quick to discard the other as 

different and unacceptable.ForVisaka, the st range becomes fascinating rather than 

threatening: “She inhales the unfamiliar surface of his skin, flavored with spices she does 

not know the names of. His lips, by  her ear, whisp er her name, Tamil inflected, so that it 

sounds foreign to her, the name of an Indian princess in a fairy  tale”( 30 ). 

The love between Visaka and Ravanbecomes intimate in the “secret” room 

underground at the back of her house. “He pushes away jasmine and reveals a step 

leading down. He enters first , holds out his hand for her, and then she has stepped into a 

small, perfectly square room, the floor made of dirt , blue walls revealed by the tiny oil 

lamp he has p laced on the floor, the thick fragrance of flowers…” (30) It is here that they 

get to know each other, share their dreams and passion: “It is in this small, square blue 

room that she learns the intimacy of another’s heartbeat…It  is here she learns the 

contours of her own body , its boundaries and spreading p leasures” (31). Their love is, 

however, overpowered and battered by the caste consciousness vigorously embraced by  



 

41 
 

the family and society. Ravan later marries a woman from a northern village and Visaka 

marries the eldest  son of Hikkaduva Rajasinghes, the engineer, Nishan.  

Years later, when Yasodhara grows up in the same house history  repeats itself and  

passion once again st ruggles against politics in the midst  of the escalating violence 

pounding on the doors of the house. Visaka’s daughters Yasodhara and Lanka are much 

attached to Shiva, the son of Ravan. Yasodhara and Shiva were “twinned from birth, in 

some st range fashion” (42). Their mothers conceived them around the same time, “the 

two women’s bellies grow as if they had been inseminated at precisely the same moment” 

(40). They go into labour and give birth to the babies roughly at the same time: “Shiva 

and I are born on adjacent beds in a large white room while the nurses stroke the thighs of 

our writhing, crying mothers… First  I, secretive and shy. I did not  cry , they say , until he, 

too, had arrived. Purp le faced, I had to be slapped into breathing. And then immediately 

after me, Shiva, as if he had been waiting for me to test  the terrain” (41).Yasodhara 

recollects her and her sister Lanka’s intimacy with Shiva, “we are a threesome from then 

on. Joined at the hip. A pyramid. A triangle” (42).The bond of love between the Sinhala 

girls and the Tamil boy resonate how the lives of the warring Sinhala and Tamil ethnic 

group s are in fact intimately intertwined.  

Yasodhara, the daughter of Visaka falls in love with Shiva, the son of Ravan. 

Their love too flowers in the same secret room beneath the Wellawatte house where their 

parents shared their love but  the politics of the land doesn’t  allow it to consummate. The 

escalating ethnic conflict forces Yasodhara, her sister Lanka and their parents to migrate 

to America and the Shivalingams to the north of the count ry. The deeper love story, 

however, is between the sisters, Yasodhara and Lanka Rajasinghe, so distinct from each 
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other yet so intertwined, much like the Buddhist Sinhala and Hindu Tamil people of Sri 

Lanka. 

The double-storied house inhabited upstairs by  the Tamils and downstairs by  the 

Sinhalese is a subtle trope for the contested sp ace of the Sri Lankan nation polarized 

between the Tamil North and the Sinhala South. The stair with the army of small ones 

running up  and down also serves as a sy mbol that reminds us of the linked lives and 

overlapping destinies of the Sinhalese and the Tamils in spite of the petty  frictions of 

everyday life and existence together. This unknown underground room in luscious blue 

surrounded by flowers where they share their love oblivious of ethnic differences 

symbolize the idy llic past  of the Sri Lankan land shared by the Sinhalese and the Tamils. 

Munaweera suggests that beneath the superficial differences constructed and consolidated 

by religious, linguist ic and political discourses of the land lurks the unacknowledged 

reality  of a shared oneness and the possibility of uniting across boundaries of class, caste 

and language. In contemporary  Sri Lanka, however, realization of this oneness is so 

fragile, blighted by  larger discourses surrounding them. 

Island of a Thousand Mirrors exposes the politics of belonging and the discursive 

formations that st reamline ethnic identity  and encourage obliteration of difference 

through violence. “The politics of belonging involves not  only constructions of 

boundaries but  also the inclusion or exclusion of p articular people, social categories and 

group ings within these boundaries by  those who have the power to do this” (Yuval-Davis 

18). The love and sharing that existed among the two group s are rendered dangerous and 

impossible by the social and political discourses p roduced by Sinhala nationalism. The 

differences are ‘taught’ and manufactured socially rather than something natural and 
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inherent in the psyche. This is evidenced in Yasodhara’s words, “it is only  in later years 

that she and I are taught the insurmountable differences between him and us” (42). When 

Sylvia Sunethra rents out the upstairs of her house to the Tamil family some years before 

the ethnic riots of 1983, she complains of “bloody  Tamil buggers ... This is our land! 

Anything that grows on it belongs to us. They should keep their fingers off our things,” 

(29) in relation to her tenants’ access to her mango tree. She disapproves of her 

granddaughter Yasodhara playing with Shiva and says, “they are Tamil. Not like us. 

Different ...Can’t you see child? They are darker. They smell different. They just aren’t like 

us” (49).  

Seeni Banda, the one-legged Sinhalese fisherman, too embodies the propagation of 

the cultural ideology of ethnic violence. He tries to politicize the impressionable minds of the 

children by  bringing in issues of race and cultural history :  

We Sinhalas are Aryans and the Tamils are Dravidians. This island is ours, 

given to us from the Buddha’s own hand long, long before they came. And 

now they have come and we are forced to share this place. But really it 

belongs to us ... Tamil buggers, always crying that they are a minority, so 

small and helpless, but  look! Just over our heads, hovering like a huge foot  

waiting to trample us, south India, full of Tamils. For the Sinhala, there is 

only this small island. If we let them, they will force us bit by  bit into the sea. 

Swimming for our lives.” (21) 

As Yuval-Davis claims, the “[s]ituated gaze, situated knowledge and situated imagination 

construct how we see the world in different ways... [and] the differential situatedness of 

different social agents affects the ways they affect and are affected by different social, 

economic and political projects” (8). Seeni Banda and Ysodhara’s grandmother situated 
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within the Sinhalese community view the Tamils as enemies and try  to rouse hatred towards 

the Tamils by  transmitting a rigid sense of Sinhala identity  to the minds of the children. 

Through these instances the author echoes the construction of strong negative sent iments 

towards the Tamils in post-independence Sri Lanka. The idea of land and the Sinhalese 

sense of entitlement to it, perpetrated by  Sinhalese politicians, is repeated by the masses 

and the subsequent generations are conditioned into accepting and perp etuating this myth. 

National identities are the local, political and p sy chological consequences of 

macrohistorical forces. Colombo with a history of p eace has been torn asunder by the 

historical forces of ethnic violence st reamlining the identity  of the Tamils and the Sinhala 

along opp osing binaries of race, religion, language and culture. The conflict began 

explicitly  with the burning of the Jaffna Public Library by  the Sinhalese in 1981. The 

library was a centre of Tamil culture and learning, containing one of the biggest 

collections of writings in Tamil as well as p riceless, irreplaceable ancient manuscripts. 

The burning of the building and the tomes inside represented to Sri Lankan Tamils an 

attack on their very culture and identity. It meant the destruction not only  of Tamil 

culture but also the beliefs and values, perhaps the very  humanity , of the majority  of the 

Sinhalese who profess to be Buddhist. Yasodhara says: “In Jaffna, Sinhala policemen and 

paramilitaries storm the old Tamil library, rip books from the shelves, set fire to the 

mountains of p aper. The conflagration shoots high into the sky, a funeral pyre visible for 

miles, a warning to all who can see” (76). The Colombo television interviews the Police 

who support the cause and clearly say that the Tamils should go back to India where they 

would have their own “culture, education, universities” (76). This obviously antagonizes 

the Tamils who claim that the Sinhalas have burnt  up their history  by burning 95,000 

manuscripts.  
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Munaweera’s novel witnesses the horror of the ethnic cleansing carried out  with 

the sup port  of the SriLankan government. The fact that young men smoked out  Tamils 

with “census accounts, voting registrations [and] pages detailing who lived where” (81) 

points to the deliberate maneuver on the part of the Sinhalese majority  to eliminate the 

Tamils from the land. The narrative describes the gruesome details of ethnic violence on 

the Tamils, where young men are armed with “Knives, metal poles, machetes, dusty hoes, 

large white cans full of incendiary petrol. Hundreds of men stalked the st reets, headed 

arrow straight to the residences of Tamil families” (81). They massacred the young and 

the old and burnt children in an unjustified rage.  

The Tamil secessionist and leader Velup illai Prabhakaran’s coming of age and the 

forming of the LTTE resulted in the escalation of violence in the country  especially, in 

Colombo. The Tamil militants called themselves ‘Tigers’ and p ledged revenge on the 

State atrocities against them. They convinced the Tamils that they should be ‘free of 

Sinhala oppression’ and said, “We are building a new world so that they [Tamils] won’t  

have to live like this, in a mud and wattle, cadjan roofed, falling-apart house” (184). The 

Tigers further inst igated the Tamils that, “It is your duty to fight for your Motherland. 

Only by taking up  arms can we save ourselves. Eelam is the only  answer” (139). Both the 

ethnic group s were successful in dividing the people along lines of race, language and 

culture and keep up  a constant war like situation for politics and power. Unable to counter 

the power of Sinhala ruled State Prabhakaran convinced the bitter Tamil people, who have 

been victims of torture, murder and genocidal deprivation of food, that they should seek 

“retribution, partition, secession.... [and become] the most militant and determined 

separatists” (89). Men and women alike were trained towards mass murder. With the spirit of 

martyrdom they chose to kill masses of Sinhalas and in turn be blown into pieces as suicide 
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bombers. “They talked only of Eelam, of their weapons and how many bastard Sinhala 

soldiers they had killed” (126). 

  While most of the narrative in the novel is from the persp ective of an upper-class 

Sinhala girl/woman, in the latter parts of the novel, the narrative focus shifts from 

Colombo-born, diasporic Sinhalese female Yasodhara to a Jaffna centred Tamil woman, 

Saraswathi. The hierarchy between the ethnic groups, from the affluent to the war-

ravaged, is pronounced in the second narrator Saraswathi’s section. Saraswathi who lives 

in the northern war zone lives in perpetual fear of the soldiers of the Sri Lankan army and 

of the Tigers. Her three brothers had been taken away by  the Tigers to fight for the land, 

two of them were reported to be dead and nothing is known of the third. She now lives 

with her father, a limp old man, her mother who was a Bharatnatyam teacher and sister 

Luxshmi. She who dreams of becoming a teacher knows full well that these are “big 

dreams for somebody  living inside war” (80). The trauma of war is chillingly captured in 

Saraswathi’s words: 

Sometimes I get this breathless feeling that the war is a living creature, 

something huge, with appointed tongue and wicked claws. When the tanks 

rumble past  in the far fields, I feel it breathe; when the air strikes start and 

the blood flows, I feel it lick its lips. I’ve grown up  inside this war, so now 

I can’t imagine what it would be like to live outside it. (80) 

Saraswathi’s narrative is a harrowing account of the how the war has undone their 

lives in the most ruthless manner. Everyday life has virtually come to a standstill in the 

northern region of Sri Lanka. The land and the minds of the people were wounded by the 

war that lasted for around three decades. Continuous bombings have dest royed the 
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houses, thousands have been ruthlessly killed and the rest  have left their homes in search 

of safety. The land resembled a graveyard so much so that for a girl of sixteen like 

Saraswathi the only memory  possible is of that of death and loss:  

There are roofless, bombed-out houses with bullet-splattered walls and 

empty eyeless rooms everywhere. I hate these houses; they look like dead 

bodies or like mad people, laughing through their openmouthed doorways. 

I want to know what this place looked like before, when all the houses 

were whole, when people lived in them and cared about them and grew 

vegetables in front  of them, flowers even. It’s a time I can’t remember 

except for Appa’s words. He says, “Balasingham Uncle used to live there 

next to the old post office. He had three sons and a daughter…I remember 

nothing from the time before people started dying. (84) 

People who lost their homes sought refuge in the camps. They became refugees, the 

‘internally displaced’ in their own land. The ‘camp’ is the most  dreadful condition 

engendered by  war: “You can tell where the camps lie from miles away by  the smell. 

Thousands of people without  running water or toilets” (80). 

  Childhoods ravaged by war is poignantly evoked in the novel. Children are 

forcefully  taken away  by the Tigers or preyed upon by the soldiers. The desolation is laid 

bare in these words: “The village children used to gather here to p lay, but  I come here 

alone now. So many of them are gone, whisked away in sp eeding white army vans or torn 

from the sides of dead fathers and bleeding mothers by the Tigers. The other, “lucky” 

ones have run away to the Internally Disp laced People’s camps” (80).Growing up  in the 
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midst  of war, even their games are inflected by the logic of warfare. Saraswathi 

reminisces the games children used to play:  

[They] dress themselves in shreds of Tiger st ripes or Army camouflage, 

don ripped flak jackets that reach their knees and helmets that cover their 

eyes. They tie long branches across their backs and crawl along the sand. 

Small soldiers fighting small rebels. They lift sticks to their shoulders, 

make loud machine gun rattttattttatttt sounds before dropping and rolling 

away. (88) 

The trauma of girl children was even more tragic as they  were haunted by  constant fear of 

sexual harassment by  the soldiers. Saraswathi remembers how her friend Parvathi 

“spoiled” by  the soldiers while coming home from school was ostracized by her family 

and society forcing her to end her life by jumping into the well.  

The people in the war-torn north lived at the mercy of the Tigers as well as that of 

the Sinhala soldiers. Neither the army nor the Tigers can be justified for the death and 

destruction they unleashed on the innocent ordinary peop le. M en and women in st riped 

uniforms break into the classrooms carry ing television and radio and show the children 

what the Sinhala men do to them. Saraswathi narrates one such moment:  

We see bodies, burned red and black, beaten into shapelessness, hung by  

the feet. M en slashed across the neck, limp women with babies crawling 

on them. An old man with a flap of skin, p ink as a dog’s tongue, hanging 

off his scalp, white bone underneath. They  show us burning houses, 

burning kovils, burning churches. This is the way they enforce their brutal 

domination over our Tamil people…The Tigers say, “It is y our duty to 
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fight for your Motherland. Only by  taking up arms can we save ourselves. 

A separate country , Eelam, is the only answer.” (89) 

Saraswathi’s brothers, Krishna and Balaram who joined the Tigers fascinated by  the 

prospect of securing a land safe from the Sinhalese did not  return. Their death is known 

only when the mother finds the headstones bearing their names in the martyr’s cemetery. 

The family soon loses the third son Kumar but Amma thinks he is still alive and waits for 

him at the end of each day. The trauma emanating from unfinished mourning, not  

knowing how and where they died, is revealed in Saraswathi’s unspeakable horror:  

…these graves hold only rust-colored earth. My brothers’ bodies were torn 

apart over the disputed territories, leaving us no fragment to mourn. It is 

outside of the cemetery that my brothers haunt me. When the earth of the 

onion fields is made ready  for planting, I wonder if this was where 

Balaram’s blood sp lattered onto the ground. The lagoon in a particular 

light makes me hear a quiet splash. Then I see Krishna’s face floating, his 

mouth open, his uniform sagging, the water tinting rose and then scarlet 

around him. (81) 

Saraswathi’s alienation from the cruel world around her is complete with her rape 

by the soldiers. The vitality  of a sensitive girl drains away and she becomes a limp, 

bleeding, broken toy : “They break into me. Break me. Break into me. Break me…Until I 

no longer smell like myself. Until this body  is no longer mine. Until I am only a limp, 

bleeding, broken toy . Tiger bitch! Tiger! Bitch! Tiger! Bitch!” (93). The experience 

shatters her and haunts her through: 
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I lie trembling, teeth gritted, eyes wide open, staring into the impenetrable 

dark. I will not  sleep because then the soldiers return. As soon as my eyes 

close, they climb all over me. Their smell drops over my head, pushes its 

way into my nost rils, deep into the caverns of my skull, until Iam full of it, 

fighting, kicking, and scratching, and then I wake, limbs thrashing, teeth 

grinding… (94) 

She ceases to be what she was and becomes a different self. Fearing the stigma of the 

society  and the future of the younger daughter Luxshmi, Saraswathi’s mother persuades 

her to leave the house and join the LTTE camp and become a hero:  

“You must go to the training camp. Learn to fight. Become a 

hero…Think, my girl. What will you do here? What man will take what 

the soldiers have sp oiled? Who will give their son for your sister? If you 

don’t  go, you will ruin us all…You must go. Show peop le that you are a 

good girl. If y ou don’t go, no one will believe that you were taken by 

force.” (96-97) 

Her long hair is cut. She stands “tearless” as her mother cries. The weight of the past  

sixteen years of life is lifted away and she is initiated into the tough role of the Tiger 

woman. Later she identifies completely with the LTTE movement that she feels that her 

true family is back at camp, as strangers known in a different time. 

Saraswathi’s rite of initiation into the Tiger camp evokes in a distorted manner the 

ceremony, sanctity  and commitment of marriage. It is, however, a commitment to die 

without fear for the cause of Eelam. Saraswathi says: 
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The Commandant steps onto the platform where we wait. He is the 

bridegroom, and we the various brides. I lower my head to receive his thali. 

Instead of the ancient golden sy mbols of marriage, it is a hard capsule of 

glass he places in the hollow of my throat…The cyanide makes me smile. It 

will grant me victory  in any  battle because I am willing to die while my 

enemies are not… I am fearless. I am free. Now, I am the predator.  (112) 

From a victim of Sinhala assault, Saraswathi becomes the predator killing soldiers as well 

as people without fear or remorse:Saraswathi says: 

I have clutched the arm of a screaming toddler and swung off her head with 

a single blow as her mother stood with outst retched arms, voiceless in 

shock. I have disemboweled men and carved the breasts off their wives, 

sunk my knife into the hot brains of villagers. It is just like dancing under 

the mango tree… Now I am not just  dancing a part. Now I am the Shiva 

Nataraja, the dancing face of death. (112) 

The deflation of this ideal promised by their leader Velupillai Prabhakaran is suggested 

by the repeated nightmares in which the Sinhala soldiers assaulting her body turn into 

that of the Leader’s. The culpability  of both the Sinhala soldiers and the Tigers in 

producing dangerous subjectivities is echoed in Saraswathi’s dream. “Know that night 

after night, the faces of the soldiers change into the face of the one I love the most  in this 

world. Know that, now, nightly, it is not the soldiers who rip me apart, but  our Leader 

himself” (113).   

Saraswathi later blasts herself during the suicide bombing in a bus in Galle, 

Colombo. Her   mission to kill a Tamil man who has betrayed the Tigers is busted as she 
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gets arrested by the soldiers. Uny ielding to their queries she explodes herself. She 

describes the tearing apart of the body in the blast as a cleansing pain that sublimates her 

pent up  rage and anguish. She feels that she has become immaculate and invincible in 

death:  

I am tearing into shreds and something buried deep is erup ting like a land 

mine, like rage buried in my flesh, something settled—Tiger bitch—and 

burrowed under my heart like a fetus raising its head… Blinding light, 

cleansing pain, and I am dancing under the mango tree, branches spreading 

tenderly over my head, sunshine pouring through the leaves like emerald-

flavored rain. Somewhere, there is anguish, ripping metal, and unbearable 

shrieking, keening, moaning, fierce shouting, chaos, and scurrying feet. But 

here, Amma’s voice is loud and clear… The Shiva Nataraja is watching and 

I am dancing, swirling and stamping…I am in motion. Unstopp able and 

Immaculate. (130)    

Saraswathi is cajoled into joining the LTTE by a craving for freedom from a life of 

shame and stigma for herself and for her family by  becoming a martyr. Shamed and 

condemned by  everyone during her life, Saraswathi yearns to be heroic; to be 

remembered and honoured in and through death: 

They will remember me. All of them. My portrait, miles high, will hang 

everywhere extolling my bravery, the new cadres will come to stand in front 

of it, inhale the scent of my jasmine garland, be insp ired by  my fearlessness, 

my dedication. Amma and Appa will be proud. Luxshmi will be the sister of 
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a martyr. She will be honored by all the rebels for this. I cannot give them 

more than this. (129) 

Through Saraswathi, Munaweera unveils the often smothered story  of a suicide 

bomber. While official history claims people like Saraswathi only  as terrorists and 

disowns their traumatic stories, M unaweera empathetically witnesses their unspeakable 

suffering and addresses the wound that cries out for recognition. M unaweera exposes 

with deep sensitivity  the socio-political undoing that belies the making of a terrorist. She 

unravels how the dehumanizing violence they were subjected to drains out  all human 

sensitivity , turning them into violators of humanity . 

While Munaweera explores the trauma of living in the midst of war through 

Saraswathi, Yashodhara’s narrative is concerned with the sense of loss and pain 

engendered by  exile from the homeland and the travails of re-rooting in the new land, Los 

Angeles. As an immigrant, Yasodhara learns that, in America, “even the most  familiar 

objects have previously unimagined manifestations” (53).She and her family “learn the 

lesson of [their] inadequacies” (54) and “lessons about shame learned by  watching eyes” 

(55).Their shame comes from being relegated to the position of the outsider by  their host  

community in America who cannot  understand their culture, practices, communal and 

ethnic hierarchies in Sri Lanka. They are forced to negotiate the place of the minority  by  

deciding to leave their majority position in Sri Lanka in search of security  and safety. The 

different geography  and climate of America repels them at the first  sight. Confronted 

with the “dry -as-salt” landscape, they felt “a sense of moisture abandoning our skins” 

(62). While Yasodhara and Lanka miss the sights and smells of their island village in 

Colombo, her engineer father struggles as a parking lot assistant in a clinic. In the so-
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called “free country” they feel hemmed in: “We remember the ocean that we have 

lost…We are used to water without  cease, water that st retches warm and endless to the 

very rim of the world. This glorified bathtub cannot satisfy  our desire for water” (69). 

Later throwing themselves into the icy cold sea reminds them of the nourishing warmth 

of the mother country  as opposed to the benumbing cold of America. She says,“the ocean 

we grew up  with was as warm as bathwater, pulling you in to hold you tenderly; you 

could fall asleep in such water, lulled and embraced, the temperature at one with that of 

your own body” (70). Their mother too is op pressed by  the loss of home: “Amma is in 

the bedroom, sorting through her photographs…For all her determination to build a new 

American life, we can see her longing to return to that lost  weave of women: (69).In the 

midst  of nostalgia for home, they realize that to survive in America they have to adapt 

themselves to the culture of the land: “By careful observation we realize that adaptation 

and emulation will be necessary if we are to survive in this new p lace. So quite quickly 

we learn to shed our old clothes, our old manners. We say  “cookie” now quite 

effortlessly , knowing that the word “biscuit” will be answered with blankness” (72). 

Memory plays a key role in the lives of each of these characters. Having moved 

off from Sri Lanka doesn’t free them from memories of the past. Strong as the impulse to 

move on is the drive to move back in time and sp ace. Yasodhara says: “In myriad ways 

we carved out  our lives in Los Angeles. Yet falling asleep was often an act of t ravel, 

taking me quickly by  the hand so that I am instantly surrounded by  verdant foliage, the 

ocean’s emerald roar, the voices of Alice, M ala, our grandmother” (78). The 

confrontation between forgetting and the urge to remember is made explicit in the case of 

Lanka. She is able to remember the past  only through the stories recounted by  Yasodhara. 
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“La wants me to tell her stories… She wants me to tell her about M ala and Alice and 

Achi. She is forgetting their faces, she says. So I tell her stories… (69). It shows the vital 

link between memory and narration. While Yasodhara gives release to feelings about the 

past  through writing, Lanka encounters the battered memories through her paintings. She 

would say, “I can remember it all this way… only  when I paint” (73). Lanka remembers 

and recreates the past through painting.  

…the colors have released something inside her…She will paint 

fluorescent green paddy fields st retching into sapphire skies, mangosteens 

split and glistening with erotic plumpness, tumescent green plantains 

bursting off the canvas. She will paint ferocious forest orchids and elegant 

five petaledplumeria. From her brush will sp ill forth all those we have 

lost… The entire island will burst from her brush… (72-73) 

Later, confronted with the break-up  of her romance, Lanka finds in painting the voice and 

the means to unleash her torment and fury . By narrativizing the pain through painting 

Lanka recuperates her broken self: 

“She paints copiously, her brushes moving over the canvas in a fury, as if 

her life depended on it, as if her pain were dripping away with the flow of 

scarlet and turquoise. I don’t understand it, but it must be some way in 

which she sp eaks to herself, battles the love demons that have moved in so 

swiftly, taken residence in her skull, taken over her voice” ( 103). 

Lanka uses the same art to heal the wounds of the children from the North maimed and 

orphaned by  war. Yasodhara who admonishes Lanka that these children who have gone 

through incredible trauma needs professional help and  not  messing around with paint 
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and p aper soon realizes the healing powers of art. Yasodhara’s words testify how art 

patches up , connects and heals discrete lives torn asunder by war. “They make my heart 

contract, these beautiful unbroken children. They make me forget myself. They have big 

brown eyes that have witnessed too much. Big brown eyes that shine with ferocious, 

unqualified, unrepentant hop e” (122). 

The novel enacts the strange ways in which trauma of the civil war and its explicit 

bloodlettings gnaw upon the minds of the diaspora. Telephone calls from Sri Lanka 

announcing news of bomb blasts and the scenes of detonation arriving live on the 

television screens p laces them in constant  touch with the wounded mother count ry . The 

seemingly far away island and its fate which they hoped to escape by migrating to 

America invade their so-called secure lives. They are the spectators of a civil war in the 

island they left behind p hysically but  still carry within. They “watch this war from a 

distance, as sp ectators [and] do not  have the privilege of indignation or anxiety” (75). 

They realize that they “were all involved, that the island was not  some vague and distant 

memory, but vivid and alive” (76). Yasodhara recalls witnessing a suicide blast on the 

screen. The grotesque sight of the dismembered body of the suicide bomber remains a 

haunting memory  for her: 

On the screen, the chaos of a just  detonated bomb… running feet and 

bleeding bodies… the decapitated head of a woman. Her eyes and mouth 

agape, hair st reaming down the steps and with it the various sinews and 

octopus st rips of flesh blown from her neck. Her blood drips quickly 

before the camera pulls abrup tly away and a newscaster fills the screen. 

(76)  



 

57 
 

They think that watching the war from a distance, as sp ectators, would sp are them of the 

indignation, anxiety  and guilt. They attempt to keep the war and homeland at abeyance 

by choosing not to talk about  it but  this intensifies their trauma and enmeshes them 

deeply in the crisis. Yasodhara says: “We never talk of this. But I dream of that head 

every  night for a week” (76).  

Abraham and Torok in developing the concept of the phantom relates dist inctly to 

“the interpersonal and trans generational consequences of silence” (168) where the 

phantom is the incorporeal embodiment of that which has been left unsaid. Yasodhara’s 

haunting dream of the suicide bomber reveals the pathology of rep ressing that which is 

difficult to assimilate. She is certain that the dead girl’s violent act of blasting herself 

stems from some “secret wound.” The haunt ing derives from her concern for the girl and 

the inability  to access her wound: “It makes me ponder this woman, girl really. What 

could have led her to this singularly  terrible end? What secret wound bled until she chose 

this most p ublic disassembly of herself?” (76). 

Over and over I dream of a small house, a glittering lagoon, amango 

tree, and a young girl. She stands before me and her large bruised eyes 

do not leave mine. When she unpins the sari fold at her shoulder and 

pulls it away from her, I see sunset-colored bruises on her delicate 

clavicles. When she undoes her sari blouse, I see the grenades tucked 

like extra breasts under her own. It is grotesque. I wake trembling, and 

her eyes stay with me for hours. (78) 

Stephen Frosh in his work Hauntings: Psychoanalysis and Ghostly Transmissions 

explores the nature of haunting. He argues that ghosts have traditionally  been seen as 
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manifestations of personal injust ice; lingering reminders of those that have been 

“mist reated, displaced, and left unrecognised” (45), and thus have an obvious connection 

to marginalised and politically disp ossessed members of society  who are seen to lead (or 

have been forced into) a sp ectral existence. Frosh writes, “ the things that peop le had gone 

through- what they had directly  experienced, or heard about, or imagined or feared- were 

not fully known. Either they were hidden or they  were sp oken about in a way that was 

difficult to hear…” (1). Avery Gordon theorizes haunting as a social phenomenon, an 

index of oppression. She explains: “I used the term haunting to describe those singular 

yet repetitive instances when home becomes unfamiliar, when your bearings on the world 

lose direction, when the over-and- done-with comes alive, when what’s been in your 

blind spot comes into view” (16) Yasodhara’s haunting in dream by the female suicide 

bomber articulates her repressed concern for those peop le who have been mistreated, 

disp laced and left unrecognized. The Tamils, the suicide bombers and the members of the 

LTTE movement were sp oken about and represented by  the mainstream society  (of 

which Yasodhara and Lanka form a part) in such a way that they were unheard.  

The physical distance and the guilt of being away from all the suffering in the 

count ry makes the diaspora overzealous in their attempts to compensate for their own 

comforts. “That island is our motherland. We owe it to her to help her in her time of 

trouble. This money will help keep kids from becoming orphans. It will keep people 

alive,” (77) rallies Yasodhara’s uncle, try ing to gather the only st rength and help they can 

offer from their p lace as the diaspora. This diasp oric guilt in being privileged to be away  

from suffering is channelled into different actions of coming back, to add their strength to 

the country  in need. Lanka and Yasodhara, now estranged from her infidel husband 
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Siddharth, return to Sri Lanka to help out  the orphaned children to survive because it is 

what they can give to help the country that they had left behind. Back in Sri Lanka they 

are rejoined with Shiva who has returned from England to serve as doctor in Colombo. 

Shiva and Lanka had fallen in love and Yasodhara, though hadn’t been able to let go her 

affection for Shiva completely, accepts their love and is happ y to be together as “a 

perfectly balanced triangle” (126).  

Munaweera extols the interconnectedness of the lives and fates of the Sinhalese 

and the Tamils throughout the novel but the most evocative expression of it is the suicide 

blast of Saraswathi killing Yasodhara’s sister Lanka along with numerous others, 

consequently bringing Yasodhara and Shiva together to share the rest of their lives. 

Yasodhara like count less others in Sri Lanka who have disp osed the blasts and the 

killings as “casual reminders of what was happening just  outside the stage of our lives” 

(76) realize the insurmountable nature of loss and p ain only  when the violence tears apart 

their lives. The meaninglessness and anguish of the destructive violence that engulfs both 

the Sinhalese and the Tamils is highlighted in the feelings of Yasodhara after identify ing 

the body of Lanka:  

The sound of p ure and absolute anguish breaking out  from each of us who 

has paid a price to the demons of war. A sound forged in the lungs of the 

mothers whose sons have died unnamed in the fields, the fathers whose 

daughters have gone to fight. A sound to make the war makers quake and 

flee like the ancient demons, taking with them their weapons, their land 

mines, their silver-tongued rhetoric, their nationalism, their martyrs, and 

sacred Buddhist doctrines, the whole pile of stinking bullshit. (134) 



 

60 
 

Yasodhara and Shiva who begin a new life together after so many trials envisages 

the hope of new shared future for Sri Lanka where the Sinhalese and the Tamils live in 

harmony. After the death of Lanka they find refuge in each other: “We had shared a 

childhood, a house, and the murder of our most  beloved. Together we formed a country , a 

kingdom” (135). They flee the shattered country  for San Francisco, America. In fact, they 

were trying to escape a terrible history and in San Francisco the “most  European of 

American cities, exile, forgetting, escape seemed possible, even common” (135). They 

bury  the island and the trauma within them “like tongue-tied, gaunt, and broken ghosts” 

(135). They believe that they can survive only by  silencing the past and so they choose 

not to talk about the island, call across the oceans or care about the happenings there. 

The interweaving of the multicultural and ethnic identities is subtly embodied in       

Yasodhara and Shiva’s child, Samudhra, “named for the ocean she has never seen” (136). 

Samudra, the daughter of Yasodhara and Shiva, becomes the new identity  that is as 

seamless as her name denotes: the ocean, where neither the majority nor the minority  

ethnic hierarchies of the homeland, nor the insider-outsider discourse of the diaspora. 

Samudra is a combination of both the majority-minority  ethno-national discourses of Sri 

Lanka as well as the new diasporic subject. She who embodies a mixture of ethnicities, 

features and tastes represent the multiracial heritage of Sri Lanka. Though Yasodhara 

tries to foreclose any connection with the island say ing there is “no thread of a life I want 

to follow there” (136), Samudhra re-enacts everything she fights hard to suppress and 

forget. Her skill in painting and the fascination for Bharatnatyam evoke a strange 

amalgamation of the qualities of Lanka and Saraswathi whose deaths also were so 

entangled:  
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Sam paints. The vivid lines of her childhood imaginings so certain, 

that I know she has inherited La’s love of color, the dexterity  of her 

brush. A year ago she brought me an advertisement ripped out  of the 

newspaper I had picked up at an Indian restaurant, a Bharatha Natyam 

dancer, kohl eyed, fingers fanned into flowers. “ I want to do this,” she 

announced. So twice a week, Samudhra dances…Samudhra weaves 

me the stories she is learning to dance. Kunti on the riverbank, Ravana 

swooping down to steal Sita, Arjuna and Krishna on the battlefield. 

(136) 

Yasodhara maintains a learned silence about Sri Lanka so as to insure her child 

from the terrible history she is heir to: “I never speak of Sri Lanka to her. I do not 

mention it in story  or rhyme or memory” (136). Sometimes she wonders “if I have stolen 

something that is hers by birthright, if she should know the details of where we are from” 

(136). But the repressed past resurges through the unwitting acts and recitations of the 

child. Samudhra prods Shiva to tell her of their growing up : 

“Tell me a story . When you and Ammi were growing up. In the big   

house by the sea…” 

“You know Ammi doesn’t like when I tell you those stories.” 

“Please, Appa, when I grow up  I’m going there anyway. Tell me about 

when you were fishermen… (137) 

The story  of the past Shiva and later Yasodhara conveys is incomplete, riddled with 

deliberate silences and ominous gaps. Though conscious of the sacrileging of identity  and 

history , they carefully avoid any reference to Lanka as unearthing her would stir up 
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demons of the troubled, unsettled past. Yasodhara is but  forced to disclose about  her 

sister Lanka as Sam pesters her showing a photograph of them hand-in-hand. She 

explains Sam’s resemblance to her aunt but  falsifies the details of her death as owing to 

heart attack. However, by  acknowledging the presence of Lanka they have painstakingly 

guarded from Sam, they encounter and transmit the past, though in a distorted form. 

Integrating the past  helps them to recover the balance of their lives: 

In bed Shiva asks, “Did y ou tell Sam that La died of”—he pauses in 

incredulity—“a heart attack?”I nod vigorously. “I couldn’t, you know 

… tell her. It’s too much to explain. I mean, what does ‘suicide 

bomber’ mean when you’re six, anyway?”… He holds me and I know 

that I am forgiven, that he will not berate mefor lying to our daughter, 

that I will not scold him for keeping Lanka alive in what litt le way he 

can…I am reminded, a triangle is the safest of shapes. A pyramid the 

soundest  of st ructures. We are three again. (138) 

Yasodhara and Shiva had been reluctant to encounter the traumatic past  and the loss of 

their loved one, Lanka. Yasodhara’s explanation to Sam regarding Lanka though not 

completely true, offers her op portunity to witnesses the memories of the past and to live 

on with it peacefully. 

 The killing of the LTTE leader Velupillai Prabhakaran brought an unexpected 

end to the three decades long civil war. Amidst  the jubilation and the rants that “we will 

have peace very soon”, Yasodhara reflects on the moral impunity of the war that has 

claimed the lives of many  citizens: “There are no martyrs here. It  is a war between 

equally corrup t forces” (139). Peace is not  easy after so much violence, loss and pain on 



 

63 
 

both the sides. The first step towards peace would be to remember the past and those who 

lost their lives in the mayhem. The apathetic response of the President when asked about 

truth and reconciliation commission echoes the general malaise of the nation towards 

remembering the past. He says, “I don’t want to dig into the past. I don’t  want to open up  

this wound” (140). The unwillingness to encounter the past doesn’t auger well for the 

nation’s future ahead. Unless the wrongs of the past are accounted for the wound cannot  

be healed. Disillusionment with the national or official resp onse to mourning is suggested 

in Yasodhara’s words: “He knows the wound is there, just under the surface, waiting to 

erup t. Over the decades we will witness how it heals or festers” (140).Given the troubled 

legacy of the land, a monologic approach to trauma and memory  would only confound 

the nation’s process of recovery.  

Munaweera’s novel is an attempt to remember and do just ice to the diverse 

histories and memories associated with the war. The commitment to memory- the 

memories of the perished, the assassins and the wounded- is articulated through 

Yasodhara towards the end of the novel: 

I dream of the eighty thousand who did not live into this moment. Those 

who were left behind in the lagoons and paddy fields, in the cement jail 

cells, in the white vans, beneath the rolling waves of the ocean. Those who 

were broken, dismantled, disappeared; those who were shattered in bomb 

blasts; those who were bludgeoned, burned in tires, thrown from 

helicopters into the sea; those who were taken in the midst  of giving 

speeches; those who were taken from their beds in the night; those who 

were lampposted; those who were pitched into the rivers; those who were 
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taken as children; those who were pierced by shrapnel; those who lost  

limbs to the land mines; those who lost eyes, hearts, livers, the tender, 

pulsing, precious flesh; those who were called to st rap bombs on and 

detonate themselves. I dream of the one that I can give a name to: my 

sister, Lanka Rajasinghe. And that other, her unnamed, unloved assassin. 

Eighty thousand: it is a number beyond comprehension. I must  mourn for 

them. I must cry and shake and tremble for them. I shall cry for a long 

time. And then when my weeping is spent, when I have no more sorrow to 

give, I shall celebrate peace. I shall wake up  from these long decades of 

war and begin to see what we can do in peace, what sort of creatures we 

are when the mask of lion or tiger falls from us. (141) 

Munaweera’s novel raises hope of an undivided future that integrates the 

disparate experiences of lived life in Sri Lanka. The greatness of the narrative lies in its 

ability  to see, feel and mourn beyond “the mask of lion or tiger” (141). The novel touches 

the humanity  deep down the superficial identifications of the victims and the perpetrators, 

the Sinhalese and the Tamils. This awareness of the depth is what Yasodhara wants her 

child to learn as they take her back to Sri Lanka: 

But it is the ocean that I long to show her most of all. I want her to learn its 

depths… To become one with the skin of the water until she feels its fluid 

pulse as her own. To claim this submerged world as her own. I see her 

emerging from the ocean, as she will be in some distant future… She is a 

child of the peace, the many disp arate parts of her experience knit together 

in jumbled but  peaceable unity. (142) 
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Samudhra represents Munaweera’s vision of the future nation that acknowledges and 

embraces the multicultural st rands inhabiting the island. M unaweera wants the nation to 

imbibe the “fluid pulse” of the ocean. For a nation steeped for so long in the st reamlined 

identities of the Sinhalese and the Tamils, peace would ensue only  from celebrating the 

fluidity  of multiple identities and histories. 
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                                         Conclusion                                    

             Sri Lanka has endured in the last  three decades the most horrific forms of 

violence and anarchy. The terrible history of ethnic conflict and civil war which has left 

Sri Lanka bleeding since 1980s has given rise to an increasing body of literary  works 

trying to come to terms with the mayhem. Wrecked cultures and shattered identities have 

raised concerns about  memorializing the legacies of trauma. Narrativizing trauma has 

been perceived essential to the work of mourning and recovery . Jean Arasanayagam and 

Nayomi M unaweera have responded to the call of memory  through works that confront  

and bear witness to the unfolding violence. Arasanayagam’s p oetry collection 

Apocalypse’83 and M unaweera’s Island of a Thousand Mirrors are powerful testimonies 

that record personal and collective horrors of war and its aftermath. These works revisit 

the island’s troubled past  in order to help themselves as well as the nation navigate the 

loss and move forward.         

  Born to a Burgher family and later married to a Tamil, Arasanayagam’s 

poetry  negotiates her precarious subject position in a country that excludes her on 

account of race and religion. Awareness of her own marginality  as a representative of an 

ethnic minority within Sinhala Buddhist  nationalism becomes pivotal in the post ’83 

poems and this enables her to write sensitively about the people caught in the cultural and 

religious cross-fire. Apocalypse ‘83 p resents the corrosive nature of the violence and 

dread of the July 1983 riots and after that assailed her being and belonging radically. The 

visual imagery and graphic motifs deployed in the poems not just  paint but  perform the 

difficult act of memorializing the painful past. It is a performative speech act that 

facilitates a ‘working-through’ the traumatic memory for her and for others st ruggling 
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with similar trauma. Arasanayagam translates her personal anguish into public space to 

empower the opp ressed to breathe and survive in the climate of fear, death and violence. 

The histories of individual victims embodied in the poems voice the usually silenced ‘other’ 

in the discourse of history ; contest  as well as destabilize the concept of a grand narrative 

that endorses the ‘one/only’ version of the event. The real, personal histories of 

imprisonment, police brutality, rape and inhumanity  captured in her poems subvert the 

grand narrative of government, police, military and law. They interrogate the formal and 

pop ular versions of the truth of the event thereby disclosing what official records 

deliberately conceal in their insistence on factuality  or objectivity . Poems that deviate 

from the dominant narratives not only admit and p raise individual sacrifices, but  also let 

them live on. The very act of writing about  an actual incident is an attempt to 

memorialize what is remembered about the incident. The act of narrating makes the poet 

as well as the reader live through a moment in history once more and narrativizing is a 

mode of preservation against further distortions of memory .  

 Arasanayagam’s Apocalypse ’83 is her way of memorializing what a range 

of circumstances forces her to forget. It  brings those who are dead back to life. The 

individual stories of victims of violence are attempts to resurrect them, to memorialize, to 

project the heterogeneous Other without confining the betrayed individual to the 

homogenous identity  of a ‘victim,’ a mere statistic. In the case of a writer like 

Arasanayagam whose voice emerges from the periphery of the established national and 

religious polity, representing the event also becomes retaliation, a voice against  the 

injustice too.  

Describing a historical event is politically  loaded and an act of resistance because 

the parameters of description are determined by individual perspectives. Her poetry on 
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the ’83 violence does precisely this: distort , interrogate and contest  the popular, state 

sponsored versions of “July ’83” that attempt to redefine a state-orchest rated pogrom as a 

racial riot. Her narrative stances of an eye witness, a victim and / or a refugee encompass 

the voices that are by  and large silenced in the mainstream narratives of the event which 

in turn become history through her poetic expression. The resp onsibility  of a poet when 

confronted with social injustice is depicted in the lines “every word must be wrung out  of 

/ The throat of the poet /...each vocal cord / must sound st rong their timber / to denounce 

this monstrous evil” (“The Holocaust” Apocalypse ‘83 33). Her poetry  is at once personal 

testimony and a political statement that unveils the violence of the perverted identity 

politics st rangling the multicultural heritage of the nation and the public inaction against 

the violation of minority rights. 

While Arasanayagam who lives and writes within Sri Lanka provides an insider’s 

sense of living through the tragedy in its full horror, Nayomi M unaweera being an 

expatriate writer who moved to America in the initial phase of the conflict, presents the 

history  of violence from without, though deeply concerned with the slaughter and 

destruction in her homeland. Arasanayagam capturers the trauma of war, arrest , refugee 

camp and exile which she herself experienced and saw around during the civil war 

whereas M unaweera portrays the war that obsessed her from its impact on her family and 

relatives in Sri Lanka and the news reports that flooded the media. The distance, physical 

though not emotional, has not completely been to her disadvantage; it accorded her the 

power and security  to write about and expose the bitter history  of the war many in Sri 

Lanka would not have dared to sp eak out . M unaweera’s narrative captures ethno-social 
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details and the nuances of caste consciousness deeply embedded in the Sri Lankan 

society . 

Island of a Thousand Mirrors inscribes as well as critiques the hegemonic ethno-

nationalist narratives of identity and foregrounds the creation/rendition of alternative 

realities and memories. It deconstructs hegemonic histories by refracting them through 

memories of class and ethnic minorities, privileging their marginal, fluid histories of the 

island to disrupt the seamless association of space, religion and identity  that serve 

nationalist agendas. The novel becomes unique and powerful as it  explores the varied 

sensitivities and resp onses of the two ethnic group s in their engagement with the war 

from extreme locations: from the war zone and the guilt-ridden diasporic locations. It  

presents voices from both communities through the lives of the Sinhalese girl Yasodhara 

and the Tamil girl Saraswathi structured in a parallel narrative. Yasodhara’s narrative 

itself is interrupted by  voices of her father, mother, aunt and grandmothers from the past. 

Munaweera effectively uses the alternating voices of two very different young women to 

draw the ethnic differences and the varied influences and persp ectives on the same ethnic 

war. The alternating voices, a popular trope that has been used in Asian and South Asian 

American women’s writing, enables Munaweera to port ray without bias the tensions and 

fears of different communities.   

Munaweera’s Island of a Thousand Mirrors, though a fictional account of the 

civil war and its ravaging impact, is a powerful testimony  of the brutalities of the ethnic 

conflict marked by  “loss of innocence” on all sides.  An epic that traverses generations 

and borders, Island of a Thousand Mirrors  confronts the intimate repercussions of a 

conflict that cost over 80,000 lives and explores the ways in which history  defines and 
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constrains us. For M unaweera, writing the novel was an attempt to excorcise phantoms of 

the disturbing past and to reconcile with the reality . Confronted with the dangerous 

silence regarding the war and its cruelties, M unaweera felt it important to puncture her 

community’s silence around the war and share the past  to future generations so as to 

prevent history from repeating.  

Yasodhara, one of the narrators in the novel, could be seen as an extension of 

Munaweera herself but the narrative doesn’t take sides with or p rivilege any group . The 

novel is as much M unaweera’s as it  is Yasodhara’s tussle with memory . Yasodhara’s 

Wellawatte house in the novel is based on M unaweera’s childhood home in Colombo and 

most of the characters and incidents in the novel are drawn from the family and their 

experiences during the turbulent war years. The novel that recreates the very process of 

memory, moving back and forth in time and space, at several points attests the redeeming 

quality  of narrating trauma. Yasodhara, , in the course of the narrative reclaims and 

embraces the traumatic memories of race hatred, violence, exile and loss of homeland 

and the death of her dear sister, Lanka and several others which weighed heavily  on her 

mind. Yasodhara’s stories recalling the homeland, its sights and sounds and Lanka’s 

paintings are all different ways of memorializing the past to live on in the present.   

Island of a Thousand Mirrors makes a powerful statement on crossing the 

boundaries of race, class and ethnicity in ethnocentric Sri Lanka to perceive the 

interconnectedness underlying our identities. Lanka’s death, which is caused by  

Saraswathi’s suicide bombing attempt in Colombo connects the varied narratives from 

different hierarchies together, thus rendering the majority  and minority  binaries and class 

divisions futile in the narrative of ethno-national identities. While portraying a nation 
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blighted by  decades of racial-ethnic tensions, M unaweera also suggests the hop e of 

regeneration through the image of Samudhra, the hybrid offspring of Tamil and Sinhalese 

identities. Yasodhara’s aunt, Mala adopting the Tamil girl Poornam as her daughter also 

implies a positive gesture towards bypassing rigid ethnic divides. 

Narrativizing trauma is imperative to reconcile with the past, to keep memory 

alive and thereby to claim the future. Jean Arasanayagam’s Apocalypse ’83 and Nayomi 

Munaweera’s Island of a Thousand Mirrors are great narrative attempts at recreating 

memory in order to reconcile themselves with the trauma of ethnic conflict. 

Arasanayagam and M unaweera deplore the bloody  history  of violence all the while 

highlighting the need to acknowledge and respect the ‘human’ over racial and ethnic 

binaries.  
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