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Thank you Commissioners, for granting me the opportunity to make submissions before you.  

 

1. Overview 

1.1. My submissions will mainly be on the role of collective memory and history, in bringing about 

reconciliation between those affected by the civil war in this country. I will also make submissions with 

regard to the mandate of the commission, and methods of restitution, as it would relate to my main 

submission. I will commence my submissions by explaining briefly the nature of representation that I 

bring before this Commission today.  

 

2. Representation 

2.1. I belong to a generation of Sri Lankans who grew up with the war. Up until May 2009, Sri Lankans 

like me, knew of no other way of life, than that of a person living in a country at war. What did this 

mean? It meant that we heard of the death of fellow Sri Lankans, whether Sinhalese, Tamil or Muslim, 

whether from the armed forces or the LTTE on a daily or weekly basis. It meant that we grew up quite 

accustomed to the sight of guns and checkpoints. It meant that there were time periods in our life, 

when we set out from home, not really sure, whether we would come back home alive.  

 

2.2. I happen to belong to a category of young people, who are of mixed ethnicity. My father is Sinhalese 

and my mother, Tamil. All my life, I have had the awkward experience of having other Sri Lankans trying 

to bracket me, either in the Sinhala camp, the Tamil camp or to a bracket that doesn’t belong anywhere. 

It has also been awkward for me, as I have heard, and seen the struggles of both communities – whether 

it be concerns about personal security, language issues or issues of discrimination.  

 

2.3. I also belong to a privileged group of young people, who have benefitted immensely from the state 

sponsored education system of this country. Because of that education, I have also had the opportunity 

to pursue postgraduate studies abroad at internationally ranked institutions; and I am not alone in that. 

Today, there are several young Sri Lankans who are being trained at some of the best universities in the 

world, and they do well in those institutions, partly because of the excellent training they have had in 

our state universities. Many of us have and are looking for spaces and opportunities to give back to this 

land and its people and work towards its reconciliation and healing. I am also a lawyer and a university 

academic and thereby have had the opportunity to study in depth, the inadequacies of our laws and our 

legal system, in protecting minorities in our land.  

 

2.4. These overlapping identities of my life are relevant to the submissions I make today...I don’t claim to 

give collective representation to any of those identities that I have identified – but I do intend to place 

before this commission, the perspective of an individual who come from that kind of a background, with 

regard to the issue of learning lessons from our past, and taking steps towards reconciliation.  

 



2 

 

3. Mandate of the Commission 

3.1. My first submission is with regard to the mandate of this commission. A plain reading of the specific 

aspects of the mandate suggests that this commission’s jurisdiction extends exclusively to issues related 

to the cease-fire agreement of 2001. Such a conclusion, in my view, is limiting and I would argue is 

counter-productive to the twin objectives of learning lessons and reconciliation.  

 

3.2. This commission and the outcome of the proceedings of the commission has the potential to push 

the arc of our history closer to that ideal we call justice. If the interim report issued by the LLRC is a 

measurement to go by, we have reason to hope that the final report of the commission will be one in 

which we could have some confidence.   

 

3.3. However, one cannot but recall the disappointing experiences we have had with commissions of 

inquiry in this country. We have either had commissions that have not given full effect to their mandate, 

or in instances where commissions have made genuine attempts to fulfil their mandates and have 

issued reports that were valuable, the governments of the time, have disappointed us, by not 

implementing those recommendations. As things stand now, the LLRC has been the only domestic, 

public space in which representations could be made on the way forward, however, much remains in 

the hands of this commission and the Sri Lankan government, in taking this process forward.   

 

3.4. Therefore, I urge this commission to interpret its mandate by reading it as a whole and by giving 

emphasis to the aspirations and objectives expressed in the preamble of the Presidential warrant of May 

2010. In doing so, the commission can take the view that matters related to the ceasefire agreement 

cannot be understood in isolation and that the ceasefire agreement must necessarily be seen as a link in 

a long chain of events that amount to our collective experience of the civil war.  

 

3.5. My specific submissions will be in relation to items III and V of the mandate of the commission, 

interpreted according to its broader mandate as expressed in the preamble of the presidential warrant.  

 

4. The lessons to be learnt  - Role of History and Collective Memory in Reconciliation 

4.1. According to item III, this commission may make recommendations to the President, on the lessons 

that can be learnt from the events related to the civil war that plagued this country for about 30 years, 

in order to ensure that there will be no recurrence.  

 

4.2. In that regard, I would like to make submissions before this commission on the rather broad, but in 

my opinion, critical issue of the writing of history and the related issue of collective memory. The way Sri 

Lanka has recorded its history, has been a factor that contributed to the ethnic and class divide that 

created the background for the war in Sri Lanka.  The way in which we will continue to record our 

history and whether or not we will consider rewriting some parts of our history, will have a direct impact 

on any attempt at reconciliation.  

 

4.3. The first point I would like to make in this regard is that the dominant account of Sri Lankan history, 

seems to marginalize the ethnic and religious minorities of this land. By the “dominant account” of 
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history, I mean history as it is taught in schools and also the history that we learn through our life 

experiences. As a student, who by name belongs to the majority community but also identifies with the 

Tamil community and belonging to a minority religion, one of the lessons that I internalised through that 

dominant account of history is that this land belongs to Sinhala-Buddhists and a person or community 

bearing any other identity must accept that and accept a life that has to be lived on the margins of 

history.  

 

4.4. For instance, the final chapter of the history textbook for grade 11, looks at the post-colonial history 

of our country. The constitutional history of the country, the history of political parties etc are discussed 

in this chapter. However, there is no mention of the impact of the language policy of the state, the 

ethnic conflict, the insurrections of 1971 and 1989 nor the 1983 riots. The neglect of those events in 

those history text books illustrates the manner in which our dominant account of history, pushes to the 

margins, not just the history associated with our ethnic conflict, but also that of the JVP insurrections. 

Furthermore when the primary source of written history remains silent on some of the most significant 

events of our post-colonial history, the younger generations, learn of these events through alternative 

sources, that perhaps, will also be a biased account of those events…thereby aggravating the problem. 

 

4.5. Let me also give you an example of alternative accounts of our history as experienced in peoples’ 

lives in Sri Lanka. A birth certificate is one of the first official documents that a state issues on behalf of 

its citizens. The importance of that document for a person’s life, cannot be overstated. As a Sinhalese, I 

have had the privilege of assuming that I can read, in my mother tongue, the information recorded in 

that certificate. But, that privilege does not extend to some of my friends who are Tamil who were born 

outside the North & East. Their birth certificates are written in Sinhala. One could get into a debate 

about availability of translators etc at this point – but the reality that I want to highlight is that this 

simple example of birth certificates illustrates that unless you belong to the majority community in this 

country, you are pushed to the margins of Sri Lankan public life, even with regard to your own birth 

certificate – the official document that is at the heart of your identity.  

 

4.6. One may question the relationship between an individual life experience and the collective account 

of history. While that relationship can be analysed at a complex level, I would limit myself to highlighting 

the more simple connections, which I feel I may be better equipped to make. The more I mingle with 

persons who are different to me in this land, the more I have come to realize that individual experiences 

have led to alternative realities in our society; and until the dominant way of life, the dominant identity, 

recognizes and respects those alternative realities, we cannot pave the way for meaningful 

reconciliation. I have friends, who have had to flee the war, with a mere suitcase in their hands, and in 

fear of their lives. They were forced to impose themselves on relatives in Colombo, and eventually build 

their life from scratch. While doing that, they had to constantly face the stigma of being a Tamil and they 

had to learn to live with the fear of being harassed not just by the police but sometimes even their 

fellow countrymen from other ethnic groups. I have a friend who was taken into police custody, simply 

because he was Tamil and could not provide a satisfactory explanation for why he was, where he was; at 

the point of release he had to sign a statement written in Sinhalese, which was not explained to him… 

Those stories, and there are many of them, are also part of our history…and having lived a lifetime as a 
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Sinhalese in this country, I know that lived experiences of Sinhalese is quite different. I take the view 

that until we are able to learn and empathise with each other’s accounts of history, we cannot reach 

meaningful reconciliation.  

 

4.7. The second point I want to raise is that of memories and the fact that, the way in which memories 

are respected or not respected can have a direct impact on reconciliation. For instance, monuments play 

a defining role in the collective memories of communities. It could also play a defining role in 

reconciliation, if used sincerely and creatively. How are we marking our respect to the horrific memories 

that many of us have of the war? There is no doubt that the dead, wounded and the disabled brave 

soldiers of the armed forces must be honoured, respected and remembered. In that same token, there 

are numerous other lives that have been brutally destroyed and damaged as a result of this war. Can we 

ignore the memory of those lives? If we ignore the memory of those lives, how can we talk of 

reconciliation with the survivors of the war? 

 

4.8.Whether we like it or not, there are many sides to the story that was the civil war in this 

country…there were times when many of us failed to make a distinction between a Tamil and a member 

of the LTTE  -at an official level and also at individual levels…the embarrassing incident of the eviction of 

Tamil lodgers from certain parts of Colombo, is an example that comes to mind. Now that the war is 

over, there is no excuse for making such mistakes. The members of the majority community have the 

responsibility to respect the memories of the war of the Tamil community…and those memories find 

expression in their culture, in their religion, in their architecture etc…any unilateral intervention in any 

of those aspects of their life, could be a stumbling block in attempts at reconciliation.  

 

5. Suggestions for Restitution  

5.1. The question of history and collective memory is also very closely tied to the question of restitution. 

Restitution is not only about restoring the land rights of victims of the war and payment of 

compensation. It is also about restoring the lost dignity of war victims. It means the empowerment of 

those individuals, so that they are reconciled to society and are able to engage meaningfully with 

society.  

 

5.2. Including the marginalized accounts of history of war victims, particularly of the victims of the Tamil 

community, in the dominant account of our history, is important in this regard. However, in doing that, 

as far as it is possible, the Tamil community itself, must define that account of history. The victims must 

be allowed to tell their stories and those stories must be respected. A victor’s account of history will 

only marginalize them even more and make reconciliation an unreachable goal.  

 

5.3. Another suggestion for restitution is a public apology that the government tenders to the victims of 

war and specifically to the Tamil community for the direct and indirect discrimination that they have 

suffered as a result of government policies, laws such as the Prevention of Terrorism Act and other 

executive and administrative action. A sincere public apology by the government could perhaps bring 

closure to the painful events of our past and mark the beginning of a new era in this land.  
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6. Conclusion 

6.1. The lived experience of reconciliation in other parts of the world, such as in South Africa, shows us 

that there are certain essential factors and those include the participation of both the victor and the 

victim on equal terms and a sincere commitment to seek the best possible means of reconciliation….but 

in my view, the most essential factor is the ability to imagine a reconciled Sri Lankan community and the 

skill to translate that into reality.  

 

6.2. In a reconciled Sri Lanka, our ethnic identities, in their various permutations, should be a cause for 

celebration – not a cause for fear or a justification for control. In a reconciled Sri Lanka, language and 

culture should not be a cause for division and suspicion but a means of communicating our respect for 

the diversity in this land…A reconciled Sri Lanka should be one where the law and state institutions are 

not seen by some as inaccessible, alien or discriminatory but as inclusive, protective and as empowering 

all individuals to reach their fullest potential.  

 

6.3. This commission, the proceedings before it and the eventual report that will be presented by this 

commission has the potential to set the foundation for a reconciled Sri Lanka. The LLRC can, be a turning 

point in our history where truths never acknowledged before can be acknowledged, mistakes never 

admitted before can be admitted, and thereby create a space for meaningful reconciliation and above 

all, provide all of us with some hope that healing, reconciliation and restoration could be translated 

from wishful thinking to a reality in Sri Lanka today.   

 

 

 

................................................. 
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