
7

Narrating Selves: Articulations of Self  
in Digital Life Narratives of Sri Lankan Women 

Survivors of War

Lakshani Willarachchi

General Sir John Kotelawala Defence University, Ratmalana, Sri Lanka

Abstract

Life narratives enrich the historical accounts of a nation by incorporating individual histories into 
the socio-political fabric of a nation, especially in post-war contexts. The present research focuses 
on digital life narratives of Sri Lankan women who have survived the thirty-year civil war and eth-
nic conflicts, because being marginalized in a patriarchal, heteronormative culture, women’s narra-
tives risk remaining unrecorded. The narratives studied here are selected from the digital archives 
I Am (2010-2012) by Kannan Arunasalam and Herstories (2012-2013) by Radhika Hettiarachchi. 
The study aimed to examine the nexus between experiencing war and life narration in order to shed 
light on the manner in which the digital life narratives of Sri Lankan women who have experienced 
war and violence are a constructed perspective with particular focus on the articulations of self 
in the narratives. The selected narratives from the two projects were subjected to close reading 
and textual analysis to investigate the concept of self. The analysis revealed that the construction 
and representation of self in the life narratives of Sri Lankan women survivors of war is influenced 
by multiple parties and contexts such as war, the socio-cultural milieu, curatorial influence and 
mediation. 
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1. Introduction
Life narrative is a comparatively uncharted territory in Sri Lanka, even though life narra-
tives have always been woven into the socio-political fabric of the nation. The present study 
focuses particularly on digital life narratives of Sri Lankan women who have survived the 
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thirty-year civil war. Although war affects all citizens, it is placed on record by the United 
Nations that “women and girls…experience conflict and displacement in different ways 
from men because of the gender division of roles and responsibilities” (UNICEF), and Sri 
Lanka is no exception as women are marginalized in war-related contexts and in socio-
political and economic contexts within Sri Lanka’s heteronormative patriarchal structures. 

Though different studies have looked into the life narratives of Sri Lankan women of 
different ethnicities who have experienced war, this is often done with a view to exploring 
areas such as reconciliation, war crimes and justice, roles played by women during war, 
empowerment, socio-economic impacts, etc. (Hernandez-Reyna, 2014; Hyndman and De 
Alwis, 2004; Chawade, 2016; Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2001; Witting, Lambert, Wick-
rama, Thanigaseelan, & Merten, 2016).

How archiving the life narratives of women survivors of war has become a dynamic 
means of recording women’s war experiences at grassroots level is an area that is yet to 
be explored, particularly in a life writing trajectory. This also enables us to understand the 
varied ways in which experiencing war informs the everyday life choices, future hopes and 
claims of women survivors of war and ethnic violence. The present study therefore intends 
to examine the life stories of women who have been affected by the thirty-year war in Sri 
Lanka, in a life narrative perspective with particular focus on articulations of self in the 
narratives. The concept of self is integral to the act of life narration, as it is one element 
which connects the narrator, narrated content (matter), and manner of narration (see Figure 
1.1); accordingly, this paper explores how self is constructed in the selected life narratives, 
and whether exposure to war and violence has influenced the constructions of self. 

Figure 1.1: Self vis-à-vis narrator, manner, and matter of life narration (Willarachchi 40)

The narratives studied here are selected from two digital archives; I Am (2010-2012) by 
Kannan Arunasalam and Herstories (2012-2013) by Radhika Hettiarachchi. Both archives 
were compiled in the immediate post-war context, and generated much discussion on how 
women were affected by war and how private narratives of war become significant in un-
derstanding war experiences and promoting reconciliation. In terms of life writing studies, 
the archives offer insights into constructions of self in narratives, and thus the selected 
archives enable us to explore the intersection of women’s war experiences, selves and the 
act of life narration. 

These narratives display both autobiographical and biographical elements, and make 
use of diverse media in order to construct self-representations. This aligns with the con-
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cept of life narratives. According to Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, “life narrative... (is) 
a general term for acts of self-representation of all kinds and in diverse media that take the 
producer’s life as their subject” (4). For this reason, the term life narrative is utilized here 
instead of online autobiography or biography. 

1.1 I Am
The selected life narratives from I Am are presented as audio clips with a photograph of the 
narrator, and photo montages, i.e. brief clips (3-4 minutes) of narratives which comprise a 
series of images and a voiceover. One narrator has one or more photo montages which ap-
pear as a series of clips on the interface. However, there is hardly any linearity or narrative 
sequence in them. Each clip focuses on a particular memory or episode in the narrator’s 
life which gives the audience an insight into the theme of identity: “I’m looking at this 
question of identity and so I’m looking at their stories through that lens” (Arunasalam, 
2017). The self in the stories is therefore seen through Arunasalam’s (2017) perspective, 
which indicates that the construction of self in the narratives is significantly influenced by 
the curator. 

I Am is a collection of narratives by both male and female Sri Lankans from the older 
generation, and six women’s narratives fit the scope of the present study. All six narratives 
from I Am studied here (namely, “The Nun”, “The Independent”, “The Fisherman’s Wife”, 
“The Bridge Player”, “The Nice Burgher Girl”, and “The Sister”) have women narrators 
from different walks of life, ethnicities, religions, and geographical locations, with war as a 
shared experience. The life narratives reveal their identities, past, livelihoods, experiences 
of war, and how different communities interacted with each other before and during the 
war. 

1.2 Herstories
Herstories is an archive curated by Radhika Hettiarachchi, and she claims that it arose 
from the necessity of giving space to women’s voices in the post-war context where wom-
en’s voices were not included in the historical records:

The construction of history is intensely political and interventionist, and in Sri Lanka, 
the post-war nation building process remains largely masculine and State-centric. 
Within this context, the politics of participation determines who may claim a space 
at the ‘peace table with implications for representation, access and the capability – to 
negotiate justice and security. Shutting out or marginalizing certain voices or iden-
tities- ethnic, gender based, social for example – could reignite the root causes of 
conflict. The Herstories project and its successor – the Community Memorialisation 
project – sit within this space, as a possible antidote to the loss of narrative and the 
incomplete construction of history. (Practice Note 2)

The narratives have been extracted from women who volunteered to share their stories. 
Initially, the project conducted a series of exhibitions, and the web archive is the second 
phase of the project. These narrators come from six districts in Sri Lanka – Kilinochchi, 
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Mullaitivu, Vavuniya, Kurunegala, Ampara and Moneragala – and the life narratives are 
produced under five pre-determined formats – namely letters, trees of life, timelines, vid-
eos and photo-essays. All narratives in Herstories fit the scope of the present study, and the 
life narratives analyzed here are chosen to illustrate the varied articulations of self found 
amidst them.

2. Narrated Self
2.1 Self in I Am 
Narratives in I Am reveal how Sri Lankan women from different communities maneuver 
the construction of their identity and selves within the socio-political and cultural settings 
they inhabit. The narratives project the women as versatile and resilient selves that manage 
to survive under different and difficult circumstances.

The tale of Mary Joana Vaas, “The Fisherman’s Wife”, which consists of one audio and 
two photo montages, is a fine example of how the themes of identity, ethnicity, and conflict 
are woven into the narrative of an individual’s life. Although she is narrating her life from 
Negombo, she has had to move from place to place (Potuvil to Ali Oluwa, Seruwavila) as 
a result of LTTE attacks on civilians. Upon scrutiny it is seen that these experiences are 
part of her life and identity. It can be derived from her narrative that war imposed mobility 
as well as immobility on civilians. She states that they were forced to flee from the places 
where they had been settled as a result of war, and simultaneously they were restricted to 
the villages and were not able to travel due to the prevailing violence. She is presented as 
a civilian who focused on survival rather than any outward resistance when confronted by 
war. When listening to her description of war incidents, one feels that she considers war as 
something inevitable that happened, and rather than pondering over its political implica-
tions or protesting, their practical option had been to ensure their own survival. War, for 
them, was something that did not leave them much choice other than to flee for their lives. 
As a result of this, her self is presented as rather submissive, yet adaptive. Submissive, as 
they accepted their plight as affected civilians during the war, and adaptive, as they dealt 
with the shifting conditions for survival and safety of their children in whichever manner 
was possible.

In the narratives, the viewers may recognize multiple identities and constructions of the 
self of a single narrator, though the curator has highlighted only one facet of her identity by 
the tag “The Fisherman’s Wife” assigned to her. 

Commenting on the non-linear, non-unified nature of self, Smith and Watson write:
 

Readers often conceive of autobiographical narrators as telling unified stories of their 
lives, as creating or discovering coherent selves. But both the unified story and the 
coherent self are myths of identity. For there is no coherent “self” that predates stories 
about identity, about “who” one is. (47)

According to this view, a coherent self cannot be constructed via life narratives about a 
person’s identity. In Vaas’ story, her role as an obedient daughter (“we don’t do it by choice 
– we did it [getting married] with our parents’ consent”), a mother, and a dedicated worker 
(“We need to put the fish out in the sun, and turn them over. Then put them in baskets”) 
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(2012) are intermingled. This leads to the question: why has the curator labelled her as 
“The Fisherman’s Wife”? It is a simplified representation of a complex self. The motive 
of the curator in assigning such tags reflects, I would argue, a desire to highlight variety 
and add exotic flavour to the archive. Rather than doing justice to varied projections of 
self, this caters to global consumerism that relishes the exotic. It can be argued that the 
representations of these women narrators have been affected by the curator’s intention of 
making the digital archive appealing to a global audience. Thus, while there is no harm in 
presenting the narratives in an interesting manner, from a life writing perspective, this sim-
plification of a complex self in order to present it as a ‘unified story and a coherent self’ can 
be questioned. The curator too faces a dilemma in such a situation, as the digital sphere and 
global consumerism expect everything in ‘bite-size pieces’ due to the low attention span of 
an average viewer (Microsoft). Thus it is evident that the digital context has an impact on 
how the narrators’ selves are represented.

The portraits in the archive are also significant because they make the audience identify 
the image on screen with the voice in the background. This seems to add more credibil-
ity to the narrative, by subtly indicating that these are ‘real’ narratives of ‘real’ people. 
The understanding that a portrait represents a flesh-and-blood individual, and therefore is 
authentic, is behind this assumption. As Roberts puts it, “the notion that a photographic 
image provides a straight reflection of the “reality” of people, a scene, a landscape, etc. as-
sumes that by “simply looking”, we “know” the image as reality” (13). The audio narration 
alone could carry a degree of authenticity as it is evidence of a ‘real’ person speaking, but 
taken alone, the voice clip creates a sense of anonymity. However, the inclusion of a por-
trait photograph helps to create an identity for viewers’ consumption. A narrative coupled 
with a photograph somehow adds more credibility to the narrative as well as the narrated 
self – a notion not unfamiliar to the inhabitants of a world where identity cards prove one’s 
identity. But this notion can be critiqued, as modern editing techniques are capable of al-
tering the images to suit a desired projection. Especially in a curated project like I Am, the 
capturing, selecting and editing of images are done as is seen fit by the curator. The self 
thus assembled and represented online as an individual is a re-representation colored by 
the curator’s understanding and motives. Therefore, the ‘reality’ presented in the digital 
sphere debunks the notion that “a photographic image provides a straight reflection of the 
‘reality’ of people” (13). 

As opposed to the portrait photographs, the photo montages add further depth to this 
discussion as they not only compliment the narrative, but also trigger certain nuances and 
layers of meaning. This is useful in showing the multifaceted nature of self or its discon-
tents. Self and identity are fragmented, multiple and fluid (Smith and Watson; Page and 
Thomas) – characteristics that are reflected by the very form of a photo montage. If one fo-
cuses on the sequence of images without focusing on the voiceover, the images themselves 
build a narrative, albeit incomplete and solely constructed by the curator and interpreted 
by the audience. It is to this end that Roberts argues that “A finished photograph is subject, 
however composed, to interpretation and re-interpretation—and it may well be placed 
alongside others in a digital slideshow, print book or album, which introduces a particular 
interpretive positioning (e.g. as part of a chronology or alongside contemporaneous im-
ages)” (22). When images appear as primary text, it draws responses and interpretations 
from the audience. Yet at the same time, those interpretations and the identity of the narra-
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tor (as re-constructed by the audience) are limited by the tag given to the narrator and the 
images on the screen, which takes us back to the argument on curatorial involvement and 
platform influence on the construction of the self. 

What first strikes one as important is the way these montages begin. The first few photo-
graphs literally ‘place’ the narrative and the narrator in a particular setting, and this setting 
reinforces the tag given to each narrator. For instance, the montage “The Bridge Player” 
starts off with images of a bridge party – a hand of cards, players, and a domestic serving 
tea etc., and the montage “The Fisherman’s Wife” starts with images of the Negombo Fish 
Market, a statue of a saint, and the national flag captured against a vivid blue sky. 

Though the images enable the audience to get a general (albeit heavily exoticized) idea 
about the narrated life and self, images alone cannot construct the self or narrative in full. 
It is said that “…the portrait and the narrative, the picture and words, can be regarded as 
having a comparable distinctiveness: in the sense that, just as pictures cannot be fully de-
scribed in words, so words cannot be fully translated into pictures” (Roberts 19). Hence 
the importance of the voiceover which accompanies these images. 

The voiceovers directly relate to the tag attached to each narrator, and they begin with a 
narrative which justifies the tag given to them. Sarojini Kadirgamar (“The Bridge Player”) 
from Colombo, for instance, describes how she became interested in the game and pursued 
it throughout her life despite changing circumstances. She states that even during the cur-
few in the 1970s she found solace in playing bridge, but a rupture occurred in her routine 
parallel to the ruptures in civil society. She claims that in 1983,1 violence came too close 
to them (I Am 2012). The communal riots of 1983 thus disrupted her regular life routine; 
an event signified by the rupture in her life as a bridge player. Here is another instance of 
how exposure to violence affects one’s self. The narrator was a possible victim of com-
munal violence at that point because of her ethnic identity as a Tamil, but her resilience is 
shown by certain decisions she made – for instance, the decision not to desert her home 
and run away, and the decision to put up a fight against rioters should they try to harm her 
family. However, she is not the focal point in this part of the narrative, as she is shown in 
the shadow of her husband. Rather than taking the initiative on her own, she plays the role 
of a supportive wife. Her husband’s reply when she asked to be taught how to handle a gun 
– “No you just hand me the cartridges, otherwise you will end up shooting me” (Aruna-
salam, I Am) – reveals gendered power dynamics at work. The resilience developed by her 
self is largely influenced by her husband. Also, compared to the narrative of Mary Joana 
Vaas, Kadirgamar’s self emerges as stronger and less passive in the face of violence. This 
results from the socio-economic status of the Kadirgamars, who represent the upper-class, 
educated sector. Self here is represented as selves that have recourse to fight rather than 
flight. This shows that the way in which one faces war and violence is also determined by 
one’s socio-economic and political status.

In addition to the video clips and photo montages, the web page also contains a brief 
description of the narrator and the content of the narrative under the tag given to each nar-
rator. It also contains some comments made by the audience, and some narratives contain 
a brief write-up on the encounter by Arunasalam. These modes of sharing information 
supplement the information shared in the narrative and contribute to articulating the selves 
narrated. 

The description of meeting Jean Arasanayagam begins with “Everyone in the house-
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hold came out to meet us on the veranda of their home on the Peredeniya Road in Kandy” 
(Arunasalam, 2010). The description at once captures the welcome extended and the do-
mestic setting of the Arasanayagams, and it creates images in the mind of the viewer of an 
ordinary Sri Lankan home.

The entire write-up traces the welcoming, introduction, the establishment of contacts 
through mutual contacts, hospitality, a tête-à-tête and getting to know about the narrators’ 
lives, up to the key question: “Even after threats of violence close up during 1983, the 
couple refused to leave their hometown. I wanted to know why” (Arunasalam, 2010). It 
offers a more or less cinematic depiction of paying visits in Sri Lanka, especially establish-
ing connections:

I hadn’t met Jean before, but we later discovered that we were both at the same fu-
neral in Jaffna in 1979. I was just 6 years old and that would have been my last month 
in Sri Lanka. My father had come from England to attend his sister’s funeral and 
then take my brother and I back to England with him. Jean knew my aunt and uncle 
well from their days at Peredeniya University. Kandy had been a big influence on my 
“Kandy mama” and mami. (Arunasalam, 2010)

By establishing mutual connections, the curator too becomes part of the life narrative. 
He co-constructs the narrative, and as Arunasalam explicitly mentions, the project is part 
of his own quest for identity. He is talking to people who never left the country, unlike his 
family who chose to leave. He is driven by the desire to know what made his interviewees 
stay (Arunasalam, 2010), and hence the personal element and involvement which adds a 
further layer of meaning to the lives narrated. 

The digital platform thus allows multiple parties to become involved in the construc-
tion of the narrator’s self. One also observes that how a woman narrator’s self is affected by 
war is largely determined by her self formed in the socio-economic, political and cultural 
context/s prior to war and violence. This provides a partial answer to Arunasalam’s ques-
tion: “Why did we leave, and they stayed?” (I Am). Everybody seems to have dealt with 
war and violence within their socio-political and financial limits. Those who did not exer-
cise their ability to leave probably possessed resilience stemming from their socio-cultural 
and economic roots, while others who were unable to leave may have faced limitations in 
terms of the same conditions.

The narrative of Sr. Pushpam Gnanapragasam (“The Nun”), on the other hand, is based 
on the concept of ‘our’. She explains how her community views itself as a unified group 
– in other words, a community consisting of individuals with a strong sense of belonging: 
“Jaffna people always say… our people. You don’t mean to say, you don’t mean to distin-
guish, but you say our people. Invariably you say our nuns, our priests, our people…our. 
I don’t know why. It’s just built in” (2012). She further adds that this sense of community 
and belonging predates ethnic discrimination, conflicts and war in Sri Lanka. 

It is noteworthy that she glosses over the class and caste issues that continue to have a 
strong hold over the Jaffna community, indicating that though it was prevalent in the past, 
now it is not as strong as before. However, Dominic Jeeva’s narrative in I Am establishes 
the fact that class- and caste-based discrimination still prevails within the Jaffna commu-
nity, which contradicts her narrative (2012). This shows how narratives are subjective, and 
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that narrators’ perspectives rather align with how they perceive themselves. Jeeva, who 
comes from a low-caste family and projects himself as a fighter for equality, sees caste 
divisions as prominent, while Sr. Gnanapragasm, a member of the clergy, focuses more on 
unity than divisions. Because of her religious role and duties, she considers herself more 
as part of a mass of people than an individual:

Our people are simple. Our hospitality, our people are open and ready to share…They 
are religious people also, either Christian or Hindus…I won’t generalize and say that 
we are perfect, there is a lot of violence here too…there is a lot of jealousy and com-
petition amongst our people too…But deep down we feel that we are brothers and 
sisters with the sense of belonging to Jaffna acting as a bonding factor. (Arunasalam, 
I Am) 

Her narrative is marked by ‘we/ us/ our’, and very few instances of ‘I/me/my’ are 
found in her discourse. She sees herself as part of a larger community, which is known as 
‘we-referral’ (Demuth, Abels and Keller 324). Her work is communal work, and her self 
is influenced and shaped by the socio-cultural and religious context in which she lives. 
This could possibly be because she is a nun and it is her “duty” at a political level to use 
rhetoric in a manner that promotes harmony. As a result, we hardly learn anything about 
the narrator’s self, other than the fact that it has been heavily conditioned by her religious 
role in society.

In another segment she narrates the displacement, devastation and death caused by war 
by narrating the war experiences of other nuns, and this brings in a striking contrast to the 
harmonious existence portrayed earlier.
Such narratives complicate the construction of self as well as the construction of the narra-
tive, as the audience questions whether this life narrative is a holistic account of a woman’s 
life affected by war, or whether it is instead a construct which aims to juxtapose a rose-
tinted past with the horrors of war, in order to reinforce the curator’s aim of promoting 
reconciliation. Being made a third-party witness to these situations, are the viewers gently 
nudged into believing in a division-free utopian society? Is harmonious existence possible 
if the existing divisions are glossed over?

Addressing another aspect of self construction, I would like to differentiate between 
two processes of self construction within the relational life narrative. According to Rob-
erts, “Life connections, or how we associate one memory (of a person, event, feeling, piece 
of music, conversation, place, etc.) with another, are intricate and varied, and are used to 
‘compose’ our ‘life’ and sense of self” (18). In other words, it is by linking our memories 
together that a sense of self is made. One can string together personal memories and create 
a self, which I term intra-relational. Since people have many shared memories, the process 
could also become inter-relational. Inter-relational, as I define the term, is the process 
in which self is constructed by relating our memories and experiences to other people’s 
memories and experiences. 

Relational narratives present narratives within narratives, and even selves within one 
self. This reveals that it is near-impossible to extricate a single self (or even a single nar-
rative) woven into a rich mass of selves and narratives. Sr. Gnanapragasam’s process of 
self construction is both intra-relational and inter-relational. Through her narrative, we 
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not only see her self and identity, but also the selves and resilient spirit of others who are 
part of her life narrative. Thus, a largely interdependent self would be a rich composite of 
selves, experiences and narratives brought together via intra-relational or inter-relational 
means.

However, the critique also takes into consideration the fact that her narrative is subjec-
tive and political. As has been discussed above, her narrative has absences, and she glosses 
over prevalent caste issues. Her narrative coaxes the audience to envision a society of 
ethnic and racial harmony. It can be argued that it is war that has defined her present self, 
especially in terms of the political role she is expected to play as a religious figure. 

The story of Subramaniyan, on the other hand, rather aligns with the model of indepen-
dence. She decidedly places herself at the center of all action, and her actions, reactions, 
achievements, opinions etc. are strongly voiced: “I was selected as the House Captain. I 
had to handle my House/ Daily I’m busy… I’m looked upon to look after everything (at 
Uthayan2 where she works)” (Arunasalam, I Am).

Her self is positioned at the center of her narrative, while other parties are placed on 
the periphery; this shows that she perceives herself as the nucleus. In turn, the audience 
too views her as the central figure in her life narrative. In contrast to the traditional, albeit 
much critiqued, view that women take a secondary position in the Sri Lankan culture (Jay-
awardena), I Am depicts women who play key roles and wield agency in the face of war 
and violence as well as in daily life. This aligns with the envisioning of the project as an 
optimistic endeavor by the curator, and imparts a sense of strength and hope to the viewers 
as well. The sense of autonomy, however, predates the war (resulting from socio-economic 
and educational status), but it has become stronger with the confidence and resilience she 
has gained by surviving during the thirty-year conflict.

However, one absence that is noted in the I Am project when compared to Herstories 
is the absence of any narrative voice of despair or pessimism. This striking absence limits 
the realistic depiction of a cross-section of women’s war experiences and construction of 
selves, for it is impossible that all those victimized by war are devoid of feelings of despair 
and confusion; this is a clear indication of censorship. Hence my argument is that the rep-
resented sense of hope and strength in the project is carefully engineered by the curator to 
suit his aims of promoting reconciliation.

In another clip, Subramaniyan talks of her decision to remain in Sri Lanka despite invi-
tations by her sisters and adopted daughter to emigrate. She stresses simplicity, the “most 
unique personal attribute” (Wang 3) she upholds: 

Their pattern of life is different from mine. I always believed in simplicity…I never 
wanted to be stylish or uppish or anything…If I go there (London), for two days 
they will say OK we’ll allow you to be simple…but third day they will say ‘No, you 
must also fall in line with us.’ Then what will happen to me? Where do I stand? [my 
emphasis]. (Arunasalam, I Am) 

What is projected here is a self with a strong sense of independence and awareness. 
Subramaniyan distinctly sees herself as an individual ‘I/me’ as opposed to ‘they/them’. 
She does not exist solely for the smooth operation of the social unit, and is therefore an 
independent, individual self. But when the situation demands it, the fluidity of self enables 
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her to integrate herself into the larger structure and play the expected role. The construc-
tion of her self through the narrative is rather positive, highlighting character traits such as 
independence, resilience and intelligence. Such positive articulations of self, I would ar-
gue, are included to create a particular, desired image of Sri Lankan women in the curator’s 
proclaimed mission of promoting reconciliation. The most prominent common character-
istic of all six women narrators (as established earlier), i.e. resilient, strong and hopeful 
selves devoid of crippling despair resulting from war, promotes a particular brand of Sri 
Lankan women in the post-war reconciliation agenda. Thus it is evident that the selves are 
re-molded and projected to fit a political requirement – and are hence not a holistic repre-
sentation of the women narrators. 

The elimination of selves yet to recover from the damage of war is a form of exclusion 
and marginalization. If a platform that claims to record the diverse histories of the com-
mon people of Sri Lanka is selectively censoring the less desirable aspects and the lasting, 
devastating marks of the ravages left by the war on women, how effective can the project’s 
contribution to the process of reconciliation be? Reconciliation should not mean glossing 
over the lasting negative impacts of war on selves. If the women narrators are to exercise 
the full potential of leaving their mark on the historical fabric of the nation, diverse selves 
and narratives need to be accommodated. 

Hence, one striking limitation is how the project’s attempt at highlighting diversity 
borders on exoticism, while diversity in terms of how war has affected selves is censored 
to create the above-discussed brand of Sri Lankan women in the context of post-war rec-
onciliation.

2.2 Self in Herstories
Differing from I Am, narratives in Herstories have multiple, predetermined modes of self-
expression; trees of life, timelines, letters, photo-essays and videos. Trees of life, timelines 
and letters contain written narratives, whereas photo-essays and videos contain audio-
visual narratives. It is therefore pertinent to see how self is constructed across such a range 
of modes. 

Trees of life and timelines weave together women’s narratives that are simultaneously 
similar and different from each other. For instance, observe the following extracts from the 
timeline narratives of three women from a Ranaviru village3 in Kurunegala, and women 
from Mullaitivu (Figures 1.2 and 1.3).
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Figure 1.2: Timeline – Kurunegala (Hettiarachchi, Herstories)
The women talk about living in the village and their most pressing concerns. They 

share similar concerns in terms of financial difficulties and the need to educate their chil-
dren well, and they are satisfied with the place they live in. 
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Figure 1.3: Timeline – Mullaitivu (Hettiarachchi, Herstories) 

This extract focuses on experiences of war. Though each woman has suffered due to the 
same war and was displaced at the same time, their experiences are uniquely individual. 

The Herstories letters also contain content similar to other four genres, but they more 
or less inform someone (a friend, family member, project agent etc.) about the traumatic 
experiences of war, stories of survival and loss, the difficulties faced by them, and occa-
sionally contain a request for aid. According to Radhika Hettiarachchi, the letter format is 
also significant as it “gives you an addressable other” (Hettiarachchi, 2017). Unlike in the 
other four modes of expression, the letters contain hardly any positive take on the future, 
except in the letters written by women from Ranaviru villages. The selves that are found 
here lack confidence, though their survival alone bears witness to their perseverance. The 
self constructed in letters by women who have had direct experiences of war, more often 
than not, is overshadowed by exhaustion, trauma and misery. 

Letter 54 from Mullaitivu, for instance, begins as follows: “I write this letter to inform you 
about our plight I have undergone. My husband died in Maththalan on account of a shell attack. 
This happened when we were going to Maththalan from Puthukudiyiruppu as we couldn’t stay 
there due to shell attacks and aerial bomb attacks. My two sons were grievously hurt and they 
cannot walk properly…” and ends with “If we are resettled then that is enough for us. Thieves 
also harass us. As I am a widow and we have no employment we have to face many challenges. 
I wrote this letter to inform you the situation we are facing” (Hettiarachchi, Herstories).
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What is seen here is an outpouring of the suffering and hardships which could be the 
result of having an opportunity to unburden herself. Simultaneously, the letters provide an 
insight into the impact of war on selves, which has resulted in making the narrator rather 
despondent. Especially, recurring themes of loss, suffering, injury, poverty etc. – often 
narrated in tones of despair – reveal how war has affected self-confidence and esteem in 
these women. 

Moreover, some letters end with an apology. Letter 223 concludes with the following 
apologetic request to forget what was narrated: “Ok my dear friend, I told you of all our 
sad experiences. If I made you cry, please forgive me and forget it. I am awaiting your 
reply” (Hettiarachchi, Herstories). 

Requesting the addressee to forget what was narrated can be juxtaposed with the quin-
tessence of archiving. Why narrate and archive if it is meant to be forgotten? The self here 
seems to be torn between two needs; the need to recall and share, and the need to forget. 
Expressions of this nature show the audience the complications of expressing traumatic 
experiences, and consequently reveal how the narrator’s self has become even more com-
plex as a result of being exposed to war and violence. 

Commenting on how stories integrate lives, Dan McAdams states that “Stories often 
bring together disparate ideas, characters, happenings and other elements of life that were 
previously set apart” (244), and the nature of video recording further facilitates this. When 
narrating, the women weave together separate incidents, characters, emotions etc. into a 
single (yet multifaceted) entity. 

Similar to the narratives in I Am, in most of the narratives in Herstories too an evolution 
of the self is visible, which results in a single self enacting multiple identities as demanded 
by the changing circumstances due to war. War is seen as an external force that has a direct 
influence in bringing about internal changes in the narrators’ self. 

On the Herstories website, the photo-essays are described as follows: “Photo-journals 
and objects of memory: Based on some of the letters and conversations had in groups, a 
smaller number of women were selected based on their willingness to be photographed. 
These showcase people, places and objects of memory as they share their stories in their 
own homes” (Hettiarachchi, Herstories). Photo-essays thus attempt to construct an auto-
topographic life narrative. 

According to Smith and Watson, autotopography shows how a person’s integral objects 
become, over time, so imprinted with the “psychic body” that they serve as autobiographi-
cal objects. The personal objects may be serviceable, such as clothing or furniture; but they 
may also be physical extensions of the mind – photographs, heirlooms, souvenirs, icons, 
and so forth: “These personal objects can be seen to form a syntagmatic array of physical 
signs in a spatial representation of identity” (133). Organized into collections, such mate-
rial memory landscapes might be as elaborate as a home altar or as informal as a display of 
memorabilia. Autotopographies are invested with multiple and shifting associative mean-
ings; they are idiosyncratic and flexible, although their materiality prevents free-floating 
signification (Smith and Watson 189).

The photo-essays are a combination of portrait photographs of the narrators and people, 
places and objects of memory that are significant for them (see Figure 1.4). Objects of 
memory include photographs, homes, religious objects such as Buddha statues, statues of 
gods, offerings, garlands etc., and objects related to everyday life such as sewing machines 
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and trishaws, household items and so on. At times, the images correspond with the text

Figure 1.4: Photo-essay – Kurunegala (Hettiarachchi, Herstories)

In the above image, the photo of the sewing machine and its significance in the nar-
rator’s life are clearly depicted. The narrative captures how she is able to earn a living 
through sewing, and also the fact that many people in the Ranaviru village received similar 
opportunities to start a small-scale business. However, there are instances where the image 
does not necessarily correspond with the text:

Figure 1.5: Photo-essay – Vavuniya (Hettiarachchi, Herstories)
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The above image shows the narrator beside some sort of a shrine, but the narrative is 
about her husband and the challenges she faces in society. In such instances, the narra-
tive deviates from the autotopographical, and it becomes simply a pictorial narrative with 
content similar to that which is found in trees of life or timelines, but with rather exotic 
pictures. 

Thus it can be argued that though photo-essays contain photographs and other objects 
of memory, they are not strictly autotopographical narratives. 

It is believed that

both the text or image can “describe” or “illustrate” the other, or the text can be part 
of an image—intentionally included or added later within the image, or as title or 
caption. Images can be placed within, before or after bodies of text …Finally, more 
“abstractly”, photographic portraits may be taken as both “material” and “artistic 
or representational” objects, both “showing” and also seeming to “stand in” for the 
individual portrayed. (West, qtd. in Roberts, 8) 

As explained above, there are instances where images and texts illustrate each other, 
and cases in which there is a less direct relationship between the image and text in photo-
essays. Where the image does not complement the text, the image still serves a represen-
tational purpose, i.e. it represents the narrator or the setting where she lives, which adds to 
the truth effect, boosting authenticity and enabling readers to get a ‘feel’ for the narrated 
life.

As pointed out by Roberts the process of “looking”, therefore, includes an inter-
pretation of the seen elements of the photograph but also engages the other senses 
(touch, sounds, etc.) as it engenders memories of the scene portrayed. The influences 
of contemporary personal experience—the immediate context, our broader personal 
circumstance and outlook—feed into this process of “looking”; and even the “feel” 
of the photograph, its frame or folder, and the effect of reading any written caption or 
dedication, can affect our response to the image. (18)

This stresses another characteristic of the digital sphere. The photo-essays allow view-
ers to gain an immersive experience by providing glimpses into the ‘real-life’ contexts in 
which the narratives are produced, i.e. the viewers are transported to the narrative location. 
The power of the image in its appeal to the viewers is manipulated here. Not only is there 
a narrative, but also there are photographs that bear witness to what is being narrated, and 
the fact that these photo-essays are done in the narrators’ personal space seems to add more 
credibility to the lives narrated. This notion of credibility veils the constructedness of the 
digital narrative and self. 

The photo-essays effectively capture different aspects of the self that is narrated, and 
therefore the self is presented as multi-faceted. After viewing each frame, however, the 
viewers are able to access a coherent life narrative. It is observed that

as individuals, we are a “fragmented” collection of experiences and emotions, etc., 
but, “autobiographical narrative” seems to aim towards producing a “unified self” 
[and that] …although a written autobiography is “constrained” by what the authors 
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select about their life to relate, “a work of art” is even more curtailed by “technical 
limitations” since (unlike video, etc.) it can merely give “a series of frozen moments. 
(West qtd. in Roberts 19) 

Still, it can be argued that even a series of ‘frozen moments’ have the capacity to con-
struct a particular self and its life narrative. Although a life narrative usually attempts to 
create a unified self, the multiplicity and fluidity of self makes that a near impossible task. 
Forms like photo-essays further facilitate the projection of self as multiple and fragmented, 
which is why the same narrative may project a woman in multiple roles and capacities.
When examining the way in which self is positioned within the narrative, it becomes clear 
that similarly to I Am, the narratives in Herstories too generally tend to encompass char-
acteristics of both autonomous and relational constructions of self, and hence employ both 
independent and interdependent modes. Demuth, Abels and Keller have singled out the 
positioning of the self as a crucial aspect of the self-concept in life narratives: 

The way the narrator positions him- or herself within the social space of interaction 
has been described in the literature as a fundamental form of constructing and nego-
tiating identities. Positioning within a social interaction may comprise personal, role 
or moral attributes of a narrator (Langenhove & Harré, 1999). It is our understanding 
that a positioning of the self, e.g. in terms of personal attributes or motives, prototypi-
cally accounts for an independent self-concept, whereas the positioning of the other 
prototypically accounts for an interdependent self-concept. A missing positioning, 
i.e. the narrator him- or herself does not appear in the remembered account at all, 
may be linked to the emotional distance the narrator holds to the memory due to the 
traumatic nature of the experience. (322) 

Analysis of the narratives reveals that selves tend to be positioned in terms of ‘personal 
attributes or motives’ when talking about overcoming challenges and future aspirations, 
whereas ‘positioning of the other’ within the narratives generally occurs when describing 
traumatic experiences, suffering, early memories, family etc. 

The following excerpt from the life narrative in the tree of life (Kilinochchi) exempli-
fies the positioning of the other:

On the 20th of August 2010 my daughter and I returned to Kilinochchi. UNHCR 
provided relief items. We got mats for sleeping, lanterns and some money. Our land 
looked like a jungle. We paid money and cleared our land. Later our wells were 
cleaned by an organization. We made temporary sheds out of tarpaulin and lived 
there. They gave relief food items. We got help for my daughter’s education. (Het-
tiarachchi, Herstories)

The narrator has positioned her self along with many others ranging from family to wel-
fare organizations, and their presence is significant to the events that take place in her life. 
The self constructed here is interdependent; both sharing hardships and efforts for the bet-
terment of her life are linked to others, and these people and organizations play a key role 
in her narrative. In the same narrative, however, there are instances where the independent 
self comes to the fore: “When my husband died, I learned many lessons. I learned to stand 
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on my own two feet. Because I didn’t have employment, I suffered. But I am grateful that 
my friend taught me a trade” (Hettiarachchi, Herstories). Here the self is positioned in 
terms of personal attributes and self-growth in the face of challenges. The narrator had 
to ‘learn many lessons’ following the demise of her spouse due to war, and she was com-
pelled to become independent and to learn a trade in order to become self-sufficient. The 
first part of the excerpt shows the emergence of an independent self that is responsible for 
her own well-being, while the second part (‘…my friend taught me a trade’), shows how 
even self-growth and self-sufficiency may be linked to others. As a result of war, she had 
to re-imagine and re-conceptualize her self to suit the context. The narrative thus reveals 
how changing circumstances during the war required women to be increasingly adaptive. 

Some other narratives, for instance the following excerpt from the Kurunegala tree of 
life, show a keener sense of agency and independence: 

I run a small grocery. I started this business, after taking a bank loan… I appreciate 
my own courage. So, I am strength to myself. I am not scared of anybody. I have 
courage. I will not give up. If somebody hits me, I hit back. We have a loan to settle. 
But I am not worried. I live like a man. (Hettiarachchi, Herstories)

The narrator here takes complete responsibility for making financial decisions and run-
ning a business. Her attitude at times may seem somewhat aggressive, but the challenging 
experience of living in ‘an artificially created village’ (a Ranaviru village) where drunken 
riots, using influence to cause trouble for others and spreading of rumors have become 
everyday occurrences, has toughened her self. She says that though her husband is very 
supportive and understanding, he is usually away from home because of work. She has to 
manage everything on her own and play a dual role; hence the comment ‘I live like a man’. 
This can be interpreted either as a dual role or the need to subscribe to heteronormative 
ideals and assume another persona for the purpose of survival within this patriarchal con-
text. One could argue that her self has become androgynous, as her narrative reflects a self 
that is confident in fulfilling the duties traditionally expected from both men and women. 
Yet her narrative is not solely independent, as it is war and other related circumstances that 
have influenced the molding of her self in this particular manner, including an assumption 
of dual identities by being a woman who works like a man.

Narratives from all five districts display this characteristic to differing degrees, i.e. the 
self constructed in the narratives is a combination of independent and interdependent mod-
els. Most of the narrated selves display independence in the personal sphere where they 
talk about overcoming challenges and personal aspirations, but significantly, there are also 
selves that assume responsibility and agency on behalf of the community. The second and 
fourth narrators in the Vavuniya timeline are examples of this; the second narrator talks 
of the need for her village to be independent, “Our village Puthukkudiyiruppu was known 
popularly as a prosperous village. But now it looks like a cremation ground. Our village 
should regain its prosperity and stand on its own without anyone’s help” (Hettiarachchi, 
Herstories), and the fourth narrator talks of becoming an agentive self that would shoulder 
the responsibility of bringing about development for her community, “I swear that I would 
make use of the educated people to assess the needs and try to improve the living condi-
tions of all the people” (Hettiarachchi, Herstories).
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While being part of the community, the self is capable of accepting responsibilities for 
communal benefit. War has made the narrators suffer losses and has left lasting scars in 
their life, but their selves offer a contrast to others in extending plans for recovery from the 
ravages of war to an entire community.

The second narrator’s story, for example, shows that she had been the “pet child” of 
the family (Hettiarachchi, Herstories), and she had had a sheltered and relatively carefree 
life at the beginning. But during the war she was exposed to violence, loss, and poverty. 
The transition of her self from a “pet child” into a resilient self willing to speak up for the 
whole community can be traced in her narrative. In this instance, war experiences have 
influenced her to re-construct her self as a resilient representative of her community. 

The fourth narrator, however, claims to have been an independent individual since 
childhood: “When I was 12 years old, I left my parents and was living separately” (Hetti-
arachchi, Herstories). However, the sections that deal with her war experiences show how 
her self-confidence was affected. She claims to have been “forced into poverty” following 
the killing of her husband by an armed group, and states “I am a widow and I am help-
less. I fully depend on the mercy of God” (Hettiarachchi, Herstories). The same person, 
however, plans the re-building the community via mutual help: “I will help the children 
for their education…and make them scholars in the future. These scholars in turn would 
improve the village (Hettiarachchi, Herstories). 

Her narrative contains such contrasting aspects of self due to her exposure to war. What 
is witnessed here is a tension between a strong, independent self and the effects of war. 
The narrative thus brings forth an interesting dimension where diverse facets of self are 
in conflict with war, and in the post-war context the narrator seems to be reverting to her 
former self. The fluidity in their selves allows them to change and play multiple roles and 
to assume different identities depending on the changing circumstances.

Unlike I Am, the Herstories project contains stories that reflect diverse selves, and the 
audience perceives that no matter whether war has affected these women in similar or dif-
ferent ways, the ways in which their selves have been affected vary widely. Some women 
record a sense of defeat and hopelessness, and others show resilience, strength and hope 
for better personal lives in the selves that emerged after the war, while women like the two 
narrators cited above extend their aspirations for the future to the communal level. 

3. Self and War
The narratives analyzed here are strongly marked by the narrators’ exposure to war and the 
ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka. Demuth, Abels and Keller state that “If both autobiographical 
memory and self-concept contribute to a culture’s continuity and transformation, and if 
autobiographical memory is fundamentally affected by traumatic events such as war, then 
we need to consider the impact of such events on the interplay between memory, self and 
culture” (321). As many narrators state, the exposure to war and conflict has been a turning 
point in their lives. 

The first narrator in the Kilinochchi timeline is a case in point. Born in 1958 to a mid-
dle-class Hindu family in Peradeniya, her life up to 1990 had been quite normal. During 
this time she played the roles of an obedient daughter who married a man proposed by her 
parents, a dutiful wife, and a mother. One important factor that keeps emerging in her nar-
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rative is her financial status and its impact on her self. She claims that “My father had a car 
and my mother ran a shop… They gave a land as dowry”, and that “Ever since my child 
was three years old I have lived under the shadow of the war” (Hettiarachchi, Herstories). 
Following the loss of the property in Peradeniya (reasons not given), they moved to Udaya 
Nagar, Jaffna where her husband ran a fancy goods store: “We lived from his income. 
When my daughter was 11 years old we were displaced [due to war] to Thiruvaiyaaru los-
ing all our belongings again” (Hettiarachchi, Herstories). Her identity shift can be traced 
via these changes in economic status and impacts of war. The continuous disruptions to a 
normal, financially stable family life have resulted in a broken marriage, as a consequence 
of which she has been forced to shift her identity from an ordinary housewife to a war vic-
tim and single mother – totally unforeseen identities. The narrator was compelled to live in 
refugee camps and assume dependent status. Though earlier in her life she was dependent 
on her parents and husband, she had some financial independence through the possession 
of land and jewels. The loss of these due to war has brought her to a dependent status.

War has inflicted physical injury on her, which further affects her financial status: “I 
could not sew and earn as before. When I stand for a long time my legs begin to ache 
because of the injury I had sustained in the war. So I could not go for daily wage labour” 
(2013). Her identity has further changed as a result of injury, and handicaps her even in 
the post-war context, which juxtaposes with her pre-war self and identities. The sense of 
dissatisfaction and prevailing hardships have had a lasting negative impact on her life: 
“we live in fear and suffering” (ibid). Her identity has thus shifted from that of an ordi-
nary civilian to a war victim who is at the mercy of governmental and non-governmental 
organizations. 

War experience has thus pushed the narrators to assume certain roles and take on new 
identities, which has had a drastic impact on their selves. Commenting on this issue, Mark 
Raper says that 

War and flight are obviously not liberating events, but in such situations women take 
on new roles as the sole bread winners, as leaders of families, as the preservers of 
culture and historic memory. The men are either still fighting, and so absent, or held 
prisoner, or already killed, or perhaps despair has led them to alcohol. Ironically, the 
trauma of displacement offers opportunities for women, since it fractures former, 
strictly defined, social roles. (6) 

An experience narrated by a single mother of five from Mullaitivu district (video) 
shows how changing circumstances compel individuals to assume deferent roles. Follow-
ing the death of her husband, she was forced to assume the role of the sole breadwinner of 
the family:

In 1996, my husband got hit by a shell and died. I was six months pregnant with my 
youngest son. We were struggling to survive. So I took on jobs as a day labourer 
[breaks down and narrates while crying] I raised my children with such difficulty. 
And yet, one son died in a Kafir attack on the village. My daughter was forcibly taken 
by the LTTE after she completed her O levels. (Hettiarachchi, Herstories) 
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The emotional outburst at the plight of having to become a ‘coolie’ (a laborer) indicates 
on the one hand her sorrow over having to become what is traditionally considered a me-
nial laborer, and her sorrow of being unable to save her children from becoming victims of 
war on the other. In contrast to Raper’s statement above, this absence of a male figure does 
not result in empowerment in this instance. Her transition from housewife to single mother 
and laborer have rather oppressed her. Despite her survival, a sense of defeat prevails in 
her narrative. 

This is a phenomenon shared by the narratives of war widows and wives of disabled 
soldiers’ wives. A widow who is also a mother and an entrepreneur living in a Ranaviru 
village in Kurunegala, for instance, shows how the death of her husband revealed the 
seamier aspects of society, even though there is “a sense of respect and service that is un-
paralleled by the government” towards war widows (Hettiarachchi, Herstories). She says: 

After he died, what impacted me most was how society treated me. It’s much harder 
to live in a place like this as a single woman. It is not like living in your hometown. 
There are many challenges: as a woman, as a mother, as a widow. Only after I lost my 
husband did I realize what society really is…When people realize I have no husband 
they will try to take advantage of me…I have faced these challenges so much so that 
now I am immune and stronger for it. I can overcome anything now. (Hettiarachchi, 
Herstories) 

The death of her husband has made her a war victim as well as a potential victim of 
society. Living away from the safety-net of relatives and family, her identity as a widow 
in a Ranaviru village has imposed limitations and challenges on her. Consequently, she 
has to be constantly vigilant, and becoming stronger and more confident, I would argue, is 
more of a compulsion brought on by the war experience than a choice made by the narra-
tor. Hence her present self is a construct of war and the adverse social conditions affecting 
war widows. 

Another woman from Ampara whose husband is a disabled soldier talks of how tradi-
tional gender roles in her family have changed because of the war. 

We have to act as the man in the family…As a woman the first place is the kitchen, 
you know, but here it is not so…Because of the love I have for my child and my hus-
band, I try to be more courageous than a man. I make bricks; tread the clay…all of it 
I do alone (Herstories, 2013). 

This reversal of roles has affected the manner in which the family unit functions. Yet, 
to problematize the notion of gender identities, it is evident that rather than perceiving her 
self as a strong woman surviving in adverse circumstances, she sees herself as having as-
similated a male identity. She still believes that the first place of a woman is the kitchen, 
and she attempts to give rhetorical legitimacy to her changed role by saying she has to ‘act 
as the man in the family’. The prevalent patriarchal framework prevents her from realizing 
that becoming the head of the family or the one in charge does not mean assuming a male 
identity; rather, it is discovering another aspect of her own self. The narrative thus reveals 
that women’s notions of self are highly influenced by gender identities as defined by the 
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patriarchal culture in Sri Lanka. Hence I would argue that though war has compelled these 
women to assume different identities which are beyond the traditional limits, their percep-
tions of gender identities have remained static.

While it is a positive development when traditional gender roles are modified, it raises 
issues too, as the women (and perhaps the society at large as well) are still not comfort-
able in these new identities. Most women see it as a burden if they have to be a man in a 
woman’s body, since the identity shift has resulted from war experiences and compulsion, 
not from a deeper understanding of gender identities and self.

These collected narratives that reflect war and post-war contexts project a society large-
ly governed by fear on the one hand, and resilience on the other. Jean Arasanayagam states 
in her narrative:

I didn’t think of myself as anything special. I was one with everybody else. But 83 
was the watershed…For the first time in my life I knew what fear was, what alien-
ation was, and what it meant to be considered an outsider. That was the change. That 
was the shift in my life. It has changed my whole mindset. I was always fearless…
but 83 was a horror. (Arunasalam, I Am) 

Referring to Pillemer Demuth, Abels and Keller characterize “traumatic events as hav-
ing a “big bang” quality, in which “[...] the survivor’s life is abruptly and violently altered” 
(321); this is well-expressed in Arasanayagam’s narrative.

After describing how they had to face and keep the angry mobs at bay, and their ex-
periences at the refugee camp along with descriptions of protectors who helped them, 
Arasanayagam asks, “wouldn’t you call that a sort of an experience that would change 
your life forever? It has” (Arunasalam, I Am). The incident showed her how your very 
identity, which makes you unique, can be the reason for being penalized, and it instantly 
changed her identity as a Burgher and a teacher to an ‘other’ and a refugee. Her former self, 
which she had perceived as ‘fearless’, has suffered transition to fearful as a result of expo-
sure to violence, and the sense of displacement in her homeland has affected her identity. 

She talks of how certain unfair deductions are made, and certain labels are forced upon 
individuals:

My God, I remember at the staff meeting when I was lecturing, that was the time 
when Tamils stripped at Heathrow…and I remember the principal telling me at the 
staff meeting in front of everybody “and she’s one of them”. I was branded as a ter-
rorist. I was married to a Tamil, so I was also a Tamil terrorist. So that kind of divi-
siveness left rather negative feelings within me. Feelings that were inhospitable and 
unacceptable to me. (Arunasalam, I Am) 

Because of her marriage to a Tamil, she was assumed to be a Tamil sympathizer and 
therefore ‘one of them’, i.e. a terrorist. This kind of story reveals a culture where every-
one who was a Tamil or related to Tamils was considered a terrorist. Her inability to take 
sides because she had taught many of the ‘Ilamists and Subversives’ did not matter for 
many people. Her personal opinion did not count in that context, and even her writing, 
she claims, was seen as Tamil-sympathizing works, while her works on other issues were 
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overlooked. A society where every non-Sinhalese was seen as an enemy was the result of 
certain political agendas – and that agenda’s power to wipe out all other identities harbored 
by these individuals is a key concern raised here. It takes more than one person to make 
a refugee camp, and inhabitants of ‘the burning townhood of Kandy’ (Arunasalam, I Am) 
have probably had similar experiences to Arasanayagam (or worse). 

Her self was forced to become an other against her will. Though the experience left its 
mark on her, her present self is depicted as strong, and she takes pride in being Sri Lankan. 
Once again, this could be a result of her social and educational status. Having expressed 
herself via literature, her present self seems to have come to terms with the horrors of 1983. 

Hence it can be argued that the interplay between experiencing war and violence, self 
and culture is highly dynamic and intense. War and violence have had an impact on the 
women’s ‘self’, enabling the self to be aware of and changed by the prevailing socio-
political culture, and memory being the link between pre- and post-conflict selves, the self 
thus affected bears witness to the horrors and challenges of that particular context. Since 
these experiences of war have an impact on the individual self, and that affects the culture 
at large, it can be concluded that what is potent to the individual self is also significant for 
the cultural context. 

4. Conclusion
War has been a decisive factor in determining the selves of these women. It has forced 
the narrators’ selves to become versatile and to assume multiple identities – and these are 
reflected in the narratives shared in both projects discussed above. In becoming versatile, 
the women’s selves have become resilient. 

The narratives provide glimpses of the women’s former selves, how war affected them, 
and what their present selves are like. Tracing the process of transition and becoming has 
revealed that war is a catalyst that has resulted in changes of selves and identities. Though 
war has pushed the women to step out of traditional roles, it is evident that most women 
are uncomfortable about these new-formed identities, mainly because they still subscribe 
to patriarchal definitions of male and female roles in society.

The analysis also explored the women’s selves projected in the two archives, and con-
cluded that in I Am, a particular image of women, i.e. strong and hopeful women without a 
trace of defeat or embitterment, is projected as being representative of Sri Lankan women 
in the post-war and reconciliation context. These are identified as re-representations of 
selves which are made to align with the curator’s aims and perceptions. Herstories, how-
ever, reflect diverse selves via the narratives, and the audience perceives that irrespective 
of how war has affected these women, the ways in which their individual selves have been 
affected are different.

Moreover, the depicted selves in both projects bear traces of exoticism (especially in 
photomontages and videos) which contribute to a picturesque representation that appeals 
to global consumerism. Thus the digitalized life narratives have a considerable amount of 
glamor imposed on them, and hence the articulations of self have become more complex.
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Notes
1 This refers to the communal violence which occurred in July, 1983 (commonly known as Black 

July) as a result of the ethnic tension between the Sinhalese and Tamil communities of Sri Lanka.
2 A Tamil newspaper.
3 Villages created by the Government for the families of soldiers of the Sri Lanka armed forces.
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