ESSAY

Chaos Itself Is an Order

VYSHALI MANIVANNAN

here’s a photo that’s haunted me ever since I hunted it down in col-

lege, a black-and-white photo taken during Black July, when the 1983

Tamil genocide began: of a naked Tamil man on a street in a Colombo

suburb, cornered by three Sinhalese men, shielding himself with his
arms from another blow. The image exists only because the photographer,
passing by, whipped his camera out and snapped the picture, ran for his life,
and survived. I'm Tamil, born in New York just months after Black July, and like
so many others in the Eelam (or Sri Lankan) Tamil diaspora, I grow up with
anecdotes, hearsay, rumors, and lies. Early on, I look to images for truths. The
destroyed street, its white car hunkered in all that debris like a pair of criminal
shoulders. A suicide bomber’s leg open like an anemone. Hospitals carpeted
in bodies, blood struggling to dry on the makeshift corrugated metal roofs.
Dead women stacked in a truck bed like plywood. The twelve-year-old son of
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) leader Velupillai Prabhakaran
being given a snack by a Sri Lankan army soldier, then his swollen face and
body like a hiding place for eels. The 2009 footage of Tamils who surrender
and are stripped, bound, blindfolded, and shot in the back of the head, as
casual as hello. Today, these images are joined by others: charred rubble
that at first glance passes for a corpse in a petrol-bombed house in Batticaloa
and the press conference clip of a white van driver admitting that abductees
were tortured, killed, eviscerated, and fed to crocodiles under then Defense
Secretary Gotabaya Rajapaksa, the same man elected President in the 2019 Sri
Lankan presidential election. The driver’s admission comes as that election
approaches and as the roadside protest in Vavuniya by Tamil families of the
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disappeared marks its thousandth day. That Black July photo, the grainy
whiteness in the smile of the Sinhalese man with the bent knee in particular,
still encapsulates everything I never want to be true about the personal and
structural perils of nationalism, the swift judgment of the mob.

Before I am born in the US, there are post-colonial anti-Tamil pogroms in Sri
Lanka in 1956, 1958, and 1977, in which Sinhala mobs kill 150, 300, and over
300 Tamils, respectively. The 1956 Sinhala Only Act, replacing English with
Sinhala as the official language of Sri Lanka and failing to recognize Tamil,
maybe the first post-independence symbol of minority oppression, maybe
the first justification for Tamils to demand self-determination in a separate
state composed of traditional contiguous Tamil homelands in the Northeast.
The 1981 burning of the Jaffna Library, one of the largest libraries in Asia at
the time, destroying over 95,000 Tamil palm leaf manuscripts, parchments,
periodicals, and books, some of them the only copies in existence. Who is
surprised, really, when this slow genocide against the Tamil people begets the
formation of the LTTE in the 1970s and the armed conflict that runs from 1983
to 2009; who doesn’t end up with a story of someone who, in those years, was
tortured, executed, or disappeared? About 70,000 to 140,000 Tamil civilians
were killed and 300,000 more were internally displaced during the war’s
endgame alone, when the army directed civilians to hospitals in safe zones
before intentionally shelling them and forced fighters and civilians alike onto
a shrinking spit of land and indiscriminately shelled that too. It consumes
so much of my life that, twelve years later, I haven’t yet broken the habit of
saying, “I have never known life without the war.”

Growing up in the US, I rarely see anyone who looks like me, and whenever
I do, it’s with suspicion. We move from New York to Virginia to Louisiana to
Missouri, and I align with whichever racial group will protect me, implicitly learn
to distrust the police, observe my surroundings for unmarked cars. I'm thirteen
in 1996 when eighteen-year-old Tamil schoolgirl Krishanthi Kumaraswamy is
raped and murdered by Sri Lankan soldiers in Chemmani, her family executed
shortly thereafter for searching for her. As a young girl in Virginia, I teach my
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white friends to imagine that every sidewalk crack is a trench full of corpses,
and we must honor them with piles of shredded white clover. I am aided in
this endeavor mostly by a Russian boy, Yuri, who lived a few buildings away.
His adjective for home must have been mokryye dela, actions that stain the
hands with blood. Mine is paranoia. We are obsessed with climbing things,
convinced death is coming. It takes a snake to know a snake. I fall from the
top of a two-story tree he dares me to climb. He slips from the second-floor
railing of my apartment building. Only the wind knocked out of us, and the
bright hard lesson that there is much we can’t scale, to escape or understand.

Around the 2019 presidential election, the most common adjective for Eelam
Tamils in the news is terrified. The Wall Street Journal quotes Leela Devi, a
leader of the Kilinochchi protests by the Tamil families of the disappeared,
as saying, “They are both the same, two types of snake,” referring to the two
presidential candidates, Gotabaya Rajapaksa and Sajith Premadasa. Both
candidates are Sinhala-Buddhist. Gotabaya was defense secretary under his
brother, former president Mahinda Rajapaksa, and together they oversaw a
Tamil genocide. Leela Devi’s son surrendered to Sri Lanka’s military when
the war ended in May 2009 and, like so many others, was disappeared by the
Rajapaksa regime. Today it has been long enough that over eighty members
of families of the disappeared have died without receiving closure. In Mul-
laitivu two years ago, protestors shout, “White van chief Gotabaya! Get out!”
There is over 8o percent voter turnout for this election, and the polling map
looks almost exactly like the cartography of Sri Lanka’s ethnic distribution:
predominantly Sinhala-Buddhist areas favor Gotabaya, while Tamil and
Muslim regions favor Premadasa. All snakes can strike. If you must approach,
choose the less deadly.

One of my Appa’s friends, Eric, is a herpetologist. His house is lined with lit
aquariums, each housing a different reptile, from box turtles to milk snakes
to an emerald tree boa, brilliant green with a back stitched in pale lightning.
“Fresh from Brazil,” Eric says. Brown girl social outcast, cultivating an affinity
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for reptiles who like me are misunderstood and rejected, I'm dying to hold it,
but Eric says, “No, this snake bites,” and shows me two dark spots on the back
of his hand, so healed and small they pass as freckles. I'm permitted to hold a
juvenile red-tailed boa constrictor, and my whole family together lifts the thick,
heavy length of a yellow reticulated python and struggles under its oppres-
sive, dangerous weight, which is like a burden I have always subconsciously
known, made tangible—only this time I have it partially suspended in the
air. My arms can barely encircle it, but the idea that I can limit a predator’s
movement makes me giddy with the illusion of control.

On May 11, 2019, on the heels of the Easter bombings that allow Gotabaya to
proclaim himself “the strongman Sri Lanka needs” but before Mullivaikkal
Remembrance Day (or Tamil Genocide Day) on May 18, I go to a one-day
gallery show in New York titled Tamil Resistance and Resilience in the Face of
Genocide, marking the tenth anniversary of the end of Sri Lanka’s war without
justice or accountability. Curated by People for Equality and Relief in Lanka
(PEARL), a non-profit organization that combines legal work, advocacy, and
activism to protect the human rights of Eelam Tamils, the exhibit displays “a
series of selected images from post-independence Sri Lanka, meant to highlight
the Sri Lankan government’s atrocities against the Tamil people and to invite
your calls for justice.” These photographs aren’t as graphic as the ones I found
ten or more years ago, when I was looking for anything that resembled proof
controverting the Sri Lankan government’s claims and conservative estimates
of torture or death. They are also no less brutal, fitting for a war where no
accountability has been had, and for a show in the US, where I find myself
always patiently explaining where Sri Lanka is on a map and that Sri Lanka
is an identity crafted for Sinhala-Buddhists, not Tamils like me. Because I'm a
diaspora Tamil, my currency is usually no good in places like this, but on this
day in particular, I see myself reflected in the histories on the walls, depicting
my ethnicity, the moments of trauma that have filtered through generations;
I realize, over the smell of vadai and fish cutlets, in the company of open
weeping, that I belong.
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A zoo herpetologist on Animal Planet suggests that people characterized by
egotism or alienation are the ones most fascinated by reptiles. That is, reptile
ownership is either a project of ownership and domination, where you collect
them, feed them, and otherwise keep them alive; or a self-identification with
creatures that are socially vilified, with unappealing exteriors, alien eyes,
inscrutable smiles that swing on an impossible hinge. In the order of human
civilization, reptiles are Other and indifferent to their Otherness. Unlike
mammalian pets, they don’t clamor for your attention or pretend to belong.
The show I'm watching briefly follows a woman in Australia who lives with
freshwater and saltwater crocodiles, walking them on leashes, allowing
them into her bed while she sleeps. The crocodiles give nothing back. In the
same episode, a man slips and falls into his crocodile reservoir and is torn to
pieces. In an interview, his brother indicates that after that, there is nothing
remotely human left.

In a Sri Lankan election cycle, I do not belong. I am not a Sri Lankan citizen and
anyway, even Sri Lankan citizens in the Tamil diaspora are, on social media
at least, called out as non-belonging more often than those of the Sinhalese
diaspora, hundreds of whom fly home to vote for Gotabaya. For a long time,
my understanding of politics is that in the Tamil genocide in the 1980s, voter
registration lists are used to petrol-bomb Tamil homes and businesses, drag
out families, and chop or light them. Decades later in 2019, journalists are
attacked, Muslim voters are shot on buses, and a petrol bomb is tossed at a
residence in Batticaloa. The election is described as “peaceful.” Tamils are
terrified. When I vote in the US, all T have to do is walk a few blocks and sign
in, but I always feel the weight of my name on those lists.

At the May 11 exhibit, I am familiar with this visual history, even if I feel I
cannot claim it. The colonization of the island, language discrimination, the
post-independence rise of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, a root cause of the
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decades-long Tamil struggle for self-determination in the Northeast of the
island, where my parents grew up and where a bomb went off this Easter.
There are the anti-Tamil pogroms in the 1950s, 1970s, and 1980s, leading to
the Tamil armed struggle and the establishment of the LTTE, known for its
suicide bombings, assassinations, child recruitment, and forced displacement
of other groups, such as the displacement of Muslims from the North. But
the Tigers also possessed impressive governance abilities, shunned the caste
system and gender discrimination, took a hardline stance on sexual violence,
and featured women in positions of power. These actions don’t excuse their
human rights violations, but it is telling, maybe, that after their downfall,
caste issues crept back into the Tamil community, and the fear of rape and
sexual assault increased among Tamil women and girls as these crimes were
now met with impunity.

The photographs I stare at longest are the ones focusing on the Mullivaikkal
massacre, named for the scene of the final battle of the ethnic armed conflict in
the Northeast, where Tamil civilians were herded into government-established
safe zones that the army deliberately shelled, killing between 70,000 and 140,000
Tamil civilians in months. Here are the ghosts of a genocide, unrecognized by
former colonizers, allies, and the international community at large. A young
girl in a pink tulle dress, like the birthday dress 'm photographed in as a
toddler in family albums, her skirt ruched up to avoid abrading her bandaged
legs, lying alone on a gurney, a two-stick popsicle nursed and tossed. A soldier
peering through an aperture in a wall, pointing a camera of his own at the
viewer as though it’s a rifle, which at first glance I mistake it for and flinch.
Mounded stones ringed by broken funerary markers and descriptions, one
undamaged gravestone standing at the top like a triumphant mountaineer. No
one pictured looks me in the eye, and their alienation sharpens my own. The
carnage might not be shown, but the blood is there, just outside the frame.
Every discarded object we see here, every stain, every mouth twisted in the
shapes of grief, each a substitution for a Tamil body we don’t see.
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I am in New York in May 2009, a ghost myself as the body count rises, refreshing
the news so hard and so often my F5 key begins to stick. I call Appa in tears
after midnight, and he says, gently, in the voice of the weary and inured, “I
know, but put it away and go to bed.” I do. It’s a reptilian sleep, eyes closing
and opening, as I tensely await ambush.

In maybe three days in May 2009, as many as 500 LTTE cadres and Tamil
civilians surrender to the Sri Lankan army and are never seen again. In
November 2019, Gotabaya is sworn in and Tamils are attacked in Kegalle for
voting for Premadasa. Tamil Guardian reports that Tamil homes are broken
into, residents assaulted, the ordinary objects of daily life smashed. We didn’t
vote for a Tamil or for Prabhakaran, they say, We voted for a Sinhala candidate
so why did they attack us? We placed a vote and earned a beating.

It takes a snake to know a snake. The message is as clear to me in November
watching the 2019 election unfold as it is across these gallery walls on May
11, 2019, as it is in May 2009. Carry a white flag as a surrendering cadre, carry
nothing as a civilian, carry your injured and your loved ones—execution or
detention or disappearance still await.

Is it Sontag or Stafford who says that looking is the most ethical act? Maybe it’s
neither. Maybe it’s me. I say it often enough in my classes on visual witnessing.
You destabilize the narrative when the narrative contains no names. For many
Eelam Tamils, anonymity is safest, but at the same time, neither language nor
silence protects us.

I never thought to call this a crisis until a white friend did, upon learning
of it for the first time. Maybe that’s also the point.
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November 13, my birthday, marks the day of the 1985 Batticaloa Lake Road
Massacre, when Amma’s cousin is killed; and now also the day that the head
of Sri Lanka’s army, Shavendra Silva, whose division is said to have shelled
hospitals in the war and who stands personally accused of overseeing the
execution of Tamils in 2009, sends off Sri Lankan peacekeepers on a UN
mission; and now also the precursor to Gotabaya’s victory, and his being
sworn into office in Anuradhapura, near statues celebrating the dominion of
an ancient Sinhala king over a Tamil “invader.” I celebrate myself while they
relish their impunity.

The exhibit, A Decade without Justice, takes me forty minutes to peruse. A
shorter period of time than a standard lunch break. All I can do now is tweet,
retweet, share, and watch as nearly all the white people I know hesitate to
speak to me or amplify.

It’s always in the wake of ghosts, after the atrocities are done, as the skeletal
remains continue to be found, that we pore over the evidence in the hopes
of addressing the unspeakable. Pictures of ordinary objects are imbued with
extraordinary violence and trauma. A doorway opens into an abyss that could
swallow you whole. Teddy bears and dolls lie as discarded or amputated as
their owners might be, as a Tamil person’s arm with a chunk missing from it,
or as a Tamil person’s legs with one gone below a keloided stump of knee. This
isn’t a gallery show where the aesthetics matter so much as it is a collective
need to remember. It is nearly impossible to remember when remembrance
itself is hindered by the state. Ten years before this, Tamil people in Sri Lanka
bore these horrors directly, and today others’ eyes bear it with mine. We
endure it because we must.
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I have survived nothing but images and stories, so how am I, post-election,
mired in this awful frontier of pain, grief, trauma, and memory that can’t be
packaged or sorted? Meanwhile the living families of the disappeared have
stories like this: one day, a daughter does not come home, or a neighbor
reports seeing a son dragged into a white van, or an LTTE cadre surrenders
and vanishes without a trace. For years, my nightmares are those people, me
as those people, reduced from Tamil human to red flesh.

On a school trip through the Louisiana bayou, we catch a baby alligator. Our
guide identifies it as female and binds her jaws before allowing us a closer
look. I am the only girl who wants to hold her. The guide helps me. She is not
as long as I am tall, but there is real power in her, a clenched muscle waiting
to flex. Alligators and crocodiles share the mechanics of underwater twist
feeding, popularly known as the death roll: after biting larger prey, they rapidly
spin to subdue and dismember it. Eat or be eaten, the reptilian imperative. As
I clutch her against my chest, her ridges catching the threads of my t-shirt, I
feel her desire to sink back into the swamp. I make the mistake that the zoo
herpetologist ridicules. I believe she is an ally.

We keep cataloging anti-Tamil atrocities, and I am still asking the unanswer-
able questions: How the actual unsurprising fuck are we still clamoring for
justice? How do you mobilize an international community to care? I think of
that Russian phrase, mokryye dela, as world leaders congratulate Gotabaya on
his victory alongside Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist tweets casually requesting
that the new president displace, sterilize, and exterminate Tamils and Muslims,
and each tweet registers like a heated nail. It must have been around the end
of the Rwandan genocide when Appa told me, “They never like using the
G-word. Look how long it took them for this.”
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Since the Easter Sunday bombings of churches and hotels by Islamic violent
extremists, the government has deployed heavily armed soldiers and instated
social media bans, curfews, checkpoints, heavily armed soldiers, an ongoing
state of emergency as though war has returned. All this happens around the
tenth anniversary of the Mullivaikkal Genocide, the end of the war on May
18, 2009, which the government calls “Victory Day.” I stare at the photographs
run in the New York Times that day, of cheering Sinhala-Buddhists waving Sri
Lankan flags to celebrate that it’s all over, but nothing ever ends when justice
is unattainable; something is always on the verge of happening, and with the
security state off the leash, with Western reportage privileging ideologically
palatable narratives about Islamic terrorism instead of Sri Lanka’s own
rampant ethnomajoritarian nationalism, something happens, just as before:
mobs roam the streets, flouting curfew, burning Muslim-owned properties,
dragging sticks and iron rods across ground and doors, throwing bricks through
windows, shouting for residents to “come out, come out”; cars are stopped
and occupants asked about their ethnicity, with one right answer to give and
prove; and Muslims flee to the jungle or are beaten or, in one case, stabbed
to death. I watch the videos on Twitter of mobs cheering as a Muslim-owned
business burned down, soldiers idling nearby, if not taking part. Like during
the anti-Tamil pogrom of Black July.

Of the disappeared, the white van driver in a special press conference says,
“We fed the bodies to crocodiles.” He mentions a river in Monaragala, among
other sites. There is no further inquiry. Walking past a decorative pond on my
way to teach class, I forget that not all partly submerged objects are crocodiles.

Crisis is the invention of people who have never known that chaos can be the
order of a life. There’s no point in tense consistency in an essay like this. This
past is an eternal present.
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We must be circumspect when storying ghosts, especially when endeavoring
to make you care about the situation of the living, but let us be clear: Gotabaya
Rajapaksa is a war criminal. He watched the May 2009 atrocities with a sense
of quiet joy. He wants no investigations into rights abuses. He’s threatened to
hang his opponents. His supporters follow him because they see Sri Lanka as
a Sinhala-Buddhist nation and they see it as their imperative to possess Sri
Lanka entirely.

If we deny that Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism is the engine driving mass
atrocities and mob violence against minorities in Sri Lanka, we permit the
petrol bomb lobbed into the Tamil residence in Batticaloa and approve of the
shooting of Muslim voters on buses. A sustainable peace requires an order
that isn’t chaos or an eternal threat of rupture, but in Sri Lanka, rupture is
as expected as a war criminal announcing his presidential candidacy in the
wake of the Easter bombings, arguing that the country needs a “strongman”
to restore the daydream of ordinary life. Without justice for mass atrocities, it
was always a daydream. It’s a Tamil genocide the May 11 exhibit talks about,
but Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism is the disease, on a scale incommensurate
with the atrocities committed by the LTTE. With the Tigers gone, with the
Rajapaksa regime restored, Tamils earn an eternal beating. How terrifying to
say genocide is the symptom of this disease. How untenable and necessary to
walk through all these photos, wade through all this news, on one held breath.

Already the invisible hand of the state more boldly works toward an eth-
nonationalistic society, where Sinhala-Buddhist supremacy is a feature and
censorship, denial, and minority oppression the central aim. A headline in
the Japan Times describes the Rajapaksa clan as “Tamil taming,” horrifically
dehumanizing wordplay about the defeat of the Tamil Tigers, but even the
wordplay is wrong. Neither tigers nor reptiles can truly be tamed.
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In the end, all the metaphors fail. The naked Tamil youth being beaten into
submission shields himself like a man being beaten into submission. The white
car sits in a destroyed street like a car that’s been destroyed. The injured girl
in the pink dress lies shell-shocked on a gurney like a shell-shocked girl. A
soldier wields a camera for the state like a soldier wielding a camera for the
state. Grieving, horrified women mouth their screams like grieving, horrified
women. The remains of funerary markers with its one whole gravestone
demonstrate cultural erasure like a monument to cultural erasure.

Twenty-two incidents of violence have been recorded in the seventy-two hours
since the election, according to the Centre for Monitoring Election Violence.
The new Defense Secretary, Kamal Gunaratne, is the Major General Kamal
Gunaratne of the 53 Division that claimed responsibility for the death of LTTE
news presenter Isaipriya in May 2009. Her body shows evidence of sexual
assault and torture. The UN says the 53 Division was involved in accepting
surrenders that month, when Tamils were executed or disappeared.

What is it that the emerald tree boa and the alligator knew, when I pressed
my hands to glass or scales, when we met each other eye to eye? What
prehistoric impetus to survive through domination did their smiles contain?
In Monaragala, the implacable crocodiles swim, never my ally, sated on the
bodies of my people. The horrors are what they are. The consequences visible
only when there is nothing left to see.
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