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In the everyday Jaffna Tamil idiom with which I grew up, the word viidu 
(more phonetically, vuudu), was often paired with another term, vaasal. 
Usually translated as “house and home” or “house and property”, the 
alliterative phrase viidu-vaasal perhaps more closely evokes “household”: 
the tangible and intangible attributes, belongings and relations that make 
up a home. On its own, however, vaasal denotes a spatial feature such as 
a door-step, entry-way or threshold, an intermediate space between the 
world outside a house and its interior. Vaasal is that which distinguishes 
outer from inner, demarcates the familiar and domestic and orders the 
space between home and not-home. To lack viidu-vaasal is not only to 
lack a roof over one’s head, but to be more deeply disoriented, to have 
one’s boundaries displaced; it is to be profoundly unhomed in the world.

In the context of Sri Lankan Tamil diasporic communities and individu-
als in Australia, the editors of this collection pose the question: What are 
the different ways in which dislocation has shaped expressions of home? As 
they discuss, experiences of dislocation and expressions of home are inti-
mately bound up, the dimensions of the one defining the shapes and 
meanings of the other. The Incomplete Thombu by the artist T. Shanaathanan 
is an unbearably poignant, uncategorisable work that seeks to explore pre-
cisely these relational contours of loss and home. Remembered ground 
plans of their homes drawn by people displaced from the Jaffna region 
during the war are superimposed on to architectural plans of those same 
sites and are further layered with the respondents’ brief recollections of 
home and the artist’s own drawings in response to their stories. In this 
interplay of words and images—the embodied forms of the respondents’ 
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own words and hand-drawings, the spare precision of the architectural 
ground plans and Shanaathanan’s own visual commentaries—lost homes 
(including temples, orphanages, bunkers and farms) unfold in both their 
complex spatiality and their immateriality. They emerge as spaces that are 
at once deeply embodied and constitutively intersubjective. Trees, plants, 
household deities, animals and everyday objects, as much as family and 
neighbours, give shape and meaning to that which is lost and orient the 
speaker in space and time:

My grandfather’s house is the house I always long for …There was a medi-
cine room in his house filled with all kinds of bottles and jars in unusual 
shapes with images of gods. In one of the rooms my grandpa used to keep 
popular magazines and books. I used to spend most of my time in that 
room. The room was also occupied by a hatching hen. People stayed at the 
house till late. At the time of their departure, looking over the palmyrah 
grove, I could see numerous stars dotted around the sky. (Shannathanan 
2011, p. 62)

Bringing together multiple subject positions and approaches, this vol-
ume seeks to explore the ways in which diasporic Tamils who are refugees 
and migrants from the war shape their homes in Australia. As Ratnamohan, 
Krishna, Mares and Silove point out in their chapter, home encompasses 
both inner psychic space and anthropological place. The contributions 
explore both senses of home through lenses ranging from memoir and 
fiction to ethnography, cultural analysis and trauma studies, exploring spe-
cific diasporic formations (“the Tamil weekend”) and groupings (Tamil-
Australian activists, women displaced by the war). As the editors recognise, 
diasporic Tamils are not a unified or singular category. Dislocations over 
three decades of the war compounded and ramified to produce their own 
exclusions as well as new political and affective communities. Tamil-
speaking Muslims expelled from the Jaffna peninsula in the early years of 
the war by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam constitute a distinct cat-
egory of those displaced by the war. In Australia, Tamil asylum seekers and 
refugees caught in indefinite offshore detention test the limits of “dias-
pora” as an analytic term. New configurations like the latter in turn pro-
duce their own forms of cultural expression. Shaminda Kanapathi, 
effectively imprisoned by the Australian state on Manus Island, Papua 
New Guinea, for more than six years, is a frequent voice for Manus Alert, 
an irregular form of digital telegram by which the men held on Manus 
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reach out to the wider world. Marking the sixth anniversary of offshore 
detention in July 2019, Kanapathi, who was in his early twenties when he 
sought refuge in Australia, made an impassioned plea in the national press 
calling for his long deferred future to be finally allowed to begin:

We are hoping against hope that this new government can finally recognise 
and admit this appalling waste of human life and offer us hope with positive 
action towards providing us with a future, a safe home to build our dreams. 
(Kanapathi 2019)

Edited by a collective of early career researchers, this volume itself rep-
resents a type of safe home for the aspirations and hopes of Tamil diasporic 
communities in Australia. As the work of a new generation of scholars of 
Lankan diaspora, A Sense of Viidu is to be commended as an inclusive, 
insightful collection of multifaceted reflections on new homes shaped by 
dreams lost, found and yet to be realised.

The routes we now retrace,
The boundaries and frontiers
Of our own making, efface the ancient
Markings of outdated maps,
Guiding once the archaic traveller.
And now, our own journeys.

                        Jean Arasanayagam, “Voyagers”.
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This plant will never be what it once was nor will it ever again belong to one 
place alone. It will not grow into the shape it would have assumed in its 
native soil. Its flowers may assume an unnatural colour, the leaves may take 
altered shapes, and the branches a distinct body. Here it takes a new form, 
an unfamiliar face, it adapts, it changes, it blooms, it fades, it survives. 
(Balasubramaniam 2011, para. 3)

In the concept development for a dance performance entitled “An 
Unfamiliar Face”, Desh Balasubramaniam, a Sri Lankan Tamil living in 
Australia, uses the analogy of a plant to describe the evolvement of one’s 
identity in a new land, after arrival as an asylum seeker. The creative expres-
sion describes forced migration as a process of change and survival while 
noting that one is “not home” or in their “native soil”. This new reality of 
being “not home” in the sense of some original home forces change which 
means, in most cases, some combination of experiences of adaptation, mar-
ginalisation, reflection, growth and resilience. If we use Balasubramaniam’s 
conception of exile as a transformative process, then reconstructing home, 
in terms of being dislocated, can produce nuances that reveal the “altered 
shapes”, “distinct body” and “unnatural colour” that constitute the “new 
form”. This book aims to explore that “new form”, by examining the lives 
of Tamil people in Australia in the aftermath of Sri Lanka’s civil war that 
ended in 2009.

It would be misguided to argue a homogenous Tamil experience in 
Australia. The wide-ranging scholarly insights, empirical evidence and per-
sonal expressions underpin the messiness of home that we seek to amplify 
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through this book. In this vein, we begin the preface with a personal expe-
rience of one of the editors.

I was waiting at the signal lights on the corner of Elizabeth and La Trobe 
Streets in Melbourne’s central business district on a winter’s day in 2017, 
when I noticed a friend from the Tamil Refugee Council standing in front 
of me. Beside him was a man whose distressed appearance caught my atten-
tion. My friend explained that the man was a homeless Tamil refugee he had 
met at Southern Cross station a couple of days earlier. New to the city, the 
Tamil man, in his late twenties, was sleeping in a corner of the train station. 
He was also injured with a cut to his stomach. He had pawned his mobile 
phone for money and now only had a couple of dollars left. My friend was 
at a loss, as he was unable to convince the man to seek assistance. We con-
tinued walking behind the man to Bourke Street where he briefly stopped 
among the moving crowds. Seconds later, he disappeared into that crowd 
and my friend began chasing him. This experience, I quickly realised, was 
the first time that I had seen a homeless Tamil person in Australia. It unset-
tled my sense of home as a fellow Tamil living in Australia after fleeing 
armed conflict in Jaffna in the 1990s.

Ten years since Sri Lanka’s civil war ended, the uncertain outcomes for 
Tamil people seeking refuge in Australia have become commonplace. As 
we write this Preface in May 2019, a Tamil family of four from Queensland, 
who have been locked up in a Melbourne detention centre for over 
12 months, lost their bid for the High Court to review their asylum claims 
(Davidson 2019). This case echoes the ongoing plight of Tamils in search 
of safety to rebuild their lives, away from oppressive political regimes in Sri 
Lanka. The post-war context, during which the authors of this book con-
ducted their work, remains a time of complex feelings regarding the trans-
formation of the homeland and a sense of home. As emerging scholars, we 
arrived at this project and its theme of “home” through discussions about 
the need to interrogate, assist and inform the ongoing challenges that 
Tamils face in the post-war context.

Our ancestry from Sri Lanka brings another layer of purpose to this 
project. We, the editors, each carry with us the burden of reconciliation 
that the Sri Lankan and international governments speak of figuratively. As 
Tamil, Sinhalese and Sri Lankan Malay women, our voices are crucial to 
opening up new spaces for discussing refugee, migrant and diasporic 
meanings of home: How do we reconcile our colonial and war-torn past? 
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How does that past from a distant land shape our lives in Australia, and 
vice versa? The variety of perspectives in this edited collection mirror our 
Sri Lankan ancestry.

The legacy of war continues to cast a shadow in the lives of all Tamils. 
We do not seek to present a unified Tamil voice or a homogenous experi-
ence. Instead, we offer glimpses into the multiplicity of Tamil experiences 
and imaginations that historically and culturally construct the “post”-war 
context. Yet, despite the variety of experiences that are presented in the 
book, the representations of Tamil people have been, and continue to be, 
at stake in narratives of war. In Sri Lanka, non-government organisations 
such as the Adayaalam Centre for Policy Research, based in Jaffna, advo-
cate against the ongoing oppression of Tamils in the North-East and high-
light their resilience in the face of injustice. Similarly, in Australia, 
organisations such as the Tamil Refugee Council and Refugee Advocacy 
and Casework Service are key sources of legal and financial, among other, 
supports for Tamil asylum seekers and refugees.1 While we do not seek to 
make a single political standpoint, we propose an approach that listens to 
the voices within the Tamil community whose personal experiences are 
always implicated in the political.

Finally, we gratefully acknowledge the book’s contributors without 
whom this collection would not be possible. They have enriched it in ways 
that exceeded our expectations, over the twelve chapters that follow. We 
would like to thank Vishal Dayanomel and Anushangi Weerakoon at 
Palgrave Macmillan for their editorial support. Also, thank you to the 
reviewers who provided useful feedback on our proposal. There were sev-
eral colleagues, supervisors and friends who provided additional advice. 
Their encouragement and feedback are appreciated; thank you to Professor 
Suvendrini Perera, Padmani Sebastian OAM, Dr Selvaraj Velayutham, 
Professor Camilla Orjuela, Associate Professor Danielle Drozdzewski, Dr 
Marilu Melo Zurita, Dr Louisa Willoughby, Professor Komla Tsey, Professor 
Joy Damousi, Dr Jordana Silverstein and Associate Professor Karen 
Soldatic. On a personal note, Niro would like to thank Dinesh and Praba, 
Niru would like to thank Al and the Perera/Navaratnam family, and 
Charishma would like to thank the Ratnam and Wijayasinha families.

1 The proceeds from the sale of this book will be donated to the Tamil Refugee Council.
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In acknowledgement of our individual contributor’s proficiency in Tamil and 
Sinhala, the editors have reviewed their translations and transliterations into 
English and not attempted to modify them. There is not a standardised system of 
transliteration for either Tamil or Sinhala, and small variations in spelling and pro-
nunciation exist. Thus we ask the reader to treat each contributor’s interpretation 
and representation of language as they have explained it in the individual 
chapters.

A Note on Language in This Book
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