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Honouring Varadakumar’s
legacy with hopeful activism

reflecting on the second

anniversary of Varadakumar’s
death, | want to offer a few words
about hope and memory, about
embracing the challenges of the
future with the rich resources of
the past. | feel that Varadakumar
left us coordinates by which to
organise, to work together, and
to make sense of the activism we
engage in. This was his gift and his
legacy, and we would be wise to
reflect and honour them.

In these difficult times, and

Virginia Woolf once said in her
diaries that“the future is dark, which
is the best thing the future can be,
[ think."This is to say that we always
actinthe dark. Itis to say thatin the
unknowability of the darkness, there
is possibility. We don't know what is
to come and we don’t know what
effect our actions will have. Rebecca
Solnit uses Woolf’s idea to argue
for hope in activism, to be hopeful
when we pursue justice and try to
bring about change.”We don't have
the memory of the future,’she says.
The dark of the future is a hopeful
darkness. Our actions in the present
moment may be insignificant, but
they might be world-changing.The
effects of our actions, our words, our
conversations may unfold in ways
we can't foresee or even imagine.

As we know from the presence
of Varadakumar in our lives despite
his passing, our words and actions
may continue to articulate, influence
and unfold after we are gone.
Varadakumar is still alive in so many
imaginations. He still shapes our
thinking, our relation to one another,
and acts with and through us. He
stillinspires and charts a principled
and hopeful path. Learning from
Varadakumar, we can invest in a
hope grounded in rigour, the careful
nurture of relationships and a life
lived with and for people.

Sustaining hope these days, as
Tamils and for those who work
alongside Tamils for justice, in the
long aftermath of the horror of
Mullivaikkal, is challenging. Working,
waiting and praying - ritual by ritual,
year by year - this is the stuff of
exhaustion, the slow grinding down

of hope. Much of the time, the
powerful set the clock and we are
all subject to its slow violence. But
the grounds for hope, if we follow
Solnit’s thinking, are simply that
we don't know what will happen
next, and that the unlikely and the
unimaginable do come about -
even, when you look closely, and
with theright lens, quite regularly.

There is an unofficial history of
the world, Solnit reminds us — one
that is not necessarily celebrated
and documented in the pages of
history books, written by white
male academics fascinated by
sharp victories and domination.
The more subtle history shows that
dedicated individuals - and the
movements they are part of - shape
history in significant ways. This is
sometimes indirect, sometimes
tectonic, often understated. History
follows a long arc, and the effects
of one’s actions can take years, or
even decades, to come to realisation.
| wonder, like Solnit does, if we can
gather hope and motivation from
uncertainty. Despair is a form of
certainty, mapping hopelessness
onto an unwritten future. Optimism,
in contrast to hope, is a certainty
that renders us inert and convinces
us not to try.

Conversations with Varadakumar,
for me, are an exchange with no end-
point. His legacy is his determination,
his rigorousness, his hopefulness. His
echo of “we must do something for
our peopleThe struggle for justice
and accountability is hard-headed
work. But there was a softness, a
tenderness in his insistence that

Dr Rachel Seoighe

to work towards improving the
conditions of life in the homeland.
He insisted that life should be more
than surviveable.

Thinking about Varadakumar’s
legacy, | think of the role of elders
in shaping how historical, political
and cultural memory is preserved
in the present and passed to the
younger generation. And how the
memory of elders — their words
and wisdom - animates activism.
The writer Anne Rigney tells us that
“remembering the past, shaping the
future remembrance of the present,
and struggles for a better future feed
into each other”How we remember
matters. The narratives we adhere
to and mobilise, how we honour
and stay true to the wisdom of our
elders while charting a distinctive
path towards justice.

Varadakumar was an archive.
An archive of stories, dialogues,
principles and relationships, an
archive of lived experience and
actions. An archive of activity,
inspiration and creativity, not only
documentation. By remembering
Varadakumar’s work, his way of
being with people and his principles
- by folding these into our activism,
our determination, our hopefulness
- we are preserving and awakening
his legacy.

Varadakumar offered us a gift
in his final months, as many of us
worked on the Tamils of Lanka
exhibition - first with him, and
then, suddenly, as a tribute to him.
He left us an expansive conception
of how the hope, resilience and
cultural wealth in the Tamil
community can be mobilised as
resources towards a better future.
He gave us everything we need to
honour his legacy. He spelled out
his vision - a future informed by
the past, in a hopeful narrative of
Tamil resilience and resistance, a
struggle not only for survival, but
for liberation, innovation, brilliance
and creativity. He also gave us a
new sense of togetherness.

We all remember Varadakumar in
our own, personal ways. Moments
of closeness and laughter, moments

el o Y by NESafarhEatakaAsh deep discussion,
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particular thoughtful or mischievous
expressions captured in snapshots
of memory. | know | have mine
and | cherish them. Reflecting
on Varadakumar’s legacy and
honouring him, we can be inspired
and heartened and invest our hope
in changing the future.
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VARADAKUMAR SERVED HIS
PEOPLE WITH DILIGENCE

ag6urexifl - bmgE 2021

o

gevreurfl - omgg 2021 Smeorneiti® @sLp - 01

THE RT HON JEREMY CORBYN MP
LEADER OF THE OPPOSITION

HOUSE OF COMMONS
LONDON SWI1A 0AA

FAO Mr Anuraj
Tamil Information Centre
Thulasi
Bridge End Close,
Kingston Upon Thames,
KT2 6PZ
25 March 2019

Vairamuttu Varadakumar, 1949 - 2019

The Tamils have lost a Trojan: Vairamuttu Varadakumar spent his life in service to the
Tamil cause, defending human rights and fighting the unjust deportation of refugees. The
world is a much poorer place for his passing.

| met Vairamuttu during my early years in Parliament in the 1980s, a time when many Sri
Lankans came to the UK fleeing the civil war. Vairamuttu was a self-effacing yet articulate
man, who fought tirelessly for the rights and freedom of Tamil people - he advocated for
the rights of individual refugees here in the UK, but never lost sight of the bigger picture
of the Tamil people's struggle for self-determination. For the short time that MPs were
able to exert any direct influence on such immigration cases, with Vairamuttu's help, | was
able to offer support to many of these displaced and deserving people. It was a privilege
for Liz Phillipson and myself to work with him in the midst of desperate pressure at a
desperate time for Tamil peaple.

Vairamuttu painstakingly advocated each individual case, always underlining that it was
the political and human rights context that created refugees, not the people themselves.
| visited Sri Lanka in 1984 to see the situation for myself; regular updates thereafter from
the Tamil Information Centre helped to keep me, and many others, abreast of the
situation.

This is a very sad occasion. Vairamuttu's sudden passing came as a terrible shock and |
extend my deepest condolences to all his friends and family. He was a great man, who
served his people with diligence and total commitment. We mourn his loss.

"‘1’17@2}

Rt Hon Jeremy Corbyn MP
Leader of the Opposition
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