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When Oakland native Rebecca Dharmapalan was just 16 years old, she created a documentary 
on child sex trafficking in her home city that garnered national attention and acclaim. 
“International Boulevard” (2013) is named after a street in Oakland that is known for underaged 
sex trafficking and is infamous for being one of the most dangerous streets in America, 
according to the New York Times. The documentary won the grand prize at Girls Impact the 
World film festival at Harvard University and the Los Angeles International Film Festival, and 
received awards and honorable mentions from Adobe Youth Voices, the Jewish American Film 
Festival, the Los Angeles Asian Pacific Film Festival, and the Harvard Westlake Film Festival.  
 
After “International Boulevard,” Rebecca continued her work by becoming Chair of Oakland 
Youth Commission and creating the first ever Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children 
(CSEC) task force in the country. Through this task force, she worked on a citywide billboard 
campaign in 2014 that raised awareness and promoted local resources for victims of child sex 
trafficking. She also helped establish a required class for middle school students in the Oakland 
Unified School District to learn about the issue, with “International Boulevard” being a part of 
the curriculum, advocated for local policy changes to the municipal government’s approach to 
human trafficking, and partnered with hospitals to create protocols for helping victims of sex 
trafficking. The year after, Rebecca gave a TedxTeen Talk in New York on child sex trafficking 
in the U.S. titled “In our own backyards.” 
 
“International Boulevard” was just the beginning for Rebecca. The award-winning documentary 
propelled her into the world of art and activism. After graduating with a Sociology degree from 
the University of California, Berkeley, the now-22-year-old is currently studying for her 
Master’s in Human Rights Law at SOAS, University of London, a leading institution on human 
rights. Rebecca is now channeling her passion for human rights and social justice to talk about 
something just as close to home: the Sri Lankan genocide and the Tamil diaspora.  



 

 
 
In 2017, Rebecca created the film “Tune Your Ears,” which explores the themes of immigration, 
genocide, and identity through interviews with Rebecca’s four South Asian grandparents. The 
year after, she conducted observational research with three Sri Lankan asylum seekers as part of 
her research, “Unrecognized Genocide: The Case of Sri Lanka.” She is now currently producing 
her first feature length film, “The Three Performances of Serendip,” on the Tamil Eelam 
diaspora. Tamil people live all over the world, according to Rebecca, due to colonialism and the 
civil war in Sri Lanka, which lasted 26 years from 1983-2009.  
 
“Because of the civil war and genocide in Sri Lanka, the Tamil 
diaspora was exiled across oceans and formulated complex 
intersectional identities that interacted with both ancient Tamil 
heritage and their new found homes and culture.”  
 
“The Three Performances of Serendip” explores the nuances of 
the post-war Tamil diaspora identity and portrays the stories of 
Tamil refugees in America. The film has received $5,000 from 
the OZY Genius Award and has raised $3,000 over two 
campaigns on Indiegogo.  
 
Through her work, Rebecca hopes to tell a story that is missing 
from mainstream conversations and “shine a light on an Asian 
American narrative that has yet to be told.” Her work strives to 
listen to and tell people’s stories as well as capture the pain and 
confusion that colonialism brought.  
 

Rebecca	uses	her	social	media	platform	to	
speak	out	on	social	justice	issues.	“NO	JUSTICE	
NO	PEACE.	PROSECUTE	FOR	GENOCIDE.	We	
have	to	find	a	mechanism	to	hold	the	Sri	Lankan	
government	accountable	for	the	genocide	they	
committed	in	2009.	Regardless	of	our	
community’s	varying	politics	and	opinions	on	
the	LTTE,	it	was	moving	to	see	thousands	of	
people	showing	out	yesterday	and	calling	out	
for	justice.	I	felt	so	much	pride	in	my	people,	for	
our	resistance	and	organizing,	we	will	not	be	
silenced.	#WeRemember2009	#TamilGenocide	
#Mullivaikal” 

Rebecca’s	local	activism	has	global	
reach. 



Beyond art and academia, Rebecca also uses her voice on social media to speak up for justice. 
She continually speaks out against Sri Lanka’s colonial history in solidarity with Tamil 
resistance and urges her followers to “keep fighting for our sovereignty.”  
 

Rebecca was inspired to create “International 
Boulevard” after hearing that one of her very own 
classmates was being “pimped out” by her older 
boyfriend. This classmate, Rebecca recalls in her 
TedxTalk, was never seen again. Just as 
“International Boulevard” began in Rebecca’s own 
backyard, on the streets of Oakland, Rebecca is 
telling other people’s stories by telling her own. By 
grappling with her family’s own painful colonial 
histories, Rebecca gives voice to the stories of 
countless others. From “Tune Your Ears” to “The 
Three Performances of Serendip,” Rebecca uses her 
art and activism to look inward and outward. She 
uses her art to explore her own identity and culture as 
well as uplift the marginalized identities and cultures 
of her community.  
 
“The whole reason I started working on this was not 
because it was something that was so far away that I 
couldn’t imagine it, but because it was so close to 
home for me,” Rebecca said about “International 
Boulevard.” “I needed to share this message with the 
world.” 

 
The words and vision Rebecca used to describe “International Boulevard” still ring true today, in 
her work for the Tamil people. Her grandparents’ and local community’s stories and histories are 
those of the Tamil people across the global diaspora. Her work has taken her to Harvard and 
London and LA, but her roots were planted (and blossomed) in Oakland.   

Rebecca	says	that	her	presence	on	social	media	is	“to	
hold	space	for	Tamil	people.”	 


