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CHAPTERR ONE 

REPRESENTATIONALL 'REALITIES' 

©© Purnaka L. de Suva 

Warr is, for most people, the big exception, it is generally accepted that the deliberate taking of 
humann life is, more than any other action, utterly wrong. Insofar as there is amoral consensus 
withinn our culture [Western], and beyond it, its most deep-rooted feature is the recognition of 
thee wrongness of killing another human being. When it comes to the killing of thousands and 
evenn millions of people in war, however, this is widely accepted as a necessary and inevitable 
partt of our [human] way of life. There are perhaps not many people to be found who actually 
gloryy in slaughter; deaths in war, even enemy deaths [more often than not], are normally 
acknowledgedd as a tragic loss. Nevertheless, for most people it is beyond question that nations 
havee to pursue their interests or defend themselves by war if necessary, with the recognition 
thatt this will normally involve killing on a massive scale. Those who perpetrate the killing will 
bee treated by their fellow countrymen [sic] not as moral outcasts but as heroes (Norman 
1995:1). . 

Thee research undertaken here is the culmination of'lived fieldwork' in Sri Lanka and South India (1977-

1989).. This is followed by a number of years of theoretical reflection and analysis in The Netherlands (1989-

1996),, Sweden (1996-1998) and Northern Ireland (1998-2000). in combination with additional fieldwork in 

thee United Kingdom. France. Thailand, The Netherlands and Sri Lanka (1991-2000). This study is therefore, 

ann experimental attempt to describe and explain, through voices of experience, and trom an insider's in-

betweenbetween perspectives, exigencies and 'realities' of political violence - as understood and acted upon by 

nationalistt Tamil paramilitaries - that unavoidably involve dimensions of ethics, killing and war. 

II  use the term puramilitary/ies in this text, to refer to members of politico-military organisations, 

whichh are organised like a military force but not part of the (regular or irregular) armed services of a sovereign 

nation-state.. In contexts like Sri Lanka and Northern Ireland such paramilitary groups (e.g. Liberation Tigers 

off  Tamil Eelam' and the Provisional Irish Republican Army) are pitted against (or have been in the case of the 

11 Interestingly enough the word Eelam in Tamil is a reference to Ceylon. However in its contemporary post-
Indo-Srii  Lanka Peace Accord usage (post-1987) it refers to an independent, sovereign and exclusively Tamil 
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PIRA)) the combined armed services o f the two respective governments - in line with a separatist and/or 

nationalistt (or Republican) ideology. Particularly in the context of Sri Lanka and in light of the recent scale o f 

warfare,, I prefer the term paramilitary/ies to more commonly used terms by scholars (as well as journalists). 

Forr example, 'mil itant' - which refers to "a person prepared to take aggressive action in support o f a cause" 

(Oxfordd Dictionary); and 'guerril la' - which refers to "a person who takes part in guerrilla warfare, and 

fightingg and harassment by small groups acting independently" (Ibid). The other term in common usage is o f 

coursee 'terrorist' - which refers to "a person who uses violence and intimidation, especially for political 

purposes"" (Ibid). The term 'terrorist' is also unsuitable, given that it is used, more often than not. as a label 

(withh negative connotations) for propaganda purposes, and can easily refer to the actions o f both paramilitary 

groupss and the (regular and irregular) armed forces o f a sovereign nation-state. This phenomenon is 

documentedd the world over by human rights organisations like Amnesty International and Human Rights 

Watch.. 1 make special reference here to irregular units of the armed services o f sovereign nation-states. An 

indicatingg o f the prevalence o f extra-judicial operations - often with impunity- (in the relatively recent-past) o f 

deathdeath stunids which are. more often than not. secretly linked to military units belonging to the state, in 

countriess like the fol lowing, to name but a few cases across the globe.*-

ss El Salvador - during the rule o f the extreme right-wing political party, the Alianza Repitblicana 

statee o f Eelam. that Tamil separatist-nationalist paramilitaries from the LTTE and their supporters (at times 
referredd to as Eelamists) want to establish in the north and east Sri Lanka. The LTTE's conceptualisation o f 
"'Thamil"'Thamil Eclam" (Tamil Eel am) is by definition chauvinist. While the LTTE continues to maintain its zero-sum 
separatistt stance, other erstwhile 'Eelamists' from rival paramilitary groups have softened their hard-line 
positionn in order to pursue more federalist options of coexistence vis-a-vis the hegemonic (majority) Sinhalese 
sociall formation or ethnic group. In exchange, the government o f Sri Lanka has made a commitment to 
devolvee powers and resources, which is in the process o f being factored into an amended constitution, along 
withh a contentious negotiations process o f " jaw-jaw, war-war" being mediated by the government of Norway. 

-- For more details refer to the annual reports o f Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch (1980s and 

1990s),, and more particularly, Amnesty International (1984, 1994), Bronkhorst (1995), Human Rights Watch 

(1995)) and Forrest (1996). 
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Nacionalistaa or ARENA led by Roberto D'Aubusson in particular, which had direct ties to death squads 

andd the American Central Intelligence Agency (CIA); 

.. Guatemala - during the ' low intensity' civil war where native Indians in particular were indiscriminately 

targeted,, in a campaign against the left-wing Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG), 

whichh was supported by successive American administrations; 

.. Haiti - during the decades long tyrannical reign of Francois 'Papa Doc' and Jean-Claude 'Baby Doc' 

Duvalier.. and their infamous group o f armed thugs, the Tontons Mucoutc milit ia; 

.. Honduras - during 1980 and 1984 under the rule o f American-backed right-wing governments, in 

particularr the kidnapping, torture and secret executions carried out by the special military intelligence unit 

knownn as Battalion 3-16; 

.. Rwanda - at the time o f the genocide o f Tutsis and Hutu members o f the opposition - by the fearsome 

Inicrhannv^Inicrhannv^ extremist Hutu militia, authorised 'vigilante' gangs of Hutus loyal to the late President 

Juvenall Habvarimana, who was himself Hutu, and their supporters, during the rule of the now deposed 

Hutu-centricc regime headed by the Mouvement National Rwandais pour Ie Développement or M N R D ; 

.. South Africa - during the decades long Apartheid era under the aegis o f the now impotent National Party 

andd the Afrikaner bloc, where political opponents were even targeted and assassinated transnational^'; and 

.. Sri Lanka - particularly during the United National Party or UNP regimes led by Junius Richard ("JR") 

Jayawardenaa and Ranasinghe Premadasa, through government-affiliated or covertly sanctioned death 

squadss such as Black Cats, Green Tigers, Yellow Cats, PRRA (People's Revolutionary Red Army) and 

RDFF (Rapid Deployment Force). 

Inn this chapter. I introduce political violence and its cultural constructions, and provide an outline o f its 

contextuall backdrop and perspective, and discuss (briefly) the term 'confl ict ' . I also underscore my preference 

JJ fnicrhumwc in Kinyarwanda means, literally, 'the group that acts together'. 
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tbrr a poststructuralist (albeit eclectic) line of argumentation in this text. Thereafter. I elaborate on the notion o f 

"thee text" a la Paul Ricoeur and highlight its implications for bah reader and author (in contrast to the opinions 

heldd by certain other poststructuralists. such as Gilles Deleuze and the deconstructionist, Jaques Derrida). That 

is.. without excluding the possibility of circumstantial and intersubjective representations o f dialogue and of 

openingg Lip discursive space through an ensemble of theoretical devices.^ Following from this argument. I 

explainn in a rather eclectic fashion, why I opt for an autobiographical, selfreflexive "f ieldwork account". In 

factt I discuss the problematic o f textual representation o f social 'realities', which is closer to the American 

anthropologicall tradition personified by Clifford, Marcus and Fisher, though somewhat tempered through 

socio-semioticss of Gottdiener. I then go on to point out the centrality o f folk narratives to cultural constructions 

off political violence and illustrate this with an autobiographical anecdote. This narrative exposé is intended to 

providee readers with a glimpse of" certain existential "realities' in (historical) representations o f political 

violencee in Sri Lanka and thereby, introduce them to the main problem that interests me. This experiential 

narrativee is intended to be an 'eye opener', which puts readers on a narrative trail o f the licrc and now' o f 

culturall constructions o f political violence and its wider impact, beyond conflict. 

Thiss study is also a commentary on ongoing and future processes o f conflict resolution and negotiated 

politicall settlement in Sri Lanka. I examine this subject from the points of view cf male. Tamil paramilitarics-

in-exile,, looking beyond conflict. The discussion contains comparative material that might be useful for other 

scholarss and practitioners, engaged in the diff icult task o f bringing conflicts to an end. working towards the 

establishmentt of long-term peace, and/or coping with the humanitarian exigencies of (politico-military) 

conflicts/wars.. The arguments herein, are contrary to generally held opinions that stigmatise 'perpetrators' and 

44 For more (general) details concerning the discursive processes of ethnography in the form o f a dialogue 

betweenn two individuals, see Lacoste-Jardin (1977), Dumont (1978), Shostak (1981); and for a more 

sophisticatedd advocation o f this (dialogical) mode, see Dwyer (1977, 1979, 1982) and Crapanzano (1977, 

1980).. cf. Cli f ford (1988:42-44). 
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championn victims of political violence. In fact I maintain, that agents of political violence - namely, 

paramilitaryy perpetrators and their (regular and irregular) military counterparts - are also victims o f the 

existentiall crises faced (in this case) by Sri Lankans of all ethnic, nationalist, political and religious 

persuasions,, within and without specific theatres o f combat. In relation to the terms, conflict and war, I use 

themm interchangeably in this text. The reason being that I interpret the meanings of these two terms along very 

similarr lines. That is. conflict denoting violent politico-military collision or hegemonic/counter-hegemonic 

stnmgle.. between two opposing forces involving the use of weaponry; and war denoting a state o f conflict 

betweenn states or (as in the case of this study) between parties within states, carried on by the use of arms. 

Beforee progressing any further, let me begin with a discussion of a common problematic that confronts any 

researcherr examining the topic of political violence - i.e. of comprehending the difficulties of representing, 

whatt are at times, deeply felt experiences. For this purpose, I expand upon theoretical and practical issues that 

deall wi th political violence and its cultural constructions. 

CulturalCultural constructions of political violence refer to the forms and manner in which politically 

motivatedd violence unfolds, historically, materially and psycho-socially. In other words, cultural constructions 

off political violence do not refer to theoretical abstractions, which are confined to. say ideology or the 

collectivee imagination. To understand this more ful ly, I discuss in this text, the concept of political violence 

 theoretical work pertaining to it. interspersed with autobiographical anecdotes and experiential narratives. I 

focuss here on political violence as represented through select narratives and explore possibilities o f such 

narratives,, as well as dealing more generally with narrative impossibilities- through discussions ranging from 

thee difficulties of representation, in tandem with autobiographical anecdotes and other paramilitary narratives. 

Ann important point o f note here, is that representations o f political violence can be (and quite often are) acts ot 

violence.. Therefore, cultural constructions o f political violence also refer to culturally embedded 

3 3 



representationsrepresentations of violence that involve continuously conflicting and competing soeiaP realities, which take 

placee within politically charged unci polarised contexts. While stating thus. I also acknowledge that there can 

existt a fine distinction between acts of political violence and their representation. Such nuances are among the 

plethoraa of issues dealt with in this study. Where types of political violence employed in paramilitary struggle 

inn Sri Lanka, as well as the identities of organisations and individuals engaged in such activities are discussed. 

Thiss discussion is alongside other descriptions concerning representations of political violence in the symbolic 

practicess of LIT E "impression management' (i.e. the process of cultivating political vblence). While political 

violencee in the post-Cold War era provides a general 'contextual backdrop*. I also focus, albeit eclectically, on 

'casee study material' pertaining to contemporary Sri Lanka - where political violence 'occurs' and is seen as 

such,, through its situated practices, by the viewing public. Here, I illustrate and discuss certain inner-workings 

off  cultural constructions of political violence. And by contemporary. I mean the time period covering the early 

1970ss through to 2000. 

Conllictt in this study refers specifically to 'ethnic' and 'political conflict' where, "cultural codes come 

too be what they are. as goals or unintended consequences of struggles among social groups" {Marcus and 

Fischerr 1986:144). My main argument, then, is that political violence in deeply divided societies like Sri 

Lanka,, is constructed within a range of signifying situated practices, which are not 'natural' or 'innate'. By 

constructedd I do not mean 'manufactured' in any conspiratorial sense, instead it refers to the manner in which 

situatedd practices of political violence are given meaning in society, through symbolic images and narratives. 

Symbolicc imagery related to political violence, involve elements of ritual and display, which at times follow an 

organisedd pattern or 're-production'. Similarly, narratives and narrations of political violence also involve 

elementss o\' inventiveness, which are quite often found in oral 'traditions" of story telling and rumour 

55 The term social here is used in a Foucauldian sense, which pertains to k'a held of forces, a crisscrossing ot 
practicess and discourses involving relations of power"' (de Lauretis 1989:242). 
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mongcrmg. . 

Ann example o f this organised pattern or 're-production' o f symbolic imagery was broadcast by the 

BBCC World television news reporter Gayle Young (on Monday 2 n d February 1997). She was apparently none 

thee wiser to the wider implications of her TV journalism (given the lack of sound bites on this score). Young's 

televisionn news report highlighted 'the infrastructural capabilities o f the LTTE6 in the East (of Sri Lanka)". 

Thee 'reality effect' o f this news report was achieved through the display o f television images o f a newly 

paintedd building with the legend Police Station written in Tamil and English on a signpost. Where people were 

shownn coming to the compound and recording their complaints via a uniformed LTTE police off icers- in this 

instancee concerning an absconding bridegroom, who had been apprehended and was in the lock-up. The 

Tealitvv effect' o f this report is further compounded in the gaze o f its target audience (in Sri Lanka and the 

Indiann sub-continent), given its unparalleled status as 'A BBC news report'. In sum. the message that Young 

(innocuously)) brings across is that the LTTE is well organised, in control and effecting structural changes in 

thee areas in controls in eastern Sri Lanka, despite the vagaries of the civil war. A closer examination of the 

materiall however, brings out the almost theatrical efforts o f the participants in this drama, 'the local people', 

whoo participate wi l l ingly on camera in the LTTE's projection to a wider audience (Sri Lankan and 

transnational)) of its organisational efficacy, control and structural presence. And it is for this purpose that 'A 

BBCC journalist' was permitted by the LTTE commanders to f i lm at this particular site in the first place, where 

thee static had (most likely) been carefully pre-arranged in order achieve the best results. The untold stories and 

66 The Liberation Tigers o f Tamil Eelam or LTTE. is also referred to in English and other European languages 

(suchh as Dutch), as T igers ' (Tijgers) or Tam i l Tigers' (Tamil Tijgers). In Sinhala. the word is lkoti\ a term of 

referencee which applied to all Tamil paramilitaries and organisations, including the LTTE (irrespective o f their 

differences)) - from the early 1970s till around the late 1980s. After this period, the word 'kali was narrowed 

downn in popular usage to refer specifically to the LTTE. This was a result o f the internecine warfare and 

revenge/countcr-revengee killings between the competing (main) Tamil paramilitary organisations - where 

clear-cutt differences began to emerge, particularly the alliance of several with the military forces o f the Sri 

Lankann armed services (that look set to continue even beyond the 1990s). In Tamil, the most comiron words 

aree Pnli (Tiger). /V/,c<://(Tigers) or Viduthulai / ' / / / /^ / / (L iberat ion Tigers). 
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underbingg silences are however equally significant. That is. 'The BBC news report' takes place in a 

geographicall  location where situated actions of political violence are common occurrences. Where "the local 

people'' (in such antagonistic and polarised contexts) more often than not. stick to the commonsensical position 

off  'opening their mouths only to eat'. Furthermore, there was (for example), no reference to the 'taxes' that 

locall  people are systematically forced to pay in areas that the LTTE operates particularly those with relatives 

livingg overseas or who are perceived to be of some means. 

Thee LTTE pays a great deal of attention to the organisation of symbolic imagery, a phenomenon not 

leftt either to chance or the temperament of visiting (preferably foreign) journalists and therefore has its own 

speciall  Photograph}  Section and an annually commemorated national heroes week (ending on November 27). 

Thiss phenomenon is however not the exclusive province of the LTTE. as were the messages of martyrdom and 

sacrificee highlighted through the other images broadcast in Young's report (i.e. of a memorial to 35 martyred 

LTTEE cadres situated a short distance from Batticaloa). The Sri Lankan armed services also adopt similar 

strategies.. For example the construction of memorials (it is common to find bus stands in the rural countryside 

inn Sinhalese areas built in memory of a dead serviceman, that includes his name, dates of birth and death, rank 

andd a colour photograph) and remembrance ceremonies for servicemen. Images and news reports of such 

eventss are broadcast by Rupavaluni (the government controlled television service) and the local print media. 

Similarly,, though at a more basic level, other Tamil paramilitary groups too, have videos and remembrances 

forr their dead. In fact, the Sri Lankan army's bulldozing of LTTE memorials to its martyr's highlights the 

importancee of such symbolic imagery related to political violence. 

TluiyuiumTluiyuium Ilium (resting place) of 10.000 LTTE 'martyrs'. The LTTE ideology states that 
theirr cadres die but attain martyrdom and live forever. Their bodies, respected as seeds, are 
nott cremated [cremation is a common funeral practice among Tamil Hindus] but buried. 
Threee grave yards for cadres from Valikamam. Tennamarachchi. and Vadamarachchi. were 
constructedd from 1991-5. After the LTTE defeat in the peninsula, an angry [Sri Lankan] 
militaryy bulldozed the grave stones (Gunaratna 1997:104). 

Situatedd practices on the other hand, are actions, which take place at locations or sites of political violence, and 
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arcc organised bv culturally situated meanings. These culturally situated meanings, their relations to organised 

patternss of symbolic imagery, as well as ' inventive' narratives, and rumours, arc what encouraged me to 

examinee political violence and its cultural constructions. Accordingly, localised culturally specific 

understandingss play an integral part in such constructions and practices of political violence. I do not take a 

culturall deterministic line here, and instead argue, that culturally located meaniigs o f situated practices o f 

politicall violence, are seen as outcomes (and no! 'sources' or 'roots') o f hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 

manoeuvringss for power (which include the economic dimension). 

Inn this study. I break with "conventional representational schemes o f meaning" (Best and Kellner 

1992:21).. as in traditional empiricist ethnography - where subject and object positions are clearly demarcated 

withinn an explanationist and positivist methodological framework, and where preconceived theories are tested 

againstt 'the facts on the ground'. Instead, and more in accordance with certain poststructuralist perspectives. I 

givee "primacy to the signifier over the signif ied" (Ibid). According to Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, this 

signalss "the dynamic productivity o f language, the instability o f meaning...[where] the signified is only a 

moment,, in a never-ending process of signification where meaning is produced not in a stable, referential 

relationn between subject and object, but only within the infinite, iitertextual play o f signitlers" (Ibid). Or to 

framee it in other words (a la Jaques Derrida). 'dissemination'. Where apparently. "The meaning o f meaning is 

infinitee implication, the indefinite referral o f signifier to signified...Its force is a certain pure and infinite 

equivocalityy which gives signified meaning no respite, no rest...it always signifies again and differs" (Derrida 

I973:5SS el'. Ibid). Therefore, new stories, myths, legends and rumours pertaining to Tamil paramilitaries (that 

reachh or target different audiences from among the Tamil polity, locally and transnationally) are being 

constantlyy created, re-created, fashioned and re-fashioned. And here. 1 do not just l imit myself only to the 

textuall or the philosophical mental plane (as in the case of poststructuralists o f the Derridian persuasion), given 

thatt the operation of this ongoing process involves the following mediums, which are firmly embedded in 
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socio-politicall realities and politico-cultural praxis: 

1.. Orally through narratives and rumours - in this context, the various telephonic 'news' services run by 

Tamill paramilitary organisations also play a significant role particularly in relation to transnational 

audiences; ; 

2.. Tcxiuullv and Visually, particularly through the print media. This includes popular Tamil language 

magaziness (the distribution networks of some, which encompass local as well as transnational audiences). 

Andd a handful of sympathetic or partisan texts^. as well as the ubiquitous memorials and murals dedicated 

too the maitMcd (aimed at locally situated audiences) and other related symbolic imagery - which 

sometimess border on the mythical. For example, the wearing of cyanide capsules by Tamil paramilitaries, 

particularlyy by cadres of the hegemonic Tamil paramilitary organisation par excellence, the Liberation 

Tigerss o f Tamil Eelam or LTTE. and the apparent pivotal role played in the creation o f \h\s phenomenon of 

supremesupreme discipline, loyutty and sacrifice (to avoid capture and/or the divulging of secret information 

duringg interrogation) by the LTTE supremo Velupillai Prabhakaran; 

3.. At the Audio level, through music cassettes (distributed locally and transnational!}) that come under the 

categoryy 'liberation songs', the lyrics of which extol (common) themes. For example: 

,, The virtues and necessities o f sacrifice. 

 Martyrdom and struggle in order to achieve Eelam {[he envisaged sovereign Tamil state). 

 Liberation and defeat of the Sinhala enemy in order to overcome suffering: blood and soil {or hint and 

hoc/enhoc/en - which v\as a popular slogan of the National Socialist Party of Germany during the Second 

Worldd War and a theme used by Sinhala chauvinists as well). 

 Nationhood 

,, 'Flic dawn o f a new future. 

'' For example, see the (pro-LTTE) edited volume by Seevaratnam (1989). 
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4.. Aii(./io-\,i.MiiiII\  through the services of international and local TV-journalists, as well as more hands-on 

approachess (especially by the LTTE). such as the Internet/world wide web (particularly aimed at a 

transnational,, computer-literate audiences) and video documentaries (available locally and transnational!}', 

off  which, many are of propagandist quality. It is rumoured that the LTTE supremo lias a penchant for 

orderingg his cadres to video live footage of military operations. This would include assassinations, such as 

inn the alleged pre-emptive, suicide-killing of the former Indian prime minister, the then leader of the 

oppositionn Congress Party and scion of a dynastic family. Rajiv Gandhi )P 

Thee ongoing process, involving the production and re-production of new stories, myths, legends and rumours. 

doess not mean how ever, that memories of older narratives simply fade away. Such memories are retained in 

somee small measure (more often than not. with additions and/or subtractions) by characters. These characters 

aree either part of the individual or collective experience or who are related in some way to such characters 

(bloodd relatives, neighbours, partners, eyewitnesses) and who act as repositories of paramilitary oral histories. 

Thiss is very much the case vis-a-vis the large majority of Tamil paramilitary narratives pertaining to (principal) 

actorss who are dead and gone, or to organisations that have w;/ withstood the vagaries of time and internecine 

warfare. . 

Manyy of the interpretations and analyses made in this text follow (albeit in eclectic fashion) a 

poststructuralistt theoretical vein, that is not altogether 'postmodern". In other words. 1 tend to privilege the 

readerr over the author and the text, in accord with contemporary experimental scholarship. As opposed to 

moree extreme postmodernist positions postulated by the likes of Steven Tyler. Who argues that the 

88 For those interested, it is hypothesized that the LTTE-supremo ordered the female paramilitary suicide-
bomber'ss assassination of Rajiv Gandhi pre-emptively, in order to forestall his revenge against the LTTE. This 
judgementt was based on account of the humiliation suffered by Rajiv Gandhi and the Indian Peace Keeping 
Force,, along with the demolition of his grand Sri Lanka policy during that period. And last but not least, when 
itt became clear thai he was most likely to take up office as the ne\t elected Prime Minister of India (a post that 
thee subsequent leader of the Congress-I party. Narasimha Rao. took up following Gandhi's assassination). 
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contemporaryy world of life hook is displaced "by new book-like technologies such as cinema, radio, tape 

recordings,, television, and computers,..for the\ have interfered with the privilege writ ing gives to 

representationn over communication" (Tyler 1995:86). And therefore in effect, the problematic of textual 

representationrepresentation then becomes a non-problem. 

Inasmuchh as culture critique continues to privilege text and textualization. it persists in 

understandingg representation and communication as separate but unequal partners. 

Representationn is prior to communication, and determines it. The effect o f post-modernism 

wi l ll have been to invert this relationship, not just by a hermeneutic reading that privileges the 

readerr over the author and the text, nor by a critique of represenQtion that displaces the 

signifiedd in favour o f the signifier, but also by a movement away from the book as the 

paragonn of language-as-object-and-instrument o f representation and communication. It breaks 

awayy from the idea of language as a kind of primitive system of exchange in which 

representations,, typically in print, are passed, object-like, from hand to eye, and maintain a 

constantt value unaffected by this change of location from the author's mind to the reader's or 

byy the fact o f their imagination. This threefold model of communication...can be maintained 

onlyy by the constancy of memory created by the text, or to put it another way, by the 

constancyy o f representation. Once signifiers are set adrift from signifieds and are freed from 

anyy priority o f context, the constancy o f memory and the constancy o f representation are 

imperilled,, and so is the threefold o f communication founded on the priority of 

representation...Too put it bluntly, since the book is no longer needed, [due to new book-like 

technologies]] writ ing is no longer a problem, and all the problems o f representation that have 

heenn understood as analogical to writ ing, or to have allegorically recapitulated its legitimizing 

narrative,, are likewise removed from the problematic world-as-problematized-by-writing. In 

thee most general sense, the end o f the book wi l l have portended the end o f representation and 

thee founding narrative common to both (Ibid: 85-87). 

II cannot bring myself to agree with Tyler despite his provocative argument - particularly concerning the 

inconstancyy o f memory, representation and writing. Firstly, since I cannot deny that / tuna, product of my time 

andd thereby, depend on the medium o f language and writ ing (i.e. 'language-as-object-and-instrument"), to 

representt unci communicate my arguments, ideas and experiences. And secondly, these so-called new book-

likee technologies have been in existence for a number of decades without fundamentally changing the status of 

thee printed word. Except perhaps in the domains of the: 

 Media (where sound bites, tight budgets and editorial consensus, dictate the contents and contexts o f 

programmes); ; 

 Entertainment industry (where new breakthroughs in Virtual Reality technology attempt to interface users 
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withh constructed realities and cyber-worlds through improvements in software and hardware): and 

.. Politics (reflected through the high-tech local and transnational activities o f organised political entities), 

fo rr example: 

.. The ostensibly political activities of the LTTE and other Tamil paramilitary groups based in Sri Lanka 

andd via their overseas offices. 

 The Chiapas-based Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZNL) indigenous peoples' rebellion 

inn southern Mexico." 

## The Tupac Amaru hostage drama o\~ 1997 at the Japanese embassy in Peru and the higl>tech Gul f 

War.. are but a handful of examples that captured global/regional/national and local attention. 

II am not deming here that there are new information technologies in the making that could eventually render 

thee printed word obsolete. For example, there are reports o f attempts to paint images onto the retina with a 

singlee laser beam to provide 20x20 vision that is closer to reality without the intervention o f a screen and 

dependingg on the sophistication o f the software, 'reality' can be projected virtually drectly. Other experiments 

bvv the US military, among others, involve the ultimate interface with information technology, where the body 

iss bvpassed and the electrical current o f brain waves are controlled in order to use a PC without a mouse or 

keyboard.. And most bizarre of all are the attempts to record other people's experiences through very advanced 

andd sensitive brain function imaging technology that can provide direct person to person interfacing. Other 

exampless would include recording human memories on 'bio-chips' for silicon-biological interfacing. That is. 

"jacking-in"" through cranial apertures that provide access to lead wires attached to certain sections of the brain 

thatt interface with the very latest in information technology. And even creating artificial memories and 

99 In an interesting article concerning spatial politics/social movements vis-a-vis questions of (b)orders and 

resistancee in global time. David Slater discusses the presence of a geopolitical imagination. That involves a 

fusionn of the global, the national the regional and the local in relation to the EZLN. to be evidenced in 

interviewss and communiqués released by subcomandante Marcos (Slater 1997:270-273). 

13 3 



emotionss in order to provide the 'very real' experiences o f a new kind of Virtual Reality or VR- bordering on 

sciencee fiction (a la the genre o f the Xeiiromancer. Strange Days and Johnny Mnemonic). However, for all 

thesee new and developing information technologies to become real in all their sophisticated and yeMo-be-

imaginedd potential it wil l take maybe another three decades, and possibly even more- including that other 

realityy o f such scientific innovations becoming inexpensive and commonly 'usable1 by humans- at-large. 

Therefore,, in the life span of at least the 'older' generation, the printed word still remains firmly within the 

realmss o f reality And needless to say. the publishing of writ ings- which undeniably involves the interlocking 

roless o f memory, representation and wri t ing (albeit inconstant) - is a practice that even Tyler and his acolytes 

stilll continue to do on occasion. Another illustration that the prominence o f texts and tcxtuaiization is still not 

quitee dead, in the (purported) coming age of cyberspace and 'hyper-reality'. ' 0 In this more down-to-earth 

context.. Ricoeur presents a philosophical context fo ra poststructuralist hermeneutics. 

aa text is any discourse fixed by writing...fixation by writing is constitutive of the text 
itself...Fixationn by writing takes the very place o f speech, occurring at the site where speech 
couldd have emerged...When the text takes the place o f speech, there is no longer a speaker, at 
leastt in the sense of an immediate and direct self-designation o f the one who speaks in the 
instancee o f discourse. This proximity o f the speaking subject to his [sic] own speech is 
replacedd by a complex relation o f the author to the text, a relation which enables us to say that 
thee author is instituted by the text, that he stands in the space o f meaning traced and inscribed 
byy writ ing. The text is the very place where the author appears (Ricoeur 1991:4>48). 

Inn this study, my intention is to avoid as far as possible, any distancing that may occur between the aithor 

(myself)) from his text (in this particular case). That is, to get away from the (common) scenario, where the 

author,, only appeal's as llrst reader, and where readers, are treated to a "worldless and authorless object" ( Ib id: 

51).. In getting about this task. 1 adopt a textual strategy that combines autobiographical anecdotes with self 

rellexivee writ ing, in the first person singular, and place myself within the body of this text, through experiential 

narratives.. Via this stratagem, I hope to improve communication and dialogue with readers. 

' 00 For an interesting, if not provocative critique o f Western cyber-realities see Sardar( 1995:777-794). 
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Ricoeurr argues that 'realities' cannot be illustrated in a text in the same fashion as 'the world' can be 

presentedd or shown by speech, where dialogue between readers and author is possible. In tact, I find that there 

iss greater dialogue and understanding between my audience and myself when I make oral presentations of my 

researchh work or when I am simply 'talking shop' with interested listeners. This interaction is further enhanced 

throughh the representation of pictorial material (e.g. war-related video documentary footage in Sri Lanka). An 

importantt point of note here is that such exchanges can also be culturally specific, depending on the language 

mediumm of the audience (e.g. Tamil or Sinhala as opposed to English). And expression, either in colloquial 

Tamill  or Sinhala. cannot be (easily) translated literally into English without the loss of meaning. As can be 

commonlyy observed in the case of humour and jokes - which can be (not only) language specific, but also 

culturallyy and historically contextualised (as in the case of politically sensitive jokes, black humour and certain 

cartoons). . 

Thee problematic of textual!}' representing everyday realities of political violence (as encountered, 

enactedd and experienced by agents of political violence), can be overcome to a (united extent through the 

experimentall  use of textual and (occasional) dialogical strategies. For example, one of the strategies adopted in 

thiss text, is the inclusion of autobiographical experiences in first person narrative format.' ' As well ax 

representationss of (albeit circumstantial and intersubjective) dialogue between the personae dramatis of this 

'' ' An element of indirect style, that involves a more or less 'controlled discourse or argumentation' out by the 
author,, is unavoidable, and as noted by Clifford. 

Somee use of indirect style is inevitable, unless tlie novel or ethnography is composed entirely 
off  quotations, something that is theoretically possible but seldom attempted. In practice, 
however,, the ethnography and the novel have recourse to indirect style at different levels of 
abstraction.../)*/// the ahility of the fieldworker to inhabit indigenous minds is always in doubt. 
Indeedd this is a permanent, unresolved problem of ethnographic method. Ethnographers have 
generallyy refrained from ascribing beliefs, feelings, and thoughts to individuals. They have 
not.. however, hesitated to ascribe subjective states to cultures...At this 'cultural' level 
ethnographerss aspire to a Flaubertian omniscience that moves freely throughout a world of 
indigenouss subjects. Beneath the surface, though, their texts are more unruly and discordant 
[emphasiss mine] (Clifford 1988:47). 
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le\tt (which includes my autobiographical/authorial-self), tlirongh verbatim expositions o f experiential 

narrativess and discussions of shared experiences. This dual strategy, in combination with colour illustrations 

{dependingg of course on the quality of the material)™»' provide graphic depth, colour, sense and detail; and 

thereby,, also enhance the capacities for a dialogue-of-sorts. between readers and authors - through a 

'combining'' o f the pictorial with the oral and the written. And, it may further assist in the process o f making 

tangible,, some of the (wide-ranging) passions and emotions, involved during and in the aftermath o f diff icult 

orr traumatic situations, which are altogether and acutely, human in their experience. 

Anotherr textual strategy, no! adopted in this work, is the combining of academic writ ing with.v/vA/.v of 

writingwriting used in the writing of novels, which may also help in bringing out passion, emotion and detail -

dependingdepending of course on the style, quality and class of writing Here, the writings o f Gabriel Garcia Marquez in 

particularr and the novels - The Autumn of the Patriarch (Marquez 1978): iron in the Soul by Jean-Paul Sartre 

(1963);; The Assault by Harry Mulisch (1985); The House of the Spirits and Of Love and Shadows by Isabel 

Allendee (1985 and 1988); A Way of Being Free by Ben Okri (199.); The Regeneration Trilogy by Pat Barker -

RegenerationRegeneration (1992). The Eye in the Door (\994) and The Ghost Road (1995); and When Menwty Dies by 

Ambaiavanarr Sivanandan (1997) are all good cases in point. Ricoeur suggests that the language oïniclaphor 

cann also be used as a medium or stratagem in the orientation and grounding of texts, vis-a-vis worldly realities 

orr contexts. 

[Mjetaphorr shatters not only the previous structures of what we call reality. When we ask 

whetherr metaphorical language reaches reality, we presuppose that we already know what 

realityy is. But i f we assume that metaphor redescribes reality, we must then assume that this 

reality,, as redescribed. is itself novel reality. My conclusion is that the strategy of discourse 

impliedd in metaphorical language is neither to improve communication nor to insure univocily 

inn argumentation, but to shatter and to increase our sense o f reality by shattering and 

increasingg our language. The strategy o f metaphor as heuristic fiction for the sake o f 

redescribingg reality. With metaphor we experience the metamorphosis of both language and 

realityy (Ricoeur 1991:85). 

II tend to argue that the power of artistic or literary strategies such as writ ing styles of heuristic fiction and 
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usagee of metaphorical language is enhanced or improved upon when combined with the perspectives of 

exampleexample and comparison. And while this text does not draw from artistic or literary tradition, examples drawn 

fromm lived experiences and comparative insights are part and parcel of the approach used. 

Twoo art forms that foreground awareness of the discursive and signifying nature of cultural 

knowledge,, are fiction and photography (by raising the question of the supposed transparency of 

representation)) - whose histories are firmly rooted in realist representation (Hutcheon 1993:7). To come back 

too the earlier point made by Tyler. 

neww book-like technologies, highlight and recombine the PICTORIAL - the prototype of 
representationn - and the ORAL - the prototvpe of communication, both of which wil l have 
beenn repressed and distorted by writing and print, [and]..subvert the constancy of 
representation.. New technologies do not make better representations, but they do facilitate and 
heightenn an awareness of the way representation is relativized to its technology (Tyler 
1995:86). . 

Iff  this argument is acceptable, it becomes apparent that it \s possible possible for an element of "representative illusion" 

(Ricoeurr 1991:47.137-139) or "rhetorical artifice" (Tyler 1995:86) to creep into the art of writing, which can 

bee found in its textual end product. I refer to this 'illusion of representation', as conjecture - i.e. a forecast or 

opinionn formed on slight or defective evidence or none, in short an idea based on guesswork, that is presented 

ass factual in the text. And it is in order to highlight this possible element of conjecture, that I use and discuss 

thee term representation here, which alludes to 'realities" that are (virtually) created through my 'pen' (in actual 

fact,, via a more sophisticated instrument, my Personal Computer). 

Tvler.. in line with his argument predicting the end-of-books at the dawn of "hyper-reality".1- scoffs at 

122 According to Tyler's postmodern (future) perceptions- which overlooks the tiny fact that the vast majority 
oïoï humanity is excluded in his technology-centered. Western, white, male and affluent upper-middle-class 
worldd view. 

Thee end of the book will have meant that the play of empirical research will have produced no 
writtenn object representing that research. All research will have become performative 
enactments,, dramatizations, tournaments, contests, debates, or conversations which, though 
theyy might use print, would never use it as the primary means of fully accounting tor 
themselves.. Print will have become ancillary instrumentality, at best only a means of keeping 
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recommendationss tbr repairing the damage caused by (possible) ivpn'scniativu illusion - such as 'collage'. 

'd ialogism'.. "polyphony", and 'reflexivity' - on the basis ot"these strategies being nothing more than rhetorical 

artifices.. I believe that a majority ot" people, particularly in under-privileged pails of the globe, wi l l be reading 

bookss in print-form well into the twenty-first century. Therefore, given this underlying economic logic, i f 

nothingg else, this ensures that scholars do not have the (false) luxury o f simply dismissing attempts at 

redressingg the inadequacies o f representing 'realities" in textual form. And as an experimental strategy for 

circumventingg possible conjecture or "representative i l lusion" (cf. Ricoeur 1991b: 137). I have endeavoured 

rigorous!),, to achieve transparent) (difficult as it may be) vis-a-vis material that is represented in this text to 

readerss This is achieved through critical and self-reflexive narratives, explanations and autobiographical 

anecdotess (thai deal with existential "realities"). Towards this end. I also use the mediating concept o\'mimcsi\ 

wheneverr necessary (Ibid: 137-155). 1 briefly sketch the role o f this concept (i.e. in order to have a "working 

idea"" o f it), until such time as it is taken up again in a more elaborate fashion, in my discussion o f 

poststructuralistt theories. Ricoeur says that one way of extricating representation from its impasse, and 

returningg it to its field o f play (i.e. without weakening its critique) is "by tying its fate to that o f the term 

mime\i.\.mime\i.\. which seems to me [Ricoeur] less shut in. less locked-up, and richer in polysemy, hence more mobile 

andd more mobil izing fo ra sortie out o f the representative i l lusion" [original emphasis] ( Ibid: 137). 

Andd according to Linda Hutcheon, the confrontation between documentary historical actuality and 

formalistt self-refle.xivity and parody - as in the confrontation between documentary and formal impulses in 

score.. Distanced communication by means of the exchange of objects in the form o f books, 

articles,, papers, and other print media, wi l l have been replaced by participatory multi-media 

events,, some staged at conferences and the like, others occurring in such impromptu 

improvisationall situations as 'shop-talk', 'corridor-talk', computerized chit-chat', lab visits, 

andd informal get-togethers resembling fairs or swap meets like stamp and game card 

collectingg clubs where participants exchange gossip and scraps and fragments o f data in the 

formm photographs, formulae, video tapes, graphic incunabula, or access time to experimental 

instrumentss (Tyler 1995:87). 
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fictionn and an (as a result o f their reinterpretation in modernist formalist terms) - is the conjunction, where 

aa study o f representation becomes, not a study of mimetic mirroring or subjective projecting, 

butt an exploration of the \m\- in which narratives and images structure how we see ottr.t'lves 

andand how we construct our notions of self, in the present and in the past [emphasis mine] 

(Huicheonn 1993:7). 

Inn this study, as far as my own autobiographical anecdotes and self reflexive "f ieldwork accounts" are 

concernedd they are an exploratory attempt to provide readers with (remembered) glimpses o f the 'here and 

now'now' of certain existential crises faced by Sri Lankans in certain specific times and spaces. In other words. 

accountss relating to specific histories o f political violence. And with respect to self-reflexive "f ieldwork 

accounts'"" in general. James Clif ford and George Marcus have the follow ing to say. 

Variouslyy sophisticated and naive, confessional and analytic, these accounts provide an 
importantt lorum for the discussion of a wide range of issues, epistemological. existential, and 
political.. The discourse o f the cultural analyst can no longer be simply that of the 
"experienced'' observer, describing and interpreting custom. Ethnographic experience and 
participant-observationn are shown to be problematic [methodologically]. Different textual 
strategiess arc attempted. For example, the first person singular...is deployed according to new-
conventions.. With the "fieldwork account' the rhetoric o f experienced objectivity yields to 
thatt of autobiography and ironic self-portrait (Clif ford and Marcus 1986:14).' 3 

Whenn referring to 'histories o f political violence". I equate histories with memories (not as a psychological 

faculty).. According to Vincent Crapanzano. in this sense. "History is a positioned narrative that affirms, 

amongg other things, its position. Hence its importance in nationalism, territorialism, and group and individual 

identity"" (Crapanzano 1992:97). However it should be noted, that I view such phenomena, asliistories (in the 

plural)) - which are not constant, always on the move and in a state o f flux. Therefore, while histories o f 

""nationalism,, territorialism, and group and individual identity" (Ibid) are indeed "positioned narratives', they 

createcreate an illusion of permanence in changing situations,^ in line with changes in discursive practices (Ibid: 

1JJ I am not concerned here with either refuting or supporting criticisms of sections o f the experimental work 

off Cl i f ford and Marcus. Rather. I am interested in using the experimental work of these two scholars, as in this 

instance,, to lay emphasis on my own arguments. 

I ^ M vv thanks to Peter van der Veer for clarifying this point to me. 
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99).. and is set in motion through narratives. And here, folk narratives play an important role vis-a-vis 'histories 

o ff political violence', in particular, narratives o f paramilitaries themselves. Geag G. Iggers notes that. 

thee recognition that it is no longer possible to find a grand narrative that gives direction to 

historvv does not mean that history, as has often been lamented, has lost all meaning. History 

continuess to be a powerful means by which groups and persons define their identity. In the 

placee o f one meaningful process there is now a pluralism of narratives touching on the 

existentiall life experiences o f many different groups (Iggers 1997:143). 

FolkFolk narratives, which involve remembering and recounting performative acts of violence enacted at different 

timess in contested spaces (i.e. between state forces and paramilitaries, between paramilitaries, within 

paramilitarvv groups or by state forces and/or paramilitaries against civilians), are central to processes of 

culturalcultural construction. Bv means o f which political violence becomes normative in societies. In the telling and 

re-tellingg of folk narratives spectacular images, symbols, artefacts, black humour and jokes, as well as 

accountss of personified performances and incidents of violence, are woven into stories. These stories are 

transmittedd to a wide and varied audience, especially through the medium of rumours, in a surprisingly rapid 

fashion.. Allen Feldman in his seminal work. Formations of Violence: The Narrative of the Body and Political 

TerrorTerror in Northern Ireland,'* notes that. 

stories...measuree local social transformation in the changing ethics and performance styles o f 
\iolence.. They constitute an oral history [sic] of transition...[And, emphasis mine] 
demonstratee a cultural tendency to personify collective identity and even historical periods 
throughh the icon o f the exemplary specialist in the use of force (Feldman 1991:46-47). 

Ass an illustration of such a narrative, located in the annals o fTami l paramilitary histories, 1 represent excerpts 

off the fol lowing autobiographical incidents, which took place a couple o f months after August 1987. Specific 

detailss surrounding my experiences are not described, in order to protect the identity of my personae dramatis. 

Thiss is a serious problem (sometimes of life-threatening proportions) faced by those persons and authors 

providingg insider-accounts of the Ivstories o f political violence and 'real-life' manifestations of internecine 

'-"** This book by anthropologist Feldman is advertised (according to the blurb) as the first ethnography to 

exploree violence through representations of the body held by practitioners and victims of political terror. 
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warfaree and political killings - between and within Tamil paramilitary groups. Therefore, readers must try to 

gleann understandings from what is said, as well as unsaid. 

Somee months after July 1987 in the wake o f the Indo-Sri Lanka Peace Accord (while an 
uneasyy peace endured on the ground in the north and east of Sri Lanka), ! was forced to seek 
'refuge** (along with a number o f Tamil paramilitaries who belonged to a variety o f political 
persuasions)) in a Special Task Force (STF) Sri Lanka police commando encampment in order 
too save my lite. We were forced to adopt this manoeuvre as a result o f internecine warfare 
betweenn rival Tamil paramilitary groups, one o f which I was attached to. The STF is a 
paramilitaryy commando unit o f the Sri Lanka Police Force (SLPF). This particular canp 
wheree 1 sought refuge, was situated at Kalawanchikudi (near Kalmunai) in the Ampara (or 
Amparai.. as in Tamil) district. The camp at Kalawanchikudi had an infamous reputation 
amongg Tamils in the eastern province, where regular sessions o f detention, tortires and deaths 
hadd taken place. This was demonstrated in no uncertain manner by the visual impact the 
cellblockk (three cells in all) had on the observer. The walls o f the cells were spattered with 
bloodd like that o f the local butcher's shop (in Sri Lanka). Some inmates (predominantly Tamil 
youthh from the surrounding areas) had written their names in blood. Others had made tiny 
paperr garlands and had stuck them on parts of the walls, in prayer to whatever gods they 
believedd in. While the Kalawanchikudi camp presented the observer with a horrible image o f 
thee political violence that was enacted on a daily basis in the eastern province, it cannot be 
comparedd to the sheer terror that struck me when I was transferred to the Urani camp. The 
Uranii camp, further north, in the Batticaloa district, had a reputation o f being a 'death camp'. 
Andd the first thing that struck me at daybreak, when we were let out into the yard for 
breakfast,, was the stark contrast o f the newly whitewashed cellblock (much smaller in size 
thann those at Kalawanchikudi) with the blackened skeleton o f a tree a few metres away. At the 
foott of this tree was a pit where bodies had been disposed (i.e. 'cremation' on a pile o f used 
tyres).. In addition, the number o f inmates transferred to Urani were fewer and the three cells 
inn the cell 'b lock' were smaller, which made it more difficult for me to find safety, than i f it 
weree among greater numbers in a bigger space. My dilemma was that 1 was a Sinhalese in the 
midstt of an 'uneasy peace' between the STF and Tamil paramilitaries. Had my ethnic identity 
beenn discovered by the Sri Lankan police commandos I would have been immediately been 
brandedd a 'traitor' (i.e. just on account that I was in the company o f Tamil paramilitaries), 
afterr which. I would have literally been as good as 'dead meat'. 1 use the term "uneasy peace' 
here,, because it reflects relations, at the time, between Sri Lankan government troops and 
paramilitaries.. These were still early days and the Peace Accord brokered by the government 
off India was viewed with suspicion, especially by elements within the Sri Lankan armed 
forces.. Some of whom, subsequently went to the extreme of joining the Sinhalese paramilitary 
organisation,, the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP). and fighting against a state whom they 
viewedd as having "betrayed' the interests o f the Sinhala people, by "selling out' to the regional 
superpowerr India. The STF in particular, has a truly fearsome reputation in the histories o f 
politicall violence in Sri Lanka (especially among Tamils l iving in the eastern province and 
Sinhalesee in the southern and central provinces).'6 with countless horror stories o f extreme 

'66 In fact the STF and its men have 'earned' this infamous reputation for excesses and brutality, during 

practicallyy all military engagements and actions, since it was formed in the 1980s. The STF has been 
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brutality,, torture and (depraved) inhumanity. It is rumoured among informed circles, that a 

bandd o f elite ex-British Special Air Service (SAS) mercenaries17 (attached to the Keeni 

Meenii Services based in the Channel islands) who trained the STF. discontinued their training 

programme,, apparently a result of continued excesses and indiscipline among their proteges. 

Inn the experiences that I have just described, what produced such abject terror, was the stark contrast of the 

newlyy whitewashed cells with the blackened corpse of the tree. In Sri Lanka, as in other deeply divided 

societiess {e.g. Bosnia-Hercegovina, Rwanda, Burundi, to name but a few), there are a plethora of such 

narratives,, military, paramilitary and civil ian alike, which present oral histories o f contemporary political 

violencee in times o f war. Many of these stories are personalised, where the 'heroic* deeds of the 

actors/actressess (depending of course on the political preferences o f the narrator/s and audience) are 

commemoratedd and reified, which enhance their moral superiority in the gaze o f their respective communities. 

Inn the case o f the Tamil community, the paramilitary organisation Liberation Tigers o f Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 

hass successfully managed to construct a textualised martyrology for their fallen heroes and heroines (Schalk 

1991).. This martyrology is linked in particular to concepts of sacrifice and suicide, whicharc pan and parcel 

off the LTTL ' s military strategy and doctrine. Accordingly, this experiential narrative brings out certain 

particularisticc elements of the aesthetics of violence,'8 in which formation o f images and space play an 

importantt role. 

AA feature o f this ethnography of political violence is my background as an ex-paramilitary. I also 

happenn to be a Sinhalese (i.e. a member of the majority ethnic community), who was a member of a 

systematicallyy used as an apparulus of state terror in attempts by successive governments, particularly during 

thee (successive) Jayawardena and Premadasa (UNP) regimes (1977-1993). to crush the rebellion o f Tamil 

paramilitariess belonging to the LTTE, and the second abortive insurgency o f the J VP (1987-1990). 

'77 Men who serve with the SAS commandos have a fearsome reputation themselves, as in Northern Ireland 
andd during the Falklands (Malvinas) campaign. 

'88 I deal at length with certain aspects o f the aesthetics o f violence further on in this text, when discussing 

poststructuralistt approaches to culture and political violence. For an interesting discussion o f the politics of 

aesthetics,, see 'Aesthetics of Power: Time and Body Politics' (Nederveen Pieterse 1993). 

22 2 



paramilitaryy group that had fraternal links and contacts with non-chauvinist Tamil (i.e. a minority ethnic 

communiiv)) paramilitary groups, on the basis of common ideological and political aspirations. A rather 

unusuall position to be in. i f I might add. in a context where it is commonly assumed that the homogenised 

groupss o f 'the Sinhalese" and 'the Tamils" are engaged in a zero-sum "ethnic conflict' (to the death). In this 

text,, given the active capacity and closeness of my 'participant observation* to specific realities of political 

violencee in Sri Lanka (and India), memories play a key role in relation to representations of autobiographical 

anecdotes.. A key feature o f this research has been my ability io participate as a member in the field o f activity. 

Andd at levels in society where social, political and cultural life is lived {i.e. the lived lifestyle o f Tamil 

paramilitariess as they cope with the exigencies of the 'realities' o f war). Thereby. I have been able to observe 

att first-hand, constructions o f certain social rules and ideologies, which influence the conduct o f social actions, 

inn this case, political violence. 

Theoretically,, this ethnography contributes towards an exploration o f \\\Q limits of the anthropology' of 

(political)(political) violence. In particular, it deals with the limits o f representation. In other words, 'everyl i ing' is not 

reprcsentable.. given problems of textualising 'violent realities' and very particular cultural underpinnings. For 

example,, the moral responsibility o f an in-between, actor-author such as myself in relation to the protection o f 

myy personae dramatis - i.e. vis-a-vis eyewitness accounts o f kill ings and specific confessional details 

concerningg war guilt). Another example would be authorial/autobiographical/critical self-censorship. The 

secondd example involves unwritten negotiations, between disclosure and critical thought on the one hand and 

limitedd self-censorship on the other. This is due to rational or irrational 'existential' fears- in contexts where 

thosee who live by the pen can also be 'put to the sword', as has been the case in many deeply dvided societies. 

Givenn such antagonistic contexts, a popular aphorism among Tamil paramilitaries and other agents o f political 

violencee is that, 'dead men (and women) tell no tales'. Before I proceed any further, and 'bite (on) the bullet" 

thee lay out of the rest o f this text is provided for the convenience o f readers. 
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LocationsLocations of l'iolencc - in this chapter the reader is treated to a tour d'horizon o f A/.v/^r/c-a/antecedenls 

thatt underlie contemporary politico-military conflicts and warfare in Sri Lanka. It also highlights some of the 

tensionn that exist between a poststructuralist stance {Tyler 1995:78-79) and the more traditional demand to be 

"historicallyy informative'. I concentrate here on one major theatre of conflict that involves the growth o f Tamil 

paramilitaryy nationalism and separatism. The primarily intra-Sinhala, insurrectionary attempts by the putschist 

forcess of the JVP (1971 and 1987-1990) are not dealt with specifically in this text, as other scholars have 

adequate!)'' dealt with this material. For more details concerning the evolution o f the JVP and subsequent 

change,, see - Blackton {1971. 1973), l lal l iday (1971), Arasaratnam (1972). Caspersz (1972). Obeyesekere 

(1974).. Goonelileke (1975). Kearney and Jiggins (1975), Allcs (1977a. 1977b, 1990). Keerawella (1980). 

Alexanderr {1981), Gunaratna (1990). Chandraprema (1991). I lenige (1992) and Gunasekara (1998). I do 

however,, discuss Ethnonutionut unci C 'tiltiiral Concerns, that underlie the seemingly inexorable tide of political 

violencee (and in this context the historical role of the JVP is referred to occasion). The discussions in this 

chapterr lead to an exposé of methodological problems in this line o f research. 

LimitsLimits of Empiricism. Information Gathering and Knowledge Construction - some o f the 

methodologicall concerns raised in the previous chapter are elaborated upon here, in relation to certain 

theoreticall issues and debates. First and foremost, the rather simplistic notion adopted by empiricists (radical or 

otherwise)) - that information gathering (in particular, lots o f "raw" data and statistics) helpfully precedes its 

"processing** into neatly packaged portions of knowledge - is interrogated. This discussion is followed by a 

criticall view of the rather disparate academic work that has been conducted vis-a-vis problematics of political 

violencee and war - which also illustrates the lack of an accepted canon. The arguments herein lead on to a 

moree general discussion of the influence o f poststructuralism vis-a-vis empirical research in ethnography. 

Locatedd in the wake of this discussion is a commentary on IheSituation of Self, concerning my authorial-self in 

relationn to certain 'non-canonical' work dealing with problems of political violence and war. It also positions 
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thiss text in relation to more general issues, such as nationalism and ethnic conflict, and the twin contexts of Sri 

Lankaa and South Asian studies. The arguments, debates and discussions herein, provide me with a platform to 

movee on to an experiment with poststructuralist analytics. 

PoststructuralistPoststructuralist Analytics - The main argument here, is that poststructuralist theories (within limits) 

cann be put into analvtical use. as opposed to the data and statistics centred, descriptive writings of (what I term 

as)) 'vacuum cleaner" operatives. The hermeneutic tradition o f Paul Ricoeur and his three-stage concept o f 

mimesismimesis 1.2.3 is experimented with occasional insights from Michael Taussig"s writings concerning the 

conceptt ol 'mimesis and genocidal terror (Taussig 1987 and 1993) in the discussion of Mimesis and Situated 

PracticesPractices <>f Political Violence. M. Gottdienefs work on postmodern semiotics, particularly concerning 

hegemonvv and mass culture (Gottdiener 1995). serves to theorise on the role and meaning of signs and the 

bodvv vis-a-vis situated practices o f political violence. What follows is a detailed textual representation of some 

o ff the 'realities" of Semiotics and Terror. In order to circumvent an inherent weakness of an extreme 

poststructuralistt or deconstructionist perspective a la Jaques Derrida (i.e. where the tool of deconstruction can 

inn itself appear to lead to a bottomless abyss with no fathomable end, purpose or direction in sight). I round o f f 

withh a rather brief discussion of power and hegemony a la Antonio Gramsci. Cultural Marxists o f the 

Gramsciann vein have shown interest in poststructuralism (Mouf ie 1993. Laclau 1994). This is helpful in 

developingg new perspectives vis-a-vis power/hegemony (Holub 1992) and when examining the cultivation of 

politicalpolitical identities among agents o f political violence - i.e. within paramilitary groupings in particular, as weli 

ass military units (regular and irregular) more generally. 

ProblemsProblems of Culture. Violence and Power- Here problems o f culture and violence are discussed in the 

contextt o f power/hegemony. Gramscian notions of power and hegemony/counter-hegemony are grounded 

throughh an examination of intertwining societal relations, specifically those relating to Tamil paramilitary 

contexts.. Problems emanating from the essentialisation o f 'violence* are also dealt with in this chapter. 
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Likewise,, the role or non-role of religious perspectives in the discourse of Tamil nationalism is also touched 

upon.. The discussion surrounding manoeuvrings for power and battles between hegemonic/counter-hegemonic 

forcesforces (in Tamil paramilitary contexts) and the existence of tremendous intolerance in contemporary Sri 

Lankann political culture (across the ethnic divide) for oppositional points of view. This discussion is developed 

inn tandem with theoretical arguments provided by Laclau (1994) and others like Alonso (!992) and Hall 

(1996)) - particularly in relation to power and the construction or Cultivation of Political Identities. This 

particularr chapter sets the stage for the next set of discussions, which involve representations of the 'nitty-

gritty'' of "how and why' certain identities and worldviews are 'cultivated" and gain prevalence, in Tamil 

paramilitaryy culture. 

MimesisMimesis and the Cultivation of Hatred - The discussion here deals with the phenomenon of Tamil 

paramilitaryy nationalism and sittiated practices of political violence. Much of the focus is on the hegemonic 

Tamill  paramilitary organisation par excellence, the LTTE, and its 'cultivation' of a monological narrative 

aimedd at the Tamil polity-at-large (locally and transnationally), along with the active suppression of 

contradictoryy narratives and/or counter-hegemonic initiatives. I examine the manner in which the LTTE (as 

welll  as. other Tamil paramilitary groups more nominally) utilise mimesis, hatred and similar devices both 

tacticallyy and strategically in relation to perceived 'enemies' and the general Tamil polity. This also involves 

ann examination of specific spheres or dimensions of political violence (that can be operative in such 

circumstances),, which involve theatrical, ritualistic and performative elements. Examination of these elements 

involvee an exposé of spectacular incidents (invariably military operations and assassinations), time structures 

(e.g.. (he commemorative calendar of chosen heroes, heroines - the majority who are martyrs) and the 

constructionn of a martyrology (particularly by the LTTE). This discussion leads to a critical look at the 

EfficacyEfficacy of the Comhat Mode' and calls into question the logic of militarisation that has been adopted and 

institutionalisedd by the LTTE and the Sri Lankan military establishment. Mere, I examine attempts made by the 
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I .Tl ' I II to impose order on its world and manipulate its rank and tile, the majority o f whom are young women 

andd children/teenagers of both sexes (ranging in general, between the ages of 9 and 19). In addition I also 

groundd previous theoretical discussions of mimesis that was conducted in chapters one and four through a 

'close-in'' inspection of Mimesis and the Cultivation of Hatred vis-a-vis Tamil paramilitary political violence. 

Examinedd here, are relations between mimesis and situated practices of political violence, along with the 

phenomenonn of intra-Tamil paramilitary revenge/counter-revenge killings, in other words this chapter focuses 

onn the development of Tamil paramilitary 'culture-in-action*. 

TransnationalTransnational Predicaments - The 'close-in' perspectives on Tamil paramilitary political violence 

discussedd in the previous chapter are supplemented from a wider, transnational angle. Paramilitaries-in-exile 

aree in a sense "carriers o f memories" (Hirsch 1995) and are an identifiable, collective of characters (very often 

playingg a central role in their narratives), who {in this case) form a repository of" Tamil paramilitary oral 

historiess and culture (mentioned briefly in Chapter one). The eclectic narratives of such characters can provide 

(sensitivee readers with) glimpses of specific experiential insight vis-a-vis situated practices o f political 

violencee and spectacular incidents, which are part o f Tamil paramilitary culture Another textual strategy, 

adoptedd in this chapter, is the representation o f select narratives o f Tamil paramilitaries-in-exile verbatim, in 

orderr to afford expression to hitherto unheard, voices of experience. Narratives in this form, illustrate 

impromptuu "paramilitary talk' - i.e. the swapping o f stories (a pastime that many ex-combatants engage in ) . 1 9 

whichh is an integral pan of what can be loosely termed as macho 'paramilitary culture'. The concepts of 

memorymemory and distance are used here, to make "sense" o f and link, specific narratives and oral histories wi th 

1 99 An important new research agenda would be to find out to what extent such swapping of stories between 

ex-combatantss is gendered. There are a great many wanen, particularly from the L I T E , who have participated 

(andd continue to participate) as front-line combatants in the Sri Lankan embroglio. In this research, I have been 

unablee to obtain first-hand narratives of Tamil women paramilitaries. I have however obtained a few first-hand 

accountss o f Tamil paramilitaries from rival groups (to the LTTE). who suffered at the hands of some o f the 

LTTE'ss Tamil women paramilitary-interrogators. 
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situatedd practices of political violence - which were tacitly 'left behind" by the narrators but which are 

inexorabl}}  part and parcel of their current existence. This is a wartime legacy of their personal psvehosocial 

traumaa and victimisation through processes of brutalisation and terror. This discussion unavoidably involves 

ann examination of certain dimensions of Ethics. Killing unci IVar. as well as relations between Experiential 

Xarratives.Xarratives. Here, distance and time act as 'facilitators*, either in attempts at forgetting or remembering these 

experiences.. Likewise. I observe that geographical proximity to sites or locations of political violence either 

facilitatee narratives or strengthen silences. This, at times painful, examination of narratives and oral histories of 

Tamill  paramilitaries-in-exile is accompanied by a few autobiographical anecdotes and comments, which opens 

upp a view or representation of a hitherto secret and hidden landscape. Included in this lengthy chapter is a 

\erbatimm exposé of the Exigencies of 'Diusporic' Life - i.e. how this particular Diaspora of Tamil 

paramilitartes-in-exilee copes with and survives the day-to-day exigencies of life in late capitalist societies. I 

findd this an interesting question that needs representation precisely because the majority of paramilitaries have 

onlyy one special skill, that is expertise in the politics and mechanics of violence. This discussion holds useful 

pointerss to scholars and practitioners engaged in the difficult task of bringing conflicts to an end. working 

towardss the establishment of long-term peace and/or coping with the humanitarian exigencies of conflicts/wars 

-- particularly in relation to reintegration, rehabilitation-̂  and reconstruction. 

XurrutiveXurrutive 'Realities': Autobiographical. Anthropological unci Ethnographic Reflections - is a follow 

upp to the methodological issues raised in chapters one and three, a discussion, albeit in a poststructuralist vein 

iss initiated. This involves the 'situation o\' the author within the text", as well as reviewing its strengths, 

difficulties,, tensions, empowerment, authority, authenticity, multiple subject positions, etc. - from the 

standpointt of ethnography and autobiographical insights. This discussion highlights the relevance of 

-^^ In this research. I use the term 'rehabilitation" in a positive sense- i.e. to help make tit for earning a living 
andd playing a constructive role in the world-at-large. 
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' reflexivity'' ( l lervik 1994), and what Homi Bhabha refers to as 'in-between' spaces, nations and peoples 

(Bhabhaa 1991:4. 1996:53-60). when conducting research- while at the same time, pointing out the dangers of 

simplee 'navel-gazing'. The argument made here, rounds of f the overall discussion concerning political 

violencee and its cultural constructions, and sets the stage for a new discussion in the epilogue, which deals with 

scenarioss beyond conflict and issues such as long-term peace. 

Epilogue:Epilogue: Bevond Conflict - The focus here is on the challenge o f rebuilding war-torn societies, taking 

intoo account the perspectives o f paramilitaries and other agents of political violence. I argue that such 

perspectivess are an extension o f political violence and its cultural constructions. The main thrust o f the 

argumentt is that, in a civil war situation, paramilitary perspectives (including psychosocial phenomena) must 

bee taken into serious account (as an example), in any negotiated peace settlement aimed at long-term peace 

and/orr national reconciliation. Failure to do so wi l l place the possibility for long-term peace or reconciliation in 

jeopardvv and limit options, when dissatisfied agents of political violence 'go private" and exercise their 'rights 

throughh the force o f arms. I then go on to discuss macro and micro perspectives pertaining io Reintegration. 

RehabilitationRehabilitation and Reconstruction. Outlined here as well are narrative perspectives o f a number of Tamil 

paramilitaries-in-exilee who are looking beyond conflict. These rather opei>ended musings, deal with issues 

andd problematics o f reintegration, rehabilitation and reconstruction, such as- demilitarisation, demobilisation, 

disarmament,, decommissioning o f weapons stockpiles and 'resolving', 'regulating' or 'managing' outstanding 

politico-militaryy conflicts in a deeply-divided society. By way of conclusion. 1 examine the problematic 

relationshipp vis-a-vis Mediation, Negotiations and Conflict Management. The argument here is that a deep and 

comprehensivee knowledge concerning the perspectives o f combatants, such as paramilitaries and other agents 

off political violence, is vital not only for peace mediators and negotiators and the managers o f conflicts but 

alsoo for peacekeepers. This point is graphically illustrated through the crises after crises faced by peacekeeping 

forcess the world over and the tremendous amount of dithering displayed by the political masters o f such 
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forces.. This discussion links up with previous points made in chapters five, six andseven. fo r example, the 

importancee o f cultural specific knowledge and symbolic discourses in spaces and locations where political 

violencee is operative, as well as knowing the tactical and strategic role(s) of 'cul t ivated* worldviews. hatreds 

andd revenge/counter-reveime mentalities. 
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