
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Political violence and its cultural constructions : representations & narrations in
times of war

de Silva, P.L.

Publication date
2000

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
de Silva, P. L. (2000). Political violence and its cultural constructions : representations &
narrations in times of war. [Thesis, externally prepared, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/political-violence-and-its-cultural-constructions--representations--narrations-in-times-of-war(2dac1c3d-79f0-49e8-9eb5-3171517b957c).html


CHAPTERR FIVE 

CULTURE,, VIOLENCE AND POWER 

©© Purnaka L. de Silva 

Culturee lends significance to human experience by selecting from and organizing it. It refers 
broadlyy to the forms through which people make sense of their lives, rather than more 
narrowlyy to the opera or art museums. It does not inhabit a setaside domain, as does, for 
example,, that of politics or economics. From the pirouettes of classical ballet to the most brute 
off  brute facts, all human conduct is culturally mediated. Culture encompasses the everyday 
andd the esoteric, the mundane and the elevated, the ridiculous and the sublime. Neither high 
norr low, culture is all-pervasive (Rosaldo 1993:26). 

Humann behaviour, as Rosaldo has pointed out, invariably takes place in culturally stuated contexts. And 

likewise,, narratives pertaining to the lives, times and spaces inhabited by paramilitaries, revolve to a large 

extentt around larger-than-life characters, such as Bobby Sands of the Provisional Irish Republican Army 

(PIRA)) or Velupillai Prabhakaran of the LTTE, to name but a couple out of legions. This phenomenon is quite 

similarr to the more well-known, mytho-historical legends of yore, surrounding an almost endless list- which 

wouldd include: 

OutlawsOutlaws (e.g. 'Robin Hood', Saradiel of Lanka); Bandit-highwaymen (e.g. 'Rob Roy' MacGregor, Dick 

Turpin);; Pirates and Buccaneers (e.g. Captain Henry Morgan, Edward Teach or 'Blackbeard', Bartholomew 

Roberts.. Anne Bonny); Traveller-adventurer-explorers (e.g. Marco Polo, Vasco da Gama, Ferdinand 

Magellan,, William Dampier, Christopher Columbus, James Cook); Imperialists (e.g. Alexander 'the Great', 

Juliuss Caesar, Genghis Khan. Napoleon Bonaparte I); and Colonialists (e.g. Cecil John Rhodes, George Grey, 

Louiss MoLintbatten. Ian Smith, Jaques Foccart); to modern-day accounts of Gangsters-drug barons (Alphonse 

Capone.. John Gotti, Salvatore Riena, Pablo Escobar); Fascists (Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini); Generals 

(Marshall  Zhukov. Bernard Law Montgomery, Erwin Rommel, Douglas MacArthur, Vo Nguyen Giap); 

DictatorsDictators (Joseph Stalin, Francisco Franco, Jean-Claude Bokassa, Augusto Pinochet, Idi Amin, Pol Pot, 

Mobutuu Sese Seko, Saddam Hussain, Suharto); Revolutionaries (Maximilien de Robespierre, Emiliano Zapata, 
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Vladimirr I l lyich 'Lenin". Rosa Luxemburg. Alexandra Kollontai, Leon Trotsky. Mao Tse-tung. Walter 

Rodney.. Amilcar Cabral, Ernesto 'Che' Guevara, Patrice Lumumba, Fidel Castro, Ho Chi Minh, Nelson 

Mandela);; Terrorists (Andreas Baader, Ulrike Meinhoff, Carlos 'the Jackal7, Usama Bin Ladin);Dra// j Squad 

PatronsPatrons (Roberto D"Aubuisson. Francois 'Papa Doc" and Jean-Claude 'Baby Doc' Duvalier) and Mercenaries 

(Colonell 'Mad Mike ' Hoare, Major Roger Faulques, Jean Schramme, Alistair Wicks, Bob Denard).' Stories 

andd fables pertaining to the deeds o f these hero/anti-heroes are taught in classrooms, and told and re-told 

voluminouslyy by a plethora o f authors, commentators and specialists. And have become ingrained in the 

culturall understandings of contemporary human 'history' (subjective o f course to individual, collective, local 

orr regional political preferences, trends and rememberings). It is larger-than-life characters like the above, 

whoo present a face. Hair and a catchy story-line in what are very often very quite trying circumstances. 

Circumstancess in which thousands i f not mill ions o f faceless and nameless humans participated in or 

experiencedd a range o f effects, from personal victimhood and guilt to those o f larger collectivities. 

Thee concept o f culture covers a wide and heterogeneous range o f phenomena and is the subject o f 

muchh definitional contestation and argument. The focus here is on the borderland between multrdisciplinary 

culturall studies and anthropology (Marcus 1993). and its impact on the practice o f ethnography. My concern is 

too engage theory and practice (especially in the study o f culture and ethnographic writ ing), in order to shape 

myy focus or gaze on political violence. My intention is to ground cultural analyses in the nitty-gritty of 

everydayy life, in conflict-torn regions/spaces o f Sri Lanka, and involves ethnography o f political violence and 

itss situated practices. 1 adopt this procedure because many theories o f violence are rather one-sided and under-

representt the relationship between culture and violence. James Clifford notes that: 

Itt may be true that the culture concept has served its time. Perhaps, fol lowing Foucault, it 

'' For an excellent discussion spanning the unfolding drama of empire and emancipation (power and liberation 

onn a global scale), covering the continents o f Africa, Asia, the Americas, Australia and Europe- from the 

Europeann expansion of the crusades to colonialism, racism, slavery and (Anglo-American) neocolonialism -

seee Nederveen Pieterse (1990). 
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shouldd be replaced by a vision of powerful discursive formations globally and strategically 
deployed.. Such entities would at least no longer be closely tied to notions of organc unity, 
traditionall continuity, and the enduring grounds of language and locale. But however the 
culturee concept is finally transcended, it should, I think, be replaced by some set of relations 
thatt preserves the concept's differential and relativist functions and that avoids the positing of 
cosmopolitann essences and human common denominators (Clifford 1988:274-275). 

Inn terms of situated practices of political violence, it is my experience, that economic factors are notlhe only or 

primaryy source of mobilisation among new recruits of the various Tamil paramilitary groups. Aesthetics and 

semioticss of political violence, together with narratives of and about paramilitaries (at the local/regional level), 

playy quite a significant role, rather than the prospect of for instance obtaining a job or a plot of cultivable land-

inn a newly independent (separate) state of Eelam. The discourse of the paramilitaries (at the level of ideology) 

iss transmitted effectively through spectacular events. Most of the paramilitary groups attempt high visibility 

operationss in order to posit themselves as 'the best" in front of their prospective supporters and cadres, who are 

inn fact spectators. This tactic is used whenever popular support for the paramilitaries seems to be waning. 

Aestheticss and semiotics of violence are categories that come under the rubric of culture and warrant a broad 

butt workable definition of culture, which covers political violence in all its forms and aspects. Such a 

definitionn must not only take into account phenomena of cognition but also phenomena of affect or emotion. A 

widee and somewhat idealist definition put forward by David Garland, in his study on the social theory of 

punishmentt and modern society is adopted here. 'Culture' then involves. 

thosee phenomena of cognition known as 'mentalities' and also those of affect or emotion 
usuallyy termed 'sensibilities'. In its cognitive aspect, culture refers to all those conceptions 
andd values, categories and distinctions, frameworks of ideas and systems of belief which 
humann beings use to construe their world and render it orderly and meaningful. It thus covers 
aa whole range of mental phenomena, high and low, elaborated and inarticulated [sic], so that 
philosophies,, sciences, and theologies are included alongside traditional cosmologies, folk 
prejudices,, and 'plain common sense'. Likewise, normative schemes of taste, fashion, 
manners,, and etiquette are no less a part of culture than are the developed systems of ethics, 
justice,, and morality. These 'mentalities' or ways of thinking are, in turn, closely linked to 
wayss of feeling and sensibilities, so that the cognitive aspects of culture become inseparable 

-- Such ideas were however entertained and discussed by Tamil paramilitaries from the EPRLF and ENDLF, 
uponn their respective successes in the North-East Provincial Council elections of 1988/89. 
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fromm its affective dimensions (Garland 1991:195). 

Withh the intention of grounding theory. 1 include the final part of the second sentence in this 'definition' of 

culture,, uhere Garland refers to "human beings use to construe their world and render it orderly and 

meaningful""  (Ibid). This particular section characterises the manner in which paramilitaries, of the LTTE in 

particular,, are taught by their leaders to view the 'world'. It forms an important part of their rationale and 

culturall  constructions of reality. Therefore, no matter what levels of mayhem and carnage are unleashed, and 

whateverr the casualties and pain involved may be, it is all with the noble intention of creating a more orderly 

andd meaningful future society (e.g. for the Tamil 'nation'). 'Ways of thinking' are closely linked to 'ways of 

feeling'' as demonstrated by the tactics of paramilitary groups in mobilising popular support. Attempts are 

madee (some unsuccessfully) to link every cognitive thought to an ideological system, which in turn is linked to 

emotionss that give it added meaning, especially at the level of popular culture. I use the term popular ailture 

heree in a wider sense, that is in the sense of folk culture and narratives, which include overtones of traditional, 

locall  cultures - what David Garland refers to as "traditional cosmologies, folk prejudices and 'plain common 

sense"""  (Ibid). In the context of the counter-hegemonic challenge of Tamil paramilitary organisations, this 

meanss that in order to 'win' economic benefits, paramilitaries engage in a process of linking cognitive aspects 

off  their struggle with affective dimensions of popular culture. In other words, this is in order to 'capture the 

popularr imagination', which helps to make their challenge all the more effective. On the 'other' side, the 

policyy makers and strategists of the government of Sri Lanka also engage in similar tactics, in order to gather 

supportt and credibility for its 'handling of the crisis'. The same can be said of the JVP's campaigning during 

itss abortive insurrectionary attempts. In other words, landscapes of violence are the experiential spaces where 

struggless for political power take place. "Victory' in the eyes of the strategists seems to be the capture of the 

highh ground in the field of culture, in combination with successes 'in the (battle) field". 

Culturall  constructions of political violence refer to cognitive, mythical and popular aspects of the 
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practicepractice of political violence and its impact. Here semiotics, aesthetics, hermeneutics. narratives and rhetoric of 

politicall violence play an important role. This text then is an exploratory attempt to trace cultural constructions 

off political violence in relation to the case of contemporary conflicts in Sri Lanka. I employ the analytical 

potentiall of interpretations of the body and formations of political violence here (i.e. as a form of'animated 

text',, which is featured and examined as part of the struggles for political hegemony and power). The body is 

seenn here as a spatial unit of power and the distribution of these units in social space makes the body a site of 

dominationn (Feldman 1991:8-9). Allen Feldman points out. that violent practice has the ability to develop into 

ann ideological formation and institution in itself, which possesses "its own symbolic and performative 

autonomy"" (Ibid: 21). This is evident in deeply divided or polarised societies such as Northern 1-eland 

(illustratedd by Feldman) or Sri Lanka. Performative aspects of political violence involve theatrical and/or 

spectacularr elements, which highlight cultural constructions at work. As noted by Feldman, once cultural 

constructionss of violent practice become embedded in popular imaginations, they possess symbolic and 

performativee autonomy, which defy exterior control. 

Formerr secretary of state of the United States of America. Henry Kissinger, once remarked in an 

intervieww that the killings and death squad activities in El Salvador in the late 1970s were a result of a 'culture 

off violence'. This misleading term, 'culture of violence', employed by Kissinger was used to justify the overall 

politicall manoeuvrings and claims to power by the El Salvadoran junta This particular cultural myth/alibi was 

alsoo used at around the same time by the El Salvadoran ambassador to the USA. 'Culture(s) of violence'/.v an 

importantt construction of violence, which essentialises a particular cultural mode (cf. 'culture of poverty"). 

Sweepingg statements made by figures of authority (in this case Kissinger), help to essentialise and make 

'' appear to be 'normal'. In some cases it can be argued that it even goes so far as to justify violence. 

Thee media industry continues to disseminate such contrived notions, both globally and locally (Chomsky and 

Hermann 1979. Herman and Chomsky 1988). What I mean 'to essentialise violence' in this context (i.e. El 
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Salvadorr in the late 1970s and early 1980s, at the height of death squad activity by members and supporters of 

thee right-wing Arena party and the military), is the manner in which political violence is shown to be that 

whichwhich make* Sulvadoran society and practice what it /.v(i.e. to put it rather crudely, what makes it ' t ic ' ) . 

Inn other words, political violence is taken out of context and shown to be the basis o f El Salvadoran 

sociall and political culture, which enables the conclusion to be made, that it is not at all surprising that such 

horriblee acts of genocide take place. Essentialised views o f violence deflect attention away from the role of the 

state,, its agents and/or that o f other actors. Especially with regard to the state, such statements provide analibi 

inn terms o f its accountability, when killings and disappearances begin to mount in number (i.e. when they 

becomee unjustifiable and come under an international spotlight). It is interesting to note here, that in the 

politicall Uirmoil o f contemporary South Afr ica, there are a number of academic institutions, which focus on 

thee 'culture of violence' in (post-Apartheid) South Africa (According to BBC World service radio news 

reportss in mid-September 1993). In the southern African region, this kind o f thinking is not confined to South 

Africa.. The Zambian foreign minister when interviewed on the BBC world service radio programme "News 

Hour"" (September 30, 1993). stated that, "we are very worried at the culture o f violence in South Africa and its 

possiblee spill-over into Zambia". My focus is to avoid an essentialist perception of 'violence' and instead 

concentratee on cultural constructions of political violence, and heterogeneities of its expression, in different 

partss o\~ social space. Thereby. I not only avoid the essentialism o f 'violence", but also its ambiguities and 

involvementt with (possible) political deceits/biases, which are associated with the term 'culturefs) of violence'. 

O ff course what I have outlined here, are specific instances o f the essentialising o f political violence, 

whichh need not always be the case. A l l violent actions that take place during situations o f political conflict and 

strifee can be ambiguous but need not be essentialist. For example, violent actions and murders carried out as 

partt o f animosities or vendettas resulting from private quarrels or criminal activities, muddied the waters as far 

ass the clear identification o f political violence in Sri Lanka, especially during the 1987-1990 period. 
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Ass mentioned previously, cultural constructions ot" political violence refer to the forms and manner in 

whichh politically motivated violence unfolds in deeply divided societies - involving culturally embedded 

representationsrepresentations of violence. While being careful not to essentialise such phenomenon, cultural constructions o f 

politicall violence also refer to cognitive, mythical and popular aspects o f the practice of political violence (and 

itss impact). Here semiotics, aesthetics, hermeneutics, narratives and rhetoric o f political violence play an 

importantt role. And I employ the analytical potential o f interpretations o f the body and constructions o f 

politicall violence as a form o f 'animated text' - which is featured and examined as part o f the struggles for 

politicall hegemony and power in Sri Lanka. The body is seen as a spatial unit o f power and the distribution o f 

thesee units in social space makes the body a site o f domination (see Feldman 1991: 8-9). Feldman points out 

thatt violent practice has the ability to develop into an ideological formation and institution in itself, which 

possessess "its own symbolic and performative autonomy" (Ibid: 21). This is evident in deeply divided or 

polarisedd societies such as Northern Ireland (illustrated by Feldman) and Sri Lanka. As noted before. 

performativeperformative aspects o f political violence involve theatrical and/or spectacular elements, which highlight 

culturall constructions at work. And as argued by Feldman, once cultural constructions o f violent practice 

becomee embedded in popular imaginations, they possess symbolic and performative autonomy, which defy 

exteriorr control. In other words the agents o f political violence lose control over the 'production' o f symbols 

andd performance of violence as other sections of civi l society begin to participate. And once that happens, as in 

thee case o f Sri Lanka, it becomes almost impossible to delineate political violence from what is carried out for 

'private"" or 'cr iminal ' ends. 

Too try to clarify the concept of cultural constructions o f political violence further, I wi l l highlight 

certainn general distinguishing features: 

 People 's Cultural Understandings - normative reference points that are used to make sense of the world in 

relationn to concrete activities (not necessarily stated in language). 
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.. Ethnotheorics or Cultural Theories - people's propositions describing the feature o f certain general 

phenomenaa (e.g. ethnic conflict or politica! violence). 

.. Ideological Manipulations by Certain Groups or Individuals (State or Anti-State) - involved in processes 

o ff political struggles and manoeuvrings for power. 

 Representations of Political Violence - as part o f the event of violence. 

ParamilitaryParamilitary i 'oniexts 

Inn an extremely polarised situation as in the case o f Sri Lanka, many issues tend to be viewed as 'binary 

opposites'' (i.e. black versus white, just versus unjust, good versus bad). This rather conventional method o f 

analysts,, is a residual element of enlightenment thinking, where arbitrary and artificial dichotomies are 

pursued.. I use the term binary opposites however, in a rather unconventional sense, and argue that 

contemporaryy political cultures fol low lines very similar to this mode o f analysis, which is adopted by social 

scientists.->> In other words politicians present social and cultural 'realities' to their (selected) popular 

audiences,, in terms of very simple, twofold oppositions. The primary weakness (as in the case o f similar 

analysess in the social sciences) is that social, cultural or any other 'realities' are much more complex than can 

bee viewed or understood from such a narrow point of view. This holds true with respect to political violence, 

wheree antagonism and enmity are perceived, for example, along the lines of Sinhala versus Tami l . Tamil 

versusversus Musl im. State versus paramilitary/terrorist groups - all binary terms o f reference that mutually signify 

onee another. Such perceptions are not only incorrect, they are also highly misleading as terms o f reference, 

wheree situated practices of violence and 'ethnic groups' (which arc in fact heterogeneous andmultivocal). are 

alll essentialised and lumped together. A good example is the case of Tamil paramilitary groups. The term 

JJ The use of constructed binary opposites by social scientists has in general failed to throw new light on the 

varietyy of subject matter being analysed. 
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'Tigers"" or 'koii' (in Sinhala) or 'pulf (in Tamil) refers only to the LTTE. Yet in popular conception (among 

manyy Sinhalese), most young Tamils are conceived of as being Tigers' or suspected of having links to them. 

Thiss erroneous perception has also been perpetuated and fed by the local media, in their editorial columns, 

correspondent'ss reports and cartoons, despite the fact that internecine warfare (which demonstrated serious 

divisionss between the major Tamil paramilitary groups), had been going on from around 1985. In 1987, with 

thee Indo-Sri Lanka Peace Accord, most of these paramilitary groups entered the political mainstream. And 

thereafter,, a slow process of realisation has dawned in popular thinking among Sinhalese, that al! Tamil 

paramilitariess are not Tigers', and that there are other, more moderate groups (e.g. the EPRLF and PLOTE), 

withh distinct political agendas of their own. It also became clear in the events that followed, with the 

intransigencee of the LTTE and its failure to join the political mainstream, that these other groups were 

agreeablee to a negotiated settlement to the conflict in the Northeast. Today, some of these other groups and 

splinterr groups, are fighting with the Sri Lankan armed forces, against the Tigers', a fa cry from the days 

whenn all Tamil paramilitaries were viewed as 'koli\ 

Att present, a residual effect of cultural essentialism which surrounds Tamil paramilitary groups, is the 

popularr perception among Sinhalese that the Tigers' and their agenda is synonymous with that of "the Tamil 

people'.. An image that the LTTE does not deny and in fact tries hard to nurture. During the riots of July 1983, 

thiss widely held notion brought about much tragedy and carnage in its wake. Between two and three thousand 

Tamilss living in the southern, central and western provinces are estimated (unofficially) to have been 

slaughtered.. Especially on 'Black Friday', when rumour in the streets of the capital Colombo had it that "the 

koif'koif' had "come armed to the teeth" and were at "the Colombo Foil Railway Station"" [Personal field-notes 

Julyy 1983]. The confusion, panic and mayhem created by this notion on that day was tremendous. More 

Tamilss and dark-skinned Sinhalese4 were killed that day. Most of the victims failed to repeat all-important 

44 Sinhala chauvinists have a popular and an almost Victorian racist myth that Tamils are dark-skinned (and 
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'gallias''gallias' (verses from Theravada Buddhist scriptures) or the 'proper" pronunciation o f specific words like 

'hauklivu''hauklivu' (i.e. when accosted and shown a bucket and asked what it was in Sinhalese), due to either a fear o f 

mobss or a speech deficiency. Sinhalese mobs forced suspected 'tlemala koti' (Tamil Tigers) and "fifth 

columnists"" (all of whom constituted T h e Tamils'), to repeat verses from the Buddhist scriptures and certain 

Sinhalaa words (reputed to be unpronounceable by 'The Tamils'), as means of ascertaining 'Sinhala-ness'. 

Thosee who failed such arbitrary tests were either brutally assaulted or murdered (in some cases there were 

reportss of women being raped), with properties belonging to such persons, being torched and valuable 

commoditiess like gold, jewellery, video recorders, and television sets being stolen. On this fateful day ! met a 

policee constable attached to the Colombo Fort Police Station who was known to me. on Chatham Street (which 

wass next to the De Mel building where I worked at that time). He yelled at me to take cover, saying that: ' The 

koti'\koti'\ who were at "the [railway] station" (approximately a kilometre or so from where we stood) were 

"advancing"'' [Personal field-notes July 1983]. He then proceeded to cock his rifle and lie face down by the 

roundabout,, in the direction of the Colombo Fort railway station. Such essentialist perceptions have lost some 

o ff their popular effect, due to the fact that a number o f Tamil paramilitary groups are in alliance with the 

governmentt in its fight against the L I T E . However, such perceptions are still bandied about in Sinhala 

chauvinistt circles. 

Culturall constructions o f political violence includes to a large part, violent acts perpetrated against the 

bodyy and its (macabre) display. Through display (i.e through images and/or narratives), cultural constructions 

o ff political violence are given meaning and made spectacular. Mutilation and dismemberment o f the l iving and 

thee dead, torture, burning, beating, rape, and disappearance, are all situated practice o f violence, that involve 

thee body in one way or another. Torture for example, is a system of persecution that deploys organised 

violencee as a tactical measure that involves the body. It is practised by organs o f state security apparatuses, as 

thereforee inferior beings), which discounts in the meantime, the millions of similar pigmented Sinhalese. 
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welll as bv paramilitary groups. Torture and disappearance results in disruptions oi 'whole communities at the 

locall level. Torture also has the ability o f making people 'dead without ki l l ing them'. This opinion was held by 

aa number o f torture victims with whom I had informal discussions about their experiences. Torture 

incorporatess a combination of pain, terror, confession and death. Low-levels of pain, and terror are familiar 

enoughh to torture victims, many o f whom experience them at first in school and/or at home, dir ing the 

formativee years o f socialisation, like everyone else. This familiarity with regard to punishment, makes it 

possiblee for torturers (in most cases) to 'get through7 to their victims and break them down, both at the 

psychologicall and physical levels. In this respect, fear is orchestrated by torturers and transmitted to their 

victimss through routinised and organised forms o f violent actions {both physical and psychological), often in a 

repetitivee fashion with little or no variation. In political violence and conflict, which has existed in one form or 

anotherr for almost thirty years in Sri Lanka, death ahs become commonplace, especially in ki l l ing zones where 

confrontationss between combatants is most intense. Therefore, death too becomes another common reference 

pointt that torturers can draw on. In some instances exemplary executions are carried out so that particular 

victim(s)) are coerced/induced into confession. Confrontation between prisoners known to each other is another 

favouritee method o f obtaining confessions (often each captive is told that the other has confessed to 

'everything'). . 

Inn Sri Lanka torture is prohibited by Article 1 I o f the 1978 constitution, the penal code and 
thee Police Ordinance. Despite these substantial legal safeguards, torture was used, at times 
systematically,, by the army and the police - notably the Criminal Investigation 
Department...Torturee has been a long-standing concern of Amnesty International in Sri Lanka 
underr both the present and previous administrations. Reports o f torture have regularly been 
putt before Sri Lanka's parliament by members of the opposition and evidence of torture, 
supportedd by sworn affidavits, legal testimonies and medial reports, has been presented in Sri 
Lanka'ss Court of Appeal and in the Supreme Cant (Amnesty International 1984:200). 

II now focus on the body as a site o f violence and its relations with expressive modes, political power and 

discoursess o f popular culture {i.e. the linkages between the body, politics, and popular culture). The body isa 
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sitee o f violence, where political power, is exercised through hegemony and contested through resistance. The 

l ivingg bod\ am therefore be perceived as animated text where. 

politicall power increasingly becomes a matter o f regimenting the circulation o f bodies in time 

andd space in a manner analogous to the circulation o f things. Power, as Foucault has amply 

documented,, becomes spatialized. It is contingent on the command of space and the command 

off those entities that move within politically marked spaces. The body becomes a spatial unit 

o ff power, and the distribution o f these units in space constructs sites of domination (Feldman 

1991:8). . 

Too illustrate his point (of the body as an animated text) Feldman describes the German Jew who is paraded by 

thee Nazis with a placard around his neck which reads: " I am a Jew but I have no complaints about the Nazis" 

( Ibid:: 7). [n Sri Lanka, the living and dead bodies that litter the landscape o f political violence, are circulated as 

politicall texts, which are pari of'ilia discourse of'politics. Here, macabre messages are exchanged between 

statee forces and the various anti-government paramilitary groups in their struggle for hegemony. The 

importancee o f this particular phenomenon is that it is a symbolic language, a (culturally) constructed language 

off political violence, which is understood by most combatants, state forces and paramilitaries alike. The non-

combatantt civil ian population is invariably at the receiving end o f these exchanges and also has had to 

consumee the visual images or 'end products' o f such acts o f political terror. A good case is point is the arrest, 

torturee and murder o f 'Sinna Babu' a young paramilitary belonging to the EPRLF who was allegedly 

murderedd by L I T E cadres. According to Kumar who was en eyewitness: 

Itt was about 6:30 in the evening when I saw the body. The body was o f 'S inna Babu' and the 

L I T EE men had cut of f both his arms with an axe. Apparently they had first tied a semi-

consciouss 'Sinna Babu' to the back o f a tractor and dragged him around the main road in the 

villagee of Karativu before putting him against a tree trunk and dismembering him. Some 

peoplee think that lie was dead by the time that the dismembering began. The bod)' lying at a 

junctionn in the village. The right arm was cut o f f at the shoulder and the left was cut o f f above 

thee elbow. Both his legs had also been severed at the knee. His neck was also severed. The 

bodyy was in the middle with the legs, hands and head lying nearby. A l l the village people 

camee and everybody was afraid. Next morning I went there again and only the body was 

remainingg at the junction because the village dogs had removed the head, arms and legs. They 

hadd taken these parts back to the houses of their owners. Afterwards, the village people found 

thee missing parts and brought them to the junction, where the body was eventually burnt by 

peoplee living nearby, after the LTTE had refused to remove the body [Personal interview 
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II 995]. 

Manyy of the dead too belongs to the non-combatant civilian population made up of women, teenagers, children 

andd the elderlv. A reserve Police officer, with whom I had an informal discussion, recalled that on one 

'operation'' in a single night in southern Sri Lanka. More than a hundred civilians (mostly young men) were 

roundedd up, told to kneel, turn their heads and shot one by one (on the side of the head). He told me in his 

opinion,, that not even five of those shot on that particular night would have been even vaguely sympathetic to 

thee JVP. Apparently this gross violation of human rights was, aocording to my 'informant', a clear message to 

JVPP 'terrorists' that the government meant 'business'. It is interesting that this particular 'upholder of the law" 

spokee to me in a neutral space (i.e. The Hague. The Netherlands). It was a difficult enough sDry to narrate and 

hadd we been back in Sri Lanka, I am sure that he would not have spoken to me so openly and candidly. The 

otherr aspect of this narrative representation was that he minted to unburden himself, and I was a receptive 

audiencee who understood him. I think that we were able to communicate well because we had both gone 

throughh similar experiences of brutalisation. Therefore, we were able to relate to each other and to the 

narrativee on the same 'wavelength' much more easily, in contrast to the otters who were present on that 

particularr occasion. I also think that the friendly atmosphere, free flow of arrack (a local spirit distilled from 

coconutt that is made in Sri Lanka), and the fact that both he and I had gone to the same élite secondary school 

(whichh indicated similar class backgrounds), also had some parts to play. When I questioned my 'informant' 

ass to why the victims were told to turn their heads to a side, he told me that "it was in order to stop their brains 

fromm splattering our uniforms". He also said that he had heard some of the other policemen discussing this 

matterr in the truck, on their return journey from the 'operation'. Apparently, if you shot a person in the 

forehead,, you were liable to have his or her brains splattered over your uniform and weapon. 

Anotherr aspect of the body as a site of political violence involves the practice ot'arrest. Here, fear of 

arrest,, plays an important role. 'The body' about to be captured will attempt any means possible to avoid such 
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aa catastrophe. From personal experience I can describe some of the physical attributes, which take place during 

ann arrest of the body. Initially, it was from visual sources (i.e. seeing the approach of the unmarked jeep, the 

plainclothesmenn jumping out. stopping and getting into the bus) that an awareness dawned on me that an arrest 

wass imminent. This left me transfixed in a moment of horror, half-wanting to believe and seek refuge in the 

split-secondd of unreality, which was followed by a dryness in the mouth and throat, combined with a fluttering 

sensationn in the stomach, a faster heart beat and sweating of the palms. It was an unusual mixture of 

fear/excitementt combined with a desperate urge to escape. Thereafter, when accosted, every effort went into 

controllingg the features of my face. If there were any visible sign of fear, it would have confirmed "guilt' in the 

eyess of my inquisitors. In that whole exchange which seemed to last forever, the contested site (i.e. between 

thee men from the state and the unarmed rebel) was that of the body. On that occasion, 'the rebel" won the day 

byy displaying through his body (i.e. posture, facial expressions, dress, and tone of voice), a confident air, 

whichh indicated that he was indeed a Sinhala citizen who was not guilty of any political intrigue, and thereby. 

wass able to confuse the "opposition'. My inquisitors decided not to make an immediate arrest of 'the body' and 

optedd instead to follow the bus from a distance, to see what the suspect would do or whom he might meet. This 

allowedd me a mobility, spatially and time-wise, which gave me a chance to switch buses at a halting place and 

therebvv make good my escape. In those turbulent days I felt 'safe' only when I laid my head down to sleep, 

andd even then not really. 

Thee experience of arrest and interrogation is central to the political culture of violence in 
Northernn Ireland and has a vital narrative presence in the oral culture of paramilitaries, and 
theirr support communities. The violence experienced in arrest and interrogation is as socialy 
determiningg biographically significant as the experience of paramilitary violence. Life-history 
accountss of paramilitary careers reveal an obvious symbiosis between two domains of 
practicee (Feldman 1991:85). 

II  agree with much of what feldman has to say. especially with his comments on the oral cultures and lite-

historiess of paramilitaries. Sri Lankan paramilitaries too place importance on arrest and one Tamil paramilitary 

leaderr earned the nom de guerre 'Panagoda Maheswaran" after escaping from the Panagoda Army base where 
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hee was held. I disagree however with Feldman's essentialist use of" terminology - *kthe political culture of 

violencee in Northern Ireland" (Ibid). Feldman is wel! aware of the problems associated with the esseiitialism of 

violencee however, on this occasion he falls somewhat foul of his own exacting standards. I owe a great deal to 

manyy of Feldman's ideas, however I have attempted rigorously throughout this text to avoid essentialist 

interpretationss of my subject: political violence and its cultural constructions. 

Att this juncture an interesting example, which involves the interconnectedness of the body, politics 

andd popular culture, comes to my mind. After the signing of the Indo-Sri Lanka Peace Accord on 29ln July 

19877 the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) was drafted into service in the North and East of Sri Lanka. 

Ostensiblyy to oversee the cessation of hostilities and the resumption of democratic political processes (which 

involvedd provincial council and parliamentary general elections). Within a few months, the erstwhile 

peacekeeperss were embroiled in violent skirmishes with paramilitaries belonging to the LTTE. In the ensuing 

fightingfighting many Indian soldiers and LTTE paramilitaries died or were injured. Under cover of the fighting a 

sizeablee number of Tamil women were (allegedly) raped by Indian soldiers attached to the IPKF. Given the 

conservativee nature of Tamil society and popular culture, especially in the northern Jaffna peninsula, the LTTE 

wass able to capitalise politically on narratives surrounding the rape of Tamil women by Indian soldiers, and 

therebyy drum up support from among the civilian population. Tamil popular culture includes taboos 

surroundingg issues such as incest, which does take place (but this knowledge is restricted to the family or 

elderss )-\ Therefore, the shameful acts of rape perpetrated on the bodies of Tamil women and the subsequent 

suicidess (McGowan 1992:5) of a number of the victims. led to public outcry at the time. And generated a lot of 

55 Next, a teenage boy was brought in - an eyewitness to gang rapes committed by Indian 
soldiers.. The question of rape had been the most difficult of all the atrocity and bntality 
reportss to confirm. Rape was potentially more devastating than execution in traditionally 
conservativee Tamil Hindu society. A rape victim lost almost all marriageability and would be 
aa burden on her family for the rest of her life. Consequently it was hard to get victims to admit 
too the crime (McGowan 1992:78). 
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hostilityy against the IPKF. even by sections of people who were not that enthusiastic about the role of the 

LITE .. As a result the LTTE. with civilian help and additional support from a successful disinformation 

campaign ,̂, was able to weather the storm unleashed against it by the IPKF's Operation Pcnvan (the Hindi 

wordd for Wind)"? and live to tight another day. In fact, there is some speculation as to whether 'Dhanu', the 

LTTEE woman suicide-bomber who allegedly assassinated Rajiv Gandhi in Tamil Nadi£ according to Indian 

investigators,, was one such rape victim (BBC television documentary Inside Story: Suicide Killers 1991). 

AA short discussion of power is helpful here, when examining cultural constructions of political 

violence,, and to have an idea as to why hegemonic and counter-hegemonic inanoeuvrings take place between 

partiess to political conflicts. In a general outline of this concept. Giddens notes that: 

Byy power is meant the ability of individuals or groups to make their own interests count, even 
wheree others resist. Power sometimes involves the direct use of force, but is almost always 
accompaniedd by the development of ideas (ideologies) which justify the actions of the 
powerful.... Power is a pervasive aspect of all human relationships. Many conflicts in society 
aree struggles over power, because how much power an individual or group is able to achieve 
governss how far they are able to put their wishes into practice at the expense of those of 
otherss (Giddens 1991:52.729). 

Thee term power, in this text, is understood to be the command of contested space(s) and control over entities 

thatt exist within these politically polarised and marked sites, which have an impact on the practices of 

everydayy life. In this sense, power is achieved through agency, that is. through its point of effect aid 

generation.. This point of effect and generation involves situated practices of political violence, and their 

hh McGowan notes thai: "We had greal doubts about the boy"s story. The Tigers were as adept as the Indians at 
coloringg the impression the\ wanted to give, so we tried to sniff out any possibledisinfonnation" (McGowan 
1992:78). . 

""  For a detailed journalistic account of Operation Puwctn see (McGowan 1992:61-87). 

$$ Rajiv Gandhi was assassinated at an election rally on the night of Tuesday 21st May 1991 in Sriperumbdur 
(nearr Chennai or Madras) in the south Indian state of Tamil Nadu. There were great fears on part of the LTTE 
leadershipp at the time, that Rajiv Gandhi would exact a painful revenge for the humiliation inflicted upon the 
Indiann Peace Keeping Force (IPKF, 1987-1990) - //he became the prime minister of India once again. 
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cumulativee impact. In other words, the impact of cultural constructions o f political violence either enables or 

disabless power. For example, in the conflict between state forces and JVP paramilitaries, state power was 

'enabled',, while the JVP's power was disabled. Feldman makes a pertinent observation in relation to power. 

Too simply study power at the "center", that is, from the perspective o f fonral rationalities, is 

too collaborate in the essential myth o f formal rationalization: that power distributes itself from 

somee place external to its effects, external to its violence, which is reduced to a transparent 

instrumentt (Feldman 199! :2-3). 

AA point of view that comes out of this argument, is that agents o f political violence (e.g. security forces and 

paramilitariess alike), are a focal point in relation to their actions, which thereby, makes them more accountable. 

Inn most cases o f political violence, when charges are pressed against agents o f political violence for human 

rightss abuses, they tend to transfer accountability for their actions to a site o f authorisation, which is removed 

fromm the situated practices of their political violence. In this discission on agency, Feldman makes an 

interestingg intervention by arguing that, the (dead) body can also be considered an 'agent* o f political violence. 

Thee body made into a political artefact by an embodied act o f violence is no less a political 
agentt than the author(s) of violence. The very act of violence invests the body with agency. 
Thee body, altered by violence, reenacts other altered bodies dispersed in time and space; it 
alsoo reenacts political discourse and the even movement o f history itself. Political violence is 
aa mode o f transcription; it circulates codes from one prescribed historiographic surface or 
agentt to another. Transcription requires agency, both the communicative activity o f the 
transcriberr and the transcribed "object". Struggles wi l l occur over competing transcriptions o f 
thee same body and of different bodies (Ibid: 7). 

Feldman"ss point warrants a closer look at the events o f July 1983, for example (referred to previously), to find 

outt whether this can indeed take place at the ground level. 'The1 counter-hegemonic political violence o f 

'Tamill separatism* (which is essentialised) is viewed by many as a fertile 'breeding ground* for paramilitaries. 

Situatedd practices o f this perception o f political violence are in turn, translated into actions on the ground, 

similarr to the ambush by the LTTE which took place at ThirunelvelP. Such paramilitary operations are viewed 

99 I wil l not deal with the specifics o f this paramilitary operation, carried out by the LTTE, here. A more 

detailedd account o f this ambush and its ramifications are discussed in Chapter 6, where I look at the relations 

betweenn interethnic riots, paramilitaries and situated practices of political violence. 
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inn a cryptic fashion by sympathisers and combatants of "the Tamil cause' (an ideal that is also essentialised), as 

'appropriatee responses' to the hegemonic violence of the Sinhata military and its (historic) occupation of the 

Tamill homeland. Through the medium o f rumours, this particular ambush and the narrative surrounding the 

dismemberedd bodies o f the dead soldiers, was 'mythicized' in the regions inhabited predominantly by Sinhala 

people.. These 'mythicized' narratives 'invested' the dead bodies o f the thirteen soldiers with a power o f 

'agency',, where they became a focal point in the anti-Tamil 'riots* that ensued. These 'riots7, followed a build 

upp o f anti-Tamil chauvinistic tensions, together with monstrous images of 'The Tigers' disseminated by 

scaremongerss In the process o f these 'r iots', other popular cultural constructions were drawn upon and 

propagated.'00 especially by (political) agent provocateurs in the streets among the rampaging mobs. Popular 

Sinhalaa cultural constructions include, 'historic' Sinhala-Buddhist supremacist myths' ' (which extol the 

virtuess o f a 'just war' in defence o f the 'Sinhala-Buddhist nation" and call for the death and destruction o f the 

'beast ly ' '' - non-Buddhist Tamils), and 'patriotic" newspaper/magazine editorials and articles (as well as songs, 

novels,, plays, cartoons, etc). 

Feldmann also highlights that: "The conditions and relations o f antagonism generate different 

' 00 |-or a more detailed description of Sinhala-Buddhist Chauvinism see my unpublished M A thesis "Dynamics 
o ff Sinhala-Buddhist Chauvinism and the Contemporary Ethnic and Political Conflict in Sri Lanka" (de Silva 
1990). . 

'' ' Most o f these myths are derived from the Maliavamsa, a historiography chronicle written in Pali, attributed 
too the 3rd century BC The scribes were Buddhist monks who belonged to the Theravada school o f liought (or 
HinavunaHinavuna tradition), which. 

derivess its authority from the teachings o f the Buddha as given in the Pali Canon and 

interpretedd by commentators, culminating in Buddhaghosa (f i f th century AD) ; as further 

preservedd and interpreted by the Sangha (monastic order) of Sri Lanka; and as practiced and 

understoodd in its monasteries and villages...TheMuhuvamsa, composed by monks under royal 

patronage,, tends to see Buddhism from above and to be concerned with its fortunes at the 

statee level (Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988:3.5). 

'~~ This is literal translation from the Sinhala word 'ihirisunmf. 
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ideologicall  and practical settings and are subject to diachronic frictions. Relations of antagonism are 

mechanismss of ideological reproduction" (Ibid: 4). This is quite an acceptable view in relation to conditions of 

politicall  conflict and their relational practices (i.e. local histories of political violence). However despite these 

'historical'' antagonisms in Sri Lanka, agents of political violence and their respective political élites (in their 

manoeuvringss for power), have criss-crossed the ideological boundaries of these apparent 'historical' 

antagonismss many times over. This illustrates the fact that when so-called 'historical antagonisms" are 

subjectedd to the pressures of realpolitik, they lose their rigidity and become much more flexible. Thereby 

makingg it feasible for compromise negotiations and settlements to take place in the contexts of long-running 

politicall  conflicts in deeply divided societies. The current Israeli government and Palestine National Authority 

(PNA)) peace negotiations and final status talks, symbolised by the Peace Accord signed in Washington on 

13tnn September 1993 is a good example. 

CultivationCultivation of Political Identities 

Thee concept of ethnicity forms a cultural backdrop to the landscape of political violence. Perceptions derived 

fromm this cultural construct play a major role in cultural constructions of political violence. Among Sinhalese, a 

prominentt manifestation is Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinism, an ethno-religious derivative, which is defined 

politically'-5.. Similarly, ethnicity has also provided a basis for the rebellion mounted by Tamil paramilitaries, 

andd for Tamil chauvinism epitomised by 'Tamil Eelam* (an exclusive homeland for Tamils), which is also 

dellnedd politically. The separatist cause of'Tamil Eelam' is advocated most strongly by the LTTE. What then, 

iss ethnicity? What relevance does it have for contemporary 'nationalisms' that are active in Sri Lanka? There 

aree many interpretations of this concept, some of which, based on 'kinship' and 'blood', are quite irraional 

' JJ Por an illustration of Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinism, see the discussion that follows on the \lcshupremi' 
(patriotic)) agenda of the JVP/DJV and some Jathika Chinthanaya ideologues. 

169 9 

file:///lcshupremi'


andd implausible, since no 'pure" ethnic group or race can be traced in the human evolutionary process. An 

examplee being the "Blut und Boden" (blood and soil) idea o f the Nazis in German}'. However, as in many such 

casess of ethno-nationalism. irrationality and implausibility does not exclude the possibility o f ethnic identity 

being,, quite often, ' idioinized' in terms o f ' b l o o d ' . 

AA Sinhala-Buddhist monk by the name o f Elle Gunawansa (notorious for his anti-Tamil chauvinist 

politics)) released a cassette called "Elle Gunawansa Himiyange Gectha Sankalpana: Bala.scnagata Samara 

Gee'Gee' (translated literally as "Lyrical Concepts of Reverend Elle Gunawansa: Commemoration Songs for the 

Forces").. This music cassette contains Sinhala-nationalist songs written by him and sung by popular singers'^. 

Thee cassette is dedicated (as its title indicates), to the (Sinhala) armed forces. These jingoistic and chauvinistic 

songss were produced'5 and played over the airwaves by the Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation (SLBC- the 

ot'tlciall government radio station), til l a general outcry from more liberal minded Sri Lankans, forced the then 

presidentt Premadasa to officially ban their broadcast and sales. The cassette cover has a colour photograph o f 

aa tear shaped patch o f blood (which is the shape o f the island of Sri Lanka) on some soil, with a single white-

petall frangipani flower is placed beside it {the Buddhist monk on the back o f the cassette cover is Elle 

'44 The songs on side A are:(l) 'Tharunane Avaclivaw" ("Youths Awaken") by T . M . Jayaratne; (2) "Ekci 
Schalck"Schalck" ("One Soldier") by T .M. Jayaratne and Amarasiri Peris; (3) 'Xjini Aviva Alha Damn" ("Firearm in 
thee Hand") by Ms. Neela Wickremasinghe; (4) "Asipalha Kopuvcn" ("Sword Drawn from the Scabbard") by 
Sanathh Nandasiri; (5) "Damhakola Palune' ("In Jaffna Peninsula") Ms. Malani Bulathsinghala. (6) '\Saranai 
Suranai"Suranai" ("Refuge. Refuge") by Amarasiri Peris. The songs on Side B are: (1) 'Vpunna Maw Bi/nu" 
("Motherlandd of Birth") by Ms. Malani Bulathsinghala; (2) "Ministine Kundec Asa\\r ("People Listen 
Careful ly")) by T .M. Jayaratne; (3) "Nelha Kanduhi Salome' ("Tears Fall from the Eye") by Somathilaka 
Jnyamaha;; (4) "Apulu Epu Bini Angalak Waili' ("We Don 't Want Even an Inch o f Land") by Victor 
Ratnayake;; (5) "Avi Alha Dura" ("Weapons in the Hand") by Amarasiri Peris; (6) "Sinhu Putuw Api Sinha 
Putaw'Putaw' ( "We Are Lion Cubs, We Are Lion Cubs") by Sanath Nandasiri. I have translated literally from the 
originall Sinhala script on the cassette cover in order to give an idea of the song titles. Much o f the discourse of 
'Jaihika'Jaihika ('hinihcinaya' is contained within articles and reports that appear regularly in the Sinhala media. 

' 55 Elle Gunawansa's cassette was produced in cooperation with the Sawsiripava recording studio of the 

Towerr Hall Foundation. The Tower Hall Foundation is a brainchild of the late-president Premadasa. and is 

intendedd to promote indigenous ails and crafts and look after the welfare of artistes. 
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Gunawansa).. Frangipani flowers or Araliva Mal. also known as Temple Flowers (different coloured sweet-

scentedd tropical flowers), are commonly used as offerings in Buddhist temples. In the context of the cassette 

coverr these symbols are an offering to the memory of soldiers who have sacrificed their lives in the defence of 

thee beloved motherland, Lanka. The symbolic message of this image is a Sri Lankan, albeit a Sinhala-

Buddhist,, variation of the blood and soil theme, which is a fuzzy fusion of ethnoreligious political 

identities/identificationn with an ill-defined and parochial ethno-religious 'nationalism". 

Anotherr variation of this theme in Sri Lanka, is sacrifice and martyrology of the LTTE paramilitaries, 

uponn which they intend to construct a 'new' and exclusive state, called Tamil Eelam. Many LTTE liberation 

songss refer often enough to 'rcththum' or blood in the fight for 'the land". The examples I have shown here are 

takenn from the most extreme points of conflicting ethnic 'nationalisms" in contemporary Sri Lanka. Needless 

too say. as in other polities there are other points of view that fall in between these two extreme 'nationalisms', 

whichh leaves some hope for accommodation and compromise. In the opinion of Eric Hobsbawm, 

thee genetic approach to ethnicity is plainly irrelevant, since the crucial base of an ethnic group 
ass a form of social organization is cultural rather than biological...Moreover, the populations 
off  large territorial nation-states are almost invariably too heterogeneous to claim a common 
ethnicityy (Hobsbawm 1991:63). 

Hobsbawmm follows the line of argumentation made by the Norwegian anthropologist Fredrtk Barth (1969) 

whoo has looked at the organisation of ethnic group "boundaries" and their contributions to conflicts through 

thee means of "exclusion devices"" (Giddens 1991:252). General perceptions derived by many Shhalese from 

theirr understandings of the cultural cons mictions of ethnicity invariably differ in content from that of most 

Tamill  perceptions. Here, we must not lose sight of the fact that both 'Sinhala' and 'Tamil' are ««/homogenous 

categories,, which means that within both communities there can be diverse perceptions of the concept of 

ethnicity.. In the Sri Lankan 'ethnic divide' some of the most extreme views are those held by agents of 

politicall  violence (e.g. members of the Sri Lankan armed services and LTTE). This has led to what can be 

termedd 'ethnic cleansing', a phenomenon that re-surfaced in international media reports in relation to political 
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violencee in former Yugoslavia, particularly Bosnia-Hercegovina. Though this term is relatively unfamiliar in 

thee Sri Lankan vocabulary of horror it describes some of the terror that has been inflicted upon Tamil, Sinhala 

andd Muslim civilian populations of the north and east. James Manor who was interviewed on the CNN 

televisionn world news series "Desperate Battles" (30th September 1993) had this to say: "Many of the things 

thatt we see in Bosnia, both the idea of clearing ethnic groups out of territory, so that your ethnic group can 

movee in. and the use of extremes of violence are present in Sri Lanka". However h Sri Lanka, acts of ethnic 

cleansingg have not as yet been carried out in as systematica manner, as for instance in Nazi Germany, Stalinist 

USSR.. Rwanda or former-Yugoslavia. The massacres of Tamil villagers in Tampalagamam allegedly by the 

Srii  Lanka Army and in Kokkaddicholai by members of the STF (police commandos) in the eastern province, 

illustratee a more ad hoc and knee-jerk location-specific approach that reflects the operation of revenge/counter-

revengee mentalities. 

att least 150 civilians, nearly all Tamils, were killed by the Special Task Force (STF) after 13 
STFF personnel had been killed in Kokkaddicholai near Batticaloa on 28 January. The 
Governmentt said 23 of the dead were separatist guerrillas and 13 were STF members, but 
evidencee from eye-witnesses indicated that most of the victims were unarmed Tamil civilians, 
includingg women and children. The government announced an inquiry into the incident but by 
thee end of 1987 it was not clear whether it had been held (Amnesty International, 1988:182). 

Likewise,, paramilitaries of the LTTE in particular have over the years been accused of the killings of Sinhala 

andd Muslim villagers in the North-East and border areas. Another gory example (mentioned in Chapter Two) 

iss that of the Kattankudi massacres, where (alleged) LTTE paramilitaries set up a general purpose machine gun 

(GPMG)) in front of two mosques where Muslims were praying and fired a 250 round belt of ammunition 

inside. . 

Onn 12th July 1990, the LTTE abducted and massacred over 75 Muslims, including women 
andd children', returning to Kattankudi. This was followed by massacres of worshippers in two 
Kattankudii  mosques and villagers in Eravur during the first fortnight of August 1990. More 
thann 250 Muslim civilians were killed in the two incidents (University Teachers for Human 
Rightss 1992:6). 

Thee massacres that have taken place since warfare took off in earnest in Sri Lanka since 1983 and the resultant 

172 2 



displacementt of anything between one and two million inhabitants (Tamils. Sinhalese and Muslims) from 

North-easternn theatres of conflict is form of creeping ethnic cleansing, where large areas are being de-

populated.. This means that while certain areas are relatively 'safe', others are 'no go' areas for the respective 

ethnicc communities. The fact that the majority of these killings and forced displacement of inhabitants have 

takenn place in the eastern province - where Muslims and Sinhalese roughly constitute over 60% of the 

populationn and Tamils make up the balance- illustrating the intense rivalry between the Sinhalese and Tamils, 

andd Tamils and Muslims. The practice of ethnic cleansing, like the almost thirty-year conflict in the north and 

east,, reflects fierce competitions that exists among the political élites (i.e. Sinhala politicians in the south, 

leaderss of Tamil paramilitary groups, and political leaders of the Muslim community) for hegemony over 

powerr and resources. As mentioned before, economic factors play a less .spectacular role in the landscape of 

politicall  violence, when compared to aesthetics, semiotics, discourses and rhetoric (i.e. the cognitive and 

affectivee dimensions of culture). By spectacular. I mean that economic factors have less of a visual impact 

(image-wise),, and therefore, do not get a proper grip on the imagination and attention of peode. as opposed to 

thee imagery of situated practices of political violence. However what is interesting is the manner in which 

economicc issues can also be incorporated into cultural constructions of political violence. For example, a 

selectivee representation of (glossy) photographs of burnt out school buildings, office blocks or factories 

providess a visual framework of economic loss, at the local level. Around such a framework, either the state or 

paramilitariess can organise and launch a recruitment drive or justify further military actions. This is a classic 

examplee of '7iuir different cultural constructions of reality affect sociul action" [emphasis added] (Marcus and 

Fischerr 1986:25), in this case, 'economic loss' at the local level. In the context of this ext. social action is 

synonymoussynonymous with political violence. A graphic example from the Sri Lankan case is that of the putschist JVP. 

whichh used a similar kind of tactic in its second insurrection (1987-1990). JVP cadres and sympathisers were 

instructedd to attack economic targets (e.g. tea factories, power pylons, transport services, businesses), so that 
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(hee fall of the government would be hastened through the demonstrations of irate citizens (i.e. those adversely 

affectedd b\ economic disorder) in the streets. In such a scenario, the JVP would be able to capitalise and deal a 

decisivee "final blow*, and thereafter till the "power vacuum'. Initially, these tactics worked and the government 

wass brought to its knees in a matter of months. This initial 'success' was achieved despite of the unpopularity 

thee JVP had earned in some quarters (i.e. for initiating a policy that had disrupted the daily lives of thousands). 

Economicc disruption was at its height in 1989, and many analysts were contemplating the possibility ofa JVP 

Lzovernmentt in the offing. At this point however, the JVP overplayed its hand, possibly with a little help from 

clandestinee units of the government's security forces. The JVP issued another one of its many decrees around 

thiss time (signed by a 'Keerthi Vijayabahu' the alias of the late Saman Piyasiri Fernando, who was the de facto 

headd of the .IVP's paramilitary body the DJV). ordering soldiers to vacate their posts and if not, face the 

consequences. . 

Inn "Ranabima"*  the bulletin of the DJV's combined headquarters of April 21 1989. they stated 
inn a proclamation entitled, "to the relatives of the blood suckers", as follows. 'The hlood 
relativesrelatives of' the hlood .suckers in the Army and Police who engaged in massacring patriots 
shouldshould lake steps to stop this crime immediately. If they do not do so. the patriotic people's 
armedarmed troops will  adopt merciless measures against them (the relatives) as well' [original 
emphasis]]  (Chandraprema 1991:283). 

Sometimee after this 'ultimatum", around August 1989, when tiie JVP re-issued death threats to the families of 

securityy forces personnel in deadly earnest, news reports started circulating that 'the JVP' had attacked and 

killedd family members of soldiers and police. Ostensibly 'for failing to adhere to the orders of the JVP/DJV 

highh command" (i.e. the Joint Commanding Headquarters of the Patriotic People's Armed Troops). The 

resultingg bloodbath, which was a brutal no-holds barred terror versus counter-terror contest, sounded "the 

beginningg of the end" for the JVP (Ibid: 293-298). Soldiers, policemen, airmen and navy personnel, reacted in 

aa most extreme fashion, many in defence of their families. Whole villages of suspected JVP sympathisers were 

wipedd out. especially in the Nortlvwestern. central and southern provinces. 

Fromm August 1989 onwards, reprisal killings against the JVP became a common feature. 
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Bodiess began to appear on the roads everyday. On any given day there were around 25 to 50 

bodiess found dumped on the roadsides. Some of the most spectacular kil l ings were reported 

fromm Kandy. In the Menikhinna-Kundasale area, almost an entire village was wiped out when 

2000 bodies were found after the families of three servicemen (sixteen people in all) had been 

hackedd to death by the JVP. The Menikhinna area was a stronghold o f the Batgam caste and 

thuss the JVP had a great deal o f support. Thus on the night o f September 14. "Ukussa" [i 

t/caiht/caih squad called -Eagle'] swooped down on the area and massacred a large number o f 

villagerss (Ibid: 2%) . 

II wish to digress briefly here, in order to take Chandraprema to task. His close relations with members of the 

securityy establishment enabled him to obtain much of his material and (possibly) to publish it. This is an aspect 

o ff his authorship not disclosed to readers o f his book. However this is rot my main crit icism, it is instead the 

mannerr in which he has allowed his 'closeness' to agents of political violence, to colour some o f his writ ing. It 

iss an essentialist assumption to argue, that because Menikhinna was a stronghold o f the Batgam caste (i.e. low-

caste)) the JVP had a great deal o\' support, a line of reasoning adopted quite often by members of the 

government'ss security forces. 

II would like to conclude this expose of how economic elements drawn into cultural constructions ot 

'reality"" affect political violence, with an eyewitness account. 1 think that a micro-scale description wi l l round 

offf some of the broad strokes delivered by Chandraprema. An eyewitness to some o f the atrocities described 

soo far was a man who had escaped from the clutches of a death squad (after being tortured). I had the 

opportunityy to have an informal discussion with him and he was suffering acutely from PTSD (shivering and 

cryinuu after every sentence). This victim of political violence spoke of dismemberment and defilement of the 

l ivi imm and the dead in the Kandy district (which is in the central province, where Menikhinna-Kundasale is 

situated).. His was a narrative that was removed from the interpretations made by Chandraprema (and myself), 

evenn though he referred to tlie same time and space, and to similar events. An example o f how there can be 

multiplee interpretations o f 'reality", depending on perspectives and circumstances. In the course of our 

discussionn my ' remembered the body of a friend of his (kil led allegedly by government death 

squads),, which was found by him in Pilimatalawe. The body had been mutilated in a ritual fashion, with the 
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breastss turned inside out and the genitalia severed and placed on the chest of the corpse. According to my 

'' the dead man had been rather good looking, which was a possible reason (in his eyes), as to why 

thee body was mutilated. 

Moww does ethnicity feature then, in the 'nationalisms" of the Sri Lankan armed services, JVP and 

LITE'11 Sri Lankan Armed Forces - the thousands of killings of Tamil villagers and suspected paramilitaries 

alike,, massacres at Tampalagamam. Kokkaddicholai and elsewhere, in the North-East, as wet] as the thousands 

off  (unrecorded) extra-judicial executions of Sinhalese villagers and suspected JVP paramilitaries (carried out 

inn the south between 1987 and 1990). JVP- killings of government personnel (soldiers and civilians alike, 

irrespectivee of ethnicity, though many are Sinhalese), as well as members of other oppositional movements 

(e.g.. trade unions) in the south, who were perceived to be a threat to the hegemony of the JVP. LTTE- the 

innumerablee killings of Muslims (e.g. Kattankudi massacres), Sinhalese and Tamils (i.e. those opposed to the 

hegemonyy and/or authoritarianism of the LTTE), as well as Sri Lankan Armed Forces personnel along the 

'borderr areas' within the North-East, as well as outside. In my opinion, ethnicity per se does not feature when 

stnmdess for power and hegemony are at a peak. In such situations, rhetorical and propaganda constructions 

builtt along 'ethnic' lines, become blurred in the heterogeneity of political alliances, which take place in a mad 

scramblee for power. Thereby, it was possible for Tamil paramilitaries to be employed as mercenaries 

(allegedly)) by senior government ministers of previous regimes like Festus Perera, in order to participate in 

deathh squad operations in the western province against suspected JVP targets. Likewise, the government under 

Premadasaa made a brief but needless to say 'unholy' alliance with the LTTE. This was in order to oust the 

administrationn of the North-East Provincial Council and its disorganised provincial 'police' the Tamil National 

Armyy (TNA) - principally in order to avert the devolution of powers and resources and to take the wind ait of 

thee 'nationalist' sails of the JVP. After the outbreak of hostilities following the ill-fated tête-a-tête between the 

Premadasaa regime and the LTTE, popularly known as the 'Eelam War Two', paramilitaries belonging to the 
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EPDPP and PLOTE have been participating in a support role to the Sri Lankan Government's military, in the 

ongoingg fighting against the LITE. Apart from all these 'non-ethnic' political and military bedfellows, from 

amongg the Tamil paramilitary groups, the EPRLF, PLOTE and ENDLF in particular, have all had fraternal 

relationshipss or (at least) dealings with anti-government Sinhalese activists and paramilitaries in the 'south", at 

onee time or another. The EPRLF with the Vikalpa Kandayama (VK); the PLOTE with (a) the Samajavadi 

JunalhaJunalha Viyupuruvu (SJV), (b) the Nava Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (WJVP) and (c) (finally) the Janaiha 

VhmiklhiVhmiklhi Peramuna (JVP); and the ENDLF with the NJVP; are all examples of this phenomenon in recent Sri 

Lankann political history (i.e. prior to Eelam War Two). Therefore, to insist on the usage of the hackneyed 

conceptt of ethnicity as an analytical tool in such situations is counter-productive, and in fact, obscures the 

realitiess on the ground, instead of clarifying them. 

Withh regard to 'nationalism', it is ironic to note that while nationalist writings were emancipatory in 

thee face of British Orientalist perceptions of Ceylon and colonial hegemony, ethnic 'nationalists' from the 

majorityy community were unable to escape from aspects of essential ism, which were inherent in the Orientalist 

discoursee opposed by them16. For example the popularised assumption that Sri Lanka was an "undivided 

subject""  with a glorious past, that possessed a "unitary self' and a "singular will" - with no qualification or 

referencee to multiculturalism or a pluralist politico-cultural future. Such essentialist views held and continue to 

holdd dire implications for Sri Lankan interethnic relations. These views can also be seen as a precursor of the 

contemporaryy \htthika Clunlhanaya (JC or nationalist ideology) "school of thought'. 

Jathikaa Chintanaya is a school of thought among local intellectuals which arose as a result of 
thee UNP coming into power in 1977. It can be described as a reaction to the cultural and 
economicc changes taking place in the country as a result of the UNP's "open door" policy. Its 
mainn protagonists are upper-middle class professionals, products of "free education" who are 
generallyy first or second generation migrants from the villages to the towns...they express 
concernn about what they conceive to be the breakdown of traditional mores and customs in an 

166 For a thorough discussion of the shortcomings of Orientalist and nationalist perspectives see Prakash in 
ComparativeComparative Studies in Society and History, 1990:384-391. 
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increasinglyy commercialised society. Writers of this school of thought received a great deal of 
publicityy In the Sinhala press throughout the decade of the eighties. With the new line adopted 
byy the JVP after 1984. there emerged a convergence of interest between the JVP and JC 
protagonists.. At a populist level, the JVP gathered a great deal of strength from JC 
propagandaa in the years between 1984 and 1989. As a social phenomenon, Jathika 
Chintanayaa came to be seen as a reaction of the newly emergent Sinhala-Buddhist 
technocracyy against the entrenched "English educated" bourgeoisie in Colombo 
(Chandrapremaa 1991:1 10). 

Somee writers from this broad tendency have gained many admirers, especially from among sections of 

Sinhala-Buddhistt university students (since the 'demise' of the JVP in early 1990). Nalin de Silva (Ph.D. in 

Mathematicss and ex-Head of the Mathematics Department at the University of Colombo) is one such 

prominentt advocate of a JC 'school of thought'. Among his arguments, many o\' which smack of Sinhala-

Buddhistt centric chauvinism and essentialist assumptions (reminiscent of British Orientalist scholarship), is 

that. . 

theree are no two ethnic groups that have lived in this country for thousands of years. It is only 
thee Sinhala people who have inhabited this island for over a thousand years and who have a 
traditionall  and unbroken culture...The modern Tamil nation with its Tamil national 
consciousnesss is no older than two hundred years. This nation was created as a consequence 
off  British imperialism. There is, for example, no link between today's Tamils and King Elara 
whilee there is a very strong link between King Dutugemunu and the modern Sinhala people 
(quotationn of a translation in Pravada, Volume I. Number 3, February 1992:5). 

 Chinthanava proponents in the line of Nalin de Silva. represent mytho-historical narrative fictions in 

theirr writings as Teal', historical facts. They attempt to authorise these (mis)representations by lending them 

ann authority borne from a continuous, unbroken culture and religious tradition, from past to present. Steven 

Kemperr has this to say in his book. The Presence of (he Past: Chronicles, Politics, and Culture in Sinhala Life 

withh respect to such essentialised notions, some of which refer to a 'nationalism' pertinent to the Sinhala 

people,, that existed a thousand years ago in Sri Lanka. 

|NJalionalistt movements in former colonies often borrow not only technology from the West, 
butt also part of the content, not just the generic form, of nationalist discourse from the 
coloniall  power. My claim is that while nationalist movements use the past falsely, they do not 
usee it arbitrarily...Nationalists make choices, and they make changes. But they do rot make 
themm willy-nill y because culture weighs on the people who create ideologies as much as on 
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thee people who are later moved by them...l do not believe that there was "nationalism" as 
suchh in Sri Lanka a thousand years before the rise of the nation-state in the New World and 
Europe,, but something - whether one calls it a set of identities, beliefs, or practices, a 
discourse,, a relationship between the king and his clerics -was there, ready to be transformed. 
Too argue otherwise is to imagine nationalism in a place such as Sri Lanka being delivered 
full-crownn into the world by the nineteenth century. The historical issue is the transformation 
off past practice and the way living actors make use of these practices. As an anthropologist. I 
approachh that transformation by emphasizing that the function of beliefs and practices is 
interpretive,, not generative (Kemper 1991:9,17). 

Thee chequered history of political conflict between the state's armed forces and Tamil paramilitaries illustrates 

thatt such forms of 'nationalist' discourse (as described above) have fuelled inter-ethnic tensions, and 

encouragedd political violence as an option. Political violence as an option is in opposition to dialogue. 

accommodation,, reconciliation, compromise and pluralistic futures. Another aspect of political conflict in Sri 

Lanka,, has been the influence and rhetoric of 'Marxist' dominated political agendas. Here, the use of political 

violencee as a 'tool' in the capture of state power is theorised and justified. On the level of pracice, mutations 

off Guevarist Focismo in combination with Maoist-strategies for revolution, were strategies that were adopted 

byy some strategists of anti-government paramilitary groups - especially in the 1971 JVP insurrection. 

Chandrapremaa illustrates this influence of'Marxist' agendas, through his discussion of a particular strand of 

thinkingg advocated by "JC ideologue" Gunadasa Amarasekera in the 1980s. Chandraprema tends to 

homogenisee "the JC ideologues", while there are at least three somewhat distinct though inter-related strands 

too this 'school of thought' and essentializes what is referred to as 'the existing reality in Sri Lanka', when in 

factt there are multiple 'realities* in operation. 

Thee most crucial point of convergence between Jathika Chintanaya and the JVP was on the^ 
questionn of opposition to the open economic policy of the UNP. JC opposes the system of 
privatee property on the grounds that a society based on humanistic principals can never be 
buii it on the framework of the capitalist system.„Since capitalism came from outside, the 
weaponn which destroys it also will come from outside. That weapon is Marxism. But 
Marxismm should be adapted to local conditions. Socialist economics exerted an attraction for 
thee iC ideologues because it came close to their notions of Buddhistic simplicity 
"Alpechchathavaya"" in its emphasis on utility, frugality and equal distribution...Another 
importantt idea shared by the JVP and JC is the emphasis on organising Sinhala Buddhist rural 
vouthh to the exclusion of other sections of society...Amarasekera's attempt here can be 
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describedd as an effort to bring Marxist thinking into line with the existing reality in Sri Lanka 
wheree the most vigorous, ambitious and forward looking social forces have got concentrated 
inn the rural and urban lower-middle classes" (Chandraprema 1991:112-1 14). 

'National'' identity has a 'history', which is best analysed as an ideology. Such ideologies like for example 

extremee variations of 'Jathika Cliinthanaya" and the LTTE's narrow worldview. can become 'ends in 

themselves""  and lead to culturally accepted forms of xenophobia and chauvinism. The ideological inhibitions 

off  'hate' and "fear' (for a demonised 'other'), which form part of a socially organised 'syndrome of fear' can 

evenn act as a spur to war and jingoism. 

Howeverr to counterbalance these extreme 'nationalisms' are the moderates on all sides, who do have 

theirr work cut out. Nationalism is a double-edged political force, which has to be reckoned with. On the one 

handd it can lead to emancipation and on the other hand this 'emancipation' can be to the detriment and 

oppressionn of 'other (ethnic) nationalisms' - especially if these are 'minority (ethnic) nationalisms". At a 

conceptuall  level, nationalism is a 'force' like ethnicity, which remains rather ambiguous. Peter Alter argues 

thatt this is due to the "plethora of phenomena which may be subsumed under the term 'nationalism'...in the 

present-dayy vocabulary of political and analytical thought" (Alter 1991:4). This ambiguity or ambivalence. 

makess it difficult to make a precise definition of the term 'nationalism' and it remains, at least in this text, an 

'unresolved'' concept like that of'reality'. In this context, both 'nationalism' and ethnicity are not very helpful 

ass analytical concepts and represent rather exclusive or stereotypical images of social 'realities' limited to 

iirandd narratives, which tend to overlook grey or 'in-between' areas. In Homi Bhabha's eyes, "the nation, as a 

formm of cultural elaboration (in the Gramscian sense), is an agency of ambivalent narration that holds culture 

att its most productive position" (Bhabha 1991:3). 

Inn other words, elaboration is a great part of the social web of which George Eliot spoke in 
herr late novels. Gramsci's insight is to have recognized that subordination, fracturing, 
diffusing,, reproducing, as much as producing, creating, forcing, guiding, are all necessary 
partss of elaboration (Said 1991:171). 

Edwardd Said when questioned about nationalism, on a BBC World Service radio programme in 1993 
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remarkedd that "al l nations are like lungs, they should be able to breathe in and out". Meaning that in the 

contemporary,, post-Cold War context, nationhood should take on a cosmopolitan, flexible and more 

accommodatingg attitude to include all entities and identities. It is when national identity is essentialised, 

homogenisedd and restricted, that the "lungs" that Said refers to. become constricted and the air inside, stale. It 

iss this artificial homogenisation of national identity, which has been referred to elsewhere, by scholars like 

Benedictt Anderson, as a national identity being 'imagined' (Anderson 1991). In actual fact, given the 

ambivalence,, fluctuation and constant ebb and flow o f events and political alliances, there is a good chance 

thatt at least some o f the differences or distinctions, between representations and multiple 'realities' on the 

ground,, become blurred and less fixed on the long term. As in the case of the communities caught up in the 

politicall conflict in Sri Lanka. 

Politicall violence has inexorably come to the forefront in Sri Lankan political, social and cultural l i fe-

particularlyy since the bloody failure of the JVP's first insurrection in Apr i l 1971. Almost as i f taking o f f from 

thee point where the JVP left off. the embryonic Tamil national liberation groups created a slow but gathering 

momentumm of action politics in the early 1970s. This has ultimately led to the supremacy of the Liberation 

Tiiierss o f Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and its de facto control over the northern Jaffna peninsula and surrounding 

areas17.. The T igers" as they are popularly known, have also built up a reputation and image o f being one o f 

thee most successful and ruthless paramilitary organisations in operation in to date. In the forefront of this 

imagee lias been the LTTE*s hitherto amazing success in 'suicide operations*, particularly in the assassination 

off prominent political actors who oppose their hegemony and more generally, in taking out fortified military 

encampmentss belonging the government of Sri Lanka. The LTTE has upped the tempo on a number o f 

177 [ wi l l not deal with the historical continuities and change surrounding these paramilitary gtoups, as such 

workk has been carried out extensively elsewhere. See for example- The Broken Palmyra: The Tamil Crisis in 

SriSri Lanka - An Inside Account by Hoole. Somasundaram, Sritharan and Thiranagama (1990). and 

miscellaneouss publications o f the University Teachers for Human Rights (ITIIR) - Jaffna (I990a,b.c. 

I99!a.b.c.. 1992. 1993. 1994). 
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occasions.. For example, from around 19 tn Apri l 1995 when the L I T E allegedly used a limited stock of 

Americann made Stinger shoulder IIred surface to air missiles (Afghan war surplus) against Sri Lankan Air 

Forcee tanzets (for the first time). Other more common tactics have been successfully executing a number of 

well-plannedd skirmishes and assaults by land and sea against the Sri Lanka Army (SLA). Police and Navy 

(SLN)) respectively. 

Thee JVP for its part unleashed a second round of bloodletting and political terror from 1987 to early 

19900 - where, the armed services of the government o f Sri Lanka won a bloody military victory (allegedly 

massacringg all and sundry in the process). However as previously noted, in this text. I wi l l limit myself 

primarilvv to the analysis and discussion o f relations between political violence and Tamil separatist 

nationalism.. The reasons for my decision are twofold. Firstly, the main focus of this volume is on Tamil 

separatist-nationalism.. Secondly and more importantly there is great interest and concern regarding: 

.. The breakdown of negotiations between the government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE ( fo l lowing the latter's 

unilaterall resumption of hostilities on 19 tn Apr i l 1995) and continuing hostilities. 

.. And the resumption o f a contentious process o f "jaw-jaw. war-war" in 1999/2000 involving the third-party 

mediationn of the government o f Norway led by Eric Solheim. 

Thereforee it is timely, to examine elements indicative of the make-up of an organisation such as the L T T E - an 

importantt part of which is its separatist-nationalism. My argument here is that in order to understand the 

growthh and endurance of Tamil nationalisms in Sri Lanka, researchers and analysts need to focus on its 

relationss to political violence and the cultivation of political (paramilitary) identities. 

AA concentration on political violence, in particular on pre-emptive and reven^e/cotmter-ievenge 

killingskillings has provided the LTTE the means to its hegemony over the other Tamil national liberation groups and 

thee Tamil people at large. The prominent use o f pre-emptive and revenge killings surfaced during the time ot 

bloodyy intra-Tainil power struggles (mid-1985 onwards), and has been a defining 'principle" in the L ITE 'S 
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militaristt doctrine. Reliance on such political violence also enabled the LTTE to pre-empt the possible 

'revengee of Rajiv Gandhi' as well as blunt the concerted efforts and schemes of the Sri Lankan military 

establishmentt over time. Given the relative success of the LTTE on the long term (mid-1980s to 1995) and that 

att present it typifies the single most important expression of Tamil separatist-nationalism 'at the peak of its 

success'' to most onlookers (within and without Sri Lanka)- I focus much of my attention in the following 

chapterss to the organisation's actions and wider impact. 

Truee enough there are other 'brands' of Tamil Nationalism in operation today. For example the 

collaborationist-nationalismss of paramilitary organisations such as the People's Liberation Organisation of 

Tamill  Edam (PLOTE) and its political wing the Democratic People's Liberation Front (DPLF), the Edam 

People'ss Democratic Party (EPDP). and the Tamil Eelam Liberation Organisation (TELO) - which maintain a 

presencee in parliament and whose cadres tight alongside the Sri Lankan government's military forces against 

thee LTTE. However, the nationalist agenda of these organisations is largely rhetorical and curtailed by their 

closee association to the powerbrokers in Colombo. The Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) has been 

virtuallyy decimated by the LTTE's assassination programme and yet remains a viable moderate alternative to 

thee LTTE. I lowever, the TULF too is hampered in its nationalist agenda, given the near total hegemony of the 

LTTEE in its traditional stronghold, the Jaffna peninsula. All in all. the LTTE has very definitively set the stage 

andd all other actors in the arena of Tamil Nationalism, have to contend with its agendas. In fact this has been 

thee case especially from around the time when the LTTE attacked the TELO in May 1985 and began a series 

off  internecine battles with rival paramilitaries. All other Tamil nationalist organisations have since 

concentratedd their efforts in 'doing one better' than the 'Tigers' and hopefully being able to capture the 

'imaginationn of the masses' in the process - i.e. being seen to be the 'most successful of all'. And it is precisely 

thiss 'doing one better' competition, which is important for my discussion of the cultivation of political 

identities. . 
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Ass has been discussed thus far. politico-military manoeuvrings for power and battles between 

hegemonic/counter-hegemonicc forces and semiotic displays reflecting this power play in deeply divided 

societiess like Sri Lanka have a decided impact on the minds and bodies of citizens - i.e. at both the mental and 

materiall  planes. And by socialising the domain of culture and linking it to economic development and political 

conflictt between state forces and rebel Tamil paramilitaries, and between Tamil paramilitaries (i.e. intra-Tamil 

internecinee warfare and power struggles), one can discover tremendous intolerance for oppositional points of 

vieww in contemporary Sri Lankan political culture. The manner in which political identities in particular are 

cultivatedcultivated and positioned and re-positioned has a marked impact in this dynamic process. 

Ernestoo Laclau (1994) and others like Ana Maria Alonso (1992) and Stuart Hall (1996) have 

examinedd the notion of identity from interesting perspectives. And linking these analytical approaches with 

speciall  focus on the construction or cultivation of political identities to my discussion of culture, violence and 

powerr here, facilitates closer examination of the specificities of contemporary Sri Lankan political culture (or 

thatt of other deeply divided societies) in the subsequent chapters. In an examination of the question LWlio 

needsneeds identity'' Stuart Hall underscores the tremendous political significance of identity. Hall states that his 

"tangledd and unconctuded argument...demonstrates beyond the shadow of a doubt that the question, and the 

theorization.. of identity is a matter of considerable political significance, and is only likely to be advanced 

whenn both the necessity and the 'impossibility" of identities, and the suturing of the psychic and the discursive 

inn their constitution, are fully and unambiguously acknowledged" (Hail 1996:16). Laclau develops on this 

themee and argues that: 

Inn a post-Cold War world...we are witnessing a proliferation of particularistic political 
identities.. ..[where] all identity -and all social reality - is constructed... If agents were to have 
ann always already defined location in the social structure, the problem of their 
identity...wouldd not arise - or, at most, would be seen as a matter of people discovering or 
recognizingrecognizing their own identity, not of constructing it...If. however, the basic question of the 
sociall  were to be posed at this last level, all social conflict would have to be considered... 
fromm the viewpoint, .of the deconstructuration of the social identities that the conflict would 
bringg about. For if all social conflict were, necessarily, to provoke certain deconstructuration 
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o ff social identities, and i f a conflict-free situation were, now, incompatible with any form o f 

society,, it would follow that any social identity would necessarily entail, as one of its 

dimensions,, construction, and not simply recognition. The key term for understanding this 

processs o f construction is the psychoanalytic category of identification...An important 

consequencee of this distinction between identity and identification is that it introduces a 

constitutivee split in all social identity...if we concentrate on the political dimension of social 

identities...ourr time period is one of increasing awareness o f the political character embedded 

inn the institution of all social identity. The social world presents itself to us, primarily, as a 

sedimentedd ensemble o f social practices accepted at face value, without questioning the 

foundingg acts o f their institution. If the social world, however, is not entirely defined in terms 

o ff repetitive, sedimented practices, it is because the social always overflows the 

institutionalizedd frameworks o f 'society', and because social antagonisms show the inherent 

contingencyy o f those frameworks. Thus a dimension o f construction and creation is inheient 

inn all social practice. The latter does not involve only repetition, but also 

reconstruction...[And]] all political identity requires the vixibilin> o f the acts o f identification 

(thatt is. o f the instituting acts) (Laclau 1994:1-4). 

Fromm a more analytical standpoint Laclau's argument supports my own thinking vis-a-vis the construction o f 

politicall identities among Tamil paramilitaries - where individual identification is an inherent part of the 

cultivationn of collective political identities (e.g. ethnic group or organisational identities) according to a range 

o ff culturally constructed and pseudo-ideological (e.g. Marxist or socialist) criteria. I shall examine this process 

inn ureater detail and from close-in. first-person viewpoints in Chapter Seven when representing a number o f 

selectt Tamil paramilitary narratives. On a related issue Atonso notes that by focusing on the question of how 

rulerule is accomplished, some authors like Corrigan and Saver (1985). Corrigan (1990). Enloe (1989), Hall 

(1986.. 1988) and Scott (1988) have, 

beenn concerned with displacing an essentialist and reified notion o f the state and wi th 
formulatingg an alternative, expanded conception of the political...influenced by Antonio 
GramscTss notion of the state as 'political society + civil society, in other words, hegemony 
protectedd by the armour of coercion,' [Gramsci 1971:263], by Foucault's stress on power's 
'capillaryy forms o f existence.' [Foucault 1980:39], and by the feminist notion of the personal 
ass political. Rather than seeing rule as resting on interdictions, the exercise of power is viewed 
ass product ive- of meanings, truths, bodies, selves, in short, o f forms of doing, knowing, and 
being.. Meaning becomes located in discursive practices produced, contested, and transformed 
inn sociohistorical action rather than in a sui genens scheme of timeless categories. I f 
hegemony,, as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe argue, is not 'an external relation between 
preconstitutedd social agents, but the very process o f discursive construction o f those agents.' 
[Laclauu and Mouffe 1982:100], then power is central to the production o f identities. Such a 
notionn of hegemony allows the integration o f dimensions of subjectivity such as gender and 
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ethnicityy into analyses of domination and subordination. Class is no longer the privileged 
formm of oppression that must overdetermine all other forms. Gender and ethnicity recover 
theirr specificity as dimensions of discursively and politically organized subjection which are 
keyy to the construction of both the body personal and the body politic (Alonso 1992:404). 

Inn the construction of paramilitary political identities the Tigers' have successfully overpowered their rivals 

andd established their hegemony over the Tamil polity, through a combination of brute force and a sophisticated 

offensivee aimed at the capture and control of cultural space, and the means of its production. And the (ethno 

chauvinist)) political identity cultivated by the 'Tigers' is maintained at the expense of all other forms of Tamil 

paramilitaryy nationalisms (e.g. collaborationist-nationalism) and in opposition to the hegemony of the Sri 

Lankann state and the majority Sinhalese through culture-specific situated practices of political violence. 
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