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Ambivalent Positioning. Reflections on Ethnographic Research in Sri
L anka during the Ceasefir e of 2002

Eva Gerharz

When the Sri Lankan Government and the Liberatimers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) signed
the Ceasefire Agreement of 2002, not only the &rika, but the entire world breathed a sign
of relief. This historical chance for a sustainaptest-conflict situation and enduring peace
was accompanied with massive international invoketre.g. mediation efforts and aid for
reconstruction and development. Everyone hopedhieadnormous involvement and pressure
exerted by the donor community instigated thatceflict parties would work out a serious
and sustainable peace treaty. These promising mad@mms Sri Lanka coincided with a
growing consciousness of the importance of peaddibg and conflict prevention expressed
in intensified academic work and attention on istae conflicts and their interrelation with
development failures since the late 1990s. The teednduct research on peace processes as
well as advising and supporting development pracincouraged researchers from all over
the world to discover Sri Lanka. Being one of thessearchers | investigated the
reconstruction and development activities in the-wagden northern part of the island and
with great interest, | observed the new arena awenip for all kinds of transnational
connections instigating changes in many ways. Atgame time, | witnessed the enduring
polarisation between the different groups sometierapting in very forceful ways, the many
difficulties accompanying the LTTE’s attempts tccbme a legitimate political actor and to
overcome previous terrorist images. | also obsetliegroblems associated with the daunting
impact of foreignness and manifestations of cultdifference which hit the war-affected and
previously isolated places in the northern andezasvar-zones.

Understanding my position as a part of this encasipg social process of change, | started
to reflect on the researcher’s positionality in tiedd, in relation to the sensitive (post-
)conflict context of Sri Lanka. The consideraticargl reflections presented in this paper are
based on the experiences | gathered while condpuatihnographic fieldwork for my
dissertation on development and reconstructioroithern Sri Lanka between 2002 and 2004
(Gerharz, 2007). The subjective perspectives tgbhdid here are embedded into the very
specific time frame of the peace process whichacool be termed as post-conflict, but rather
as a no war/no peace situation (Brun 2008: 401)s Trhplies the assumption that post-
conflict can also mean pre-confficas the case of Sri Lanka has proven as well. 2005
onwards, the situation deteriorated and gradualiged into a full-scale war again. In the
beginning of 2009, the Sri Lankan Army had masgiadvanced into LTTE territory, and
accepting a terrible humanitarian catastrophe,ahaged to defeat the military wing of the
LTTE in May 2009. The human costs were immenseiuldiring the final onslaught, almost
the entire LTTE leadership has been eliminatechdw far the “defeat” of the LTTE will
bring about enduring peace in Sri Lanka is stiksfionable. During the second half of 2009
there are still 250.000 Tamils imprisoned in inteemt camps with just little hope for
appropriate rehabilitation.

! An earlier version of this paper was presenteti@iVorkshop “Field Research and Ethnics in Postio
Environments”, organised by the Program on StatdsSecurity, Ralph Bunche Institute for Internasibn
Studies, City University of New York, Dec. 4-5, 0

2 This is why | have put the “post-* in brackets mofthe time.
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With the exception of the Tamil researcher Jamuarag&rasivam (2001) only a few scholars
have reported about their experiences in the Stkaa context. Although there is a body of
literature on research findings concentrating amst{pconflict settings, there seems to be a
lack of explicitly targeting the doing of reseanchder these conditions. Compared to “war
ethnography” (Nordstrom 1997) conducted in emergeitcations, fieldwork in post-conflict
situations has been treated as taking place uratetitons of “normalcy”. The time-frame
labelled as post-conflict, however, entails a raofggpecifics, which are sometimes similar to
the challenges of research under conditions of wametimes not. Although | did not
experience a notable escalation of violence, | @@ a number of parallels to the reports
formulated in a number of studies which have bemudyced on conducting research in
conflict and war zones (Kovats-Bernat, 2002; Pettig 2004; Hoffman, 2003; Nordstrom,
1997). Other aspects articulated in this papecointrast, have been discussed elsewhere as
general methodological questions.

In Sri Lanka, large numbers of researchers tookhgpopportunity offered by the peace
process and competed in developing challengingareseguestions and establishing contact
with development organisations, turning Sri Lankaast into an over-researched terrain.
Many organisations and development projects hadadlyr been working with by social
scientists investigating the dynamics of developnoemperation in the peace process. One
foreign expert in the Sri Lanka’s capital of Coloanéven claimed that his organisation was
overwhelmed by having to give interviews to so meegearchers. This enthusiasm was also
focused on the war zones in the North and Eastevhemerous young scholars conducted
interviews and participant observation. Neverthelesany members of Colombo’s general
public reacted in a terrified way when | told thamout my frequent travels to the northern
peninsula of Jaffna. One woman said: “Aren’t youa@f? The Tigers are there!” On this
occasion | realised that my research was takingepia a setting, which was full of fear, but
also of misconceptions. This woman obviously did kimow that the Tigers, the LTTE, had
already been expelled from Jaffna six years beféoe.her, the Northern parts of Sri Lanka
were the dangerous war zone, locked up by the &tk&an army. But she was also right in a
way: In the course of the peace process the LTTEen@erged as a highly visible and, in the
end, a well researched organisation. This wasypdté to the high-level peace negotiations
which enabled LTTE representatives to enter thelipwtpace, but also because of the
international donors’ strong commitment to recamdion in the war zones of the North and
East. This donor commitment required large numinérpersonnel, mainly from Western
countries, working and living in the war zones,luging aid workers, observers, demining
experts, short-term consultants and journalists.

This paper is concentrated on four different asgpe€tmy ethnographic experience. First, to
what extent are the perspectives, deeply embedd#gkipolarisation between two ethnically
defined groups and the war protagonists who clanrepresent them, relevant for the
researcher’s situatedness in the field? The sepanddeals with the question of neutrality
and the difficulty of repositioning, when confrodteith discursive situations conditioned by
ethnic polarisation and conflict. The third aspegtates to my research experiences with the
LTTE. | show how the organisation opened up to aedeers, resulting in new avenues for
representation. This is very much linked with tippr@ach to development adopted by the
LTTE, but also to the popular images of the Tigassentrepreneurs in the “markets of
violence” (Elwert, 1999). Fourthly, | will reflectpon relationship between the researcher and
other foreigners. This was a highly ambivalent pesc centred on different modes of
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complicity or non-complicity (Marcus, 1998), esmdlyi as this was embedded into a
sometimes conflictive relationship between locatsl doreigners. The conclusion shortly
touches upon the question of neutrality.

Being torn between the Singalese and Tamils

The deeply entrenched ethnic polarisation whichradtarises Sri Lanka’s conflict shapes and
determines the everyday-life of most Sri Lankand @s visitors. The North-East and the
Southern parts are clearly divided. Most peopleaarare that the war-zones in the North-East
are populated by members of both groups, as wellyas considerable Muslim population
but some areas are more Tamil than others in tgabers, but also in other respects such as a
collective consciousness about Tamil culture, bgatand identity. The areas in the east, for
example, are regarded by some as less disputémrngithan the north because the share of
Sinhalese population is in some parts very higthe northern peninsula of Jaffna, with its
almost hundred per cent Tamil population, can lganged as the centre of the Sri Lankan
Tamils. The brief encounter with the woman in Cabandescribed above shows that Jaffna is
frequently constructed as the heart of LTTE rulhaugh it was “liberated” by the Sri
Lankan army as early as 1997.

In Sri Lanka’s capitol Colombo, where a significanimber of Tamils have always liveave
find this kind of spatial segregation and place-mgkas well. The areas of Welawatte,
Bambalapitiya, Dehiwela and some others are knownTamil enclaves. The suburb
Wellawatte is known as “Little Jaffna” (SiddhartaBp03: 311) and the visibility of
“Tamilness” in form of ethnic businesses, Tamilndigards etc. belongs to this place-making.
Places related to ethnic categories were not alwdigtricts, towns, suburbs, or
neighbourhoods but could also be institutions ostawrants. The boundaries between
Tamilness and LTTE were sometimes blurred. For g@nthe Greenland’s Restaurant in the
Colombo suburb of Bambalapitiya was labelled agéfiRestaurant”, because at times it was
suspected of hosting LTTE members. Interestinglyteqa number of Singhalese tended to
equate Sri Lankan Tamilness with Indian Tamilness sometimes with India in general. The
Greenland’s Restaurant in fact was a South Indemtaurant, resembling the Woodlands
restaurant-chain in the Tamil Nadu capitol of Madr&Vhen | told my Sinhala friend’s
daughter about Mira Nair's movie “Monsoon Weddinghich had been shown at the
International Centre for International Studies (8)En Colombo and which | described as
Indian, she repeatedly draw the conclusion: “alamil movie”, although | insisted that there
was a difference.

It made a difference, however, when | told my Sieba friends in Colombo that | would go
to an area known as Tamil or meet Tamils. The $@sleawoman | lived with used to stare at
me but rushed to assure that she had nothing againsls. Then she claimed that one of her

3 According to the 1981 census Sri Lanka has appratdly 19 Million inhabitants of which 74 per cene
Sinhalese, 18.1 per cent are Tamils and 7.1 parare Muslim. Sinhalese believe in Buddhism, Tarmile
Hindus. But both groups, Sinhalese and Tamils @dslude a considerable number of Christians whastitute
around 7.6 per cent.

* In many areas this number game is a highly proatenissue because settlement programmes in the oam
development projects have resulted in a demogragttifc(see for example Peebles (1990)).

® For the historical construction of the differeatrhs of Tamil identity in Sri Lanka see Wilson (%99
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best childhood friends was a Tamil and that she ewent to a Tamil doctor. Sometimes she
continued with lengthy narratives about her expees with the nice Tamils she had met in
her life or told me about the riots of 1983. InyJ&P83, Colombo was subject to a severe
outbreak of violence against its Tamil populatiohieia spread to other parts of the islands
and lasted for several days. Gangs and mobs attatamils on the street, entered their
businesses and houses, burned down many of theassled and killed Tamils. According to
estimates 4.000 people were killed. The damagettetand business was enormous (Bastian,
1990: 302). More then 100.000 Colombo Tamils lbsirthomes and had to rely on the so-
called welfare centres which had been establisheid around Colombo (Schrijvers, 1997)

In my landlady’s personal account of the pogromyéwer, there was a Tamil woman living
in her compound who needed protection when thes riowbke out. She reported that the
neighbours had finally called the police to restie® because they were afraid of being
attacked. Her story was unrelated to the poteniger the Tamil woman was subject to
under police custody (although it is well knowntthi@de security forces partly supported the
riots), but to the danger the woman’s presence trfearthe neighbours. On another day the
shoemaker, a poor Tamil man, who used to arrargyéobls and work in front of our house
damaged the decorative plant in the front gardé&e. [andlady felt hurt, since she connected
some personal memories with this plant and statedting: “This beggar has destroyed my
plant, this dirty Tamil”. The cases show the dynesmof ethnicisation in a very particular
way: Although ethnic difference is denied and regdcin everyday life, it erupts all of a
sudden, triggered by a single event. This meartghigorocess of drawing ethnic boundaries
between the members of different groups is embedaedspecific situations in which the
ascription of ethnicity helps to rationalise caerthehaviour and may even justify individual or
collective violent outbreaks. It was difficult takie position but could | have claimed to be
neutral if real violence had erupted? What wouldrberesponsibilities, as a researcher, and
as a person of political sensitivity in this higldthnically polarized set-up? These questions
remained principal ones throughout fieldwork andl Wwe raised again in the following
section.

Being a Tiger Sympathiser?

To understand the general dynamics of ethnicisahaime south it is important to consider
that Sri Lankan society has been heavily traumatisethe years of war. In the northern and
eastern areas, the stress resulting from war hés ls@vere psychological impact on the Sri
Lankan Tamil population (Somasundaram, 1998). énsibuth however, the situation has been
less marked by a state of continuous emergencytrancha. This trauma is related to severe
crises such as displacement, and the stress witiclrowhen people live in a war zone
amidst outbreaks of fighting. Although most partshe south remained relatively unaffected
by direct fighting, the war also left its marks paoples’ lives, especially of the Colombo
population. For years, the danger of being sultfebbmbing or suicide attacks was inscribed
onto the everyday-lives of many Sri Lankans. Itdifficult to find precise figures or
chronologies of the bombings which were carriednte the beginning of the conflict and
in many cases we still do not know who the perpetsawere. There are cases of suicide

® See Tambiah (1986) for a detailed account on tB&31pogrom and its significance for Sri Lanka’s
democratisation process.
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attacks and bombings for which the LTTE has claimegponsibility, but there are also a
number of cases which have been attributed to tlgangsation too quickly. Several
politicians, including Indian Prime Minister RajiGandhi (1991), Sri Lankan President
Ranasinghe Premadasa (1993), were killed in borskang suicide attacks. With them, large
numbers of others perished. At one morning in Jgnd&®96, a truck filled with high
explosives was blown up at the front gate of thatfa¢ Bank in Colombo. Almost a hundred
people died and about 1,400 were injured (Har¥)12. | experienced the psychological
impact of such incidents when | returned to Srikafor a conference in August 2006. A
bomb targeting the Pakistani ambassador explodetienheart of Colombo, killing eight
people. | had had plans to go to this area thatodidghanged them in the morning. After this
incident | did not feel safe in the city any longEspecially in public places | always had a
feeling of being exposed to some unforeseeableataangd for the first time, | could really
understand what people were talking about.

The danger of becoming the victim of an attack,cllgould potentially happen everywhere
at any time, had the effect that the Sri Lankamsg in the South developed a kind of
paranoid attitude. This fear has chronically peatett the social memory. Any Tamil could be
a terrorist. This largely acknowledged suspiciowanls Tamils in general, in turn, affected
Colombo Tamils, who refrained from wearing the nesskof Tamil identity, such as the
pottu. This was a highly problematic moral dilemma foamp devoted Hindu women but
considered a necessity for security reasons astim@ublic space. Sangarasivam describes
how she, as a Tamil who had come from Canada teeddieldwork, herself became subject
to this marginalization as a “violent other”: Dugia six-months stay in Colombo, she was
detained and interrogated by the Sri Lankan mylifanlice some twenty-five times (2001:
97).

For the Singhalese Sri Lankans, this psychologspkect was also crucial after the Ceasefire
Agreement. People enthusiastically celebrated #ve fnieedom during Christmas and New
Year 2001 without the usual fear of gathering iblpuplaces. Everywhere, signs advocating
“Peace” had been placed in shop windows. Eventls asc¢'Peace concerts” were performed
during the holidays and the British band UB 40 ewesited Sri Lanka to honour the
successful peace-making efforts.

Most Sri Lankans followed and discussed the peagetrations which took place in 2002. In
these discussions, different scenarios were degdlopnd possibilities for a long-term
agreement were suggested. | also sat togetherSiithalese friends to discuss the ongoing
political developments. At a certain point in thadission, the question of how to find a
solution always came up. The fear that the couodyld be divided as a result of federalist
reforms was articulated in very strong ways, buthat same time, nobody has had a better
idea than a military solution. Considering mysefacitizen of a country where federalism
works relatively well, | suggested being realistitd admitting that federalism was indeed a
more peaceful way to bring a sustainable solutmthe conflict. | tended to argue that the
most important precondition was to treat the regmetives of the LTTE as equal partners
and negotiate a solution with them by compromisamgboth standpoints. The resistance
against my claim was very emotional: “But you cant trust the Tigers! We know that!”
Under these circumstances, | replied, negotiatinade no sense then and that fighting had to

" The pottu is the red dot Hindu Tamil women wearttwir forehead to indicate their married statuese Slso
Schrijvers (1999) and Siddhartan (2003) for a num&iled description of the dilemma Tamil womerefac
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go on forever. Nobody denied this. The discussi@ntwon together with exchanging the
latest news about the decision-making going onnguttie negotiations. One participant in the
discussion reported that the LTTE representativddcoot even speak by himself but had to
call his boss all the time. Recognizing this deégtnust and misrecognition, | was silenced.

Having experienced this kind of disappointment iesy from not finding a way to discuss
from what | considered to be neutral point of viéwrjed to avoid such situations especially
when | realised that people tended to accuse meiafy more sympathetic to the “terrorists”.
This happened quite often even when | pointed lo@thiumanitarian situation of the people
living in the North. At times, people looked at nmedisbelief. | realised that people in the
South had not gained much insight into the humaartasituation in the North-East, instead
narratives about and images of Jaffna before the were prevalent. Many of my
conversation partners still say Jaffna as a weleligped centre, where agricultural production
was booming and where the best schools were locBtexktd on images from colonial times,
Jaffna Tamils were quite often depicted as sucuokdsiisinesspeople, traders and civil
servants instead of as victims of war whose tewrit@ad literally been bombed back into the
stone-age.

During my stay in the northern provinces, | wasphgempressed by the courage with which
these people bore the hardships of living underticoous emergency situations. Many
people reported that they had been displaced dewess, that they had been forced to leave
everything behind, and that they had taken shelteler trees for days or weeks. In Jaffna,
many houses still were in ruins, others were dedeaihd falling apart and large numbers of
people were living in camps. The army was omnipreskearge areas continued to be
occupied as High Security Zones and people coutdgnoback to their lands and houses
located in these zones. People were traumatisedy mhere depressed. | heard endless
numbers of heart-breaking personal stories. Imagirthe hardships of everyday-life the
people in Jaffna had had to face for many yearmgbexposed to the continuous state of
emergency and embargo which was enforced upon émehto the violent outbreaks erupting
and forcing people to live in trenches and bunkerslays and weeks, was sometimes hard to
bear. Most people said that their greatest wish thhagestoration of normalcy and a life in
peace.

Does the compassion | felt (and still feel) for fage of those living in the war zone, mean
that | was a LTTE supporter? | don’t think so. Mogimy friends in Jaffna did not fully back
the LTTE either. One aid worker who had been ifndafor some time claimed that there was
a kind of “love-hate-relationship” between the lopapulation and the LTTE. On the one
hand, the population of Jaffna had suffered teyribider the ruthless regime and the LTTE
control until 1995. On the other hand, many ofdhdres were their sisters, brothers, children,
cousins, friends and neighbours. According to th&E perspective, the “movement”, as it is
called, represented the Tamil people. Most pedm¢ It talked to in the North-East did not
support this claim. But what were their choices?0Mlas the culprit in this conflict? These
are the questions a researcher is confronted whiignever she or he gets involved in such a
polarised (post-)conflict-setting and which canking the complexity of divergent
rationalities and loyalties into account, not ngdde answered. The question arises, what the
responsibility of a foreign researcher, who cancamtrast of the people trapped in conflict
zones, come and go according to his/her own ch@céd,his brings up the very important
guestion of research and activism which will becdssed later in this paper.
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Resear ching the M ovement

The Tigers were among the major attractions thetiNBast has to offer. Among the few
tourists who were adventurous enough to travehéNorth East of Sri Lanka, there was a
certain excitement about and fascination with thergllas, whose movement was said to be
among the best and most powerful in the world. thessed similar excitement among the
international staff working for the various devalognt agencies in Sri Lanka. At the social
events organised by members of the Colombo-basemhtreate community which |
infrequently attended, people used to report abloeit encounters and contact with LTTE
cadres. One employee reported with pride aboufirsisencounter with a “Tigress”, a female
cadre and emphasised how impressed he was byr&egtst when he shook her hdnd

The myths about the LTTE have always been an iaswng the different parties. The LTTE
represents itself as a highly hierarchical andedosrganisation which does not allow much
insight into its structure, way of functioning anthanisation. A few more or less exclusive
and journalistic accounts have been published duitie last years providing a glimpse of
how the LTTE could become so successful (Pratapl;28wamy, 1994; 2003; Balasingham,
2001). Several of these books were placed on themipm shelves in Colombo’s bookshops
and bestsellers and also in Indian bookshops. Thyth-making through literature was

accompanied by the talk and gossip about the LT@&Hres, especially the leader V.
Prabhakaran, whom only a few people have had aceh@nmeet. During the war, LTTE’s

success in warfare depended to a large extentisnn¥isibility in public spaces and the

construction of invisibility for protection whichels made myth-making so attractive.

Due to the peace-process, the LTTE became incggsiisible to the public. This happened
in different ways. Thanks to the Ceasefire Agreeiniie areas controlled by the LTTE were
recognised as such and opened for transport. Baéls established checkpoints at the border
where the movement of civilians and goods was otiatt. Everybody could travel there
without much difficulty and many people took theanhke, including representatives of
international organisations who were interestedsupporting the peace and development
process, journalists, tourists and researcherswéte interested in investigating the formerly
isolated areas. Likewise, the LTTE cadres travelitethe southern parts of Sri Lanka without
much difficulty. | met the first prominent Tiger & five-star-hotel in Colombo. While | was
sitting in the lobby together with another researcla middle-aged man dressed in a Western
style suit and wearing sunglasses came towardadifaled us. This nice and friendly man
turned out to be one of the highest-ranking cadredbe LTTE hierarchy. It turned out that
this man was one of the key figures in the newtaldshed relationship between the LTTE
and the world of donors and development agenciéasd expatriates who knew him,
affectionately called him by his nick-name and daestated an intimate relationship with
this well-known and mystifying man.

Although the LTTE cadres were not allowed to eg@rernment-controlled areas in uniform
but only in civilian dress, the Ceasefire Agreempradvided them with the opportunity to
establish political offices in the government-colied areas. Researchers were thus able to
contact the local LTTE office directly for an imtew. From Jaffna we could also travel to

8 LTTE cadres are known for their discipline and tiaed physical exercises they have to perform. omen
especially are exceptionally strong and physicatipressive.
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the LTTE headquarters, the town of Kilinochchi lezhfurther south, within a few hours. In
2003, only insiders knew that the media-spokespestwmuld be contacted in advance to
make an appointment. He directed everybody to viger partners in the various wings and
established contact with other LTTE-related orgatiisis. Researchers and journalists who
did not speak Tamil had to bring a research asgifba translation purposes. We got used to
spend a couple of days at the LTTE-guesthouse wihimvided minimal facilities. By 2004 in
contrast, this system had been changed. The officdsilinochchi had well established
telephone lines and we could call the differentgsiand departments directly. The LTTE had
appointed someone to translate from Tamil into Bhgand back. Selected cadres received
English-language training and were able to comnaiaiin English within a relatively short
period of time. Outside funding enabled the LTTE dstablish new office buildings
representing their work in the civilian realm. AaRhing and Development Secretariat (PDS)
was established to coordinate development actvdigd relationships with donors and other
funding actors. This office included all facilitisach as meeting rooms.

For the LTTE, the Ceasefire Agreement entailedajyeortunity to intensify linkages to the
“outside world”. These were regarded as importasburces in different ways. Donor and
development agencies represented not only finameisburces, but recognition (Stokke,
2006). Being recognised as a competent developawat successfully running a state-like
formation which is able to manage and implementettlgwment activities and measures
enhanced LTTE’s bargaining power in the internatlized terrain of the peace negotiations
and beyond. Similarly, researchers and journabstsame a resource, because they listened
and wrote about the ideas and plans that the LTitéhded to promote. Another significant
aspect was the idea to justify and refute accusstmgainst the LTTE and stereotypical
representations which reflect images of a ruthlessorist organisation (see Sangarasivam,
2000). Two journalists | met at the LTTE-run guestbe in Kilinochchi in 2003 were on a
study tour organised by the LTTE, which includedvisit to an orphanage. The LTTE
representative accompanying them emphasised syrahgk the orphanage had nothing to do
with child recruitment for their armed forces, ofiieh the LTTE is accused quite frequently
and that the Karate-training was necessary fopthsical strength of the neglected children.
This example shows that journalists were introducedelected areas of the LTTE realm in
order to present a certain image. All of us wergdted as potential promoters and sometimes
even advocates by the LTTE.

When | conducted the interviews in Kilinochchi,octised on the civilian and administrative
divisions rather than on the military wihgHowever, the boundaries were often blurred
because all cadres initially underwent militaryirinag. The cadres acquired higher positions
on the basis of their merits in military affairsdatheir suitability assessed by the leadership.
Nevertheless, what | could see and gain accessasor@presented in a civilian outfit. What
the cadres told me was very much concerned witlstidte-making project in the sense of the
establishment of necessary structures and institsitas well as policies and partnerships.
Even in the LTTE-controlled areas | rarely saw eadin camouflage uniforms. The LTTE
was most visible through its police forces and pengl in civilian dress. The image | was
presented was that of a harmless, yet effectivecanapetent state apparatus which did not

° The administrative structure is comprised of sedi#éferent wings: finance, law and justice, policeilitary,
education, politics and women’s affairs (Hellmanajddayagam, 2007: 127).
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have much to do with the images of the militarigethless, uncompromising war-machinery,
as they were usually depicted in most of the liteaand the reports about the LTTE.

Bearing “the other side” in mind as well, | wishhahlight here the specific representations
which are situated in time and in the particulalitipal environment. During the Ceasefire
Agreement, the LTTE strategically divulged and sthgmages of its civilian outfit to
enhance their legitimacy and bargaining positioregé&ding donors and development
agencies this strategy was partly successful. ThEELmanaged to draw a picture of itself as
a competent and confident partner able to delivaias services (through its partner
organisations) as well as maintaining law and ofttenugh the Tamil Eelam Police and the
judiciary). But it is also the researcher who seleand depicts certain images which appear
and which are presented to her in the complex andedi field. Especially in such a divided,
yet polarised field work situation like Sri LanKahink it is important to think and rethink my
own position as a researcher over again and adawill concentrate on two different
dimensions of representation which are particulankyaningful in (post-)conflict settings.
First, there is the construction of images of thlé @r the other, e.g. “the enemy”. This kind of
representation is strongly tied to the constructwdridentity, or in this particular context,
ethnicity, which connotes political representati@meater, 1997). It is the LTTE who creates
negative images of the other (Brun, 2008: 411),iaisdthe Sri Lankan state (and a number of
interest groups) that create images of the tetrddBTE (Sangarasivam 2000). The
researchers’ task and responsibility is to looksatial phenomena from the various
perspectives and unravel the different represamstdepicted by the actors in a particular
field. At the same time, there is always the damujdreing looked upon as more sympathetic
to this or to that side. One of my German frienassocial anthropologist working for a
development project in Jaffna, once came to me,aem@absed, because the project staff in
Colombo had placed the prefix “Tiger” in front oéthname. She never hid her sympathy for
the people living in Jaffna, but she did not wamtoe considered as a LTTE- sympathiser.
This leads us to the second level, the questiathofographic representation, which has been
intensely discussed especially during the late $§98Me basic assumption has been that
representations of anthropology’s objects are tloelycts of asymmetrical power relations
and that anthropology itself is always situateganticular historical and political contexts. In
the Sri Lanka case, it is not so much the questfomhose representations we are adopting as
researchers. Because representations are dividegadarised the crucial question is how we
relate to them. What kind of image do we represamd, why? We are dealing with politics of
representation and we need to consider the sawthpalitical consequences of our research
and writings. This reasons to expose the processgh which ethnographies are made and to
be aware of “our own humanity as meaning-makerain@s, 1997: 12), because keeping a
safe reflexive distance is not always totally pbkesithere is always a danger of appropriation
or misrepresentatidh After all, we need to ask ourselves whether weatwta become
advocates for certain groups or not, because th@ertainly a chance that the representations
resulting from research are instrumentalized.

Do really want to be one of them?

10 Okely (1997) differentiates between six differgmissibilities in considering the influence of idemsd
intellectuals. Activism is one, but there is alke tategory “named but unintended influence” whitight be
appropriate here.
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Living in Jaffna as a foreigner can be challengiegpecially for those who are used to a
certain level of personal freedom in public. Thare not many opportunities for recreation in
the devastated provincial town. Moreover, some ll@oacepts of morality regarding the
behaviour of women in public space diminish thedi@m of movement, while strong notions
of (Tamil) women’s purity exist. During my visitgeveral cases of attacks and sexual
harassment targeted mainly foreign (western) womérch were controversially discussed.
According to many local opinions this kind of dispect for women in general aggravated
under the control of the Sri Lankan Army. At timélsis was interpreted as result from the
enduring war situation, or as endemic to societyythe emphasis on foreign women could
also have been the result of new interpretatiorss iamages of “free western societies”.
However, the resulting restrictions concerned fgrers who were living in Jaffna for a
longer period of time. A considerable number of arptes were permanently employed by
international organisations engaged in developraedt reconstruction programmes. Due to
Jaffna’s status as a high security area, the forsigff was not allowed to reside there with
their partners or families which explained why madt them were either single or
unaccompanied by their partner.

As an ethnographer researching development anchstraation, it was important for me to

get into contact with the expatriate community éarh more about their different opinions,
activities, projects and policies. A German friemigo was working for a German organisation
had introduced me to some of the foreigners livinglaffna and | decided to join the

volleyball training which was organised on the caowonpd of the International Red Cross
Committee (ICRC) twice a week. This took place Hidoefore sunset and helped me to
escape loneliness and also gave me an opportunggttsome exercise. Moreover, | got to
know some of the expatriates and learned a lot tattmir everyday-life at work and their

leisure time. At the same time, | was keen on ggtto know more about local Tamils’

perspectives and opinions about these foreigneds lalearned that their constructions,
particularly of the Westerners, were not alwaystp@s

Negative impressions of the western way of life averelled by the ways, the expatriate-
community tended to organise its leisure time. €Rpatriates organised parties on various
occasions. As a result, loud music was playeddatgght and people drank beer. Male and
female expatriates move around together freely. &amthem, especially women, were
sometimes inappropriately dressed. The fact that avel women go to parties and dance
together wais a strange kind of behaviour accordmghe rather rigid understanding of
gender-relations in Tamil culture. Over the weeksorhe expatriates used the project cars to
go to the nearby beach where they sun themselMaikims which again alienated some local
Tamils.

A visible example for expats’ withdrawal from thecél social realm was the club started by
the UN staff. This “Bar” was the only after-workcreation opportunity for the Westerners in
Jaffna, apart from less than a handful of guestm®ughich serve drinks. Those who wished
to relax or who felt bored in the evening attenthel“Bar” for a beer and a chat. Modelled as
a small version of the many national and intermaticclubs frequented by expatriates which
can be found in the capital of almost each devapmountry and which allows them to

escape from the foreign place they live in, the r"Baas the meeting point of Jaffna’s

international community. Drinks were reasonably@di and Western music was played until
late hours. Since it was not possible to catch impge of the location because of its
surrounding walls typical of Jaffna houses, pe@ue heard the music and people talking and
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laughing loudly. | was told that the neighbourgyfrently complained and threw stones over
the wall. The fact that even single women stayethat“Bar” until late at night, offered a
reason to assume that Westerners are wicked, vemitzhled the danger of spilling over to
local Tamils as well.

Many people interpreted the expatriates’ behavasurmmoral and against Tamil culture. A

strong emphasis was put on the aspect of gendsiores which were interpreted as being
different than in the Tamils’ “own culture”. It wasssumed that “something must go wrong
there”, as one anthropologist explained. For magls this indicated a kind of immorality

which was interpreted as a typical feature of Whesbehaviour. Some observers referred to
western media, and assumed that gender-relatiotiseinVestern world consisted of total

liberty and spontaneity in choosing a partner. €hgere also fears that these “bad habits”
might spoil the local culture by transporting Westeulture into the local context. In this

vein, they were accused of bringing pornographyadfina. As one interviewee told me, the
“whites” were accused of having imported HIV. Real imagined cases of love affairs

between INGOs’ male staff and Tamil girls were @ooas of gossip. At this point many local

people stopped tolerating the Westerners’ diffefeglhaviour and started claiming that a
threat to Tamil culture exists.

This process of constructing culture, identity abdlonging was embedded into the
historically significant period of re-opening retsud from the peace process. Under the
conditions of war, Jaffna was in most parts cutfiedn the mainland, and the more from the
rest of the world. The abrupt re-opening reinforaghnection with the world and an
intensification of social interactions, relationsdanetworks. This, however, can be regarded
as a constitutive feature of globalisation, whiclue to the war, leaped into existence.
Globalization processes, however, reinforce theipiigation and fragmentation of identities.
Identities are constructed resulting from socidhtrens and comparative interaction across
cultures. Asserting difference in the context afygllization and translocalisation is a result of
the mechanisms of “flow and closure” (Meyer & Gasob, 1999). Globalisation allows
flows of goods, images and people to move aroundabiuthe same time, this leads to
processes of closure. As soon as the actors cateatognize difference, boundaries are
erected and identities constructed.

The conflict arising from this dialectical procgadg me, as a female researcher, into a certain
ethnical dilemma: On the one hand, | depended ood gelations with the expatriate
community whom | regarded as development expedspatential interview partners. | also
considered the relationship between Jaffna Tamitsexpatriates as an important dimension
of analysis. This was important for maintaining esftjvity concerning the negotiation of
development between local and external partnergh®mwther hand, my work depended on a
good and trustful relationship with my local infaants and friends. This also implied
avoiding a negative image my personafitut as time passed by, | increasingly realised th

| had to compromise on the moral standards andet of involvement in the different
arenas. | was certainly keen to differentiate nfyBeim the disreputable expatriates, but at
the same time, | realised this was not entirelysgds. Apart from research-related
considerations, there were also others such a@at¢héhat | wanted to play volleyball because
| appreciated the physical exercise and the oceakicompany of other westerners. | was

M Lachenmann (1997: 111) sumarises the discussiout ahe specific situation of female researchers.
Discussing this dimension would unfortunately exctee scope of this paper.
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uncomfortable with being locked up after dark andnted to exchange views, ideas,
problems and troubles with others. These occasitstsmeant to be a break or time-out from
research. After all, people would recognise me fsegner anyway. | could try to live with
certain moral integrity but at the same time, |ldooot avoid being lumped together with
other Western foreigners.

Concluding Remarks

This paper has touched a variety of issues and fieearch situations entangled in the
complexity of a (post-)conflict environment whichasvcharacterised by ethnic boundaries,
and antagonistic politics carried out by the twor yweotagonists, the LTTE and the Sri
Lankan state. The emphasis was put on reflectingamne of the research situations and
dilemmas arising in this special field marked byvngpportunities but also new challenges
typical of post-conflict situations. | have pointedt a number of different issues which |
consider as challenging for researchers who attampposition themselves somewhere
between the two sides. As Theidon has noted, tkere neutrality because as soon as we are
there, we are caught. This is not a question dfiedh imperative (Theidon, 2001: 28), but
positioning oneself is an unavoidable necessitgy dikision between the Sinhalese and Tamil
spaces was harsh and marked by ignorance and mesgntand heavily loaded with ethnic
markers and cleavages. Therefore, | first raisedginrestion of how to deal with the ethnic
polarisation which is so deeply imprinted onto gdetp minds and ways of thought in
everyday-life and talk.

The phenomenon of ethnic polarisation at the bnoadeietal level is interrelated with the

psychological effects of war. | have shown for $euh Sri Lanka how the unpredictability of

attacks and bombings have contributed to boundaawyidg and demarcation. This deeply
entrenched fear is connected with mistrust, whicliact has eroded the basis for finding a
long-term solution to the armed conflict. Discugsthis issue with my Sinhalese friends and
getting to know the sufferings of the “other sidetealised how impossible it is to claim

neutrality. Siding with one party or the other ohetbasis of supposedly rational

argumentation entailed the danger of being pushiedine trap of being partial.

This leads to the third aspect, that is researchiegLTTE, a highly disputed organisation
well known for human rights violations and labelled a terrorist organisation. This
interesting field work setting brought up the gumstof representation as a central issue in
ethnography. Representation, in this context is-fld. On the one hand, there are the
representations of actors that ethnographers obsérie LTTE has adopted particular
strategies to represent itself as an effective \malli-organised development actor. It is the
researcher’s task to unravel these representatons understand the rationalities and
intentions behind them. On the other hand, reseasdre also facing the challenge of being
those who represent. Doing ethnography always lsntaking a stand, deliberately or
accidentally. This opens the question of how wel de#h the interpretations of our
representations.

Fourthly, | touched upon the realm of cultural eifnce and local resistance against
alienation from the “West". | have asked how we d&al with this issue, being from and
representing the “West” ourselves. This remaing@en question as well and can, according
to my insights, only be handled according to peaspneferences and experience.
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The question remains, what we should do with tlodsglenges against the background that
there is a highly sensitive and politicised fiefdaotion in the field itself as well as in our own
countries. What responsibilities do we bear in élcademic public and with our writings?
Whenever we present a piece of my work we needhitik tcarefully about the context in
which this takes place not to be mistaken for soreeme do not want to impersonate. The
global image of the LTTE’s terrorist nature is Isgifevalent in the policies and the media
nowadays and gives rise to the assumption that dneil struggle is unjustifiable. But there
were and still are humanitarian catastrophes cabgethe Sri Lankan army’s continuous
advances on LTTE territory, which have resultedamge numbers of deaths and displaced
persons. In how far does scholarly activity andsooen personal position should or should
not be related to each other? Witnessing the cares®gs of conflict, is it really desirable to
claim a neutral standpoint?
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