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The great tsunami shocked the World audience in the middle of their Christmas holidays, 

with its spectacular natural and destruction power the 26th of December 2006. Another 

powerful wave following soon after was that of journalists and photographers to report and 

analyse the destruction as well as the masses of NGO and international agencies laden with 

monetary and material aid for relief and reconstruction  

Seven months after, I arrived in Trincomalee, commonly referred to as Trinco, at the 

northeast coast of Sri Lanka to carry out field research on social transformations 

influencing children after the tsunami. I remained there for six months and returned in 

February 2006. I came with the intention of doing a research on the tsunami, but what I 

encountered instead was war and children that defined alcohol abuse and adult violence as 

one of their greatest concerns. This stands in stark contrast to the fact that we are half- way 

through the United Nation©s (UN) International decade for a culture of peace and non-

violence for the children of the world (2001-2010)1. With this backdrop in mind I find it 

interesting to explore if there exist a space for developing a Áculture of peace© for children 

in Eastern Sri Lanka following the tsunami, and in the context of extensive international 

peace- and development interventions. 

Trincomalee is a district with about 260.000 inhabitants and soon after the tsunami it 

developed into one of the largest centres for international agencies operating in the 

Northeast. Altogether 130 agencies were doing tsunami relief efforts in 2006. However, the 

history of armed conflict that lasted for almost two decades has made the disaster-landscape 

intrinsically complex. This did not only make Trincomalee more vulnerable to the 

destruction of the tsunami as well as slowing down reconstruction cooperation, but also 

made Trincomalee society more sensitive to international interventions. As Oliver-Smith & 

Hoffman emphasises (2002), there is a clear link between vulnerability and disasters. A 

disaster only occurs when a community and landscape are vulnerable to the natural hazard, 

and is far from a pure natural event. There is therefore a need to research disasters as a 

                                                 
1 Resolution A/RES/53/25 



 6

complex social and political phenomenon, as I aim to do in this thesis. Naturalisation of 

disasters can be viewed as a political strategy for deflecting the political responsibility of 

the vulnerability of populations, environments and the social consequences (Oliver-Smith 

& Hoffman 1999, Varley 1994, Turton 2001). This was very apparent in representations of 

the highly complex disaster picture provided by media to the world audience by European 

media after the tsunami. In conflict-ridden areas such as Sri Lanka, the complex context 

was downplayed by media, development agencies and national and international politicians 

serving not only to naturalise the disaster, but also the relief efforts carried out by 

international agencies. 

In western tradition, the child is perceived as more vulnerable, ‘natural’  and dependent, 

compared to the rest of the population. This image of the child in emergency settings - 

articulated within the frames of ‘ trauma’  and ‘victimisation’  - is prevailing within literature 

regarding children and childhood (Hart 2002, Boyden 2003), as well as within the media-

representations (Burman 1996). The image of the ‘natural’  child thereby serves well as a 

social icon for the natural and socially de-contextualised representation of ‘natural’  

disasters. As a result, children as producers of knowledge and active agents in responses 

and reconstruction are downplayed. These tendencies were highly apparent in the news 

coverage of the tsunami. 

When exploring the projection of other people’s suffering through photography and within 

the developmental discourse, I found that there seemed to be a corresponding image of 

development countries as dependent and helpless in both discourses. The increased focus 

on children in emergency-hit developing countries within media, as well as within the 

development discourse might therefore reproduce this image of developing countries. 

Developing countries, also tend to only reach the western media in times of emergencies. I 

therefore want to explore Burman©s (ibid) argument that children are becoming iconographs 

of the ©natural, dependent and helpless’  developing countries. 

The protection of children facing various hardships has become one of the core focuses in 

policies of childhood interventions in developing countries. Advocacy for children as 

victims of war, hazards and various forms of exploitations, has successfully attracted 
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attention and commitment of the policy-makers and legislators, as exemplified by the 

almost universally accepted Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC), together with the 

UN-decade for a ‘culture of peace and non-violence for children’ . The recent arrest, 18 

March 2006, of Thomas Lubanga by the International Criminal Court, on charges of 

conscripting children and actively using them in hostilities in the Democratic Republic of 

Congo, is another manifestation of this commitment. The emphasis is undoubtedly 

appropriate, but as Jo Boyden (2002) claims in her article Social Healing in War-Affected 

and Displaced Children: 

The protection of children is an uncertain art, with outcomes that are not 
always positive and cannot always be predicted […]  very often the 
problem is erroneous conceptualisations of children and childhood due to 
an absence of valid empirical and theoretical information. 

It is not only the protection of children that is an ‘uncertain art’  with unpredictable 

outcomes. The structuring of peace negotiations and development interventions in a society 

dominated by a national ethno-political discourse and inter-ethnic tension on both local, 

inter-community and national levels, demands valid empirical and theoretical information 

to comprehend and act in a conflict-sensitive manner. This has become apparent through 

the long period of various attempts to establish a lasting peace-settlement and through the 

relief-efforts in Sri Lanka. The conflict cannot be separated form the disaster-landscape 

created in the after-math of the tsunami, or vice versa: The conflict has created a warscape 

vulnerable for the disaster, its destruction and reconstruction. 

This thesis mainly deals with the problematic issues that arise in the interface between 

international discourses and local settings that take on different faces and occur through 

various arenas. I try to pin down some of these multimodal processes at work in 

Trincomalee influencing the conflict, communities and children. 

In the first chapter I outline the context of Trincomalee and how the conflict and the 

tsunami - with its following interventions led by international, national and local agencies - 

has generated personal as well as group identities essential to people’s lives. The tsunami 

recovery-phase was perceived to pose a new space for cooperation and consolidation that 

could strengthen the Ceasefire Agreement (CFA) from February 2003. Despite this fact, 

Trincomalee district has turned into one of the focal points for the escalation of violence 
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that occurred after the November 2005 elections. I aim to explore how interventions at 

different levels, influenced the conflict situation in Trincomalee and why the Ceasefire 

Agreement was so fragile. For this I focus on multimodal processes between high-level 

interventions and local context, through exploring different dimensions of the conflict and 

how they intertwine. To begin with I outline a brief history of the conflict, and how the 

prevailing ethno-political discourse has developed in Sri Lanka and in Trincomalee. Further 

scrutiny is given to how the bilateral dimension - namely the armed conflict between the 

Liberation Tigers of Eelam (LTTE) and the Singhalese Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) - 

of the conflict has been emphasised within research, media and the peace process. This 

focus on the bilateral dimension, to find both the reasons and solutions for the conflict, has 

to be viewed in a broader context of international political discourse and how it has 

influenced Sri Lankan politics and peace negotiation process.  At this point I build on 

Turton and Gallagher, both of whom have contributed to War and Ethnicity (2001) as well 

as other contributions such as Uyangoda and Perera (2003). I further place the Sri Lankan 

division between the Tamils in the northeast and the Singhalese in the Southwest, in 

relation to the state functions in terms of ‘governmentality’ . I am constructing this 

argument in line with Foucault (1991) and Gupta©s (2003) views, and try to illustrate how 

the lack of ‘governmentality’  has fed into the conflict between the government and the 

Tamil population. The second part of the chapter addresses how the tsunami interventions 

failed to contribute to the generation of a ‘culture of peace’ , and rather seemed to instigate 

new categories, competition and boundaries between people and groups. 

This chapter makes the basis to comprehend the contradicting image projected to European 

spectators through the news media, and the depoliticising effect I claim it embodies. This 

leads me into the next chapter. 

The second chapter raises the issues of template production and reproduction of the so-

called ‘ third world’  that is portrayed as a disaster-spot, dependent on assistance from ‘us’ ; 

the audience from the ‘developed’  and ‘modern world’ . I address the historical and cultural 

produced knowledge about the ‘ third world’  and ‘ the poor’  as categories still influencing 

how ‘ the west’  thinks about ‘ the rest’ . I am here building on earlier research carried out by 

among others; Broch-Due (1995, 2000) Escobar (1995), Kelleher (1997) and Katz (1990). I 
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explore the effects of the emotional appealing images produced through the projection of 

the tsunami in a political context that interweave it self with moral standards and 

economical motivations. I argue that newspapers, as well as international development 

agencies, are economically dependent of ‘ the image’  and its emotional appeal to the 

audience. This makes the basis for of the ongoing reproduction of templates as meaning-

producing ‘ thin’  descriptions, to use Clifford Geertz’s terminology, which despite severe 

contestation serves to produce rather ‘ thick’  policies (Broch-Due 1995). The news-

photograph is especially equipped to reproduce these visual templates, through its special 

function in providing the audience with seemingly direct access to the scene (Sontag 2003, 

Kuhn 1985, Spyer 2001). In playing on emotionally powerful images that reflect existing 

templates regarding the dependent and natural child - coinciding with the imagery 

connected to the ‘ third world’  - and appealing to the spectator’s sympathy, the media’s 

representations downplays the political aspects of the disaster as well as of the 

developmental interventions that followed. I therefore argue that media here function as an 

‘anti-politics machine’  to borrow Ferguson©s argument from the book by the same name 

(1994). It does not only downplay the political aspect of disaster and development, but also 

the social and political agencies of children in armed conflict and disaster responses. How 

do these notions of children in emergencies, and of developing countries, affect the 

relations created through the development encounter? 

My third chapter address the effect of these images on participatory development with 

children in Trincomalee. I aim to scrutinise practical implications of the ambiguous image 

of children as both dependent victims and as agents that should actively engage in their 

own and their community’s development through ‘participation’ . Jason Hart (2002) and Jo 

Boyden©s (2002, 2003) research on children in emergencies has problemetaised these 

issues, and makes the basis for my empirical exploration into a field were the ambiguities 

embedded in the development discourse of children meet. The empirical account builds on 

my participation in a programme for Save the Children in Sri Lanka©s (SCiSL) children©s 

clubs carried out by Team of Artists for Social Change (TASC). Through this account I aim 

to build up a ‘ thicker’  description of children facing adversities to pose a case against the 

‘ thin’  descriptions conveyed through the newspaper. I build my understanding of children©s 

situation in Sri Lanka on the basis of their narratives expressed through different medium, 



 10

namely drama, drawing and photo, cross-ethnic dance and a phenomena called ‘ the body 

map’  that TASC implemented. These instruments as modes of expression and how they 

functioned will be methodically elaborated. This chapter draws on the two former chapters 

that are important to have in mind when one is to conceptualise and try to build knowledge 

about children in the war and tsunami-affected Trincomalee. I apply Bourdieu’s forms of 

capital (1986), Sen’s (1999) ‘capability approach’  and Appadurai (2004) as analytical tools 

to enter the field of ‘participatory development work’  with children; can children acquire 

the necessary ‘capabilities’  and ‘capitals’  to lead the life they wish through participatory 

programmes in the context of Trincomalee? 

The ‘participatory approach’  also entails the active participation of local organisations and 

local knowledge; however in practice this ‘ local knowledge’  does not seem to be as highly 

valued as in theory. Still it is the international donors who dominate the formation of 

policies and conditions for becoming a local partner and receiving funds. The monitoring 

structure of international organisations still bears the signs of top-down development policy 

and implementation, which the participatory approach aims to challenge. 

Because this last chapter draws on the two former chapters, it will also comprise the 

conclusive part of my thesis and end with a gaze into the future; both research-wise and in 

terms of what children in Sri Lanka anticipate and encounter as youths and adults in what 

seems to be the beginning of yet another Tamil Eelam War. 

Lastly I have to point out that my fieldwork was carried out with the assistance of an 

interpreter and most conversations with children were conducted with his, or a TASC 

member’s assistance. However, within the context of the TASC workshops, drama and 

drawing also became an integral part of my way to communicate directly with children. 

Conversations with adults, SCiSL staff and TASC workers, whom I cooperated with, were 

mainly in English, having only occasional support from my interpreter. Names are in a few 

cases replaced with pseudonyms, to avoid unfortunate reactions for my informants. 
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“First was the war, we finally 
got peace and development 
came. Then the tsunami came. 
Now the war is coming again”  

�� 
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�� � 				
International facilitated peace negotiations, development interventions and tsunami relief 

work are perceived as necessary interventions in Sri Lanka that inhabit a high potential to 

weigh down the almost two decade long armed conflict and its consequences. All these 

efforts have been imperative to the war- and tsunami affected Trincomalee district. Despite 

this fact, Trincomalee is now one of the focal points for the current spiral of violence in Sri 

Lanka. There is not only an increase in the violence between the main parties of the 

conflict; the Tamils and Singhalese, but also new fire lit to the tense situation between 

Tamil and Muslim communities. 

 

In this chapter I aim to explore how interventions at different levels fail to produce a 

sustainable reduction in the existing level of conflict and ethno-political tension and how 

they influence identity production and categorisation at a local level. Rather than creating 

new spaces for coexistence, international as well as national interventions seem to have 

instigated new tensions, conflict frontiers and areas of dispute. 
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Before informing more about Trincomalee©s background, I would like to enable the reader 

imagine Trincomalee by bringing you along on an auto trip. We will drive through the 

created warscape of Trincomalee in which people are living 

Dr iving through Tr inco Warscape to Tr inco Paradise 
I am driving with my regular auto driver, Fernando. Earlier, I called to ask him if he could 
bring me to Uppuveli, which meant driving past the currently insecure area of Ales Garden 
welfare centre2. On the way he tells me “please wait, I will get my wife” . He smiles and 
explains to me “my security guard” . Ales Garden is a Tamil area with one of the largest 
camps for Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in Trincomalee. Fernando is Singhalese. His 
wife on the other hand, is Tamil. 
 
The need for Áextra security©  today is due to the two grenade attacks in Ales Garden 
welfare centre earlier  this week and the shooting of four Sinhala auto drivers in 
Trincomalee the previous week. These are some of the incidents of increased violence 
between Tamils and Singhalese in Trincomalee following the elections of November 2005. 
Fernando believes that if his Tamil wife is with him, there are greater chances of getting 
out of trouble if he were to be stopped by Tamil mobs on his way back. 
  
The last time we drove by Ales Garden some “bad youth”  in Fernando©s words, stood by 
the road and appeared to be observing us while writing  something down on paper. 
Fernando instantly turned right into a small side lane. While we were waiting, I asked him 
why he did so, which he replied that the bad youth “are noting down my number and my 
face” . “Are you afraid?”  I asked, to which he answered; “my family wants me to come to 
the other side,”  “where?”  “To Kandy. But this is my home.”  
 
 

 
A familiar view from the back of Fernando’s Auto 

 

 
Military control post on the way from my house 
 

                                                 
2 Welfare Centre is the name used to refer to camps for Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in Sri Lanka 
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Today as we are driving around Anuvalipuram on the way to Uppuveli, armed soldiers are 
guarding all the roads that lead into the Tamil area. Outside control, but no inside control” , 
Fernando©s wife informs me. Not long ago a Singhalese auto driver illustratively told me, 
“ that [Anuvalipuram] is a bad area, if I go there, LTTE will ÁPang! Pang!© and shoot me 
right down. I drive [you] to Anuradhapura junction. There is Tamil drivers. They take you 
in.”  Another incident which illustrates the “no inside control”  was a break-in at my friend©s 
house in the middle of the night and the police refused to enter before daylight. When the 
police finally arrived in the morning, they arrived in a huge truck, heavily armed.  
As usual we are being stopped at the military check point at 3rd mile Post3, a crossroad 
where one of the roads enters Anuvalipuram. This is one of the hot spots for grenade and 
claymore attacks. Mainly due to the frequent attacks and counter-attacks, which 
occasionally result in the killing of bypassing civilians and round-ups4, nineteen families 
from this area recently escaped to India.  
 
Normally the soldiers at this check-point will wave to let us pass when they see a vellikari 
(white woman) in the backseat or only ask for Fernando©s drivers license to register his 
passing. Today, for the first time, they are checking the whole auto, Fernando and his wife©s 
identity cards and even my passport. 
 
We are closing in on Ales Garden welfare centre. On the right side of the road is a huge, 
worn down sign saying “Norwegian Refugee Council”  and on the opposite side is the 
“UNHCR-camp” . If we drove further northwards along the tsunami-hit coast of 
Kuchchaveli, similar signing of the landscape will be apparent: Labelling on every tsunami 
camp, house and well  with the responsible NGO signature. If the responsible NGO were to 
be a local- or community based organisation, it will indifferently be supported by a phrase 
like; “with funds provided by…” referring to some international NGO. I cannot help but 
wonder who owns what in this country. This  especially did  come to mind when I was 
travelling together with international NGO workers that pointed out to me, while 
explaining “ this is our village”  and referring to “our beneficiaries”  when talking about the 
people living there. 
 
In the welfare centre at Ales Garden this day, most of the small shops are closed and only a 
few people are in sight. Many have escaped from their refuge at the welfare centre after the 
attacks. Others, more fortunately, have recently moved out of the camp after it became 
labelled Átsunami affected©. This classification resulted in government allocation of land in 
Kuchchaveli north of Trincomalee town, to the war-affected IDPs. Although many have 
been living there for nearly two decades, the people had always been denied land allocation 
prior to the tsunami. Many of their homesteads are impossible to return to, due to 
minefields or because their houses or land are located in High Security Zones (HSZ)5 or 
occupied by the army. Many also find it difficult to return because they are unemployed or 

                                                 
3 3rd mile post implies 3 miles from Trincomalee Town, the District Headquarter. One of the permanent and 
most strict check points in Trincomalee, are situated here. 
4Round-ups are a military house-to-house search, often starting before sun-raise. Violence and harassment of 
civilians are frequently reported after such events. 
5 The high security zones have extensive restrictions for living and movement and many houses have been 
occupied by the armed forces. 
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have no land6. The camp became officially labelled ‘ tsunami-affected’ , despite the fact that 
only parts of it were directly affected by the tsunami7. This however, was the result of a 
long struggle by UNHCR. 
 
At last the little bumpy road of mud, leads us to my little escape from reality at last; the 
beautiful beach at Uppuveli with green palms and clear blue sea. The only mark from the 
tsunami is a half hotel standing by the beach. Almost all the rest has been rebuilt before the 
tourist season started in 2005. Now they are housing some journalists that are in 
Trincomalee to make “one year after tsunami”  reports. 
 
Interestingly these journalists are being guided by NGO workers; the same people that are 
handling the very money that the reporters are supposed to critically examine methods of 
expenditure. In town and in many villages however, people struggle to rebuild their houses 
and some are still living in temporary shelters, while others have reportedly two or three 
“ tsunami”  houses. But here, at the empty beaches of Trincomalee, one can imagine, for a 
while, that there is paradise. And that Sri Lanka can become, once again, a prime example 
of a successful Asian country. 
 
This auto trip made me reflect about the reality that I was a part of and at the same time on 
the sideline of, and the landscape in which I lived. Hopefully this journey through a part of 
Trincomalee also helps the reader to imagine the current situation at my field site. After all, 
this is a thesis about images, expressions and how the violent landscape that people in their 
daily life are moving around in, seems to influence them. 
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Trincomalee is a natural harbour town situated in the north of the Eastern Province of Sri 

Lanka. Trincomalee town which is the headquarters of the district also holds the same name 

as the district itself. It compromises 11 District Secretary divisions (DS), which again 

divides into Grama Niladari divisions (GN)8 (Map 1).  Trincomalee has been affected by 

the two decades of civil war which is reflected in people’s narratives, the landscape and by 

the large number of IDPs. After the tsunami on the 26th of December 2005, that affected 6 

DSs9 (Map 2), the interference and number of International Non-Governmental 

                                                                                                                                                     
6Source: Conversations with IDPs in Ales Garden and UN Inter-Agency IDP Working Group, Durable 
Solutions Progress Report No. 15, Sri Lanka, 29 April 2004, top three reasons for not return home: Jobless, 
landless or house/land in HSZ or occupied by SLA. 
7Interview with Britta Helleland, head of field officer, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) Trincomalee  
8DS and GN is common abbreviation for both the geographical administrative area, and for the persons 
heading the administration of this area. The DS and GN are appointed by government. See Map 1  
9 Affected Divisional Secretary Divisions are Kuchchaveli, Town & Gravets, Kinniya, Muthur, Seruwila and 
Ichchilampattai 
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Organisations drastically increased. Around 130 humanitarian actors were involved in 

tsunami related activities in the district in February 2006, most of them having their 

headquarters in Trinco town. 

Trincomalee district is special in that it inhibits approximately one third of all the three 

main ethnic groups in Sri Lanka: Sinhalese (26%), Tamil (34%) and Muslim (39%)10.   

Figures show that the Singhalese only constituted 3-4% of the Trincomalee population in 

1881 and in 1921. They rapidly increased their numbers in the 1940s to the 1960s, due to a 

state sponsored irrigation programme and Singhalese resettlement schemes (Peebles 1990; 

Sorensen 1997). This is what the Tamils will refer to as the Singhalese/Government 

colonizing scheme.  

 

My focus further will be on the situation in Trincomalee at the time of my research, from 

August 2005 till February 2006. I will elaborate events and processes I find necessary for 

the reader to understand the ongoing processes of increased violence. However, I won©t 

prioritise a complex historical account of the nearly two decades of war in Sri Lanka. This 

is partly because the conflict has been analysed and historicised so extensively11 and it 

would merely imply a repetition of that work. There are also substantial disagreements 

regarding the history of the conflict and political events and their consequences among 

those who have conducted extensive research on the issue. If I were to explore the historical 

aspect of the conflict in detail, this discussion would be unavoidable and consume too much 

time and space in comparison to the scope of this thesis. 

 

More important for me is the  exploration of  the consequences of historical events and 

reality as experienced, remembered and represented to me, by my informants. However, I 

realise that a brief background for the reader unfamiliar to the conflict is needed.  

                                                 
10 Facts of Trincomalee Population: Source; District Planning Secretariat Statistical Handbook 2003.  
11 Anton Balasingham (2004), Manogaran (2000), K.M de Silva (2005), Spencer (1990), Stokke (1998, 2006), 
Stokke and Ryntveit (2000) Uyangoda & Perera (2003), to mention just a few of those I’ve used for gaining 
insights to the conflict and its history. 
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In Sri Lanka as a whole, the Singhalese constitutes approximately 74% of the population 

and have dominated the political arena after independence from Great Britain 4th of 

February 1948. The Government is one of the two warring parties in the conflict. The 

Singhalese are mainly Buddhist and are predominantly living in the south, west and central 

provinces of Sri Lanka.  

The Tamils are the largest minority group in Sri Lanka comprising about 18% of the 

country’s populace. They are predominantly Hindu, and speak Tamil. Whilst the Tamil 

language is only entitled as a national language, the Singhalese language is both a national 

and the only official language12. Out of these 18%, roughly 5% are Indian Tamils13 brought 

in from India by the British colonizers, to work on the great coffee and tea plantations in 

the Up-Hill country. Except for the Indian Tamils, most Tamils are living in the Northeast 

areas. In addition to the Eastern and Northern Provinces of Sri Lanka, is also the coast areas 

of North Western Province (Stokke 2006) included the claimed Tamil Homeland state, 

referred to as ‘Tamil Eelam’  (Map 3). More or less competing Tamil organisations fight 

politically and militarily with two aims in mind. The primary; create an independent state, 

and secondary; to get a federal state structure in these areas. The dominating Tamil 

organisation is the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, which embodies the role as a party in 

the armed conflict.  

The Muslims constitute around 7% of the population and appear as a distinct ethnic group 

in Sri Lanka. They speak Tamil, but their way of talking can be distinguished from the 

Tamils, especially by the inclusion of Arabic words. There exists a tense relation which 

results in sporadic violent clashes between Muslims and Tamils in several areas where the 

Muslims have been excluded from Tiger territory. Despite this the Muslims have not 

achieved the status as a party in the peace negotiations, a debate I will return to. 

 

                                                 
12 This is a consequence of the Sinhala Only act introduced in 1956, to promote Sinhala language and 
Buddhist traditions as part of a linguistic nationalism (K.M de Silva).  
13 Facts of Sri Lankan population: Source; UNDP "http://www.undp.lk/abtSL.html" updated in 1999. The 
figures are not precise and it is difficult to find reliable sources, because the figures can diverge substantially. 
The government department of statistics and consensus "http://www.statistics.gov.lk/index.asp" normally 
don’ t contain figures from LTTE areas and neither do they have complete numbers from Tamil dominated 
areas in the East. Figures based on this data, is thereby not reliable, so I chose to use UN’s figures. 
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The conflict between the majority Singhalese and the minority Tamils escalated into a full 

war in 1983, after an anti-Tamil riot in the Sri Lankan capital of Colombo. The ‘ first Tamil 

Eelam war’  ended with the Indo-Lanka Peace Accord in July 1987. The second phase of the 

war started after the Indian Peace- Keeping Force withdrawal in 1989 and the failed peace 

talks with the government of President Premadasa in 1989-90. This war lasted until the 

peace negotiations with the Government of President Kumaratunga in 1994-1995 (Stokke 

2006, Balasingham 2004). During the ‘Third Eelam War’  from 1995 to 2001, the 

Liberation Tigers brought extensive areas (about 15% according to BBC) under its control, 

which resulted in what Balasingham (2004), and later supported by Stokke (2006), refer to 

as a de facto dual state structure in Northeast Sri Lanka. With this map as a basis for peace 

talks, the fifth round of negotiations was initiated, brokered by Norwegian peace envoys. A 

Ceasefire Agreement was signed on February 21st in 2002, as a part of the Memorandum 

of Understanding (MoU) between the warring parties; the Government of Sri Lanka 

(GoSL) and Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). This reduced the level of violence 

and helped to restore normalcy to a certain degree, with some periodically insurgencies; 

especially after the separation of the Eastern based Karona-group from the LTTE in April 

200514. 

 

After the November 2005 elections, the violence once again escalated, with Trincomalee as 

one of the focal points. One girl from Kaddukkulam in north of Trincomalee, told me:  

“First was the war, then we finally got peace and development came. Then the tsunami 

came. Now the war is coming again” . Three weeks after our conversation, I got the 

message that there had been a clash between Karuna group and LTTE cadres, nearby 

Kaddukkulam. The clash resulted in 12 injured people.  

The low-intensity war was still ongoing in May 2006, and resulted in the displacement of 

over 40.000 people in Trincomalee according to UNOCHA’s situation reports. Four years 

after the officially unbroken Ceasefire Agreement (CFA), the effects of the armed conflict 

are clearly visible in Trincomalee, but not only by the current escalation of violence. The 

                                                 
14 Colonel Mr. V. Muraleetharan (Karuna), former commander for the LTTE in Batticaloa-Ampara District, 
fragmented from LTTE in April 2004. The main reason being that Karuna believes LTTE prioritises the 
Northern Tamils, on the cost of the Eastern Tamils. Karuna is known to cooperate with the SLA as a 
paramilitary group against the LTTE. A view is supported by Sri Lankan Monitoring Mission (SLMM)  
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armed conflict has shaped the landscape and reality in which people are living, through the 

permanent military presence, ethnic divided communities and people’s own experiences 

and anticipations for the future. Trincomalee is also marked by the high level of Internally 

Displaced Persons (IDPs), due to war. Based on figures from Rehabilitation Branch of the 

District Planning Secretariat, Skinner (2005:7) estimates, that 62% of Trincomalee 

population has experienced displacement because of war and 7% remains displaced. In 

addition to these figures are all those unregistered shorter displacements in public 

buildings, with relatives or with friends and the many families who move permanently 

because of war related issues. 
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In addition to dominance of the three main ethnic groups of Tamils, Singhalese and 

Muslims in Trincomalee, there is a visible presence of catholic Tamils and Burghers15, 

especially in town areas. Due to this, Trincomalee is one of the most complex districts in 

Sri Lanka when it comes to ethnic and religious composition.  

 

The district is mainly Government controlled, but the coast areas in the south; 

Ichchilampattai and Muthur East, are under LTTE control. These areas are also referred to 

as ‘uncleared’ , particularly by government institutions and employees, but the concept is 

also commonly used by many NGO workers and in daily speech. Despite this, the great 

influence of the LTTE in many parts of the government controlled areas is clearly visible. 

There exists several ‘Tamil pockets’ , as Anuvilapuram, that are almost never entered by the 

police and army unless under very special circumstances. It is also a well-known fact that 

the LTTE has to approve all Tamil led ‘hartals’16 in Trincomalee, even though they are 

rarely officially announced by them. A ‘hartal’ is the term for a more or less all-embracing 

                                                 
15 Descendants from the Dutch and Portuguese, often with English as their mother tongue, but some also 
speaks some kind of ancient Sri Lankan version of Portuguese 
16 Hartal means that shops and roads normally have to close, and there is restricted movement. However there 
exist different degrees of hartals. They are often used as a demonstration, strike or on days of grieving after 
the death of important persons or political killings. Hartals are also announced for security reasons in times of 
increased violence.  
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curfew or strike, and has significant influence politically, economically and socially in 

several aspects, both symbolically and de facto.  

 

Mainly due to this strong influence from the LTTE and because of the strategical 

importance of the harbour town of Trincomalee, the area is under strong and vigilant 

control by the Sri Lankan Army (SLA). This is also the case for most Government 

controlled areas in the Northern and Eastern provinces17, which causes the SLA to appear 

as an occupying force. The term ‘government controlled’  or ‘cleared’  areas, which are the 

common terming of the government areas in the Northeast, imply the division of the state 

and the ongoing dispute regarding these seemingly occupied areas. Furthermore, it 

embodies an acknowledgement that the government’s legitimacy to control these areas as 

an integral part of the Sri Lankan state is not self-evident. This manner of division and 

terminology thereby fails to challenge the notion of government occupation within their 

own state, hence reinforces the notion of boundaries cross-cutting the island. 

 

The terminology and sense of occupation has to be viewed together with the somehow 

blurred role played by the SLA: The Government and the army are party to the ongoing 

conflict, at the same time it is their duty to provide security for all citizens of Sri Lanka, 

including Tamils. One Tamil girl expressed it like this: “ Initially, I‘m not opposed to the 

presence of the army. They are here to provide security, only they are doing a bad job at it.”  

During my stay there were several grenade- and claymore attacks on SLA check-points and 

transport, as well as numerous incidents of military mistreatment of Tamil civilians.  

In addition to clashes between the Sri Lankan Army and the LTTE in Trincomalee, are the 

operations of Tamil paramilitaries such as the Eastern-based Karuna group. Clashes caused 

by Tamil and Singhalese mobs were neither uncommon, and the LTTE reluctance to take 

on responsibility for various actions, claiming it was “ the people” , contributed to a further 

blurrification of the conflict picture. Added to this is the prevailing tense situation between 

Muslim and Tamil communities, especially in Muthur DS south of Trincomalee Town.  

 

                                                 
17 These are the areas constituting Tamil Eelam 
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Due to the complex ethnic and religious composition, in addition to the intricacy of the 

political- and military situation as elaborated above, Trincomalee is especially exposed to 

rapid escalation of ethnic, political and religious based conflicts. As Tambiah has argued in 

Leveling Crowds (1996:275-76), the ethnic border-production tend to be more violent the 

closer the parties used to be. The violence is ‘cannibalistic’  in that it tries to eat up the 

relations between ‘us’  and ‘ the others’ , even the dynamic base for collaboration.  

 

Why did a “Peace-village” transformed into such a warscape? And why did the many 

efforts promoting peace in Trincomalee not succeed? 

 

Because of the ethnic, religious and political composition, Trincomalee is at the same time 

perceived as a potential peace-building site, mainly because of the long periods of 

coexistence and cooperation between people, across ethnic and religious boundaries. This is 

reflected in the emphasis on inter-ethnic communication on many NGOs’  agendas, to 

ensure a sustainable peace and avoid rapid escalating ‘spirals of violence’  that historically 

“ The Peace Village”  
An illustratively example of a potential peace-site that turns into a centre of violence, is a 
village near Anuradhapura Junction in Trincomalee. I was astonished to hear that this 
village was awarded as a ‘peace village’  nearly six years ago. This was actually the 
motivation for my friend Jaya, a 21 year old Tamil, and his family to move to this village. 
Close by there is now a major check-point, which is the place in Trincomalee most 
frequently hit by grenade-attacks. After the November elections and the following unease, 
the soldiers on this check-point started to question Jaya about his presence in Trincomalee 
when his identity-card showed that he’s from Jaffna. Jaya found this new turn in his daily 
life agitating because, as he explained to me; “ I pass them every day. I live here. I have 
lived in Trinco almost my whole life. I am only born in Jaffna” .  
 
There were many evenings I heard blasts or gun-shots from this area during January 2006. 
One evening it went on for a disturbingly long time, and I called my friend, listening to his 
worried voice and story about his mother’s “shock”  and “weak mentality” . She used to live 
in Jaffna during the uneasy times when the Indian Peace Keeping Force intervened in Sri 
Lanka. Therefore, Jaya told me, she reacts by fear and anxiety every time something 
happen, which was not uncommon during this period. Just two months earlier, his farther 
went to the Middle East to work, now Jaya’s mother was talking about fleeing to Tamil 
Nadu or Jaffna. Later that week I asked him if he wanted to leave. To this he answered: “ I 
don’ t know. I want to live in Trincomalee”  but he soon rephrased himself: “No, I want to 
live in Tamil Eelam.”  During January-February all Singhalese living in his area fled, the 
Tamils followed one family after another. In the end Jaya’s family were one of the very 
few left. They are now (in May 2006) once again planning to flee to Tamil Nadu.  
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have been a periodically problem in Trincomalee. Unfortunately these efforts did not 

succeed in creating any long-term effects: Trincomalee and Sri Lanka seems to be on the 

doorstep to yet another Tamil Eelam war, as my usually good-spirited friend from 

Trincomalee sadly informed me in May 2006: “Now we all are feared. We wait for [the] 

announcing of the fourth Eelam war.”  The question is, if it is not already started. 
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The current low intensity war in Trincomalee and Sri Lanka escalated after the Presidential 

elections in November 2006.  The LTTE boycotted the elections, which resulted in a 

marginal victory to Mahinda Rajapakse. Mahinda was the former prime minister in the 

resigning President Kumaratunga’s government, the government who according to the 

LTTE, failed to give what the ‘Tamil people aspire for’ . Mahinda went to election in a 

coalition with the Singhalese nationalist marxist People’s Liberation Front (JVP)18. 

Mahinda is known to be a so-called hard-liner, but a pragmatic, and is opposed to a federal 

solution in the Northeast. This was also reflected in the official government statement 

related to the Geneva-talks in February 2006, which stated that the Ceasefire Agreement 

was against the constitution.  

 

After the elections, 170 people were killed and even more injured, in the Northeast during 

only two months; through clashes, blasts, political, military and civilian killings. Among 

these were the milestone events of the Karuna group execution of Mr. Joseph 

Pararajasingham in Batticaloa, a MP for Tamil National Alliance (TNA) and the security 

forces’  executions of five Tamil students in Trincomalee town, leading to anger, increase of 

violence and hartals. After a relatively calm period of optimism in February, when the 

LTTE and the Government were meeting in Geneva, the violence increased again. The 

parties failed to meet in Geneva for a second round in April and the violence has continued 

up till now (June 2006). 

 

There exist at least three intertwined dimensions of the conflict, of which I aim to focus on: 

One is the bilateral war and peace brokering between the Government and the LTTE. The 
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second constitutes the inter-community conflicts between Sinhalese, Muslim and Tamil 

groups. In addition comes the third dimension compromising personal relations, individual 

memorial history and experiences which are imperative regarding people’  constructions and 

actions in the warscape of Trincomalee.   
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‘Peace-making’  is perceived as a taken-for-granted ‘good’ , but the way it is carried out, 

actually generates a range of unintended consequences. The idea that the international 

envoys are in Sri Lanka to “make peace,”  and that the two parties are to “bring peace”  to 

the people, is hence not a straight-forward process.  

I want to critically examine the way international and Sri Lankan national politics has 

emphasised the bilateral peace settlement between the warring parties of the Government 

and LTTE, on the cost of other dimensions of the conflict. 

 

Uyangoda (2003:209) refer to such peace settlements as ‘peace deals’ , and places this way 

of thinking in the context of the “ rationalist paradigm of international politics” . He further 

claims that this rationalist paradigm has imposed great influence on contemporary 

negotiation theory, where people are treated as outsiders of the peace process.  This makes 

the basis for what he argues is the “ leader-actor approach to peace” (ibid: 208). Following 

Uyangoda (2003:208) this approach: 

Assumes that managing violent, protracted and deadly conflicts is the 
exclusive and primary task of the leaders of the direct parties to the 
conflict…in Sri Lanka’s case, the sole responsibility for resolving the 
conflict is with the government and the LTTE: And the two parties also 
believe in that assumption. 

This line of thought, including the idea of the ‘peace deal’ , corresponds with the 

international political discourse on the contract. The discourse is based on the assumption 

that political leaders of territorial nation-states embody the power to commit their countries 

to international conventions. The contracts are necessary because the realist paradigm 

posits, in Uyangoda’s words; “ the political world as one existing in a general ambience of 

anarchy”  (2003:209). This is reflected in international law’s stress on tractates and 

                                                                                                                                                     
18 JVP refers to the Singhalese name Janatha Vimukthi Perumuna 
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conventions, to control inter-state relations, but also, more recently, intra-state affairs 

regarding the treatment of the state’s citizens, such as the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (CRC), which will be addressed in chapter three. This kind of thinking about 

regulating inter- and intra-state relations between groups of people, seem to create a certain 

blueprint that, more or less consciously, is applied as a model to approach conflict 

resolution between such groups.  

 

This ‘ leader-actor approach’  also rests on an assumption of peace as the absence of war, in 

what Uyangoda labels ‘negative peace’  (2003:208). This stands in opposition to the view of 

‘ transformative peace’  (ibid: 209) that not only sets out to eradicate war, but also the 

conditions that makes war seem necessary. In Trincomalee these conditions were not 

eliminated by the high-level peace negotiations: for example is harassment of Tamils 

within, Trincomalee or Tamils travelling to the Southwest, from the security forces not 

uncommon. Additionally there was misdistribution of tsunami relief and other state funds. 

With the explicit mistrust between the negotiation parties and the unsettled conflicts 

between Muslim and Tamil communities, these conditions lead to unrest and discontent 

amongst people. None of these issues were, for different reasons, solved through the 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). 

 

It is important to have in mind, that it is not a neutral act to identify who to be included 

among the negotiation parties in a multidimensional conflict as the one we find in Sri 

Lanka. To take on the role as a negotiating ‘party’  in the conflict does not only provide the 

parties with a legitimacy to represent ‘ their’  people, but in most cases identifies the voices 

of the warring parties as the ones worth listening to. Both the fourth and fifth rounds of 

peace talks between the LTTE and Sri Lankan Government (Balasingham 2004) did 

address the issues of eliminating the conditions that made war seem necessary, but the 

question which arises is if the warring parties are essentially the best enabled to eliminate 

these conditions and produce peaceful solutions? 

 

By referring to the Yugoslav negotiations, Gallagher (2001) argues that the international 

response in Yugoslavia served to “empowered the radicals […] but disempowered the 
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representatives of those who were committed to some kind of common existence”  (in 

Turton 2001:36). Turton support this argument and claims that international response to 

internal wars have supported the views and interpretations of local extremists, rather than 

of those dedicated to compromise and coexistence. Turton argues that both international 

response and analysis of ethnic conflicts; ”accept and therefore give legitimacy to the world 

view of local leaders who use supposedly, ‘ancient’  ethnic hatreds to mobilize support for 

their policies”  (2001:33). 

The international intervention in Sri Lanka is not an exception for this tendency, starting 

with India’s initiative in the 1980s. The bilateral peace process excludes civilian voices and 

moderate factions from both sides arguing for a non-violent settlement. In addition it has 

failed to acknowledge the Muslim question and their right to choose a representative for 

themselves. The Muslim’s perspective, consequently, seem to have been underestimated 

through the whole negotiation process. In the cases where a Muslim spokesperson has been 

present, he has been appointed by the government, included as one of their given number of 

allowed representatives (Balasingham 2004).19 The Muslim question in Sri Lanka has 

neither been given any space in international news coverage. In addition, academic analyses 

of the conflict have in general provided limited focus to the Muslims’  position in the 

conflict. 

 

It might be interesting to note here as has another researcher; Peter Bauman,20 that most 

Singhalese categorise the armed conflict as political, whilst the Tamils label it as ethnic. 

However, since the frontiers are mainly established along ethnic lines, with the exception of 

the fighting in-between different Tamil politico-military groups, I believe that the overall 

conflict can be labelled as ethnic. The conflict between the LTTE and the government, as 

well as between the Tamil and Muslim communities, have all sprung out of a notion that 

Tamils, as an ethnic group, feel entitled to their own land. In addition, both the Tamil and 

Singhalese nationalism are dominated by an ethnic based rhetoric, building on historical 

connections to the land, common ancestry, myths, language and religion. The Sri Lankan 

Singhalese dominated governments did not succeed in, and neither did they seem to really 

                                                 
19 Balasingham  has included overviews of all representatives in the different peace negotiations. 
20 Ayalew, Bauman and Paul’s research resulted in; A Comparative analysis of the Impact of Tsunami and 
Tsunami Interventions on Conflicts in Sri Lanka and Ache/Indonesia (2006) 
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try, building a cross-ethnic nationalism based on, what A.D. Smith (1986) refers to as ‘ the 

civic elements’  of nationalism. In contrast to emphasising shared ancestry, religion etcetera, 

as the ‘ethnic nationalism’  does, the ‘civic nationalism’  has its basis in the role, duty and 

rights connected to citizenship, which a person achieves as a member of the territorial 

limited state. Tamils actually experience that their rights as citizens are being reduced on 

the basis of their ethnicity, such as the lack of teachers, limited freedom to move around 

and poor infrastructure in their areas. 

 

In contrast to the Tamils and Singhalese, the Muslims cannot claim historical legacy to Sri 

Lanka, through ancient ancestral myths as the Tamil and Singhalese. The Muslims 

emphasise their group identity on the basis of religion, especially towards the Tamils, with 

whom they share the same language and much of the same territory. Further, they appear as 

a group on the basis of not being members of any of the main warring parties. Fangen’s 

(2005) concept of ‘contra-identification’  is illustrative for the Muslim case. Because the 

Muslims have been squeezed out of Tiger claimed territory and the peace negotiation 

process, they seem to ‘contra-identify’  themselves in opposition to the two groups. The 

Muslims have, in contradiction to the Tamils, tried to front their issues through the existing 

political system, and avoided challenging the new power structure after independence with 

the Singhalese majority-rule. In this way Muslims play on the ‘civic elements’  to be 

included as citizens in the Sri Lankan nation-state. These efforts have not received the 

desired results, and in the late 1980s the Sri Lankan Muslim Congress (SLMC) developed 

with the aim of creating a Muslim province in the South of the Eastern Province (Ampara) 

(Fuglerud 2000:234). With conflict-frontiers developed along ethnic boundaries and a 

political segregated milieu resting on a ethnic-nationalist rhetoric, it thereby seems 

imperative to appear unified, not as any group, but as an ethnic group, in order to achieve a 

say as ‘Muslims’  within the prevailing ethno-political discourse. The Muslim maintains 

their identity largely through their religion and the costumes associated with it (de Silva 

2005:121). This is reflected in the way they refer to themselves, as well as the way others 

refers to them as ‘Muslims’ , and not for example as ‘Moors’  which would refer to their 

historical belonging of Mauretania (modern-day Morocco).  
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The Muslim question in Sri Lanka, and especially the Muslim-Tamil cooperation/conflict 

relation, is much more complex than I have room for discuss in any detail here (see 

Fuglerud 2000). The Tamils and Muslims share more than just common territories and 

language; they also share the same experience of being a minority within Sri Lanka, while 

simultaneously being a part of a majority in the region. The Muslims have religious 

linkages throughout Middle East and South Asia, as well as historic trade-networks with 

other ‘Moors’  (Arabs and ‘ Indo-Arabs’ , see de Silva 2005:121 and 145). The Tamils on the 

other hand, “have 50 million fellow Tamils in South India”  (Uyangoda 2001: 4), and hence 

been referred to as “an ethnic minority with majority ambitions” , compared to the 

Singhalese as a “majority with a minority complex”  (ibid). In addition is the great Tamil 

diaspora. On these grounds the Tamils and Muslims seem to share a mutual understanding, 

and I met many Muslims with sympathy for the ‘Tamil cause” . Also politically there exist 

some cooperation between Tamils and Muslims. This is reflected in the example of two 

Muslim representatives running for Ilankai Tamil Arasu Katchi (ITAK) in the local 

elections for Trincomalee Urban Council in 2006. However, their membership in the Tamil 

party was heavily disputed amongst other Muslims.  

The Muslim question and in particular the Muslim-Tamil relation in the Eastern Province, 

are issues in demand for further research and international attention, and illustrate the 

importance of a thorough exploration of the inter-community dimension of the conflict(s) 

in Sri Lanka (Towards such an analysis is Fuglerud 2000) 
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By excluding the Muslims, moderate voices and empowering the radicals through the 

negotiation process, the binary aspect is enhanced and the polarisation enforced. The 

negotiation premise resting on the idea of a binary ‘peace deal’ , which is based on the 

international template on regulating group relations, therefore seems to work against its 

own intention and rather enforces opposition, instead of reducing it. This will further 

increase the categorisation of Singhalese and Tamils on a lower level, because the different 

dimensions of the conflict are tightly intertwined in multimodal processes. One such 

process is how the oppositional categorisation created on a higher political level, influence 

local politicians, police and soldiers attitudes, which directly influence people’s daily life 
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and experiences. Further it provides a (political) language for the people to conceptualise 

these experiences and force them to choose sides. By doing so, higher level negotiations 

will influence the way people view and talk about themselves and thereby what they 

identifies themselves as, and also as not. In addition to this, the state issued identity cards 

label each person by ethnic and geographical belonging, which forms the person’s identity, 

not only by the label itself, but in the real consequences one encounters because of it. The 

prime example being the treatment one will receives at a check-point, or the extraordinary 

enquiring from the security forces that a Tamil born in Jaffna risks to undergo in 

Trincomalee as Jaya experienced, or a Tamil born in Trincomalee can encounter in 

Colombo or Kandy, as happened to other friends of mine.  

 

These identities will get essensialised in that they lead to certain entitlements and 

consequences for all who possesses similar identities, which in turn become more and more 

imperative for the people’s daily life as the conflict intensifies. The example of my auto 

driver’s “double security”  is also an illustrative example of this: because he was Singhalese 

he could manage the check-points. His wife, on the other hand, could save him from the 

Tamil “bad youth”  who earlier that week had noted down his auto’s number-plate. In the 

second round, these personal experiences are being utilised in the ethno-political rhetoric, 

and give plausibility and force to the extremists’  argumentation.  

 

My critique to the process towards the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), in 

enhancing the bilateral aspect of a multilateral conflict, has also been addressed from Tamil 

and Singhalese points of view, especially regarding the legitimacy of the LTTE as the 

Tamil representative. Liyananage (2003:123) argues, according to the MoU’s article about 

disarming paramilitary groups, that:  

It may allow LTTE to totally eliminate the leadership of these groups 
PLOTE, EPDP and EPRLF21 … [and]  create a monolithic structure 
that ensures the political monopoly of the LTTE in the North and East.  

The University Teachers for Human Rights in Jaffna22 (UTHR(J) 2003:191) further claims 

that “ the [peace] process gave the Tamil civilians a strong signal that they were being 

                                                 
21These groups are all Tamil politico-military groups, and pose a threat to LTTE as potential representatives 
of the Tamils 
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‘handed over to the LTTE’ ” . By reinforcing LTTE stronghold on the role as the Tamil 

representative against the Government, critical attitudes against the LTTE will become 

even harder to voice because it is then perceived as a challenge to, or deceit of,  the Tamil 

party and the ‘Tamil cause’ . 

 

The focus on the bilateral dimension of the conflict has not only been prevailing within 

international politics and peace negotiations, but also within international news-coverage 

and conflict- and conflict-resolution theory. Hence, a discursive way of thinking about 

conflict- and conflict resolution seems to subsist. As Uyangoda observes:  

Interestingly, this approach of treating people as outsiders to the 
peace process is the dominant perspective in theory and practice of 
contemporary conflict management and resolution. (2003:210) 

This acknowledgement of including people in the peace process to make it more 

comprehensive, can somehow appear paradoxical if one take a closer look at the research 

done on ethnic and intra-state conflicts, including Uyangoda’s own work. The attention has 

principally been given to exactly the structural, high-level political and historical processes 

to identify possible explanations for the conflict at issue.  

 

Peace negotiations and a settlement between the warring parties, is vital for peaceful 

solutions, but not sufficient. As Uyangoda also argues: 

A program for transformative peace should not reject the agenda of 
negotiation, mediation and the peace deal. Rather, it will place them in 
a broader and comprehensive process of peace building. (2003:208) 

Hence, there is a need to explore conflict-producing and potential peace-generating 

processes at all levels, and to draw attention towards the inter-community and inter-

personal dimensions of the conflict. These dimensions seem to be understudied, which 

appear paradoxical in relation to the increased emphasis on including communities and 

people in peace building processes. Neither can the bilateral dimension of the conflict, be 

parted from the processes occurring at the local level, because they will always be tightly 

                                                                                                                                                     
22 It is interesting to notice that it is the teachers at Jaffna University that officially have made this statement: 
The students and lecturers at Jaffna University are mostly by Tamils, and several ethnic-nationalist 
movements have grown out from the students’  organisations in Jaffna. Even though Jaffna town is GoSL 
controlled, LTTE has great influence in the area, and are said to delimit the DS’  actual space for action 
severely (Source: Three separate NGO workers in Jaffna.  
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interlinked: The prevailing paradigm of the ‘peace-deal’ -solution seem to feed into the 

public opinion, and in my view, result in a sense of desolation: People are engaged in, and 

generally pay high attention to, the processes that go on at a higher political level, but most 

people tend to rely on the politicians to solve the conflict. It was not uncommon to get 

responses like “all these problems, what to do, what to do?” , or “ It is the politicians’  task”  

as a reply when I asked what people could do themselves in order to create peace.  

 

Even though most people saw it as the Government and LTTE’s responsibility to create a 

peaceful settlement, most of those I talked to, especially in Trincomalee Town, 

acknowledged the importance of ground-level inter-ethnic communication23. I also got the 

general impression that people generally differentiated between ‘common’  persons from 

another ethnic group and those committing the violence. However, when a clash, killing or 

bomb took place they would tend to attribute categorical characterisations to the whole 

group that those who committed the crime were a member of. These apparently 

contradicting attitudes towards ethnicity puzzled me, but are also reflected in Turton’s 

argument (2001:3): 

Ethnic sentiments can undoubtedly motivate people to acts of extreme 
violence against those whom they define as “ other”  but, when one 
attempts to examine the empirical basis of this sentiment, it recedes 
from view, like mirage.  

Several Tamils commented on different instances that the Singhalese think ‘all Tamils are 

Tigers’ . Typically, Tamils would say this to me after situations where the security forces 

had killed civilians in counter-attacks after blasts, or when Tamil civilians were shot and 

then labelled “ tigers”  in Colombo based news papers. This illustrates the ethno-political 

polarisation process and the Liberation Tiger’s stronghold as the single representation for 

the Tamils, but the statement also shows how the Tamils are stigmatising the Singhalese for 

stigmatising them. A more concrete example of attributing categorical traits to one group, 

after violent incidents, is a Tamil man working in the Muslim Muthur town. He usually 

cooperated well with the people living there, until his uncle got killed by some Muslims 

from this town. After having viewed the sliced-up body, he declared that “ those Muslims 

                                                 
23 In Ichchilampattai a LTTE area, for example, most people were reluctant to engage with the Singhalese and 
Muslims and their traditions 
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are so evil”  (See Fuglerud 2000:187 about the characteristics of acts of violence in Eastern 

Sri Lanka). 

The killing of this man’s uncle was one of the earliest violent incidents that occurred after 

the relatively peaceful election in November 2005. The sporadic killing between the Tamils 

and Muslims in Muthur initiated the spiral of violence that developed in Trincomalee. The 

Muslim-Tamil conflict is occurring at an inter-community level, and has to be studied as 

such. There is though a clear linkage between the bilateral dimension of the LTTE-

Government relation to the inter-community and inter-personal relations. 

 

A space for political and ethnic contestation was created after the elections, and again 

following the failing of bringing the parties together in Geneva in April. These spaces were 

utilised by violent forces and in turn led to increased hostility between communities and 

people. The tense situation between Muslims and Tamils in Muthur escalated into several 

violent confrontations and new fire was opened between the Karuna group24 and the LTTE. 

There were several attacks on the army, and military attacks on civilians. These events led 

to a whole range of hartals. Hartals are frequently imposed as a response to important 

events, like extraordinary killings, certain policies or against military presence. The hartals 

often increase the tension between Tamil and Singhalese communities, because not all 

Tamils respect the Singhalese hartal, and vice versa. The hartal might last for several days 

and it results in loss of income, restricted movement, boredom, frustration, insecurity and 

flash-backs to the war. Hartal thus might be the best example to illustrate how the different 

dimensions of the conflict tightly interact and influence each other. One telling example is 

when Eirik Solheim, the Norwegian peace envoy, was to arrive in Sri Lanka on January 

23rd 2006. A Tamil hartal was imposed in Trincomalee to last until this date. This one 

practically succeeded a Singhalese hartal. It was later called off because people and 

businesses suffered great losses. 

 

 

 

                                                 
24 Fragmented branch of the LTTE, led by Col Karuna, now working as a paramilitary group against the 
LTTE 
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Ethnic Enclavement 
The fear of renewed war and the increase in violence after the elections produced harsh 
disputes and division of people from different ethnic backgrounds. In several multiethnic 
villages, people belonging to one or two groups moved out leaving only villagers from the 
other ethnic group to stay. In one village the Tamil and Muslim fled due to an assault 
carried out by the security forces on a Tamil owned shop. Ten people were in the shop that 
was also their house, at the time the shooting occurred. It happened in relation to a ‘ round-
up’  that the armed forces responsible for the check-point situated only 60 meters from the 
house, carried out. The reason for the ‘ round-up’  was that a Singhalese driver for the army, 
were shot two days prior to this incidence in the neighbouring village.   
 
The Sinhalese people, who were still living in the village, told me that during wartime the 
LTTE would attack villages where the Tamils had fled. Hence, this situation was 
perceived to pose a threat to their security. Due to fear of an LTTE-attack, the Singhalese 
started threatening the Tamils to move back. One had threatened them: “Don’ t think we 
cannot do anything because you are in the church. We know where it is” . But they refused 
returning to the village unless there were at least two permanent police assigned at the 
check-point and at every round-up. This demand was not met to the Tamils satisfaction. 
 
Three days after two TASC members and I brought with us two representatives from 
People in Need (PIN) to document what had happened and make a ‘need assessment’ . The 
PIN leader questioned the soldiers on duty why they had been shooting at the shop. The 
soldiers would not say much first, and told him they were not present the night it 
happened. After a while, though, he said “but they are [members of] LTTE”. The TASC 
members, who knew the shop-owner and his family, denied that there was any truth in this 
accusation. 
 
Hostilities also started to build up between some of the village’s Tamil and Muslim 
families that now lived in a catholic school and church. These dispute were building up 
because of disagreements regarding the Tamil-Muslim conflict in Muthur, further South in 
Trincomalee District.  
The separation between the ethnic groups in this village, as well as others, has to be seen 
in the context of the different leaflets circulating in Trincomalee Town during this period. 
They threatened the Tamils to flee to LTTE areas and the Singhalese to move out. In this 
period the tendency was that many Tamils actually moveed into LTTE areas, and others 
moved even further; to India. 
 

If a similar situation had occurred in the above village a less tense period, when people did 

not anticipate the outbreak of war, this situation might have had a different outcome. The 

developments in this village illustrate how interventions at different levels influence 

people’s daily experiences, identities and conflict management strategies. It also indicates 

the larger conflict’s direct effect on the process of creating enclaves along ethnic lines, 
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which will serve to reduce people’s daily inter-ethnic communication and coexistence. 

Rajasingham-Senanyake (1999:66) comments that in Sri Lanka: 

There has been a growth in ethnic enclave mentality that presumes 
people form different cultures cannot share the same neighbourhood, 
village, city, place of religious worship, or public space  

The situation in the above mentioned village, sadly illustrates the growing of such a 

‘mentality’ . Negotiations were initiated between the villagers by USAID and Non-Violent 

Peace Force, but they only ending up in furthering disputes between the different groups. 

This may turn out to be the beginning of another lasting division of multiethnic villages. 

Ethnic enclaves are clearly reflected in Trincomalee District demography, both within and 

between DSs (Map 4).         

During the last decades and increasingly during my stay, Trincomalee has developed into a 

violent warscape with clashes between ethnically divided communities, check-points, 

armed soldiers, more or less regular insults on civilians and an overhanging sense of 

insecurity. This warscape has been shaped by the interventions of the state and Tamil 

politico-military groups, mainly the LTTE, and are shaping peoples lives. Personal 

histories, memories and circulating war-myths, which one often don’ t know whether is true 

or false, influence a person’s reactions when new violent situations arise. Repeatedly abuse 

on Tamils by the security forces enhances the opposition towards the Sri Lankan Army as 

an occupying force, and consequently against the Government, the Singhalese and the 

Southwest. In the polarised conflict of Sri Lanka, this opposition towards the government 

usually means enhanced support to the LTTE. One informant put it in this way: ”SLA: 

Sinhalese security guards. LTTE: Tamil security guards.”  These attitudes are actually not 

so difficult to comprehend in the context of repeatedly misuse of power by security forces, 

misdistribution of state funds, insults on Tamil speaking people passing through check 

points and the restrictions of movement imposed on the people in Trincomalee. Their 

attitudes are constructed on the basis of their knowledge and experiences, which they refer 

to when arguing for their stance: As a reply to my questioning regarding the war-politics of 

the LTTE, I frequently got the reply; ”Do you think the Government is any better?”  or “But 

look what the army is doing.”  There seem to be little space for placing oneself in-between 

these two stances and it also serves to narrow down spaces for manoeuvring in ethnic 

identity- construction. 



 33

 

To grasp the reasons for these sentiments, one has shift focus from the bilateral conflict to 

the above mention third dimension of the conflict. This will include embodied experiences 

of Tamils living in the war-affected areas, which I find imperative to take into account to 

understand why the ethnic oratory and ‘ reconstructed’  history has such an appeal on 

people. In this way one can identify some of the multimodal processes at work. To simplify 

it, one can say that the government and the LTTE are constructing a warscape that forms 

people’s life, creates tensions and violent clashes, which again serves to legitimise the 

policies of the conflicting parties. The fact that many people have negative experiences 

with the government forces or the LTTE forms them and their view of the ‘enemy’ . This 

does not necessarily have to be a direct experience; it can be something they witnessed or 

an event back in time that has become a part of the family’s- or community’s historical 

narrative.  

 

The K illing of Five Students 
As mentioned earlier, the paramilitary Karuna group executed Mr. Joseph Pararajasingham 
(TNA) in Batticaloa during a Christmas mid-night service. This, together with the 
escalation of violence in the Northeast in general, and Trincomalee specifically, led to an 
increase in ‘security’ . This included the posting of a Special Task Force (STF) unit in 
Trincomalee. I had the displeasure of meeting this motorbike unit one night, when they 
were checking bypassing vehicles, dressed in military uniforms and black cloths covering 
their faces, only revealing their eyes.    
  
Late at night on the second of January 2006, I received a sms from the security tree that 
five students were killed at Trincomelee beach, due to a grenade attack. This was the worst 
of a series of violent episodes the last month.  
 
The following morning, TASC and I were to have an important meeting for TASC with 
USAID about a future programme. I sent a sms to Fernando, who replied that there were 
trouble in town and he did not want to drive. Mette, who worked with TASC, got hold of a 
Tamil driver from Anuvalipuram to pick me up. On the way my mobile beeped. It was a 
message from USAID. The office was closed and the meeting was off. Since I expected a 
strict hartal to be imposed during the day, I stopped by the SCiSL office, which is near to 
where I lived. The office looked half-closed already. Mark, the head of child protection 
section, and Mayroon, a child protection officer, were one of the few staffs there. I noticed 
the grave expressions on their faces the moment I entered the room.  
“This is a sad day,”  Mark remarked when I came in.  
“Yes,”  I replied. “This is a very sad day. I was really sad to hear about the students”   
We talked about the event, the hartals and ‘semi-hartals’ , about the confusion, if it was 
soldiers that had thrown a grenade, what the reasons could have been and the sadness of 
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the occurring violence. Not an uncommon topic those days. While we were talking I got a 
sms that Tamil youths on motorbikes were telling people to get inside and to close all 
shops and offices. Mark informed me that:  
“ there is a hartal announced from twelve, […] we will close the office then” . He sighed, let 
down his arms in despair and said:  
“All our plans…,”  as if they were already called off.  
 
Some moments later, one of the TASC leaders calls me. I pick up and ask: 
“Hi, how are you today?”   
“ I’m sad,”  he replies.  
“Yes, it’s a sad day today. Where are you now?”  
“ I’m at the hospital”   
He tells me that the killed students were his friends and that he was inside the hospital 
where their bodies were brought. Two of the seven students were alive.  
 
An hour later I get another sms from the security tree: “There is a large crowd gathering 
near the hospital in Trinco” . The leader of Sri Lankan Monitoring Mission (SLMM) in 
Trinco informs Mette that it is advisable to stay away from the hospital; they fear an 
upsurge of violent demonstrations against the presence of the security forces which are 
suspected to be behind the attacks.  
 
Some days later it becomes clear that it is the Special Task Force which has committed the 
crime. The reason for the death of the five was not the grenade; they were shot through 
their ears. (TASC members, SLMM and Non Violent Peace Force). The authorities and 
Colombo based newspapers claimed they were LTTE cadres, but after pressure from the 
youths© families the authorities withdrew this statement. 
 
Three TASC members ended up washing, cleaning and dressing the dead bodies of their 
friends. They saw them, touched them and smelled them. It is not only about occupying 
landscapes, it is occupation of bodies as well. I asked one of them how he felt about it, and 
he told me,  
“The first one was...”  with a facial expression of disgust, acting with his whole body as if 
his hands was touching something repulsive; “but the others went better”  
A Dutch friend of mine from Non-Violent Peace Force told med that “ those bodies did not 
look pretty” .  
 
The story says that one of the students managed to contact his father on his mobile, telling 
him that he was in trouble. His father went straight to the beach, but was stopped by armed 
forces. He stood by and listened when the final shot was placed in his son’s head. 
 
The anger and frustration among TASC members and the Tamil community in general, 
was evident. People became more explicit in their political attitudes towards me, and their 
LTTE sentiments seemed to grow after these executions. However, some also reacts with 
an enforced opposition both parties in the conflict, and violence in general. 
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This story shows the strong connections between the different dimensions of the conflict 

and the politics of violence and emotions. It is an event placed in the broader context of 

escalation of violence. It did not only lead to grief among their family and friends, creating 

another community- or family narrative of violence. It also resulted in hartals that lasted for 

days, people loosing their income because they could not work and the production of 

photographs to utilise in the LTTE political appeals, published in Tamil newspapers. 

Added to, and feeding on, the negative experiences that many Tamils25 have with the armed 

forces and other government institutions, comes the LTTE propaganda. This is conveyed 

through Tamil newspapers and more or less voluntarily political rallies. The mutual 

blaming-rhetoric between the Government and the LTTE are creating a milieu of distrust 

that feeds into public opinions. Both parties have been putting great effort into proving how 

insincere the other part is in their peace-efforts, both in newspapers, official letters and 

through the peace negotiations26. The mistrust between the parties seems to also create 

mistrust among the public towards a successful peace settlement, especially tuned against 

the ‘other’  party. 

Bala, one of my friends, once uttered his frustration in the following terms: ”They are all 

killers, LTTE, The government, Chandrika, Mahinda. They all kill.”  But he is clear on one 

thing “our president wants peace” , referring to the LTTE ‘Supremo’  Mr. Pirapaharan.  

 

Conflicting Fr iendships 
Politics seems to be a sensitive matter in Trincomalee, and most Tamils seem reluctant to 
criticise the LTTE or even talk about their political attitudes openly. Political opinions can 
mean the being or not being for some people, hence it can generate deep conflict between 
even good friends.  
I experienced this between two close friends; Bala and Ravi. Bala is Tamil, and Ravi is 
only half Tamil. Bala is issuing a political newspaper in favour of LTTE politics, which 
makes Ravi feel threatened to be associated with. They both work actively for peace and 
coexistence, but as Ravi said: “Bala don’ t want the same kind of peace as I do” .  
 

In addition to the polarised conflict along ethnic lines is the monolithic character of the 

LTTE.  They have labelled all other Tamil politico-military groups as traitors and have 

                                                 
25 Especially boys between 18-25 years. This age group are in a “cross-fire”  between recruitment efforts from 
the LTTE and therefore also seen as a potential threat by the SLA.  
26 This is very clearly forward in “War and peace in Sri Lanka” , written by the chief negotiator and advisor 
for the LTTE, Anton Balasingham, but are visible also by reading ordinary newspapers. 
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executed numerous leaders of competing groups. LTTE has also earlier led a policy that 

duties every Tamil family to recruit them one family member. I was told by one of my male 

Tamil friend that the LTTE once again was launching this policy. He’s the only son in the 

family, and this increased his wish for immigrating to England. 

 

I believe that a strong civil society that embraces coexistence would narrow down the space 

for “spoilers”  (Liyanage 2003:120-21 and Uyangoda 2003:211): Forces of intolerance 

would have smaller chances of mobilise people into disputes in times when negotiations 

face set-backs, or extensive political changes happen. ‘Spoilers’  to peace however, are 

produced by experiences of violence, but such experiences can also generate attitudes 

against violence and opposition to the conflict and both its parties. Whilst Bala, for 

example tends to react with anger and renewed support for the LTTE, violent episodes 

tends to make Ravi more attuned to work for his community and for coexistence. Hence 

peace building exercised at community- and interpersonal levels should constitute an 

integral part of the peace process; as should research and general conflict resolution theory 

and practice. 
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Prior to the tsunami, the LTTE led an aggressive rhetoric and uttered discontent with the 

government’s actions to fulfil its obligations in the MoU. This especially referred to the 

restrictions imposed on Tamil fisherman and the disarming of paramilitary groups. Many 

feared that LTTE was planning to return to armed battle against GoSL. In retrospective, 

taking into account the current escalation of violence, this does not appear unlikely. In the 

LTTE leader Mr Pirapaharan’s speech on ‘Hero’s day’2004, he declared that: 

If the government rejects our urgent appeal [ to resume peace talks 
without conditions] , adopts delaying tactics perpetuating the suffering of 
our people, we have no alternative other than to advance the freedom 
struggle of our nation (Emphasis added) 

Hero’s day is the day the LTTE celebrates all martyrs that have died during the war. The 

date, 27th of November, is the day when the first martyr, Llt. Sathiyanathan (Shankar), was 

shot dead. In this yearly speech Pirapaharan outlines the LTTE politics and plans for the 
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coming year. It is therefore an important speech giving a reliable indicator of what will 

happen further.  

 

If it is true that the LTTE was preparing for returning to war against the government, the 

tsunami interrupted these plans. At this juncture, a resumption of war might not have been 

feasible, due to the fact that a major part of the LTTE’s constituency was in despair, a point 

also made by Ayslew et al (2006). The tsunami was by many thought of as a space for 

renewed cooperation and (re)building of trust between the parties, and efforts were made 

both locally and at a national level. However the LTTE’  and the Governments failed to 

agree on a Post-Tsunami Operational Management Structure (P-TOMBS). The objective 

was to devise a joint mechanism for handling reconstruction process of how to distribute 

tsunami money and relief in the Northeast. The space for cooperation soon transformed into 

a space for further dispute where tsunami and the recovery efforts were heavily used in the 

political blaming-rhetoric. LTTE blamed the Government for distributing relief unequal 

and depriving them from handling their share of the tsunami funding. The government on 

their part feared that LTTE would use money to build up their military forces. SLA, quoted 

in the Colombo-based Daily Mirror, has for example claimed: 

That relief material including tin sheet stocks donated by the 
government for tsunami victims in LTTE held areas were being used 
by the LTTE to erect their Nagar Kovil Forward Defence Lines (FDL) 
and bunkers in Jaffna (Daily Mirror, 30 May 200527) 

Another telling story is about President Chandrika Kumaratunga’s effort to symbolise the 

good-will of the government in providing food to the Northeast after the Tsunami. I was 

informed that the President promoted this as a reconciliation effort, but when the food 

arrived it was not edible. I never found out whether this was true or not, but it is the effect 

of this story which is at issue here. The effect makes it real. It is a narrative that feeds into 

already existing ideas about the Singhalese government’s neglect of the Tamil dominated 

northeast. The narrative confirms what they already ‘know’ .  

 

This can be viewed in relation to how “memories, myths and traditions”  (Turton 2001:19) 

constitutes both the reconstruction (A. D. Smith 1991:357-8) and ‘givenness’  of history in 

                                                 
27http://www.dailymirror.lk/2005/05/30/news.asp  



 38

the process of “creating sharp battle lines in a blurred landscape”  (Gallagher 2001:54). I 

agree with Turton (2001) and A. D. Smith (1991) that it is not up to the elite to invent any 

past. I further believe that the ethnic rhetoric not only have to correspond to factual 

historical events, ancient myths and traditions, but also have to coincide with people’s 

personal experiences.  

 

As I experienced it from Trincomalee, most Tamils construct their ‘Tamilness’  according to 

nationalist sentiments primary through their own negative experiences by living in a 

warscape under vigilant control by the SLA, and only secondary on the basis of the overall 

political condition and Tamil history. The narrative about the government’s deceptive 

distribution of relief to the northeast, and the narrative about LTTE’s misuse of funds and 

increased child-recruitment after the tsunami, confirms already experienced and learned 

knowledge about the ‘other’ . These narratives take many forms, both in daily discussions 

and in newspaper. They serve to reinforce suspicion, categorisation and mistrust towards 

the other ethnic group and the other negotiation party. These tsunami narratives thereby 

seem to have a penetrating effect, both on personal, inter-community and higher political 

levels, as well as internationally. I am not saying that they are untrue, the same way that 

ethnic history is not purely invented. But it is a way of representing “ the other” , and 

creating oneself in contrast to ‘ them’ . Both narratives have a demonising effect, creating an 

image of the deceitful Singhalese government and the evil LTTE. The tsunami is in this 

way, similar to the ethnic history, made into a “contemporary political resource”  

(Gallagher, referred to in Turton 2001:12) in the territorial ethnic conflict. These narratives 

also illustrate how ethnic identity and group belonging are enforced in a dual-process 

between state and LTTE interventions, wandering stories and personal experiences. 
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The factual misdistributions of tsunami relief and government funds in general28, not only 

produce certain ‘knowledge’  about the ‘unconcerned’  Singhalese government; it also 

isolates the Northeast from the government’s concern and interference. Hence, it 

                                                 
28 Source: Interviews with government department: Department for social welfare in the Northeast, teachers 
and pupils.  
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paradoxically serves to reinforce the division of the country and the borders which the 

government do not recognise.  

 

The feeling of the government’s irrelevance for the northeast is reflected in the comment by 

LTTE’s political head S.P. Thamilchelvan. After a meeting with Tamil Nation Alliance 

(TNA) Parliamentarians, he uttered that (Daily Mirror29, 25th of November 2005): 

The Presidential election is totally irrelevant to the Tamil people at 
this juncture when they are frustrated with the unproductive Cease 
Fire Agreement and the denial of post-tsunami humanitarian aid in an 
equitable manner.  

Another factor reinforcing the division between the Singhalese Southwest from the Tamil 

Northeast after the tsunami was the government denial of UN Secretary General Koffi 

Annan and former US President Bill Clinton to enter the LTTE controlled areas. This was 

symbolically important for the Tamils, and stories were also told in this regard: for example 

three of my informants deduced from this that Koffi Annan supported the Tamils.  

The LTTE notion of the Government’s irrelevance can be viewed in terms of the Sri 

Lankan state failed ‘governmentality’ . As Foucault (1991) stresses, ‘governmentality’  is 

not only about controlling and disciplining the state population, but also about providing 

security and, as Gupta expresses in relation to the Indian Anganwadis; to be concerned the 

with the population’s “prosperity and happiness”  (2003). The Singhalese government are 

falling short in all of these three dimensions regarding the Northeast population, as well as 

the Indian Tamils. All three factors are seen as imperative for the ‘governmentality’ , which 

again is perceived as imperative for the modern state’s survival (Foucault 1991, Gupta 

2003). As also Foucault argues (1991:103):  

The governmentalization of the state is at the same time what has 
permitted the state to survive […]  thus the state can only be 
understood in its survival and its limits on the basis of the general 
tactics of governmentality.  

First, the Sri Lankan state has failed to provide equitable health- and medical services, 

education institutions and teachers in addition to the very illustrative inaction immediately 

after the tsunami. This reveals the lack of governmental concern, but also delimits the state 

chances of intervening, controlling and gaining information about the population in the 

                                                 
29 http://www.dailymirror.lk/2005/11/14/front/03.asp 
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Northeast. This leads to the second dimension; the lack of discipline and self-governing 

connected to delimited access to knowledge through statistics and census. Statistics and 

census constitutes a state’s prime knowledge about the population which one is to govern.  

In this way the government is able to plan a political economy which set out to regulate the 

relationship between people, territory and wealth. Gupta refers to the regulation, care and 

documentation of the population as “biopower, one of the hallmarks of governmentality” . 

(2003:66)  Gupta further stresses the importance of discipline and regulations as new 

modes of accountability and enumeration He views the Anganwadi care centres as a 

bureaucratic way of reaching parts of the population often absent in statistics, namely 

women and children. Censuses do not only create knowledge about people, they also define 

what is meaningful and worth categorising about people. This contains a definable 

(bio)power regarding how people are classified, what categories exists, what is at issue and 

make the basis for defining and developing solutions to problems. Knowledge about the 

population is crucial for any state to succeed in satisfying, what Broch-Due argues in her 

introduction to Producing Poverty and Nature in Africa, are “ the classic state requirements 

of taxation, conscription and control”  (2000:36).  

 

All the blank spaces in government statistics, which should have been filled with data form 

Tamil dominated areas in the Northeast, makes the central narrative when visiting the Sri 

Lankan Department of Census and Statistics’  websites30. This includes all the LTTE 

controlled areas, but also many areas under Government control. It is of course not an 

unconscious act to refuse to provide numbers to the government. Enumeration from the 

Northeast, whether regarding number of tsunami victims, war IDPs or number of Tamils 

living in certain areas, are frequently made into issues of contestation and dispute. This is 

very apparent in the discussions regarding the number of IDPs after the bomb- and shelling 

attack on LTTE controlled Muthur. LTTE operated with much higher numbers than the 

government would accept, and it is the different NGOs that are having weekly updating of 

numbers, locations and refugee routes, and are the only actors allowed to operate in both 

LTTE and government areas.  

                                                 
30 http://www.statistics.gov.lk/ 
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The third dimension of ‘governmentality’ , the issue of security, is most contradictory. The 

Sri Lankan security forces are suppose to provide safety for all, but are in fact perceived by 

most Tamils as being the greatest threat, as elaborated earlier in this chapter.  

 

Even though ‘governmentality’  is an abstract concept, it serves to explain the empirical 

situation and encompasses the processes at work between the state and the population, even 

when it fails. Tamil people do experience the lack of state concern and provided security, 

which makes many perceive the Sri Lankan government as irrelevant. Kapferer (1988) 

argues that the Tamil population has been excluded through regular ‘ state exorcism’ . Seen 

in relation to the lack of ‘governmentality’  and the violent regulation of the state’s relation 

to Tamils, the state is irrelevant as a provider of care, but increasingly relevant as a provider 

of an enemy, a demon. In turn have the Tamils through state policies, violence and rhetoric 

- both nationally and internationally - been demonised and drawn out of state care. 

 

For example do many children in the Northeast struggle to pass their O- and A-level 

diplomas, due to lack of capable teachers or because the security situation practically 

impede their chances at getting to the exams. The exams are state-responsibility and are 

never postponed, nor adjusted to these kinds of situations. The people living outside the 

war-affected areas have thereby greater chances in obtaining their diplomas, which makes 

the boundaries even clearer. The boundary-production is thereby a multimodal process 

between government-, LTTE- and local policies and people’s personal experiences. 

  

Whilst the government for many are irrelevant as a provider of care and security, the 

development apparatus is certainly relevant to many people in this regard. To be identified 

as one who qualifies for benefits from development organisations, in some instances 

becomes more essential to people than to be a citizen of Sri Lanka.  

 

In James Scott’s Seeing like a State (1998), he argues that local communities are produced 

through a set of ‘state simplifications’ . They are designed not only to reduce the ‘opacity’  

of the people, but also the complexities of their livelihoods and landscapes (Broch-Due 

2000). When both the state and the LTTE, are trying to discipline and control the Tamil 
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population, it seems imperative to reduce the complexities of their landscape. This is not 

only in terms of a theoretical ‘state simplification’ , but practically by forming the landscape 

and the demography. Both parties are trying to delimit the influence of the other party and 

control the mobility of the Tamil population by reducing people’s ability to move by setting 

up check-points and minefields. The landscape, the map and demography closely interacts. 

The LTTE, in their struggle to successfully build up a state, has mapped their envisioned 

territory, formed the landscape of their captured land with memorial statues and border-

check-points in addition to expel other ethnic group, mostly affecting the Muslims. 

When the government tries to discipline the Tamils, it happens without the element of 

concern and is consequently experienced as oppressive and intrusive. The regulation of 

tsunami funds to the Northeast could have provided an opportunity for the government to 

confine these two dimensions of concern and control, and regain some confident from the 

population living there, but it did not succeed. Rather it reinforced the distrust towards the 

government. 
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The unequal tsunami relief distribution did not only reinforce geographical and ethnical 

boundaries between the Northeast and Southwest. It also generated new boundaries at a 

district level, which served to open up new spaces of contestation. This especially relates to 

the international development interventions. The tsunami reconstruction and perceived 

unequal relief distribution created tension between different villages and occupational 

groups – which are still connected to caste - and generated the production of new categories 

of people. In addition were the relations between different development agencies dominated 

by competition, despite the many efforts to increase cooperation. It also developed a certain 

relation between ‘beneficiary’  and ‘benefactor’ , dominated by distrust and suspicion, 

whether between local NGOs funded by international NGOs, or between individuals 

receiving tsunami-assistance. 

 

These problems regarding the tsunami relief, becomes crystallised when exploring the 

distribution of boats and houses. This was practically, and orally, one of the biggest 

international jokes of all. For example was it well-known that some families got financial 
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support for one house from the DS and another house build by an NGO. I even heard of 

those who supposedly got three ‘ tsunami-houses’ . The hasty aspect of the relief work, poor 

coordination and cooperation between competing NGOs, both local and international, 

resulted in an unequal distribution. People made demands and utilised the competitive 

aspect between the NGOs. Natasha (Tamil), former employee in Save the Children in Sri 

Lanka (SCiSL), illustratively refers to the relationship created between the local population 

and the International NGOs as “ the shopping list-relation” . This shopping-list relation and 

‘ the cheating’  done by the ‘beneficiaries’ , obviously influenced the way many international 

NGO workers viewed the locals. They were frequently referred to as ungrateful, jealous, 

liars and reluctant to take responsibility.  

 

Excluded ‘Tsunami-Affected’  
Ravi, one of my good friends, was often preoccupied with rebuilding the tsunami-damaged 
house he lived in. I asked him if he didn’ t get any support to rebuild it. He replied that: 
“Some NGO was here and looked and said we would get help, but never returned.”  
 
I was puzzled to hear that he had not received any such assistance, because my impression 
from the international milieu of NGO workers was that all tsunami affected people got 
plenty of support. So I made some inquires about this to a friend working for German 
Agro Action and another NGO worker from Hong Kong Red Cross. Both NGOs are 
responsible for building tsunami houses in Trincomalee District. I told them about my 
friend. They looked back at me in disbelief and asked me where he lived, in which I 
replied; “ In town, not far form 3rd mile post” . They laughed and said that “He got support. 
All affected people in Town got at least financial support for rebuilding their house.”  I 
replied that I really trusted Ravi and that he was my friend, but it didn’ t seem that they 
would trust me on that. So I went back to double-check with Ravi, who confirmed that he 
didn’ t receive financial support either.  
 
I brought the issue up with another of my international friends, working for People in 
Need. When I explained to him where Ravi’s house was situated, he did not seem 
surprised at all. He explained that many in Ravi’s area had not managed to acquire the 
necessary papers labelling them ‘ tsunami-affected’ , and consequently did not receive any 
support. He thought it was because they did not have adequate documentation for their 
houses, or that they were too late in reporting the damages.  
 

In an area with limited resources, it is not surprising that jealousy might occur, when the 

distribution are perceived as unequal and unfair, by both locals and internationals. Tension 

between fishermen communities and neighbouring communities with other types of 

livelihood, has been reported to United Nations Office for Coordination of Humanitarian 
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Affairs (UNOCHA). There have also been reports that more boats than required were 

provided and that boats not fit for fishing by the Sri Lankan coast were donated. There were 

stories about families that didn’ t own a boat before the tsunami and received one, and the 

same was true for fishing equipment. It was a ‘well-known fact’  among the internationals 

that there was an oversupply of boats. Inconsistent with this is a report developed by the 

International Labour Organisation in Colombo, published by UNOCHA31 estimates a gap 

between boats damaged and boats repaired or donated. I believe this reflects both the 

difficulties of gaining an overview in a situation where so many NGOs provide the same 

services, and how easily ‘knowledge’  is created in the interface between beneficiaries and 

benefactors. In this case however, it seems very likely that in Trincomalee there was an 

actual oversupply of boats, in that all locals and internationals I talked to seemed to agree 

on this.  

People directly involved in fishing were out into focus early in the disaster occurrence, both 

by the press as well as politicians in terms of aid-supply, and they soon gained tsunami-

support. At the same time those who were only indirectly connected to the industry, like 

those involved in marketing, transportation and businessmen providing small loans did not 

receive proper assistance, even though they were equally affected by the tsunami. Ayslew 

et al (2006:52) comments that “such discriminatory and incomprehensive approaches 

created tension among and between the fishers and fishing communities” . Before the 

tsunami, fishermen had to be a part of a cooperative fishermen-group and it was not easy to 

change such groupings. Natasha commented that the way the fishermen relief had been 

carried out could pose a challenge to this cooperative organisation and the industry as it had 

functioned until now. She stressed that due to the international funding the role of small 

businessmen providing loans to the fishermen, now became unneeded. This serves to create 

dispute amongst people that earlier cooperated, changing of roles and role-set, and forcing 

people into new ways of earning for their livelihoods, if they find it possible at all. 

 

Ayslew et al (2006: 54) observed that in Nilaveli welfare camp, unaffected by the tsunami, 

the IDPs experienced being left out from the NGOs’  agendas:  

                                                 
31 “ IRTAP”: ILO SRL/05/07M/NOR. Income Recovery Technical Assistance Programme, International 
Labour Organization, Colombo 
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They strongly felt discriminated against when they saw what kind of 
help the tsunami victims were receiving. None of the NGOS came to 
this IDP camp after the tsunami. The leader of the village said they 
had written more than 30 organizations. The ones who replied 
responded that they only work with victims of the tsunami and 
therefore did not have any plans to help them 

The unequal distribution of funds between tsunami-affected versus poor people and war-

affected IDPs, also contributed to tension between communities.  

The camp is situated in Kuchchaveli DS that is predominantly Muslim (Map 4). Large parts 

of the DS, which stretches northwards along the coast, was affected by the tsunami (Map 

2). Nilaveli however is a Tamil camp. In a recent study, Skinner (2005) observed through 

interviews with women living in this camp, that many of them rarely left its confinement 

and therefore had restricted communication with other communities. In such circumstances 

stories about the tsunami privileges can feed into existing categories and enforcing the 

process of “ the ethnic enclave mentality”  (Rajasingham-Senanyake 1999:66). The issue of 

this ‘enclave mentality’  has been a further been a problem in Muthur DS, when 

organisations have tried to settle Muslims nearby Tamil villages and vice versa. The 

tsunami-affected actually refused to move. 
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The tsunami was a pilot project for many international as well as local organisations in 

disaster management. Several took the access to funds as a chance to establish themselves 

in a new field, that being geographical or thematical.  

 

The already established NGOs complained about the new ones arriving without equitable 

knowledge about the local dynamics in Sri Lanka. A worker for the Dutch refugee-NGO, 

ZOA, told me that they had long strived to get a good relationship with the community 

based organisations. This relationship was weakened by other NGOs coming into the 

villages and offering funds and assistance, which made ZOA’s cooperation less attractable 

to them. She was of the opinion that these new project were not sustainable compared to the 

long term programmes they had established, which now was interrupted.  
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The new access to funds created a milieu of competition in several instances. Local NGOs 

competed for funding from International donors and to be the first on site. This created 

intrigues between different organisations, often resulted in the spreading of rumours about 

the competing local NGO. The local NGO I worked with, Team of Artists for Social 

Change (TASC), experienced such competition following disputes with two other NGOs 

and former employers of TASC, namely Centre for Performing Arts (CPA) and Team of 

Youth for Development and Understanding Progress (TYDUP). The stories behind these 

conflicts are intricate, including not providing salaries, but are of little relevance here. What 

is interesting to notice is that TASC members explained the tense relation to these NGOs, 

by referring to ‘ jealousy’ . Between these organisations, as well as between the above 

mentioned Ravi – Bala dispute, mutual blaming was apparent. I therefore question if not 

the political discourse prevailing in the bilateral dimension of the conflict, also feed into the 

way of solving conflicts at a lower level, especially in the context of the enhanced 

competition between local NGOs after the tsunami and in the context of increasing political 

and ethnic tension. 

 

Most International NGOs operate with Implementing Partners and local staff. This resulted 

in what one called the “ throwing of money after local NGOs.”  As a result many of the 

established Local NGOs and Community Based Organisations (CBOs) took on too much 

work. Subsequently, many undertook tasks they had no experiencing in doing, or were not 

able to meet the responsibilities they had agreed on and received funds for doing. One of 

the major obstacles for SCiSL post-tsunami work in Trincomalee was due to the 

Implementing Partners inability to meet their obligations. This did not only have a negative 

effect for those who supposedly should receive the support, but also influenced the 

(power)relation between the donor- and the receiving/executing organisation. This fed into 

the general ‘monitoring attitude’  towards local organisations within the international 

milieu.  

 

The high demand for ‘skilled’  local staff, including good English and management skills, 

resulted in recruitment of staff from local NGOs to International NGOs and competitive 

recruitment of local staff between the International NGOs. The different agencies did not 
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only compete for local staff, but also for beneficiaries. This was discovered by the local 

people, who sometimes refused to receive help from one organisation, because they knew 

that another would offer them a better alternative. This could have been avoided if the 

coordination had functioned as it should.  
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Tsunami-marked donations posed problem for many actors involved in tsunami recovery 

activities, mandate- and budget wise. Some of them, especially NGOs already established 

in Trincomalee, soon tried to find solutions to this. Other NGO workers told me that they 

now realised that this would become a long-term process, and that they did not have 

mandate to help those not affected by the tsunami. I however got the general impression 

that most NGOs were working towards finding solutions to this problem, but this they 

should have been prepared for before they arrived. The war lasted for almost 20 years, it 

had grave observable consequences, and it was not something new that unintentionally 

happened during the tsunami relief. Due to the escalation of violence resulting in limited 

chances and effectiveness of carrying out the tsunami reconstruction, together with the 

rapid increase in new immediate needs, most NGOs still operating in Trincomalee are now 

working to find solutions for using the budget differently (May 2006, UNOCHA).  

 

Many organisations that had been in Trincomalee for some time were more prepared for the 

intertwined problems of war- and tsunami interventions. Even so, due to most organisations 

still influential top-down policies, they had to work hard within their own organisations to 

manoeuvre and, in several cases, manipulate the budget. This also reflects the fact that 

Development Organisations are businesses depending on their images to gain funds, as I 

will explore in the following chapter. They cannot risk that journalists on story-hunting, 

should catch them not spending the allocated funds on tsunami relief, and even worse; not 

having spent it all. One can imagine the big headings juxtaposed with photographs of 

tsunami-victims projected in the newspapers, discrediting the reputation, trust and 

consequently limiting the organisation’s chances of receiving funds. 

 

Save the Children in Sri Lanka’s (SCiSL) way of delimiting the budget’s inequality and the 

potential inter-community conflicts that then could have followed, was to define whole 
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District Secretariats (DSs) as tsunami-affected. They thereby avoided delimiting the 

tsunami-funds to strictly affected people/villages, which enabled them to use tsunami 

money in the whole of the 6 affected DSs. The reasoning was, confirmed by children in one 

such area; Muthur DS, that all of them felt tsunami-affected and that the tsunami was a part 

of the lives of all living there, due to displacements and common fear. The children told me 

that they talked about it everyday, and the children un-affected had new tsunami-displaced 

people nearby their village, also affecting their lives in various ways. SCiSL in 

Trincomalee also managed to reallocate a minor part of the tsunami-funding to the un-

affected SCiSL office in Vavunyia. Still, there was a great concern about spending the 

budget, as the head of Trincomalee office said at a staff meeting: “We have all 

responsibility for the budget. And that means that we have to spend.”   
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The identification as ‘ tsunami-affected’  places people as ‘beneficiaries’  under the tsunami 

budget, and thereby entitle them to a share of the extensive international donations. This 

categorisation can thereby be said to become ‘essetialised’ , in the imperative consequences 

it gives to people. The English term ‘ tsunami affected’  were commonly used to refer to 

those having experienced loss due to tsunami and received assistance. In this way the 

developmental intervention generates new identities, and also provides a language for 

people in which to term themselves and others. The categorisation consequently becomes 

something more than a statistical measurement and way of distributing relief, it result in 

real life categorisations with clear boundaries between the different target-groups. 

 

The same processes are found in the politics of defining Internally Displaced People (IDP). 

In the above mentioned village where the Tamil and Muslim people moved out, they 

became, after a week’s struggle with the local authorities, labelled as IDPs. Consequently 

they gained support from different organisations during the long row of hartals in January 

2006. Other people did not get similar attention even though they were equally 

disadvantaged in terms of economy. This is an illustration of the act of power in pre-

defining, naming and categorising, as also forwarded by Fairhead and Leach False Forest 

History (1995) and also Escobar’s Encountering Development (1995). 
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In this chapter I have explored how categories such as ‘war-affected’  and ‘ tsunami-

affected’  - created as a result of developmental policies - and ethnic categories related to 

people’s positioning in the conflict(s), tend to get essentialised in Trincomalee because they 

represent specific consequences and entitlements that are imperative for the people 

inhabiting them. This is not to imply a primordial and static view of personal identities or 

ethnicity. Rather I have tried to illustrate how these categories are produced through 

multimodal processes generated by international, national and local interventions, serving 

to make the boundaries more fixed.  

 

Categorising people’s identities into binary oppositions seems to be an integral incentive 

for the conflicting parties within the ethno-political discourse in Sri Lanka. This also 

constitutes my main critique towards the peace process; in that it fails to challenge this 

binary opposition by not taking into account local processes and moderate voices, in 

addition to excluding the Muslims from the negotiations. This is despite the fact that on an 

inter-community level in Trincomalee and other LTTE border-areas, the Muslims are 

engaged in violent conflicts with the LTTE. Within this ethno-political discourse the 

Muslims have not succeeded in fronting their aspirations through the existing official 

political and ‘democratic’  channels. This has led to the felt need among the Muslim 

political front to gain the role as a negotiation-party. As a consequence of expulsion from 

LTTE area, and through promoting themselves as a party in an ethnic conflict, they are 

increasingly appearing as a distinct ethnic group.  

 

The misdistribution of tsunami- and other state-funds to the Northeast, together with 

increased harassment of Tamils from these areas travelling outside, serve to reinforce the 

boundaries of the Tamil envisioned Tamil Eelam. In this way government policies counter-

act their own intend to maintain the island as one state. 

 

I believe that people’s personal experiences and memories are imperative for the 

plausibility of the ethno-political rhetoric. It is not only up to the leaders to set in motion an 

ethnic armed conflict, just as it is not only up to them to ‘bring peace’  to the people. 
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Academic research dealing with conflict- and conflict resolution, should therefore not 

confine itself to the binary aspect of the conflict, but explore the multimodal processes 

between these dimensions, the inter-community dimension and the personal and inter-

personal dimension.  

 

Furthermore, there is a need to scrutinise the unintended consequences of external and 

internal interventions in conflict sensitive countries. I have argued that international 

interventions, through peace efforts, development and the tsunami relief stand at risk to 

create new areas of dispute. In a country were negotiation spaces are narrowed down, it will 

be even more vulnerable to reopen spaces for contestation that developmental interventions 

– with a perceived potential to enhance peaceful coexistence – seem to have done in 

Trincomalee.  

 

The above pictures are taken by children as a response to the task of photographing what is 

important in their lives. These three pictures illustrates that the relief gained is indeed of 

importance to these boys. I now watch them with mixed feelings: I am glad they are proud 

of their new assets, at the same time I know their stories: Only two weeks after these 

photographs were taken, most of the children from this area escaped to Tamil Nadu in 

India, due to the increase in violence. A boat is of little use to them now. If the perceived 

   
New fishing equipment 
Photo taken by a child from town  

Tsunami boat  
Photo taken by a child from town 

New engine  
Photo taken by a child from town   
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space for reconciliation after the tsunami had been utilised in a different manner, they 

might have more use of their ‘ tsunami-boats’ . 

 

In this chapter I have contextualised my field site and explored the background for ongoing 

processes in Trincomalee with reference to the spiral of violence in the aftermath of the 

tsunami and the November elections.  

 

Despite the fact that the consequences of the tsunami immensely interact with the armed 

conflict, as elaborated in this chapter, I found that the war and the tsunami were 

categorically divided within the developmental discourse; both budget-wise and 

demographically. The same kind of division I identified within the projection of the 

tsunami to European audience and donors. Further, because the tsunami representations 

seemed to reflect existing images of ‘ the poor’  and of the so-called ‘ third world’ , I found it 

interesting to analyse these as discursive representations. In the following chapter I will 

therefore use photography as en entrance into the representative discourse of developing 

countries, the poor and their suffering, and how this discourse has formed the 

representations of the tsunami. As media and development policies increasingly focus on 

children in armed conflict and disaster, it is important that research on children living 

within such contexts is provided accordingly. My further exploration therefore focuses on 

the linkages between child victimisation in the photographic projection of the tsunami 

disaster in news-media, conceptualisation of children within the developmental discourse 

and child-targeted participatory development interventions in Trincomalee.  

 

 

 
 
 

				
 
 
 
 
 



 52

� � 
 � 
� � 	2� � 
 � 
� � 	2� � 
 � 
� � 	2� � 
 � 
� � 	2����				

� � 	� 0� �� � 
 
�� � 	5� 4� � � 	
� � 	� � � � 
 � �	 � � � 

 � ��� � 	� 0� �� � 
 
�� � 	5� 4� � � 	
� � 	� � � � 
 � �	 � � � 

 � ��� � 	� 0� �� � 
 
�� � 	5� 4� � � 	
� � 	� � � � 
 � �	 � � � 

 � ��� � 	� 0� �� � 
 
�� � 	5� 4� � � 	
� � 	� � � � 
 � �	 � � � 

 � �� 				
“ These images just show me pity” 32 

�� 
�� � � � 
�� ��� 
�� � � � 
�� ��� 
�� � � � 
�� ��� 
�� � � � 
�� � 				
A half-naked, soiled baby lay dead in the arms of two men. The men seem concerned, 

though not in grief, death was common here. They are cleaning up after the tsunami. The 

picture is shot in Sri Lanka; published in a Norwegian news-paper three days after the wave 

had hit most of the island©s coast. The portraying of dead children is emotionally powerful. 

This power has been utilised in the photographic representation from the tsunami, which 

makes me question if there has been a shift from feminisation, (See Broch-Due 1995 and 

Kelleher 1997), to child-victimisation in the projection of ÁThird World disasters©? 

My first encounter with the tsunami in Sri Lanka was through European press. Stories of 

the great wave that twisted the destiny of homeless families, orphans and created a space 

for underage recruitment to military and sexual services, evoked our feelings and desire to 

give. But what sticks to our minds, what makes it real and creates the spectacle, are the 

images. 

This part of my thesis mainly builds on photography from leading newspapers in Norway 

after the tsunami on the 26th of December 2004. The tsunami got the most extensive news 

coverage in Scandinavia, since the 2nd world war. 

Before going into the photographic analysis, I will explore the special functions of 

photography that made me use this as en entrance into the representative discourse of 

developing countries, the poor and of their suffering. Thereafter I will elaborate how these 

images can be analysed as discursive representations created within, and serving to 

reinforce, the power-relation between the donating countries  and  the countries receiving 

the aid. 

                                                 
32 Salim (16) about the tsunami photographs. He was one of the child participants at the Child and Youth 
Participation Fair, arranged by Unicef in November 2005, regarding to the tsunami. 
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The background for using news-photography of the tsunami as an entrance into a discursive 

exploration of representations of disasters and of developing countries is firstly because 

media and news-photography occupies the function as mediators and opinion-makers. On 

this background I believe that photographs from the tsunami make a plausible indication of 

a generic representational discourse on disasters and its victims from developing countries. 

Further, the photographic representations from the tsunami are “equipped with a narrative 

that is comprehensible within the horizons of experience and expectations of the 

readership,”  a capacity in which Broch-Due (2000:36) subscribes to the ‘ template’ . What 

makes the photography as a template so powerful is exactly by playing on, rather than 

challenging, the expectations and experiences of people. At the same time they aim to 

evoke emotions and to shock, what Sontag (2004:25), in Regarding the Pain of Others, 

refers to as “ the weight of the word, and shock of photography”33. These representations 

feed into the normalisation process of the Euro-American modern versus ‘ the other’ . This 

oppositional relation between the modern ‘us’  versus the needy ‘other’  has been prevalent 

both within the discourse of photographic representations of others suffering (Sontag 2004; 

Spyer 2001; Poole 1997) as well as within the developmental discourse (Broch-Due 1995, 

2000; Escobar 1994; Haney 2000; Pigg 1997).  

 

The former chapter addressed how production of individual as well as group identities are 

generated by interventions at several levels - international as well as national - which are 

implemented according to presuppositions on need and conflict resolution models. Seen in 

the light of this, it is important to scrutinise and strive to deconstruct the way people from 

developing countries are represented and categorised as being Ávictims©, Ábeneficiaries© and 

Áin need of assistance©, which seem to be the case for both discourses at issue: that of 

photography and of development. By doing so, templates are being produced and 

reproduced. Both discourses convey and project unfamiliar realities to western listeners, 

                                                 
33 My translation from Norwegain. Page-numbers of Sontag’s book refers to the Norwegian edition: Å 
betrakte andres lidelse  
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spectators, readers and buyers/donors. It is within this author-audience relationship that 

templates are produced, as Broch-Due expresses it in the following terms (2000:36): 

Templates are born out of the particular constraints placed on the 
communicative relationship between authors and audiences when 
something unfamiliar is to be portrayed  

Both news-photography and development agencies are concerned with the ‘ image’ . The 

realities in which western news-reporters and development agency-workers are dealing 

with, have to be conveyed through engaging but plausible images. It is imperative to get 

people to buy into it, not only by believing it, but also by supporting it financially. The very 

survivals of newspapers as well as development agencies are actually depending on their 

image(s). The target audience are both citizens and politicians: For the development 

agencies, the support and sympathy from their audience is imperative in gaining funds. 

They need to uphold an idealistically good image of their cause and work, but imperatively 

also of the people they want to assist, as also explored by Susan Thorne in her Conversion 

of the Englishmen and the Conversion of the World Inseparable (1997). The newspapers on 

the other hand, use images to appeal and appal in order to get the readers engaged. Not only 

engage them in the news itself, but also politically; in that they are to function as opinion-

makers and as the fourth branch of government. Photographs of poor victims’  suffering 

serve well in the task of engaging and making a plausible cause, but what are the 

consequences?  

 

A crucial function of photography is to convey experiences from other realities; whether it 

is time or space that divides the objects of the photograph from the spectator.  I will explore 

how images of others suffering embody the ability to create and enforce cultural and moral 

divisions based on the reader’s assumptions of ‘normalcy’  versus the illustrated ‘abnormal’  

in Tsunami photographic representations. Something that is integrally linked to the creation 

of ‘ target-groups’  in the developmental discourse, as argued by Escobar in Encountering 

Development (1995).    

Susan Sontag (2004:23) argues that; “ the understanding of war among people that have not 

experiences with war is today first and foremost a product of effects of pictures.”34 One can 

                                                 
34 My translation from Norwegian  
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easily replace ‘war’  with ‘natural hazards,’  ‘ flood’  or ‘ famine’ . The main thing is that 

pictures give us a notion of experience and understanding. However, as Broch-Due 

emphasises (1995:2), ‘ thin’  images and descriptions, referring to Clifford Geertz’s 

terminology;  

Have a tendency to turn into very ‘ thick’ , politicised and controversial 
ones the moment they move out of global speech-space and become 
localised and situated in real social situations  

The experiences and understandings one gets from photography of the tsunami are highly 

de-contextualised and are also produced with a specific political-economical ambition. 

They aim to evoke the spectators into action; both individuals and politicians are 

encouraged through the emotional engaging photographs to donate money and provide 

assistance for the tsunami victims. The photographs are thereby also placed within a 

particular moral economy encompassing the European duty to financially assist disaster 

struck developing countries.  At the same time, the photographs of course aim to encourage 

the spectator into buying the newspaper. The constructing of the images, will be influenced 

by all these elements, and taken into consideration when choosing what image; what part of 

the reality, should be projected. This closely connects the functioning and production of 

photography with that of the ‘ template’  as Broch-Due argues (2000:37): 

As with any story, a template weaves itself from the real in different ways 
and with different levels of opacity. Which narrative gets picked up, which 
truth claims are conveyed, and which genre of evidence is evoked depend 
largely on its location in the wider political economy  

The witness-effect of the photography as a template is a powerful function in that it makes 

the representation plausible and the opacity seemingly less; exactly because the spectator 

gets this sense of witnessing what is on display. Maybe especially strong is the witness-

effect in news-photography. Because news, as well as photography, are coming from 

traditions of reporting, in which both were perceived as direct and objective. Today most 

readers are aware of the strong element of subjectivity and positioning involved. 

Nevertheless, news and photography are still perceived as reliable sources for information, 

which makes it important to bring to attention that this seemingly direct visual access to the 

reality of the photographed is a constructed reality; framed, interpreted and mediated. This 

makes it important to read photographs as images contextually produced and contextually 

viewed, as well as to explore what the photographs don’ t capture; what has been unframed?  
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Simultaneously it is important to explore why the spectator tends to rely on the 

photographic representation. It is exactly this duality between the witness-effect of the 

news-photography and the constructed reality it represent, which makes photography such 

an interesting and powerful media of representation.  

 

Virginia Woolf (in Sontag 2003:23) touches on this ambiguity in perceiving photography 

already in 1938: 

[Photography]  is not an argument; they are simply a crude statement of 
fact addressed to the eye … the eye is connected with the brain; the brain 
with the nervous system. That system sends its messages in a flash 
through every past memory and present feeling 

The images use the viewer’s own vision to appeal to his/her strings in the nervous system, 

to evoke emotions and reconfirm past memories of similar accounts. The nervous system 

reacts directly and un-questioned on impulses; it is this capacity I believe Woolf subscribes 

to the photograph. This also explains the tight connection between photography and 

templates, because templates also inhabit this capacity to go un-questioned. Exactly by 

playing on old narratives, experiences and emotions, it is hard to question the 

trustworthiness of what is exposed to the spectator; they’ve watched the suffering of the 

‘Third World’  victims before, felt the compassion inflicting hopelessness before, by 

viewing the photographs they now experience and feel it again. But what kind of 

experience and emotion are evoked, or more importantly what is concealed? 
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The spectators’  experience of the projected tsunami seemed extraordinary. It was sudden, it 

was a great spectacle of an unmerciful wave, and it seemed close to the European spectator 

due to increased tourism. The extraordinary sight of the natural phenomenon and the instant 

suffering provided intense scenes for expressive and overwhelming images. Because of 

this, the tsunami became great news and separated itself from other tragedies: It was not 

another story of the ongoing, ever-lasting, never-ending conflicts and poverty; not another 

of the ‘ regular’  floods from Bangladesh, or from the war in Sri Lanka and not yet another 

famine from Africa. The mass-mobilisation of states, people and funds corresponded to the 
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extraordinary of the spectacle, at the cost of the hunger strike in Darfur, South Sudan. 

Sontag (2004:23) claims that sympathy is a fragile emotion, if not put into action. The 

spectators don’ t see any change or action taking place in Africa, and therefore neither 

expects it to happen. This however does not mean that there is no such change, but what the 

European audience have seen is one image after another displaying the hunger- and war-

affected ‘African people’ . The case of Darfur illustrates the danger when ongoing templates 

get worn out. To re-engage the audience in the catastrophes of the Áthird world©, requires 

more inciting narratives, more expressive images and new focuses from the camera. This 

was exactly what the tsunami could offer. Further; the proposed shift from a female focus 

to child victims produce even more powerful images. 

 

The templates are an integral part of the representational discourse, which has been 

produced between donating and receiving countries of aid since colonial times. Escobar 

(1994) illustrates how the production of target groups within the developmental discourse is 

based on a presumption of the poor people’s needs. These needs are identified on the basis 

of what the west believes to be normal, and create target-groups originated from what they 

lack in accordance to this ‘normalcy’ , hence produces abnormalities. Escobar further argues 

that developing countries have been perceived as childish and in need of assistance. The 

increased focus on children within disaster representations, international politics and law, 

academia and within the development discourse since the 1990s corresponds well with 

Escobar’s argument. The increased attention given to children at all these different arenas 

also implies a close interrelatedness for what is in focus generally. That is to say that what 

is at focus for the cameras and newspapers are also at focus in other areas, and they seem to 

mutually influence each other. 

 

The images from the tsunami play on European metonymical registers and metaphors. By 

doing so, they serve to reinforce morally defined social and cultural differences, which are 

constructed within a historical and economical power-relation between giving- and 

receiving countries of aid. This differentiation is mainly defined along the same lines as 

those existing under colonial times: The colonised versus the colonizers and their 

supporters. As Escobar (1995:26) states; “ there was an important connection between the 
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decline of the colonial order and the rise of development” . Broch-Due (1995 and 2000) 

Escobar (1995) Katz (1990), Kelleher (1997), Roe (1991) and Thorne (1997) all address 

different aspects of how ‘ the poor’  and developing countries have been perceived, beyond 

the purely economical. Through history they have been represented as both culturally and 

morally deprived. Escobar (1995) and Roe (1991), discuss how these preconceived notions 

make the basis for what Roe refers to as “blueprint development”  in his article 

Development Narratives (1991). Despite empirical evidence that challenges the 

presuppositions these blueprints rest on, pre-produced knowledge still influence the way 

western countries intervene in different localities through developmental interventions. 

This creates a top-down attitude that serves to undermine local knowledge and thereby 

often result in a whole range of unintended and unfortunate consequences, making 

development into a space of “ fierce contestation”  (Broch-Due 2000), as we saw examples 

of in the former chapter. The relation between the ‘developers’  and the ‘developees’  are 

hence dominated by mutual attitudes between each other as ‘ ignorant.’  Pigg (1992 and 

1997) explores how social categories are created in the development encounter in Nepal 

(1992), and how the dichotomies between the developed and the backward; the modern and 

the local and between scientific knowledge and cultural belief, became an “ inescapably part 

of how Nepalis know themselves.”  (1997:281) 

 

I argue that these categories are a part of a discursive way of reasoning in development 

policies, and that the same sort of dichotomy is observable in the photographic 

representation. Moreover, these images feed into already existing historically produced 

categories that the European spectator is navigating in accordance to. However, the images, 

in their political-economical aims, have to make an impression on the reader. This entails 

images which are more expressive and emotionally stronger in appeal, compared to those 

historically produced narratives and worn out templates the European spectator embodies.  

 

The process in motion can be explained by applying Gregory Bateson’s concept; 

‘symmetrical schismogenesis’  because a mechanism of acceleration seem to be embedded. 

In this case it is not between people but between engaging images and totalising but 

simplifying templates. In the encounter between people’s embodied attitude towards the so-
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called ‘ third world’  and the images presented through media, certain tendencies will be 

enforced in a sort of ‘schismogenetic spiral’ . Bateson suggests that ‘adjusting elements’  are 

playing a key factor in slowing down, or alternatively, redirect such self-empowering 

spirals. Direct encounters between the audience and the represented might present such an 

adjusting element. Another form of adjusting elements is the contestation of these 

simplifying images produced, posed within both academic and public discourses.  

 

This symmetric schismogenesis operating in the west about Áthe rest© does not only affect 

how the west conceives Áthe rest©, but also feeds into the role-set between the donating- and 

receiving countries of aid. It serves to reinforce the produced dichotomies between such 

countries, and how they relate and act towards each other: The receiving countries of aid 

have to submit to the demands of the donating countries, which also inhibits the power to 

define what the needs and solutions to these countries are. This relationship, despite the 

many efforts of Ácatching-up©-projects, can be explained in terms of a Ácomplimentary 

schismogenetic process©. To pose effective Áadjusting elements© in this regard might be 

more challenging, in that the defining power seems to rest with the west. Development 

interventions should aim to adjust, but the dominating and submissive way of being and 

acting between Ábenefactor© and Ábeneficiary©, which are characteristic for the 

complimentary schismogenesis, prevails and dominates the developmental encounter as so 

illustratively argued by Escobar (1995) and Pigg (1992 and 1997). 

 

The photographic encounter can neither be said to constitute an adjusting element, despite 

the compassionate relationship that the spectator might experience with the photographed. 

When looking at the images of suffering, most viewers feel sympathy, but are none the less 

unwilling to scrutinise the linkages between their own privileges and the portrayed objects’  

suffering that are placed on the very same map. Sympathy rather seems to produce a sense 

of un-questioned innocence and opacity concerning causes of poverty, disasters and power 

relations.I therefore agree with Sontag (2003:90) when she argues: 

The imaginary proximity to the suffering inflicted on others that is granted 
by images suggests a link between the faraway sufferers … and the 
privileged viewer that is simply untrue, that is yet another mystification of 
our real relations to power. So far as we feel sympathy, we feel we are not 
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accomplices to what caused the suffering. Our sympathy proclaims our 
innocence as well as our impotence  

Narratives of the poor and of suffering, has its own history of representation from travel 

accounts, colonial texts, missionaries’  descriptions and appeals, normative premises in 

international and national laws, through development policies and photographic narrations. 

The reading of such images must be viewed in context of this cultural-historical production 

of these representations. Despite severe contestation of templates regarding ‘ the poor,’  - 

generated through this cultural-historical process - within academia, politics and through 

the developmental encounter, I found that this imagery still lives through the tsunami 

photo-coverage. Hence I claim that photography functions as a part of the process that 

keeps these images alive.  

 

All the above mentioned academics; Escobar (1995) Katz (1990), Kelleher (1997), Pigg 

(1992 and 1997) Roe (1991) and Thorne (1997), in addition to Ferguson (1994), Fairhead 

and Leach (2000) and Appadurai (2004) have in different ways addressed problems that 

occur through developmental interventions due to presuppositions and categorisations of 

Áthe poor©, what their needs are, what development should be and what poses as  obstacles 

and failures. Ferguson (1994) in his Anti-Politics Machine, addresses how a development 

project©s failures were evaluated only in accordance to its aims. They thereby overlooked 

other side-effects that in fact turned out to be instrumental; not for the project effectiveness 

regarding their goals, but for the power-holders. He hence claims that highly political 

effects of development interventions are through the developmental apparatus depoliticised. 

Fairhead and Leach in Reproducing Locality (2000) illustrate how West Africa©s identified 

ecological problems are resting on powerful presuppositions of exaggerated claims of 

deforestation in an era focussing on “sustainable development.”  Solutions were accordingly 

defined to the problems identified, and resulted in an ignorant attitude towards farmers, as 

not being able to enrich and manage their landscapes in sustainable ways. Whilst 

Appadurai in The Capacity to Aspire (2004) argues against the “deep-seated images of 

culture against economy”  (ibid: 59) and focuses on a future orientated approach to culture 

to challenge the prevailing counter-conceptions between the ‘pastness’  of culture and 

future-directed development. They all share the view that the images of the poor and of 
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development are constructed, and that these constructions have real effects for the people 

exposed to these kinds of constructions. 

 

There is therefore a need of ‘ thick’  descriptions and efforts to do more in-dept analysis to 

provide a counterpart – or adjusting element - to the ‘ thin’  descriptions provided for the 

European spectators, which reflects already existing narratives. By challenging media’s 

‘ thin’  representation of the multifaceted situation in South-Asia and Sri Lanka as a disaster-

spot with short-term consequences, one can hopefully pose a more nuanced understanding 

of the country’s high vulnerability towards the tsunami.  
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Media’s representation of the tsunami generates an expectation from the audience that the 

situation could be solved through immediate relief efforts; in a soon-in-and-out-logic. This 

way of reasoning was also evident within the development apparatus as addressed in the 

former chapter, as well as reflected in the political attitude towards the relief efforts.  To 

begin with; many organisations first realised the long term inventions needed after the 

immediate relief were due. Secondly; the classifications in their ‘ tsunami-budgets’  posed 

grave problems for organisation-workers that knew, or came to realise, that the complex 

situation demanded more than tsunami related interventions in order to be sustainable. 

Thirdly; restrictions imposed by the government - also having on the agenda a short-term 

international interference - imposed difficulties for some organisations to extend their 

mandate and their worker©s visas. Finally; the dominating feeling of urgency due to limited 

mandates and timeframes, whether imposed by the government, the LTTE or donors, 

resulted in the hasty building of unsustainable houses, distribution of unequipped boats, 

poor coordination and the overlooking of long-term implications and qualitative 

community involvement, also argued by Ayslew et al (2006). 

Human disasters always serve well as events for politicians to prove action, and the news’  

expressive photographs motivate the audience’s compassion. Correspondingly the 

developmental apparatus gained instant donations, with the expectations of immediate 

action and results. Both media and politicians – international as well as national - shared 

the same agenda of portraying the tsunami as a sudden disaster; as news. Hence, the 
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underlying causes for Sri Lankan vulnerability caused by the war were excluded from 

focus.  

 

In his introduction to War and Ethnicity (2001), Turton poses a similar argument regarding 

the Yugoslav and Somali crisis (ibid: 34): 

We can notice a kind of unholy, although not deliberate, alliance between 
the Media and politicians who conspire between them to present such 
events as those in Somalia and Yugoslavia as dramatic and short-term 
emergencies rather than as the outcome of long-term structural processes. 

In Catastrophe and Culture, Oliver-Smith & Hoffman (2002) emphasise the connection 

between disaster and vulnerability. If people and the landscape were not vulnerable to the 

hazard that occurred the disaster would neither become that extensive. I would like to add 

political and ethnical conditions as elements that further enforced the human disaster in the 

Sri Lankan context, regarding both the actual devastation and the effectiveness of the 

tsunami reconstruction and recovering.  As elaborated in the former chapter, the political 

instability prevailing in Sri Lanka resulted in failed efforts of cooperation of relief 

distribution between Sri Lankan Government (GoSL) and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE) and rather enhanced mutual suspicion of abusing relief funds. With the 

many NGOs caught in the middle.  Maybe more evident was the war-created vulnerability 

for the devastating tsunami connected to the fact that many people were still living in 

poorly attended welfare camps.35 Additionally, resettlement problematic is due to the fact 

that large areas are situated in High Security Zones (HSZ), occupied by the army or 

covered with mines. The resettlement complexities are not only resulting from these land 

issues, but also because people are reluctant to live side-by-side with people from 

conflicting ethnic groups. 

 

By unframing these matters, the media function as an ‘anti-politics machine’  (Ferguson 

1994), serving to conceal not only a range of underlying causes to a multifaceted disaster, 

but also the political aspect of developmental interventions into such a complex situation.  

Photography proposes that what is outside the frame and cannot be observed by the 

                                                 
35 The name used for refugee or IDP (Internally displaced people) camps in Sri Lanka 
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spectator is of no significance, as both Spyer in her Photography’s Framing and Unframing 

(2001) and Kuhn’s The Power of the Image (1985) indicates. 

 

Ferguson©s concept of the ‘anti-politics machine’ , involves systematically misrecognition 

and depoliticising understanding of peoples© lives and problems in the so-called Áthird 

world©. I find his idea of ‘ the anti-politics machine’  to be an apt description of the way in 

which ‘development’  activities are stripped of their political content, no matter how 

politically charged they may actually be. To engage oneself by means of finances, aid or 

peace negotiation efforts in any society is unavoidable a political act. To choose who to 

support and in what way has implication for resource-allocation in, and organisation of, that 

society in which all are at the core of politics. Further, as Ferguson emphasises, political 

power-holders strive to obtain their own agendas through development interventions. These 

agendas might not be linked to the actual aim of the development- or relief plan, but to the 

side-effects. An example is the buffer zone-policies that were an integral part of the 

reconstruction-plan in Sri Lanka. It was highly contested by most fishermen societies. In 

Ampara, a district with extensive tourism, the fishermen feared that the tourist board and 

the government planned to use the cleared buffer zones for building up tourist-facilities. 

Even though the buffer zone policies were very much discussed in the newspapers, this 

aspect was not focused on. Even more relevant to the discussion in this chapter is the point 

that it is a political act to represent. It is especially politicised when the realities represented 

are unfamiliar to the audiences, and when certain parts are being left out. The media©s 

function to politicise and depoliticise, complicate and simplify, is thereby an integral part of 

media©s function as opinion makers, and in setting the agenda. However when the media are 

acting as an Áanti-politics machine© they are depoliticising a whole range of aspects 

regarding the tsunami, the relief interventions and the peace process by concealing them, 

but also by the use of emotionally appealing pictures: because people seldom seem to 

question the preconceived needs of suffering people, in which they feel genuine 

compassion towards. That would easily imply to question our own Ágoodness©. 
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In cases were the European media through documentaries, picture essays, in-dept 

reportages or the like wants to show a bit of reality from developing countries, it is often 

portrayed as if something they have to uncover: The reality they want to portray seems like 

a mystery that has been hidden from the viewers, a secret that they now have been able to 

discover. So what makes the viewers buy into this and what exactly is it that the reality has 

to be uncovered from? These ‘uncovering’  articles aim to challenge the imagery that has 

been served to the audience. This implies that they in some sense acknowledge that the 

representations conveyed and ideas created on this basis, has unframed an important part of 

‘ the reality’ , and more; that this actually serves to conceal reality. At the same time, by 

mystifying the stories from distant realities, they often seem to play on the same imagery 

that they apparently want to challenge. An example is the heading Behind the Chador, of 

Afghan women’s lives taken from the girls’  magazine Henne36. The pictures in this 

reportage, plays on this duality between mystification and exploration. There are pictures of 

the women covered by the chador and one without the chador on. In the latter picture the 

women seem actively engaged in conversation. The impression reinforces existing ideas, 

that only when they are liberated from the chador can they speak and act. In this article all 

the aspect of the multiplexed oppression the Afghan women experiences, are here 

connected to the one metonym of their clothing; the chador. Now the writers want to reveal 

the ‘hidden’  life of the women, at the same time as they simplify the complexity of their 

life by limiting it to this one symbol.  

 

I argue that the same mechanisms are in place when it comes to the tsunami coverage. In 

the tsunami coverage, photographs play on specific symbols to represent the whole 

complexity of the situation. Pictures conveying death, suffering, desperation and child 

victims were predominant. Hence, children can be viewed upon as metonymical 

representations of the human disaster following the natural hazard: Either by being 

portrayed as victims or symbols of hope, or by being the reason for ‘men-as-fathers’  and 

‘women-as-mothers’  victimisation and thereby evoking the spectator’s compassion. What 

                                                 
36 Henne, January 2006 “Henne”  means in english “Her” ,   
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were left outside the frames were the complex life histories, children’s voices, community 

engagement and local recovery efforts. 

Before elaborating this discussion any further, I will have to scrutinise the representations 

made, and the effects I claim the photographic encounter between the photographed and the 

spectator imposes. This encounter is neither powerless, nor neutral.  
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The standard representation of the ‘victimised child’  is either a dead child in the arms of a 

grown up; alone and helpless; or being helped by adults. I found almost as many pictures of 

men as of children, but when children are on display, the size of the picture are strikingly 

larger and the emotional appeal greater. Men, on the other hand, are frequently placed in 

physical destroyed surroundings and printed in smaller sizes. This positioning of the male, 

serves to identify him with the material destruction. Whilst both women and children 

frequently are portrayed with the typical elements from the portrait: close-up with the focus 

on their faces.  

The face is perceived as the only fragment of the body that can adequately substitute the 

whole body (Kuhn 1985). This is reflected in the tradition of the portrait that is perceived to 

express something significant about the person with the face as the meaning producing part 

of both the photograph and the body. In the tsunami images the face frequently serves as an 

entrance into the women’s emotions: their personal grief. In this way it is much more 

intrusive and intimate, compared to representations of men. This coincides with Kelleher’s 

argument of the Feminization of Famine (1997) and Kuhn’s analysis of female 

representations of sexuality in soft-porn (1985). When comparing the analysis of Kelleher 

and Kuhn, the images of women as famine victims and as sexual objects have several 

similarities: the images are intrusive in that they scrutinise the women and their nakedness 

in a much more intimate way, opposed to male representations. Broch-Due argues that: 

“The poverty discourse, always a gendered one, has come increasingly to spin itself around 

the feminine subject.”  (1995:1) She further asserts that the poor woman serves as ‘social 

icons’  projected in simplified representations that “make it harder for us to remember that 

poverty is also a complex discourse”  (ibid: 3). Due to children taken-for-granted higher 

vulnerability and dependency, the ‘ forgetting’  of their complex life-situations and diverse 
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agencies are even at a higher risk when they are used as ‘social icons’  within a feminine 

representational tradition. Children are placed within this discourse - and seemingly 

beginning to be placed at the centre of it – that is prevailing within both “poverty’s registers 

of meaning”  (ibid), famine representations of famine (Kelleher 1997) and within 

representations of ‘ the orient’  (See Said’s Orientalism 1978 and Yanagisako’s 

Transforming Oriantalism 1995). 

 

In the representations of the tsunami, I found that children were often in focus, either as 

victims or as the complimenting role of the woman-as-mother. It can imply an enhanced 

focus on children. Kelleher (1997) argues that it is the women’s vulnerability, and 

sometimes their heroism, which makes them desirable objects for symbolising the famine, 

while Borch-Due points out the strong connection between ‘poverty’  representations and 

traditionally feminine attributes as “ lack, suffering, emotional excess, dependency, 

domesticity and passivity”  (1995:3)  Children are seen to be even more vulnerable, and the 

seemingly increased focus on children coincides with the increased attention given to child 

related issues in European politics, child-rearing literature, education and pedagogy. The 

focus on children and childhood has also gained legitimacy on the international political 

agenda, which was specifically expressed through the formulation of the Convention of the 

Right of the Child (CRC)37. Children have been given high priority on the agenda for 

international development work, often on grounds of their vulnerability and the 

acknowledgement that children have special needs compared to adults. The emphasis on 

children’s vulnerability makes the children seem both dependent and innocent, hence 

enhancing the emotional appeal and moral responsibility to assist. Representations of 

children can thereby seem to function as new ‘bearer(s) of meaning’ , which Kelleher (ibid) 

addresses to the women in the famine spectacle. The emotional appeal that children 

generate as ‘social icons’  of the tsunami disaster, is an integral part of the ‘politics of 

emotions’  (Broch-Due 1995:4) that again always juxtapose with the ways one represent and 

perceive poverty. ‘The politics of emotions’  is imperative for developmental agencies, as 

well as for news-papers in their coverage of ‘disastrous third world’ . What other print-

                                                 
37 Developed in the 1980s, finished in 1989 and put into force in 1990. 
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media except the photograph, can evoke the felt, but often deceitful, closeness to what one 

witness through it, and evoke an emotional engagement for what is projected?   
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I will use five photographs as my point of departure into the following discussion, all 

covering more than half a page in the newspapers they are taken from. In all five images 

there were (seemingly) dead children exposed. In three of these, the dead children’s faces 

were displayed. In two of these pictures the child where held in the hands of their grieving 

mothers, with their eyes fixed on their children. I chose these five photographs because 

they are at the centre of attention in the tsunami coverage the days they were displayed, and 

because they have a common element in the dead children. It is also interesting to notice 

that similar images were not found when I went through Sri Lankan newspapers’  tsunami 

coverage. Later in this chapter, I will refer to other photographs as well, both generally and 

specifically. 

 

In two of the pictures, the dead children are being carried by men, who appear not to be 

their fathers. The first is a baby carried by one man that is looking away from the camera. 

Another man seems to be examining the dead child. The dead body of the baby is in focus, 

positioned between the men and the camera. In the other image where a child is carried by 

men, portrays a group of men walking out of the sea. In the middle of the group a man is 

carrying the child over his shoulder. In both pictures, the men do not express any particular 

grief, other than their concerned facial expressions, reflecting the gravity of the situation. 

 

One photograph parts itself from the others. Not in the composition, but in that it is the 

father, and not the mother, that is grieving over his child. The child is represented by one 

body-part: the arm. The father is squeezing his son’s38 hand to his forehead. The arm is 

stretched straight up, so the spectator gets the impression that the son is lying on the 

ground. The arm looks lifeless. The father’s face is twisted in sorrow. By contradicting the 

gendered representation, this image evokes even more strong emotions in the spectator: 

Even the men are grieving; even they are showing their feelings and their sorrow in public. 
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Although this image can be viewed as a challenge to the overall gendered representation, it 

does not challenge the western representations of “ femininity”  and “masculinity”  as such. 

Rather, the father’s “ feminine”  or “soft”  qualities are exposed.  

In contrast to this photograph, are the two photographs displaying dead children with their 

mothers expose the children’s faces. Their heads are embraced by a mother’s caring hands, 

whose looks are fixed on their children.  

In all three photographs the children’s bodies are fragmented, showing only some part of 

the body to indicate the whole. The father’s son is metonymically represented by his arm, 

whilst the children portrayed with their mothers have the focus drawn to their faces. The 

images of the mothers with their children are in this instance much more intrusive. The arm 

as a metonym for the body seems to tell us little about the person. The face, on the other 

hand, gives the spectator a sense of the object’s personality and emotions, as Kuhn puts it:  

“ The face stands in for the person’s whole being: the subject’s essential 
humanity is seen as inhibiting his or her face, the ‘window of the soul’ ”  
(1985:37).  

To give focus to the face thereby creates a more intimate encounter between the spectator 

and the portrayed. As a part of the face, the eyes inhibit an even more personal appeal. 

There are no other parts of the body that can be referred to as “ full of life” , “ lifeless” , “ full 

of madness”  “empty”  or “sparkling”  and by doing so, tell the readers something about the 

personality or the emotional condition of the person. Correspondingly eye contact is seen as 

a personal connection between two persons and seen as an integral part of a conversation. 

In one of the pictures the two seemingly dead children have their eyes open. Because the 

eyes are to express the personality that now is gone, the picture leaves the spectator 

wondering if the children are dead or not. It forces the spectator to scrutinise the picture 

closer, because it seems like such an important question to answer. This illustrates how 

news-photography aims to make the spectator consume, both by looking and by purchasing 

the news-paper. The reading of these pictures must therefore be seen in the context of the 

images ability to invite the spectator to consume it, in both senses of the word. This picture 

stimulates the spectators’  curiosity with regards to a seemingly important question of life 

and death, at the same time as it evokes the spectator©s emotional engagement, leading the 

                                                                                                                                                     
38 According to the text, it is his son’s hand he’s holding 
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viewer into another ambiguity: if the they concludes that the children are dead, he or she 

will feel compassion towards the woman, but also a competing feeling of disgust, 

contesting the exposure of dead bodies, especially children. This ambiguity of compassion 

and disgust is also something Kelleher (1997) points out in her analysis of her Feminization 

of Famine, and the analysis of the representation of women in the 1840s Irish famine. Two 

elements I would emphasise in this regard. Children are always portrayed as victims, 

innocent and not fully socialised persons that can take responsibility for their actions yet. 

Their innocence and vulnerability evokes almost unconditional compassion. Because of this 

greater compassion with children, the disgust is consequently less. Had it been a deceased 

man, with open eyes, the repulsion would prevail. Hence only children are displayed 

lifeless, showing their faces, allowing the spectator, or compelling him or her into an 

intimate meeting with the lifeless child and its mother. 

 

M. Kelleher (1997) examines the representations of famine victims constructed by what 

have become two of the most famous nineteenth-century famine novels: William Carleton’s 

The Black Prophet and Anthony Trollope’s Castel Richmond regarding the 1940 Irish 

famine. Even though Kelleher is analysing text narratives, I find these narratives useful to 

explore the production and reproduction of standard narratives of poverty and pain as an 

integral part of my discursive analysis of tsunami photography. Many of the eyewitnesses 

to the Irish famine, emphasized the difficulty of recording the horrors, an American 

philanthropist stated that:  

I can find no language or illustration sufficiently impressive to portray the 
spectacle (…) I have lain awake for hours, struggling mentally to some 
graphic and truthful similes, or new elements of description, by which I 
might convey to the distant reader’s mind some tangible image of this 
object (1997:17) 

Kelleher assert that many writers gave “similar comments, apologising for their inability to 

capture in words the overwhelmingly sight seen […] and emphasizing the ‘ factual’  nature 

of their accounts.”  (ibid) The eyewitness-accounts that Kelleher refers to all uses the 

photographic language: They want to illustrate, find graphic similes, give a tangible image 

and capture the sight seen. The writers strive to portray their narratives as “FACTS of 

actual experiences,”  as William Bennett puts it (Kelleher 1997:18). The writers further 
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attempt to appear as objective witnesses through their descriptions and argumentation for 

their stand. Even though they question their ability to mediate, this critique is limited to the 

inadequacy of their medium; the language. They fail to critically account for their personal 

role as mediators and interpreters, conveying the images as objective truth. By the 

photographic language and stressing of the factuality of their illustrative narrations, the 

writers emphasise their positions as observers that seek to convey the spectacle to the 

reader and transform the readers into the same position of the writer-as-spectators. In this 

sense the reader of these narratives is as much a spectator, as a spectator of the photographs 

is a reader of a narrative.  

 

Photography can be seen as an answer to these writer-spectators© language inabilities, as a 

medium to convey the sights and give the “distant reader”  a seemingly direct visual access 

to the situation. New technical interventions specially did enhance this capacity further, 

something Sontag (2003:21) also stresses: 

Once the camera was per emancipated from the tripod, truly portable, 
and equipped with a range finder and a variety of lenses that permitted 
unprecedented feats of close observation from distant vantage point, 
picture-taking acquired an immediacy and authority greater that any 
verbal account in conveying the horror of mass-produced death  

But as Kuhn rightly comments: “ If photographic images assume that what cannot be looked 

at is of no consequence, then they also propose that nothing outside the frame is of any 

significance”  (1985:40). This ‘unframing’  (Spyer 2001) is imperative to have in mind when 

reading photographs: photographers, who are shooting pictures of the tsunami, seem to 

seek the most expressive events to portray the disaster, in the same way as the writers 

narrating from the Irish famine did, which also reflects photography©s inadequacy to 

illustrate and represent disasters in a nuanced way. Even though reality is at all times 

mediated and subjective, it is important to be aware that to portray images of others and to 

mute them in the “ regime of representation”  (Foucault) or in the “visual regimes”  of 

photography (Spyer 2001:183) is an act of power. These regimes have powerful moral 

implications, as Sontag argues; the images of others pain are producing categories of 

“ them” and “us”  that she further analyses in the context of “placing of the evil”  (2003: 78). 

And we place it far from us, if not geographically, we construct culturally significant 
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differences to create distance39. This corresponds with Escobar’s assertion that in Europe as 

well as in North America, the norm is peace. War, famine and disaster are thereby 

displaced as substandard and consequently will the places that these incidences occur also 

be perceived as substandard.40  

 

The spectacles presented from the Irish famine in the 1840s, embody a striking similar 

focus to those printed in the tsunami news-coverage: The women are portrayed mainly as 

mothers, bearing the grief of the disaster. Children are portrayed as victims, without 

concern or voices. Kelleher (1997:21) observes that: 

The images of Bennett’s sketch are prevalent throughout contemporary 
depictions: his emphasis on children’s suffering, the delineation of 
‘scarcely human’  forms, the disturbing nakedness of women, and the 
predominant characterization of adult famine victims as mothers and 
widows  

‘Children as victims’  in tsunami photographs are frequently portrayed as either lifeless or 

helpless and supported. But children are not only victimised symbols of the human disaster 

as such; they are also placed in a complementing role to women-as-mothers, who are also 

bearing the burdens of grief. The victimisation of children makes the spectator attribute 

them qualities as needy, innocent, passive and lacking the ability and incentive to take 

action. At the same time this victimisation of the child, also legitimise and produce the 

victimisation and innocence of the mother. This is not only apparent in the tsunami 

pictures, but also in James Mahony (Kelleher 1997:21) description from the famine: 

Amongst them was a woman carrying in her arms the corpse of a fine 
child, and making the most distressing appeal to the passengers for aid to 
enable her to purchase a coffin and bury her little baby. This horrible 
spectacle induced me to make some inquiry about her, when I learned 
from the people of the hotel that each day brings dozens of such 
applications into town  

Once again the mother, as literally the bearer of the grief with her dead child in her arms, 

serves as the image of the ‘spectacle’  of famine. It also illustrates what Laura Mulvey has 

termed ‘woman as image man as bearer of the look’  (ibid 1997:22), which also coincides 

                                                 
39 Sontag and Turton (2001) both make this point in regard to European response to the Balkan civil war 
40 An example is our attitude towards Croatia. As the stigma of the name is fading form, it seems closer then 
during the war: The images provided now, are those of beauty and tourism, not shot-hit children or grieving 
women. It is a pert of the west, and not a fragment left from the “east” , a bad memory of the 2nd World. 
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with Kuhn’s analysis of sexual representations of women (1985). Added to this, Kelleher 

(1997:22) asserts that:  

These scenes thus emerges as ‘appalling spectacles’  not alone because of 
the wretched and distressing nature of what is seen but also in the 
spectacle which observes themselves construct in their attempts at 
representation.  

It is interesting to observe how the images from the tsunami play on the same templates 

produced through these early imaginary narratives of poverty and disaster, and therefore 

serve to reproduce this representative discourse. According to my analysis, the men are 

mainly portrayed as worried but rational actors, capable of taking serious action to restore 

normalcy after the tsunami. The reader of the news, and onlooker of the photographs, is 

also expected to be rational and to take action to help the victims; namely the children and 

mothers, and to ease the workload of men and other rational adults, such as international 

organisational workers. In this sense it is easier for the onlooker to identify themselves as 

‘ rational’  and with the pictured ‘male qualities’  of action. The emotional appeal conveyed 

through the images motivates such action to help. Either explicit in the articles where the 

photograph is printed, or in announcements form organisations surely to be placed close by, 

the answer to this motivation is given: Donate money, and many did. Carleton actually 

postulated a similar aim with his Black Prophet; to circulate it among the weather classes 

as a charitable act, 150 years before the ‘pioneering’  band-aid appeal came41 (Kelleher 

1997:31).  

 

Throughout her article “Appalling Spectacles” , Kelleher stresses the representation of 

women©s nakedness and the intrusive and intimate description of their bodies, which was 

not present among the descriptions of male famine victims. This coincides with what Kuhn 

(1985) also points out in accordance with soft-core porn, that the body is arranged in the 

pictures as a spectacle, further that the female body is a spectacle because it is pleasurable 

to look at. What is done in the narrations from the famine, however, is to describe a 

                                                 
41 To analyse the band-aid song narratives in “Do they know it’s Christmas?”  and its representations from 
Arica, and specifically Ethiopia, would make an interesting comparing case. But due to limitations in time and 
space, I have to restrict myself to comment here that the “placing of evil”  and “creation of distance”  are very 
apparent in this song text, as the “chimes of doom” Additionally there are two thin and naked African children 
on its cover. The photograph plays exactly on the dualism between the disgusting, both reflexive towards our 
own Christmas celebration and towards the famine, and compassion.  
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displeasured look at the same body and body parts, that should have been pleasurable to 

look at. 

In the representations from the tsunami, women are not displayed as physically naked, but 

emotionally naked, feelings unconcealed and exhibited. Images expressing grief are 

focussing on the women’s facial expressions of what becomes envisioned as load cries of 

despair, often holding their hands to their heads (as I mentioned before, I’ve found only one 

image of grieving men). In some pictures the desperation is underscored by the multitude of 

women, grieving loudly together in public.  

 

Pictures are always read in a social-cultural context. In the Norwegian context, grieving is 

something private. This exhibited public grief evokes the impression that they are obsessed 

by their desperation, which in turn seems strange and almost abnormal to the Norwegian 

spectators, hence underscores the creation of their “otherness” . In contradiction are the 

images of the single woman, or the mother/father with their lifeless children, alone with 

their sorrow, which the spectator can more or less easily relate with. I will soon return to 

the different cultural contexts and implications - and paradoxes posed - when reading the 

pictures, but first I want to look into how children and photographers from developing 

countries react against the representation of their disasters in western media. 
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“ Disturbing Images”  
The tsunami affected child-participants at a UNICEF arranged fair on ‘Child and Youth 
Participation’ , described the media representations of ‘ tsunami affected children’  as 
“disturbing” (UNICEF 2005). The aim of this fair was to enhance awareness of children 
and youth’s ability to participate in emergencies with a special focus on the tsunami. Large 
photographs of children from the tsunami were exhibited, and paradoxically the same 
templates as in the newspapers were dominating: Victimised and passive children, with the 
focus on their sad faces, often sitting helplessly alone in some sort of destroyed setting.  
 
I asked one of the child participants at the fair, Salim, about these pictures. He commented 
on two, not untypical, images. One was a girl sitting alone. She was leaning her cheek to 
her hand and staring out into the air, her whole body was on display, but the attention of 
the spectator was drawn to her face. The contexts she was placed in, was destroyed. The 
other photograph was an extremely close-up photo, exposing a wounded boy who is 
looking sadly into the camera. I asked Salim what the pictures were telling him. He 
answered, while nodding towards the two photographs: 
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“There has been a huge disaster. The girl is alone and has lost her parents. She has 
nowhere to go and is thinking about her future: Where to go? What to do?”   
The portrayed boy, Salim notices, is injured. He is being “showed as a victim” . Salim tells 
me that it is ok to portray children as victims, as long as it is used in a positive manner, 
before he adds:  
“But if it’s used in a pitiful way, I’m not happy about it” . 
I ask if these pictures were used in a pitiful or positive manner.  
He replies that: 
“The images just show me pity and they are not giving positive manner of people”   
I asked what he would have liked to show through photographs from emergencies. To that 
he answers:  
“ I want to show people trying to help and how community comes forward together in 
times of emergencies.”    
 

Kelleher identifies the same lack of representation on the narratives from the Irish famine; 

“depictions of famine victims, however, very rarely explore the strategies employed by the 

poor to withstand or defer privation.”   (1997:21) 

 

Looking through Sri Lankan newspapers, both Singhalese and Tamil42, this aspect of 

people’s strategies and actions is apparent. A different narrative can be read from these 

tsunami photographs compared to the photographic narration in Norwegian press. The 

focus is not on the hopeless and victimised. On the contrary, firstly the photographs focus 

on the material damages and thereafter on community meetings, international assistance, 

discussions and the efforts done by hospitals, organisations and the like. People are in this 

way portrayed as rational actors and not as victims destroyed by sorrow. It is evident that 

the photographer embodies a different understanding of the situation and the photographed. 

Because the spectator is always provided with the point of view of the photographer, the 

viewpoint consequently influences the spectator-photographed relationship.  

 

The relationship created between the western spectator and the photographed from 

developing countries, is imperative to what a group of photographers from what they call 

‘ the majority world’ , see as incongruence in the regimes of representation in western 

media. This group aim to challenge this regime through the cooperation of Drik, the 

Sanskrit word of ‘vision’ , established in Dhaka, Bangladesh. These members shared  
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a common vision; one that sees the majority world, not as fodder for 
disaster reporting, but as a vibrant source of human energy and a 
challenge to an exploitative global economic system…It [Drik]  also 
provides support for its network of creative individuals around the world 
who challenge western media hegemony43. 

This group of photographers are meeting a range of challenges in their efforts to contest the 

western media’s representation of their countries. Shahidul Alam, one of the founders of 

Drik, stresses the difficulties in selling their photos which do not display disasters as floods, 

cyclones and slums. He also pays attention to the difficulties for indigenous photographers 

to go ahead in their careers, if they don’ t follow the ‘ formula’  that sells. It is therefore easy 

to become, what Alam terms a “Sheep in wolf’s clothing, and eventually becoming a wolf” . 

Kuhn pins down the intricacy of this matter, in her following statement:  

Representations are productive: Photographs, far from being merely 
reproducing a pre-existing world, constitute a highly coded discourse 
which, among other things, constructs whatever is in the image as object 
of consumption – consumption by looking, as well as […]  by purchase 
(Kuhn 1985:4) 

According to Alam, photographers from developing countries are, in order to build a career, 

themselves placed within the western representative discourse, looking and portraying their 

society through western lenses, in order to get their photographs consumed; by western 

spectators and buyers.  

 

There is also another aspect that makes these representations productive, one which is 

addressed in Edward W. Said’s book Orientalism (1978). I read his argument in the way 

that the west categorises ‘ the rest’  as a binary opposition to ‘ the west’ . Said argues that the 

binary oppositional relation between the west and the east, serves to identify ‘ the west’  

through the lenses of the western produced categories that in force of the created 

oppositional relationship also serves to reflect on the identification of “ the east” , by both 

‘westerners’  and ‘easterners’ . It implies the power of the west to define this relationship. 

Said’s argument I find illustratively exemplified in Alam’s comment on how the 

identification of both ‘ the east’  and ‘ the west’ , defined through western lenses, imposes 

itself on the way “ indigenous photographers”  (Alam) capture and represent their own 

                                                                                                                                                     
42 I’ve been searching the internet newspapers “Daily Mirror”  (Singhalese, known to be friendly towards the 
government) and Tamilnet (Tamil, known to be LTTEs channel to the public) 
43 www.drik.net/  
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society through their camera-lenses and by doing so becoming “wolfs” . This coincides with 

Sontag©s assumption about placing the evil through photography, which I mentioned earlier 

is created both by geographical and cultural distance. For this reason we can assert that the 

missionaries, in their representation of the poor at home and the poor abroad, constructed a 

cultural distance between the receivers of their appeal; upper middle- and middle-class, and 

the intended receivers of their assistance. Following Said’s line of argumentation, one can 

thereby deduce that there lies a potential that this representation, created in a power 

relationship between the middleclass and the poor, with the missionaries as mediators and 

‘opinion makers’ , will have impact on the poor’s own way of viewing themselves and 

’other poor’ . In the same way as western media and development agencies, as opinion 

makers within a power relation, might influence the tsunami victims’  way of viewing and 

representing themselves. This was exemplified earlier by the way the English terms 

‘ tsunami’  and ‘ tsunami affected’  became internalised into daily speech and categorisation 

in Trincomalee. 

 

This clearly illustrates the consequences of such a power relation reflected through 

productive images, where the western construction of the Áother© feeds into their own way 

of conceptualising themselves as Áother©.  In the processes of taking pictures, selling and 

buying them, the morally defined social and cultural hierarchically ranged differences come 

into production and reproduction. The buyer embodies the power to define what a good 

picture to buy is and what effectively  evokes the spectator©s attention and emotions. 

 

The aim of representing others© suffering is precisely to evoke emotions. This becomes 

evident when looking at the tsunami pictures in European press, and through reading the 

analysis of Kelleher, Katz, Sontag and Alam. In addition Susan Thorne (1997) puts on issue 

the representations of Áthe other© with regards to fund rising. She addressed the 

representational competition that developed between the home missionaries representing 

the ‘heathen’  classes in Britain, and the foreign missionaries representing the exotic, but 

‘heathen races’  in the colonies. The result in both cases was a morally superior presentation 

of the British middle-class, where heathenism served to legitimise the civilising mission of 

colonialism. At the same time it served to dispel the compassion for the Áhome poor©, which 
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again fed into the distinctions of the Ádeserving© and Áundeserving© poor, that developed 

through the new poor laws (Katz 1990). The point in this regard is that since colonial times 

the classification of a morally lower Áother© in need of salvation, guidance and help has 

been imperative in the representation of the poor, weather in Europe or abroad, in order to 

be able to rise funds for development interferences. This illustrates how fundraising and 

morally hierarchical classifications have been tightly linked in European discourse since the 

colonial era. This argument is also supported by among others Broch-Due (2000) Escobar 

(2003) Katz (1990) and perhaps most concretely by Thorne (1997). Because the same 

templates are being used in the current photographic representative discourse from 

developing countries, and are also tightly connected to fundraising, the same process can be 

believed to exist. In reality, many newspapers in Europe were explicit in their aims of 

motivating their readers into making worthy donations. It is important to keep in mind, 

however, that this aim is running parallel with all commercial newspapers endeavour to 

sell. 
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The representation found in Norwegian newspapers, appear rather paradoxical, when 

examining the cultural definitions we have of Sri Lankan society compared to the 

Norwegian. Due to space I will strictly limit myself to the relevance of the matter, and 

concentrate on three different fundamentals of the Norwegian and Sri Lankan cultures that 

are at issue here; regarding life and death, gender and childhood. Therefore I first would 

like to comment on the attitudes towards grief, death and the displaying of dead bodies, 

secondly, the general perceptions of gender and finally cultural and idealistic perceptions of 

childhood. 

 

In Sri Lanka death is public, burials are community events and photographs of dead body’s 

occur more often in local media, than in comparison to the European press. So when there 

was a funeral for a SCiSL driver in Trincomalee, the whole office, including me who was 

not aquainted with the driver, was expected to pay a visit: Vigil of the body is a community 

event. In cases of politically sensitive killings whether of public or private civilians, or  the 

passing away of an important local or national person, several thousand people may gather, 
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making more or less a  political rally out of the burials. Dead bodies are in these instances 

also often displayed in newspapers, more as a war-effort than to inform about the 

incidences. Death and funeral arrangements are frequently announced from speakers 

attached to the rooftops of autos driving around the town for hours. Another example is 

when a known Tamil politician and LTTE supporter were shot in April 2006, their bodies 

were transported to the several LTTE areas as Killinochchi, Muthur east and 

Puthukudiruppu in Vanni region,for mourners to view the deceased. 

In contradiction, death in Norway is perceived as separated from life; when someone passes 

away this normally, and acceptably, disrupts the lives of the nearest kin and ends the 

(earthly) life of the deceased. In Hindu and Buddhist traditions the belief in reincarnation 

embodies a cyclical view of life, where death is seen as an integral part or passage. The 

European tradition of holding a vigil over the dead body the days before the funeral is 

getting more and more uncommon together with the practice of having an open coffin in 

church. Grief is further experienced as something private and burials are only for the next 

of kin and friends, in addition the photographs of dead bodies are very seldom exposed in 

media. 

 

Not only are views and practises regarding death different in Sri Lanka, as compared to 

Norway, views and practises relating to gender also take quite different forms. In Sri Lanka 

women are seen to need greater protection than men, they are more restricted in their 

actions and mobility in order to be perceived as descent. For a woman to act in an indecent 

way is to jeopardise the family honour and to put her own chances of getting married at 

risk. During the Team of Artists for social Change (TASC) facilitated workshops, several 

girls having reached puberty, were not allowed to do dancing and drama. In one project 

TASC had, the responsible local NGO did not allow games that included any physical 

contact between the genders or non-contact dancing without separating the girls from the 

boys44. Unmarried women who are staying with their parents are often not allowed to stay 

out late or talk to boys on the streets. If they do so, the gossip would soon start, and the 

family would react. One of the girls in TASC, a 25 year old unmarried woman was not 

                                                 
44 Gender issues are highly contested within Sri Lanka, which this situation illustrated, in that TASC did not 
agree with the other local NGO in their gender “policies” . Still it reflects an influencing attitude in Sri Lanka, 
even though these generally differ geographically and in accordance to religion.  
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allowed to leave Trincomalee town when the violence escalated in the south of the 

Trincomalee district. This was despite the fact that we were going northwards, driving a 

SCiSL car, had arranged to return before sunset and undertook continuous evaluation 

regarding our security. The boys, on the other side, had no problem to get permission, even 

though they were 4-6 years younger. The girls often refer to the constraints that the family 

and the village gossip imposes on them, when they explain why they cannot do, or have to 

do, certain things. 

Before puberty, however, girls have more freedom, but still many girls complained about 

different treatment of boys and girls. This was mostly in regard to the attention or care they 

received, amount of food and daily duties. Many children were also forced to study, and 

beaten by parents or teachers if they didn’ t do well enough. Another factor the children told 

me lead to different treatment and discrimination was beauty and cast. Children voices were 

seldom heard, and were something that Save the Children in Sri Lanka (SCiSL) strived to 

make the parents acknowledge.  

The ideal childhood in Europe is based on different values. They are supposed to be 

actively involved in their education, through enhanced emphasis on practical group work 

and discussions, and have freedom to unfold themselves through play and experience. 

Differentiation on the grounds of beauty, family background and grades are not legitimised 

in the same way as in Sri Lanka.  

 

Reading the images on this background, we should think that European newspapers and 

photographer would strive to portray female and children as actors, and not make public 

death and sorrow. These images, in accordance to the different cultural attitudes towards 

these issues, should be more expected to be found in Sri Lankan newspapers. This only 

serves to underscore my argument about the production of ‘ the other’  in the process of 

portraying, selling and displaying photographs from the tsunami and other disasters, which 

are indeed almost the only events the European spectators are provided with, from 

developing countries. They are portrayed in a morally constructed opposition to European 

norms and perceived society, which are not to be found in photographic representations in 

Sri Lankan newspapers, of their own situation. 
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“Children can act and contribute in cases of emergencies, they are not only victims” , Salim 

told me during our discussion of the tsunami photographs. This representation of children is 

almost non-present in the news coverage. I found one photograph displaying such action. 

However, it was not the initiative of the child that drew the attention to the large displayed 

photograph. It was the juxtaposition of the contradicting good and evil, displayed in a 

fairytale like way. This image from the tsunami is playing on similar grounds as the 

narrators from the Irish famine did and the romanticised versions of wretchedness, which 

Kelleher (1997) describe from the Irish famine narrations. The photograph displays a girl 

dragging a piece of bamboo-wood after her. She is not looking at the camera and seems 

unaware of its presence. The photographer in this manner seems like an eye-witness that 

just happened to be there when the event took place, and provides the image with some 

kind of trustworthiness. The girl is dressed in a white dress, giving a sense of innocence to 

her. She is moving out of the picture, towards the sun that is reflected in the white textile of 

her dress and lights up her face, making a shimmering effect that composes a kind of glory 

of light and underscores the innocence that surrounds her. Black crows are making a ‘V’  

between the girl and the camera. They are flying away from the girl. The black birds are 

associated with death, evil and greed, reflecting of their eating habit and colour. This 

juxtaposition of the innocent girl, the princess-like dress, the death-indicating birds, the 

destroyed landscape she is leaving and the light she is walking towards gives the viewer a 

sense of looking into a fairytale, a dream or an exotic life. This is the only picture I’ve seen 

where a child is actually in action, but still it gives no impression of the child as a rational 

actor, rather it portrays her as a dream figure, an angel, a saint, not really ‘ real’ . It plays on 

metaphors of good and evil and the presupposed link between the beautiful child and 

natural innocence, captured by the disaster and in goodness is doing her duty. It is an 

iconography, but still bears the impression of being eye-witnessed. 

 

This image is a clear example of the portraying of children as ‘deserving poor’ . Children 

have ‘deserved’  this status, on the grounds of their vulnerability and innocence. They are 

under a potential threat of adult power and at the same time in need of adult protection. 

These implications are also evident in much of the child rights based development work, in 
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which I will return to in the following chapter. Since children are categorised by their state 

of vulnerability they are therefore also compatible as icons of the tsunami 

 

The differentiation between ‘deserving’  and ‘undeserving’  poor is a highly normative 

classification with a long history. My Fair Lady poses an illustrative example of how this 

distinction was integral in the conceptualisation of ‘ the poor’  in British society and how the 

classification between upper and lower classes reaches far beyond the pure economical 

aspect. This moral distinction of ‘deserving’  and ‘undeserving’  poor seem to still subsist.  

 

‘Deserving’  and ‘Undeserving’  Poor  
In My Fair Lady (1913) there is a song, sung by the main character Eliza’s father and 
friends: “We are the undeserving poor” . In another setting he’s claiming “ I ain©t pretendin© 
to be deservin©. No, I©m undeservin©. And I mean to go on bein© undeservin©”. Her father 
drunk up all his money, he wouldn’ t work and had a lot of mistresses and is maybe the 
prime example of an ‘ idle poor’  (See Katz 1990 and Thorne 1997). Eliza was originally a 
poor flower vendor that an upper class gentleman decided to teach the sociolect and 
manners of his class. What happened to Eliza was a change in cultural and social terms 
that enabled her to climb the social ladder. American philanthropist, a wealthy man who 
founded moral reform societies, found Eliza’s father interesting as a prospective lecturer, 
because of his language talents and ‘original morality’ . Eliza’s father thereby also gained 
access to economical means and the upper class. To use Bourdieu’s (1986) expression 
Eliza and her father’s ‘cultural capital’  was enhanced. This led to the membership of the 
upper class, which in turn enhanced their ‘ social’  and also economical capital. Their total 
capital was thereby enhanced much on the basis of the cultural, which distinguished them 
from the ‘ways of the poor’ . Due to their development of ‘proper conduct’ , defined by the 
upper class, they deserved social and economic advancement.  
 

Katz (1990) traces the history of the production of the division of deserving and 

undeserving poor, by looking at English and American poor laws. According to Katz, 

poverty was seen as normal before the twentieth century. Most people were poor, it was no 

disgrace and it was seen as the neighbour community and family responsibility to help the 

poor. During the nineteenth century the mobility of people increased, hence it became more 

difficult to identify which community the poor came from, consequently who was to be 

responsible in assisingt them. There was a need for  another way of identifying who should 

receive help and from whom. Katz traces the increased stigmatisation of all poor through 

the process of defining who deserved and who did not deserve relief. 
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Scarce resources have only been one reason for classifying poor people. 
For in poverty discourse, moral assessments have nearly always overlain 
pragmatic distinctions. The issue becomes not only who can fend form 
themselves without aid, but more important, whose behaviour and 
character entitle them to the resources of others. (ibid 1990:10) 

Katz links the transformation in the view of the poor with the development of capitalism. It 

thereby served to rationalise cheap labour and coincides with the morality that virtue leads 

to success, which legitimates capitalist political economy. Poverty became to be seen as a 

personal failure that legitimised mean-spirited treatment of the poor. Oscar Lewis concept 

the ‘culture of poverty’  (Lewis 1964) has had great influence in the development of 

attributing the blame of the poor’s poverty to their lack of organisational level and on their 

own culture, or what Harrington named “cultural deprivation”  (in Katz 1990:20). The terms 

of undeserving, underclass and culture of poverty serves to isolate one group of poor people 

from the rest, and to stigmatise them. These moral statuses were identified by source of 

dependence and the associated behaviour. Further it was seen to develop into sustaining 

cultural patterns, which were transmitted to children.  

 

In images from the tsunami news-coverage, children did not only represent the human 

disaster, but were also metaphorically displayed as hope for the future. Children are the 

new generation, not yet socialised and trapped within their parents’  ‘culture of poverty’ , 

that cripples them and leaves them psychologically unprepared “ to take full advantage of 

changing conditions or increased opportunities which may occur in their lifetime.”  (Oscar 

Lewis in Katz 1990:17).  

These ideas about the children’s future are also predominant within development work, 

especially work with children regarding child participation and peace building. The phrase 

“you (the children) are the leaders of the future,”  was one of the most common phrases in 

such work in Sri Lanka. There are therefore high expectations to children as future adults. 

According to this line of thought on their way to become adults, they have to be protected 

against the influence of their parents in certain instances and for the purpose of ensuring 

them a space to actively participate. Through education they can receive cultural capital and 

aspiration beyond their current state of poverty. In child-based development work, an 

underlying premise is the assertion that (poor) parents are not fully capable to secure the 

children’s socially and economic development. Regarding children’s rights, for example, 
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we got the question from several children: “So when are my parents doing the wrong 

thing?” The same kind of thinking is also reflected in the enhanced standardisation through 

books and instructions regarding childrearing, in addition to the increased 

institutionalisation of children and their socialisation in Europe. Unorganised children and 

youth are accordingly defined as in a danger zone of getting on the ‘edge with the society’ .  
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My argument is that children are being used as images, not only of the victimised child, but 

also representations of the victimised ‘ third world’ . Even though academic and 

development theory has left the notion of a categorical ‘ third world’ , the survey done in this 

chapter implies that it still has a strong influence in the way we classify the world. This 

corresponds to Katz’s observation (1990:10) that: 

Empirical evidence almost always challenges the assumptions underlying 
classifications of poor people (…) still, as even casual reading of popular 
press, occasional attention to political rhetoric, or informal conversations 
about poverty reveal, empirical evidence has remarkably little effect on 
what people think. 

The imagery produced in European newspapers serves to reproduce what I believed was 

old notions of developmental countries. As a consequence these images reinforce the 

cultural and social differences that so nicely fit into the power structures that have its roots 

from colonial times. 

 

The images of disaster and pain, aim to construct a specific relationship between the 

spectator and the reality represented in the photographs. An emotional encounter that yet 

creates a distance through this imagination of ‘ the other’ : those who are vulnerable and in 

need for assistance and help. As pointed out, children are in effect of just being a child, or 

in the effect of being somebody’s child, a meaning-bearing icon to symbolise the deserving, 

helpless and vulnerable “other” . The compassion that arises in this context is a fragile 

emotion and has to be translated into action, if not to wither (Sontag 2003:89). Further; the 

emotion of sympathy evoked - in the same way as the thin descriptions presented – 

generates a delusion of our moral responsibility and serves to conceal the complexities of 

poverty; in this case the complexities of the tsunami. International interventions in terms of 
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relief and development thereby go unquestioned as a preconceived Ágood© under the fronted 

Western moral responsibility to Áhelp© the dependent victims. 

. 

The tsunami-images invite the spectator to take action against the displayed suffering; to 

donate money. Both news-photography and the development apparatus are depending on 

these spectacles of suffering - and the constructed relationship between the spectator and 

the portrayed – to make money. At the same time they are fronting the demolishing of the 

same suffering they project, and thereby also to demolish the power-relationship 

constructed between the European spectator capable of action and the victimised object 

incapable of action. Paradoxically the way the tsunami-victims are portrayed, fails to 

challenge this power-relation and rather reinforce the image of the ‘victimised’ , ‘childish’  

and ‘dependent orient’ . 

Shahidul Alam (1994) makes the point that the “ image business”  is inextricably linked with 

“development business” and stresses the relationship between the image producers and 

“ image hungry developmental agencies”  that feeds off each other and that:  

It is hardly surprising therefore that the image producers (read most 
white men photographers) produce images that are good for business for 
both industries. Development and fair representation doesn’ t enter the 
question45. 

In portraying suffering, the images construct a reality that enhances the spectator’s notion 

of ‘otherness’  by not only the victims, but also cultural differences, often with contrasting 

Euro-American morally affiliated notions of normalcy, modernity and “development” . 

Based on these representations, I went to Trincomalee to do research on the tsunami and its 

consequences. I wanted to explore how children, similar to those displayed, were adjusting 

to and reflecting about their situation. What I encountered was the war. 
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“Why you say you’ re sorry, it’ s 
their [the soldiers’ ] hobby, no?”  
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The above was a 21-year-old´s smart reply to the police when they apologised to him for a 

navy soldier’s behaviour the previous evening.  The soldier had beaten and kicked him and 

his friend after demanding what they were doing sitting just twenty meters from their 

house. When he tells me the story along with his smart reply to the police, he and another 

friend laugh heartily.  He also tells me the police expected him to understand that the 

soldiers were nervous because of the bomb earlier that evening. “They told me I should not 

go to the SLMM46” , he says. “Have you reported it?”  I ask. “ I will go tomorrow” , he 

replies, now in a serious tone. I don’ t think he ever went. 

 

The increasing tension and violent conflict did not only dominate the political game in 

Trincomalee, but also jokes, children’s games, gossip and stories. Politics was not 

something confined to any delimited political arenas or ‘public space’  as versus ‘ the 

domestic domain’ . It was an integral part of everybody’s lives and concerns. Children and 

youth born and raised in war- and conflict ridden areas as Trincomalee, can thereby seem to 

‘exercise’  their political and social agency to a larger extent than compared to for example 

Western-European countries, having lived with peace as the normal conditions for over six 

decades. 

 

This assertion strongly contrasts the more conventional representation I discussed in the 

former chapter, where children generally were projected as victims. This counter-idea of 

children as persons inhabiting their own agency has recently emerged in the development 

discourse. Contributing to the developing of the prevalent ‘participatory development 

                                                                                                                                                     
45 http://zonezero.com/magazine/articles/shahidul/shahidul.html 
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approach’ , where children are to participate in forming development interventions and be 

empowered to change their own lives. The premise is that children have valuable opinions 

about their community and their own lives, which can lead to sustainable development for 

them and for the community as a whole. (See SCN 2004, SC 2006 for how ‘child 

participation’  is conceptualised) 

The ‘participatory approach’  is an answer to the ongoing critique against development 

work, posed by anthropologists for years, regarding the top-down policy implementation. 

However to define what is to be ‘participation’  seems to still rest with the policymakers 

from the donating countries, often far away from the implementation site. There seem to be 

an ambiguous and almost conflicting imagery of children and childhood at work within the 

development discourse: Between vulnerability and rational agency; of protection and 

participation.  

 

The dominating view of childhood in the literature is of a natural and distinct phase 

including special emotional, physiological, psychological and social needs. After the almost 

universally accepted legislation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child from 

1989 - building on the premise that children are qualitatively different from adults - the 

upper limit for this phase is commonly accepted as 18 years. With the academic influence 

of Jean Piaget (see Boyden 2002 and 2003), there has been an emphasis on developmental 

stages with age as the most important factor for children’s responses to environmental 

adversities. It is however important to have in mind the interlinked processes between 

culture and biology in how children interact with their environment.  

 

In this chapter I want to look at how participatory development interventions regarding 

children are dealing with the ambiguity of the images of the child as ‘victim’  and the child 

as ’agent’  in Save the Children in Sri Lanka’s (SCiSL) children’s clubs, and how these 

interventions correspond with the normative premises of the Convention of the Rights of 

the Child (CRC). I want to explore how children in Trincomalee describe their life-

situations with focus on the importance of, and limitations posed on, children’s agency and 

aspirations. First I will outline the theoretical approach I’m applying to this thematic and 

                                                                                                                                                     
46 Sri Lankan Monitoring Mission, monitoring the Ceasefire Agreement (CFA) 
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how it can be applied to analyse the functioning of children’s club, in which makes the 

basis for the following analysis. The first part will therefore only entail a generalised 

elaboration of children’s situations, but will become more nuanced as the chapter proceeds. 
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In the two former chapters I have argued for the existence of a power relation embedded in 

the exchange of aid between donating and receiving countries, virtually corresponding with 

old imperial boundaries. In the idiom of class-theory, the donating countries can be viewed 

as a global ‘upper class’  delineating which values, symbols and practices to value, and in 

what way. To use Bourdieu’s terminology from his Forms of Capital (1986) they inhabit 

the power to define what are to be cultural and symbolic capital, thus also social capital, 

and the exchange-value between such capitals. As I have tried to illustrate, this defining 

power has implications for peace and development theory and practise through settling and 

putting into force what are to be perceived as ‘peace settlement’ , ‘development’ , ‘modern’ , 

‘poor’ , ‘normal’  and ‘abnormal’ . I explored how development of such standardised 

narratives, premises and policies are developed and impose influence through multimodal 

processes by different modes, expressions, levels and historical periods. In the following I 

aim to explore the ambiguous images of children as ‘vulnerable victims’  and ‘ rational 

actors’  within the context of the war- and tsunami affected Trincomalee drafted in the first 

chapter. 

 

My research on children is mainly limited to members in children’s clubs under Save the 

Children in Sri Lanka’s (SCiSL) programme. When referring to children, I therefore refer 

to children between 10 and 16 years, because this age-group constitutes the main body of 

the clubs at issue. The children’s clubs aim to promote child participation among war- and 

tsunami-affected children. War-affected is actually a term used on all children in 

Trincomalee district, due to the conflict’s impact on all members of society. As elaborated 

in the former chapters, ‘war-affected’  and ‘ tsunami-affected’  are emotionally appealing 

labels with budget consequences. Likewise is the use of expressions like ‘ traumatised’ , 

‘vulnerable’  and ‘victims’  (of war and tsunami), which dominate the vocabulary of SCiSL 
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and their implementing partners. Such a conceptualisation underpins images of the 

dependent, helpless, innocent and ‘deserving’  poor child in need of protection, and 

consequently underscores children’s agency and ability to meaningful participation.  

 

How can children’s agency be built so that they can utilise their capacities to develop their 

society and promote their own future, at the same time as they are ‘dependent’  and in need 

of protection due to their predefined vulnerability? 

 

I will explore these issues by using Bourdieu’s ‘ forms of capital’  (1986) and Sen’s 

‘capability approach’  (1999) in addition to Appadurai who draws on in Sen’s argument in 

his The Capacity to Aspire (2004). I find their theories applicable because I observed that 

development policies frequently aim to enhance people’s capacities to build their own 

future; not only in economic terms, but also in terms of cultural and social assets. The 

premise of this thought seems to coincide with Bourdieu’s concept of ‘capital’  (1986) and 

Sen’s concept of ‘capability’  (1999): People’s cultural and social abilities are possible to 

transform into an enrichment of life; their social as well as economic condition. I will in the 

following section, elaborate how I intend to employ their concepts as analytical tools, 

including the limitations I find embedded in the theoretical premises - a critique that also 

applies to policies resting on the similar principles - and relate them to the way children©s 

clubs function. 

 

As I read Bourdieu (1986), capital is personal assets, or resources, that produce an ability to 

acquire exclusive advantages. Bourdieu uses an extended definition of capital, which also 

includes human resources, that being knowledge, interests or abilities, that are relevant in 

several ‘social fields’ . The validity and efficacy of the different assets of capital can 

however differ from field to field. ‘Social fields’  can be explained as networks of inner 

relationships of positions (Bourdieu&Wacquant 1993:89). These relations of positions 

constitute an objective structure. Bourdieu focuses on the duality between this objective 

structure and the embodied subjective structures; ‘habitus’ , ‘doxa’  (1977) and the different 

forms of capitals (1986). ‘Habitus’  links together the subjective and the objective structures 

in embodied dispositions, that can be said to be practicing principles, or schemes, which 



 89

generate actions, thoughts, perceptions and expressions (Bourdieu 1995). ‘Doxa’  differ 

from ‘habitus’ , in that the objective structures seem natural for the subject, and beyond 

reflexivity. The capital a person encompasses enables him or her to inhabit different 

positions in the field. It thereby influences this person’s ability to advance its position and 

thereby also his or her relations to other persons which inhabit other positions. 

 

The three primary forms of capital according to Bourdieu are the cultural-, social-, and 

economical capital. The ‘symbolic capital’  can simplistically be said to symbolise the 

former forms, developed by Bourdieu (1977) to explain why economically poorer people 

could still be members of the upper class. ‘Capital’ , versus other human resources and 

assets, is characterised by its potential to be transformed into other different forms of 

capital.  

 

In Beads and Money, Graber (1996) also stresses the transforming potential of the 

economic capital in his comparison between money and beads. The value of beads is both 

as adornment objects and because of its exchange value, whilst money is ‘ invisible’  but 

includes a more instant potential of exchange. In Bourdieu’s terminology beads will, 

together with heirlooms, hence be a ‘cultural capital in its objectified state’ . It demands 

‘embodied cultural capital’  for a person to be able to adore and value it. In this way beads 

also inhabit a ‘symbolic capital’ , both the cultural and the potential economical one. The 

capital you can call upon when in need is not only your own, but also those within your 

network. This constitutes your Ásocial capital©. Your total capital thus depends on the capital 

that you, and people in your network, are entitled to. 

 

In the case of SCiSL©s children©s clubs, the children©s Ásocial capital© is enhanced thorough 

the networks created; between them and the responsible implementing NGO47; which again 

links them to SCiSL and their network of other international agencies as well as national 

officials. The leaders of 6 different clubs in Muthur emphasised their enhanced ability to be 

able to address their concerns to SCiSL and to their community. One club was planning a 

                                                 
47 In most cases there is an implementing SCiSL partner responsible for the clubs. There are some exceptions 
however, where SCiSL has implemented and is responsible for them. 
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tree-planting project and had applied for funding and received it, others had gained support 

for cultural events and anti-alcohol campaigns. This does not only exemplifies how their 

‘social capital’  enhances, but also how children’s ‘cultural capital’  is employed through 

organisational and management training. In addition do the clubs focus on children’s 

concerns and community problems and discuss these. According to Dahilon at SCiSL 

Trinco, some clubs in Batticaloa develop into independent organisations, which now 

operate as implementing partners for SCiSL. In this way children’s capitals are enhanced 

through practice, knowledge and network, and can be transformed into other kinds of 

capital, including the economical. 

 

Although cultural knowledge can enhance the range of the choices one has at their disposal 

and be utilised to live the life one wishes, it is not necessarily cultural capital. Here Sen’s 

concept from his influential book Development as Freedom (1999), of ‘human capability’  

seems more adequate. Sen, as both Bourdieu and Graber, distinguish between the potential 

elements and utilised elements to enhance one’s life-situation. According to Sen a person’s 

‘capability-set’  the range of potential vectors of so-called ‘ functionings’  which a person 

embodies. In other words the person’s ‘capability set’  is the sum of all potential qualities 

that can be utilised to live the life one wishes. ‘Functionings’  are those qualities that one 

actually uses and that are in function in the life a person leads.  

 

Children in Trincomalee from 10-16 have proved to have good knowledge and concern 

about their communities. They promote education, by for example stressing the importance 

of teachers, school buildings, good roads to walk and cycle on so that they themselves and 

their teacher can reach school in time, but also the importance of protecting their hands, 

eyes and ears in order to read and study48. When I asked them to draw their village, they 

drew roads, houses, religious buildings etcetera, and explained the problems facing them 

and the things they valued in their community. They have therefore a whole range of 

‘capabilities,’  and also ability to identify the limitations to utilise these. Many 

organisations, government institutions and village leaders would not ask children about 

                                                 
48 See under “Different Modes of Expressions, Different expressions by Mode, Children Narrating their 
Lives”  page 82 onwards, for a more detailed representation of children’s accounts. 
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their views, and children frequently addressed the issues of not being heard. The children’s 

clubs might be an instrument the children can take advantage of to get their voices heard, 

and to transform their ‘capabilities’  into ‘ functionings’  and lead the life they would like to 

live.  

Appadurai build his theory in The Capacity to Aspire (2004) on the basis of Sen’s 

‘capability approach¨’ . Appadurai argues that ” the capacity to aspire provides an ethical 

horizon within which more concrete capabilities can be given meaning, substance and 

sustainability”  (2004:82). By doing so, Appadurai depicts the capacity to aspire as a kind of 

meta-capacity: Utilisation of its own capability-set necessitates this capacity. The capacity 

to aspire is further a ‘navigational capacity’  and Appadurai explains the poor’s lack of 

opportunities in the following terms: 

The poorer members, precisely because of their lack of opportunities to 
practice the use of this navigational capacity (in turn because their 
situation permits fewer experiments and less easy archiving of alternative 
futures), have a more brittle horizon of aspirations. (2004:69) 

Children’s clubs can be said to provide the members with a space that “permit 

experiments”  and create opportunities, because their efforts can end in concrete results. The 

members can enhance, and have a possibility to utilise, their ‘capabilities’  and promote 

their concerns by taking advantage of their ‘social capital’ . Through this process, children’s 

‘ability to aspire’  and navigate in their society may be greatly enhanced by the presence of 

the networks of international agencies present in Trincomalee. 

 

The problem I face when reading Appadurai, is the associations it gives me to ‘ the culture 

of poverty’  (Lewis 1964) linked to the so-called ‘poverty trap’  in which the poor couldn’ t 

escape. Appadurai acknowledges the structural implications on poor people lives, in that 

their ‘aspiration capacity’  is not purely an individual capacity, but linked to their culture 

and broader society. This coincides with the aim to challenge the perceived opposition 

between culture and economics; traditions and modernity. However, by stressing the 

‘navigational capacity’  as an integral part of the ‘ability to aspire’ , it seems like he predicts 

a society which provides a space for the poor to enrich and empower themselves: A space 

that they could utilise if they embodied this capacity and Sen’s ‘capabilities’ . If the poor 

embodied these abilities, they could be able to transform their ‘cultural’  and ‘social 
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capitals’  into other kinds of capital that would enable them to gain better positions. Such 

spaces are narrow in Eastern Sri Lanka, and those who aspire for a better position or “ life 

insurance”  - as two boys leaving for Europe labelled it - tend to leave. This will lead to an 

advancement of this person©s position and his or her family©s economy, but deprive the 

communities of resourceful persons. The children©s clubs, as illustrated in the above 

analysis, might be an instrument for betterment of children©s lives, but the context in which 

they live will delimit children©s chances for utilising their capabilities to live the life they 

aspire to live. 

If Appadurai’s ‘navigational capacity’  is internalised in a person’s ‘habitus’ , it is logical to 

conclude that it will operate automatically. If this occurs one would thus have an 

internalised ‘self-governance’ , to use Foucault’s expression (1991), in which even people©s 

aspirations will become a part of. The limitation of children©s future possibilities as they 

experience it, can generate a ‘habituation’  of their ‘ability to aspire’ , both for themselves as 

well as for the future for their communities. The LTTE rhetoric aim to especially create an 

understanding that ‘ the Tamil aspirations’  or ‘what the Tamils aspire for’  - phrases so often 

found in LTTE accounts - is impossible to achieve within a unified state. However, as I 

pointed out in the beginning of this chapter, children’s agencies are practiced and I 

therefore question the assumption made by Appadurai that poor people’s situation 

necessarily “permit fewer experiments” . This line of thought so easily fits into assumptions 

of the poor - and possibly even more with the idea of children affected by armed conflict 

and disasters in poor countries - as less ‘agentive’ . I therefore consent with Jason Hart in 

his Children©s Participation in Humanitarian Action (2002:8) when he argues: 

The consideration of them [children]  only as victims serves to blind us to 
the many and important ways in which children are agentive in the 
context of daily life. Indeed, in the disruption created by conflict and 
displacement, the role of children as economic, social, cultural and 
political actors frequently expands. 

Bourdieu, Sen and Appadurai, aim to explain why some are members of the lower classes 

and some are members of the upper class, or why some are poor whilst other are rich. By 

doing so they contribute to a theoretical base for development policy production in which 

Sen has especially been influential. The interesting aspect here is that they broaden the 

perspective to include cultural, social and moral aspects to their explanatory models. This 

line of thought is clearly visible in developmental policy and practice. The focus has shifted 
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from the economical ‘catch-up project’  and structural adjustment schemes - fronted by the 

World Bank and International Monitory Fund - to emphasise human development as for 

example Gasper (2004) explores in his Ethics of Development, where he argue for a shift 

from ‘Economism’  to Human Development. 

 

It is interesting that all three; Bourdieu, Sen and Appadurai, presume that cultural and 

societal knowledge have implications for the disadvantaged people’s possibilities, and that 

they all link this to the context in which the poor are living. Their models might therefore 

explain reasons for why people continue to be poor, but are harder to apply as explanatory 

models of how people become poor. Hence, I find these theories inadequate to explain 

transformation of persons within the context at issue, but especially of the context itself; 

which I perceive as a premise for community development in Sri Lanka. In her introduction 

to Producing Nature and Poverty in Africa, Broch-Due (2000) also addresses the 

inadequacies in efforts to theorise, explain and ‘eradicate’  poverty and make a query for 

‘ thick descriptions’  to challenge inadequate models of poverty and poverty reduction. 

 

What I experienced from Trincomalee is that children (between 10-16 years) in general 

embodied extensive knowledge about their communities, country, political affairs and 

future opportunities. They aspired for a better life, both economically and socially, but also 

emotionally. Still, many feared the future because they knew the many obstacles to 

achieving their aspirations, especially in a time of increasing insecurity. One child 

expressed a sense of total apathy in saying; “ the one I loved the most is gone, so I’m not 

afraid”  as a response to another child©s reluctant anticipation for the future. 

 

Most of my research directly with children was conducted after the November elections 

when the conflict escalated, and some children explicitly expressed the fear of and concern 

about war and the “country problems.”  Children in a Tsunami-hit village in Northern 

Kuchchaveli, where many children also have experiences of displacement due to war, bore 

a double-fear for another war and another tsunami. However, it was the daily consequences 

of the conflict that were most apparent; mine-fields, check-points, deceased family 

members due to military attacks or suicide, bad infrastructure/roads, the lack of good health 
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services outside town areas and the undersupply of teachers and equipment to study. These 

issues might be caused by various factors. Nevertheless the misdistribution of funds 

between the Southwest and Northeast, displacement, the destruction of infrastructure 

during wartime in addition to increased restrictions on relief to Tamil dominated- and 

LTTE controlled areas experienced by international agencies after new years49, strongly 

indicates a tight relation between the conflict and these issues that the children raised. Hart 

makes the same assumption from Batticaloa and Ampara: 

Systematically collected data about the impact of the conflict upon 
families and communities are scarce. However, it is widely believed that 
nearly twenty years of fighting and displacement have contributed to a 
significant increase in the levels of alcoholism, depression, physical and 
sexual abuse, and suicide. In addition, government services, notably 
health and education, have suffered from neglect and underfunding. 
(2002:12) 

Alcoholism and adult violence are the most dominating concern for children in 

Trincomalee district. Even if the cause can be various and complex, I agree with Hart’s 

assumption that: “A significant exacerbating factor appears to be the conflict itself which 

has destroyed so many precious lives, homes and livelihoods” (2002:30) 

 

This leads me to question the applicability of the above elaborated theories in explaining 

change: How can the capacity to aspire help one to utilise one’s capabilities, when the 

possibilities for the future are heavily restricted with insecurity as the only predictable 

expectation?  

 

I find Bourdieu, Sen and Appadurai’s concepts as applicable analytical tools to enter the 

field of children’s situations in Trincomalee. However I will not use them as explanations 

for how poor children and young people can enrich their life-situations or possibility to 

gain positions in the social field (Bourdieu&Wacquant 1993) but to explore how these 

capabilities enhance children’s social and political agencies. However, enhanced agency 

will not necessarily equals enrichment of life, but rather a potential that might or might not 

be restricted to external and/or structural factors.  

 

                                                 
49 UNOCHA, weekly and monthly situation reports  
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A premise for this complete thesis is that there exist many different forms of mediation and 

languages as modes of expression. This is something the Peruvian Revolutionary 

Government realised when they started the programme Operación Alfabetizatión Integral 

(ALFIN)50 which Boal (1985) refered to in his famous Theatre of the oppressed. In the 

programme they used an extended definition of literacy, which did not only include 

teaching of the Spanish and indigenous languages, but comprised different forms of 

expression such as theatre, photography, puppetry, films, journalism etc.  

 

In gaining information about children in Trincomalee I utilised similar instruments and 

supports from Boal©s argument about the theatre as a political stage and consequently a 

means by which to express opinions and transformation. I gained contact with children and 

youth, through my active participation in a youth group (between 19 – 25) called Team of 

Artists for Social Change (TASC). TASC also had another Norwegian lady. Mette, working 

with them, when I participated in their group. The background for this cooperation was 

TASC©s aim to get funding for their children©s programme through Save the Children in Sri 

Lanka (SCiSL), an NGO whom I was at the time cooperating with in my research. This 

resulted in a close cooperation between me, TASC, and SCiSL, to which TASC performed 

a pilot project for SCiSL named Strengthening Children©s Clubs and Create awareness of 

Children©s Rights Through Theatre and Artistic Work. The project was to hold three days 

workshops for 8 of SCiSL’s directly implemented Children’s Clubs51: Two clubs in 

Northern Kuchchaveli, two clubs in Town and Gravets, one club in Ichchilampattai and 

three clubs in Muthur. The last three workshops were not possible to carry out due to the 

escalation of violence between Muslims and Tamils, elaborated in chapter one.  

 

Jason Hart (2002) and Jo Boyen in Children under Fire (2003) both address the 

problematic on how emphasis on children as dependent and vulnerable with ‘natural’  

responses to environmental adversities, influence programmic interventions. Hart (2002) in 

                                                 
50 Integral Literacy Operation, Boal 1985 
51 This means that the SCiSL have the responsibility for the clubs, and not an implementing partner.  
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his research on Save the Children’s clubs in Eastern Sri Lanka, namely Batticaloa and 

Ampara asserts that: 

The notions of children as victims and as subjects of trauma, both of 
which would tend to limit, if not foreclose, the possibility of working with 
them as full programme participants, have not significantly guided the 
practice of agencies [SC Norway52 and their partners]  considered in this 
study (2002:8) 

Children’s clubs in Trincomalee functions as Hart describes from Batticaloa and Ampara, 

with a relatively broad space for children’s participation, at the same time as children are 

frequently referred to as ‘ traumatised’  and vulnerable in SCiSL and their partners’  

conceptualisation and project proposals.  

However; there were indications on a high variety of meaningful participation between the 

clubs, depending on the responsible implementing partner. One Children’s Day celebration 

from Muthur and Ichchilampattai LTTE areas illustrates low degree of participation: There 

were over a thousand children gathered, and the only ‘participation’  I observed during my 

four hours visit, was children partaking in ‘ frog’ - and ‘duck races’  organised by a female 

LTTE cadre. They engaged only six children at the time, and those engaged did not really 

seem to enjoy it. There were also banners saying: “We want the same rights as the 

Singhalese” and “We want the same education as the Singhalese” , the leader of the 

arrangement assured us that the children had chosen the slogans themselves. I told this to 

Mayroon in SCiSL Trinco responsible for Muthur DS, and he assured me that the partner 

and the LTTE did not use the clubs to gain political influence, because “we have very strict 

rules about that” . 

 

SCiSL Trinco complained that the partners did not do the qualitative work they had 

planned for, because they had too much work and funding from various international 

agencies after the tsunami. SCiSL neither did have the monitoring practices to investigate 

these issues properly. They mainly operated according to a quantitative ‘check-list’ , 

checking if the number of children’s clubs and play parks established or cultural events and 

‘exposure visits’ - visiting clubs of other ethnicities - were done according to plan. 

                                                 
52 Save the Children UK and Norway have now merged to create Save the Children in Sri Lanka 
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However, many clubs are in the initiation-phase, and to build up a well-functioning 

participatory programme is a long-term project. 

 

When TASC are having workshops with children on children’s rights, they are working 

from the same assumption as Boal; that it is important to provide people, in this case 

children, with various modes of expressions, beyond speaking and writing. This is also a 

premise that coincides with articles 12 and 13 in the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child53, hereafter referred to as CRC. Article 12 states that:  

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or 
her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters 
affecting the child.  

Whilst article 13 further claims that:  

The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall 
include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all 
kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the 
form of art, or through any other media of the child©s choice. 

Through TASC’s work with children, they emphasised non-verbal communication as an 

integral part of their general behaviour and actions towards children. TASC does not only 

utilise this as instruments for the children, but additionally through their own ‘acting’  in 

interaction with both children and towards each other. I observed that this conduct led to a 

quick building of mutual trust between children and TASC members. Taken into 

consideration that children are often used to engage in fantasy- and social role play it is not 

surprising that acting and using theatre is a way to establish an open dialogue with children.  

 

Goldman (1998) in Child’s Play draws the attention to the child-constructed play and 

differentiates this from ‘ fabricated’  play that are introduced to them by adults or played out 

in the context of adults. Goldman further argues that play serves as a passageway between 

‘mimesis’  and ‘mythos’ : They include myths, real life and fantasy in their performance of 

the play. Through playing, children perform and utilise their social agency, as well as their 

political agency. Goldman also appeals for more extensive research on how children play, 

and how they ‘play society’ . He is therefore one of many within social sciences who 

                                                 
53Adopted and opened for signature, ratification and accession by General Assembly resolution 44/25 of 20 
November 1989. Source: UNICEF at: http://www.unicef.org/crc/index_30172.html 
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emphasise that “children have the right to be properly researched”  to borrow Judith 

Ennew’s expression from the Child and Youth Participation Fair in November 2005 

(Unicef 2005:25).  

 

Boal (1985) aspires to give the theatre back to the people. He writes that “spectator is an 

evil word” , and aims to engage the spectator in the theatre, consequently he wants to wipe 

out the whole spectatorship. Boal traces the historical development of the theatre, and how 

it has been transformed into excluding the spectators from the acting theatre and dividing 

the protagonists from the mass of actors. Regarding children, it might not be necessary to 

bring the theatre back to them, but more a question of not taking it from them by forming 

children into spectatorship. Children can be said to already Áown the theatre© in that much of 

their modes of playing, can actually be seen as the prime example of Boal©s ideal theatre: 

They engage in social roles existing in their community, creating fictive but possible 

problems, negotiate actively throughout the play regarding both the terms of the play and 

the solutions of the played out problems. This might also be the reason why the barrier to 

include children in theatre as participating actors is often lower than with adults. 

 

The written and oral language frequently gains primary status in different societies, but it 

can be fruitful to bear in mind Maurice Bloch’s (1991) argument that the social world is 

underdetermined by the language. This implies that various parts of social life and 

cognition are non-verbal and hard to translate into language. In Sri Lanka, bodily forms of 

expression are often disregarding and connected to the vulgar and sexual. Physical 

expressions between boys and girls in particular girls are therefore socially restricted when 

teenagers reach the ‘sexual age’ . By this time they are also able to manage the language 

adequately, which makes it plausible to use the oral and written language as the 

conventional form for expression for both opinions and emotions. However, the very 

expressive and energetic traditional Tamil dance54 seems to entail a space where such 

restrictions don’ t apply for those girls who are allowed to dance. For the same reasons, 

some girls are forbidden to dance after reaching puberty. 

 

                                                 
54 Singhalese and Muslim dances do not contrast ordinary behaviour restrictions in the same degree as Tamil  
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TASC chose to use the ‘body-map’  as an instrument to motivate children to identify their 

concerns, to ‘know their body’  and ‘get expressive’ , which Boal (1986:126) claims is a 

precondition for engaging in drama as actors. To know and make the body expressive is 

however also important for different modes of expressions to help facilitate them address 

and discuss their concerns. It was not the end-result that was of most importance; it was the 

discussions around the map. The children were divided into four or five groups. Each group 
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got a large paper-sheet, on which one child will lay down. The others drew around that 

child and created the map of the body. TASC gave the children different tasks: One was to 

map Áwhat parts of the body needed to be protected©. The different parts they picked out to 

protect, would be marked with an arrow or some sort of symbol. Outside the body the 

children would write down what endangered each body-part. The second assignment given 

to some groups was to map Ágood and bad feelings and what causes them©. The children 

could choose whether or not to draw a private symbol, or to share the feelings and related 

experience(s), with the group. 

 

During the body-mapping, stories relating to the body such as feelings, senses, diseases, 

alcoholism and violence where frequently expressed and related to stories in their lives. A 

thirteen year old girl conveyed her experience from Nilaveli refugee camp, where she lived 

when she was seven. She was quarrelling with a neighbour about a ball. Her parents came, 

and started fighting with the neighbour kid’s parents. It ended in what she called a “sward-

fight”  between their parents. In the neighbour village a similar situation was explained to 

me;  

Parents Fighting over  Children’s Disputes 
“We have to go early to school to get a space and to keep a space for friends. If somebody 
comes after all the benches are taken, they will ask: Why can’ t I get that place, it’s not fair 
that you should keep it. Then this pupil goes home and complains to the parents. The 
parents go to visit the other parent and they start fighting”   
 

The body-map would turn out very differently from group to group, even within the same 

children’s club. Some children were preoccupied with the physical body parts, their 

functions and possible diseases, whilst others stressed emotions and senses. In the latter 

case issues regarding what a child hears were, as an example, addressed in different ways: 

One group had marked the ear to address gossip, another group pointed out the problems 

with dishonestly while another group interestingly addressed the issue of propaganda. 

Surprisingly many children addressed the issue of headache and long study-hours and that 

they were forced, and sometimes locked up, to study by their parents. Simultaneously many 

children, as on the body-map drafted above, stressed the inability to carry out their 

education.  
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All children in each workshop were involved in the body-mapping and in drama-games, on 

the second day they would be divided into thematic groups according to their wishes, these 

were limited to either: ‘drawing and photo’ , ‘ traditional dance’  or ‘drama’ . The children 

that chose drama would choose what problem or dilemma to dramatise, either from the 

body-map or another concern of theirs. They would also find a solution to conclude the 

dramas with and connect the thematic to children©s rights. 
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Following Boal (1985) the first two stages in transforming spectators into actors are 

‘knowing the body’  (ibid: 126) and ‘making the body expressive’  (ibid: 130). TASC’s 

drama-games therefore aim to motivate children to use their body and express various 

emotions, such as sad, happy, angry etcetera. These games also include teamwork and 

competitions, laughter and meditation, to build up trust between them, and between them 

and the TASC facilitators. 

 

TASC worked actively with a kind of theatre called psychodrama. Psychodrama is more a 

process, than a performance. Shortly explained it is to identify, discuss and dramatise the 

participants’  concerns and problems. The aim for TASC’s use of psychodrama was 

threefold and reflects the aims of the workshops as a whole; to relate children’s life 

experiences to children’s rights, to build cross-ethnic understanding and to promote 

psychosocial healing among war- and tsunami-affected children, as TASC explained to me 

– themselves having gone through hardships and been performing drama for years - “ the 

pain in their body through bad experiences can get expressed through drama” . The children 

prepared dramas for each other, they chose problems for TASC to dramatise (in the ‘ forum 

theatre’ , see below) and created drama-plays in the separated drama-groups to perform for 

parents in an end-performance under instruction of TASC animators. 

 

To encourage children to discuss and play out their concerns can be viewed as a prolonging 

of their social structured plays (Goldman 1998). Only that one delimits the ‘mythos’  in 

                                                 
55 TASC facilitator explained this about the drama, during the evaluation 
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their performance and emphasise the aspect of ‘mimesis’  (ibid): Imitation of real life 

situations and rhetorical use of what might have occurred. The TASC animators would start 

by asking the children what stories to dramatise, and using the body-map stories as a 

starting point to this discussion. After the story, the problem(s) and the plot are decided 

upon, the animators will ask the children to imagine and describe the places and situations 

in which they are to dramatise. For example; “what do you see in the market? Who are 

there?”  After this ‘ imagination-exercise’  the animator will ask them to go into different 

roles and act in way that “when someone watches they will feel it,”  as one of the TASC 

leaders explained to me. 

 

Through these workshops I observed that children’s social and political agencies were 

given a space for expression and performance, and that their ‘capacity to aspire’  was 

provided a space to be explored and exercised.  

 

Another instrument that can be used as psychodrama is Forum Theatre, which is taken 

from Boal’s (1985) terminology. TASC did not use it in what Boal defines as the final stage 

(1985:126) where the actors would actively intervene and participate in the play. It 

occurred in the following way: All the children in the workshop are gathered, they choose a 

new problem or one from the already drawn body-map. TASC performs the problem, but 

not the solution; that is left for the children to define. TASC performs the different 

solutions proposed and the facilitator of the forum theatre asks the children to choose which 

one to end with.  

 

The most frequently addressed issue that children wanted to dramatise was abuse of alcohol 

and violence. In addition were issues of children labouring as servants, village gossip, 

teacher’s hitting and problems related to re-marriages. The violence the children played out 

was almost indifferently committed by drunken parents, adults who had hired children and 

by school-teachers. Remarriages were dramatised in two clubs and in both cases it was the 

husband’s daughter that was unfairly treated, and had to do most of the housework for the 

step-mother. In another case a brother and sister was unequally treated even though their 
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parents were still married: The brother got more food, time to play and less work compared 

to his sister.  

 

Scenarios regarding drunken and violent adults - mostly men - labouring children with evil 

step-mothers or servant-children - sold or given away in more or less good faith to rich 

families or ‘agents’  in Colombo - are dramatic stories that the children find funny to 

dramatise. Although the stories were taken from the children’s villages, it is unlikely to be a 

coincident that they chose exactly these rather dramatic and comical, despite their 

embedded sadness, for the theatre. In some regard it can assemble a ‘ joking relationship’  

where children could laugh about the violations done to them by the more powerful adults, 

because they stupefied their actions through a more or less comic drama.  This does not 

imply a ritualised functionalistic view of the ‘ joking relationship’  as a mode of organising a 

stable system of behaviour, as Radcliffe Brown (1940) applies it. It was apparent that 

children were engaged in opposing alcoholism and violence actively through, among other 

things, anti-alcohol campaigns. I rather believe that crating this joking relationship is a way 

of both ‘coping’  with their problems and of making it easier to perform their criticism to 

their own parents and community. It is about making it less dangerous. The same sort of 

joking one also encounters in Trincomalee, joking about bombs, grenades, shooting and 

even killings. Or as the above mentioned 21-year-old that laughed heartedly both at the 

soldier’s violations towards him, and that the police apologised, or when my auto-driver - 

as described in the very beginning of my first chapter - smiles when he tells me about his 

insecure situation and laughs about his and his wife©s "double-security". 

In the children’s dramas, alcoholism is not only about a father that drinks, acts stupid and 

violent, it is the money it consumes, the lack of caring, the family grief – in most cases 

played out by the roles of ‘mothers’  and ‘daughters’  - , the gossip and the shame. 

In one scene, taken from the situation of a shy Tamil girl of 11 years, both parents were 

drinking. To drink is highly unacceptable for women. The parents were uncaring and gave 

the children too little food. In the back were the village women sitting and gossiping about 

them.  
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            Dramatising Alcohol Problems 
In another play, played out by TASC in a forum theatre, a woman and her son in a 
house. The son is sitting doing his homework. The mother is cleaning. When the 
father comes home from work, he sits down with his bottle, looking over his 
shoulder to ensure that his son is not watching him. The son starts to scratch his 
head as if wondering about the assignment he is working on. He picks up his book 
and pencils and walk over to his father. His father gets irritated, tries to hide the 
bottle, and asks briskly “what is it you want?”  the son says “ I need help with my 
homework, I don’ t understand… What is it you have there daddy?”  and points at 
the bottle the father is trying to hide under his clothes. “Nothing”  the father replies 
and pushes the boy away. The father gets drunk, and passes out on the floor. The 
mother arrives, shakes her head and start yelling to her husband: “what are you 
doing, drinking in front of your son?”  The husband just barely opens his eyes, tries 
to get up, but falls again. (Something which makes the audience burs out in 
laughter) His wife walks out of the room, into the kitchen while shaking her head. 
The boy gets up and is carefully tip-toeing pass his drunken dad. In the moment he 
grasps after the bottle the father makes a sudden move, he quickly withdraws but 
soon makes a second attempt. He grabs the bottle and start sniffing at it. He hides 
himself under a table and starts to drink. The situation is repeated in different 
scenarios; one time the boy comes home with good grades and wants to proudly 
share it with his father who pushes him away. The boy grabs the bottle and drinks 
even more than last time. At the end the son is hiding under the table regularly to 
drink until his mother gets suspicious. The solution the children chose, was that the 
mother found out that the son was drinking and addressed the father and told him 
“ look, now your little son is drinking because of you”  they have a long talk and the 
both son and father promise to stop drinking. Other endings fronted was that the 
mother found out, yelled at the boy, but nobody stopped drinking. A third ending 
was that the mother started drinking as well. 

 
 

In Ichchilampattai, the children told us that the LTTE had banned arrack; the coconut liquor 

commonly drunk in Sri Lanka, and children’s problems had been reduced greatly.  Before 

the banning, they told us that many of their fathers would use their money on alcohol and 

turn violent.  

 

Issues directly linked to the war, such as ethnic tension, bombs, child-soldiering, problems 

with security forces and check-points were never dramatised by the children during this 

pilot-project in Trincomalee. Neither did they dramatise the tsunami and its devastating 

consequences. This stands in stark contrast to many of the drawings made by children, as 

elaborated below. Here check-points, tsunami and mine-fields frequently gained attention. 
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However; most of the issues raised in the dramas are, as agued above, inseparable from the 

context of emergencies caused by war and tsunami.  
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Drawing assignments were given by TASC, to three clubs who drew their ‘village and 

dream-village’ ; one club that was tsunami-affected was to draw ‘before and after the 

tsunami’ ; whilst the two other clubs could draw freely. During and after finishing the 

drawing assignment the facilitators at the drawing-group would discuss the drawings and 

note down what the children explained on the backside of the paper so that the parents 

could read during the exhibition. 

Some of the children were provided with disposable cameras to take pictures of what was 

important to them in their communities. These photos were enlarged, laminated and should 

have been a part of TASC and the children©s planned cross-ethnic performance and photo-

exhibition; Through the Lenses of Children and Youth. Unfortunately the security situation 

put a stop to this plan. 

During the drawing exercise the children’s thoughts about the war and the tsunami became 

more apparent. When the children drew their village and dream village, many expressed the 

unfairness they experienced, and several asked “Why should this happen to us?”  One child 

expressed it in these words: “First was the war, then we finally got peace and development 

came. Then the tsunami came. Now the war is coming again. Why this happen to us?”  This 

statement also reflects the notion of ‘war’ , ‘peace’  and ‘development’  as coming from the 

outside, as I elaborated in chapter one. 

 

The drawings of ‘my village and my dream village’  expressed children’s capacity to aspire 

for their future and desires for their community. Children that included check-points in 

their drawings put a cross over it, or the check-point was present in the ‘village-drawing’  

but not in ‘ the dream-village’ . When I asked about this, one boy said he wanted to move 

freely and that he wanted peace in his country. A girl told me regarding the check-point that 
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she didn’ t like the soldiers and the “country-situation” . The check-point here is expressed 

as a symbol for the armed conflict, simultaneously as it is a real hindrance for the children.  

Better roads, schools and religious buildings were also highly valuated by children. Bad 

roads were especially aspired for in Northern Kuchchaveli as reflected both in drawings 

and photographs. 

Many children included signs and buildings for all religions present in their villages and in 

their photographs. This respect and value of different religions was most apparent in town 

areas, where people from different ethnicities and religions live more closely.  

 

In Northern Kuchchaveli the children could draw freely, we noticed that many children 

drew the school building and a space nearby with a lot of stones and some trees. We 

wondered why so many drew this image, and the children told us: Before there used to be a 

play-ground close to the school, now fenced in with a huge sign warning people not to enter 

because it is an un-cleared minefield. The mine-issue where also apparent on the body-

maps in this club, where several had marked the foot as injured by mines.  

 

A 10 year-old’s Narrative 
One 10 year old boy only used his grey pencil except one red spot on a little man in the 
corner of the drawing. I asked about it, and he tells me: 
“The injured man will get no medical help, because there is no hospital, no vehicle 
facilities and the roads they fill with dam-mud and are difficult to drive and walk on. The 
medical service that sometimes visits is often too late. Last week there was a man with 
heart decease, he got a ride with the mine clearance car, but he died in the car. This usually 
happens when people are injured or ill”  
There are two wells he explains me, one is on his drawing, but it is located ½ a mile from 
his home. “Who gets the water?”  I ask  
“My father”  he relies. He explains further that;  
“ In Atham there is a [military] camp and the water tanker takes water to the camp. On the 
way the army truck will provide water, but only for the villages on the way” .  
There is a bus on the drawing and I ask what it is?  
“That is the bus that goes to town, but it comes in the morning and returns in the afternoon. 
It’s not enough”  
On the bottom of his drawing there is bushes and plants, he tells me that  
“My father grows chilli, lady’s fingers and tomatoes. A man comes and buys them to sell 
on the market. They are sometimes eaten by insects, no help from the cultivation centre for 
this”   
“Do you have paddy fields?”   
“Yes”  he points at a place on his drawing where there is nothing. He continues to explain: 
“But these fields are not in use because of insects, and we get no help for that”   
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He tells me more:  
“My father is a carpenter. Earlier he used to cut trees for roofing, but no more partners. So 
he decided to cultivate. But there is a problem with the insects, no help from cultivation 
centres,”  he repeats. 
I ask if he prefers his father to cut trees, and he don’ t. He says he likes the fields. So I ask 
if he wants to cultivate himself, but he replies instantly:  
“No, I want to become a teacher. My teacher is very good”  
 

In the above 10-year-old’s club, the school and their teacher were frequently referred to in 

the discussions around the body-map, drawings and photographs, as something positive. I 

asked five (out of 30) children what they wanted to become, and they all answered 

“ teacher” , for the reason that their teacher was so good. In contrast, the neighbouring 

children’s clubs performed a drama were the teacher hit them. Several groups in this 

neighbouring club also marked the hand on the body-map as a part of the body that needed 

protection from teachers that hit them. Both these rather remote villages are quite poor 

compared to other areas in Trincomalee, there is poor infrastructure and it seems like the 

school is a focal point for meetings and constitutes one of the few spaces where children 

gather without their families. The strong focus on their teacher and school in these two 

children’s clubs - which especially contrasts from the two clubs from town areas - reflect 

this.  

 

The photographs taken by children reflect what is important to them in their community, 

which was the task given from TASC. Most photographs included in this thesis are taken 

by these children. In the discussions about what they wanted to photograph and why, in 

some way revealed a different image when compared to the drawings. In the photographs 

the children frequently wanted to include positive aspects of their community. Such as 

religious buildings form all groups (town areas), their family, the sea, the beach, their house 

and their school. In Kuchchaveli there were a great focus on the bad roads, but except from 

that most pictures projected something the children define as positive 

 

The “ Bad Boys”  Narrative 
In town, there were a group of four boys between 10-12 years in the drawing group, not 
having any patience to sit still. The other children told me, pointing at them (in English):  
“Bad boys” In which the boys would reply, pointing at themselves: “Not bad boy”  and 
pointing at his friend: “bad boy”  and I would say “No no, good boys”  they would laugh 
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and push each other around. Even TASC came to me and asked quietly into my ear: “Are 
these boys bothering you? Are they bad?”  I assured them it was fine.  
 
I proposed a deal to these boys; that they could share some of the cameras and take 
photographs if they did their drawings afterwards. They agreed to this, so we sat down and 
I asked what they found important in their community. They are fighting to tell me, 
literally hitting each other to get close so that they get my attention. After a while they 
calm down, and we can talk. They mentioned a range of things, but worth noticing their 
school was not one of them. Instead they wanted to take pictures of “beautiful things, 
because they make us happy” . Friends were important because friends could help them 
when they were in trouble, they played together and talked about everything. Regarding 
the family they stressed love, home and care for one another: “What should we do if we 
don’ t have a home? Where should we go?”  one of them rhetorically asked me. They 
wanted to photograph all religious places, “because there are Christians, Hindus and 
Tamils living in our community.”  And they stressed that “ the beach is beautiful and the 
fishing-boats we use for fishing, and gives income”.  
“But my brother”  one of the boys adds “ takes all the money he earn from fishing, and 
drink”   
“ Is there other bad things important for you in your community?”  I ask them. 
The first thing they start to talk about is alcohol abuse in their community: 
“There is a drinking-place we have to pass on the way to school. Even Women sit there 
drinking. They tease us when we pass. We don’ t like to walk there”  One boy tells me: 
“My father was drinking. He used up our money and my mother divorced him. Now he 
never comes to my place. Before we used to have a good relation, now he never talks to 
me”  
I ask these boys what kind of fathers they want to be.  
“ I don’ t want to become like my father,”  one of the other boys tells me, and continues;  
“ I will love and care for them. Encourage them to study to become engineer or doctors.”   
The other boys are nodding, and I ask if they would want also their daughters to take 
education, to this the same boy instantly replies: 
“Yes, daughter or son; I will love and give them education. They can do what they want to 
do”  
The third boy starts telling me the story about his father: 
“He was drinking, and one month ago he went away and killed himself.”   
I replied that I was very sorry to hear that, and asked if he was willing to tell me why he 
thought his father had done so. 
“Because he was drinking”  was the answer I got.   
I discovered that I was right in claiming that these boys were “good boys,”  only with some 
bad histories.  
 

In Bourdieu’s Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977), he refers to a broad spectrum of 

actions by the term violence in what he calls ‘symbolic violence’ . This includes the actions 

leading to mental pain or anxiety, by manipulating moral and emotional commitments. He 

describes it as the invisible forms of violence, as violation of trust and of loyalty 
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(1977:191-92). What children experience as lack of care and attention from parents and the 

unjustified unequal treatment of children, can thereby be defined as ‘symbolic violence’ . 

These ‘symbolic violent’  practices are culturally accepted through a strong emphasis on 

educational achievements, caste, skin-colour, beauty and proper conduct, the latter applies 

especially for girls. This brings up the sensitive and difficult issue of ‘cultural violence’  to 

the surface, especially in the encounter with children’s rights promotion, as I will explore 

later in this chapter.  

 

Freedom to Study? 
One photograph taken by these boys portrays a child and her mother sitting on a mat in a 
backyard, apparently helping the child with her homework. I said to one of the TASC 
members; “ look, this picture I like, a mother helping her daughter with her homework,”  He 
looked back at me, pointing at the picture; “but Akka56 you see the stick, it’ s used for…” 
and he imitates the movement of hitting, and continues;  “when the child is not doing 
well.”  This instantly made me think of what one girl said when linking her group’s body-
map to CRC; “We want the right to education. We want freedom […] We want freedom to 
study, not force”  
 

Drawing and photography is expressions in itself, but also a good point of departure for 

encouraging children to tell about their community, what they like and dislike, what they 

want to promote in their community and what they will change. Children embody extensive 

knowledge about their community and hopes, dreams and plans for the future, both 

materially and emotionally.  
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TASC instructed the groups in traditional dance originating from another ethnic group than 

those the children were members of. In one group where there were Tamil, Singhalese and 

Muslim members, the children thought each other and they also danced a Muslim dance to 

Singhalese music.  

 

“ Br inging ‘ their ’  ways to our  children”  
In the LTTE controlled Ichchilampattai, the children were reluctant to dance Singhalese 
dance; “Why do we have to do the Singhalese dance? We know how to dance Tamil 
dance, we want to learn more Tamil dance,”  the children asked the first day. However, the 
                                                 
56 Akka means ‘elder sister’ , but are used as a common term for girls that are older than one self.  
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children obviously enjoyed the new dance and asked TASC to teach them more. Also the 
participants’  parents were sceptical at first. This they admitted to TASC after the end-
performance and said they thought TASC were a “bunch of youths”  coming to them from 
town, spending so much time with the Singhalese people that they would “bring their ways 
to our children”  (emphasis added). ‘Their ways’  is here referring to the Singhalese way, 
and not to TASC’s, because the facilitators were mainly Tamil. However, the parents 
asked TASC to come back and teach the children more dancing. To witness this negative 
attitude turn into positive resolve to learn during only three days, was motivating for 
TASC.  
 

The thought behind the dancing exercise was exactly to transform a part of the different 

ethnic traditions - which have been an area of dispute in the ethno-political rhetoric - into 

an area of positive learning about ‘ their ways’ , and to engage children to teach each other 

traditional dances across ethnic boundaries. 
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Even though children addressed several difficult issues in their own lives during the 

workshops, they frequently answered that they experienced happiness and peacefulness, 

when asked by TASC how they felt about the workshop. At first I thought they answered 

this because they expected the facilitators to hear this answer, and I also questioned the 

content of the programme for not being ‘serious enough’ . However, through conversations 

with both the participating children and with TASC, I started thinking that the workshops 

actually created a kind of free zone opposing the warscape in which they habitually live in. 

The appreciation for the workshops was especially high outside of town areas, where 

organised activities for children were fewer: In North Kuchchaveli and Ichchilampattai the 

children had never had similar activities provided for them. I believe that the workshops 

functioned in a similar way as the Butterfly Garden in Batticaloa, as Patricia Lawrence in 

The Ocean of Stories (2003:2) states: 

They [ the children]  quickly perceive that the Garden is a different space, 
where the experience of both outer and inner war zones is understood and 
where, amidst struggle, a dream of a just world is nourished  

To fight these “ inner war zones”  the cross-ethnic element of the workshops is imperative, 

and something TASC want to promote in their further work. Lawrence also brings up the 

politics of silencing, which has “become endemic in the unstable eastern region”  (ibid). I 
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believe that the children, especially those from more remote areas, experienced happiness 

and peacefulness because they were not silenced, were able to play, express themselves and 

actively participate in the formation of the workshops. All of which are their universal 

rights as children. This space contrasts the way they portray their community as seldom 

taking their opinions into account: Here children were allowed to communicate between 

each other and towards grown-ups, beyond the boundaries for normal conduct in their 

communities. If these spaces were not provided for them, I am not convinced that the 

children would be so open-hearted and that their concerns would be expressed to the degree 

in which they were. I also believe that this experience and feeling in children can be part of 

a process of social healing (See Boyden 2003 and Hart 2002), which is necessitated by such 

a space. 

 

During the three days workshop in the LTTE controlled Ichchilampattai children’s 

transformation was apparent, and not only in their will to learn Singhalese dancing. Several 

parents – even though they were not present at the workshop - and Save the Children’s 

social worker, in addition to TASC, me included, observed this change in the children. As 

participant at the workshop I observed a change from militarised exercises when asked to 

perform movements, to expressive emotional outbursts during the dramas; initiated and 

arranged by these children themselves. As a warm-up game TASC initiated ‘ the mirror’ : 

Two children go together and one is to make movements that the other mirrors. In contrast 

with other clubs I observed that children here were more disciplined in paying attention and 

listening to TASC facilitators. I also surprisingly observed that during this mirror-game the 

children repeatedly did the LTTE-military greeting and other militant movements with 

grave faces, like marching, etcetera. TASC informed me “This is the training they get 

here” . After different drama-games and the body-mapping, TASC had a short performance 

for the children. When they had finish this, four boys instantly came forward with a story 

they wished to dramatise. They did so, with great movements through dramatised 

Ádrunkenness© and violence done by an evil-laughing man that hit another down to the floor. 

This made all the children burst out in laughter. I honestly admit I never believed they 

embodied this ability to perform such an expressively act. The TASC animators on the 

drama-group happily told me the next day; “We don©t need to give them any instruction, 
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they are so good, never having done drama before” . Maybe what the children needed was 

just some space. 
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Some of the difficulties TASC encountered in their work with Children’s rights – which 

also reflects a general dilemma regarding internationally defined norms such as the CRC – 

were to balance the rights and cultural practices. When children gained knowledge about 

their rights they started to question the practices of their parents and in their community: 

“When are my parents doing the wrong thing?”  one girl asked a TASC animator. And they 

questioned whether teachers and parents violated their rights when they don’ t take 

children’s opinions into account.  One girl wondered if her parents broke her right as a 

child when they moved without asking her what she thought. Others commented that their 

freedom was broken when they were forced to study, and one boy asked how much time he 

had the right to play.  

 

As elaborated above, the unequal treatment – both from adults and from peers - based on 

caste, gender, beauty and skin-colour or grades and ability to study where identified by the 

children and TASC, as community customs contradicting the CRC. When Children’s 

Rights are experienced by the children to be broken by adults in their community – acting 

in coherence with cultural practices - it creates a similar problematic to what Kjersti Berre 

addresses in “For when the Guests Come”  (2004). She did research on CRC based work 

conducted by Save the Children Norway (SCN) in Ethiopia and identified a notion of “bad 

culture and good rights”  (2004:63). A local senior staff member in SCN expressed to Berre 

(ibid): “ It is because of our culture that the CR [Children’s Rights] are violated, that we 

punish our children in different ways” . This perception was also found among Delgi youths 

claiming ” there is only bad culture. We don’ t know how to develop”  (ibid). I experienced a 

similar notion among children in Trincomalee, that ‘development’  was not generated within 

the communities, but came from outside. One girl expressed “development came, but now 

the war is coming again”  (emphasis added). Solutions to problems defined were in at least 
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four different dramas, to call on an international agency - namely UNICEF or SCiSL - to 

help them solve their issues.  

 

Dramatising International Interventions 
In one dramatised story from Northern Kuchchaveli, a girl suddenly starts to miss classes 
and comes late to school. The teacher asks her why, and she explains – as the audience 
already know - that her father gave her away to a rich lady when he was drunk, to get more 
money to drink. The teacher calls SCiSL and a staff member comes to negotiate with the 
rich lady, the girl and the girl’s family. I asked Ranjini form SCiSL about the story, and 
she confirms that this actually happened.  
Another drama is form Ichchilampattai, where a boy is sold to an agent in Colombo 
because the family is so poor. The agent promise to give his son education, shelter and 
food, but the truth is that the boy has to go on the streets and on the buses to beg for money 
to the agent. Also here an international agency was involved, to solve the problems. 
 

Having in mind that the dramas are taken from the children’s own experiences, this 

illustrates both children’s enhanced ‘social capital’  and the opportunity, but also a felt need, 

of external interference in community related, even domestic, problems.  

 

CRC can give force to children’s desire to change their lives, and in this way constitute a 

‘capability’  they can employ. But one should be aware that promotion of CRC to children, 

can pose an international defined morally condescending attitude towards their own parents 

and the community, which is counterproductive. There is thus a need to actively engage 

parents together with children, and provide room for negotiation between rights and wrongs 

according to how it is defined by the children, the adults and the Convention of the Rights 

of the Child. As a Save the Children Norway employee in Sri Lanka, explained to Hart 

(2002:19):  

The relationship with one©s children may remain the sole area of life 
where an adult still feels some sense of power. To threaten this is in no 
one©s interest, least of all that of children. 

 

The duality between cultural restrictions connected to bodily expression and contact in Sri 

Lanka, and TASC’s wish to utilise non-verbal communication with the body as the 

principal instrument of communication and relation building, became a space for cultural 

contestation. TASC would entitle this “ freedom to express themselves” and refer to the 

CRC (art 13), whilst other Sri Lankan saw it as encouragement to immoral behaviour.  
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Freedom Restr icted; Only for  Gir ls 
In Ichchilampattai (LTTE controlled) girls above 14 were not allowed to participate in 
dancing or drama because they had reached puberty. TASC respected this, even though 
they did not agree and experienced this as a kind of gendered restriction of the right for 
children to express themselves:  
“This is their traditional way, they are very traditional here. It is bad character for the girls. 
They wanted to participate and we offered them, but they had to say no. The girls are not 
allowed to bring out their talents. Their freedom is restricted,”  one TASC member told me, 
and another added:  
“Their freedom and the right to express themselves [is restricted]. Only for girls”  

 

In cooperation with another local organisation, dancing and communication games 

including physical contact – though only by hands - across ethnicity and gender, was 

prohibited. The other organisation stated the reason being that it could encourage immoral 

behaviour, because the previous night a boy had entered the girls’  dormitory and this, they 

meant, was due to the non-verbal communication games that same day. TASC strongly 

objected to this, because their aim was to build up relations across cultural categories, both 

between ethnic boundaries and between the genders. The children themselves also 

expressed desire to follow TASC’s original programme.  

 

Another aspect of the CRC promoting aspect included in all SCiSL’s work, and therefore 

also integral part of TASC’s terms of reference to this project, was to link children’s 

concerns to their rights. This is positive according to the objective of promoting CRC and 

provides the rights with a beam of plausibility - both for the children and for their parents - 

in addition to give ‘ force’  to the children’s argument. However, to define their concerns in 

terms of Children’s rights might also lead to defining their problems within a framework of 

principles incoherent with their real life context.  

 

These cases show how Children’s Rights almost indifferently will pose problems and 

contestation when defining and applying them in a cultural context. A room for negotiation 

between these principles and local practices, to avoid a condescending dis-identification 

between CRC and the children’s community, and in order to have positive long-term 

impacts, is imperative. 
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Local knowledge as a part of TASC’s ‘capabilities’  is imperative in both the promotion of 

ethnic coexistence and when promoting psychosocial healing among war- and tsunami 

affected children. Both processes take place within a specific socio-cultural context filled 

with adversity and insecurity and it is crucial to have adequate knowledge about such 

efforts.  

 

TASC members, for example, explained the effect of their storytelling, their acting and 

playing with reference to their own experiences. One explained to me; “ it’s easier for them 

[the children] to open up if they see us act and hear stories from us, which could have 

happened in their own lives. Then it becomes less dangerous” . By their ability to relate 

themselves to the children©s experiences and situations, TASC was enabled to act in ways 

that prevented the children from perceiving their stories and experiences as dangerous. 

Child psychiatrist Magne Raundalen, with extensive experience among children in post-

crisis situations, stressed the importance of avoiding children feel that their experiences are 

dangerous and abnormal, in his speech for Save the Children in Bergen 2005. For example; 

one should avoid crying when children opens up with their stories, exactly because the 

child would then perceive their stories as something dangerous, which is often the reason 

why children don©t tell things they©ve gone through to their nearest kin. 

 

“Peace”  and peace-efforts are exposed to harsh contestation in Eastern Sri Lanka. Even 

within TASC there exist opposing, and sometimes explicit conflicting attitudes toward this 

sensitive matter. However they all find it important working towards a better understanding 

and knowledge across ethnic boundaries. Also reflected in the composition of TASC is the 

comprising membership from all three main communities; Tamil, Singhalese and Muslim, 

even though it is still predominantly Tamil. 

 

In September 2005, TASC performed a play concerning the war at a Hindu Temple Festival 

in Verugal, South Ichchilampattai (LTTE controlled). A Tamil drama group, using drama 

as a political tool for promoting LTTE policies, heavily argued with TASC about this play 

and the way they projected the war. In February 2006, TASC was facilitating a multi-ethnic 
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workshop with children and youth from Trincomalee, in Kandy57. The children chose to 

dramatise a story of a Tamil girl that had been abused by Singhalese soldiers. A group of 

Singhalese youth were provoked and insulted by this, got up and left the room.  

 

Both these stories illustrate how powerfully drama can involve the audience as a political 

instrument. There has also been a long tradition of political theatre in Tamil and Sri Lankan 

history elaborated by several authors as; Sivanthamby©s Politicians as Players (1971) 

Frasca©s Pancali Capatam: Images of Ritual and Political Liberation in Tamil Theatre 

(1994), and Chattarjee (2001) Sri Lankan Theatre in a Time of Terror: Political Satire in a 

Permitted Space. Chattarjee emphasises the role of theatre as a space withdrawn from any 

political censorship in an era with limited freedom of speech. Theatre in Sri Lankan 

tradition has thereby been permitted as a space for political contestation and freedom of 

expression, not allowed in other medias, and has been used - actively by the LTTE - as a 

scene for political activism and propaganda.  

 

The situation with the insulted Singhalese boys, also exemplifies the importance of having 

a Singhalese facilitator in TASC, who could talk with them. To build up an understanding 

of the situation of ‘ the other’  ethnic groups, after living ones entire life in conflict with 

other groups, challenges ‘habituated’  barriers and ‘ inner war zones’  that one navigates 

themselves accordingly. It is not an easy process. In addition, as elaborated in chapter one, 

are the conflict frontiers clearly defined in this highly polarised conflict. This implies that if 

one addresses a situation of Tamil suffering, it will be perceived as an accusation of the 

Singhalese and not only the actors in the concrete situation. 

 

The controversies around the cross-ethnic dance, the cross-gender contact contested by the 

other local organisation and the drama plays about the war and about the abuse of the Tamil 

girl, opens up spaces for discussion about these issues, which should be utilised. These 

matters are however very sensitive, and might lead to further divisions at the very cost of 

cross-ethnic understanding. It is important not to make the assumption that contact and 

dialogue across boundaries and opinions necessarily equals enhanced understanding and 

                                                 
57 It was moved to Kandy due to the insecure situation in Trincomalee 
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reflexivity. It might as well end in verbal harassment, shouting and fighting. This was 

avoided in the above mentioned situations even though some of them became quite tense.  

 

All TASC members agreed on the necessity of inclusion and equal treatment of all ethnic 

groups. The area that sometimes could lead to for dispute, was if peaceful coexistence is 

attainable within a unified state, or if this is only achievable in accordance to the LTTE’s 

concept of peace; a separation of ‘Tamil Eelam’ . Those who promoted the vision of Tamil 

Eelam, however, believed that the LTTE would allow Muslims and Singhalese people to 

live within its borders. A stance which is rightly disputed if one views the history of LTTE 

politics and the expulsion of Muslims from their areas. Rhetorically, on the other hand, 

LTTE frequently refer to ‘ the Tamil-speaking people’  and in doing so includes the 

Muslims. This was apparent in Mr. Pirapaharan’s speech on Hero’s day 2005. 

As I have argued in the first chapter, there is a need for a civil society to contest ‘spoilers’  

of peace when spaces open up for a change in, or escalation of, the conflict. A multi-ethnic 

organisation and University engagement can be a start. Through TASC’s work, children 

start to look up to them, and TASC members are setting an example of cross-ethnic 

friendship. A Muslim TASC member is for example receiving a lot of letters from children 

in Ichchilampattai; an area in the LTTE controlled division of Muthur DS. This was at a 

time when the conflict between the Tamils and Muslims in Muthur had escalated into 

regular killings, kidnapping and assaults. 

 

As argued, these efforts are contested and delimited. They depend on spaces to work 

within, which were effectively narrowed down by conflict escalation followed by fear and 

insecurity. In fact, it seems like the political discourse in Sri Lanka has generated a narrow 

space for negotiation that also influences local level conflict management and political 

discussions.  

 

The Eastern University in Trincomalee initiated the ‘Applied Peace Study’  programme and 

arranged ‘Non-Violent Communication’  courses to build up a conscious about meaningful 

communication and conflict-management. The controversy and limitation of such activities 

soon came into effect, though: TASC and the Applied Peace Study where planning a trip 
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that would include workshops and research in different areas in Trincomalee. But on the 

2nd of January 2006 five youths were killed in Trincomalee by the Special Task Force 

(STF). This force is a specially trained military fragment of the police. They came to Trinco 

in December to support the Security Forces’  in controlling the situation. The Singhalese 

students, who comprised the majority, refused to return to Trincomalee after their holidays. 

Not only the trip was cancelled, the whole University in Trinco became dysfunctional 

without almost any students.  

The Non-Violent Communication, were according to Father Chris, the rector of the 

university and arranger of the course, not popular in Jaffna. The LTTE is sceptical to these 

sorts of peace efforts, he explained. Another example of how the ‘will to peace’ , and the 

kind of peace, is of great contestation. 

 

There is therefore a need for international interference to generate such spaces, and enhance 

the transparency of the conflict’s nature. The outcomes of such interventions are difficult, if 

not impossible, to foresee and have to be done with great caution. Local knowledge, 

understanding and motivation are imperative, together with local people that can take 

responsibility, and carry forward, the processes initiated.  

 

Although some aspects of TASC work can be perceived controversialist to a certain degree, 

they also utilise different traditions to counteract others. TASC is also sensitive towards 

provoking the communities in which they operate. Another young group wanted to engage 

TASC in a huge music and theatre performance in Trincomalee including possible financial 

support from USAID. TASC refused partly because the community would not approve of 

the arrangement they planned; “The community would not like it. Only young people will 

come” and partly because there were no psychosocial objectives to it; “They only want to 

make money and make it perfect. No motivation to do psychosocial work.”  In addition to 

TASC motivation to “work for the community” , this could undermine the trust from the 

community on which they depend: To get SCiSL to work and gaining the valuable 

confidence from parents to trust them with their children. 
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This cooperation would give them instant economic capital, but endanger their ‘social 

capital’  and how others perceived their cultural ‘capabilities’  as well. In the long run it 

could therefore endanger TASC©s possibility to transform their ‘ capabilities’  into 

‘ functionings’ . TASC chose to invest their ‘cultural capital’  in a long term project with the 

potential of  achieving sustainable profit - this was before TASC obtained the pilot project 

approved from SCiSL - and for contributing to sustainable development of the community. 

To make these kinds of evaluation necessitates the use of ‘cultural capital’  i.e. local 

knowledge, but also respect for the local community. However another form of knowledge 

is imperative for local NGOs in Trincomalee to operate successfully - having become more 

influential by the Áwave of international NGOs’  after the tsunami - namely ‘a navigational’  

knowledge of how international agencies operate in acquiring implementing partners. 

 

� �  � G� 	#� � 
 �	! � � 7 �� � � � 	� � 
� 
 � � � � 	�� 	
� � 	$ � � � �� � � � � 

 �	#
 � � � 
 � � 	
TASC’s actions, and explanations for their actions, reflect their local knowledge: A 

capability an international worker seldom possesses. They therefore embody a navigational 

capacity to negotiate between their ideals and desires for change, and what they can 

challenge within the frames of the communities in which they work. Because they have 

members from the main ethnic groups, TASC inhabit enhanced cultural and social 

‘capabilities’  which they can utilise when working with children, and within communities, 

from different ethnic groups and religions. These ‘capabilities’  are utilised as ‘capital’  

when they gain work from international NGOs, which also builds their ‘capacity to aspire’ : 

Through the pilot project TASC members gained relevant work experience that will be a 

part of their cultural capital in its ‘objectified state’  (Bourdieu 1986), their capacity to 

aspire also increased, in that their work gave results, not only by the small allowances, but 

through the changes they observed in the children. That, some of them said to me, was the 

best payment of all. This project also opened other doors for TASC, their ‘social capital’  

grew in that they established a network with SCiSL and other international NGOs whom 

they performed small projects for. These included USAID, World Vision and Hong Kong 

Red Cross, in addition they enhanced their economic capital in the form of personal 

allowances and funding to the organisation. However, it was not a straight forward process 

to become an implementing partner for Save the Children in Sri Lanka, even though SCiSL 
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in Trinco desired them to become partners. To be able to transform their ‘capabilities’  into 

‘capital’  and profit from it, again comes down to the decisions and policies of the 

international donors. 

 

SCiSL is mainly funded by Save the Children United Kingdom (SCUK) and Save the 

Children Norway (SCN) who also inhabit the director and deputy director positions for 

SCiSL respectably. SCiSL therefore follows their policies and are to implement their 

programmes mainly through community based organisations. In a meeting between SCiSL 

Trincomalee and Deputy Director of Emergencies, Prasant, from Colombo office on 

September 19th 2005, said that the SC list of reference regarding potential implementing 

partners is only a guideline, and that the most important thing is that the potential 

Implementing Partner knows the community and that the community knows them.  

 

Even though the most important condition for making TASC an implementing partner was 

that they knew the community and the community knew them, i.e. their ‘ local knowledge’ , 

I felt like an ‘ interpreter’  between Tamil speaking staff in TASC and SCiSL. The concept 

papers, project proposals, letters, declarations and evaluation reports should preferably be 

written in English. A greater challenge for TASC though, was to employ and comprehend 

the ‘developmental language’ . This actually constituted their main obstacle when applying 

for funding from various organisations: To conceptualise their plans in terms of ‘ input’ , 

‘output’  and ‘objectives’  were unfamiliar to them. TASC also struggled to define and 

predict what the outcome of different activities should be. However, in the evaluation 

process – both during and after the programme - it seemed unproblematic for them to 

explain why they carried out the workshops the way they did and abstract their practice into 

words.  

 

It is important for me to stress that the disjunction between TASC recognised local 

knowledge and the difficulties in becoming SCiSL’s partner, is not to be blamed on SCiSL 

Trinco staff. The organisation of SCiSL, with very restricted freedom to act for the 

Trincomalee office, having to run everything by Colombo, was of distress even for the 

SCiSL staffs themselves. 
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Some organisation would also fund different ‘categories’  of work, often resting more on the 

conceptualisation, than the real content. For example, SCiSL aimed to do ‘psychosocial’  

work, whilst USAID did not. USAID could however fund activities that had psychosocial 

outcomes, but the main objective had to be labelled something else. Unicef, on the other 

hand, would not use the term ‘psychosocial’  because they wanted to use more ‘ local’  

expressions. So when TASC after a while learned what this concept implied, Unicef and 

other organisations were reluctant to use it, because it was worn out and misused. To 

navigate in such an unfamiliar environment, to identify and meet the different policies and 

demands of the different organisations, was a ‘capability’  necessary to acquire.   

 

The rules for how to transform TASC’s ‘capabilities’  into ‘capital’ , and for ‘exchanging’  

their capitals into other capital-forms, were decided by the international organisations: 

TASC had the potential capitals, but were not able to utilise these because they lacked one 

important ‘capability’ ; namely the knowledge of the established way to conceptualise 

development practice within an ambiguous developmental discourse. This capability is not 

a ‘ local knowledge’  that all international agencies proclaim to promote and prioritise. 

Rather, it is just another execution of the power-relation formed in the interchange of aid: 

Between western standards and local knowledge as sub-standard. The capacity to navigate 

the map of different international organisations came together with an enhanced ‘social 

capital’ ; TASC obtained important acquaintances and links through this process, a process 

partly generated by utilising Mette (the other Norwegian working with TASC) and me, to 

establish a  network of international development workers. 

 

It is somehow paradoxical that in an era of proclaimed emphasis on local knowledge and 

participation, two Norwegians are operating as ‘ interpreters’  of this local knowledge and 

the prevailing development language, in addition to being navigators for TASC after a 

wave, that did not only bring water, but also a range of international organisations, money 

and policies.   
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By building on children’s narratives I have tried to illustrate that children have social and 

political agency within the context they are living. They have clear thoughts about what 

they want to change in their society ranging from health facilities to education 

opportunities; from infrastructure to alcohol restriction policies, in addition to emotional 

issues regarding care and how to treat children. Children embody various ‘capabilities’  and 

ability ‘ to aspire’ , at the same time as they fear for the unstable future, simply because they 

are realistic. This leads me back to my first chapter where I proclaimed that development, 

as well as peace efforts, have to account for all dimensions affecting ‘ transformative peace’  

(Uyangoda 2003). As discussed further in chapter two, policies regarding children in armed 

conflict and/or disaster in the ‘ third world’  should not be based on metaphors of these 

children as dependent victims in a milieu of poor adults that are incapable of managing 

their community. A holistic approach is needed, where children are included as a part of the 

process, but not as the ‘bearers of meaning’  or as the responsible for future peace and 

development. Instead they should be presented as having voices and opinions, which are 

listened to in cases that affect them. If the UN goal to provide a “culture of peace and non-

violence for children” , child-focused work and the peace-process have to account for the 

whole context in which children are living. It is here important to bear in mind that it is not 

the culture that is the reason for war, but that the war seem to generate a culture with 

increased violence and decreased spaces for deferential negotiation. To include children in 

this process it is imperative with valid empirical information. In this concluding chapter I 

have tried to provide a ‘ thicker’  description, to use Clifford Geertz’s terminology, to 

counteract the ‘ thin’  images conveyed to European audience. To build an understanding of 

children’s narratives, situations and child participatory development work, it was important 

for me to explore the historical, cultural and international context that influence their 

communities and lives.  

 

Politics is not an external field in Eastern Sri Lanka, but more an internalised state that 

everybody engages in. Children seem to embody both social and political agency. 

Children©s perspective therefore counts, and children and youth©s curiosity and openness 
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towards other children and traditions from other ethnic groups should be utilised in the 

efforts towards development and coexistence. At the same time as knowledge and contact 

does not necessarily imply enhanced understanding, diminishment of ‘ inner war-zones’  or 

the creation of peaceful coexistence. It can as well create tension and division due to its 

sensitive nature, and therefore necessitates local knowledge of facilitators that have gained 

the children and youth©s confidence. 

The need for local knowledge in developmental work is imperative to produce sustainable 

social change, and to promote meaningful cross-ethnic communication among children and 

youth. This knowledge, despite its acknowledged worth within development theory and 

policies, are practically obstructed by the prevailing developmental language inhabiting 

standardised ways of conceptualisation. A conceptualisation that is developed within a 

Euro-American dominated development discourse. In addition, when international agencies 

attain responsibilities that otherwise would fall on national and local authorities, a need for 

understanding international agencies’  methods of working and funding is imperative for 

local organisations in order to ‘navigate’  their way to profit form their ‘capital’ , despite the 

fact that they embody the apparently highest valuated capital of ‘ local knowledge’ . The 

Development discourse is therefore a powerful, but ambiguous discourse that becomes 

apparent in the developmental encounter. This ambiguity is also evident in the functioning 

of Save the Children in Sri Lanka’s children’s clubs. The clubs basically provide children 

with a broad space for active participation, but SCiSL’s and their partner’s vocabulary tend 

to make use of the same templates as those explored in the former chapter; portraying 

children as victims depending on support and protection. This way of representing children 

is no coincidence; it embodies a strong emotional as well as moral and political appeal, 

which directly leads to budget implications for the NGOs. This ‘protectionist’  view of 

developmental work seemingly contradicts the ‘ liberationist’  or ‘participatory’  view; an 

ambiguity also embedded within the framework of Children©s Rights (Purdy 1992). In the 

actual work and encounter with children however, it seems like the developmental 

discourse on children as dependent victims is to a significant degree counter-acted within 

most children’s clubs. 
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Children fear a new tsunami and they fear the war, but mostly their concerns are everyday 

problems, problems that can be dealt with at a community level. It is by dealing with these 

issues that children’s ‘capabilities’  can be utilised and their ‘capacity to aspire’  can grow by 

experiencing their ideas coming into life and producing results. But how does this enable 

the children in Trincomalee manage their shifting life situations and create a better future 

for themselves? 

 

Generally children seem to have a mix of good hopes and rational fears for their future. 

Many of them bear experiences of violence, both physical and ‘symbolical’  (Bourdieu 

1977) committed by adults in their village towards themselves as well as other children or 

adults fighting each other. Personal memorial histories tend to influence ones anticipations 

for the future. As one Tamil boy explained: “ I don’ t want to grow up, because then I will be 

arrested or recruited as a soldier [by the LTTE]”  One TASC member tried to comfort him, 

and told him that “You don©t get arrested unless you have done something wrong or is 

[member of the] LTTE” . The boy got defensive and replied “No, my father was arrested 

and they [the army] shot him. He was not LTTE. He didn’ t do anything” . ‘Justice’  is not a 

taken for granted ‘good’  for the Trincomalee children, and sometimes far from their reality. 

 

What lies in front of the Trincomalee children is impossibly to foresee. The most nearby 

assumptions however, is to look into the current life-situations of young adults in 

Trincomalee. Optimally I would include a last chapter regarding embodied experiences of 

being Tamil in Eastern Sri Lanka for young adults, which in many ways can be as 

vulnerable as children. This is because they are placed in the cross-fire of recruitment and 

suspicion by the competing armed forces. The focus given to this age-group in armed 

conflict situations can easily become overlooked in the increased attention paid to women 

and children in both research and within development policies. However, I have to confine 

myself to a general depiction in the conclusion of this thesis based on my friends and 

informants© experiences. 

 

In the case of Tamils in the age group of 16 to 25 - especially students - embodying 

political engagement and human ‘capabilities’ , these assets can actually obstruct their 
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possibilities to lead the lives they aspire for. They are exposed to profound recruitment-

efforts by the LTTE and for the same reason perceived as a threat by the SLA, 

consequently they are often exposed to harassment. This harassment, in turn reproduces the 

sense of being under occupation, occupation of both their landscape and their bodies, and 

renewed anger towards the Singhalese government. This might enhance their political 

engagement and promote their sentiments towards the LTTE, as elaborated in chapter one. 

One of the TASC leaders (23 years) is now leaving for England. He told me: “Now the 

LTTE is launching their policy that all families have to provide them with one member. 

This is also a reason [for me] to leave.”  Two 21 year-olds told me that their family had 

done their ‘duty’ : One had already served as a under-age-soldier for the LTTE and the other 

had lost his brother in the war while fighting for the LTTE, however they both alleged that 

“ it may become necessary for us to fight. We will do it, even though our families have done 

our duty.”  This also exemplifies that the policy the LTTE launches that each Tamil family 

has to provide them with a member becomes internalised as a ‘duty’  by some. 

 

Two friends of mine from TASC of 21 and 23 years were detained for 14 days nearby 

Kandy, for no other reason than ‘suspicion’  under the ‘state of emergency’  laws. This 

almost happened to two TASC members in Colombo as well, both of them 21, stopped by 

the police for “acting suspicious” . Fortunately, Mette whom they worked with was there to 

talk the police out of it. A Tamil SCiSL staff, 28 years, was attacked by Singhalese mobs in 

Kandy; they tied him up and broke both his arms. 

 

An example of skills that are beneficial to embody in peace-times, but which endangers the 

person in war-times, is mine -clearance personnel. They can accumulate economical capital 

in de-mining projects in post-conflict situations, but in tense situation with intensified 

enrolment to armed groups, these are also placed in the cross-fire of recruitment due to their 

useful knowledge. A leader for a group of de-miners told me that his staffs’  camp became 

surrounded by security forces patrolling to prevent such recruitment. By the de-miners 

however, they were perceived as much as a security-threat targeting them as potential 

enemies, as protection from the LTTE. Resourceful people are in this way not always 
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allowed to utilise their capitals in the most profitable ways within the context prevailing in 

Eastern Sri Lanka. 

 

In addition to these examples - there are many similar stories - was the decisive moment 

when 5 students were executed in January 2006, as elaborated in the first chapter. 

 

The right to arrest, harass, abuse and even kill certain bodies are produced within the 

context of this polarised conflict along ethnic lines, and the target for these assaults are 

frequently young adults. So the statement: “ I don©t want to grow up, because then I will be 

arrested or recruited as a soldier [by the LTTE]” , is sadly not that far-fetched. Children©s 

fears for the future are rational and based on their own memorial history of experiences and 

the community and family©s war-narratives. If one is to build a future for children where 

they can exploit their capacities within a ‘culture of peace’ , it has to be done at all levels 

and addressing all dimensions intertwined in the complex conflict. 

 

As I have argued children are agents with valuable views about their situation, but it is 

important to have in mind that most children are still relatively more dependent on their 

contexts compared to mature youths and adults. One has also to keep in mind that parents 

should not be deprived of their right to chose away some of their children©s plans. It would 

be unimaginable for a European parent to consent to everything a group of children 

proposed. 

 

With the increasing emphasis on children in armed conflict and disaster as an integral part 

of the overall focus on children within the development discourse, it is therefore important 

to follow up with qualitatively as well as contextualised research. However, in both 

research and development work one should be careful not to over-emphasise the age-limit 

of ‘straight 18’ , and especially not so in the context of armed conflict. In the transition from 

child to adulthood- which is as determined by the individual and his or her context, as age - 

they are more vulnerable and exposed to polarised political influence as well as harassment 

and forced recruitment to armed forces. For example; single men without children tend to 

fall outside most target-group frameworks for development interventions. If one wants to 



 127

create a ‘culture of peace’  through development interventions, which is a prerequisite for 

sustainable development, the youth group over 18 must not be excluded. This group is 

essentially the most important to target in order to weigh down the future conflict at a local 

level. 
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