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Map 1: Sri Lanka
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Chapter One: Introduction

Reconstructed from field-notes, the events in the Prologue touch upon crucial 
elements of our fieldwork and, consequently, on core topics of this book. They 
demonstrate the political insecurity that reigned at the time, with government 
forces and various armed groups intervening into our acquaintances’ daily lives. 
Indeed, there was no peace in Batticaloa at the time. The “hangman” neatly 
summarized the threats: people were killed with impunity on a daily level. The 
depictions also indicate some of the ways in which our friends were, indeed, 
“involved” in the political dynamics just as they reveal the impossibility of 
remaining “outside” such involvement. Tsunami aid too could not escape from 
such intricacies. A similar case can be made for my own and Vathany’s positioning 
as we went through the checking, observing, and chatting with those who were 
being suspected, conversing with military personnel leading the operation, and 
calling in the SLMM. At the same time, the Prologue points out the immediacy 
of the losses experienced due to the tsunami. Some 10 months after the massive 
waves had destroyed our interlocutors’ fishing village, the dead remained present 
in recollections, dreams, and sometimes in encounters with ghosts. Memories 
of their former village often provided a means of escaping the difficulties and 
suggested alternatives to the living situations experienced in the aftermath of the 
tsunami. And still that village also represented a place of devastation to which they 
did not wish to return. The “golden tsunami”, as the excess of post-tsunami aid 
was called in colloquial terms, did little to address these dimensions of insecurity. 
What it did offer, besides material goods, were opportunities for personal conflicts 
or simple entertainment. Rumours of aid obtained by others and rumours of death 
and devastation circulated together, sometimes taken hot-headedly and often with 
a great deal of self-irony. The Prologue also reveals the kin-based relationships and 
the dominance of women among our research contacts. 
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Rese aRch Focus

When I formulated the title for my research project – “life beyond survival” – 
in early 2004, I did not imagine that I would get as close to its direct meaning, 
regarding life and death, as I eventually did. Originally, I intended to study Tamil 
and Muslim social relationships and women’s networks in the Batticaloa region 
during the time of a fragile ceasefire agreement between the government and the 
LTTE. The tsunami of December 2004 as well as the deterioration in Sri Lankan 
political relations thwarted the research plan. On one level, these developments 
strengthened my principal interest in exploring social processes for coping with 
disruption and insecurity in the island’s war-torn east. On another level, the 
fieldwork context I encountered upon my return to the field (in February 2005) 
differed sharply fom my previous visit (from September to November 2004). There 
was then a context of immediate suffering, of large-scale physical destruction 
and human losses. There were also suddenly numerous international aid workers 
and volunteers present who focused on the tsunami disaster with little concern 
for situations facing the rest of Batticaloa’s war-affected population. My attention 
also shifted to the tsunami survivors. With Vathany, who assisted fieldwork as 
my interpreter, I began visiting the two relief camps where those families who 
came to be our research contacts were residing since the complete destruction of 
their coastal village, Navalady. Initially hesitating to compare their situations with 
residents of a more remotely located and more exclusively war-affected village, my 
focus remained with these families for the whole period of fieldwork. This promised 
a more in-depth empirical study, and fieldwork eventually spanned several years.1

Over this time, war intensified. My last visit to Sri Lanka in early 2009 
coincided with the campaign that led to the government’s military victory over 
the Tamil Tigers, which included the killing of LTTE’s top leaders in May 2009. 
Yet, as seen above, war characterized the era long before official abrogation of a 
ceasefire by the government in early 2008. From its beginning, fieldwork among 
the tsunami survivors was accompanied by the sounds of grenade attacks and 
the news of murder and abductions.2 Hardly any of these incidents received the 

1 | Fieldwork periods covered September to November 2004, February to November 

2005, March to October 2006, February to April 2007, and two shorter stays in the field in 

September 2007 and February to March 2009.

2 | Armed incidents in Batticaloa town had unmistakenly increased by early 2005 

compared to the situation during my preceding stay in the field in 2004 (that time, some 

political observers used the expression “low-intensity warfare” to describe the situation 

in eastern Sri Lanka that had remained a volatile area throughout the ceasefire period). 

Locally, stories circulated according to which some of the violence during the post-tsunami 

period targeted people who had left Batticaloa in previous years, returned upon news of 

the devastation caused by the tsunami, and were killed by their political adversaries. Most 

of the observed murders and armed incidents were carried out between the LT TE and rival 
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attention of the news media or that of the international relief agencies who had 
come to support those affected by the tsunami. One friend and peace activist 
described it tersely: the general focus on “the tsunami” provided an occasion for 
unrelenting killing. The killings received no public acknowledgement, effectively 
silencing all talk of them, even from those who knew only far too much of them.

Like the Prologue, several parts of this thesis will show that the notion of a 
“life beyond survival” raises the question of “which” life and survival. More than 
two decades of war marked the biographies of our acquaintances and their daily 
life situations. Within minutes, the tsunami inflicted great human and material 
losses, while the renewed escalation of armed conflict impinged on the survivors’ 
means of coping with their bereavement. Hence the experiences of surviving 
amidst suffering and destruction extended deep into the past, vehemently marked 
the presence, and shaped future expectations. In this sense, distinctions between 
a pre- and post-tsunami time became blurred. Precisely within this blurring, it 
seems to me, questions about continuities and discontinuities between former and 
present lives gain relevance. They are the questions posed through this research. 
At the same time, these considerations are analytical tools to sort out what is most 
interesting: the actual conjunction of the tsunami’s effects and of armed conflict 
in the everyday worlds of particular people. 

Starting off from this conjunction, my interest lies in exploring how people 
dealt with its unfolding dynamics. What did this conjunction mean in their daily 
lives? And what forms did it take? In what ways did they respond to and further 
shape these developments? It is in regard to this latter question that I make use of 
the term “coping” in a broad sense: exploring practices through which our research 
contacts organized their everyday lives. In that sense, my research itself explores 
what “coping” actually comes to mean and include within the specific context.

The research focuses on the observed realities and contradictions of daily life, 
shaped by and imposed upon our acquaintances. It covers a time during which 
they lived in post-tsunami relief camps and temporary shelters until they moved 
into their new, permanent houses in a relocation site. I am particularly interested 
in what developed as priorities in these specific social worlds and how people 
related to each other in supportive or conflictive manners. As I observe how daily 
life was reorganized, I reflect further on how it related to former ways of living and 
what future expectations may affect the present practices. My principle interest 
lies with the gendered worlds of our female friends, many of whom were closely 
related by kinship to each other. While men counted among our daily contacts, 
we primarily shared in the perspectives of women and their quotidian activities 
within the camps and transitional shelters.

That daily life had largely to do with remembering one’s own survival 
and the death of loved ones, with negotiating access to post-tsunami aid, with 

armed Tamil groups corresponding to a pattern of “war by proxy” (Muggah 2008, 175) by 

which the Sri Lankan armed forces confronted the LT TE through Tamil paramilitary groups. 
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establishing social relationships within changing life circumstances or shifting 
political processes, and with settling down in a new environment away from their 
former homes. Thus my research is concerned with stories of recent survival and 
memories of former losses, with present opportunities and disappointments, with 
hopes for a better future, and ironies about the futility thereof. It examines these 
dimensions with an explicit interest in underlying gender relationships and their 
relevance in structuring the experiences and processes.

In the following subchapter, I outline the conjunction of the effects of the 
tsunami and war more closely, focusing on the eastern part of Sri Lanka where 
my research took place. This is followed by a subchapter introducing Batticaloa: 
firstly, by means of selected references on the build-up of Sri Lanka’s militarized 
context, and secondly, in view of social anthropological and gender interests. 
Then I continue to look at “the field” of my ethnography and discuss fieldwork 
methodology within this specific context marked by violence and human tragedy. 
The following part touches upon basic concepts that guided my analysis and 
its representation. They are largely drawn from feminist anthropology and the 
anthropology of violence. Hence this chapter serves to introduce the social, 
political, and ethnographic context of fieldwork and the methodological and 
conceptual basis of this research. It concludes with a brief overview of the chapters 
of this book.

The conjuncTion of WaR and Tsunami

The tsunami’s devastation in Sri Lanka was preceded by more than two decades of 
armed conflict between the predominantly Sinhalese government forces and the 
LTTE. That war was fought primarily in the country’s north and east. By the time 
the tsunami struck, it had accounted for over 80,000 dead or missing and more 
than 800,000 people displaced from their homes (Frerks 2010, 146). As warfare 
was resumed after the tsunami, another estimated 21,000 people were killed as 
of December 2008, followed by further tens of thousands in the final campaigns 
of 2009 (ICG 2010, 1; Kuhn 2010, 46). The ways in which the tsunami effects 
and those of armed conflict in Sri Lanka interacted with each other span a broad 
spectrum of developments. These include unequal distribution of post-tsunami 
aid between the regions affected by the tsunami and the inequities produced in 
terms of aid for those affected by the tsunami versus those affected by the war. They 
further include ways in which armed groups intervened in aid allocations and 
personal coping experiences of multiple displacements facing so many survivors 
of war-related and tsunami-caused destruction. Below, I limit considerations to 
pointing out some of the overlapping effects in regard to Sri Lanka’s geo-political 
landscape, vulnerabilities, and political responses to aid, particularly with regard 
to the east.
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Following a seabed earthquake of at least 9.0-magnitude off Sumatra’s west 
coast on 26 December 2004, tsunami waves radiated out into the Bay of Bengal, 
the Andaman Sea, and the Indian Ocean, affecting twelve countries in Asia and 
Africa.3 A series of waves that morning hit more than two thirds of Sri Lanka’s 
coastline where they, within 20 minutes, killed more than 30,000 people, left 
several thousands missing, and displaced about half a million, according to early 
government figures of January 2005.4 The waves struck the island’s eastern 
and northern coastlines especially hard. The three eastern districts of Ampara, 
Batticaloa, and Trincomalee together made up some 40 per cent of all Sri Lanka’s 
tsunami casualties, and the north accounted for approximately 16 per cent, 
though the south was more densely populated.5 Thus the waves particularly 
impacted those areas of the island that had formed the major arenas of war. In 
further consequence, the tsunami largely devastated regions already marginalized 
politically and economically, where the majority population faced lower living 
standards than the residents of the southern coast. 

The waves affected all the country’s three major population groups of Sinhalese, 
Tamils, and Muslims, all of whom are identified as ethnic groups in Sri Lanka. 
These three groups have become increasingly polarized due to the decades of war 
waged in ethno-political terms.6 Given that predominantly Tamils and Muslims 

3 | It most severely affected Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, the Maldives, and Somalia 

besides another six countries in Asia and Africa. The tsunami of 2004 has been called 

one of the worst disasters for humankind so far, killing more than 250,000 people and 

rendering more than 2.5 million homeless (Action Aid 2006, 13).

4 | Figures for the dead, missing, injured, and displaced as well as other statistics on 

the destruction caused by the tsunami vary according to sources and point in time of 

assessment. They are best accepted as being uncertain. The second Joint Report of the 

Government of Sri Lanka and Development Partners (Joint Report 2006, 1) states 35,322 

killed or missing, 21,441 injured, and 516,150 displaced. 

5 | This rough calculation is based on a map compiled by the Department of Census 

and Statistics (2005a) that provides an overview of the number of reported deaths due 

to the tsunami per district. For the eastern districts: Amprai 10,436; Batticaloa 2,840; 

Trincomalee 1,078. For the north: Mullativu 3,000; Jaffna 2,640. For the southern and 

western districts: Hambantota 4,500; Matara 1,342; Galle 4,214; Kalutara 256; Colombo 

79; Gampaha 6; Puttalam 4. 

6 | According to the 2001 census, Sri Lanka’s overall ethnic composition was estimated 

at a 74.5 per cent Sinhalese, 16.5 per cent Tamil, 8.3 per cent Muslim, and additional 

minorities (including 0.2 per cent Burgher). This census remains an estimate, because it 

covered only 18 out of 25 districts due to the armed conflict (Department of Census and 

Statistics 2001, 10). Please note that, due to war and the resulting migration and deaths 

among the Tamil population, Sri Lanka’s ethnic composition might look quite dif ferent 

today with the percentage of Tamils estimated as low as seven to eight percent by some 

(Manoharan 2012). The uncertainty of actual numbers complicates the question of which 
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populate the northern and eastern coastline and Sinhalese the less-affected 
south and west coast, the tsunami resulted in ethnically discriminate effects.7 
Contributing to one third of the tsunami fatalities, Muslims were especially 
affected in regard to their overall population ratio. This outcome resulted from 
the high concentration of Muslims along Ampara’s coastline, where the tsunami 
killed more than 10,000 people (McGilvray and Raheem 2007, 43–44). Yet a 
recent publication based on statistics for damaged houses has shown that Tamils 
faced relatively greater losses than Muslims, even in Ampara (Kuhn 2010, 48). 
Indeed, according to Kuhn’s (2010, 60–61) analysis, especially Tamils were likely 
to live in the most heavily affected parts of the Eastern Province. This pattern can 
be explained in part by the limited possibilities of living in the interior, which had 
been settled by Sinhalese or occupied by army and LTTE camps.

Batticaloa’s geographical and political landscapes as the tsunami hit are cases 
in point for the conjunction of war and tsunami – a combination significant for 
the former village of our research contacts, Navalady. The district, with a majority 
of Tamils, accounted for some 3,000 dead due to the tsunami. It needs to be 
noted that roughly 80 per cent of the population lived in approximately 20 per 
cent of the district at the precise time of the tsunami. The great majority of the 
population lived along the narrow stretch between the sea and Batticaloa’s large 
lagoons. That demographic development resulted largely from war; people fled the 
remoter areas that were controlled de facto by the LTTE and where intense fighting 
reigned between government forces and the LTTE. Hence a highly populated 
coastal belt had developed and remained under government control, while the 
LTTE controlled a vast but poorly inhabited hinterland. Residing close to the sea 
and the lagoon in turn increased people’s vulnerability to the tsunami. Moreover, 
since the lagoon signified a demarcation line between the government-controlled 
coastal stretch and the land west of the lagoon controlled by the LTTE, government 
forces destroyed the lagoon’s thick mangrove vegetation. This was intended as 
a security measure and aimed to hinder LTTE movement across the lagoon. 
However, this measure was found to heighten the tsunami’s impact, unfettered by 
protecting vegetation (Bohle and Fünfgeld 2007, 677). All of this was significant 
for Navalady, located at the tip of a narrow peninsula between the lagoon and the 
sea. The tsunami destroyed the village entirely, and its location made it a death 
trap as the lagoon prevented people from “running away” from the waves. 

ethnic group was proportionally most severely affected by the tsunami – a question that 

itself gains in significance against the backdrop of the ethno-political polarization between 

these population groups and a politicized distribution of (and rivalry for) post-tsunami aid.

7 | I am not aware of any official statistics breaking the tsunami death toll down ethnically. 

However, Kuhn’s (2010) study reveals interesting findings about the inequitable effects of 

the tsunami as well as post-tsunami aid based on quantitative analysis at the divisional 

and village levels (see fur ther text below).
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Overall, the tsunami especially affected the poorer districts of Sri Lanka (in 
relation to Gross Domestic Product) where the poorer population segments were 
notably hard hit (Frerks 2010, 150; Joint Report 2006, 13). The tsunami’s destructive 
waves, limited to the coastline, took their heaviest toll on people engaged in the 
fisheries sector. Moreover, assessments indicate that there were many more 
women than men as well as a significant number of small children and the elderly 
among the casualties (Ariyabandu 2009, 11–12; Birkmann and Fernando 2008, 
89–90; Department of Census and Statistics 2005b; Hyndman 2008, 109; Oxfam 
International 2005). Gender inequality is linked to differences in labour division, 
which resulted in more women than men being at the exposed coastline during 
the tsunami. It is also indicative of socially produced behaviour and dress codes, 
which aided the survival of men (see Chapter Three).

The tsunami’s impact in Sri Lanka thus reveals the decisive importance of the 
political, socio-economic, and gender-related parameters of the effects of disasters, 
however “natural” their cause may have been (Bankoff, Frerks, and Hilhorst 2004; 
Enarson and Chakrabarti 2009; Enarson and Morrow 1998; Hoffman and Oliver-
Smith 2002; Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999; Rodríguez, Quarantelli, and Dynes 
2006). As Hilhorst and Bankoff (2004, 4) formulated it, a natural hazard turns 
into a calamity, depending on social and historical factors that determine the 
vulnerability and resilience of the people affected. The concept of vulnerability 
captures the ways in which the disasters’ effects vary in their risk distribution 
according to a society’s political, social, and economic structures and processes 
(Oliver-Smith 2004, 10–11). Resilience, in turn, focuses on the differing capacities 
of people or social groups to deal with such risks and recover from the effects 
(Bernard Manyena 2006). In the case of Sri Lanka, vulnerability and resilience 
figure within the context of armed conflict: the tsunami’s effects can be seen as a 
further consequence of war (Frerks and Klem 2005a, 1). Conversely, as elaborated 
below, the politics of post-tsunami aid contributed to a further polarization and 
ultimately to escalation of armed conflict (Bastian 2005; Frerks 2010; Goodhand 
and Klem 2005, 58–60; Keenan 2010; Rajasingham-Senanayake 2005).

The ceasefire agreement brokered with the mediation of Norway in February 
2002 was still in place at the time of the tsunami. However, by December 2004, 
political tensions reigned high, and a renewed outbreak of war was expected. 
The tsunami’s subsequent devastation, the human tragedies experienced island-
wide, and the many incidents of spontaneous, mutual help among people 
irrespective of their political or ethnic affiliations (including reported cooperation 
between members of the LTTE and the Sri Lankan army) stirred hope that peace 
negotiations would be resumed.8 Instead, established politics retained the upper-
hand, and both the government and the LTTE sought to strengthen their positions 

8 | Following the ceasefire agreement, six rounds of peace talks between the government 

and the LT TE outside Sri Lanka were achieved by March 2003 but then came to a stand-still 

(Goodhand and Klem 2005, 20–21).
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via control of post-tsunami aid. While the parties agreed on a joint mechanism 
to distribute aid early on, the Post-Tsunami Operational Management Structure 
(most commonly known as P-TOMS), was never implemented (Goodhand and 
Klem 2005, 58–60; Raheem 2005). Sinhalese nationalist groups brought it to the 
Supreme Court, which declared it unconstitutional in key parts by mid-2005 (ICG 
2006, 9). There had been little political support for this agreement that could have 
served the conflict parties as a power-sharing model (Keenan 2010, 24–28). In 
the meantime, killings continued, including the murder of eastern LTTE leader 
Khausaliyan as early as February 2005. Foreign Minister Lakshman Kadirgamar 
was killed barely six months later. 

As seen by some peace-building actors in the aftermath of the tsunami, the 
“window of opportunity” (Goodhand and Klem 2005, 58) for rebuilding trust 
between the conflicting parties was lost.9 The international actors, endowed with 
a significant amount of financial resources from unprecedented global donations 
for post-tsunami rehabilitation, failed to use their potential power and to act as 
one towards promoting political solutions. Principles for equitable and conflict-
sensitive post-tsunami reconstruction, formulated soon after the disaster, seemed 
to have been discussed rather than implemented (see also Frerks 2010). After the 
assassination of the foreign minister, the European Union eventually banned the 
LTTE as a terrorist organization in May 2006, following the example of the United 
States. That move undermined the Tigers’ global fund-raising, and it withdrew 
the basis for peace negotiations.

As seen above, the tsunami’s impact overlapped with the established arenas 
of war. In the words of Kuhn (2010, 60): “On the day of the tsunami, striking 
regional variations in the coastal vulnerability and tsunami impact largely 
reflected the cleavages of Sri Lanka’s ongoing civil conflict.” Post-tsunami aid was 
also allocated along lines of inequalities (Frerks 2010; Keenan 2010; Kuhn 2010). 
Despite Sinhalese nationalist claims to the contrary, studies show that the heavily 
affected areas of the north and east received less aid, and at a later date, than 
the less-affected Sinhalese stongholds in the south and west. Keenan (2010, 28) 
noted that the number of livelihood items and houses donated or of schools and 
hospitals constructed as well as the point in time of their hand-over, varied across 
the regions and ethnic affiliations to a degree that corresponded to “what language 
its residents spoke and who its political leaders were.” Kuhn (2010) revealed the 
greater emphasis international relief agencies placed on the Southern Province 

9 | The case of Sri Lanka thus demonstrates the significance of the political situation 

predating the disaster and the way in which activities related to its mitigation could at best 

catalyse action towards peace rather than offer really new diplomatic opportunities. More 

of this becomes apparent when comparing Sri Lanka with Aceh, where a memorandum of 

understanding between the government and the Free Aceh Movement was achieved eight 

months after the tsunami (Enia 2008; Gaillard, Clavé, and Kelman 2006; Le Billon and 

Waizenegger 2007).
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through calculations of financial assistance, presence of aid workers, and the 
pace of housing reconstruction. The mentioned authors agree that rather than 
a matter of blatent discrimination, these results reflect the structures of a highly 
centralised state and the workings of an extensive political patronage system (see 
also Frerks 2010, 154–159). Viewed from this light, the findings confirm an ethnic 
bias. The politically more dominant areas may also be those more accessible to 
relief personnel, humanitarian items, and financial aid (Kuhn 2010, 42–43). 
Moreover, the prevailing insecurity in the east and the actual outbreak of armed 
hostilities in 2006 delayed reconstruction.

By the end of 2005, the road had already been paved for war. Mahinda 
Rajapakse was elected president in November on the basis of a political campaign 
that targeted the ceasefire agreement, the LTTE as “terrorists”, and the presence 
of international actors (see also Keenan 2010, 33). The LTTE actually aided in his 
victory by preventing Tamils from voting in the areas of their direct control (and 
as far beyond as their influence reached).10 Sri Lankan Army General Fonseka 
narrowly escaped a suicide attack in April 2006. In response, the government 
resorted to its first bombings since 2001, and open warfare broke out in the east 
three months later. It was waged over control of an irrigation canal in Trincomalee 
(ICG 2006, 9–12).11 Government forces moved to conquer the eastern regions 
under LTTE control – first, in their jargon, “liberating” the northern part of 
Batticaloa district and subsequently the district’s western interior. An estimated 
3,500 people were killed and almost 300,000 displaced (Goodhand 2010, S350). 
By July 2007 the government claimed victory over the entire Eastern Province. 

Officially, the ceasefire was maintained until January 2008, when the 
government formally withdrew from it. A massive campaign in the island’s north 
followed this act and targeted the LTTE’s last territorial control. During the course 
of this campaign, some 300,000 Tamils were trapped under heavy fighting, and 
those who survived were subsequently confined to internment camps under 
government forces. Tens of thousands of Tamils are estimated to have lost their 
lives, and both parties have been accused of severe forms of war crimes (CPA 
2009; ICG 2010). The campaign ended with the government’s military victory 
over its rival and the killings in May 2009 of top LTTE leaders, including its 
founder Velupillai Prabhakaran. By February 2010, Sri Lanka’s President Mahinda 
Rajapakse celebrated his re-election and arrested his former ally and war leader, 
General Fonseka, who had contested him in the presidential elections. Nothing 

10 | It is thought that more Tamils would have voted in favour of the other candidate Ranil 

Wickremasinghe, the former prime minister, under whom the ceasefire agreement had 

been reached in 2002.

11 | During the course of military action, aid workers were also targeted, and 17 local 

staff (mostly Tamil) of the French non-governmental organization Action Contre la Faim 

were killed in August 2006, presumably by Sri Lankan military and police personnel (see 

UTHR(J) 2008).
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pointed to developments that would lead ultimately to a less militarized society. 
Nor were signs obvious that the political issues which had given rise to the Tamil 
militant movement more than three decades earlier could be addressed in the 
future. 

BaT Ticaloa: an inTRoducTion

Sri Lanka’s history and politics are highly contested grounds, and a number of 
publications provide a variety of insights and arguments (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 
2007; Ismail 2000; Manogaran 1987; Mayer, Rajasingham-Senanayake, and 
Thangarajah 2003a; Meyer 2003; Spencer 1990b; Sriskandarajah 2006; Tambiah 
1986; Tiruchelvam and Dattathreya 1998; Wilson 2000). Following the ceasefire, 
moreover, ample studies focused on chances for peace-building and, eventually, 
with the faltering of the peace process in Sri Lanka (Goodhand 2001; Goodhand 
and Klem 2005; Nadarajah and Vimalaraja 2008; Perera and MacSwiney 2002; 
Rupesinghe 2006). The situations in the east emerge as especially complex in 
terms of conflict dynamics. The complexity partly results from the co-residency 
of the three major ethnic groups. Each had become the target of killings and 
reprisal attacks in spirals of war. The presence of different armed groups, and 
the interest in a continuation of war by all those to whom it offered opportunities 
for extra profits further fuelled the dynamics (Rupesinghe 2002). Moreover, 
violent processes in Sri Lanka had not been confined to the armed conflict 
fought between the government and the LTTE but had erupted at other moments 
parallel to war. Examples span from the massive suppression by state agencies of 
two insurrections led by the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) political party in 
the south in the early 1970s and late 1980s that resulted in tens of thousands of 
fatalities, to the frequency of arbitrary arrests under the Prevention of Terrorism 
Act (PTA), and the regular violent incidents accompanying political elections 
(Perera 1999; Uyangoda 2003, 2008). As de Mel (2007a) described it, Sri Lanka 
had long become a society in which militarism was routinized into ordinary life, 
and violence served as a legitimate part of social relations.

Rather than summarizing the vast literature, I wish to offer but a limited 
account of some developments for better comprehension of the fieldwork context. 
For that purpose I draw particularly on the work of the historian Hellmann-
Rajanayagam (2007) and on McGilvray (2008), whose anthropological studies 
focus on the Batticaloa region and include an historical perspective. As a source 
for the brutal period of war reigning in Batticaloa in the 1990s, I refer mainly to 
Lawrence (1997) and Thangarajah (2003a). The more recent trends are accounted 
for based on my sojourns in the country and processing news-media coverage and 
human rights reports. 
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From a “rice bowl” to an arena of war

Historically, Batticaloa formed part of the Vanni, a dry zone that can be seen as 
a buffer between the Sinhala power centres in the south and the Jaffna Tamil 
Kingdom in the north (McGilvray 2008, 9). At the time of Portuguese and 
Dutch presence in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the east was part 
of the Sinhalese kingdom of Kandy, yet daily-level local politics lay with the 
heads of the Tamil land-owning caste, the Mukkuvars. According to Hellman-
Rajanayagam (2007, 385–386), the Dutch valued the Batticaloa region with its 
extensive paddy fields as a “rice bowl” in the eighteenth century. Yet the British 
colonial administrators came to consider the by-then-impoverished area a hot 
and unhealthy place in the early twentieth century. While Batticaloa had never 
been under Jaffna authority, the region was undisputedly perceived as socio-
culturally “Tamil”. However, the relationship between the Tamils of the east and 
north had been noted as ambivalent for centuries, with Jaffna Tamils known 
to look down upon the allegedly lower-caste easterners.12 This ambivalence has 
remained, though there were increasing attempts to view Jaffna and the east as 
belonging together within the politics of the early twentieth century (Hellmann-
Rajanayagam 2007, 228–229).

It was in the face of the increasingly discriminatory policies by a Sinhala-
dominated government after Sri Lanka’s independence in 1948 that the Tamils of 
the north and east found more common grounds (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2007, 
89, 228–231). Among the events that came to dominate in the collective memory 
of Tamils were: the language question with the “Sinhala-only” language policy 
introduced in 1958; the issue of land and resettlement; the question of education 
and employment when a “standardization” in the education system effectively 
hindered the entry of Tamils into the administrative services; and the massive 
human rights violations against Tamils, especially after 1980 (Thangaraja 2003a, 
17). Among these grievances, effects of the state-promoted and internationally 
funded irrigation, hydroelectric, and resettlement schemes were possibly the most 
significant elements for political developments in eastern Sri Lanka (Manogaran 
1987, 88–114). In what became better known among its critics as “colonization” 
schemes, two giant, bureaucratically managed programmes effected significant 
and permanent changes to the country’s spatial demography (Muggah 2008, 82–
93). More precisely, they brought hundreds of thousands of Sinhalese peasants from 

12 | Chronicles of British civil servants and missionaries report on the arrogant attitudes 

of Jaffna Tamils in Batticaloa and Trincomalee and the resistance of the eastern population 

against any claims of the “Jaffna man” (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2007, 228). There is 

ambivalence today in the way people in Batticaloa speak of those from Jaffna, respecting 

them as highly educated and brave yet resenting their alleged notion of superiority.
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the south to newly irrigated land in the dry zone and the north and east.13 While 
government planners claimed that the project benefited all farmers, some Tamils 
saw their land set under water, while newly irrigated land was being allocated to 
the new settlers (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2007, 393). The demographic changes 
this entailed also produced anxieties in relation to political influence. With the 
principle of territorial representation and the expectation that people would 
vote along ethnic lines, competition developed to achieve Sinhalese, Tamil, and 
Muslim electorates. In fact, the Ampara district came into being precisely due to 
such reasons when it was carved out of Batticaloa in 1960 and established as a new 
district with a large number of Sinhalese and Muslims, while the remainder of 
Batticaloa held a predominantly Tamil population (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2007, 
378–396; Manogaran 1987, 140–148; McGilvray 2008, 4–5, 21–23). 

Dissatisfied with what they saw as the failures of past generations to achieve 
improvements through non-violent parliamentary means, Tamil militant groups 
developed in the 1970s (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2007, 480–494; Manogaran 1987, 
167–185; Wilson 2000, 113–135).14 The rise of these militant movements resulted 
as much from discrimination against Tamils under Sinhalese governments 
and economic neglect of dominantly Tamil-populated regions as they did from 
the younger generation’s disappointment in the older generation’s promises of 
political and social reforms (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2007, 485). Among them 
was the LTTE, which took up arms in order to achieve Tamil Eelam, an independent 
state for the Tamil-speaking population in the north and east. Under the lead of 
Prabhakaran of the Karaiyar (fishermen) caste, the LTTE achieved a mixed-caste 
membership under a lower-caste leadership. This was a remarkable achievement 
itself, which further suggests that some opposition against the LTTE was fed by 
the established elite (the largely paddy-field owning Vellalar), who resented the 
rise of the Karaiyar (Hellmann-Rajayanagam 483, 490). The LTTE’s vision was 
nurtured by social reforms – including the “liberation” of women and abolition of 
dowry – and by the past glory of Tamil myths and kingdoms, with martyrdom, the 
notion of sacrifice for the cause, playing a central role (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 
2005; 2007, 485; Meyer 2003, 174–193). 

An LTTE land-mine attack in 1983 that killed 13 government soldiers in the 
north sparked off massive anti-Tamil riots in Colombo and elsewhere on the island. 
In what became known as Black July, more than 1,000 people were killed and over 
70,000 Tamils fled to the north and east (Meyer 2003, 177). State support for the 

13 | According to Fuglerud (2003, 72), the Sinhalese population in the Eastern Province 

rose from four per cent in 1921 to 25 per cent in 1981.

14 | Wilson (2000, 126–131) referred to the existence of 37 groups. Besides the LT TE, 

another five achieved lasting significance: People’s Liberation Organization of Tamil 

Eelam (PLOTE), Tamil Eelam Liberation Organization (TELO), Eelam People’s Revolutionary 

Front (EPRLF), Eelam Revolutionary Organization of Students (EROS), and Eelam People’s 

Democratic Party (EPDP). See also Manogaran (1987, 73–75). 
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perpetrators was as evident as the dynamics of localized, neighbourhood conflicts 
(Jeganathan 2000; Kanapathipillai 1990; Perera-Rajasingham 2003). These events 
are commonly taken to signify the outbreak of war between the government and 
the LTTE that would last for almost three decades. Besides fighting government 
forces, the LTTE also sought to wipe out its rival Tamil groups, claiming sole 
representation for the Tamil cause. The 1980s were thus also years of “internecine 
warfare” (Wilson 2000, 126) among Tamil militant groups, from which the LTTE 
emerged as the main protagonist in the fight for Tamil Eelam.

Towards the end of that decade, neighbouring India intervened and facilitated 
the Indo-Lanka agreement of 1987 that implicitly recognized the north and east 
as constituting the “Tamil homelands”. Large parts of these predominantly Tamil-
populated areas fell under LTTE’s administration (Chandrakanthan 2000, 166; 
Thangarajah 2003b, 76). The intervention also brought Indian Peace Keeping 
Forces (IPKF) into the country, which resulted in a particularly harsh period for the 
eastern population. It is remembered as a time of rape, targeted violence against 
Muslims, and forced recruitment of young Tamil males (often under-aged) into 
the Tamil National Army set up by the IPKF at the time (Alison 2009, 136–137; 
ICG 2011, 4–7; Lawrence 1997, 270; Somasunderan 1998, 221–255).15 Following 
withdrawal of the last IPKF troops, LTTE attacks opened a second period of war, 
the so-called Tamil Eelam War II, in June 1990. Starting in the east, government 
forces responded with brutal campaigns in order to recapture the north and east. 
As they entered Batticaloa, anyone suspected of being linked to the LTTE was 
killed or “disappeared”. Burnt bodies appeared along roadsides, and whole villages 
were virtually wiped out (Fuglerud 2003, 66; Thangarajah 2003a, 31–32; 2003b, 
76; Lawrence 1997; UTHR(J) 1990). Some of our acquaintances referred to such 
scenes of rising smoke and, in the case of women, of anxiously sitting and waiting 
outside the prisons where their male family members had been kept. Some 15 
years later, round-ups or other military intrusions triggered memories of this 
particularly harsh period. 

Much of the violence occurred amidst politicization of ethnic affiliation. 
In Batticaloa, where Tamils and Muslims had been living in neighbouring 
and mixed villages for centuries, warfare caused separation and embittered 
relationships between them. The government formed Muslim Home Guards who 
collaborated in campaigns against the Tamil population, and the LTTE targeted 
Muslim settlements. LTTE killings of hundreds of Muslim policemen, massacres 
of Muslims at prayer time, as well as deliberate acts of Hindu temples desecration, 

15 | The numerous cases of rape committed by the IPKF (and the Sri Lankan forces) form 

a legacy of unknown social dimensions. One informant, who gave us a vivid unsolicited 

account of past war developments one day in 2005, referred to the IPKF as soldiers who 

‘produced many Tamil children for the Tamil nation’. The consequences that resulted for 

these children, their mothers, and the rest of their families form an urgent yet dif ficult 

subject of study. 
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reportedly by groups of Muslims, figured among the tragically infamous atrocity 
cases (Lawrence 1997, 127–128; McGilvray 1997, 2001; 2008, 313–329). Such 
targeted violence along ethnic criteria produced fears of remaining in mixed 
settlements and of moving through those in which the other group predominated. 
Hence they contributed to what Hyndman and de Alwis (2004, 542) defined as 
the core of Sri Lanka’s “geopolitical discourse”: the construction of safe versus 
dangerous spaces. 

In governmental parlance, areas in the east and north were designated as 
“cleared” or “uncleared” depending on the presence of the LTTE, while the Tamil 
Tigers reportedly distinguished between the “liberated” and “non-liberated” zones. 
With the great majority of the district controlled de facto by the LTTE during the 
time of the ceasefire agreement, Batticaloa was thus considered largely “uncleared” 
in dominant speech, except for the coastal stretch and an interior access route to 
the rest of the country. However, spheres of influence were not simple in their 
spatial definitions: not only did borders shift over time, but authority remained 
overlapping and competitive, even within government-controlled parts where 
administration was unable to function free of LTTE’s involvement. Thus much 
of so-called “cleared” Batticaloa is better understood as being formed of “grey 
zones” where no single actor prevailed in establishing a monopoly of violence 
(Goodhand, Hulme, and Lewer 2000, 400; Bohle and Fünfeld 2007, 673). These 
circumstances demanded that people negotiate continuously with and seek forms 
of protection from a variety of local authorities. As Lawrence (1997, 178) formulated 
it, civilians could not simply work out a modus vivendi with one controlling force 
but faced daily threats from government forces, paramilitaries, and the LTTE.

After the failed peace negotiations in 1985 and 1994, the ceasefire of 2002 
and subsequent rounds of high-level talks between the government and the LTTE 
brought a longer period of relative calm, more freedom in mobility, and hopes 
for political solutions. According to my observations during that time, however, 
the hope of achieving “peace”, evident among Colombo-based speakers, was not 
shared in the east. Indeed, the eastern districts remained a volatile area with 
frequent, politically instigated violent clashes between Muslims and Tamils and 
the pressures that armed groups and security forces exerted on the population. 
Moreover, the ceasefire agreement allowed the LTTE free movement, and it set up 
offices within the government-controlled area for “political work”. This enhanced 
the LTTE’s capacities to pressure people into contributing to their armed struggle, 
namely by imposing additional taxes and by recruiting fighters (see also Goodhand 
2010, S348). These effects were also felt in Navalady, the former village of our 
research contacts, where the LTTE regained a strong position during that time. It 
became especially difficult for its residents to withstand the Tamil Tigers’ pressure 
to join their forces, and many young men and women did join or were taken by 
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force.16 Consequently, many of those young people took the chance of leaving the 
LTTE and returning home when a split within the movement made that possible 
in 2004. Since then, ex-combatants lived in Navalady and in many other villages, 
with no specific support in reintegrating them into civilian life. What is more, 
they were left at risk of being re-recruited by Tamil groups and threatened by the 
government forces. The presence of these ex-combatants among their families 
was experienced as a threat to all their neighbours when Tamil groups and 
government forces further increased their pressure on the Tamil population soon 
after the tsunami, as noted in the Prologue.

The split of the LTTE occurred in March 2004, when the LTTE commander 
of the east, Vinayagamoorthi Muralitharan alias Colonel Karuna, broke away 
from the movement with reportedly several thousand combatants. Whatever 
Karuna’s real motives and interests, he couched his move within a vocabulary of 
liberating the eastern Tamils from the yoke of the “Jaffna Tamils”.17 In doing so, 
he played on a general resentment among eastern Tamils who saw their young 
disproportionately recruited and killed on the front-lines. The LTTE attacked the 
splinter group the following month. This resulted in a few days of heavy fighting 
until Karuna disbanded his troops and left Batticaloa with a group of loyalists. 
Many young men and women returned to their families, some officially released, 
others deserting. Karuna’s defeat did not last long. Soon, his supporters gained 
power through violent means and governmental support. Primarily based in 
Batticaloa, Karuna’s influence gradually extended to neighbouring districts, 
and the brightly-coloured camps of his group, known by then as Tamil Makkal 
Viduthalai Puligal (TMVP), started to dot the main road. While the government 
always denied its involvement with this armed group, collaboration was evident 
enough to any observer, such as when joint military operations expelled the LTTE 
in the northern part of Batticaloa in 2006 (see also HRW 2007a, 2007b).

While Karuna may have enjoyed some sympathy among eastern Tamils 
(especially in the beginning), the split brought havoc over the longer term and 
produced great insecurity for all residents. There was no longer a relatively 
clear demarcation between pro-LTTE and pro-government sides but a blurring 
of affiliations. This became even more tragic as both sides engaged heavily in 
recruitment, including abductions and conscription of minors. Subsequently, the 

16 | The LT TE and later its splinter group (the so-called Karuna group) have long been 

internationally criticized for their recruitment of youth under the age of 18 as combatants 

and for forced recruitment. Besides the clear cases of forced recruitment (such as by 

abduction), there have been many incidents in which forced and voluntary ways of joining 

the movements are more dif ficult to discern (see Alison 2003; 2009, 128–133; Chakma 

2006, 104–105; HRW 2007a; ICG 2009, 18–19; Trawick 2007; UNICEF 2008, 44).

17 | There are indications of LT TE internal problems including rumours about corruption 

charges and leadership rivalries, as well as governmental involvement in promoting the 

split (see also Whitaker 2007, 200).
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TMVP fell victim to internal tensions that finally resulted in opposing groups 
supporting Karuna or his former deputy Pillaiyan, with the government likely to 
support each enemy group to its own advantage. Following the first local election 
held amidst intimidation and violence in May 2008, Pillaiyan was appointed chief 
minister of the Eastern Province. Ironically enough, Karuna, who had fled abroad 
earlier, became a Member of Parliament upon his return and was granted the title 
of minister for integration and reconciliation by 2009.18 With these developments 
having passed the time period of direct relevance to this research, I turn now to 
some ethnographic features of Batticaloa.

Anthropological and gender perspectives

The socio-cultural structures of eastern Sri Lanka offer much to attract the special 
interests of anthropologists and feminists, past and present. Such attractions lie 
in the local matri-focal structures, non-Brahmin Hindu religious practices, and 
the region’s ethno-social profile. All these points increase in complexity, if not 
“nostalgia” (Obeyesekere 2004), when examined against the backdrop of decades 
of war. McGilvray (2008, 337) noted the persistence of matrilineal institutions 
despite years of social fragmentation, while Lawrence (2007, 96–97) observed 
that large-scale displacement of people from their villages may be particularly 
felt as a loss of female networks. In view of religious practices, Lawrence’s (1997, 
2000, 2003) work demonstrated the importance attached to rituals and festivities 
for amman (mother) goddesses during the years of war. Likewise, renovations and 
new constructions of temples and mosques over the past decades testify to the 
vitality of religious activities (see also McGilvray 2001, 2008; Whitaker 1997). In 
regard to the region’s ethnic composition, eastern Sri Lanka historically presented 
a different image than the one tainted by war seen above: one in which its 
ethnically mixed population took pride in a largely peaceful co-existence, tensions 
not withstanding (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2007, 324; McGilvray 2001). 

McGilvray’s work (1982a, 1982b, 1989, 2001, 2008) demonstrated the tight 
socio-cultural links between eastern Muslims and Tamils who live in adjacent, 
ethnically separated villages or semi-urban neighbourhoods in the Batticaloa 
region. Both share the Tamil language, though with slight differences in 
intonation and vocabulary as well as origins from Kerala and Tamil Nadu in south 
India. Most distinctively, they share the forms of matrilineal kinship organization 
and matri-uxorilocal settlement patterns that make the east unique in Sri Lanka. 
Though McGilvray’s work says little about the social worlds of the Karaiyar, to 
which our research contacts belonged, his publications provided my research 
with a rich source of ethnographic reference on the local Tamil kinship and caste 
system. That system is intriguing in its matrilineal base and its composition of 

18 | Regarding these developments see also the reports by HRW (2007a, 2007b) and ICG 

(2008a, 2008b, 2009).
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exogamous, matrilineal subcategories (descent units) called kudis (kudi). Matri-
uxorilocal settlement and transfer of the parental home to the daughter as dowry 
have been as central to our acquaintances, as McGilvray’s findings suggested (see 
Chapter Five).

Maternal connections are emphasized and highly valued, and mother-
daughter relationships tend to be considered as specifically strong and intimate, 
as I observed during fieldwork. McGilvray (2008, 115) noted this importance that 
people attached to maternal ties, as his respondents pointed out the relevance 
of maternal emotions and matrilocal attachments in discussions on caste. His 
remark on these bonds gives credit to the daily life significance of the maternal 
dimension prevailing locally:

“The expression tay pacam (maternal bonds) is something of a cliché everywhere in 

the Tamil-speaking world, but in the Batticaloa region, where the matrilocal household 

provides a kind of sociospatial continuity, where dowry is the main channel of property 

transmission, and where the matriclan plays a role in one’s social rank and identity, it 

seems to reflect a more substantial feature of the social structure.” (McGilvray 2008, 116)

These matri-focal characteristics of the east coast may provide ground for 
wishful feminist imaginations (Ruwanpura 2006). Nevertheless, as mothers and 
daughters reside in mutual vicinity while men move into their wives’ homes upon 
marriage, these features can be associated with a greater autonomy of women 
in relation to men compared with other regions of South Asia (Agarwal 1994; 
Kapadia 1995). The “localization of married sisters” (Obeyekere 2004, 10) in 
neighbouring dowry houses may have provided them with forms of solidarity 
and possibly with a support system even during the war. Thiruchandran’s (1999) 
study underscores this point. It noted that women affected by the war in the east 
considered kin belonging to the “mother’s side” to be those providing emotional, 
physical, and (limited) financial help (Thiruchandran 1999, 23). Yet Lawrence’s 
depiction (2000, 177) illustrates the tragic complexity of social arrangements 
and the unmaking of social responsibilities during war for this local pattern of 
matrilocality: when neighbours learn to refrain from intervening in each other’s 
homes upon hearing screams, this may cut sisters off from each other.

Gender relationships, in general, developed in what may best be called 
ambivalent ways in Sri Lanka over the past decades (de Alwis 2002; Manchanda 
2001a, 2001b; Rajasingham-Senanayake 1999, 2001; Schrijvers 1999). Hence 
feminist writing on the ways in which armed conflict there affected women 
confirms the arguments made for other global contexts: that the gendered impacts 
of war remain little understood when women are portrayed within stereotypical 
images of women as victims or, conversely, the heroines of peace-building efforts 
(Cockburn 1998; Coomaraswamy and Fonseka 2004; Giles et al. 2003; Giles and 
Hyndman 2004; Lorentzen and Turpin 1998; Meintjes, Pillay, and Thurshen 
2001; Sorensen 1998). For the case of Tamil women in Sri Lanka, a complex issue 
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lies in LTTE’s mobilization of women as active fighters since the 1980s. Alison 
(2003, 39; 2009, 128) estimated that women made up about one third of the 
LTTE’s force.19 In as far as this recruitment had “liberating” effects for women 
towards gender equality, as claimed by its promoters, and in what ways, if any, this 
different role of women impacted the wider society, formed elements for debate 
(Alison 2003, 2009; Brun 2008a; de Mel 2003; Hrdlicková 2008; Manchanda 
2001a; Maunaguru 1995). Besides recruiting women as combatants, the LTTE 
simultaneously mobilized women as heroic mothers, who sent their children to 
the liberation war, and as the bearers of Tamil culture (Alison 2009; de Mel 2003; 
Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2005; Maunaguru 1995; Samuel 2001). As combatants 
or mothers, these images of women carry powerful symbolic force in nationalist 
projects (see Yuval-Davies 1997).

The situations of women-headed households, which increased due to the 
death, lasting injury, recruitment, or migration of husbands, further illustrate the 
argument of ambivalent gains and losses in women’s lives due to the armed conflict 
(Rajasingham-Senanayake 1999, 2001; Ruwanpura 2004, 2006; Ruwanpura and 
Humphries 2003a, 2004; Thiruchandran 1999, 2003). A major challenge for 
women in such circumstances lies in the way in which they are forced into a role 
as the main income generator (with possibly empowering effects) while facing 
criticism regarding their moral status from within their social environment. 
Neighbours are prone to accuse women working outside their homes and single 
women of sexual permissiveness. Rajasingham-Senanayake (1999, 2001) reported 
on widows who resorted to wearing the pottu, the red forehead mark of married 
Tamil women, as indicative of an ambivalent empowerment in which their 
married status remains the socially accepted one. Similarly, studies on residents 
of displacement camps noted tensions in gender relationships when women, 
rather than men, take over the active economic role (Elek 2003; Zackariya and 
Shanmugaratnam 2002). These studies also point out the risk of being physically 
and sexually assaulted faced by single women and women in camps for the 
displaced. Such violence is not confined to these social groups; local women’s 
organizations noted a general increase of domestic violence, which they linked to 
the culture of impunity in war (see also ICG 2011, 29).

Conversely, women made political use of an allegedly non-political status as 
mothers in their engagements for peace in Sri Lanka (Samuel 2003, 2006). In 
the north and east, mothers are known as the driving force behind demands for 
the release of abducted youth; they have asked relentlessly about the whereabouts 
of their children at LTTE and TMVP camps. Women are also the ones following 
up on arrests and “disappearances” of their husbands, brothers, or fathers at the 
hands of government forces (see also Lawrence 2007). In this respect, women may 

19 | The actual proportion of female cadres is dif ficult to ascertain. Samuel (2006, 195) 

claimed that female participants amounted to 50 per cent within the LT TE, which is likely 

an exaggerated estimate. 
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be said to have gained in (physical) mobility due to war. However, their mobility 
and relative strength in the role of protecting male relatives went hand in hand 
with risks they took when passing borders and check-points. There is ample 
evidence of rape and other forms of sexual violence committed by the Sri Lankan 
security forces, and official check-points counted among the possible places of 
severe sexual transgressions (see also ICG 2011; Lawrence 1997, 268–272).20 

Just how protective a shield of “motherhood” – and how fragile newly acquired 
forms of autonomy could be – was revealed in a campaign launched against Tamil 
and Muslim female employees of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in 
eastern Sri Lanka in April 2006. In the interface of post-tsunami aid and renewed 
escalation of full-fledged war, leaflets circulated that accused local women 
working for post-tsunami NGOs of sexual permissiveness. The leaflets demanded 
that women stop going to work and threatened their lives in case they ignored 
this demand. The campaign caused considerable fear among women workers and 
their families, and sensationalist news media reports increased suspicions. As I 
see it, these developments represented effective forms of vilifying international 
aid and the income opportunities it offered mainly young, unmarried women as 
minor means in the larger attempt to claim control over people’s lives.21 Women’s 
bodies and societal concerns over women’s sexuality proved to be the targets of 
nationalist projections and terrorizing messages. 

fieldWoRk PRocesses

Having outlined the context, the question arises: what precisely constituted my 
“field” and how I went about the research. With an emergence of “fieldwork at 
home”, “multi-sided fieldwork”, and questioning of the local/global dichotomy, 
contemporary anthropologists have scrutinized the meaning of “the field” 
(Clifford 1997; Gupta and Ferguson 1997a, 1997b). Malkki (1997a, 1997b) explicitly 
problematized social anthropological concepts and practices in relation to refugee 
camps where anthropologists interact with people who have been deprived of their 
homes and driven away from what many would think of as their rightful places. 

20 | The Sri Lankan military and police forces have long been known to be responsible for 

rape and sexual violence against Tamils, especially against suspected LT TE supporters. 

A recent report by Human Rights Watch exposes the frequency of such forms of violence, 

along with other forms of tor ture, against Tamil men and women detained for being LT TE 

sympathizers, even after the end of open warfare (HRW 2013). In contrast, the LT TE had 

not resorted to sexual violence in its repertoire of brutal tactics (see also ICG 2011, 7).

21 | See also de Mel (2007b, 252), Hrdlicková (2008), and de Silva (2009, 261–262) on 

this campaign. An interesting parallel is found in Maunaguru (1995, 171–172) who quoted 

a letter published in an LT TE newspaper in 1991 that accuses women travelling to Colombo 

as being sexually permissive.
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I take up these matters below when reflecting firstly upon the specifics of the 
field and secondly on my fieldwork roles. It often occurred to me that “places”, 
and the movement between them, played a prominent role during my fieldwork. 
On one hand, clearly delineated locations of relief camps and sites of temporary 
shelters marked where our research unfolded. On the other hand, I noted the 
absence of a place where our acquaintances’ former village had stood and which 
they regularly recalled in our conversations. Indeed, our research contacts’ lives 
were fundamentally marked by being “in between places” as they remembered 
their village while eking out a living in temporary arrangements and expecting 
construction of their permanent housing elsewhere. In a following subchapter, 
I will discuss my fieldwork methods and relate them to a broader debate about 
ethnographic work in a crisis context. I then offer an introduction to some of the 
key terms and concepts that guided my research. I conclude this chapter with an 
overview of the book’s structure.

Circumscribing “the field”

During the first half-year of fieldwork, our research contacts lived within relief 
camps and, thereafter, in temporary shelters at the relocation site. Concrete walls – 
or simply the way in which shelters were located away from established settlements 
– clearly demarcated these living spaces. It was within these confinements that 
almost all our fieldwork took place. These were the sites that Vathany and I visited 
daily, thus entering and leaving “the field” at least twice a day.22 These localities also 
hosted foreign and Sri Lankan representatives of humanitarian or development 
aid, the news media and research institutions as they stepped in and out. Goods 
from other countries were distributed here, and, thanks to the “golden tsunami”, 
persons could acquire cell-phones that connected them to relatives and friends 
close-by and abroad. And eventually, more and more TVs entertained them with 
Indian soap operas (provided the make-shift electricity set-up did not collapse). 

As they lived confined in the crowded camps and hot sheet-metal shelters, our 
acquaintances spoke fondly of their former village, Navalady. They recalled it as 
a place aired by a fresh breeze and that offered relaxing, shady corners. As they 
horded their ration cards for rice, lentils, and sugar, they told of the ample fresh 
fish they used to catch, cook, and eat. When conflicts erupted among the residents, 
memories of Navalady offered images of social harmony and unity, freedom and 
stability. Yet it was also a devastated place where they did not wish to live again. 
Only hesitantly and on rare occasions did they visit the village, fearing to relive 
the horrors of the tsunami, either in memory or as part of an expected pending 
next disaster. They waited instead to receive new homes in a settlement yet to 

22 | Vathany lived in her parental home, and I shared a household with friends within the 

urban area (though occasionally we spent a night at one of our research contacts’ homes).
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be constructed by international donors in Tiraimadu.23 Located a few kilometres 
from the sea, it would be the place where they wanted to see their children grow 
up in safety. As they were moved to settle down in temporary shelters within this 
relocation site, the new place confronted them as hostile. It seemed to deliver them 
into the control of armed groups and security forces, as noted in the Prologue. 
Delays in constructing the new settlement made them doubt if the scheme would 
be realized. And they wondered aloud if they were to remain permanently in the 
temporary construction or return to their former place after all.

Thus the field of our research consisted of families, former residents of a 
particular village, who lived in successive makeshift places arranged to serve 
as temporary solutions only. Their existential context was one characterized by 
fleetingness, instability, and temporality. They were “in transition” from one place 
to the next rather than “fixed” to a particular one. Nevertheless, the dynamics 
within specific places constituted the field as well: the processes and practices 
that evolved from and marked our acquaintances’ daily life situations. They spoke 
of themselves as ahadi (refugees) who had to live in a muham (refugee camp), 
little concerned with aid agencies referring to them as internally displaced people 
(IDPs) and state terminology defining them as living within “welfare centres”.24 
While they knew how to use such vocabulary to gain post-tsunami aid, by using the 
terms ahadi and muham they also drew attention to their involuntary “exile” from 
their destroyed homes and claimed help for a change in their living conditions. At 
the same time, they positioned themselves in the war context within which ahadi 
and muham have been familiar terms in Sri Lanka for decades.25

23 | In fact, the new housing scheme was designed to adjoin the previously existing 

neighbourhood or village of Tiraimadu, from which the relocation scheme gained its name. 

Once constructed, parts of this new settlement fell administratively under other pre-

existing settlements (for example, Pannichaiadi).

24 | The abbreviation “IDPs” for “internally displaced people” denotes persons who 

remain within their home countries after displacement. It dif ferentiates this category from 

people who cross international borders and become “refugees”, according to international 

terminology. From a legal point of view, the situations of refugees and IDPs (or of external 

and internal displacement) clearly dif fer from each other (Barutciski 1998). However, the 

distinction seems rather ar tificial in other ways, and I avoid using the abbreviation of IDP 

in my thesis, agreeing with Finnström (2006, 15) on its dehumanizing side. Moreover, 

in general Tamil parlance in Sri Lanka, displaced people are called ahadi whether they 

remain in the country or migrate out (Somasunderan 1998, 138). For a critical ar ticle on 

displacement, see Colson (2004, 118) who notes that IDPs figure as people controlled by 

those who have a right to extend care to them, symbolically and, at times, by brutal force. 

25 | There was also continuity in the camps’ location. Some post-tsunami camps served 

as shelter for the war-displaced in the 1990s and were re-established in the war’s later 

stages in 2006 and 2007.
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Malkki (1997a, 67) noted that refugees may value their status precisely for that 
reason: emphasizing the temporary character of their exile, while the homeland 
may figure as the “moral destination”. Yet, in the contexts of states and sedentary 
lives, migration is viewed as “a problem” (Spencer 2004, 3), and displaced people 
tend to be perceived as a threat to stability (Colson 2004, 110). Refugee studies (and 
humanitarian aid) make the status of refugees appear unnatural and problematic to 
the extent that it demands corrective and therapeutic interventions (Malkki 1997a, 
63). That is, possible problems are seen to lie with the refugees rather than in the 
socio-political contexts that gave rise to them. Anthropologists also working within 
this environment are challenged about their “sedentarist assumptions” (Malkki 
1997a, 64). More familiar by training with focusing on patterns of durability, 
anthropologists must then face what is more readily associated with temporary 
arrangements, anomaly, and extreme situations (Malkki 1997b, 88–89).

Similar to Malkki, Passaro (1997, 161) argued that a challenge for anthropologists 
lies in actually seeing the “the unstable, hybridized, and non-holistic experiences” 
rather than the durable and quotidian routines. While I agree with this point and am 
ready to admit to disciplinary blinkers of my own, a great many of my observations 
and interpretations go along the lines of continuity, de-fragmentation, and daily life 
practices. Contrary to situations in which large numbers of refugees from different 
places, torn apart from family members, find themselves in a common camp, our 
research contacts lived with relatives and primarily among people who used to be 
residents of one village (except during the days immediately after the tsunami). 
Some of them lost incredible numbers of close and distant family members in the 
tsunami, and their own survival placed all of them in new social, emotional, and 
economic situations. They were assigned to places where they had to share rooms 
or neighbourhoods with strangers, while former neighbours may have perished. 
Yet they shared more with each other than “accidentally” shared memories of the 
devastating tsunami, for there was more to their daily social relationships than 
what they shared as victims of transitional processes. 

Our acquaintances generally appreciated having their relations staying close 
by in the post-tsunami camps and shelter sites. Spatial closeness allowed practical 
and emotional support, and this often signified continued interaction patterns 
when the same relatives had been their former neighbours. It thus helped the 
bereaved to deal with their losses and unstable life circumstances. The value of 
having surviving relations close by became especially evident among those who 
lacked such a continuity of networks. Among them were women who originated 
from other villages and had come to live in Navalady due to insecurities prevailing 
in their birthplaces before the tsunami destroyed their homes in Navalady and 
killed their closest family members there. However, most of our acquaintances 
considered Navalady their ur, their natal village and place of belonging, where 
women remained with their female kin after marriage, while men expectedly 
married “out”. Indeed, our fieldwork proceeded largely along kinship networks 
and centred on the daily life of women and their immediate families. 
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I return to a brief description of our research contacts in the methodology 
section. Before that, I will discuss my fieldwork roles and their impact on my 
research.

Fig. 1: The way to Navalady, February 2005 (© Katharina Thurnheer)

Reflecting on fieldwork roles

Particularly at the beginning of fieldwork, I found myself juggling what I considered 
to be different kinds of roles: varying roles related more directly to a researcher, 
a social worker, a witness to human rights violations, a foreigner with privileged 
access to information and security, a confidante and friend. I felt these roles to be 
at odds with each other. Despite my trust in the critique of a research model that 
starts off with the researcher as a distant, unattached, and neutral observer, I saw 
myself failing in the idealized fieldworker role – one who systematically pursues 
research questions and collects “data” in neatly stored notes and records. Such 
notions did not harmonize with the ways, for example, in which our intentions to 
follow-up on particular points with our acquaintances would simply get brushed 
aside by the force of a particular day’s events. 

Indeed, fieldwork was comprised of a day’s happenings (and at times it seemed 
to me to be carried away by them). It was shaped at least as much by the specific 
interests and priorities of our research contacts as by subjects or questions that I 
might have wished to address. I was always clear on the primacy of my “partiality” 
in favour of our acquaintances and their concerns. However, it took some time (and 
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many moments of doubt about the overall feasibility of my research intentions) 
to actually reconcile myself with having what I considered different roles in the 
field. This meant finally accepting and affirming that precisely these roles made 
research possible, while the events in which I became entangled formed what 
the research was about. That is, I experienced what was obvious in theory: that 
qualitative research (and especially ethnographic work) is always “interpersonal 
and intimate” (Coffrey 1999, 56) and fieldwork becomes a means of “engaged 
learning” (Carrithers 2005, 437). The researcher invariably finds a role as part 
of an interactional complexity, and research is essentially a process of mutual 
creation (Adler and Adler 1994, 378; Olesen 1994, 166). 

The varying roles and, correspondingly, the ways of interacting with our 
research contacts, developed my “ethnographic self”, and this itself formed an 
implicit part of the research (Coffrey 1999, 36). However, having various roles 
also allowed me to perform one role or the other strategically, depending on the 
situation. For instance, I found it important at the beginning of fieldwork to single 
myself out (accompanied by Vathany) as “only a researcher” or “only a student” 
in order to correct the more obvious misimpression of many people that I was 
working for an organization engaged in post-tsunami relief work. We repeatedly 
explained that our purpose for being in the camps was related to research and that 
we were not in a position to fulfil requests for items lost or damaged in the massive 
waves.26 This not only served to make our aims and limits transparent; it also 
helped to build relationships that would not be perceived primarily as potential 
sources of material benefit. At other moments, however, the possibility of being 
associated with the “post-tsunami context” (and its sudden influx of “experts”, 
“helpers”, and news media reporters) proved very useful. That was the case, for 
example, in regard to armed groups and security forces questioning my presence. 
For instance, during the round-up described in the Prologue, I emphasized an 
interest in the “tsunami victims”, which offered a less political cover for my broader 
concern that indeed encompassed the ongoing human rights violations of that 
time. In similar scenarios, our acquaintances also explained my presence with 
a post-tsunami arrival and interest, rendering my being there at once plausible 
and “harmless”. Hence the ambiguity in roles could also serve as a welcome cover 
when necessary.

While I struggled internally with being a research fieldworker rather than 
someone actually “out there to help”, the clear over-supply of post-tsunami aid 
limited my moral qualms. There was no shortage of food or shelter around me. 
What proved more difficult to handle was what I perceived as irregularities and 
inequities that accompanied many aid distribution measures. I was often surprised 
and appalled to observe the degree to which practices of humanitarian and 
development interventions differed from the claimed standards for intervention 

26 | See also Hastrup (2011) and McGilvray (2006) for what it may mean to carry out 

ethnographic research in an environment dominated by relief workers and NGOs. 



Chapter One: Introduction 45

promoted by these same agencies. What I witnessed was a surplus of top-down 
approaches that left people confused, irritated, and afraid. In many instances, 
people lacked basic information. Thus processes tended to stagger forward in a 
way that bespoke the general difficulties of acknowledging and building upon 
citizens’ rights in militarized Sri Lanka. This also raised the question of how to 
deal with such communication gaps in relation to my research.

The question was significant, because I also regularly attended coordination 
meetings of the post-tsunami aid actors and talked to governmental and non-
governmental representatives, especially during 2005. The discussions in such 
settings frequently seemed worlds apart from the daily-life realities I encountered 
during my daily visits to the camps. On one hand, these discrepancies and their 
consequences were of evident research interest, as they offered themselves to 
further interpretation. On the other hand, I could access information directly 
affecting our interlocutors but which they lacked knowledge of. The most 
significant case regarded issues of relocation and development of rehousing 
schemes. Not sharing this kind of information was quite unthinkable to 
me, hence I often attempted to explain some of the decisions taken or official 
guidelines to our acquaintances. Yet the assumption of having privileged access 
to information proved questionable, and my abilities to contribute meaningful 
knowledge remained limited at times. Not only did I find myself at a loss when 
decisions or guidelines remained non-transparent or changed over time, but the 
actual ways in which post-tsunami aid allocations operated frequently had little 
to do with discussions or criteria mentioned in meetings with donors, NGOs, 
or state representatives. In this respect, access to relevant knowledge lay clearly 
with our research contacts. Despite varying means and degrees of success, they 
knew how to access information and items on the basis of patron-client networks 
significant in resource distributions. Whatever limited insights we obtained into 
these mechanisms obviously depended on our acquaintances’ openness towards 
Vathany and me as well as their willingness to share their knowledge with us. 

This brings me back to the point of research being created out of interpersonal 
interactions – and especially so in ethnographic work. Ethnographers depend on 
their informants for insights, and power in that sense lies in the hands of their 
interlocutors rather than in their own (Cassell 1980). A crucial question is how 
ethnographers deal with their insights. That is where the risk of one-sided power 
and exploitation by the researcher looms large. These considerations are especially 
significant in emotionally demanding research settings (Stacey 1988). Conflict 
and disaster contexts too pose ethical challenges for researchers (Goodhand 2000; 
Kovats-Bernat 2002; Stallings 2006, 77–79). I agree with Stallings (2006) that 
the ethical considerations for research in disaster contexts are more a matter of 
degree than of uniqueness. However, I do not share his opinion that the researcher 
requires “detachment” (Stallings 2006, 78). I maintain the value of “involvement” 
or “taking sides” in respect to ethnographic work. I address these issues below by 
first describing some of the methodological implications.
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me Thodology and guiding conceP Ts

Fieldwork consisted primarily of daily visits to our acquaintances in the post-
tsunami camps and temporary shelter sites. From an initial contact with two 
young women, our network extended to include 20 women as our principal 
research contacts. We also entered into close relationships with some of their 
husbands, brothers, and cousins, maintaining contact with other people on 
a sporadic level. However, women remained our selected main interlocutors, 
and their gendered points-of-view and everyday practices are the cornerstones 
of my research. Research relationships developed largely along matrilineal kin 
networks, including sisters, mothers, daughters, and daughters-in-law. Research 
also spanned across generations with young, unmarried Selvy being in her early 
20s and her mother’s sister, Nallamma, being a great-great-grandmother. Two 
extended families (each consisting of sisters and their families over generations) 
and five families of the parent-child form made up our core research contacts, 
with some of their members again related to each other through marriage.27 All 
of them belonged to the Karaiyar caste and therefore occupied a middle position 
within the local caste hierarchy. Frequently being looked down upon as lower caste 
by the paddy-field-owning Vellalar, they tended in turn to comment with some 
contempt or ridicule on those belonging to still lower-positioned castes such as the 
Washermen. Almost all of our acquaintances depended directly on fishing for their 
livelihoods, both maritime and lagoon fishing. The husbands in only two families 
earned an income through government or non-government jobs. Furthermore, 
all of our close acquaintances were Saivite Hindus except for two individuals who 
had converted to Christianity within an evangelical denomination. One of them, 
Indurani, had done so only recently in reaction to the tsunami. 

Vathany joined me as interpreter and assistant right from the beginning 
of fieldwork in 2005.28 Besides a short involvement as an interpreter with an 
international medical team after the tsunami, this was her first professional 
assignment and her introduction to fieldwork. She is of Vellalar background, and 
the fieldwork experience demanded she adapt to the way-of-life and language 

27 | Chapter Two elaborates fur ther on how research relationships developed and includes 

two kinship diagrams that show some of the research contacts frequently mentioned. A 

name list with basic family information is also provided in Appendix 3.

28 | Another young Tamil woman helped with interpreting during 2004, but she quickly 

found a job working for an international organization after the tsunami. In fact, for some 

time after my return to Batticaloa in 2005, I had been slightly worried about finding an 

interpreter at all, as all capable English-speaking Tamils seemed to have been engaged by 

post-tsunami relief agencies. A representative of a local organization eventually introduced 

me to Vathany after I mentioned my search for an interpreter. For a brief, initial period we 

even formed a team of three that included a young man who liked to help but very soon 

found a job with an international organization. 
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habits of people from the Karaiyar caste. Accompanying me throughout the 10 
months of fieldwork in 2005, she contributed significantly to development of 
close research relationships. In her early 20s, she shared the generation of our 
young research contacts and was viewed affectionately by their mothers. While 
my Tamil knowledge remained too limited to enable in-depth conversations or to 
understand our acquaintances’ often elaborate stories, the need for interpreting 
did not interfere with the quality of our field conversations. We had soon formed a 
well-functioning team, and the many discussions with Vathany proved invaluable. 
Vathany also participated in later fieldwork periods, though she had a full-time job 
by then with an NGO. During these later stages, I went alone to visit the families 
or with Sarojini, another Tamil friend, who helped with interpreting.

Besides these family visits, I attended post-tsunami aid coordination meetings, 
predominantly on shelter issues, gender, psycho-social work, human security, 
and more wide-ranging interagency meetings. Furthermore, I interviewed 
representatives of state and non-state agencies involved in post-tsunami aid 
and conferred with local peace activists. I also worked part-time as a consultant 
for a Swiss NGO, Helvetas, during 2006 and 2007 (relating back to earlier 
employment in the country). This job involved me in the same relocation project 
that also affected our research contacts. All these tasks, meetings, and interviews 
provided me with important insights into the ongoing work and concerns of NGO 
representatives, officials, and other local residents. These insights generated a 
better understanding of the fieldwork context and thus enriched my research. 
Yet my research relies primarily on encounters with those women and families 
displaced from Navalady due to the tsunami, who expected to be relocated to 
Tiraimadu.

Fieldwork tactics 

By and large, fieldwork was based on participant observation, which proved to be 
the most appropriate method in this context of general unpredictability, lack of 
security, and people’s grief for their deceased family members. More precisely, 
fieldwork was based on conversations coupled with observations. We only 
participated in our acquaintances’ daily life chores to a very limited degree; most 
often we would spend time by simply sitting and talking together. Our long-term 
presence and the many conversations we had paved the way for observing how 
outside interventions shaped life in the camps and temporary shelters as well as 
how people established daily routines and coped with their situations. We came to 
discern patterns of situations that evoked particular stories or memories, and we 
gained some insight into the roles that the various armed groups played in everyday 
life at present (as well as in the past). We would also listen to painful personal 
recollections, often told at unexpected moments. Thus the strength of social 
anthropology’s core research method was confirmed, with its emphasis on close, 
trusting relationships with informants. However, my anthropological background 
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also had evident limits. For example, during highly emotional accounts or at 
moments involving aggression and threats, I was glad to be somewhat familiar 
with concepts and techniques of communication and mediation. During round-
ups and similar incidents, I wished in turn for preparation connected with human 
rights monitoring.

I eventually dismissed the method of life story interviews, which had 
seemed so appropriate to me before commencing fieldwork. Initially, when our 
acquaintances resided in the post-tsunami camps, basic requirements were hardly 
met: the crowded camps allowed no privacy, and the constant movement of people, 
coupled with unpredictable events (such as fights, sudden meetings, or the arrival 
of large numbers of people due to rumours about the possible distribution of relief 
goods), could never have assured interviews free of interruption. The level of noise 
also made audio recording impossible. Furthermore, the very act of recording – a 
performance of “foreigner interviewing a tsunami victim” – risked positioning 
me closer to the circle of news media and post-tsunami aid representatives than 
I wished and to trigger speculation about possible material “rewards” for the 
interview.29 By the time Vathany and I had become more familiar figures to the 
families, and life in the transitional shelters had changed enough to allow some 
privacy, the security situation had deteriorated further. The day we prepared 
everything for biographical interviews was described in the Prologue: that day’s 
massive round-up landed another lasting blow to my voice recording plans. In the 
following year, frequent incidents involving armed crime kept me from resuming 
my intentions. The risk of having intimate personal accounts falling into the 
hands of security forces, armed groups, or gang members was one I was unwilling 
to take.30

Security threats fell unevenly on our Tamil friends and on Vathany. Foreigners 
were generally not targeted, though several governments called for their expatriates 
to leave Batticaloa in 2006. Moreover, my greatest privilege was my ability to leave 
the district and country at any time. Therefore, I was primarily concerned with 
ways to ensure confidentiality and protect our research material. During the course 
of fieldwork, we increasingly refrained from taking notes on the spot. Instead we 
trained ourselves to memorize the events of the day, the information obtained, 
or the content of particular conversations. In what was at times a painstaking 
team process of reconstruction, I would write down detailed field-notes later in 
the evening or during the following days, covering up the most sensitive issues 
with acronyms (or by writing in German rather than English, to discourage 
an uninvited reader). These protective measures in turn demanded particular 

29 | This is not to say that interviews ought not to be paid. What matters was a context of 

constant conflicts and rivalries in relation to post-tsunami benefits and a general suspicion 

that some individuals were gaining more than others through personal relationships with 

foreigners, NGO staff, or state representatives.

30 | On this point, see also Lawrence (1997) and McGilvray (1997; 2008, 357–360).
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effort to maintain the transparency of our research goals. I was concerned that 
our interlocutors might “forget” over time our research relationship given the 
friendship that had developed – and was positively surprised whenever I realized 
how clearly they realized I was “writing a book”. Hence the confusion about 
research and friendship was very much my own problem.

Indeed, relationships with our acquaintances developed an intensity linked 
to the specific circumstances of our encounters: where mistrust, instability, 
and insecurity reigned high, relationships involving empathy, frankness, and 
discretion were rare and vulnerable resources. This intensity of fieldwork 
relationships ultimately led to my return to the field in the following years.

Anthropologists who worked in other conflict zones reported similar challenges 
and strategies in relation to carrying out their fieldwork (Hoffman 2003; Kovats-
Bernat 2002; Nordstrom 2004; Pettigrew, Shneiderman, and Harper 2004). 
Kovats-Bernat (2002) elaborated on the specifics of “dangerous fields”. These 
demand that anthropologists improvise their methodologies, while the discipline 
as a whole may be asked to rethink some of its basic assumptions:

“What are needed are updated field strategies that address the unique considerations and 

concerns of the anthropologist conducting research in dangerous fields – those sites where 

social relationships and cultural realities are critically modified by the pervasion of fear, 

threat of force, or (ir)regular application of violence and where the customary approaches, 

methods, and ethics of anthropological fieldwork are at times insufficient, irrelevant, 

inapplicable, imprudent, or simply naïve.” (Kovats-Bernat 2002, 208–209)

As Kovats-Bernat (2002, 211) argued, researchers need to acknowledge that whatever 
data an anthropologist seeks in “dangerous zones” is not merely embedded within 
but embodied by violence. An all permeating, existential dimension of danger 
makes it impossible to circumvent violence in attempts to select pure data not 
contaminated by it, and the ethnographer cannot avoid this pervasive force either. 
As in the case of my fieldwork, it became impossible to perceive instability and 
violence as merely the context of something else I might have wished to examine. 

In sum, a great deal of my fieldwork experience can said to be part and parcel 
of ethnographic work in general, especially viewed from a feminist, interactionist, 
or “postmodern” theoretical perspective (Burgess 1984; Carrithers 2005; Coffrey 
1999; Denzin 1994; Denzin and Lincoln 1994; Fontana and Frey 1994; Olesen 
1994; Skeggs 2001): a dilemma of research roles arises between interference 
and disengagement or that of concealing and sharing knowledge; the issue of 
“deceit” also looms in the trusting and friendship-oriented research relationships 
developed, especially when notes are taken “covertly” after conversations; tension 
may also emerge between richness in details and protection of information 
sources at the later stage of writing. However, fieldwork in crisis contexts tends 
to sharpen these features, forcing the researcher more pressingly to acknowledge 
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and negotiate the challenges as well as to account for the ways in which research 
developed from the field conditions and relationships.

Thus fieldwork in conflict zones may emphasize the need for a modest and 
honest consideration of the roles and options open to ethnographers. It likely 
suggests ethnographies that acknowledge the ways researchers (and assistants) 
are involved in the field under review. These approaches should reflect on the 
aspect of taking part in observation and accounting for relationships of power 
and dependency. In terms of techniques for collecting data, it may become crucial 
to value more pragmatic and improvised approaches in situations where formal 
methodologies reach their limits or fail to yield further insights. This does 
not mean working in methodologically naïve ways nor, as in my case, advising 
systematically against particular techniques such as audio recording. Rather, it 
means being faithful to the understanding that methodology is situational and 
that research methods cannot be separated from findings.

“Witnessing”

In his essay on cockfights in Bali, Geertz ([1973] 2000a) related how his and 
his wife’s presence during a police raid transformed their positions in the 
village completely: from being ignored up until then they became popular and 
established “rapport”, that “mysterious necessity of anthropological fieldwork” 
(Geertz [1973] 2000a, 416). Moreover, attending the cockfight introduced him to 
what he considered to be of major significance to the society he was to explore 
(Geertz [1973] 2000a, 416–417). The presence of Vathany and myself during the 
massive round-up described in the Prologue had somewhat similar consequences. 
Existing relationships acquired an additional dimension and gained in intensity 
thereafter. Among our closer acquaintances, it also marked the beginning of a 
running joke: they were spared troubles (such as being slapped in the face by 
security forces) when I was around. Clearly, though, any kind of protection was 
merely temporary, if not an illusion altogether, as everyone was aware. People with 
whom we had had little or no contact up until the round-up approached us to tell 
us of other incidents. For instance, male sources liked to tell us of difficulties they 
risked as fishermen on their way to the sea or when out fishing, in encounters with 
state security forces. Or women expressed the hope that “the foreigners” could 
possibly do something against the daily threat of having their young forcefully 
recruited. Hence our presence during the round-up incident helped to transform 
us in the eyes of a wider circle of people. We became potential witnesses of a form 
of suffering beyond that immediately related to the tsunami. 

This position gained relevance in the following periods of fieldwork, especially 
during 2006 and 2007, when armed hostilities turned into open warfare in 
Batticaloa. It was not always a comfortable position to be in, since it could also 
subject us to manipulation in the prevailing contested political grounds. Informing 
the SLMM at the time, as noted in the Prologue, and my more general concern 
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about such intrusions and a desire to record them in the form of this thesis 
ended the parallel to Geertz’s ([1973] 2000a) introduction in “Deep Play”. These 
points instead reflect contemporary anthropological concerns with the insecurity 
and instability that frequently characterize the social worlds anthropologists 
continue to study. Or, as Spencer (2007a, 161) argued, these points stand for an 
anthropology that has become more concerned with moral or ethical positions 
than having actually moved to new thematic fields. Such anthropology is likely 
to find faults with Geertz’s way of “missing out” on the violence that so marked 
his research regions (Java and Morocco) at different times (Scheper-Hughes and 
Bourgois 2004, 6; Suárez-Orozco and Robben 2000, 12). 

In writings related to violence, crisis, or suffering, it has become popular for 
scholars to refer to their observations as “witnessing”. Scheper-Hughes’ (1995) 
article about the “primacy of the ethical” formed a cornerstone in this development 
within social anthropology. An increasing number of anthropologists working 
in crisis contexts demonstrate the relevance of this kind of ethnographies. The 
authors typically emphasize that ethnographic methods are specifically suitable 
in such dynamic fields. More precisely, they point out how significant the 
discipline’s characteristically extensive fieldwork and close relationships with 
research contacts are as means of gaining insights. Furthermore, the resulting 
ethnographies are expected to enrich contemporary theories within and outside 
the discipline (Greenhouse 2002; Greenhouse, Mertz, and Warren 2002; 
Hoffman 2003; Keenan 2006; Robben and Nordstrom 1995; Scheper-Hughes 
and Bourgois 2004; Sponsel and Gregor 1994). In line with this, Greenhouse 
(2002) argued that ethnographies in unstable environments are especially well-
positioned to stimulate discussions on how to conceptualize improvisation, social 
fragmentation, performance, and structure/agency dualism. 

These ethnographies, more urgently than studies situated in comparatively 
peaceful and stable contexts, raise questions of ethical responsibilities and of the 
“political” in research processes. As Robben and Nordstrom (1995, 18) formulated 
it, anthropologists working in conflict contexts invariably face tragedies and 
have to deal with the implications for their work. Hence the question arises of 
“what to do” with the tragedies witnessed: what role do anthropologists assume 
when faced with massive violence and suffering? Can this role be defined at all? 
While contemporary anthropologists may criticize their predecessors for having 
been blind to the violent politics amidst which they conducted their research, the 
question remains of how political (or actually moral) ethnographies can or ought 
to be (Clifford 1997; Spencer 1997, 2007a, 2007b).

Scheper-Hughes’ (1995) call for witnessing stresses the obligation of 
anthropology as a discipline to take action on behalf of the people directly affected 
by lawlessness or suffering. It remains a famous and often criticized point of 
departure for more differentiated positions (D’Andrade 1995; Kovats-Bernat 2002; 
Meskell and Pels 2005; Valentine 2003). Hardly any anthropologist would disagree 
with Scheper-Hughes’ demand to carry out research in a manner committed to 
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and accountable to those they work with. And few would deny that ethnographic 
work is political – especially in highly politizised contexts where there is no 
“outside” from which to observe and write about violence (Spencer 2007a, 159; 
Spencer 2007b, 177). Problematic are her points of postulating pre-cultural ethics 
and addressing the call in the form of anthropology’s obligation as a discipline 
rather than at the level of ethnographers’ responsibilities and skills in negotiating 
differing positions within fields of intersecting power relationships.

Kovats-Bernat (2002, 214) argued instead in favour of “localized ethics” 
and therefore in favour of practices that develop from interaction with research 
participants: such ethics stem from the advice of informants about what to talk 
about, and when to remain silent, or what behaviour to adopt to protect the 
researcher’s security and that of assistants and participants. In a similar vein, 
Spencer (2010, S298) suggested thinking about “ethics as a kind of skilled practice” 
rather than to expect to find safe spaces in presupposed, simple ethical truths 
(or in ethical codes, for that matter). This aligns with anthropological scepticism 
against universal formulas, as Valentine (2003) remarked: 

“In complex social worlds, a final, primary, ethical stance is always complicated by good 

ethnography […] In order to be ethical – and to try and act consciously, ef fectively, and with 

passion – we need to pay attention to the dif ferences, complexities, and contradictions 

exposed by critically-informed ethnography, our most powerful tool as anthropologists 

concerned with violence and suffering.” (Valentine 2003, 46)

The specificity of ethnographies in crisis contexts notwithstanding, this should 
not lead to its celebration as “particularly good ethnography” within the discipline. 
I do not claim that engagement in such settings elevates anthropologists to 
a privileged position from which to gain knowledge, as though an aura of the 
adventurous produces special value (see also Hoffman 2003, 10; Passaro 1997, 
147).31 Likewise, rather than conjuring up the strength of ethnographic work 
in competition with other research approaches, collaborative forms of sharing 
insights proves more constructive. As Gupta and Ferguson (1997c, 39) noted, an 
anthropologist’s political task may lie in forging alliances across the disciplines.

In regard to witnessing and ethical as well as political attitudes, my own 
“meandering” through fieldwork reflected on what was described above (see also 
Thurnheer 2007). I followed the example of most people around me, keeping 
a low profile and maintaining a mix of transparency and disguise of research 
interest in order to prevent putting our acquaintances at risk. I respected their 
advice concerning their safety (as well as Vathany’s and my own) and paid 

31 | There is a tendency for impressive expressions in some of the literature reviewed 

such as “dangerous zones” (Kovats-Bernat 2002), “fieldwork under fire” (Nordstrom and 

Robben 1995), “frontline-anthropology” (Hoffman 2003), even though it may not be the 

intention of these authors to dramatize their experiences.
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attention to their significant silences in conversations. In accordance with Kovat-
Bernat (2002, 218), it seems dubious to me to attempt to define a discipline’s 
standpoint monolithically in contexts where even individual angles are hard to 
capture. With my partiality in support of our research contacts evident, such a 
stance did not fit easily into clear-cut political positions. Rather, it was a matter 
of situated positioning, as my own attitude, as well as that of our acquaintances, 
was likely to shift, depending on a particular situation. In addition, there was 
always the possibility of sharing experiences and witnessing with activists and 
monitoring circles outside academia.

Yet the dilemmas remain of producing academic texts developed from 
intense field relations, emotionally charged situations, and witnessed suffering.32 
As Stacey (1988, 26) famously argued, there can at best be “partially” feminist 
ethnographies: that is, ethnographies enhanced by feminist perspectives and calls 
for empathetic, concerned, and reciprocal (research) relationships. The risks of 
exploitation and betrayal of informants can be substantial in highly qualitative 
work when “the lives, loves, and tragedies” that they share with the researcher “are 
ultimately data, grist for the ethnographic mill” (Stacey 1988, 23). I am very much 
aware of this critique in relation to my own research, where every new tragedy 
in the lives of our acquaintances offered additional interesting material for my 
thesis. Yet I contend that the fact of having been drawn into these tragedies makes 
it morally obligatory for me, as an ethnographer, to account for them through the 
means I have available.

This leads to further questions of representation significant for the particular 
field context. In other words, how should one write about violence or the 
incredibility of a sudden disaster? Questions need to address the “how to” when 
representing experiential dimensions commonly described as moments that fail 
language, produce a loss of words, or constitute the unspeakable (Daniel 1996; 
Das 1990b, 2007; Nordstrom 1995; Spencer 2003). Of importance to me was to 
give credit to the many stories I listened to and to the personal situations that we 
encountered during fieldwork. Writing in largely descriptive forms, I furthermore 
hope to portray the liveliness enjoyed even in tragic circumstances. I also seek 
to give a face to those who often risked being treated as anonymous numbers – 
merely “IDPs”. Closing the loop to the question of witnessing, I share Das’ (2007, 
237) remark that it essentially involves “attesting […] to the creativity of life”, 
remembering that there is more to violence than destruction, and making use of 
social anthropology for precisely this purpose.33

32 | See especially also Lawrence’s (1997, 1–26) careful considerations of how to write 

her thesis based on fieldwork amidst massive suffering in Batticaloa in the 1990s. 

33 | In the work of Das (1987, 2000, 2007) witnessing centres on the “voice” in its various 

forms – of the sufferer of violence and the effor ts undertaken in repairing shattered social 

relationships.
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Conceptual framework

In this section, I turn to concepts that guided my interpretation and analysis. I 
will do so by accounting for literature that especially influenced my perceptions. 
Later chapters will deepen the discussion when the concepts mentioned below are 
directly related to fieldwork data.

In relation to my notion of a “life beyond survival”, social anthropological work 
on violence, social suffering, and the meaning of everyday social worlds provided 
a rich stock of literature, primarily Das (2007) and the three volumes co-edited 
by Das, Kleinman, and others (Kleinman, Das, and Lock 1997; Das et al. 2000; 
Das et al. 2001). Already having captured my interest at the very beginning of my 
research, the following quote remained one I frequently turned to as I was writing 
my thesis.

“Yet in the midst of the worst horrors, people continue to live, to survive, and to cope. This 

might appear as an obvious, even banal statement, especially if we think of the everyday 

only as the site of the taken-for-granted, the “uneventful”, from which one seeks escape 

in the realm of the transcendental. Yet in relation to lives severely disrupted, to be able to 

secure the everyday life by individuals and communities is indeed an achievement. What is 

at stake, then, in the everyday after such overwhelming experiences of social suffering, and 

how do people learn to engage in it?” (Das and Kleinman 2001, 1–2)

Das and Kleinman (2001, 2) continued to ask whether this re-engagement with 
ordinary life is comparable to a healing process on the individual and community 
level. This question of healing is not one I explicitly pursued in my research, where 
I have chosen to adopt the term coping, as discussed further below. Moreover, 
their work is not focused on suffering in the aftermath of a “natural” disaster. 
Questions of remaining alive may pose themselves differently to survivors of 
massive violence than in situations in which human acts have not accounted for 
suffering directly. However, the quote remains significant for its understanding 
of “the everyday” as an achievement in circumstances marked by violence and 
suffering. As people go beyond merely surviving, they repair social relationships, 
creating the realities in which their traumatic memories are eventually buried, 
and readdress the future (Das and Kleinman 2001, 4). Thus they work towards 
re-establishing the everyday as the site of the ordinary and familiar in contexts in 
which the illusion of a taken-for-granted world has been so profoundly shattered. 
That is, people engage in re-establishing unspectacular notions commonly 
associated with daily life. The everyday then emerges for the anthropologist as 
the “eventful”, the arena where survivors restructure their personal and social 
worlds.34

34 | Similar points are raised in two other studies that draw on the work of Das (2007) and 

which share thematic affinity with my research: Hastrup’s (2011) study on a Tamil fishing 
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Continuing with life poses simultaneously a source of opportunities and 
deep-felt perplexities (Das and Kleinman 2001, 24). The question develops from 
this of what actually emerges from that moment of potentialities as people go 
about repairing the fractures and their shattered social worlds. This question is 
as relevant for a study about daily life after a natural disaster as it is in relation 
to massive violence and insecurity. In this respect, I use the term coping in the 
broad sense described by the same authors: it is the way in which people “read, 
endure, work through, break apart under, transcend” (Das and Kleinman 2001, 
3) massive violence and other forms of suffering. Morever, Das’ (1990b, 2007) 
work explicitly links these processes of coping with gender, demonstrating how 
different social positioning interacts with women’s and men’s varying means of 
dealing with endured losses and injuries. 

For a more analytically operative understanding of coping, von Benda-
Beckmann and von Benda-Beckmann’s (1994) reflections on social security 
proved helpful. The co-authors were concerned about formulating a functional 
approach to social security that went beyond a discussion of institutions or state 
welfare systems.35 They proposed that any social organization provided (more or 
less satisfactorily) a range of ways to deal with material and immaterial forms of 
uncertainty and insecurity. Social security was then recognized to represent all 
the efforts of individuals, groups, or organizations to overcome their existential 
insecurities beyond the purely individual ones, as well as the (intended or 
unintended) consequences of these efforts (von Benda-Beckmann and von 
Benda-Beckmann 1994, 14). “Coping with insecurity” then referred to all the 
practices, concepts, relationships, and institutions relevant for people’s dealings 
with specific, adverse conditions. In like manner, I use coping as a term to look 
at the variety of social, economic, political, and ritual practices through which 
people dealt with the complex crisis represented by conjunction of the tsunami 
and armed conflict. 

I perceive that conjunction as the occurrence of a crisis within a crisis. 
Therein, I make use of two conceptualizations of crisis: one of a sudden and deep-
going rupture of familiar contexts, and another of a long-term fragmentation and 
incoherence (Vigh 2008). In the former sense, I refer to the way in which a sudden 
catastrophe, the tsunami, signified a breakdown of previously held certainties or 
social frames of reference for the survivors. A disaster is thus also described as 
a moment when norms are seen to fail (see also Perry 2004, 11; Voss 2006). At 
that moment potential for change arises, as some scholars have argued, not least 

village in Tamil Nadu, India, after the tsunami, and Walker’s (2010) perceptive discussion 

of violence and the everyday, as it too relates to war-torn post-tsunami Batticaloa.

35 | See Nooteboom (2003, 33–60) for an extensive overview of conceptualizing social 

security. He himself focused on the livelihood dimension and defined social security as 

the “provision of care, support, and welfare to individuals and groups by social means” 

(Nooteboom 2003, 49; italics in original).
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based on their understanding of a crisis as a “critical point” that, though highly 
threatening, also offers opportunities (Boin and ‘t Hart 2006, 43). Conversely, 
Vigh (2008, 9) holds that a crisis foremost represents “a state of somatic, social 
or existential incoherence.” Viewing a crisis as a condition of fragmentation and 
instability, the term allows social scientists to frame circumstances that mark 
the lives of a great number of people in this world: for example, chronic poverty, 
marginalization, or, in the case of Batticaloa, the effects of decades of armed 
conflict. Crisis, in this sense, becomes the actual context and condition within 
which people go about their lives (Vigh 2008, 11). This understanding complicates 
the ability to see, in crisis, an opportunity for change and it relegates to the fringe 
the question of social change, commonly posed in regard to disasters (see also 
Hastrup 2011, 14; Hoffman 1999a). This possible change in itself is indeed of less 
interest to me than openness to “what happens” during a crisis or in the aftermath 
of the disaster – in other words, an interest in real people’s real practices.36

Reflecting upon crisis and the everyday emerging from massive social 
disruption sheds light on how people respond to challenged norms and notions 
of normalcy. This approach reveals the ways in which order and normalcy are 
“made” through social practices. As Vigh (2008, 11) put it: however “normal” a 
crisis context may appear over the long-term, it is not appreciated as what the norm 
would represent qualitatively. Instead normalization of a crisis is based on people’s 
efforts to create order – not on their indifference to disorder. Similarly, von Benda-
Beckmann and Pirie (2007, 8) found that people usually feel they need to draw 
a line separating order from chaos. Order then emerges through the “creative 
ways in which people create small spaces of order in situations of disorder and 
disruption” (von Benda-Beckmann and Pirie 2007, 2). While these points may 
seem trivial, they counter casual opinions (such as I came to hear in relation to 
my fieldwork) about people who constantly face hardships yet somehow “suffer 
less”. It may be argued instead that social actors who base their actions against 
a framework of fragmentation rather than on stability may become particularly 
aware of the fragility of their efforts to establish notions of order, predictability, 
and normality (Vigh 2008, 17; von Benda-Beckmann and Pirie 2007).

While disorder refers as much to a social construction or perception as it 
does to an objective state or quality, what constitutes order is not shared equally 
within or between societies. Likewise, “normalcy” may mean different things 
and experiences for different social groups. From a feminist perspective, this 
may be summed up by asking “whose normalcy?” counts as the dominant one. 
Von Benda-Beckmann and von Benda-Beckmann’s (1994) elaborations on social 

36 | I thus share Ortner’s (1996b, 2) interest in “looking at and listening to real people 

doing real things in a given historical moment”. Measured against this primary interest, 

neat classifications that dif ferentiate between “disaster” versus “catastrophe”, “crisis”, 

or “conflict” recede to the background, however valuable such typologies can be (see 

Clausen, Geenen, and Macamo 2003; Perry 2003; Voss 2006). 
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security make it clear: the reasons for distress and the means to overcome it 
are linked to socio-cultural constructions that define what is normal and what 
is not. This applies for societies’ members in general and categories of people 
in particular. These same constructions also designate relationships and social 
units responsible for providing support in problematic situations. Yet, while 
social security can be promised, provided, or achieved, it always remains partial 
and related to social differences such as gender, age, class, or status (von Benda-
Beckmann and von Benda-Beckmann 1994, 8–9, 14).37 

The point about the partial nature of support underscores the relevance of gender 
in coping processes. The insight that the category of gender relates invariably to 
other forms of social differentiation, from which it cannot be examined in isolation, 
has become commonplace in contemporary concepts (Anthias 2002; Anthias 
and Yuval Davis 1992; Davies 2008; Hill-Collins 1989; McCall 2005; Mohanty 
2003; Mohanty, Russo, and Torres 1991; Moraga and Anzaldùa 1983; Nicholson 
and Seidman 1995; Yuval-Davis 2006). Likewise, established conceptual grounds 
against the pitfalls of essentialism can be provided by reflection on the situational 
nature of gender and on ways in which notions of femininity and masculinity 
result from interactive constructions, from “doing” or “making” gender (Goffman 
[1959] 2004; Ortner 1996a; West and Zimmerman 1987). Moreover, from a social 
anthropological perspective, one can perceive gender productively as embedded 
within kinship positions and practices. This perspective allows one to see gender 
relationships as shifting over the course of a life-time and as responsive to specific, 
interactive situations. It also reveals differences as well as similarities between 
women and men (Busby 1999, 2000; Carsten 2004; Howell and Melhuus 1996; 
Moore 1988, 1994a, 1999, 2007; Ortner and Whitehead 1981; Yanagisako and 
Collier 1987). 

My own research follows this intersectional understanding of gender and 
examines kinship as an area in which gender differences and similarities are 
created and contested. Indeed research revealed the importance of kinship as the 
“elementary structures” (Lévi-Strauss [1947] 1971). I came to recognize kinship as 
an “area of life in which people invest their emotions, their creative energy, and 
their new imaginings” (Carsten 2004, 9). Das’ (1990b, 2007) work relating to 
coping remains a powerful account to me of the intricate ways in which gendered 
kin positions circumscribe differing ways for women and men to repair their 
shattered social worlds.

37 | De Jong’s (2005) study, which follows von Benda-Beckmann and von Benda-Beckmann’s 

(1994) conceptualization of social security, provides one such example of the combined relevance 

of gender and generation in regard to extending care for the elderly poor in Kerala. It pointed out 

the limits of kinship support insofar as situations for elderly women without a husband were 

particularly precarious, because family and relatives did not support these widows to the extend 

they did elderly couples or men. 
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Overall, feminist ethnographies and their concerns with power relationships, 
the agency of socially embedded actors, reflexivity throughout the research process, 
and questions of representation form the backbone of my research (Abu-Lughod 
1990, 1991, 1993; di Leonardo 1991; Goddard 2000; Mohanty 2003; Rippl 1993; 
Skeggs 2001; Visweswaran 1994). Ortner’s (1996b, 2006) discussion of practice 
theory from a feminist and “subaltern” perspective has been helpful in thinking 
about subjectivity as the basis for agency. It offers an effort to understand how 
people act within their social worlds while they are acted upon (Ortner 2006, 110). 
Moreover, it supplies a perspective that acknowledges people’s creative ways of 
weaving coherence across damaging forms of oppression (Ortner 2006, 57). The 
stock of feminist work on war and peace has also been influential in perceiving 
a continuity of violence marking the daily lives of women (Coomaraswamy and 
Fonseka 2004; Giles and Hyndman 2004; Giles et al. 2003; Meintjes, Pillay, and 
Turshen 2001; Seifert 2001, 2003; Yuval-Davis 1997). Lastly, I took a particular 
interest in disaster research that accounts for gender differences and similarities 
(Ariyabandu and Wickramasinghe 2003; Bradshaw 2004; Cupples 2007; Enarson 
1998, 2000; Enarson and Chakrabarti 2009; Enarson and Morrow 1998; Enarson, 
Fothergill, and Peek 2006).

In terms of interpreting our fieldwork conversations and observations, 
biographical and narrative analysis guided my approach (Cortazzi 2001; Dausien 
1994; Dausien and Kelle 2005; Plummer 2001; Rosenthal 1995; Rosenthal and 
Fischer-Rosenthal 2003). As for representation of fieldwork, I proceeded along two 
basic concerns: I chose to work with descriptive, narrative forms, to maintain the 
immediacy of fieldwork encounters. Yet, in respect to confidentiality of sources, I 
decided at times against greater ethnographic “thickness” by omitting particular 
details. I shared a fundamental interest in a writing style that pays attention to 
differences while bringing forth the similarities shared, as Abu-Lughod (1991) 
formulated it in her strategy of writing “ethnographies of the particular”.

“To say that we all live in the particular is not to say that for any of us the particulars are 

the same. […] But the dailiness, in breaking coherence and introducing time, keeps us 

fixed on flux and contradiction. And the particulars suggest that others live as we perceive 

ourselves living, not as robots programmed with “cultural” rules, but as people going 

through life agonizing over decisions, making mistakes, trying to make themselves look 

good, enduring tragedies and personal losses, enjoying others, and finding moments of 

happiness.” (Abu-Lughod 1991, 157–158)

Book synoPsis

Together with the Prologue, my first chapter has pointed out my research interest, 
the theoretical framework guiding my interpretation, and briefly introduced the 
context of Batticaloa. In the following chapter, Chapter Two, I address life in the 
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post-tsunami relief camps. The discussion focuses on how research relationships 
developed and on the relevance of storytelling. The chapter also reveals conflicts 
that reigned among camp residents and the processes of inclusion and exclusion 
that operated in regard to allocation of post-tsunami aid. Lastly, the camps are 
depicted as deeply gendered places where symbolism on women’s sexuality played 
an important role.

Chapter Three looks at the ways in which gender relationships impacted upon 
death and survival in the tsunami, against the backdrop of a substantially higher 
number of female casualties. The selected narratives of Shanthi and Shivam 
demonstrate how notions of femininity and masculinity significantly affect the 
survival experience by revealing how the experience challenged what it means 
to be a “woman” and a “man” in the local context. My input elaborates further 
on what developed (or did not) in respect to local gender relationships in the 
tsunami’s aftermath. 

Chapter Four concentrates on family ties, as both constraining and supportive 
relationships. More precisely, it examines episodes of elopements, remarriages 
of widowed persons, and domestic violence in daily life situations within post-
tsunami relief camps. By discussing these processes, the “post-tsunami” focus 
gives way to a larger picture of kinship practices and people’s “survival skills” in 
dealing with decades of armed conflict. 

Chapter Five addresses the topics of (international) disaster responses, 
relocation, and strategies of the so-called beneficiaries. I look at how underlying 
gender models of aid intervention contradicted local social relationships and how 
women and men positioned themselves in regard to aid allocations. Relocation – 
in many ways perceivable as a forced move of people – gains a different face when 
seen through our acquaintances’ stated wish to relocate to a new environment 
after destruction of their former village. Yet that wish is also accompanied by a 
variety of fears of the new place being a “bad” and insecure one, as revealed by 
depictions of the early “settling down” phase in the transitional shelters.

Chapter Six is devoted to hopeful new beginnings under old names: I consider 
the many babies born into families who had lost a child or several children due 
to the tsunami. This discussion shifts attention to the specifics of parental grief 
and also raises questions regarding reincarnation concepts which acquired a new 
dimension in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami. Since the names chosen 
for newborn babies closely resembled those of their deceased siblings, the naming 
practices observed bespeak the bereaved’s attempts to create continuities between 
past and present lives.

Chapter Seven takes on an altogether less hopeful note and reveals more of 
the disruptive features that marked our research contacts’ biographies. Based 
on two personal portraits, the issue of “going mad” is approached in response to 
massive human and material losses endured due to the tsunami and the war. This 
testimony again highlights the conjunction of war and tsunami as revealed in 
personal stories and social situations. 
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Lastly, Chapter Eight takes us to the beginning and end of fieldwork. It 
elaborates on our research contacts’ interpretations of the tsunami’s occurrence 
and on their relationships to the gods in the disaster’s aftermath. The chapter 
also follows people moving into their new homes after the relocation scheme was 
finally implemented during a time of war. I conclude the chapter by reviewing the 
coping processes that provide the cornerstone of this research.




