WIIAT I HAVE LEARNED FROM BEING A PART OF
SRILANKA'S CIVIL WAR
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how to change identities for a peaceful future indicates that
the latter is too difficult or takes too Jong. All these approaches
invariably lead to deep pessimism about peace in situations
of cthnic conflict. o

While the explanation that Tamils and Sinhalesc are
enmeshed in a conflict over ethnic identity and material
resources may continue to have relevance, it is becoming
less and less plausible today as the only explanation for Sri
Lanka’s intractable conflict, or for that matter many others,
as well. Most Tamils and Sinhalese desire an end (o the war.
Many of them have come to realize - whether enthusiastica Ly
or reluctantly — that a solution to the conflict will requirc the
central government dominated by the Sinhalese to share
political power with other ethnic groups, particularly the
Tamils. Whatever the various solutions proffered. they will
invariably converge on some form of foederalism, in fact, it
not in name. Except for extreme Sinhalese who want to
centralize all power in Colombo and deny the presence of an
ethnic conflict, and extreme Tamils who want a separate state
on the grounds that the only conflict is ethnic, the majority
of the people in Sri Lanka are likely to accept such a solution.
But if that were the case, why haven’twe arrived ata solution.
This is where reasonable differences come in.

Reasonable differences can cause conilict

Even many Sinhalcse who are critical of power-sharing
A_~arc less concerned that it will give more rights to Tamils
than they descrve, than that it will enable the Tigers to
consolidate their power and cstablish a separate Tamil
authoritarian state. Similarly, many Tamils who are wary of
sharing power in a single state arc less concerned about living
among Sinhalese and more concerned that the state will
actually implement its promises in the absence of the armed
leverage of the Tamil Tigers. This reasonable difference caa
cven lead to advocacy of war, belying the common
association of those who seek peace with those who are
reasonable.

For example, therc are many who distrust the Sri Lankan
state so much that they advocate violence as.a way of
pressuring the state to come to a solution that is just by Tamils.
These people, mamnly Tamils, but also members of other
cthnic groups, do not necessarily believe the Tigers are decent
freedom fighters. On the contrary, they condemn and even
oppose its excesses. But they fear that only violence against
the state, or the threat of it, can lead to a political solution
where powcr is sharcd and that is subscquently implemented.
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Similarly, therc are those who advocate military violence
aganst the Tamil Tigers. These are Sri Lankans, primarily
Sinhala. but also members of other ethnic groups, who feel
that the Tamil Tigers are only interested in consolidating their

own power and not interested in a political solution for the

Tamil people. They belicve that as long as the Tamil Tigers
are present a peaceful solution will not be possible. The Sri
Lankans who advocale these positions are not opposed to a
just solution that treats members of all communities as equals.
So it would be a mistake to simply view them as chauvinists,
although many do so.

These two political positions —exerting military pressure on
the Tigers or on the Sri Lankan state for a just solution —
may appear in the heat of war to be on opposite sides of the
political divide. But they are ideologically closer to cach other
and desire the same political solution, than those who may
share their views aboul militarily [ighting the other side.

Unfortunately, because reasonable differcnces are rarcly
acknowledged in ethnic conflicts, we do not look for ways
to reduce their adverse impact on finding a solution. This
also leads us to more pessimistic views about the prospects
for pcace. By contrast, identifying reasonable diffcrences
offers a morc optimistic alternative by showing how
contemporary identities that lead to conflict may also be
compatible with just and stable solutions, for which
institutions can be designed. Taking these reasonablc
differences into account can help design a peace process that
mitigates the role they can play in exacerbating conflict. Part
of the challenge of identifving these reasonable differences
in an ethnic conflict is that there arc two other conflicts that
complicate it further,

Armed Conflict

Addressing the ethnic conflict is complicated by the
X armed conflict between the Tamil Tigers and the Sri
Lankan state. Although the armed conflict is generally viewed
as stemming from the cthnic conflict, it is also distinet in
character, Stales claim a monopoly over the legitimate use
of force in a given territory, So any state will repress those
who seek to oppose it by force. It matters little to the state
that those who oppose it do so on the basis of democracy,
cthnicity, class or regionalism. And when it comes to
suppressing an armed rebellion, it matters little whether the
state is capitalist or socialist, authoritarian or democratic.
All states have acted with varying degrees of violence and
repression in stemming armed rebellions, So also have rehel
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element of the contlict or that ordinary people often
experience the violence as ethnic. It is simply that failing to
take the other two clements of the conflict — the armed and
the political power — into account and seeing how they are
inter-related, can lead to a mistaken view of what the conflict
is and can befuddle cfforts to resolve it.

How do you resolve ethnic conflict?

he toughest pait in resolving contlicts, in gencral, and

ethnic ones in particular, is less about finding the correct
solution, or even agreeing on what it ought to be, but actually
getting to a situation of peace from one of war, For example,
i the case of Sri Lanka there is litile doubt that the political
solution will be federal in nature, if not in name. Similarly,
in December 2002 the Tamil Tigers and the then government
of Sri Lanka agreed “to explore a federal solution.” Now,
clearly agreeing to explore is not the same as actually agreeing

to such a solution, but the key point is the common

understanding that any future solution to the ethnic conflict
will be along these lines. The challenge we face lics less in
intellectually figuring out what the solution should be. but
in actually getting there politically. And these challenges can
be betier understood once we get beyond the broad goals
such as reducing levels of violence and protecting rights, to
actually seeking to implement these goals through practical
mechanisms.

In 5ri Lanka, as in many other situations, a solution requires
that we move from a situation of violent polarization to one
of peaceful co-cxistence. And this usually entails doing the
following — reducing violence, protecting human rights,
working out a political solution and reconstructing the war-
atfected areas.

Ceasefires are not always helpful to peace

negotiations
C casclires are an integral part of all peace processes. How
and when docs a ceasefire help negotiate an end to
violence, and how and when does it hinder such a procoss?
While most mediators work to securc a ceasefirc prior to
political nepotiations, they often find the ceasefire becomes
the focus of the talks, rather than the political settlement itself,
Mediators involved in resolving a conflict usually make an
cffort Lo secure a ceasefire agreement between the two partics

before they do anything clse. The implicit assumption is that

a ceasefire will be helpful both in humanitarian terms as well
as in political terms.
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_ In humanitarian terms, ccasefires lessen the daily pain and

suffering caused by war. They allow people to go about their
daily lives without fear and anxiety. They create a climate
that enables freer travel between areas, the movement of
goods to markets, and the transportation of the injured. the
infirm and the old for medical treatment. No one disagrees
that no war is better than war from a humanitarian.
perspective. Obviously people prefer the peace and the right
to go about their daily fife without hindrance over the pain
and suffering that inevitably accompany war. This is truc
even when the respites from war are only temporary, since a
temporary respite from war is better than no respite.

In political terms as well, ccasefires are considered to be
helpful. The assumption is that ceasefires can contribute o a
positive climate for negotiations by improving the lives of
civilians and building trust between the two parties. In
addition, a ceascfire, it is believed, helps insulate political
negotiations from military fighting, and move the
negotiations away [rom pressing military and humanitarian
coneerns to longer-term political oncs. So many cfforts to
resolve conflict begin with mediators working out a ceasefire
and proceeding to monitor partics’ compliance with it.

But the humanitarian and political desirability of ceasclires
is not that clear cut, and in many cases can actually lead to
the opposile —more adverse humanitarian consequences and
less trust. For example, ceasefires can contributc to temporary
respites that allow parties to re-arm and regroup and begin
another phase of conflict with greater intensity, rather than
lo engage in political talks. Respites from war that lead to
ntensified fighting may not be desirable on humanitarian
grounds if the subsequent conflict results in even greater pain,
sulfering and loss of life. Furthermore, a ceasetire that enables
parties to attack minoritics or suppress dissenting political
opinion within their own communities can also vitiate the
humanitarian arguments in favour of it. All of these factors
have had a perverse effcct on ceasefires in Sri Lanka— where
children have been recruited, dissidents killed, and minorities

expelled during ceasefires, and more intense fighting has

broken out afler they have cnded.

Ceasefires can also have a perverse impact on a peace process
because they are not isolated military decisions to ccase
[ighting that take place outside ofa political context. Instead,
i most conflicts ceaselires are expressly political decisions
made in the context of political jockeying for power. When
ncgotiations and ceasefires arc linked, it is common to find
the relative military strengths of the two conflicting parties
on the ground affecting their decisions whether or not to
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support a ceaselire, The party that is militarily gaining ground
is unlikely to favour a ceasefire and vice versa. Under these
circumstances, for a ceaselire to lead to viable negotiations,
the two parties must not only be in a strategic stalemate but
also a tactical one. They must feel that neither side is likely
to win the war in the long term, and that ncither side can
gain a tactical advantage in the short term that will strengthen
its bargaining position at the negotiating table.

Ceaselires can also hinder progress in political negotiations,
because parties will. in the absence of clarity about a
permanent settlement, prepare themselves for a possible
outbreak of contlict. This preparation can lead to mncreased
suspicion among belligerents, and lead them to focus efforts
on addressing ceaselire violations, rather than political
problems. Ceasefires can also reduce the political pressure
on partics to a conflict to work out a settlement. Fially, when
ceasefires are a precondition for political talks, any violations,
however small, can lead to parties dissipating political focus
and effort on maintaining & ceaselire rather than proceeding
towards tackling the longer-term political causes of the
conflict. This can not only delay a solution, but ulso lead to
the erosion of trust and goodwill.

This suggests that mediators/peacemakers ought o resist the
instinct lo negotiate a ceascfire prior to political talks. Instead,
making efforts to de-escalate a contlict with steps to improve
the humanitarian situation, rather than a ceasefire, may
contribule to a more stable peace process. Several peace
processes - such as the Salvadoran one mediated by Alvaro
de Soto. and the Aceh process mediated by Martti Ahtisaari
—did not nclude a ceaselire,

Conflict resolution and human rights do not always
¢o together

[ e generally expect and would like good things to go
together. When conflict breaks out, human rights
violations invariably take place. So we hope the oppositc is
true — i.e., when we protect human rights, we can contribute
to ending armed conflict. While this may be the case in many
situations it is not always so. In my expericnee observing Sri
Lanka’s conflict closely, as well as studying a number of
other violent conflicts, cfforts to protect human right do not
always contribute 1o cfforts to promote peace. Sometimes

these efforts can come into tension with each other in practice.

First the good news, strengthenig human rights can be good
for resolving conflict, Human rights can contribute to the
long-term stability ofa socicty. It can help identity causes of
contlict and potential mechanisms for its resolution. It can
protect bridge builders between communitics in a divided
society. It can provide a neutral standpoini for addressing
contentious issucs, and it can generate international support
for a peace process.

But strengthening human rights can sometimes be in tension
with resolving conflict. This is particularly true at the initial
phascs of a peace process. Raising human rights violations
with belligerents can reduce trust in a mediator. For example.
the Tamil Tigers and the Sri Lankan government today are
accused of widespread human rights violations. Indeed. they
arc also probably guilty of most of these accusations.
Nevertheless, unless one or the other is decisively defeated.
it s hard to imagine a serious peace process that does not
involve these two parties. But is also cqually hard to imagine
these two parties entering a peace process, if the first issue
raised 1s their violations of human rights, because this is
bound to make them anxious that they will have to face some
form of justice and make them skittish about entering a
scrious process of peace. Similarly, they will see protection
for human rights as reducing their control over populations.
And finally they may be anxious about the prospect ol being
prosecuted for war crimes. While these tensions between
resolving conflict and promoting human rights exist, they
are not inevitable and can be reduced through institutional
desien and political skill.

These lessons can be summarized. Ethnic confliets are not
only about cthaicity. They are also about political parties
seeking power and armed entities confronting each other
militarily — whe are not necessarily divided neatly along
ethnic lines. Starting with a ceasefire may not be the best
way to resolve cthnic conflicts, even il this might give you a

temporary respitc from the armed conflict. Protecting human

rights may not always help with promoting peace, though
such tensions can be reduced with political shrewdncess and
strategic design. These lessons | believe are true not only for
Sri Lanka, but for many countries struggling to go from a
situation of war to one of peace. E
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