NEED FOR A VIRTUAL ALLIANCE OF THE DIGITAL
DIASPORAS

An alternative component for peace building in Sri Lanka

Harinda Ranura Vidanase

ultrtudes of dimensions have been éxplored in the ssue of

peace building in 8n Lanka from grasa rool empowerment
wmsuccessfully completing a nepotiated peace deal. The Sri Lankan
ge=shion becauge of its sheer magnitude of the conflict has axploded
far from the limits of the nation state, This was in more modem
terms identified as the intemationalization of the ethnic condlict in
5ri Lanka. The inlemntitionalist theorists already have carmed out
m depth analysis of the above from its impaet on foreign palicy o
ammaginable spread of LTTE front ‘officss and the intérnational
propaganda machinery installed subsequently to fund the separatist

struggle.

The article witempts to Jocate this internationalization 1 & more
micro context and 1ix & pomter ta the phesiomenon of how
information Communication technalogy contributed 1o openini
up a whole new dimension 1o it. Thas the context &5 how ethnie
Diaspora ('Tuml and Sinhala) fused mto the eyber space to create
hie entity of 4 virtaal Diaspors! They have been & mujor
contributory factor o tha local conflict and is vet to be identificd
= il enitical component of the ongoing peace process and efforts of
pedca building with in S0 Lanlea,

Dissporas are frequeatly deseribed s “imagined communities,”
Bomowing from Benedict Anderson [1943), this characterization
underlings, on the one hand, the improbubility of expenencing first
hand contact with the eatire group and, on the other, the ndherence
of its members to similar belicfs, symbols and myths. Anthony
King {forthcoming) points oul that Anderson’s work was limited
i That of nation-state; however, a number of other Diaspora scholars
apply the notion of “imagined community” to emphasise the
drssporic connections facilitatad by various media and the
simultaneous consumption of the sume content by members of o
mansnational group (see Karim, fortheoming),

Digspotas are ofter viewed as deterritonalised “nations.” The
concepl of nation has lang been linked to g smgular cthnic group’s
placemenl within s patticalar geaeraphic location. This notion 13

wlegral to the mythical lore of many groups, establishing strong

smotional links to & particular landseape that serve to exclude
others” overlapping territorial elaims. Foreed or voluntary
migmtions diminizh the physical links of those whe leave the
someland, but they take with them the mythical and linguistic
allusions @ the ancestral territory, which they invoke in nostalgic
remimiscences. Some hold on to a hope of eventual retum.

13

This ereates the demand for coltural products that maintain and
ritually celebrate the links of the diaspora with the homeland. The
dispersed settlements of transnations also exchange symbolic goods
and scrvices, including media content, among zach other, thus
sustaining global nelworks. Homeland politics forms a major topic
fur the media of some dinsporas, cspecially those consisting larpaly
of first generption migrants. Ties to the foaner country Temain
slrong in these cases and Individuals seck out the moss current
information, especially in limss of crisis. Now popular Tamil
website www tamilnet com was [aunched in 1997 (o cater to this
new miche.

The Sinhalese Diaspora responds with its own source of weh
resources and carrics the wmiform message of o Smhalese Nation,
The Australian based Spur website s 4 classic example for this,
This website responded to the Memorindum of Understanding
signed belween the Government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE as
“surrendenng democracy aod tewarding terronism”. Even in u time
where-efforts are going onlo restart a peace process the Spur site
carries the barmer “Es gedi Dekata Henagahilada Sihalunne?”
{Sinhalaese TAre you blinded by u thundarbolt) a literal statement
borrewed froman old patriolic prose,

The new meadia emerging from the technological advents of
Computer Mediated Conununication seem especially suited o the
needs of diasporie communilics. Transnational écommunities ure
also making extensive use of on-line services like Emall, Inlemet
Relay Chat, Usenet, Lisisery, and the World Wide Web. Thes=
global networks are allowing for retatively sasy connections for
members of communitics residing in various continents. A3 oppasad
to the broadeast model of communication, which apart from
offering limited access W minority groups, is linear, hicrarchical,
and capital intensive; on-line media allow easier access #nd sre
non-lingat, laneely non-hierarchical, and relatively cheap (Karim,
smehtzer and Loucheur, 1998). The ability 10 exchsnge messages
with individuals an 1he ulher side of the planet and to have access
le commumty infonmation almost instantaneously changes the
dynamics of diaspora, allowing for qualimtively and quantitatively
enhanced linkagss

Alternatively the location of electronic dats, Uniform Resowrce
Locators in particular, situarethe Intermat and the world wide wisl
(www) as pesgraphically based systems with corresponding
peopolitical relerence points in (he physical world. Rather than
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recognizing the networks formed through on-line dita exchange,
the prevailing archealopy of the Internet and waw ties individuals
1o physical locations, This perpetates the beliel that our planet
comsists of o conglomaration of nation-states with bounded
territonies snd nitional subjects; sustaining, as a consequence; the
mequitics mherent to this way of orgamzation.

But some websites, however, resist this model, such as those
launched by eyber citizens of Tanmil Eclam, members of what migh
be termed o siateless netion that uses the World Wide Web to argue
their apenda, orpanize, and inform electronic visitors. The desfeners
of these gites employ the notion of networks rather than
presupposing that geographics] relerents are the primary framework
for meaningful exchanges paving way for the transformatlon of
Miaspora mteraction to o virfual community=,

Thirs the virlusl Disspora are important stake holders of an internal
contlict sspecially on the lines nf ethnp nationalistic separsbism,
Asthey provide a phenomenon of giobalization [rom below” where
the conflict is intemationulized but with in a frame work ofs global
linked 1o the conflict context, 'This this makes 1hem an impormne
compenent in peace building efforts of 4 slate as they can be a
plobal voice o this peate process.

The importance of @ Virtugl Alliance of the Sinhaly Tamil Virtual
Diaspors in 1 peace building context can he proseated as follows

(T} This gllisnce may he formed hrough § few diaspori
grops but they can immediately make an E appeat 1o other
thazpara members and even virua!l groups which alliliate
themselves with websies

(I} The new cybar alliance cun hive 4 bigger impacl an
the inlernational sinke holders, donors and other interesied
parties of the Sri Lankan conflict. The virtual dinsporas as
glabal grassroots pussess preater reach und limited harriers
in-addressing the above parties

{111} The allianee can be a virtual window 1o other civil
socicty organizations operating [rom locations in cyber
space. They can come in form Gf [merest groups. Allemative
newsgroups and even mdividuals of academic interest

{TW) An allianes on web can create a unbiased portal
towards the country i cases of issues which rise with the
peace building process. Currenily the BBC news site have
links to websites which ester (o one or more of these
elinsporas,

But in the Sri Lankan context though the interosl eiforns for peace
between the two conllicl parfies have besn tested their global
representation. through respective Diaspuoras ace yel 1o declare &
tmce. In the ramsoational context intemational governments and
powerful donor countries are vital in facilituting and supporming
thiz peace process Bul this virtual diaspoes is similar 10 4
“mansnational grass toots element” to this conflic thus ifthay alse
declare 4 truce it is going to have s major impact an the whols
intermnational outlook towards the local problem; Thus this means
il both Sinhala and Tamil Diasporas used the medivm of cyber
space to press for their agendas they can also use it us an alternative
space T form a virtual alliance promoting the peace process and
peace building in Sri Lanka ay a conflict transformative mediwn,

End Notes

UWirtuud digspors, we mean the use o cyberspace by immigrants
or descendants of an immigrans group for ke purpose of
perticipating or engaging in enline intersctional transuctions,

! One of the new concepts emerging n relation o this new woild,
lo Cyberspace, s Firtue! Communitfes, 1174 convepl formed 1o
describe snmie of the new sociul "life forms" we are stating to see
in Cyberspace. Virmal Communities dogs not cover all thise oew
“Iife forms" and definitely not all interesting aspecis of Cyborspuce
bt it 15 one of the most interesting phenomena's in' Cyberspice.
Howard Rheingold was the premier Computer Mediufed
Communicattong (CMC) heoretioian and defines virtuul
commimities as "social agpregations thatemerge from the [Intemet]
when enough people carry onthose public disoussions long enough,
with sufficient human leeling, to form webs of personal
ralationships m cyberspace”. This concept hus been developed
immensely in many oiher works on Computer Mediated
Communicaiions ang new Community studics,

P aplobalisation-from-below"™ is carried out mainly by
oriranizlions that dn not have strong links with govertments or
larpe corporations. Orpamizations such iy Amnesty International
and Greenpeace are transnational civil snciety groups that momitor
the performance of governments on human rights and
evironmental protaction, respectively. Others like the Intemationit
Committees for the Red Cross and Médecing Sans Fronlieres aet 43
relief agencies arpund the world, Academic and professional
associations, relipicus orpuntsations, diasporic groups ¢lc. 4lse
participate in “globalizatien-from-below” by developing lateral
sommunication links betwesn members in varous pars of the
world. They may noi nacessarily challenge mternational
povernmental activities or tu ranaticnal corporations, butthey are
neverthelese distinet Fom them. .
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