A RISING IN THE EAST

Malathi de Alwis

T he Enst s suddenly re-appearcd in the cognisance of

Colomba, after Kardna's déclaration of autonomy from the
north, in April 2004, For the Colombo-based media the only issues
worth speculating on are who helped Karuna escape to Colombo
and which LTTLE faction is killing whom. All the whils, completely
wnored by the media, fomilies wage terrified yot detérmined bartles
m the East ogainst the Jatest drive by the Visnmi group 1o re-conscript
children released by the Karunz group. This is 4 historic moment
in the struggle of the Tamil populace in the Eastand it Is imperative
that we in the Seuth nol miss the opportunity to show our solidarity
and support these couragsous families in overy way we can.

While T continue 1o remnin eritical of the fas¢ist practices of both

LTTE factions. | have no doubt that this latest configuration of

resistance has been enabled by Karuna'srebellion. Karuna's critique
that Prabhakbaran, and what isnow called the LTTE ( Vanni group),
has consistently discriminated against castern LTTE cadrés and
populave, is a regionalist argument that fronivally parallels the
broader Tamil nationalist argument, most vociferously articufated
by Prabhakaran and the LTTE for over two decades now: That isto
siy, the LTTE demands an sutonomous nation-state —eelam—for
the Tamil populace of Sri Lanka based on the argument that the
primarily Sinhala and Duddhist Sri Lankan state has consistently
and systematically discriminated sgatnst them for many decades.
This envisioned nation-state of eelam encompasses both the
noethern and eastern provinces on the grounds that these regions
were the original homelands of the Tumil people. Karuna's demands
mierely extends this argument by calling ler & bi-furcation of the
North and East which thus enables the East to function
independently of the North, Following such regionalist Togic, it is
onby a mater of tine before Tanlls in Trincomalec, who argue
that they are positioned even further down in the pecking order
from the Tamlls in Bagicaloa, seek antonomy as well.

Earuna's complaint-about northern discrimination is neta new ong
or unigue to him. During my regular visits to the Eastern Province,
these past five vears, | had begun to notice this refrain petting louder
and louder, the more people began 1o rust me. A weeping widow
would confide that she did not Know whether her son was alive or
dead becaise she had not heard from him for over five years, ever
since he had been sent off to the Vanal “Why couldn’t 'they’ let him
serve closer hame”, she would keep asking, “kaowing that e is all
I'have?” Local peace activists would be more explicit noting darkly
it more eastém “boys” had sacriliced their lives Tor eglom thun
nerthern ones. Conversely, s northemer who had decided w take up
residence in the East when Faced with the incompetence of an
easterner would mutter: “these guys would be nowhere if we had
not come along and staried WG Os and teaching In their university™,
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Mot surprisingly, Karuna’s declaration of independence has
exacerbated what had previously been mere murmurings and
rumblings of discontent, The populace in the East 15 split infn those
who are delighted that it has finally bean articulated m public in
sach @ dramatic und defiznt manner and those whe feel that in has
led to unnecessary and unforunate divisions within the community
and the liberation movemeant as a whole (and of course many a
varition between the two posilions as well).

Besides the intra-LTTE battles and assassinalions/Counters
assassinations that this declaration has tripgerad, northemers also
point to another significant outcome. Many of them no longer fezl
welcome or safe inthe East and some haveactually heen asked w
leave the East It is stitl unclear how many families have actually
returned ta the Morth as the numbers inerease or decrease based on
which side one se=ks to-support. This is sadly reminiscent of another
evenl of more (ragic and gargantuan proporiions In October 1990,
Muslims long domiciled in the North were chased out by the LTTE,
with barely a few hour's notice. The easterners appear as the villaing
in the hegemonio narrative of this exodus as well: Such closeness
was shared by the Tamils and Muslims of the Morth that LTTE
cadre from the Enst had to be brought in to drive out the Muslims,

However, whal | coasider to be the most crucial outcome of
Karuna’s eebellion. an outcome: that has been most consistently
iznored by those in the South unforunately, 15 that italso provided
an unexpected space for parents to vent their anger ngainst both
LTTE factions. and reclaim their childrea. On April 1{th, parents
who had got word that Karuna was censidering releasing most of
his child combatants (prior to a possible battle with the Vanni
group), went to the Mesnahaim training camp te claim their children.
When Keruna's middle-fevel cadre started stalling, a large group
of parents, and most significantly many mothers; became incensed.
They sot up a road Block outside the camp and procesded to beat
up-some of the LTTE cadre with bicyeles and whatever elsc they
could pel their lands on until their children were released.

It is this collective act of resistance that catalysed the mass release
of children from the rest of Karuna's training camps, on April | 1=,
Children poursd outof these camps in their hundreds and thousands,
throwise their rifles into the jungle. laughing and joking, jumping
unto buses and cadging lifts [rom whatever vehicles they couid
sip s that they could get home as soon as possible. This was so
unespected that homunianan od organizations m the Eusstare sull
unclewr hiow many childmen were actually released that day as they
were s 1 prepared 1o adeguately tabulate this magical exodus.
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When the LTTE (Vanni group) began capturing children wha had
been released by the UT'TE (Karuna group) o had surrendered to
them, srother group of parents stormed their camp in Kathiravelly,
ot April 13%, Blocking the road with logs and branches and abusing
senior cadre. Tromically, it was the subsequent release of children
from his camp that earned encomiums for the LTTE (Vanni group)
from UINICEF and BBU, neither group mentioning the pivotal role
that had béen plaved by parents (sec UTHR Bulletin 36 for a
seathing commentary on this lapse). But the memory of their
heroism continues tostrengthen the resolve of parents, One mother
whao recounted, with flashing ¢ves and dramatic gestures, how she
flung branches to block the road swore “Iwiil not let my daughter
g0 again & leng a8 Thave any breath left in this body™.

This is the first time in the history of the Tamil liberation strugzle
that parenis have stormed ETTE camps, en masse, and been able
to lake possession of their children as well as get all the other
ehildren released. The fact that they actually beat up LTTE cadre
is even more extraordinary (one severely bemen worman LTTE cadre
| Kanuma group] had been so shaken by thils encounter that she lefi
the movement sodn after), What is the tendan for this dramatic
shift?

For the past several veurs, Karuna and the eastem LTTE cadre had
s¥stematicaily carried out e mass conscription of children through
extortion and force; a5 has been well docunented by UTHR. With
thess horrilic memories fresh in their minds, the parents were now
trving lo ensure that Karuna would Follow through with his signal
that he was no longer willing to go along with the exploitative
relationship he shared with the northern leadership. In addition. it
was beeoming clear that the two LTTE factions were gefting ready
for a majur showdown and the parents had no intention of secing
their children becoming cannon fodder in 4 battle for supremacy
rither than onc for the liberation of the Tamil people.

It s this kind of reasoning thal has also piven the parents courage
to repeatedly ignore the Vinni group's announcements that they
should attend meatings, and quickly destroy personalized letters
they hiave received ordering them w hand over thair children on
specified dates (thie recent Humun Rights Watch statement also
refers 1o this). Dven those who did attemd the meetings culled by
the Vanui group were bold enough to assert quite adamantly and in
public that they do not wish to give their children back and nordao
their children wish to retum to the LTTE.

Mot surprisingly, such tesistance has greatly perturbed the Vanni
group and (hey have sought 1o divide and conquer by promising
tonetary pewards (o those who arewilling 1o reveal which parenis
are hiding their children and where. Similarly, young girls who
wure quickly married off in the hopes of attaining some sorl of
prutection or walver have been asked w retuen alons with their
husbands {be they LTTE cadre or not) and offered Rs. 5000 a5 a
reward for their complisnoe.
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As the Vanni group is gradually deciinated in the Eust by the Karuna
group's calculated guernillas attacks aud assassinalions, they have
also begun to use mare violent means to re-conscript such as
assassinating children who have been sent owiy to safb houses,
abducting children on their way torschool, and re-sturting night
time visits to individual homes —oflentimes burning duwn homes,
threatening parents and beating tiem scuseless when they hove
refused to give up their children,

It is clear that e space [or resistance thit had opened up in April
20064 is fast dwindling, in the fiee of this Totest onslnughr by the
Vanni group. However, whal is heurtening is that It is also clear
that parents are determined 10 not give up hope and continue lo
sebk every means possible to retain thelr clildren with them, Their
resolve 1= further strengthened by the faet that they now actoally
have thelr children with fhem, W lsed and fondle and just feast
thelr eves upon: Previoushy, the LTTE strateay was o dissipate
thelr efforts to reclaim thelroffSpring by sromising them spovadic
opportunitics of visiting the camps to just catch a glimpse of their
childrén or sending money 50 that their children Wwould have a few
comforts, such as a pillow and mat to sleep on, i the tainmg
camps.

Parents are morzagmy land and getiing into debt socthat they cun
sead their children off 10 Colombe or India or the Middle Fas

Others who are even more destinge are desperately seeking the
nasistancy of any humimitarion-or LN ezeney thar may he able to
offer their children some protection. Yet. they also remain aware
thal “whatever picce af paper that is issued 1o our child {noting
thut (he child has bean relurned voluntarily and cnnner be e
comscripted) by LINICEF will be spat on by the L1 E as soonay
their [UNECEF's] back is tumed.” In fact, one family which hid
requested that UNICEF (ntercede on their behall, at their weekly
meetings with the LTTE (Vanni group), noted thal the intimidation
had subsequently increased.

[nterestingly, the ineffectuality of these internitional srranizntions
seems to be whar is also spurring these pareptsto form their own
little yrronps, with the help of some extremely dedicated and
commined local peace netivists Those groups seck to keep
themselves informed of which villages and faniilies are being
targeted by the LTTE (Vanni group), how effcetive or inetfective
LINICEFR has been i interceding on behall of lndividual Gurilies,
and whether they can come up with some colleetlve straiceles 0
thwart the resconscription of their children. Efforts arc also
underway 1o inviolve the entire village so tlyat this strategizing ¢an
maove beyond individual iiterests and conoerns. U o put it another
way, the hrutalized peasants of the Eagt ard not *potalocs o g gapk”,
each family a single entity. Nor do these families always need 1o
he represented, they can also reprasent themselves, when the need
arises

The formation of groups of families and village collectives is a
very hopeful sign as all other humanitarian efforts have tended to
individualize children and families. Be it in terms of protection,
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miimidation, rehabilitation, re-schooling or vocational training,
each child is constituted as a separate case. This has also led toa
lotof friction within village eommunities. Those whe bartered away
all their possessions to the LTTE inorder to keep back their children
or those whose children are still languishing in a camp in the Vanni
are resentful of the undue attention being showersd upon the
recently released child combatants, by NGOs and INGOs. The
wiathinl comment of &' Hitle boy walching o voung girl recently

released by the Karuna group riding a bicycle that kad bean gifted
to her by an INGO particular]ly epitomises this digjuncture: “TF 1
had joired the LTTE I could have got o bike like that too.” This is
not conducive to producing an environment for collective
resistance, The kind of “capacity building’ we need in this country
is the support and encouragement of more such collsetives for that
is the only way resistanee can be strengthened and sustained. .

INDIAN ELECTIONS: A DEMONSTRATION FOR
SOUTH ASIA

Rajan Philips

T he BIP's surprising defeat and the smooth transfer of power

to & new government of the Unlted Progressive Alllance,
with Manmmohan Singh as India's first Sikh Prime Minister, have
wider implieations in the South Asian region, Apart from foreign
policy and regional security implications, the Indian elections are
also of politically demonstrative significance for all South Asian
countries. Unlike most or all of its neighbours, India has been
steadfast in its adherence to constimtional democracy, Among
India’s six South Asian neighbours, only Sl Lanka las Leld regular
elections throughout the post-colonial perlod, but eved S Lunka
has become notorlous for monkeving with s constilulion, The
recent elections demonsirale India’s democeatic deplh, ils
reasomably sucessafnl wmisition from dominant-parly gevernance
Lo alliance-based governance, the electaral power of India’s poor
in challenging the presumptuous march of globalism, and the
people’s rejection of the BIP'S persistent and systematic efforts 1o
underming e (radition of Nehruvian secularism.

* The Cougress is the country and the country is the Congress”,
declared Jawuharlul Nehru in 1953, six years afler India’s
independence. it was [nevitable that the Cangress Parly should
eventually implode. it was also inevitable that the upshot ofits
disintegration would be the lack of an all=India replacenient to L.
And it has been so. Neither the present Congress nor the BIP can
pretend to be a national party as he old Congress was, Kegional
parties have emerged o fill the void, and even parties with a national
outlook, likethe CPM, have become reliant on their repional bases.
A single-party majority is no longer achievable, even without a
proportional representafion system as in Sri Lanka, and the Indian
politicians have been forced to forming alllances (o provide stahle
govermaince at the centre and in the states. Prime Minister Vajpayee,
an gnipgmatic lone ranger on the right, has been particularly
successtul in forming and maintzining goveming alliances. In him,
the BJF found a moderate magnet 1o attract those disenchanted
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wiih the decadent Congress, but who otherwise would have been
repelled by the BIP's extreme Hindu nationallsm,

The Congress-and other secular political parties finally leamt the
lesson of furming allinnces and have now beaten the BIP al its
own game. Bul o suceeed 85 @ government, Prime Minister
Mummuban Singh and other Congress Teaders will need all the
political savyvy given their inexperience in manzging coalition
wovermmenis. Itis remarkable that the Congress accounts for only
147 seats, just over a quarter of the wial Lok Sabha seats. Their
pre=pol] allies bring up the seal lly o 217, still below the half
way mark for a majority and making them depend on the Left
Pemocratic Front for g secure parlismentary majerity. The CPM
conlinues (o be puritanical in réfusing lo be part of the dew
government atd the cabinet, but there 15 ho mistaking the Left's
resolve to provide a stable and secular alternative 1o the BIP, The
Common Minimum Programme of the roverning alliance is at
least an indication of the new government’s seriousness in
identifying and facing what should be its most fundamental
challenge in the Hght of the voters® rejection of the BIF. The same
challenge is also confronting other South Asian countries, and it is
the challznge of reconeiling the imperatives of 2 plobal éconamy
that selectively favours only a small section of the population. on
the one hand, and the clltural and sconomic existential nesds of
others who constinte the majoricy, on the other.

The Hindutva movement in India, and its minuscule Sichaiaiva
imitation i Sri Lanka, arein favour of marying unbridled global
capitzlism with a narmowly defined national culture, particularly
religion. 'I'he two movements derive much of their sustensnce from
the materially prospering urbanites and the culturally alienated
expatriates, neither of whom have any interest in or link to the
mass of the urban and rural poor. Nor do they suffer any

-compunetion in championing, on the one hand. Hindu or Buddhist

nationalism, as the ¢ase may be, and supporting the current lopsided
Amearican policy in the Middle East under the most overtly
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