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Preface

A long journey has ended. What started off as a simple question out of curiosity
became a long and fascinating inquiry into everyday inter-ethnic interaction in a
context of violent conflict in the region known as Kottiyar Pattu in Trincomalee
District, Sri Lanka. For six years, I have been able to read anything I could lay my
hands on, and speak to hundreds of people in Sri Lanka, India, the Netherlands, the
United Kingdom and the United States about irrigation and paddy cultivation (the
topic that the inquiry started off with), Gods and their temples and festivals, politics
and violence, the tsunami, labour migration and its culinary consequences for the
husbands who stay behind, birth control, non-governmental organisations (NGOs),
history, saints and villains, fish, caste and cattle brands, a magical vegetable garden
on a rock, and many other things. From this jumble a story emerged that crystallised
into this dissertation.

Once, when I showed her a book by Mark Whitaker that I had just bought, my
mother-in-law asked me “Now why do you fellows study the East Coast? I can
imagine people doing research in Jaffna, but why such godforsaken places like
Mandur or Muthur?” Apart from the fact that I have a soft spot for Muthur and its
surroundings, I hope this book is sufficient proof that remote places can very well be
a source of valuable insights.

As Michel de Certeau has written, “we never write on a blank page, but always on
one that has already been written on” (De Certeau 1988: 43). I owe a great debt to
many people who have been sources of inspiration when doing my research and
writing this book; a debt that goes way beyond a mere “borrowing that can be
exorcized by homage or acknowledgement” (id.: 44), and thus remains in existence
despite me expressing thanks in the next few paragraphs. There will be many whose
names | forget to mention here: I beg your forgiveness.

Without the initial positive reactions of Linden Vincent and Georg Frerks, this
research would have remained an interesting question, shelved in my mental drawer
for questions worth asking but never elaborated on. Thank you for that and for your
continued enthusiasm and support, even when at times my research ran wildly off
course.

Financially, my research was made possible by a grant from the CERES-Wageningen
Programme for Innovative PhD Research (CEPIP-W), which I am grateful for. Thank
you Georg, for hiring me at Disaster Studies for the last stretch. That made it
possible to have substantial amounts of time dedicated for focusing on my
dissertation.

The practical implementation of my research would have been impossible without
my Sri Lankan research assistants, who will remain anonymous on the request of
one of them because unfortunately I do not know how dangerous it is to mention
their names. If there are any people whom I need to say ‘thank you’ to, it is this
group of people. I also had an important research assistant in the Netherlands: my
father. Pa, thanks for your unrelenting support and encouragement, and for the
many hours of painstakingly pouring over ancient Dutch texts as well as over the
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different texts that I produced over the years. In 2006, Erik Dekker came to Sri Lanka
for an MSc research on water delivery in the Allai Extension Scheme. Unfortunately,
a renewed outbreak of violence upset his plans and forced him to abandon his field
site and his measurements. Nevertheless, the observations that he was able to make
before leaving Kottiyar Pattu, and his eventual thesis proved very helpful for my
own research, particularly for chapter 6.

I am grateful to ZOA Refugee Care for letting me use the office in Muthur (and,
every now and then, in Trincomalee, Malaimunthal and Kilivetti) as research base,
and for allowing considerable flexibility in my work scheduling after I returned to
the Netherlands and combined a part-time job at ZOA’s headquarters with my
research. My colleagues in ZOA Trincomalee and the colleagues of my wife in
Trincomalee deserve a big thank you for all the discussions that we had over the
years. Your insights have enriched my insight considerably. Anneke van Eijk,
Bertien Bos, and Nithya and Anton: thank you for letting me stay at your places
when I was in Trincomalee.

Archival research would not have been possible without the generous hospitality
that was offered by the people at the Nadesan Centre For Human Rights Through
Law. I would also like to express my appreciation to the people working at the Sri
Lankan National Archives in Colombo, and at the Dutch National Archives in The
Hague.

In India, I owe thanks to the people attached to Discipleship Centre, particularly
George Samuel and Kolappan Thamilkumar, for their support in my inquiries
during three consultancies that officially had nothing to do with Kottiyar Pattu but
generated valuable insights on caste dynamics and the historical links between
South India and Sri Lanka. I am grateful to Tear Netherlands and Tearfund UK for
giving me the opportunity to do these consultancies in the first place.

The Asia Foundation made a consultancy with the Foundation for Co-Existence
(FCE) possible. Thanks for the permission to re-use a lot of what I learnt there in
section 7.5 and 7.6. I am particularly grateful to Dinidu Endaragalle, Priyan
Senevirathne and Jeya Murugan for their insightful comments.

Google Earth™ mapping service is gratefully acknowledged for giving permission to
use imagery for this dissertation.

Over the years, a group of academics studying Sri Lanka has been a great source of
ideas, reflection, and friendship. An article by Mark Whitaker was the first
anthropological article on Sri Lanka’s east coast that I ever read (years before I even
thought of writing this thesis), and his intriguing perspectives on things have been a
source of ethnographic inspiration throughout. Dennis McGilvray’s enthusiastic
response to my first tentative mail with questions about caste triggered off a
conversation that is still ongoing. Thanks for taking so much time to write what
amounts to about two hundred pages of emails, thanks for hosting me in Boulder
twice, and for letting me spend days sniffing through the treasure chest of your
bookshelves, but perhaps most of all thanks for bringing me in touch with a very
experienced research assistant. “Aunty’ Pat Lawrence: thanks for being such a
wonderful friend and for all your academic and personal encouragement. Jonathan
Spencer: thanks for your inspiring feedback, thanks for getting me to Edinburgh and
on the panel in Chicago, and thanks for introducing me to Becky.
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Rajan Hoole: thank you for having been a patient and endless source of information
on violence and conflict in Sri Lanka, and on many other topics.

Jonathan Goodhand, Tudor Silva, and Hasbullah: thank you for fruitful and
stimulating discussions.

My research started in dialogue with the work of Benedikt Korf. Benedikt, thank you
for taking the time to sit down with someone who initially did not agree with you.
Through your thoughtful way of putting things in perspective, I have come to
deeply respect you as an academic and as a person.

Becky Walker, Sharika Thiranagama, Mirak Raheem, Bhavani Fonseka, Martijn
Koster, Bart Klem, Evan Ekanayake, Vijitha Krishnamoorthy and a number of people
working in Kottiyar Pattu whose names I cannot mention have shared valuable
insights. Thanks for that, and thanks for your friendship. Becky, thanks for your
hospitality in Edinburgh, and Martijn (and Jenneke of course!), thanks for your
hospitality in Wageningen.

Kathrin Thurnheer: thanks for making it possible for me to attend the workshop in
Bern, and thanks for the great discussions we had there.

Then there is my family. Ma, Pa, Dorothea (1) and Christian with Saskia, Yannick
and Lieve: thanks for being the wonderful family which groomed me, and thanks for
all your love, support, patience and encouragement when ideals and distant shores
pulled me away from the Netherlands. It was you who taught me the importance of
having your roots in people rather than places.

Oom Piet Oosterom: your PhD research sparked in me the desire to one day conduct
my own PhD research. Thanks for that, and thank you and Tante Heleen for your
support and hospitality over the years, particularly after we moved back to
Wageningen.

Mama and Dada; Marsha and Daniel with Athaliah and Asher; Hushard and
Malevika with Sean; Sushan and Fazna: thank you for being such great in-laws.
While technically not in-laws, Rajo Akki and Nishantha with Mehara and Thehara,
and Vino have been very much part of our lives and need to be included in this list.
All of you, but particularly Mama and Marsha: thank you for explaining so much
about Sri Lanka, and for the critical discussions we had over the past years.

The people dearest to me in the entire world are my wife Natasha and our sons
Ryan, Joel and Boaz. Thank you for meaning the world to me, and thank you for
being so patient with me over the years that I had much less time for you than you
deserved. I love you to the moon... and back. It is to you that I dedicate this book.
Finally, I want to thank the people of Kottiyar Pattu, about whom I have written this
book. Thank you for taking the time to talk, and for sharing so much about your own
lives with me. May peace — not just the absence of war, but genuine reconciliation —
prevail in Sri Lanka, and may happiness return to the beautiful piece of earth that is
called Kottiyar Pattu.

xi



Bridging troubled waters?

xii



Contents

PIEfAC cuovrereretrtceeeetstntneetetstts et b b s s a b s e b s e b s e b ix
CONLENES ... a e nne xiii
LiSt Of tables ...ttt ne xviii
LiSt Of fIGUTES c.ucuiviretiiiiititicittctctt bbb s ssasenes Xix
LISt Of INAPS vttt bbb bbb XX
ADDI@VIALIONS ..uvevrrerereierereretesesesesesesesesssssssesssssssesesssssesesesssssssesesssssssssesssesssesssssssssssssssssssens xxi
GLOSSATY .ucuviriinriiritiiriiiisiiscnseiseeissessessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssanssssssssssasessanens xxiii
Note on transliteration ... xxvii
1 INtTOAUCHON. e ss s snseas 1
1.1  Problem statement: extraordinary ordinariness............cccecccevueevinicciniccnincninneennns 1
1.1.1 Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims: a triptych of ethnic categories........................... 3
1.1.2 The rise of violent conflict in Sri Lanka ..., 5
1.1.3  Kottiyar PattU......ooooeiiiiii 8
1.1.4 A surprise observation in Sivapuram ... 11
1.1.5 Structure of the chapter..........ccoiiiiiiiiiiie 13
1.2 Research design........cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii s 13
1.2.1 Research objective and research questions............ccccccovvviiiiiiiiiiicnnee, 13
1.2.2  Research chronology ... 15
1.2.3 My own positionality........cccccviiviiiiiniiiiiiiiiii e 16
1.3 Conceptual framework..........cccccoviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 17
1.3.1 Violence and everyday NOrmalCy ..........cccoceiiininiiiiiiininiiciccceaes 18
1.3.2 Intersecting social realities............ccoceriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 19
1.3.3 Agency, subversion and tactics............cccovuiiiiiniiiiiiiiii 21
1.3.4 Arenas as intermediary interactional settings ...........cccccoceeiiviiiiinniicne, 22
1.4 Methodology ... 23
1.4.1 Research methods .........ccccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 23
1.4.2 Data cOlleCtion ........ccccuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 25
1.4.3 Research assistants..........c.cccccviiiiiiiiniiiiiiiic 25
144 Gender bias in my data collection ..o 26
1.4.5 Doing research in a context of conflict..........cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiie, 26
1.5  Structure of the bOOK ... 28

xiii



Bridging troubled waters?

2.1

211
21.2
2.2

221
222
223
224
2.2.5
2.2.6
2.3

231
2.3.2
2.3.3
234
2.3.5
2.3.6
2.3.7
2.3.8
24

3.1
3.1.1
3.1.2
3.2
321
3.2.2
3.2.3
3.3
34
3.5
351
3.5.2
3.5.3
354
3.6
3.7
3.8
3.9
3.10
3.11

xiv

Kottiyar Pattu — the study area..........ceeenrcenieinnncnnnicinncinccnscnneenescanene 31
INELOAUCHON ettt 32
What's iN @ NAME? ..ottt ettt ettt et 32
Structure of the chapter ... 32
Kottiyar Pattu in 2008 ..........cooveiiiiiiiiiiiicc e 33
AdmiINistrative Set-UP ..o 33
DemOgraphly ......cccouiuiiiiiiiiii 35
ECONOMY ..t 40
LaNd USE ettt ettt 42
INTASEIUCTUTE ..ttt 45
CIMALE .ttt ettt ettt et a et st b s b st e bt ettt nens 46
A history of Kottiyar Pattul .........cccccceoiiviiiiiiiiiiiiiicccccccns 49
Making sense of hiStOry ........ccccviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiice 49
Early history: copper mining, dagabas and Sinhala myths of origin................... 54
Chola influence (1017-1070) and Kulakkottan...........ccccocevevereneneneniennienieniennne 59
Between the Cholas and the Portuguese (1070-1620) .........ccccecevvviviiinicninncnnnnne 65
Portuguese presence (1621-1639) .........cooeveieiiiiiniiniiiiiiccee 67
The ‘Dutch period” (1639-1796) ........ccccuvuiuiviriiiiiiiiiiiiniiiieccee 69
The “British period” (1795-1948) .......cccoviiiiiiininiiiiiiicc s 76
Kottiyar Pattu after independence...........ccccccooriiiiiiiiiiiii, 80
Reflection: oscillation between frontier and backwater ..........cccccceceverieenennenene 82
Social complexity in Kottiyar Pattu........cereviniicnnnniinnnennninenincnnnncccncscnne 83
INELOAUCHON ..ttt 83
L/ enfer, @St 18S AULTOS.......uiiiiieiiiieeeeee ettt eear e s e eeaaae e e eenans 83
Structure of the chapter..........cccoviiiie 84
SR ettt ettt b e bbb e 85
Caste dynamics among Tamils in Kottiyar Pattu.........cccceeiiiiiiiiniinnnne 87
Caste dynamics among Sinhalese in Kottiyar Pattu ...........ccccccoviiiiinnnn. 106
Caste-like dynamics among Muslims in Kottiyar Pattu........cccccceviiiiininn. 107
LSS ettt sttt 109
Employment.........ccooiiiiiiiiiiii s 114
ReLIGION ...ttt 115
HINAUISIN ...ttt 116
BUAARISIIN ..ottt ettt 117
ISLAIM ¢ttt 118
Christianity....c.cooviiiiiiiiiciic s 121
GIAET ...ttt sttt 122
AAZC oo 125
Length of stay: settlers versus original inhabitants............cccccccciiininnnin 127
Political affiliation ........cocoeeerierieirieriereeteee et 130
Military CONtIOL.......cociiuiiiiiiiiiiiii e 132
Reflection: shades of Otherness ..........coccoccerereirineniiinenc e 135



4 Violence in Kottiyar Pattu........cieicinnceniicniniiiiiiinnnninnncnscnneenescnens 139
41 INtrodUction ..o 139
4.1.1 Suffering and its documentation ............cccccceviiniiiiiniiinicie, 139
4.1.2  Structure of the chapter.........ccccoccciiiiiiiiiiie 143
42 A chronology of violence in Kottiyar Pattu...........cccccoeuiiiiiniiiinniiiiinns 144
42.1 Up to May 1985: silence before the storm...........cccooveiiiiiiiiiiis 144
4.2.2 The carnage of May and June 1985...........ccccoviiiiininiiiinniicccns 152
4.2.3 October 1985: the first Muslim-Tamil violence...........cccccoeviiiiiniiiinnnns 158
424 Mines along the Allai-Kantale road............ccccocoeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiicis 159
4.2.5 November 1985-August 1987: massacres and counter-massacres................... 161
42.6 August 1987 — April 1990: the Indian Peace Keeping Force ...........ccccceueueuneee 168
4.2.7 The carnage of June 1990.........cccccoceeiiiiiiiiiiii e 171
4.2.8 September 1990 — February 2002: towards a stalemate ............cccoveeuriinnnnnes 173
429 February 2002 — November 2005: cease-fire and new violence........................ 176
4.2.10 November 2005 — May 2009: the end of the war...........ccccovviiiiiiiiinns 178
4.3 A balance sheet of suffering...........cccccoeveviviiniiniiinniiice 184
44  Reflection: patterns of ViOlence ............cococeveiviniiiiininininninic 190
5 Intermezzo: local Narratives ...t 195
51  INtroduction ..o 195
5.2 First text: interview with a Sinhala man .........ccccocoeiiiniiiie 195
5.3  Second text: “The history of Kottiyarpurapattu”, chapters 3 and 27 .............. 200
5.4  Third text: description of the Kalladiyappa ziyaram............cccccccvvuviniiininnnnns 207
5.5  Fourth text: interview with a Tamil man..........ccccccoceniiiiie 210
5.6  Reflection: a bewildering array of stories............ccocooiiiiiiiiniicne, 212
6 Water: irrigation management in the Allai Extension Scheme..................... 215
0.1  INtroduction ... 215
6.2 A description of the Allai Extension Scheme............ccccoviiiiininiiinnnnne. 216
6.2.1 Design of the scheme ... 216
6.2.2 The organisation of operation and maintenance............cccccoeceeviininiicinnininnnne. 222
6.3  Trends affecting scheme performance, 1950-1985...........cccccceviiirinniinininnnnnnee. 227
6.3.1 The introduction of modern farming technologies.............ccccviiiinninnnnnn. 227
6.3.2 Increasing land scarcity, 1960-1985...........cccoceuereirriiiieiieeeece 229
6.3.3 Decreasing water availability, 1976-1985...........ccccccorrinnniiiiiine, 231
6.4  Paddy production in Trincomalee District, 1981-2009.........c.cccoceeereeerernrennee. 235
6.4.1 Sown and harvested areas ............ccccccceviuiiiiiiniiiiiiiiie 235
0.4.2  Yield .ooueeeei s 238
6.5  The performance of the Allai Extension Scheme, 1985-2009 ...............cc.c....... 240
6.6  Why the Allai Extension Scheme kept functioning............ccccccceevviiniinnnnnee. 242
6.6.1 Irrigation Department staff.............cccoccoeiiiiiiiie 243
6.6.2 Farmer representatives and wattai vidanes..............cccoccveiviviiciniiiniicnnicnnnnen, 246
0.6.3 FaIMETS ..c.ooviiiiiiiiiicc s 249
6.7  Inversion: the contribution of shared resources to violence.............cccoeuue..e. 251
6.8  Reflection: coexistence in the Allai Extension Scheme ............ccccccoeiiiinnnnnn. 252



Bridging troubled waters?

7.1

7.2

721
7.2.2
7.2.3
724
7.2.5
7.2.6
727
7.3

7.3.1
7.3.2
7.3.3
7.3.4
7.3.5
7.3.6
74

74.1
74.2
74.3
7.5

751
7.5.2
7.6

7.6.1
7.6.2
7.7

8.1
8.2
8.3
8.3.1
8.3.2
8.4
8.4.1
8.4.2
8.4.3
8.4.4
8.5

Xvi

Troubles: inter-ethnic interaction during everyday riots and almost-riots 255

INErOAUCHON ..o 255
A riot in Muthur, 17-21 April 2003 .......ccccviiiiiiiiiiiciccce 256
Setting the stage: March 30t to April 16t%, 2003 ........c.ccoviviiiiniiiniiiiicine, 261
Day 1: Thursday, April 17t, 2003.........ccccoeeieieieieieieieieeeeee s 265
Day 2: Friday, April 18, 2003 .........ccccoviiiiiiiiiiiiciiccicceceee 268
Day 3: Saturday, April 19, 2003..........cccoceeerieieeieieeeeeeeee s 272
Day 4: Sunday, April 201, 2003 .........ccoeiiiiiniiiiiiiceeee 273
Day 5: Monday, April 215, 2003 ........ccceeveieieieieieieieieeieeeee s 274
Aftermath ..o 275
What happened in Muthur? ... 278
The LTTE’s attitude to the Muslims...........ccccccoviiiiiininiicce, 278
The struggle over the leadership of the Muslim polity ..........cccccoerriinninnnee. 278
The faltering peace Process...........cccoeiiviiiiiiiiiiiininiic s 279
The role of the LTTE in the riot........cccccoviiiiiiiiiiniiiiiccce, 280
The role of Muslim thugs in the riot..........cccccooiiiiiiniiiiie 280
The role of the armed forces in the riot..........ccccviiiiiiiiiiie 283
Lessons from MUthur ... 283
De-eScalation.........ccocuiiiiiiiiiiiiiii s 283
Boundary Crossings..........ccoceeiieiiiniiiiniiniic s 285
INtra-group fiSSUTES........cveiuiuiuiuiiiiciccceccctcrcc s 290
Tamil-Sinhala relations around Serunuwara, June 2005 to April 2006............ 292
Background to the case...........cccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie 292
Chronology Of @VeNts..........cccociiiiiiiiiiiiiicc s 294
Lessons from SerunuUWara .........ccevveeiiiiiiiniiicniieiice e 299
Triggers Of teNSION ... 299
Patterns of disintegration...........ccoccceiviiniiiiiniiiniii 300
Reflection: retaining normalcy, and the importance of looking at the local and
the supra-local at the same time...........cccoeiiiiiie 302
Bridging? Inter-ethnic marriages ...t 307
INtrOdUCHON ... 307
Prior research on mixed Marriages...........ccoeeiininiiiiiiiininiiccces 308
The occurrence of inter-ethnic marriages in Kottiyar Pattu............ccccccceueeeeee. 312
Current intermarriage rates ... 312
Historical trends in inter-ethnic marriages ..........cccccccovvviviiiciiniiiicciiie, 315
LOVE STOTIES ...t 318
Meeting each other............cccooiiiiiiiiiii 318
Getting married, and the reactions of others ............cccceeiiiiniiinininne 319
Being married ... 321
Raising children..........cccoiiiiii 323
Reflection: boundary jumping, but very little bridging ..........ccccccoovvvinnnnnne. 324



9 Everyday inter-ethnic interaction: discussion and conclusion...................... 327

9.1  INtroducCtion ... 327
9.2 The practice of everyday inter-ethnic interaction............cccccccevveiviiininicnnnns 328
9.2.1 Those who engage in everyday forms of inter-ethnic interaction ................... 328
9.2.2 How everyday inter-ethnic interaction is given shape.............ccccoceovvniinnnnns 329
9.2.3 Why people engage in everyday inter-ethnic interaction...........cccceeeivunnnncns 331
9.3  The consequences of everyday inter-ethnic interaction for people’s everyday

LIVES. s 331
9.4  Wider academic implications of this research ...........cccccoeeiiiiiiiiinnnnnn. 332
9.5  Topics for further study ... 333
9.6  Implications for interventions in conflict-affected areas............c.cccccevvnnnnnce. 335
Literature List ... e 337
SUMIMNALY c..uveiirenriiienieninnnesiensessessssissessessssessessssssssssessssessesssssssessessessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 359
SAMENVALHINEG ..ottt s s sssass s s snans 363
CUrriculum Vitae ...t sssesens 368

xvii



Bridging troubled waters?

List of tables
2.1. Population of Kottiyar Pattu by DS Division and ethnicity ...........cccccoveviiiinnnnnn. 35
2.2. Indicators for the extent of poverty in Kottiyar Pattu by ethnicity ......................... 41
2.3. Available monthly rainfall data for Kottiyar Pattu...........ccccoeiviiiiiiininnnne, 47
2.4. Annual numbers of pilgrims to the Seruwila temple, 1928-1933............cccoevenncnes 80
3.1. Male population by caste in Kottiyar Pattu, 1786 ..........ccccecvviiiiiiiiniiiniiiiiiiee, 89
3.2. Thimilar kudis identified in 1971 and 2005...........cccoevvvvirininininiiiiiiiccccees 94
3.3. Velalar kudis identified in 1971 and 2005 ...........cccocevviiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiiiccce, 95
3.4. Categorisation of classes in Kottiyar Pattu........ccccoovoviiiiiiiicccnes 109
3.5. Primary source of household income by DS Division, 2004............c.cccccoevvirinnnnnes 114
3.6. Employment rates by DS Division and gender, 1971 ... 123
3.7 Overlap between boundaries within categories of identification in Kottiyar Pattu.
......................................................................................................................................... 136
4.1. Rates of war-affectedness by ethnicity in Kottiyar Pattu.........c.cccccooovviniinnnn 189
6.1. Estimated numbers of households in Kottiyar Pattu..........cccccoeveveiiiniiiniiiinnne, 230
6.2. Estimated periodical increases in the number of households in Kottiyar Pattu .230
6.3. Estimated numbers of agriculture-dependent households in Kottiyar Pattu......230
6.4. Estimated periodical increases in the number of agriculture-dependent
households in Kottiyar Pattu ... 230
8.1. Estimated breakdown of mixed couples in Kottiyar Pattu by classificatory
ethnicity of the SPOUSES...........cccouiiiiiiiiiiiii 313
8.2. Intermarriage rates in Kottiyar Pattu by ethnicity and gender.................c.......... 314
8.3. In-marriage rates, marriage market shares and indices of social distance in
Kottiyar Pattu by ethnicity and gender ... 315
8.4. Ways in which interviewed mixed couples met each other.............cccccccceiininii 318

xviii



List of figures

1.1. Structure of the dissertation .............cocociiiininiiiiiinni 28
2.1. Population of Kottiyar Pattu by ethnicity, 1981-2005...........cccccoevviriiininiiiiicnnnn 40
2.2. Typical landscape in the irrigated plain of Kottiyar Pattu .........c.ccccccviiiiiiinnnne. 42
2.3. Median annual rainfall per decade, 1901-2004 ............ccccoovviiiiiiininiiiiniiccce 48
2.4. Monthly rainfall and evapotranspiration............cccoeceeiiiininiiiinniccccces 48
2.5. The temple at Seruwila during the annual temple festival, August 2007 .............. 55
2.6. The newly constructed shrine at Lankapatuna, August 2007 ..........cccoovvvviiinnnnes 58
2.7. Inscription about Kottiyar Pattu, Thanjavur.........cccceeoeviiiniiiiiiniiiiie, 61
2.8. Statues on the mulasthanam of the Verugal temple ..........cccccoeveviiiiininnnninn 75
3.1. The ziyaram for Wattai Vidane Appa in Thoppur.........cccccviiviniiniiniinniinnen, 120
3.2. Propaganda for the local council elections in Muthur, 2006 ............cccoveveirnnnnes 132
4.1. The banyan tree in MUuthur...........ccocccoviiiniiiiiiie, 172
4.2. People fleeing Muthur, 04-08-2006, around 3 pm........ccccceeuerrieeieieeeieeeieceenens 180
4.3. Satellite image of Sampoor, 17-06-2006 ............cccoevrrivininiiiiiiiececces 182
4.4. Satellite image of Sampoor, 27-09-2009 ..........cccceeerereeeeeeeeeee e 182
4.5. Muslim schoolgirl walkin in front of a destroyed house in Muthur..................... 192
4.6. Militarisation of the landscape: children’s drawings on a wall, Dehiwatte......... 193
4.7. Militarisation of the landscape: contested Buddha statue in Trincomalee........... 193
4.8. Militarisation of culture: pre-school children with brand-new camouflage caps

on a ‘Peace Sportsmeet’, Dehiwatte, April 2003............ccoeiiiiiiiniininiiiiiiiiins 194
6.1. Discharge patterns at Manampitiya.........cccoviiiiiininiiiiiiccccns 232
6.2. Estimated division of flow between the Mahaweli River and the Verugal Aru

ANd MaVIl ATU ..o 233
6.3. Extent under paddy in maha season, Trincomalee District, 1981-2009.................. 236
6.4. Extent under paddy in yala season, Trincomalee District, 1981-2009.................... 236
6.5. Percentage not harvested in maha season, Trincomalee District, 1981-2009 ........ 237
6.6. Percentage not harvested in yala season, Trincomalee District, 1981-2009 .......... 237
6.7. Maha paddy yields in Trincomalee District and Sri Lanka, 1981-2009.................. 239
6.8. Yala paddy yields in Trincomalee District and Sri Lanka, 1981-2009 ................... 239
6.9. Comparison of paddy yields, Trincomalee District and Sri Lanka, 1981-2009.....240
6.10. Channel filled over maximum capacity........cccoceeeireeieeneicceeecc, 244
6.11. Evidence of tampering with a structure .............cccoceoiviiiiiiniiniiice, 245
6.12. Meeting between government officials and wattai vidanes .............ccccovueurueunnees 248
7.1. Bicycle race on the ‘Peace Sportsmeet’, Dehiwatte, April 2003.............ccccevnnnene. 267
7.2. Burnt house, Muthur, April 2003...........c.cccoeiiiiiiiiiices 269
7.3. Displaced Muslims from Asathnagar and Jinnahnagar staying in the 59t

Milepost Army Camp.......cccciviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii s 275
7.4. Board with information on displaced people staying at the Arabic College,

Muthur, April 2003 .........ooiiiiicccccc s 286
7.5. Tea being made in a school occupied by displaced people, Kottiyar Pattu, April

2003 .ottt ettt es 291

Xix



Bridging troubled waters?

List of maps

1.1.
1.2.
1.3.
2.1.
2.2.
2.3.
24.
2.5.
2.6.
4.1.
4.2.
4.3.
6.1.
6.2.
6.3.
6.4.
7.1.
7.2.
7.3.
74.

XX

Sri Lanka, with Kottiyar Pattu demarcated by dotted line...........c.cccooevriiinnnnnn. 2
Trincomalee District, with Kottiyar Pattu demarcated by dotted line...................... 9
Sketch map of Kottiyar Pattu ..., 10
Administrative map of Kottiyar Pattu..........ccccoviiiinniiiiiiiiiine, in back flap
Percentage Tamil population by GN division in Kottiyar Pattu ...........cccccevnenee. 36
Percentage Muslim population by GN division in Kottiyar Pattu.......................... 37
Percentage Sinhala population by GN division in Kottiyar Pattu............ccccc.c....... 38
High Security Zone around Sampoor ..o 44
Key places and shipping routes in mediaeval Sri Lanka and South India............. 60
Percentage female-headed households in Kottiyar Pattu by GN division........... 185
Percentage temporary or damaged houses in Kottiyar Pattu by GN division....186
Percentage war-affected households in Kottiyar Pattu by GN division............... 187
Overview map of the AES, overlain on Google Earth image...........ccccccoceerinnn. 217
Tracts and tanks in the AES, overlain on Google Earth image ...........cccccccceennne 219
Example of encroachment ... 221
Example of illegal cultivation............ccccccoviiiiiininiiiiiiiicce 222
Incidents leading up to the riot of April 2003...........cccocvvviiiiiiiniiiice 257
Incidents that happened on April 17t%, 2003 .........cooviviiiiniiiie, 258
Incidents that happened from April 18" to April 21%t, 2003.........ccccovviiviiiiininnnne. 259
Incidents that happened in the aftermath of the riot of April 2003....................... 260



Abbreviations

AES
AGA
A/L
AR
ASC
CC
CEPIP-W
CERES
CID
CIRM
CcO
CPA
DO
DS
EPDP
EPRLF
EROS
FAO
FC
FCE
FP

FO
GA
GCE
GN
GS
GTZ

HSZ
IASC
ICG
ICRC
ICES

ID

IDP

IE

IGP
IMARD

IMD
INMAS
IPKF
JHU

Allai Extension Scheme

Additional Government Agent

GCE Advanced Level (upper secondary education)
Administrative Report

Agrarian Services Centre

Cultivation Committee

CERES-Wageningen Programme for Innovative PhD Research
Research School for Resource Studies for Development
Criminal Investigation Department

Centre for Information and Resources Management
Co-ordinating Officer

Centre for Policy Alternatives

Divisional Officer

Divisional Secretariat

Eelam People's Democratic Party

Eelam People’s Revolutionary Liberation Front

Eelam Revolutionary Organisation of Students

Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations
field channel

Foundation for Co-Existence

Federal Party

Farmers’ Organisation

Government Agent

General Certificate of Education

Grama Niladhari

Grama Sevaka

Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit (German Technical Co-
operation)

High Security Zone

Inter-Agency Standing Committee

International Crisis Group

International Committee of the Red Cross
International Centre for Ethnic Studies

Irrigation Department

internally displaced person

Irrigation Engineer

Inspector-General of Police

International Movement Against all forms of Racism and
Discrimination

Irrigation Management Division

Integrated Management of Agricultural Schemes
Indian Peace Keeping Force

Jathika Hela Urumaya (National Heritage Party)

xx1i



Bridging troubled waters?

JVP
LA

LB (MC)
LDD
LTTE
MBRL
MC
MIC
MP
MPC
NESOHR
NGO
NUA
NVPF
O/L
O&M
PLOTE
PS

RB (MC)
SEZ
SLA
SLFP
SLMC
SLMM
SPUR
STF

SU

TA
TELO
TNA
TRO
TULF
UC
UCHC
UDA
UNHCR
UN-HIC

UN-OCHA

UNP
UPFA
UTHR())
VOC
VVT
WV
ZOA

xxii

Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (People’s Liberation Front)
Local Authority

Left Bank (Main Channel)

Land Development Department

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam

multi-barrel rocket launcher

Municipal Council

Muslim Information Centre

Member of Parliament

Muthur Peace Committee

North-East Secretariat on Human Rights
non-governmental organisation

National Unity Alliance

Non-Violent Peace Force

GCE Ordinary Level (lower secondary education)
operation and maintenance

People’s Liberation Organization of Tamil Eelam
Pradeshiya Sabha

Right Bank (Main Channel)

Special Economic Zone

Sri Lankan Army

Sri Lanka Freedom Party

Sri Lanka Muslim Congress

Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission

Society for Peace, Unity and Human Rights in Sri Lanka
Special Task Force

Sthala Urumaya (Sinhala Heritage Party)
Technical Assistant

Tamil Eelam Liberation Organisation

Tamil National Alliance

Tamil Rehabilitation Organisation

Tamil United Liberation Front

Urban Council

University of Ceylon History of Ceylon

Urban Development Authority

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
United Nations Humanitarian Information Centre

United Nations Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs

United National Party
United People’s Freedom Alliance
University Teachers for Human Rights (Jaffna)

Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (United East Indies Company)

Valvettithurai
wattai vidane
Zuid-Oost Azié (South East Asia)



Glossary

Ampattar
amunam

anicut

appa

aru
balasthanam

boru
bo tree

Tamil caste of barbers

(also avanam) a measure for weight, and equals about 5 to 6 bushels of
paddy, or 140 to 168 kilograms of unhusked paddy; one amunam of
seed paddy is equivalent to a sown area of about 2% acres, which is
about one hectare

inlet weir

father

river

ritual to mark the start of the renovation and purification of a Hindu
temple

false, lie

(also bodhi tree) ficus religiosa; the kind of tree under which the Buddha
is claimed to have attained enlightenment

Buddha Dharma law of truth of Buddha

cadjans
Chakkiliyar
chaitiya
chena

Chetty
crore

dagaba
dargah

Deepavali
dissava

Dhobies
Durava
Fathiha

ganga
ganja
gansabhawa
goni billa

coconut fronds

Tamil caste of cobblers

Buddhist or Jain shrine including a dagaba

slash and burn cultivation; term used both for the practice and for the
fields

Tamil caste of traders and jewellers

10,000,000 (100 lakh)

bell-shaped shrine holding relics

a Sufi shrine built over the grave of a revered religious figure, often a
Sufi saint

Hindu festival of light

feudal title associated with high office in the Kandyan kingdom; a
dissava headed the administration of a large province of the Kingdom
known as a Dissava and was the king's personal representative and tax
collector in that area.

Tamil caste of washermen

Sinhala caste of toddy-tappers

Sura Al-Fathiha ("The Opening") is the first chapter of the Qur'an; this
chapter has a special role in daily prayers, being recited at the start of
each unit of prayer

river

marijuana

village council of elders

“ghost covered in a sack” - a mythical monster that comes and snatches
(naughty) children away in his gunny bag
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goonda lower-ranking ruffian with a thug as leader

Goviya Sinhala caste of farmers

Grama Niladhari ~ also Grama Sevaka - lowest-level government official in Sri Lanka
Hali or Hannali ~ Sinhala caste of tailors

hartal a shut-down of public life in protest against a perceived injustice .
hamuduru ~ Buddhist monk

hondai good

Id-Ul-Fitr =~ Muslim festival to celebrate the end of the fasting month of Ramadhan

iluppai-pal

Iyakkam
jihad
jumma
kalvettu
Kammal
kandoori

Karaiyar
Karava
kiramath
Kollan
kotiya
kottai
kotti
Kovilar
kovil
kudi

kulam

‘the milk of the iluppai tree’, a kind of oil that was used for burning the
lamps in the temple

‘movement’, a colloquial term used to describe the LTTE

struggle in the way of God

Muslim Friday prayers

stone inscription; term is also used for chronicles

Sinhala caste of carpenters

annual celebration of the death of a Muslim saint, involving a public
teast

Tamil caste of sea-fishermen

Sinhala caste of fishermen

miracles

Tamil caste of blacksmiths

one crore, or ten million

fort

a kind of flower

also Koviyar — Tamil caste of temple labourers

Hindu temple

generic term for an exogamous matrilineal clan among the Tamils and
Muslims of eastern Sri Lanka; the kudi is the largest unit of matrilineal
descent organisation, with local strength in specific areas

(irrigation) reservoir; term is also used for caste

kumbh abishekam  ritual to re-dedicate a Hindu temple

Kuravar
Kurukkal
Kuyavar
lakh
larijnen
Lascorin

maha
Malabars

Malayali

Telugu-speaking gypsies

Tamil caste of non-Brahmin Hindu priests

Tamil caste of potters

100,000

Ancient Dutch currency unit: 1 larijn = 10 stuiver

Javanese and Malay soldier in Dutch military service in Ceylon (from
Arab lashkar = army)

great; term also used for the major cultivation season (October-March)
term used in colonial documents to denote the Tamil ethnic group until
well into the 19% century

an ethnic group originating from the Indian state of Kerala

maravar padai Tamil vigilantes, trained by the LTTE
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Moors older term for Tamil-speaking Sri Lankan Muslims, derived from the
Portuguese word for North African Muslims, mouro

moulavi Muslim cleric

Mukkuvar Tamil caste of Kerala origin

mulam measure of length, indicating the distance from fingertips to elbow;
roughly equal to 1'6” (45 cm)

mulastanam  the “holy of holies” of a Hindu temple, the shrine in which the main idol
is kept. The roof of the mulastanam is often covered with statues

murid disciple (arab.)

nele also nely — rough rice; paddy

Negati Sinhala caste of drummers

nikaya congregation of Buddhist monks

Pachchan  Tamil caste

Pallawilli ~ Tamil caste of seafarers and fishermen (see also Paravar)

pandal ceremonial platform or gate

pansala Buddhist temple

Paravar Tamil caste of boatmen

Paraiyar Tamil caste of funeral drummers

perahera procession

pooja temple ritual

poosari ritual specialist, presiding over poojas

Pradeshiya Sabha ~ municipal-level local authority in rural areas

pulavan poet

purana original

Quraish the dominant tribe of Mecca when the Muslim religion emerged; its
prophet Muhammad belonged to this tribe

Rada Sinhala caste of washermen

rajakariya compulsory unpaid labour as a service to the King (abolished in 1832)

reddi washerwoman

samanera young recruit to the Buddhist monkhood

sari six-yard-long cloth worn as a traditional women’s garment throughout
South Asia

sathyagraha philosophy and practice of nonviolent resistance

Shawwaal  six days of Islamic fasting after the obligatory fast of Ramadhan

Sufi practitioner of Sufism - generally understood to be the inner, mystical
dimension of Islam

taanattaar ~ temple administrators, originating from Marunkur

Thai Pongal Tamil harvest festival (14-15 January)

thaikka Muslim prayer hall where no jumma prayers are said

Thaththar =~ Tamil caste of goldsmiths

thero Buddhist priest

Thimilar from thimil (a kind of boat) or thimir (strong, courageous or stubborn) -

Tamil caste found today mainly in the region just south of Trincomalee,
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theertham
thiruvila
thoppu
vannimai

vanniyar
Valiullah

varipattaar
vayupurana
Vedar
Velaikkarar
Velalar
Vesak

vidane
wattai vidane

vihara
wannichee
yala
yakkha
yakkhini
yodhaya
yojana
ziyaram

XXvi

where they claim legendary origins as people from Sindh (Sindhunadar
Thimilar)

water-cutting ritual

Hindu temple festival

orchard

feudal divisions that were ruled by petty chiefs south of the Jaffna
peninsula in the present-day Northern, North Central and Eastern
Provinces of Sri Lanka

title of a feudal chief in medieval Sri Lanka

‘Friend of Allah’” — honorific term used for Sufi saints; in colloquial use,
the term Avuliya (‘Friends’) is also used

temple labourers, originating from Karaikal

Hindu religious text, dedicated to the god Vayu (the wind god)

‘hunter’ - Veddas

guards’ regiment or king's regiment in the Chola army

Tamil land-owning caste

the most important full-moon day in the Buddhist calendar; on this
day, the birth, enlightenment and death of the Buddha are remembered
government servant

irrigation headman or ‘tract headman’; a tract usually has an extent of
300-500 acres

Buddhist temple

female chieftain

minor cultivation season (April-September)

demon

demoness

bodyguard

Vedic measure of distance between 6 to 15 km (4 and 9 miles).
tomb-shrine for a Muslim saint



Note on transliteration

Since Sinhala and Tamil have alphabets that are different in shape and structure
from the English alphabet, some form of transliteration is necessary. The problem is
that there are no commonly agreed upon transliteration systems. For readability’s
sake, I have avoided the use of diacritics except in the case of citations from other
texts. Where possible, I have tried to stick as closely as possible to the spelling of
words in their original language. While for example Mutur and Muttur are
commonly found spellings, I have stuck to Muthur for the name of the main town in
Kottiyar Pattu. For bigger places around the research area and for people’s names, I
have used spellings as they are commonly found in English-language maps and in
English-language newspapers, respectively.
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Introduction

1 Introduction

“Despite a wealth of information on ethnic violence, we actually know very little
about the micromechanics of coexistence — about the neighborhoods and
colonies that achieved and maintained intergroup peace in the midst of civic
strife. There is a pressing need for scholarly analysis of the day-to-day poetics of
intergroup cooperation. But even more pointedly, we cannot view this everyday
life, this peaceful coexistence, as the static context or backdrop against which
“things” (like riots, violence, or “breakdown”) happen. Rather, peace itself is the
product of a relentless creative labour. Coexistence, as much as conflict, needs to
be explained” (Ring 2006: 3).

1.1 Problem statement: extraordinary ordinariness

This is a book about ordinary people doing ordinary things in extraordinary
circumstances. Based on fieldwork that was carried out between 2003 and 2008, it
describes and analyses everyday forms of inter-ethnic interaction in Kottiyar Pattu, a
multi-ethnic region in Sri Lanka’s north-eastern war zone (map 1.1). Through case
studies on inter-ethnic interaction in the day-to-day pursuit of (agricultural)
livelihoods, during periods of acute violence and tension, and in inter-ethnic
marriages, contextualised in the complex past and present of the area they live in, I
bring out how people who are separated from each other by ethno-nationalist
discourse and violent boundary maintenance continue to live in the same area and
try to maintain a form of normalcy.

This focus on the ordinary aims to enrich the literature on violent conflict in Sri
Lanka, but has wider implications. In the study of conflict and disaster, the focus is
often either on agony, suffering and survival, or on wider political, economic and
social causes, implications and discourses. In the process, people are reduced to
pitiful victims, skilful survivors or mere pawns on the chess-board of larger actors.
However, there are many aspects of normalcy that continue during crisis and that
need to be accounted for (Hilhorst 2007). I have come to believe that the mundane
practices of everyday life are crucial in helping people to disengage from contexts of
violence and disaster and build up fragile islands of normalcy, peace, and sanity.
The topic of everyday inter-ethnic interaction is also relevant for those interested in
dynamics of (ethnicised) conflict and peace. If, despite the context of conflict, people
still interact across ethnic boundaries, then the question arises how deeply ethno-
nationalist discourse has been internalised by ‘people on the ground’, and to what
extent these forms of inter-ethnic interaction can inform peace-building
interventions.
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Introduction

1.1.1 Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims: a triptych of ethnic categories

When, in May 2006, my (Sri Lankan) wife delivered our first child and I went with
my mother-in-law to register his birth, the form asked for the nationality of the
father and mother. For me, this was easy: I am Dutch. For my wife however, there
proved to be a problem. Initially, I simply wrote ‘Sri Lankan” in the box, but the form
was returned with a rather terse comment that I should add my wife’s ethnicity.
Protests that the form clearly asked only for ‘nationality’ were to no avail. The
Sinhala word on the form is ‘jatiya’, an ambiguous term that can mean nationality,
ethnicity, and caste all at the same time. To the lady processing the form (as to many
others in Sri Lanka) ethnicity was the dominant one among the possible translations
of the term. This led to another problem: my wife is of mixed ethnic background.
Her father belongs to the Malay community?!, her mother is Tamil, and they brought
up their children as distinctly multicultural people, using English rather than Malay
or Tamil as the language in the home? We ended up filling in ‘Malay’ just to get the
form processed, and now we face the interesting situation that our children on the
one hand have no ethnicity at all, and on the other hand they fit perfectly into yet
another ethnic category: that of the Burghers, descendants of unions between
Europeans and inhabitants of Sri Lanka.

Ethnicity is big in Sri Lanka: so big, that (except during international cricket
tournaments) patriotism and nationalism tend to be phrased in ethnic, rather than
national terms. The relevant ‘others’” to most Sri Lankans are not the Indians,
Chinese, or for that matter the Dutch, but those within the country who belong to
another ethnic group. There are three main ethnic groups in Sri Lanka: Sinhalese,
Tamils and Muslims. Sinhalese form about three quarters of the population, speak
the Sinhala language, and are largely Buddhist (though about 7% are Christian,
predominantly Roman Catholic). Tamils form slightly less than a fifth of the
population, speak the Tamil language, and are largely Hindu (though about 20% are
Christian, half Roman Catholic and half Protestant). Among Tamils, a distinction is
made between Sri Lankan Tamils, whose ancestors settled in Sri Lanka many
centuries ago, and Indian Tamils, who came to the island in the late 19* and early
20t centuries to work on the British coffee, tea, and rubber plantations. Muslims
form about 7% of the population, speak Tamil and often also Sinhala, and are
Muslim by religion. Apart from these, there is a range of tiny ethnic groups: Veddas,
who are considered the aboriginal population of Sri Lanka in common discourse,
Burghers and Malays (whom I mentioned earlier), and a number of South Asian
trading communities.

! The Malays are a small community of descendants from troops and exiled royalty brought
by the Dutch and British colonial administrators from what is now known as Malaysia and
Indonesia

2 Multiculturality runs wide and deep in her family. I have Tamil, Sinhala, Muslim, Malay,
Indian and Nepali in-laws, who speak all sorts of languages (most are bi- or trilingual), and
have all sorts of religions: Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, and Christian (both Protestant and
Roman Catholic).
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In line with what people like Thomas Hylland Eriksen have written, I see ethnicity
as an “emic category of ascription” (2002: 12), rather than as an in-born part of a
person’s identity. This means that ethnic identities are continuously developed and
reaffirmed by ordinary people in their day-to-day life, as much as this is done by
external sources like politicians, the media, religious leaders, academics. Ethnicity is
a constructed set of claims to essential and unique qualities, separating those
belonging to that ethnicity from the rest of the world (idem: 10). This separation is
given shape by (1) the name of the group, (2) a belief in common ancestry, (3) a belief
in shared historical experiences, (4) a shared culture — which may include elements
of “language, religion, laws, customs, institutions, dress, music, crafts, architecture,
even food”, (5) a territorial attachment, and (6) a self-perception among the members
of being a group (Brown 2001: 210). However, the process of developing a story of
ethnic purity involves the necessary ambiguity. The example of Vijaya, the founding
father of the Sinhalese according to their myth of origin, is instructive. According to
the myth, Vijaya originated from somewhere around Orissa in East India. Due to his
unruly character, he was banned from his father’s palace, and ended up in Sri Lanka,
where he took two wives. His first wife was a demoness from the island, and her
descendants are claimed to have become the Veddas. His second wife, whose
descendants are claimed to have become the Sinhalese, was a Tamil princess from
Madurai in South India3. On top of that, as Steven Kemper (1991) has documented,
large groups of Sinhalese have no ancestral link with Vijaya whatsoever. Most of the
castes present along the south-western fringe of the country settled there in the
course of the last millennium, originate from the regions that are now known as
Kerala and Tamil Nadu, and some groups spoke Tamil until well into the 20%
century*.

The ambiguity goes beyond origin stories: where cultural practices (except for
religious expressions) are concerned, Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims are very
similar. Between Sinhalese and Tamils, language is a clear differentiating element.
As I have shown above, both groups have origins in South-East India, and neither
can make any serious claim to aboriginality. In Sinhala nationalist discourse, the
Buddhist religion is often invoked as a distinctive element, but there are also

3 This sort of post-mortal allocation of an ethnic identity to a ‘founding father” is by no
means unique. To give a Dutch example: William of Orange, the Dutch ‘father of the
fatherland’, was a German prince who ruled over a fiefdom in France, and grew up at the
court of the Spanish king... which was located in Belgium. For any serious Dutch ethno-
nationalist the national anthem must be a horror, with lines like ‘William of Orange / Am I
of German blood” and ‘The king of Spain / I have always honoured’.

4] encountered a contemporary example of extreme ethnic ambiguity in Kottiyar Pattu. One
man whom I interviewed one day told me that his father was Malayali (from Kerala, in
South India), and his mother was Sinhala. When I asked him what his own ethnic identity
was, he told me — without a trace of confusion — that he was Tamil.

4
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substantial minorities of Christians among both Sinhalese and Tamils. Besides,
Buddhists and Hindus alike worship Hindu gods, and a lot of Hindus do have
respect for the Buddha. Muslims distinguish themselves from Sinhalese and Tamils
by religion. With exception of a fairly recent territorial discourse laying claim to the
south-eastern region of Sri Lanka, territory was never a topic; neither was language,
since Muslims speak either Tamil or Sinhala as their mother tongue, and many are
bilingual. While some Muslims claim Arab or Indian ancestry, the initial growth of
the community was due to intermarriage with (particularly Tamil) wives, who
subsequently converted to Islam.

While every person obtains an ethnic classification at birth (depending on the ethnic
identity of his or her parents), a person’s having of an ethnic identity depends on
ascription by those around him- or herself, as much as on self-ascription.
Importantly however, one can generally have only one ethnic identity at any given
time. This in turn makes it relatively easy for me to operationalise the concept of
ethnicity in my research. I use ethnicity as consisting of a limited repertoire of
classifications (Sinhala, Tamil, Muslim®), from which people are given one at birth
(generally the ethnic classification that applies to their father), and which in most
cases they retain and confirm as they grow up, though it is possible to take on
another ethnic identification.

1.1.2 The rise of violent conflict in Sri Lanka

What is often called the ‘ethnic conflict’ in Sri Lanka can be benchmarked as having
started with a militant attack and subsequent widespread rioting in July 1983, and
ended with the annihilation of the leadership of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE) in May 2009. The conflict has discursive and mythical roots in ancient
Buddhist chronicles that at times, though definitely not always, portray ‘Damilas’
(Tamils) as enemies of Sinhalese Buddhists. Its direct roots lie however in the ethnic
bias that entered Sri Lanka’s nationbuilding practice in the run-up to independence.
When, in preparation for independence, the British colonial government introduced
universal suffrage, politics (which until then had been the preserve of a small elite)
became dependent on large numbers of votes. Where earlier the main ethnic groups
had had equal representation, group size suddenly became directly linked to access
to power: this was a threat for over-represented minority groups, and an
opportunity for the under-represented Sinhalese. Apart from this, particularly
Tamils (who had access to good missionary schools in Jaffna, while Sinhalese had
not wanted such schools and thus had much less access to English education) were

5 Other ethnicities like Vedda, Malay and Burgher are hardly found in Kottiyar Pattu.
Parallel to the process that Jon Dart has described for Vakarai (Dart 1985), Veddas and
Burghers in Kottiyar Pattu have by and large become identified as Tamils, and Malays as
Muslims.
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heavily represented in the civil service and the professions. Attempts at achieving a
more proportional representation of Sinhalese in the civil service and the professions
were easily construed as being anti-Tamil in intent by Sinhala and Tamil ethno-
nationalists alike.

While this was still largely a problem of elites vying for a share of power, a
landmark change happened in 1956. After a hotly contested election, the newly
elected S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike made Sinhala the official language of the country
overnight, without leaving adequate room for the Tamil language. Suddenly, the
impact of Sinhala nationalism (fired up by the fact that 1956 was also the year in
which Buddhists celebrated 2,500 years since the enlightenment of the Buddha) was
felt in the everyday lives of non-Sinhalese in the country. This was underscored by
riots in 1956 and 1958 which were distinctly anti-Tamil in nature. While a large part
of the (English-speaking) Burgher community left to Australia and the United
Kingdom after the adoption of the ‘Sinhala Only’ law, Tamils responded with their
own version of ethnonationalism and a long campaign of nonviolent protests that
were suppressed increasingly harshly and counterproductively. The longer the
protests and their suppression lasted, the stronger the support for Tamil nationalist
discourse became. In this discourse, adequate representation at the national level
was one topic; the safeguarding of a “Tamil homeland” was another. This second
point had become an issue after the availability of funding and technology
(particularly the introduction of anti-malaria spraying just after World War II) made
the rehabilitation of ancient irrigation infrastructure in the malaria-infested plains of
the North and East possible from the 1930s onwards. Sri Lankan leaders framed this
as a reclaiming of the old Sinhala kingdoms (Senanayake 1985 [1935]), and began
settling Sinhalese from the densely populated South and West of the country in the
newly developed areas (among which was Kottiyar Pattu). Sparsely inhabited
though these areas may have been, they had been predominantly inhabited by
Tamil-speaking people for centuries. Tamil nationalists thus saw the redevelopment
of what is known as the ‘Dry Zone’ as a deliberate attempt by the state to undermine
Tamil claims to territory.

Though Sri Lanka’s economy stagnated soon after independence was attained in
1948, other developments did generate significant changes. By the late 1960s,
educational institutions had spread across the country. The post-independence and
post-malaria babyboom generation graduated from secondary school en masse, only
to find that there were not enough jobs for them. In synchrony with other socialist
and communist youth protests across the world, many of which were partially about
jobs for the new generation, the originally maoist (and largely Sinhala) Janatha
Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP, or People’s Liberation Front) staged an uprising against
the state in 1971. The uprising failed, and the JVP was ruthlessly hunted down;
estimates of the numbers killed vary between 12,000 and 20,000 (Senaratne 1997). In
the same year, Bangladesh successfully waged a war for independence from
Pakistan, which strengthened Tamil nationalists in their conviction that they had the
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right to determine their own fate. When, a year later, an overtly Sinhala and
Buddhist constitution was adopted, Tamil youth in the north of the country decided
that the nonviolent protests that had been staged thus far had not brought enough
improvement, and formed the first of many Tamil militant groups. In 1976 the Tamil
United Liberation Front (TULF), a Tamil nationalist coalition of political parties,
adopted what became known as the “Vaddukottai Declaration’, which advocated the
establishment of a separate state of Tamil Eelam. This declaration further reinforced
the militant mood among a section of Tamil youth. Over time, the militancy
gathered strength, particularly after catastrophic anti-Tamil riots in July 1983 that
had widespread support from government officials. What began with assassinations,
bank robberies and ambushes of police and military personnel soon escalated into an
orgy of massacres, counter-massacres and terrorist attacks, and then ‘graduated” into
full-scale warfare.

Neither the government nor the Tamil militants (among whom the LTTE had
become the dominant group by 1987) were capable of sustaining intense conflict for
very long. In 1985, 1990, 1995 and 2002, cease-fires were called during which peace
talks were held and both sides prepared for a next round of fighting. In 1987, the
Indian government intervened by sending the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) to
patrol the North-East, forcing the Sri Lankan military to stay in their barracks, and
pushing a programme of devolution of powers to the provincial level down the
throat of the Sri Lankan government. In response, the revitalised JVP launched a
second anti-state uprising in the south of the country that was to last for three years
and cause the deaths of about 60,000 people (Senaratne 1997). While the state took on
the JVP, the LTTE took on the IPKF (with, bizarrely enough, state support), and by
early 1990 the IPKF was forced to abandon its mission. A brief ceasefire between the
government and the LTTE in 1990 ended with an orgy of violence; the same thing
happened on a smaller scale after a ceasefire in 1995. In 2002, amidst an economic
crisis that badly hit the Sri Lankan government and the post-9/11 tightening of the
noose on the LTTE’s international funding channels, a new ceasefire was declared
that formally held until early 2008, but had in fact already been scrapped by mid-
2006 when the Sri Lankan armed forces launched a massive offensive to recapture
LTTE-controlled territory, starting from Kottiyar Pattu. By mid-2007 the LTTE,
which had been weakened by the defection of a large faction from the Eastern
Province in 2004, was routed from the east. The war ended in May 2009 with the
annihilation of the LTTE (including its entire senior leadership) in the north of Sri
Lanka. Though the war has ended, peace is still elusive as the arrogance of the
victors determines the current political agenda, rather than a genuine desire to find a
political solution for valid grievances over language, education, land and political
power that have fuelled the conflict right throughout.

As far as casualty figures are concerned, the estimate that was commonly in use in
2007 and early 2008 was in the range of 70,000, half of whom were civilians. Nobody
knows how many people died in the last five months of fighting. The British
newspaper ‘the Times’, basing itself on an internal estimate by UN staff, claimed that
there were about 20,000 civilian casualties, mostly by artillery fire from the Sri
Lankan Army. The Sri Lankan government denied this and the only civilians who
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had died were killed by the LTTE while they were trying to escape the fighting (‘The
hidden massacre: Sri Lanka’s final offensive against Tamil Tigers’, Times, 29-05-
2009). UTHR(J), based on a detailed analysis of available information, puts the
number of civilian casualties as high as 40,000 (2009b: 115).

Apart from those who died in the years of conflict, there are thousands who
disappeared without a trace, and thousands who were physically or mentally
scarred for life. Virtually every person in the Northern and Eastern Provinces of Sri
Lanka has been displaced (many more than once); over half of the houses have been
damaged, looted or destroyed at some point during the conflict; and hundreds of
thousands of Tamils have permanently left the country to find new lives in Canada,
the United States, the United Kingdom and a range of other European countries,
India and Malaysia.

While the conflict has always been ethnicised in the sense that it was ethnic in its
representation, I would be reluctant to call the Sri Lankan conflict an ethnic conflict.
It is undeniable that many people have been targeted for harassment and violence
simply because of their ethnic identity, but (with possible exception of a number of
cases in the early 1980s) those who perpetrated the violence were not random mobs.
By and large, the perpetrators of violence were soldiers, paramilitaries, militants or
mobs that were deliberately organised by people with vested interests. So while the
conflict can be represented as ethnic, it can equally be represented as a conflict
between the state and separatist groups, or as a conflict over access to resources
between a politico-economic core (centered in Colombo) and its periphery (Frerks
and Klem 2004; Goodhand and Klem 2005).

1.1.3 Kottiyar Pattu

Home to about 90,000 people of mostly Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim origin, the region
that is known to its inhabitants as Kottiyar Pattu covers the divisions of Muthur,
Seruwila and Eechchilampattu in the southern part of Trincomalee District (maps 1.2
and 1.3). Kottiyar Pattu is bounded by sea on the north and east and by two arms of
the Mahaweli River on the south and west. It consists of a central plain of paddy
tields irrigated by the Allai Extension Scheme (AES), surrounded on three sides by a
fringe of shrub jungle, interspersed with villages, small irrigation tanks, and a few
lagoons. The northern edge of the plain is punctuated by the town of Muthur, which
functions as a business centre (together with the small towns of Thoppur and
Serunuwara that are located in the middle of Kottiyar Pattu). Apart from agriculture,
tishing is a key source of livelihoods in the coastal settlements.

Centuries-old remains of earlier greatness as well as its more recent colonial and
post-colonial history tell a story of a frontier region, oscillating between strategic
investment and utter neglect. As a consequence of this fluctuating existence on the
fringe of Sri Lanka, different population groups have moved into and out of the area;
all current inhabitants are immigrants whose ancestors settled within the last
millennium (see chapter 2).
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Kottiyar Pattu forms a complex social arena. Apart from ethnicity, social life is
structured by a range of other, intersecting realities: (among others) caste, class,
employment, religion, gender, age, length of stay, political affiliation and — until
recently — military frontlines (see chapter 3).

The area has had more than its fair share of violence since the early 1980s: about 5%
of the pre-war population has been killed, over half of the houses have been
destroyed at least once, and almost everybody has had to flee his or her village two
or three times (see chapter 4).

It was in this context that one day I noticed something interesting when I visited the
village of Sivapuram, in the heart of Kottiyar Pattu.

1.1.4 A surprise observation in Sivapuram

Sivapuram was established in the 1950s as a farmers’ colony in the Allai Extension
Scheme, which provides some 7,000 hectares of prime paddy land with year-round
irrigation. It is home to about 80 Tamil families, who live in small houses along the
village’s single main road and two side-lanes. There is one small temple for Pillaiyar,
the Hindu ‘God of Beginnings’, and (since 2002) a pre-school and a community hall,
but not a single shop. Most of the families belong to two matriclans of the high-
status Velalar (cultivator) caste. They mostly originate from the ancient Velalar
village of Sampoor, but there are historical family ties with the ancient Velalar
villages of Kilivetti, Kankuveli and Menkamam. A few families belong to service
castes: potters, washermen, barbers; they live(d) on the fringes of village society.
Sivapuram is bordered by two villages: the ancient Tamil village of Menkamam to
the north-east, and the Sinhala colony of Dehiwatte to the south-west. The
Menkamam tank, a largely defunct small irrigation reservoir, bounds the village to
the north-west. Although there are family links between Menkamam and
Sivapuram, some farmers from Menkamam resent the fact that Sivapuram and all
the other new colonies ate up all the available arable land. This led to a sharp
reduction in average land holding sizes as the population grew, and in turn has led
to landlessness and out-migration of some of the youth.

When I visited Sivapuram for the first time in May 2000, relationships with the
people in Dehiwatte were tense. In June 1985, Sivapuram and every other Tamil
village within walking distance from the Sinhala colonies in the area had been
burned to the ground in an orgy of violence that was repeated on a smaller scale in
1987 and 1990. A string of massacres of Tamil civilians in the area and the ever-
present threat of harassment or arrest by the security forces made most people very
cautious. Farming was a difficult affair because the army did not allow Tamils to buy
urea (which could be used for making bombs), and every visit to the market
involved negotiating a range of checkpoints. At the same time, several dozen
inhabitants of Dehiwatte had been killed by Tamil militant groups since 1985, the
Sinhala farmers were routinely ‘taxed’ by the militants, and the people of Dehiwatte
suspected that the militants received support from Tamil villagers.
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Because the Sinhala farmers had better access to farming inputs and had access to
reasonably well-paid jobs as home guards, they were generally better off
economically than their Tamil neighbours, but from about the mid-1980s
landlessness was becoming an issue. Among Tamils and Sinhalese alike, there were
many frustrations about the lack of available options.

Even though, economically speaking, Sivapuram was better off than some of the
other Tamil villages in the area, the pervasive atmosphere of despair (underlined by
rampant alcoholism and a high number of suicides) was the reason that it was
selected for a psychosocial pilot project by ZOA Refugee Care, the humanitarian
NGO that I was working with at the time. The staff attached to the project wanted to
look at addressing sources of stress in the widest sense of the word. Therefore, when
villagers listed near-annual flooding as an important problem, the issue was
included in the project®. Since I had been trained in irrigation engineering and had
some experience in the field, I was asked in to look for possible solutions.

During one of my visits to Sivapuram, I asked a colleague who worked there if she
knew of any research literature on the area, because I wanted to learn more about
the context. She gave me a paper produced by a German-funded development
project (Devarajah et al. 2001), that describes a conflict between Dehiwatte and
Menkamam over the Menkamam tank. Sinhala settlers had encroached on the land
inside the reservoir, and had broken the tank bund to prevent their fields from
flooding. This in turn deprived paddy fields cultivated by Tamil farmers from
Menkamam of irrigation water, triggering a stand-off that had been going on for
decades’. As I re-read the paper a while later, it suddenly struck me that despite the
strongly “ethnicised” conflict that had visibly caused a lot of damage in the area (idem: 5),
Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim farmers were still sharing sharing irrigation water from the Allai
Extension Scheme. The paper even contained hints of active cooperation across ethnic
lines (which received no attention in the analysis section): Sinhalese farmers
employing Tamil farm labourers on outlying fields, and Tamil cattle owners sending
their milk out of the area through Sinhalese milk collectors (idem: 11, 13). This
triggered my curiosity: a research project was born.

¢ The village got flooded because a reservation area for a natural drain along the edge of the
village had been encroached upon and turned into paddy fields, thus blocking the flow of
the water. Even after I made a design for a drainage channel, it took a further two years
before it was constructed because one of the encroachers, a man who was known as a
sorcerer, refused to give up part of his field, and the villagers were afraid of magical
retribution.

7 This paper documents part of the fieldwork that was used by Benedikt Korf for his PhD
research on property rights and the political economy of war in Sri Lanka, focusing on
Trincomalee District. Korf presents an insightful game-theoretical analysis of this conflict in
his dissertation (2004: 115-144). I return to this case in section 6.6.1.
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1.1.5 Structure of the chapter

The rest of this chapter consists of four parts. Section 1.2 elaborates on the research
design: the objective of the research, the research questions, my own positionality,
and a chronology of the research. This is followed in section 1.3 by a discussion of
four inter-related conceptual lenses that I looked through when looking at everyday
inter-ethnic interaction: violence and everyday normalcy; intersecting social realities;
agency, subversion and tactics; and arenas as intermediary interactional settings. The
methodology is discussed in section 1.4, and in section 1.5 the overall structure of the
book is presented.

1.2 Research design

1.2.1 Research objective and research questions

The initial focus of my research was on understanding how farmers of different
ethnic backgrounds and irrigation department staff had been able to keep the AES
functioning to a reasonable extent despite the context of ethnicised conflict and
ethnic “unmixing” (Rajasingham-Senanayake 2004: 46). While this has remained a
topic of interest for my research, I came to realise that in order to understand the
functioning of the AES, I needed to understand an underlying issue: everyday inter-
ethnic interaction in a context of violent ethnicised conflict. Bookshelves full have been
written about Sri Lanka’s conflict, about its history, about its post-colonial
development, and about a range of topics of sociological and anthropological
interest. Most is however focused on the entire country or, in the case of much
research on irrigation-related topics, ignores ethnicity altogether. Locally grounded
ethnographic research generally studied ethnically defined communities in isolation
or in parallel, and not in integration. A notable exception is Dennis McGilvray’s
work on Muslims and Tamils in the region around Akkaraipattu, in the east of Sri
Lanka (McGilvray 2003 and 2008). However, even McGilvray has primarily focused
on historical links and structural parallels between the communities rather than on
everyday interaction between Muslims and Tamils. Nur Yalman’s work on the
mixed Sinhala-Tamil village of Panama, not far south from Akkaraipattu (Yalman
1971), is another exception, but his research predated the conflict and focused on an
exceptional (and already disintegrating) community that had formed a distinct
hybrid between both ethnic identities.

In the literature on Sri Lanka, there are quite a number of hints about the existence of
everyday inter-ethnic interaction and (rather idyllic) claims about past or even
present (but very localised) harmonies®. There are also detailed studies of the sharing

8 See for example Rajasingham-Senanayake 2001a, 2001b and 2004; Montani 1999; Dewaraja
1994; Kottegoda 2004; Niriella 2005; Silva 2004; Fuglerud 2003; Schrijvers 1998, and Skinner
2005.
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of gods and the appropriation and ethnic purification of the worship of these gods
by Sinhala Buddhists and Tamil Hindus (Obeyesekere 1984; Goonasekara 2007).
Nevertheless, I found there to be a near total lack of detailed analysis of the how,
when and why of what Laura Ring calls “the micromechanics of coexistence” and
“the day-to-day poetics of intergroup cooperation” (2006: 3). This therefore became
the focus of my own research. In my work, I prefer to use the term ‘interaction” as a
middle way between “coexistence” (which merely assumes people sharing the same
space irrespective of whether or not they interact with each other) and ‘intergroup
cooperation” (which implies (a) that the interaction is between groups of people, thus
excluding interaction between individuals, and (b) that there is always something to
cooperate about, thus excluding interaction for no other reason than the interaction
itself, like a chat between friends or lovers).

As my research has been highly exploratory in nature, its objective is rather broad: to
come to an understanding of everyday inter-ethnic interaction in a context of violent
ethnicised conflict, its implications for the everyday lives of those living with conflict, and its
implications for peace-building interventions.

The main research question is therefore how can everyday inter-ethnic interaction in a
context of violent ethnicised conflict be understood, and what are its consequences for
people’s everyday lives and for peace-building interventions?

To be able to answer the main research question, a range of underlying questions
needs to be answered:

How is everyday life in Kottiyar Pattu shaped by history, geography, social complexity and
violence?

Who engages in everyday forms of inter-ethnic interaction?

How do people shape everyday inter-ethnic interaction?

Why do people engage in everyday inter-ethnic interaction?

What are the implications of inter-ethnic interaction in a context of violent conflict for
people’s everyday lives?

In order to answer these questions, I have studied three cases of everyday inter-
ethnic interaction. The first case, already presented, deals with inter-ethnic
interaction relating to irrigated paddy cultivation, which is the primary source of
income for the majority of Kottiyar Pattu’s population. Irrespective of the conflict,
people need to manage resources (of land, water, labour and money) for cultivating
paddy and making a living. Apart from the questions mentioned above, a specific
question that comes up in this case is:

How was it possible that the Allai Extension Scheme continued functioning to a reasonable
extent during over two decades of violent ethnicised conflict, despite the fact that the scheme
is shared by Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim farmers?
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Where in the first case violence and tension are threats that are always there but
generally in the background, the second case focuses on periods of acute tension and
violence: riots and almost-riots. Additional questions that come up in this case are:
What happens to inter-ethnic interaction under acute tension and violence?

To what extent and how does inter-ethnic interaction have a mitigating influence on acute
tension and violence?

The last case deals with the most intimate form of inter-ethnic interaction: inter-
ethnic marriages. Where co-operation over resources and acts of goodwill in times of
acute crisis can to some extent be kept distant from the self, the deliberate choice to
marry someone from outside the own group brings the ethnic boundary within the
threshold of the home, and renders its crossing permanent. Additional questions
that come up in this case are:

How have mixed-ethnic couples managed to live as a mixed couple in a context of ethnicised
violent conflict?

To what extent do mixed couples, positioned as they are between two ethnic communities,
perform a bridging function, especially given the violent context?

A secondary objective of this research is to fill in a white spot on the ethnographic
map of Sri Lanka. So far, no in-depth ethnographic description exists of Kottiyar
Pattu in the English language. In order to fill this gap, I have (particularly in chapters
2-4) provided more detail than strictly necessary for meeting the primary objective of
this research.

1.2.2 Research chronology

The research started officially in September 2003, though I had regularly visited
Kottiyar Pattu since May 2000. The first year was spent reading whatever literature I
could find, getting familiar with Trincomalee District, and making the odd
exploratory visit to Kottiyar Pattu. My fieldwork started in earnest in September
2004. Over the next 20 months (up to April 2006), I spent about two thirds of my
research time in Kottiyar Pattu.

The 2004 Boxing Day tsunami and its aftermath interrupted my fieldwork for two
months because I got involved in emergency response (Gaasbeek 2010). A further
disruption was caused by a period of Muslim-Tamil tensions in December 2005 and
January 2006 that made it impossible to conduct fieldwork. During these periods, I
did spend about half of my time in Trincomalee, and continued to learn about
Kottiyar Pattu. From late April to September 2006, violence in Kottiyar Pattu
escalated to such levels that I was not able to visit the area at all. Although it was
virtually impossible to visit Kottiyar Pattu during this period, it was possible to
gather a lot of information through conversations with friends, colleagues and
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acquaintances in Trincomalee town’. In August 2006, virtually the entire population
of Kottiyar Pattu fled to safer areas. A week of direct involvement in ZOA'’s
emergency response operations meant that I was able to visit people in their sites of
displacement, and — albeit briefly — speak with a number of people about their
experiences. From September 2006 until July 2007 I spent about one week every
other month in Kottiyar Pattu because the security situation was still unstable; from
then until October 2008 I focused on analysis of secondary sources and writing, and
only visited the area once in a way to investigate specific issues that came up while
writing. After I left the country, my research assistant conducted a final series of
interviews in Kottiyar Pattu in August 2009.

Throughout the time that it took to complete the field research, I have worked about
one third of my time as free-lance consultant with ZOA and various other
humanitarian agencies in Sri Lanka, Cambodia, Liberia, Ethiopia and India. Some of
these consultancy missions were about conflict, others about irrigation and water
management, and yet others were about the tsunami. While this took time away
from the fieldwork, it also provided many moments of inspiration and broadening
of insight. Particularly three consultancy missions to tsunami-affected villages in
Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry were enriching, because they offered me the
opportunity to learn about Tamil culture in India, to buy piles of useful books, and
to visit the Brihadeeswara Temple in the former Chola capital of Thanjavur, which
contains the only known inscription in India that mentions Kottiyar Pattu. About a
third of the work that I did in Sri Lanka was in Trincomalee (both with ZOA and
with other agencies), and this enabled me to get to know more people, gather further
knowledge about Trincomalee District and its people, and look at the district from a
range of different perspectives.

1.2.3 My own positionality

No research is independent of the researcher. It is therefore important to elaborate a
little bit on my own positionality. My study background is in irrigation engineering,
which at Wageningen University is taught with deep attention to its
interdisciplinary context. Together with a pre-existing fascination with ethnography,
this focus on the importance of contextual embeddedness has clearly shaped my
current research. In the meantime, four years of intensive involvement in university
politics taught me about the crucial importance of individual agency within a
context of (institutional) structures.

When I began my research, Sri Lanka and its conflict were not new to me. Right after
I graduated from university, I found a job with ZOA Refugee Care, a humanitarian
NGO that works with conflict-affected people. This took me first to Cambodia and

° Between April and December 2006, I replaced ZOA’s Programme Manager in Trincomalee
for about a week per month so that she could take a break from the very tense situation that
she was working in. This meant that I had ample opportunity for participative observation
in the humanitarian scene of Trincomalee.
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then to Sri Lanka, where I spent a little over eight years. In Sri Lanka, I was
originally based in Batticaloa, but — particularly from February 2002 onwards — I
spent extensive amounts of time all over the conflict zone in the north and east of the
country, as well as in Colombo. I also knew Kottiyar Pattu: it was the first part of the
conflict zone that I saw when, on my way back from Cambodia to the Netherlands in
May 2000, I stopped over in Sri Lanka for three days to see if I would be interested in
working there. In December 2000, I was asked to be in charge of ZOA’s emergency
response operations after a cyclone had hit Trincomalee District, and I spent ten
intense days criss-crossing the area. Then, over the course of 2001 and 2002, came the
visits to look at Sivapuram’s drainage problem that triggered this research.

My wife forms a further element in my positionality. She is Sri Lankan, and in the
“day-to-day poetics” of being married to her (and thus, by happy extension, to my
in-laws!) I have learnt a great deal about the country and its people. Her professional
involvement in first the psychosocial field, and then the field of peacebuilding and
reconciliation, has been a source of great inspiration, long discussions, and contacts
with others in the same fields.

1.3 Conceptual framework

In order to get a grip on everyday inter-ethnic interaction in a context of violent
conflict, I have taken a social constructionist perspective, looking at how people
“engage with and thus co-produce their own (inter)personal and collective social
worlds” (Long 2001: 3). As my research was exploratory in nature, I did not set out
with a preconceived conceptual framework. Rather, as I was doing my research and
reflected on my findings, four conceptual lenses emerged through which I could
look at my findings. The first of these looks at violence and everyday normalcy as
interlinked realities. Interethnic interaction in a context of violence is a form of
everyday life that continues in, and is shaped by, the context of conflict. Both
everyday normalcy and violence occur at the same time, and neither can be
understood without looking at the other or by only foregrounding one of them. The
second lens looks at identities, and views people’s identities as composed of a wide
range of intersecting social realities apart from ethnicity. Inter-ethnic interaction
cannot be understood by looking only at ethnicity; other social realities also need to
be considered when studying it. The third lens is closely linked to my social
constructionist perspective, and views inter-ethnic interaction as expressing agency
to the degree of even subverting prevailing hegemonic ethnicised discourse. Even
though the context of violence and ethnicised conflict in which people live is
extremely constraining, inter-ethnic interaction indicates that people are not entirely
determined by their contexts, and remain capable of engaging with what happens
around them. Thus violence and normalcy can co-occur, and thus people
continuously shift and move between a wide range of social realities. The last lens
looks at the setting in which interaction takes place as an arena. This notion helps in
placing interethnic interaction in more specific contexts that incorporate forms of
both contestation and cooperation. In what follows, I describe each of these
conceptual lenses in more detail.
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1.3.1 Violence and everyday normalcy

It is impossible to look at everyday inter-ethnic interaction in Kottiyar Pattu without
taking into account the agony and suffering that the inhabitants have gone through
over the past decades of ethnicised violence. This violence was a radical break with
the past: records confirm that at least in the 100 years before the war broke out,
Kottiyar Pattu was largely free of communal violence. As I show in chapter 4, the
initial violence in Kottiyar Pattu was organised by external actors (the state and
Tamil militants).

After a number of massacres of Sinhala settlers about 70 km north of Kottiyar Pattu
by Tamil militants in late 1984, the government distributed weapons to Sinhala
farmers in settlement areas all over the North and East of Sri Lanka, including the
Allai Extension Scheme. Following another massacre, in which over a hundred
Sinhala pilgrims were killed at one of Sri Lanka’s holiest Buddhist sites, an orgy of
violence was orchestrated in Kottiyar Pattu that culminated in the destruction of
every single village within walking distance from a Sinhala village by a mob
comprised of soldiers from outside and local villagers. Suddenly the violence
became intimate, and for some people revenge became a motive for further violence:
local dynamics of violence evolved that became to some extent self-sustaining.
Under the influence of violence and omnipresent ethno-nationalist propaganda,
local disagreements were increasingly rephrased in ethnic terms (Korf 2004).
Although actual violence was mostly concentrated in comparatively brief and very
intense periods, and the periods in between were considerably calmer, an
atmosphere of fear and tension became pervasive. This is because the experience of
violence incorporates much more than actual violence: it is a mixture of remembered
past violence, intermittent actual violence, and the threat of potential future violence.
Apart from that, the militarisation of public discourse and of the landscape (through
round-ups, checkpoints and frontlines that required careful negotiation whenever
encountered) made sure that the war was never far from people’s minds.

Despite this pervasiveness however, a focus on violence by itself is not enough for
understanding everyday life in Kottiyar Pattu. As Paul Richards has said,
“[floregrounding war risks disabling precisely the strategies and tools of social
organisation, culture and politics through which violence can be reduced and its
adverse effects mitigated” (2005: 3). No matter how dominant the violence was in
shaping life in Kottiyar Pattu, the violence has always been “one social project
among many competing social projects” (ibid.). Throughout the decades of war,
everyday life in Kottiyar Pattu has been about a lot more than just violence and
survival. No matter how pervasive the violence and fear are, and no matter how
constraining the environment is, life goes on relentlessly, and most of the time that
means that food is cooked, shops and markets are open, couples get married, babies
are born, spouses quarrel, people try to find an income, and children (at least in Sri
Lanka) play cricket. These mundane acts together create a form of normalcy that
makes it possible to live and stay more or less sane. How ‘normal’ this normalcy is,
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is another question. For an outsider who has not experienced life in war or disaster,
there is very little that is normal about people’s everyday lives because the
constraints of violence, fear and deprivation are overwhelming. What is important
for me at this point is not this normative discussion, but the simple fact that people
continue to do a wide range of things that they would anyway do, war or no war,
and that they deliberately strive to do so (Hilhorst 2007) 1. I contend that it is in
normalcy that people find ways for “re-inventing peace” (Richards 2005: 5). In this
dissertation, I look at how people maintain normalcy in three situations of inter-
ethnic interaction: the normalcy of engaging in livelihoods, attempts to maintain
normalcy when it is acutely threatened by violence, and the normalcy of family life.
These three widely different situations were chosen pragmatically: they were the
ones that came up when I looked around for different situations that could teach me
about inter-ethnic interaction.

1.3.2 Intersecting social realities

The ambiguous co-occurrence of war and peace draws attention to another element
of ambiguity and complexity in the way people’s social life is organised. Even
though discourses of ethnic separation dominate public life in much of Sri Lanka,
there are other social realities as well. And just like the everyday realities of violent
conflict can only be understood by looking at its social context, the everyday realities
of ethnicity (and inter-ethnic interaction) can only be understood by looking at other
social realities as well:

‘There are a million possible Earths with a million possible histories, all of which
actually exist simultaneously. In the course of one’s daily life, one weaves a
course between them, if you like, but that does not destroy the existence of pasts
or futures we choose not to enter” (Rushdie 1996: 53)

Everyday life is “messy” (Gardiner 2000:16) and consists of “multiple realities”
(Long 2001: 19). Nobody in Kottiyar Pattu is simply Tamil, Muslim or Sinhalese.
Gender, caste, religion, class and a whole range of other categories of identification
all are part of people’s repertoires of social realities. People use these realities to
“improvise and experiment with ‘old” and ‘new’ elements and experiences, and react
situationally and imaginatively, consciously or otherwise, to the circumstances they
encounter” (Long 2001: 3). This ambiguity is important for understanding social

10 Note that I use the term ‘normalcy” in a different meaning than Macek’s use of the term
‘normality” (2005). Macek focuses on how abnormal war realities are reworked as ‘normal’
by warring parties, states and other interested parties in their propaganda. What I call
‘normalcy’ refers to a wide range of elements of everyday life under peaceful circumstances
that continue to exist, more or less similarly, under conditions of war.
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interaction. In their article on interethnic co-operation, Fearon and Laitin start with
the useful premise that sustained co-operation is more likely if people know each
other, see longer-term benefits to co-operation, and/or have reputations to uphold,
and less likely in situations of anonymity!!:

“if you know nothing more than that the person facing you is a Serb, then you
cannot condition your behaviour on how the person acted in the past, but only
on the fact that the other person is a Serb. Moreover, ‘the Serb” may have no
individual reputation to worry about protecting in interactions with non-Serbs”
(1996: 719).

Where I disagree with Fearon and Laitin is in their singular focus on the overlap
between ethnic otherness and anonymity. Because of the limited size of the social
arena that is Kottiyar Pattu, geographical proximity and the small population sizes
of each ethnic group make inter-ethnic acquaintance a lot more likely than in the
segregated cities that provided the empirical data for Fearon and Laitin’s article.
Apart from that, non-ethnic group differences can be equally important sources of
anonymity and animosity.

Fearon and Laitin are not alone in falling in the trap of declaring one category of
identification dominant over other categories. In their overview article on the study
of boundaries in the social sciences, Lamont and Molnar (2002) do give examples of
researchers who explain intra-group differentiation by looking at other categories of
identification than the one that defines the main group that is looked at (generally
ethnicity or race). In all their examples however, the other categories of identification
are treated as secondary, hierarchically ranked below the primary category. This
way of presenting things obscures the fact that different categories of identification
(ethnicity, class, gender etcetera) in social life intersect rather than have a hierarchical
ranking (Sen 2006: xii-xiv)!2. The key to understanding social life in such a context is
to understand the ways in which people manage the “multiplicity” of their
identifications (Siebers 2004: 81, see also Macek 2005: 65). For this, it is a prerequisite

1 This link between cooperation and acquaintance obviously does not mean that relations
between known people are necessarily peaceful: spouses, relatives and friends may even
fight more with each other than with strangers.

12 The simplest way of graphically depicting such a situation would be a (multi-dimensional)
Venn-diagram. To give an example: there are men and women among Tamils, just as there
are men and women among Sinhalese and among Muslims. Similarly, there are children,
youth and adults among all ethnic groups, and among both genders, though not necessarily
in the same proportions. Some boundaries do overlap to a large extent: by and large, every
person in Sri Lanka who is Muslim by ethnicity is Muslim by religion (though I know at
least two people who are exceptions to this rule), and the vast majority of Sri Lankans who
are Muslim by religion are also Muslim by ethnicity (but there are also Malay Muslims, and
small numbers of Muslims belonging to other ethnic groups).
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to find out which identifications people themselves use. Chapter 3 documents nine
of the more prominent locally used identifications other than ethnicity that I came
across during my fieldwork.

I contend that it is this intersection of boundaries that makes inter-ethnic interaction
(and cross-boundary interaction in a broader sense) possible: in Kottiyar Pattu,
people mostly interact positively across ethnic divides with other people whom they
somehow relate to as ‘in-group” members in some other category of identification
(see also Lee and Gudykunst 2001: 375).

In a study on inter-ethnic interaction in post-war Bosnia that I came across as I was
finalising this dissertation, Paula Pickering (2006) found that people who interact
with each other across ethnic lines do so because they perceive a form of similarity in
employment, a shared history of staying in a neighbourhood or mixed-ethnic family
ties (which are mentioned but not analysed at all), or because the establishment of
inter-ethnic links is seen as necessary for being able to live a normal life. She uses
the notion of bridging social capital to explain what she observed. Social capital, “the
ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or
other social structures” (idem: 80), comes in two forms: bridging social capital and
bonding social capital. Bonding social capital refers to interaction between people
who consider each other to be similar, while bridging social capital refers to
interaction between people who consider each other to be different (see also Prakash
and Selle 2004). If, however, categories of identification are not ranked hierarchically
and definitions of similarity and otherness are variable, then the distinction between
bridging and bonding social capital becomes highly ambiguous. A clear example of
this can be found in Pickering’s paper. While she focuses on ethnicity as a dominant
category of identification, for many people in the two Bosnian cities that she studied,
the divide between those who had been living in the towns before the war and
newcomers from rural areas who moved in during or after the war seems to be an
equally important source of distinction.

Another point that I will show is that a lot of inter-ethnic interaction in Kottiyar
Pattu occurs between individual people, and not in networks. I have therefore
avoided the use of the term social capital.

1.3.3 Agency, subversion and tactics

An important debate in the social sciences revolves around the question to what
extent people can shape their own lives (agency), and to what extent people’s lives
are determined by physical, social, political, and economic factors outside their
control (structure). The answer, quite obviously, lies somewhere in the middle:
nobody is entirely free to do as he or she likes, and at the same time nobody is a
mere dice in the hands of structure (Rapport and Overing 2004: 1-9). For
understanding people, you need to understand the structural context they live in, as
well as the way they play around within the room for manoeuvre that is open to
them. Everyday inter-ethnic interaction is in itself an expression of agency, and to
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understand it it is important to look at the actors who engage in it. At the same time,
it can only be understood within the structural contexts of violence, social
complexity, history and geography, which I describe in chapters 2, 3 and 4.

Given the oppressive context of violence and dominant discourses of ethnic
separation, everyday inter-ethnic interaction is more than just an example of
people’s capacity to act: it has a subversive quality to it. In that perspective, valuable
insights are offered by De Certeau’s notion of “tactics”: “clandestine forms taken by
the dispersed, tactical, and makeshift creativity of groups or individuals already
caught in the nets of “discipline””
subversion not as an act of angry counter-oppression, but as an act of creativity and
improvisation, an act of stretching up people’s room for manoeuvre which is

threatened by dominant and dominating manifestations of power.

(De Certeau 1988: xiv-xv). This notion represents

1.3.4 Arenas as intermediary interactional settings

Any kind of social interaction takes place between specific (groups of) people in
specific settings. For understanding interaction and interactional settings, the
analogy with arenas is useful. Arenas are bounded sites of interaction, contestation
and co-operation (Long 2001: 242)'5, with actors on the centre stage, with an audience
watching the actors, and placed within a wider context. For the actors, an arena is a
source of power (or agency) and identity. Within the arena actors (re)interpret and
(re)negotiate the way things are organised; what is outside the arena is however
largely beyond the direct control of the actors. The intermediary nature of arenas is
therefore important: they are not just self-contained contexts for interaction, but also
sites where the external context is interpreted, given meaning, and reworked into the
internal reality formed by the arena.

Some forms of interaction are public, while other forms of interaction are private in
nature. The capacity to define how private or public a form of interaction is (to
control who the audience on the seats of the arena is, so to say) is an important
element of any interaction.

Arenas can have any shape or size; a meeting room or a family compound can be as
much an arena as an entire country. This dissertation focuses on Kottiyar Pattu as
such an arena, set within the wider contexts (or ‘meta-arenas’) of Trincomalee
District, the war zone, and Sri Lanka as a whole. Interaction within Kottiyar Pattu is
structured by its physical, social, economic, military and political situation. At the
same time, the wider contexts have their undeniable influence and are mediated,

13 Note that I stretch up Long’s concept of arena, which focuses on “contests” and “struggle”,
to include neutral and positive forms of negotiation, interaction and co-operation. While
struggle is very real in many people’s lives, there is also a lot of interaction that has little to
do with struggle.
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interpreted and negotiated in order for people to make sense of them within the
specific setting of Kottiyar Pattu.

The case studies focus on arenas within Kottiyar Pattu. In chapter 6, I focus on the
Allai Extension Scheme as an arena within which farmers, farmer representatives
and government officials interact, contest and co-operate with regard to irrigated
paddy cultivation. In so doing, I have taken a sociotechnical perspective: irrigation
“is socially constructed, has social conditions of use, and has social effects” (Vincent
2001: 69). The first half of chapter 7 largely focuses on the area around Muthur town
as an arena for Muslim-Tamil interaction during a riot; the second half of the chapter
focuses on the area around the small town of Serunuwara as an arena for Tamil-
Sinhala interaction. This chapter is informed by the wider literature on riots, their
patterns and participants (Horowitz 2001; Varshney 2002; Brass 1998; Tambiah 1996;
Scott 1985 and 1990; Kalyvas 2006). In chapter 8, the arena is more conceptual rather
than geographical: here, I look at people’s (mixed) marriages as a setting for
interethnic interaction. I base myself on a wide body of literature on mixed
marriages, and compare findings from Kottiyar Pattu with patterns identified in this
literature.

1.4 Methodology

1.4.1 Research methods

From the start, this research has been an in-depth exploratory case study (Yin 1993).
Everyday inter-ethnic interaction in a context of conflict was largely uncharted
terrain, and so particularly the first years of my research were focused on capturing
as much of the complexity of life in Kottiyar Pattu as possible. Paraphrasing the
character Trinity in the movie ‘The Matrix’, “it was the question that drove me”,
rather than a pre-set research plan. Though chaotic, this initial lack of structure
proved invaluable for gaining in-depth understanding of what was going on in
Kottiyar Pattu (and in Sri Lanka as a whole). As time wore on, more and more
structure evolved in the research. Within the overall case study of Kottiyar Pattu, I
selected three topical case studies: the functioning of the Allai Extension Scheme,
inter-ethnic interaction during ‘everyday’ periods of acute violence, and inter-ethnic
marriages.

In studying Kottiyar Pattu, I have used a variety of research methods. The core of my
research has consisted of semi-structured interviews, unstructured conversations
over endless cups of very sweet tea, and plain observation (Bernard 1988). Where
possible, I have analysed texts and quantitative data to triangulate findings and to
enrich the picture. I have not used structured interviews and questionnaires, other
than for a survey of marriage practices that was carried out towards the end of my
tieldwork. There were two reasons for this. Many of the topics that I raised were so
personal that people would only talk about them in an informal setting, and surveys
would not have yielded any valuable information. Apart from that, a wide range of
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humanitarian NGOs was active in Kottiyar Pattu (particularly after the 2004
tsunami), and together they conducted surveys and assessments so often that many
people knew exactly which answers to give and which kinds of interventions to ask
for. In order to avoid unrealistic expectations, I have deliberately avoided anything
that might even remotely identify me as someone preparing another rehabilitation
project'*. Whenever relevant issues came up however, I did pass these on to different
agencies so that they could improve their programming.

An issue that I ran into when I started with my fieldwork is that using the technique
of participative observation is not possible when studying a situation in the past, as I
was doing in the early stages of my field research, when a ceasefire was in place. It is
technically impossible to observe things that happened in the past in real-time.
Another problem with historicity is that memories are complicated (Bernard et al.
1984), and narratives that are already coloured by discourses and ideology become
re-coloured as new experiences come to pass, and as people forget things. I was
forcefully confronted with this when in early 2007 I started talking with a number of
people about the violence that hit Kottiyar Pattu in April 2003 (see chapter 7). In
2003, many Muslims and Tamils told me that the “April violence” was the worst
period of tension that hit Muthur during the entire history of the conflict with
exception of the violence of 1990°. This was significant, because — in terms of
numbers of casualties — there was not really that much to write home about. To my
surprise however, the incidents were almost forgotten when I started re-inquiring
about the incidents in 2007. When I asked people if they could tell me about what
happened in April 2003, most people either started talking about periods of Muslim-
Tamil tension in October 2001 and June 2002 or about the battle that had taken place
in Muthur in August 2006. When people did recount the violence of April 2003, only
very few were able to go into any amount of detail.

To some extent, ‘the past caught up with me” when from late 2005 onwards violence
increased and a new ‘conflict phase” developed, giving me the opportunity to study
a pre-conflict situation (or more accurately, an in-between-conflicts situation), an in-
conflict situation and to some extent a post-conflict situation'® in the present tense.

4 A very effective additional measure to minimise the chances of being identified as an NGO
staff member was the use of a motorbike rather than a car when moving around the research
area. Apart from a few run-down passenger vans and a few government vehicles, the only
passenger vehicles in the area are NGO vehicles, and expatriates are rarely seen moving
around Kottiyar Pattu in anything other than airconditioned four-wheel drive vehicles.
Being on a bike made it easier also to randomly stop along the road and chat with people.

15 The violence that raged in Kottiyar Pattu in 1985 was even worse than the violence of 1990,
but did not affect Muthur town very much.

16 The situation in Kottiyar Pattu at the time that I ended my fieldwork — autumn 2008 — can
be described as “post-conflict’ in the sense that the military offensive to capture those parts
of Kottiyar Pattu that were controlled by the LTTE (as part of an offensive to recapture the
entire Eastern Province) had been completed, open fighting had ended, and many of the
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1.4.2 Data collection

In order to collect information, I have largely used what is euphemistically called the
technique of “snowball sampling’: picking up leads wherever one comes across them,
then interviewing people who are suggested as interesting, and so spreading out
until the added value of further interviews becomes so comparatively small that it is
more worthwhile to sit back, reflect, and see what other leads are interesting to
follow. I would hardly call this serious sampling in the scientific sense, but it is
definitely a valuable way of quickly gaining in-depth understanding of key issues. A
key weakness of this sampling method is that the researcher runs the risk of getting
stuck within one among several available discourses, because people tend to refer to
others who follow similar lines of thinking. I have therefore combined ‘snowball
sampling” with random conversations with anyone I came across who was willing to
talk. Most of these conversations were brief, but some suddenly opened up a new
line of “snowball inquiry’, and sometimes the people whom I spoke to had so much
that they wanted to share that we ended up spending hours talking.

1.4.3 Research assistants

Over the course of my fieldwork, I have worked with three research assistants: two
Tamils and one Muslim; all were male. Two were living in Trincomalee town, and
the third, while originating from the Eastern Province, is now based in Colombo
(where he did a yeoman’s service in translating Tamil documents and going through
most of the newspaper clippings in the archive at the Nadesan Centre). All three
were familiar with the district but (almost) new to Kottiyar Pattu, all three speak
Tamil and English, and two also speak Sinhala. Apart from these three, my wife and
a friend (who are both trilingual) have also occasionally acted as translators.

I have tried hard to find a Sinhala research assistant to prevent any ethnic bias in my
research, but I was unable to find someone who was familiar with Trincomalee
District, willing to work in Kottiyar Pattu, and sufficiently fluent in English. Some
Sinhala texts were translated by an acquaintance of one of my research assistants.
Particularly during the latter part of my research when violence between the LTTE
and the Sri Lankan military escalated again, having a Muslim research assistant
made a big difference, because Sinhalese and Muslims visibly perceived him as
being more neutral than my Tamil assistants.

civilians who were displaced had been allowed to resettle. However, this had not brought
peace to the area. Many Tamil families who used to live in what had become the Sampoor
High Security Zone remained displaced, occasional incidents of violence still took place, and
particularly the Tamil population still lived in fear.
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In the Netherlands, my father conducted research at the National Archives, locating
a range of relevant Dutch colonial reports and maps, and transcribing a number of
these reports.

Apart from my research assistants, I have also been helped by Erik Dekker, an MSc
student (Irrigation and Water Management) from Wageningen University, who
conducted his thesis research on the Allai Extension Scheme under my co-
supervision.

1.4.4 Gender bias in my data collection

As noted, all my research assistants were men. I have felt this to be a serious issue,
because it complicated interviewing women and learning from their perspectives. In
the rural areas of Sri Lanka, men and women live in largely separate worlds (see
section 3.6), and it is generally not considered appropriate for women to speak
elaborately with unknown men. Though I did end up having quite a few in-depth
conversations with women (generally in a situation where either their husbands or
more women were present), most of my conversations were with men. Even if I had
had a female research assistant (which would have made interviews with women
easier), it would have been highly culturally inappropriate for me to be riding
around Kottiyar Pattu on a motorbike with a lady who is not my wife.

I have tried to reduce this gender bias in several ways. Once, I spent a weekend with
my wife in Kottiyar Pattu, during which we conducted a long string of interviews,
many of them with women. Also, my wife had female acquaintances from Kottiyar
Pattu who visited us regularly when they came to Trincomalee or Colombo. During
such visits, we often spoke about the area, and I learnt a lot from their observations.
Some of these acquaintances are involved in a local NGO, and once in a way they
asked me to help them with funding applications. Preparing these applications
together provided excellent opportunities for learning about their perspectives on
issues related to conflict and development in the area. Lastly, both my wife and
myself had female colleagues from Trincomalee District with whom I was able to
have elaborate conversations on things that went on in the district.

1.4.5 Doing research in a context of conflict

My fieldwork took place in a wider context where the 2002 cease-fire slowly
disintegrated and where in 2006 open warfare resumed, starting in Kottiyar Pattu.
This had several implications for my research.

First of all, quite a few people were reluctant to venture opinions on potentially
sensitive issues, particularly if others were present. As many Sri Lankan friends have
told me, it is generally uncommon for Sri Lankans to speak about personal feelings
and opinions with strangers. The return to open violence made this worse as it
became dangerous to let unknown others know what you think. You never knew
when someone was going to use things against you, or even inadvertently say things
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that others could use against you. Patricia Lawrence succinctly described this self-
censorship when she said that a key to survival in Sri Lanka’s conflict zones is “to
know what not to know” (comment made at the South Asia Conference, Madison,
October 2006). Combined with the presence of humanitarian agencies conducting
countless surveys and assessments and the strategic ‘wish-lists” that this generated
(see section 1.4.1), this strengthened my conviction that to get to know anything
serious about people’s opinions, anything that reeks of formal data collection
methods must be avoided. Rapport was essential, but what also helped was
tamiliarity with the area, with the wider social, economic and political context of Sri
Lanka, and with the Tamil (and to some extent Sinhala) languages that deepened
over the eight years that I spent in the country. This familiarity made it possible to
interpret more accurately what people did and did not say. I would have been
unable to do this research if I had had only the 12 to 18 months of in-country
presence that is common for much current PhD research.

The context of violence also had consequences for personal safety. Because violent
incidents along the roads generally happened under the cloak of darkness, I
generally avoided being outside the village or town where I spent the night after
dusk and before about half past eight in the morning, by which time most roads had
been cleared'. Exceptions to this were nights when there were large crowds on the
road, particularly during temple festivals. Only very late in my field research did I
realise that this did create a bias in my observations. I interviewed a lot of farmers,
but I rarely saw them in the field outside land preparation and harvesting periods.
That was because between land preparation and harvest, farmers mostly go to their
tields during the cool parts of the day around dawn and dusk. When the security
situation improved in the very last stages of my fieldwork, I have tried to counter
this somewhat by going out early, having a break in between, and going out again in
the evening.

During periods of open violence, the fieldwork was put on hold for safety reasons,
but also because I did not want to bother people with my questions when they had
other, much more urgent things on their mind. Instead, I focused my attention on
interviews with relevant people in Trincomalee and on literature study in libraries
and archives. Now and then, I did get involved in emergency response with ZOA
Refugee Care, which made it possible to observe what was going on from up close
and, while implementing relief work, still get a chance to talk to some people.

As the violence escalated, it became increasingly important to keep track of what
was going on and avoid potential trouble spots. From April 2006 onwards,
humanitarian agencies set up ‘security trees’” through which they passed on

17 When entering or leaving Kottiyar Pattu by road via Kantale, there was another reason to
be cautious: late evenings and early mornings are the times that elephants come out of the
jungle near the Mahaweli River to drink and bathe. I was advised that solitary elephants
should be avoided at all times.
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information about security incidents by SMS; I was included in three such trees. This
mechanism worked well until an overkill of major incidents drowned out reporting
on the smaller incidents that were equally important in local situations. This went to
the point where in late August 2006 I received a message saying that “shelling
towards LTTE controlled areas in Trinco happens every morning and evening but
unless it's particularly heavy or prolonged it is not reported on now through the
security tree as, sadly, it has become the norm”. Over time, the security trees faded
into irrelevance: where in mid-2006, I received over 200 messages per month, this
had reduced to about 20 per month by mid-2007.

1.5 Structure of the book
The structure of this book is graphically depicted in figure 1.1.

Introduction (Chapter 1)

Background
e History and geography of the research area (Chapter 2)
¢ Social complexity in the research area (Chapter 3)
e Chronology of violence in the research area (Chapter 4)

Intermezzo
¢ Local narratives (Chapter 5)

Case studies
e Irrigation (Chapter 6)
* Riots and almost-riots (Chapter 7)
¢ Mixed-ethnic marriages (Chapter 8)

Conclusion (Chapter 9)

Figure 1.1. Structure of the dissertation

Taken together, chapters 2, 3 and 4 provide a detailed description of Kottiyar Pattu,
the research area. These chapters are deliberately very detailed, because I believe
that a detailed understanding of the setting in which the people in Kottiyar Pattu
live their lives is fundamental for understanding the everyday forms of inter-ethnic
interaction documented later on in this book. Those readers who are constrained in
their time availability can limit themselves to reading the opening and closing
sections of each of these chapters to get the gist of each chapter.

Chapter 2 consists of two parts. The first part presents a description of the present-
day geography of Kottiyar Pattu: the administrative setting, demography, economy,
land use, infrastructure and climate. The second part contains an elaborate historical
analysis of how the area became what it is today. Insight into the history of the area
is important not just for understanding the physical present, but also for
understanding the different socio-political perspectives that people have on the area.
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In chapter 3, I describe the complex structure of social life in Kottiyar Pattu. This is
done through a description of nine categories of identification (apart from ethnicity,
which I discussed in section 1.1.2) that people from the area used in the
conversations that I had with them, to distinguish themselves from others. These
categories, presented in random order, are caste, class, employment, religion,
gender, age, length of stay, political affiliation, and military control. The aim of this
chapter is not to discuss the concepts underlying these categories of identification,
but to describe which groups are commonly identified within each category, and
how these groups relate to other groups. In this multitude of identifications,
sameness and otherness often coexist between individuals. As I will show in the case
study chapters, shared non-ethnic sameness creates room for manoeuvre for people
to interact with ethnic others. At the same time, ethnic sameness does not necessarily
mean intra-ethnic harmony.

Chapter 4 rounds off the block of background chapters with a reconstruction of the
chronology of violence in Kottiyar Pattu. The aim of this chapter is to impress upon
the reader the extent of violence that the people in Kottiyar Pattu have had to live
through for so many years, and to underscore the extraordinariness of the continued
existence of everyday forms of inter-ethnic interaction.

Between the background chapters and the case studies, I have inserted an
intermezzo. Chapter 5 provides four local narratives about Kottiyar Pattu, which are
bewilderingly different from each other. Each in its own way, the narratives form
integrations of the background information presented in the previous chapters. On
the other hand, the diversity among the narratives shows how much people’s own
perspectives on life in Kottiyar Pattu vary, and have strong potential to keep people
separated from each other.

The next three chapters describe case studies on everyday forms of inter-ethnic
interaction, and form the core of the thesis. Chapter 6 deals with inter-ethnic
interaction revolving around irrigated paddy cultivation in the Allai Extension
Scheme, and looks at how Irrigation Department officials, farmer representatives,
and ordinary farmers managed to keep the irrigation scheme functioning to a
considerable extent throughout most of the conflict.

Chapter 7 deals with inter-ethnic interaction in situations of acute (threats of)
violence. It opens with an in-depth analysis of what happened during a Muslim-
Tamil riot in and around Muthur in April 2003, and draws further lessons from a
period of Sinhala-Tamil tensions in 2005 and 2006.

Chapter 8 looks at mixed-ethnic couples. Through a description of who they are,
how they met, and how they manage their married life, I look at how such couples
negotiate the ethnic boundary that runs through them in their everyday life, and to
what extent they perform a bridging function between the ethnic groups they
represent.

In the last chapter, I return to the research objectives and the research questions with
a discussion on what the findings of this research can teach us about everyday inter-
ethnic interaction. This is followed by a discussion on the wider academic
implications of the research, a discussion of topics that are worthy of further study,
and a discussion on how everyday inter-ethnic interaction can inform outside
interventions aiming at peace-building.
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2 Kottiyar Pattu — the study area

“Cottiar (Cottiarum), a small province of Trincomalee, extending along the east
coast of the Island from the north bank of the Virgel ganga to the frontiers of
Tambalagam. It is about 27 miles long from north east to south west, and 15
miles broad from east to west. It contains 28 villages, and according to the census
of 1814, a population of 1757 souls; of which two thirds are Malabars, and the
remainder Moors. The country, from Anetivoe to Topore is almost level,
diversified with extensive plains, interspersed with thick jungles, and intersected
by several nullahs, most of which are fordable; but from Topore to the
northward, it assumes an elevated aspect, and abounds with high rocks and
hills. The soil is generally sandy. The low lands yield fine crops of paddy, and
the high grounds all the varieties of dry grain. The forests supply almost all sorts
of timber, and harbour a vast number of wild animals, amongst which elephants
prove a great pest to the inhabitants. The province was originally the hereditary
domain of a female chieftain styled Wannichee; and one of her descendants still
nominally presides over it:— her husband is allowed to bear the title of Assistant
or Adjutant Wanniya. [...] In 1803 PANDARA WANNIA, the famous rebel chief,
took possession of the province; but it was almost immediately recovered by the
light company of H. M. 19th regiment, which had been detached for that
purpose from Trincomalee. (Cordiner.)

Cottiar, the principal village of the above province, situated on the south side of
the inner harbour of Trincomalee, was anciently a place of some importance; and
KNOX states that at the time he was residing in the interior, it was frequented
every year by twenty or thirty sail of small vessels from the opposite coast, and
the customs derived from it, formed a considerable part of the king’s revenue. It
is very populous, occupied by Malabars, and the country around is well
cultivated; cattle abound, and the pasture is extremely good. It is remarkable in
the Singhalese history as the port where the princess, who afterwards became
the wife of Wijaya, landed from Madura with her numerous attendants.
(Philateles.)

[...]

Topore, a very pretty village in the province of Cottiar, situated amidst rich
paddy fields, interspersed with tamarind trees of very majestic size and
imposing appearance. It is 34 miles distant from Trincomalee, and is inhabited
by Malabars and Moors.

[...]

Virgel, a river branching off from the Mahawelli ganga at Kurinjamoone, falls
into the sea 25 miles southward of Trincomalee, and separates that district from
Batticalo. Near the mouth of this river there is a village of the same name, where
the Malabars have a very large temple, with extensive paddy fields attached to
it.” (Casie Chitty 1834: 79-81, 211, 217)

31



Bridging troubled waters?

2.1 Introduction

2.1.1 What's in a name?

Kottiyar Pattu is an old name that local people use for the southern part of
Trincomalee District, in the Eastern Province of Sri Lanka. It covers 654.4 square
kilometres (Trincomalee Kachcheri 2003: 3), and is bounded on all sides by water: to
the north, there is the Kottiyar Bay; to the east, there is the Indian Ocean; to the west,
the Mahaweli River forms the boundary, and to the south, there is the Verugal River,
which branches off the Mahaweli River. Until 1972, it was the name of an
administrative subdivision. After that, the area has been divided into three separate
divisions: Muthur, Seruwila and — since 1988 — Eechchilampattu (see map 2.1 for
more details). While no longer used administratively, inhabitants still commonly use
the term Kottiyar Pattu to designate the area.

A late 10* century inscription in Thanjavur (Tamil Nadu) is proof that the name has
been in use for at least a millennium (Hultsch and Venkayya 1992 [1916], part 1V,
inscription no. 92). Almost as a metaphor for the situation in Kottiyar Pattu however,
even the meaning of its name is contested. While the term ‘Pattu’ is an old term for
an administrative division, Kottiyar has several meanings ascribed to it. The first
meaning is very straightforward. Taken together, the Tamil words kottai
(fortification) and aru (river) mean “the river near the fortification”. Different rulers
have kept garrisons stationed at the mouth of the river Mahaweli since at least the
late 10* century, and it was only in the early 20* century that the last remains of a
Dutch fortalice next to the river were demolished'. I consider this the most likely
original meaning of the name Kottiyar. A second meaning has a more mythical
flavour to it. Some Buddhists living in the area claim that once upon a time there
were as many as one kotiya (= one crore, or ten million; Rajavaliya: vii) temples in the
area. While several very old ruins are indeed proof of the existence of Buddhist
temples in Kottiyar Pattu, their number must be counted in the dozens rather than in
the millions. The third meaning is poetic: kotti is apparently a kind of flower (Samad
2003: 2). I have been unable to verify which kind of flower it is, and whether or not it
is found in Kottiyar Pattu.

2.1.2 Structure of the chapter

This chapter is divided into two parts. In the first part (section 2.2), I describe aspects
of Kottiyar Pattu as I encountered them in 2008: administrative set-up, public
services, demography, infrastructure, economy, land use and climate. In the second
part (section 2.3), I have tried to distil a more or less cohesive historical narrative
about how Kottiyar Pattu came to be what it is today. Together, these descriptions

18 The site retains some strategic value: during the time of my fieldwork, the Sri Lankan
Army maintained a small outpost right next to where the old Dutch fortalice had been.
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form the backdrop for two much more detailed chapters discussing social
complexity in Kottiyar Pattu (chapter 3) and a chronology of violence in the area
(chapter 4).

2.2 Kottiyar Pattu in 2008

2.2.1 Administrative set-up

Sri Lanka is divided into 8 provinces, each headed by an appointed governor. The
provinces are subdivided into 25 districts, each headed by an appointed District
Secretary, formerly known as Government Agent (GA)Y. The districts are
subdivided into Divisional Secretariat (DS) divisions, which are headed by
appointed Divisional Secretaries (DS), formerly known as Additional Government
Agent (AGA). Finally, each DS division is subdivided into between about 10 and 50
Grama Niladhari (GN) divisions, also known as Grama Sevaka (GS) divisions. GN
divisions generally have a population of between 400 and 2,000 people, and may
cover one or more villages or hamlets. Towns and big villages may be spread over
more than one GN division. In every GN division there is an appointed Grama
Niladhari (GN), formerly known as Village Headman.

The public administration function of the state is located at district, DS division, and
GN division level, and not at the provincial level; the GA reports directly to the
central government.

Local government is organised at the provincial level through elected Provincial
Councils, headed by a Chief Minister. Below the provincial level, there are elected
Municipal Councils. In smaller towns (to which category Muthur and Kinniya
belong) these are known as Urban Councils, and in rural areas these are known as
Pradeshiya Sabhas (literally ‘regional councils’). The boundaries of most Pradeshiya
Sabha territories are parallel to DS Division boundaries; Urban Councils and
Municipal Councils may cover territories that are smaller, equal or bigger than DS
Divisions. To make things more confusing, line ministries each have their own
structures. Some ministries have structures at provincial level (sometimes under the
Provincial Council®, and sometimes directly under the national level), and others at

9 In order to avoid confusion, I will use the abbreviation GA throughout this book to
indicate the person in charge of the district.

2 The Eastern Province currently has four provincial ministries: (1) the Ministry of Health
and Indigenous Medicine, Social Welfare, Probation and Child Care Services, Women
Affairs, Youth Affairs, Sports, IT Education, Cooperative Development, Food Supply and
Distribution; (2) the Ministry of Education, Cultural Affairs, Lands and Land Development
and Transport; (3) the Ministry of Agriculture, Animal Production and Development, Rural
Industries Development and Fisheries, and (4) the Ministry of Road Development,
Irrigation, Housing and Construction, Rural Electrification and Water Supply
(www.ep.gov.lk). Under each ministry, there are line departments.
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district level; below these levels, sub-divisions may or may not run parallel to
administrative boundaries.

Together with Batticaloa and Ampara Districts, Trincomalee District forms the
Eastern Province. The first elections for the Provincial Council were held in 1989,
when the province was provisionally merged with the Northern Province. This
council became dysfunctional in 1990, and instead the North-Eastern Province was
run by a Chief Secretary and his administrative staff, who were answerable to the
provincial governor. In 2007, the Northern and Eastern Provinces were demerged,
and, following elections, a new Provincial Council was installed under the
leadership of Pillaiyan, a former insurgent who broke ranks with the LTTE in 2004.
At least since 1989, the governors of the (North-)Eastern Province have always been
retired military officers.

The strategic importance of Trincomalee District can be seen in the fact that since the
1950s, every single GA for Trincomalee District has been Sinhalese, despite Tamils
and Muslims being the dominant population groups. In late 2005, President
Rajapakse appointed a retired army general as GA for Trincomalee, further
militarising the administration. Not long after, a retired navy rear admiral was
appointed co-ordinator for rehabilitation in the district.

Trincomalee District consists of 11 DS divisions; three of these (Muthur, Seruwila
and Eechchilampattu) cover the area known as Kottiyar Pattu. From the mid-1940s
onwards, the DSs of Kottiyar Pattu (and, from 1972 onwards, of Muthur DS
Division) have alternately been Tamil and Muslim. It has been common practice that
the deputy DS was Muslim if the DS was Tamil and vice versa. Since Seruwila DS
Division was established in 1972, the DS has always been Sinhalese, and since its
establishment in 1988, the DS of Eechchilampattu DS Division has always been
Tamil. Within Muthur DS Division, there are attempts to split the division into two
or three: one division centered around Muthur, one centered around Thoppur, and
possibly one centered around Kilivetti. The comparatively large number of GN
divisions within Muthur DS Division is a valid argument in this case (many DS
divisions only have about 12 GN divisions). However, local rivalries between
Muthur and Thoppur also play a role.

GN divisions are generally subdivided when the population increases beyond the
levels that are manageable for one GN. In 2008 Muthur DS Division had 42 GN
Divisions, Seruwila DS Division had 17, and Eechchilampattu DS Division had 8
(EPC 2008: 23-4). GNs are mostly from the area, but do not always originate from the
GN division that they are responsible for. A sizeable number of the GNs in Kottiyar
Pattu reside in Trincomalee Town, and only visit their area once a week.

There are eleven Pradeshiya Sabhas and two Urban Councils in Trincomalee District
(EPC 2008: 190). In Kottiyar Pattu, there are three Pradeshiya Sabhas, with parallel
names and boundaries to the three DS divisions in the area. However, both the
Seruwila Pradeshiya Sabha and the Eechchilampattu Pradeshiya Sabha are
dysfunctional, with the DS functioning as representative instead of a council of
elected members. The history of these local authorities goes back to 1935, when five
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Village Councils were established in Kottiyar Pattu: one each at Muthur,
Kattaiparichchan, Sampoor, Thoppur, and Kilivetti. After 1945, two more Village
Councils were established in Eechchilampattu and Mallikaithivu. In 1965, the
Muthur Village Council was upgraded to the status of Town Council. The six council
areas in Muthur DS Division were merged into one Pradeshiya Sabha in 1994 (Samad
2003: 434, 439, 450). Separate Pradeshiya Sabhas were established in Seruwila and
Eechchilampattu.

2.2.2 Demography

In 2005, the estimated population of Kottiyar Pattu was 89,499. Broken down by DS
division and ethnicity, the situation was as follows:

DS Division Total Tamil Muslim Sinhala Other
population

Muthur 63,690 (71.2%) | 28,199 (44.3%) 35,319 (55.5%) 172 (0.3%) | 0 (0%)

Seruwila 13,886 (15.5%) | 3,516 (25.3%) 1,956 (14.1%) 8,414 (60.6%) | 0 (0%)

Eechchilampattu | 11,923 (13.3%) | 11,923 (100.0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) | 0(0%)

Total 89,499 (100.0%) | 43,638 (48.8%) 37,275 (41.6%) 8,586 (9.6%) | 0 (0%)

Table 2.1. Population of Kottiyar Pattu by DS Division and ethnicity (source: UN HIC 2007; data from
the Trincomalee District Planning Secretariat)

In maps 2.2 to 2.4, the ethnic breakdown of the population is given for each GN
division in Kottiyar Pattu. As can be seen, the geographical spread of the population
is not equal. Tamils are concentrated in three clusters (one in the purana part of the
Allai Extension Scheme (including Menkamam, Kilivetti Mallikaithivu and
Kankuveli), one around Eechchilampattu, and one around Sampoor). Muslims are
concentrated in two clusters (one around Muthur, and one around Thoppur).
Sinhalese are concentrated in the colony areas (with a small concentration in
Muthur). While not all GN Divisions are ethnically homogeneous, hamlets and
neighbourhoods are pretty much ethnically segregated. On the other hand, it is near
impossible to live ethnically segregated lives: there are always ethnic others living in
close proximity.
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Kottiyar Pattu DS Division boundaries

Percentage Tamils
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Map 2.2. Percentage Tamil population by GN division in Kottiyar Pattu (source: CIRM 20044, b, c)
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Kottiyar Pattu DS Division boundaries
Percentage Muslims
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Map 2.3. Percentage Muslim population by GN division in Kottiyar Pattu (source: CIRM 2004a, b, c)
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Kottiyar Pattu DS Division boundaries

Percentage Sinhalese
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Map 2.4. Percentage Sinhala population by GN division in Kottiyar Pattu (source: CIRM 20044, b, c)
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The population of Kottiyar Pattu has changed dramatically over the past century,
after a century of stability before that. The oldest available population count for
Kottiyar Pattu is from 1786, when Van Senden counted 616 male inhabitants, after
the region had been devastated by epidemics and storms not long before (Van
Senden 1786b). This would give a total population of about 1,200 people. The census
of 1814 yielded a population of 1757 people (Casie Chitty 1834: 79). In 1871, the
recorded population had increased to 3,739%. That would mean an annual
population growth over this entire period of only about 1.4%?%. Over the following
75 years, the population almost quadrupled: the recorded population in 1946 was
13,637. Still, the average annual population growth rate was not more than about
1.7%. In the 17 years between 1946 and 1963, the population nearly tripled to 33,021 —
an average annual growth rate of 5.3%. Two factors contributed to this. Firstly, there
was a significant reduction in mortality due to improved health care and anti-
malaria spraying®, while birth rates did not yet reduce correspondingly (see section
3.8). Secondly, the development of the Allai Extension Scheme during this period
saw an influx of settlers. Subsequent censuses show a reduction in population
growth as the influx of new settlers ended and birth rates started to drop. In 1971,
the population was 42,460 (an annual increase of 3.2%), and in 1981 the population
was 60,160 (an annual increase of 3.55%). Between 1981 (which was the last census
before the war started) and 2005 (when a lot of the displaced who wanted to return
after the ceasefire had already returned), the average annual population growth was
only 1.67%.

21 If the average household consisted of five people, this means that there were still less than
800 households by this time. This is significant information for a discussion on caste and
historical marriage practices. If the caste communities in Kottiyar Pattu were really as
endogamous as is claimed, the largest caste groups would have consisted of 200 households
at most, and the smallest ones of less than 100 households. In order to prevent inbreeding,
caste endogamy would thus have required long-distance marriage relationships, in a period
when hardly any road transport was possible due to the absence of roads.

22 Note however Peebles’ caveat that the data for the 1814 census are not fully reliable as
“neither the methods of enumeration nor the dates are known”, and the “hastily prepared”
census of 1871 seems to have suffered from underenumeration (Peebles 1982: 26). Sarkar
(1957: 19) adds that in 1871 a widespread rumour that the census was intended to forcibly
recruit young men to “make good the depletion in manpower caused by the Franco-
Prussian war” caused panic and saw many people fleeing into the jungle. In his book, Sarkar
expresses serious reservations regarding the quality of more recent census data as well.
Given these caveats, I have used census data as indicative estimates only. What matters for
my research are not the detailed percentages, but the larger trends.

2 For comparison, the average annual population growth for Sri Lanka as a whole was 1.5%
between 1931 and 1946, 2.8% between 1946 and 1953, 2.7% between 1953 and 1963, and 2.2%
between 1963 and 1971 (Kearney n.y.: 5).
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Apart from the general reduction in birth rates due to the spread of family planning,
a large part of this reduction was caused by people permanently fleeing the war. I
estimate that about 7,500 Sinhalese settlers moved back to their original villages and
never returned, about 1,500 Tamils moved to Trincomalee, Colombo and Canada in
roughly equal proportions, and several hundred Muslims moved to Kinniya,
Trincomalee or Colombo. Another part of the reduction in population growth was
caused by the death or disappearance of about 2,450 people from Kottiyar Pattu
during the conflict: about 400 Sinhalese, about 1,800 Tamils, and about 250 Muslims.
Between 2005 and the end of the war, I estimate that another 650 people died or
disappeared: about 50 Sinhalese, 500 Tamils and 100 Muslims (see chapter 4 for more
details). In total, this brings the war-related death toll to about 3%2%, 8¥2% and 2% of
the pre-conflict population of Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims respectively. And
finally, there was the tsunami that killed about 200 Muslims and 150 Tamils.

Figure 2.1 shows estimates for the population by ethnicity and year, based on
population figures for 1981 and 2005 estimates for demographic changes during the
period in between.
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Figure 2.1. Estimated population of Kottiyar Pattu by ethnicity, 1981-2005 (source: 1981 census, UN
HIC 2007, own estimates)

2.2.3 Economy

The economy of Kottiyar Pattu centres on paddy cultivation and fisheries. Apart
from this, cultivation of highland crops, vegetables and fruit, and livestock
production are reasonably important sources of income. However, because there are
no processing facilities for fish, meat or crops, and because there are no big rice mills,
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very little value adding takes place. In Muthur and to a lesser extent in Thoppur and
Serunuwara, there are shops and markets.

In 2004 the Centre for Information and Resources Management (CIRM), a semi-
government institute linked to the North-East Provincial Council, collected a wide
range of data for each village in the entire North and East, with the objective of
establishing vulnerability profiles for every village (CIRM 2004a, b and c). Data
enumeration was done via a village questionnaire by the Samurdhi development
officers, who are the grassroots level officers in Sri Lanka’s official poverty reduction
programme. According to data collected in this survey, almost 1,600 of the roughly
22,000 heads of households in Kottiyar Pattu were self-employed, nearly 2,000 were
employees of government agencies or private companies, and about 1,000 were
abroad. The rest, about 17,400 heads of households, were involved in agriculture or
tisheries. Because only one source of income per family was registered, the total
numbers of self-employed people, government or private sector employees, and
people working in the Middle East have probably been underestimated.

Poverty is widespread in Kottiyar Pattu. According to the CIRM data, 42% of the
households survived on less than 3 meals per day, and 60% of the households
received food stamps or dry rations. Since several people told me that it is quite
possible to bribe your way into the food stamp beneficiary lists, I consider the first
indicator the most reliable. A breakdown by ethnicity is given in table 2.2.

Ethnicity Total number of Households eating less Households entitled to
households than three meals per day | food stamps or dry
(%) rations (%)
Sinhala 2,251 388 (17.3%) 952 (42.3%)
Muslim 8,842 3,065 (34.7%) 5,209 (58.9%)
Tamil 10,576 5,485 (51.9%) 6,762 (63.9%)
Total 22,063 9,266 (42,0%) 13,253 (60.1%)

Table 2.2. Indicators for the extent of poverty in Kottiyar Pattu by ethnicity (source: CIRM 2004a, b
and ¢)

An important conclusion that can be drawn from the table is that the distribution of
poverty across ethnic groups is considerably skewed due to a differential access to
income. A key source of income for between a quarter and half of the roughly 2,300
Sinhala families and for several dozen Muslim families in Kottiyar Pattu are the
security forces. While not many have joined the police, army, navy or air force, many
hundreds have enlisted as ‘home guards’, to protect their own villages against
attacks by Tamil militants. With a salary of about Rs. 9,000 (US$ 90 at 2005 prices)
per month, this part-time job ensures the home guards a steady source of cash
income in addition to what they earn from paddy cultivation or from daily labour. In
comparison: an agricultural labourer earns Rs. 200-300 (US$ 2-3) per day, but is
rarely able to work more than 15 days a month — this comes to a monthly income of
Rs. 3,000 to Rs. 4,500 (US$ 30 to US$ 45). A farmer with 3 acres of double-cropped
paddy land can earn about Rs. 150,000 (US$ 1,500) per year in a very good year — this
comes to Rs. 12,500 (US$ 125) per month.
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2.2.4 Land use

Of Kottiyar Pattu’s total surface area of 654.4 km?, some 380 km? is state land, largely
covered by more or less dense shrub jungle, and some stretches of grassland. Almost
125 km? is registered to be in use as paddy land: about 8,500 ha under irrigation, and
some 4,000 ha under rainfed conditions. The balance 150 km? is occupied by roads,
water bodies, and 128 villages and hamlets, several of which have been clustered
into the towns of Muthur and Thoppur (Trincomalee Kachcheri 2003%%). Not
specifically quantified in the statistical handbook, there are several hundred hectares
of legal and illegal fields of chena (rainfed upland crops) on private land and state
land (largely in Eechchilampattu DS Division and the eastern half of Muthur DS
Division). The dominant crops in these fields are maize, chilli and groundnuts.

=

Figure 2.2. Typical landscape in the irrigated plain of Kottiyar Pattu (own photograph)

The irrigated paddy lands are fed by two schemes that are classified as ‘major
irrigation schemes’ — which means that the command area is over 200 acres (80 ha):
the Allai Extension Scheme (formally a little over 7,000 ha) and the Ilakkantai tank (a
little over 140 ha). The rest of the paddy lands is irrigated from ‘minor tanks” with
command areas below 200 acres (Trincomalee Kachcheri 2000: 59). In 2000, half of
the 82 minor tanks in the area were registered as abandoned. Several dozen have
subsequently been renovated by various agencies, while tanks that fall within the
High Security Zone around Sampoor are currently not accessible.

2 Except where other sources are mentioned, the figures given in this section are from the
Statistical Handbook of Trincomalee District for 2003 (Trincomalee Kachcheri 2003).
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The actual extent of paddy fields is significantly larger than officially registered. All
around the Allai Extension Scheme, areas of state land (in the jungle around the
main channel, reservations along channels, and bordering the formal command area)
have been encroached upon. Dekker (2007), basing himself on conversations with
Irrigation Department staff, concluded that about 2,000 ha have been taken into use
in this way. On the other hand, a similar extent of paddy fields on the fringes of the
Allai Extension Scheme have been abandoned during the war because cultivation
became too dangerous (see section 6.5).

Much of the western half of Kottiyar Pattu is flat, with elevations not exceeding 10
metres above sea level. This area has alluvial clay soil that is excellent for paddy
cultivation (see figure 2.2). Those areas that do not fall under the Allai Extension
Scheme are to a large extent covered by rather dense forest vegetation.

In the eastern half of Kottiyar Pattu, the landscape is more elevated (with elevations
up to about 60 metres above sea level) and has an undulating topography,
interspersed with rocky outcrops. It is cut in two by the Ullakkalli lagoon, which
once upon a time may have been the mouth of (a branch of) the Mahaweli river. The
soils in this area are a mix of noncalcic brown soils, soils on old alluvium and
solodized solonetz (Panabokke 1996:81). This area is a patchwork of small irrigation
tanks with small command areas, rainfed paddy fields, chenas, and thorny scrub
jungle. Saline soils occur along the northern and eastern coastline, where there is a
seasonal influx of seawater into a string of small lagoons and creeks which form
important breeding grounds for fish.

Human settlements have traditionally been founded on elevated pieces of land near
paddy fields or near the coast. As roads developed in the last decades of the
nineteenth century and in the first half of the twentieth century, new villages were
established near these roads. In order to house the settlers who were brought into
the Allai Extension Scheme in the 1950s, colony villages were established on suitable
places along the main channels. In many of these villages, small but old ruins seem
to indicate earlier inhabitation.

As of December 2008, an area of 37.4 km? bordering the Kottiyar Bay east of Muthur
was a so-called “High Security Zone’ (HSZ), and was entirely off-limits to its original
inhabitants. This zone was declared in May 2007 with the aim of protecting Sri
Lanka’s primary naval base at Trincomalee from attacks by the LTTE; it was reduced
in size in October 2008 (Gazette no. 1573/19, 2008; map 2.5). The people who used to
live in the villages inside the HSZ are now staying in squalid camps around Kilivetti.
Even though the war ended in May 2009, it is unlikely that these people will be
allowed to return: not long after the declaration of the HSZ, the Sri Lankan
government decided to construct a coal power plant in the area, of which
construction has since commenced (CPA 2009).
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2.2.5 Infrastructure

There are four routes to get into the area, none of which are very easy.

To the north-east, the A15 (Batticaloa-Trincomalee) highway towards Kinniya and
Trincomalee involves the crossing of four river mouths by ferry. For many years, a
part of this road was closed to traffic due to the conflict situation, and over time it
became badly degraded. The road reopened in 2007, largely with a laterite surface.
In 2008, a bridge was finally being constructed at Kinniya, which will substantially
reduce travel time. From Trincomalee, it takes about 1Y2 to 2 hours to reach Muthur
by this road.

To the south, the A1l5 highway leads towards Batticaloa. Going along this route
involves the crossing of the Verugal River by ferry, and the crossing of two lagoons
in Vakarai by causeways that get flooded in the rainy season. Much of the road has
been tarred, but between Muthur and Verugal the road was still in very poor
condition in 2008. From Batticaloa, it takes about two hours to reach Verugal, and it
takes another hour to reach Muthur from Verugal. In both directions along the A15,
checkpoints needed to be negotiated, which could be very time-consuming. On my
last visit to Muthur in August 2008 I saw a vehicle with Chinese contractors who, I
was told, were going to reconstruct the entire A15.

To the west, a long tarred road leads to Kantale from Kallar/Somapura. This former
Irrigation Department road has only been in public use since the mid-1960s. From
Trincomalee, it takes about three hours to reach Muthur using this road.

The last access route is by ferry from Trincomalee. There is one big ferry with a
capacity of about 150 people and about a dozen motorbikes. If the ferry is not
undergoing repairs, the twice-daily trip across the Kottiyar Bay takes about 45
minutes one way. Apart from the big ferry, there are small launches that tend to get
dangerously overcrowded?, and which take a little over an hour. As a back-up, it is
possible to go to Kinniya in a 20-foot open fishing boat; a distinctly unpleasant trip
during the rainy season because of the high waves.

After the Sri Lankan military regained control over the entire Trincomalee District,
the Army Engineers started building the “Trincomalee Circular Road”, a massive
ring road that is intended to link the entire district. When I last visited the area, the
road was still under construction.

Within Kottiyar Pattu, travel is not very easy either. There are only a few tarred
roads: the A15 stretch from Verugal via Serunuwara, Palathoppur and Muthur to
Upparu; a road from Serunuwara to Seruwila along the Right Bank main channel of
the Allai Extension Scheme; a road from Serunuwara to Kallar/Somapura; a road
from Kallar/Somapura to Neelapola along the Left Bank main channel; a road along

% In 1993, an overcrowded launch sank after it capsized in rough seas. Estimates for the
number of people killed vary between about 50 and about 125 (Ubaidullah 2008: chapter 5;
‘Request for sittings at Muttur and Thopur’, Daily News, 10-3-1993; ‘Capsized ferry 3 times
overloaded’, Daily News 24-5-1993)
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the so-called ‘Muthur Channel” from its start in Dehiwatte until the point where the
channel meets the A15 at Bharatipuram; a road from the A15 at Manalchenai via
Mallikaithivu to Menkamam; and a road from Palathoppur to Thoppur. The other
roads are covered with either laterite or clay, and some get very muddy in the rainy
season.

Public transport is limited. Two to four buses each go every day to Trincomalee,
Batticaloa, Kantale and Colombo from Kottiyar Pattu. Some leave from Muthur,
others from Thoppur or Serunuwara. Apart from this, a small number of passenger
vans (locally known as ‘route vans’) drives to different destinations.

In 2007, there were close to 140 threewheelers in Muthur town, and maybe two or
three dozen in the rest of Kottiyar Pattu. This was a steep increase from just seven
threewheelers in Muthur town in 1993 (interview with a threewheeler driver,
Muthur town, April 2007).

Very few people own cars or vans in Kottiyar Pattu. Motorbikes are more common: I
would estimate that in 2008 there were perhaps 5,000 to 7,000 motorbikes. Apart
from this, there were probably about 2,000 two-wheel tractors (“landmasters”), 200
tractors, and 100 lorries in the area. When I started my research in 2003, the number
of vehicles was less than half of what it was five years later. Improved credit
facilities, aggressive marketing, and increasing wealth levels clearly contributed to
this. The use of oxcarts has visibly reduced over the last couple of years. Despite the
improvement in the situation, most people still move around on bicycles or by foot.
Motorised vehicles are not equally spread across the area. Particularly in the Tamil
villages that were under LTTE control until 2006, hardly any vehicles could be found
due to poverty and fuel restrictions.

2.2.6 Climate

Kottiyar Pattu falls within Sri Lanka’s so-called ‘Dry Zone’. This zone covers roughly
the northern half of the island and the strip of land east of the central mountain
massif, all the way down to Hambantota. The line separating the “Wet Zone” (which
covers the south-west of the country) and the ‘Dry Zone” coincides “more or less
with the line of 75 inches [1,900 mm] rainfall” per year (Brohier 2006: 26; Farmer
1957: 5). Apart from receiving much less rain than the ‘Wet Zone’?, it also receives
rain in a different time of the year. While the “Wet Zone” gets most of its rainfall
during the South-West monsoon (May-September), The ‘Dry Zone’ receives most of
its annual rain during the North-East monsoon, which lasts from about November to
January. There are three rainfall stations in and near Kottiyar Pattu for which I had
access to long time series of monthly rainfall data: one in the Trincomalee fort (1869-

2 Rainfall is as little as 900 mm per year in Mannar and Hambantota as compared to over
4,000 mm per year in the interior areas just south-east of Colombo (Farmer 1957: 23)
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2004), one on the Allai Tank (1879-2004), and one in the Irrigation Department
compound at Kallar (1941-2004). For my analysis, I have used the following data?”:

Rainfall Period for which reliable | Number of complete

station monthly data are hydrological years in the
available series?

Trincomalee 1901-1910; 1930-2004 80

Allai Tank 1901-1970; 1978-2004 85

Kallar 1941-2004 50

Table 2.3 Available monthly rainfall data for Kottiyar Pattu (source: Meteorology Department)

Annual rainfall is highly variable, and varies between a little under 900 mm to
almost 3,100 mm. Average annual rainfall for the last 30 years in the series (1975-
2004) is about 1,500 mm; median annual rainfall is about 1,400 mm. While there does
not seem to be a specific pattern between wet and dry years, there does seem to be
an overall trend of reducing rainfall. This is shown in figure 2.3, which depicts
median annual rainfall per decade (for those periods where 8 or more values are
available). As can be seen, median annual rainfall over the period 1981-2004 is about
400 mm less than for the first half of the 20* century — a reduction of over 20%!¥
This means that all irrigation designs before about 1980 (which covers pretty much
all the major irrigation schemes of Trincomalee District) were based on assumptions
about rainfall quantity that have become unrealistic. Therefore, problems in
irrigation water distribution may have been caused as much by long-term climate
variability as by inefficient institutions. To give an indication of the average pattern
of rainfall throughout a year, figure 2.4 presents the average monthly rainfall (in
mm/month) for each of the three stations, in contrast with monthly
evapotranspiration.

27 In all three series, there are some months for which data are not available. In those cases, I
have left the entire year out of the analysis. Up to 1901, the recorded annual rainfall at
Trincomalee is regularly much less (up to 1,300 mm!) than at Allai Tank. Because I have no
third set of data to triangulate with, I have decided to leave all data before 1901 out of the
analysis. Also, there are no rainfall data for Trincomalee from 1911 to 1929. Comparison of
the data for the various stations shows that for the years 1970 to 1977, the rainfall recorded at
Allai Tank is unusually low, and much lower than the rainfall at both Kallar and
Trincomalee. As it seems like something is wrong with these data, I have decided to leave
those data out of the analysis.

28 In line with common practice in Sri Lanka I have used hydrological years, which run from
October through to September, rather than calendar years as the basis for my analysis of
climatological data.

» | am not sure whether this is a ‘permanent’ decline, or merely a long-term oscillation such
as has been documented for several sites in Asia by Kripalani and Kulkarni (1997). In the last
case, rainfall will probably start increasing again within the next decade or so.
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Figure 2.4. Monthly rainfall and evapotranspiration (source: Meteorology Department and FAO

CLIMWAT database).

As can be seen, rainfall exceeds evapotranspiration for four months a year (from
October to January), and the reverse is the case in the other eight months. The
average patterns are similar for all three stations: there is heavy rainfall in November
and December, after which the rain gradually reduces until March. In April and
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May, the inter-monsoon brings thunderstorms, after which the weather calms down
again. During the South-West monsoon between June and September, some rain
may spill across Sri Lanka’s central mountain range. Before the North-East monsoon
sets in, the inter-monsoon in October again brings thunderstorms.

Apart from short- and long-term temporal variability, rainfall is also spatially
variable. Between the rain gauges at Trincomalee, Allai Tank and Kallar, annual
rainfall may vary by as much as 40%. The spatial variability in monthly and daily
rainfall data is even greater. Because most rain showers are comparatively limited in
extent, a single shower may give a very high rainfall figure in one station, while
hardly anything falls in another station.

Temperatures have a slight seasonal variation. During the dry season, the average
day-time temperature is about 35°C; in very hot periods the temperature exceeds
40°C. During the rainy season, the temperature drops to a little under 30°C. Average
night-time temperatures vary between 25°C in the rainy season and 28°C in the dry
season. Humidity varies between 60% in the dry season and as much as 90% in the
rainy season.

2.3 A history of Kottiyar Pattu

2.3.1 Making sense of history

Since the history of the development and settlement of Kottiyar Pattu kept coming
back in the narratives of people who tried to explain the present to me, I am of the
opinion that a reconstruction of the area’s history is essential background
information for this thesis. However, as Nandini Sundar (2004) has described in her
insightful analysis of the multiple histories of an Indian village, historical narratives
(both written and oral) are by definition incomplete and often inconsistent with each
other. They are also sometimes violently contested. While chronicles, legends, and
physical remains may provide additional bits of information, they often complicate
this picture.

Written contemporary accounts

Written contemporary accounts (particularly the older ones, but, as I will show in
chapters 4 and 7, also contemporary newspaper articles) have generally been
produced by either outsiders or by members of local elites, and tend to ignore
perspectives of ordinary people. Quite regularly, these accounts have been written
by people who were not very familiar with the place, or who had never visited it.
While such accounts may contain very valuable observations, they need to be
viewed critically — particularly where descriptions of local social dynamics are
concerned.

During my research, I was able to obtain access to three (sets of) contemporary
accounts written by residents of Kottiyar Pattu. The first is a very elaborate social
geography of the area by M.A. Samad, a retired school teacher (Samad 2003).
Though Samad’s version of the early history of the area needs to be viewed critically,
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the rest of the book is a veritable goldmine for anyone interested in learning more
about Kottiyar Pattu and the changes it went through in the 20t century.

The second set of contemporary accounts consists of short stories, written by a
number of Muslim and Tamil authors, most prominent among whom was V.A.
Rasaratnam, a Catholic teacher from Muthur (Rasaratnam 1962, 1996a, 1996b and
1999; Amanullah 2007; Ubaidullah 2008)%*. Most of these stories are about Kottiyar
Pattu, and span a period of nearly seven decades, from the 1930s right up to the 2004
tsunami. The value of the stories for my research is that they provide a series of
historically situated snapshots of Kottiyar Pattu. Though the characters in the stories
are fictitious, the events, places and issues described are real. By placing the stories
in chronological order of first publication, one gets a fair sense of what were the hot
topics over the years.

Lastly, there is a book describing the Seruwila temple that was written by two
resident monks, Seruwila Saranakiththi Thero and Kotapola Amarakiththi Thero
(2002). This book mostly describes the founding, renovation and further
development of the Seruwila temple, but here and there also gives background
information on broader developments in Kottiyar Pattu.

Chronicles

Sri Lanka is peculiar in having been blessed (or cursed, depending on one’s
perspective) with a tradition of chronicle-writing that goes back to at least the fourth
century AD. The most prominent chronicles are the 4"-century Dipavamsa, the 6%-
century Mahavamsa, and the Culavamsa (which is a continuation of the Mahavamsa),
produced in several stages from 12 century AD onwards — the last expansion was
written in the late 1970s, on orders of President Jayawardene. Apart from the main
chronicles there is a range of minor chronicles, among which are the Dathavamsa
which describes the arrival of the Tooth Relic in Sri Lanka, the Dhatuvamsa which
pays elaborate attention to the temple at Seruwila, and the Rajavaliya, a fairly hard-
line Sinhala-Buddhist rendition of the history of the Sinhala royal lineages®. In the
Eastern Province, a range of local chronicles developed in the 17t and 18t centuries.
Among these are the Konesar Kalvettu (Nevill 1887b; Akilesapillai 2000), Dakshina
Kailasapuranam and Thirukonasala Puranam (Pathmanathan 2006b), which deal with

% T am grateful to Mr. Rasaratnam’s daughter for telling me about the stories, to his son
(who lives outside Kottiyar Pattu) for giving me photocopies of most of Mr. Rasaratnam’s
remaining books (many were lost in the violence of 1990), and to my research assistant for
translating the texts. Regretfully, a follow-up interview that I had wanted to conduct with
Mr. Rasaratnam’s daughter was not possible, as she was killed in the violence of August
2006.

31 Dipavamsa, Mahavamsa, Culavamsa and Dathavamsa have a subdivision in chapters and
verses. Mahavamsa, chapter 12, verse 12 is therefore referred to as (Mahavamsa XII: 12). The
Rajavaliya and the translation that I have of Dhatuvamsa have no such subdivision. In these
cases, I refer to page numbers in the 1900 English edition of the Rajavaliya and the 1946
Sinhala edition of the Dhatuvamsa.
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Trincomalee District, and the Mattakalappu Manmiyam (Kamalanathan and
Kamalanathan 2005; McGilvray 2008: 55-96) which deals with present-day Batticaloa
and Ampara Districts).

While the chronicles do describe historical events and historical people, and
therefore have value for historians, the texts should be treated with utmost caution.
The chronicles are not neutral annals; they were very much intended to present own
glory at the expense of the ‘other’, irrespective of whether the ‘other’” was a rival
monks’ order, a rival monarchy from South India or from another part of Sri Lanka,
a colonial power, or a rival caste. Own virtues and opponents’ vices were
highlighted, and poetic freedom allowed for mythical embellishments to further
strengthen the author’s argument. The problem for the historian is that descriptions
of actual events and embellishments are never separated, and it is thus impossible to
fully separate history from myth (Kemper 1991; Trainor 1997; McGilvray 2008: 55-96;
Gunawardana 1990 and 1995; Obeyesekere 1984: 361-380; Goonasekera 2007). Still, it
is possible to triangulate the chronicles with other archaeological and historical
evidence and distill a core chronology. Secondly, casual details outside the main
storyline can be highly informative — such as the reference to copper mined in
Seruwila being used for the construction of a dagaba in Anuradhapura in the 2nd
century BC (see section 2.3.2). Thirdly, the chronicles can tell us much about the
socio-political context in which they were written — such as about inter-caste rivalry
and Muslim-Mukkuvar relationships in the case of the Mattakalappu Manmiyam
(McGilvray 2008).

Physical remains

While physical remains (buildings, ruins, statues, inscriptions) can give very useful
clues about an area’s history, they should not be looked at uncritically. Statues can
be moved, buildings and ruins re-designated, and inscriptions can be faked or
tampered with. Estimating the age of ruins, statues and inscriptions can be very
difficult, because the harsh climate can cause anything to weather almost beyond
recognition within a matter of months. Shortly after the Sri Lankan military had
chased the LTTE out of Kottiyar Pattu, a group of government officials and religious
dignitaries visited a hill 5 km south of Muthur in an attempt to resolve competing
ethno-religious claims to the significance of the place (see section 3.5 for a more
detailed description). During the visit, an inscription was found which the Sinhala
Buddhists among the group claimed to be proof of ancient Buddhist roots. However,
one of the non-Buddhists in the group later told me that the dust and rock chips of
the carving of the inscription were still lying around; this man claimed that the
inscription was a fake. I do not know which of the claims is correct. Several years
earlier, people working in the adjoining rock quarry site had told me there was an
inscription; my research assistant and I made a sweaty, and ultimately failed attempt
to get to the top of the hill to see it. This may have been a different inscription: the
people who told us about the inscription insisted that the inscription was in European
lettering. They could read the characters, but were unable to understand what it
said. Similarly, a number of temples in the area (both Buddhist and Hindu) display
carved stones that seem very ancient, but the age of which is hard to estimate.
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Oral accounts

In contrast to other sources of information, oral accounts can be told by ordinary
people, and may provide both elite and subaltern perspectives on the past. However,
oral accounts are complicated because they “represent the sedimentation of memory
in selective and often unconscious ways”, and are “entrammeled within the thickets
of local cunning and subterfuge” (Sundar 2004: 154). More fundamentally, oral
accounts depend on the availability of narrators to tell the story. That this premise is
of crucial importance in Sri Lanka’s war zone was driven home forcefully one day
when I was interviewing the key-holder of an old Hindu temple in
Thampalakamam, a part of Trincomalee District that has historical links with
Kottiyar Pattu (see section 2.3.6):

One morning, looking for information on the history of the Thampalakamam
area and on caste links with Kottiyar Pattu, my research assistant and I visit the
beautiful, three centuries old, Adhi Konesar temple in Thampalakamam. As we
make some conversation with the few people (all elderly men) who are present
in the temple, one of them suggests that we should meet the key-holder of the
temple, as he will be able to tell us the stories we are looking for. One of the men
gets on his bike and shows the way to one of the many islands of trees and a few
houses that dot the landscape that otherwise consists of bright green paddy
fields. The key-holder is at home, and he invites us in. Seated on a wooden bench
in one of three buildings that form a compound, my assistant and myself are
treated to a cup of tea. Three people live here: the key-holder (who is 87 years
old), his wife, and their sixty-year old, unmarried son. After my assistant
introduces us and explains that I'm very interested in the history of the area, the
old man starts talking enthusiastically. All sorts of subjects are touched upon:
how his father used to go hunting in the nearby jungles; how his grandfather
built the oldest house in the compound (a little over a century ago); how, about
tifty years ago, a paddy store was built as a kind of attic on top of the house that
we are sitting in, but how it is not used anymore since the paddy is now taken
straight to the mill and storage is no longer necessary; and how the family used
to own 75 acres of paddy land, but has given most of it away because the father
and his son do not have the energy anymore to cultivate all the land. We also
talk about the history of the temple, and his own role as key-holder. The wife
and son join in the conversation every now and then to add some details, to
explain some things, or to repeat a question (the old man is rather deaf).
Regularly, when I ask a question about things that happened a longer time ago,
the man indicates that he’s getting old and he has forgotten the details, “but if
you ask so-and-so, he will be able to tell you in much more detail than I can”.
Invariably, the son replies with “Appa, the man you refer to is dead”. After this
has happened a few times, the key-holder sighs that he is then the only one left
who knows about certain things. The younger generation (he says this referring
to his not-so-young son) is not interested in the history of the area, so it will die
with him (field notes, February 2006).
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This was a pattern that I came across frequently. When asking around who could tell
me about the history of a village or an area, I was generally referred to some of the
oldest people around, because (with the exception of a few interested younger
people, generally members of a village-level elite) the younger people only know
basic summaries of the popular narrative of local myths of origin. “In a South Asian
context, knowledge, skills, and institutions do not survive from age to age through
the unembodied transmission of ideas and practices. They are recited by one
generation, [...] and learned by the next” (Kemper 1991: 31). While I agree with
Kemper, I argue that the problem is in the transmission. Put bluntly, history is
knowledge transferred from the ‘almost-dying” to those who will be ‘almost-dying’
in the near future. With the exception of a small elite, everybody else is too busy
staying alive to bother. This also means that in times of disturbance (such as war or
massive epidemics) the risk is that those who will be ‘almost-dying” in the near
future are too busy surviving to have time to listen to the stories of the ‘almost-
dying’, or that they die at the same time as the ‘almost-dying’. In the process,
(hi)stories literally die out. In an area as littered with ruins and political meaning as
Kottiyar Pattu, a subsequent process that occurs is the re-invention of history. Once,
I was talking to an old man at the site of a small Pillaiyar shrine near Kilivetti that is
marked as ‘ruin” on the one inch to a mile topographical map (Survey Department
1988). I asked him about the history of the shrine. He told me that his parents had
told him that when their parents came to settle in the area with some others (this
must have been somewhere in the late nineteenth century), they came across an old
irrigation reservoir, a bo tree and a bunch of ruins, and nobody whom they asked
knew what it was. “So they thought up a (hi)story”, to give meaning to the
landscape that the settlers encountered (conversation, Kilivetti, October 2004).
Following the settlement of Sinhalese in the Allai Extension Scheme in the 1950s,
alternative interpretations of the encountered landscape developed. These
interpretations became increasingly competitive and politically charged, particularly
from the early 1970s onwards, when Sinhala nationalist discourses claiming the
North-East as originary Sinhala-Buddhist territory gathered momentum (with open
support from influential members of successive governments), and Tamil counter-
discourses about a “Tamil homeland” equally gained in strength. At this point, some
people in Kilivetti decided to neutralise the contesting (hi)story by removing the
only element that was being claimed as Buddhist (and thus as Sinhala). In 1976, the
bo tree disappeared (idem: 148-160, see also section 4.2.1).

What follows below is my interpretation of all the bits and pieces of information that
I came across, and an attempt to put them into a more or less cohesive narrative on
Kottiyar Pattu’s history. In order to do justice to the wide variety in contemporary
local narratives that exists, I present and contrast four such narratives in chapter 5.
Note that I do not discuss the recent history of violent conflict here; that is dealt with
in chapter 4.
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2.3.2 Early history: copper mining, dagabas and Sinhala myths of origin

Copper

Kottiyar Pattu was an area of some importance from very early on in Sri Lanka’s
documented history. The oldest written reference to the area is made in the
Mahavamsa. In chapter 28, passing reference is made to copper being mined in the
area during the reign of king Dutugemunu (161-137 BC), who is credited with
having been the first to establish control over the whole of Sri Lanka. One of the
things that Dutugemunu did after capturing the throne in Anuradhapura was to
order the construction of the Ruwanweliseya dagaba (Mahavamsa XXVIII:1 — XXXIII:5;
Nauyana Ariyadhamma Maha Thera 2002). The copper that was required for the
dagaba came from a place called Tambapittha, “seven yojanas East of Anuradhapura,
on the other side of the river” (Mahavamsa XXVIIIL: 16,17). There is no doubt that
Tambapittha refers to Seruwila, where copper ore can still be found?®?. This would
mean that people were working, and probably living, there at the time, and that
there were existing logistical links with Anuradhapura.

Because Seruwila was the only place where copper ore was found south of Madhya
Pradesh in India, regional powers may have had some strategic interest in the place
from very early on. During excavations in the ancient port town of Mantota (present-
day Mantai, just north of Mannar on the north-west coast of Sri Lanka), some slag
(refuse from the melting of copper ore) was found among material that was dated to
around 1,800 BC. According to Siran Deraniyagala (n.d.), this might mean that
copper was already mined at Seruwila almost four thousand years ago, and shipped
to India via Mantota. If this hypothesis is correct, there was a fairly developed
society present in Sri Lanka at least a millennium before Vijaya, the mythical genitor
of Sinhala civilisation, is claimed to have landed in Sri Lanka.

The temple at Seruwila

More elaborate attention to Seruwila is given by the Dhatuvamsa, a chronicle that was
originally written in the early 13* century. According to this chronicle, Kavanthissa
(Dutugemunu’s father) built a dagaba at Seruwila in order to fulfil a prophecy that he
would enshrine the forehead relic of the Buddha there. Seruwila, the chronicle
claims, was one of the sixteen places that the Buddha visited on his three trips to Sri
Lanka, and is therefore of particular sanctity.

32 A yojana is an ancient Indian measurement of distance, equivalent to something between
13 and 16 kilometres (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yojana). Seven yojanas would thus be
something between 90 and 113 km. As the crow flies, the distance between Anuradhapura
and Seruwila (centre of dagaba to centre of dagaba, measured using Google Earth) is about
102 kilometres, and the direction is almost perfectly dead east. The “river” that is referred to
must be the Mahaweli Ganga.
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While this claim is not uncontested?, the Seruwila described in the Dathuvamsa does
seem to be the same as present-day Seruwila®. Monk’s caves around the temple with
inscriptions dating back to the second century BC (Dias 1991: 25, 26, 68) lend
chronological credence to such a hypothesis.
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Figure 2.5. The temple at Seruwila during the annual temple festival, August 2007 (own photograph)

Because the story of the temple’s founding has been an important element in local
Sinhala narratives over the past decades, I treat it in some detail.

At the time that the temple was built, Kottiyar Pattu formed the northern extremity
of the kingdom of Rohana, with its capital near present-day Tissamaharama. The
Mahaweli River formed a natural boundary between Rohana and the Anuradhapura
kingdom, which was controlled by Elara, a wise but foreign (South Indian) king who

3 Kemper (1991: 149, n.34) notes that other traditions do not include Seruwila among the 16
places visited by the Buddha, and that these traditions locate the forehead relic in
Tissamaharama instead of in Seruwila.

% Quite separate from whether or not the forehead relic was enshrined in Seruwila, I do not
share Kemper’s scepticism regarding the identification of the Seruwila temple as the temple
described in the Dhatuvamsa. The alternative site that he refers to is far away from the mouth
of the river, where ships laden with treasures were discovered that helped to cover the
construction expenses (Dhatuvamsa: 40).
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would later be fought and killed by Dutugemunu. Over time, this boundary had
become marked by religious edifices that may have served to visualise claims to
space: the Dhatuvamsa credits Kavanthissa’s father Gotabhaya with building 500
temples on one side and 500 temples on the other side of the Mahaweli River
(Dhatuvamsa: 23). Kavanthissa is subsequently credited with positioning military
guards at the fordable places across the river (Mahavamsa XXIII:16), in order to stop
incursions by troops from Anuradhapura. The construction of the temple at Seruwila
must be seen in this context of ongoing (and increasing) tensions that escalated into
full-scale war within years after the relics were enshrined in the temple. It is
interesting to note the contrast in the description of Kavanthissa’s actions between
the Mahavamsa and the Dhatuvamsa. The Mahavamsa (which does not mention the
Seruwila temple at all) depicts Kavanthissa as a coward who refused to engage
Elara: Dutugemunu sent his father a set of women’s clothes to let him know how he
thought about him, and subsequently fled to Malayarata, the mountainous region in
the centre of Sri Lanka (Mahavamsa XXIV:3-7), where he remained until after his
father’s funeral (Mahavamsa XXIV:16-17). According to the Dhatuvamsa, Dutugemunu
was sent to a place called Girinuwara by his father, to stay with Kavanthissa’s sister
Soma Devi and her husband (Giri) Abhaya (Dhatuvamsa: 32). No mention is made of
any conflict between father and son. Since the name Girinuwara means something
like ‘rock city’, it might well refer to a place somewhere in the mountains, and thus
both chronicles may have documented the same journey. While Dutugemunu was in
Girinuwara, a conflict developed between him and Abhaya. In order to avoid a fight,
Abhaya and his wife moved to stay with his friend king Siva of Serunuwara,
together with a full complement of soldiers. Siva welcomed them, and built a new
settlement for them “on a beautiful land beside a lake”, which was called
Somanuwara after the queen (Dhatuvamsa: 33). Foreseeing that Kavanthissa did not
have much longer to live, a monk reminded him of a prophecy by the Buddha
himself, namely that a king called Kavanthissa would enshrine his forehead bone
relic in a temple near the banks of lake Seru on the right bank of the Mahaweli river.
Kavanthissa thus called Dutugemunu back to Mahagama, handed over royal
authority to his son, and went to Seruwila. There, he got the support of Abhaya, Siva
of Serunuwara, and a certain Mahanaga (or Mahanama) of Lonanuwara.

In the version of history as re-told by the University of Ceylon History of Ceylon
(UCHGC; vol. I, part I: 150, cited in Kemper 1991: 150), Kavanthissa is neither a
coward nor simply a religious old man, but a very strategic operator. Having put his
son in charge of day-to-day operations in the kingdom, Kavanthissa proceeded to
the kingdom of Seru with his army in order to ensure the regional king’s allegiance
in the upcoming war against Elara. Publicly announcing the plan to build a temple
and enshrine relics of the Buddha with the (requested) help of the people of Seru
was a mere ruse to ensure obedience: nobody wants to be accused of opposing a
benign act of religiosity, particularly if some of the most important relics of the
Buddha are involved. In this way, Kavanthissa established his control over this
strategic border region without having to fight for it.
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Unfortunately, I do not know on which sources the authors of the UCHC based their
version of events. While the analysis sounds plausible, I am therefore a little
reluctant to accept it unhesitatingly.

After the site for the dagaba was miraculously pointed out by bulls, horses and an
elephant, preparations for construction began (Dhatuvamsa: 37-8). Kavanthissa’s next
worry was how to get the required materials without unduly burdening the people
living in the area. Fortunately for him, the gods were in his favour, and organised a
pile of bricks on the land of a poor Brahmin, who was promptly rewarded with
many treasures for passing them on to the king (Dhatuvamsa: 39). Subsequently, four
ships laden with gold mysteriously appeared at the mouth of the river. The guard
who found them, was rewarded with many treasures, and the gold was used to
finance the construction of the temple and to make a wealth of decorations for the
relic chamber (Dhatuvamsa: 40)%. With divine help, the temple was finished quickly.
The Dhatuvamsa’s narrative ends with a description of an elaborate inauguration
ceremony (Dhatuvamsa: 40-3).

Apart from the obvious importance of the Seruwila temple as marker of the start of
Buddhism in Kottiyar Pattu, there are three other conclusions that can be drawn
from the early references to the area. First of all, Kottiyar Pattu was sufficiently
strategically important to warranta visit by king Kavanthissa himself. Secondly,
Kottiyar Pattu was already inhabited by non-Buddhists: vide the claim of queen
Soma Devi that there was no Buddhist temple in the area (Dhatuvamsa: 33), the
reference to a Brahmin owning the field where the bricks were found (Dhatuvamsa:
39), and the fact that both regional kings who are mentioned (Siva and Mahanaga)
have Hindu names (Dhatuvamsa: 38). Thirdly, the fact that copper from Seruwila was
used to build the Ruwanveliseya dagaba within decades after the construction of the
Seruwila temple seems to hint at a reasonable extent of incorporation into the larger
economy and administrative organisation of Sri Lanka.

Ilankaithurai/Lankapatuna

The second major site of current (Buddhist) politico-religious value in Kottiyar Pattu
can be found in the hamlet of Seenanveli*, on the north shore of the lagoon mouth
near Ilankaithurai (Tamil for “Port of Lanka”, or “Ceylon Jetty” as someone once
poetically translated it for me). The fame of the place comes from the claim that it
was once a major port with the name Lankapatuna (Sinhala for “Port of Lanka” or

% Note the similarities with the Mahavamsa’s description of the construction of the
Ruwanveliseya Dagaba: the king not wanting to tax the people, first bricks and then
precious metals being miraculously provided, and divine assistance with the logistics of the
construction.

3% Seenanveli means “the field of the Chinese” in Tamil. The origin of the name is shrouded
in mystery. A Chinese armada did visit Sri Lanka several times in the thirteenth century
(Viviano, 2005), but I did not come across any local narratives referring to these events.
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“Place of Lanka”). It was here that the Tooth Relic of the Buddha (now housed in
Kandy) arrived in Sri Lanka somewhere around the year 370 AD, en route from a
port town somewhere in India to Anuradhapura (Dathavamsa 1V:41, IV:56, V:3). The
description of the journey given in the Dathavamsa is conducive to such an
interpretation, which was first pronounced after a visit by the Archaeological Survey
Department in 1962 (Solheim and Deraniyagala 1972: 4, 21).

I first visited the place in 2001, when it was still under LTTE control. At the time, it
was merely a rocky outcrop on the outskirts of a hamlet called Seenanveli. There was
a small Murugan temple next to it, and — so I was told — some small old statues on
top. On the other side of the lagoon mouth, there was another Hindu temple,
perched on what is arguably one of Sri Lanka’s most beautiful beaches. Not long
after the 2002 ceasefire, a group of about 20 Sinhala Buddhist architects and
engineers suddenly showed up, and started working out plans for a pansala in front
of a startled group of Tamil villagers. They were so offended by the arrogance of the
group, that the statues were smashed up no sooner the Sinhalese left, with obvious
support of the local LTTE leadership (conversation with NGO staff working in
Seenanveli at the time, 2002).

After the Sri Lankan army captured the area from the LTTE in late 2006, Sarath N.
Silva (Sri Lanka’s Chief Justice at the time, and a prominent member of the Society
for the Development of the [Seruwila] Mangala Maha Chaitiya) was taken on an

Figure 2.6. The newly constructed shrine at Lankapatuna, August 2007 (own photograph)
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inspection tour, during which he ‘discovered’ the site of the Lankapatuna
Samudragiri vihara. Subsequently, the army built a small dagaba, and a place for a
monk to stay. Since then, the place has seen a steady trickle of pilgrims (see figure
2.6). The Hindu temple next to the rock on which the dagaba was built has been
destroyed. Another Hindu temple on the other side of the lagoon mouth was fenced
off with barbed wire and inaccessible when I visited the place in August 2007.

Apart from the ruins at Seruwila and Seenanveli, almost every Sinhala village, as
well as a few non-Sinhala villages, in Kottiyar Pattu has some kind of ruin: an earth
mound that looks like a dagaba, some carved rocks, or a Buddha statue. In the rocky
outcrops in Eechchilampattu DS Division, a few man-made caves can be found that
seem to have been inhabited at some point in time. Little is known about these
remains.

2.3.3 Chola influence (1017-1070) and Kulakkottan

Trading port between Polonnaruwa and Thanjavur

In the first millennium AD the town of Trincomalee, also known as Gokarna, seems
to have seen quite some trade with other ports in the Bay of Bengal. According to the
Mahavamsa (XXXVII: 40-1), Mahasena destroyed a Hindu temple in Gokarna and
replaced it with a Buddhist vihara®” in the third century AD. Two centuries later, the
Vayupurana documents the existence of “a great temple of Sankara named Gokarna”
on the eastern coast of Sri Lanka (Pathmanathan 2006b: 59). In the seventh century,
the Indian sage Sampanthar described Trincomalee as a “spacious and prosperous
[town] supporting a large population” (idem: 61). Together with Manthai in the
north-west (which served trade with Madurai and long-distance trade with Europe
and China), Trincomalee seems to have been a key trading centre for the
Anuradhapura kingdom.

Towards the end of the tenth century the kingdom that was centred in
Anuradhapura collapsed, and the capital shifted to Polonnaruwa. Not long
afterwards, the Cholas from South India (who, as well as the Pandiyans — another
South Indian kingdom - had been making brief forays into Sri Lanka since the
middle of the ninth century but always retreated again) annexed large parts of Sri
Lanka. They remained in charge until 1070 (De Silva 2003: 61). Because the Mahaweli
river flowed right past Polonnaruwa, Kottiyar at the mouth of the river was a key
port. The quickest way to travel between Polonnaruwa and the Chola capital
Thanjavur was to sail down the Mahaweli River to Kottiyar, then cross the sea, land
at one of the towns in the Cauvery delta, and sail up the Cauvery River to Thanjavur

%7 This reference was used as justification for the construction of a Buddhist temple in the
fort of Trincomalee, despite the total lack of archaeological evidence. Hoole contends that
there were other places with the name Gokarna, and this particular reference may refer to
another place with the same name (Hoole 2001: 75-77).
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(map 2.6). Copper from Seruwila may have been shipped to the Chola kingdom for
use in some of the intricate brass statues that can still be seen in the National Art
Gallery in Chennai.
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Map 2.6. Key places and shipping routes in mediaeval Sri Lanka and South India

During the period of Chola domination, Kottiyar Pattu seems to have had a
somewhat special position. Among many inscriptions documenting tax obligations
of foreign territories to the Rajarajesvara temple in Thanjavur, there is only one that
refers to Sri Lanka (figure 2.7). This inscription (no. 92) documents that five villages
from the areas of Mappisumbu-Kottiyaram (also called Rajaraja-valanadu) and
Kanakkan-Kottiyaram (also called Vikrama-Chola-valanadu), identified as together
covering the area that later was called Kottiyar Pattu, were paying tributes to the
temple during the reign of Rajaraja I, who reigned from 983 to 1014 AD (Hultsch and
Venkayya 1992 [1916]; de Silva 2003:25). Unfortunately, except for one (Masar —
which does not sound like any contemporary village in the area), the names of the
villages cannot be identified because the inscription has been damaged. The
inscription does however underscore that the area was of some importance to the
Chola kings. Of further interest is the fact that the tributes were to be paid partly in
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paddy, partly in cash, and partly in iluppai-pal (“the milk of the iluppai tree”, a kind
of oil that was used for burning the lamps in the temple), whereas most villages
mentioned in other inscriptions were to pay in gold or money. From this, it might be
possible to infer that significant amounts of paddy were produced in Kottiyar Pattu.
Since Kottiyar was a key trading port, the alternative interpretation that there was
not enough cash in circulation seems unlikely.

e W

ok an: . .“ " e sl Y
Figure 2.7. Inscription about Kottiyar Pattu, Thanjavur (own photograph)

Kulakkottan

The fact that villages in Kottiyar Pattu were tributable to the temple in Thanjavur
gives the impression that they most probably were not tributable to any major
temple in the area itself, which brings me to the starting point of local Tamil myths
of origin: the rule of a king called Kulakkottan. Documented in the 17%-century
Konesar Kalvettu®, the myth explaining the arrival of Tamils in Trincomalee District
states that Kulakkottan, a man of royal (Chola) blood, renovated the Koneswaram
temple in Trincomalee. After doing so, he brought settlers: thirty tanattaar families

3 This chronicle was probably written after Rajasinha II had supported the construction of a
new Konesar temple in Thampalakamam, following the destruction of the original Konesar
temple in Trincomalee town (Velupillai 1990).
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from Marungur®, north of the Cauvery river, who were to administer the temple
and perform ritual roles (Pathmanathan 2006b: 70 mentions only six families), and
twenty-one varipattaar families from Karaikal (nowadays part of Pondicherry), south
of the Cauvery river, who were to perform menial chores in the service of the
temple. In order to supply the temple with income, he renovated irrigation
infrastructure, and brought the irrigated fields under the ownership of the temple.
Kulakkottan assigned to each village in the district the tributes it was to pay to the
temple: rice, oil, flowers, milk, and so on. Kottiyar Pattu was assigned to annually
provide the temple with 100 amunam (roughly 10 metric tonnes) of rice?’, as well as
fruit, flowers, plantains, milk and curd.

In addition, Kulakkottan is claimed to have brought down a vanniyar from either
Madurai or the Chola kingdom, to serve as local ruler for what is now Trincomalee
District (Nevill 1887b; Veluppillai 1990; Pathmanathan 2006b; McGilvray 2008: 80).
The administrative system that Kulakkottan put in place seems to have largely
survived until the arrival of the Portuguese (De Queyroz 1992 [1930/1687]: 736), and
was replaced by a similar system after the Portuguese destroyed the Koneswaram
temple in 1624 (see section 2.3.6). To this very day, some caste communities in
Kottiyar Pattu claim to be descendants from the settlers brought by Kulakkottan, and
place names like Mallikaithivu (“Jasmine island”) and Sandanavettai (“Plot with
sandalwood trees”) refer to particular items that were to be supplied to the Konesar
temple.

While nobody seems to doubt that Kulakkottan was a historical person, there is
much debate about who this Kulakkottan was and when he lived. Staunch Tamil
nationalists date him to a period before the arrival of Vijaya. Others date him to the

% Marungur has not been identified. Veluppillai (1990) has suggested that it may be the
same as the present-day town of Marunkapuri, in Trichy District. I have found two places in
Tamil Nadu that are still called Marungur: one, which has an old temple, is located not far
from Nagarcoil in the deep south of Tamil Nadu (which disqualifies it as a possibility). The
other is an insignificant hamlet near Cuddalore, north of the Cauvery delta. Geographically,
this hamlet fits the description perfectly. Just before I finalised this dissertation, Dennis
McGilvray sent me a newspaper article about ancient remains that have been found at this
place (“Tamil Brahmi potsherds found at urn burial site’, The Hindu, 05-03-2010). According
to the article, an ancient habitational mound is evidence that this Marungur has been
inhabited by people since the first century BC; the potsherds are evidence that some of them
were literate.

4 An amunam is a measure for weight, and equals about 5 to 6 bushels, or about 105 to 125
kilograms of unhusked paddy. The term has been in use for centuries as a measure of
cultivated area: an amunam of paddy fields equals the area that can be cultivated using an
amunam of seed paddy. One amunam equals 2 Y2 acres or about one hectare
(http://www.mnlaw.lk/pages/MEASURES.html, accessed 9-11-2009). This makes sense;
farmers whom I asked how much seed paddy they use generally told me they use 2 bushels
per acre.
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middle of the first millennium AD (a few hundred years before Aggabodhi II whom
I will return to later), while yet others identify him as a contemporary of Magha of
Kalinga, who overran Sri Lanka in the first quarter of the thirteenth century
(Veluppillai 1990; Pathmanathan (ed.) 2006a). Veluppillai identifies him as Chola-
Lankeswara (this means ‘the Chola lord of Lanka’). This man was the viceroy in
charge of the Chola possessions in Sri Lanka in the middle of the 11* century,
“before he was called upon to assume the Imperial crown as Vira Rajendra in 1063
AD” (Veluppillai 1990:97). Pathmanathan stresses the point that the Konesar Kalvettu
should not be seen as a rigidly chronological document (interview, Kandy, Octiber
2008; see also Pathmanathan 2006b:72). It is very well possible that things that
happened earlier or later in time were ascribed to Kulakkottan. Still, with regard to
the formal settlement of people from the Chola kingdom, Veluppillai’s dating of
Kulakkottan seems to make sense. I doubt that Kottiyar Pattu would have been
made tributable to both the temple in Thanjavur and the Koneswaram temple at the
same time. Perhaps a form of decentralisation took place after Rajendra Chola I
(1012-1044) shifted the capital to Gangaikonda Cholapuram. On top of this, the
available legends subsequently credit king Gajabahu II, who ruled from 1132 to 1153
and who subsequently retired to Kantale, with “invit[ing] service castes to come and
settle in Trincomalee. Five families each of blacksmiths, potters, barbers, washermen
and drummers were settled with house sites and cultivable land, and were
designated as service castes of Konésvaram temple” (ibid.). Settling service castes
without first settling high castes makes no sense.

As with many other kings, Kulakkottan is claimed to have been involved in the
construction of irrigation reservoirs. The reservoir that he is most often associated
with is the tank at Kantale, which has been a Brahmin agricultural settlement since at
least the Chola period (Pathmanathan 2006c: 199). This association is contested:
according to the Sinhala chronicles, this reservoir was built during the rule of king
Aggabodhi II (606-618 AD), and later rehabilitated during the rule of king
Parakkamabahu I (1153-1186 AD)*. It may well be that Kulakkottan was involved in
repair works or extension works, but I doubt that he constructed the entire tank.

4 In May 2006, this claim was visualised by the construction of a statue of king Aggabodhi II
on the reservoir bund under the leadership of the Member of Parliament for Kantale, a
member of the Sinhala nationalist JVP, and chairman of the irrigation committee for the
Kantale irrigation scheme. The construction of the statue was evidently a slap in the face of
the Tamil population of Trincomalee District. At the same time, a group of nationalist
Sinhala Buddhists set up a Buddha statue on the Trincomalee bus stand. This generated
much controversy, and was the cause of many months of tension, hartals and violence in
Trincomalee. A court case to get the statue removed ran into a stalemate when the order was
given to remove all illegal religious structures in Trincomalee — most of which were Hindu
shrines, and some of which had been put up by powerful Tamil leaders. The leader of the
Tamil opposition to the statue, Mr. Vigneswaran, was killed in April 2006, presumably by
forces linked to the state. Note that the location of the Buddha statue was entirely
inappropriate: it is next to the fish market (where living beings are being killed), and very
close to a bar. No orthodox Buddhist would think of putting up a place of worship in such a

63



Bridging troubled waters?

In the Konesar Kalvettu, Kulakkottan is linked to the Allai tank in Kottiyar Pattu:

“In the fourth year [after the Koneswaram temple was finished], the great tank
was made, and the waters of the Maha Vili river, where the Sér fish leap,
conducted to it, and distributed in five directions.

He invoked as guardian of the sluice Paravi Vénthan, the Green Mal who sleeps
on the Milky Ocean, and the Vénthan, Mayan who slept on the Pantal (serpent)
awoke, and opened the sluice, and said, “you have laboriously made a tank, in
Ilankai Tivu for the Konai Linkar of the perfume-wafting Red Hair-lock One,
and thus gained boundless felicity.’

Circling the five-handed Pullear, the king then saw the beauty of the waters that
filled up the hollows, and finding it sufficient as an endowment, he thanked the
gods that he was permitted to see the ever-full Sér-fish skimmed tank.

[...]

The Manar-manan thus irrigated 2,700 amunams of land, and greatly extended
the flower forests that yielded honey.” (Nevill 1887b:173-174)

Nevill identifies this as the Allai tank, on account of the water originating from the
Mahaweli River (I do not know if Nevill knew that there actually is an ancient
channel connecting the Mahaweli to the Kantale tank). Apart from this, he interprets
the mention of the “Sér-fish” as a mistaken attempt by the kalvettu’s author to
establish an ethymological explanation for the lake’s old name of “Séru-wa-wila”
(idem: 176). I agree with Nevill’s interpretation for an entirely different reason. The
command area of the tank is mentioned to be 2,700 amunam, which is about 2,700 ha.
This was about the command area of the Allai tank before the Allai Extension
Scheme was implemented, while the Kantale tank had a much larger command area.
De Queyroz claims that “in two fields alone [...] called Tambalagama and Gantale
they sowed in those days [prior to the destruction of the Koneswaram temple in
Trincomalee in 1624 — TG] in each of them 10,000 amandes of nele [...], and that twice
a year. “ (Queyroz 1992 [1930/1687]:68,69).

This link is interesting, because it is the only reference I know of that links
Kulakkottan to the Allai tank, and because the Dutchman Van Senden, writing
around the time that the chronicle was written, explicitly links Kulakkottan to the
Kantale tank, but has nothing to say about the origins of the Allai tank which he also
visited (Van Senden 1786b). If there is any historical truth in the story, this would
directly link Kulakkottan to Kottiyar Pattu and confirm local myths of origin.

defiled place, and that is what makes many Tamils believe there are other, political forces
behind the whole issue. Due to the tensions over the ‘Trincomalee Buddha statue’, the
construction of the statue of Aggabodhi II was kept on hold for several months, but it has
since been completed.
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2.3.4 Between the Cholas and the Portuguese (1070-1620)

By the year 1070, the Cholas had been expelled from Sri Lanka. Polonnaruwa was
the capital of an independent kingdom until Magha of Kalinga dealt it its death blow
about 180 years later (De Silva 2003: 60-4). As long as Polonnaruwa was the capital of
Sri Lanka, Kottiyar (or Kotthasara as it is called in the Culavamsa) remained an
important port (Pali Dictionary n.y., entry for Kotthasara). Because of its strategic
importance, the Sinhala rulers of Polonnaruwa maintained a garrison of elite
Velaikkarar mercenaries (of Chola origin) and mercenaries from Kerala in Kottiyar.
During times of internal conflict, both Vikkamabahu I and Gajabahu II (who
converted to Hinduism, actively supported the spread of Hindu teaching by
bringing in people from South India, and ended his days in the Brahmin settlement
at Kantale) sought refuge in Kottiyar, which could be reached easily from
Polonnaruwa, and from where — in case of extreme emergency — it was possible to
escape to India (Culavamsa LXI: 43, LXX: 355, LXXI: 6, 11, LXXIV: 44).

There is only one reference to the presence of Sinhalese in the area, dated to
somewhere around 1155 AD. Around this time, the “Sihala and Kerala (mercenaries)
dwelling in Kotthasara banded themselves together with the Velakkara force”
(Culavamsa LXXIV: 44-9), and decided to capture Polonnaruwa while
Parakramabahu I had sent most of his troops out to conquer Rohana. After he had
put down the uprising, Parakramabahu I withdrew the local ruling rights from the
mercenaries, granted autonomous status to some villages, and declared other
villages to be royal property.

Several years later, the “Damila kings, Maghinda and Jayabahu,” built fortifications
in Kottiyar and Kantale, as in many other places (Culavamsa LXXXIIL: 15, 20). Tamil
and Kerala soldiers were stationed there, until a Sinhala army chased them away. If
Geiger’s identification of these kings as Magha of Kalinga and Vijayabahu III is
correct, the construction of these fortifications took place around 1230 AD.

It may well be that the Seruwila temple was abandoned during the reign of Magha,
who is claimed to have destroyed a wide range of Buddhist temples (Rajavaliya: 62),
and who local traditions closely associate with turmoil in Batticaloa District, where
the Mukkuvar rose to power around the same time (McGilvray 2008). The
Dhatuvamsa, which was probably composed not long after Magha’s rule, is the last
description that was made of the Seruwila temple for a long time. One of its
objectives may have been to preserve the tradition of a temple that had been
destroyed, just like the Konesar Kalvettu did for the Koneswaram temple (Veluppillai
1990). The Sri Lamkadvipaye Kadaim, a detailed description of the geography of Sri
Lanka and its important places that was written sometime around 1344 AD
(Abeyawardana 1999: 47), mentions Kotthasara as a separate administrative unit, but
makes no mention of the temple at Seruwila. The same is true for two fairly detailed
descriptions of Trincomalee District that were written by VOC officials in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (De Graauwe 1676; Van Senden 1786b).
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After the reign of Magha, the Polonnaruwa kingdom disintegrated. Over the next
two centuries, the capital was shifted southwestward in several steps. By the middle
of the fifteenth century, three separate kingdoms had developed in Kotte (near
Colombo), Kandy and Jaffna. It seems that at this time, Kottiyar Pattu was part of a
more or less autonomous region that roughly overlapped with present-day
Trincomalee District. It was ruled by vanniyars who paid tribute to whichever of the
three kingdoms was dominant*. A fourteenth-century inscription that was found at
the Agasthiyar Stabanam, near Kankuveli®}, indicates that the Trincomalee vanniyar
had control over Kottiyar Pattu. It records the granting of grazing land (or grazing
rights) by the vanniyar of Trincomalee to temple of Konainathan in Kankuveli, in the
presence of the seven adappar (the priests who served in the Koneswaram temple),
the tanattar and the varipattar — precisely the groups that Kulakkottan was said to
have brought into the area (interview with prof. Pathmanathan, Kandy, August
2008; see also Nevill 1888: 26; Pathmanathan 1976: 54).

The loss of Polonnaruwa as a hinterland for trade must have caused a significant
economic backlash in Trincomalee District. Nevertheless, when the Portuguese
arrived, they found a thriving agricultural society. As indicated by Farmer (1957:17),
the theory that society in the Dry Zone of Sri Lanka collapsed rapidly following the
abandonment of Polonnaruwa (De Silva 2003: 81-4) is flawed. While the collapse of
the Polonnaruwa kingdom did mean that many irrigation schemes in north-central
Sri Lanka were no longer maintained and collapsed after bunds and channels
disintegrated, some reservoirs had been built so solidly that they continued
functioning for a long time. The large reservoir at Kaudulla (built in the 3¢ century
AD) only broke around 1680 (Pybus 2001 [1958/1762]: 36), and the Minneriya tank
(built in the 3¢ century AD) remained operational right until it was renovated in the
1930s (Brohier 1998 [1941]: 18-39). Around Trincomalee, the Kantale tank and the
Allai tank suffered from lack of maintenance and from periods of displacement, but
remained operational to some extent until they were thoroughly renovated in the
1860s (De Graauwe 1676; Van Senden 1786b, AR 1867). As mentioned above, De
Queyroz even claimed that the Kantale tank irrigated 20,000 amunam (about 20,000
ha) twice a year, right until the Portuguese intervention caused the displacement of
the population.

22 De Queyroz (1992 [1930/1687]: 32) claims that all the regions of Sri Lanka paid tribute to
the king of Kotte. This may have been a ruse to make the Portuguese believe that Kotte was
more important than it actually was, thus preventing the Portuguese from dealing with the
king of Jaffna or Kandy instead.

# Kankuveli means “field near the [Mahaweli] Gangai”. Being the largest river in the island,
and definitely the largest river in the region, it is often simply referred to as “Gangai” (in
Tamil) or “Ganga” (in Sinhala).

# Van Senden (1786b) included a transcript of this inscription in his diary, and recorded a
(very poor) translation that someone gave him.
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2.3.5 Portuguese presence (1621-1639)

When, in 1505, the Portuguese established a presence in Sri Lanka, they limited their
presence to the coastal areas of the kingdom of Kotte, up to the port town of Mannar.
Jaffna, which was then an independent kingdom, and the east coast, which by then
fell under the kingdom of Kandy, were not touched. Kottiyar was an important port
for Kandy, as “clothes, opium, saltpetre and lead” were imported through it (De
Queyroz 1992 [1930/1687]: 65). For almost a century, the Portuguese in Sri Lanka
had no competition from other Europeans. The first time that rivalling traders from
Europe set foot on the island was in 1602, when a small Dutch fleet under the
leadership of Cornelis Boschhouwer landed in Batticaloa. Over the next couple of
years, the Dutch visited Sri Lanka several more times, and established contact with
the king of Kandy. Boschhouwer returned to Sri Lanka in 1611, when he landed in
Kottiyar. While he was negotiating a treaty with the king in Kandy, Portuguese
troops ambushed the troops he had left behind in Kottiyar, only to be ambushed
themselves by Kandyan troops a few days later (Baldaeus 1996 [1703/1672]: 687).
Trade, however, does not seem to have picked up very much. Boschhouwer, who
saw trading potential, wanted to return to Sri Lanka. As the Vereenigde Oostindische
Compagnie (VOC, or United East Indies Company) had its resources tied up in
warfare in Indonesia and was not willing to fund another expedition, he linked up
with the king of Denmark. A Danish merchant fleet landed in the Kottiyar Bay in
1620, but Boschhouwer had died on the way. The Danish dispatched an emissary to
meet the king of Kandy and started building a small fortress. They were not very
lucky. The king does not seem to have been very welcoming, and as soon as the
Portuguese heard of the arrival of the Danes, they sent troops who captured
Trincomalee and chased the Danish fleet away (idem: 699-700; Pieris 1995 [1918] and
1999 [1920]). After Jaffna had been conquered in 1619 (Abeyasinghe 2005), it
suddenly became important to close off the east coast, which functioned as a ‘back
door’ to Kandy, to competing European fleets. Fortifications were built and small
troop concentrations were established in Trincomalee and Batticaloa:

“The objective for which this fort [Trincomalee] was built at this place and for
which it is maintained is to prevent European enemies from putting up a fort on
this side of the island and then contact the king of Kandy and from having
communications with him through Kottiyarama. No less important are the land
which this fort commands [in Thampalakamam] and which could be cultivated
if there were people enough. Nor should we fail to mention the excellent
facilities of navigation to all ports of Bengal, Pegu, Malacca and the entire
southern region starting from as well as returning to the Bay of Bows*” (Bocarro
1996 [1635]: 53).

% The Bay of Bows (Bahia dos Arcos) is the name the Portuguese gave to the Kottiyar Bay. The
shore of this bay indeed consists of a string of small bays that look like arches. This name
may have survived to the present day. Someone in Trincomalee once told me that China
Bay, which covers the interior part of this bay, is a corrupted version of “Chain of bays”.
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Apart from this, the Portuguese realised that the Trincomalee harbour is the only
harbour in the entire Bay of Bengal where ships can be sheltered from wind and
waves right throughout the year (ibid.). It was therefore a kind of safety net for
anyone engaged in naval trade in the region.

Kottiyar Pattu was of strategic value for another reason: there were salterns near
[lankaithurai, that provided some of the best salt in the country*. One of the key
strategies to force Kandy into negotiations was by blocking access to sources of salt,
which was considered a crucial resource (De Queyroz 1992 [1930/1687]: 66, 1153). As
the salterns in Kottiyar were not captured, this strategy failed.

The Kandyan king was not amused by the actions of the Portuguese, and neither
were the Dutch. In 1638, the Dutch signed an agreement with king Rajasinha II to
chase out the Portuguese from Ceylon. In the onslaught, Kottiyar and Trincomalee
were captured in 1639, a mere 18 years after the Portuguese first set foot in
Trincomalee. The Portuguese struck back one last time in 1640 with a raid against
the Dutch fortification in Kottiyar, in which they massacred those present, only to be
ambushed themselves on their way back to the west coast.

Brief though their reign may have been, the Portuguese fundamentally altered the
socio-political landscape of Trincomalee District. With the brashness that he became
reputed for, Constantine de Sa de Noronha, the Portuguese captain-general of
Ceylon, planted his fortification in Trincomalee right across the heart of local society.
The Koneswaram temple, around which the religious, political and economic
organisation of society in the district revolved, was destroyed and re-used as
building material for the fort that was built right next to it. By doing so, De Sa cut the
ritual heart out of the vanniyar-ship of Trincomalee?. As the constituent
vanniyarships of Kottiyar Pattu, Kattukulam Pattu and Thampalakamam Pattu had
no more obligations to the temple, the political connectedness of the district
disintegrated.

Not long afterwards, the Kantale tank and its paddy fields in Kantale and
Thampalakamam were abandoned, and the population fled to Kottiyar Pattu.
Whether this was in response to the collapse of Trincomalee, in response to attacks
by Portuguese, or in response to a strategic decision of the king of Kandy to deprive

4 This area, a salty marsh, is known as Uppural (Tamil for ‘saltern’) to this very day, even
though no salt is collected anymore. The distance from Kottiyar is given as 2% leagues
(about 15 km), which fits neatly. De Queyroz’ initial identification of the place as
“Tamancauaré” (Tamankaduwa) is mistaken (De Queyroz 1992 [1930/1687]: 66). De
Graauwe’s description (1676) and several Dutch maps do show that Tamankaduwa
stretched all the way to the coast, but this was at Vakarai.

47 According to de Queyroz, Koneswaram even had islandwide significance as “the
honoured sepulchre of the Kings of Cota and of the others in Ceylon, or the Urn of their
ashes” (1992[1930/1687]: 736). If true, the desecration of the royal cemetery would have
added significant insult to injury.
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the Portuguese of a food-producing hinterland is not clear*. What is clear, is that by
the time Bocarro wrote his report (less than two decades after the destruction of the
temple), the Portuguese could only dream of harnessing the vast productivity of the
area (Bocarro 1996 [1635]: 52). After the Kantale tank was abandoned,

“the lands [...] became unhealthy on account of the swamps and the water
stagnating in those extensive plains. And for want of a garrison and ships of war,
the [Trincomalee fort] became a cage, looking on at what entered or left for the
profit of the Candiot [sic] without being able to do him any injury or to prevent
him from doing any”(De Queyroz 1992 [1930/1687]: 1153).

Over time, Kottiyar Pattu came firmly under the control of the Kandyan kingdom.
Kottiyar suddenly became one of the most important ports for international trade, as
Kandy’s access to other ports was cut off. In parallel with the decline of Trincomalee,
Kottiyar Pattu bloomed.

2.3.6 The ‘Dutch period’ (1639-1796)

After the Dutch took control of Trincomalee in 1639, the town remained in their
control pretty much uninterrupted until the end of the 18" century. Dutch control
over the hinterland (including Kottiyar Pattu) varied over time. As mentioned
above, the Dutch outpost in Kottiyar was raided in 1640, and it was not until 1668
that control over the area was re-established under Governor van Goens the Elder.
The cash-strapped Council of the VOC in Batavia disagreed with Van Goens’ fairly
successful but expensive strategy aimed at colonising the entire country (De Silva
2003: 137-141). Under Van Goens’ successor, Dutch interests shifted back from
controlling territory to controlling trade. The areas outside the forts of Trincomalee
and Batticaloa were given back to the king of Kandy, though small garrisons were
maintained at Thampalakamam and Kottiyar. The second and final phase of Dutch
control started in 1766 when, following a successful Dutch offensive, the Kandyans
ceded control over large stretches of the coastline to the Dutch. Thirty years later, the
Netherlands ceased to exist, having become a colony of France, and the British won
the tussle over who should take control over the Dutch colonies.

In 1676, during the first period of Dutch control over Kottiyar Pattu, Pieter de
Graauwe (commander of Batticaloa, Panama, Kottiyar and Trincomalee), wrote a
handing-over document for his successor. In it, he describes Kottiyar Pattu in four
pages. Kottiyar Pattu consisted of “16% villages and towns which are ruled by great

48 Pybus 2001 [1958/1762]: 25) and De Queyroz (1992[1930/1687]: 1153) seem to have thought
that the latter possibility was the most likely one.

# Note that the reported number of villages is three less than the 19 reported by De Queyroz
(1992 [1930/1687]: 65).
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and small chiefs, and populated by 11 lineages” (De Graauwe 1676 f. 12; my
translation). In the document, the service obligations that each caste had to the “lord
of the land” (probably referring to the dissava who was appointed by the king of
Kandy to govern the area) are described, followed by a description of the people’s
obligations to the VOC: catching two elephants a year and feeding them as long as
they are in the stables, and supplying salt as tax. The limited taxes that were levied
do not seem to have been in line with the flourishing state of the area: a year before
De Graauwe wrote his report, Governor Rijckloff Van Goens the Elder described
Kottiyar Pattu as

“full of people, cattle and food, and since long a famous trading port, where one
can find 80 to 100 ships of all sorts, who call on it from Coromandel with fabrics
and other goods, like arrack, sugar, planks, timber etc.

This region of Kottiyar is a very fertile island, which is surrounded by the River
on the land-side, and otherwise by the sea.

It is full of villages, and all over it is endowed with flat meadows and paddy
fields. Because of this, commonly some 200 to 300 Ilasts of rice® are exported
annually to Coromandel and Jaffna.

It was inhabited by Malabars, Sinhalese, Moors, and Chetties from the opposite
coast [i.e. Tamil Nadu], who are the most powerful here.

In this well-sited region all the roads of the entire island [of Ceylon], both from
the highlands and the lowlands, come together, which generates a lot of activity
and traffic, and makes everyone prosper.

From the King’s customs books it has appeared that over 100,000 pagodas of
import duty has been collected on cloth, and it is important to note that only a
minor part of it has been declared for duty. This is why we try to have the trade
there proceed, why we have established an earthen fortress at the first place
where one arrives and that the vessels must pass, near a populous village called
Erkelenchene®, and why we have established another guard house on the beach
in the Outer Bay of Trincomalee, although that fortalice will only be needed for
one or two years, until the trade has truly picked up, after which the guard
house can be used just for the lascorins, and then Kottiyar will be an exquisite
granary for Trincomalee [...]” (Valentijn 1726: 221, my translation).

By this time, Kottiyar Pattu thus was clearly well-integrated into the national and
regional economy through its trading port and transport network, as well as through
its significant paddy production. This was however not to last. 110 years after De

5% A last (Dutch for “load”) initially was equal to 1,250 kg; in later years, it was equal to 2,000
kg. The annual rice export from Kottiyar Pattu thus was somewhere between 250 and 600
metric tons.

51 A map of this fortalice (which could hold a maximum of several dozen people) can be
found in the Dutch National Archives (de Graaff, ca. 1695). The map indicates that a plan
existed to upgrade the defensive walls from earth to stone.
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Graauwe and Van Goens wrote their reports, and nine years before the end of Dutch
rule in Trincomalee, Junior Merchant Jacques Fabrice Van Senden wrote a very
detailed description of the district. Van Senden was the VOC’s representative in
Trincomalee at the time, and kept a beautifully written diary on an inspection tour
through the entire Trincomalee district (van Senden 1786b; see Schrikker 2006 for an
analysis of the context in which Van Senden wrote his diary). Van Senden’s
description is one of decay, epidemics and displacement. The population of Kottiyar
Pattu had been devastated by disease and natural disaster, and several villages had
already been abandoned. The remaining people mostly clung on to a precarious
existence as subsistence farmers, and there was hardly any trade with Kandy or with
South India.

What seems clear from these descriptions is that Kottiyar Pattu flourished during
periods that other ports were blocked by the VOC. Around the time that the Dutch
took control of Trincomalee, two groups of people moved into the village of Muthur.
According to their own remembered history, the first Muslims came to Muthur
around the year 1638; they were sent to Muthur by Rajasinha II, the king of Kandy
with the objective of improving trade (Samad 2003: 33). In the second half of the 17®
century (after the Dutch started persecuting Catholics on the west coast of Sri
Lanka), a group of Roman Catholic seafarers of the Pallawilli Paravar caste settled in
Muthur, and engaged in fishing and regional trade with other parts of Sri Lanka and
with the coast of Tamil Nadu; when the first Catholic missionary visited Muthur in
1697, he found a congregation of about 100 Catholics (Rasaratnam 1992; Samad 2003:
95; De Graauwe 1676 f.14). Before they were displaced from Sri Lanka’s west coast,
they originated from Tuticoryn® it is quite well possible that trading links with the
South Indian coast still existed when these people settled in Muthur.

As the area became more and more important for the kingdom of Kandy, the king of
Kandy increasingly staked his claims to the area. As with the Seruwila temple and
the Koneswaram temple, this was done through the sponsoring of politico-religious

52 The Paravar of Tuticoryn were a seafaring caste. They converted to Catholicism en masse
around 1536 in exchange for Portuguese support in a conflict over trade with a group of
Muslim merchants. When the Dutch set up a trading post in Tuticoryn, they established a
substantial trade in cloth. This enabled a group of Paravar to take cloth trading as their new
hereditary occupation (Casie Chitty 1837). According to Van Senden (1786b), the Paravar of
Muthur belonged to the Pallavilli subcaste. I am not sure whether this subcaste was one
engaged in fishing, maritime trade, or cloth trade. Given the location of Muthur as a fishing
village and a key port for international trade of the Kandy kingdom (with cloth being a
particularly important product being imported through Muthur), all options are open. Note
that Casie Chitty (1834: 55, 232) identifies Paravar and Pallavilli as separate castes. An
inquiry into the names and hereditary occupations of Paravar subcastes during a visit to a
number of Paravar villages near Kanniyakumari in Tamil Nadu (summer 2008) generated so
much embarrassment among the people whom I asked that I had to abandon my quest for a
more definite answer.
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set-ups revolving around temples. As, by this time, the vast majority of the
population in Kottiyar Pattu and in Thampalakamam was Hindu, the supported
temples were Hindu temples, despite the Kandyan kings being Buddhists
themselves.

Within decades after the Dutch established firm control over Trincomalee, king
Rajasinha II sponsored the construction of the Adhi Konesar (Siva) temple in
Thampalakamam and what seems to have been a fairly elaborate renovation and
expansion of the Cittiravelayutham (Murugan) temple in Verugal®. Both of these
temples are regional temples, just like the temple in Mandoor that has been
described by Mark Whitaker (1999). Rather than being served by just one village or
one caste, these temples are linked to complicated patronage networks, in which
different castes and villages have their specific roles, responsibilities, and
hierarchical rankings. By presenting himself as the restorer (or builder) and
supporter of these temples and the religio-political networks surrounding them, the
king of Kandy assured himself of the allegiance of the population in both areas,
without having to send his troops to enforce allegiance. This strategic move is very
reminiscent of what Kavanthissa did with the Seruwila temple. But where the claim
to authority of the Seruwila temple was based on the presence of relics of the
Buddha, the authority of the temples at Thampalakamam and Verugal rested in their
(reinterpreted) continuation of the politico-religious structure that had existed before
the destruction of the Koneswaram temple.

In the case of the temple at Thampalakamam, this was visualised by the fact that the
statues of the principal deities in the temple (Siva and his wife Parvathi) were
claimed to have been salvaged from the original Konesar temple in Trincomalee.
With the construction of the Adhi Konesar temple, the king resettled the people who
had fled to Kottiyar Pattu in the area around Kantale and Thampalakamam
(Varathasuntharam 2006). Paddy cultivation under the Kantale tank was restarted,
and a 10% tax was levied on the harvest. He subsequently gave half of the tax back
for the maintenance of the temple, thereby perpetuating his role as benefactor
without having to pay a cent for it (van Senden 1786b, entry for June 7). The religio-
political network that was set up around the temple was very closely modelled on
the system that Kulakkottan was said to have instituted, and to prove these links a
chronicle (the Tirukonacala Puranam) was commissioned (Varathasuntharam 2006;
Veluppillai 1990). Links with the people’s temporary hosts in Kottiyar Pattu were

5 The oldest map mentioning the “Virgel Pagood” that I have come across dates back to
around 1695 (Toorzee, ca. 1695). A diary that was maintained by Governor Falck during a
tour that he undertook in 1767 mentions the temple. On his tour, Falck and his entourage
“arrived at Suamikoil or Wirgel-koi (verukal), a large stone built heathen (Hindu) temple”
(Sinnathamby 1976: 3). In 1843, Bennett declared the Verugal temple an attraction for
tourists travelling through the area: “The pagoda upon the left or north bank is of great
antiquity, and worth examining” (Bennett 1998 [1843]: 247).
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also maintained: the bards at the temple festival are still brought in from Sampoor
(where one can still find a pulavankudi [“clan of poets”]), the festival flag is painted
by someone from Kilivetti, and a ritual sacred thread is worn by a Sindhunadar
Thimilar from Eechchilampattu (Varathasuntharam 2006: 109).

The Verugal temple had no formal link with Koneswaram, but here also the caste
hierarchy is justified with reference to a local myth of how Kulakkottan settled seven
castes in Kottiyar Pattu and gave each of them a specific task. The myth of origin of
the temple is instructive:

A certain Nallainathan, an Indian merchant of the Chetty caste, used to trade
between India and Sri Lanka and had based himself in Trincomalee. Once, when
he was in Sri Lanka, he contracted a skin rash. No matter what doctors he
consulted, the disease could not be cured. In the end, he decided to go to
Katharagama on a pilgrimage. He had to walk, because there were no roads yet
at the time, and also no vehicles. As he made his way through the jungle, he
came at the river crossing where the temple is found today, and stopped for the
day. There were Veddas living in that area, but they could not communicate as
they did not understand each other’s language. The Veddas gave him deer skins,
meat and honey as gifts. He ate and fell asleep under a tree where the Veddas
worshipped a vel, Murugan’s sacred lance.

As he was sleeping, Murugan came to him in a dream and told him: “Do not go
to Katharagama. Build a temple here.’

Nallainathan Chettiyar said: ‘I have no money and I am sick. How can I build a
temple?’

‘Build the temple tomorrow. Your sickness will change, it will disappear from
half of your body’.

The next morning, Nallainathan Chettiyar woke up and looked at himself. Half
of his body was clean. Because of this, he decided to stay another night.

The second night, Murugan appeared in a dream again, and again said: ‘Do not
come to Katharagama. Go to Arippu; there you will find gold coins*. To prove
that I am right, the rest of your body will be clean.’

When Nallainathan woke up, he saw that he was completely cured. He got up
and went to Arippu. There he found the gold coins, which he took to build the
temple. The gold that he had found was however not enough to properly finish
the temple, so Nallainathan went to Kandy to ask king Rajasinha for assistance.
Verugal was part of the Kandy kingdom at that time. During his time in Kandy,
Nallainathan worked as a jeweller. One day, he took a pearl necklace that
belonged to the king, because he wanted to offer it to Murugan in Verugal®. The
king found out, had him arrested, and ordered Nallainathan to be executed by

% The place where this pot is supposed to have been is now called Thanganagar, “gold
settlement”. Somewhere cast away along the road, there is a large stone with a perfectly
round hole in it, which is said to have contained the pot of gold.

% In some versions of the myth, Nallainathan was falsely accused. What saved him there
was not only his devotion to Murugan but also his genuine innocence.
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letting an elephant trample his skull. When the elephant was brought out, it
refused to kill Nallainathan. Instead, it knelt down and worshipped the man.
Seeing this, the king repented. He realised that Nallainathan had genuinely
wanted to honour Murugan. Rajasinha set Nallainathan free, and gave him gems
and money. The money was used to pay for the ceremony in which the statue of
the god was ritually ‘brought through the gate” and installed in the temple, and
the gems were used to decorate the statue.

Nallainathan invited the king to come for the opening of the temple, which he
did. Rajasinha donated paddy land and orchards to the temple (it is not known
anymore where these lands are, it has all become jungle.)

At that time, the wealthiest village in the surroundings was Eechchilampattu; it
was inhabited by the Sindhunadar Thimilar. Nallainathan Chettiyar gave the
people of Eechchilampattu the key of the temple, and gave them the
responsibility for its maintenance. After that, he stepped into the holy of holies to
worship, and mysteriously disappeared. There is still a statue of him on the
mulastanam?®: it is the statue of the man with the turban.

Because the people could not perform pooja due to their poverty, Murugan gave
them ‘golden rice’: grains of gold. There was still a lot of gold in the temple
before the war broke out, but it has all disappeared during the years that the
temple was closed™.

(field notes, October 2004, December 2004, August 2005, and April 2007; see also
Navaratnam 1964: 78)

A few elements in the story deserve attention. First of all there is Nallainathan’s
identity as a Chetty merchant. Nallainathan’s presence in Kottiyar Pattu, which is a
long way off from Katharagama, indicates the presence of more than incidental
trading links between South India and the Kandy kingdom that passed through
Kottiyar Pattu (as confirmed in the description by Van Goens cited earlier). The
existence of a very similar myth of origin (involving Chetty pilgrims on the way to
Katharagama) for the temple at Kokkaddicholai (Theyvanayagam 2006: 282-283) is a
further hint that the pilgrims’ route to Katharagama along the east coast is centuries
old. The location where Nallainathan is said to have found the pot of gold may be
more than a coincidence: Thanganagar adjoins Kilivetti, which was the main market
in the area in Kottiyar Pattu, and the person in charge of this market was... a Chetty
(De Silva et al. 1995: 406). It is thus possible to read the ‘pot of gold” metaphorically.

5% The mulastanam is the "holy of holies’ of a Hindu temple, the shrine in which the main idol
is kept. The roof of the mulastanam is often covered with statues, generally of gods; the
mulasthanam of the Verugal temple is covered with some peculiar statues, including one of
the temple’s mythical founder, and one of a group of stark naked women with highlighted
genitals (see figure 2.8).

57 Note however Nevill's comment that the temple “used to have very valuable jewels, and
some rubies, given by Gajabahu, king of Ceylon, according to tradition. These were all robbed,
and the temple looted some years ago” (Nevill 1887a: 163, emphasis mine).
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A last, and very important detail is the claim that the king of Kandy participated in
the inauguration of the temple. For the king to attend this inauguration of what is,
by any standard, not a very elaborate temple, one could surmise that he had a
strategic, rather than merely a religious reason to do so. Ensuring allegiance of a
frontier population may have been this reason.

L

Figure 2.8. Statues on the mulasthanam of the Verugal temple (own photograph)

Towards the end of the 18" century, Kottiyar Pattu sank into a deep hole of neglect,
disease and disaster. When the Englishman Pybus passed through the area in 1672,
he hardly saw any paddy in the fields, and was told that most of the paddy fields
had been abandoned due to three years of drought. As a consequence, the village of
“Temmungalay” (Thirumankalai) had been abandoned and most of the population
of “Malledeve” (Mallikaithivu) had left (Pybus 2001 [1958/1762]: 33-35). Epidemics
in the early 1780s® and a famine that hit Sri Lanka in 1782 and 1783 ravaged the

% Note however that Pybus travelled through the area at the peak of the dry season; it may
have been the case that the yala cultivation had failed, but that there was some maha
cultivation.

% These epidemics quite possibly included smallpox, which was rampant in Ceylon during
the end of the Dutch period. Though smallpox was earlier sufficiently prevalent to warrant

75




Bridging troubled waters?

population (van Senden 1786b, entry for June 3). A cyclone in April 1786 added to
the people’s woes (van Senden 1786a). When Van Senden described the area in May
1786, Kottiyar Pattu had pretty much hit rock bottom. Most of the population had
either died or moved away, agriculture had been devastated, and with the slow but
steady disintegration of the kingdom of Kandy, international trade had largely
collapsed, which had further undermined the economy of the area. An alternative
hypothesis that is worth exploring is that Kottiyar Pattu may have been deliberately
depopulated by the king of Kandy, thus creating an inhospitable buffer on the
boundary of his kingdom in order to discourage incursions by foreign armies (see
Nevill 1886 for a description of the deliberate depopulation of the Sabaragamuwa
region between Colombo and Kandy).

2.3.7 The “British period’ (1795-1948)

Limited revival in the 19' century

After the British took over control of Trincomalee District from the Dutch in 1795,
Trincomalee was used as a naval base and garrison town, and an unhealthy one at
that: it had the reputation of being “the worst station on the whole Island” (Thomas
1994 [1940]: 29). Outside the town, the British do not seem to have paid much
attention to the district until well into the nineteenth century.

Within years of the British take-over, Kottiyar Pattu experienced a revival of its local
economy, even though its role as a regional port had ceased forever. People
returned, and cultivation started to pick up again, though not everywhere. In 1802
the Governor of Ceylon, Frederic North, passed through the area on a tour of
Ceylon. One of his companions described the journey as follows:

the development of a cult for a smallpox goddess, it “was in fact so rate in the 16* and 17t
centuries [in among others Ceylon], that some of the Portuguese navigators believed that no
such disease had ever existed there” (Moore 1815: 37). In 1811, “Dr. Christie, a judicious
physician, who resided many years in this island, state[d] that the Small Pox, according to
the most moderate calculation, carried off a sixth part of the population; yet no attempt was
made by the Dutch Government to lessen this destruction” (idem: 238). People were
apparently so afraid of the smallpox “that, when it appeared, husbands were wont to
forsake their wives, and parents their children, leaving them only a little drink and food.
When villages were thus abandoned, wild hogs, bears, panthers, and elephants, often issued
from the woods and jungles; broke down the enclosures, and ravaged the gardens and
orchards. Every sweet-smelling flower and esculent herb was rooted up; the plantain and
cocoanut trees were levelled with the earth, the cottages unroofd, and not even the bones of
the deserted sick were afterwards to be found” (ibid.). It is thus not entirely surprising that,
just south from Kottiyar Pattu, Jon Dart (1985) encountered a cult among the Coast Veddas
that indirectly linked the smallpox to the spirit of a European who had arrived on a ship.
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“[April 25".] At half past one P.M. we left Ganga choultry [Gangai, a landing
place near Muthur], and at three passed Malladew [Mallikaithivu], a very pretty
village. At five P.M. we arrived at Topore [Thoppur], a populous village, where
there were good pandals erected for our accommodation. All the road this
afternoon was through very rich paddee fields, interspersed with beautiful and
majestic tamarind trees. This formed a charming scenery, but the road was
excessively bad, as we were obliged to travel on the embankments of the paddee
tields, which were uneven, and interrupted.

[April] 26t. We this morning visited an extensive tank at Topore, where the
water is collected in a valley, and confined by mud-banks, which are in want of
repair. At seven o’clock A.M. we left Topore, and at half past ten arrived at
Anadyve [Anaithivu], a small village where pandals had been erected for the
governor. The road this morning was very good, through a beautiful flat
country, though but little cultivated. [...] Within two miles of Anadyve is the
Wergel [Verugal] Ganga, a broad, deep, and rapid river [...]. On the north bank
of the Wergel there is a pagoda of considerable extent and antiquity, which is
much esteemed by the natives” (Cordiner 1983 [1807]: 131-2).

Despite the initial revival, Kottiyar Pattu remained a neglected and near-empty
backwater until the late 1860s. Note the comment that the paddy fields between
Muthur and Thoppur were in good shape, but there was no road. The paucity of
British attention for the area was such that minor repairs to the Allai tank in 1812
were still remembered as a significant event 55 years later. The repairs, organised by
a certain Mr. Lusignan, included the fixing of stoplogs in the sluices of the tank®.
However, as the inflow into the tank came straight from the Mahaweli river during
periods of high rainfall, the sluices were not strong enough to withstand the floods,
and the stoplogs needed frequent replacement (AR 1867:104).

Kottiyar Pattu’s role as a grain-exporting region might have come to an end, but the
area was not entirely without economic relevance. An entry on Kottiyar Pattu in the
‘Edinburgh Gazetteer’, published 27 years after the British took control over the area,
reads “[b]eside cinnamon, the principal produce of the district are beetel nuts [sic],
cocoa nuts, and timber: salt is also made, and fish cured with it for exportation”
(1822: 655).

Irrigation

Under the governorship of Henry Ward (1855-1860), irrigation development became
a priority in Ceylon. Among the first irrigation schemes that were taken up for
rehabilitation were the Allai irrigation scheme and the Kantale irrigation scheme.
Both were schemes that required comparatively limited investment. The

% After Lusignan’s repairs, the tank seems to have been neglected again. In 1843, J.W.
Bennett wrote “[a]t Tapootorré [Thoppur] there is a very extensive tank; but want of capital

unfortunately prevails, or this country would produce a thousand —fold where it now does
one” (1998 [1843]: 246).
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rehabilitation of the Allai tank and of the Periyakulam (which was connected to the
Allai tank by a feeder channel) commenced in 1868 and was completed the next year,
restoring the irrigable area from about 800 acres to about 3,100 acres (AR 1870:159).
In 1870, work commenced on the extension of what was to become the Muthur
channel, with the objective of bringing a further 1,000 acres under irrigation. A
massive flood in January 1871 caused a breach of the Allai tank bund, and
necessitated further repair works.

In the first three decades of the twentieth century, various plans were made to
further expand the Allai irrigation scheme, because both land and water were still
available in excess. Particularly the situation of having excess water available was
very rare in Sri Lanka, where most irrigation schemes depend on streams that are
pretty much seasonal, and have small catchment areas. A chronic lack of budget
however delayed the further development of the scheme. Very sluggish sales of
newly developed lands were not helpful either: if there was nobody who wanted to
buy the land, further development would be pointless. Ultimately, a limited
expansion was implemented in the 1930s. This included the construction of an anicut
(an inlet weir) in the Verugal River, the construction of a flood protection bund
along the Mahaweli River, and the construction of the first part of what was to
become the Left Bank Main Channel (AR 1925: E23).

Infrastructure

Access remained a big problem throughout the 19 century. When, in 1870, the Duke
of Edinburgh visited Thoppur and Kilivetti for an elephant hunt, an “impromptu
road [...] [t]hrough elephant-jungle, thorny and thick, over long tracts of fallow
tields, through pretty Moor villages, with their neat gardens and corn-ricks, across
dried-up beds of streams” had to be cleared for the occasion, to enable the duke and
his hunting party to travel from Muthur to Kilivetti (Capper 1871: 113).

An all-weather road connection between Trincomalee and Colombo was only
developed in the 1870s (Bastiampillai 1968: 52), and the project of turning the path
from Trincomalee via Kinniya and Muthur to Batticaloa into an all-weather road was
still ongoing by the turn of the century (AR 1901: F4). It was not until well into the
20t century that easy road access became a reality.

Land development

Around 1911 the government alienated jungle land in two places, each of which
would have far-reaching consequences. The first was a stretch of land between
Thoppur and the seashore at Uppural, which was alienated to Muslims from
Thoppur. Over time several small tanks and the bigger Ullaikulam were developed.
Some Muslim families settled in Uppural, and were later joined by a group of Tamil
squatters. After the LTTE took control over the area in 1990, access was denied to the
Muslims who thus lost access to hundreds of acres of good paddy land. This became,
and still is, a very contentious issue (Kohlee 2002).

The second land alienation covered a stretch of land between Thoppur and Muthur.
This stretch of jungle land was transformed into irrigated paddy fields by Roman
Catholic missionaries, who settled a group of people of the Pachchan caste in a new
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village that was called Iruthayapuram (‘Sacred Heart Village’), but which is also
known as Pachchanoor (‘Place of the people of the Pachchan caste’). The sudden
access that these people got to irrigated land meant a huge jump in status, which
was not appreciated by the traditional land-owning castes in the area (see section
3.2.1). It also meant that the area between Muthur, Mallikaithivu, Pallikudiyiruppu
and Thoppur rather suddenly became a contiguous stretch of paddy fields, which in
the long run imposed limits on the expansion possibilities for older paddy-
cultivating villages.

By the 1930s, population pressure in existing villages led to the development of new
settlements at Thanganagar, Palathadichenai and Palathoppur. While Palathoppur is
clearly a satellite of Thoppur, the inhabitants of the other villages came from various
villages and castes. Palathoppur, located on the junction where the road to Thoppur
branches off from the Batticaloa-Muthur road, developed a bazaar function apart
from its agricultural function. Thanganagar and Palathadichenai, on the other hand,
have always remained villages of farmers and labourers, without much other
economic activity. Apart from these places, a number of smaller settlements
(including places like Ithikulam and Sinnakulam) were established in the jungles
around Eechchilampattu and Pallikudiyiruppu.

Seruwila

An event that proved very important for the future of Kottiyar Pattu was the
restoration of the Seruwila temple in the 1920s under the charismatic leadership of
the Buddhist monk called Dambagasare Sumedhamkara thero (Kemper 1991: 152-3,
Saranakiththi and Amarakiththi 2002). Though local narratives credit
Sumedhamkara with discovering the site in the jungle, it had in fact already been
surveyed half a century earlier®. In 1909, “the Trincomalee assistant government
agent inspected the ruins and found ‘a mound of earth 25 feet high and comprising
the remains of a square platform, flights of steps, large pillars, and a single door-
frame still held in place’”” (Kemper 1991:152, citing from an article in the Observer
newspaper of 15-4-1979).

Though the temple was abandoned for centuries, it was never entirely forgotten. In
1797, the new king of Siam (Thailand) sent a request to the king of Kandy, asking
him for the relic that was said to be buried in the Soma dagaba, near Seruwila®. King

61 Sheet G/4 34 of the 16 chains to one inch map of 1956 (Survey Department, 1956) gives the
reference number P.P. 596 for the site of the temple. According to the register accompanying
the map, the site with this reference number was surveyed in 1872, just after the renovation
of the nearby Allai Tank. The temple itself was resurveyed in 1925, under reference number
P.P. 6033.

62 Kevin Trainor (1997: 145) states that other than the Dhatuvamsa, the only other Pali
chronicle that mentions Seruwila is the Jinakalamali, a sixteenth-century Thai chronicle. The
Thai king may have got his inspiration from this text. Note that the search was conducted in
the wrong place. The dagaba referred to is not the Seruwila dagaba, but one built nearby by
queen Soma. Nowadays, this temple is often assumed to be the Somawathie dagaba, about 33
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Rajadhirajasimha readily obliged and sent out a small team to Kottiyar Pattu, which
had just fallen into British hands, to dig up the relic. However, “[p]erceiving their
undertaking impracticable with so small a party, they returned to Kandy, and made
no further attempt to penetrate to the relic” (Forbes 1848, vol. II: 223)

After the surveying of the site in 1872, news of the presence of a large temple ruin
must have trickled down to the south-west of Sri Lanka. This fired the imagination
of those engaged in the Buddhist revival movement that developed around the same
time. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Buddhist reformer Anagarika
Dharmapala was campaigning for the restoration of the Seruwila temple (Hellman-
Rajanayagam 2004: 78); in 1909, Henry Parker wrote that “some Sinhalese of other
parts of the island still make pilgrimages in order to worship at this time” (Parker
1999 [1909]:331).

By 1930 the temple was completed. In order to provide for maintenance of the
temple and the resident monks, Sumedhankara’s “first major supporter”, D.D.
Weerasingha, “purchased 500 acres of nearby land and gave it to the monkhood”
(Kemper 1991: 153). Excitement over the reconstruction of the temple led to a
temporary surge in the number of pilgrims, as can be seen in table 2.4.

Year | No. of pilgrims in the entire year

1928 8,000
1929 10,000
1930 20,000
1931 3,000
1932 2,500
1933 2,300

Table 2.4. Annual numbers of pilgrims to the Seruwila temple, 1928-1933 (source: Saranakiththi and
Amarakiththi 2002: 70)

The annual temple festival drew about three to four thousand pilgrims by 1936 (AR
1936: E17); a year later, the crowd was estimated at four to five thousand people (AR
1937: E18). By 1939, the last year for which I have found attendance figures,
enthusiasm seems to have waned somewhat: only about 1,250 people visited the
festival (AR 1939, part I: E19).

2.3.8 Kottiyar Pattu after independence

The first three decades after Sri Lanka attained independence in February 1948 saw
massive change in Kottiyar Pattu, by and large centered around the Allai Extension
Scheme. In the late 1940s, the ideas that existed for a significant expansion of
irrigation in Kottiyar Pattu were turned into project plans and detailed designs.
From a national perspective, the choice for this area as one of the first post-

km southwest of Seruwila. Nearer to Seruwila, there are also ruins of small temple mounds
at Dehiwatte (Samagipura) and at Neelapola.
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independence irrigation-cum-settlement schemes makes a lot of sense: for a
comparatively low investment, the project was likely to show a good output. No
expensive reservoirs needed to be constructed, and there was a fairly reliable and
ample supply of water that made an expansion of the irrigated area possible.
Construction work on the Allai Extension Scheme started in 1951. The first settler
families took up residence on their plots a year later. Things were however not easy
for these families: before they could start farming, they needed to clear the jungle on
their fields. Soon, some fairly serious design flaws also came to light: in several of
the colonies, housing plots and paddy fields were flooded regularly because
drainage facilities were insufficient (AR 1954: A168; AR 1963-64: A17). By 1957, the
bulk of the work was completed, and cultivation had come up to speed.
Unfortunately, that year saw the worst floods in living memory, when following
days of heavy rain the Mahaweli broke its banks. Much of Kottiyar Pattu was under
several feet of water, and everywhere people were marooned on patches of high
land. Luckily, a British or American aircraft carrier happened to be in the
Trincomalee harbour. The helicopters it was carrying were used to ferry relief
supplies to the affected population. Many houses were damaged, as was much of the
irrigation infrastructure. The subsequent years saw a massive recovery effort, and
from about 1962 things seem to have been normal again (Wijayatilleka 2000; AR
1960-1961: A11l). However, a further setback followed when a cyclone hit
Trincomalee district in December 1964, causing severe damage in and around
Muthur (AR 1964-1965: A17).

Most of the settlers were Sinhalese from Kurunegala, Hambantota and from the
south coast. Two of the colonies (LB3/Lingapuram and LB6/Sivapuram) were
opened up for Tamils, who were largely drawn from Sampoor, Kilivetti and
Kankuveli — all high-caste Velalar villages.

In the mid-1960s, a new string of colonies was developed along the Muthur-
Batticaloa road: the largely Tamil settlement of Bharatipuram, and the Muslim
settlements of Azathnagar (58" Milepost), Jinnanagar (59" milepost), and Sirajnagar
(Koorkandam). Bharatipuram accommodated a population overflow from a range of
villages and castes in the area. The Muslim settlements attracted landless families
from as far away as Batticaloa, as well as some population overflow from Thoppur
and Palathoppur. Muthur saw a further expansion with the founding of
Hairiyanagar and Shafinagar, and Thoppur saw the founding of Allainagar.

The settlement of Sinhalese in the Allai Extension Scheme became politically
controversial when the Federal Party (by then the dominant Tamil political party)
alleged that the government was planning to divide the ‘Tamil homeland’ by settling
Sinhalese. These allegations were first made in 1956, when Sri Lanka saw a flurry of
ethnonationalist activity, including the election of the populist SLFP under S.W.R.D.
Bandaranaike, the adoption of Sinhala as the national language (at the exclusion of
Tamil), and the subsequent riots in Colombo and Ampara. It also coincided with the
celebration of 2,500 years having passed since the Buddha attained enlightenment.
While there may be some truth in the allegation, there is another side to the coin. The
son of a Tamil leader who worked in land clearing in the Allai Extension Scheme
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told me that at the time Tamils from Jaffna were simply not interested in settling as
paddy farmers in Trincomalee District — a problem which had delayed irrigation
development in the area since the British first started their rehabilitation works.

The 1950s saw the slow introduction of mechanisation: a few buses were running
from Muthur and Thoppur to Batticaloa and Trincomalee, and the first two-wheel
tractors (commonly called ‘landmasters”) were introduced. The number of lorries
could be counted on two hands. Most of the transport was still done by oxcart, by
pushbike or by foot. The main road was tarred, and other roads were slowly
upgraded.

As the population increased and the country developed, government services —
especially schools — were developed in the area, particularly from about 1970
onwards. This period also saw the introduction of green revolution technology,
which was to have a profound impact on society in Kottiyar Pattu (section 6.3.1).
Over a period of a few years, the local economy became thoroughly monetised. As a
consequence, successful farmers had increasing amounts of cash to spend, which
had a spin-off effect on local traders. On the other hand, many people became
indebted and the gap between poor and rich in the area became increasingly wide.
The outbreak of violence in 1985 (see section 4.2.2) brought further development of
the area to a near standstill until about 2000.

2.4 Reflection: oscillation between frontier and backwater

Throughout its recorded history, Kottiyar Pattu has oscillated between being a
frontier region and being a rural backwater. As a consequence, the area has seen
periods of strategic investment, followed by periods of utter neglect. That is the same
to this very day: political interest in the area is highly intermittent and strategic, not
structural. A second consequence of this oscillation has been population movement.
Over the centuries, whoever was in charge of the area brought settlers into the area.
Because of this, many different versions of history, each with its own claim to
prominence, have developed (I reproduce four of these stories in chapter 5). In a
context where the population has dramatically expanded since the 1950s and where
pressure on resources has increased, competition over claims to the area has
intensified significantly.

The third consequence is that, though investments in for example infrastructure
have been made, in between such periods of investment the people in the area are
pretty much left to fend for themselves. This has produced a strange paradox: on the
one hand, much of Kottiyar Pattu’s economy is subsistence-focused, while on the
other hand, people have fended for themselves by establishing links with other
areas, thus firmly integrating the area into the wider national, and even global,
economy.
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3 Social complexity in Kottiyar Pattu

“The hope of harmony in the contemporary world lies to a great extent in a
clearer understanding of the pluralities of human identity, and in the
appreciation that they cut across each other and work against a sharp separation
along one single hardened line of inpenetrable division” (Sen 2006: xiv).

3.1 Introduction

3.1.1 L’enfer, c’est les autres

During my time in Sri Lanka, I was thrice told, with slight variations, a peculiar joke.
Without taking into account the context in which it was said, the joke seems rather
racist; its peculiarity is the only reason why I find it acceptable to reproduce it here:

A man dies and finds himself at the gates of heaven. St. Peter, who holds the key
to heaven, looks in his books and says “Dear sir, your files are in order, so
welcome to heaven. However, if you like, we can organise a little tour of hell for
you before you enter, just so that you know what you are missing.”

The man agrees, and is taken for a tour of hell. He soon finds out that hell is a
rather odd place: it is a large plain, dotted with deep pits that all have been
fenced off with barbed wire and other nasty means to make it impossible for
those inside the pits to escape. The angel who acts as a tour guide explains that
each pit is for a specific group of people: “This one is for the Dutch; that one is
for the Americans; the one behind that is for the Germans”, and so on, and so
forth. But then the man notices something strange. One of the pits has no fencing
at all.

“Who is in there?”

“Oh, that pit is for the Sri Lankans. No fence is needed for them, because they
keep each other in the pit.”

The first time I was told the joke, it was by a Jaffna Tamil who was proud of his
Jaffna roots. In his version, the pit without fencing was for the Jaffna Tamils. The
second time, I was told the joke by a Tamil of mixed regional origin, who was proud
of being a Tamil. In her version, the pit without fencing was for the Tamils. The third
time, I was told the joke by a mixed-married and convincingly multicultural Sri
Lankan. This time, the pit without fencing was for the Sri Lankans in general. “Hell”
may be “the others” (Sartre 1947: 75), but in this case hell is not not just everybody:
the problem is with the in-group members who are divided among themselves.
Every time the joke was told, it was told as a form of self-criticism®.

63 Steven Kemper has reproduced another version of the same joke. This time, it was told by
Gamini Dissanayake, a powerful UNP minister at the time, and the joke was used as a self-
criticism of the “most visible weakness” of the Sinhalese: “lack of unity” (1991:207, citing
from ‘The Island’, 18-4-1986).
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As illustrated by the joke above and the various contexts in which I heard it, Sri
Lanka is a country divided along many different boundaries. Each boundary
separates people into groups that are identified within particular categories of
identification, and between the groups within each category of identification there
may be fierce competition. Within the ethnic category of identification, boundaries
separate Muslims, Sinhalese, Tamils, Burghers, Veddas, Malays and members of
other small ethnic groups; within the gender category of identification, boundaries
separate men and women; within the caste category of identification, boundaries
separate people belonging to different castes. Each category of identification is
constituted of a finite (and in most cases limited) number of groups, but the
relationships and rankings among the groups within each category vary by place
and time, and may be viewed very differently by members of different groups.
These categories of identification are not rigidly structured in relation to each other.
The consequence is a jumble of parallel, crosscutting and hierarchical boundaries,
some more and some less contested, some clear and some more vague.

3.1.2 Structure of the chapter

As T have stated in chapter 1 and show in more detail in chapters 6, 7 and 8, focusing
on ethnicity alone and treating ethnic groups as homogeneous is insufficient to
explain everyday life in Kottiyar Pattu (or in the rest of the world for that matter). In
chapter 1, I have described the ethnic category of identification as it is encountered
in Kottiyar Pattu. In this chapter, I describe (in random order) a further nine
categories of identification that the people whom I spoke to used when describing
social realities in Kottiyar Pattu: caste, class, employment, religion, gender, age,
length of stay, political affiliation, and military control. I am interested not so much
in the conceptual nature of the different categories of identification, but more in
which identity groups within each category of identification are defined in people’s
representations of their lives. In describing these categories, I hope to show some of
the complexity and multi-interpretability of the social world that is Kottiyar Pattu,
and within which people live their everyday lives®. The stress on the word ‘some’ is
important. This chapter is not intended to replace a one-dimensional (ethnic)
explanatory model of social life in Kottiyar Pattu by a ten-dimensional model. Even
though it captures a lot more detail, such a bounded model is still constraining by its
very nature. There are many other identities that people can choose for themselves

¢ My inspiration for writing this chapter (and, for that matter, this thesis) comes to a large
extent from Mark Whitaker’s seven-fold description of the temple festival at Mandoor
(Whitaker 1999, chapter VII). Precisely because of his attention for complexity, multi-
interpretability, and the way people deal with it in “amiable incoherence’, Whitaker sets a
very high standard for what ethnographic understanding and description of complex
contexts should look like.
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(for example as fans of particular Indian movie stars), and — given for example the
number of Rajani Kanth lookalikes that one encounters on a random walk through
the area — quite strongly so. If there is to be any value in the model, it must be open-
ended and allow room for the many other identities that exist.

3.2 Caste

Caste is a controversial and often rather embarrassing topic that has long been the
“central symbol for India”, and is an obsession for Indian anthropology, history and
literature alike (Dirks 2008:3). Something similar was true for Sri Lanka before
particularly the topics of ethnicity and violence pushed caste to the background.
Between independence and the country-wide escalation of violence in 1983, the
workings of caste were studied in great detail by many social scientists®. It was also
a key topic in literature during the same period: “the arrogance of caste” was a
mandatory topic for members of the Progressive Writers” Association, along with
“the evils of poverty and the haughtiness of authority” (Rasaratnam 1996a, “my
discourse”).

So what is caste? In his PhD dissertation on the Coast Veddas of Vakarai, Jon Dart
settled for the following definition: “[a caste is] a named group that exists in
exclusive contrast to, and in a ranked relationship with, other groups of the same
kind” (Dart 1985:64). Though in some quarters caste is increasingly ignored, all
Sinhalese and Tamils belong to one caste or another, whether they are Buddhist,
Hindu, or Christian. This is not the case for Muslims (including members of small
ethnic communities of foreign origin such as Malays, Bohras and Memons) and
Burghers. Caste is an ascribed identity: everyone who is born to parents with a caste
identity will be given the caste identity of the parents. In case the parents are not of
the same caste or if one of the parents is either a Muslim or a foreigner, and thus has
no caste, a pragmatic solution will need to be found. It is virtually impossible to
change one’s caste, and it is impossible to have more than one caste identity at the
same time — hence Dart’s use of the expression “exclusive contrast”. Linked to this is
a strong ideology of caste endogamy.

Caste identities are generally linked to hereditary occupations, though nowadays it
is very well possible to have a very different occupation. Another important element
of castes is that they are hierarchically ranked, though — as McGilvray (2008) has
shown, the precise ranking of castes within clusters of roughly similar status is
ambiguous and to some extent variable over time and place. The ranking of the
castes has its reflection in ritual roles and responsibilities regarding Hindu and
Buddhist temples: to some extent, ideas of purity and pollution play a role here, but

6 Among them are Ryan (2004 [1953]); Yalman (1971); Pfaffenberger (1982); McGilvray
(1982, 1983 and 2008); Dart (1985); Whitaker (1999) and Roberts (1997 and 1998a).
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local (and colonial) political dynamics are equally important (McGilvray 1982; Dirks
2008; Whitaker 1999).

The Sinhala and Tamil caste systems have pretty much the same structure. The
upper stratum is formed by a small group of religious specialists and a large group
of cultivators; fishermen and a range of artisanal castes form the middle stratum;
and service castes like washermen, barbers and drummers form the lowest stratum.
The priestly castes and the princely castes, which dominate the Indian caste system,
are virtually absent, as are so-called “untouchables” (Ryan 2004 [1953]; Pfaffenberger
1982; McGilvray 1982 and 2008).

There is only one way in which a Tamil person’s caste can be established with near
certainty: through the markings on his cattle. Most cows owned by Tamils and
Muslims are branded with three markings: the initials of the owner on the flank, the
tirst letter of the name of the village on the hip, and a symbol marking the caste on
the thigh (there is one symbol for all Muslims). Particularly among Muslims
however, it is increasingly common to see cattle without the caste brand, with the
village initial and the initials of the owner in English lettering, and with a number. In
very rare cases, cows that have been sold to someone of another caste will have the
original markings cancelled with a large ‘x’, and new markings branded on the other
side of the cow®. Some cattle owners hire someone to do the branding, and others do
it themselves. This leads to considerable variation in details of the cattle brands.
Rivalry and discrimination between (groups) of castes comes in three different
forms. The first is rivalry among high castes. This is largely an elite problem that has
to do with status and control over temples, but also with control over (local) politics.
The long drawn-out battle between the Velalar of Kankuveli and the Thimilar of
Mallikaithivu over the Kankuveli Sivankovil is an example of this. Since high-caste
status is linked to cultivator status, this battle is also one over “who are the originary
farmers in the area’. The second form revolves around upward claims to status by
middle-level castes, and disparaging attempts by high castes to keep the upwardly
mobile at bay. Michael Roberts (1998b) has written extensively about such processes
that took place around the rise to prominence of the Karava, Durava and Salagama
castes along Sri Lanka’s south-west coast. I personally came across an example in the
autumn of 2006, when I asked a high-caste (Velalar) colleague what he knew about
the background of President Mahinda Rajapakse and his brothers. The man merely
snickered, and said “huh, fishermen...” Rajapakse and his brothers might have been
the most powerful people in Sri Lanka, but in the eyes of my colleague they would
never be able to leave their middle-level caste status behind them. The third form is

% To what extent cattle branding is an indigenous custom is not clear. It became compulsory
in the Cattle Ordinance of 1898, which was repealed in 1936 (AR 1936: E26). Implementation
of the branding by the village headmen was not always done very thoroughly (AR 1925:
E23). Despite the repeal of the Cattle Ordinance, branding became common practice in the
North-East, possibly in order to reduce the risk of cattle theft.
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discrimination against members of the service castes by high- and middle-caste
people, which at times turned violent when the low-caste people were considered to
be insubordinate (Pfaffenberger 1990).

Particularly among Tamils, but to a lesser extent also among Sinhalese and Muslims,
animosities and exclusionary behaviour between -caste(-like) groups seriously
undermine impressions of ethnic homogeneity.

While caste hierarchies with their related status competitions (and, to some extent,
caste discrimination) are very much alive, their salience has weakened considerably
over the last half century. The caste-related conflicts described above are thus mostly
relevant for middle-aged and elderly people. Urbanisation and increasing contacts
with the ‘modern’ outside world through radio, television and increased mobility
further contributed to this (Ryan 2004 [1953]). In the 1950s, low-caste people in some
areas would not be allowed to sit at the same level as high-caste people, and they
could be beaten off the road if they did not pay the proper respect and step aside
when a high-caste person passed (interview with high-caste man, Mallikaithivu,
December 2004). Fairly straightforward modernisations such as the expansion of the
public transport system however undermined this: in a bus everybody sits at the
same level, and (with very few exceptions) anyone who can pay is welcome as a
passenger. The land alienations of the early 20" century and the development of the
Allai Extension Scheme further undermined the local Tamil caste hierarchy as also
some Tamils of lower castes were given land, and the highest castes could no longer
claim to be the sole landowners among the Tamils. In the war-affected areas of the
country, displacement further undermined the separation between the castes. After
people had to flee, they were all roughly in the same desparate situation, and it was
hard to maintain status differences. Also, life in the cramped conditions of IDP
camps meant that it suddenly became much easier for youth of different castes to
meet and fall in love, leading to a surge in intercaste ‘love marriages’. In the study
area, I frequently heard elderly people complain that “before 1985 (the year of the
tirst big displacement), our youth stuck to traditions, but now they just run away
with whoever they like”.

In the following sections, I describe what I have picked up on caste dynamics among
Tamils and Sinhalese in Kottiyar Pattu. The last section deals with Muslims, who
very explicitly do not acknowledge caste but who in practice have a subdivision that
in some respects comes close.

3.2.1 Caste dynamics among Tamils in Kottiyar Pattu

The Tamil (and Muslim) population of Kottiyar Pattu belong to a larger cultural
region that covers the entire east coast between Muthur and Panama, and that is
distinct from the Tamil-speaking cultural region of northern Sri Lanka in two ways:
the political dominance of non-Velalar castes (Mukkuvar, Seerpathar and Thimilar)
in the Tamil caste hierarchy, and the existence of exogamous kudis or matriclans
among both Muslims and Tamils (McGilvray 2008).
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As I mentioned in section 2.3.6, Pieter de Grauwe wrote one of the oldest remaining
detailed descriptions of the people who lived in Trincomalee District. The opening
sentences of the paragraphs on Kottiyar Pattu and Thampalakamam Pattu (covering
present-day Thampalakamam, Kantale and Kinniya DS Divisions) are revealing:

“We will shift our attention to the division of Kottiyar in which the former king
Kannakkapillai Maijlevou Perumal is the Vidane®; the river Mahaweli makes
from this area an island, and it consists of 16% villages and towns which are
ruled by great and small chiefs, and populated by 11 lineages, namely the
Thimilar, Velalar, Karaiyar, Moors, Veddas, Kovilar, Aandies®”, Chetties,
Paraiyar, Pachchan and Pallawelles” and besides 5 Vidanes who are carpenters,
potters, washermen and barbers. Among all these, the Thimilar are the highest
in rank.

[...]

Thampalakamam Province is populated by seven lineages and nations, namely
Thimilar, Karaiyar, Thamilar”, Warrepattes’?, Veddas, Pallas™ and Velalar, who
are always struggling to be the most important, but as far as [I] have been able to
observe until now, the Thamilar should be the most important, since the pagoda
of Trincomalee and the great and famous reservoir of Kantale and
[surrounding]™ countries have been founded, governed and cultivated by the
Thamilar (after whom that lineage was named).” (De Graauwe 1676: £.12-13,16;
my translation, emphasis mine)

For the purpose of my analysis, De Graauwe’s description reveals four important
details. Firstly, the inclusion of the Moors and the Thamilar (Tamils) in the caste lists
indicates that De Graauwe was writing about endogamous communities that were
not, as they are now, bound by their Tamil ethnic identity. The fact that the
Thamilars are mentioned separately as a royal lineage (and not as an overarching
ethnic identity) indicates something similar to what happened to the Sinhala
identity:

%7 Vidane means something like ‘chief’

8 [t is not clear whether 16 or 96 has been written here, but as later counts of the numbers of
villages are below 20 until at least 1900, I assume the correct number should be 16.

% Not clear which caste is referred to.

70 Casie Chitty (1837) describes this caste as Pallawilli and identifies them as fishermen. Van
Senden (1786b) uses the term ‘Parewea Pallemilij, and locates these people in Muthur town.
As far as I know, their descendants are all Roman Catholics, and currently identify
themselves as Paravar.

7t There is still a group of people who claim to be direct descendants of king Kulakkottan,
the man whom many Tamils from Trincomalee claim built the Kantale tank and who
repaired the Koneswaram temple.

72 Not clear which caste is referred to.

73 Not clear which caste is referred to; possibly Pallar.

74 Probable translation. The manuscript has the partly illegible ‘gel...J".
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“contrary to popular belief, in ancient times the Sinhala identity was associated
primarily with the dynasty which ruled Anuradhapura. Thus the term Sinhala
would bear comparison with other South Asian dynastic names like Moriya,
Gupta, Pallava and Cdla. In a secondary sense this identity denoted the leading
families in the kingdom politically linked to the dynasty. [...] at that early stage,
the term represented a political identity which excluded lower rungs of society”
(Gunawardana 1995: 25).

While I cannot imagine that a small group with claims to royal descent in an obscure
corner of Sri Lanka has been the source of the present-day Tamil ethnic identity
(rather, I think that the source for both Tamil identities must be found in Tamil
Nadu), fact is that colonial documents used the term ‘Malabar’ (which, curiously, is a
part of Kerala rather than Tamil Nadu), rather than ‘Tamil’ to denote the Tamil
ethnic group until well into the 19% century.

The second point is the explicit link between caste hierarchies and struggles over
power, which can still be found today (McGilvray 2008, Whitaker 1999).

Thirdly, the top of the caste hierarchy (at least among Tamils) is the same today as it
was in De Graauwe’s time. Whatever the earlier dynamics between the different
communities may have been, the fact that the Dutch granted legitimacy to the claims
of the Thimilar, Thamilar (and, in Batticaloa, the Mukkuvar — see McGilvray 2008)
contributed to solidifying the top of the pecking order through the generation of
differential access to positions in colonial institutions for local government.

Lastly, the Moors (Muslims) do not acknowledge castes among themselves, but as
they had their own claims to status and were endogamous, this posed no threat to
the overarching model of a political, rather than religious, caste system: the Moors
were simply included as a separate caste in themselves.

120 years after De Graauwe, Van Senden compiled a census of the male population
of Trincomalee District. In table 3.1, the castes that Van Senden found in Kottiyar
Pattu are presented, ranked by size.

Caste Number of males Silversmiths 10
Sindhunadar 193 Carpenters 6
Moors 143 Washermen 5
Velalar 119 Panneassen? 4
Paravar 48 Tannekasa? 4
Kanneasen? 31 Chetty 1
Pachchan 25 Temple priest 1
Potters 12 Unspecified 2
Smiths 12 Total 616

Table 3.1. Male population by caste in Kottiyar Pattu, 1786 (source: Van Senden 1786b)
2 Not clear which caste this refers to.
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As mentioned in chapter 2, Van Senden conducted his census around what was
probably Kottiyar’s lowest point in the last millennium, but after Van Senden’s
census, the population of Kottiyar Pattu remained very small for at least another
century. The extremely small size of the various caste groups an important issue:
despite the importance of endogamy in the ideology behind the caste system,
maintaining endogamy would have been extremely difficult. This raises a range of
questions that are worthy of further exploration, but fall outside the scope of my
dissertation. If endogamy among small groups was seriously practiced, did
inbreeding cause the population to be more vulnerable to the epidemics that hit the
area in the late 18" century than larger groups? If endogamy was practiced, to what
extent were people able to communicate with fellow caste members in other parts of
the country, and how mobile were people to facilitate long-distance marriages? And
lastly, if endogamy was not enforced, how were caste distinctions maintained, and
when and why did endogamy become the norm?

By and large, the same castes that Van Senden and De Graauwe mentioned can still
be found in Kottiyar Pattu today; I briefly describe them in the rest of this section.

Sindhunadar Thimilar

From at least the late seventeenth century until about 1970, the Sindhunadar or
Thimilar, who mostly live in Mallikaithivu, Pallikudiyiruppu and Eechchilampattu
and their satellite villages, have been the politically dominant (land-owning) caste in
Kottiyar Pattu. The origin stories of this caste are the most confusing of all castes in
Kottiyar Pattu.

While De Graauwe spoke of the Thimilar, Van Senden described them with a
different name: Sindhunadar (“those from the country of Sindh”). Both names are
currently in use, but while people of other caste describe this community as
Thimilar, the Thimilar themselves prefer the more honourable epithet Sindhunadar
as an addition to a claimed Velalar caste status. From Van Senden’s account, it is
clear that Velalar and Thimilar are different castes: the villages where Van Senden
came across Velalar are still Velalar villages today. However, as Velalar are more
broadly recognised as a respectable caste, the Thimilar are currently claiming Velalar
status, despite the fact that this constitutes, in fact, a step down on Kottiyar Pattu’s
caste ladder as it has existed for centuries.

In the Chola empire, there was a community of boatsmen called Thimilar” (as
indicated in a list of castes that can be found in the museum for Rajaraja Cholan in
Thanjavur); in Jaffna, there is a low-ranking fishing caste that is called Thimilar, and
in the mytho-history of Batticaloa, there is talk of a community of Thimilar who were

7> As thimil is the Tamil name for a kind of boat, Thimilar literally means ‘boatmen’. Another
etymological interpretation links the name to thimir, which is Tamil for ‘strong’,
"courageous’ or ‘stubborn’. To be called thimir is generally not very positive, except perhaps
in the case of warriors.

90



Social complexity in Kottiyar Pattu

chased out of Jaffna and subsequently settled near Batticaloa until the Mukkuvar
(who can be found in the southern tip of Tamil Nadu and Kerala, and who are also
found as a low-ranking fishing caste in Jaffna and all the way down to Puttalam)
took power and chased the Thimilar north of Vakarai, to precisely the area where
they can be found today: Kottiyar Pattu (Kamalanathan and Kamalanatan 2005,
McGilvray 2008, Lewis 1923). If McGilvray’s argument that the Mukkuvar came to
Batticaloa as mercenaries for Magha of Kalinga is correct, then it is quite possible
that the Thimilar came with an earlier invading army: the Cholas. This makes sense
in the light of Kulakkottan legend and in the light of the Culavamsa’s comments that
there were Keralas and Velaikkarar (soldiers and/or mercenaries) stationed in
Kottiyar Pattu during the time of Gajabahu II, just after the Chola incursion and just
before Magha’s invasion. If all the different references to the Thimilar are correct,
then the Thimilar were part of the Chola navy who stayed behind in Jaffna and
around Trincomalee. While in Jaffna they assumed a lower-middle ranking in the
local caste hierarchy, the Thimilar became a dominant community south of
Trincomalee, and even took control over a part of Batticaloa District, only to be
confined to Kottiyar Pattu (and to a lesser extent, Thampalakamam Pattu) when the
Mukkuvar took over around the fifteenth century”.

The Sindhunadar epithet adds glamour to this story, and may have been a strategic
act of self-aggrandisement with the objective of claiming local political status from
the Dutch, such as McGilvray (2008) has documented for the Mukkuvar. The
Sindhunadar claim to originate from Sindh, “somewhere in India” (but most
Sindhunadar whom I asked do not really know where exactly in India this region is).
There is a region called Sindh in the south of modern-day Pakistan, but I never heard
anyone associate this Sindh with the Sindh that gave the Sindhunadar their name.
One Sindhunadar whom I spoke to actually claimed that his caste originated from
the Indian cradle of civilisation in Harappa and Mohenjodaro in the valley of the
Indus River. This river is also known as the Sindh River in the second book of the
Mahabharata (telephone conversation with Prof. Philip Lutgendorf, Boulder,
October 2007). If the argument about a division between Aryans and Dravidians
holds any water at all, this would make the Sindhunadar more Aryan than the
Sinhalese, who claim descent from a prince from Orissa (Vijaya) and his Tamil, thus
Dravidian, wife!

Somewhere in the now-forgotten shrouds of history, the Sindhunadar moved to the
town of Marungur, north of the Cauvery River in the Chola kingdom”, and from

76 Not far from Batticaloa Town, there is a village with the name Thimilaithivu (‘Island of
Thimilar’). On my request, Patricia Lawrence asked around about the history of the Thimilar
when she visited the village for other work. An old friend whom she spoke to told her that
indeed there had been Thimilar fishermen living in Thimilaithivu once upon a time, but that
there were no more Thimilar in Batticaloa District these days (e-mail, 18-7-2008).

77 As I have mentioned in section 2.3.3 (fn. 39), the location of Marungur has not been
identified and remains a mystery.
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there Kulakkottan brought them over to take command over Kottiyar Pattu. While
the hypothesis of strategic self-aggrandisement makes sense, there is one detail that
undermines it. In the first half of the 19% century, Casie Chitty found that the
mythical area of origin of the Thimilar in Jaffna, with whom the Thimilar of Kottiyar
Pattu have had no marriage links for a very long time, is Sindh (1834: 232, 235). This
means either that the link to Sindh was already part of the Thimilar myths of origin
before a group of Thimilar were expelled from Jaffna to Batticaloa (which must have
happened before the 15% century to fit the Mukkuvar story), or that the Thimilar of
Jaffna (and a small group who can still be found in the village of Thimilai near
Chilaw”®) moved there from Trincomalee after the name change from Thimilar to
Sindhunadar, instead of the other way around. This last option runs counter to the
story in the Mattakalappu Manmiyam, and it is complicated by the fact that neither the
Thimilar whom I spoke to in Kottiyar Pattu, nor the Thimilar whom my research
assistant spoke to in Thimilai know anything about each other.

The local myths surrounding the management of the Verugal temple clearly put the
Thimilar in charge of the temple, with Velalar and other castes in subservient
positions. This is very similar to the (pre-war) situation at the Kokkatticholai
Tantondriswaram temple in the south of Batticaloa District, where a non-Velalar
kingly caste is in charge of the temple, with Velalar and the lower castes acting as
servants”. This may have been a pre-existing situation, or the Thimilar may have
risen to (local) kingly status around the time that Rajasinha II upgraded the temples
at Verugal and Thampalakamam, reorganised the caste structures around them, and
had a chronicle written to link these caste structures to the pre-existing organisation
structure as it had existed before the Portuguese destroyed the Koneswaram temple
at Trincomalee. This all makes sense, but there are two further complications. In the
Konesar Kalvettu and in local myths of origin, the Thimilar are said to originate from
Marungur, and other settlers brought in by Kulakkottan are said to originate from
Karaikal (which nowadays is part of the Union Territory of Pondicherry). In myths
of origin in Batticaloa, Marungur and Karaikal also figure with a similar difference in
status, but both are identified as towns of origin of the Velalar caste. Secondly, the
(caste-specific) cattle brand that the Thimilar use depicts a lotus flower and, for some

78 In late 2008, my research assistant made a trip to Chilaw and Thimilai for me, and spoke to
a number of people who still identify themselves as Thimilar. These Thimilar identified
themselves as belonging to the Kuru kulam, a group name which they could not explain, but
which indicates a link with Jaffna. Casie Chitty (1834: 232) mentions that Kuru kulam is a
name for a caste cluster of fishermen and boatmen in Jaffna who had become town servants;
this cluster includes both the Thimilar and the Mukkuvar. The Thimilar of Thimilai claimed
to have originated from Thirunelveli, a couple of generations ago. They were unaware of a
reference in a temple chronicle to Kulakkottan settling the Thimilar in Thimilai (along with
17 other castes) to serve the Munneswaram temple. They were also entirely unaware of the
presence of a group of Thimilar in Kottiyar Pattu (interviews by my research assistant,
Thimilai, July 2008).

7% This was pointed out to me by Dennis McGilvray (e-mail, 25-10-2007).
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kudis (matriclans), a plough. The plough is an obvious reference to farming, and on
top of that the lotus flower is a Velalar cattle brand in parts of Batticaloa District,
while the Velalar in Kottiyar Pattu (who still live in the villages that were identified
as Velalar villages by Van Senden) have a crescent as a cattle brand.

What is clear is that in between the late 17" century and the middle of the 20t
century, the Thimilar dominated political power among Tamils in Kottiyar Pattu,
and that they controlled most of the paddy land and the important temples at
Verugal and Kankuveli. The sense of being the rightful leader was so strong that,
when lower castes started challenging the status of the Thimilar, a number of
Thimilar responded by hunting down disrespectful low-caste Tamils with shotguns.
The “shooting incidents in Mavadichenai and Menkamam” were important enough
to be reported in the annual report of the Trincomalee GA (AR 1954: A174). Fifty
years later, a Thimilar man whose relatives had taken part in the shootings told me
about these incidents with some pride.

The Thimilar were however unable to hold on to power. In the 1950s, as the lower
castes were beginning to deny the Thimilar their customary respect, the Velalar of
Kankuveli took control of the Kankuveli Sivankovil and Agasthiyar Stabanam, two
related temples near Kankuveli that had been under the control of a family from
Mallikaithivu for generations. A court case followed, which was concluded in favour
of the Velalar of Kankuveli: the Brahmin judge ruled that since the temples were in
the territory of their village, they should control it. Together with the temple for
Murugan at Verugal, the temple for Kali at Sampoor and (until 1983) the temple for
Pattini at Neelapola, the Kankuveli Sivankovil has regional importance, with people
from the entire region visiting its annual (one-day) water-cutting ritual in the
Mahaweli River in June/July. After losing control over the temple, the people of
Mallikaithivu built a new temple for Siva in their own village, and they now
organise their water-cutting ritual on the same day as the Kankuveli Sivankovil, but
at a location that is slightly upstream from (and thus both physically and ritually
‘higher’ than) the original water-cutting site.

The loss of power of the Thimilar was completed in 1970, when A. Thangathurai of
Kilivetti, a Velalar, became Member of Parliament. Even though Thangathurai
proved through his actions that he was not anti-Thimilar (one of the interventions
for which he is remembered most in the area is the tarring of the road from
Mallikaithivu to Kilivetti, starting at Mallikaithivu), the Thimilar suddenly had to
come to terms with the fact that they were now ordinary inhabitants of Kottiyar
Pattu.

Some anti-Thimilar sentiments do exist among other Tamils in the area: when I
asked non-Thimilar about the different castes in Kottiyar Pattu and their hereditary
occupations, I was often told (accompanied by other disparaging remarks) that the
Thimilar were either toddy tappers or washermen.

In the 1970s and 1980s, much of the land owned by the Thimilar of Mallikaithivu
was sold to Muslims. I have not been able to find out why this happened; it might
have been to settle debts that had developed with the introduction of green
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revolution rice, or to free up cash for investments outside agriculture. What is clear
is that some of the money was used to educate youth. When the war broke out, this
proved to be an advantage. One person from Mallikaithivu fled to Canada, and
started sponsoring members of his extended family, who in turn sponsored others.
Over time, about half of the population of Mallikaithivu moved to Toronto, earning
Mallikaithivu the nickname ‘little Canada’. I was told that there is now even a
separate Sindhunadar caste association in Toronto. Helped by their education levels,
some of the refugees did well and started sending money back to the village, which
enabled those left behind to buy back their lands from the Muslims to whom they
had sold them a few decades earlier. Eechchilampattu and Pallikudiyiruppu and
their satellite villages did not do so well, because these villages were under full LTTE
control from 1997 onwards. Here, not much land had been sold to outsiders, but the
restrictions instituted by the army made it very hard for people to invest in these
villages. Nevertheless, it was clear that these villages were better off than
surrounding villages in the LTTE-controlled area.

The Thimilar are subdivided into exogamous kudi matriclans. In 1971, Dennis
McGilvray collected data on Thimilar kudis in Eechchilampattu and
Pallikudiyiruppu; the data that I collected in Eechchilampattu, Pallikudiyiruppu and
Mallikaithivu during my fieldwork are very similar. I present them below in random
order (table 3.2).

Kudis identified in 1971 Kudis identified in 2005
Cakkalattikudi Sakkaraivattikudi
Patattaarkilaikudi Padaththaarkudi
Maalayankudi Maalayarkudi
Maraikkaalkilaikudi Marakkaarkudi
Vilvaraacankudi Vilvaranyankudi
Toppuccukilaikudi Thoppichchikudi
Umanakirikudi Umanakirikudi
Kutiyiruppukudi Kudiyiruppukudi
Veelaiyankudi
Veerappanikkankudi
Naiyinaarkudi
Alavantaarkudi

Vithanakudi

Table 3.2. Thimilar kudis identified in 1971 and 2005 (source: fieldnotes Dennis McGilvray, 1971; own
fieldnotes, 2005)

Most of the people who gave me names of Thimilar kudis told me that the kudis are
hierarchically ranked; the problem is that everybody gave me a different ranking.
Some claimed high status for certain kudis based on political positions, others
claimed high status based on religious positions, and others did not give any specific
explanation for the ranking. While Yalman (1971: 326) was told that kudi rankings in
the area around Akkaraipattu are reinforced by the practice of hypergamy,
McGilvray (2008: 179-180) found no evidence of it. In Kottiyar Pattu, I did not come
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across any references to hypergamy either. I have not had the time to sort the puzzle
of kudi rankings out in more detail; what is clear is that the kudi ranking is
ambiguous, either because it is contested or because people do not think it is
important enough anymore to have the hierarchy worked out properly.

Velalar

The Velalar in Kottiyar Pattu can mostly be found in Sampoor, Kilivetti, Kankuveli
and Menkamam, as well as in the colonies LB3 (Linganagar), Athiyammankerny (an
extension of LB3) and LB6 (Sivapuram); the abandoned village of Thirumankalai
was also a Velalar village. Bharathipuram, a colony along the Muthur-Serunuwara
road, has a sizeable population of Velalar, as well as two other caste groups.
Traditionally, the Velalar are cultivators (and most of them still are); their
landholdings centered around a number of small tanks around the fringe of the Allai
scheme before it was extended: the Kankuveli tank, the Menkamam tank, the
Kirankulam (near Kilivetti), and a number of small tanks near Sampoor.

Apart from a number of village temples, the Velalar control two old temples with a
wider geographical relevance: a temple for Kali in Sampoor that was famous for its
trance rituals, and a temple for Siva at Kankuveli (see above). In contrast, the Velalar
play only the subservient role of temple sweepers in the Verugal temple, and are
thus sometimes described as Koviyar (temple labourers) by Thimilar. Nevertheless,
the shrine for Pillaiyar, to whom most devotees pay obeisance before entering the
main temple, was added to the Verugal temple by a Velalar.

Before the conflict, the Velalar community in Kottiyar Pattu was largely
endogamous. Intermarriage with other castes was rare, but even intermarriage with
Velalar from other areas was not very common. Kilivetti is an exception to this
pattern, as it had some influx of people from Jaffna in the late 19" and early 20%
century; this group has pretty much amalgamated into the village community.

As with the Thimilar, the Velalar have kudis. When he visited Sampoor in 1971,
Dennis McGilvray was given the names of seven kudis. 34 years later, I was told that
there were ten kudis. Of these, the people I spoke to could give me six names:

Kudis identified in 1971 Kudis identified in 2005
Karaiyapparkudi (the most prestigious kudi) Karaiyappukudi (poosaris)
Pulavankudi Pulavankudi (bards)
Periyakaraiyapparkudi Periyakaraiyappukudi (‘volunteers’)
Iraiyaththukudi Iraiytheevukudi (take oil to Koneswaram temple)
Kappukkattikkudi
Manjanirkudi
llankudi llankudi (‘volunteers’)
Pasunkudi (management of the temple)

Table 3.3. Velalar kudis identified in 1971 and 2005 (source: fieldnotes Dennis McGilvray, 1971; own
fieldnotes, 2005)
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According to the myth of origin of the Adhi Konesar temple in Thampalakamam,
Karaiyappar was brought from India by Kulakkottan to be the secretary of the
temple®’; he ultimately settled in Sampoor. As he did not have children, he adopted a
son whom he made his heir. This man is known as Periya (‘Big’) Karaiyappar. The
Pulavankudi provided the bards for the Koneswaram temple: pulavan is Tamil for
‘poet’.

While all the abovementioned kudis are found in Sampoor, the other old villages are
dominated by either the Karaiyapparkudi and the Periyakaraiyapparkudi, or by the
Pulavankudi, and the colonies have been settled primarily by people of the top three
kudis.

A curious detail about the Karaiyapparkudi and the Pulavankudi is that a number of
people from both kudis insisted that the kudis are endogamous, and that
intermarriage between the two kudis is not allowed. These people identified certain
Velalar villages as belonging to the Karaiyapparkudi, and others to the Pulavankudi.
What may have happened is that with the expansion of the population, the two
exogamous kudis transformed into endogamous sub-castes, which would be fairly
unique along Sri Lanka’s east coast: Yalman (idem: 326-331) only found kudi
endogamy among the priestly Kurukkal kudi, which can thus either be seen as an
endogamous sub-caste of the Velalar, or as a separate caste altogether®!. The problem
is that kudi endogamy constitutes incest, and is thus taboo: kudi members are
classificatory siblings. If this kudi endogamy does indeed exist, it must have started
at some point with a marriage between parallel cousins (which constitutes incest but
may be forgivable if it concerns distant cousins), and exogamous sub-divisions must
have formed within the kudis. I did not come across any named sub-kudis, but the
lack of names may be due to the lack of a ritual role for these groups®2. An alternative
interpretation might be that there is no kudi endogamy, but a rule of marriage
avoidance between the two kudis if both have traditional marriage links with a third
kudi (possibly the Periyaparaiyapparkudi). As McGilvray (2008: 179-182) has
documented, cross-cousins of cross-cousins are classificatory siblings, who are not
allowed to marry.

The other castes in Kottiyar Pattu may or may not have kudis. I never came across
any reference to their existence, but also did not inquire into the matter in detail.
Whenever I did ask non-Velalar and non-Thimilar about kudis, people either thought
I was asking about caste or did not recognise the term at all.

8 This probably refers to the Koneswaram temple in Trincomalee

81 Yalman may have been confused by the multiple ways in which the term kudi is used: both
to designate (high-caste) matriclans, and to designate service castes. McGilvray (2008) has
documented the existence of a number of exogamous kudis among the Kurukkals.

82 When I visited the Somali region of Ethiopia in May 2008, I was told of a similar process
that had taken place among some Somali clans that used to be exogamous, but became
endogamous as the population grew. In order to avoid incest, exogamy rules were
maintained at the level of the sub-clan.
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Karaiyar

Karaiyar (fishermen) can be found in the strip that covers Kattaiparichchan,
Chenaiyoor and Kadatkaraichenai. Apart from fishing, some people also engage in
subsistence farming. There may have been a small community there earlier (Van
Senden mentions the existence of Kattaiparichchan), but it saw a comparatively big
influx about a century and a half ago. Around the middle of the 19* century, a group
of fishermen from Valvettithurai, on the Jaffna Peninsula, settled permanently in
Thirukadaloor, a neighbourhood on the northern edge of Trincomalee Town. From
there, they expanded into other coastal settlements, including the strip around
Kattaiparichchan, and engaged in fishing, shipping of goods between Trincomalee
and Jaffna, and smuggling. As the Karaiyar community in Trincomalee District
increased in size the ties with Valvettithurai faded, though particularly during the
economically restrictive regime of Sirimavo Bandaranaike (1970-1977) some people
remained involved in lively smuggling with Valvettithurai and India (conversation
with a retired policeman who was based in Trincomalee at the time, 2007).
Valvettithurai shot into prominence as the Tamil militancy developed, because it
was the birthplace of Veluppillai Prabhakaran, the leader of the LTTE, and because
the smuggling routes maintained by the Karaiyar became lifelines for the militant
groups (Narayan Swamy 2003a, 2003b). This saw Valvettithurai being targeted for
violence by the Sri Lankan military (including the massacre that triggered the
Anuradhapura massacre in May 1985, which in turn triggered the carnage of May-
June 1985 in Kottiyar Pattu, see section 4.2.2). The link with Valvettithurai may have
been a reason behind the particular viciousness with which Thirukadaloor and the
other Karaiyar settlements in Trincomalee District were attacked repeatedly
throughout the war.

The Karaiyar villages in Kottiyar Pattu all fell under the full control of the LTTE
between 1997 and 2006, and now fall into the High Security Zone (see sections 4.2.8
and 4.2.10), which means that the entire population is currently languishing in
camps.

Access to boats has made it comparatively easy (though not at all safe) for members
of this community to flee; the Karaiyar from Trincomalee are disproportionately
represented among the refugee population in India. But where the Thimilar who
moved to Canada were able to send back substantial amounts of money to their
relatives in Kottiyar Pattu, the Karaiyar who fled to India were unable to do the
same, and those left behind remain quite poor.

Because this community has little to do with agriculture, it falls somewhat outside
the local caste hierarchy; I have not come across any references to status conflicts
between the Karaiyar and the other communities in Kottiyar Pattu. Karaiyar from
Thirukadaloor do have one important ritual role to play in the annual temple festival
at Verugal: they are responsible for the flag hoisting ceremony with wh