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 Abbreviations  


ACTC - All Ceylon Tamil Congress  


CHA – Consortium for Humanitarian Agencies in Sri Lanka  
 CRS – Catholic Relief Services  


DA – District Agent (same as GA) 
 GA – Government Agent  


GoSL – Government of Sri Lanka  
 HRW – Human Rights Watch  


HUDEC –Human Development Center (Caritas Jaffna and Caritas Vanni) 
 ICG – International Crisis Group  


ICRC - The International Committee of the Red Cross  


IFRC - The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies  
 JRS – Jesuit Refugee Service 


LTTE – The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam  
 NFZ - No Fire Zone  


OHCHR - UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
 PTF – Presidential Task Force  


SEDEC –Social and Economic Development Centre (the national center of Caritas in Colombo) 
 SLA – Sri Lanka Army  


SLFP - Sri Lanka Freedom Party  
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Introduction  


Sri  Lanka’s  civil  war  (1983-2009)  ended  with  a  self-declared  military  victory  of  the  Sri  Lankan 
 Government  (GoSL)  forces  over  the  separatist  Liberation  of  Tamil  Tigers  Eelam  (LTTE).  The 
 military  operations  in  the  final  stage  of  the  war  created  a  humanitarian  crisis  exasperated  by  an 
 embargo of aid agencies and international media, which left at least 40 000, even 70 000 civilians 
 dead (see, for example, UN 2011; OHCHR 2015a; OHCHR 2015b; HRW 2008). In April 2008, the 
 GoSL denounced a demarcated safe zone in Vanni, the Northern Province of Sri Lanka, claiming it 
 was providing a haven (No Fire Zone, NFZ) for civilians but instead from September 2008 onwards, 
 prohibited humanitarian agencies accessing the area. However, few aid agencies were authorised to 
 remain or to pay short visits to the restricted area to assist tens of thousands of civilians suffering 
 from severe malnutrition and several health issues. Those agencies were the ICRC, the Red Cross Sri 
 Lanka and some members of the UN’s national staff. Moreover, Catholic agencies had a considerable 
 presence  inside  and  just  outside  the  borders  of  the  NFZs:  Caritas  Sri  Lanka1  (a  member  of 
 international  Catholic  charity  Caritas  Internationalis,  working  in  cooperation  with  other  Catholic 
 actors) and finally, Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS), which is an international NGOs of the Society of 
 Jesus (the religious order of the Jesuits). Nonetheless, the military operation invaded the safe zone, 
 and  the  SLA  targeted  the  zone  during  the  last  month  of  the  battle.  A  report  of  the  OHCHR 
 Investigation on Sri Lanka (OISL) (2015a, 18) sums up the situation as follows: “The departure of 
 most  international  observers  from  the  Vanni  effectively  undermined  protection  responses  and 
 humanitarian  assistance  programmes  for  civilians  […]  United  Nations  national  staff  and  their 
 families, like many other civilians, were refused permission by the LTTE to leave but continued their 
 humanitarian work in a deteriorating humanitarian situation.”  


The  GoSL’s  prohibition  of  humanitarian  agencies  to  the  NFZ,  as  well  as  a  failure  of  the 


legitimacy and politicisation of humanitarian agencies. While the actions of the UN and ICRC have 
 received much attention, this thesis focuses on the role of Catholic actors as humanitarians. A recent 
 discussion  regarding  humanitarian  access  raised  the  rationale  for  a  research  of  such  organisation-
 specific features. A discussant said:  


       


1 Caritas Sri Lanka is part of Caritas International - Catholic Agency for International Aid and Development; also the 
 Social Arm of Catholic Church. The national office in Sri Lanka was called Social and Economic Development Centre 
 (SEDEC)  until  2005  when  it  started  to  use  a  name  of  Caritas  Sri  Lanka.  A  name  SEDEC  still  appears  in  their 
 communications and the terms are used interchangeably in this thesis. Further, the diocesan centres of Caritas are called 
 by other names. The centres focal for this thesis are Caritas EHED, which is the social arm of the Catholic Diocese of 
 Batticaloa  and  is  affiliated  to  Caritas  Sri  Lanka  (SEDEC)  and  Caritas  Internationalis  and    Caritas  HUDEC  (Human 
 Development Centre), which has offices in Jaffna and Kilinochchi.  


international humanitarian community in their responsibility to protect (R2P), raise a question of
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 We often analyse access from the point of view of international humanitarian agencies, or the UN. 


What we don’t yet understand fully is how other organisations function, so whether they are diaspora 
 organisations, local NGOs, or  even other individuals, who provide assistance, not  in the same way 
 perhaps the organisations we know would do it, but they have access, but how did they get that sort of 
 access  […]  There  is  not  much  information  on  that  aspect.  (Eva  Svoboda  2015) 


The purpose of this thesis is thus to identify, describe and analyse the kinds of historical, political and 
 institutional2  aspects  which  contributed  to  the  presence  of  Caritas,  JRS  and  other  Catholic  actors 
 inside  and  nearby  the  NZF.  Doing  this,  I  attempt  to  introduce  the  Church-specific  networks  and 
 structures that the Catholic Church can employ in a humanitarian response. 


 At the same time, this thesis is a practice in a field of an inter-disciplinary social science. I 
 will problematise conventional notions of humanitarian presence and humanitarian actors and ask, 
 through  which  discourses  or  processes  (historical,  semiotic,  political,  institutional)  the  Catholic 
 Church  and  its  aid  bodies  have  become  (and  may  have  failed  to  become)  legitimate  and  neutral 
 humanitarian actors. Here,I adopt Alex Golub’s (2014) theory of feasibility, in turn, based on Callon 


&  Latour’s  (1981) theorisation  of social processes.  In sum,  Golub describes how collective actors 
 become  powerful  social  and  political  actors,  “leviathans”.  Overall,  Golub  examines  the  complex 
 social,  political  and  symbolic  processes  through  which  the  agency  and  existence  of  these  groups 


as analytical tools which will help to analyse a range of elements that characterise the Church as a 
 leviathan. I will ask, how the Church employs this leviathan nature for the feasibility of the Church’s 
 humanitarian  efforts  in  Sri  Lanka.  The  purpose  of  this  thesis  is  thus  to  identify  and  analyse  the 
 elements  (such  as,  governance,  networks  and  social  networks)  found  within  the  Church  that  are 
 relevant for understanding the power of the Church, and how these elements come to construct the 


Background  


community  in  Finland.  He  smiled,  greeted  and  assured  that  all  is  well  in  Sri  Lanka.  Peace  finally 
 prevails, he affirmed.3  


Almost two years later in 2014, a Jesuit priest was describing me an event of commemoration 
 and started by saying: “this year is the fifth year of what the government calls the end of the war, 
 which I don’t agree.”  


       


2 I will use the terms organisational, structural and institutional interchangeably. 


3  Quote simplified for the sake of clarity.   


constitute. For this thesis, the specific concepts of leviathan, feasibility and black-boxing will serve 


feasibility of the Church as a humanitarian actor. 


In  2012,  I was  listening  to  a sermon  given  by  a visiting  Sri  Lankan  preacher  in  an Anglican 
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 Did the civil war ever actually end in Sri Lanka? In an auto-ethnography of Northern Tamils 
 in Sri Lanka, Thiraganama (2011) suggests that while the boundary which delineates direct violence 
 from structural violence may be elusive, in Sri Lanka people do make “differentiations between forms 
 of violence” (ibid. 10) and describe “distinct feelings of yuttam, war, and notes enormous differences 
 after yuttam  from  years  before”  (ibid.  9).  The  feelings  of  continuity  of  war  even  after  the  end  of 
 violent military operations are dependent on the war-time experiences: 


Violence in wartime obfuscates the very real kinds of structural and physical violence people live with 
 even when, not at war (see Richards 2005b), and that for those studied there is little difference at times 
 between war and peace.” (Thiranagama2011, 7)


Based on a nuanced understanding of these different forms of violence, Thiranagama concludes that 


“the military war may have ended, but not the political one: the place of minorities in Sri Lanka still 
 remains unsure” (ibid. 4). While the visiting priest was sharing a typical victor’s narration, for the 
 Tamils  the  war  did  not  end  with  the  unilateral  government  declaration  in  2009  and  the  structural 
 violence continues. After the war, human rights organisations have reported of various human rights 
 violations  targeted  at  the  minorities  including  forced  disappearances,  extrajudicial  killings, 
 intimidation of journalists, human rights activists, women and Muslims, arbitrary detentions. A major 
 criticism concerns the accountability for alleged war crimes (OHCHR 2015a; ICG 2010; ICG 2012; 


ICG 2013a; ICG 2013b). For those who have lived and seen the terror, these violations might only 
 prove that the state continues a majoritarian rule, changing the demographics of Sri Lanka and, to cite 
 my respondent’s striking statement, to “destroy the Tamils”.4


This argumentation introduces us to the causes of the conflict. The conflict dynamics have 
 shaped the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka (formerly known as Ceylon until 1972)5 since 
 the  1948  independence.  The  conflict  is  often  portrayed  in  binary  terms  involving  the  two  ethnic 
 groups. First, the Sinhalese (constituting the majority of the population), and secondly, the Sri Lankan 
 Tamils (constituting the largest ethnic minority with 12%6), but especially inhabiting  the North and 
 the East of the island so offering “the basis of separatist claims to an independent Tamil homeland” 


(Thiranagama 2011, 12-13). Nonetheless, the binary description of the conflict hardly portrays the 
 conflict in all its complexity. In Sri Lanka, the inter-ethnic violence is interwoven with the dynamics 


       


4 As was put by this interviewee: “I would say always be disappearances, be human rights violations, this is always a 
 bigger political project of the government, which is to eliminate the Tamils. Which is basically the genocide, right? Of 
 course many people don’t want to say ‘the genocide’ because it has to be technically proven but of course they also have 
 difficulties proving the intentions of the government […] As I said earlier, whatever is […] land grabbing, be it enforced 
 disappearances, be it sexual violence, whatever it is, this is part of the bigger political project of the government, since 
 independence, which is to say that the elimination of the Tamils.” 


5 Until 1972, the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka (Sri Lanka) was known as Ceylon. Nonetheless, the term 
 Sri Lanka is utilised throughout the paper for reasons of consistency and clarity. 


6  The  percentage  was  “down  from  12.7  percent  as  a  result  of  major  outmigration  and  deaths  caused  by  the  war” 


(Thiranagama  2011,  13). Thiranagama  also  reminds  of  the  discrimination  of  Hill  Country  Tamils,  the  descendants  of 
South Indian plantation labour, constituting 4.6 percent of the population (ibid.  12-13). 
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 of  the  intra-ethnic  violence  (Thiranagama  2011)  and  other  ethnic  minorities  of  Moor  and  Malay 
 Muslims have both suffered and been involved in the conflict (see, for example, Hasbullah 2001).  


Thus, the root cause of the conflict is irreducible to any single issue such as ethnicity, religion, 
 language, land-ownership, nor are they in a clear history-linear relationship (Perera 2001). Rather, 
 war can be seen as an “intensification of particular social life and process. (Thiranagama 2011, 5). 


For the interest of clarity, I will nonetheless follow Perera’s (2001) suggestion and lay out the central 
 traits which help to understand the overall development to the conflict, and also the longevity of it. 


Most importantly, one must understand the inherent power asymmetry between the Sinhalese 
 majority  and  the  minorities.7  It  was  the  Sinhalese-Buddhist  nationalist  ideology  that  shaped  the 
 postcolonial state and incorporated the unitary model based on cultural and religious heritage to the 
 state  ideology.  Since  the  1950s,  the  Sinhala-Buddhists  nationalists8  (here  understood  as  those 
 supporting conceptions of racial superiority of the Sinhalese people and religious heritage) have had 
 the political power to preserve the purity of Theravada Buddhism and Sinhala culture. They justify 
 their  power  with  historical  claims  of  land  ownership  and  cultural  homogeneity  (for  historical 
 accounts, see Tambiah 1982; Rogers 1994; Spencer 1990; Nissan & Stirrat 1990). Thus, the violent 
 eruption of the conflict can be seen as a “culmination of the growing tensions between the consecutive 
 Sinhala-dominated governments and increasingly radicalising Tamil groups that started to fight for 
 an independent state for the Tamil population, called Tamil Eelam,  from  the mid-1970s onwards” 


(Frerks 2013, 22).  


Further, understanding the current-day political  identities  involves  describing the legacy of 
 British and Christian colonialism for the state formation after 1946. In the following section, I will 
 give a brief overview of the colonial and post-colonial history of Sri Lanka and the Catholic Church 
 in Sri Lanka as follows. I will begin by presenting the kinds of structures that were created during the 
 first decades of independence and never fundamentally changed.  I  will  then go on to  describe the 
 formation of the unitary state. First, how federalism was rejected by the subsequent government and 
 how the Tamil parties responded to this. I will describe how the Tamil separatism emerged9 as a result 
 of legal and political developments that led to a sense of ethnic segregation of the Tamils in the polity 
 and the emerging of the civil war. The remaining part is concerned with the history of the Catholic 


       


7 Other  minorities  such  as  Burgers  and  the  aboriginal  Veddas  are  not  “involved  in  the  ethnic  conflict  on  grounds  of 
 language or ethnicity” (Thiranagama 2011, 12).  


8 In this thesis, terms Sinhalese-Buddhist nationalism and Sinhalese nationalism are used interchangeably. Having said 
 that, I will mainly deploy the term “Sinhalese nationalism” as   the conflict is mainly characterised along ethnic, and less 
 along  religious  lines.  Especially  in  case  of  my  research  on  Catholics  of  the  country,  it  is  the  ethnic,  not  the  religious 
 identity that plays the divisive role. This notion of ethnic division and religious unison is important as will be argued later, 
 one of the sources of power for the Catholic Church is the Sinhalese faction within the Church.  


9 This is an especially relevant question in connection with the paradigm of “just war”. Many people regard the reason for 
taking up the arms as a legitimate war, although would agree that the means which the LTTE used in order to promote 
their agenda were unjust. “Leading politicians in Sri Lanka today acknowledge that the Tamils have been wronged, and 
that the malpractice of successive governments is responsible for the ethnic conflict. ‘The Tamils tired peaceful protest 
[…]  the  reality  became  the  Liberation  Tigers  of  Tamil  Eelam.’”  (DeVotta  2004,  193;  quote  Prime  Minister  Ramil 
Wickremesinghe).  
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 Church in Sri Lanka in the context of political power and ethnic division. In sum, the same historical 
 and institutional developments that explain the power (or a lack of it) of the Church in Sri Lanka also 
 account for the competence of the Church as a humanitarian actor. 


Birth of identities: the political history of Sri Lanka 


Colonialism, intertwined with Western racial ideology, changed the frame of reference for existing 
 communal  identities  in  a  way  that  persists  in  Sri  Lankan  society.  My  account  is  mostly  narrowed 
 down to post-colonial developments since “pre-colonial, and most of colonial Sri Lankan history does 
 not conform to the model of two opposed nations imposed upon it by present day Sinhala and Tamil 
 rhetoricians”  (Nissan  &  Stirrat  1990,  24).  However,  the  formation  of  the  present-day  Tamil  and 
 Sinhala  identities10  as political  identities  started  to  evolve  during  the  colonial  era  in  a  way  that 
 impacted the creation of a nation-state profoundly (Nissan & Stirrat 1990, 19). True, ethnic identities 
 as such are not solely a colonial invention (Spencer 1990, 4), rather, identity formation needs to be 
 understood as a process with complex intersections of actors, histories, and their interpretations in 
 political terms (Nissan & Stirrat 1990, 30). Nonetheless ,“there is clear evidence that groups have 
 categorised others in various forms over the centuries — identities assumed more solid and ‘ethnic’ 


form as they became linked to concrete political structures” (Wickramasinghe 2006, 44; quoted in 
 Thiranagama 2011, 21). The basis for categorisation was  laid out  during the 19th and 20th century 
 when the British created a centralised governance (Thiranagama 2011, 21). The colonial government 
 consisting of the Executive and Legislative Commissions and the Governor, who in turn had a right 
 to choose unofficial members to the Commissions, was based on an idea of communal representation. 


Here, language and religion started to emerge as markers of “race” (Nissan & Stirrat 1990, 27).11 The 
 political significance of “Sinheleness” and “Tamilness” started to increase when “racial categories 
 earlier recognised by the British as separate entities “were subsumed into the Tamil-Sinhala divide” 


(ibid.  30).  Significant  in  this  institutional  development  was  a  move  from  heterogeneous  racial 
 representation to a binary racial representation. While the 1931 Donoughmore Constitution replaced 
 the system with communal representation and universal (one man one vote) suffrage and “territorial 
 electorates” (ibid. 29), the idea of binary cultures was already reinforced by the “scholarly work on 
 philology, ancient history, and archaeology, all of which premised clearcut categories of difference” 


(Thiranagama 2011, 21).  


       


10 There is little evidence for a clearly defined Sinhalese identity dating back to the pre-colonial discourse (Rogers 1994, 
 17). It can be suggested that ‘Sinhalese’ was not an ethnic identity, but a culturally broad and politically narrow label with 
 fluid interpretations of who was considered Sinhalese (ibid.). 


11 According to Rogers, distinct identities existed in Sri Lanka before the arrival of the first European colonialists and 


“were often constructed and reconstructed, both by power holders and aspirants to power” (Rogers 1994, 19). However, 
they did not exist as they did in the contemporary political conflict.   
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 On  a  political  level,  the  British  Soulbury  Commission  nonetheless  rejected  the  All  Ceylon 
 Tamil  Congress  (ACTC)’s demand  for reserving  half of the seats  in  Parliament for non-Sinhalese 
 groups. As Nissan & Stirrat explain, in this way, the British came to create a unitary state in which 
 the  interests  of  a  Sinhala  majority  we  secured  at  the  expense  of  minority  rights.  The  situation 
 encouraged Tamils to plead for federalism based on the previous system of communal representation. 


Overall,  the constitutional negotiations reinforced  a language of distinct races  and cultures for the 
 sake of securing minority rights. (Nissan & Stirrat 1990, 33). Thus, the effect of unifying the nation 
 of British wished to gain by creating a unitary state did the opposite (ibid). Instead of dissipating in 
 the Sinhala mindset, the Tamils came to represent “the dangerous other” with in a way so replacing 
 the British (ibid. 32).  


With the independence, the British handed power to the new government, which continued 
 the legacy of the colonial adminstration (Nissan & Stirrat 1990, 34). The 1950s was a defining decade 
 for incorporating Sinhala nationalism in the unitary governance when the power was shared mainly 
 between two political parties that have held power ever since. The United Nation Party (UNP), formed 
 by the English-speaking, British-educated elite class of Sri Lanka, to whom power was handed over 
 in  the  independence  process,  is  a  conservative  pro-Western  party,  envisioning  a  secular,  pluralist 
 country  (Rogers 2001, 798). The party acknowledged the importance of the Sinhala culture while 
 refraining from quick reforms of the British order (Bartholomeuz 1999, 181). On the other hand, the 
 Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) established by the Buddhist scholar monk S.W.R.E. Bandaranaike 
 in  1951  (Rogers  1987,  95;  Tambiah  1992,  42–44)  was  the  main  party  amongst  the  many  new 
 revivalist groups. It called for a nationalist scheme, in order to revitalise Buddhism and the Sinhala 
 culture.  Dissatisfied  with  the  UNP,  it  urged  a  different  response  to  the  British  colonial  legacy, 
 demanding a unitary state-policy that would base exclusively on Sinhala-Buddhism (Bond 1988, 91). 


Before the 1956 parliamentary elections, the SLFP started a strong campaign with the support of like-
 minded groups involving the Buddhist clergy, leading to the presidential victory of Bandaranaike. 


The parliamentary election year 1956 was a turning point for politicisation of Sinhala nationalism in 
 many ways (Tambiah 1992, 42-43). First, the election of Bandaranaike as the president of Sri Lanka 
 established a link between the government and Buddhism (Bond 1988, 90–92). Then, the supporters 
 of  Bandaranaike,  in  turn,  responded  to  the  British  colonial  legacy  in  the  powerful  writings  of  the 
 Buddhist monks (bhikkhus) and laymen, leading to a political adoption of their ideas (Tambiah 1992, 
 Chapter 7). Finally, the claims of Sri Lanka's right and duty to nourish Sinhala-Buddhism were thus 
 institutionalised,  “turning  [it]  into  an  unquestioned  assumption  that  formed  an  integral  part  of  the 
 political worldview of the Sinhalese” (Rogers 1987, 596).    


After the 1956 elections, the government’s language and education policies started to have 
 discriminative forms (the literature usually identifies three areas around which the conflict evolves: 


language, education and development policies, see Perera 2001). The most notable development was 
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 the Sinhala Only Act. Although never reinforced as such in the new republican constitutions of 1972 
 and  197612,  the  Act  became  a  symbol  of  majoritarian  discrimination  aimed  to  annihilate  Tamil 
 influence from the state (DeVotta 2004, 54). The Act contributed to the antagonism and “influenced 
 much other ethnocentric legislation that sought to empower the majority community” (DeVotta 2004, 
 preface,  unnumbered page). Moreover, the new constitutions  left out  any minority  guarantees of the 
 Soulbury Constitution (Art. 29[2]) but included “a two-thirds majority rule in the parliament for any 
 future constitutional changes” (ibid. 128). According to Raghavan (2015, 128), “this amounted to a 
 Machiavellian act to suppress Tamil aspirations for all time, even if the Tamils were to become part 
 of any ruling government. This, in effect, has become a major political entrapment for the divided 
 Sinhala politics of modern Lanka.”  


Emerging of the radicalisation and violence 


The tensions arising from the implementation of the SLFP’s agenda first culminated in anti-Tamil 
 riots 1956 and 1958 (Rogers 1987, 584, 596). During the riots, Bandaranaike engaged in negotiations 
 with  the  Tamil  Federal  Freedom  Party  (from  here  onwards,  the  Federal  Party),  and  first  showed 
 willingness to grant some autonomy to the Tamil areas.13 The pact that included these provisions was, 
 however, abandoned in 1958. The dispute around the provisions increased communal tensions, and 
 eventually  Bandaranaike  was  assassinated  by  a  Buddhist  monk  in  1959  on  the  grounds  of  having 
 failed to impose the “Sinhala only” policy and entering into negotiations with the Tamils during the 
 riots.  His  murder  indicates  that  Sinhalese  extremist  had  started  to  perceive  any  cooperation  with 
 moderate groups as a political threat to Sri Lanka, and were ready to use violence to promote their 
 agenda (Bond 1988, 91). 


Concerned that the Sinhala Only bill and other political initiatives would radically diminish 
 Tamils’14  access  to  employment,  education  and  other  opportunities  (DeVotta  2004,  100),  various 
 Tamil political parties merged into the Tamil United Liberation Front (Raghavan 2015, 127; DeVotta 
 2004, 80-81). Given the rejection of federalism by the successive Sinhala-dominated governments, 
 TUFL  started  campaigning  for  an  independent  Tamil  land, Tamil  Eelam  from  the  1970s  onwards 


       


12 According to the 1972 Constitution, “Sinhala language and Buddhism will hold ‘the foremost’ place” (Raghavan 
 2015, 127).  The language politics became tightly interwoven with other developments and emerging ethnic violence 
 (Tambiah 1992, 47), such as the politics of land and trade. Important for the development of the conflict was that the 
 state provided farming land for poor and landless Sinhala peasants in the North and East, which has been seen as an act 


“undermining Tamils’ claims to the Northern and Eastern Province as their homeland.” (ICG 2007, 8; Thiranagama 
 2011, 22) 


13  Formed in 1949 with a departure from the ACTC and later changed to Tamil United Liberation Front TUFL in 1976. 


14 According to Thiranagama (2011, 23), the radicalisation was accelerated by the failure of the Tamil parliamentary 
parties “to provide material and political resources for young Tamils.” This was because “patronage networks that 
brought state resources to rural areas were inaccessible to Tamil parliamentary parties and thus to northern and eastern 
areas.” 
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 (Spencer  1990,  2).  The  turn  implies  an  overall change  in  Tamil  nationalism.15  While  before  the 
 meaning of Thamil arasu was ambiguous regarding whether referring to “sovereignty […] or […] a 
 Tamil State within a federal arrangement” (DeVotta 2004, 97), the interpretations now started to lean 
 more towards communalism and separatism (ibid). Even moderate politicians joined the demand, and 
 finally, it became the official policy of TUFL (Raghavan 2015, 129; Spencer 1990, 2). Consequently, 
 by the end of the 1970s  “the Sinhalas  were committed to  a unitary state  and the Tamil  were now 
 seeking to create a separate state, if necessary, by means of violence” (Raghavan 2015, 129).  


Following, both  Sinhala  and Tamil radicalisation started to  assume new  forms. One of the 
 new radical Sinhalese factions was Janatha Vimukthi Perumuna (JVP), a group of university students 
 and rural peasants, who made an unsuccessful revolt against the government in 1971. The LTTE, in 
 turn, was one of the many radical Tamil groups that started emerging and operating in the northern 
 Tamil  homelands.  The  secretive  and  disciplined  LTTE  (as  expressed  by  Thiranagama  2011,  24) 
 managed to absorb other militant Tamil groups. It directed its attacks to “the representatives of the 
 state in the north” but also to Tamil militants and families, who they saw as “traitors to the Tamil 
 nation” (as formulated by Thiranagama 2011, 24. See also Nissan & Stirrat 1990, 37).  


In 1983, the year which marks the beginning of the civil war with the eruption of Eelam War 
 I, “thousands of Tamils were killed in rioting [sic] in the Sinhala-dominated south after a massacre 
 of government soldiers in the north” (Spencer 1990, 2). The violence spread in the east and gradually 
 the LTTE established a de facto state to the areas under its control. In 1986, the LTTE declared itself 
 as the “sole representative of the Tamil people”. 1987 was then an attempt of the government to end 
 the  war  in  Jaffna.16  The  attacks  resulted  in  the  government’s  military  response  (including  an 
 implementation  of  the  Prevention  of  Terrorism  Act  granting  the  army  extensively  wide  rights, 
 including extra-judicial executions) and to the gradual militarisation of the North (Nissan & Stirrat 
 1990, 37, 39). 


Thiranagama  describes  Eelam  I  as  follows:  “it  was  a  full  war  footing,  involving  aerial 
 bombardment, a counterinsurgency campaign, and curfews, boycotts, and restrictions on the supply 
 of food and goods to these areas” (ibid.) leaving “the south in a state of terror and chaos with around 
 60,000 reported missing in two short years” (ibid.). After Eelam I, the conflict was active in three 
 Eelam Wars (1990-1995; 1995-2002, and finally, in 2006-2009.) Although each armed struggle and 
 efforts to their resolution were different from each other in their complexity, it can be suggested that 


       


15 Some “leading politicians” in Sri Lanka have rightly attributed the emergence of the LTTE the GoSL’s failure to build 
 an inclusive state (DeVotta 2004, 193). Tamil nationalism, however, should not be seen merely as a reaction to the unitary 
 Sinhala politics, but has its distinctive feature that set it aside from Sinhala nationalism.  


16 That is, with the support of India, who had earlier supported the Tamil cause in Sri Lanka, changed its position towards 
the Tamil uprising, and became involved in the conflict. The role of India in the conflict will not be discussed in this 
thesis for the restricted scope of this paper. 
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 the forms of violence and strategies that characterised the Vanni embargo during the last phase of the 
 war were already in place in its early phases in the following way. First, the Government’s military 
 response (involving the police, the army and party members) indicates that it had started to regard 
 violence as a political resource. It was ready to a military response as the 1987-1989 conflict “between 
 a resurgent JVP and the state” led to “the state’s incursions into the north and east” (Thiranagama 
 2011, 23). Secondly, the civilian communities of the North and East were now unable to escape the 
 fighting  as  the  LTTE  and  SLA  surrounded  and  targeted  them.  The  civilian  population  becoming 
 increasingly a target of the attacks indicate that the government had started to see ethnic Sri Lankan 
 Tamils as a threat to the state and that it was ready to ignore the international law that regulates the 
 rules of war, as it did in the NFZ in 2009.  


I have reviewed this history explained to describe the permanent patterns of violence and the 
 highly politicised context in which Church and its aid agencies have to construct their legitimacy as 
 providers  of  humanitarian  aid.  Implications  of  the  colonial  and  post-colonial  history  for  the 
 institutional, religious and political power of the Catholic Church is essential for understanding the 
 Church’s involvement. Thus, I will next discuss the history of the Catholic Church basing the account 
 on earlier literature (Stirrat 1992; Spencer et al. 2015; Johnson 2012; Johnson 2016; Gerharz 2014; 


Tambiah 1982, etc.).17 Also, I will describe the history of church institutions and NGOs later in this 
 thesis in more detail as they, on their part, explain the role of the Church as a relief and development 
 actor.  


  


History of the Church in Sri Lanka  


Historically the issue is […] the majority being the Buddhist and the non-Catholic, non-Christians 
 always link the church to negative past, to negative history. Because during the colonialisation, during 
 the  colonial  power,  particularly  the  Portuguese  and  the  Spanish  to  some  extent,  who  were  very 
 aggressive in their evangelisation […] so people say that those times they were possibly converting 
 our people, and they did the same thing the Church is doing now, and the Church must apologise the 
 atrocities committed that time […] So there is always a connection between the history of our colonial 
 times as church being the negative impact. (Staff member of Caritas Sri Lanka) 


The Catholicism was the faith of the Portuguese who colonised the island in the 16th century (Stirrat 
 1992, 6-7). As this Caritas member indicates, the colonial history still affects the negative perception 
 of  the  Church.  Undeniably  the  Church  enjoyed  certain  privileges  and  authority  for  a  long  time. 


       


17  Also,  Flanigan’s  (2009)  research  on  FBOs  in  Sri  Lanka  will  be  utilised  for  their  explicit  references  to  the  Catholic 
Church and Caritas alike. Ethnography bv Hatsumi (2011) has provided this thesis with information including its war-
time account of a displaced Catholic Tamil community and the priests alike.  
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 Although later the relation of the Church to the state radically changed, some features of the Church 
 can  be  traced  back  to  this  relationship.  First  historical  development  to  highlight  here  is  the  close 
 connection between the state and the Catholic Church during the later British rule (1802-1948). The 
 mutually reinforcing paternalistic relationship shaped both institutions and augmented the Church’s 
 access  to  resources  and  positions  marking  a  significant  change  for  Catholics  after  a  period  of 
 persecution under the Dutch rule (1640-1796) (Stirrat 1992, 18; Johnson 2012, 79-80). During the 
 colonial era, Catholic priests, missionaries and lay leaders assumed the role as the caretakers of the 
 administration, gaining an authority comparable to Government Agents (in whose authority was the 
 granting of permissions for aid deliveries during  the war). Priests  gained  a position  as middlemen 
 who settled “local disputes not just between Catholics but also between Catholic and non-Catholics” 


(Stirrat  1992,  17).  The  influence  of  Catholics  was  further  strengthened  by  a  new,  denominational 
 education  system  (ibid.).  English-speaking  Sri  Lankan  students  graduated  from  the  schools 
 established by the Church and were thus  advantageously qualified for various  jobs  in the colonial 
 administration and elsewhere (ibid. 18-19). In Jaffna, “Christian missionaries reinforced educational 
 progress among Jaffna Tamils and the establishment of other social services” (Gerharz 2014, 88) and 
 later  “as  a  colonial  asset,  Christian  institutions  have  been  indigenized  as  prototype  social  service 
 providers in Jaffna society.” (ibid.).Although the schools were finally nationalised during the post-
 independence decades, especially the Jesuits’ contribution to the educational system is still significant 
 today (see Brown 2015). As is observed in Spencer et al. (2015, 124), “since the nineteenth century, 
 the Jesuit presence has been especially important in the east. French Jesuits established a presence at 
 the end of the nineteenth century, and they were followed by  a large number of American Jesuits 
 from New Orleans who arrived around the time of Independence”.  


Second crucial development for the institutional presence of the Church was “the formation 
 of the parish  system” (ibid.) which was  established by the mid-19th century. The parish  system  in 
 itself  was  based  on  the  village  structure,  which  in  turn  customarily  followed  caste  boundaries.  In 
 Catholic areas, village affiliation was closely linked with church membership (ibid. 16), and in this 
 way, the Church formed a “state within a state” (Johnson 2012, 80). Similar to the effect of the British 
 administration in solidifying ethnic identities, the parish system substantialised entities such as the 
 village and caste, and the hierarchy was further strengthened by the competition between the parishes 
 as well as castes (ibid. 16).  


The establishment of parish system characterises the hierarchy of the church which to some 
extent is still recognisable today. In the system different territories and people formed a structure in 
which “the family was only the smallest unit in the totality of the Church, a totality which ultimately 
focuses on Rome” (ibid. 16). Here, priests stood as a kind of middlemen for the laity towards both 
the colonial state and religious superiors. As a result, it was the “loose-knit network of contacts which 



(17)14 
 developed  within  the  small  community”  (ibid.  19)  that  also  aided  church  representatives  to  gain 
 influential  positions.  It  can  be  derived  that  the  integral  role  of  the  priest  in  the  village  life  had 
 preserved  the  influence  of  the  church  even  when  the  church  was  later  dismantled  from  its  former 
 power in the South, as described here by Stirrat.  


As  a  precedence  of  the  changes  to  come,  the  relations  between  the  religious  communities 
 started  to  crumble  from  the  1870s  onwards  (Stirrat  1992,  18-19).18  The  details  of  these  attacks, 
 performed both by Catholics and Buddhists, are examined by Stirrat (ibid. 20) and are the scope of 
 this study. The conflict was mostly related to conversions, material wealth, integrating also an element 
 of caste difference and fuelled by the rising of the Buddhist militants (ibid. 19). The outcome for the 
 Catholics was a social isolation and victimisation (ibid. 44-5). A portrayal of hostile Buddhists was 
 actively disseminated in Catholic communications (ibid. 17, 41) thereby contributing to the growing 
 distance between the religious groups.  


The alliance between the state and Church was finally profoundly questioned from the 1930s 
 onwards. The reasons for its contestation resemble those of today. The Catholic minority was seen as 
 enjoying unjustified privileges in the form of education and employment (Stirrat 1992, 39). Secondly, 
 the Church was seen as inherently anti-nationalist, an executor of the Western imperial ideology both 
 in  terms of the British rule and obedience to  Rome (ibid.  22). Finally, the first post-independence 
 1956  election  result  is  described  by  Stirrat  as  “the  end  of  the  Church  as  an  effective  force  in  Sri 
 Lankan political  life”  (ibid.  40). Schools  were nationalised, the quota of  Catholics working in  the 
 government jobs was controlled and even nuns expelled from the state hospitals (ibid. 41). Sinhala 
 Catholics found themselves at the crossroads: on the one hand, they were a part  Catholic colonial 
 influence that went beyond national identity. On the other hand, “there were always close connection 
 between Sinhala Catholics and members of the majority community[…] even if they did have some 
 autonomy  under  colonial  rule,  with  Independence,  they  were  pulled  more  and  more  in  the 
 mainstreams of political and economic developments in Sri Lanka” (Stirrat 1992, 7-8).


Before making any conclusion about the Church’s crisis during the time of political change, 
 it is important to understand the difference between the churches in the South and the Church in the 
 North. Spencer et al. (2015) point out that Stirrat’s study on Catholics excludes the Tamil Catholics, 
 and so his conclusions do not apply universally. They argue that while Tamil Catholic Church of the 
 North also faced challenges it never lost its authority vis-à-vis to local communities (Spencer et al. 


2015,  138).  As  they  argue:  “the  local  administration  (both  the  state  and  the  shadow  LTTE 
 administration)  and  the  lay  population  (Catholic  and  non-Catholic)  still  viewed  the  Church  as  an 
 important force politically and socially.” (Ibid.) 


       


18 However, this shape of inter-communal relations should not be seen as a matter of linear development, nor applicable 
to the whole island.  
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 It was nevertheless the response of the Catholics in the South which mirrored the emerging 
 division between the Sinhalese and the Tamils in the wake of Sinhala nationalism. By the 70s, most 
 of the Sinhala Catholics started to perceive the situation in new ways and looked alterable ways to 
 explain  ethnicity  and  religion.  The  reasons  for  the  move  may  be  related  to  the  fact  that  after  the 
 independence the Church was no longer protected by any external power (ibid. 38), was subordinated 
 to the majority and finally, this led Catholics to seek “some sort of accommodation with the dominant 
 Buddhist majority.” (Stirrat 1992, 21) The Church’s attempt to unlink connection between religion, 
 nationality and ethnicity was not enough: although the Church “straddled the ethnic divide [...] the 
 stress on ethnicity involved religious identity […] Sinhala Catholics, became exposed to the criticism 
 that they were not ‘really’ Sinhalese
” 
(ibid.).  

The Church’s response to the new situation was multiform. The 1931 Universal Franchise had 
 already given Catholics an incentive to influence politicians and to follow, by the 1960s, Catholics 
 were  involved  in  the  politics  through  the  organic  networks  that  were  born  in  the  process  of 
 indigenisation  of  priesthood,  education  and  social  services.  Secondly,  the  majority  of  Sinhala 
 Catholics started to identify with the Sinhalese nation, and this further led to an unsettled division of 
 the Church along ethnic  and linguistic lines,  to  the division  of the South  and North. While before 


“religious  identity  united  Sinhalese  and  Tamil  Catholics  against  religiously  defined  ‘others’,  the 
 division  contributed  on  its  own  part  to  the  conflict  to  arise.  Johnson  (2012,  80)  summarises  the 
 meaning of this fundamental change as follows: “By the time of 1983, riots (sic) some of the worst 
 violence against Tamil speakers took place on the west coast in predominantly Catholic areas where 
 Catholics had once been majority Tamil speaking. In a matter of 100 years, the Catholic community 
 turned from conflict with members of their own ethnicity in the name of religion to conflict with other 
 Catholics in the name of ethnicity (Rogers 1987). Church remains ‘divided’ and some Tamil Catholic 
 leaders report feeling fundamentally betrayed and abandoned” (Johnson 2012, 80). 


Finally, one response by the Church to the new political climate remains to be explored. It 
 was  to  attempt  to  restore  its  internal  and  external  issues  of  legitimacy  with  theological  and 
 institutional  reforms.  The  response  was  supported  by  the  reforms  introduced  by  the Second 
 Ecumenical  Council  of  the  Vatican  (from  hereafter  Vatican  II)  in  the  1960s.  The  importance  of 
 Vatican II deserves its own treatment and its full meaning for this research will elaborated in Chapter 
 2. Overall, the birth of Caritas is closely connected to the reforms. Caritas may be seen as one of the 
 institutional reforms through which the Church was able to maintain some of its legitimacy in the 
 South and to legitimate its political involvement in the Tamil areas (Stirrat 1992, 46; Spencer et al. 


2015, 126).  


To conclude, the most important division in the society is not on religious, but on ethnic lines, 
which the Church both mirrors and overcomes as I will explain later. Partly explained by the kinds 
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 of social and theological reforms mentioned above, the Church’s relation to other mainline religious 
 groups  is  generally  speaking  peaceful.  At  the  same  time,  more  extremist  Buddhists  continue  to 
 politicise and contest the Church (see Chapter 3) and allegations regarding proselytisation are used 
 by the opponents against all Christians alike (see Matthew 2007). On some other level, all religious 
 groups are engaged with at least some bridge-building activities (see Chapter 2).  


Previous research  


This study combines two partially researched topics in the context of Sri Lanka: humanitarian access 
 and Catholic aid agencies. First, the humanitarian aspect of Sri Lanka’s conflict is less studied in the 
 academic writings, as marked by Guneratne (2008, 385). One of the comprehensive accounts is by 
 Clarance (2008) – a former head of the UNHCR in Sri Lanka who studied the humanitarian situation 
 all the way to the year 2006. His perspective is limited by its focus on the UN but his study of “the 
 protection-orientated relief programme of UNHCR” mentions EHED as one of the implementation 
 partners.19 Also, a strand of research is dedicated to the politics of disaster response in the context of 
 the tsunami, and the development and politics nexus in Sri Lanka. The most comprehensive account 
 in the latter group is by Gerharz (2014) on development in Sri Lanka. 1 The study sheds light on the 
 history of development in Northern Sri Lanka in relation to the Catholic Church and these findings 
 are  articulated  in  Chapters  1  and  2.  Overall,  there  is  a  common  recognition  that  uncoordinated 
 international humanitarian response failed to take into account the political context, thus contributing 
 to a re-escalation of the conflict in 2006 (see for example Silva 2009 in a dedicated issue of Norsk 
 Geografisk Tidsskrift - Norwegian Journal of Geography, 2009). These accounts suggest regarding 
 the embargo of humanitarian agencies in 2008 as part of a continuum.  


Second, there is a growing body of literature on the Catholic engagement in Sri Lanka. The 
 analysis of this thesis is indebted to the recent research by Johnson (2012, 2016), Spencer et al. (2015), 
 Goodhand et al. (2009). Their findings on politics, religion and legitimacy of the Catholic Church in 
 Sri Lanka form a significant academic contribution researching religious civil society in the Tamil 
 areas. 


First, Goodhand et al. (2009) provide two case studies which describe the Catholic Church’s 
 involvement in the fields of conflict mediation and humanitarian aid, as well as their relation to other 
 religious  agencies  in  the  region  of  Batticaloa.  Illustrating  the  complexity  of  the  humanitarian  and 
 political  landscape  of  post-tsunami  aid,  they  notice  that  EHED  exhibited  a  strong  need  to  portray 
 itself  as  a  non-partisan,  professional  humanitarian  organisation  in  a  highly  politicised  context. 


Pertaining to the thematic of humanitarian access, legitimacy and neutrality, they indicate that EHED 
        


19 In addition, some later policy analysis exists but in this thesis they will not play a central role. See Keen (2009); 


Niland, Holmes & Bradley (2014) and Gowrinathan & Mampilly (2009).  
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 employed a terminology and discourses of humanitarianism aiming “to separate the delivery of aid 
 from political struggles and violent confrontations” (ibid.).20 The theoretical conclusion of Goodhand 
 et al. (2009, 683) is that humanitarian agencies such as EHED “are able to cut across prevalent mental 
 maps and checkpoints, whether imagined or real, because they conceive themselves as ‘neutral’.”  


Hence, the second theme prominent in the literature, which has relevance for the construction 
 of  humanitarian  access  and  humanitarian  legitimacy,  is  the  relation  between  religion  (here,  the 
 Church)  and  politics.  As  Johnson  (2016,  312)  claims,  “religious  purity  is  central  to  notions  of 
 legitimacy  underscoring  religious  public  authority.”  Further,  Goodhand  et  al.  (2009)  argue  that 
 religious actors have an ability to operate across ethnic and political boundaries for their perceived 
 distance from the politics. A common recognition then is that they should avoid intervening with the 
 political  realm  to  maintain  their  legitimacy.  Although  this  self-understanding  is  shared  by  some 
 priests,  the  clergy  shares  a  long  tradition  of  involvement  in  the  domain  of  politics  (Spencer  et  al. 


2009,  18).  The  more  recent  ethnography  confirms  that  while  Catholic  actors  and  other  religious 
 figures have been trying to “maintain the clear line between the Church and the dirty world of politics” 


(ibid.) they have also “often failed – to navigate, affirm and negotiate different kinds borders” (ibid. 


119). Overall, there is a consensus in the literature indicating that the carefully maintained boundary 
 between  the  categories  of  politics  and  religion  is  not  absolute,  but  relational,  circumstantial  and 
 constructed (Johnson 2016; Goodhand et al. 2009, 683).  


Henceforth, the third theme that emerges from the literature reviewed here is “brokerage” – 
 an ability to cross ethnic, spatial and religious boundaries. According to Spencer et al. (2015, 123) 
 not only are there “few figures beyond the Church who have been able and willing to cross communal 
 and  political  boundaries  without  losing  their  legitimacy”  but  also  “in  fact  boundary-crossing  has 
 increased the legitimacy of church figures”. The most relevant findings in this regard for their explicit 
 reference to Caritas during the war are presented briefly in Johnson (2012). In connection to a notion 
 of brokerage of the priests she notes that “the Church has been able to ‘deliver’ through CARITAS 
 served needy Sri Lankans of all faiths and ethnicities” (Johnson 2012, 84). Further, “the only agency 
 initially allowed to enter the area and assist civilians was the Church's aid organization CARITAS, 
 which was permitted to pass goods and assistance through networks of priests, within strict limits set 
 by the government” (ibid. 85). Johnson maintains that clergy’s negotiations with the officials at the 
 NFZ borders and detention centres demonstrates the capacity they had. What is of specific importance 
 is an observation presented by Johnson concerning different forms of power, from explicit to implicit 
 forms.  Ordinary  priests  were  able to  cross the boundaries, while the Bishops  and other prominent 
 religious figures were not.  


       


20 Another major theoretical discussion in Goodhand et al. 2009 concerns a differentiation of boundary crossing from  
boundary transgression as “the work of politics” (ibid. 693). This theoretical discussion is out of scope of my thesis.  
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 Fourth,  these  studies  cited  in  this  literature  review  suggest  that  the  power  of  the  Catholic 
 Church (more specifically, for public action during the war, Spencer et al. 2015, 127) is shaped by 
 various  factors.  If  one  is  to  explore  the  Church  as  a  humanitarian  actor,  they  all  require  careful 
 attention. 


The  most  significant  factor  then  relates  to  an  institutional  set  up  of  the  Church  as  “an 
 organisational  structure  that  has  historical  depth,  transnational  capacities  and  no  small  amount  of 
 material wealth” (ibid.). Similarly, Johnson (2012, 87) draws attention to this institutional matrix. She 
 concludes that “the diverse stories outlined in this paper are united through the actors in them and the 
 broader institution of the Catholic Church” (ibid.). Altogether the abovementioned set up produces 
 dynamics that on hand unifies different factions of the Church. To put this in authors’ terms:  


Although  what  Stirrat  describes  as  ‘indigenisation’  (1992:  45-6)  and  the  ethnic  conflict  have 
 accentuated Tamil-Sinhala divisions within the Church, the fact remains that networks and linkages 
 under the institutional umbrella of the Church continue to span the divide. And these networks and 
 relationships constitute a significant source of social capital that can be drawn upon for mediation and 
 peace-building at both the macro and micro levels.” (Spencer et al. 2015, 123) 


Institutional  basis  of  the  Church  (its  network,  international  links  and  financial  resources)  […] 


facilitates such brokerage, that is, ability to cross boundaries […] Different priests brokering different 
 situations drew on various kinds of capital, including institutional, aesthetic and moral (Johnson 2012, 
 84)  


On that account, the implications of this review for the research are as follows. First, the notion of 
 circumstantiality of the boundary between politics and religion forms an implicit, yet central premise 
 for an analysis of the feasibility of Church as a neutral actor. I will give examples of both failed and 
 succeeded  attempts  to  draw  this  line  in  Chapter  3.  Second,  the  notion  of  the  Church  as  a  broader 
 institution  connecting  and  consolidating  a  diversity  actors  forms  the  most  central  premise  of  this 
 thesis. In accordance with the theoretical framework of Church as a “leviathan” (Golub 2014, see p. 


31), attention to the broader institutional framework helps to understand how the Church can connect 
 different actors and networks for the feasibility of its humanitarian work (Chapter 2). Third, Johnson’s 
 findings  suggest  paying  careful  attention  to  more  hidden  forms  of  power,  legitimacy  and  factors. 


Given  the  centrality  of  the  theme  of  brokerage  to  (humanitarian)  access  and  border  crossing,  the 
 findings presented here are premised in the analysis of institutional and individual politicisation and 
 neutralisation (Chapter 3).  


In  conclusion,  in  this  thesis,  I  approach  humanitarian  aid  as  a  particular  form  of  Church’s 
public action. This form has been mentioned in studies above but has not been fully described. As 



(22)19 
Spencer et al. (2015, 129-130) maintain, religious leaders were often less concerned with delivering 
goods and services than acting as brokers, communicators and protectors. For those who have studied 
the Church’s role during the war, the implications of this thesis are hardly surprising. The added value 
my thesis, nevertheless, has is the contextualisation of previous research for the topic of humanitarian 
practice.  Secondly,  the  theoretical  framework  of  leviathans  of  this  study  provides  a  new 
understanding of how the dimensions above may construct institutional competencies of the Church 
and its aid agencies. Thirdly, prior research on Sri Lanka’s Catholics confirms a significant spatial 
and ethnic divisions within the Catholic Church (see also Fernando 2013) but also acknowledges the 
bridge-building  activities.  So,  while  the  previous  literature  focuses  on  particular  ethnic  and 
geographical contexts, my research question requires an understanding of the interplay of both in the 
process of legitimation and construction of feasibility. 
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The context and data collection 


No Fire Zone 


In 2016, I sat in a Caritas office in Jaffna. I had a meeting with two local Caritas staff members who 
 had accompanied civilians trapped in the war zone during the war. Pictures of former staff members 
 of Caritas Jaffna circulated on the walls. Having read about the deaths of the priests and being mindful 
 of  the  personal  losses  and  trauma  the  staff  may  have  experienced  (coupled  with  a  feeling  of 
 uncertainty in terms of how to handle the situation), I proceeded formally with the list of questions I 
 had  asked  other  priests  on  previous  days.  It  was,  nonetheless,  either  the  way  of  formulating  my 
 questions or my English pronunciation, which posed serious challenges to communications (neither 
 of us spoke English as our first language). Eventually, as the meeting unfolded the men then took a 
 liberty for a free word and started sharing scenes they had witnessed during the war. The purpose of 
 sharing this is still not entirely clear to me but the stories did convey an emotion of pain and loss 
 related to the NFZ events (“the mother is feeding, the mother dies, but even after the child is still 
 sucking”). Pointing a photo on the wall, the other priest said. “That priest − that father there − he 
 was coming from Mannar to Vanni, to give something to the people […] some food item […] on the 
 way there was an [aerial] bomb. He died on the spot”, he explains. Then he points his finger to a 
 photo of another priest. “Also the same.” 


In the next  section,  I  will  first explain the context  in  which Caritas  and other aid agencies 
 operated, namely, the No Fire Zone (NFZ, also referred to as the demarcated safe zone, civilian safety 
 zone  and  so  forth,  but  ultimately  a  war  zone).  I  will  then  point  out  the  implications  that  will  be 
 premised in the research. The establishment of the NFZ was a strategy of the government’s Northern 
 Campaign,  a  military  operation  framed  as  a  humanitarian  operation.  In  theory,  the  establishment 


“asserted that military planning was designed to avoid civilian casualties” (OHCHR 2015a, 17) and 
 so three successive NFZs were unilaterally announced by the GoSL. All the three NFZs were located 
 in Vanni, covering areas that were at that point still controlled by the LTTE (OHCHR 2015a). The 
 LTTE was forced to withdraw and so gradually, the NFZs covered smaller and smaller geographical 
 regions. While the second so-called Civilian Safety Zone was an area “covering some 15 kilometres 
 along the coast from Putumattalan in the north to Vellamullivaikkal in the south” (ibid. 20), the third 
 safe zone comprised only  a tiny strip  of land between the lagoon and ocean. (ibid). Regardless of 
 SLA’s  attempt  to  stage  the  operation  as  a  humanitarian  mission,  SLA  restricted  humanitarian 
 assistance in the North, because the SLA feared that humanitarian aid would in one way or another 
 benefit the LTTE. Thus security measures to “restrict the transportation of goods and materials” (ibid. 


227) were put in place. Food, medicine and other supply convoys were allowed to enter the area until 
January  2009.  From  February  onwards,  only  ICRC  ships  carrying  food  by  the  World  Food 
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 Programme  were  allowed  to  visit  the  coast  (ibid.),  which  further  deepened  the  embargo  of 
 humanitarians and other civilians in the area by restricting their movement. As soon became apparent 
 for  those  who  stayed  in  them,  indiscriminate  SLA  aerial  bombings  targeted  the  zones.  (OHCHR 
 2015a; 2015b; UN 2011). Denying humanitarian assistance was also used as a weapon by the SLA. 


As a Jesuit priest affiliated with the JRS pointed out to me in an interview: “They say the conducted 
 humanitarian operation, but then they also admitted that they did not permit the food and medicine 
 for the people who were held in the NFZ [...] The zero casualty campaign is unacceptable. You can’t 
 expect zero casualties during the war.” The UN documented various obstacles “which humanitarian 
 organisations faced in getting supplies into LTTE controlled territory during the last few months of 
 the conflict” (OHCHR 2015b) along with other human rights violations and brutalities. For example, 
 the  SLA  constantly  relocated  civilians  and  aid  facilities  as  part  of  their  military  operations  and 
 targeted  churches  where  civilians  were  seeking  refuge  with  shelling.  In  sum,  the  SLA’s  military 
 operations constantly relocated the civilians and aid facilities: various accounts give a witness to a 
 day-to-day survival of both civilians and humanitarians as civilians. Also churches become a target 
 of  SLAs  indiscriminate  aerial  shelling  when  people  were  seeking  refugee  within  the  churches 
 (TamilNet April 23 2009; Catholic News Services 27 April 2009; Hatsumi 2011).  


Finally,  also  the  media  was  prohibited  from  entering  the  area.  In  addition  to 
 purposefully making the documentation of the conflict difficult, the GoSL also published claims that 
 were in stark contrast to NGO reports and eye-witness accounts. For this reason, spokesmen of Caritas 
 and HRW emphasised that their information on grave violations of human rights is hard to verify, but 
 came “from the ground” (UN Press Conference, 22 April 2009).  Especially the amount of food and 
 medicine  within  the  NFZ  and  the  number  of  civilians  trapped  there  was  open  to  debate.  The 
 government’s estimates were smaller than those of eyewitnesses (UN 2012, 9), which created obvious 
 confusion in those press briefings and reporting I researched for the topic of this thesis.   


Implications of the context for research 


Data collection formed a major part of my research. More than that, the process of data collection for 
 the  research  question  and  analysis  has  been  so  significant  that  I  find  it  important  to  explicate  the 
 process here. Thus, my first notion is epistemological and concerns what is possible to know of the 
 Catholic actors inside the NFZ when researched from an outsider’s perspective. The answer is that 
 the data is limited or at least fragmental. Catholic actors are hardly recognised in the UN reporting. 


One  participant  in  the  press  conference  noted  that  the  humanitarian  catastrophe  in  Vanni  was 
extremely difficult to get attention to and organising a humanitarian briefing, in general, seemed to 
be  a  struggle.  Specifically,  in  regard  to  Caritas  and  the  Church,  they  keep  a  low  profile,  which  is 
related to their approach to deriving the legitimacy or the work “from the ground” as I mentioned 
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 above. As a spokesman of Caritas Internationalis said when introduced at a press  conference (UN 
 Press Conference, 22 April 2009), “we don’t normally talk in briefings like these”, referring to the 
 ethos of Caritas as a grassroots network. My second notion concerns the ambiguous categorisation of 
 international and national humanitarian actors and their presence. While discussing these propositions 
 may seem trivial at first, they help to categorise and moreover to problematise assumptions about the 
 international presence or humanitarian agencies thereby making the humanitarian work of the Church 
 more recognisable and thus, more “researchable”.  


Turning to the question of context, it is hard to ascertain all actors who had a presence inside 
 the NFZ overall. The UN reporting does not specify other humanitarian agencies and actors besides 
 the UN and ICRC. UN had reliable information primarily regarding its staff and convoys, and even 
 this information was limited. For example, the UN agencies in Sri Lanka did not monitor death and 
 injuries  until  few  Colombo-based  individuals  started  compiling  information  on  humanitarian 
 concerns  (UN  2012,  10).  Second,  the  exclusion  of  humanitarian  agencies  from  the  NFZ  was  not 
 absolute,  which  complicates  a  notion  of  international  presence.  For  example,  some  nationals 
 (including but not limited Northern locals) were allowed or forced to stay behind by the LTTE and 
 decided  to  continue  humanitarian  work.  Despite  the  exclusion  of  international  staff,  some 
 international representatives of the ICRC and the UN were able to pay brief visits to the area. Further, 
 although most of the (international) humanitarian agencies were excluded from Kilinochi (around 50 
 kilometers from Mullaitivu north of which the final battle took place) to Vavuniya (only around 80 
 kilometers to the south from Mullaitivu), the UN staff was authorised to work in IDP camps (UN, 24 
 April 2009).To add to the confusion, whether there was an international presence inside NFZ then 
 depends on the use of the term. A notion of “international presence” usually refers to the UN and 
 ICRC  presence.  Moreover,  there  seems  to  be  certain  inaccuracy  even  in  the  UN  reporting.  The 
 conclusion of the OHCHR and UN reports first seems to be that there was no international presence 
 in the NFZ from September 2008 onwards.21 After that, its international representatives still visited 
 the Vanni for short periods, when accompanying the ICRC ships (ibid.). However, the same report 
 documents  an aerial shelling that took  place on 24 January 2009 in  the NFZ.  It  explains  that “the 
 Government never gave an explanation for its shelling of the United Nation’s hub, which was the 
 only international presence in the NFZ” (ibid. 24, italics by the present writer), thereby implying that 


national staff would constitute international presence. The confusion around the type of presence is 
 illustrated well in a dialogue between a media and the UN representatives and in a press briefing held 
 at the UN headquarters in New York, only four weeks before the GoSL forces declared a military 
 victory over the LTTE: 


       


21 Excluding the ICRC who had “international representatives in the Vanni until they were evacuated on the first ICRC 
ship on 10 February” (UN 2011, 21, note 31). 
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