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On 24 April 2005 Dharmaratnam Sivaram (‘Taraki’) |
editorial board member of the pro-Tamil website |
Tamilnet, was found dead from gunshot wounds to the head
several hours after four unidentified persons had abducted
him from a restaurant opposite a police station in Colombo.
His murder, which followed weeks of threats, is as yet
“unsolved.”

Six years after his death, it is instructive to revisit his politics
and draw lessons from a life lived amidst violence. Mark
Whitaker’s Learning Politics from Sivaram: The Life and
Death of a Revolutionary Tamil Journalist (Pluto Press, 2006)
is an extended and moving act of mourning and meditation
for Sivaram, arguably the best and brightest of a generation
of youth lost in Sri Lanka’s interminable post-colonial
conflicts. Here is a fine-grained, powerful reflection on war,
violence, nationalism and their diminishing returns — not only
in Sri Lanka. For those who start reading the book knowing
the tragic end of its (anti) hero, this biography of the “life
and death of a revolutionary Tamil journalist” is a celebration
of a life lived to the full (if not always wisely).

Learning Politics from Sivaram is many things: biography,

narrative constitutes an extended ethnographic encounter,
initially between a Princeton anthropology graduate student
and his informant, Sivaram, then a radical student of politics
and philosophy, in Batticaloa, the picturesque, battle-scarred

coastal town on Sri Lanka’s east coast; their friendship begins |

with a chance meeting on the steps of the Batticaloa library.
On another level, the book is an ethnography of Tamil
nationalism and its riposte to post-colonial Sinhala
nationalism, violence and displacement. It also touches on
diaspora identity politics and the transnational networks that
shaped and were shaped by Sivaram. Learning Polirics is

violence, among a lost generation of youth,

Whitaker’s project gains considerable importance in the
context of the creeping “Militarisation of anthropology” and
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related social sciences in an era.of the US-led ‘global war on

' terror.’Recently, because of specialized knowledge of other

cultures, peoples, histories, religions, languages, ways of
being and doing, some anthropologists have been enlisted
and embedded to teach cultural sensitivity and identity
politics to self-styled forces of counter terrorism and liberal

| democracy. Social scientists, particularly anthropologists and
. psychologists, have also been called up to decode, translate,

and help win the hearts and minds of Afghans, Iragis and
others. A few have been killed, sometimes by informants. At
the same time, the ethics and politics of anthropologists in
war zones have become cause for concern, and in 2008 the
American and British anthropology associations devoted
panels at their annual conferences to the ethics of
anthropologists working in war zones, and have sought to

I review fieldwork codes of conduct — just when it seemed
| that the discipline had come to terms with its imperial history

and complicity in the colonial enterprise.

In Learning Politics from Sivaram, however, Whitaker sets
out, clearly and self-consciously, to reverse the traditional
relationship between anthropologist and native informant and

| the power/knowledge hierarchies that structure the
ethnography and intellectual history. At one level, the |

ethnographic encounter.
Idealism and the ‘making of terrorism’

’I‘hcrc are few books that enable us to understand the forces
that drive idealistic youth to join social movements that
may morph into terror groups or war machines. Learning
Politics goes some distance towards filling this lacuna. It is
a political and intellectual history of the milieu and life worlds
of a fractured generation of idealistic and radical Tamil, and
to a lesser extent Sinhala, youth caught in Sri Lanka’s long

| and intertwined conflict. It is about the politics of connection
also about idealism and disillusionment, violence and anti- |

between Tamil and Sinhala radical youth allied with the:
Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) in the early days when
the collective struggle was for social transformation and
econemic justice, as much as the later ethnicization of the
struggle for social transformation, identity politics, parting
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ol ways, fragmentation and killings. Steamam. as Whitake
portrays hin, wisg i Gramscian-stele “oreanic’ intelleciual,
a3 well as a fieghler wnd ideologue ot the Peaple's Liberation
Cdrganizaticd of Tanl Exlum (PEAYTE).
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iz struck hy rha facr thar this is the story of o pensratian ol

youth Iost inoehe island s caed civil wears, the best and hriphizst -

of whor had left the i=land, died o ware 2ssassinuled — ug
Wk S1vUTaT.

Thees. wers youlth [rom commmoanities at the macsions of an
ovel wenlrilized post-colony dominated by urban slites.
distliustoned by the Tailed promise of independent Sri Lanka,
Bevelutionary Marxism and post-colopial nalivnalism
meludzs carrying guns foa the struggle. as svident in the
PF insarrearion in 1he scuth amd Turnil nutionalist stmgale
mn the cast and north, These young o (s boek 15 silent nn
women in thase mavemcotal weae 1o Bve and die For che
cauee vl social justice and national liberation, unlike their
urban elite comnterparts that the book's prolugonist tricd oo
relate w in Colambo and the soiversity of Peradeniya; he
buter gave upr, dropping ot of Umiversity, For thass yorch
from the periphery of the nalion-suaee, an inchisive post-
colomial natiooalizng civil and political rights and econamic
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he mmdermined by militarism, cthao-natianalisim ol
Facrionalisiw.

Whiraker Cluonicles Sivaram™ milicu: meving from his
home, family, kinslip, secial and intelloeral milicn, o Tis
relocation from Batticalus W Colombo and bater Peradeniva,
his Highring, wears juovelved with the LTTE and later
ambivalcnee |espeoially afler the Kamma =plin, the vaus of
jourmalism, b rishee work, Tamilnet, aod g eod of
Sivaram. 11 15 ulea o bingraphy and intellactoal history of a
fighter whu refluzed to soe flight cversaas as un oplion.
Whitaker's pretagonist, Sivaram, had dropped cut of
universily 1 advance the Tamil narionalist strugsle. had
worked withe suns, and semewhere down the Ting Jdecided
tiat the peo is codghtier than e swenrd.

The provess of ethnographic disclosune takes the form of an
extended debute. over many years between e Lwo aboul
the usen of vinlenee and nonviolence, an anoument inflactad

with wouthful revolntianay zeal. thetorical Noorishes and
post=soroernralist jacgoo thist Mows back and tforh between
Whitaker, rhe anthropologrizl. and Sivaram — 1he nalive
informant — beth equally verzed in post-colenial theary,
Wiggenstzin, and culhore critigue. Fieldwork power relatinns
dare continuoualy reversed and rsinstited. snd Onally the
hierarchics tragmented in the understanding that the authar
cornes Lo, thae: “narionalising 1 o prosimiy zsue. Finally,
an wpohtical LS-trained antleopolugist bearns the ambivalent
pulitics al ivinlanry engagement bevond Lthe casy political
posturing ot armelair wlellscioals and socigl scienes
objectivism. A fighter's perepeclive is given vaics and
legitimacy, Sametiness Sivarum calls Whitaker "vonng o™
theazgh Whitiher wis In fuct the older of dhe toen - gignalling
the crnstanl recalibrativn el Lhait relarionship against e
markees of ideptily, aothority and cihnogeaphy b the war
romz. Atarher fimes Whitaler would be Nezing with ar saviog
Siverum from the powess thal be in Colambo,

Whitaker, the 'abjecuive’. shghily comic, self-depracaling.
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disenntents, constandy challenge 2ach other, ] Whitaher's
maciong of sactul scigntilc ohjocrivite” The feo macanps
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divide and rule a population. Cross-cultural encounters
wrought in terrorism’s ‘heart of darkness’ have raised
troubling spectres of the discipline’s origins in the colonial
encounter and debates on the role of social science and area
studies research in the Cold War, After all, Orientalist modes
of knowledge production in the age of empire were rife with
power/ knowledge hierarchies that served to govern natives
and legitimise colonialism. Has anthropology then come full
circle?

The militarization of anthropology has not been without
problems: two social scientists have been killed in the field,
one in Afghanistan and one in Iraq. Critics fear that this sort
of work poses cthical problems, particularly if it’s telling
the military who is, or isn’t, a potential enemy. Last
November, the executive board of the American
Anthropological Association (AAA) condemned the effort,
saying it “creates conditions which are likely to place
anthropologists in positions in which their work will be in
violation of the AAA code of ethics” as well as endanger
other anthropologists by bringing suspicion on their

activities. The association is also proposing changes to its |

rules of ethics that would tighten restrictions on secret
research.

In this context Learning Politics Jrom Sivaram is a timely,
relevant and insightful ethnography. In Whitaker’s rendition,
the war zone is a complex place, crammed with analysis and
mtellectuals, rather than a tabula rasa as projected in the
colonial encounter and more recently in humanitarian and
development circles that speak of the “absence of local
capacity” social capital, etc. Thus Whitaker notes:

It is one of the peculiarities of Sri Lanka that a nation
so lacking in effective political solutions has been
nevertheless, so replete with subtle, heartfelt, and
accurate analyses of its own failures. For we have
already established that there is no shortage of able
and eloquent Sri Lankan intellectuals and in fact they
are obviously rather thicker on the ground than in my
own, deeply anti-intellectual America.

- A corrective to dominant representations of conflict zones,
and dedicated to “Sri Lankan journalists who like Sivaram
risk their lives everyday or have already lost them to keep
the stories coming™, this book should be mandatory reading
for international development and péace-building consultants
who fly into conflict-torn countries confident of the
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superiority and objectivity of their international 'tool-kits' of
and for knowledge production and the concomitant 'lack of
local capacity,’ imagining conflict-affected countries as
peopled by noble savages, victims and brutes in need of aid
and psycho-social interventions, aside {rom a thin layer of
‘civil society’— a founding and funding myth of the
international aid industry.

Rather, the anthropologist also learns politics from his key-
informant, who, Cassandra-like, senses his approaching
doom unable to change his fate. Seemingly atoning for past
sins, and contributions to divide et impera {(classifying,
dividing and ruling the ‘other’ was imperialism’s past and
present), a new post-colonial, politically correct and reflexive
anthropology would eschew using anthropological
knowledge to exploit social cleavages, and rather explore
the ties that bind diverse ethno-religious groups sharing the
same land we hope. Whitaker tries to show how Sivaram

| and his mates sought to work with like-minded Marxists and

other fellow travellers who shunned narrow ethnic
nationalisms, but eventually gave up the struggle for a purer
Marxism.

There is no nostalgia for violence or victimhood in Learning

- Polirics. At once sympathetic and hard-headed, consciously -

avoids the soft-focus, violence-aestheticising and magnifying
tropes that characterized over a decade of anthropological
analysis of ‘ethnic’ conflict and stories of rumours of violence
and victim-hood (that often legitimize renewed violence) in
villages, troubled and untroubled, near and far in Sri Lanka,
since the war’s beginning and the discipline’s interpretative
turn. From Batticaloa, his primary fieldwork site in the heart
of the conflict zone, the book moves well beyond attempts
to tell stories of violence from the “native’s point of view"";
romances with others, their violence, victim-hood and
suffering, with a stated purpose: to portray the agency and
analysis of the informant/ ‘terrorist’ maccang, and learn from
him, while locating him for the reader in his social and
intellectual milieu. ;

i Whitaker is in good intellectual company when turning

ethnographic tables, learning from, rather than ‘translatin g
the ‘other’ in Sri Lanka, an island favoured by anthropologists
if not the gods. Finally, one wishes that Whitaker had
followed the logic of Sivaram’s later arguments on the
transnational dimensions of violence in the island. That apart,
this book may mark the coming of age of ‘ethnic conflict’-
analysis and the ‘anthropology of violence’ on Sri Lanka. .
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