
1 Conflict and violence

In his thought-provoking speech to the European
ministers on “Rethinking Conflict”, JOHAN GALTUNG

(2003) pointed out that the terms “conflict” and “vio-
lence” should by no means be confused. Violence, ac-
cording to GALTUNG, is to harm and hurt someone, by
physical and/or verbal means. Although conflict may
lead to violence, conflict and violence are totally differ-
ent conceptually. At the core of a conflict there is al-
ways an incompatibility, a contradiction between goals.
As such, conflict is an integral part of social life; conflict
is “as normal as the air around us” (GALTUNG 2003, 2).
Conflict, when constructively managed, can even be
considered a dynamic force of social development
(DAHRENDORF 1992). Therefore, it does not make sense
to talk about “conflict prevention”: violence is what has

to be prevented. But if conflict is confused with vio-
lence, then basic clashes of goals will not be detected
until the first acts of direct violence. And, equally dan-
gerous, when no more open violence occurs, “peace”
is often declared, confusing the precarious state of non-
fighting with actual peace.

In addition to direct violence (physical and/or ver-
bal), the concept of violence can be expanded by
adding two more types of violence: structural violence
and cultural violence (GALTUNG 2003, 3). Structural 
violence has political, economic and cultural dimen-
sions. In political terms, structural violence means to
deprive people of freedom. In economic terms, struc-
tural violence is to deny people their basic needs.
Culturally, structural violence means to deprive people
of their own culture. All these dimensions of structural
violence played major roles in the development of the
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The paper therefore employs an actor-oriented approach to violence and vulnerability. This approach is exemplified by two
empirical case studies on particularly violent environments in eastern Sri Lanka during the civil war. The paper concludes 
by conceiving the geographies of violence and vulnerability as social spaces that have to be mapped according to the relative
positions of the actors within dynamic fields of power.



civil war in Sri Lanka long before the actual outbreak of
direct violence (RÖSEL 1997; KLOOS 2001; BOHLE

2004). Cultural violence, eventually, is those aspects of
any culture that legitimize direct and/or structural 
violence. A common mechanism in creating cultural 
violence is the translation of “structural antagonisms”
into “specific cultural capital” (ESSER 1997, 877), and
then mobilizing direct violence in defence of cultural
resources such as religion, language, territoriality or
historicity. Cultural violence was probably the most
powerful force behind the highly “ethnicized” violent
conflict that ravaged Sri Lanka between 1983 and 2003
(BOHLE 2004).

2 Living with violence: an actor-oriented approach

The present paper views violence and vulnerability
as social practice where human needs and human 
securities are constantly contested and fought over. It
conceives the geographies of violence and vulnerability
as arenas where human freedoms and rights are strug-
gled for, negotiated, lost and won. In these struggles,
however, the vulnerable are not mere victims, but they
possess a lot of agency. They constantly try to cope with
violent threats to their livelihoods, they deliberately
adapt to the shifting regimes of violence, and they 
always seek to negotiate options that help to secure
their livelihoods. The paper therefore employs an 
actor-oriented approach to violence and vulnerability.

In a first step, a violence-vulnerability framework is
developed which addresses the actors and the actions,
the agendas and the arenas of both violence and vul-
nerability. In a second step, the development of the 
violent conflict in Sri Lanka is briefly discussed, to 
provide the context of the empirical case studies on 
violence and vulnerability. The paper then uses the 
violence-vulnerability framework to analyse the geo-
graphies of violence in one district of eastern Sri Lanka
which was particularly affected by the brutalities and
terrors of the civil war. In a last step, a village study
serves to analyse the vulnerabilities of a Tamil fishing
community that was caught in the middle of the war.
While their sufferings are recorded, the focus is always
on their agency, especially on their multiple efforts to
buffer and absorb the shocks and stresses of everyday
violence that constantly threatened their survival, secu-
rity and livelihoods. In conclusion, the paper conceives
the geographies of violence and vulnerability as social
spaces that have to be mapped according to the relative
positions of vulnerable actors within shifting fields of
power that deeply influence their abilities to live with
violence (SCHMIDT a. SCHRÖDER 2001).

To analyse violence from the perspective of those
who have to live with it, who experience violence either
as perpetrators or as victims, as winners or losers, re-
quires an action-oriented approach that views violence
as social practice and as a key factor of human agency.
Such an approach has to take at least five analytical
steps and raise a number of research questions:

1.) As a first step, an action-oriented analysis has 
to turn to the actors involved. Who are the key users of
violence? What makes them violent? What is their
power-base? How are they legitimised? And who are
the victims? Are they just helpless, or do they rather fol-
low distinctive adjustment strategies adapted to the
logic of violence they experience?

2.) In a second step, violent actions have to be ad-
dressed. What kinds of violent acts are committed? 
Towards whom/what are they directed? How are they
experienced by the victims in terms of risk, uncertainty
and vulnerability? How do violent actors themselves 
interact? What is the nature of the interface between
perpetrators and victims of violence?

3.) Thirdly, the agendas of violence have to be scruti-
nized. What are the goals of violent actions? What are
the logics of warfare and terror? What tactics and
strategies are employed by combatants, war entrepre-
neurs and profiteers of violence?

4.) In a fourth step, then, arenas of violence have to be
analysed. These involve questions around “geographies
of violence”, including areas of control and contest,
spatial arrangements of security regimes and shifting
frontlines of violent conflict. How can these arenas be
delineated, structured and mapped? How can the dy-
namics of violence be grasped on different spatial
scales? What is the role of resource distribution and
spatial networks? How can redistribution of popula-
tions and resources be represented and explained
through the logics of violence? Are there specific “ter-
rains of resistance” (ROUTLEDGE 1997)?

5.) Eventually, and this is a fifth step of the analysis,
the various dimensions of vulnerability to violence have 
to be grasped and livelihoods under violent conflict
analysed. What are the most decisive livelihood assets
under violent circumstances? How are they distributed
and redistributed, utilized and abandoned? How are
livelihoods negotiated and contested, won and lost un-
der conditions of violence? How are livelihood portfo-
lios adjusted to the dynamically shifting logic of vio-
lence? And again: who are the actors involved, what are
the actions and agendas of livelihoods under violence?
Are there, then, specific arenas of livelihoods that can
be mapped out as “geographies of vulnerability”?

In this paper, these questions are elaborated in terms
of a “violence-vulnerability framework” which serves
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as the base for addressing geographies of violence and
vulnerability in eastern Sri Lanka during the civil war
(Fig. 1).

3 Conflict and violence in Sri Lanka

Between 1983 and 2002, Sri Lanka was affected by a
civil war that had been fought over the claims of the
Tamil minority for an independent homeland (“Tamil
Eelam”) in the north-east of the country. The Sri
Lankan government, politically dominated by the Sing-
halese majority, sought to protect the integrity of the
“Sinhala” nation-state. It deployed large amount of
troops to fight this claim against the Tamil separatist
movement led by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE) (KORF 2004a, 67). Although the main arena of
the war was in the north and north-east, the whole of
the island was affected by war-induced insecurity in-
cluding suicide attacks by LTTE cadres, bombing in
Colombo, the capital, and numerous acts of terror.
While most of the country always consisted of “cleared
areas” (under control of the Sri Lankan Armed Forces,
SLAF), the north and east of Sri Lanka became segre-
gated into “cleared” and so-called “uncleared areas”
(under LTTE control). Furthermore “grey areas” (con-
tested border areas) can be distinguished: the case stud-
ies on Eastern Sri Lanka will focus on such grey areas
where cleared and uncleared areas have overlapped
and where the frontlines between the two have shifted
repeatedly.

Interrupted by short-lived cease-fires, three phases of
the civil war can be distinguished (Eelam Wars I–III).
The First Eelam War was intensified by the interven-
tion of the so-called Indian Peacekeeping Forces (IPKF)
in the north and north-east provoking a brutal escala-
tion of violence that led to “orgies of violence” and
“times of terror” (BOHLE 2004, 25). This stage of the
war is particularly addressed in the case study.

The various stages and “turning points” (KLOOS

2001) of the civil war in Sri Lanka are presented in
terms of an escalation model (Fig. 2). It should be high-
lighted that all three dimensions of violence as distin-
guished by GALTUNG (2003) were evident (for details
see RÖSEL 1997; KLOOS 2001; BOHLE 2004), starting
with separate histories and cultural differences between
the Singhalese in the west and south (MAYER 2002) and
the Tamils in the north and east of the island (stage 1).
Differences in power emerged during British colonial
times, and, even more markedly, after independence in
1948. The first turning point can be identified when
structural violence emerged in terms of “nationalist ex-
clusion” (WIMMER 2002) of Tamils by means of refus-

ing rights of residence to the plantation workers. A sec-
ond turning point then put the Tamil language under
attack. Both acts are clear expressions of “cultural vio-
lence” in GALTUNG’s terminology which served to ac-
centuate and legitimize pre-existing “structural” forms
of violence. The escalation model also indicates that it
was only the sixth turning point that eventually set the
stage for “direct” forms of violence.

The violent conflict in Sri Lanka was brutal, dirty
and deadly. Human rights abuses were widespread; sui-
cide bombings and terror against civilians became inte-
gral parts of “living with violence”. In a detailed ac-
count of casualties between 1987 and 1997, BANDARA

(2002, 573) counted a total of 96,773 people killed,
of whom the majority, 69,401 (=72%) were civilians
(Fig. 2).

4 Geographies of violence in Batticaloa District

The notion of “geographies of violence” was intro-
duced by MICHAEL WATTS on the occasion of the 
Hettner Lecture at Heidelberg University in 1999.
When addressing violence as the subject matter of his
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lecture, MICHAEL WATTS (2000, 2) approached this
subject from the very personal vantage point of “a ge-
ographer’s sensitivity to territory, location, to mapping
and to the processes of confinement and exclusion.
Indeed, I want to start from the idea, taken from Ed-
ward Said’s marvellous book ‘Culture and Imperialism’
that violence might be understood as struggles over 

geography, where these struggles involve not only guns
and bullets, but also symbols, imaginings and mean-
ings. My purpose today is to go some small way toward
a geography of intolerance, toward, in short, a reasoned 
account for that which seems beyond reason: the per-
petration of mass violence, even genocide, in the name
of purity, or some mythical and imaginary form of
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community or peoplehood. To try, as a geographer, to
shed some light on why these crimes and abominations
happen in some places and at some times, and not at
others.”

Geographies of violence are not just the spatial re-
sults of war and the economies of violence, they are not
just confined to violent conflicts around space and 
territory, but they are also about discourses of power
and strategic imaginations of space (KORF 2003b, 25f.).
Geographies of violence are imbued with meanings
and values of who is “we” and who are the “others”,
who is to be included or excluded, both socially and in
spatial terms. Geographies of violence, therefore, are
first and foremost also geographies of power (ALLEN

2003, 2): “Power, as I understand it, is a relational effect
of social interaction. It may bridge the gap between
here and there, but only through a succession of medi-
ated relations or through the establishment of a simul-
taneous presence. People are placed by power, but they
experience it at first hand through the rhythms and 
relationships of particular places, not as some pre-
packaged force from afar and not as a ubiquitous pres-
ence. The diverse geographies of power that I wish to
foreground work through relations of proximity and
reach to bring the far-off into people’s lives and also to
make the close-at-hand sometimes feel remote”.

The Sri Lankan east coast, particularly Batticaloa
District, where Tamils are the majority and Muslims
are a minority group, reflects all these dimensions that
make out geographies of violence and power. Espe-
cially during the “times of terror” around 1990, when
direct violence escalated into ethnical cleansings and
genocide, highly complex and dynamic geographies of
violence emerged. Their analysis will be based upon
the four dimensions of the violence-vulnerability
framework presented before (Fig. 1).

4.1 The arena: geographies of security and insecurity

The main arenas of the civil war in Sri Lanka were
the north and north-east of the island where the LTTE
has aimed to establish a separate Tamil state since the
outbreak of direct violence in 1983. During the first
years of the war, the secessionist conflict was mainly
fought between the Sri Lankan Armed Forces (SLAF)
and the LTTE. Violence became much more pro-
nounced with the intervention of the IPKF which en-
tered into Jaffna Peninsula in July 1987. Before the 
Indian troops withdrew in March 1990, the north-east
became an area of intense and brutal fighting. Occa-
sional ground battles were supplemented by air attacks
by the Sri Lankan Air Force on Tamil settlements. The

LTTE controlled vast areas on the east coast, part of
their proclaimed Tamil homeland, especially the inac-
cessible jungle regions of the interior countryside, while
the regular Sri Lankan troops desperately sought to
control the most fertile (paddy, coconut, vegetables),
densely populated and urbanized coastal strip with its
access to open sea fishing. Accordingly, Batticaloa Dis-
trict was divided into “cleared” (SLAF land) and “un-
cleared” (LTTE land) areas (Fig. 3). Both areas were
buffered by the extensive system of inland lagoons (with
their abundant prawn resources) that separate the
(cleared) coastal zone from the (uncleared) hinterland.
The SLAF established a high-security road from Pollu-
naruwa to Batticaloa town which over nearly 100 kilo-
metres led straight through LTTE land. By means of in-
numerable check-points, roadblocks, bunker systems
and minefields both groups sought to control this strate-
gic access route into the coastal zone of Batticaloa. A
system of bunkers and army security posts was also es-
tablished along the frontline of the district which es-
sentially ran along the lagoon system (Fig. 3). As the
map indicates, it was this frontline that became the
arena of most intense fighting and violence. As a “grey
area” where none of the two sides had clear control,
this has been an area where the lines of control fre-
quently shifted back and forth, with the civilian popu-
lation caught in the middle. The lagoons also became
the arenas of the most intense violence because of their
strategic position as principal infiltration routes into
Batticaloa for the LTTE.

The geographies of security and insecurity in Bat-
ticaloa District have changed constantly as frontlines
and areas of control have shifted back and forth. As
GOODHAND et al. (2000) have shown in their detailed
account of the political economy of violence in Sri
Lanka, stability was particularly lacking in the “grey”
areas where control was contested and random vio-
lence ebbed and flowed. The areas most insecure and
unstable were those that existed outside any single pro-
tection regime. Where Tamil and Muslim communities
lived close together as was the case in the coastal strip
of Batticaloa (Fig. 4), villagers and urban populations
have been living under overlapping regimes of control,
violence and terror, which has hardened existing ethnic
fault lines. It was mainly in the frontline and grey areas
where violence was most acute: here, as is the case in
the study village of Palameenmadu to the north of Bat-
ticaloa town, violent events have become part of the so-
cial memory of the villagers and defining events in their
life histories. It also appears that the propensity for 
violent behaviour at all levels of society was greatest 
in areas of shifting and overlapping security regimes
(GOODHAND et al. 2000, 396–400).
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4.2 The actions: geographies of terror and control

It is no wonder that the geographies of violence re-
veal a multiplicity of violent events that spatially con-
centrated along the frontline between the two security
regimes of cleared and uncleared areas. A survey un-
dertaken by the author and his research assistant, a re-
tired officer from the Sri Lankan Fisheries Department
in all the twelve divisions of Batticaloa District that
took into account all the 348 settlements of the district,
revealed more than 100 violent incidents in the late
1980s/early 1990s alone (Fig. 3). More than half of
them were outbreaks of fighting in the coastal zone. At
first glance, they were just regular fights between the
SLAF and the LTTE. At second glance, however, most
of them involved outbreaks of Muslim-Tamil violence
that were systematically fuelled by the war parties.
While the Muslim minority mainly engages in trading
and is concentrated in small urban settlements along
the coastal strip, the Tamil majority is more involved in
agriculture and fishing. For centuries, these communi-
ties – both of them Tamil-speaking – had lived together
more or less peacefully (RÖSEL a. WAGNER 1989). Now,
full-fledged ethnic clashes and even ethnic cleansings
occurred, when Muslim home guards, supported by
SLAF troops, attacked neighbouring Tamil communi-
ties mainly in the small towns of the coastal zone,
killing dozens of them and expelling the survivors.
LTTE commandos also acted most brutally by carrying
out bomb attacks on busy Muslim market places and
even mosques. In Batticaloa town and Kattankudy, for
example, LTTE bombs killed hundreds of Muslim
shoppers and worshippers (Fig. 3). Since then, the eth-
nic geography of Batticaloa District has been redrawn
with an increasing proportion of the population living
segregated in ethnic enclaves (GOODHAND et al. 2000,
398). In the rural hinterlands, but also in the coastal
zone to the north of Batticaloa, SLAF ground com-
mandos and air force attacks destroyed dozens of Tamil
villages that were suspected as base camps and recruit-
ing points for the LTTE (Fig. 3). In any case, the civilian
population of Batticaloa, both Tamils and Muslims,
were the main sufferers and victims of the conflict,
being caught in the middle of the “geographies of vio-
lence” in times of terror.

The coastal zone of Batticaloa District, in general,
and fishing communities, in particular, were exposed to
strict systems of spatial control exercised both by the
SLAF and the LTTE. The Singhalese army, for exam-
ple, developed a narrowly knit control system over the
entire north and north-east of the island, consisting of
zones of restriction, supervision, no-entry and security
(RÖSEL 1997, 199). The zone of restriction that ex-

tended five kilometres into the open sea and 100 meters
on to the beach heavily restricted the livelihood oppor-
tunities of around 300,000 coastal fishermen, most of
them Tamils. In the uncleared areas, the LTTE estab-
lished its own regimes of control, including taxation,
administration, education and justice (BOHLE 2004,
25).

4.3 The agendas: geographies of ethnicised territoriality

The agenda of the violent conflict in Sri Lanka was
basically about nationalist exclusion policies (WIMMER

2002) on the part of the Singhalese state, and seces-
sionist policies on the part of the Tamil Tigers. To this
end, spatial imaginaries were put into place and spatial
strategies were employed by both sides that included,
among others, large-scale Singhalese irrigation and set-
tlement schemes in the dry zone of the east (proclaimed
to be the “holy land” of the Singhalese irrigated by the
“Singhalese” Mahaweli River, see RÖSEL 1997, 100)
and, conversely, imaginations of a separate Tamil
homeland in the north and north-east of the island
(claimed to have been colonized and developed into a
“hydraulic”, irrigation-based civilization by Tamils
over the centuries). Although the Singhalese are still
only a small minority in the irrigated areas of the
northern hinterland of the district (Fig. 4), their pres-
ence is the reflection of a major political campaign 
of the Singhalese government that started in the 
1950s and that, under the Mahaweli-Ganga Irrigation
Scheme, sought to systematically place Singhalese 
settlement colonies into those areas that became
claimed as homelands by the Tamil Tigers during the
war. Accordingly, the percentage population increase of
Singhalese communities all over the dry zone of east-
ern Sri Lanka between 1953 and 1981 was 425%, while
the Tamil population increased by 145% and the Mus-
lim population by 136%, respectively (BANDARA 2002,
412).

During the civil war, the geographies of violence in
Batticaloa District were also characterized by displace-
ments, restrictions on mobility and the spatial segrega-
tion of communities along ethnic lines. Especially dur-
ing the times of terror, the systematic “production” of
refugees became an integral part of the agendas of vi-
olence for both parties (RÖSEL 1997, 23). To expel the
enemy implies new space for settlements, jobs, positions
and political influence for one’s own group. Conversely,
refugees from the own community can be used to capi-
talize on the cruelty of the enemy, thus promoting soli-
darity and support from the own group and deepening
their hatred and determination to fight. Moreover, for
the LTTE, refugee camps and welfare-centres became

Hans-Georg Bohle: Geographies of violence and vulnerability 135



focal points to recruit fighters. In 1997, among a total
of 18 million inhabitants in Sri Lanka, around 2.6 mil-
lion internally displaced people were recorded (BAN-

DARA 2002, 569), nearly all of them in the north (Jaffna:
896,000) and the east (Ampara: 512,000; Batticaloa:
443,000; Trincomalee: 327,000). All over the country,
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both conflict parties established concentration camps
where innumerable civilians were retained on grounds
of alleged support or sympathy to the enemy. Many of
them were brutally tortured.

4.4 The actors: geographies of war and survival economies

A range of political and military actors were involved
in mobilizing violence that was not centrally controlled.
In addition to the SLAF and LTTE, armed bodyguards
of politicians, police commandos (“Special Task Forces”),
Tamil militant groups, home guards, and armed army
deserters all exerted violence. In the north-east, the
army even “franchised out” (GOODHAND et al. 2000,
396) security functions to Tamil paramilitary groups
such as the Rasiq group, TELO and PLOTE who were
involved in community intelligence and terror. Such
groups were only loosely controlled and were responsi-
ble for widespread human right abuses. As a matter of
fact, the Batticaloa leader of the Rasiq group, Gandhi,
was killed on September 14, 2005 when an army camp
in Batticaloa town was attacked. Apparently he was
killed by his own people because he had allegedly “sold
out” to the LTTE-“franchising” happening in many 
different ways.

As GOODHAND et al. (2000) have impressively shown
in their analysis of the political economy of war in Sri
Lanka, military actors, both regular and irregular ones,
also played an important role in determining economic
relations and shaping the mechanisms of wealth pro-
duction and distribution. The authors identified three
different types of economies that emerged as a result of
prolonged violence in the north-east: a war economy
(controlled by conflict entrepreneurs); a speculative
economy (engineered by armed forces and conflict
profiteers); and a survival economy (involving the vast
majority of the population).

The geographies of both the war and the speculative
economies were characterized by sharp increases in 
regional imbalances (GOODHAND et al. 2000, 399). On
the one hand, war and violence widely restricted eco-
nomic opportunities, leading to stagnation or economic
regression. Factors include widespread destruction of
property (houses, boats, coconut trees), economic
blockades (i.e. on importing agricultural inputs or ma-
chinery to the uncleared areas); restricted access to nat-
ural resources (deep sea and lagoon fishing; access to
agricultural lands); decline of social services and infra-
structures (hospitals, schools, roads); restrictions on mo-
bility (through roadblocks and the pass system); multi-
ple displacements; presence of minefields and military
camps. Accordingly, land and infrastructure fell into
disuse, market systems collapsed, economic investments

sharply declined, food insecurity increased, and depen-
dency on social welfare and food stamps grew. Compe-
tition for limited resources increased, and many people
retreated into subsistence, some even falling back on il-
legal activities including petty crime.

On the other hand, war entrepreneurs and conflict
profiteers did extremely well (GOODHAND et al. 2000,
400). One of their strategies was rent-seeking behav-
iour at various levels, stretching from pay-offs on arm
contracts to issuing identity papers, from taxation of
traders, goods and bus passengers at check-points to vi-
olently taking parts of fish harvests from the fishermen.
Another strategy was to systematically control market
networks and price formation. The whole economy of
Batticaloa District became protectionist, depending
upon maintaining and exploiting price differences be-
tween Colombo and the eastern provinces, and be-
tween the cleared and uncleared areas within the re-
gion.

On the whole, regional and social disparities in Bat-
ticaloa grew enormously during the violent conflict. A
loud discourse of grievance became superimposed by a
silent discourse of greed by those “doing well out of
war” (COLLIER 2000). Conversely, narrowing economic
opportunities, sharp competition for scarce resources,
and increasing poverty created vulnerabilities for the
poor who had to fall back on survival economies. How
they sought to cope and adapt, and how they lived with
violence will be explored in the context of an empirical
study of Palameenmadu, a Tamil fishing village north
of Batticaloa town.

5 Geographies of vulnerability:
the case study of a Tamil fishing village

5.1 Vulnerability to violence

Vulnerability to violence can be conceptualized as
having a double structure (BOHLE 2001). One part of
this structure is the exposure to violence, be it direct, struc-
tural or cultural violence. According to CHAMBERS

(1989, 1) this can be called the external side of vulner-
ability to violence. Its meanings and mechanisms are
explored in the last section of this paper. The other part
of the double structure of vulnerability is coping with 
violence, that is to employ short-term and long-term
strategies of adaptation to violence, adjustments to its
consequences, and recovery from violent impacts. This
can be called the internal side of vulnerability to vio-
lence. This internal side is the essence of the notion of
“living with violence”. It will be explored in some detail
in the next section of this paper, which is based on an

Hans-Georg Bohle: Geographies of violence and vulnerability 137



empirical case study, which was undertaken between
2000 and 2003 in Palameenmadu (Fig. 5).

5.2 Case study methodology

The case study comprised of seven rounds of empir-
ical surveys that combined quantitative and, more im-
portantly, qualitative methods of enquiry. The survey
included a panel on income, assets, family structures,
education and occupational characteristics of each of
the 308 households of Palameenmadu, with a focus 
on the 112 fishermen’s households of the village. All 
the fishermen’s households were ranked according to
wealth and vulnerability by PRA-wealth ranking meth-
ods. Various social maps of the village were drawn.
Two rounds of PRA surveys then focussed on exploring
the livelihood situation of the fishermen by means of a
stratified sample comprising of one-third of all house-
holds in each of the five vulnerability ranks distin-
guished (n=35). This detailed survey explored the indi-
vidual vulnerability context of the households, their
asset portfolios, livelihood strategies and livelihood out-
comes. Another round of enquiry then recorded the life
histories of ten selected fishing families, again repre-
senting different ranks of wealth and vulnerability. A
last survey which was actually only undertaken in
March 2003 after direct violence had come to an end
focussed on the structure, functions and dynamics of
the social capital of all surveyed households before,
during and after the violent conflict.

It must be admitted that researching complex social
processes in unstable and risky environments turned
out to be highly problematic. The research process was
occasionally disrupted by violent incidents in the vil-
lage, it was always closely observed both by Singhalese
and Tamil intelligence, and it was always ethically sen-
sitive and emotionally strenuous when addressing the
victims of violence, terror and trauma. As such, the re-
search process clearly reflected all the practical,
methodological and ethical challenges faced by re-
searchers working under conditions of violent conflict
(GOODHAND 2000). A particular problem is that of as-
sessing vulnerabilities and livelihoods in fluid and vio-
lent situations, where there are usually constraints on
people talking freely and truthfully (GOODHAND et al.
2000, 393). This last challenge was to some degree lev-
elled out by talking to the same fishermen repeatedly
over a period of nearly 30 months, and by addressing
more sensitive issues only after a good basis for confi-
dence had been built over the time.

Compared to the village surveys undertaken in east-
ern Sri Lanka by GOODHAND and LEWER (1999) and
GOODHAND et al. (2000), KORF et al. (2001) and KORF

(2004b), the research findings of this village study 

certainly contain even more fine-grained and “thick”
descriptions, but the focus on only one village also puts
strict limits on any forms of generalisation. The find-
ings of this case study will be presented by again struc-
turing them according to the violence-vulnerability
framework (Fig. 1), with focus first on livelihood arenas
and actors, and then on livelihood agendas and actions.

5.3 The livelihood arena:
overlapping security regimes and violent environments

Palameenmadu has had a war history outside a sin-
gle security regime. As a fishing village inhabited exclu-
sively by Tamils, its control has been contested between
SLAF and LTTE, and between paramilitary groups
throughout the war. Its geographies of security and 
insecurity have been complex and dynamic, and its sur-
vival space has been determined by ebbs and flows of
violence between violent actors with the worst incidents
occurring during the intervention period of the IPKF
(1987–1990) and the “times of terror”. The fishing
community of Palameenmadu was always caught in
the middle of overlapping security regimes.

During the “times of terror”, Palameenmadu was
nearly completely destroyed by SLAF troops. The vil-
lagers spent months either at welfare camps at the Uni-
versity of Batticaloa or with relatives in adjacent vil-
lages. Due to its location in a “grey” area, the families
in Palameenmadu were always suspected by the secu-
rity forces of being LTTE supporters. The villagers 
experienced numerous army round-ups, their houses
were burnt down, fishing boats and gear were destroyed
or confiscated, villagers were killed or disappeared,
especially young men. Four of the fishermen were
killed in 1990, another four were deported to the con-
centration camp of Bussa by Special Task Forces,
where they were detained for months and brutally tor-
tured. 12 fishermen were arrested by Singhalese secu-
rity forces, five of them were severely injured when they
were beaten up whilst in police custody. Out of the 
35 families interviewed, 22 experienced some form of
physical violence. During the time of the survey (2000
to 2003), a high number of female-headed households
and war widows were recorded.

A heavily fortified bunker system was established by
SLAF in the south-western corner of the village (Fig. 5).
Along the road to Batticaloa town, several police posts
controlled passengers. Police and army personnel
turned up regularly when the fish was brought ashore
next to the Fishermen’s Cooperative Society in order to
demand their share. The scrubby coastal strip along the
open sea, the backwaters and the lagoon had become
an infiltration route into Batticaloa town for the LTTE.
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Several shoot-outs occurred between LTTE comman-
dos and Singhalese security forces at the landing point
of the fish, with fishermen caught between them, some
of them killed.

The livelihood arena of Palameenmadu also experi-
enced considerable impacts on mobility patterns.
Young men were always at risk either of being violently
recruited by the LTTE or arrested by the SLAF, so they
tried to keep invisible. In their turn, women had to 
increase their mobility: they crossed road blocks, went
to the market, complained at police posts and con-
tacted local office holders. Children were scared to go
to school. Overall mobility ranges contracted, even
marriage networks became spatially much closer dur-
ing the war.

The livelihood opportunities of the fishermen nar-
rowed considerably. Access to the open sea was re-
stricted to the five-mile security zone, night fishing in
the lagoons was prohibited, the horse-power of mech-
anized boats was limited by security regulations. The
sensitive lagoon ecology was affected by opening the 
lagoon at the sand bar that blocks the link to the open
sea close to Palameenmadu (FÜNFGELD 2004) and, in
addition, through artificial dams within the lagoons so
that the “Sea Tigers” could not enter it with their high-
speed power boats. This prevented the natural flood-
ings and drainage of the lagoon through the seasonal
openings of the lagoon into the open sea (FÜNFGELD

2004). The water level of the lagoons was kept artifi-
cially low during the monsoon rains so that the bunker
systems of the SLAF were not flooded, which con-
tributed to declining ground water levels thus affecting
drinking water supply at wells. The precarious prawn
ecology was further affected by heavy competition from
non-fishing communities including urban inhabitants
from Batticaloa town who also turned to fishing to sup-
plement their declining food supply. Illegal nets and
methods of fishing were employed. All fishermen
agreed that the stock of prawn and fish in the lagoon
system had dramatically decreased during the violent
conflict. Moreover, marketing of prawns and fish had
become increasingly difficult as purchasing power had
declined, and transaction costs increased, because of
restricted access to market channels for Colombo, the
growing power of local traders (most of them Mus-
lims), and the limited bargaining power of the fisher-
men.

Viewing the war situation in Palameenmadu from a
political ecology perspective (for details see BOHLE a.
FÜNFGELD 2006), violence was clearly expressed “in the
subjugation of the rights of people to determine the use
of their environment” (LE BILLON 2001, 561). Control
of and access to natural resources became highly con-

tested within political arenas that were controlled by 
violent actors (PEET a. WATTS 2004). “Struggles over
geography” (WATTS 2000, 2) determined the conflict
arena of Palameenmadu during the war.

5.4 The livelihood actors:
stratified communities and differential vulnerabilities

The local community of Palameenmadu is by no
means homogeneous. Among the 308 households
recorded in the survey (2000), only 112 were fishermen.
They mainly live in the old settlement along the ocean
(Fig. 5). 103 households were public servants who either
worked in Batticaloa (67) or received pensions (36). The
remaining households consisted of agricultural labour-
ers (55), most of them working in adjoining villages,
petty business men (21) or widows (17). The lowest 
income groups (< 1,000 Rs/month) contained mainly
widows (100%), fishermen (94%), labourers (91%) and
petty traders (80%). Among the better-off (over 2,500
Rs/month), pensioners (86%) and public servants
(73%) constituted the majority. While only 29% of the
fishermen had access to electricity, 72% of the govern-
ment servants were connected. Conversely, 77% of the
fishermen’s households received food stamps compared
to only 2% of the public servants.

Looking more closely at the fishermen’s community,
it is evident that they were also highly stratified (Tab. 1).
Only 43 out of 112 fishermen households owned boats
(two trawlers and 22 mechanized boats; 19 unmecha-
nized traditional catamarans, see Photo 1), while 45
were merely fish labourers (fish coolis) without any fish-
ing gear. 18 fishermen households were at least net
owners, six old men worked occasionally as petty fish
traders. The PRA-wealth ranking exercise which was
accomplished jointly with the village headman, the 
local teacher and the president of the Fishermen’s Co-
operative Society (Tab. 1) ranked 72% of the boat own-
ers in the top three of their five categories, 33% of the
net owners and none of the fish coolis or petty traders.
Conversely, 39% of the net owners, 47% of the fish
coolis and 100% of the petty traders were ranked in the
lowest of the five categories (Tab. 1). What is called
“wealth ranking” in the PRA terminology was, in fact,
a lengthy and partly controversial discussion on liveli-
hoods and vulnerabilities (intuitively following the Sus-
tainable Livelihoods Framework put forward by DFID
(1999)). The result of the wealth ranking exercise may
thus be regarded as a genuine “vulnerability ranking”.

While all wealth or vulnerability categories of the
fishermen’s community were equally exposed to vio-
lence, at first glance, the well-to-do fishermen were ac-
tually less affected. It was mainly their asset structure,
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their participation in social networks and their access to
political power holders that made the boat owners at
least economically less vulnerable, and equally so in
terms of recovery after violent impacts. It was the boat
owners who got more credit for the reconstruction of
their houses, who received new boats and nets from
NGOs through the Fishermen’s Cooperative Society,
and who could afford to send family members to rela-
tives in secure areas. They were treated by good doctors
when injured, and they employ lawyers to get family
members or friends released from police custody or 
detention camps. Their abilities to respond actively 
to risks and uncertainties were higher than that of fish
coolis or petty fish traders. However, none of the 
fishermen, with the exception of the president of the
Fishermen’s Cooperative Society, was prepared to take
over any form of leadership in the village (see also
KORF 2004b, 286). They preferred to remain invisible
and to keep as low a profile as possible, so that they did
not become exposed to potential aggressors.

5.5 Livelihood agendas:
search for security and the role of social capital

The overall agenda for the fishermen of Palameen-
madu was the search for security – in personal, mater-
ial and social terms – and the attempt to prevent violent
impacts or to at least recover from them as soon as pos-
sible. As KORF (2004b, 288ff.) has pointed out, it was
mainly social and political resources that provided the
means for coping with violence and searching for secu-
rity. In Palameenmadu, the contention by GOODHAND

et al. (2000, 392) holds true that violence does not just
imply destruction of social and political capital and
that it does not lead to mere social breakdown. Vio-
lence, in Palameenmadu, was less about social break-
down than the creation of new forms of social, political
and economic relations and networks. Social networks

that constitute “social capital” have indeed played a
very major role for the livelihood agendas of war-
affected communities. In Palameenmadu, 13 such net-
works were identified that constituted the building
blocks of the search for livelihood security under vio-
lence (Fig. 6). In the terminology of WOOLCOCK and
NARAYAN (2000), four of these networks can be catego-
rized as “bonding” social capital, another four as
“bridging” and five as “linking” social capital. While
“bonding” social capital addresses links to people with
emotional ties, “bridging” social capital consists of hor-
izontal networks emerging from rational objectives of
its members, and “linking” social capital consists of
vertical social linkages to superiors.

Without further explaining the social capital concept
(for details see BOHLE 2006), the trust of the fishermen
in the social networks identified by the survey is by far
highest for their families, relatives and friends, but also
for church and temple, and, surprisingly, for urban-
based fish traders. The latter had proved reliable al-
liances for the fishermen in terms of fair prices, reliable
services and generous loans. Expectedly, trust in linking
social capital was by far the lowest, especially regarding
political power holders such as the members of parlia-
ment of their constituencies. When changes in the level
of trust in particular social networks before and after
the war were addressed (Fig. 7), bonding social capital
had strongly increased, while linking social capital had
become markedly untrustworthy. As GOODHAND et al.
(2000, 401) have pointed out, violence had effected at
least two contradictory trends in the development of
social capital: on the one hand, the fishermen of
Palameenmadu had fallen back on traditional sources
of social capital, on family ties and group-based net-
works, with a remarkable rejuvenation of the roles of
temples and churches (around half of the fishermen
are Hindus, half of them Christians). On the other
hand, violence had also been a trigger for rapid social
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STATUS GROUP
(asset structure of households)

VULNERABILITY RANKING
(as % of status groups)

Boat owners

Net owners

Fish coolis

Petty fish traders

TOTAL

No. of
households

Proportion
%

Very high
vulnerability

High
vulnerability

Medium
vulnerability

Low
vulnerability

Very low
vulnerability

43

18

45

6

112

39

16

40

5

100

-

39

47

100

ø 29

28

28

53

-

ø 37

44

33

-

-

ø 23

2

-

-

-

ø 1

26

-

-

-

ø 10

Source: Houshold survey and PRA-wealth ranking exercise, 12/2000 (by author).

Table 1: Palameenmadu: economic status and vulnerability of fishermen’s households
    Palameenmadu: ökonomischer Status und Verwundbarkeit der Fischerei-Haushalte



142 Erdkunde Band 61/2007

Fig. 6: Social capital in Palameenmadu: trust in social networks (2003)

Sozialkapital in Palameenmadu: Vertrauen in soziale Netzwerke (2003)

Photo 1: Fishing trawlers at Palameenmadu

Fischkutter in Palameenmadu
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Social Capital in Palameenmadu: Trust in Social Networks

source: author´s draft, 10/2005, own survey 2003
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Fig. 7: Social capital in Palameenmadu: shifting trust in social networks (1983–2003)

Sozialkapital in Palameenmadu: Veränderungen beim Vertrauen in soziale Netzwerke (1983–2003)

Photo 2: Reconstruction of destroyed houses by neighbourhoods

Wiederaufbau zerstörter Häuser in Nachbarschaftshilfe
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Social Capital in Palameenmadu: Trust in Social Networks

source: author´s draft, 10/2005, own survey 2003



change, including dramatically altered gender roles, in-
ternal reorganisations of households, changed genera-
tional hierarchies and a nearly complete loss of trust in
political power holders and security institutions.

5.6 Livelihood actions:
reconfiguring livelihood portfolios in a survival economy

In his analysis of livelihoods and vulnerability in four
villages of Trincomalee District, KORF (2004b) has
identified three “pillars” of household strategies under
violence: managing personal risks and securities; ad-
justing household economies for survival; and accessing
external support. All these three types of strategies have

also been employed in war-affected Palameenmadu.
However, these strategies are not followed separately,
but they are closely interconnected. Changes in mobil-
ity patterns, for example, serve all three purposes.
When women, especially the elderly, have to take over
traditional male roles and enter public spaces, they con-
tribute to manage the personal risks of young men 
(by, e.g., crossing check-points), they promote house-
hold economies of survival (by, e.g., marketing fish in
Batticaloa town) and they access external support (by,
e.g., contacting local power holders, security personnel
or urban lawyers).

Another strategy which serves the objectives of the
survival economy is a general retreat into subsistence.
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Photo 3: Fishermen’s housing scheme at Palameenmadu

Sozialer Wohnungsbau für Fischer in Palameenmadu

Photo 4: Destitute refugees in Palameenmadu

Verelendete Kriegsflüchtlinge in Palameenmadu



Many fishermen recorded that they restricted their ac-
tivities and opted to consume their fish in the household
instead of marketing it. Contrary to the general search
for security, however, some fishermen also undertook
risky or even illegal livelihood activities such as fishing
outside the zone of restriction or catching fish at 
night – thus balancing increased personal risk against
support to household survival economies.

In Palameenmadu, with very few exceptions, access
to external support was generally not sought from al-
liances with military power holders or security forces.
External support was rather secured through access to
state welfare such as food stamps or dry ration supplies
or through foreign NGOs that provided boats or infra-
structure, mainly channelled through the Fishermen’s
Cooperative Society. For reconstructing their destroyed
houses (Photo 2), they received public loans and were
supported by their social networks, mainly friends and
neighbours. Poor fishermen also sought to get a home
in the newly constructed fishermen’s colony (Photo 3).

As a general feature, livelihood portfolios were con-
stantly and strategically adjusted to provide as much 
security and survival opportunities as possible. This 
applies particularly to the dynamic reconfigurations of
social capital (Fig. 6, 7). Those two fishermen’s house-
holds who had been displaced from their villages, who
had lost all their former social relations and who had
not been integrated into new social networks in
Palameenmadu were by far the most destitute and vul-
nerable of the whole community (Photo 4). Symboli-
cally, they lived in clear spatial segregation (indicating
their social exclusion) from the main village and com-
munity on the beach of the Indian Ocean (Fig. 5).

6 Conclusion:
mapping the social spaces of vulnerability and violence

In their attempt to “map” the causal structure of
vulnerability in terms of “social spaces”, WATTS and
BOHLE (1993), in the context of food security, have out-
lined three basic mechanisms that shape this space:
entitlement and capability; empowerment and enfran-
chisement; and class and crises (WATTS a. BOHLE 1993,
46–52). When turning to the internal structure of this
space, they pointed out that the concept of vulnerabil-
ity is fundamentally relational, and that the shape and
internal “architecture” of the space of vulnerability 
are structured by social relations (WATTS a. BOHLE

1993, 54).
Focussing on vulnerability to violence, the funda-

mentally relational nature of the vulnerability concept
can be identified in at least three realms. If vulnerabil-

ity to violence is conceived as an entitlement problem
under the economies of survival, then vulnerability is
located in the sphere of economic and social relations,
especially in market relations and social networks
where entitlements are produced and reproduced, and
where access to entitlements is determined under con-
ditions of violence. If, conversely, vulnerability to vio-
lence resides in the powerlessness of individuals, house-
holds and communities (LE BILLON 2000, 11), then the
space of vulnerability is shaped by power relations 
and the institutional relations within war societies that
determine the rules how “ethnicised entitlements”
(KORF 2003a) are contested and fought over, lost and
won. Finally, if vulnerability to violence is driven by
processes of exploitation of civilian populations and
surplus appropriation by war entrepreneurs and profi-
teers under a war economy, then it occupies a location
that lies in the realm of the political economy of war
and especially in ethnic and class relations. Geogra-
phies of vulnerability to violence can thus be conceived
as complex social spaces, as geographically and histori-
cally specific networks of entitlement and power rela-
tions (WATTS a. BOHLE 2003, 69).

As the case studies in Batticaloa have shown, these
relations are highly unstable, they are constantly nego-
tiated, contested and reconfigured. The geographies of
vulnerability to violence are therefore social maps that
represent dynamic patterns of social and economic,
political and military, institutional and cultural prac-
tices (WATTS a. BOHLE 2003, 68) that are constantly ad-
justed and readjusted to the shifting logics of violence.
From the perspective of the civilian population, they
are experienced by being exposed to direct personal
and material violence, and by being forced to live with
and cope with structural forms of violence which they
experience as restrictions and exclusions, as repressions
and exploitations through powerful groups. In essence,
the geographies of violence and vulnerability are there-
fore always geographies of power, too, in the sense that
“people are placed by power” (ALLEN 2003, 2). It is
civilians such as the fishermen of Palameenmadu who
experience violence and vulnerability through the shift-
ing power relations of particular places where they
have to live with violence.
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