CHAPTER 4

FINDING THE FRONT LINES

The “real” business of politics is taking place where
analysts are often not looking.!

There are essentially two types of armed conflicts in
contemporary Africa: the political and the criminal.
They are in effect nothing but the continuation by
other means of the violence of everyday life.?

I made my first trip to Mozambique in 1988. The country was embroiled
in a war that had taken nearly a million lives, most of them civilians. I
can’t say what images of war I thought I would first encounter, but I can
say that my first encounter with violence wasn’t at all what I expected. I
flew into Maputo, the capital, from Harare, and checked into my hotel
after evening had fallen. Settling into my room, I heard pounding at what
I thought was my door. The hotel had hallways that led to short corri-
dors with doors to two rooms side by side, and a shared bathroom. I
opened my door and saw that a man was knocking on the door next to
mine. He turned to me abruptly and told me to go back inside my room
and shut my door. I did. A bit later I went out to wash up in the shared
bathroom. I found a man lying in the bathtub, bleeding and clutching
the remains of the shower curtain. Kneeling next to him, I saw he had
been stabbed a number of times. I told him to hold on, that I would go
find medical help. I went down to the front desk and told them there was
aman in my bathtub who urgently needed medical help. When I returned
to my room, he was gone.

REMEMBER T0 HAVE SGMUE l:iAGRlTR‘LSISEHE?;E‘LERESFECPS?;G 10 The At breakfast the next morning I asked the hotel statf who the man was
JAPACT OF THE WAR ANGDLAY G e

45



46 PART TWD: WAR

who had been stabbed the night before and how he :vas. Tt.1€y look;.il1 act1
me blankly and said, “No one has been stabbed here.” I replied that 1 ha
seen the rﬁan, that in fact I had found him in my bat&tub. N
They responded with the same closed expressions: “Really, no one t\lzv
stabbcc}ll here.” I rephrased my question: “OK, no 01‘;16 was uslt;tﬁ)lcd h;r]z
e d here, who wo ey
:oht. But if someone had been stabbe , s
t:;.rllu fnd how a{c they?” “Abh!” The men relaxed and smiled, ‘Thact1 guy
would have been the Angolan. Another Angolan tchame ?gugitagdczacr)-f
i d the other — dttere
i t their war here, the one guy stabbe ) ‘
”Zi:i’; you know. The guy, we don’t know how he is, he c%lsappcarzd’,’
E)na be l’lC ran off, scared; or maybe he was carted off — he just dls:ag?pca.lrcz1 -
ifn the middle of the war in Mozambique, the war in Angola intrudes.
attlefield, not in the bush savanna, not
I i bathtub. And
ff. but in a hotel room, and in my .
O e e nvolves Angolans, affects the war 1n

i if it 1
each act of violence, even e
Mozambique, with reverberations that can travel across borders and p

’ ft wondering: where, exactly,

ical causes as easy as sound waves do.Twasle . !
are the battlefields, and who are the playcrim any wafr. War in Al the
1 was tempted to subtitle this chapter “Looking Aorh arrn e
Wrong Places.” Before beginning a study of war, a researcher B
where to look for it. In much of academe, 1 hax_fc been cncourag;: o
war in libraries amid tomes of second- and thlrd-t_mnd accoug in ! F(; o
itics by other means.” These tomes thcmsclvcs (nns)l'oca;lc v(;fla(; Crmp e
erful way. Military science 1oc;tcs itin ;hc acttls or£ ;EE;ZT . Osliflcal Cligzcs d
i al science locates it in the acts of MOSty Tat! .
Er?gt;f)ilhsdo itin a largely irrational wo'rld. It icrc 1s‘<°.v<°.ntl an 101(:1 tivult;f;
in Alfred Vagts’s claim that mﬂitary hlstqry is ‘cons1stcn y vx:;l P
“polemic purpose for the justiﬁcaﬂon”of mdwxduals1 or ar‘:;r S
small regard for socially relevant facfs, E icn an analysis r
to the institutions of war and politics will not p
understanding of the realities of war and peace. o oence rases
Of course even an instimtion—bascq analysis of political violenc T
the question: which institutions, which l.eadcrs and sug;p;l)rtzr; whose
ideas and policies? The men and women in the @1taw l ac\lls et W
are dedicated professionals seeking to protect thc.nr homelan from vl
Jence? The troops who are engaged in er}g running, weapons lack mar.
keteering, even cattle poaching? The so.ldlcrs wbq are ;.;rturcrs., hobur
entire villages, who drink themselves 10O obhv1oq er raptL)r}g voren
in front of their children? The child soldiers carrying guns DIZg

Tt intrudes not on some distant b

rovide a comprehensive

FINDING THE FRONT LINES 47

they are? The kindly veterans who set up orphanages for war orphans?
The troops who secretly warn villagers that an attack against them is pend-
ing so they can flee to safety? The generals who grow rich on war while
others go broke? Those who go insane, or those looking for a brighter
dawn?

While military power is instrumental in crafting national security ide-

ology and action, a caveat attaches to this. The idea circulates in po'pular
culture that interviewing political and military representatives in their
offices (that is, away from the front lines) represents an accurate portrayal
of the events taking place. There is often an implicit assumption that mil-
itary and political leaders may not admit to certain forms of warfare tak-
ing place under their jurisdiction, but that they do know of it. This may
be crediting people with more knowledge than they in fact have. Few
people pass casily between the borders of power politics and front-line
realities. Most grunt soldiers and civilians do not have free access to the
corridors of power; if they do, many are loath to talk openly of battle-
front truths that give lie to the carefully crafted belief systems about “the
war” that circulate in society. And at the higher levels, people begin to
believe their own propaganda.

The Mozambican photojournalist Joel Chiziane brought this fact
home to me. In 1988, Maputo, the capital city of Mozambique, was largely
devoid of consumer goods and public services; but there was an exhibit
open to the public. It contained Chiziane’s photos documenting the war
in his country. The photos were riveting.* What struck me the most was
how Chiziane had humanized the face of war. It had something to do
with the way he captured eyes, and the human spirit:

— Ahungry child sitting on the dirt floor of a mud hut war-emptied of
all possessions except for an empty cooking pot over an unlit fire. The
child has found a single grain of rice, and as he picks it up to eat, he
stops and looks up at the camera, his eyes reflecting his knowledge of

the depths of suffering and the size of hope that can fit into a grain of
rice.

— A refugee mother who has set up a “home” under a parked train car
between the tracks trying to coax a fire to warm her two young chil-
dren while reaching out to caress her youngest, who has burst into
tears. In mid-gesture, she looks up to give Joel a poignant smile; a
mother, somehow any mother, who continues to cherish the idea of
family love and a better day in the midst of a bad one.
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water collected at the bottom. This makeshift well commands the center
of the image, and reaching out into the horizon in all directions from the
well is a parched and barren landscape, broken only in isolated places by
single shriveled stalks of corn, unable to bear food.

Wars don’t occur in isolation from other tragedies of human existence.
Indeed, they often provoke them. Under normal circumstances, the
impact of a drought can be lethal to humans and livestock alike. But in
war, resources are often channeled away from civilian support and into
the war effort. In Mozambique, untold numbers of people perished from
the drought, deaths that might well have been prevented in peacetime
with adequately functioning infrastructure and resources. Deaths were
further provoked by “the other side” disrupting emergency aid supplies
to the drought victims — a military tactic to undermine “the enemy’s” abil-
ity to support its own population. Drought deaths/war deaths — the divid-
ing lines are indistinct and politically blurred. Where do these people,
Chiziane would like us to ask, fit into the larger picture of war’s impact
and its reporting? These people, he fears, are left uncounted — their lives
unrecorded, their deaths invisible in formal reckoning.

Many, perhaps even most, of the war-related casuaities I have seen will
never be recorded as such. Yet all represent the nucleus of war. The day
after I first met Joel Chiziane, I had an experience that widened these con-
siderations. I had met a group of people working in the Ministry of
Tourism —a ministry that had little work during the war. They declared
that since I was the closest thing to a tourist they had seen in years, I
should accompany them on a multi-day trip to inspect a crumbling and
largely unoccupied “tourist resort” on an island. About eight of us made
the trip. At lunch, we were eating alone in a cavernous empty restaurant
built to feed hundreds. A man who I had never seen before and who
wasn’t traveling with us came up during the meal, leaned over a woman
in our group, and whispered something in her ear. There was a strange
combination of friendly camaraderie and menace in his behavior, and
Gella, the woman, seemed to shrink into herself, terrified. He briefly
showed a knife, and I heard him say, “I can cut you, I can do the same
to you.” What was perhaps most disconcerting was that in complete con-
trast to his words, he leaned over her as a friend would when talking to
a good acquaintance. He smiled and clapped her on the back, she turned
gray, and he sauntered off. Everyone gathered around Gella to support
her; everyone except me clearly knew what was going on. As she calmed

down, one of the men looked at her, she gave him a nod of approval, and
he began to explain:
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That man killed Gella's brother recently. He killed him with a knife and threw
his body in the street. He threatens Gella now, perhaps to keep her quiet,
perhaps just to show his power, perhaps because he moves in a world of

violence.
He is not a soldier, but he is not really not a soldier either. He's not in

government, but in a way he is. You see, while he isn't in uniform—maybe
he once was, or maybe he still is, it really doesn't matter—the point is, he
has strong friends and contacts in the military, and they back him. He really
doesn't hold a government job, but he has very strong alliances there too.
He does “business” here. People in the government, in the military, they ben-
ofit from his work, his “business” associates, his ability to get things done.
He's one of those people who has access to both daytime hallways and

nighttime paths. He's a petty thug, he works the war.
Gella's brother knew him, they were friends. He's dead now maybe

because of this man's jealousy over Gella's brother, maybe because of some
business gone bad, maybe because Gella's brother found himself on the
wrong side of a political argument, or the wrong side of a military line, maybe

all of this.
The worst thing is, Gella can't get away from him. Every time she sees him

her brothers death and her own fear become like a raw wound. Gella's war.

For this group the death of Gella’s brother, and the threat to Gella her-
self, all existed within the framework of war. It was war that made such
deaths and threats possible, and if the threat wore a uniform or medal of
office, it mattered little to the victims. Such deaths as these are the un-
charted casualties of war.

At the time Gella was threatened 1 thought the island was largely
deserted; it had always been presented to me that way. I couldn’t figure out
how the knife-wielding killer came to be on the island at all. That night,
when I took a walk along a “deserted” island path and inadvertently ran
into a refugee camp arms bazaar, I discovered yet another example of the
“strategically unmentioned” in war: the island was home to thousands of
refugees, soldiers — or what seemed more like quasi-soldiers — bootleggers,
smugglers, various quasi-military factions linked with quasi-business rack-
cteers, and a host of other survivors washed up on the shores of war. Gun-
fire erupted throughout the night on the island, and we heard about the
casualties the next day. No one in the group found this unusual. They had
long since figured out the answer to the question as to where the front lines
are — the next day, the man who had explained Gella’s story continued:

They extend out, from Gella and her brother, from the pain in her family, out
to the military, and all the troops, militias, renegade bands of troops and
armed troop bandits, out across the political fighting, and all the foreigners

e
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lence, to attribute and limit violence to a particular people and place. Granted,
the events described and discussed in the body of this work pertain to a particu-
lar people: Sri Lankans, Sinhalas, and Tamils. But to s

eftects of this work as ethnographic would exculpate other peoples in other places
whose participation in collective violence is of the same sort; even more danger-
ously, it could tranquilize those of us who live sclf—congramlatory lives in times
and countries apparently free of the kind of violence than has seized Sri Lanka

recently, could lull us into believing that we or our country or our people were
above such brutalities.

ec the ultimate significant

Daniel’s words call to mind a conversation I had with a Mozambican at
the end of the war in his country. He was explaining why many Mozam-

bicans thought state-led truth and reconciliation commussions (which they
subsequently declined to hold) raised thorny issues:

So who all do we try? How far along the chain of associations that made
war possible and atrocities a reality do we go? To the military soldiers? Of
course. But also to the leading commanders? To the politicians who forged
war policy? To Chissano, our president? To the military and political leaders
in other countries who lent aid, advice, weapons, and manpower to the war?

All the way to George Bush and Bill Clinton, your presidents? Where does
the chain of responsibility end?

Where then, do we locate the study of war? The military, yes — but
which aspect of it? Civilians, yes — but who? The businesspeople who burn
out a competitor and blame it on the rebels, and the criminals who ply
their trade across peace and war, are as likely to assist the military or their
fellow citizens as to exploit them, depending on the “fortunes” of war.
The traders who black-market in arms, food, medicines? And how far do
we follow these traders? Do we follow the chain of procurements all the
way to the cosmopolitan centers, continents away, that host munitions

plants? Do we ultimately interview the CEOs of these industries? The
transporters who bridge the borders between legal, gray, and black-mar-
ket transfers? The professional consultants who actually make a business
of telling people how to smuggle illicit goods? The weapons scientists
who fashion these instruments, and the public/governmental debates
about the legality and morality of using these weapons? Or, as Cynthia

Enloe asks, in the can of Campbell’s “Star Wars” soup, with its little patri-
otic missile defense weapons made of noodles?

The answer to all this should be yes, and more.
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