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Abstract 

Superficial information of the civil wars in Aceh, Indonesia and Sri Lanka creates the 

idea that both conflicts were in similar situations when they were hit by the Indian Ocean 

tsunami in 2004. It thus seems surprising that in the wake of the tsunami, the Free Aceh 

Movement and the Government of Indonesia signed a peace agreement, while the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam and the Government of Sri Lanka returned to war. This 

thesis aims to explore what factors related to the tsunami contributed to this difference 

and whether rational choice theory can serve as an explanation for this difference. In order 

to find out, I conducted a qualitative comparative case study though the analysis of 

secondary documents. The results suggest that the factors that contributed to the 

difference can be divided into four broad themes: (1) the timing of the tsunami and thus 

the pre-disaster context; (2) the geographical situation and with that, the military impact; 

(3) the types of guerilla groups, including their abilities to rule, their access to financial 

capital and their strategic; (4) the role of the international community, which can be 

further divided into firstly, the geopolitical relevance of these countries, and secondly, 

internationalization, community engagement and separating the tsunami and conflict. I 

believe that rational choice theory explains the difference in outcome between the two 

conflicts very well. This theory assumes that people, given the circumstances, and in view 

of all the possible options, will act in line with the option that is expected to satisfy them 

most and minimize their losses. Applying this theory to the case studies of Aceh and Sri 

Lanka following the tsunami, it was appealing for the Free Aceh Movement to settle, but 

this was not the case for the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam. As a result, the former 

chose to sign a peace agreement with the Government of Indonesia, whereas the latter 

chose to continue its fight against the Government of Sri Lanka. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Indian Ocean tsunami 2004 

On 26 December 2004, an earthquake with a magnitude of 9.1 on the Richter scale 

occurred under the sea near the coast of the Indonesian island of Sumatra. The earthquake 

generated a massive tsunami in the Indian Ocean region shorty after. The so-called Indian 

Ocean tsunami, also known as the Boxing Day tsunami or Christmas tsunami (Singh and 

Coates, 2019) consisted of waves that moved across the ocean at speeds of up to 500 

kilometers per hour and struck land at heights of up to 20 meters, spreading up to 3 

kilometer inland (Tsunami Evaluation Coalition, 2006, p. 33). As no alerts were given, 

the tsunami caught the population by complete surprise (Singh and Coates, 2019). It left 

up to 1.7 million people displaced (Tsunami Evaluation Coalition, 2006, p. 16) and 

claimed the lives of almost 228,000 people spread over 14 countries (or listed as missing 

and presumed dead). A list of countries from least to most severely affected includes: 

Kenya (1 death), Yemen (2 deaths), South Africa (2 deaths), Seychelles (2 deaths), 

Bangladesh (2 deaths), Tanzania (13 deaths), Myanmar (61 deaths), Malaysia (75 deaths), 

Maldives (108 deaths), Somalia (289 deaths), Thailand (8,212 deaths), India (16,269 

deaths), Sri Lanka (35,322 deaths) and Indonesia (167,540 deaths) (Ibid., p. 33). It was 

measured that there was approximately 10 billion dollars in material damage (Ibid., p. 

17). In response to this disaster, 13.5 billion dollars were channeled for recovery by the 

international community (Ibid., p. 16). 

 

1.2. Confluence of tsunami and conflict in Indonesia and Sri Lanka 

Indonesia, and specifically the province of Aceh on the island Sumatra, was hit first and 

hardest by the tsunami, with 167,540 people killed (or listed as missing and presumed 

dead) and 57,000 people left homeless (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees: 

Policy Development and Evaluation Service, 2007, p. 7). On top of this, at the moment 

the tsunami struck, Aceh was in the middle of a protracted intra-state armed conflict 

between the Free Aceh Movement (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka: GAM) and the Government 

of Indonesia (GoI). GAM was formed in 1976 by Hasan di Tiro, and has since fought for 

Aceh’s independence from Indonesia (Tunçer-Kılavuz, 2019, p. 715). In more than 28 

years of this war, which is also referred to as the insurgency in Aceh, 15,000 people died 

from fighting and approximately 1.4 million people were displaced (United Nations 

Development Programme: Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery, 2011, p. 37).  
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Sri Lanka was second on the list of worst affected countries; 35,322 deaths (or 

listed as missing and presumed dead) were identified and approximately 480,000 people 

lost their homes (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees: Policy Development 

and Evaluation Service, 2007, p. 7). It is important to note that in Sri Lanka at this time, 

as in Aceh, there was a protracted intra-state armed conflict ongoing. In 1972, the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), also known as the Tamil Tigers, was formed 

by Velupillai Prabhakaran and fought the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) for 

independence for their ethnic minority, the Tamils (Tunçer-Kılavuz, 2019, p. 719). 

During the war, which spread over 25 years, more than 60,000 people died and more than 

300,000 people were displaced (United Nations Development Programme: Bureau for 

Crisis Prevention and Recovery, 2011, p. 52). 

The tsunami, like many other natural disasters that have occurred in conflict areas, 

raised the hopes of many to offer an opening for a politically transformative process 

towards peace in conflict-torn Aceh and Sri Lanka (Enia, 2008, p. 7). In Aceh, indeed, it 

seemed that the tsunami had given room for peace as in August 2005 both parties signed 

a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), better known as the Helsinki Accord, bringing 

the conflict to an end. In Sri Lanka, however, even though a ceasefire agreement (CFA) 

was signed in 2002 and there was brief cooperation in the post-tsunami reconstruction, 

the CFA was quickly broken and the parties entered the fiercest phase of the entire 

conflict in the years after the tsunami (Ibid., p. 8). Such contrast is remarkable given the 

many similarities between the two conflicts that had lasted about the same length of time. 

In both conflicts, the guerrilla groups felt grievances due to marginalization and 

repression by the government, and multiple and unsuccessful attempts were made to reach 

a negotiated solution. Further, the conflicts were both characterized by common mistrust 

and extensive human rights violations and both conflict zones were devastated by the 

Indian Ocean tsunami which subsequently led to significant international interest (Biswas, 

2008, p. 136). Why, then, is it that after the tsunami, peace was achieved in Aceh while 

war resumed in Sri Lanka?   

 

1.3. Research aim and research questions 

The aim of this research is to find out what factors related to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 

2004 contributed to the peace agreement between GAM and the GoI in Aceh, what factors 

related to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 contributed to the escalation of the conflict 
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between LTTE and the GoSL in Sri Lanka and what rational choice theory (RCT) tells us 

about these cases. Through this information, valuable lessons can be learned for similar 

future contexts. This is of great importance because the climate is changing, causing an 

increase of natural disasters happening all over the world. In addition, most natural 

disasters happen to occur in fragile or conflict settings (Global Facility for Disaster 

Reduction and Recovery Consultative Group, 2016, p. 3). Moreover, due to several 

factors, the consequences of natural disasters are usually more severe in areas that are 

underdeveloped and often characterized by internal or external conflicts (Enia, 2008, p. 

8). Building on the aim, the research questions are: 

- What factors related to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 contributed to the peace 

agreement between GAM and the GoI in Aceh? 

- What factors related to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 contributed to the 

escalation of the conflict between LTTE and the GoSL in Sri Lanka? 

- What does RCT tell us about these cases? 

 

1.4. Rationale for research and relevance to humanitarian action 

Both personal and academic reasons have motivated me to focus on this issue. My 

personal motivation to carry out this research is twofold. First of all, I have a great interest 

in climate change and its consequences, including its potential to increase the occurrence 

of natural disasters. Secondly, I have a great interest in South-East Asia and particularly 

in Indonesia where I also lived for several months. This research topic was the perfect 

opportunity to bring these two interests together. This research is particularly relevant to 

humanitarian action since it will show that actors in a conflict may (mis-)use money 

coming in for humanitarian aid as a tool to achieve their own goals. I believe it is 

important that humanitarian organizations and workers are aware of these dynamics and 

can adapt their work accordingly for the benefit of the people they are helping. 

 

1.5. Previous academic research 

During the 1980s and early 1990s, much of the research that was done on natural disasters 

related politics to negative consequences, including corruption and obstruction, and 

authors preferred to avoid labeling natural disasters as political. From the late 1990s, 

however, this changed, when authors began to see natural disasters as key political events. 

Regarding the politics of conflict in particular, many began to see disasters as crucial 
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moments, “in which significant changes in the community occur and which can lead to 

major policy shifts” (Enia, 2008, p. 10). Whether disasters then have negative or positive 

political consequences, or, in other words, whether disasters can lead to (further) conflict 

or peace is something that many contemporary authors are concerned with, though 

opinions on this are divided. Some suggest that natural disasters offer a perfect 

opportunity to resolve conflicts, while others suggest that natural disasters fuel conflicts 

(Ibid.). Because the outcomes after the tsunami in Aceh and Sri Lanka have been the 

complete opposite, these cases offer a great possibility to examine whether natural 

disasters can lead to (further) conflict or peace. Not surprisingly, there is a significant 

amount of scholarship on this topic by different authors. Their conclusions, however, do 

differ.  

Many authors, including Tunçer-Kılavuz (2019, p. 718), argue that the timing of 

the tsunami and thus the pre-disaster context contributed to the difference in outcome 

between the two countries. Furthermore, some authors, for instance Hyndman (2009, p. 

94), mention the difference in geography and thus the extent to which areas and people 

were affected by the tsunami. By extension of this and amongst other things, Le Billon 

and Waizenegger (2007, p. 413) describe the military impact as one of several 

contributing factors worth considering. Both Enia (2008, p. 9) and McGibbon (2006, p. 

127) suggest that the difference has to do with the varying abilities to rule between 

different guerilla groups when the tsunami gave them opportunity to do so. Likewise, 

Beardsley and McQuinn (2009, p. 625) claim that the difference stems from the fact that 

GAM and LTTE are substantially different kinds of rebel groups, but rather in terms of 

their access to financial capital. Apart from the timing of the tsunami, Tunçer-Kılavuz 

(2019, p. 715) also believes that the strategy that both parties adopted to use the tsunami 

as a tool for their own purposes contributed to the difference. Klitzsch (2014, p. 554) 

refers to the role of the international community, and particularly to the geopolitical 

relevance and associated advantages and disadvantages with regard to peacebuilding. 

Rajasingham-Senanayake (2008, p. 217) and Sindre (2014, p. 3) also argue that the 

difference lies in the role of the international community, though specifically in the 

internationalization, community engagement and the separation of tsunami and conflict. 

In this thesis, all these arguments will be further discussed. 
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1.6. Methodology 

For the purpose of my research, I conducted a qualitative comparative case study. I chose 

to do so since a case study “entails the detailed and intensive analysis of a single case” 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 66) and a comparative design is a useful way to find “explanations for 

similarities and differences” and to get a “deeper understanding of social reality in 

different national contexts” (Ibid., p. 72). In order to do this, I initially analyzed secondary 

documents (Ibid., p. 586), which particularly included articles in academic journals that 

described the comparison of the relationship between the tsunami and the peace 

agreement in Aceh and the relationship between the tsunami and the escalation of the 

conflict in Sri Lanka. An overview of these articles is outlined under the previous 

subchapter. Subsequently, by means of a content analysis of the documents (Ibid., p. 557) 

and with the aim to categorize several factors, I identified various themes (Ibid., p. 578). 

In conclusion, as a way of explaining the different outcomes of the two cases (Ibid., p. 

387), I applied RCT. 

 

1.7. Limitations 

Due to time and scope constraints in particular, there are a few limitations attached to this 

research, of which the biggest limitation is that my research is based on existing research. 

No primary data has been used and this, in the first place, may cause that the research 

itself is not very innovative. However, since most authors only focused on one or a few 

factors, I believe my research could be valuable as it summarizes all the factors that 

authors have discussed so far. Also, it relates the different outcomes to RCT, which has 

not been done before and will thus shed a new light on the cases. Secondly, and in line 

with this, I believe by using only other authors’ work, my research may be subjective. In 

other words, my research is based on the views of what the authors in question consider 

important and can therefore have a certain bias. Nevertheless, I am aware of these facts 

and have tried to minimize these issues as much as possible, though I do not think this is 

completely avoidable. 

 

1.8. Thesis outline 

This thesis consists of five main chapters. The first and introductory chapter discussed 

the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 and its confluence with the conflicts in Aceh and Sri 

Lanka. Subsequently, the research aim and research questions, previous academic 



 

 11 

research, the rationale for research and relevance to humanitarian action, the methodology 

and the limitations were outlined. The second chapter presents the construction of the 

theoretical framework. The third chapter presents the case studies, in which four different 

sub-topics describe what factors related to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 contributed 

to the peace agreement between GAM and the GoI in Aceh and what factors related to 

the tsunami contributed to the escalation of the conflict between LTTE and the GoSL in 

Sri Lanka. The fourth chapter discusses the theoretical framework in relation to the case 

studies. Finally, in the fifth and concluding chapter, answers to the research questions are 

outlined. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

In this chapter, I will outline the theoretical framework I will use in my thesis. I will do 

so by firstly introducing RCT. Subsequently, I will present the history of RCT, then the 

main ideas of RCT, followed by an application of RCT to the end of civil wars and finally, 

some points of criticism against RCT. 

 

2.1. Rational choice theory 

RCT tends to clarify how an actor chooses an action amongst his or her various options 

(Weiske, Petzold and Schad, 2015, p. 393). It implies that all the choices people make are 

rationally motivated (Browning, Halcli and Webster, 2000, p. 127) and that rational 

individuals will act in accordance with the option that is expected to satisfy them most 

(Ibid., p. 128). According to RCT, “all people try to actively maximize their advantage in 

any situation and therefore consistently try to minimize their losses” (Xia, 2018, p. 244). 

It focuses exclusively on social rather than individual outcomes that can be desirable as 

well as undesirable (Hechter and Kanazawa, 1997, p. 192). That is to say, all complex 

social events can be explained by the actions and interactions of individuals (Browning, 

Halcli and Webster, 2000, p. 127). 

 

2.2. History of rational choice theory 

RCT is a much discussed, adapted but also criticized theory among authors from different 

domains. The very first source of RCT is Adam Smith, who, in 1776, claimed that “self-

interested competition guides the ‘invisible hand’ within a free market economy” (Xia, 

2018, p. 244) in his book The Wealth of Nations (Ibid.). However, the principles Smith 

used that form the basis of RCT already find their origin in the moral and political 

philosophies of Aristotle, David Hume, Thomas Hobbes and Daniel Bernoulli (Herfeld, 

2018, p. 329). RCT was primarily used to explain and predict economic occurrences, such 

as future consumer expenditure decisions and business strategies (Xia, 2018, p. 244). 

Nevertheless, from the 1960s on, it has also been used and further advanced in other 

domains, such as the “social and behavioral sciences, evolutionary biology, philosophy 

and anthropology” (Herfeld, 2018, p. 329).  

RCT paved its way to, for example, individuals’ family decisions, such as the 

choice to marry and divorce somebody (Hechter and Kanazawa, 1997, p. 196), or the 

choice of whether or not to have children. It has also been used in the demographic sense, 
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focused on the choice to migrate or not (Ibid., p. 197) and it has contributed to gender 

issues (Ibid., p. 199). Furthermore, it has demonstrated the similarity between religion 

and the market economy, with consumers choosing among religious companies that 

compete with each other to offer religious goods and services (Ibid., p. 198). RCT has 

also focused on organizational topics, such as differences in salary levels, decisions to 

form a trade union (Ibid., p. 200) and achieving compliance in a communist system, as 

well as the functioning of mafia groups (Ibid., p. 201). There is an extensive application 

in criminology too, in which RCT contributes to explaining why criminals engage in 

criminal behavior (Ibid., p. 201). RCT has further examined political matters, such as an 

explanation of the rise of the Nazi Party in Germany (Ibid., p. 204) and stratification 

matters, such as access to education for the working class (Ibid., p. 205). Race and ethnic 

relationships have also been extensively covered, like the way in which small 

discrepancies in inhabitants' preferences for the racial constitution of their neighborhood 

easily result in extreme segregation (Ibid., p. 205). Finally, attention is paid to the medical 

aspect, such as the relationship between individuals’ choices and stress and depression 

(Ibid., p. 207). RCT has greatly impacted areas such as these and contributed to the 

solving of major content-related issues (Kroneberg and Kalter, 2012, p. 74). 

 

2.3. Main ideas of rational choice theory 

RCT implies that generally, people are considered to be driven by the wishes or aims that 

reflect their preferences (Browning, Halcli and Webster, 2000, p. 127), which can be 

defined by their stance on “risk, resentment, sympathy, envy, loyalty, love and a sense of 

fairness” (Xia, 2018, p. 244). People’s actions take place under certain restrictions and 

are based on the knowledge available to them regarding the conditions upon which they 

act. Since people usually are not able to reach all the goals they would like to reach, they 

consider their goals and the resources they have to reach those goals. They also consider 

alternate ways and consider what would be the optimal choice for them (Browning, Halcli 

and Webster, 2000, p. 128). RCT further implies that people are considered to be driven 

by the wishes or aims that reflect their self-interest. “Self-interest is not caring for the 

welfare of others when their welfare does not impact your well-being directly” 

(Oppenheimer, 2012, p. 15). In other words, such behavior will be reasoned in a way that 

a person would not be willing to suffer any losses to help (or hurt) another person, except 

when this would result in any anticipated benefit to him- or herself (Ibid.). In making their 
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choice, the probable actions and consequences of other actors are considered too (Archer 

and Tritter, 2000, p. 220). Individualism is central to RCT, which means that all 

explanations for outcomes at the societal level – such as institutions, group structures, 

collective action, warfare, and so forth – must be based on a behavioral theory at the 

micro-level of individual action (McGee and Warms, 2013, p. 689). Partly in line with 

the expected utility model in economics, RCT states that “people have self-interests to 

guide them through a process of defining their utilities upon some persistent criteria. Each 

individual's action is determined by his or her perception of the utilities; and in turn, the 

choice and action will influence the utilities” (Xia, 2018, p. 244). RCT entails rational 

actors, and the evolution of this model of human rationality can be closely related to the 

concept of the “home economicus” (Archer and Tritter, 2000, p. 36). 

 

2.4. Rational choice theory and the end of civil wars 

Mason and Fett (1996) applied RCT to the way civil wars end. Through their analysis, 

they investigated when parties are more likely to seek an immediate settlement rather than 

to continue fighting in anticipation of eventual military victory (p. 546). For this purpose, 

they made use of a model that contains indicators that are specific to the choices that 

parties to civil war have to make, keeping in mind that, unlike after international wars, 

the parties will have to live jointly under one government (Ibid., p. 547). Mason and Fett 

predict that the probability that the rebels, as well as the government, will go along with 

a settlement instead of going on fighting will depend on both parties’: 

1. Estimation of their likelihood to win; 

2. Predicted payouts from winning against those from settlement; 

3. The speed of absorption of the expenses of the conflict; 

4. Estimation of the time it will take to win. 

All factors that: 

1. Lower both parties’ estimations of their likelihood to win, 

2. Enhance the benefit of a settlement compared to the benefit of winning, 

3. Raise the speed of absorption of both costs, 

4. Prolong both parties’ estimation of the amount of time it will take to win, 

will make both parties more likely to seek for an immediate settlement rather than to 

continue fighting in anticipation of eventual military victory (Ibid., p. 549). Based on 
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these predictions, Mason and Fett established the following six hypotheses and 

corresponding variables: 

1. Hypothesis: “The size of the government’s army should be negatively related to 

the likelihood of a negotiated settlement” (Ibid., p. 550) 

Variable: “The size of the government’s army” (Ibid., p. 558) 

2. Hypothesis: “Causality rate should be positively associated with the probability 

of a negotiated settlement” (Ibid., p. 551) 

Variable: “The rate of battle deaths” (Ibid., p. 558) 

3. Hypothesis: “The longer the duration of the conflict, the greater the probability of 

the participants seeking a negotiated settlement” (Ibid., p. 551) 

Variable: “The duration of the conflict” (Ibid., p. 558) 

4. Hypothesis: “If other nations intervene militarily on one side or the other in a civil 

war, the likelihood of a negotiated settlement should decrease” (Ibid., p. 553) 

Variable: “Outside intervention” (Ibid., p. 558) 

5. Hypothesis: “The likelihood of a settlement should be greater for a separatist 

conflict than for a revolution” (Ibid., p. 555) 

Variable: “The type of war (whether the war was a separatist war or a revolution)” 

(Ibid., p. 558) 

6. Hypothesis: “The likelihood of a negotiated settlement should be lower for 

revolutions that are ethnically based and greater for those that are not” (Ibid., p. 

555) 

Variable: “Whether there was an ethnic or religious component to the conflict” 

(Ibid., p. 558) 

Mason and Fett tested these variables in a constructed logistic regression model (Ibid., p. 

558) using data from the Correlates of War Project (COW) on civil wars that took place 

in the years 1945 to 1992 (Ibid., p. 547). The outcome of their statistical analysis shows 

that only two of the six variables, namely the size of the government’s army and the 

duration of the conflict, actually indicate a probability of the end of a civil war in a 

settlement (Ibid., p. 561). However, as Mason and Fett describe, the four unconfirmed 

hypotheses are extensively discussed in related literature and chances are that they would 

have been confirmed if, for example, a different formulation of variables (Ibid., p. 561) 

or a different method of measurement had been used (Ibid., p. 562-563). Besides, Mason 

and Fett’s very first four indicators are based on the work of scholars, such as Licklider's 

(1995) researched cases of successful and failed mediation and Wittman's (1979) 
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framework of the way interstate wars end (Ibid., p. 547). Therefore, they can be of great 

help in concretizing RCT in relation to civil wars and they are worth looking at in 

explaining (different) outcomes of such events. 

 

2.5. Criticism against rational choice theory 

Dietrich and List (2016) outlined the main points of criticism against RCT by defining 

three problems: an empirical, explanatory and predictive problem. The empirical problem 

is that RCT cannot account for all empirically documented decision patterns since not all 

decisions people make are rationalized through a preferential relationship concerning the 

options (p. 176). Dietrich and List, to illustrate, first mention that people are sensitive to 

framing effects – that is, people may change their choice by how the options are presented, 

even if they are in fact the same options – for example, talking about the number of lives 

saved or the number of lives lost in a public health context (Ibid., pp. 200-201). Secondly, 

people often satisfice rather than optimize – in other words, people do not always try to 

get the most out of a certain choice but instead often choose the best option – for example, 

while shopping, people seek something satisfactory even though it is not necessarily 

optimal (Peterson, 2004, pp. 132-133). Lastly, people follow social norms – that means 

that people tend to choose “the most preferred norm-compatible feasible option” (Dietrich 

and List, 2016, p. 206) – for example, not taking the last piece of fruit as this breaks the 

politeness norm (Ibid.). The explanatory problem then is, even if there appears to be a 

preferential relationship with regard to the options, it does not seem clear whether this 

can be seen as a real clarification of the choices. If you ask someone, for instance, why 

he chose a career in teaching instead of banking, it is not insightful to get the answer that 

he prefers the first to the other. “A better explanation might be that we perceive teaching 

as a way of making a social contribution and promoting learning, while we perceive 

banking as a way of making money and supporting the economy’s status quo” (Ibid., p. 

176). The predictive problem, to conclude, is that RCT is limited in its ability to foresee 

a person’s future decision since such predictions should be based on past situations 

involving the same choices; such extrapolation is difficult in case all options are new 

(Ibid.). 

 Although these are fair points of criticism, this does not mean that RCT is not 

useful. In particular Mason and Fett’s (1996) article provides a straightforward 

explanation with clear indicators, hypotheses and variables that are well applicable to 



 

 17 

civil wars and, as mentioned earlier, can be of great value in explaining (different) 

outcomes of such events. To recap and summarize then, RCT assumes the following: 

1. “Actors have preferences (wishes, motives), which are the sum of the expectations 

and evaluations of a specific action option (motivation hypothesis); 

2. Further underlying conditions include positive (chances) and negative restrictions 

(constraints) of action (hypothesis of action constraints), which may derive from 

external (e.g. finances) and internal sources (e.g. norms); 

3. The actors select that action which, among the given constraints, is most 

promising for implementing their preferences (hypothesis of utility maximation)” 

(Weiske, Petzold and Schad, 2015, p. 393). 
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3. Case studies 

In this chapter, I will present the contradictions related to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 

2004 that contributed to the difference in outcome between the civil wars in Aceh and Sri 

Lanka described by other authors. I have chosen to analyze the work of these authors 

because they explicitly describe differences between the two countries. Based on the 

factors they described, I have identified the following themes: 

⁃ Timing of the tsunami 

⁃ Geographical situation and military impact 

⁃ Types of guerilla groups 

• Abilities to rule 

• Access to financial capital 

• Strategic choices 

⁃ Role international community 

• Geopolitical relevance of Aceh, Indonesia and Sri Lanka 

• Internationalization, community engagement and separating the tsunami 

and conflict 

 

3.1. Timing of the tsunami 

A first factor that, according to many authors, including Tunçer-Kılavuz (2019), explains 

the opposite outcomes in the two countries, is the timing of the tsunami and thus the pre-

disaster context. In Indonesia, three months before the tsunami, Susilo Bambang 

Yudhoyono had been elected president and Jusuf Kalla had been elected vice president 

through the first direct democratic presidential elections. Yudhoyono was a former 

Coordinating Minister for Political and Security matters. He was the main supporter of 

the peace negotiations of the GoSL (p. 718) and he intended to establish the rule of law 

in Indonesia (Klitzsch, 2014, p. 560). Kalla was the former Coordinating Minister for 

People’s Welfare and had previously successfully ended conflicts on the Indonesian 

island of Sulawesi through negotiations. It was both of their aims to bring the conflict to 

an end, preferably through negotiations. A few days before the tsunami, Martti Ahtisaari, 

the former president of Finland who had been the representative of the European Union 

(EU) in the negotiations which brought the conflict in Kosovo to an end five years earlier, 

received confirmation from both the GoI and GAM that they would conduct a new round 

of peace talks (Tunçer-Kılavuz, 2019, p. 718). At that time, GAM was seriously 
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weakened both psychologically and military as a result of the imposed state of emergency, 

martial law and the counterinsurgency in 2003. Overall, up to 25 percent of its fighters 

had died during the years of conflict (Le Billon and Waizenegger, 2007, p. 418). When 

the tsunami struck, GAM was seen more as a “social movement” (Rajasingham-

Senanayake, 2008, p. 229) and it was already looking for a political solution (Le Billon 

and Waizenegger, 2007, p. 418). 

In Sri Lanka, on the contrary, “an older democracy remained in the stranglehold 

of a unitary and centralizing constitution, and both the Sinhalese coalition in power and 

LTTE frustrated the on-going peace process” (Le Billon and Waizenegger, 2007, p. 418).  

Although the Norway-led Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission (SLMM) concluded a CFA 

between the parties in 2002, these peace talks had been broken off a year later. Since then, 

a so-called no war/no peace scenario had prevailed (Ibid.). In April 2004, the United 

People's Freedom Alliance (UPFA) won the parliamentary elections, consisting, among 

others, of the influential parties People's Liberation Front (Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna: 

JVP) and the National Sinhalese Heritage Party (Jathika Hela Urumaya: JHU). UPFA 

chief Mahinda Rajapaksa was elected president in November 2004, supported by former 

President Chandrika Kumaratunga of the same party (Tunçer-Kılavuz, 2019, p. 720), 

leaving the Tamils with little or nothing to say. The GoSL claimed that LTTE was the 

single most important barrier to peace and that a political settlement could only be found 

through the military defeat of LTTE rather than negotiating with them (Ibid., p. 721). At 

the same time, LTTE had evolved into a “transnationally networked war machine with a 

cadre of highly disciplined, trained and dedicated suicide bombers” (Rajasingham-

Senanayake, 2008, p. 229) that, at the time the tsunami struck, had refused to make any 

concession or to negotiate and considered a return to war the best and only option 

(Tunçer-Kılavuz, 2019, p. 721). 

 

3.2. Geographical situation and military impact 

Another factor, mentioned by for instance Hyndman (2009), is the difference in 

geography between both countries. In other words, the difference in the extent to which 

the areas and people were affected by the tsunami (p. 94). In Sri Lanka, the tsunami 

affected not only the war-torn regions – that is, north and northeast Sri Lanka – rather, it 

affected nearly the entire country. Up to 70 percent of the coastal regions were hit and 

thus all communities, both Tamils and Sinhalese as well as Muslims, suffered the 
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consequences (Klitzsch, 2014, p. 562). In Indonesia, the tsunami disproportionately 

affected war-torn Aceh on the island of Sumatra, which means the Acehnese region and 

hence the population including GAM. Also, conflict and tsunami affected regions 

overlapped to a much greater extent in Sri Lanka than in Aceh; several of the most 

seriously damaged tsunami regions in northeast Sri Lanka have also suffered most from 

the conflict, particularly in regards to geographical displacement (Hyndman, 2009, p. 94). 

Besides, certain tsunami-affected regions were controlled by LTTE, whereas this was not 

the case for GAM in Aceh (Le Billon and Waizenegger, 2007, p. 417). All this resulted 

not only in GAM being hit disproportionality hard by the tsunami, yet also in a difficulty 

of disaster relief and conflict management in Sri Lanka (Klitzsch, 2014, p. 562). 

 By extension of this and amongst other things, Le Billon and Waizenegger (2007) 

elaborate on the difference in the military impact due to the tsunami between both 

countries (p. 413). They describe how in the case of Aceh, both parties were affected by 

the tsunami. However, they say that the Indonesian National Military (Tentara Nasional 

Indonesia: TNI) was affected to a greater extent as they were mainly stationed in coastal 

areas whereas GAM was mainly stationed in the mountains. The tsunami killed 2,689 

security personnel versus 70 GAM fighters along with 100 GAM members who were 

imprisoned. However, the TNI could rely on their resources scattered across the region, 

while most of GAM's supply routes and support mechanisms were destroyed by the 

tsunami. Immediately after the tsunami, three quarters of the TNI focused on 

humanitarian and security issues, while one quarter focused on defeating GAM. Still, 

soon after, TNI's focus almost entirely returned to GAM, while in the meantime, GAM 

adhered to the CFA in order to facilitate help (Ibid., p. 418). This increasing militarization 

of the GoI and the decreasing militarization of GAM weakened GAM's bargaining 

position, whilst at the same time, “with many aid organizations recognizing a historical 

pattern of military propaganda and coercion” (Ibid., p. 419) resulted in strengthened 

political legitimacy of GAM in its negotiations with the GoI (Ibid.). 

Regarding Sri Lanka, the military capacity of some warring factions was 

somewhat reduced, however, many mistakenly assumed that the tsunami had seriously 

weakened LTTE. Meanwhile, the Sri Lankan parties were behaving opportunistically by 

attempting to enhance their relative bargaining stance through military force. This is why 

the military rule in Sri Lanka was not called into question (Le Billon and Waizenegger, 

2007, pp. 418-419). 
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3.3. Types of guerilla groups 

A number of authors state that the main factor that contributed to the difference in 

outcome between the two cases is the fact that the two guerilla groups are different types 

of groups that make different kinds of choices. 

 

3.3.1. Abilities to rule 

Enia (2008) specifically discusses that the difference has to do with the difference 

between the guerilla groups in their ability to rule (p. 9). Enia argues that the Indian Ocean 

tsunami gave the guerilla groups the ideal opportunity to show whether they were able to 

conduct important tasks such as to “deliver aid, provide for the displaced, engage in 

reconstruction, provide public goods” (Ibid., p. 12) which in turn give “a powerful signal 

about the functional legitimacy of their respective claims to autonomy” (Ibid., p. 7). GAM 

had difficulty with tasks like these, partly as a result of their own incapability but mainly 

because the GoI managed to hinder their attempts to do so (Ibid., p. 9). To illustrate this, 

Enia gives an example of how the GAM rebels immediately after the tsunami offered 

help to the local Acehnese people through the provision of medical supplies and aid, and 

through the construction of shelters and first-aid posts. The TNI in turn managed to hinder 

these attempts by spreading news that GAM rebels were in fact targeting the supply lines 

and trying to supplement their own stocks as these had been greatly reduced during the 

time of the state of emergency (Ibid., p. 15). Such occurrences, according to Enia, showed 

that GAM was merely a guerilla movement that apparently could be stopped and thus 

could not be taken too seriously. As a result, the GoI gained a stronger position in the 

peace negotiations and the negotiation positions of both parties were brought closer to an 

agreement (Ibid., p. 16). 

LTTE, on the contrary, around the time of the tsunami proved that it had evolved 

into more than just a guerrilla movement (Enia, 2008, p. 18). Enia explains how LTTE 

was convinced that, shortly after the tsunami, the GoSL distributed aid in a discriminatory 

way and intentionally withheld aid from the Tamils (Ibid., p. 17). The GoSL in turn 

denied this and accused the Tamils themselves of the problems. Over time, using money 

earned from an implemented tax system and from donations of the Tamil diaspora, LTTE 

had set up a police force and a judicial system. When, as a result, LTTE began to 

successfully engage with international organizations including the United Nations Office 

of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (Ibid., p. 18), they sent the 
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“signal that it possessed the necessary political infrastructure available to serve its 

constituency” (Ibid., p. 20), which made the GoSL realize that they might have to 

welcome cooperation concerning the allocation of international aid. Thus, in June 2005, 

the GoSL and LTTE came to an aid-sharing agreement that would allow LTTE to be 

involved in the distribution of aid (Ibid., pp. 18-19) through the newly created Tsunami 

Relief Council (TRC). Remarkably enough, “the part of the deal that concerned the 

concrete structure for aid distribution at the local level, the Post-Tsunami Operational 

Management Structure (P-TOMS), located the financial office of the Regional 

Committees of the TRC for the Northern Province in the rebel-capital of Kilinochchi” 

(Sindre, 2014, p. 13). The following month, Sri Lanka’s Supreme Court banned the 

agreement after the JVP had found the agreement to be unconstitutional, claiming that 

LTTE is a terrorist organization with no legitimacy and threatens the country’s 

sovereignty (Enia, 2008, p. 19). However, the fact that the GoSL had finally agreed to an 

aid-sharing agreement made it clear to LTTE that the GoSL “might be willing to bend in 

the future and that pushing harder for an autonomous Tamil state would be an effective 

negotiating strategy” (Ibid., p. 20). 

 Similarly, McGibbon (2006) argues that, in contrast to GAM, the Tamils were 

able to organize aid quickly and adequately in LTTE-controlled areas, which was led by 

the Tamil Rehabilitation Organization (TRO). This reaction was completely opposite to 

how slow and badly managed the response of the GoSL was. As a result, the LTTE’s 

claims for a distinct Tamil homeland were strengthened and the guerillas did not intend 

to hold back, leading to a renewed fighting rather than a peace process (p. 127). 

 

3.3.2. Access to financial capital 

Likewise, Beardsley and McQuinn (2009) suggest “a general typology for insurgencies 

in which the organizational structure, operating nature, and anticipated behavior of each 

ideal type are shaped strongly by the group's underlying resource environment and 

objectives” and that in case of separatist conflicts such as these in particular “the return 

on investment (ROI) of a group's resource extraction … alters rebel behavioral patterns” 

(p. 625). ROI can be considered as “the ratio of resources gained from an investment 

relative to the amount invested” (Ibid., p. 629). As far as Sri Lanka is concerned, LTTE 

has benefited from fairly profitable funding through international business enterprises and 

remittances from the Tamil diaspora living in wealthy foreign countries, composed of 

approximately 800,000 people. It is estimated that 90 percent of LTTE’s income is 
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collected in this way (Ibid., p. 633). Whereas with regards to Aceh, GAM has been more 

dependent on the direct taxation of local Acehnese population, which are subject to 

stricter conditions (Ibid., p. 625). To illustrate, Beardsley and McQuinn report that in 

2003, for example, GAM had received 130,000 dollars a month in tax earnings from the 

Acehnese population in contrast to 50 million dollars in international earnings for LTTE 

(Ibid., p. 636). 

Beardsley and McQuinn (2003) argue that the previous mentioned substantial 

difference of the groups is the reason why GAM welcomed the international aid while 

LTTE initially resisted it. LTTE did not care much for the wishes of the local Tamil 

population, mainly because they did not depend on their funds. “Outside aid and a 

continuation of the peace process, which would create competition for remittances, would 

only weaken the ability for the LTTE to remain viable” (p. 640). GAM, on the contrary, 

relied on local support. They, therefore, had no option but to welcome the emergency aid 

(Ibid.).  

 

3.3.3. Strategic choices 

Apart from the previously mentioned timing of the tsunami, Tunçer-Kılavuz (2019) also 

believes that how the two parties strategized the tsunami as a tool for their own purposes 

contributed to the difference in outcome (p. 715). As far as Aceh is concerned, GAM was 

badly affected by the tsunami. Given that international organizations entered Aceh shortly 

following the tsunami, both the TNI and GAM had no choice but to stop their hostile 

activities (Ibid., p. 721). Fights went on, but there were fewer armed fights (Ibid., p. 722) 

and also, TNI promised to deploy its forces for aid operations (Ibid., p. 721). Besides, as 

the tsunami generated a significant degree of international interest, which was warmly 

welcomed by GAM, this resulted in a great number of foreign leaders encouraging a 

peaceful settlement of the conflict. Whilst both GAM and the GoI stated they had 

approved the following re-opening of negotiations not because of weakness, but rather in 

reaction to the humanitarian catastrophe, according to outside authors, the tsunami can be 

seen as a “pretext by which the two sides could return to the negotiating table and offer 

greater concessions than in the past without losing face” (Ibid., p. 722). In other words, 

the tsunami served as a public justification for their will to re-open the peace talks (Ibid.). 

In Sri Lanka, although differently, benefits also came from the tsunami, with 

LTTE making strategic choices in response to the disaster. Since LTTE controlled certain 

tsunami hit areas in the north and east of Sri Lanka, they were able to impose constraints 
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on relief organizations and subsequently established the TRO themselves. Later, however, 

it turned out that the TRO was an “LTTE fundraising front that took in tens of millions 

of dollars which were diverted to the rebels’ coffers for building up an arsenal that could 

match that of other standing armies” (Bryson Hull and Tarrant, 2009). So, in fact, LTTE 

was taking advantage of the aid-money following the tsunami to fuel their own efforts in 

the conflict (Ibid.). Although this was stopped, the cooperation between LTTE and the 

GoSL that arose after this incident was unfortunately only for a short period. This caused 

renewed frustration by the Sri Lankan government towards LTTE and is known to have 

caused the conflict to continue (Tunçer-Kılavuz, 2019, p. 722). 

 

3.4. Role international community 

Several authors argue that the biggest factor that contributed to the difference in outcome 

between the two cases is the role of the international community. 

 

3.4.1. Geopolitical relevance of Aceh, Indonesia and Sri Lanka 

Klitzsch (2014) particularly mentions the difference in geopolitical relevance and the 

associated advantages and disadvantages with regards to peacebuilding (p. 554).  

Following the tsunami, “Indonesia’s dependence on external assistance was undeniable” 

(Ibid., p. 560). For example, Indonesia owed the International Monetary Fund (IMF) a 

huge amount of money, there was very little left of Aceh's economy and there was an 

incredibly high level of media attention. The international community was very keen to 

contribute to both economic and political aid, since “a poor performance in disaster-aid 

could backfire on international relations and security” (Ibid.). Subsequently, since 

sufficient humanitarian aid in a restricted region is extremely challenging, the 

international community was concerned about stopping the fighting. Nearly all of the 

tsunami affected people were to be found in the disputed region and they had to be 

reached if disaster relief was to be successful (Ibid., p. 561).  

 As far as Sri Lanka is concerned, the international community also faced 

difficulties, yet of a different nature. It was of course of importance that the aid reached 

everyone, but since the LTTE wanted to arrange the aid in the contested areas, major 

problems arose (Klitzsch, 2014, p. 563). Both parties started to accuse each other of an 

unfair distribution of aid and a lack of transparency and it was said that the northern and 

northeastern constituencies in south Sri Lanka were given more help. The P-TOMS, 
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whereby the government, LTTE and the Muslim community jointly worked to distribute 

aid, was set up at the time in order to prevent clashes on this issue. However, international 

leaders did not back this agreement on the grounds that LTTE, which was declared a 

terrorist organization, would take advantage of it. This despite the fact that the 

international donor community encouraged an agreement such as this one (Ibid., p. 564). 

To quote Klitzsch (Ibid.): “funding decisions are based on governments’ foreign policy, 

not on what is needed on the ground.” Rather than relying on donor leverage, the 

implementation of the P-TOMS was left to the Sri Lankans. As a result, “the P-TOMS 

became subject to party-political manoeuvres and was finally rendered unworkable by 

the politically corrupt ruling of the Supreme Court” (Ibid.) which deprived a significant 

part of the society from political and economic involvement. The international 

community let this happen, which is seen by many local peace advocates as a missed 

chance for building inter community trust and peace. Considering that the most powerful 

Western democracies barely adhered to the ideals that supposedly guided their aid, this 

indicated to the GoSL that no one would step in if they handled their issues with the LTTE 

using military force (Ibid.). 

 

3.4.2. Internationalization, community engagement and separating the tsunami 

and conflict 

Rajasingham-Senanayake (2008) and Sindre (2014) specifically mention the role of the 

international community with regards to internationalization, community engagement 

and the separation of tsunami and conflict. As far as Sri Lanka is concerned, different 

United Nations (UN) organizations, such as the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR) as well as several other international non-governmental 

organizations (INGO), were welcomed over the years and in the areas of conflict 

(Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2009, p. 218). As for the peace process, this was led by 

Scandinavian states, and specifically mediators from Norway (Ibid., p. 219). Following 

the tsunami, the task of implementing aid was largely entrusted to individual INGOs, who 

arrived in great numbers, without coordination and the majority having minimal expertise 

in delivering aid in conflict regions (Sindre, 2014, p. 12). “Both the peace process and 

tsunami recovery operation were highly internationalized” and there was “little local 

ownership and civil society input into the peace process” (Rajasingham-Senanayake, 

2009, p. 220). The Task Force for Rebuilding the Nation (TAFREN), which is responsible 

for development and reconstruction policy and for supervising and assessing this policy, 
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was mainly led by internationals who had little understanding of the community, politics 

and culture of the island. Moreover, they were located in Colombo, which was a distant 

place from the tsunami devastated areas (Ibid., p. 227). In addition, there was criticism 

that SLMM, which controlled the CFA, was linked to the peace process, as “facilitators 

would not be effective monitors, since they wielded the carrot rather than the stick at the 

conflicting parties” (Ibid., p. 219). Also, the donor funding for post-tsunami 

reconstruction, and with it the aid, was connected to the stagnating peace process, causing 

unnecessary confusion and delay. A large number of the affected people who belonged 

to the Muslim community and who were not involved in the conflict, were left without 

emergency assistance and aid to support proper recovery (Ibid., p. 220).  

Indonesia, on the contrary, had maintained a strong stance of rejecting 

international organizations from operating in the conflict zones of Aceh (Rajasingham-

Senanayake, 2009, p. 218). The presence of the international community after the tsunami 

was particularly feared by the GoI, as they were afraid that there would be critique on the 

military campaigns of TNI which in turn would weaken their military control and would 

lead to additional claims of or concessions to GAM (Sindre, 2014, p. 14). Therefore, the 

GoI initially undertook every effort to maintain control of their own affairs. However, 

negative signals about the behavior of the TNI, together with the notion that the GoI had 

misused aid before, created increased pressure to seek an alternate approach to overcome 

the centralization and corruption of the GoI. Hence, in April 2005, the Rehabilitation and 

Reconstruction Agency (Badan Rehabilitasi dan Rekunstuksi: BRR) was set up with the 

mandate to receive, coordinate and distribute over 300 million dollars of government aid 

and the Multi-Donor Trust Fund of over 400 million dollars for reconstruction. GAM was 

not closely engaged in dealing with post-tsunami recovery. Rather they found themselves 

becoming distanced from the political processes on the ground and from then on, “their 

main concern became one of how GAM, as a non-state actor with little international 

recognition, could gain strategic influence over the reconstruction process as well as in 

the long-term facilitation of international involvement in Aceh” (Ibid., p. 15). Long-term 

peace civil society organizations also called for the involvement of GAM in the decision-

making processes. The MoU, although demanding the reform of GAM into a civil 

political body and thus not granting full independence, would ensure such inclusion. By 

now this had become an attractive proposition for GAM (Ibid., p. 16). To quote Sindre 

(Ibid.): “In the volatile climate after the signing of the MoU, it was crucial for rebel 

commanders to move fast in order to get out of the mud and into the corridors of power. 
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In the absence of any other formal channels through which rebels could gain immediate 

representation, the aid apparatus set up following the tsunami and in light of post-conflict 

reconstruction provided an avenue towards more formal inclusion. The implementation 

of a peace agreement also meant the collapse of the rebel revenue system in its current 

form and rebel commanders feared being sidelined from the rapid changes that took place 

on the ground.” 

 In addition, and separate from the BRR, the Aceh Reintegration Agency (Badan 

Reintegrasi Aceh: BRA) was set up and focused on post-conflict recovery. Its function 

was to manage the reintegration of ex-combatants and victims of the conflict. Again, 

GAM had been involved, particularly when in April 2006, Irwandi Yusuf, who had 

previously held a position at GAM, was elected Governor of Aceh. This was of 

importance since the BRA administration had been assigned to the Governor's office. 

This inclusion of GAM “became an important avenue for securing political relevance and 

partial control over key political processes” (Sindre, 2014, p. 17), which in turn enabled 

capacity building and was essential to the successful peace process (Ibid.). The Aceh 

Monitoring Mission (AMM) was established, consisting of independent representatives 

of the European Union (EU) and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

to monitor the peace process (Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2008, p. 219). Overall, “in Aceh, 

the peace process was not internationalized” but rather more inclusive, with “local 

ownership of the peace process, including by civil society groups” (Ibid., p. 220). “There 

was a strong sense that all components of Acehnese society had come together in 

countless meetings” (Ibid., p. 227). 
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4. Discussion 

In this chapter, I will use RCT in order to explain the reason for the different paths the 

conflicts in Aceh and Sri Lanka took in the wake of the tsunami. I will do so by comparing 

both countries on the first four indicators outlined by Mason and Fett (1996). To repeat, 

the indicators that demonstrate the probability that parties will go along with a settlement 

instead of going on fighting in anticipation of eventual military victory are parties’: 

1. Estimation of their likelihood to win; 

2. Predicted payouts from winning against those from settlement; 

3. The speed of absorption of the expenses of the conflict; 

4. Estimation of the time it will take to win. 

All factors that: 

1. Lower both parties’ estimations of their likelihood to win, 

2. Enhance the benefit of a settlement compared to the benefit of winning, 

3. Raise the speed of absorption of both costs, 

4. Prolong both parties’ estimation of the amount of time it will take to win, 

will make parties more likely to seek for an immediate settlement rather than to continue 

fighting. Building on this, the next section will contextualize all four indicators with the 

information outlined in the case studies. 

 

4.1. Estimation of their likelihood to win 

GAM’s chance of winning the war with the GoI was most likely to have been estimated 

as unlikely right after the tsunami, while LTTE probably perceived a high chance of 

victory against the GoSL. This statement can initially be deduced from the information 

regarding the pre-disaster context. At the time of the tsunami, GAM was severely 

weakened both psychologically and militarily as a result of various recently impacted 

military events and it had already lost up to a quarter of its combatants. This did not count 

for LTTE, who, over the years of conflict and at the time the tsunami struck, had turned 

into a transnationally networked war machine with very disciplined, trained and dedicated 

fighters. The geographical situation and military impact of the tsunami itself also 

underpins this statement. Although both countries were badly hit by the tsunami, in 

Indonesia, Aceh was hit disproportionality hard, destroying GAM's coastal supply routes 

and support mechanisms. Sri Lanka, on the other hand, was almost entirely hit by the 

tsunami, and so were all ethnicities. LTTE was thus affected too, but to a much lesser 
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extent than GAM. The military weakness of GAM, both before and after the tsunami, is 

further accentuated by GAM’s inability to conduct important tasks, such as helping the 

local Acehnese people, as well as the ability of the GoI to block the attempts that were 

made to deliver aid. This not only confirms the weakness of GAM as a guerilla group, 

but demonstrates that there is also a high probability that it affected GAM's self-

confidence and generated fear about the prospect of the GoI being victorious. LTTE, 

conversely, made highly strategic choices by controlling a large part of the donor money 

in the first instance. This not only strengthened them militarily but undoubtedly gave 

them a boost of self-confidence, while it may have undermined the GoSL’s perceived 

control of the conflict. All in all, after the tsunami, many factors lowered GAM’s 

estimates of winning the war, making settlement appealing to them, while there were few, 

if any, such factors for LTTE, making settlement unappealing to them. 

 

4.2. Predicted payouts from winning against those from settlement 

At the time of the tsunami, GAM’s benefits with respect to a settlement were likely to 

have been estimated high while LTTE likely saw few benefits to settle at that time. This 

statement is supported by the information set out under the previous indicator, yet on top 

of that by the following. When GAM chose to settle, Indonesia was politically already on 

its way to greater democratization and decentralization. A minister in favor of peace 

negotiations was elected through democratic presidential elections. These fundamental 

democratic spheres were subsequently confirmed by the inclusion of the civil society in 

both the reconstruction and the peace process following the tsunami. In order for GAM 

to participate in these processes, the requirement set out in the MoU for them to transform 

into a civil society body at that time was an attractive and rewarding outcome. Especially 

looking at the information outlined under the first indicator: their ever-decreasing chance 

of winning. The opposite was true for LTTE. Politically, there was still a centralized and 

unitary Sinhalese government that thwarted the peace process and the Tamils still had 

little or no influence. This is further reflected in the peace process and tsunami recovery 

operation; after the aid-sharing agreement was declared invalid, the Tamils no longer had 

a say in the reconstruction process. At the same time, the GoSL's very first approval of 

such an agreement revealed to the LTTE that their counterparty would be willing to make 

concessions in the future and that greater pressure for an autonomous Tamil state would 

pay off. Taken together, following the tsunami and the circumstances, several factors 
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increased GAM’s benefit of a settlement, making it appealing to them to settle, while 

there were few, if any, such factors for LTTE, making settlement unappealing to them. 

 

4.3. The speed of absorption of the expenses of the conflict 

Although both rebel groups undoubtedly spent a lot of money on the conflict itself and 

the tsunami including its consequences, it can be deduced that financially, GAM has been 

worse off than LTTE. This statement is first and foremost supported by the 

aforementioned difference between Indonesia and Sri Lanka in the geographical situation 

and military impact of the tsunami. Furthermore, as GAM was largely dependent on 

funding from the local Aceh population – who most likely, given the fact that the tsunami 

destroyed mainly Aceh, were themselves financially hard hit – it is imaginable that they 

had little or no money left to support GAM. Meanwhile, LTTE received most of its 

funding from international business enterprises and remittances from the Tamil diaspora, 

who were not directly affected by the tsunami and thus were not experiencing financial 

hardship. Overall, before, during and after the tsunami, several factors caused GAM’s 

costs to rise quickly and significantly and earnings to fall, making settlement appealing 

to them, whereas for LTTE, these factors were not as prominent, making settlement less 

appealing to them. 

 

4.4. Estimation of the time it will take to win 

GAM probably did not perceive it likely that they would win quickly, while victory for 

LTTE was seen to be getting closer and closer. The factors that support this statement are 

all mentioned in the information under the first and third indicator. It is reasonable to 

conclude that the factors that lowered GAM’s estimates of winning the war, along with 

the factors that caused GAM’s costs to rise and incomes to fall, led them to believe that 

victory was something that was far from being achieved. For LTTE, there were few 

factors present that lowered their estimates of winning the war plus there were fewer 

factors present that quickly and drastically lowered their income, which likely led to a 

belief that fewer things stood in their way of a quick victory. Put together, in the wake of 

the tsunami, several factors made GAM’s estimate of time to win the war seem far away, 

making settlement appealing to them, while fewer to none of these factors played a role 

for LTTE, making settlement less or not all appealing to them. 
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4.5. What about the role of the international community? 

As can be read above, the indicators outlined by Mason and Fett (1996) cover almost all 

the factors discussed in the case studies. The only limitation is that the role of the 

international community is not fully addressed. The hypotheses and variables presented 

after the indicators do mention the intervention of other nations, but only on a military 

level. These case studies, however, show that the non-military role of the international 

community also contributed to the (difference) in the outcome. First of all, the 

geopolitical interest and with that the donor funding of other countries can have major 

consequences. Second, the way in which UN agencies, and humanitarian and 

peacebuilding organizations organize their aid, and whether or not they over-

internationalize their aid, or involve the local community and properly separate the aid 

given for conflict and tsunami relief, has significant impact. In view of this, it is important 

that the non-military role of the international community is also taken into account in 

explaining (different) outcomes of civil wars using RCT. 
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5. Conclusion 

In order to understand the opposite paths the conflicts took after the tsunami, in this thesis 

I examined the following questions: What factors related to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 

2004 contributed to the peace agreement between GAM and the GoI in Aceh, what factors 

related to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 contributed to the escalation of the conflict 

between LTTE and the GoSL in Sri Lanka and what does RCT tell us about these cases?  

To begin, the timing of the tsunami plays a role. In Indonesia, democratization 

and decentralization were on the rise and the Acehnese increasingly had a say, while in 

Sri Lanka, there was still a centralized and unitary Sinhalese government and the Tamils 

still had little or no voice in conversations of political independence. Besides, GAM was 

militarily weakened to a greater extent than LTTE, both as a result of the conflict as well 

as through the tsunami; in Indonesia, Aceh was hit disproportionately hard by the tsunami 

whereas in Sri Lanka, almost the entire country was hit. Also, they were different kind of 

rebel groups; in their abilities to rule and in the way they strategized the tsunami as a tool 

for their own goals. Since GAM was not able to rule in the aftermath of the tsunami, it 

was taken less seriously. LTTE, on the other hand, was able to rule initially, which not 

only gave LTTE more credibility, it also enabled them to build military by diverting aid 

funds. Meanwhile, the tsunami enabled GAM to enter new peace talks without losing 

face. Furthermore, LTTE received extensive international funding through remittances 

and other means, enabling them to initially reject emergency aid since they were not 

dependent on their local population. In contrast, GAM required taxation from the local 

population and was therefore dependent on this support and could not similarly reject 

emergency aid. Finally, the role of the international community can be considered as a 

factor. In geopolitical terms, Indonesia was dealt with more tactically than Sri Lanka and 

as for the emergency aid, in Aceh, the local community was engaged and tsunami and 

conflict recovery were handled separately, while in Sri Lanka, there was talk of over-

internationalization and a blurring of lines between tsunami and conflict recovery.  

I believe that RCT explains the difference in outcome very well. RCT assumes 

that people make choices that are, given the circumstances and in view of all the possible 

options, most profitable for them. Simply put, in the aftermath of the tsunami, considering 

their estimation of their likelihood to win, their predicted payouts from winning against 

those from settlement, their speed of absorption of the expenses of the conflict and their 

estimation of the time it will take to win, it was more beneficial for GAM to settle, while 
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this was not the case for LTTE. This led GAM to choose to sign a peace agreement with 

the GoI, whilst LTTE chose to continue its fight against the GoSL. 
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