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Proceedings of the Second International Conference 
on Tamil Nationhood and Genocide in Sri Lanka  

 
is dedicated to  

 
All the Tamils who lost their lives defending our rights,  

the tens of thousands of Tamil men, women, and children massacred by the  
indiscriminate aerial bombardment and banned chemical weapons  

unleashed upon them by the  
genocidal armed forces of the Government of Sri Lanka,  

 
and the following three Speakers at the  

First International Conference on Tamil Nationhood & Search for Peace in Sri Lanka* 
May 21-22, 1999, Ottawa, ON Canada 

who were killed for speaking out for Tamil Rights. 
No one has been brought to justice for these murders! 

 
Gaasinather Gangaser Ponnambalam (a.k.a Kumar 
Ponnambalam) 
(August 12, 1938 – January 5, 2000)  
A Tamil lawyer and politician. Leader of the All Ceylon Tamil 
Congress. He was shot dead in January 2000 in an assassination 
blamed on the Government of Sri Lanka. 
 
 
Joseph Pararajasingham  
(November  26, 1934 – December 25, 2005)  
A Tamil Civil Servant, journalist, businessman and politician. 
He was Member of Parliament for Batticaloa District from 1990 
to 2004 and a National List Member of Parliament from 2004 to 
2005. He was shot dead on Christmas Eve 2005 as he attended 
midnight mass at St. Mary's Cathedral, Batticaloa. The 
assailants allegedly escaped into the nearby Government of Sri 
Lanka army camp. 
 
Dharmeratnam Sivaram (a.k.a Taraki)  
(August 11, 1959 – April 28, 2005)  
A popular Tamil journalist in Sri Lanka. He was kidnapped by 
four men in a white van (allegedly operated by the paramilitary 
forces of the Government of Sri Lanka) on April 28, 2005, in 
front of the Bambalapitya Police Station. His body was found 
the next day in the District of Himbulala, near the Parliament of 
Sri Lanka. He had been beaten and shot in the head. 

 
*Please see Appendix A for Table of Contents of the First Conference 
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Second International Conference on Tamil Nationhood and  
Genocide in Sri Lanka  
Ottawa, ON Canada 

May 5-7, 2018  
Resolutions 

At the end of the 2nd International Conference on Tamil Nationhood and Genocide in Sri 
Lanka, held in Ottawa from May 5th -7th, 2018, the organizing committee aims to find a 
sustainable political solution that addresses the national question of the Eelam Tamils, in 
their traditional homeland in the North and East of the island called Sri Lanka. The 
genocidal approach continues to be deployed against the Tamil people, setting a dangerous 
paradigm for the entire world. In accordance with the academic research presented at this 
conference, the Organizing committee makes the following resolution: 
Whereas the United Nations Charter enshrines the right of all peoples to self-
determination, and Article 1 of the United Nations’ International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) declares “All peoples have the right of self-
determination. By virtue of that right, they freely determine their political status and freely 
pursue their economic, social and cultural development”; 
Whereas the Eelam Tamils are a nation on the island, since the times of the earliest known 
documentary evidence, culminating in their historically and geographically defined 
homeland, distinct language, culture and collective consciousness; 
Whereas the Eelam Tamil Nation historically lost sovereignty to Portuguese colonial 
conquest, followed by the Dutch and the British; 
Whereas since the independence of Ceylon (currently known as Sri Lanka) in 1948, the 
Eelam Tamil Nation had non-violently struggled to protect their rights for 30 years; and 
the Eelam Tamil Nation were never a party to the republic constitution of 1972, both of 
which prompted the Eelam Tamil Nation to the historic Vaddukkodai declaration of 
independence in 1976, endorsed by a mandate of the people of the North and East in the 
1977 general election; 
Whereas with the brutal suppression of non-violent means, another 30 years of armed 
struggle impelled by state oppression, culminated in a deliberate mass-scale massacre of 
innocent civilians at Mullivaaikkal in 2009, with the intent to destroy the Eelam Tamil 
Nation; and the military occupation of the North and East continues in an explicit, intense, 
intended and accelerated genocide, despite Sri Lanka’s claims of a “post-war” normalcy; 
Whereas considering the current ground realities in the Tamil homeland, which include 
heavy militarization, accelerated Sinhala colonization, forced disappearances and 
structural abuse of the Eelam Tamil Nation, all targeted to destroy the identity of the Eelam 
Tamil Nation, and the territorial integrity and contiguity of the Tamil homeland; 
Whereas considering the international community’s call for an international 
accountability mechanism in Sri Lanka (and, specific to Canada, that all three political 
parties called for an international investigation into genocide); and also, the Northern 
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Provincial Council in Sri Lanka and the State Assembly of Tamil Nadu in India (where 
more than 72 million Tamils live) passed resolutions demanding an international 
investigation into genocide; 
Whereas any internal mechanisms by the Sri Lankan state, such as the LLRC that claims 
to address the systemic injustices meted out to the Tamil people, and the promised 
constitutional reform claiming to address the aspirations of Tamil people are themselves 
fundamentally flawed and yet failed to deliver meaningful progress; 
Whereas the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) has passed Resolution 
A/HRC/34/L.1 addressing human rights violations in Sri Lanka; and the Sri Lankan 
Government endorsed this consensus resolution; yet Sri Lanka has not followed through 
on its commitments, and thus this resolution seriously lacks progress in implementation; 
Whereas all avenues have failed to resolve the Tamil national question and to restore the 
rights of Eelam Tamil Nation, and the deception practiced by the Sri Lankan State has 
been clearly established; 
BE IT RESOLVED THAT only an independent international investigation into the 
charge of genocide can be acceptable. 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT pursuing alternative strategies and avenues such 
as diplomatic and economic sanctions, and travel restrictions; universal jurisdiction as 
stated by the UN human rights High Commissioner during the UNHRC’s 37th session. 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT no solution could be found within the unitary 
state structure of Sri Lanka. Therefore, we call upon Canada and the international 
community to intervene and enforce international law, to recognize the Tamil people as a 
nation and to acknowledge their right to self-determination. 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT it is not within the ambit of the Eelam Tamil 
Nation and its representatives to speak about the political aspirations of the Muslim people 
on the island. However, any just solution for the Eelam Tamil Nation will rightfully 
incorporate a just and equitable solution on the question of the Muslim people in the Tamil 
homeland. 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT based on the applicability of the principles of 
historical, earned and remedial sovereignty; as well as Article 1 of the ICESCR; there 
should be an international decision to conduct and monitor a referendum among the 
traditional inhabitants of the areas of historical habitation of the Tamil-speaking people in 
the island of Sri Lanka and its Diaspora, to arrive at a just political solution. 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT this conference requests Canada and the 
international community to help the Eelam Tamils to rebuild their nation shattered by the 
genocidal war; to provide funding and assistance in creating transparent structure; to 
administer the flow of international relief efforts to war-affected people of the North and 
East. To enable immediate funding and assistance in creating mechanisms to rehabilitate 
and resettle war-affected civilians (mainly widows, children, differently-abled and 
injured) to lead a dignified life; to provide long term funding, expertise and support in 
education, health and sanitation, capacity-building, creating employment opportunities, 
and in rebuilding physical infrastructure. 
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Mississauga Tamil Association (MTA) 
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இர#டாவ' ச*வேதச தமிழ* மாநா1 – ஓ4டாவா ேம 5 - 7, 2018 –  

தமிழ* தாயக?@ இலBைகD தEவFG இட@ெபJ@ தமிK இனவழிMN@: 

தE*மானBகP 

2018 ஆ' ஆ() ைவகாசி 5 - 7 வைரயான திகதிகள89 கனடாவ;< தைலநகரான 

ஒ@டாவா நகA9 நடBேதறிய இர(டாவF சGவேதச தமிழG மாநா@J< KJவ;9, 

ஈழN தமிழGகள8< பார'பAயN தாயகP ப;ரேதசமான இலQைகN தRவ;< வடST- 

கிழSகி9 அவGகளF ேதசியP ப;ரVசைனSகான நிைலயான அரசிய9 தRGெவா<றிைன 

எ@)வதYT இ'மாநா@J< ஏYபா@)ST T[ வ;ைழகிறF. சGவேதசNதிYேக 

ஆபNதான மாதிAயாக ஈழN தமிழGக]ST எதிராக ெதாடGBF' இனவழிP^ 

ைகயாளPப@) வ_கி<ற நிைலய;9 இ'மாநா@J9 K<ைவSகPப@ட அறிவ;ய9 

ஆரா`Vசிய;< அJPபைடய;9 மாநா@J< ஏYபா@)ST T[ ப;<வ_' தRGமானQகைள 

நிைறேவYaகி<றF. 

 ஐSகிய நா)கc சைபைய நிaவ;ய சாசனமானF ஒ_ மSகc d@டNதி< eய 

நிGணயNதிYகான உAைமைய ேபண;S காST' நிைலய;h', ஐSகிய நா)கc சைபய;< 

ெபா_ளாதார, சiக மYa' கலாசார உAைமக]Sகான சGவேதச ஒPபBதNதி< 

(ICESCR) உaP^ைர-1 “எ9லா மSக]ST' த<னா@சி உAைம உ(), இBத 

உAைமையP பய<ப)Nதி அவGகc eதBதிரமாகN தமF அரசிய9 நிைலைய KJr 

ெச`F தமF ெபா_ளாதார, சiக, ப(பா@) வளGVசிகைளN ேதJSெகாcவG” எனP 

ப;ரகடனPப)Nதிtcள நிைலய;h', 

 மிகN ெதா<ைமயான ஆவணPப)NதPப@ட சா<aகள8< காலNதிலி_Bேத 

இலQைகN தRவ;9 ஈழNதமிழGகc ஒ_ தன8N ேதசமாகr', தமSகான வரலாYa, 

^வ;ய;ய9 uதியான வைரயaS கPப@ட தாயகP ப;ரேதசNைதt', தன8NFவமான 

ெமாழி, கலாVசார' மYa' d@)rணGைவS ெகா(J_PபவGகள எ<ற நிைலய;h', 

 ஈழN தமிழGகc தமF இைறயா(ைமைய ேபாGNFSேகய மYa' அதைனN 

ெதாடGBF வBத ஒ9லாBத, ஆQகிேலய ஆSகிரமிP^ பைடெய)P^கேளா) இழBதி_Sக 

1948 ஆ() இலQைக eதBதிர' அைடBதF Kத9 தமF உAைமகைள ேபண ஈழN 

தமிழGகc 30 வ_டQகளாக சாNவ RகP ேபாரா@டQகைள K<ென)Nதி_Sக, 1972 ஆ' 

ஆ() அறிKகPப)NதPப@ட TJயரe யாP^ வைரப;9 ஈழN தமிழGகc பQTதாரGகc 

ஆவF மaSகPபட, ஈழN தமிy ேதச' 1977 ஆ' ஆ(J< வ@)Sேகா@ைட eதBதிர 

ப;ரகடனNைத நிைறேவYறிய;_Sக இNதRGமானNதி< ஆைணைய 1977 ஆ' ஆ() 

ெபாFN ேதGதலி9 ஈழN தமிழGகc உaதிPப)Nதிய நிைலய;h', 

 ஈழN தமிழGகள8< சாNவ RகP ேபாரா@டQகc வ<Kைற ெகா() ஒ)SகPபட, அரச 

வ<Kைற காரணமாக 30 வ_ட ஆtதP ேபாரா@ட' K<ென)SகPபட, ஈழN தமிy 

ேதசNதி< அழிைவ ேநாSகமாகS ெகா() 2009 ஆ' ஆ() Kcள8வா`Sகாலி9 

ப9லாய;ரSகணSகான உய;Gகள8< ெகாைலகேளா) ஆtதP ேபாரா@ட' 

ெமௗன8SகPபட, அதைனN ெதாடGBF, இலQைக அரe ேபாG ஓ`BF சாதாரண நிைல 

நிலrவதாக ெதAவ;NF வ_' நிைலய;h', 
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  தமிழG தாயகP ப;ரேதசNதி9 ெதள8வான, தRவ;ரமான, FAதPப)NதPப@ட 

இனவழிPைப ேநாSகமாகS ெகா() இலQைக இரா|வ ஆSகிரமிP^ நிகழBத 

வ(ண' இ_Sகr', ஈழN தமிழG தாயகP ப;ரேதசNதி9 கள நிலவரQகைள 

க_Nதிெல)Sைகய;9 ஈழN ேதசNதி< அைடயாளQகைளt', ேதசNதி< ஒ_ைமPபா) 

மYa' அத< ெதாடGVசியான நிலrைகையt' சிைதST' Kகமாக ஆyBத, ெசறிBத 

இரா|வமயமாSக', FAதமான அரச அ}சரைணtடனான சிQகள TJேயYறQகc, 

வலிBF காணாம9 ஆSகPபட9, ஈழN தமிy ேதசNதி< க@)மானV சிைதr ஆகியன 

K<ென)SகPப)' நிைலய;h', 

 சGவேதச சiக' இலQைகSகான சGவேதச ெபாaP^Sdற9 நRதிP ெபாறிKைற 

ஒ<றிைன ேகாAய;_Bத நிைலய;9 (TறிPபாக கனடாவ;< i<a ப;ரதான க@சிக]' 

இனவழிPைப வ;சாரைண ெச`ய சGவேதச வ;சாரைணெயா<றிைன ேகாAய;_Bத 

நிைலய;9), இலQைகய;< வட மாகாண சைப மYa' 72 மி9லிய< தமிழGகc வா[' 

இBதிய தமிy நா@J< ச@டம<ற' ஆகியன தமிழG ேதசNதி< ம~தான இனவழிPைப 

வ;சாரைண ெச`ய சGவேதச வ;சாரைணகைள ேகாAய;_Bத நிைலய;h', 

 ஈழN தமிழGக]ST எதிரான க@டைமP^ uதியான அநRதிகைள ஆரா`வதாக dறி 

நிaவPப@ட கYaS ெகா(ட பாடQகc மYa' ந9லிணSக ஆைணST[ (LLRC) 

ேபா<றனேவா, தமிy மSகள8< அரசிய9 அப;லாைசகைள தRGPபதாக dறி, 

K<ென)NF வ_வதாக da' அரசியலைமP^ சீGதி_NதQகc ேபா<ற இலQைக 

அரe K<ென)ST' எBதெவா_ உcளகP ெபாறிKைறt' அJPபைடய;ேலேய 
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I am honoured to have this opportunity to present 
Oakland Institute’s work on continued militarization 
and land grabs in Sri Lanka.  My remarks are based 
on research, including field research in the Northern 
and the Eastern provinces, and regular 
communication with the local communities, 
especially the internally displaced in the country. 

The	 intent	 of	 our	 research	 has	 been	 to	
understand,	 analyse,	 and	 expose	 the	 social,	
economic,	and	political	reality	in	the	Northern	and	
Eastern	Provinces	since	the	conclusion	of	the	civil	
war	in	2009.	This	resulted	in	the	first	independent	
in-depth	 report,	 The	 Long	 Shadow	 of	 War:	 The	
Struggle	 for	 Justice	 in	 Postwar	 Sri	 Lanka	 and	 an	
accompanying	report,	I	Speak	without	Fear:	Where	
Are	 Our	 Loved	 Ones	 Who	 Have	 Been	 Abducted,	
Arrested,	 and	 Disappeared?,	 published	 in	 2015.	
Our	 continued	 research	 following	 the	 release	 of	
the	report,	establishes	these	findings: 
• One of the biggest consequences of the war was the 
displacement of people from their homes and the 
lands they depended on for their livelihoods. Even 
today the land remains a highly contentious issue 
between the local Tamil population and the Sri 
Lankan army. Forced to vacate their homes, 
farmlands, and fishing zones, once areas were 
designated as High Security or Restricted Zones or by 
war itself, the displaced hoped that their right to return 
would be granted someday. But continued military 
occupation has kept tens of thousands away from their 
homes and livelihoods with over 100,000 living in 
refugee camps in Tamil Nadu. Between 2015 election 
of President Sirisena and the end of 2016, 4780 acres 
of land were released with pledges for more. 

The Long Shadow of War: The Struggle for Justice in Post War Sri Lanka	

However, estimates are hard to come by about how 
much land is still occupied.  
• Quality of lands that people have been resettled to, 
is low. There are reports of people being resettled in 
former stone quarries or having to deal with decades 
of overgrowth, homes destroyed, need for clearing of 
irrigational canals, and hindered access to electricity 
and clean water. Former IDPs allege very little 
support from the government to take on these projects 
and rebuild homes and livelihoods. 
 When asked what infrastructure was needed to 
ensure that IDPs can rebuild their lives in safety and 
dignity, community members have asked for road and 
drainage canals to be restored; provision of consistent 
supplies of electricity and water; rebuilding of 
drinking water and agricultural wells; renovation of 
agricultural lands; and reestablishment of schools, 
hospitals and other community facilities; re-survey of 
lands; and construction and repair of houses. 
 For those who have been “resettled” through 
government schemes, the process has often taken 
place without voluntary or fully informed settlement 
choice and without adequate infrastructure. Our 2016 
report, Waiting to Return Home, reported on those 
displaced from Sampur being sent back to live in the 
shadow of the new navy camp, built close to the old 
camp, and on paddy land previously owned by the 
people. Having a navy camp so close to the village is 
a major security concern for the locals who have 
faced harassment and abuse at the hands of the Sri 
Lankan Army over the years. The new naval camp has 
also restricted villagers’ access to the sea as well as to 
three ponds, thus impacting their ability to continue 
fishing, their traditional livelihood. The Navy has also 
converted a Hindu Temple into a Buddhist one in the 
same area. At the time people were being asked to 
resettle, there was no infrastructure available, 
including toilet facilities.  
• Almost 10 years since the end of the war, the North 
and the East are still under very heavy military 
occupation. Since the end of the war, military budget 
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has continually increased – including after Sirisena 
was elected. In 2008 – the percentage of Sri Lanka’s 
overall budget that was spent on the military was 
12.91%. In 2016 – seven years after the war and a 
year after Sirisena was elected, it was 14.01%. 
 In 2015, we reported an estimated one army 
personnel for every 6 civilians. Figures from 2017 
show that in Mullaitivu alone, at least 60,000 army 
personnel are stationed—when there are 
approximately 243,000 active military personnel in 
the whole country. This means 1 soldier for every 2 
civilians in Mullaitivu. This does not even include 
navy and air force troops.  
 The army has expanded non-military activities 
and is engaged in large-scale property development, 
construction projects, and other business ventures 
such as travel agencies, farming, holiday resorts, and 
restaurants in the Northern and Eastern Provinces. 
The army officially runs luxury resorts and golf 
courses that have been erected on land seized from 
now–internally displaced peoples. Tourists can book 
holidays in luxury beach resorts, such as the 
Thalsevna Resort, functioning under the Security 
Forces Headquarters, by directly calling reservation 
numbers at the Ministry of Defence. These resorts and 
businesses are located on lands that were previously 
home to the local Tamil population.  
• These land grabs perpetuate and build upon a 
decades-long history of marginalization of the Tamil 
population, which has involved violence, pogroms, 
repressive laws, and a government-orchestrated 
colonization of the Northern and Eastern parts of the 
island nation. In the decade following independence 
in 1948, the takeover of land and displacement started 
via so called  “development” projects and irrigation 
schemes, which colonized the Tamil lands through 
the settlement of hundreds of thousands of Sinhalese 
brought from the southern part of the country.
• Post war take over of lands has continued for 
tourism and industry, allegedly for development 
activities to create livelihoods for the local 
populations, but with complete disregard for 
legitimate residential and livelihood concerns of 
those inhabiting the areas. Passikudah Hotel Project 
in Batticaloa is only one such example where the land 
initially taken over by the government during the war, 
was subsequently included in the Passikudah Tourist 
Zone by the Tourism Development Authority in 
2012.

Another emblem of the Sinhalization of the North and 
the East are numerous victory memorials, often with 
plaques in Sinhala and English only. In 
Pudumathalan, Mullaitivu, war hero memorial in 
Kokavil, Victory War Memorial in Kilinochchi, 
Kilinochchi water tower, the terrorist bulldozer at the 
Elephant Pass, and the War Hero Memorial close to 
the Jaffna lagoon, all these monuments at iconic 
locations send a strong message of the complete 
Sinhalese takeover of the Tamil land. The Sri Lankan 
army maintains the monuments visited by Sinhalese 
tourists and runs the kiosks that sell snacks and soft 
drinks. 
 Construction of Buddhist Temples, the erection 
of Buddha statues in places where there are no 
Buddhists, and designation as archaeological sites has 
become another source of landgrabbing. Security 
Force Headquarters–Kilinochchi (SFHQ–KLN) 
supported the construction of the pagoda, Mankulam 
Sri Sugatha Viharaya, in the former rebel stronghold 
of Kilinochchi in the Vanni region, claiming it to be 
a place of Buddhist worship with a long history.  
 The seven hot springs of Kanniya, the site of an 
ancient Hindu Shiva temple, today is home to a new 
Buddha statue, maintained by a Buddhist monk. The 
army is deployed for security purposes. Renovation 
of the Hindu temple by the local community has been 
prohibited, citing Kanniya as an archaeological site.  
 In Kaladi, which borders Batticaloa, 78 acres 
were seized by a Buddhist monk who built a Vihara 
(Buddhist temple) on the site of a former preschool. 
There are numerous similar reports of land seizures 
elsewhere, as documented by the Oakland Institute. 
 In early 2016, the Oakland Institute was 
petitioned by a group of IDPs, requesting assistance 
in their struggle to return home. They wrote, “Having 
exhausted all the domestic political and legal avenues 
available to us to regain our lands and houses 
acquired by force by the Sri Lankan armed forces 
during the war, we the people of Valikamam North in 
the Jaffna District of Sri Lanka have decided to seek 
your help to find redress to our problem.”  
 After over 25 years of displacement, having 
exhausted all possible political and legal channels in 
an attempt to get their land back, the internally 
displaced, living in “welfare camps” were forced to 
petition an international civil society group to seek 
assistance. They urged us to not publish the names of 
the signatories because they feared retaliation for 
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	contacting an international organization and reported, 
“...we get calls from unidentified telephone numbers 
from people who threaten us to stop the IDPs and 
resettlement related work	 .” 
 International experts and organizations have 
called for the demilitarization of the North and the 
East and the swift return of land to its rightful owners 
to ensure peace and stability. Despite the rhetoric of 
truth, justice, and reconciliation, the current 
government does not plan to scale down security 
arrangements. Amid United Nations resolutions, 
various task forces, and numerous government 
promises, tens of thousands continue to live in 
despair.  
 Despite promises made by President Sirisena, the 
need for full resettlement and a true reconciliation 
process is unchanged. In 2017, the UN gave a two-
year extension to Sri Lanka to report on transitional 
justice mechanisms despite little-to-no progress to 
date. The government has completely backpedaled on 
promise for international involvement in a judicial 
mechanism. In November 2016, Sirisena said in an 
interview with The Hindu: “Before I came to power 
there was a fear that those who had given commands 
during the war could be taken to international courts 
of justice … The international community is so 

satisfied with my performance that they have 
completely changed their impression of the country. 
Now there is no threat of international courts … I 
have told the international community that I cannot 
accept any proposal that allows foreign judges to 
probe our domestic matters. This is another great 
victory I was able to achieve in this time.” 
 In September 2016, the Minister of Justice 
warned that anyone alleging that Sri Lankan forces 
committed war crimes could face legal action. 
 Torture is routinely practiced all over the country, 
mainly in relation to police detentions – along with 
the prevailing culture of impunity 
 The government has acknowledged 65,000 
people remain missing, though sources from the 
community suggest the real number could be more 
than twice as many. Families continue to protest and 
demand answers and yet have no closure.  
 Given this dire situation, it is vital that the 
international community must make it clear that an 
independent and international process must be struck, 
and that returning land to its rightful owners, to allow 
the displaced to rebuild their lives and livelihoods is 
imperative for sustainable peace and justice. After 
almost three decades of displacement, it is time for 
the people in the North and East to return home! 
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Abstract 
Sinhala-Buddhist ethnonationalism is a political 
construction in defence of a projected unitary state. 
Such a state is centralized and sometimes culturally 
homogeneous. In Sri Lanka desired homogeneity is 
constituted by Sinhala-Buddhist ethnonationalism. In 
Sri Lanka the state's Sinhala-Buddhist homogeneity 
has never been a reality. As Sinhala-Buddhist 
ethnonationalism is part of a political program to 
achieve a unitary state, we can talk about political 
Buddhism. Political Buddhism in Sri Lanka has taken 
several forms in the past and present. There is not one 
unchanging Vamsic mindset. Political Buddhism of 
dynastic regimes during the pre-colonial period is 
different from the political Buddhism, which has 
developed during the colonial period by the 
Anagarika Dharmapala. This again is different from 
the kind of political Buddhism which was developed 
during the postcolonial period by Walpola Rahula in 
defense of the unitary state. Moreover, we have must 
see political Buddhism in a comparative perspective 
with other states' political Buddhism and subordinate 
the category political Buddhism under the category 
political religion, which opens a world-wide 
perspective on different religions' sacralisation of 
politics. What is remarkable in Sri Lanka is not the 
existence of a political religion, but that this is filtered 
through Sinhala-Buddhist culture and that it violates 
the Charter of Human Rights and the Word of the 
Buddha. 
 
Keywords 
 
Political Buddhism, Sinhalaness, ethnonationalism 
 

Introduction  
How are political Buddhism and Sinhala-Buddhist 
ethnonationalism related? The latter is an ideological 
nationalist construction in defence of a projected 
Unitary State. In such a state, power is centralised and 
sometimes culturally homogeneous. In Lanka desired 
homogeneity is constituted by Sinhala-Buddhist 
ethnonationalism or Sinhalaness. The latter is a self-
identification. It implies that the Unitary State should 
culturally reflect Sinhala-Buddhist culture. 
 In Lanka, the state's Sinhala-Buddhist 
homogeneity has never been complete. Sinhala-
Buddhist ethnonationalism is part of an ongoing 
political program to achieve a homogenous Unitary 
State. Therefore, we can talk about political 
Buddhism. The construction and use of the concept 
and terms ethnonationalism or more specifically 
Sinhalaness has as an ultimate goal the achievement 
and maintenance of the Unitary State. The tone in 
“political Buddhism” is on “political”, its ultimate 
goal is the Unitary State. “Buddhism” is used as 
rationalisation of this state. 
 There were and are individuals and groups within 
the Ilattamil Resistance Movement who insist that 
Sinhala Buddhist ethnonationalism is not a contingent 
political construction, but an expression of an innate 
mindset. They accept gratefully an image, produced 
by Sinhala ethnonationalists about themselves. It 
focuses the concept of Sinhalaness as an innate 
attribute in the folk psyche of Sinhala speakers. This 
self-image is, however, just a populistic stereotype or 
political rhetoric. This fiction about a homogenous 
cultural state was created in an exceptional condition 
of a war of attrition, which had a precursor, a climax 
and an aftermath; it may have an end, or the aftermath 
may turn into a new precursor in a distant future.  
From a comparative point of view the ultimate 
political aim may vary, but usually, it is formulated 
regarding state formations. In our insular context, the 
unitary, united, federal, con-federal and independent 
states appear in political/religious discourses, but 
political Buddhism in Lanka is evident in the 
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formulation of its ultimate goal: nothing less than a 
Unitary State. In our present case, we face political 
totalitarianism among the Buddhist organisations. 
Here, I shall focus only one particular kind of political 
Buddhism. It defends the integrity and sovereignty of 
the unitary state. It can be shown that this present 
political Buddhism is a conscious construction of 
canonical, Chronicle and modern ideas. Here, we 
encounter an anti-democratic or totalitarian form of 
political Buddhism, whose self-designation is 
Sinhalaness (simhalatva) or National Ideology (jatika 
cintanaya). 
 In 1972 the Parliament accepted a new 
Constitution, which turned Lanka into a Unitary 
State. Politicians rationalised the idea of Unitary State 
concerning Great Chronicles approach of One 
Umbrella where the umbrella was one Buddhist King 
as representative of the whole country being 
Buddhist. A religious approach was used to 
rationalise a political goal. We get a sacralisation of 
politics. In political Buddhism, violence is domiciled 
as a method to subdue resistance. Political Buddhism 
should be studied comparatively under the heading 
“political religion” that has global representatives. 
Buddhism as a System 
Lankan Buddhism is a religious-ideological system 
like Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism and other 
religions. By “religious-ideological”, I refer to the 
fact that these religions are ideologies, which have an 
ultimate goal; it is transcendent, and the rhetoric or 
discourse reflects its transcending interests to move 
from a beginning to an end, which is the ultimate goal. 
Buddhism like other religions is characterised by an 
internal dynamic movement. Buddhism like other 
religions is a movement.   
 The religious, ideological system in Lanka is 
named Theravada-Buddhism, which connects it to a 
network in Myanmar, Cambodia, Thailand, Laos, and 
migrated and converted Theravada-Buddhists in the 
West and East. They all have the same canon written 
in a North Indian language known as Pali and a 
collection of commentaries written by learned monks. 
The canon, which was codified in its formation in the 
4th century AD., is wholly translated into Sinhala. 
There is also an English translation produced by the 
Pali Text Society(PTS) in London. Many parts of the 
Pali canon have been translated into national 
languages including Tamil. Theravada-Buddhism or 
Pali-Buddhism is a common religious ideology.  

Besides the canonical and the commentarial tradition, 
Lankan Buddhism also has historiography 
documented in chronicles. The most famous is the 
Great Chronicle starting with the arrival of Vijaya and 
finished in the 18th century at the arrival of the British, 
who replaced the Dutch, who earlier had replaced the 
Portuguese. This historiography gives us the cultural 
specific form of Lankan Theravada-Buddhism. It also 
is exploited in the rhetoric and discourse of modern 
political Buddhists. The Great Chronicle is part of 
long tradition embracing several other works like the 
preceding Chronicle of the Island and the following 
Small Chronicle and other works. I summarise them 
by the term Chronicle Tradition, which promotes a 
central idea to which I come below several times.  
 Buddhists in Lanka have also been exposed to 
different traditions representing religious and non-
religious ideologies, specific political ideologies like 
Marxism, social evolutionism, Fascism, Nazism, and 
different evaluations of life and worldviews, which 
all have influenced insular Buddhists. Among these, 
we also find racist/racialist ideas, which were used by 
Tamil and Sinhala speakers from the late 19th century 
onwards. Geopolitics has in some cases been 
apprehended as a threat and danger to Buddhism in 
Lanka, especially when geopolitics was accompanied 
by Christian missionary NGOs. Most Sinhala 
speakers have encountered Tamil speakers for good 
and evil. All are aware that there are four different 
central Lankan religious value systems represented 
by Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam 
alongside with profiled non-religious alternatives and 
religious indifference. 
 By “system” I refer to an organised, purposeful 
structure that consists of interrelated and 
interdependent types of values. These elements 
continually influence one another (directly or 
indirectly) to maintain their activity and the existence 
of the system, to achieve the goal of the system. 
 Now we focus Buddhism only, which is a mental 
system, consisting of the following three subsystems 
within Lankan Buddhism. The three subsystems 
within Lankan Buddhism, I name Buddhist activism, 
renouncing Buddhism and political Buddhism. The 
first two share the system's ultimate goal, Quenching 
(of a Flame or Thirst) in Sanskrit Nirvana, in Pali 
Nibbana. For the case of political Buddhism, 
Quenching has been discreeted, but political 
Buddhism is still Buddhism for a particular reason to 
which I shall come below. Political Buddhism in 
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Lanka was and is a subsystem within the ideological 
system Theravada-Buddhism. These three 
subsystems are existent over time and place in Lanka, 
but they are not stable about each other. Political 
Buddhism in the 20th and 21st centuries has become 
strong and has marginalised in the world of media the 
two other subsystems of historical Buddhism. 
 In the case of Lankan Buddhism as a tripartite 
system, we can discern parts or subsystems, which 
display emergent properties that are different than the 
whole, but which maintain an internal steady-state. 
This steady-state cannot be sustained if the system is 
exposed to dysfunctional inputs. All religions are 
periodically exposed to such inputs from outside and 
inside. In the island, we can identify the invasions 
from South India in the pre-colonial period and from 
colonialism from 1505, which resulted in a near 
break-down of the Buddhist tradition. In the pre-
colonial period, the provocation came from the Tamil 
land in the form of invasions for many decades before 
the modern colonisation in the 16th century. This 
colonisation was another provocation. During the 
colonial period, the provocation came from the 
Portuguese and Dutch, who controlled the economy 
of the country in part. The British succeeded even to 
get political control over the whole island from 1815. 
It was a challenge to the Great Assembly of monks, 
which felt distressed by the missionary activities of 
the colonisers.  
 This distress continued in the post-colonial 
period, to which was added the influence of economic 
and security interests by a global community. These 
interests infringed on the supremacy of the state. 
Today, the dominance of the Lankan state is 
questioned by its indebtedness to the global 
community and by geopolitical manipulations from 
superpowers. We also note the internal dynastic fights 
in the pre-colonial period, which brought the country 
several times to near ruin. Moreover, there is the 
global community, which demands from Lanka 
reforms in its human rights record. The country is 
deeply involved in economic depths, which affects its 
status as a sovereign nation. Insiders have also 
contributed to question the supremacy of the state, 
which are not only divided ethnically in Sinhalas, 
Tamils and Muslims. There is also a class struggle 
related to a caste struggle within both the Sinhala and 
Tamil societies. There is the selling out of assessing 
of land and property to China to improve the national 
economy of the country. There is the struggle 

between the GoSL and the labour unions, which feel 
exploited. The GoSL must meet challenges from its 
own Sinhala speakers, who tried to topple the GoSL 
in 1971 and 1987-1989. There are also linguistic and 
regional differences and finally religious and non-
religious ethnic differences. The two leading parties, 
the UNP and the SLFP compete about which one is 
the most patriotic. This competition takes place even 
within of each party. Finally, Buddhism as a system 
was and is questioned in its expansion on the island 
by a countering with the non-religious-ideological 
system, which is known as Patriotism/Nationalism of 
the Tamils for Tamililam. Tamil 
Patriotism/Nationalism has survived the defeat of the 
TM in 2009 and is active today.  
 All these dysfunctional challenges mentioned 
above resulted in the emergence of contemporary 
political Buddhism as a defence for what has been 
won and for what must be regained. Political 
Buddhism is as old as Buddhism in Lanka, but its 
performance could take different appearances. The 
present one is exceptionally xenophobic. 
Now we go closer to each subsystem. What is 
Buddhist activism?  
 Buddhist activism has been taken up today by 
modern socially engaged Buddhists; they may point 
at the UN Charter of Human Rights as the directory 
for action, but claim that the Charter by its content is 
already included in the Word of the Buddha. 
 Buddhist activism shows an interest in the 
transformation of society by above given Buddhist 
values. Buddhist politicians, individuals and groups, 
the whole nation, will yearn for the ultimate state of 
being, when community and state have been prepared 
with Buddhist values like Friendliness, Compassion, 
and Pleasance at the pleasance of others. This 
penultimate state of being may last long to be 
established entirely, centuries, even millennia, before 
the threshold of Quenching (of a Flame) is reached, 
which is called Equanimity. The ultimate goal, 
Quenching, is deferred for the realisation of imminent 
goals, which, however, express Buddhist values; they 
lead to the ultimate goal Quenching. These values are 
practised in the world, but they are not regarded as 
worldly. During this time of deferment, a gradual 
internalisation of Buddhist values should take place. 
To create the possibility for such a spiritual career of 
everyone, a society must be built, which is 
encouraging and patronizing. Buddhist education 
must be provided in schools and homes, in all law-
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making; political decisions too should consider that 
these goals conduct towards the ultimate goal of 
Buddhism, to Quenching. 
 The Buddha himself was a Buddhist activist, for 
example in the case of his advice at the beginning of 
the Mahaparinibbanasuttanta in the Digha-Nikaya for 
an ideal government, which should be formed in 
analogy to the structure of the Great Assembly and 
reproduce its virtues.  Religious activism is not 
limited to Buddhism. Several religions have a section 
dedicated to it.  
 We come now to the second subsystem of 
Buddhism, which I call renouncing Buddhism. We 
could call it forest Buddhism too because it is 
transmitted by the Forest Dweller. His choice to 
abandon village life precludes a consciousness of a 
progression and advancement he has made on the 
path. He feels that the ultimate goal, Quenching, is 
imminent. There is no penultimate goal. Forest 
dwellers are regularly males; women are believed to 
be exposed to dangers in the wilderness, but they can 
advance mentally in the surrounding of a monastery’s 
solitude.  
 The communication between renouncing 
Buddhism and Buddhist activism is intensive. We can 
imagine a Buddhist monk, who has abandoned 
society. He has chosen complete isolation in a forest, 
but even this isolation makes it not possible to entirely 
avoid society, which brings him Gift (of food), which 
enables his renunciation. Moreover, a forest monk 
alternates often between living a forest life in solitude 
and village life in a Monastery. This alternating of 
monks induces a consciousness to villagers what the 
ultimate goal is. The relation between renouncing 
Buddhism and Buddhist activism is a gradual one, 
especially when Village-Dwellers decide to set apart 
some time for their spiritual advancement regularly.   
Now we come to the third subsystem, to political 
Buddhism, which is the centre of this article. What is 
political Buddhism in Lanka? First, it is an evaluation 
by individuals and groups that the existence of 
Buddhism as the cultural homogeneity of a Unitary 
State is endangered. The danger can be turned away 
by strengthening the cultural homogeneity. This 
strengthening is done by acting out characteristics, 
which are described below. They can be summarised 
by the concept of xenophobia, which can amount to 
verbal and physical aggression. The ultimate goal is 
not to reach the state of Quenching (of a Flame), but 
the condition of a Unitary State as a guarantee for the 
preservation of cultural homogeneity. 

 Political Buddhism is also part of a global 
category, which is named political religion, and 
which has particular specific traits. We can find them 
also in many other religious national and 
nationalistic, religious movements. There is 
especially one characteristic, which is the core of all 
political religion. It is the theme "sacralisation (or 
consecration) of politics". Political Buddhism as a 
religious, ideological sub-system in the island Lanka 
sacralises the political doctrine about Lanka as a 
Unitary State, which was introduced in 1972 in the 
Constitution. This goal, the Unitary State, is 
rationalised by being sacralised/consecrated by 
reference to the Buddha's supernatural coming to 
Lanka three times, where he sealed Lanka as Island of 
the Dhamma. This reference to sealing is a way for 
political Buddhists to appear as authentic Buddhists. 
This way is to refer to the Chronicle tradition which 
made the Buddha sacralise the state of Lanka as 
Buddhist by literally sealing, by putting his footprint 
on the Sumanakūta, known today as Adam’s peak.  

 The historical Buddha never mentioned Lanka, 
and never idealises a united, federal, confederal or 
independent state of Lanka. We must turn to the 
Lankan Chronicle tradition to get an answer. We 
conclude that this Chronicle form of Buddhism is a 
political religion because it sacralises a political 
project by relating its origin to a supernatural power. 
This kind of political religion belongs to the category 
religious nationalism, which we encounter in many 
parts of the world.  
 The authors of this Chronicle tradition have 
concluded that the ruler of Lanka must be a Buddhist 
and that this ruler rules the country under One 
Umbrella, i.e. that he rules over the whole country 
which is not united but unitary (centralised and 
culturally homogenous) under him. One umbrella is 
the old term for a Unitary State in the Constitution 
from 1972. Political Buddhists have made this 
political doctrine its ideological profile after a 
particular treatment. Political Buddhists endowed the 
doctrine of the Unitary State with a religious and 
heroic past and eschatology, which eliminated 
scruples about striving for centralised power and 
cultural (religious) hegemony and about the means to 
reach this imminent goal.  
 In the pre-colonial period, the realisation of 
Lanka as being under One Umbrella of a dynastic 
ruler was made the precondition for the attainment of 
a society based on Buddhist values. This anticipating 
of a Buddhist community was a carte blanche for 
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political and military action directed against Tamil 
invaders. This pre-colonial thinking was retrieved 
after independence in 1948 in the struggle against 
Tamils for Tamililam. It was made a part in the 
construction of a collective memory of the 
representatives of the post-colonial Lankan nation-
state. They regularly repeated mimetically the role of 
the Tamil adversary King Dutthagamaṇi, Sinhala 
Dutugämunu (101-77, 161-137). 

 The use of violence to reach the stage of One 
Umbrella finally was Dutthagamanis killing of King 
Elara, who in the chronicle Great Chronicle was 
classified as just king, but as adhering to another 
(post-Vedic) faith. This deviation from Buddhism 
was the only reason for the Buddhist adversary 
Dutthagamani to kill him. The killing of Elara is 
today used in a strong persuasive homology, which 
justifies the killing of Veluppillai Pirapakaran. 
Political Buddhism is a reaction to provocation by 
outsiders and inimical insiders, which question and 
undermine the strive for supremacy of the Lankan 
state in the island.  
 Political Buddhism as a form of sacralising 
politics is not a modern phenomenon. Political 
Buddhists have learned how to sacralise politics from 
the past in the Chronicle literature, but the application 
on a Unitary State is of course stylish. It was made 
explicit only after independence in 1948 in 
connection the promulgation of the Constitution in 
1972, which creates a problem: The Constitution does 
not sacralise the Unitary State. This sacralising is 
done by political Buddhists, who specially interpret 
the Constitution. 
 Political religion is used here as a technical term. 
Political religion is a blanket name for political 
religions and is a global entity. The political 
Buddhism of Lanka is part of it. Other well/known 
examples of political religions from the past and 
present, based on Christianity, are Italian Fascism, 
German Nazism, the British Union of Fascists, and 
the Romanian Iron Guard. Al-Qaida and ISIS are 
examples of political religions based on Islam. The 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) in India is 
based on Hinduism. All sacralise a political agenda in 
the name of religion. 
Characteristics of Political Buddhism 
The threat felt by an enemy may be objectively real, 
but it may also be a consciously invented as a 
mobilising tactic. The fear that 70 millions of Tamil 
speakers from Tamilnatu would invade Lanka is 

designed. Some political Buddhists tend to 
exaggerate threats, for example, that Muslim 
customary laws in Lanka, which allows young girls to 
be married at the age of eleven, results allegedly in 
their giving birth to many children, which soon 
outnumber the number of the Sinhala Buddhists. We 
note that there is no concern for the human rights of 
the girls in this statement; the concern is for 
preserving power over a minority. This kind of 
political xenophobia is related to what I have called 
dharmacracy, what others call an ethnocracy, what 
political Buddhists themselves call Sinhalaness, and 
from an angle of the history of religions can be called 
fundamentalism. I prefer dharmacracy to ethnocracy 
to indicate that this kind of ethnonationalism is 
sacralised. 
 A famous political Buddhist has coined the term 
simhalatva ‘Sinhalaness’ as the common term for the 
ideology of all political Buddhist groups. It echoes 
Hindutva ‘Indianess’ as a totalitarian movement. 
Sinhalaness, being a self-characterisation, is a new 
insider term. Indianess as a model for Sinhalaness has 
been closely related to the ideology of the Bodu Bala 
Sena by the Chief-Executive of this organisation. He 
made clear in an interview in January 2015 that the 
Bodu Bala Sena is inspired by the BJP and the RSS, 
which are based on Indianess. 
 Indianess, as an exponent of Indian 
fundamentalism, accepts a cluster of religions of Indian 
origin (Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism) as 
qualifying for state protection. Indianess does not 
comprise Christianity, Islam and other religions not 
arisen in India. Lankan fundamentalist Buddhists have 
chosen a more radical solution than Indianess: in 
Section 9 of the present Constitutions dating from 1972 
and 1978, they have constructed a hierarchy of state-
protected religions. On top is, of course, Buddhism, as 
the foremost religion. Neither Indianess nor Sinhalaness, 
under pressure from the international community, have 
dared openly to call for a single official religion of the 
state. The monopolising tendency is however clear. 
When a two-thirds majority in Parliament, and the 
economic strength to ignore criticism by international 
opinion, have been achieved, the Constitution may be 
changed in the direction of a monopoly for one state 
religion, for Buddhism. The tendency, especially in 
Lanka among political Buddhists, to create a 
dharmacracy is clear.  

 There is a special point in introducing 
Sinhalaness as reflecting Indianess. Sinhalaness’ 
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adherents are understood as political Buddhists who 
commit themselves to the slogan “one nation, one 
state”. They were evaluated by the TM just as an 
annexe to the Lankan states ideology of a Unitary 
State. Both Indianess and Sinhalaness manipulate 
religion and subordinate it to national politics. What 
a commentator said about Hindutva is equally valid 
for Sinhalaness:  
 In contrast to communism, we are not dealing 
here with eradication of religion, but with a process 
of rendering it subservient to the state. 
Sinhalaness is political Buddhism with a strong anti-
Tamil, anti-Christian and anti-Muslim strain. Political 
Buddhism refers in the Lankan case to the expansion 
of an internal colonialist agenda. Today, as in the past, 
colonialism, now internal colonialism, is an vital 
conflict creating political agenda by the GoSL.  
 Sinhalaness is an ethno-nationalist ideology with 
representation also in the political parties of Sinhala 
speakers like the SLFP, UNP and JVP, and in thick 
layers of a population which voted for a government 
and a president in 2006 standing on a clear ethno-
nationalist and militarist programme. In January 2006, 
the government suspended the cease-fire agreement 
and launched Ilam War IV. The strength of the 
government in the eyes of the international 
community was democratically elected and had its 
Constitution on its side. 
 Sinhalaness is a political ethnonationalist 
ideology with a strong base in the Sri Lanka Freedom 
Party, which houses a unique identifiable section 
known as the  Sinhalaness Body, but Sinhalaness has 
mostly spread anonymously among individuals and 
represented by Buddhist militant organisations. In 
parliament, the supporters have come together in the 
same place, but this is somewhat misleading because 
the ideology is of course not limited a group of MPs. 
Single charismatic leaders appear, often monks, who 
can assemble hundreds of listeners.  
 Even Sinhalaness' representatives avoid, 
however, describing the conflict regarding Sinhalas 
against Tamils. It would play into the hands of 
stereotypes constructed by the Ilattamil Resistance 
Movement, which often projects the conflict as being 
between Sinhalas against Tamils. Sinhalaness, 
therefore, makes a distinction between Tamils and 
"terrorists" and directs its struggle against the latter in 
public statements. They may speak in English about 
"Ealamists", which is a pejorative term and connotes 
terrorists.  

 The unity of the unitary state is conceptualised as 
Buddhism-cum-territory-language-race in classical 
formulation going back to the Anagarika Dharmapala 
and being exploited by Sinhalaness represented by the 
Buddhist monk and Great Leader (of an Order), 
Madihe Pannasiha. His ideal of a Buddhist is the 
Anagarika Dharmapala. This monk issued one of the 
best-known biographies in Sinhala, Life of Hero”, 
about the Anagarika Dharmapala. 

 There is a direct line of ideological dependency 
from the Anagarika Dharmapala to Madihe 
Pannasiha, who in this biography quotes an essential 
formula for (political) Sinhala Buddhism, which we 
also can apply to Sinhalaness. 
My country, my race, my religion, my language have 
become to me a group of four great, invaluable 
jewels. It is my duty to make these jewels of four the 
protection.  
 Not only religion, but also the Sinhala country, 
the Sinhala race, and the Sinhala language take the 
position of a “jewel”, i.e. the position of a concern in 
a cluster of concerns. These together constitute the 
unity of the island. Sinhalaness comprises the Sinhala 
language, the culture of the Sinhalas, which is a 
special kind of Buddhism, the territory of the Sinhala 
speakers, which is the whole island, and finally 
Sinhalese speakers themselves, who since the 19th 
century have been conceived of not only as a people but 
also as a race. These four are called “the four jewels”, 
which is a travesty of the traditional “three refuges”: the 
Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sangha. The slogan of 
the four jewels was created by the Anagarika 
Dharmapala at the beginning of the 20th century and 
transmitted by monks and the laity to the present day. 
It suggests that just as the three jewels constitute 
ultimate values, so also do the four. All these four are 
parts of a state formation that is called unitary.  

 In the pre-modern period, as documented in 
commentaries and chronicles, there was a firm belief 
that the island's destiny was to become the lamp or light 
for the world, where pure Buddhism would shine for 
the benefit of the whole world. This idea has been taken 
up, even in the modern period, and in a particular way, 
through symbolic communication. The national flag of 
Lanka, created in the 1950s, consists of mainly two 
parts. The primary and dominant section comprises an 
armed lion, expressing Sinhalaness and surrounded by 
four depictions of bodhi-tree leaves, symbolising 
Buddhism. Sinhalaness and Buddhism are framed as 
one unity by a broad strip separate from the minor part 
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of the flag, which consists of two stripes, orange for 
Hindus and green for Muslims. Meanwhile, activists, 
represented by a group of Buddhist monks, have 
created a “pure lion flag” which eliminates the 
minorities stripes, on the argument that they did not 
initially figure on the national flag. This flag is a 
reminder of the island's destiny, which must not be 
forgotten by Buddhists; it was produced commercially 
by Madihe Pannasiha’s Monastery in Colombo and is 
carried in demonstrations and street fighting by monks 
and activists. 

 Sinhalaness is metaphysics: It precludes the 
existence of simhalatatva(ya) ‘Sinhalaness’ a racial 
essence as result of belonging to the Sinhala race. 
Simhalatatvaya has been consciously shortened to 
Sinhalatva to correspond to Hindi Hindutva. 
Sinhalaness is a neologism that has been massively 
launched in Lankan media like The Island and 
Divayina. This ideology, which is identified with 
Buddhism - I prefer to say with political Buddhism - 
focuses those who question the integrity and the 
sovereignty of the unitary state as traitors. One of 
these antagonists are the representatives of Jewish 
ideology, which is a characterisation of Western 
science and of Western politics including NGOs and 
the Norwegian mission to facilitate negotiations 
between the conflicting parties. They are allegedly 
anti-national. An important aspect is that Sinhalaness 
exploits the theory about the clash of cultures on the 
insular situation, where Jewish Ideology supposedly 
fights a [cosmic?] battle against the National 
Ideology.  
 For Sinhalaness, there is no radical change in 
history. The pre-canonical, canonical, , and post-
colonial tradition constitute no breaks. There is 
allegedly a continuity represented by the concept of 
the island as Island of the dhamma. It is connected 
with the concept of Island of the Sinhalas, and they 
form together with the idea that the island from the 
arrival of Buddhism has in toto been a Buddhist island 
for the Sinhalas only. This modern anti-canonical and 
even in part anti-Chronicle interpretation of the 
concept of Island of the dhamma is projected 
anachronistically into the past to form continuity.  
We note: there is a Motherland for Tamils for 
Tamililam, and there is a Motherland, for 
Sinhalessnes minded political Buddhists. Both parties 
operationalise the same concept, but there is an 
ideological/religious surplus or overhang on the 
Sinhalaness side. Tamils for Tamililam follow a non-

religious tradition of arguing for territory as 
Motherland. Moreover, their main categories of 
instrumentalization are not a race, but political unity, 
language, history and human rights that provide 
"peoples" with a right of self-determination. There is 
no symmetry about the other party, to the Sinhalaness 
movement. Sinhalaness representatives go for a 
religiously defined island, which, by being religious, 
is lifted above all negotiations.  
 The Chronicle’s sectarian Theravada view, which 
was also anti-Mahayana, was retrieved by 
Sinhalaness in the 20th century, but combined with an 
additional new belief, namely that Buddhism is the 
racial trait of the Sinhalas only. It connected 
sectarianism with racialism and made it therefore 
impossible for Tamils to convert to Buddhism. 
In addition to the retrieval of the Chronicle sectarian 
anti-Tamil xenophobia, Sinhala was not only 
regarded as a language group of people, but also as a 
race in the 20th century. Buddhism became the 
religion of a race, and inversely and symmetrically 
Caivam was related to the Tamil race, not by the 
Tamils this time, but by Sinhalaness.  
 In the 1980s, I counted more than 100 
organisations having Sinhalaness as ideology. It is 
possible to follow some of them back to the beginning 
of independence of the state in 1948. Some of them 
have changed names, leaders have gone and come, 
methods of the propaganda work has shifted from 
verbal to physical injuries, but the ultimate aim 
remained, the establishment of the Unitary State, and 
the primary approach to operationalise Buddhist 
concepts for this aim remained unchanged. 
 Political Buddhists appear in public as 
dharmacrats, ethnocrats, economic protectionists, 
adherents of Sinhalaness, and finally as 
fundamentalists. It is easy to recognise a political 
Buddhist by her/his verbal and physical outbursts of 
xenophobia. 
Political Buddhism as Aggression 
In a crisis, several ways of pacifying “minorities” 
were considered by the GoSL. One is the politics of 
assimilation by cultural superimposition. There was 
the attempt of enforcing of the use of the language 
Sinhala of the majority, which happened in 1956, but 
which failed in the end due to the resistance of the 
"minorities", the Tamils for Tamililam, the Tamil 
speaking Muslims, and the English-speaking 
Burghers.   
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 The policy of cultural assimilation succeeded in 
the case of the Väddō, who could not offer any 
resistance. A legend about their origin of being 
descendants of Vijaya, the alleged founder father of 
the Sinhalas, was ascribed to them, which facilitated 
assimilation. 
 Assimilation failed with the Burghers, the 
decedents of intermarriages with Portuguese and 
Dutch. They had been English-speaking mediators 
between the colonial administrators and the Sinhala 
and Tamil speakers. After Independence in 1948 
many left the country disgusted by the revengeful 
treatment, they had to undergo.  
 As both cultural assimilation and political 
integration had failed, there seemed to be only one 
way left, the use of violence, recommended and 
executed by some MPs, and political Buddhist monks 
with the help of a mob in the name of Buddhism. They 
were only a small part of the Great Assembly, but 
they had support from large groups of lay Buddhists 
in the South and by powerful politicians in the GoSL. 
Today violence is used openly and repeatedly by 
some groups of Buddhist monks, which motivated the 
General Secretary of the UN Ban Ki Mon to express 
his concern in August 2014:  

----I am alarmed by the rising level of attacks in 
Lanka against religious minorities. The 
Government of Sri Lanka and faith leaders must 
respond and ensure the safety and security of all 
communities. In both Myanmar and Lanka, I am 
concerned that Buddhist communities are being 
swept up by a rising tide of extremist sentiment 
against other groups. This betrays the peaceful 
teachings of the founder, Lord Buddha. Calls to 
violence in the name of religions violate their true 
principles.---- 

There is often a multivocality in diagnosing the 
causes for this aggression. Is it unleashed because of 
religious reasons or are there other reasons also, 
economic, racialist and political? We note what is 
said by contemporary political Buddhists, namely that 
Christians convert Buddhists to Christianity, which is 
a threat to Buddhism as the religion of the island. This 
explanation does not exclude other reasons also.  
 This multivocality is also in the case of 
unleashing aggression against Muslims. Muslims are 
not said to convert Buddhists, but to introduce a non-
desirable culture into the purity of the island and of 
taking space. In the background is the reality of 
economic competition in the same area and same 

livelihood. Muslims are focussed by political 
Buddhists today, but this is not new; it is a 
repristinating from 1915 when a nation-wide anti-
Muslim pogrom took place in colonial Ceylon. Anti-
Muslim sentiments were cultivated already in the 
colonial period. 
In the case of political Buddhists attacking Hindus, 
we must study the attacks carefully if they are 
directed against Hindu religious tokens or against 
Tamils, who are Hindus, or if the aggression is an act 
of revenge for Hindus having destroyed Buddhist 
tokens.  
 We note that there are examples in Lanka of 
Buddhists attacking Buddhists in the history of the 
island, of Muslims attacking Muslims and of Hindus 
attacking Hindus, and of Christians attacking 
Christians. Religious internal sectarianism is a visible 
feature as a result of the insecurity to which each 
religious system is exposed by the dominating 
religious subsystem, by political Buddhism. A 
pressured minority religion, which cannot fight 
upwards in the hierarchy can fight downwards. 
Earlier research from the pre-colonial over the 
colonial and post-colonial period onwards makes it 
possible to discern a continuity up to 2018. This 
continuity consists in the attempt by representatives 
of political Buddhism as a subsection of Buddhism to 
gain territory in thought, word and deed by 
aggression. We emphasise that we are focussing a 
subjection of Buddhism only.  
 Aggression generates aggression. Some 
reflecting Buddhists realised that the expansion of 
Sinhala Buddhism in an aggressive way encounters 
bitter resistance on the edge of using violence. Why 
not try to expand Buddhism with Tamil? If the 
Buddha himself has declared that his dispensation can 
be preached in any folk language, and if the national 
anthem of Lanka can be sung in Tamil, why can't we 
can teach Buddhism in Tamil? If it was possible to 
translate the Bible from Hebrew and Greek into Latin 
and folk languages, why should it not possible to 
translate the Word of the Buddha from Pali and 
Sanskrit into Tamil, primarily as a full translation of 
the Pali canon? It exists already in Sinhala and 
English and partial translations of it in many other 
folk languages. After 2009, when the TM could not 
mobilise resistance, some reflecting persons started to 
think in that way. The strategy was clear, to expand 
Buddhism over the whole country including the areas 
of Tamil speakers who were mostly Caivas. The tactic 
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  was using Tamil. The message was: Buddhism is not 
only Sinhala; it is Tamil too, but in what sense Sinhala 
and Tamil? 
 The question arises what is meant by Tamil 
Buddhism. Is it Sinhala Buddhism translated into 
Tamil, is it a repristinating of Tamil Buddhism from 
the pre-colonial period, is this Tamil Buddhism 
something new and what happens to Sinhalaness if its 
foremost mark, the Sinhala language, is absent? We 
note that Tamil Buddhism, whatever it may be, is in 
the company with political Sinhala Buddhism 
expanding by aggression in the North and East. How 
do these two trends of Buddhism evaluate each other? 
The Snake Monastery is the centre in Yalppaṇam 
district where Buddhism and martial Sinhala 
nationalism are housed together. We note that Tamil 
Buddhism does not replace Sinhala political 
Buddhism; it alternates with it in the world of media 
and reality.  
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I am coming here from an event in Washington, DC 
on ‘The Future of Women in Extremism’ where I 
spoke amongst a gathering of counter-terror ‘experts.’ 
Needless to say, I very much appreciate this space, 
here today, where the violence of states is considered 
alongside the violence of the resistance. 
 In the distorted view of policy analysts, women 
join movements for reasons as simplistic as seeing it 
as a status symbol. I’ve heard female combatants 
described as monsters, anti-social, deviants, or simply 
criminals. Their motivations reduced to a matter of 
‘who they bump into’ or what ‘brightly-colored 
visuals’ they find online. 
 This conference is, and was, an important space 
to ensure that the western gaze does not define any 
aspect of a movement – we cannot allow them to 
construct us to be the victims they can save. We 
cannot accept the technical solutions that often 
reinforce the vulnerability of women, and overlook 
what shapes their political beliefs - like the politics of 
memory and the complex positioning of Tamil 
women within the nationalist project. 

*** 
Two years ago, Dr. Angana Chatterjee asked me to 
help develop an archive on Legacies of Violence in 
South Asia at Stanford University. It came at a 
moment when I was consumed in the urgent work of 
a contemporary political crisis here, and one where 
the political terrain of memory was all that remained 
of a movement in North East Sri Lanka. 
 Yet, as the generation who defined the movement 
began to die and retributive justice of the state in Sri 
Lanka increasingly placed the material proof of 
violence at risk – the task felt urgent.  
 
 

 One evening in New York, two Sri Lankan Tamil 
uncles transfer history from a basement in New Jersey 
to my apartment. A trolley helps bear the weight, and 
the deposit is made. We go out for Thai food. Tamils 
love Thai food. 
 When I return, the boxes spill over, occupying the 
small space I worked hard to eke out for myself and 
my son. They tempt me in the mornings and taunt me 
before bed. They threaten to overwhelm me. Stuffed 
in between the VHS Tiger recruitment videos are bent 
photos of Tamil women in bellbottoms protesting 
outside the White House. Hidden in the pages of 
speeches is the stenciled artwork of a female fighter. 
Binders are overfull of letters, appeals to humanity 
signed by long-dead dignitaries. Tissue-paper thin 
political pamphlets calling for revolution that once 
circulated, lay still.  
 I feel the acute burden of materials that are both 
meaningful, and without concerted effort, 
meaningless. I am drawn to the markings of, and 
about, Tamil women in this historical content. 
 Archivist Arlette Farge once wrote, “The 
decision to write history from the archives comes 
from somewhere between passion and reason. Each 
vies with the other without ever quite overwhelming 
or stifling its rival.” 
 For me, I am looking for the markings of Tamil 
women’s history, and my own, in materials that reveal 
both moments, and the movement that captured them.  
 Running throughout these boxes was also a 
disturbing, consistent tension, as Tamil men grapple 
with the problematic positioning of the individual 
Tamil woman, marrying her obligation to Tamil 
culture with her participation in the movement. 
 A thicker booklet, emblazoned with the insignia 
of the Tigers, is a collection of speeches by the leader, 
Vellupillai Prabhakaran. On International Women’s 
Day in 1992, he cites the dual struggle for Tamil 
women against Tamil patriarchy and a racist state. 
The practice of dowry he said, was to be banished; 
domestic violence severely punished; sexual violence 
of any kind would be met with the death sentence. 

On Moments and Movements 
 

Nimmi Gowrinathan, Ph.D. 
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 As perceptions of women’s political potential in 
Tamil society began to shift, an elderly political 
supporter of the Tigers writes:  
“How the Tamil woman, who was a docile, meek, 
peace loving member of the Tamil society turned out 
to be such a courageous, bold, and sacrificing person 
offering herself to fight injustice and to save the Tamil 
nation, is really unbelievable. But it’s true.” 

*** 
On Memory 
Memories are the disappeared in service of 
reconciliation. The erasure of violence, sentiments 
like “rape is no longer a problem in the North & East,” 
occludes the inescapable reality – moments of 
violence make an indelible impact. Traumas commit 
themselves to memory, without consent.  
 When I ask Tamil women to remember – I know 
that they are not re-traumatized: a trauma that never 
subsided cannot re-emerge. For the first time, among 
these boxes, I felt at ease asking questions. 
 Memory is also disappeared as experts seek to 
find the motivations of women who engage in 
violence movements. In a study conducted by 
European and Sri Lankan government scholars, given 
access to ex-Tigers in detention, these ‘scientists’ 
claim to have identified drivers of radicalization and 
the signs of successful de-radicalization of women.  
Central to their analysis is a belief that the female 
fighter is driven by a “significance quest”: 
“In the context of terrorism, feminism refers to the 
motivation to prove that women matter; that they are 
as worthy as are men, as committed to the cause, and 
as willing to undertake sacrifices on its behalf; in 
short, as deserving of significance.” 
 The authors go on to identify feelings of 
insignificance on group or individual identity – never 
linking the feeling of insignificance, or isolation to 
acts of repression by the state. Like the United 
Nations, USAID, and others, in these studies - the 
state is disappeared. 
 Meaning, and significance, for Tamil women in 
the North and East, is inextricably linked to specific 
moments of state violence. While memory and 
memorialization have always been an anchor of 
Tamil nationalist politics in a large, overtly political 
way, we often miss the intimacy of moments of 
violence in everyday life: acknowledging both is the 
only way to understand the politics of the female 
fighter.  

 Looking back through a wider lens, at the 
movement, Ananthi, a political figure and wife of a 
missing senior LTTE cadre tells me ‘If you look at 
what we are facing now, then we see those times 
(under the LTTE) as a golden time, because there was 
security for women.’ 
 An ex-LTTE cadre herself, after describing how 
she dropped a military-given cell phone into the 
nearest well to avoid surveillance, tells me, “I miss a 
lot of things. There we were happy, we were free. We 
are not happy. We are not free.” 
 This past November, Maaveerar Naal 
celebrations of Tiger martyrs were the most widely 
attended in nearly ten years. Among the men and 
women in attendance are those not willing to commit 
the LTTE to the confines of memory.  
 The Uncles who dropped the boxes are coming 
from a protest at the UN, nearly ten years after the end 
of the war. I marvel at the energy to engage with an 
organization so deeply, devastatingly, disappointing. 
He tells me,  
“Thangachi, those were my sisters and brothers, who 
would pull me inside during a shelling. They were the 
ones who died. I will stand here until my arms fall off. 
I will remember” 

*** 
Harder to locate, to take note of as politically relevant, 
are the memories interwoven into the lives of Tamil 
women, the relentless moments of violence that left 
indelible marks. 
 It is around these moments, and the materials that 
recall them, that their own politics crystallized – 
hardening quickly. A mother who holds the new 
shoes of her son, who never got to wear them before 
he was disappeared; his bike that became the 
gravestone she worshipped in absence of a body. 
 This July, the “Mothers of the Disappeared” in Sri 
Lanka had been protesting the disappearance of their 
children for 500 days. Their label was not bestowed 
by an NGO, but carefully chosen for its politically 
protective shell. Public space in occupied territories is 
limited, so they sit on the roadside.  
 They have gone through all their photos to choose 
their favorite of the child they once knew. It is 
laminated, and then wrapped in a plastic bag. They 
are willing to use them, but they must be protected.  
 Their children are not disappeared: they are 
detained, or dead. Life, for the mothers, is framed in 
terms of death. On the first day of protest last year one 
mother tells me, “I only want to see my son before I 
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die.” She holds his shoe as she remembers every 
detail of the night five years ago that she was 
separated from her son.   
 Running between these women are distinctive 
strands of political opinions. Some want a separate 
state to safeguard their rights. Some supported the 
Tigers. Some of the women were combatants in the 
Tigers. Some were combatants in other rebel groups.  
 On the 100th day of protest, the President came to 
them. Soon after, they rejected the advances of male 
Tamil politicians eager to share the spotlight. 
Journalists began to approach the mothers for their 
opinions on pressing national political questions. 
Western non-profit groups hoping to mold them in the 
image of white feminist outrage received a cold 
reception.  
 Here, motherhood is a means to an end. In the 
hands of women acutely aware of the cultural 
commodity they wield, it is a tool, sharpened to eke 
out the political space they have been denied. The 
mothers are organized enough to be visible, and yet 
unstructured in ways that resist co-optation. Their 
demands are overtly political enough to threaten 
power, and gendered enough to protect them from it. 
The violence that permeates their reality fuels a rage 
that, in this space, roams free. Free to react, to resist, 
and, to radicalize. 
 Memory, for Tamil women, is linked to survival, 
in itself a political act, for Tamil women under 
concentric circles of captivity. For those who try to 
escape, seeking asylum demands remembering, 
accurately, again and again, for survival, and status.  
For those who stay, there is a politics to forgetting. 
Former cadres I met last year could not remember 
where the scars on their arms were from. The memory 
is useless to them. For these women, remembering is 
a risk. 
 When contemporary life, for Tamil women, is 
framed, in terms of death (Tamil women often say “I 
want to see my son before I die” or “I want to die on 
my land”), how does one grapple with questions of 
meaning, and political significance? The de-
radicalization study suggests,  
 “It turned out that the love of Veluppilai 
Prabhakaran, the all-powerful leader of the LTTE, 
often was the major motivation underlying the 
cadres’ readiness to die for the  cause.  

Psychologically speaking, such love and worship of 
the leader translates into the quest for his or her 
approval which endows him with the ultimate 
authority in matters of personal significance. 

 Based on heavily biased research, this approach 
to women and militancy falls into a common 
framework, erected to dismiss the politics of women, 
past and present. In a paper out this year with 
Zachariah Mampilly, we look at the specific political 
space Tamil women carved out under the LTTE: 
 The paper argues that civilians always possess 
agency in war. Existing narratives adopt a minimalist 
sense of civilian agency, treating it as a form of 
‘victim’s agency.’ Agency is reduced to varying 
strategies for survival, particularly gendered in 
distinct ways. 
 The implicit assumption is that civilians who 
remain under the dominion of an insurgency are either 
complicit in its rule or powerless to act against it. 
 We challenge this notion, arguing that the 
LTTE’s ideological and cultural framing of the 
rebellion, provided a limited space for certain women 
to challenge the group regarding its policies by 
subverting these cultural frames. 
 The LTTE adopted a form of rule that relied 
heavily on a culturally determined construction of 
Tamil identity in order to gain legitimacy in 
distinctive aspects of “Tamil-ness,”: a key aspect of 
this identity was an emphasis on women as 
embodying Tamil cultural values. 
 The absence of historical ties between Tamil 
women and transnational feminist movements 
reinforced a false impression of Tamil women living 
under LTTE rule as incapable of exercising agency. 
The rebellion did, in fact, organize several village-
level “Women’s Federations.” When interviewing 
women leaders of these groups, they argued that the 
federations were an “anomaly… a rare space that the 
LTTE never fully co-opted.”i  
 While the LTTE claimed that women’s activism 
could be engaged in through the Women’s 
Federations and its own Women’s Political Wing,ii 
the likelihood of cooptation hangs over rebel-initiated 
attempts at social engineering, preventing any strong 
conclusions regarding female agency. Though Tamil 
scholars like Sumanthy (2004: 126) did argue, for 
example, that “Women’s agency is not controlled and 
/ or activated by the dictates of a central command”, 
even women within the rebellion acknowledged the 
organization’s dominance of the relationship. 
 Thamilini describes the work of the LTTE 
Women’s Wing, and also acknowledges that some of 
the most urgent concerns of Tamil women were in 
direct conflict with the policies of the movement. 
While it is true that no collective efforts to organize 
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women independently were able to survive, more 
individualized and informal forms of resistance 
persisted throughout the conflict, autonomous of the 
rebel organization.  
 One male activist remembers visiting his 
mother’s elder sister in the mid-1990s in the outskirts 
of Jaffna. LTTE cadre would come to her door to ask 
for money only to be scolded for harassing an elderly 
woman. He describes how the young cadres would 
look apologetic and leave immediately.iii   
 His mother vigorously yelled at the cadres at 
Killali pass for harassing her family before they 
allowed them through without further questioning. 
This, as they remember, was a fairly normal 
occurrence as “you could talk to the ‘boys’ in a way 
that you couldn’t talk to the army…after all, this is 
our own community.”iv Women constituents 
subverted their vaunted position within Tamil culture 
to offer direct rebukes of rebel policies.  
 A group of women in a village outside Batticaloa 
described how they repurposed Tamil cultural norms 
by manipulating those values they felt could best 
serve their own self-interest. In 1999, they came 
together informally after their husbands had gone 
missing. Individually, they went to the local rebel 
administrative offices to inquire about their 
husbands’ condition, to no avail. In response, they 
visited the detention center as a group and again asked 
to see their husbands. One woman recounted her 
approach to gaining access: “A cadre was giving us a 
hard time to get into the center. I told him I was 
pregnant and feeling faintish, and he let us through so 
I could find my husband.”v Eventually, all of the 
women were allowed to visit their husbands.  
 By performing gendered emotional states, 
women capitalized on the perception of female 
physical weakness. Each of these women had a clear 
understanding of the purpose behind her actions, a 
purpose that was often self-serving, even as they 
behaved without transgressing existing social 
boundaries to achieve their goals.  
 By evoking Tamil motherhood, the women 
tapped into deep-seated cultural norms regarding the 
role of women within Tamil society. Women took 
advantage of this symbolic dynamic, often 
emphasizing their role as the ‘nurturer’ responsible 
for the safety and education of Tamil children in order 
to challenge LTTE practices.  

*** 

 “It is as if some material traces had returned from this 
departed world, traces of moments that were the most 
private and the least often expressed. Moments when 
people were taken by surprise or pained or at least 
feigned being so. The archive preserves these moments 
at random, chaotically.”          -Arlette De Farge 
More so than any text or novel, the archive collects 
characters.  
 Asha, speaking to me in 2017, tells me that her son 
was late coming home from school one day, in 2008. 
She hasn’t seen him since then. “If he’s dead, ok, tell 
me. If he’s alive, please tell me.”, she argues. His case 
was dismissed in 2010, but for Asha, she will never 
move past 2008, past that moment.  
Handed a compilation of materials and moments, the 
task then is to organize.  
 As I create small boxes, within larger ones, to hold 
history: boxes with vague categories to create structure 
inside resistance, but porous enough to allow for the 
overlapping, contested, politics of Tamil women. The 
Mothers of the Disappeared do not all have the same 
politics – nuanced strands of nationalism run between, 
but do not divide, them.   
 For female fighters, what they believed was a 
movement, for Tamils, for women, feels now, like just, 
another, moment. 
“When I wore the camouflage uniform and walked 
into the town with a gun, there was some respect in the 
way everyone looked at me. People thought of me and 
treated me as their own child because I was fighting 
for them. Now I go into town, no gun, no good clothes 
to wear. People turn their faces away when they see 
me, or they sneer at me. Like a forged coin, I have no 
value. 
We female fighters dreamed of bending the sky to a 
bow once. Now, all our memories are dissolved and 
we lie fallen at the threshold of reality.” 

-Thamilini 
 

i Interview, Tamil academic, Batticaloa, Sri Lanka (July 
2010). 

ii Adele Balasingham’s account of female activism within 
the LTTE remains the dominant organizational account. 
See also Malathy (2013). NEED CITE TO T’S MEMOIR 

iii Interview, ‘G,’ Tamil activist, London (May 2014). 
iv Interview, ‘N,’ Tamil activist, New York (November 

2013).  
v	 Interview, “Nanthini,” Allis Garden Refugee Camp, 

Trincomalee, Sri Lanka (February 2005). 
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Abstract 
Textbooks are a powerful tool in the socialisation 
process, shaping national values and attitudes of the 
younger generation. History in particular is a subject 
that provides an official account which ‘tells us how 
we got to be who we are’ (Cole 2013: 11). In Sri 
Lanka history is highly contested and this analysis of 
a set of recent history textbooks demonstrates that 
despite ambitious reforms since the 1990s they do not 
foster social cohesion and multiculturalism as 
envisioned by policy makers. Instead, their language 
and story-lines perpetuate Sinhalese-centric historical 
narratives that present disputed myths, symbols and 
heroes as official history. This paper discusses first 
how these narratives legitimize Sinhalese claims for 
sovereignty in a unitary state by constructing an 
exclusive, Sinhalese-centric version of nationhood 
and emphasizing the role of Buddhism. Second, we 
look at the marginalization of minority communities 
through their representation, or better lack thereof, in 
the textbooks. Finally, the paper highlights how the 
historical narratives of the textbooks provide frames 
within which the end of the war can be constructed as 
a continuation of a Sinhalese-centric history. Overall, 
this paper uses history textbooks to provide an inside 
into the myths and symbols of contemporary 
Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism and how these may 
be used to make sense of post-war realities.  
Keywords: Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism, 
textbooks analysis, ethno-symbolism, Sri Lanka  

Introduction 
This paper presents the findings of a textbook 
analysis of six Sri Lankan history textbooks	published 
between 2007 and 2009. 1  It argues that these 
textbooks do not present an inclusive, Sri Lankan 
version of history, but rather perpetuate Sinhalese-
centric narratives that present disputed myths, 
symbols and heroes as official history. Following a 
brief introduction to the role of textbooks in Sri 
Lanka, the paper will proceed in three parts. First, it 
examines the legitimization of Sinhalese sovereignty 
within a unitary state, focusing on the exclusive 
mytho-history, and particularly the priority of 
Buddhism within it, constructed by the history 
textbooks. Second, it discusses the limited 
representation of minority communities, in particular 
highlighting the potential negative stereotyping of the 
Tamil community within the presented official 
historical narratives. Finally, the paper briefly 
outlines how the textbooks’ historical narratives may 
provide frames within which the post-war present can 
be constructed as a continuation of a Sinhalese-
centric history. 
Background 
Textbooks are an important part of the socializing 
process, reflecting the culture of which they are a part, 
providing knowledge, cultivating attitudes and 
transmitting values (Xochellis et al. 2001a: 11). 
History, in particular, is a subject that ‘tells us how 
we got to be who we are’ (Cole 2013: 206) and is 
often employed by countries ‘to form the national 
consciousness and national identity of the younger 
generation’ (Xochellis et al. 2001b: 44). The analyzed 
history textbooks serve as ideological apparatuses in 
the education and mobilization of future Sri Lankan 
citizens (Perera 2009: 5), a purpose clearly 
understood by the editors of the textbooks as the 
introductory message of the Grade 8 textbook 
highlights: ‘This is a gift to you from the Democratic 
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Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, produced specially 
for you so that you may be a worthy citizen of the 
country’ (History Grade 8 2008: v). 
 In Sri Lanka the state has long held a monopoly 
over the production and distribution of textbooks, 
making them even more susceptible to exploitation or 
ideological purposes (Ibid.) as means of ideological 
orientation and control by elites (Janmaat 2007: 
308;). Since 1980 the government distributes a 
standard textbook for each subject rom grades one to 
thirteen to all schools for free with little competition 
from private publishers. These standard textbooks 
have long been a controversial issue between the 
communities, as there is ‘a kind of obsession with 
history’ in Sri Lanka (Wickramasinghe 2013: 94). In 
the 1990s reports pointed out a number of problems: 
schoolbooks were slow to incorporate curriculum 
changes, contained many grammatical and spelling 
errors, mono-ethnic and mono-religious bias, factual 
and contextual errors (Wickrema and Colenso 2003; 
Perera et al. 2004).  
 From 1997 onwards educational reforms were 
enacted to address these issues and further the goal of 
national cohesion (Perera et al. 2004). As a result, a 
new curriculum and a textbook evaluation system 
were introduced with the goal of improving the 
content and production process of textbooks in 2007. 
A major objective of these changes was to utilize 
education to increase social cohesion and it was 
stipulated that curricular content in particular be free 
from any bias against ethnicity or religion, and 
included balanced representations of different 
cultural heritages present in Sri Lanka. The overall 
aim of the policies and reforms enacted since the late 
1990s was summarized as follows:  

Nation building and the establishment of a Sri 
Lankan identity through the promotion of 
national cohesion, national integrity, national 
unity, harmony and peace, and recognizing 
cultural diversity in Sri Lanka’s plural society 
within a concept of respect for human dignity. 
(Ministry of Education 2008) 

 It is against the background of these ambitious 
goals and reforms that the textbooks were analyzed, 
using a story-line analysis to investigates whose story 
is told, which group is active and resolving problems, 
how other groups appear, the extent to which these 
groups cause problems, and who the reader should 
sympathize with or learns most about, in order to 

examine the discursive formation of Sinhalese 
nationalism throughout the history textbooks. 
Discussion 
Locating the Nation 
Nationalism derives its power from the myths, 
memories, traditions and symbols of ethnic heritages 
of the nation unifying it internally while 
differentiating it from other groups (Smith 1999: 9 – 
14). In the case of Sri Lanka, Kapferer (2012: 33) has 
demonstrated how certain myths and legends from the 
Mahāvamsa have been transformed from folk 
knowledge into widely accepted ‘truths’ and 
historical facts available for manipulation by 
nationalist ideologies. The portrayal of the Vijayan 
myth in the textbooks is an example of how they build 
on disputed Sinhalese sources to construct what 
Tambiah calls a ‘mythohistory’ (1986: 70). They 
present a selective and ethno-centric version of the 
past perpetuating the dominance of the Sinhalese as a 
unique people of special worth, an ancient ‘chosen 
people’ (Manogaran 1987; Sitrampalam 2009). 
Although Sinhalese Buddhist identity and culture 
have only become coherent and systematic 
phenomena in the past century (Kapferer, 2012), the 
historical narrative of the analyzed textbooks 
constructs the Sinhalese nation as a fixed entity 
existing since the beginnings of history in Sri Lanka. 
 The storylines portray a modern nation that can 
be traced back to ancient times, which helps to 
establish it as a natural and timeless entity. 
Importantly, it is a distinctively Sinhalese nation 
whose memory is presented. The textbooks include 
direct time references to indicate a long history of Sri 
Lanka as a unitary country under Sinhalese rule, for 
instance the ancient Anuradhapura Kingdom 
‘remained the capital city of Sri Lanka for a long 
period of about 1400 years’ (History Grade 7 2007: 
59) and Sri Lanka is claimed to have existed ‘as an 
independent land [ . . . ] with a history of more than 
two thousand years’ (History 9 2009: 16) before the 
British took over the whole island in 1815. Phrases 
such as ‘according to tradition’ (History Grade 7 
2007: 88), ‘from the ancient days’ (History Grade 8 
2008: 22) or ‘traditional society’ (History 9 2009: 58) 
are spread throughout the history textbooks to 
characterise the nation and its culture. It is within this 
framework that the reader learns about 
simultaneously existing kingdoms in Kotte, Kandy 
and Jaffna in the early sixteenth century. They are 
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described as ‘administrative centres’ (History Grade 
8 2008: 57) implying that they are part of a bigger unit 
and indeed the ruler of the Kingdom of Kotte ‘was 
recognized as the supreme ruler of Sri Lanka’ (Id.: 
58). Therefore, even after the downfall of 
Anuradhapura and Polonnaruwa, the sense of the 
island as a whole remains, despite several divisions. 
The textbooks do not engage with the geographical, 
political and societal fragmentations in the country’s 
past and what those meant for ‘the nation’. Instead, 
they are presented within the continuous Sinhalese 
Buddhist national memory.  
 The depiction of the arrival of Prince Vijaya, one 
of the most influential myths of Sinhalese 
nationalism, even supports claims that the history of 
the country began with the arrival of the Sinhalese. 
The Vijayan myth originates from the Mahāvamsa 
and presents the Sinhalese nation with an exclusive 
myth of origin that sets it above its surroundings and 
establishes its mission (Smith 1999: 15f.). The 
question of who was first on the island of Sri Lanka 
is one of the most controversial issues surrounding 
the history of the country and has important political 
implications. The Grade 10 history textbook offers a 
clear answer to the question: The Aryans, meaning 
the Sinhalese, were the first to arrive in Sri Lanka 
around the fifth and sixth centuries BC (2007: 27). It 
explicitly supports the widespread nationalistic view 
that there was no civilization in Sri Lanka until the 
Sinhalese arrived (Soysa 2009: 3): ‘The history of Sri 
Lanka begins after the arrival of Prince Vijaya with 
700 followers. They were the first Aryans to come to 
Sri Lanka’ (History Grade 10 2007: 26).The textbook 
briefly explains how Vijaya overpowered the original 
Yakka tribe and established Aryan settlements (Ibid.) 
before other communities arrived, often as aggressive 
invaders:  

The Aryans were the first to arrive in Sri Lanka 
to establish their settlements. [ . . . ] In later years 
Sri Lanka experienced a number of South Indian 
invasions. These invasions resulted in many 
Indian races settling in the country increasing its 
population. (History Grade 10 2007: 50)  

The Vijayan myth is established as the undisputable 
starting point of history not only for the Sinhalese but 
Sri Lanka as a country, a single political unit, 
perpetuating nationalists’ claims that the Sinhalese 
are the original people of the island (Manogaran 
1987: 2).  

 The hegemony of the Sinhalese Buddhists 
throughout the textbooks is further perpetuated by the 
depiction of Buddhism as a core element of national 
identity and its link to the state perpetuating an 
ethnocentric and even chauvinist conception of the 
nation. Tambiah argues that the form of Buddhism 
often drawn on by Sinhalese nationalists has been 
‘shorn of its universalistic ethical message’ (1986: 
60), yet the textbooks frequently establish Buddhism 
as the source of what are desirable characteristics of 
individuals, of what is ethically good and morally 
defensible. It is constructed as a source of the core 
ideas and values of the Sinhalese nation, separating it 
from and lifting it above all non-Buddhists. The role 
of Buddhism and the Mahāvamsa is comparable to 
Christianity and the Bible in Europe that have 
provided a source for nations’ claims ‘to be a chosen 
people, a holy nation, with some special divine 
mission to fulfil’ (Hastings 1997: 196). Throughout 
the textbooks Buddhism is subtly established as a 
superior religion, exemplified by the following tree 
metaphor comparing Buddhist and non-Buddhist 
rulers:  

Like attempting to plant poisonous trees in a 
place where there had been wish conferring trees 
earlier, (kap ruk) non Buddhists should not be 
placed in power in Sri Lanka to which the Kalinga 
dynasty was the rightful heir (Galpotha stone 
inscription of king Nissankamalla). (History 
Grade  2007: 93)  

This depiction of Buddhist rulers as ‘wish conferring 
trees’ as opposed to ‘poisonous trees’ representing 
non-Buddhist rulers constructs a striking image of the 
Sinhalese as superior, implying that their rule is good 
for Sri Lanka, while the rule of others is poisonous 
and detrimental to the country. Similarly, biographies 
of ancient kings often praise great kings for their 
service to Buddhism, while anti-Buddhist politics or 
disrespect for Bhikkhus, the Buddhist monks, has 
disastrous consequences for others. Such depictions 
implicitly support a narrative which highlights 
Buddhism as superior and a measure of just rule based 
on the principles laid down by the Buddha (History 
Grade 10 2007: 40).  
 The historical link between Buddhism and the Sri 
Lankan state as constructed by the narratives of the 
textbooks is important as it not only reiterates the 
superiority of the Sinhalese nation but also 
legitimizes them as the only rightful rulers of Sri 
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Lanka. This is also evident in the depiction of the 
Tooth Relic, ascribed a special role as a central 
symbol of Sinhalese nationalism appearing 
repeatedly throughout the storylines within the Grade 
7–10 textbooks. This Buddhist symbol is constructed 
as the prerequisite of rightful sovereignty of the 
country, establishing an intrinsic link between 
Buddhism and legitimate political power. It implies 
the assertion that the only acceptable political 
arrangements of government depend on Buddhist 
leadership, constructing Sinhalese Buddhist 
sovereignty as an institutionalized religious right 
justified by the superiority of the Sinhalese Buddhists 
which in turn it helps to perpetuate within an 
exclusive construction of nationhood.  
The Representation of ‘Others’ 
The Sinhalese-centric bias of the textbooks’ historical 
narrative is further perpetuated by the negative 
portrayals of minority communities, particularly the 
Tamils, where they are represented at all. Negative 
portrayals of the ethnic ‘other’, especially in 
situations of ethnic conflict, are common in textbooks 
as such negative stereotyping may help to construct 
national identity and internal cohesion (Janmaat 
2007). The Sri Lankan history textbooks provide 
several ‘others’ throughout, with South Indians and 
European colonizers representing primary threats to 
the nation. Internal ‘others’ are more difficult to 
identify. Traditionally, nationalist narratives have 
pitted Tamils against the Sinhalese, but it needs to be 
noted on the outset that although the textbooks were 
written against the background of over two decades 
of civil war, they contain very little explicit negative 
ethnic stereotyping. This may be the consequence of 
more stringent control mechanisms for the avoidance 
of bias in textbooks introduced in recent years and 
may be mainly an effect of the exclusion of material. 
The textbooks do not cover any of the most recent 
history of the country, glossing over the civil war and 
its actors entirely. Their story-lines do not include a 
coherent history of Sri Lankan minorities, their 
stories, culture and religion, as well as their 
relationship to the Sinhalese majority, thus they 
provide only limited material for the analysis of 
explicit portrayals of Tamils. 
 Throughout the textbooks, it becomes evident 
that minority communities have a place in the history 
of the country that is separate from that of the 
majority. They are not part of the Sinhalese-centric 
historical narrative and usually appear as foreigners, 

outsiders, or even invaders. The Grade  and 10 
textbooks in particular highlight the arrival of the 
Tamils and Muslims well after Sinhalese had 
established settlements on the island, clearly 
distinguishing them from the Sinhalese ‘natives’ and 
at times explicitly depicting them as ‘unwelcome 
external influences’ (History Grade 10: 57). Non-
Sinhalese remain different and are largely 
unrecognized as part of the nation or the history of the 
country by the textbooks, supporting contemporary 
claims that Tamils are strangers, not fellow citizens 
(Vanniasingham 1988: 119). 
 Furthermore, negative stories about South 
Indians and Tamils reiterate their foreignness and 
establish them as threats to the ‘natives’. One of two 
explicit examples of how Tamils are linked to 
treacherous and violent behaviour can be found in the 
Grade 7 textbook. It presents Tamils as unreliable and 
with shifting loyalties, speaking of ‘[t]he assistance 
given to the South Indian invaders against the Sinhala 
kings, by the Tamil soldiers who had settled down in 
Sri Lanka when they were got down by Sinhala kings 
to establish their authority’ (History Grade 7 2007: 
59). The account implies that while the Tamils to 
which it refers were originally brought to Sri Lanka 
by Sinhalese rulers to support them, they later 
betrayed the Sinhalese and supported the Indian 
invaders. Such explicit negative portrayals of Tamils 
are rare, but their effect is reinforced by depictions of 
South Indians as cruel and harmful to Sri Lanka and 
her people. 
One outstanding example is the presentation of 
Magha of Kalinga, an Indian invader who is depicted 
as especially cruel: 

Magha blinded king Parakrama Pandya. …. He 
plundered the wealth of the leading persons of the 
country and distributed that wealth among his 
soldiers. He also demolished Chaityas, Temples 
and Pirivenas and burnt their books and 
valuables. He set fire to homes and farms of the 
ordinary people and also destroyed tanks and 
anicuts. … His invasion destroyed human 
resources including the leaders, ordinary people 
and the Bhikkhus as well as physical resources 
such as Chaityas, temples, tanks, anicuts and 
books. (History Grade 8 2007: 99f.)  

This account of Magha’s invasion of Sri Lanka in 
1215 is an illustration of extreme violence and 
cruelty. The textbook describes the invasion as a 
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display of ‘the nature of a terrible war’ (Id.: 99) and 
vividly depicts its disastrous consequences for the 
Sinhalese. The story of Magha’s destructive rule, a 
‘convenient anti-south Indian trope that the 
Cūlavamsa often repeats’ (de Silva Wijeyeratne 
2014: 21), is another example of how the textbooks 
present events from the vamsa literature as historical 
fact. 
 In other examples the textbooks use adjectives 
such as ‘cruel’ or ‘brutal’ as well as implicit negative 
depictions to describe the Tamils in several of the rare 
instances in which they feature at all. Such radical 
depictions, however, are exceptional. Most of the 
time negative images are much more subtle, for 
example, the portrayal of King Sri Wickrama 
Rajasinghe, the last ruler of an independent Sinhalese 
kingdom before British colonial rule. He was a 
member of the Nayakkar dynasty from South India, a 
Hindu (History Grade 8 2008: 9) and Tamil, who 
turned from ‘a calm and quiet person’ into ‘a brutal 
ruler’ due to his alcohol addiction (History 9 2009: 
15) and is subsequently to blame for the loss of the 
nation’s independence.  
 We need to take care not to over-interpret such 
comparatively sporadic depictions of individuals or 
border conflicts, which were not uncommon in the 
past. Yet it is not these representations in themselves 
that are noteworthy, but the manner in which they are 
placed throughout the textbooks as part of a 
Sinhalese-centric historical narrative, providing a 
one-sided image to the reader. The history textbooks 
perpetuate primordial views of antagonistic 
community relations in the past, potentially having 
adverse effects on community relations in the present. 
The superiority of the Sinhalese over non-Buddhists 
is reinforced through the limited representations of 
minority communities, strengthening the internal 
cohesion of ‘us’, the Sinhalese nation, in the light of 
internal and external threats. The inherent link 
between South Indian and Sri Lankan Tamils serves 
as a reminder of the overall majority of Tamils in the 
geographical area. It buttresses the siege mentality of 
the Sinhalese that observers have termed the minority 
complex of a majority (Tambiah 1986: 92). It is 
particularly the small size of the island and its 
proximity to India that are at the heart of this. The idea 
that the Sinhalese nation is surrounded by ‘others’ 
who, as legends, the chronicles and the stories of the 
history textbooks constantly remind the nation, have 
in the past posed a menace to the Sinhalese and its 

great civilisations (Manogaran 1987: 2) is a 
prominent theme of contemporary Sinhalese 
nationalism. The reinterpretations of the relationship 
between Sri Lanka and South India within traditional 
chronicles substantiates fear from the big neighbour 
(Tambiah 1986: 93), a trend also visible in the 
textbooks and furthermore augmented by 
representations of European colonial powers. 
The Present as History 
The end of the war in 2009 provided an 
unprecedented opportunity for the Rajapaksa 
government to consolidate its power in a unitary state, 
yet it also posed challenges to Sinhalese nationalist 
ideology that had come to increasingly rely on anti-
LTTE tropes. While more hopeful observers were 
speaking of a ‘golden opportunity’ for the country 
(Lunn et al. 2009) or perhaps the beginning of a ‘new 
patriotism’ (Wickramasinghe 2009), it soon became 
evident that the defeat of the Tamil Tigers ushered 
into a ‘victor’s peace’ characterized by public 
triumphalism, increased nepotism and corruption, 
heavy militarization of the north, and a glaring lack of 
political reform, accountability and justice (e.g. 
Hyndman 2015; DeVotta 2014; Höglund and Orjuela 
2011). Instead of providing a shared historic 
momentum for a united Sri Lankan nation that ‘has 
removed the word “minorities’ from [its] vocabulary‘ 
(Rajapaksa 2009a), the end of the war brought the 
rejuvenation of an exclusive Sinhalese Buddhist 
nationalism.  
 History is not only about the ancient past that 
provides the historical narratives for the nation, but 
also about remembering and forgetting the present as 
part of the making history. Myths and symbols are 
resources that may be utilized to unite or mobilize the 
nation, to legitimize policies or in the case of post-war 
Sri Lanka rather their absence. At the same time the 
past also provides frames of reference to understand 
the present which may in turn perpetuate nationalist 
narratives. The end of the war in 2009 was a decisive 
historical event for the country and its people that has 
been and will continue to be interpreted and 
reinterpreted by different actors for different purposes 
for a long time to come. While for many Tamils the 
end of the war presents a ‘peace of the vanquished’ 
(Uyangoda 2012: 24), Sinhalese nationalists have 
framed the victory as a continuation of Sinhalese-
centric mytho-historical narratives (Gaul 2017a). The 
official version of the civil war and its end establishes 
a national narrative that seeks ‘to consolidate memory 
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into a “usable past” in the service of nation building’ 
(Nesiah 2005, cited in Seoighe 2016: 359), yet it is 
not an inclusive Sri Lankan nation that is constructed, 
but rather an exclusive, ethno-centric one. Exploring 
post-war nationalism within presidential rhetoric, we 
can observe the perpetuation of a selective national 
memory whereby the end of the war is framed as a 
continuation of the historical narratives also evident 
in the textbooks after 2009. 
 Shortly after the defeat of the LTTE and the death 
of its leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran, then-president 
Mahinda Rajapaksa declared ‘a victory for all who 
live in the country’ (Rajapaksa 2009b), providing a 
potentially inclusive narrative for all who love the 
country and stand against terrorism irrespective of 
religion or ethnicity. Yet, his governments rhetoric 
and triumphalism largely glossed over the true extent 
of the military operations and their consequences, as 
well as the continued militarization of the north. 
Furthermore, his ‘narration of wholeness and unity 
through a collective victimization’ (Schubert 2013: 
13)  does not include all communities as equals, but 
rather purposefully constructs Tamils as a special 
category of victims differentiated both from the 
LTTE and the collective nation of Sri Lanka (Id.: 14). 
While the textbooks included implicit negative 
stereotyping of the minority communities that 
presented them as strangers, as not fully nationals, the 
victimization of Tamils similarly subtly distinguishes 
them from the Sinhalese, while allowing their 
inclusion into the nation. It should be noted that the 
official version of the ‘victor’s peace’ constructs a 
distinctively different victimization experienced and 
expressed by the Tamil community itself. While the 
former emphasizes the brutality of the authoritarian 
rule of the LTTE, the latter highlights Tamil 
experiences in the repressive and discriminating 
Sinhalese-dominated Sri Lankan state (Seoighe 
2016). These diverging narratives shape the post-war 
context, different political demands and the 
framework for reconciliation, justice and 
accountability - it is the victorious Sinhalese who 
determine the terms and conditions for any potential 
settlement with the Tamil community (Uyangoda 
2012: 24). 
 Another major obstacle to the end of the war as 
an inclusive momentum for all communities in Sri 
Lanka is the historicity of the victory as it is 
embedded within the continuity of the Sinhalese 
nation’s history. The end of the war reaffirmed the 

unitary character of the state as the militant separatist 
threat was defeated, allowing the intensification of 
the ‘Signalization’ of physical and discursive spaces. 
It is not utilized as a fresh starting point for a shared 
history, but rather signifies a momentum for ethnic 
revivalism. It is framed within existing Sinhalese 
Buddhist myths and legends becoming itself a 
symbolic resource for Sinhalese nationalism, 
buttressed by triumphalism and Rajapaksa’s 
performances as a new Dutugemunu. By framing the 
government’s victory over the LTTE as an extension 
of the Sinhalese nation’s history and likening it to the 
battles of the past it shares the same ontological 
ground as Dutugemunu’s mythical defeat over Elara 
within Rajapaksa’s post-war Sinhalese Buddhist 
imaginary. This not only perpetuates ideas of an 
ancient antagonism between Sinhalese and Tamils, 
but also poses an obstacle to present day 
reconciliation.  
Conclusion 
The immediate post-war period saw the consolidation 
of Sinhalese rule and shifts towards soft-
authoritarianism under Rajapaksa (Uyangoda 2011; 
DeVotta 2014) enabled by widely dispersed historical 
narratives as frames of references that naturalize a 
‘Sinhalese Buddhist’ rather than a truly ‘Sri Lankan’ 
nation. While the government has since changed, the 
election of Maithripala Sirisena and Ranil 
Wickremesinghe has hardly heralded the end of 
Sinhalese nationalism. The challenges posed by the 
deep entrenchment of Sinhalese nationalism within 
politics and far beyond remain, as is evident by the 
opposition to and struggles within the current 
government that promised far reaching reforms but so 
far failed to deliver.  
History, in education and beyond, remains a site of 
contestation between and within communities. A site 
currently dominated by the Sinhalese, buttressed by 
the 2009 victory, and their exclusive, ethno-centric 
narratives that largely marginalize minority 
communities. The analysed history textbooks provide 
a striking example of how traditional or folk 
knowledge, specifically the Mahāvamsa tradition, is 
perpetuated as common and even official knowledge 
at the expense of a critical engagement with 
alternative readings of history: 

History, the basis of many nation’s strength, has 
been our bane. Myths, legends, truths and 
untruths have been freely mixed and what has 
flourished least, expectedly, has been the truth. 
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(Suriyakumaran 1984, cited in Kapferer 2012: 
34). 

A ‘true’ history, whether of the ancient or more recent 
past, of course will remain elusive. Yet, it is the 
search for a more inclusive, multi-ethnic version of 
history that may be shared by all communities that 
urgently needs to begin. 
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Introduction  
This chapter1  revolves around the theme of what I 
call the normalization of abnormalcy in Tamil 
collective existence and politics in the post-war 
context in Sri Lanka. I define normalization of 
abnormalcy as the forced transformation of the 
unacceptable into the acceptable as a consequence of 
deep-seated oppression that is all pervasive, and that 
which is both subtle and deliberate. Gramsci’s 
definition of hegemony as ‘a successful process 
through which the dominant group presents their 
definition of reality, their view of the world, in such a 
way that it is accepted by other groups as 'common 
sense' has been particularly in conceptualising what I 
have termed above as the normalisation of 
abnormalcy2. I will explore this theme under three 
different issues – the everyday life in post-war North-
East, accountability for crimes committed against the 
Tamil collective and resolving the National Question. 
The normalisation of the abnormalcy of the 
everyday lives of Tamils in post-war Sri Lanka  
In mid-2016, I took a motorbike ride to 
Mandaitheevu, a small island off Jaffna city. The 
main roads from Pannai Bridge to Jaffna’s islets are 
now well laid and the less than 10 km ride took less 
than 15 mins. The signpost to turn to the road towards 
Mandaiteevu doesn't emphasise on the name of the 
village. It refers to the huge SL Navy base called 
‘Welisumana’ on the island. As you travel inwards 
and take one of the byroads to the Mandaiteevu 
Veppaththidal Muththumaari Amman temple, just 
outside the temple walls there is again a sign pointing 
to the SL Navy Camp.  Next to the temple is a water 

container that reads ‘community service by Sri Lanka 
Navy’. The identity of Mandaiteevu is today 
inescapably linked to the SL Navy Base.   
 Mandaiteevu is just one such village in the North-
East that is quite deeply penetrated by militarization. 
But, of course, villages like Mandaiteevu don't figure 
in the national or international discourse on 
demilitarization. The hotspots of the land grab such 
as Valikamam North in Jaffna and Sampoor in 
Trincomalee are the focus of international attention. 
Progress with release of land in these areas are 
considered the markers of whether the new 
Government voted into power in January 2015, and 
hailed by the then US Ambassador to the UN3  as a 
global champion of human rights, is doing enough to 
justify its support. I stress that the support isn’t 
conditional. The support only requires justification 
for its international and local audience.  
 But, even in these hotspots, when land is released, 
the army camps remain. In Sampur, the navy camp 
has been relocated to a new adjoining land larger than 
the previous area it occupied. In a village in 
Valikamam North in Jaffna, lands were released last 
year with the army camp left intact right in the middle 
of the village. There have been very few areas 
released accompanied by dismantling of army 
structures, and even when they have been so 
dismantled, they have been relocated close by.  
 The Yahapalanaya Government’s promise to 
release lands is meant to be without it being 
accompanied by demilitarization. It reassured its 
constituency in the South repeatedly that it would not 
dismantle any camps. In essence, the message being 
sent by even a Government that was being hailed as a 
champion of human rights, is that the Tamil people 
will have to learn to live with the military. This line 
of thinking insists that the presence of the military 
will be a fact of life that has to be digested and 
internalized in the everyday lives in the Tamil 
majority North-East. Organizing reading camps for 
schoolchildren, organizing meetings of village 
development committees, conducting pre-school 
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teacher training, recruiting farm workers and 
preschool teachers into the civil defence force to work 
in Sri Lankan army run farms and Montessori 
schools, and filling teacher vacancies are example of 
projects through which the Army seeks to normalize 
its presence in the North and East.  The objectives of 
the militarization project were self-articulated quite 
clearly by the Jaffna Security Forces Commander in 
an interview that he gave in 2013 to the state-owned 
Sunday Observer:  
 Our concern is for the betterment of the people, 

knowing their true problems by getting close to 
them…Today we understand that the Jaffna 
people see us as a positive force. Even during a 
case of domestic violence, the wife runs to the 
nearby camp not to the police station. Our 
officers coordinate with the police to sort out the 
matter legally. That’s the level of understanding 
we have with them. It is futile to convince political 
parties. Because they know as long as separatist 
ideas are kindled among the public, they can 
survive…But the people have a problem with 
politics. We have to capitalize on that4.  

 Demilitarization was deleted from the UN 
Human Rights Council’s 2015 resolution that 
otherwise referred to release of land. It has to be 
remembered that Sri Lanka was a co-sponsor of the 
resolution. The Government on this particular issue 
was quite clear and cannot be accused of rhetorical 
flourish. 
 The long-term effects of militarization are of 
grave concern to Tamils. It directly and indirectly 
hampers free thought and expression.  It impedes self-
development, interest in community affairs, public 
life and politics. Involvement and articulation in the 
public sphere is greeted with a ‘why bother’, ‘why-
invite trouble’ attitude from one’s own kith and kin. 
The long-term objectives of this suppression 
mediated through the community’s internalization of 
the oppression is the normalization and 
transformation of politics. The struggle gets 
converted on realist terms to one of daily survival and 
not of self-determination. In fact, an impression is 
being forcefully created that seeking self-
determination will be inimical to the very survival of 
the Tamil community. Self-determination politics it is 
argued will provoke the military and hence that we 
should remain quiet. 
 The above only refers to one aspect of the 
troubles of the everyday life in the Tamil North-East 

of Sri Lanka. I am going to assume that the reader will 
be able to draw parallels to the other aspects of the 
normalization issue from my treatment of the 
militarization issue. The question then is ‘what do we 
do about it’? How do we campaign against 
militarization and for demilitarization? Is it likely to 
be effective and deliver results particularly in the 
current context where international pressure is more 
on the Tamils not to resist than on the Government to 
deliver? Is it likely to work in the context of a politics 
of hopelessness reinforced by a politics of realism that 
believes in taking what is given? I will attempt to 
answer these questions towards the latter part of this 
chapter. I will now turn the focus on the quest for a 
political solution to the national question. 
Normalization of politics and the quest for self-
determination 
In July 2016, a very senior foreign official who had 
previously served as his country’s top most diplomat 
in Sri Lanka during the height of the war told us in 
Jaffna that, according to him, the present moment in 
Sri Lanka constituted the best opportunity to find a 
political solution. He also added that, unlike in the 
pre-2009 context, a political solution had to be 
worked out through the existing political system and 
that it could not be found at the negotiating table.  
 The talk of opportunity was quite viral in Sri 
Lanka. Every diplomat who visited Sri Lanka 
suggested it during the period of 2015-2018. Even the 
main Tamil political party, the Tamil National 
Alliance, characterized it as such and expressed hope 
during the election campaign of 2015 that by the end 
of that year a political solution would have been 
found.  
 Why is it that the moment created by the 
supposed democratic revolution of 7 January, 2015 
was being called an opportunity? The frequently 
heard answer to that question was that it was an 
opportunity because the two main Southern parties 
were in the same Government. 
 It was true that at that time both main parties were 
in Government and that this had never happened 
before. But this assumed that a political solution in Sri 
Lanka had not been arrived at owing to a bi-partisan 
elite driven Sinhala politics. It assumed that it was the 
opposition of the day that had impeded a political 
solution which the then sitting Government was 
willing to settle for. They argued that this problem 
was being resolved by having the two main rival 
parties in Government. This, however, is a 
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reductionist way of looking at the history of 
constitutional politics in Sri Lanka. It misses the point 
that in the Sinhala Buddhist consciousness a united 
Sri Lanka is so firmly identified with a unitary Sri 
Lanka. Any constitutional arrangement that deviates 
from the unitary character is understood to threaten 
the territorial integrity of the State. The Sinhala 
Buddhist attachment to a unitary state is driven by 
larger social forces which have been fed by 
insecurities that are deep rooted in the everyday life 
of the Sinhala Buddhist community. These Sinhala 
Buddhist forces are hugely influential in electoral 
politics and there is no political party in the South that 
is not affected by its influence.  
 Hence, it was not surprising that when the 
resolution to set up a constitutional assembly was 
debated on, a section of the Government and their 
party colleagues in opposition insisted, and 
succeeded, in deleting a reference in the preamble that 
the new constitution would aim to resolve the national 
question. Hence, it is also not surprising, that the 
Prime Minister and the President repeatedly insisted 
that Sri Lanka would continue as a unitary state. But, 
irrespective of any of this, the Tamils were 
consistently being lectured about how this moment 
constituted an opportunity.   
 The difficult truth is that there is no short cut to a 
constitutional reform process. But the constitutional 
legal engineers in Sri Lanka in the Sirisena-
Wickremesinghe Government, working with the 
constitutional process, were actively looking for such 
short cuts. One such attempt they believed was to 
avoid any labels – unitary or federal. While it is true 
that the unitary and federal models are not tight 
waterproof compartments in constitutional law, there 
are certain characteristic features of what constitutes 
unitary and federal which are fundamental which 
provide reasonable basis for such general 
categorization. For example, a unitary state would 
necessarily mean that the powers, if any, that are 
devolved to the periphery would be exercised by the 
periphery at the discretion of the centre. Federalism 
would generally mean the contrary - that there is no 
such hierarchical relationship between the different 
tiers of government and that each is sovereign within 
its own sphere of authority. Hence, there is a very 
important distinction between what is understood to 
be a unitary state and a federal state which could not 
be avoided by merely avoiding the label. Most 
recently, in their report on the public consultations 

that they carried out throughout the country, a 
majority of the Public Representation Committee on 
Constitutional Reforms has recommended a no-label 
approach to the problem. I submit, with respect, that 
this is nothing more or less than a lazy attempt at 
avoiding the real debate that informs the unitary vs 
federal debate. It is also insincere in that it avoids the 
serious social conversations that we need to have to 
move towards a genuinely plurinational Sri Lanka.  
 Then there are others who are conscious of the 
Sinhala Buddhist attachment to the unitary 
terminology, who are looking for alternative 
definitions to the term unitary as a way out of the 
problem. These pragmatists know that avoiding the 
label is not an option when it comes to the majority 
community. This is reflected in the views of six of the 
members of the Public Representations Committee 
who suggest that the term unitary be retained in the 
constitution with unitary being narrowly interpreted 
as meaning an undivided Sri Lanka with multiple tiers 
of governance.  This school of thought is also shared 
by the small team of lawyer-politicians involved in 
the constitutional drafting process which is keen to 
appease and address the fears and insecurities of the 
majority Sinhala Buddhist community via-a-vis the 
discourse around federalism. They had no such regard 
whatsoever for the need to respond to the sensitivities 
that surround the Tamil dislike for the term unitary. 
Even more importantly, there is the fundamental 
disregard for the need to tackle the real problem 
behind what the insistence of a unitary state may 
mean in practice – the existence of a hierarchical state 
with the Sinhala Buddhist nation on top, which is the 
primary question that informs the discourse on the 
national question. This, in my opinion, is indicative 
of a serious problem of avoidance in the current 
discourse on the National Question, even from 
amongst the so-called progressive and liberal sections 
of Sri Lanka’s South. There is an assumption that a 
democratization discourse based on the notions of 
good governance and rule of law will be adequate to 
respond to the National Question5. The Public 
Representation Committee’s report on many other 
aspects such as control over land and police powers 
are indicative of such an attitude. The ideas presented 
in the Public Representation Committee are not very 
far from those found in the Rajapaksa appointed 
Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Report (LLRC) 
which argued that, in the post-war context, the 
‘minorities have to re-position themselves to 
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accepting the state’. The state on the other hand, the 
LLRC report insisted, must ‘reach out to the 
minorities’. Advertently or inadvertently, the LLRC 
conceded that the ‘minorities’ were the ‘others’ in the 
Sri Lankan state; the state is being identified with the 
Sinhala Buddhists, and these ‘others’ who are not 
integral to the understanding of the state, had to be 
‘reached out’. The state will not do anything to re-
position itself, but it is these ‘minorities’ who have to 
re-position themselves – re-position themselves to 
accept a hierarchised state driven by Sinhala Buddhist 
ideology. This, I argue, is the normalization of Tamil 
politics that is being sought after in the post-war 
context.  
 Hence, it was no surprise that the lobbying and 
advocacy efforts of the local and international do-
gooders, whom the Tamils were expected to trust, 
were directed at the Tamils. The advice towards a 
compromise was not directed to the Sri Lankan 
Government but rather to the Tamils. The Sinhala 
Buddhist preoccupation with a unitary state, it was 
argued, needed to be appreciated and understood. 
Advocacy of federalism and self-determination was 
portrayed as a provocative and disruptive act. The 
advice in favour of a compromise asked Tamils to be 
realistic and to settle down for a constitution that was 
a slight improvement on the existing system of 
devolution of powers to the provinces within a unitary 
state, and to make best use of the little powers 
contained in the current scheme of devolution of 
powers utilizing the ‘favourable climate’ of good 
governance prevailing in the South. There was a 
systematic political campaign that portrayed 
politicians and civil society activists from within the 
Tamil community who resist such a change of 
narrative as spoilers and extremists. 
 This agenda of normalization of Tamil politics 
involves a significant toning down self-determination 
politics. Tamil politicians seen to be worthy of 
promotion by those seeking normalization of Tamil 
politics, are allowed to employ the self-determination 
rhetoric as and when found to be useful for retaining 
their support base within the Tamil community 
(during election seasons), but to be worthy of such a 
promotion they had to sign up to this normalization 
agenda. The same goes for diaspora formations seen 
to be worthy of promotion as well. The promotion of 
such political elites is sweetened with their portrayal 
as politically smart and moderate.  

 The real problem, however, is far greater than the 
one of manipulation of the Tamil political elites. My 
particular worry is about how this normalization of 
Tamil politics is being allowed to seep down to the 
bottom. The weariness and loss of hope in politics 
among the Tamil populace and the lack of real 
solutions, is facilitating the Tamil population’s 
acceptance of the normalization of the abnormalcy of 
their collective political life. As Maamanithar Taraki 
Sivaram warned, the ultimate goal of counter-
insurgency programs is the closure of the political 
space that led to the insurgency in the first place. The 
huge influx of drugs, the growth in organized crime 
from within the Tamil community that have spiked as 
of recent times, is taking place in a part of the country 
that is most militarized, and hence cannot be organic. 
One cannot help think that these are strategies of 
distraction aimed at converting the Tamil struggle to 
one of mere survival and existence. The narrative-
changers find the present environment ripe to falsely 
dichotomize self-determination politics with that of 
survival and argue for a focus on having to respond to 
the latter.  
 This has become more acute owing to the political 
climate that led to the election of Gotabaya Rajapaksa 
as President. The new President, unlike earlier Heads 
of State and Government in Sri Lanka, has been even 
more categorical in his disdain for the ‘National 
Question’. For the first time ever, a sitting Head of 
State, in the 40 years of the ethnic conflict, civil war 
and the aftermath, has claimed that there was no 
political question that required a solution. He has also 
stated that implementation in full of the 13th 
amendment to the Constitution was possible, signaling 
yet again the failure of liberal constitutionalism in Sri 
Lanka. The democratic project in Sri Lanka, and the 
aims of liberal constitutionalism, are irreversibly at 
odds. The new President has been elected on a new 
wave of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism that is still 
strong on its fundamental enmity towards the Tamil 
polity and its waning political project, and a wave 
which has now broad based itself by appropriating the 
global currents and tendencies of Islamophobia, thus 
bringing forth a new phase of Sinhala Buddhist 
Nationalist politics which is intent on furthering the 
project of normalizing the abnormalcy. The aim is to 
render any political discourse on state restructuring 
worthless and force upon a politics of realism on the 
Tamil community with the intention that it will content 
itself with the current framework of the state and 
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navigate its survival under the oppressive conditions 
that it finds itself in.     
Accountability and Justice6  
Similar to the pride of place that ‘Federalism’ enjoyed 
during the Norwegian mediated peace process in Sri 
Lanka between 2002 and 2005, ‘Transitional Justice’ 
was the buzzword of the civil society and think tank 
fraternity in post- January 8, 2015, Sri Lanka. The 
language of ‘accountability’ and ‘justice’ which was 
in vogue took a notable ‘Transitional Justice’ turn, 
following the defeat of President Mahinda Rajapaksa, 
suggesting that the transition had begun. The 
discourse on transitional justice was without a 
coherent understanding of what constituted the 
transition, however. There is no single way in which 
political transition is conceived and understood 
across Sri Lanka’s divergent political communities.  
Broadly speaking, there are three visions of transition 
in Sri Lanka. First of these is the vision shared by 
liberal sections of the Southern polity of democratic 
transition of the rule of law, good governance variety. 
The second one shared among the majority of the 
Tamil community is one of deep democratization - 
transition to a pluri-national Sri Lanka.  Thirdly, there 
is the one shared by the majority Sinhala Buddhist 
community built on the belief that no transition 
whatsoever was required. The current regime is 
caught up somewhere in between the first and third 
approaches to what constitutes transition in post-war 
Sri Lanka. This significantly undermines the ability 
of the regime to address genuinely the issues of 
accountability and justice.  
 The Sirisena-Wickremesinghe duo Government, 
promoted by its Western allies as the liberal 
democratic alternative to the nationalist SLFP led by 
Rajapaksa, always viewed the issue of accountability 
as a foreign policy management issue. There was a 
lack of political will on the part of the political 
leadership in Colombo to engage with the Sinhala 
Buddhist base to convince them on the need for 
genuine accountability based reconciliation. The 
supposedly liberal-democratic variant of the Southern 
political leadership used the nationalist opposition as 
an excuse to side step their obligations towards 
accountability while espousing the same nationalist 
rhetoric (possibly a milder version) when engaging 
with their Sinhala Buddhist voter base. The 
arguments of the supposed real champions of human 
rights were that Rajapaksa was not to be faulted with 
the conduct of the war but that he mismanaged the 

aftermath. The reason for this mismanagement in the 
UNP’s assessment was that it wasn’t because 
Rajapaksa didn’t do well in accommodating the 
estranged Tamil community, but because of him 
developing relationships subsequently with China 
and Iran at the expense of US and India, and that this 
had back fired on him. The UNP’s view was that so 
long as there was transition being made in the foreign 
policy domain which would favour the US and India, 
coupled with the strategic use of the transitional 
justice norms in Governmental policy, it would be 
sufficient to save Sri Lanka from the accountability 
problem. The appropriation of international human 
rights norms by domestic actors with the intent of 
boosting their international image is not new to Sri 
Lanka at all, a phenomenon that has been studied in 
other similar contexts as well.  The transitional justice 
strategy of the Sirisena-Wickremesinghe 
Government in part, unlike the previous regime’s 
policy, included accepting that certain individual war 
crimes took place, while denying that systemic crimes 
(such as crimes against humanity) ever took place. 
Addressing these individual violations, and removing 
those few rotten apples from the Sri Lankan Army, it 
was being publicly argued, would be something that 
would help restore Sri Lanka’s international image. 
This was promoted among the Sinhala Buddhist 
electorate as the smart thing to be done and as the 
adjustment that was required to protect its continuing 
dominance in Sri Lankan politics.  
 Part of this process of managing issues of 
accountability and justice was also managing the 
expectations of the Tamil people with regard to 
justice. One of the major premises of a legitimate 
transitional justice process is that the victims have to 
be consulted as part of the process. The present 
government put in place a consultative process 
leading to the delivery of a ‘neutral report’ (like the 
Public Consultation Report on Constitutional 
Reforms) which found supporters in liberal quarters. 
The Office of Missing Persons and the Office of 
Reparations were timed at intervals meant for 
digestion by the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights in Geneva, the liberal human rights 
community in Colombo, and the rest of the word. UN 
reports have always highlighted the positives and 
negatives, and encouraged the Sri Lankan 
government to do better (no different under the 
Rajapakasa regime).  
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 Liberal Colombo supporters of the Sirisena-
Wickremesinghe Government in fact were suggesting 
that the window of opportunity to act on transitional 
justice was fast closing and that to keep insisting on 
better victim consultations and better institutional 
mechanisms were counter-productive. So, essentially 
the argument was that the Tamils had a duty to 
cooperate, and failure to cooperate with the 
transitional justice agenda will be met with the labels 
of extremists and spoilers.  
 Ultimately, however, the Government knew that 
the best way of avoiding accountability issues was to 
give the impression of creating and setting in motion a 
political process that will deliver a political solution. 
The quest for accountability, in this logic, is argued to 
be damaging and a distractor to both the normalization 
of everyday life in the North-East and to finding a 
political solution. For reasons explained earlier, 
accountability was actually seen as a distractor to the 
normalization of the abnormalcy of everyday lives of 
the Tamils, and as a distractor to the process of 
normalizing Tamil politics.  
 With the election of Gotabaya Rajapaksa, the 
subtlety in the hegemonic process as described above 
is also reaching an end. The new President was elected 
on a platform that this subtle hegemony was too much 
and allowed loopholes that ended up targeting the Sri 
Lankan Army. The few arrests that were made in 
relation to what was described as emblematic cases 
(the targeting of the ‘rotten apples’) was too much for 
the Sinhala Buddhist establishment. Hence, it was not 
surprising that Gotabaya Rajapaksa promised very 
early on during his presidential election campaign of 
2019, the release of all army personnel in detention in 
relation to crimes they may have committed during 
war. Since being elected he has kept to his promise and 
the promise had even been extended to pardoning an 
army sergeant whose conviction was upheld in appeal 
by the Supreme Court (a rarity) for murdering civilians 
in Mirusuvil, Jaffna7. It is quite clear that President 
Gotabaya Rajapaksa is going to either disband or 
render worthless the showpiece institutions created by 
the former Government such as the Office for Missing 
Persons8. As the President has clearly pointed out to 
the mothers of the disappeared who have been 
protesting for more than 1000 days, that they are all 
dead but that he could help with compensation. That is 
the state of discourse on accountability and 
transitional justice.   
 

What needs to be done? 
I have portrayed a very depressing picture of the 
current status quo of the praxis of ‘transition’ in post-
war Sri Lanka, and how it affects every day Tamil 
lives and our collective future as a political 
community. Let me attempt to answer some of the 
questions that I have posed and suggest as to what 
needs to be done. 
 Let me start with the question of resisting the 
normalization of abnormalcy of our everyday 
existence. I believe that the issue of confronting and 
resisting continued militarization for the Tamil 
community has to start from home. We need to keep 
reminding ourselves that we are actually living in a 
state of abnormalcy. This may sound strange but it is 
absolutely essential and key to any resistance. It is 
important to learn not to live with militarization and 
to internalize oppression.  The easiest path to 
breaking the inherent collectivity of a community is 
for it to internalize oppression and accept it as a way 
of life. We need to educate our children that what they 
see around them is not normal and that they should 
not accept it as normal. The most difficult need that 
has no alternative is a process of political 
conscientization. I truly believe that this is necessary 
both in the homeland and the diaspora.  
 Secondly, I think we need to get creative with our 
politics. I think for far too long we have remained 
reactionary and waited for external factors and actors 
to shape our destiny and deliver our political 
aspirations. We need to start believing in the 
democratic strength of our people and the energy that 
a democratic mobilization will deliver in setting our 
own narrative and agenda. This could only be 
achieved with a bottom-up political movement.  We 
need to urgently understand the limitations and 
inherent compromises of representative electoral 
politics and build the space for what is known in 
critical democratic theory as the post-representative 
democratic space. We need to build up the internal 
energy of our democratic politics to the extent where 
it will be unavoidable to any external actor who 
wishes to dabble with Sri Lanka to avoid the agenda 
that we have set.    
 Thirdly, we need to think about the struggle in the 
long term while engaging in a political praxis that is 
productive and produces tangible results in the short 
to the mid-term. We cannot afford to take the short 
term view of the struggle that Geneva will deliver us 
justice or that a political solution will come by 
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term will also help us realize that we as a community 
are journeying through a transitional phase when we 
need to engage mostly in a nation building exercise. 
We need to develop our internal capacities, build 
sustainable and credible social, economic and 
political institutions that are built on an inclusive 
understanding of the Tamil nationalist project and 
build community networks that can respond to the 
counter insurgency challenges thrown at us, but also 
come up with a viable plan for rebuilding our 
societies economically and socially. I honestly 
believe that we do not have to wait for institutions of 
self-government for these to happen. Public power 
can be directed through credible institutions that are 
set up outside the framework of the existing state 
institutions but without violating the framework of 
the legal system.  
These are merely normative outlines of what should 
be part of a larger plan for Tamil Nation building.  I 
hope these provide avenues for thought and further 
deliberation. I also hope that we can build a critical 
mass of activists who will commit to engaging with 
Tamil politics beyond the narrow lens of electoral and 
organizational politics.  
 The end of the Tamil armed struggle signaled the 
end of an era of revolutionary armed struggle for 
liberation globally. The way in which we nurture the 
Tamil struggle in the present circumstances with a 
blend of continuity and change will define not just the 
lives of Tamils in the island of Sri Lanka but also be 
instructive for oppressed peoples all over the world. 
Our capacity to think and act from our experience and 
the experience of those similarly situated to us will be 
a test for the maturity of our struggle thus far and will 
define our collective existence in these challenging 
times. 
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7 Sunil Ratnayake v Attorney General SC TAB 
01/2016, decided on 25.04.2019.  

8 See for example: https://twitter.com/ 
   ompsrilanka/status/1217345382071574528 
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Abstract 
This essay examines the intersection of society’s 
denial and violations of human rights in post-war Sri 
Lanka. It argues that after decades, torture has 
become so normalized in Sri Lankan society, both at 
the level of the individual perpetrator and 
institutionally, that it helps protect those responsible. 
Reform focuses on legislative and policy changes but 
dodges the issue of individual criminal responsibility 
with the result that known perpetrators flourish. The 
article places current denial of ongoing abductions 
and torture within a continuum of denial for the mass 
atrocities of the war, showing the consistent 
downplaying of ethnicity, refusal to examine the facts 
and tendency of the aggressors to portray themselves 
as victims.  
 

Introduction 
There is today a wealth of evidence to show that 
hundreds if not thousands of Tamil men and women 
were repeatedly raped and tortured by different units 
of the Sri Lankan security forces after the end of the 
war in 2009 - in jungle clearings, bunkers, office 
rooms, rehabilitation camps, abandoned houses, army 
camps, police stations, naval bases, tents and offices 
in “IDP camps”, prison cells and buildings that 
resemble schools - a multitude of sites that do not 
appear to overlap. For these victims the war hasn't 
ended even though the politicians talk of it in the past 
tense. The torture and rape continues to this day, nine 
years after the guns went silent. This paper examines 
how ongoing torture has become normalized in Sri 
Lanka and enabled by the same tactics of denial that 
prevailed during the war.  
Perpetrators 
Laughing & Joking 
Who are the men – and in some cases women too – 
who burn, brand, beat, whip, suffocate and half drown 
other human beings as part of their daily work? One 
Tamil victim in Sri Lanka described his torturers 
downing tools and breaking for lunch; another 
noticed them go outside for a cigarette break.  Many 
of the hundreds of survivors interviewed by the 
International Truth and Justice Project (ITJP) 
describe their torturers laughing and joking in Sinhala 
while hurting them, treating it as entertainment or 
sport1: 
“The interrogators and the translator seemed 
cheerful, talking loudly, laughing all while inflicting 
torture. They sometimes called in a female soldier, 
inviting them to watch and those women also seemed 
to be in a good mood and enjoying watching the 
torture2”. 

Another man who had his head submerged in a water 
barrel several times and coughing and struggling to 
breathe, terrified that he would die, heard his torturers 
speaking in Sinhala and laughing.  “It appeared that 
they were enjoying it3,” he said.  There can be no 
bigger gulf between communities than that of a man 

Perpetrators, Deniers and Enablers: Torture in Sri Lanka 
 

Frances Harrison, M.A., MBA 
Journalist and Author 
 

Citation 
Harrison, F. 2018. Perpetrators, Deniers and 
Enablers: Torture in Sri Lanka. Proceedings of the 
Second International Conference on Tamil 
Nationhood and Genocide. May 5-6, Ottawa, ON.  
2:35-42.	

35



Ottawa, ON Canada   May 5-6, 2018	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	 	

	
spluttering for air and those responsible laughing in 
his face.   
 In this context it is astonishing that the discourse 
post-war, dictated by the donor community, is 
focused on “reconciliation”. Thousands of Tamils 
have been tortured during the conflict but they were 
never consulted about the “reconciliation” agenda; 
just one more way in which their experience is denied. 
How do you reconcile with someone who has 
dehumanized you to this extent?  
Slaves and Dogs 
Dehumanizing literally involves treating the victims 
like animals. Having said that, in a Buddhist country 
it is debatable that anyone would tolerate treating 
animals this badly. Tamils in security force detention 
in Sri Lanka are routinely called “Tamil dogs” and 
abused in ethnically derogatory language. Some have 
even been given their food in what appears to be a dog 
bowl shoved into their cell through a flap.  
 Tamil detainees are branded with hot metal rods 
on their backs and legs like cattle – except that with 
human victims it’s done repeatedly and until the 
victim passes out unconscious. The torturers say the 
long thin branding marks are supposed to recreate 
Tiger stripes4: 
“They talking among themselves in Singhalese and 
were laughing. Finally they said jokingly in Tamil, 
that the marks are similar to the stripes of a tiger. I 
was screaming and crying5.” 
 References to “Tamil slaves” are also common 
throughout the testimony of torture survivors. 
Nothing more clearly signifies the desire to deny 
Tamils their political rights in Sri Lanka. It’s worth 
noting that both cattle and, in the past, slaves, were 
branded in Sri Lanka.  
“Throughout the beating, the men were shouting in 
broken Tamil ‘You are a Tamil dog’, ‘The Tamils are 
the slaves of the Sinhalese’ and other insults against 
the Tamils and the LTTE6.” 
 Women too are branded or burned with cigarettes 
on areas visible if they wear a sari blouse as a marker 
to their community that they have likely sexually 
violated. Female Sinhalese soldiers use exactly the 
same racist language:  
 “..she would say 'you are our slave, go and tell your 
whole Tamil generation that you people should never 
think of forming another LTTE, you people are slaves 
and you should remain slaves'7”. 
 In police headquarters in Colombo at the end of 
the war, Tamil prisoners described being forced to 

move to court manacled by the ankle and chained 
together in a long line like slaves. Onlookers on the 
streets of the capital jeered at them. This must have 
been witnessed by many bystanders but none has ever 
spoken of it. After many decades of violence it is not 
surprising that the perpetrators, the public and even 
human rights activists in Sri Lanka have normalized 
the violations to varying degrees8.  
Lord Buddha in the Torture Chamber: the 
process of normalization 
When a young Tamil man had the blindfold removed 
in the torture room, his hands still tied behind his 
back, he remembers seeing a roll of electric cable in 
the corner of the room and an orange Buddha statue 
on the table in front of him.  
 The presence of Lord Buddha in a military torture 
chamber shows to what extent the brutality has 
become normalized for the perpetrators who are 
invariably Sinhalese and Buddhist, or in some cases 
Catholic.  
"Have you given him the normal treatment?" is what 
another Tamil victim who understood Sinhala 
overheard his captors in an army camp say before he 
was severely tortured.  
 Torture quickly becomes a routine task for the 
torturers, though a few hours can destroy the victims 
for life. A Sinhalese man involved in “white van” 
abductions recounted casually going for a meal while 
colleagues burned the corpse of a man he’d helped 
abduct earlier in the day:  
“We freshened up and had something to eat.  I 
watched some TV napping in the chair. We had lunch 
and stayed indoors. As the evening approached I went 
down to where they were burning the body... we 
needed to satisfy ourselves that body was completely 
burned9.” 
Individuals or Institutions   
The mindset that normalizes torture manifests itself 
not just at an individual level but institutionally. This 
is so entrenched that the Government of Sri Lanka 
sent the policeman who ran the country’s most 
notorious wartime torture site10 (a man named in a UN 
report) as part of their delegation to Geneva to the UN 
Committee Against Torture meeting in 2016. The 
decision to send him was approved by the reform-
minded Foreign Minister11. Mr. Sisira Mendis’ 
departure was announced ten days in advance12 but no 
human rights activist questioned the decision though 
he is well-known. Even after he went home in 
disgrace, the local media ignored the issue for a 

36



Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Tamil Nationhood and Genocide 
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	

month, despite international media coverage13. In a 
supreme act of denial, the Government renewed Mr. 
Mendis’ contract as intelligence chief for another 
year14 and continued to include him in official 
government meetings15. No journalist or activist or 
NGO questioned this16 even though reports say there 
is now considerable media freedom in Sri Lanka17.  
 Nothing illustrates more starkly how Government 
and civil society alike have become myopic, choosing 
not to see the wild elephant in the room. Instead they 
spend time working on plans, protocols and policies18 

to improve human rights, though often with 
questionable officials leading the process who are 
never called out19.  
 The discussion of Sri Lanka’s human rights 
record has tended to focus on flawed structures and 
legislation, as if decades of violations are an 
incremental development issue that just require more 
training and capacity building - and nothing to do 
with individual criminal responsibility. It is no 
accident therefore that there are rarely prosecutions or 
the naming and shaming of individuals, many of 
whom are part of the establishment and well known 
socially in the very small elite of Colombo society20.  
 For example, the fact that the Government’s 
witness protection authority contains alleged 
perpetrators of torture is never mentioned by human 
rights activists21. Prominent members of civil society 
attended the launch event for the witness protection 
authority and failed to question the inclusion on the 
body of a senior policeman who had been named by 
the UN special rapporteur on torture a decade ago as 
an alleged perpetrator of torture22. While there is 
much general discussion of theoretical issues such as 
impunity there’s very rarely any challenge mounted 
from within civil society regarding compromised 
individuals. There is a disconnect that enables those 
responsible to abnegate responsibility. Civil society is 
silent regarding the promotion of alleged war 
criminals23 posted abroad as diplomats24 or even 
awarded corporate sponsorship25. It also does not 
question the Government’s failure to vet public and 
security officials as it promised in Geneva, preferring 
to focus on constitutional and legislative change. 
 It is as if human rights violations occur in some 
disembodied context and the perpetrators are distant 
and unknowable people never encountered. 
Unfortunately they are ordinary people following 
orders and society’s denial helps to shields them.  
 

Deniers & Enablers 
Rajapaksa Era Denial 
Under the Rajapaksa government the denial was 
crude but surprisingly successful. In 2009, the Sri 
Lankan State used the term “zero civilian casualty 
policy” for one of the bloodiest short periods of war 
this century. Mass atrocities were dubbed “a 
humanitarian operation” and the shelling of civilians 
a “hostage rescue mission”, the killing fields called 
“no fire zones”. The “rehabilitation” programme for 
former combatants was mass arbitrary detention; 
scores of survivors describe being tortured. The 
internment camps for civilians who came out of the 
war zone were called Internally Displaced People 
(IDP) camps even though many of those forcibly 
detained there actually had places to live.  There was 
a “zero tolerance policy” for what the UN later said 
was systematic sexual violence. “It’s against our 
policy so it can’t happen,” as if policy makers believe 
in their own magic26.  
 The Rajapaksa period also saw a great deal of 
effort expended to deny survivor accounts, matching 
each film, article or report with a rival version. There 
were extensive attempts to counter the videos of 
summary executions, producing long treatises 
claiming they were fake, even though UN experts 
corroborated them. The Government’s parallel 
narrative was flimsy factually but intended to comfort 
those who just needed to believe their soldiers were 
blameless - those who wanted to live in denial.  
 As Stanley Cohen27 explains, typically there’s 
simultaneously literal denial and ideological 
justification. The war in Sri Lanka was portrayed as 
one of self-defence for the majority. When talking to 
outsiders it was Sri Lanka’s own little “war on terror”; 
internally it was in the defence of Sinhala Buddhism. 
Nationalism became  “a moral vocabulary of self-
exoneration” for the Sinhalese victors but a crime for 
the defeated Tamils. The Sinhalese aggressively paint 
themselves as the true victims. First their culture was 
under existential threat from seventy million Tamils 
in Southern India; now purportedly from Muslims 
who are also depicted as extremists.  
 According to Cohen, denial usually involves a 
vicious counter offensive being mounted against 
critics – during the Sri Lankan war international 
human rights groups were derided as mouthpieces of 
terrorists and internal critics as unpatriotic.  
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The Rotten Apple Theory  
Post-Rakajapsa there was a partial acknowledgement 
that Sri Lanka’s past needs addressing and 
transitional justice mechanisms were outlined, mainly 
it now seems to placate the international community. 
A key aspect of the denial today involves regarding 
the conflict atrocities as isolated incidents not system 
crimes. The UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights clearly stated in 2015 that Sri Lanka’s security 
forces had used sexual violence as a matter of policy 
and that the country’s institutions were not ready to 
investigate the scale and extent of the crimes28.   
 Nevertheless the fashionable theory after the 
change of government in 2015 is that just a few rotten 
apples in the security forces are responsible for a vast 
array of crimes, inter alia: the second largest case 
load of disappearances in the world, thousands of 
torture and rape cases, and in the war, conduct that 
“represented a grave assault on the entire regime of 
international law”29.  It’s not humanly possible for a 
few individuals to have done all this.   
 Nobody has ever elaborated the “rotten apple” 
theory to explain if the wrongdoers are at the top of 
the navy, army, air force, intelligence services, the 
TID, CID, STF and prison services, or spread 
throughout all these institutions that committed the 
violations according to the UN.  
 Sometimes there is a begrudging acceptance of 
violations after they’ve been internationally verified 
– like the admission by the former Foreign Minister 
that an execution video is authentic30. However there 
is no allocation of individual responsibility even 
though the video clearly shows the faces of the 
perpetrators and the Government has facial 
recognition software that could identify them as they 
laugh while shooting bound naked Tamil prisoners. 
Since the wartime army commander sits in cabinet, 
pointing fingers might be difficult for his colleague, 
but the former Foreign Minister’s behaviour falls into 
the pattern of avoiding identifying perpetrators.  
 Over the years Sri Lanka’s ludicrous “zero 
civilian casualty policy” has been adjusted to allow 
for between 7-9,000 casualties – still a vast 
underestimate31. Dates have been manipulated to fit 
the State’s narrative of denial.  For example, 
government registrars in affected districts have told 
families that they cannot register a death of a loved 
one on for example, 13 May 2009, “because too many 
people have already died that day”.  By mid-May 
2009 it’s hard to blame the defeated LTTE forces for 

shelling thousands of their own people because they 
were squeezed into a tiny patch of land. It cannot be 
denied the victims are dead but the date of their death 
is reinterpreted to hide those responsible.  
 The same reinterpretation occurs to change 
enforced disappearance cases into missing cases. 
Families know if they register complaints that their 
children disappeared on the final day of the war, 18 
May 2009, it implies they disappeared after surrender 
to the army, so they protect themselves by saying it 
was January or February 2009 when the State can 
suggest the missing were killed in crossfire or 
forcibly recruited by the LTTE. The culture of denial 
is internalised by the victims for their own protection. 
The denial extends beyond death. 
Denying Responsibility 
The entire modus operandi of Sri Lanka’s notorious 
“white van” abduction teams is geared towards 
deniability for the individuals involved. Typically one 
team abducts, another tortures and a third releases the 
victim for ransom. It’s a Nazi style of division of 
labour. Each team can absolve itself of responsibility 
for the full crime by claiming they didn’t select the 
victim or know what would happen to them later on 
in the process. Indeed one victim described being 
reprimanded by his interrogator for not telling him the 
full truth, adding, “I cannot be responsible for what 
is going to happen to you now32”.  Such a legalistic 
disclaimer is an odd thing to hear in a secret torture 
cell but is made possible by the separation of tasks in 
the process.  
 The sexual violence is more often than not 
perpetrated in groups. There is an enforced obedience 
and bonding that comes from sharing atrocities. This 
is a gang where members are initiated to keep the 
crimes silent and deny the experience of the victims. 
The victims are degraded with ethnic insults that stem 
from a common value system that’s reinforced by 
continually symbolically re-enacting the defeat of 
Tamils by literally torturing them. There's enormous 
satisfaction in exercising complete sovereignty over 
the enemy's body, as well as his land. It reassures the 
victors in Sri Lanka to know they have total power 
over people they once feared.  
 Officially sanctioned torture comes with 
paperwork. No criminal outfit or lone “rotten apple” 
would be so diligent about collecting signatures on 
false “confessions” as the Sri Lankan torturers. 
There’s also increasing evidence of a centralized 
database of torture records because victims who have 
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been detained on multiple occasions find they are 
asked questions by new security force units that they 
could only know from previous interrogations.  
“This sort of thing doesn’t happen under this 
government”  
The ITJP has documented 76 torture cases that 
occurred under the Sirisena Government, since 
January 2015, many of them involving the military in 
some capacity or the Terrorism Investigation 
Department, or TID. The overwhelming response of 
civil society in Colombo and diplomats has been to 
cast vague doubts at the accounts without engaging 
with the evidence that is also supported by medical 
experts from organisations like Freedom From 
Torture. One diplomat said he found the situation 
confusing because where he sat everything was 
getting better; he made a choice to remain “confused” 
by not engaging with the facts despite offers to do so. 
For deniers, examining the evidence is to be avoided 
at all costs as it might require action to be taken.  
 Instead there is the customary counter offensive: 
the advocates are personally vilified, called  
“spoilers” or derided as “ideological”, falsely accused 
of taking LTTE funding and therefore being biased. 
Human rights activists express vague doubts about 
the “methodology” and about “some cases” without 
having enough information to identify individual 
cases. Women’s groups report they don’t see 
accounts of sexual violence like the ones now 
documented. That’s not surprising – the accounts are 
primarily those of men not women. No wonder they 
do not match if we are talking about a different 
gender.  
 The blind faith in policy to fix systematic 
criminal justice failures resurfaces. At the request of 
the international community, the Ministry of Defence 
issued a written order in English to the Sri Lankan 
military regarding torture and sexual violence. The 
circular first references “the men and women who 
fought valiantly to defeat terrorism” and the “long 
march ahead towards reconciliation” and the need “to 
win hearts and minds”.  Then it says that there are 
“allegations that have surfaced from time to time on 
[sic] offences committed by Armed Forces 
Personnel” and orders that they shouldn’t happen33. 
We can only infer that the extremely vague language 
in the circular is about torture because it was 
submitted to the UN Committee Against Torture. The 
idea that a circular from the secretary of defence can 
change reality is of course at odds with the notion that 

the perpetrators are a few rotten apples operating 
alone. Logic and denial do not sit well together. 
 The ethnic element to the torture is as usual 
downplayed. It is generally conceded that torture still 
occurs extensively in police stations across the 
country but that it affects Sinhalese, Muslims and 
Tamils equally. It’s part of the normalisation of 
torture that nobody is too shocked by the hundreds of 
cases recorded by the Human Rights Commission. 
Many still assume a developmental approach such as 
skills training of the police will work even though 
that’s been tried over decades at the expense of 
taxpayers around the world.  What is strenuously 
denied is the continued involvement of the military in 
torture of Tamils in the former conflict areas under 
the new Government.  
 In one respect the denial has spread. Torture 
victims were routinely disbelieved by the Rajapaksa 
Government on the grounds that those who spoke out 
were abroad and asylum seekers. Now this argument 
is heard from some of Colombo civil society.  They 
forget that most of the UN investigation into Sri 
Lanka (OISL, 2015), which underpins the 
“transitional justice” programme, was based on 
victims outside Sri Lanka because the UN team was 
denied access even after the Government changed. In 
2014 a victim testifying abroad is credible; in 2015 
they are not. The deniers have not explained how this 
is possible. Entrenched practices like torture do not 
change overnight just because a new configuration of 
politicians takes power.  
 Imagine if all evidence from Syrian or Rohingya 
victims abroad was treated the same way? There’s an 
irrational assumption that there must exist accessible 
corroboration inside Sri Lanka and without it 
testimony is automatically invalid. This is a fallacy – 
instead of primarily examining the victims, the 
deniers superficially examine what they left behind. 
 There is an unspoken belief that bleeding, bruised 
and terrified victims should go and report their 
violations to an NGO before fleeing the country. 
Many Tamil victims cannot name a human rights 
group in the Vanni. Moreover donors say no NGO 
inside Sri Lanka actually documents sexual violence 
to the level needed for criminal accountability or has 
expertise in male sexual violence. This is a 
considerable impediment when men constitute the 
majority of recent victims seen abroad. Tamil 
activists themselves in the north say it’s dangerous for 
them to work with ex-LTTE cadres because of the 
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level of intelligence infiltration. Most victims 
abducted and tortured have LTTE associations so 
they are not going to be easily accessible to NGOs 
inside Sri Lanka.  
 Elaborate systems of control have been created 
post-war to ensure the silence of victims’ families. In 
approximately a third of recent ITJP cases, victims’ 
families have reported the initial disappearance to the 
national Human Rights Commission. Some also go to 
the police only to face outright denial – one was told: 
“that sort of thing doesn’t happen under this 
government”. When the victim is later released on 
payment of a bribe by their family there is no 
incentive to pursue the complaint; indeed the family 
has technically broken the law by bribing security 
officials and could face legal sanction, as well as 
threats and violent reprisals. That makes it difficult to 
investigate the crime inside Sri Lanka without putting 
the victim’s family in peril.  
Interpretative denial: the concept of “Self 
infliction By Proxy” or SIBP 
In Stanley Cohen’s paradigm, “interpretative denial” 
is where the harm is acknowledged but the meaning 
denied or twisted. In many torture cases, including the 
recent ones, the scars from branding with a hot metal 
rod appear literally undeniable – huge welts across the 
back that are obvious signs of abuse.  Hundreds of 
Tamils have experienced this but extraordinarily 
these have become the most contested scars.  It is a 
magnificent achievement on the part of the deniers to 
reinterpret the most blatant of scars. Many countries 
resort to stealth torture that leaves no physical marks 
but Sri Lanka has mastered denial instead.  
 Doctors have written learned papers on whether 
there is any medical evidence to substantiate the 
existence of self-infliction of torture by proxy (SIBP) 
anywhere in the world –there is not34. SIBP is a form 
of denial that’s thought to have originated in 
Colombo during the Rajapaksa Government but it’s 
also been seized on by supporters of the Sirisena 
Government to deny allegations that the security 
forces continue to torture Tamils.  It is a euphemistic 
term for alleging the victim paid someone else to 
inflict the torture scars on his or her body in order to 
be able to get asylum in Europe and have a better life. 
It doesn’t deny the harm done to the body but it 
reinterprets it as voluntary.  
 No matter that scarring alone will not secure a 
person asylum in the UK  - you have to prove future 
risk.  If scars alone guaranteed asylum, one or two 

cigarette burns would be enough; there would be no 
need to brand your back and also your thighs and 
calves. Nor would you need to be hung upside down 
to achieve the rope burns around the wrists and ankles 
that so many victims have. And if torture were self-
inflicted it would not cause the same psychological 
damage – doctors wouldn’t see the large number of 
attempted suicides upon arrival in the UK. Some 
recent victims have up to 30 cigarette burns on their 
body – often on their genitals or in the case of women 
on their breasts and where their bra strap would go on 
their back, indicating they were stripped naked. They 
have routinely been subjected to falaka – the beating 
of the soles of the feet, which they say is like 
electricity running through their body and, while not 
leaving visible scars, this torture leaves them in pain 
for life when they walk. Who would pay someone to 
do this – as well as burn them? 
 Then there’s the rape – many of the young men 
say they didn’t know it was possible for men to rape 
other men until it happened to them. They struggle to 
describe unspeakable depravity, risking 
stigmatisation in their community. Experts believe it 
would be very hard to fake the traumatic response to 
torture and sexual violence.  
 It’s the depravity of these assaults that leads the 
perpetrator’s community to need a defence 
mechanism – the concept of “self-infliction” is a 
sophisticated safety valve to enable even human 
rights activists to deny the most blatant cases of 
torture. Sadly some Tamils have joined this chorus of 
doubt, not realising that it has its roots in a culture of 
denial of the entire experience of Tamil suffering 
during the conflict.  
Triumph of the Deniers 
After the war, Sri Lanka ran conferences to teach 
other militaries how to defeat terrorists, albeit 
violating international law in the process. Where the 
country really excels is in denial; it has a lot to teach 
other States.   Tens of thousands of Sri Lankans 
played a role in enabling the atrocities of the final 
phase of the war, in the military, as guards of torture 
sites, as administrators writing rotas, supplying food 
to prisoners, doing accounts, paying for all the 
ordinance dropped on the misnamed “No Fire 
Zones”, sifting through intelligence files and forced 
confessions, taking photos and fingerprints, watching 
drone footage of civilians in tents being bombed by 
supersonic jets, driving white vans, burning corpses, 
tapping phones, employing prison labour, smuggling 
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victims out of the country and conducting illegal 
abortions after rape. From the torturers to the military 
generals, the journalists to the politicians, it is 
arguable a large number of people played a part. 
 Today many who speak about accountability are 
silent bystanders to the ongoing torture in Sri Lanka. 
Torture and rape victims are always going to be more 
invisible than the families of the disappeared who 
stage noisy protests on roadsides. That cannot be an 
excuse to deny their existence.  
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Abstract 
Ever since the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) was proclaimed in 1948 to protect 
vulnerable people against genocide, its record has 
been checkered due to selective compliance by 
different countries. The UDHR was proclaimed with 
30 Articles outlining the rights every person should 
enjoy as a human being irrespective of their 
circumstances. Even though these lofty ideals have on 
occasion been used to protect against the genocide of 
vulnerable people, enforcement of the UDHR has 
been selective because of the geopolitics exercised by 
a few powerful nations.  This paper will enumerate 
the violations of every article in the UDHR, spanning 
seven decades, by successive Governments of Sri 
Lanka (GoSLs) as it continues to annihilate Eelam 
Tamils as a people in the island. The protection 
afforded to every citizen of the world has been 
continuously denied to the Tamils. Recognition of 
these violations as part of a genocidal plan by 
successive GoSLs to erase the Tamil identity in the 
island is necessary before a lasting solution to the 
conflict between the two nations can be found. There 
are precedents for international intervention to 
prevent the annihilation of a group of people 
undergoing genocide.       Stability in this region will 
remain elusive until the Eelam Tamils can live 
peacefully enjoying the full benefits of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights articles, in a land free 
of military oppression in all aspects of their life.   
Keyowrds 
UDHR, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
Genocide, Pogroms, Tamils, Sri Lanka 

Introduction 
The United Nations General Assembly proclaimed 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
on December 10, 1948 in Paris, as General Assembly 
Resolution 217A with the lofty ideal of recognizing 
the inherent dignity and the equal and inalienable 
rights of all peoples as the foundation of freedom, 
justice, and peace in the world.   It further went onto 
identify that “disregard and contempt for human 
rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have 
outraged the conscience of mankind” (UDHR, 1948).  
It also proclaimed that the highest aspiration of the 
common people is to “enjoy freedom of speech and 
belief and freedom from fear and want” (UDHR, 
1948).    
 In the context of Sri Lanka, it is important to 
understand the origins of the conflict and therefore a 
brief introduction follows.  Two distinct peoples with 
their own language and culture have inhabited the 
island historically called Ceylon for over two 
millennia.  The Tamil-speaking people who are 
mostly Hindu, Christian, or Muslim have traditionally 
inhabited the North and East parts of the island, which 
they call their traditional homeland.  The Sinhalese-
speaking people who are mostly Buddhist have 
occupied the rest of the island.  By their distinct 
language, culture, customs, and traditional homeland 
the Tamils and Sinhalese constitute two distinct 
nations.  The Sinhala nation and the Tamil nation had 
their own independent kingdoms at the time of arrival 
of the Portuguese in 1505 and the Dutch in 1647.  
While the Portuguese and the Dutch only captured 
and ruled parts of the coastal lands of the island, the 
British who arrived in 1795 managed to capture and 
control the entire island.  The 1799 Cleghorn Minutes 
clearly recognized the existence of the two distinct 
nations inhabiting the island.  In 1833, the British 
merged the independent Tamil and Sinhala kingdoms 
and ruled the island as one country for their own 
administrative convenience.  In the mid-1850s the 
British brought Indian Tamils to develop the tea and 
rubber plantations in the central hills of the island.   
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 When the British granted independence to the 
island in 1948, they left behind a unitary constitution, 
practically handing over the state power into the 
hands of the numerically larger Sinhalese population.  
In 1948, the parliamentary majority was used by the 
Sinhala Nation to disenfranchise the Indian Tamils in 
the plantations numbering over 800,000 (Ceylon 
Citizenship Act, 1948).  Tamils of Indian origin had 
lived in the central hills of the island for over eight 
generations and a majority of them were born in the 
island.  The removal of voting rights of this 
population disproportionately increased the 
parliamentary majority of the Sinhala nation.  
 The Sinhala Nation used its parliamentary 
majority to enact legislation that gave absolute power 
into their hands, allowing them to pass any legislation 
that affected the rights of all the Tamils living in the 
island.  The military and the police have been 
composed mostly of Sinhalese since 1960, giving the 
Sinhalese absolute power to enforce legislation 
enacted in parliament even when in violation of 
international laws and covenants.  The Tamil Nation 
initially fought against laws that discriminated 
against them, through non-violent protests for over 
thirty years.  These non-violent protests were broken 
up using brutal police force and paramilitaries. The 
police brutality became increasingly more frequent 
and Tamil students actively protesting were rounded 
up and incarcerated without proper judicial process.   
 When the peaceful protests failed to deliver the 
political rights and equality, and pogroms against 
Tamils led to many of them moving as refugees to the 
North and East of the island and overseas, the Tamil 
political leaders joined together and concluded that 
only an independent Tamil state, Tamil Eelam, would 
provide the physical protection and political space to 
“enjoy freedom of [the] speech and belief and 
freedom from fear and want” enshrined in the UDHR 
(1948). Thus, they proclaimed the “Vaddukkoddai 
Resolution” in 1976 asking for a mandate in the 1977 
general election to create Tamil Eelam and got a 
landslide victory with a majority of Tamils living in 
the traditional homeland voting "Yes" to secede from 
Sri Lanka.  Within weeks, the 1977 pogrom was 
unleashed against Tamils living outside of north and 
east resulting in murder, arson, which forced them 
into refugee camps.  When the camps were threatened 
with attacks by Sinhalese mobs, many of the refugees 
were transported by ships to their traditional 
homeland in the north and east of the island. 

 The draconian Prevention of Terrorism Act 
(PTA) was then passed by the Sinhala majority 
parliament, which gave police wide powers, in 
contravention of international laws, to arrest and 
detain thousands of Tamil youths.  Many of them 
were tortured and made to disappear.  When peaceful 
means of protest failed, the safety of Tamils became 
a question mark; many Tamil youths took up arms to 
achieve the Tamils’ aspirations for freedom.  Thus, 
began the armed struggle in 1983.  The human rights 
violations against Tamils began to escalate to the 
point of daily occurrence.   
 The objective of this paper is to enumerate how a 
vast majority of Articles in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights has been continuously violated with 
impunity by successive Governments of Sri Lanka 
(GosLs).  These violations have been continuing on 
for over seven decades while the United Nations 
Human Rights Council passed endless resolutions.  
Sri Lanka continues to renege on all the promises it 
made to the UNHRC with many Sinhalese political 
leaders in power openly proclaiming the intention to 
renege on the promises they themselves made to the 
members of the UNHRC through resolutions 
ironically co-sponsored by Sri Lanka.   These actions 
continue to make a mockery of the UDHR and the 
UNHRC.  
An enumeration of the continuous violation of the 
UDHR by successive governments of Sri Lanka 
The UDHR Articles are presented in italics followed 
by evidence of how they were violated.    
Article 1:  “All human beings are born free and equal 
in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason 
and conscience and should act towards one another 
in a spirit of brotherhood.” 
 Although the Article 1 expects people to treat one 
another with “reason, conscience, and spirit of 
brotherhood,” these lofty ideals have proven to be 
elusive among a vast majority of people in Sri Lanka 
as evidenced by pogroms against Tamils in 1958, 
1977, 1983, and more frequently thereafter (Vitachi, 
1959; Sansoni Commission, 1980; Amnesty 
International, 2009).  The war that has been raging 
since 1983 claimed many lives, culminating in the 
massacre of tens of thousands of Tamils in 
Mullivaaikkaal in May 2009.  The March 2018 
violence against the Tamil speaking Muslims by the 
Sinhalese only proves the impunity enjoyed by the 
racist elements will embolden them to act in this 
manner in the future. 
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Article 2: “Everyone is entitled to all the rights and 
freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without 
distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, 
language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, property, birth or other 
status.”  
Article 3: “Everyone has the right to life, liberty and 
security of person.”  
 Articles 2 and 3 have proven to be elusive to the 
Tamils whose right to life, liberty, and security of 
person has been threatened continually through 
pogroms.   Heavy militarization of their traditional 
homeland has made Tamils live in an “open prison” 
with one military person per four civilians on average 
(Dibbert, 2016).   
Article 4: “No one shall be held in slavery or 
servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be 
prohibited in all their forms.”  
 Vast tracts of Tamil owned agricultural lands 
have been taken over by mostly Sinhalese military 
depriving the local Tamil population of livelihood 
(HRW, 2018).  As a result, a large number among the 
tens of thousands of Tamil widows are forced to work 
in these military occupied and operated farms as 
labour due to lack of other opportunities.  Many of the 
coastal areas under occupation by the military is 
depriving Tamil fishermen of their livelihood.   
Article 5: “No one shall be subjected to torture or to 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment.”  
 It has been well documented that Tamils arrested 
under the 1979 Prevention of Terrorism Act have 
been brutally tortured, including being subjected 
inhuman sexual violence (Peel et al., 2000).  Those 
few who managed to escape and been examined by 
doctors show evidence of severe and systemic torture 
(UCLA, 2017).  This cruel and inhuman torture has 
gone on for decades with hardly any protest by 
international governments. 
Article 6: “Everyone has the right to recognition 
everywhere as a person before the law.”  
 The Tamils in Sri Lanka did not enjoy this 
recognition when the Sinhalese mobs attacked them 
while the police turned a blind eye during the 
pogroms of 1958, 1977, 1983 and more frequently 
thereafter.  The bombing of hospitals and Sri Lanka 
government designated “no fire zones” by its own 
armed forces is clear evidence that the Tamils are not 
considered “persons” by Sri Lanka (PPT, 2010).  

Article 7:  “All are equal before the law and are 
entitled without any discrimination to equal 
protection of the law. All are entitled to equal 
protection against any discrimination in violation of 
this Declaration and against any incitement to such 
discrimination.”  
 The incitement of violence, spanning many 
decades, against Tamils by influential Buddhist 
monks and Sinhalese politicians has only created a 
climate of impunity for the thugs on the rampage.  
Police inaction to protect the Tamils under attack has 
exacerbated the situation (Vitachi, 1959; Sansoni 
Commission, 1980). 
Article 8: “Everyone has the right to an effective 
remedy by the competent national tribunals for acts 
violating the fundamental rights granted him by the 
constitution or by law.”  
No Sri Lanka court has ever punished a single person 
involved in the looting, arson, destruction of Tamil 
owned property or the massacre of Tamils as a result 
of the periodic pogroms of 1958, 1977, 1983, and 
more frequently thereafter (Vitachi, 1959; Sansoni 
Commission, 1980; Amnesty International, 2009).  
No Tamils have received any compensation for their 
losses from these pogroms.   
Article 9: “No one shall be subjected to arbitrary 
arrest, detention or exile.” 
Article 10: “Everyone is entitled in full equality to a 
fair and public hearing by an independent and 
impartial tribunal, in the determination of his rights 
and obligations and of any criminal charge against 
him.” 
 Articles 9 and 10 have been flagrantly violated 
using the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA, 1979) 
which gives carte blanch rights to the police to arrest 
Tamils merely on suspicion.  Tens of thousands of 
Tamil men and women, who were taken into custody 
by the military, as they came into government-
controlled areas in 2009, are still missing.  Many who 
were arrested under the PTA are still missing for over 
three decades.  Mothers and relatives of those who 
were involuntarily disappeared have continuing to 
protest, as of May 2018 for over 420 days, demanding 
information about those who were taken into custody 
(ICRC, 2016). A 1999 report by the BBC indicated 
Sri Lanka ranked number two in the world for the 
number of disappeared persons (BBC, 1999).   
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Article 11:  
1. Everyone charged with a penal offence has the 
right to be presumed innocent until proved guilty 
according to law in a public trial at which he has had 
all the guarantees necessary for his defense.  
2. No one shall be held guilty of any penal offence on 
account of any act or omission, which did not 
constitute a penal offence, under national or 
international law, at the time when it was committed. 
Nor shall a heavier penalty be imposed than the one 
that was applicable at the time the penal offence was 
committed.  
 Over 20,000 Tamil men and women exiting the 
Mullivaaikkaal massacre zone in May 2009 were 
taken into custody, merely on being “nodded by 
masked informers,” and are still missing.  Mothers 
and relatives, who have been silently protesting in 
several places for over 420 days, are demanding 
information about those who were taken into custody 
nine years ago.  The GoSL promised the UNHRC to 
release the names in Resolution 30/1 which it co-
sponsored with the USA back in March 2015.  
Despite the GoSL reneging on the promises it made 
in 2015, the UNHRC in March 2017 granted Sri 
Lanka two more years to implement those same 
promises.  The absolute impunity enjoyed by the 
GoSL under UNHRC’s close watch has only 
emboldened the extreme elements within the 
Sinhalese community.  Mobs led by extremist 
Buddhist monks and politicians clamouring for the 
extremist vote bank instigated the recent pogroms 
which saw entire Muslim villages being attacked and 
looted in the presence of police sent there to quell the 
violence (Ramachandran, 2018).  
Article 12:  No one shall be subjected to arbitrary 
interference with his privacy, family, home or 
correspondence, nor to attacks upon his honour and 
reputation. Everyone has the right to the protection of 
the law against such interference or attacks.  
 Under the PTA (1979), every Tamil is suspected 
as a potential “terrorist” subject to arrest at the whim 
of the police or Special Task Force personnel.  The 
PTA has been found to be draconian by many 
member states of the UNHRC and the European 
Union, both of which demanded its repeal. Yet, the 
GoSL has refused to repeal the PTA while tinkering 
with alternative legislation that retains most of what 
is in the PTA. 

Article 13:  
1. Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and 
residence within the borders of each State.  
2. Everyone has the right to leave any country, 
including his own, and to return to his country.  
 During the height of the armed conflict with the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) many 
Tamils living in Colombo, the capital city, for 
employment, education, or in transit to foreign travel 
were rounded up at night for interrogation because 
they were Tamils (HRW, 2007). Any Tamil visitor to 
Tamils living in Colombo had to register with the 
local police and obtain a pass.  A few Tamils who 
have returned to the island in recent times have been 
arrested subsequently and questioned.  Some of those 
who were detained have died under mysterious 
circumstances. 
Article 14:  
1. Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other 
countries asylum from persecution.  
2. This right may not be invoked in the case of 
prosecutions genuinely arising from non-political 
crimes or from acts contrary to the purposes and 
principles of the United Nations.  
 After the Mullivaaikkaal massacre of May 2009, 
many Tamils felt insecure and unsafe under a heavily 
militarized occupation of their lands.  A large number 
of them tried to flee the island by boat and the GoSL 
navy thwarted their attempt to flee.    
Article 15:  
1. Everyone has the right to a nationality.  
2. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his 
nationality nor denied the right to change his 
nationality.  
 Over 850,000 Tamils of Indian origin born and 
living in the central hills of the island were deprived 
of their citizenship in 1948 (Ceylon Citizenship Act, 
1948).  As a result, they lost their ability to seek 
political office or their right to vote in parliamentary 
elections . 
Article 16:  
1. Men and women of full age, without any limitation 
due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to 
marry and to found a family. They are entitled to 
equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at 
its dissolution.  
2. Marriage shall be entered into only with the free 
and full consent of the intending spouses.  
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3. The family is the natural and fundamental group 
unit of society and is entitled to protection by society 
and the State.  
 The whereabouts of tens of thousands of Tamil 
men and women taken into custody by the GoSL 
armed forces at the end of the war in May 2009 is still 
not known to their spouses, parents, or siblings.  The 
spouses, parents, and siblings have been protesting 
for over 420 days demanding information about their 
loved ones.  Their family life has been destroyed for 
nine years.   There are many families that have 
missing members for several decades.  A number of 
the Tamil women taken into custody were coaxed by 
the GoSL military into marrying Sinhalese military 
personnel as a way to portray the Sinhala military as 
their “saviors” akin to the "Stockholm syndrome." 
While these marriages served the government 
propaganda needs, it is a form of genocide perpetrated 
on the psychologically traumatized war affected 
Tamil women.  
Article 17:  
1. Everyone has the right to own property alone as 
well as in association with others.  
2. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his 
property.  
 Tens of thousands of hectares of fertile lands 
belonging to Tamils in the North and East have been 
taken over by the Sinhalese military under the pretext 
of “High Security Zones,” depriving these families of 
their homes and livelihood for decades (AAAS, 
2014).  Although, UNHRC’s 2015 Resolution 30/1, 
which Sri Lanka co-sponsored, calls for the release of 
all lands to the rightful owners, no such release has 
occurred except for token hectares released for 
propaganda.  Sinhala colonizers have been brought in 
from the south to settle in lands adjacent to Tamil-
owned lands.  These Sinhalese settlers threaten and 
plunder the harvest of the Tamil landowners with the 
backing of the Sinhalese military, thereby, driving the 
Tamils away from their own land.  This systematic 
government-sponsored colonization of traditional 
Tamil lands by Sinhalese settlers from the south has 
been going on for decades. The calculated aim is to 
alter the electoral outcome and render the Tamils 
without political representation in their own areas. 
Article 18:  
Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion; this right includes freedom 
to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either 
alone or in community with others and in public or 

private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, 
practice, worship and observance.  
 Attacks by Sinhalese mobs led by Buddhist 
monks on churches, temples, and mosques have gone 
on for decades with impunity.  Every pogrom results 
in death and destruction of property belonging to non-
Buddhists. The years 1958, 1977, 1983-2009, and 
2018 saw major mob attacks.  Unfortunately, no one 
has been punished for the mob attacks although ample 
video evidence exists from recent attacks.  
Article 19:  
Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and 
expression; this right includes freedom to hold 
opinions without interference and to seek, receive and 
impart information and ideas through any media and 
regardless of frontiers.  
 The Sixth Amendment to the Sri Lankan 
constitution prohibits anyone freely discussing about 
the will of the Tamils expressed through the electoral 
process in 1977.  This is a fundamental right that is 
being denied to the Tamils. 
Article 20:  
1. Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly and association.  
2. No one may be compelled to belong to an 
association.  
When the 4th International Tamil Research 
Conference took place in Jaffna in 1981, many of the 
foreign Tamil scholars spoke at a public event on the 
last day (De Kretser et al. 1974).  Heavily armed 
police vehicles encircled the peacefully assembled 
Tamil spectators and started charging into the crowd 
without any provocation.  They shot down electric 
light poles providing temporary lighting at the event.  
When the crowd panicked in the dark and started to 
disperse ten Tamils died by electrocution in the 
stampede.  There is a monument commemorating the 
loss of innocent lives erected at this site.  In 2017, 
when a Buddhist monk passed away in Jaffna, he was 
cremated near this site to desecrate the monument in 
memory of those killed in 1981.   
Article 21:  
1. Everyone has the right to take part in the 
government of his country, directly or through freely 
chosen representatives.  
2. Everyone has the right to equal access to public 
service in his country.  
3. The will of the people shall be the basis of the 
authority of government; this will shall be expressed 
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in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by 
universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by 
secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedures.  
In 1949, the majority of the Tamils living in the 
central hills lost their voting rights and their right to 
contest elections (Ceylon Citizenship Act, 1948). The 
official language is Sinhalese in all government 
services.  Therefore, Tamils trying to get government 
services cannot communicate their business in Tamil.  
Complaints in police stations and statements from 
those who are arrested by the police are written in 
Sinhalese. Yet, the Tamils are forced to sign these 
documents without understanding the transcribed 
statement.  In 1981, when the Tamils in Jaffna took 
part in the District Development Council elections, 
the government replaced civil servants appointed by 
the election commissioner and brought in Sinhalese 
thugs from the south with the aim of attempting to rig 
the elections. Later, on the night of the election, these 
thugs led by two Senior Sinhalese government 
ministers attacked the Jaffna Public Library, which 
had many ancient original manuscripts, and burned it 
down (Knuth 2006).  This destruction of rare cultural 
artifacts to erase the history of the Tamil Nation is 
nothing but genocide, considering what happened in 
Nazi Germany. 
Article 22: 
Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to 
social security and is entitled to realization, through 
national effort and international co-operation and in 
accordance with the organization and resources of 
each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights 
indispensable for his dignity and the free development 
of his personality.  
 Many retirees were among the mass exodus 
numbering over 1.5 million Tamils who migrated to 
foreign countries.  Many of them were unable to claim 
their pension benefits due to unduly harsh 
bureaucratic hurdles placed upon them.  Every month, 
they had to mail out certificates attested by the local 
embassies of Sri Lanka indicating they are still alive.  
Even if a Life Certificate was sent at the end of the 
year, the pension for the preceding months were 
denied for lack of Life Certificates for those months!  
The hardship placed on the aging retirees in a foreign 
land was made so onerous because many of the 
pensioners were Tamils. 

Article 23:  
1. Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of 
employment, to just and favourable conditions of 
work and to protection against unemployment.  
2. Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right 
to equal pay for equal work.  
3. Everyone who works has the right to just and 
favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and his 
family an existence worthy of human dignity, and 
supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social 
protection.  
4. Everyone has the right to form and to join trade 
unions for the protection of his interests.  
 There are many Tamil graduates from 
universities who are languishing without jobs in their 
field in the North and East.  Yet, many of the open 
positions in these areas are filled by Sinhalese 
graduates from the south in a discriminatory manner.  
Creation of employment opportunities through 
foreign direct investment in the North and East is 
impossible due to red tape and unwillingness on the 
part of GoSL.  The Chief Minister of the Northern 
Provincial Council wanted to create an investment 
fund but was never granted permission to do so by the 
GoSL. 
Article 24:  
Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including 
reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic 
holidays with pay.  
Article 25: 
1. Everyone has the right to a standard of living 
adequate for the health and well-being of himself and 
of his family, including food, clothing, housing and 
medical care and necessary social services, and the 
right to security in the event of unemployment, 
sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack 
of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.  
2. Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special 
care and assistance. All children, whether born in or 
out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection.  
 Articles 24 and 25 have no meaning for over a 
million plantation labourers.  Many of the Tamils 
working in the plantations as labourers are so poorly 
paid they have to work longer hours without holidays 
to earn enough to feed their families.  Many of the 
Tamils who were driven from their own home and 
land, when the military expanded their “High 
Security Zones,” lost their livelihood.  They were not 
paid any social assistance. 
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Article 26:  
1. Everyone has the right to education. Education 
shall be free, at least in the elementary and 
fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be 
compulsory. Technical and professional education 
shall be made generally available and higher 
education shall be equally accessible to all on the 
basis of merit.  
2. Education shall be directed to the full development 
of the human personality and to the strengthening of 
respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. 
It shall promote understanding, tolerance and 
friendship among all nations, racial or religious 
groups, and shall further the activities of the United 
Nations for the maintenance of peace.  
3. Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of 
education that shall be given to their children.  
 Until 1967, the educational system was primarily 
in the English medium.  The government operated all 
universities and admission was based purely on merit 
(Anuzsiya, 1996).  In 1968, laws were enacted to 
make Sinhalese language as the medium of 
instruction for Sinhalese speakers and Tamil 
language as the medium instruction of Tamil students 
in the K-12 classes.  Once the language streams were 
separated, the Government brought in brought in a 
scheme of “standardization of marks” in 1970 and 
created lower cut-off marks for admission to the 
university for the Sinhalese students.  The disparity 
was as high as 60 marks out of 400.  The merit-based 
system was scuttled and quotas were put in place to 
lower the number of Tamil students entering the 
universities.  This was the beginning of the uprising 
by Tamil students agitating against the violation of 
their fundamental rights to merit-based equal 
treatment.  The peaceful protests were violently 
broken up by the police and student leaders were 
arrested and incarcerated for long periods of time 
under inhuman conditions.  The government also 
changed the content of Sinhala history textbooks to 
teach the Sinhala students history based on 
mythology calculated to instill a sense of superiority 
over the Tamils even though the Tamils have lived in 
the island for over two millennia.  Thus, the seeds of 
division were being instilled at an impressionable 
early age, which promoted discord among the 
different communities.  The Sinhala politicians 
promoted this division to gain more anti-Tamil votes.  
These actions are directly in contravention of Article 
26, which required the government to “promote 

understanding, tolerance and friendship among all 
nations, racial or religious groups.” 
Article 27:  
1. Everyone has the right freely to participate in the 
cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to 
share in scientific advancement and its benefits.  
2. Everyone has the right to the protection of the 
moral and material interests resulting from any 
scientific, literary or artistic production of which he 
is the author.  
 The attack on the attendees at the 4th 
International Tamil Research Conference was 
calculated to disrupt a Tamil cultural activity 
involving foreign scholars researching Tamil.  Most 
Hindu Tamils visit the Naguleswaran temple and 
perform the last rites for their deceased loved once at 
Keerimalai. The army under the pretext of security 
encircled both of these locations and Tamils were 
denied access for over two decades (AAAS, 2014).   
Article 28:  
Everyone is entitled to a social and international 
order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in 
this Declaration can be fully realized.  
 Successive Governments of Sri Lanka have 
violated every single article of this declaration. The 
heavy militarization of the Tamil homeland has 
prevented the local Tamil population from fully 
enjoying the freedom envisaged in the UDHR. 
Article 29:  
1. Everyone has duties to the community in which 
alone the free and full development of his personality 
is possible.  
2. In the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone 
shall be subject only to such limitations as are 
determined by law solely for the purpose of securing 
due recognition and respect for the rights and 
freedoms of others and of meeting the just 
requirements of morality, public order and the 
general welfare in a democratic society.  
3. These rights and freedoms may in no case be 
exercised contrary to the purposes and principles of 
the United Nations.  
Article 30:  
Nothing in this Declaration may be interpreted as 
implying for any State, group or person any right to 
engage in any activity or to perform any act aimed at 
the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms set 
forth herein.  
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 The Sinhalese mobs that have continually 
attacked and murdered Tamils and plundered Tamil-
owned property in multiple pogroms have continued 
to enjoy impunity contrary to the spirit of Articles 29 
and 30. 
Discussion 
There are numerous violations of every article in the 
UDHR by Sri Lanka spanning over seven decades.  
Sri Lanka continues to use its political and military 
power to erase the identity of Tamils as a nation.  The 
Genocide Convention (1951) defines genocide as 
“acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in 
part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.”  It 
further defines the “acts” as “killing members of the 
group, causing serious bodily or mental harm to 
members of the group, deliberately inflicting on the 
group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 
physical destruction in whole or in part, imposing 
measures intended to prevent births within the group, 
forcibly transferring children of the group to another 
group.”  The foregoing enumeration of the violation 
of UDHR articles present clear evidence that the 
Eelam Tamils are undergoing genocide by Sri Lanka, 
for over seven decades.  In May 2009, Sri Lanka 
urged the Tamils to go into the “No Fire Zone” and 
then aerially bombed and shelled using chemical 
weapons killing over 70,000 innocent men, women, 
and children.  Yet, the UNHRC has failed to deliver 
justice to the Tamil victims.  In contrast, the July 1995 
Srebrenica massacre of 8,000 Bosniaks, mostly men 
and boys, by the Serb army led to international 
intervention to prevent further massacres.  In July 
2015, the European Parliament and the U.S. Congress 
have adopted resolutions describing the Srebrenica 
massacre as genocide.   
Conclusion 
As enumerated above, all 30 Articles of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights have been violated at 
different points of times by successive Governments 
of Sri Lanka.  Looking at the history of Sri Lanka, it 
is apparent that the Sinhala Nation is using its 
majoritarian power to annihilate the Tamil Nation by 
erasing the history of its existence in the island.  It 
took the massacre of over seventy thousand innocent 
Tamil civilians in Mullivaaikkaal in May 2009 to 
shine a spotlight on the deplorable human rights 
abuse by Sri Lanka. Yet, because of the patronage 
received by Sri Lanka from powerful nations, and 
their own geopolitical interests in the Indian Ocean 
and their own culpability by association in the 

massacres, Sri Lanka continues to get “slaps in the 
wrist” by way of undue time extensions to deliver on 
what it promised to do but continually fails to deliver. 
 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was 
proclaimed to ensure all humankind enjoys the 
freedom and rights enshrined in the declaration. The 
UNHRC is entrusted with powers to ensure that the 
member countries adhere to the principles enshrined 
in the UDHR.  The colossal failure on the part of the 
UNHRC in delivering justice to the Tamils, whose 
human rights continue to be violated for over seven 
decades, needs serious scrutiny.  Should geopolitical 
interests of a few powerful nations be allowed to 
hijack the UN system that fails to stop unjust wars and 
genocide? Unless, all nations with conscience rise 
above their own self-interest and counter the nations 
pursuing their own geopolitical interests using the UN 
system, peace will remain elusive in this region and 
elsewhere.  Despite all the resolutions on delivering 
transitional justice that Sri Lanka co-sponsored at the 
UNHRC, no laws have been passed to ensure non-
recurrence of violence against non-Sinhala 
Buddhists.  In fact, violence against religious 
minorities has been unleashed with impunity in recent 
times.  As a starter, every individual with a 
conscience can demand their own politicians to rise 
above the geopolitical interests, economic benefits, 
and polemic politics and uphold the principles 
enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights so that every citizen of the world could truly 
enjoy the benefits of all the Articles in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. 
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Good Morning! 
I am really sorry that I cannot be there in person. I 
really wanted to but my schedule got reshuffled a bit 
so that I am unable to come there to Ottawa to join 
you and show you my solidarity in person. I have 
always been an admirer of the Eelam Tamil struggle 
for Self-Determination and Ethnic Equality in Sri 
Lanka and I have stood by your struggle. Even when 
your armed resistance was defeated, I stayed in 
solidarity with the Tamil people irrespective of what 
happened.  
 Nobody wants to see bloodshed and violence but 
that is just a small part of your struggle, as I 
understand it. I served as a member of the Panel of 
Jury in Bremen at the Permanent People's Tribunal 
on Sri Lanka, the second such Tribunal, that looked 
at the question of whether the State of Sri Lanka had 
committed the crime of Genocide against Eelam 
Tamil people, not just War Crimes. War Crimes was 
decided on at the First Permanent People's Tribunal 
in Dublin in 2012, and I was with the Second 
Tribunal that was held in Bremen, Germany that 
found the State of Sri Lanka guilty of the Crime of 
Genocide in addition to War Crimes and Crimes 
against Humanity. There I heard harrowing 
testimonies of people who lived through the last 
phase of the war, including some Canadian doctors, 
Tamil doctors, who went to help their people who 

were trying to simply stay alive in the face of 
relentless and ruthless bombardment and massacres 
by the Sri Lankan army. 

In this day and age, struggles for Self-
Determination or even for ethnic equality within a 
single Nation-State that is ethnically controlled by 
usually majoritarian racist groups, whether it is in Sri 
Lanka by Buddhist Sinhalese, or in my own country 
of Burma or Myanmar where the Burmese Buddhist 
majority, are in sync with the Burmese military. That 
had been their main oppressor over the last 50 years. 
As you know, the Rohingya people, simply because 
they happen to be Rohingya and they happen to be in 
an area the Burmese military considers very strategic 
to them, they have been misframed as Islamic 
terrorists and supporters, and misframed as proxies 
for Bangladesh which the Burmese military fears 
may snatch the ancient Arakan coastline in order to 
relieve itself of population pressure from the high 
density of over 166 million people. 
 I am from a Buddhist Burmese majority 
background. I came from an extended military family 
that have served in the Burmese Armed Forces since 
its inception in 1942, under the fascist Japanese 
patronage. Although I am a Buddhist Burmese, and 
myself with an extensive military background, I do 
not go around with the blind patriotism that makes 
people behave like herds, behave like they are part of 
a pack. My country’s wrong is wrong and I am not 
going to support that country, and therefore I have 
been declared an enemy of the State. I am possibly 
the most hated person by the Burmese racist public 
that calls itself Buddhist and commits and cheer leads 
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a genocide against Rohingyas. I draw a parallel 
between this and what the Sinhalese public that calls 
itself Theravada Buddhist does. Our two countries, 
Sri Lanka or Ceylon and Burma or Myanmar, have a 
long centuries-old ties. Most disturbingly, these two 
Theravada Buddhist countries are now credibly 
accused of committing Crimes against Humanity, 
Genocide and War Crimes, which are all legally 
defined international crimes. 
 So these Buddhist societies must reclaim their 
good selves and they must stop any form of 
atrocities, the least of which is religious bigotry and 
State-sponsored discrimination and persecution 
against either Hindu or other Tamil people or the 
Muslim Rohingyas or Kachin Christians. The 
Burmese army is also committing war crimes against 
Christian Kachin people near the Chinese-Burmese 
border in the Northern most part of Burma as I speak 
today. 
 So, I think my final message is that the United 

Nations, starting with the Security Council and its 
permanent five members, has failed all the oppressed 
people of the world over and over again. They have 
turned the slogan ‘never again’ into an empty and 
poor taste joke if you belong to an oppressed 
minority, in a racist majoritarian post-independent but 

colonial state such as Sri Lanka today, and Myanmar 
under Aung San Suu Kyi and the Burmese military. 
 So, I think that the key is we cannot look to these 
States that are created by us humans to come to our 
rescue. We must actually collaborate among the 
oppressed people horizontally. In other words, 
we must lend a hand of solidarity to whoever is in 
distress, whoever is not free from oppression.  
Finally, I wish all struggles and resistance 
movements well, and as we find it necessary to keep 
up with our struggle, we keep on trying to re-
establish broken communities as well. But, at the end 
of the day, we must also seek ways to reconcile with 
those who oppress us, whatever they are, wherever 
they may be. We have more in common as humans 
across religions, faiths, culture and national 
identities. So, my message is twofold. We seek to 
establish a solidarity movement and movements 
across the world, and, at the same time, we seek to 
retain our own humanity so that we do not become 
like our oppressor. At any cost, we seek 
reconciliation even with our oppressor when the 
oppressor group is ready to meet us halfway. 
Thank you very much and have a wonderful 
Conference! 
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•	 International investment agreements (IIAs)–more 
often known as bilateral investment treaties (BITs)– 
are legal documents that protect assets and 
investments. The value of the foreign direct 
investment (FDI) they protect can reach several 
billion dollars. 
• Civil society can strategically harness the power 
of multinational corporations (MNCs) over states 
within the investment system, among other finance- 
based mechanisms. This risky balance depends on an 
intersection between the interests of civil society and 
those of the investor state representing the MNC, as 
the IIA defines those interests. 
• In Sri Lanka, where the rule of law is tenuous, 
countries such as the US and China partly depend on 
the local judiciary to settle investment disputes. Yet 
Sri Lanka’s judiciary is notoriously politically biased. 
Investors relying on Sri Lanka’s judicial system are 
taking an extreme risk. The biased judiciary also 
poses a risk for political prisoners, who are often held 
without charge under the Prevention of Terrorism Act 
(PTA). 
• Most, if not all, of Sri Lanka’s BITs contain 
compensation clauses for investments that are 
damaged or lost due to armed conflict, civil strife, and 
riots–like those directed against Muslims in Kandy 
this year. However, these clauses calculate 
compensation based on equal treatment with other 
states’ investors. 
If Sri Lanka hosts investments that are lost in such 
situations, in almost every case they can avoid 
compensating a particular investor by refusing to 
compensate anyone who lost assets. Investors are 

International Investment Agreements as a Tool for Promoting Human-Rights 
Outcomes: Theory and Practice of a ‘Shared-Interests’ Approach to Lobbying 
UN Member States	

taking an extreme risk in this situation. Such riots, 
civil strife, and armed conflict also threaten the lives, 
safety, and property of target populations such as 
Tamils and Tamil-speaking Muslims. 
• The system of international investment 
arbitration has been increasingly criticized in recent 
years. Corporations have equal standing with states in 
investment tribunals, and these tribunals are also 
accused of secretive proceedings with no democratic 
accountability. 
• However, this is a harsh reality of how our world 
actually functions. The investment system has a 
dramatically more effective track record of altering 
state behaviour than the UN Human Rights Council 
does. Arbitral awards can often be enforced by 
seizing an offending state’s or investor’s assets 
around the world. 
• This presents Tamil human-rights advocates with 
an opportunity. We propose a strategic partnership 
with the governments and corporations that stand to 
lose FDI assets and investments, due to Sri Lanka’s 
structural political instability and its politically 
tainted judiciary. Such governments and non-state 
actors have vested financial interests that overlap and 
coincide with our human-rights claims. Their backing 
is essential to the functioning of a UN-supervised 
referendum and establishing an international criminal 
tribunal. 
 Their FDI interests, and the legal apparatus that 
protects those interests, provide them with a structural 
incentive to invoke the Responsibility to Protect 
under international law. It is under this doctrine that 
Tamils can call on the UN Security Council and the 
General Assembly to help achieve our goals. 
• There is precedent for this sort of action. The 
United States intervened on behalf of South Sudan’s 
secession after 22 years of war. It also called the 
actions of the North Sudanese government against the 
people of Darfur a “genocide”. This was because 
South Sudan found oil reserves on its territory. 
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•	 UN Resolution 63/308 defines R2P in Paragraphs 
138-139 of the 2005 World Summit Outcome 
Document. Paragraph 139 gives the “international 
community, through the United Nations...the 
responsibility to use appropriate diplomatic, 
humanitarian and other peaceful means...to help 
protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic 
cleansing and crimes against humanity.” 
• Asking that the Security Council and General 
Assembly intervene in favour of Tamils is essentially 
invoking the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). The 
General Assembly unanimously passed Resolution 
63/308 committing itself to R2P in September, 2009 
- just four months after Sri Lanka militarily destroyed 
the de facto state of Tamil Eelam. Sri Lanka arguably 
committed war crimes, crimes against humanity, 
ethnic cleansing, and genocide in the process.   
• The Montevideo Convention, recognized as 
customary international law, states:  
“The political existence of the state is independent of 
recognition by the other states. Even before 
recognition the state has the right to defend its 
integrity and independence, to provide for its 
conservation and prosperity, and consequently to 
organize itself as it sees fit, to legislate upon its 
interests, administer its services, and to define the 
jurisdiction and competence of its courts.” Tamil 
Eelam had these rights. When Sri Lanka broke the 
Ceasefire Agreement in 2006, it arguably committed 
the crime of aggression. 

Calling for a Security Council Intervention by Invoking the Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P): On-going application of R2P from the final stages of armed 
conflict (2009) until now	

• Sri Lanka claims the territory of Tamil Eelam as 
its own, and calls Tamils “citizens”. The Sri Lankan 
Constitution states in Chapter 1 Nr. 3 that 
“Sovereignty is in the People”. However, it is not 
clear who “the People” should be, as more than one 
“People” lives in Sri Lanka. To clarify, Chapter 2 
specifies that “Buddhism should be given the 
foremost place and it shall be the duty of the state to 
protect and foster Buddha Sasana”. In reverse 
conclusion it means that the Sri Lankan state 
considers the Sinhala people as its primary “People.” 
The Constitution thus leaves Tamils and other target 
peoples without protection.  
• When a State is “manifestly failing” to protect its 
own populations from these crimes, then the 
international community has a responsibility to 
intervene collectively in a timely manner. R2P 
imposes three responsibilities on the international 
community in these cases:  
1. the responsibility to prevent 
2. the responsibility to react  
3. the responsibility to rebuild, especially after a 
military invasion.  
• The international community has already failed to 
‘prevent’ Sri Lanka’s military destruction of the de 
facto state of Tamil Eelam, and its associated crimes. 
A referendum would arguably lay the peaceful and 
democratic foundations for stability and security in 
the region, and thus ‘prevent’ future crimes by 
removing the root causes of conflict.  
• Any appeal to the General Assembly and the 
Security Council could still rely on the ‘responsibility 
to rebuild’ the de facto state of Tamil Eelam.  
• An international criminal tribunal would ‘react to’ 
crimes which have been committed and are ongoing.  
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Background 
Journalism has long been a platform for different 
parties in the articulation of their respective 
competing narratives on the island of Sri Lanka – 
whether in Sinhala nationalist dominated media 
which framed the conflict as a question of counter-
terrorism or in media aligned with Tamil nationalists 
which spoke of a majoritarian state perpetrating a 
genocide. The Sri Lankan state for its part ensured 
that outlets were carefully restricted, while resorting 
to violent methods of suppression in furthering its 
own narrative.  
 Yet, throughout the armed conflict, and even 
beyond its end in 2009, Tamils have managed to find 
avenues to resist state barriers, taking advantage of 
digital technology, which provided a growing number 
of innovative tools. 
Impact of Digital technology on Tamil Resistance 
The Internet and the rise of new media provided a 
major breakthrough. The Internet was adaptive, 
decentralised, easily encrypted and had low barriers 
to entry. Later the growth of email led to the creation 
of mailing lists such as the Tamil Circle. Internet chat 
rooms and forums, alongside news clipping services, 
such as TamilCanadian.com provided new spaces. 
The possibility to provide journalists working on the 
ground with newer technology permitted their linking 
to the Internet, even while they were on the move. 
This aided the publication of articles almost 
continuously such as with TamilNet, whose 
correspondent in the final conflict zone, was equipped 
with a variety of digital equipment. Mobile phone 
footage was also key in recording crucial news, at a 
time when media restrictions were stringent. 
 After the end of the armed conflict, the Tamil 
diaspora in particular continued to utilise digital 

Digital Technology and Journalism as Tools for Tamil Resistance	

technologies through various platforms. Messaging 
services allowed activists who may have never met in 
person, to network and share breaking developments.  
Chat applications which provide end-to-end encryption, 
have been mostly the messaging software of choice, as 
security continues to be paramount. 
 Social media was being used as a tool not just for 
project developments but also to launch campaign 
events themselves such as the 2013 protests across 
Tamil Nadu. A global platform has emerged on which 
news is relayed and discussed. It has ‘shifted from 
TamilNet to Twitter,’ remarked a Tamil journalist.  
Analysing the dynamic 
 Rapid innovations in technology that have become 
available not only allowed non-state actors to challenge 
the state’s narrative, but expanded the arenas of contest 
into new realms where those advantages were could be 
neutralised. 
 Though the Sri Lankan state may have militarily 
defeated the Tamil resistance on the ground, digital 
media has opened new spaces and provided new tools 
for journalists who sought to resist state oppression. The 
Tamil assertion that this was an ethnic conflict borne out 
of legitimate economic, political and cultural grievances 
as a result of a suppressive majoritarian state continues 
to be broadcast globally. 
Looking to the future 
 As penetration of the Internet grows through wider 
connectivity, the Sri Lankan state has shown it can block 
access to major Tamil sites. The recent anti-Muslin 
violence led by Sinhala Buddhist mobs for instance, led 
to the state blocking telephone access around the region 
and a social media ban across the island. Newspapers 
also reported that China’s Military Intelligence Division 
allegedly employed to assist in blocking online content. 
 Despite this, Tamil online presence has continued to 
grow. Smartphones have become almost ubiquitous in 
the North-East, alongside the presence of various social 
media platforms. As further connectivity is reached, 
Tamil resistance to the state has found new arenas in 
which to expand.	
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Background 
The Sri Lankan government co-sponsored UN 
Human Rights Council (HRC) Resolution 30/1 in 
October 2015 and renewed its commitments in HRC 
Resolution 34/1 in March 2017. A key commitment 
made in the HRC resolutions and a critical component 
of the conversation around transitional justice is 
meaningful security sector reform. Despite calls by 
numerous international bodies and repeated calls by 
Tamil politicians and communities, the Sri Lankan 
government has yet to undertake a comprehensive 
process to demilitarise areas in the North-East. As a 
result, the North-East remains under a military 
occupation that represses fundamental freedoms and 
contributes to ongoing ethnic conflict. The Sri 
Lankan military stands accused of atrocity crimes 
against the very population in which it is immersed. 
Tamils must live next door to—and, in some cases, 
work for—those who bombed, shelled and brutalised 
their families and communities, all with impunity. 
The military’s presence facilitates land grabs and 
displacement and keeps families in ramshackle 
‘temporary’ shelters as it utilises—and even profits 
from—privately owned Tamil land. This has a clear 
impact on livelihoods and economic growth in the 
region, as military-run businesses compete with 
private businesses on unequal terms. In fact, the 
military is one of the largest employers in Mullaitivu, 
ensuring a disturbing dependency of Tamil 
communities on the military for economic survival. 

Normalising the Abnormal – Militarisation in the North-East	

The entrenchment of the military and security forces	
in Mullaitivu creates a pervasive and constant culture 
of fear and surveillance. It also further marginalises 
Tamil women. 
 ACPR and PEARL are conducting research on 
the effect of militarisation in the Tamil areas of the 
island. We have published one report: Normalising 
the Abnormal – The Militarisation of Mullaitivu 
and are currently researching the presence of the 
military in the Kilinochchi district. ACPR has also 
produced a report on the impact on civilian activities 
by the military, titled: Civil Security Department: 
The Deep Militarisation of the Vanni. 
 The report on militarisation found that five of the 
seven regional commands of the Sri Lankan Army are 
based in the North-East alone. Three of those regional 
commands have a presence in the Mullaitivu District. 
There are nine brigades under the command of 
SFHQ–Mullaitivu and at least four more brigades are 
based in the District. Based on figures for Sri Lankan 
military unites from the OISL report, even at the 
lower end of the spectrum, a conservative estimate of 
the Sri Lankan Army’s presence in Mullaitivu District 
is 60,000 personnel – 1 soldier for every 2 civilians – 
making it one of the most heavily militarised regions 
in the world. This presence is grossly 
disproportionate to the country as a whole - 25% of 
the Sri Lankan Army is deployed in a District 
comprising 0.6% of the Sri Lankan population  
 Going forward PEARL endeavours to conduct 
further research on the link between militarisation and 
colonisation, and the role of how the 
institutionalisation of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism 
enables the military occupation. We will also look at 
how the state’s Sinhala nation-building project 
directly impacts the Tamil people and attempts to 
dismantle the Tamil nation. 
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Abstract 
Transitional Justice is broadly seen as resting on twin 
pillars: the pursuit of truth and the working of 
accountability mechanism. There are five basic 
conditions towards realization of transitional justice. 
First, revelation and acknowledgement of truth. 
Secondly, accountability of the perpetuators of the 
mass crimes and crimes against humanity. Thirdly, 
ground for reconciliation could be explored by 
establishing the conditions for addressing issues like 
reform of the institutions and assurance of the 
nonrecurrence of what happened in the past. Fourthly, 
reform of institutions should be inclusive of the need 
for addressing justice for the victims. Lastly, 
reparation and compensation cannot be treated as 
monetary allowance or as part of so called 
rehabilitation of the victims without rights and scope 
for 
political resolution of the conflict. This paper 
evaluates the working of transitional justice in Sri 
Lanka after the end of civil war and armed conflict in 
Sri Lanka in May 2009 based on the basic premises 
outlined above. Given the ethnic identity and nature 
of political conflict, there are substantial concerns 
related to the functioning of democracy, legal and 
political institutions as well as the role of civil society. 
 This paper also evaluates the role of international 
community and the international institutions as well 
as identifies the tensions between the globalized 
transitional justice process and the domestic 
conditions. This paper also recognizes, based on the 
lessons from Sri Lanka, the need for strengthening of 
national and international preventing mechanisms 
including the international coalition for the 
Responsibility to Protect (R2P). 

Transitional Justice is broadly seen as resting on twin 
pillars: the pursuit of truth and the working of 
accountability mechanism.  There are five basic 
conditions towards realization of transitional justice.  
First, revelation and acknowledgement of truth.  
Secondly, accountability of the perpetuators of the 
mass crimes and crimes against humanity.  Thirdly, 
ground for reconciliation could be explored by 
establishing the conditions for addressing issues like 
reform of the institutions and assurance of the non-
recurrence of what happened in the past. Fourthly, 
reform of institutions should be inclusive of the need 
for addressing justice for the victims.  Lastly, 
reparation and compensation cannot be treated as 
monetary allowance or as part of so called 
rehabilitation of the victims without rights and scope 
for political resolution of the conflict.   
 This paper evaluates the working of transitional 
justice in Sri Lanka after the end of civil war and 
armed conflict in Sri Lanka in May 2009 based on the 
basic premises outlined above.   Given the ethnic 
identity and nature of political conflict, there are 
substantial concerns related to the functioning of 
democracy, legal and political institutions as well as 
the role of civil society.  This paper also evaluates the 
role of international community and the international 
institutions  as well as identifies the tensions between 
the globalized transitional justice process and the 
domestic conditions.   
 The successive Sri Lankan governments have 
neither acknowledged nor expressed any remorse 
until this day for the large-scale atrocities committed 
against the Tamils of Sri Lanka which include 
international crimes such as genocide, war crimes and 
crimes against humanity.  Several of these crimes are 
related to violations of social, economic and cultural 
rights. According to Article 26 of ICCPR, the 
requirement of non-discrimination in fact imposes on 
states four separate obligations with guarantee of 
equality before law and effective protection against 
discrimination as core commitments.  There is no 
acknowledgement of TRUTH yet in Sri Lanka of the 
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genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity 
committed by the Sri Lankan government and its 
authorities against the ethnic Tamils.     
 In relation to the question of accountability, since 
1956 no action has ever been taken with any 
commission that had been constituted to look into 
violence or mass crimes against ethnic Tamils of Sri 
Lanka.  This long list includes:  

1. The Sansoni Commission-1977 
2. Presidential Truth Commission on Ethnic 

Violence-1984 
3. MSF Vehicle attack -1991 
4. Kokkadicholai Commission of Inquiry 
5. 1991-93 Presidential Commissions 
6. President Wijetunga Appointed Commission-

1993 
7. Commission into Disappearances-1994 
8. Batalanda Commission-1995 
9. All-Island Disapperances Commission-1998 
10. Presidential Truth Commission on Ethnic 

Violence -2001 
11. Bindunuwewa Commission -2001 
12. International Independent Group of Eminent 

Persons – 2006 
13. Lessons Learnt & Reconciliation Commission-

2011 
The main actors of the present Sri Lankan 
government, including the President Mathiripala 
Sirisena who acted as the Minister in Charge of 
Defence during the most brutal final fortnight of the 
war which includes the gruesome Mullivaikkal 
Massacres and the White Flag incidents, are defectors 
from the Mahinda Rajapaksa’s government. His 
admission includes that“prior to the final phase of the 
war he had acted as the Minister of Defence five times 
during the height of war.”  Why should there be any 
surprise or twist of politics when the President 
Mathripala Sirisena says that he is opposed to 
international investigations into allegations of war 
crimes and crimes against humanity during the final 
phases of the brutal war. The shocking disclosure is 
the attempt of a few countries to trade rights for 
politics with deliberate neglect of the fact that the 
State in Sri Lanka is not only a supreme Sinhala 
political organization but also the cultural war-head 
of the majority Sinhala community.  Mathripala 
Sirisena is on record to observe that “I will not allow 
President Rajapaksa or the security forces to be 
hauled before an international war crimes court.” 
(http://www.ft.lk/2014/11/29/sirisena-pledges-to-
oppose-war-crimes-investigation) This statement was 

made by him during the campaign and he continues 
to maintain the same position in consistent with the 
genocidal policies of the successive Sri Lankan 
governments towards Tamils since 1948.  
 The Sri Lankan government’s call for a domestic 
mechanism and the strategic bargain with Sri Lanka 
should be evaluated against its own background of 
discriminatory policies and denial of justice for the 
Tamils for over six decades.  The moral crisis of Sri 
Lankan polity is inextricably linked to the dominant 
discourse of Sinhala nationalism. Neither Maithripala 
Sirisena is a beacon of hope nor Mahinda Rajapaksa 
is politically dead with the resurgence of Sinhala 
nationalism since his sudden exit from power.  It is 
therefore unjust to trade rights for politics as well as 
assume   that the change of regime can provide the 
solution to ethnic crisis in Sri Lanka.  
 South Asia Director for Amnesty International, 
observed in February 2017 that:  
“Repressive laws continue to hinder Sri Lanka's 
transition out from under the shadow of the decades-
long conflict there. Despite commitments to deliver 
on accountability for alleged crimes under 
international law, the authorities made frequent use of 
the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA), despite the 
government's 2015 pledge to repeal it. Tamils 
suspected of links to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam (LTTE) continued to be detained under the 
PTA, which permits extended administrative 
detention and piles the burden of proof onto the 
detainee alleging torture or other ill-treatment. It is a 
problem that was noted by the UN Special Rapporteur 
on torture, who said the practice persists on a visit to 
the country last May. While the problem is at levels 
lower than during Sri Lanka's conflict, impunity still 
prevails for both old and new cases. The government 
is similarly failing to hold people accountable for 
enforced disappearances and extrajudicial executions 
that took place during the conflict.” 
 The essential driving forces of Sinhala 
nationalism are race and violence.  There is a social 
vitality to the recognition of Tamils as a distinct 
group.  Tamils have been affected by the socio-
economic and political discrimination and oppressive 
policies of the Sri Lankan government for long.  
Genocide of Tamils in Sri Lanka has taken place 
within a social paradigm which not only destroys the 
victims but also first humiliates them by deliberately 
inflicting a ‘complete loss of freedom and control 
over one’s body and other vital interests.’   
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 There is good evidence to suggest that the Sri 
Lankan government and military held a systemic 
approach to rape as an instrument of power and 
control of the dominant over hapless Tamils.  We may 
note here that the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 
states that “Women shall be especially protected 
against any attack on their honour, in particular 
against rape, enforced prostitution, or any form of 
indecent assault.” The International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) considers rape to be among the 
serious breaches specified by that convention. In 
1995 Justice Richard Goldstone, Prosecutor for the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yogoslavia(ICTY), affirmed that rape can constitute 
torture.  The ICTY at the Hague and International 
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) at Arusha 
explicitly include rape among crimes against 
humanity.  The systematic rape of Tamil women by 
the Sri Lankan military had a cultural intent of 
humiliating and keeping the Tamil community in 
virtual condition of fear and helplessness.  The rape 
has become an instrument of oppression, 
discrimination and cultural prejudice against Tamils, 
carried out at great ease along with the mass killings 
of civilians.     These are the factors that determine the 
nature of this conflict in Sri Lanka assuming the 
proposition of genocide of ethnic Tamils in Sri Lanka.    
 Given the large presence of Sinhala military in 
the North & East of Sri Lanka even after the military 
conflict, a simple question is how can we expect a 
Sinhala soldier to protect a Tamil women when the 
entire political, military and executive leadership had 
shown scant regard towards the rights and dignity of 
Tamil women in Sri Lanka.  The status of Tamil 
women  in Sri Lanka combines all the categories (of 
persons/women/racial/ethnic/religious minority) to 
draw attention of the international community and the 
United Nations. The process of reconciliation begins 
with acknowledgement of TRUTH.  The 
disappearance of 150,000 Tamil civilians has neither 
been acknowledged by the LLRC nor the Sri Lankan 
government has shown any interest about the people 
who had disappeared.  Impunity has been the rule of 
Sri Lankan government’s response towards its own 
actions and atrocities committed against the  Tamils 
rather than an exception. Impunity has been 
institutionalized for long and the intermittent 
transitions like regime changes cannot be mistaken as 
political transformation in an environment of Sinhala 
dominated ethno-nationalism with a recorded history 
of discrimination of minority ethnic Tamils.                

 Given the complete absence of accountability for 
genocide, war crimes and crimes othe present 
situation in Sri Lanka constitutes an ongoing “threat 
to peace” under Chapter 7 Article 39 of the UN 
Charter.   The history of acts of the Mahinda 
Rajapaksa’s government as well as the attempts of so 
called ‘Government of Good Governance’ under 
Mathiripala Sirisena in punishing witnesses and 
denying access of the witnesses to the OHCHR’s 
investigation of Sri Lanka(OSIL) raises concerns 
about the lack of environment for the protection of 
witness than the passage of Witness Protection laws 
as on 20 February, 2015.   
 The nature of the State and the socio-political 
environment in Sri Lanka cannot be set aside in our 
assessment of  the political transitions that take place 
as an outcome of electoral politics in the Sinhala 
polity.  It is therefore necessary for us to advocate that 
the genocide, war crimes, crimes committed against 
humanity by the Sri Lankan government and its 
authorities (agencies) on grounds of ethnic 
discrimination of Tamils should be referred to the 
ICC for investigation and prosecution.  
 In many ways, the UN Human Rights Council 
initiative of March 2012 in asking Sri Lankan 
government to address the issues of accountability is 
the opening of the road to justice for Tamils in Sri 
Lanka.  The Geneva process cannot be set aside for 
trade and geo-strategic bargains of the influential 
powers in the world in the name of renewed 
opportunity for hope because of regime change and 
tacit agreements.  The United Nations has a long-
standing policy of opposing even peace agreements 
that include amnesties for genocide, war crimes and 
crimes against humanity, gross violations of human 
rights, or serious violations of international 
humanitarian laws.  
 It is vital to cite here the Human Rights Council 
adopted resolution on 1st October,2015 
(A/HRC/30/1), titled “Promoting reconciliation, 
accountability and human rights in Sri Lanka”.  This 
resolution was co-sponsored the resolution and 
legally implied that it accepted and assented to the 
resolution in full, and thereby commended it to other 
members of the Human Rights Council.  The refusal 
of the Sri Lankan government authorities to comply 
with its own commitment given at the Human Rights 
Council reveals two distinct but inter-related realities 
of international politics and the role of global 
institutions.  For the Tamils, this trait of Sri Lankan 
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government co-sponsoring the resolution 
(A/HRC/30/1) is neither unusual nor unprecedented. 
This is a typical trait of Sinhala survival in the face of 
crises and walking out of this commitment is 
achieved through bargains of time and diplomatic 
maneuvers. There are several historical and 
contemporary instances to this effect.  The 
international governments including the sponsors of 
the resolution (A/HRC/30/1) are also responsible for 
allowing the Sri Lankan government to wriggle away 
from its own commitment as co-sponsor.           
 The Geneva process should be followed and 
respected along with its logical course of a 
recommendation by the UN Human Rights Council 
that United Nations General Assembly set up an 
International Criminal Tribunal as a subsidiary organ 
under Article 22 of the UN Charter.  The international 
process cannot be subordinated to the parasitic 
worldview of “Sinhala Only” which tolerates neither 
democratic dissent from within nor genuine critique 
from outside including the United Nations and the 
global community of nations.  If world governments 
led by influential powers see light in the regime 
change in Sri Lanka, then darkness of injustice in Sri 
Lanka cannot be eliminated by abandoning the well-
meaning international process for domestic 
investigations.  Let us ponder over the implications of 
this moral dilemma and move forward with a 
recommendation for referral to the ICC.   
 In March 2017, the report of the UN Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights assessing the 

progress made in the implementation of the Human 
Rights Council Resolution 30/1, on promoting 
reconciliation, accountability and human rights in Sri 
Lanka between October 2015 and January 2017 was 
released at the UN HRC’s  34th session in Geneva.  
The report of the UN Office of the High 
Commissioner noted that the fulfilment of 
transitional justice commitments has, however,  
been worryingly slow, and the structures set up 
and measures taken during the period under 
review were inadequate to ensure real progress. 
 We need to recognize that the rhetoric covered in 
the sophistry of sovereignty of a nation-state is not 
being considerate of the sovereign rights of the 
people, in this context, of Tamils in Sri Lanka for an 
equal and dignified life.  International governments 
including the United States, European Union, Russia, 
Japan and India have not been influential in 
convincing the Sri Lankan government about the need 
for an appropriate political solution.  The role and 
influence of China in protecting Sri Lanka has not 
only been detrimental to the pursuit of justice for 
Tamils but also the politics of countervailing 
influences resulting in the appeasement of Sri Lanka.  
This is the double tragedy.          
 It is also time for us to recognize, based on the 
lessons from Sri Lanka, the need for strengthening of 
national and international preventing mechanisms 
including the international coalition for the 
Responsibility to Protect (R2P).   
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Abstract 
The Sinhala-Buddhist Government of Sri Lanka 
(GOSL) has inflicted outright genocide against the 
Eelam Tamils in flagrant violation of the 1948 
Genocide Convention to which it is a contracting 
party. For this reason the Eelam Tamils are entitled to 
an independent state of their own in order to protect 
themselves from annihilation by and as reparation for 
the genocide that has been inflicted upon them by the 
GOSL. Article I of the Genocide Convention requires 
all contracting parties “to prevent and to punish 
genocide.” Toward achieving those objectives, the 
author respectfully recommends that the Eelam 
Tamils establish a Boycott, Divestment, and 
Sanctions (BDS) Campaign against the genocidal 
Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL in order “to prevent and to 
punish” the GOSL for its ongoing genocide against 
the Eelam Tamils. A previous worldwide BDS 
Campaign helped dismantle the genocidal/apartheid 
regime in South Africa. Launching a BDS Campaign 
against the genocidal/apartheid GOSL will do the 
exact same thing for the Tamils. Truth and justice are 
the side of Eelam Tamils! 

The Sinhala-Buddhist Government of Sri Lanka 
(GOSL) has inflicted outright genocide against the 
Eelam Tamils in flagrant violation of the 1948 
Genocide Convention to which it is a contracting 
party. For this reason the Eelam Tamils are entitled to 
an independent state of their own in order to protect 
themselves from annihilation by and as reparation for 
the genocide that has been inflicted upon them by the 
GOSL. Article I of the Genocide Convention requires 
all contracting parties “to prevent and to punish 
genocide.” Toward achieving those objectives, the 
author respectfully recommends that the Eelam 
Tamils establish a Boycott, Divestment, and 
Sanctions (BDS) Campaign against the genocidal 
Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL in order “to prevent and to 
punish” the GOSL for its ongoing genocide against 
the Eelam Tamils. A previous worldwide BDS 
Campaign helped dismantle the genocidal/apartheid 
regime in South Africa. Launching a BDS Campaign 
against the genocidal/apartheid GOSL will do the 
exact same thing for the Tamils. We will have truth 
and justice on our side! 
 Eelam Tamils living on the island known as “Sri 
Lanka” have been the victims of genocide as defined 
by the 1948 Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide by the Sinhala-
Buddhist-dominated Government of Sri Lanka 
(GOSL). I say that because of my practical 
experience: On 8 April 1993 and again on 13 
September 1993 I won two World Court Orders on 
the basis of the 1948 Genocide Convention that were 
overwhelmingly in favor of the Republic of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina against Yugoslavia to cease and 
desist from committing all acts of genocide against 
the Bosnians in violation of the 1948 Genocide 
Convention -- both directly and indirectly -- for a sum 
total of six different provisional measures of 
protection. This was the first time ever that any 
Government or Lawyer had won two such Orders in 
one case since the World Court was founded in 1921. 
In addition, on 5 August 1993 I also won a so-called 
Article 74(4) World Court Order for Bosnia against 
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Yugoslavia for genocide. According to I.C.J. Statute 
Article 74(4), when the Full Court is not in session in  
 The Hague, the President of the Court exercises 
the full powers of the Court and can issue an Order to 
the parties in a lawsuit that is legally binding upon 
them. The fact that the Hindu, Christian and Muslim 
Eelam Tamils have been victims of genocide by the 
Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL only strengthens and 
reinforces their right to self-determination under 
international law, including establishing their own 
independent state of Tamil Eelam.  
 Article II of the Genocide Convention defines the 
international crime of genocide in relevant part as 
follows:  

In the present Convention, genocide means any of 
the following acts committed with intent to destroy, 
in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or 
religious group, as such:  
(a) Killing members of the group;  
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to 
members of the group;  
(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions 
of life calculated to bring about its physical 
destruction in whole or in part;  

…. 
Certainly the Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL and its legal 
predecessor Ceylon have committed genocide against 
the Eelam Tamils that actually started on or about 
1948 and has continued apace until today in violation 
of Genocide Convention Articles II(a), II(b), and 
II(c).  
 For the past seven decades, the Sinhala-Buddhist 
Ceylon/Sri Lanka have implemented a systematic and 
comprehensive military, political, and economic 
campaign with the intent to destroy in substantial part 
the different national, ethnical, racial, and religious 
group constituting the Eelam Tamils. This Sinhala-
Buddhist Ceylon/Sri Lanka campaign has consisted 
of killing members of the Eelam Tamils in violation 
of Genocide Convention Article II(a). This Sinhala-
Buddhist Ceylon/Sri Lanka campaign has also caused 
serious bodily and mental harm to the Eelam Tamils 
in violation of Genocide Convention Article II(b). 
This Sinhala-Buddhist Ceylon/Sri Lanka campaign 
has also deliberately inflicted on the Eelam Tamils 
conditions of life calculated to bring about their 
physical destruction in substantial part in violation of 
Article II(c) of the Genocide Convention that still 
goes on today as we convene here now. 

 Since 1983 Sinhala-Buddhist Ceylon/Sri Lanka 
has exterminated approximately 300,000 Eelam 
Tamils. Nevertheless, apologists for Sinhala-
Buddhist Ceylon/Sri Lanka have argued that since 
these mass atrocities are not tantamount to the Nazi 
Holocaust against the Jews, therefore they do not 
qualify as “genocide.” Previously, I had encountered 
and refuted this completely disingenuous, deceptive, 
and bogus argument against labeling “genocide” for 
what it truly is when I was the Lawyer for the 
Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, successfully 
arguing their case for genocide against Yugoslavia 
before the International Court of Justice. There the 
genocidal Yugoslavia was represented by Shabtai 
Rosenne from Israel as their Lawyer against me. 
Rosenne proceeded to argue to the World Court that 
since he was an Israeli Jew, what Yugoslavia had 
done to the Bosnians was not the equivalent of the 
Nazi Holocaust against the Jews and therefore did not 
qualify as “genocide” within the meaning of the 1948 
Genocide Convention.  
 I rebutted Rosenne by arguing to the World Court 
that you did not need an equivalent to the Nazi 
Holocaust against the Jews in order to find that 
wholesale atrocities constitute “genocide” in 
violation of the 1948 Genocide Convention. Indeed 
the entire purpose of the 1948 Genocide Convention 
was to prevent another Nazi Holocaust against the 
Jews. That is why Article I of the Genocide 
Convention clearly provided: “The Contracting 
Parties confirm that genocide, whether committed in 
time of peace or in time of war, is a crime under 
international law which they undertake to prevent 
and to punish.” (Emphasis supplied.) You did not 
need six million dead human beings in order to 
constitute the international crime of “genocide.”  
 Furthermore, in support of my 1993 genocide 
arguments to the World Court for Bosnia, I submitted 
that Article II of the 1948 Genocide Convention 
expressly provided: “In the present Convention, 
genocide means any of the following acts committed 
with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 
national, ethical, racial or religious group, as such…” 
(Emphasis supplied.) In other words, that to be guilty 
of genocide a government did not have to intend to 
destroy the “whole” group as the Nazis intended to do 
with the Jews. Rather, a government can be guilty of 
genocide even if it intends to destroy a mere “part” of 
the group. Certainly Yugoslavia did indeed intend to 
exterminate all Bosnian Muslims if they could have 
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gotten away with it, as proven by their subsequent 
mass extermination of at least 7,000+ Bosnian 
Muslim men and boys at Srebrenica in July of 1995. 
I would later become the Attorney-of-Record for the 
Mothers of Srebrenica and Podrinja as well as for the 
Women of Srebrenica at the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (I.C.T.Y.). In that 
capacity, I convinced the I.C.T.Y. Prosecutor Carla 
Del Ponte to indict Yugoslav President Slobodan 
Milosevic for every crime in the I.C.T.Y. Statute for 
the atrocities he inflicted upon the Bosnians, 
including two counts of genocide: one count of 
genocide for Bosnia in general, and the second count 
of genocide for Srebrenica in particular. Notice 
7,000+ murdered human beings were enough to 
constitute genocide as far as the I.C.T.Y. Prosecutor 
was concerned. Milosevic died while on trial in The 
Hague after the I.C.T.Y. itself denied his Motion to 
Dismiss these charges after the close of the 
Prosecution’s case and sustained all of the charges 
against him including and especially the two counts 
of genocide: genocide in general in Bosnia, and 
genocide in particular against the 7,000+ Bosnian 
Muslim men and boys at Srebrenica. 
 But in 1993 it was not necessary for me to argue 
to the World Court that Yugoslavia intended to 
exterminate all the Bosnian Muslims. Rather, I 
argued to the World Court that at that point in time 
the best estimate was that Yugoslavia had 
exterminated about 250,000 Bosnians out of the 
population of about 4 million Bosnians, including 
therein about 2.5 million Bosnian Muslims. 
Therefore, I argued to the World Court that these 
exterminated Bosnian Muslim victims constituted a 
“substantial part” of the group and that the 
appropriate interpretation of the words “or in part” set 
forth in Article II of the Genocide Convention should 
mean a “substantial part.”  
 The World Court emphatically agreed with me 
and rejected Rosenne’s specious, reprehensible, and 
deplorable arguments. So on 8 April 1993 the 
International Court of Justice issued an Order for 
three provisional measures of protection on behalf of 
the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina against 
Yugoslavia that were overwhelmingly in favor of 
Bosnia to cease and desist from committing all acts of 
genocide against all the Bosnians, both directly and 
indirectly by means of their Serb surrogates. This 
World Court Order for the indication of provisional 
measures of protection was the international 

equivalent of a U.S. domestic Temporary Restraining 
Order and Injunction combined. The same was true 
for the Second World Court Order with three 
additional provisional measures of protection that I 
won overwhelmingly for the Republic of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina against Yugoslavia on 13 September 
1993 on the basis of the 1948 Genocide Convention. 
You can read the oral and written submissions and the 
debates between Rosenne and me that I made in order 
to win these World Court Orders against genocide in 
my book The Bosnian People Charge Genocide! 
(Aletheia Press: 1996). 
 In its final Judgment on the merits in the Bosnia 
case that was issued on 26 February 2007, the World 
Court definitively agreed with me once and for all 
time that in order to constitute genocide, a state must 
only intend to destroy a “substantial part” of the group 
“as such”: 198. In terms of that question of law, the 
Court refers to three matters relevant to the 
determination of “part” of the “group” for the 
purposes of Article II. In the first place, the intent 
must be to destroy at least a substantial part of the 
particular group. That is demanded by the very 
nature of the crime of genocide: since the object and 
purpose of the Convention as a whole is to prevent the 
intentional destruction of groups, the part targeted 
must be significant enough to have an impact on 
the group as a whole. That requirement of 
substantiality is supported by consistent rulings of 
the ICTY and the International Criminal Tribunal for 
Rwanda (ICTR) and by the Commentary of the ILC 
to its Articles in the draft Code of Crimes against the 
Peace and Security of mankind (e.g. Krstić, IT-98-33-
A, Appeals Chamber Judgment, 19 April 2004, paras. 
8-11 and the cases of Kayishema, Byilishema, and 
Semanza there referred to; and Yearbook of the 
International Law Commission, 1996, Vol. II, Part 
Two, p. 45, para. 8 of the Commentary to Article 17). 
(Emphases added.) 
 In other words, in order to find the Sinhala-
Buddhist GOSL guilty of genocide against the Eelam 
Tamils, it is not required to prove that the Sinhala-
Buddhist GOSL has the intention to exterminate all 
Eelam Tamils. Rather, all that is necessary is to 
establish that the Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL intends to 
destroy a “substantial part” of the Eelam Tamils.  
 Furthermore, in paragraphs 293 and 294 of its 26 
February 2007 Bosnian Judgment, the World Court 
found that you did not even need 250,000 
exterminated Bosnians in order to constitute 
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genocide, let alone six million exterminated Jews. 
Rather, even the seven thousand plus exterminated 
Bosnian Muslim men and boys at Srebrenica were 
enough to constitute genocide. According to the 
World Court, these victims constituted about one-
fifth of the Srebrenica community. Certainly since the 
World Court ruled in its 2007 Judgment that the 
extermination of 7000+ Bosnians at Srebrenica 
constituted “genocide,” then a fortiori and in spades 
the Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL extermination of about 
140,000 Eelam Tamils in Vanni only two years later 
in 2009 also constituted genocide.  
 Historically, the only way a people who have 
been subjected to genocide like the Eelam Tamils by 
the Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL have been able to protect 
themselves from further extermination and final 
annihilation has been the creation of an independent 
state of their own. Indeed the entire world witnessed 
during the first six months of 2009 the Sinhala-
Buddhist GOSL wantonly, openly, shamelessly, and 
gratuitously exterminate about 140,000 Eelam Tamils 
in Vanni. Yet not one state in the entire world rose to 
protect them or to defend them or to help them in any 
way as required by Article I of the 1948 Genocide 
Convention as well as by the jus cogens (i.e., 
peremptory norm) customary international law 
obligation “to prevent” their genocide. The same was 
true for the entirety of the despicable United Nations 
Organization itself. So much for the world’s mythical 
and hypocritical and meaningless and 
propagandistically bogus doctrine of “responsibility 
to protect” (R2P). The documentation for these 
assertions can be found in the Second Edition of my 
book The Tamil Genocide by Sri Lanka (Clarity 
Press: 2016). 
 Hence the need for the Eelam Tamils to create 
their own independent state in order to protect 
themselves from further extermination and total 
annihilation by the genocidal Sinhala-Buddhist 
GOSL, extermination attempts that still transpire 
today. International law and practice prove that an 
independent state of their own is the only effective 
protection as well as the only appropriate reparation 
for a people who have been the victims of genocide. 
Bosnia’s Statehood was the only thing that prevented 
the Bosnians from going the same way the Jews did 
in 1939. The creation of the independent state of 
Tamil Eelam will be the only thing preventing the 
Eelam Tamils from going the way of history. As we 
meet here today, the genocidal Sinhala-Buddhist 

GOSL is “deliberately inflicting on the [Hindu-
Christian-Muslim Eelam Tamils] conditions of life 
calculated to bring about [their] physical destruction 
in whole or in part” in gross and flagrant violation of 
Genocide Convention Article II(c) and the jus cogens 
customary international law obligation to the same 
effect, inter alia. Once a genocider, always a 
genocider! 
 In order to prevent yet another and predictable 
wholesale slaughter and acts of genocide by the 
already-proven genocidal Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL 
against the Eelam Tamils, Article I of the Genocide 
Convention requires that: “The Contracting Parties 
confirm that genocide, whether committed in time of 
peace or in time of war, is a crime under international 
law which they undertake to prevent and to 
punish.” (Emphasis supplied.) Pursuant to these twin 
obligations, I respectfully submit that this Conference 
must “undertake to prevent and to punish” the 
Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL for its still ongoing genocide 
against the Eelam Tamils by founding a Boycott, 
Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) Campaign against 
the genocidal Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL. 
 So if you are asking me: “What can be done and 
how can we do it?” Go back and study what the entire 
world did to dismantle the racist genocidal/apartheid 
Afrikaner regime in South Africa and do the exact 
same thing to the racist genocidal/apartheid Sinhala-
Buddhist GOSL and for the exact same reasons: a 
BDS Campaign! I was involved in large numbers of 
cases in this earlier campaign against the racist 
genocidal/apartheid South Africa defending anti-
apartheid resisters. You can read about it in my book 
Defending Civil Resistance under International 
Law (Transnational Publishers Inc.: 1987). This 
included obtaining the first acquittal ever of anti-
apartheid protesters in Chicago at the South African 
Consulate, Chicago v. Streeter (1985). We even made 
the New York Times on that one. I know apartheid 
and genocide when I see them!  
 The racist genocidal/apartheid regime in South 
Africa that we were up against for all those years 
hired some of the top law firms and lobbying firms in 
the United States to oppose what we were doing. But 
eventually they lost and we won because we had 
Truth and Justice on our side! Today, there is no racist 
genocidal/apartheid regime in South Africa. Sure they 
have their problems – we have a lot of problems 
ourselves. But genocide and apartheid are not two of 
them. 
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 So this is not a case of our reinventing the wheel 
here. We already have the wheel! Obviously, there is 
no way in this brief paper that I can deal 
comprehensively with all the legal reasons for and 
strategies behind dismantling the racist 
genocidal/apartheid regime in South Africa. 
Fortunately, I have analyzed those at great length in 
my book Defending Civil Resistance Under 
International Law. You can also obtain a Special 
Paperback Edition (1988) of this book expressly 
written For Pro Se Protesters at Amazon.com for 
$10. The extensive materials set forth in this book 
have already been successfully used all over the 
United States to help dismantle the racist 
genocidal/apartheid regime in South Africa. Almost 
identical legal arguments and strategies can be 
applied ceteris paribus to dismantle the racist 
genocidal/apartheid Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL regime. 
To the same effect is the Palestinian Boycott, 
Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) Campaign against 
the racist genocidal/apartheid Zionist regime in Israel. 
The historical origins behind and the legal arguments 
in support of the Palestinian BDS Campaign against 
the racist genocidal/apartheid Zionist regime in Israel 
can be found in my books Palestine, Palestinians 
and International Law (Clarity Press: 2003) and 
Breaking All the Rules  (Clarity Press: 2008). Today 
the Palestinian BDS Campaign against the racist 
genocidal/apartheid Zionist regime in Israel has 
spread all over the world. It was recently nominated 
for the Nobel Peace Prize. Almost identical legal 
arguments and strategies can be applied ceteris 
paribus to dismantle the racist genocidal/apartheid 
Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL regime. 
 Go after the Sinhala-Buddhist money! People’s 
precious money is something everyone in the world 

understands and appreciates. Going after their money 
was something the racist genocidal/apartheid 
Afrikaner regime in South Africa well understood. 
Because of that economic motivation in significant 
part, they ultimately released Nelson Mandela and 
commenced good faith negotiations with the African 
National Congress (ANC). The racist 
genocidal/apartheid Afrikaner regime in South Africa 
was dismantled. Their racist genocidal/apartheid 
Afrikaner bantustans for the Black Inhabitants of South 
Africa were terminated. Today the Blacks Citizens in 
the apartheid-free Republic of South Africa are now 
able to determine their own future. The Tamils can do 
it too!  
 I cannot predict the future. But given the heavy 
dependence of the already-bankrupt racist 
genocidal/apartheid Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL economy 
on imports and exports such as tourism, textiles, tea, 
overseas remittances, etc., I think a worldwide BDS 
Campaign can reduce the racist genocidal/apartheid 
Sinhala-Buddhist GOSL to their knees within no more 
than a decade -- maybe sooner. Then the Sinhala-
Buddhists will have to deal with the Eelam Tamils!  
 The racist genocidal/apartheid Sinhala-Buddhist 
GOSL are not going to do this by themselves: Once a 
genocider, always a genocider! The United States 
government is not going to do it. The deplorable and 
atrocious United Nations Organization is not going to 
do it. It is up to you and me to do it! We must take the 
future of the Eelam Tamils and of Tamil Eelam into 
our own hands! Found the anti-GOSL BDS Campaign! 
Stop the ongoing GOSL genocide against the Eelam 
Tamils and Tamil Eelam! Start the Tamil BDS 
Campaign here and now! We will have Truth and 
Justice on our side! 
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Abstarct 
Sri Lanka until recently has been one of the most 
dangerous countries in the world for journalists. Prior 
to the final stages of the war in 2009, the then 
Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) carried out a 
“shooting the messenger” operation with the intention 
of conducting a “war without witness”. In this process, 
the GoSL labelled, threatened, abducted, tortured and 
killed journalists and media workers who deviated from 
government lines. 
 Amid challenges, Tamil journalists continued their 
reporting of human rights violations in the island. At 
one stage, the volatile atmosphere on the ground 
compelled them to adopt human rights based journalism. 
In parallel, the GoSL also targeted progressive Sinhala 
journalists who voiced for pressfreedom and against 
human rights violations. Many were forced to leave the 
country and live in exile, yet continuing their 
journalistic roles and responsibilities. 
 Since April 2004, 44 journalists and media workers 
have been either killed or disappeared in Sri Lanka. 
Among them are 37 Tamils, 5 Sinhalese and 2 Muslims. 
The armed conflict in the island came to a brutal end in 
May 2009. However, the ethnic conflict still continues, 
and Tamil and progressive Sinhala media workers 
persist with their journalism to advance the human rights 
situation in the island and end the culture of impunity, 
while also seeking justice for war affected victims and 
survivors and working towards achieving accountability 
for mass atrocities. 
 However, this task still continues to be highly risky 
and riddled with challenges and obstacles. This paper 
focuses on the roles and responsibilities of the media in 
relation to war and human rights, as well as justice and 
accountability in Sri Lanka. 
	

Introduction 
Finding itself at crossroads again today, Sri Lanka 
was considered one of the most dangerous countries 
in the world for journalists. Between May 2004 and 
January 2010, 44 journalists and media workers have 
been either killed or disappeared in Sri Lanka. Among 
them are 37 Tamils, 5 Sinhalese and 2 Muslims 
[Journalists for Democracy in Sri Lanka n.d., 
‘Introduction’].    
 Prior to the final stages of the war in 2009, the 
then Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) carried out a 
“shooting the messenger” operation with the intention 
of conducting a “war without witness”. In this 
process, the GoSL labelled, threatened, abducted, 
tortured and killed journalists and media workers who 
deviated from government lines. It also banned 
international media from accessing the conflict zone 
there by preventing any independent reporting of the 
humanitarian catastrophe that unfolded on the 
ground.    
 In parallel, the GoSL also targeted progressive 
Sinhala journalists who voiced for press freedom and 
against human rights violations. Many were forced to 
leave the country and live in exile, yet continuing 
their journalistic roles and responsibilities.    
 The armed conflict in the island came to a brutal 
end in May 2009. However, the ethnic conflict still 
continues, and Tamil and progressive Sinhala media 
workers persist with their journalism to advance the 
human rights situation in the island and end the 
culture of impunity, while also seeking justice for war 
affected victims and survivors and working towards 
achieving accountability for mass atrocities.    
 This task still continues to be highly risky and 
riddled with challenges and obstacles. This paper 
focuses on the roles and responsibilities of the media 
in relation to war and human rights, as well as justice 
and accountability in Sri Lanka 
The Armed Conflict and the Media in Sri Lanka  
The armed conflict in Sri Lanka, which lasted for over 
three decades, stemmed from a protracted ethno-
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political conflict between the ethnic Sinhalese and the 
ethnic Tamils, and escalated into a brutal military 
offensive. The ethnic polarisation was felt in the 
media too with Colombo-based mainstream media in 
Sinhala and English holding a common ground, often 
towing the line of the GoSL and differing from that 
of the Tamil media in Sri Lanka and Tamil diaspora 
media. The Colombo-based mainstream media 
continued to replicate the GoSL’s version of the 
military offensive as being a ‘humanitarian war’ to 
‘liberate’ the people from the ‘grip of terror’, and 
often referred to the Sri Lankan Armed Forces 
(SLAF) as ‘our’ armed forces. Such a nationalist bias 
was such that ‘[m]any newspapers perceive[d] 
ethnicity as immutable and innate… [and a]… 
segment of the media in Sri Lanka often exacerbate[d] 
existing communal and ethnic tensions by playing on 
the nationalist and religious emotions of the people.’ 
[Deshapriya & Hattotuwa 2003]  
 In consequence, this mainstream media position 
added further pressure on Tamil journalists and 
progressive Sinhala journalists reporting on human 
rights violations and mass atrocities. These journalists 
found taking a stance critical of the GoSL on its 
conduct towards the Tamil population, whether it be 
before, during or after the war, held more of a risk 
than being critical of the GoSL on other matters 
[‘Silencing the Press’ 2013]. 
 Though the armed conflict in Sri Lanka came to 
an end in May 2009, this polarisation of media 
remains and in part contributes to the current stifling 
environment for an opportunity of a political solution 
to the ethnic conflict. 
Labeling and discrediting of journalists 
Sophisticated propaganda techniques are often an 
integrated part of warfare [Höijer, Nohrstedt & 
Ottosen 2002, pg. 4] and the ‘media [was] constantly 
called upon to take the government’s side in its fight 
against “terrorism”’ [Deshapriya 2007]. Journalists 
who covered human rights or military issues faced 
regular intimidation and pressure from government 
officials [Freedom House 2009] and those who did 
not accept government propaganda or resisted 
intimidation and bullying were discredited [‘Sri 
Lanka’s Army Commander Denounces Journalists’ 
2008]. As part of its war strategy the GoSL targeted 
those who practiced human rights based (HRB) 
journalism and in the name of eradicating terrorism it 
labelled journalists who deviated from its line as 

‘traitors’ and accused them of ‘promoting terrorism’ 
[ARTICLE 19 2007]. 
Following the Cease Fire Agreement (CFA) signed in 
February 2002 between the GoSL and Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), a low intensity war 
broke out towards the end of 2005 and began to 
escalate in intensity. As a humanitarian tragedy 
unfolded in the Tamil-dominated regions, Tamil 
journalists and progressive Sinhala journalists were 
inclined to adopt HRB journalism.  
 In June 2007, the then defence secretary, 
Gothabaya Rajapaksa, stated that in a war against 
terrorists ‘[a]nything is fair’ [‘Return to War’ 2007]. 
Six months earlier, his brother and the then president, 
Mahinda Rajapaksa [2006], called on the nation to 
decide whether to ‘be with a handful of terrorists or 
with the common man who is in the majority’ and 
asked them to ‘clearly choose between these two 
sides’. 
 In January 2008 the then commander of the Sri 
Lankan Army and a powerful minister in the current 
coalition government, Field Marshal Sarath Fonseka, 
said the ‘treachery’ of the media was the only barrier 
hampering the army’s defeat of the LTTE [‘Sri 
Lanka's Army Commander Denounces Journalists as 
Traitors’ 2008]. 
 The GoSL re-introduced the Emergency 
Regulations (Prevention and Prohibition of Terrorism 
and Specified Terrorist Activities), which it used to 
arrest and detain journalists, sometimes for months 
without charge [Freedom House 2009]. These 
regulations used as a tool to contain the HRB 
journalism deterred many independent journalists 
from being critical of the GoSL’s conduct of the war, 
and self-censorship surfaced [The International 
Mission 2006] in addition to the already existing 
censorship imposed by the GoSL. The GoSL 
dismissed human rights groups and journalists as the 
disseminators of ‘LTTE propaganda’ and used 
counterterror legislation against journalists who 
exposed human rights abuses [‘Return to War’ 2007].  
 A senior Tamil journalist, J S Tissainayagam, 
criticised the conduct of the war and highlighted the 
persecution of the Tamils in his articles. He 
questioned how food and medicine was being used by 
Sri Lankan armed forces as a weapon of war against 
Tamil civilians under the guise of the government’s 
‘humanitarian operation’. Labelled a ‘terrorist’ and 
accused of attempting to create disharmony among 
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ethnic communities, Tissainayagam was arrested in 
March 2008, detained without charge for nearly six 
months and forced to sign a confession document, 
which was later used to find him guilty by the High 
Court of Sri Lanka on 31 August 2009. He received a 
twenty-year prison sentence with hard labour [Article 
19 and Kurukulasuriya 2012]. Tissainayagam was the 
first journalist indicted under the Prevention of 
Terrorism Act (PTA) in Sri Lanka. After extensive 
pressure from the international community he was 
released on bail in January 2010 and is currently 
living in exile. He continues his writings on justice 
and accountability issues in Sri Lanka. 
 Official rhetoric continued to become hostile 
towards those perceived to be ‘unpatriotic’ or critical, 
and ‘top officials, including Defence Secretary 
Gothabaya Rajapaksa and army commander Sarath 
Fonseka, regularly [made] statements that equate[d] 
any form of criticism with treason’ [Freedom House 
2009]. Chevan Daniel, the news editor of Sri Lankan 
TV station MTV, which had been attacked, had in an 
interview with CNN criticised the authorities. The 
then defence secretary, Gothabaya Rajapaksa, 
branded Daniel a ‘terrorist’ discrediting his 
comments to the international media outlet. 
Rajapaksa also labelled a female Tamil journalist 
working for a Sinhala weekly newspaper, Mawbima, 
as a ‘suicide cadre of the LTTE’. Two years earlier 
this same journalist was arrested by the police’s 
Special Task Force and detained for nearly three 
months under anti-terrorism provisions before being 
released without charge [Wickremasinghe 2009]. 
 As a consequence, some journalists were forced 
to go into hiding; some isolated themselves from their 
families leading to deterioration in their 
psychological well-being; some continued with their 
profession on a much lower profile; and some 
abandoned it altogether. While some journalists 
moved to Colombo to be sheltered in ‘safe houses’ 
organised by NGOs, progressive Sinhala journalists 
or human rights activists, some felt threatened enough 
to flee into exile. 
Banning of media access to the conflict zone 
In preparation to intensify its military offensive on the 
Tamil dominated areas, it is reasonable to argue that 
the GoSL was well aware of the human cost involved. 
In accordance, it initiated a strategy of suppressing 
the free flow of independent news from the conflict 
areas to hide evidence of the disturbingly high civilian 
casualty and other breaches of international 

humanitarian and human rights law. In June 2007 it 
banned TamilNet, a popular news website, from 
being accessed through Sri Lankan internet provider 
services [‘Popular Tamil website “blocked”’ 2007]. 
The Free Media Movement warned that this was the 
first instance of what it ‘believes may soon be a 
slippery slope of web and Internet censorship in Sri 
Lanka’ and was ‘a significant turn in the erosion of 
media freedom in Sri Lanka and clearly 
demonstrate[d] the extent to which media [was] 
censored and the free flow of information curtailed, 
without any accountability, transparency or judicial 
oversight’ [‘Popular Tamil website “blocked”’ 2007]. 
Two years earlier, in April 2005 TamilNet’s editor, 
Dharmaratnam Sivaram, was abducted and 
assassinated in Colombo. 
 Beyond the proactive offensive against Tamil 
news sources, the GoSL also restricted independent 
international journalists from entering and reporting 
from the war zone. Tamil journalists who chose to 
remain in the war zone found themselves cut off from 
the rest of the world, and were forced to create 
alternate channels to disseminate information to their 
exiled colleagues and those in the Tamil diaspora. 
Reporting from LTTE controlled areas they were not 
affected by the GoSL’s censorship. A wartime 
correspondent [Karththikesu 2017, personal 
communication, 4 October] pointed out that ‘reports 
on the cluster bombs and chemical weapon attacks 
against Tamil civilians received no coverage in Sri 
Lankan media due to censorship and intimidation, but 
were published extensively in Tamil diaspora media. 
It also received a small amount of coverage in the 
international media, albeit not as widely as the 
coverage of other similar attacks such as in [the 2011-
present day civil war in] Syria, for example’ [Suren 
2017, personal communication, 3 October]. 
 The author himself engaged with a German-based 
international correspondent who in January 2009 
following a face-to-face discussion in Stuttgart, 
Germany was prepared to abandon his Iraq mission to 
go to Sri Lanka instead, but found he had no access to 
the war zone as the GoSL had banned entry for all 
independent international media. With the exception 
of Sri Lankan state-guided missions to areas of the 
war zone under GoSL control, which did not allow for 
independent reporting, there remained a lack of free 
access to these areas. This media gagging continued 
for years after the war.  
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 Through the banning of independent international 
media the GoSL tried to avert ‘information 
intervention’ [Thompson & Price 2003, pg. 185-6] in 
an attempt to thwart pressure from the international 
community or evade future international action. 
Uvindu Kurukulasuriya is an exiled journalist and the 
editor of the Colombo Telegraph. He established the 
website after he came into exile, and stated that ‘the 
government won the battle by effectively shutting out 
access and allowing only selected media to join 
guided tours. It won simply by not allowing anyone 
to go to the conflict area. By refusing or delaying 
visas for foreign journalists. By indirect censorship. 
By creating a climate of fear among journalists’ 
[Kurukulasuriya 2009]. 
Targeting of Tamil journalists and media workers 
An increasing number of journalists, particularly 
from the conflict zone in the North and East were 
killed, kidnapped, arrested, assaulted and threatened 
[‘Professionalism, Peace Reporting and Journalists’ 
2008, pg. 5]. A fact-finding and advocacy mission to 
Sri Lanka undertaken by the International Press 
Freedom and Freedom of Expression Mission found 
that ‘the Tamil language media [had] come under 
heavy and sustained attack, especially in areas 
affected by the fighting’ [The International Mission 
2006]. Tamil journalists especially in the North and 
East were frequently subjected to intimidation and 
harassment by the armed forces and armed groups and 
incidents occurred where the Sri Lankan Army 
summoned editors of newspapers in Jaffna and 
warned them against publishing news critical of the 
military [‘Return to War’ 2007]. In addition to the 
assassination of local Tamil journalists, the SLAF 
also bombed a media station in the LTTE controlled 
territories, destroying it and killing staff  [‘Director-
General condemns’ 2007]. 
 Tamil journalists within the war zone continued 
to report on human rights violations and mass 
atrocities, which took place primarily in the Tamil-
dominated North-East, and disseminate information 
to their colleagues outside. 
 While human rights was almost always seen as a 
dimension of foreign policy for Western media 
[International Council on Human Rights Policy 2002 
cited in Balabanova 2015, pg. 6], for the Tamil 
journalists practising HRB journalism, it was 
synonymous to a responsibility they had to their 
people [Suren 2017, personal communication, 3 
October].  

 Journalists who chose to remain in the war zone 
continued reporting on the war and casualties until the 
final days of the armed conflict. Those who survived 
the war were not always lucky. Identified by the 
GoSL some were killed, tortured or disappeared. Of 
those who managed to escape from military 
surveillance some went into exile.  
 To date, there still exists no clear understanding 
as to what happened to the considerable number of 
Tamil journalists who courageously remained in the 
war zone until the last days of the war, risking their 
lives and in some cases sacrificing it in their pursuit 
to tell the truth to the world. Attributing the mounting 
evidence of war crimes to these fallen journalists a 
veteran Tamil journalist and former senior producer 
of the BBC Tamil Service, Anandhi 
Suriyapragrasam, said, ‘Many journalists are not with 
us today as they were either silenced or killed in the 
war zone, but it was their fearless reporting and 
foresight to collect evidence that played a crucial role 
in proving the genocide that took place during the 
final stages of the armed conflict in Sri Lanka.’ [2017, 
personal communication, 21 May] 
Abductions, assassinations, deaths and 
disappearances  
There was also a drastic increase in the numbers of 
abductions, murders and disappearances of 
journalists and media personnel critical of the 
government and its armed forces. Targets were 
predominantly Tamil media [‘State of the Media’ 
2007], but in 2009 a prominent Sinhala journalist and 
editor of the Sunday Leader, Lasantha 
Wickrematunge, was assassinated in broad daylight 
in the capital by ‘unknown gunmen’. His death sent 
shock waves amongst the journalist communities on 
the island and in exile. In an editorial written before 
his death, Wickrematunge [2007] wrote, ‘A military 
occupation of the country’s north and east will require 
the Tamil people of those regions to live eternally as 
second-class citizens, deprived of all self-respect.’ 
Remarkably, he also wrote, ‘When finally I am killed, 
it will be the government that kills me… I hope my 
assassination will be seen not as a defeat of freedom 
but an inspiration for those who survive to step up 
their efforts.’ The assassination of Wickrematunge, a 
renowned journalist who was also known to be close 
to the president, politicians and diplomats, made no 
journalist safe. 
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 On numerous occasions attacks were reported to 
have been executed by ‘unidentified men’ which was 
often seen to be synonymous for ‘government is 
responsible’ [Amirthanayagam 2017, personal 
communication, 19 September].  
 As impunity reigned, the government adamantly 
denied responsibility for disappearances [‘Return to 
War’ 2007] and showed neither genuine commitment 
nor political will to deal with these atrocities 
[ARTICLE 19 2007]. 
Post-war media suppression 
HRB journalism faced further impediments in the 
post-war period, particularly on justice and 
accountability matters relating to the final phase of 
the armed conflict. ‘[T]he war [was] over but the war 
against the media [was] not,’ [Handunnetti and 
Nirmala 2009], and the GoSL continued its strategies 
to suppress the truth.  
 While news emerged of the government’s active 
obstruction of reporting during the final stages of the 
armed conflict, it continued to deny media 
unrestricted access to the displaced thousands living 
in camps, thereby preventing reporting on their war 
experiences and on the conditions within the camps. 
Foreign correspondents whose reporting offended the 
government were denied visas or deported [‘Sri 
Lanka: attacks on free media’ 2009].  
 In 2010, senior journalist, cartoonist and political 
analyst Prageeth Eknaligoda who was working on an 
article on the use of thermobaric weapons and cluster 
bombs by the Sri Lankan military in the war, was 
disappeared [Abeywickrema 2015]. It is noteworthy 
that a white van with no number plate was seen 
driving around Prageeth’s house around the time of 
his disappearance [McDonald 2010]. A UN report 
found that in its attempt to intimidate and silence the 
media and critics, the government had used white 
vans to abduct and make people disappear [Report of 
the Secretary-General’s Panel of Experts 2011, pg. 
ii]. Eight years since his disappearance, no effective 
investigation has been conducted by Sri Lankan 
authorities. 
 Following the UN Human Rights Council March 
2012 resolution, ‘Promoting reconciliation and 
accountability in Sri Lanka’, which called for an 
investigation into deaths of the civilians, Sri Lanka's 
state-controlled media described journalists from Sri 
Lanka and in exile who had participated in the 
sessions as ‘traitors’ and accused them of ‘betraying 

the motherland’ [Greenslade 2012]. The threats were 
so severe that journalists and activists on the ground 
feared to contact exiled journalists, whether it be 
publicly or for private family matters. 
 To date, no consolidated efforts have been seen 
to take place by the GoSL to bring perpetrators to 
justice and end the culture of impunity. This is despite 
a change in the regime to one that was widely 
portrayed internally and externally as a government 
for ‘good governance’ and ‘democracy’.  
 Instead, the GoSL began to actively target 
journalists in exile who persisted with their HRB 
journalism. In December 2016, Sri Lanka’s justice 
minister threatened Lankanews web editor and exiled 
journalist Sandaruwan Senadheera with Interpol 
action. Days later, a Sri Lankan court issued an 
international arrest warrant against Senadheera 
[Vithanage 2016]. 
 While the GoSL began to target those in exile 
critical of the government, its first and primary target 
was an organisation called Journalists for Democracy 
in Sri Lanka (JDS), one that had been working 
consistently and effectively on accountability and 
justice issues on Sri Lanka and had played a crucial 
role in increasing international pressure on Sri Lanka. 
Resisting Suppression and Fighting for Justice 
through Human Rights Based Journalism  
Despite Sri Lanka’s continued efforts to suppress the 
media, a small number of thoughtful and committed 
journalists and media workers still continue to resist. 
A stalwart is JDS. Formed in July 2009, JDS is an 
exiled journalist’s network and action group 
comprising of journalists, writers and human rights 
defenders who had fled persecution in the island, the 
first of its kind. JDS has played a crucial role in 
exposing war crimes and crimes against humanity 
committed by the SLAF. 
 While the majority of Sinhalese praised the SLAF 
and the GoSL, and celebrated the outcome of the war, 
progressive Sinhala journalists within JDS chose to 
step forward and reveal evidence of mass atrocities 
committed by the SLAF during the final stages of the 
war. It revealed the very first visual evidence of such 
crimes, a crucial 78-second video footage, in August 
2009 via Britain’s Channel 4, which hurled the 
reputation of Sri Lanka into chaos, forcing 
international media attention onto Sri Lanka’s now 
undeniable mass atrocities and compelling foreign 
policy decision changes of many countries. 
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 This clip and many more to follow from JDS 
formed the backbone of three documentaries by 
Channel 4 and its producer, Callum Macrae: ‘Sri 
Lanka's Killing Fields’ (June 2011), ‘Sri Lanka's 
Killing Fields: War Crimes Unpunished’ (March 
2012) and ‘No Fire Zone: In the Killing Fields of Sri 
Lanka’ (March 2013). Screened worldwide, including 
at parliaments and the UN Human Rights Council, the 
footage in these documentaries played a crucial role 
in strengthening the call for international independent 
investigations in war crimes in Sri Lanka.   
 Sri Lanka responded by appointing Major 
General Jagath Dias, a commanding officer of the Sri 
Lankan Army during the final war, to the Sri Lankan 
Embassy in Berlin, Germany as the Deputy Chief of 
Mission for Germany, Switzerland and Vatican, who 
was tasked with investigating JDS [‘Sri Lanka Major 
General Jagath Dias: Dossier’ 2017]. Ironically, 
following JDS’s investigative and HRB journalism 
which revealed Dias’s involvement in war crimes in 
the final stages of the war, Dias was recalled to Sri 
Lanka [‘Sri Lanka recalls diplomat’ 2011]. Though 
his diplomatic immunity prevented him from being 
prosecuted, western countries have since denied 
granting him visas [‘Sri Lanka: New Army Chief’ 
2015]. 
 In February 2013 JDS releases of photographs of 
Balachandran Prabhakaran, the youngest child of 
LTTE leader Velupillai Prabhakaran, which provided 
proof that the child was alive and well when taken 
into Sri Lankan army custody, and was later shot 
dead. In November 2016 at the United Nations 
Committee for Torture (UNCAT) meeting, JDS’s 
contributed to efforts which led to the UNCAT top 
officials questioning Sisira Mendis, Chief of Criminal 
Investigation Department (CID) and Terrorist 
Investigation Division (TID) as he represented 
GoSL’s official delegation, and brought attention Sri 
Lanka’s prevailing impunity. 
Conclusion 
In the lead up to and during its final military 
onslaught, the Sri Lankan government incrementally 
increased its persecution of journalists practicing 
HRB journalism. It paid special attention to curb 
reporting on human rights violations conducted by the 
SLAF, and sought to silence and suppress Tamil and 
progressive Sinhala journalists and media workers 
through stern warnings, harassment, threats, 
censorship, labelling and discrediting, abductions, 
enforced disappearances, detentions, torture and 

killings. It banned access of international media to the 
conflict zone, and targeted Tamil media in the North-
East, including within the conflict zone, in order to 
stop any critical reporting of the execution of the war 
by the government forces. 
 As a culture of impunity prevailed, the 
persecution of media not only resulted in the death 
and disappearance of journalists practising HRB, but 
also the exodus of many out of the island and into 
exile. In the post-war environment, as the GoSL 
changed its focus to wage a war on exiled journalists, 
their families living in Sri Lanka were harassed. 
Alleged Sri Lankan war criminals were sent on 
diplomatic posts to embassies abroad and used their 
positions to monitor and pursue exiled journalists. 
 Despite these challenges, some persisted with 
their HRB reporting determined to obstruct the 
GoSL’s attempts to conduct a ‘war without witness’. 
Following the war, JDS, a group of exiled journalists, 
played a crucial role in revealing the evidences of war 
crimes and crimes against humanity committed by the 
SLAF.  They instigated a process towards 
accountability and justice in Sri Lanka. In doing so 
they reset the international media’s engagement on 
Sri Lanka and influenced foreign policy decisions of 
other countries with regards to Sri Lanka. 
 This historical breakthrough has set a precedent 
for communities around the globe struggling for 
justice in their homelands, and elevated the role of 
exiled journalists practising HRB journalism from 
being solely reporters of information to being human 
rights defenders. 
References 
Abeywickrema, M 2015, ‘The Truth Behind 

Eknaligoda’s Disappearance’, The Sundar Leader, 
16 August, Accessed xxx, 
http://www.thesundayleader.lk/2015/08/16/the-
truth-behind-eknaligodas-disappearance/  

Article 19 2007, ‘Sri Lanka: Concern over Attacks on 
Journalists’, press release, 24 January, Accessed 
xxx, https://www.article19.org/data/files/pdfs/ 

 press/sri-lanka-media-harass-pr.pdf 
Article 19 and Kurukulasuriya, U 2012, ‘Submission 

to UN Universal Periodic Review of Sri Lanka 
14th Session, October-November 2012’, Accessed 
xxx, http://lib.ohchr.org/HRBodies/UPR/ 

 Documents/Session14/LK/ARTICLE19-
UK_UPR_LKA_S14_2012_Article19_E.pdf  

78



Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Tamil Nationhood and Genocide 
	

	 	
Balabanova, E 2015, The Media and Human Rights, 

Routledge, London & New York 
Deshapriya, S 2007, ‘Professionalism, Peace 

Reporting and Journalists’ Safety in Sri Lanka’, 
transcript, Exiled Journalists’ Network, 10 
October, Accessed xxx, 
http://www.mediawise.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2011/04/Sri-Lanka-report-
FINAL.pdf 

Deshapriya, S. & Hattotuwa, S 2003, ‘Study of Media 
in the North-East of Sri Lanka’, Centre for Policy 
Alternatives & International Media Support, 
Accessed xxx, https://www.mediasupport.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/11/ims-srilanka-
assessment-2003.pdf  

‘Director-General condemns bombing of rebel radio 
station in northern Sri Lanka’ 2007, UNESCO, 3 
December, Accessed xxx, 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/member-
states/single-
view/news/director_general_condemns_bombing
_of_rebel_radio_station_in/  

Freedom House 2009, Freedom of the Press Report, 
Accessed xxx, 
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-
press/2009/sri-lanka  

Greenslade, R 2012, ‘Journalists are 'traitors', says Sri 
Lanka's state TV’, The Guardian, 23 March, 
Accessed xxx, 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/greenslade/2
012/mar/23/journalist-safety-srilanka  

Handunnetti, D and Kannangara, N 2009, ‘The war is 
over but the war against the media is not’, The 
Sunday Leader, 7 June, 
http://www.thesundayleader.lk/20090607/onthesp
ot.htm  

Höijer, B, Nohrstedt, S A & Ottosen, R 2002, ‘The 
Kosovo War in the Media - Analysis of a Global 
Discursive Order’, Conflict & Communication 
Online, Vol. 1, No. 2, pg. 1-18 

Journalists for Democracy in Sri Lanka, 
‘Introduction: Media workers killed in Sri Lanka 
(2004 – 2010)’, webpage, Accessed xxx, 
http://www.jdslanka.org/index.php/killed-media-
workers  

Kurukulasuriya 2009, ‘Waging war in silence’, The 
Guardian, 2 May 2009, 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/200
9/may/02/press-freedom-srilanka  

McDonald, J 2010, ‘Six weeks on, no sign of missing 
cartoonist’, Amnesty International, 11 March, 
Accessed xxx, 
http://blog.amnestyusa.org/asia/six-weeks-on-
no-sign-of-missing-cartoonist/  

‘Popular Tamil website “blocked”’ 2007, BBC News, 
20 June, Accessed xxx, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/6221844.st
m  

‘Professionalism, Peace Reporting and Journalists’ 
Safety in Sri Lanka’ 2008, Exiled Journalists 
Network, March, Accessed xxx 
http://www.mediawise.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2011/04/Sri-Lanka-report-
FINAL.pdf 

Rajapaksa, M 2006, ‘Address to the Nation by 
President Mahinda Rajapaksa on December 06, 
2006’, transcript, Ministry of Foreign Affairs Sri 
Lanka, 6 December, Accessed xxx, 
http://mfa.gov.lk/index.php/component/content/ar
ticle/386-address-to-the-nation-by-president-
mahinda-rajapaksa-on-december-06-2006-
?fontstyle=f-larger  

Report of the Secretary-General’s Panel of Experts on 
Accountability in Sri Lanka, 2011, United 
Nations, 31 March, Accessed xxx, 
http://www.un.org/News/dh/infocus/Sri_Lanka/P
OE_Report_Full.pdf   

‘Return to War’ 2007, Human Rights Watch, 5 
August, Accessed xxx, 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2007/08/05/return-
war/human-rights-under-siege#_ftn161    

‘Silencing the Press: An Analysis of Violence 
Against the Media in Sri Lanka’ 2013, Together 
Against Genocide, 1 November, Accessed xxx, 
http://www.tamilsagainstgenocide.org/read.aspx?
storyid=123   

‘Sri Lanka Major General Jagath Dias: Dossier’ 2017, 
International Truth and Justice Project, 26 May, 
Accessed xxx, 
http://www.itjpsl.com/assets/ITJP_Jagath_Dias_d
ossier-final.pdf 

‘Sri Lanka recalls diplomat accused of war crimes’ 
2011, Swissinfo, 13 September, Accessed xxx 
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/sri-lanka-recalls-
diplomat-accused-of-war-crimes/31128290  

‘Sri Lanka: attacks on free media put displaced 
civilians at risk’ 2009, Amnesty International, 14 
August, Accessed xxx, 

79



Ottawa, ON Canada   May 5-6, 2018	
	

	
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2009/0
8/sri-lanka-attacks-free-media-put-displaced-
civilians-risk-20090814/ 

‘Sri Lanka's Army Commander Denounces 
Journalists as Traitors’ 2008, International 
Federation of Journalists, 6 January, Accessed 
xxx, http://www.ifj.org/nc/en/news-single-
view/browse/283/backpid/33/category/news-
4/article/sri-lankas-army-commander-denounces-
journalists-as-traitors/  

‘Sri Lanka: New Army Chief a Blow to Justice’ 2015, 
Human Rights Watch, 17 May, Accessed xxx, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/05/17/sri-lanka-
new-army-chief-blow-justice 

‘State of the Media’ 2007, Centre for Policy 
Alternatives, January, Accessed xxx, 
https://www.cpalanka.org/wp-
content/uploads/2007/8/Media_freedom_in_Sri_
Lanka_2007.pdf  

The International Mission 2006, ‘International Fact-
Finding and Advocacy Mission to Sri Lanka’, 
mission statement, Reporters Without Borders, 11 
October, Accessed xxx, 
https://rsf.org/en/news/international-fact-finding-
mission-denounces-deterioration-press-freedom 

Thompson, M & Price, M E 2003, ‘Intervention, 
Media and Human Rights’, Survival, Vol. 45, No. 
1  

UN Security Council 2006, ‘Security Council 
Condemns Attacks Against Journalists in Conflict 
Situations, Unanimously Adopting Resolution 
1738 (2006)’, press release, 23 December, 
Accessed xxx, http://www.un.org/press/en/2006/ 

 sc8929.doc.htm1, pg. 183-202   
Vithanage, A, 2016, ‘Court seeks Interpol help to 

arrest exiled Sri Lankan journalist’, Journalists for 
Democracy in Sri Lanka, 25 December, Accessed 
xxx, http://www.jdslanka.org/index.php/news-
features/media/647-interpol-called-to-help-to-
arrest-exiled-sri-lanka-journalist  

Wickremantunge, L 2009, ‘And Then They Came For 
Me’, The Sunday Leader, 11 January, Accessed 
xxx, http://www.thesundayleader.lk/20090111/ 

 editorial-.htm  
Wickremasinghe, N, 2009, ‘Journalists flee Sri Lanka 

amid violent attacks and government threats’, 
World Socialist Web Site, 30 January, 
https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2009/01/slel-
j30.html   

 

80



Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Tamil Nationhood and Genocide 
	

	
	 	

Abstract 
This paper explores the gendered impact of Sri 
Lanka’s conflict, and offers vignettes of women’s 
motivations for joining resistance movements against 
Sri Lanka’s genocide, including the Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), ongoing protests led by 
mothers of the disappeared and women-led protests 
against the military’s occupation of their land. We 
explore the vast differences between Tamil women’s 
lives with the LTTE, before its defeat in 2009, 
compared to women’s lives today, under the thumb of 
their victor’s military occupation. We use an anti-
colonial, feminist lens to challenge western notions, 
understandings, and narrations of Tamil women’s 
resistance and agency.  We analyze Sri Lanka’s 
attacks on Tamil women within the framework of 
genocide, concluding that Sri Lanka’s war against 
Tamils is both genocidal and gendered. 

Keywords: Gender, Genocide, Tamil, Women, 
Protest, Militarization  

 
	

Introduction 
Tamil women have suffered disproportionately 
throughout Sri Lanka’s decades-long ethnic conflict. 
They have faced both the structural collapse of 
communities as well as the erosion of societal norms. 
In response, an increasing number of women joined 
the LTTE starting in the 1980s and throughout the 
years prior to 2009, and became an integral part of the 
armed resistance against the government. After the 
defeat of the LTTE in 2009, Tamil women have been 
spearheading non-violent resistance movements, 
including protests against land occupation and 
protests for answers about the disappeared. 

As a result of prolonged exposure to armed 
conflict, traditional Tamil gender relations shifted 
dramatically. Within Tamil society, women were 
historically valued as the bearers of culture, 
responsible primarily for maintaining the home. Due 
to the fact that women’s domains did not typically 
extend beyond their households, they were generally 
excluded from the political process. Society 
rigorously maintained the image of women as sacred 
bearers of family and community, utilizing females as 
symbolic markers to measure purity and respect. This 
reductive image of women rendered the violent 
experiences Tamil women faced during the war 
traumatic not only for them as individuals, but for the 
entire Tamil society as well. Indeed, that was the 
underlying intent behind the Sri Lankan security 
forces’ attacks on Tamil women: by sexually 
assaulting a Tamil woman, they were aiming to 
assault her entire community.  
Since the genocidal apex in 2009, the Tamil 
community in the North-East has existed in a state of 
negative peace, in heavily-militarized regions subject 
to state surveillance, intimidation and assault. Despite 
this, women remain at the forefront of challenging the 
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state occupation and demanding accountability for 
the tens of thousands massacred in 2009. This 
demonstrates the remarkable resilience and resistance 
of Tamil women. 
Women’s Motivations for Joining the LTTE 
In the early 2000s, Tamil women joined the LTTE in 
greater numbers than their male peers. Though female 
cadres had different personal reasons for enlisting, 
many joined after experiencing some form of 
injustice at the hands of the Sri Lankan Army. Most 
women came from the heavily militarized north. The 
permanent insecurity of this environment inculcated 
a desire for freedom and statehood, which included 
the motivation to take up arms. One LTTE fighter, 
Senthulasi, described coming of age in Jaffna: her 
cousin was raped and killed by the Army on her way 
home. Senthulasi said she ran away from home at the 
age of 15 to join the LTTE and fight against the 
helplessness she felt daily. She wanted the world to 
know that girls who should be carrying pencils and 
books were instead carrying guns, keeping watch 
over the borders of Tamil Eelam instead of studying 
in school.  
 Although most women initially joined the LTTE 
to find respite from the Sri Lankan state’s suffocating 
physical insecurity, Tamil women’s involvement in 
the armed movement had unintended, yet profound, 
cultural and social consequences. Local psychologists 
noted that for Tamil women, “joining the militants 
[was a] liberating act, promising them more freedom 
and power…. Tamil society had always suppressed 
women into a subservient position… it was the war 
that has had a liberating role.”1 Many female cadres 
expressed a desire to fight for the liberation of both 
their ethnicity and also their subservient position in 
Tamil society. 
 When women first began to join the LTTE in the 
early stages of the war, they primarily worked in 
service and support roles as caregivers for the 
wounded, but later took on positions as frontline 
soldiers and in leadership roles. This initially met 
with opposition from within the conservative Tamil 
community. Many of the earlier female cadres 
reported that male Tigers “wanted them to flee with 
the civilians.”2 Women had to demonstrate their 
strength and competence to earn the respect of male 
LTTE cadres; one cadre said women were 
“challenged to lift bigger bombs”3 to prove 
themselves. One can also attribute the acceptance of 
women’s participation in the war to the government’s 

indiscriminate bombings of civilian homes and 
schools: “a clear sexual division of labor in war… 
usually disappears when there is no clear 
differentiation between the ‘battle front’ and the 
‘home front’ or ‘rear’.”4 Women were forced to 
protect not only their own physical integrity, but also 
that of their families. Female cadres eventually prided 
themselves on performing all tasks done by their male 
counterparts. The LTTE even established male and 
female artillery divisions, in the face of skepticism 
that women could not manage an artillery team due to 
the weight of heavy weaponry. Another female cadre, 
Isaimozhi, remarked with pride that they surpassed 
male cadres in certain areas of fighting, such as 
sharpshooting5. 

The LTTE explicitly committed itself to gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. The LTTE 
expanded the agency of both female cadres and 
civilian women within its territory by abolishing the 
dowry system and promoting girls’ education. Vanni 
had billboards prominently displayed along the A9 
road, denouncing the dowry system and encouraging 
families to value children of both genders equally. 
Under the LTTE, female civilians and cadres 
confidently drove motorcycles in saris and helmets – 
unheard of in previous decades. 

As Tamil women advanced to new roles in 
society, they strove to realize their political 
aspirations. Female cadres said that Sri Lankan 
soldiers fought only for a paycheck, whereas the 
LTTE fought for the freedom of their people and land. 
Isaimozhi said she aimed to kill on the battlefield, but 
simultaneously regretted that violence was the only 
way to actualize Eelam6. Isaimozhi cited the decades 
of police brutality, discrimination, and repression of 
Tamil rights, and concluded that war was the only 
path to freedom7. Isaimozhi said, “Tamils have been 
living as slaves for the Sinhalese for decades. We 
can’t live like that anymore. We have to all achieve 
freedom or we have to all die trying.”8 
Sexual assault has been a perennial feature of Sri 
Lanka’s conflict, and is traditionally considered a fate 
worse than death in the Tamil community. One 
female LTTE cadre, Vengai, described the strict 
policy of never leaving a fallen cadre’s body behind9. 
She remarked, “It is worth risking my life to save the 
lifeless body of another female cadre…. It would be 
easier to accept my own death, than the mutilation of 
their bodies and spirits.”10 Stories concerning the rape 
and mutilation of women are well-known among 
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Tamils; Krishanthi Kumaraswami’s death is 
particularly infamous. Kumaraswami was an eighteen 
year old Tamil student who was arrested while 
passing through a Sri Lankan Army checkpoint in 
1996. Her mother, younger brother, and a neighbor 
went to the checkpoint that afternoon to find her, 
refusing to leave until she returned safely with them. 
The soldiers killed all three of them. An hour later, 
they gang raped Krishanthi and buried her body. 
Reflecting on the significance of this crime within the 
Tamil community, a Tamil schoolteacher Padmini 
Ganesan, said, “Every Tamil remembers the 
Krishanthi case…. For us, the checkpoints are slow-
motion: the trauma and the fear that we go through.”11 
 However, these stories do more than reflect on the 
vulnerable position of women in conflict. For many 
Tamils, the high rates of sexual assault against Tamil 
women in the war represented an attack on the 
integrity of their community. 
Tamil Women After 2009 
Tamil women have been uniquely affected and indeed 
targeted throughout Sri Lanka’s war. Post-2009, 
Tamil women have been targeted particularly because 
of the active role they played during the armed 
struggle. Women who were in the LTTE, or are 
perceived as being supportive of the LTTE – as all 
Vanni Tamils are perceived – are punished as a 
collective by triumphant Sri Lankan forces. 
 A report released in March 2014 by the 
International Truth and Justice Project found: 
“Abduction, arbitrary detention, torture, rape and 
sexual violence have increased in the post-war period 
. . .  These widespread and systematic violations by 
the Sri Lankan security forces occur in a manner that 
indicates a coordinated, systematic plan approved by 
the highest levels of government.”12 This reflects the 
fact that sexual violence was not due to “a few bad 
apples” in the Sri Lankan security forces – rather, 
sexual assault was an approved method of warfare 
against the Tamil people. 
 In testimonies revealing the extent of sexual 
assault committed after 2009, survivors reported 
being raped by uniformed male officers from the Sri 
Lankan military.  One woman was told, “you Tamil, 
you slave, if we make you pregnant we will make you 
abort . . . you are Tamil we will rape you like this, this 
is how you will be treated, even after an abortion you 
will be raped again.”13 
 In August 2013, reports from local human rights 
groups documented hundreds of Tamil women in 

northern Sri Lanka being forced to accept surgical 
implantation of long-term birth control.14 These 
reports add to previous reports of forced sterilization 
of Tamil women both during and after the war. In 
May 2007, a confidential cable from the United States 
Embassy in Colombo discussed “an EPDP medical 
doctor named Dr. Sinnathambi, who performed 
forced abortions, often under the guise of a regular 
check-up, on Tamil women suspected of being 
aligned with the LTTE.”15   

A Health Department report from the Northern 
Province in 2012 found a 30-times higher rate of birth 
control implants of Tamil women in Mullaitivu, 
compared to the much more densely-populated 
Jaffna.16 In August 2013, government health workers 
forced mothers to accept surgically-implanted birth 
control in three villages, Veravil, Keranchi, and 
Valaipaddu, in Kilinochchi.17 When some women 
objected, the nurses said that if they did not agree to 
the contraceptive, they could be denied treatment at 
the hospital in the future.18   

According to the Home for Human Rights, more 
than 80 percent of Tamil women in central Sri Lanka 
were offered a lump sum payment of usually 500 
rupees in return for their ability to reproduce.19 After 
receiving this payment, women underwent surgical 
sterilization. Though seemingly small, the sum is 
large for these predominately plantation workers.  
The population of this Tamil group has dropped 
annually since 1996 by five percent, whereas the 
population of the country overall has grown by 
14 percent.20  Home for Human Rights reported: 
“This systematic pattern of authority-sanctioned 
coerced sterilizations may amount to an intentional 
destruction. . . of the Tamil estate population.”21 

In contrast, police and army officers have been 
encouraged to have a third child, through payment of 
100,000 rupees from the government.  The officers 
taking advantage of this offer are overwhelmingly 
Sinhalese.22  
Gendered Genocide 
Article II of the Genocide Convention provides the 
following definition of genocide:  
In the present Convention, genocide means any of the 
following acts committed with intent to destroy, in 
whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or 
religious group, as such:  

(a) Killing members of the group;  
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to 
members of the group; 
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(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions 
of life calculated to bring about its physical 
destruction in whole or in part;  
(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births 
within the group;  
(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to 
another group.23  

Under Article II, the group must intend to commit the 
specific “acts”—e.g., killing—with the requisite 
genocidal intent, meaning an “intent to destroy, in 
whole or in part, . . . [the protected] group, as such.” 
Sri Lanka is a party to the Genocide Convention. 
 Cases of coerced birth control and forced 
sterilization are clear evidence of genocide. The 
attempts in 2013 to forcefully implant long-term birth 
control in women in Kilinochchi contravenes Article 
II, Section (d) of the Genocide Convention. This 
genocidal act is only the latest in a long history of the 
Sri Lankan state actively attempting to control and 
limit Tamil births.  

Analysis of Sri Lanka’s genocide under the other 
sections of Article II of the Genocide Convention fall 
outside the scope of this paper. However, readers are 
invited to review American University’s Washington 
College of Law UNROW Human Rights Impact 
Litigation Clinic’s brief on this matter, “The Legal 
Case of the Tamil Genocide,” for a lengthy exposition 
on this subject.24  

The Genocide Convention obligation to prevent 
and punish genocide is not a matter of political choice 
or calculation, but one of binding international law. 
Deeply entrenched, institutionalized impunity for Sri 
Lanka’s past crimes against Tamils has enabled 
ongoing violations against Tamil women to flourish. 
Tamils, and especially Tamil women, currently live 
in an environment absent of both war and peace. 
Gendered Impact of Militarization 
There are a total 243,000 active members of the Sri 
Lankan military. According to the International 
Institute for Strategic Studies, this number indicates 
that Sri Lanka has a larger active military than France, 
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the United Kingdom.25 
There are a total of seven regional commands that 
constitute the Sri Lankan Army.26 Five of the seven 
regional commands are stationed in the Northern and 
Eastern provinces of the country: Security Forces 
Headquarters (SFHQ)- Vanni, SFHQ- Kilinochochi 
and SFHQ- Mullaitivu.27 There are three divisions, 
59, 64, 68, in the SFHQ Mullaitivu with three 

brigades in each of these divisions. Based on recent 
field research conducted by PEARL and the 
Adayaalam Centre of Policy Research, there is 1 
soldier for every 2 Tamils in Mullaitivu: an 
unconscionably high ratio given that war ostensibly 
ended 9 years ago.28 

In Tamil-speaking areas, the Sri Lankan military 
has increased its economic role, expanded the amount 
of land it controls, and is essentially establishing itself 
as a permanent, occupying presence. The extreme 
level of militarization uniquely affects Tamil women. 
There are approximately 90,000 female-headed 
households after the end of the armed conflict. These 
women are especially vulnerable to sexual violence 
due to the military’s predatory practices. In 2012, 
local NGOs focusing on women’s rights reported on 
the forced conscription of 109 young Tamil women 
and girls from Vanni into the 99% Sinhalese military, 
under the pretext of performing clerical work.29 These 
women were not allowed to leave or contact their 
families when informed that they would be 
performing military duties. There were reports they 
were subject to regular sexual assault by Sinhala 
soldiers.30 In December 2012, thirteen of these 
women were admitted to Kilinochchi Hospital – 
many were unconscious. They were denied access to 
hospital staff, their families, and a local Tamil 
parliamentarian who inquired after their condition.  

However, the resilience of Tamil women must be 
recognized, particularly within the context of ongoing 
protests against forced disappearances and the 
military’s occupation of the Tamil homeland. These 
protests have sparked conversation regarding Sri 
Lanka’s lack of commitment to peace while also 
resisting a narrative that places Tamil women within 
a specific framework of victimhood.  
Resistance: Women-Led Protests  

a. Keppapilavu Land Protests  
Keppapilavu, a village in Mullaitivu District, has 
been under military occupation since the end of armed 
conflict between the Sri Lankan government and the 
LTTE. The families who called Keppapilavu home 
were displaced to Menik Farm, an Internally 
Displaced Persons “rehabilitation” camp rife with 
human rights abuses, after the culmination of the war 
in May 2009. Menik Farm was closed after sustained 
international pressure in September 2012, however, 
families from Keppapilavu continue to be displaced 
as their village is still under occupation by a Sri 
Lankan Air Force camp.  

84



Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Tamil Nationhood and Genocide 
	

	 	
 Rita Izsak-Ndiaye, UN Special Rapporteur on 
Minority Issues, recommended the following in her 
report on Sri Lanka during the 34th session of the 
Human Rights Council: 
 “As a matter of priority, the Government must 
continue and step up the release to the civilian 
populations of the remaining 6,124 acres of the land 
currently held by the military in the North as well as 
other lands and coastal areas occupied by the 
military.31” This recommendation came amidst 
ongoing protests against land acquisitions by the Sri 
Lankan government in the village of Keppapilavu in 
the Northern Province. The families of Keppapilavu 
learned on January 31, 2017 that their land would not 
be released as previously promised by the Sri Lankan 
government. On March 1, 2017 land was released to 
54 of the 84 families. Protests continue, over a year 
later, for the release of the remaining land. Tamils in 
the North-East have expressed the necessity of 
demilitarization and land returns since 2009, 
however, the Sri Lankan government has delivered 
countless unfulfilled promises on both issues. 
Therefore, frustrated and fueled with distrust, Tamil 
women spearheaded protests outlining their concerns 
with the continued militarization of their lands. Mrs. 
S. Chandraleela, an activist and leader of the 
Keppapilavu Women’s Development Organization, 
told journalists with Tamil Guardian: “we would 
rather go live on our own lands with nothing than live 
on the Model Resettlement Village because at least 
we know that on our lands there is the potential to 
make something sustainable and make a 
livelihood.”32 It was later reported that as of March 8, 
2017 the Sri Lankan Air Forces had recaptured Mrs. 
S. Chandraleela’s land and after over an entire year of 
protesting, her home is still occupied by an Army 
officer.33 
Sri Lanka’s continued occupation of Tamil land is a 
political manifestation of settler colonial gendered 
violence, uniquely targeting and impacting Tamil 
women. The interconnectivity between capturing of 
land and women’s bodies has long been a component 
of the colonial violence perpetrated by the Sri Lankan 
government. After an entire year of street-side 
protests the women at the forefront remain committed 
to protesting until they regain their rightful land. Ms. 
S. Chandraleela recently stated: “Whether it is here or 
in other parts where the military is still holding on to 
our land, the areas are rich in natural resources. From 
small-scale fishing to coconut plantations to jack 

trees, you can make some good money. May be that 
is why the Army doesn’t want to part with the land.”34    
 As mentioned above, the highly militarized 
North-East was a reason for the subsequent rise in the 
direct participation of Tamil women in the LTTE.35 
The same tactics used to maintain power over the 
Tamil community through sexual violence and 
assault are symbolized through the placement of 
military monuments in the North-East of Sri Lanka. 
The two different generations of women discussed in 
this paper – those who joined the LTTE and those 
currently spearheading protests against land grabs 
and disappearances – reflect the continuity of 
women’s resistance against military occupation and 
oppression. The resistance against land grabs must be 
viewed through a feminist lens, appreciating 
women’s agency in initiating and maintaining these 
protests.36 Patriarchy, racism, inter-communal 
sexism, the Sinhalisation of Tamil land, and a history 
of ethnic tension following British colonial rule, are 
all factors that contribute to the targeting of Tamil 
women and their resistance to oppression.  

b. Mothers of the Disappeared 
Tamil women have also been at the forefront of 
protests demanding answers for “disappeared” loved 
ones. The Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court defines enforced disappearances as the 
following:  

"the arrest, detention or abduction of persons by, 
or with the authorization, support or acquiescence 
of, a State or a political organization, followed by 
a refusal to acknowledge that deprivation of 
freedom or to give information on the fate or 
whereabouts of those persons, with the intention 
of removing them from the protection of the law 
for a prolonged period of time.”37 

The Rome Statute categorizes enforced 
disappearances as a crime against humanity. Enforced 
disappearances, popularized through Gotabaya 
Rajapaksa’s use of “white vans,” have been used by 
successive regimes of Sri Lanka to eliminate dissident 
voices and keep the Tamil population subjugated in 
silence.  

Mothers of the disappeared launched continuous 
roadside protests in early 2017 in Vavuniya, 
Mullaitivu, Trincomalee, Kilinochchi, and 
Marunthankerny.38 These women have courageously 
withstood harassment, intimidation, poor weather 
conditions, and extreme stress in order to demand 
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answers about their loved ones.39 They are deeply 
frustrated with the lack of information about their 
missing relatives.40 One mother explained that these 
roadside protests are a result of continued silence after 
years of “giving evidence to UN, police, human rights 
groups,” expressing frustration that no one has been 
able to tell her the whereabouts of her child.41 Their 
demands to the government include:  
1. releasing a list of all those who surrendered or 

were detained by the Sri Lankan armed forces 
during and after the war, particularly during the 
last phase42 

2. releasing a list of all secret detention centres, their 
status and list of detainees43 

3. releasing a list of all detainees held under the PTA 
and detainees held in detention centers44 

4. releasing these lists to representatives from the 
families of the disappeared;45 

5. releasing in public all reports by commissions 
appointed over the years to address the issue of 
disappearances and the Government’s response to 
those reports46 

Mothers protesting are exposed to daily surveillance 
and intimidation by government and military 
personnel. Indeed, in August 2017, an anti-
disappearances campaigner who was leading the 
Mullaitivu protest, Mariasuresh Easwary, was 
assaulted and groped by two men, and told to stop her 
campaign for answers about the disappeared.47 In 
spite of all this, the protests have been ongoing for 
over a year. Many mothers have battled illnesses and 
other mothers have passed away due to the stress and 
mental and physical exhaustion of maintaining these 
continuous protests. On June 12, 2017 President 
Sirisena met with protesters in Jaffna and agreed to 
the following:  

1. To release a list of all those who surrendered to 
or were detained by the military in the final 
weeks of the war;48 

2. To release a list of all detainees and the location 
of any secret detention camps.49 

Neither list has been released. The mothers marked 
Tamil New Years on April 14, 2018 with black attire 
to express their frustration with continued inaction.50 
The mothers have shared poignant stories with 
journalists and local activists about their loved ones. 
These stories provide a multilayered depiction of 
enforced disappearances under the context of 
militarization and ongoing gendered genocide.   

Around day 150 of an ongoing protest outside a 
Murugan Temple, one mother, Srimathy, spoke to 
Tamil Guardian about her daughter, Abirami. 22 
years old at the time of her disappearance, Abirami is 
described by her mother as an outstanding student, 
musician, and prospective Jaffna University student. 
“When we were travelling during the war we got 
separated,” Srimathy recounted. “There were so 
many people, so we were separated like that,” she 
explained. She was told her daughter was seen in 
Menik Farm after she had crossed the Nandikadal 
lagoon into government territory. Abirami was last 
seen in Menik Farm being loaded onto a bus.51 Her 
whereabouts remain unknown. 
 According to the UN Panel of Experts on 
Accountability in Sri Lanka, there were a total of 
approximately 290,000 internally displaced people 
who were held at Menik Farm and other camps. The 
Army screened everyone as they entered these 
camps.52 The UN Panel of Experts described the 
screening process: “people were transferred, often by 
foot, to initial screening sites…at these sites, the SLA 
called those who had been associated with the LTTE, 
even for a day, to identify themselves and surrender, 
and promised vocational training and employment 
abroad for those who did. Instead, those identified as 
LTTE were taken to separate camps.  A significant 
number of suspected LTTE were women and 
children…in particular, the screening process 
resulted in cases of executions, disappearances, and 
rape and sexual violence.”53  

The International Crimes Evidence Project also 
found that the Sri Lankan security forces targeted 
young Tamils to torture and forcibly disappear during 
these screening processes. The ICEP found evidence 
of sexual violence being committed by state actors, 
further victimizing Tamil women navigating the 
camps immediately after surviving the height of the 
genocide. The UN Panel of Experts found credible 
allegations of torture at Menik Farm. It reported that 
the “CID and TID maintained ‘units’ within Menik 
Farm, and the sounds of beating and screams could be 
heard from interrogation tents.”54 Witnesses 
recounted to ICEP that women were being ‘sexually 
assaulted and/or raped’ at Menik Farm during their 
daily activities within the camp, even outside of 
screening processes.55  
 Each of the mothers’ stories of their missing 
loved ones provide a nuanced understanding of the 
ongoing threat of sexual violence on the island, 
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especially within the context of enforced 
disappearances of young Tamil women. In addition to 
protesting disappeared loved ones,	 Tamil	 women	
protesters	are	also	resisting	the	military	occupation	of	
their	villages.		
Tamil Women’s Resistance of Military 
Occupation  
The differences between Tamil and Sinhala narratives 
surrounding the end of the armed conflict between the 
Sri Lankan state and the LTTE reflects the dynamics 
of privilege and power on the island. The Sri Lankan 
state’s celebrations of victory juxtaposed with the 
Tamil community’s collective mourning of thousands 
lost indicates a polarization of experiences and 
emotions on the island. There have been several 
photos published through media outlets that showcase 
military vehicles looming over Tamil women 
protesters in Keppapilavu. The position of the Sri 
Lankan Army vehicles allude to the heavy 
surveillance and intimidation faced by the families 
demanding the release of their lands. The presence of 
the military vehicle reflects the oppressive 
atmosphere that Tamil women have been forced to 
navigate on their own land under state control.  
 The anxieties of the Sri Lankan state are 
portrayed through its dedication to the hyper-
visibility of “victory” through the placement of 
military monuments and war museums in the North-
East of the island. The fear of militant resistance from 
an increasingly aggravated Tamil minority is tied to 
this underlying apprehension felt by the Sri Lankan 
state; the state seeks to remind the Tamil community 
of its abject subjugation. The placement of 
monuments also reflects the government’s efforts to 
spread Sri Lankan nationalism throughout the former 
de-facto state of Tamil Eelam, despite the fact that Sri 
Lankan nationalism has always been Sinhala 
nationalism. Sri Lanka’s settler colonial agenda is 
embodied through physical land grabs and 
subsequently works towards to the eradication of 
Tamil identity.  

The presence of Sri Lankan Army vehicles and 
technology also exists as a warning against 
imaginations of a Tamil homeland. Sumathi 
Ramaswamy’s ideas on maps as narratives and their 
relationship to “the temporal processes of loss and 
dispossession”56 are useful when theorizing the threat 
of erasure proposed by the existence of Sri Lankan 
military monuments on historically Tamil land. As 
mentioned before, the LTTE administered a de-facto 

state of Tamil Eelam, and the loss of this state in May 
2009 led to the “loss of language, literature; of purity, 
authenticity, sovereignty, and unity; and not least, of 
territory”57. Thus, the hyper-visibility of the military 
is a constant reminder of that loss endured by the 
Tamil community. Ramaswamy’s ideas around loss 
further contextualize Tamils’ lack of trust in the Sri 
Lankan government. This distrust also explains the 
participation of Tamil women in armed resistance: an 
important parallel to make with the current women-
led protests around land occupation and the 
disappeared. Militarized masculinity showcased 
through Sri Lanka’s strategies of settler colonialism, 
militarization, and Sinhala nationalism are inherently 
violent and continue to limit any dialogue around the 
Tamils’ right to self-determination within the island.  
 The trauma induced by the presence of military 
occupation is detrimental for several reasons. It acts 
as a psychological trigger for the atrocity crimes 
committed by the Sri Lankan security forces, and 
particularly sexual violence. The constant reminder of 
the Sri Lankan state’s capacity to use sexual violence 
to control and maintain power over the Tamil 
community reigns over the occupied North-East. As 
previously mentioned, the military monuments loom 
over women protestors as a symbol of constant 
surveillance, intimidation and the threat of sexual 
violence. This fear forces many to stay silent. The 
silence becomes a normalized result of trauma 
inflicted by Sri Lankan state structures that benefit 
from the continued marginalization of Tamil people.  
Resistance, through means of physical protests, 
showcases the resilience of Tamil women against 
layers of historical and contemporary state 
oppression. Further, the shame associated with rape 
works as a covert tactic of dominance and power. 
Here, trauma and silence are coupled together to 
coerce the Tamil community into submission. This 
further highlights the immense bravery of Tamil 
women currently leading and participating in protests. 
A history of sexual violence may not be immediately 
evident but its legacy is inscribed onto the bodies of 
the women, and by extension the entire Tamil 
community.  Those who place themselves on the 
frontline cannot and should not be forgotten.  
Conclusion 
Sri Lanka’s suffocating militarization and ongoing 
impunity will only breed further violence and 
instability. Tamil women must play a greater role in 
the political and economic development of the North-
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East, and a just political solution must address their 
historically disadvantaged situation. The LTTE made 
strides in this direction when it conscientiously 
embraced a policy of gender equality, both in its 
armed movement and in its state-building apparatus. 
The lives of women in LTTE-controlled areas 
gradually but markedly improved over time. 
 These advances have been steadily corroded after 
the government’s genocidal assault in 2009. Where 
Tamil women once felt safe and secure, they are now 
vulnerable under the military’s gaze and thumb. 
 As evidence of ongoing atrocities is added to 
evidence of the 2009 massacres – such as the mass 
graves found earlier in Mullaitivu58– an international 
mechanism for accountability is needed now more 
than ever. The UN Security Council should refer Sri 
Lanka to the International Criminal Court for 
investigation and prosecutions into war crimes, 
crimes against humanity and genocide. Concurrently, 
countries with universal jurisdiction should invoke 
these laws to prosecute Sri Lanka’s crimes. Sri Lanka 
has clearly shown itself unwilling and unable to 
provide justice for the Tamil genocide. Tamil 
women-led protests, a continuation of a history of 
resistance, are direct responses to the inaction and 
obfuscation of the Sri Lankan government towards 
processes of peace and transitional justice. Tamil 
women continuously shoulder the responsibility of 
community leadership and resistance under state 
occupation and oppression. However, without 
accountability and a political solution that provides 
self-determination to Tamils, Sri Lanka is fated for 
further conflict.  
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Abstract 
This paper presents a research project which has 
focused on how the Tamil diaspora engages in the 
pursuit of truth, justice and remembrance in relation 
to war-atrocities in Sri Lanka. It looks at the 
opportunities that exist for groups in the diaspora to 
use transitional justice mechanisms and discourse to 
pursue Tamil rights. The study was carried out in 
North America and Europe 2015-2017, and involved 
interviews with key diaspora activists. The paper 
discusses Tamil efforts at pursuing justice in relation 
to a broader context of an increased role for diasporas 
in transitional justice globally. The paper reflects on 
challenges and achievements and suggests some 
lessons that can be drawn for further activism. 

Introduction  
The large Tamil diaspora has played an important role 
in relation to conflicts and political struggles in Sri 
Lanka, not least through its support for the Tamil 
quest for self-determination in the island. With the 
end of the war and the defeat of the Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in 2009, the diaspora 
engagement has had to find new paths. Diaspora 
organizations have since then stressed the importance 
of democratic organization and a continued struggle 
with political, non-violent means. Many have also 
pointed to the increased importance of the diaspora in 
a situation where Tamils in Sri Lanka have limited 
political room of manoeuver. As the global Tamil 
diaspora has struggled to reconfigure its homeland 
engagement over the last almost ten years, 
transitional justice has emerged as an important arena 
for continued struggle. Not only the Tamil diaspora, 
but also other diaspora groups from homelands 
affected by mass-atrocities, have increasingly framed 
their homeland involvement in terms of transitional 
justice (TJ). They have made use of globally salient 
TJ norms and mechanisms in their strife to hold 
perpetrators accountable for gross human rights 
violations, document and receive acknowledgement 
for what happened, and remember, honor and 
compensate victims (see Haider 2014; Koinova & 
Karabegovic 2017; Orjuela 2018).  
 My own research builds on a long engagement 
with the conflict in Sri Lanka and with Tamil issues. 
Since I first visited the island in 1992, and Jaffna in 
1995, I have carried out various research projects in 
and about Sri Lanka and its diaspora (see Orjuela 
2008a; 2008b; 2010; 2017; 2018; Orjuela et al 2016). 
That the diaspora plays an important role in conflict 
dynamics as well as in everyday life in the North-East 
becomes very evident when spending time there. 
Based on these insights, I have taken an interest in the 
role that diaspora actors can play “from afar” and in 
the various ways in which those “on the outside” 
continue to engage in homeland issues. Since 2015, I 
have carried out a research project which specifically 
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looks at diaspora engagement in transitional justice. 
In this research, I build on my earlier work on the 
Tamil diaspora from Sri Lanka, but also add another 
case: that of the diaspora from Rwanda.  
 In this paper, I will focus on some of the findings 
from the Sri Lankan Tamil case. First, however, I will 
take a brief look at the broader academic debate about 
diasporas and transitional justice, in order to situate 
the Tamil case in that. Thereafter, I will say a few 
words about how I carried out my research project. 
This is followed by a presentation of some of the 
findings: first related to diaspora TJ engagements 
more broadly, and thereafter giving examples of 
diaspora commemoration, truth-seeking and legal 
processes. The concluding section reflects on some of 
the lessons learnt for the Tamil diaspora.  
Diasporas and transitional justice – the academic 
discussion 
The term “transitional justice” refers to a quite broad 
set of practices and ideas, which relate to how 
societies come to terms with past mass-atrocities. A 
core idea behind it is that in periods of transition – 
from war or authoritarian government to more 
peaceful and democratic situations – special measures 
need to be taken to deal with the past. The 
establishment of special courts, truth commissions, 
reparations programs and memorialization are often 
part of the TJ repertoire. TJ has over the last two 
decades developed into a globally dominant norm – 
the question is no longer if to deal with a violent past 
but how. States are in other words expected to engage 
in TJ after war or repression has ended. However, 
these expectations – and pressures to comply with 
them – are unevenly distributed, and depend on global 
power dynamics. While leaders from less powerful 
countries have been prosecuted in international 
courts, war crimes committed by influential countries 
have remained unpunished. Also power dynamics 
within countries determine whether TJ is viable or 
not. In cases where those bearing responsibility for 
grave crimes have lost power, it is more likely that TJ 
measures will be pursued. Perpetrators who still hold 
power are, on the other hand, unlikely to willingly 
engage in truth-seeking, accountability processes and 
the commemoration of victims, even though they may 
face some pressure by global actors to do so. Rwanda 
is an example of the first case, where the post-
genocide leaders have been very active in pursuing 
justice and commemorating the 1994 genocide. Sri 
Lanka is an example of the second, as the post-war 

governments have been reluctant to engage in TJ and 
the official narrative about the past has tended to 
celebrate victory over terrorism, rather than allow for 
remembrance of the victims of the war.  
 In the recent decades, the number of legal 
institutions and their importance has grown globally. 
The most important example of this is the 
establishment of the International Criminal Court in 
2002. The number of truth-commissions has 
multiplied in violence-affected countries around the 
world, as has museums and memorials. Some 
researchers talk about a “memory boom” or “an 
obsession with the past” (see Macdonald 2013). 
Others stress the need to deal with the past in order to 
avoid impunity and amnesia, and thus enable the 
building of sustainable peace. 
 When looking closer at the processes of TJ in 
various places around the world, it becomes clear that 
they are not only about the past. They are, in fact, very 
much about the politics of the present. The past is 
often being used instrumentally to achieve goals in 
the present – or for the future. The contestations 
around the past that arise when different actors try to 
pursue TJ can sometimes be seen as a continuation of 
the conflict with other means (see McDowell et al 
2014: 6).  
 If we look at the role of diasporas in TJ, we can 
see that they have emerged as important actors, and 
that they have an increased interest in pursuing 
justice, truth and remembrance in relation to atrocities 
in their homelands. Some researchers and policy 
makers talk about “the diaspora” as one actor. It is 
however important to recognize that diasporas are 
very diverse. Some are survivors of atrocities, some 
were already outside the country and watched the 
violence from a distance. Others may be perpetrators 
of violence. This means that some members of the 
diaspora may be very keen on pursuing justice, truth 
and remembrance, while others are more interested in 
letting the past be forgotten.  
 The ways in which diasporas involve in TJ 
processes are also very diverse. In the Rwandan case, 
the government has been very active in pursuing those 
genocide perpetrators who are hiding abroad. 
Together with the authorities in the countries where 
they reside, and sometimes with the help of survivors 
of genocide in the diaspora, they have identified 
perpetrators and brought them to court – either in 
Rwanda or in their new countries of residence. In 
Sweden, for instance, we have recently had three 
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cases where Swedish citizens originating from 
Rwandan have been sentenced to life time 
imprisonment for their role in the Rwandan genocide 
in 1994.  
 The legal systems at national as well as 
international level offer different opportunities to 
pursue justice for war crimes and other grave crimes. 
The principle of universal jurisdiction, which gives 
states criminal jurisdiction over an accused person 
regardless of where the crime was committed and 
regardless of the country of residence and nationality 
of the accused, have been used in several cases to 
attempt to bring perpetrators to justice, the most 
famous case being the one against Chile’s dictator 
Pinochet. Victims or survivors in the diaspora can 
play an important role in legal cases in their new 
countries of residence.  
 Diaspora actors have also been involved in truth 
commissions. A truth commission in Haiti was 
established in 1994, largely on the initiative of the 
diaspora (Hoogenboom & Quinn 2011). In Liberia, 
the truth commission included hearings with 
Liberians in neighboring Ghana and in the United 
States (Young & Park 2009). Diaspora groups have 
also carried out various memorialization events, and 
established memorials.  
 In recent years, we have seen an academic 
discussion about, and research into, when, why and 
how diasporas engage in TJ, and also an interest in to 
what extent and how they can influence TJ processes.  
My research project 
In my own research project on TJ and diasporas, I 
studied how diaspora groups involved in the various 
TJ processes related to atrocities that had taken place 
in Sri Lanka and in Rwanda. Looking at two cases is 
useful as it enables the researcher to get a fairly in-
depth understanding of the cases (which is not 
possible if there are many cases), while enabling the 
insights from each case to inform the study of the 
other case. In the Rwandan case, the atrocities that 
took place in 1994 are recognized as genocide 
globally, and the post-genocide governments have 
taken a great interest in holding genocide perpetrators 
accountable, and organized massive commemoration 
events, also in the diaspora. In the Sri Lankan case, 
the atrocities against Tamils have not been officially 
recognized as genocide, and the post-war 
governments have been reluctant to pursue justice, for 
the quite obvious reason that they won the war and do 
not want to hold themselves accountable for any war 

crimes. So there are very different power dynamics in 
these two cases – which also means that diaspora TJ 
efforts can get different roles.   
For my research, I identified key persons and groups 
in the diaspora involved in transitional justice efforts. 
For instance, I met with organizers of 
commemoration events, persons involved in legal 
cases in different capacities, and representatives of 
key diaspora organizations. I did not focus on one 
specific diaspora country, but wanted to talk to people 
wherever they were. This meant that I carried out 
research in the United States, Canada, the United 
Kingdom, Belgium, Denmark, Sweden and 
Switzerland. In total, I carried out 56 in-depth 
interviews. Important for the study was also my 
participation in commemoration events and other 
diaspora activities. I attended numerous 
commemoration event, most importantly the 
Maaveerar Naal and Genocide Commemoration 
Week in May in the Tamil case, and the genocide 
commemorations in April in the Rwandan case. 
Participating in these events, and talking to people 
who attended them, also gave important insights 
about diaspora TJ engagement. In addition to this, I 
collected information from news media and social 
media. The research was carried out 2015-2018.  
Tamil diaspora engagement and TJ 
After the war had ended in Sri Lanka, and during the 
Rajapaksa regime, there was very limited space for 
the pursuit of TJ in Sri Lanka. The government 
instated a “Victory Day” on the 18 of May, the 
anniversary of the end of the war. Tamils were 
prevented from officially commemorating their loved 
ones both in May and on the day for the 
commemoration of LTTE cadres 27 November 
(Maaveerar Naal). There was pressure on the 
government, though, to do something. This pressure 
came from the United Nations as well as from 
European countries, United States and India. A UN 
report from 2011 (Report of the Secretary-General’s 
Panel of Experts on Accountability in Sri Lanka) 
showed that Sri Lanka (as well as the LTTE) was 
most likely responsible of grave war crimes and 
crimes against humanity, and urged for an 
international investigation. Rajapaksa made use of the 
international pressure to mobilize the Sinhalese 
masses against the UN and what he described as 
hypocrite western countries. At the same time, 
though, the pressure resulted in a Sri Lankan 
government initiative of truth-seeking, the Lessons 
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Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC). It 
was widely criticized as having a too limited mandate, 
not providing witness protection etc. However, it did 
provide space for some victims of war – mostly Tamil 
women whose family members were missing – to 
make their voices heard. The final report also 
provided recommendations that addressed some of 
the root causes of the conflict, and which civil society 
groups could use to try to put pressure on the 
government towards further TJ action (Höglund & 
Orjuela 2013).   
 With Sri Lankan leaders paying limited interest 
in TJ, the Tamil diaspora became a major proponent 
of justice, together with the international actors 
mentioned above. Rajapaksa’s lack of concern for 
minority rights, constitutional reform and 
reconciliation helped convince international actors 
that they needed to put pressure on Sri Lanka. 
Systematic work by various Tamil diaspora 
organizations in the United Nations Human Rights 
Council (UNHRC) contributed to a shift in how Sri 
Lanka was treated there. A 2009 resolution had 
congratulated Sri Lanka to the victory against 
terrorism. Subsequent resolutions, however, pushed 
for accountability and reform. The shift of power in 
Sri Lanka in 2015 led to a new dynamic when it 
comes to TJ. Sirisena’s government was, at least 
rhetorically, more open to TJ and to addressing Tamil 
grievances. Sri Lanka hence co-sponsored a 
resolution in UNHRC in October 2015, in which the 
country promised to set up a court with international 
participation, a truth-commission, an office of 
reparation and an office of missing persons. 
Sirisena’s apparent willingness to work with the 
international community and pursue TJ created a new 
situation for the Tamil diaspora groups: an 
opportunity to engage with the government-led 
process had opened, which some groups seized.   
 Diasporas are, as I pointed out earlier, always 
diverse. Researchers studying activism and 
mobilization do not always see this as a disadvantage 
for a movement. Diversity may enable the 
involvement of more people with different views and 
motivations, and also make activists less vulnerable 
in the face of counter-campaigns against them. 
However, diaspora activists often tend to see internal 
conflicts and fragmentation as a weakness. They 
would prefer a strong diaspora organization which 
could speak with one voice. For the Tamil diaspora, 
this is something which was more feasible during the 

time of the LTTE, but which post-2009 has proved 
difficult, and perhaps not even desirable.  
 In relation to TJ, we see the diversity of the 
diaspora in the different positions that it has taken:  
(a)  There are those groups who have engaged directly 
with actors in TJ, like the government of Sri Lanka 
and the Tamil National Alliance in Sri Lanka. 
Examples of these groups are the Global Tamil Forum 
and USTPAC.  
(b) Other groups have engaged with the TJ initiatives 
as critics from the outside – they have made efforts to 
point out the shortcomings of and to monitor the 
process. One example of such an initiative is the 
TGTE’s Monitoring and Accountability Panel, which 
was tasked to monitor the UNHRC-driven TJ 
initiatives.   
(c) There are also groups who have not engaged at all 
with the TJ process, arguing that TJ amounts to 
deception and cooption, which would only hurt the 
Tamil struggle. Such views have been expressed for 
instance at Tamilnet.  
 We can also see two different positions regarding 
the meaning of TJ among those who engage in it. The 
first is those who see TJ as important in its own right. 
This perspective stresses the right to remember, and 
the pursuit of justice and truth as important in itself. 
The second perspective is more instrumental, and 
regards TJ as a step towards other goals, related to 
Tamil rights, and most importantly self-determination 
for Tamils. In this perspective, the recognition of the 
atrocities against the Tamils as genocide is 
particularly important, since this – some argue – 
would oblige the international community to 
intervene to give the Tamils their own land, in a 
similar way as Jews were given their own country 
(Israel) after Holocaust (see also Walton 2015).  
 After these general remarks, I will give some 
examples of diaspora TJ engagement, starting with 
those related to commemoration.  
Commemoration  
The lack of possibilities in Sri Lanka to mourn and 
remember those who died in the struggle – both 
civilians and fighters – has made the Tamil diaspora 
countries a main space for remembrance. Great 
Heroes’ Day or Maaveerar Naal in November 
traditionally draws large numbers of Tamils in 
diaspora, and holds the position of the main event 
which bring people together to respect for those who 
fought for the homeland. The fact that the LTTE 
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cemeteries were demolished in Sri Lanka and that 
honoring of LTTE fighters there were outlawed, 
made the commemorations in the diaspora 
particularly important. Since 2017, cemeteries have 
been cleared and remembrance events taken place in 
various places in north-east of Sri Lanka, while the 
diaspora remembrance events remain large. Also 
social media provides space for remembrance as 
songs, pictures and texts are circulated. Maaveerar 
Naal as well as events organized at the anniversary of 
the end of the war in May and on the anniversary of 
Black July each year are of big personal importance 
to persons who lost their loved ones. Being in the 
diaspora means not having a grave to go to to mourn, 
but in remembrance events organized in the diaspora 
countries temporary spaces are created where flowers 
can be laid down, candles lit and recognition given to 
the loss. Apart from being important for individuals, 
remembrance also has collective significance. In 
nation-building, the past is essential. The shared 
identity of those who make up the nation is built 
around a shared past. This is often a two-way process: 
it takes place through elite nation-building, where the 
narrative of the past is governed from above, and 
where leaders give guidance on what is to be 
remembered – and thus also what is to be forgotten. 
But it also takes place from below, when people 
themselves choose to remember in ways that are 
meaningful to them. Doing that, they sometimes 
adopt the elite narratives and sometimes challenge 
them. Often, nation-building from above simplifies 
the story of the past and buries important parts of it, 
causing frustration among people whose loved ones 
are not among those who are officially remembered. 
This can lead to resistance, sometimes through the 
creation of “counter-monuments” and alternative 
ways to talk about the past. In my research about 
Rwanda, I have seen how some people in the 
diaspora, who lost their loved ones in atrocities other 
than the 1994 genocide which is officially 
commemorated, felt frustrated and have taken their 
own initiatives to remember those lost but forgotten. 
In the Sri Lankan case, the commemoration events 
taking place in the Tamil diaspora can be seen as a 
challenge to the story of the past that the Sri Lankan 
government wants to tell, and which silences Tamil 
experiences of struggle and loss. It may also be 
useful, though, to take a look at how the Tamil 
diaspora in their events construct a story of the past. 
Even in such a story, some losses are recognized 

while others may be forgotten. For many reasons, 
there is a strong focus on remembering the LTTE 
cadres. When it comes to civilian losses, those lost in 
the end phase of the war and in July 1983 tend to 
receive more attention, while other victims, from 
other time periods, or with other perpetrators, may be 
forgotten.  
 Among the initiatives I find particularly 
interesting in the diaspora are those attempting to 
establish physical memorials. One such initiative is 
the land outside Oxford in the UK, where there is a 
vision to create a cultural center and memorial park. 
Tree planting projects, where one tree is to be planted 
for each life lost, is also a way of establishing 
something physical to facilitate remembrance in new 
diasporic spaces. I imagine that in the continued 
discussions about Tamil nationhood, how, where and 
who to remember will be of crucial importance.   
Documentation and truth-seeking 
Commemoration is one way of telling the story about 
what happened in the past. There have also been other 
initiatives, though, focusing less on remembrance and 
more on finding out the truth about and documenting 
what happened. Numerous diaspora groups have 
engaged in the collection of evidence about atrocities 
in Sri Lanka. Here, the diaspora countries can provide 
safe spaces, where witnesses are not threatened, and 
where documents can be kept more securely. In 
connection with the UN processes, diaspora groups 
collected stories of witnesses. These were of 
importance as direct contributions to reports by the 
Secretary-General’s Panel of Experts on 
Accountability in Sri Lanka and the Office of the 
High Commissioner of Human Rights. The evidence 
collected may also be useful in future legal cases. The 
fact that justice can take a long time makes it 
important to see to that this evidence is preserved. The 
diversity of actors who have involved in this, and the 
sometimes double work carried out on this is a 
challenge. The stories collected about what happened 
during the war have also served a role in raising 
awareness about what happened. Some of them have 
been published, and spread to a wider audience. In 
that way, they contribute to drawing attention to the 
atrocities in Sri Lanka, and to gathering support for 
TJ also from actors outside the Tamil community. 
The quest for truth and justice is often a very long 
process. In many societies that have gone through war 
or genocide, it is only decades after the events that the 
process of finding out what happened and prosecuting 
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those responsible gains momentum. In this 
perspective, having a long-term strategy for how 
evidence is to be preserved is of great importance.  
 Some of the evidence of war crimes in Sri Lanka 
gained wider attention through the documentary “Sri 
Lanka’s Killing Fields” produced by British Channel 
4 in 2011, and followed by two other documentaries 
in 2011 and 2013. Diaspora groups and individuals 
played a key role in enabling the production of the 
documentary. Unique film clips and photos depicting 
evidence of unlawful killings, sexual violence and 
torture, which came from inside the war zone were 
conveyed to Channel 4 via journalists and human 
rights activists exiled from Sri Lanka. The footage 
was unique, given the fact that media and 
international organizations had had no access to the 
war zone. Diaspora Tamils also appeared as witnesses 
in the documentaries. Diaspora groups saw to that the 
documentaries were broadcasted in a range of 
countries and in connection with the UNHRC 
sessions in Geneva. Although it is hard to exactly 
measure the impact of the Channel 4 documentaries, 
it is clear that this has been a major way in which the 
diaspora has been able to get their message spread 
globally and advocate for justice.  
Legal approaches 
The promised legal mechanism involving 
international judges has not materialized in Sri Lanka, 
and Tamil groups remain deeply skeptical of a justice 
process run by the Sri Lankan state. In diasporic 
spaces, though, other options may be available for the 
pursuit of justice. That activists use law and rights to 
advance political goals has become increasingly 
common globally. Some researchers talk about a 
trend of “judicialization of politics”, and the use of 
legal strategies such as litigation and rights advocacy 
as “lawfare” (Gloppen 2018). For the Tamil diaspora, 
it has very much been a matter of making sure to have 
“turned every stone”, as one activist I interviewed 
expressed it. The global reach of the diaspora meant 
that numerous legal mechanisms could be considered, 
when advocacy, large-scale demonstrations and other 
strategies did not yield results. To get Sri Lanka 
referred to the International Criminal Court (ICC) has 
been one aspiration, towards which Tamil groups 
have worked through large-scale signature 
campaigns, most importantly the one aiming for one 
million signatures organized by the TGTE. Although 
such efforts are unlikely to result in an actual ICC 
investigation of Sri Lanka, it may contribute to 

putting pressure on key actors and drawing attention 
to the grave crimes committed in Sri Lanka.  
 Other interesting attempts at diaspora “lawfare” 
include the different initiatives to take Sri Lankan 
leaders to court in other countries. For instance, in the 
United States in 2011, the relatives of three Tamils 
killed in in Sri Lanka attempted to bring a case against 
president Rajapaksa. Rajapaksa’s immunity as a head 
of state however led the case to be dismissed. 
Diaspora groups have also targeted several former 
military officers who had been posted as diplomats to 
different countries. In the US, the widow of an LTTE 
member who was killed in the violent last phase of 
the war attempted to take then Deputy Permanent 
Representative to the UN, Major General Silva, to 
court. The most recent example of attempts to take 
suspected perpetrators to court outside of Sri Lanka is 
the case brought against Jagath Jayasuriya, Sri 
Lanka’s ambassador to Brazil and neighboring South 
American countries. While this attempt was initiated 
by a South Africa based human rights organization 
rather than by Tamil diaspora actors, it serves as an 
additional example of how various opportunities at 
legal action can be pursued in various places around 
the globe.  
 
However, litigation is a strategy which is both costly 
and where the likelihood of success is low. So far, 
none of the attempts at holding perpetrators 
accountable in courts outside of Sri Lanka has led to 
prosecutions and convictions. Yet, they have had 
some impact: several diplomats with a background in 
the Sri Lankan armed forces have been called back to 
Sri Lanka. Legal action has also brought publicity to 
accountability issues in Sri Lanka, and individuals 
who risk prosecution have restricted their travel 
abroad. Even if the attempts do not lead to justice in 
the sense of perpetrators being convicted, legal action 
can be symbolically important, and contributes to 
shaping the narrative about Sri Lanka’s past.  
Concluding remarks 
The three aspects of transitional justice discussed 
above – commemoration, truth-seeking and legal 
action – are closely intertwined. They can reinforce 
each other, and they all serve to draw attention to the 
atrocities in Sri Lanka, and as such contribute to 
shaping the way Sri Lanka’s past is understood. For 
instance, attempts at finding out the truth and 
documenting what happened can pave the way for 
legal action at a later stage. Documentation and legal 
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action, on the other hand, can by establishing what 
happened support commemoration and facilitate the 
mourning process for individuals.  
 The global discourses and practices of TJ open up 
various opportunities for action for diaspora groups. 
As the Tamil diaspora continues to struggle to find its 
new forms and strategies in the post-2009 era, TJ 
offers a more legitimate language which can be used 
to gain support from international actors than does the 
language of self-determination. By framing Tamil 
concerns as matters of transitional justice, global 
actors are more willing to listen than when they are 
framed as part of a separatist liberation struggle, as 
the international system is strongly biased against the 
splitting up of existing states. TJ also offers spaces for 
diaspora actors to engage with international actors. 
For instance, UNHRC’s regular meetings in Geneva 
have become an important arena for the Tamil 
diaspora – and also Tamil representatives from Sri 
Lanka brought by diaspora groups – to challenge the 
narratives of the past of the Sri Lankan government 
and to pursue justice.   
 There are limitations and drawbacks, though. As 
diaspora groups increasingly draw on TJ language 
and practices to wage their struggles, the gap between 
expectations and outcomes is a challenge. The efforts 
put into advocacy work, signature campaigns, 
demonstrations and fact-finding very often do not 
bear fruit. This is often not related to the strategies by 
diaspora groups, but rather to the limited possibilities 
to pursue justice against an unwilling state (in this 
case Sri Lanka).  With campaigns for the 
establishment of an international court or for ICC 
referral, expectations are raised among Tamils that 
justice will indeed be achieved. When international 
mechanisms fail to deliver, there is a risk of 
frustration and resignation. Just like many diaspora 
Tamils up until May 2009 believed that the LTTE 
would soon win the war and that the homeland would 
be liberated, the campaigns for justice may fuel hope 
for change that will not be fulfilled.  
 Transitional justice is a broad set of measures and 
ideas, though. It is not established by one authority 
and once and for all. The struggle over how a violent 
past should be understood, remembered and dealt 
with takes place in many arenas at the same time. 
Although genocide against the Tamils is not 
recognized by key UN institutions, smaller 
institutions may still give it recognition, as is the case 
with Markham City Council, which passed a 

resolution naming the atrocities in Sri Lanka 
genocide. What the atrocities in Sri Lanka should be 
labelled and how they should be dealt with, will 
continue to cause controversy over many years to 
come. The struggles over this takes place at many 
different levels – in global institutions, in national 
governments, local institutions, media and the 
everyday lives of people. The Tamil diaspora, being 
well-organized, dedicated and present in many 
countries around the world, will continue to be an 
important player in that struggle.  
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	 	From the Margins to the Centre: International Relations, the ‘Return’ of 

Nationalism and Post-War Tamil Mobilisation 

Abstract 
This paper engages with evolving social science and policy 
understandings of nationalism in the contemporary context. It 
explores the shift from the early post-Cold War period in which 
nationalism (along with identity politics more widely) was 
generally framed as an exceptional, instrumental, and reactive 
phenomenon, to the present environment in which the power of 
nationalism as a social force is now indisputable given its global 
prominence. In contrast to the Cold War era of ‘national 
liberation’ struggles, the post-Cold War tendency, informed in 
part by the liberal triumphalism that spurred a global 
transformative project, was to marginalise nationalism and 
nation-based politics as regressive and obsolescent in an age of 
globalisation and transnationalism. Nationalists and nationalist 
politics were thus deemed opposition to (liberal) progress itself. 
The problem with this orthodoxy is that it misread nationalist 
identity construction as tied, first, to an erroneous conception of 
the self-generated territorial state and antithetical to transnational 
and global dynamics, and thereafter to the instrumental action of 
elites re/producing nationalism as a cosmetic device to maintain 
domestic legitimacy (e.g. ‘populism’). In contrast, this article 
argues that nationalist identities, (along with territoriality and 
statehood), emerge through a complex and shifting historical 
interaction and mutual co-constitution of multiple global, 
regional and local dynamics that produce a potent, wider and 
deeper social diffusion of nationalism that exceeds merely ‘elite’ 
or state action. The paper argues that while mainstream 
scholarship, including International Relations, and liberal policy 
frameworks have yet to revise their understanding of nationalist 
phenomena, the sheer scale and breadth of nationalist dynamics 
at work at numerous ‘central’ and ‘peripheral’ sites and the need 
to engage these, at least at a policy level, creates a significant 
challenge to these orthodox approaches, if not renders their 
framing of nationalism untenable. The paper draws on examples 
of nationalist dynamics, including, Scottish, Catalan and Tamil 
nationalisms as well as the emergent Rohingya insurgency in 
Myanmar, and, to argue there is an urgent need to develop a wider 
ethics of nationalist claims and counter-claims, within which 
Tamil demands for self-determination can and should be situated. 

Introduction 
This paper critically engages evolving frameworks of 
nationalism scholarship in International Relations 
(IR) and the wider social sciences, and their 
significance for Tamil nationalism, particularly in the 
current global political context. Nationalism has gone 
through three phases of scholarly engagement from 
the period of the Cold War to the present: from a 
willingness to engage the phenomenon during the 
Cold War, to the initial post-Cold War period when 
nationalism was marginalised in scholarship – 
concurrently with its disqualification in western 
policy and practice, and in the current juncture, where 
the sheer proliferation of nationalist movements, 
notably including in the West, is compelling a 
renewed focus on the phenomenon. 
 In this paper we argue that this moment of 
reinvigorated nationalism, in its various forms, and 
associated engagement in academia and policy, is 
critical to an ethical reconsideration of diverse but 
often inter-related nationalisms. In particular, we 
argue the present makes unavoidable the need to 
distinguish between emancipatory struggles by 
oppressed, subaltern nationalist forces, on the one 
hand, and, on the other, the hegemonic and oppressive 
nationalist social orders that frequently act as the 
central motors of social injustice suffered by 
subaltern actors and communities. Such 
considerations are key to comprehending the 
evolving Tamil nationalist struggle, its location in the 
constellation of world politics today, and its 
constitutive relations with the continued dominance 
of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism in Sri Lanka. 
Thoroughly suffusing the Sri Lankan state, its 
policies and even foreign relations, Sinhala Buddhist 
nationalism and its differentiated subordination of the 
Tamil and Muslim communities intensified and 
further entrenched in the decade after the end of the 
island’s war in 2009. Amid the continuing pattern of 
complete and repeated failure to respond to demands 
for political justice and reform, the post-war 
expansion of Sinhala Buddhist nationalist enmity to 
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more fully include Muslims alongside Tamils has 
intensified through the state’s draconian security 
response to the 2019 Easter bombings. 
 The paper proceeds through five main sections. 
The first two sections trace the shifts to what is 
ultimately a post-Cold-War orthodoxy, a hostile 
engagement with nationalism, posited as a dangerous 
alternative to liberalism. The third section examines 
the flaws and inconsistencies in this paradigm. The 
fourth section engages the current proliferation of 
nationalist phenomena globally and its implications 
for a scholarly and ethical reframing of nationalism 
and the fifth applies this to Tamil nationalism and 
nationalist struggle in the current political juncture. 
Shifting Frameworks of Nationalism 
The Cold War represented both a period and a 
configuration of contesting global forces in which a 
relative legitimacy was afforded to nationalist 
movements, including counter-state insurgent forces. 
This was predominantly a result of three key 
overlapping factors. First, notwithstanding significant 
exceptions, there was broad acceptance amongst both 
liberal and communist powers of the legitimacy of 
nationalist self-determination struggles as a means of 
challenging and overcoming the structures and 
apparatuses of formal colonialism (although informal 
empire continued to swagger onwards). The post-
WW2 era of decolonisation was one in which not only 
did nationalist self-determination movements, armed 
and unarmed, emerge throughout western empires, 
but the growing ranks of newly-independent states 
also articulated in global politics the legitimacy of 
these struggles by still colonised peoples. It is in this 
global context that in Sri Lanka, following the 
enactment of the unabashedly Sinhala Buddhist 1972 
constitution, the core organising demand of long 
running popular Tamil mobilisation against state 
repression evolved from federal autonomy to national 
self-determination and independent statehood. As the 
landmark Vaddukkoddai Resolution, passed in 1976 
by the unified Tamil political parties, states: the 
“restoration and reconstitution of the Free, Sovereign, 
Secular, Socialist State of Tamil Eelam, based on the 
right of self-determination inherent to every nation, 
has become inevitable in order to safeguard the very 
existence of the Tamil nation in this country.” The 
endorsement by Tamils of the Vaddukkoddai 
Resolution - by voting overwhelming for the Tamil 
United Liberation Front, which campaigned solely on 
the basis of its commitment to this – reflected not only 

the social depth of Tamil nationalism, but of nation 
and nationalism as obvious frameworks for popular 
resistance to state oppression. 
 Second, Cold War super power competition for 
patronage of client states and/or insurgent movements 
also facilitated this overall legitimacy - whilst also 
providing a choice of avenues of great power support 
for both client states and insurgents. For example, 
from the 1960s the African National Congress in 
South Africa drew significant military and political 
support from the Soviet Union while the Apartheid 
government and its counterinsurgency were firmly 
backed by the West. Yet these Cold War dynamics 
also frequently had the effect of reducing, effacing or 
suppressing the discursive nationalist, ethnic and race 
aspects of civil wars to the statist and ideological 
dynamics of the Cold War. This was despite the 
greater complexity of these conflicts, their 
simultaneously ideological and identitarian 
dimensions, and their continuities (as well as 
discontinuities) before, across and beyond the Cold 
War period of supposed bipolarity (see Wimmer 
2004; Leader Maynard 2015). In Sri Lanka, for 
example, despite the manifest and widespread Tamil 
support for national self-determination – indeed, 
because of it (Miller, 2015), from before but 
especially after the start of the war in 1983, western 
states strongly reinforced the state’s counter-
insurgency not only against the Tamil insurgents, but 
the broader Tamil nationalist movement (see 
Rasaratnam, 2016). The rationale of this western 
support was that Sri Lanka, now headed by an 
enthusiastically neoliberal and pro-West government 
was a key frontline in the defence of capitalism 
against communism (Nadarajah, 2018). 
 However, as the Cold War entered its final stage 
in the 1980s, there was a marked upsurge of 
scholarship on nationalism, much of which arrived as 
a critique of orthodox tendencies on the Left or Right 
to reduce nationalism and ethnicity to either these 
Cold War ideological dimensions, to class or 
‘poverty’ dynamics, or simply to neglect the 
phenomenon altogether (see, for example, Anderson 
1983; Nairn 1979, 1997; Gellner 1983).  In this 
period, it is also notable that a substantial proportion 
of scholarly writing about nationalism, particularly on 
the Left, remained impartial, discerning, or 
sympathetic to many decolonial nationalist self-
determination movements, a tendency that continued 
in the wake of the Cold War, but in ever diminishing 

100



Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Tamil Nationhood and Genocide 
	

	
	
	
	
	
	 	

	
circles (e.g. Blaut 1987; Nairn, 1981, 1997; Laffey 
and Weldes 2008). 
 After the Cold War ended with the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, and to a great extent because western 
scholarship, policy and practice increasingly became 
in thrall to an accelerating, ebullient and globally 
expansive liberalism, newly confident of its universal 
mission as the matchless historical vehicle of 
cosmopolitan global order (e.g. see Fukuyama 1992), 
nationalism became increasingly marginalised - 
though not ignored per se - in scholarship, policy and 
practice. For liberals, ethnicity and nationalism, and 
specifically their conjuncture in ethnonationalism, 
were increasingly seen as atavistic, exclusive and 
particularist forms of identity that were resistant to, 
and threatening to, the progress of liberal democratic 
peace and its conceptions of a universal order based 
on globally integrated market democracies and plural 
and inclusive civic-secular-cosmopolitanism (for a 
critique, see Calhoun 2002, 2007). If nationalism was 
to be encouraged at all, it was to be the (state-based) 
‘civic’ nationalism supposedly characteristic of 
Western Europe and the US, and not ‘ethnic 
nationalism’, supposedly characteristic of the non-
West parts of the world. This civic nationalism, or as 
Jurgen Habermas has put it, ‘constitutional 
patriotism’, was preferable as it was deemed to be 
shorn of what is seen as the emotional and affective 
forms of belonging associated with its non-civic, 
ethnic other (e.g. see Habermas 2001; Ikenberry 
2006, 2011). However for many scholars, even this 
civic form of association, would be framed as 
transitional in a world where nationalist belonging of 
any kind is seen as increasingly diminished by the 
accelerating spread of globalising and integrative 
transnational connections and the proliferation of 
hybrid identities thrown up by these processes.  
 In this context, in which nationalism was 
categorically contrasted with and opposed to 
liberalism in both scholarship and policy, 
‘nationalists’, particularly ‘ethnonationalists’, 
became not only self-evident obstacles to peace and 
conflict resolution in their country, but, more broadly, 
as threats to achieving a liberal (peaceful) world. It is 
in this context that the Tamil national  liberation 
struggle became integral part of a global challenge to 
progress. As the then US Ambassador to Sri Lanka, 
Ashley Wills, put it in a speech - delivered at the 
Jaffna library – in 2001: “Those in Sri Lanka who 
advocate separation of the state long for ethnic purity, 

a genetic and geographical impossibility. Worse than 
that, it is an atavism, a denial of the harmonizing, 
connecting forces at work in the modern world. These 
ethnic hygienists, or separatists, are about the past, 
not the future or at least not a future that we should 
wish for our children.” It is in this context that the 
Tamil insurgency and the wider Tamil nationalist 
movement became seen self-evidently as the 
foremost obstacle to peace and liberal progress in Sri 
Lanka. 
 Although the reasons why the dramatic shift in 
disqualifying nationalism – in both scholarship (see 
below) and policy praxis - occurred at this particular 
historical juncture is worth examining in more detail, 
as it is explicitly in relation to this post-Cold War 
orthodoxy that the present moment of proliferating 
nationalisms is usually explored. In the wake of the 
Cold War, the more aggressive, universalising 
liberalism invigorated by the collapse of super-power 
rivalry and ‘defeat’ of communism reached its 
academic zenith in the shape of globalisation theory. 
Perhaps the key element to globalisation theory is an 
assumption that world politics is undergoing a 
transformation (rapid or gradual, US-led or 
decentred, depending on perspective) from a 
Westphalian system of unitary, territorial nation-
states to universally expanding forms of integrative, 
polycentric, supranational, transnational and global 
forms of liberal governance built on institutional and 
rule-bound cooperation (see Scholte 2005; Held et al. 
1999; Held and McGrew 2002; Ohmae 1999; see also 
Ikenberry 2010). In these perspectives, state power 
and the territorial borders that delimit the state system 
is either being eradicated altogether or, failing that, 
reduced to merely one amongst a plurality of 
significant political actors. As such, for globalisation 
and cosmopolitan theorists, including more critical 
types, nationalism is framed as a form of atavistic, 
statist identification entirely beholden to an 
increasingly obsolescent Westphalian territorial 
nation-state system (e.g. see Linklater 1998), and a 
monolithic identity predominantly instrumentalised 
by states and their elites as a legitimating strategy for 
the pursuit of state power and resources. Moreover, 
by ‘instrumentalised’ we mean that nationalism is 
framed as an (exclusive) identity that elites 
manipulate but one which, for those that utilise the 
framework, is actually devoid of any meaningful or 
deeper sense of attachment or sociality at wider levels 
of society. 
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 It is in this way that nationalism is therefore 
framed as the very antithesis of globalisation, the dark 
side of the inexorable expansion of a plural and 
cosmopolitan liberal order, and frequently as a 
negative reaction to these globalising dynamics 
(Kaldor 2004). Relatedly, with the sites and contexts 
of focus and engagement of nationalist and ethnic 
politics increasingly held to be concentrated in what 
are framed as the conflict zones of the global south, 
in explicit contrast to the liberal zone of the West, 
nationalism as an object of scholarly inquiry became 
inseparable from the wider ambition for, and policy 
engagement towards, realising globalisation itself. 
That is, studying nationalism was explicitly a 
problem-solving endeavour. This encompassed not 
only social forces in conflict contexts, such as Sri 
Lanka, but those elsewhere, such as the Tamil 
diaspora in the West (for a critique, see Laffey and 
Nadarajah, 2012).  
The Disqualification of Nationalism 
 It is in the above discussed context that 
nationalism assumes increasingly negative status in 
its treatment in a wide range of increasingly 
converging social science approaches including 
liberal, constructivist, rationalist, New Wars, micro-
conflict and economic ones. Although it is beyond the 
scope of this article to go into any detail about these 
diverse frameworks, what all of these analytical 
approaches share and reproduce as a general 
orthodoxy, albeit in different ways, is an 
understanding of nationalism, particularly 
ethnonationalism, as a statist, elite-centric and 
instrumental ideology with predominantly cosmetic, 
rhetorical force and a deep and thoroughgoing 
association with armed conflict. 
 To explain further, these new frameworks assume 
and describe a world where elites, whether connected 
to existing states or to the quasi-state projects of 
insurgent movements, utilised nationalism and 
ethnicity as a flag or badge to recruit and mobilise 
followers and to legitimate their quest for other 
rational, material interests such as the capture or 
maintenance of state power, wealth and resources, in 
the process unleashing violent othering processes in 
the form of ethnic cleansing and genocide (Kaldor 
2010, 2013). Thus grievance and social justice claims 
connected to nationalist identity are increasingly 
dismissed as “romantic” or “exaggerated” and, at 
best, as cosmetic ideational “narratives”, whilst the 
genuine dynamics of conflicts superficially labelled 

‘ethnic’ or ‘nationalist’ were seen to be primarily 
based on material motivations and/or conditions, 
including the quest for wealth and power on the part 
of elites or poverty and lack of (liberal) development 
on the part of the wider populace (e.g. see Collier and 
Hoeffler 2002, 2004; Brass 1997; Kalyvas 2003). 
What is also apparent during this period is a deep 
association of nationalism with forms and dynamics 
of masculinist patriarchy (e.g. Nagel 1998; Enloe 
2000). Meanwhile, scholarly attention to diaspora 
politics has also been negative and ultimately based 
on statist, territorial conceptions of politics and their 
rigid divisions between inside/outside, 
international/national, with the transnational politics 
of ‘long distance’ nationalism seen as externally 
disconnected, irresponsible and exacerbating of 
ethnic divides in ‘home’ states (e.g. Conversi 2012; 
Anderson 1992).  
An Alternative Engagement of Nationalism 
These readings of nationalism remain flawed for a 
number of reasons. First, this model neglects the long 
durée transnational and social, rather than statist, 
dimensions of nationalism. As a number of more 
insightful scholars have noted, there is no necessary 
opposition between globalisation and nationalism 
and, in fact, nationalism is itself one of the processual 
vehicles and outcomes of the globalisation process 
(e.g. see Goswami 2002; Duara 2006; Hutchinson 
2010). This is evident in the global and regional 
relational proliferation of nationalisms across the 
world and in the role of diasporas in the transnational 
reproduction of nationalist movements and in forms 
of governance. Additionally, and this intersects 
powerfully with the transnational dimensions, 
although nationalism is often state-seeking and also 
reproduced through state practices, it cannot be 
reduced to the state form and has a powerful social 
existence and force beyond state apparatuses. These 
dimensions were and are clearly at work in Tamil 
nationalism, but should not be considered novel. They 
are clearly exemplified in the social and transnational 
dimensions of numerous anti-colonial nationalisms 
from the eighteenth century onwards that were set in 
motion by global imperial dynamics which triggered 
social mobilisations, informed by the confluence of 
both local forms of identity and what were then often 
seen as radical liberal and republican ideas and 
practices.  
 Nationalisms always maintain both a global and 
regional relational and co-constitutive force. If we 
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take East Asia as a classic and simple example, 
Chinese, Korean and Japanese nationalisms have 
been constituted by both their relationships to 
Western imperialism and to each other (e.g. see Duara 
2006). Tamil nationalism exists in a whole series of 
co-constitutive and relational connections that bring 
together colonial dynamics, Sinhala Buddhist 
nationalism, the role of India, Tamil Nadu, the Tamil 
diaspora and numerous Western states and societies. 
Such entanglements of global, transnational and 
‘nationalist’ dynamics are also clearly apparent in the 
current Brexit imbroglio, where the burning question 
of the Irish border is produced by and caught up in the 
legacies and ongoing dynamics of British imperialism 
and nationalism, loyalist Ulster nationalism, Irish 
republican nationalism, contestations over EU 
identity and belonging, and the associated multi-
layered struggles over governance (see Gormley-
Heenan and Aughey 2017). 
 Although there is little doubt that elites do ‘use’ 
nationalism in an instrumental fashion, the dominant 
interpretation of nationalism primarily through 
instrumental frameworks of power is incomplete. It 
remains highly presentist, statist, elite-centric and 
neglectful of the historical dynamics and effects of 
nationalist mobilisation over the longer term 
(Nadarajah and Rampton, 2015). These dynamics of 
nationalist mobilisation constitute and reproduce 
nationalist conduct and practices at wider social 
levels than simply the elite level, including amongst 
subaltern groups (see discussion in Rampton 2011). 
In that sense, nationalist dynamics and practices are 
generative of social orders, and consequently the 
behaviour of elites is also governed by prevailing 
‘grids of intelligibility’ (Dillon and Reid, 2009: 85-
6). Moreover, elite-centric studies of nationalism 
often succumb to what is termed the ‘resonance’ or 
‘reception’ issue (Ozkirimli 2005; Hall 1980), in so 
far as they fail to engage with why non-elite, subaltern 
groups not only receive and reproduce nationalist 
discourse but also how this process may result in 
contested interpretations and practices that may still 
intensify the overall nationalist effect (see Rampton 
2011). This refined and more complex understanding 
of nationalist discourse also emphasises the 
profoundly generative and deep-seated impact, rather 
than merely cosmetic, empty, rhetorical dimensions 
of nationalism. Such perspectives also tend to depart 
from standard, individualistic frameworks of power 
and identity, understanding the way in which power 

and identity are widely diffused and reproduced 
through social orders as sets of practices that 
encompass not only elites but wider social strata (See 
Bourdieu 1990; Rampton and Nadarajah 2017).  
 Standard accounts also tend to reproduce moral 
judgements of good and bad identities, based on 
antithetical divisions between liberal cosmpolitanism 
and nationalism overall; between civic and ethnic 
nationalisms; and between nationalism in the West 
and those in the non-West. Not only are such 
conceptions deeply Eurocentric but they are also 
unsustainable (see, e.g., Shulman 2002; Spencer and 
Wollman 1998; Yack 1996). What these critiques 
often indicate is the deep interweaving of ethnic and 
civic elements, such that whatever differences exist 
between civic and ethnic forms, these are of degree 
rather than separation. Moreover, this is regardless of 
where these identities are centred - whether in the 
East, West, North or South. In fact, what occurs more 
frequently in North American and European contexts 
is that civic-secular-cosmopolitan frameworks 
frequently mask, sometimes very thinly, the 
subliminal privileging of a dominant, white, male and 
culturally authentic subject, and its associated 
national, Eurocentric values and practices. As a 
result, new foundations of ‘othering’ are reproduced 
in the differences between these (implicitly or 
explicitly) Eurocentric cosmopolitan-civic-secular 
identities and their (usually ethnic and/or religious) 
‘others’. Moreover, despite the continuing treatment 
of nationalism as a transitional ‘populist’ deviation 
from the liberal cosmopolitan trajectory, what this 
also underlines is the long relational and co-
constitutive relations, rather than dichotomous 
separation, between liberal and nationalist social 
orders. The mainstream scholarship’s claims that 
nationalist, or for that matter religious, identities are 
always and everywhere masculinist and gender 
oppressive also miss the extent to which nationalist or 
religious forms of identity and movements based 
around them, can also be vehicles for reinvigorated 
feminist agency, and quests for emancipation (e.g. see 
Gowrinathan 2014; Herr 2003; Mulholland et al. 
2018). What we are arguing here is that nationalism, 
in the abstract, is not essentially good nor bad, 
repressive or emancipatory; such assessments are 
reliant both on the context in which nationalisms 
manifest, and on the normative lens one adopts to one 
or other political outcomes towards which nationalist 
projects mobilise. 
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The ‘Return’ of Nationalism 
What all of the above therefore reveal is the implicit 
or sometimes explicit normative agenda that, a priori, 
negatively judges nationalism, particularly when it is 
associated, first, with ethnic aspects of identity, 
second, with the non-West and, third, with armed 
conflict. Given the highly problematic, unstable and 
unsustainable nature of these divisions, what is 
therefore required is a very different ethical register 
for discerning the relative (and relational) qualities of 
a considerably diverse variety of nationalisms at work 
globally today. 
 Such an endeavour comes at a deeply pressing yet 
paradoxically auspicious moment in world history. 
Over the past decade, we have witnessed a veritable 
deluge of nationalist movements that defy the 
generally accepted stereotype of nationalism, and its 
associated conflicts as a phenomenon predominantly 
restricted to the global south. The global North has 
witnessed a resurgence, if not explosion of parallel 
nationalist dynamics in and across a myriad of North 
American and European contexts, evident in the rise 
or intensification of ‘nationalist’ and ‘populist’ 
parties and regimes, whether of centrist, right and left 
wing ideological persuasion. The list is too long to 
cite in full, but includes JuntsX and ERC in Cataluña, 
AFD in Germany, PIS in Poland, FPO in Austria, 
Fidesz in Hungary, the PVV in the Netherlands, M5S 
and Lega Nord in Italy, Front National in France, 
Syriza and Golden Dawn in Greece. In the UK alone 
there has been the rise of diverse ‘nationalist’ actors, 
including the Scottish National Party (SNP), the UK 
Independence Party (UKIP), and its offshoot, the 
Brexit Party, alongside the expansion of Sinn Fein’s 
power base in Ireland (North and South). Interwoven 
with all of these, of course, are broader contestations 
over the content and rules of inclusion/exclusion of a 
potent British nationalism which has long defined 
both mainstream political contestation and aggressive 
policing of social order, especially since the War on 
Terror began. Moreover all of the European actors 
above and the expanding constituencies they 
represent are situated within, and constituted by, 
broader social contestations that are at once locally 
grounded and transnationally connected. 
 Meanwhile, the long struggles by diverse 
Indigenous peoples in Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand, and the United States to resist their ongoing 
subjugation and forcible assimilation by these 
English-settler states not only intensified after the end 

of the Cold War but have come to explicitly prioritise 
the principle of ‘self-government’. In other words, 
first, it is precisely in the era of ‘globalisation’ and the 
anticipated decline of identity-based political 
demands associated with it, that self-government 
became the organising principle of Indigenous 
resistance - within the liberal West itself. Moreover, 
while all these struggles manifest in locally grounded 
forms, self-government, as an overarching principle, 
nonetheless begins with identifying as a nation and 
positing it as the appropriate collective “self” in self-
determination and self-government (Cornell, 2015). 
In the words of a senior official of the Aboriginal 
community, “[The Australian government] may not 
recognize us as a nation, but we’re going to act like a 
nation, in every way we can,” (cited in Cornell, 2015: 
1). Acting like a nation, moreover, entails a specific 
logic – “a turn way from a focus on changing central 
government policy and toward Indigenous agendas 
and action: from a focus on changing what ‘they’ do 
to a focus on deciding what ‘we’ do—and doing it” 
(Cornell, 2015: 6). Second, against the supposedly 
inexorable de-territorialisation of social relations and 
politics consequent to ‘globalisation’, Indigenous 
resistance not only places intimate relations between 
land, nature and social existence at the core of 
Indigenous identity itself, but, invoking this historic 
connection – one violently interrupted by settle 
colonialism – places the (home)land as the 
indispensable territorial basis for Indigenous 
(national) self-government and self-determination 
(Cornell, 2015: 4). 
 That the rise of these diverse nationalist 
movements and parties in the West has also been 
accompanied by seismic shifts such as Brexit in the 
UK, the election of Donald Trump in the US, and the 
continuing consolidation of the explicitly nationalist 
regime of Vladimir Putin in Russia, only underlines 
the potency and global sweep of the phenomenon, 
given the emphasis in the diverse political projects, in 
both West and non-West, on platforms of nation, 
nationalism and territorialised governance. As 
Andreas Wimmer puts it in a recent commentary on 
the present historic moment, “In both the developed 
and the developing world, nationalism is here to 
stay,” (2019: 34). However, the sheer diversity of 
nationalisms constituting the current global 
resurgence also produces an imperative to 
differentiate between them for both theoretical 
analyses and policy praxis. 
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Tamil nationalism today 
A decade after the end of Sri Lanka’s war and the 
defeat of the LTTE, Tamil nationalism remains a 
potent transnational force, and one that defies the 
aforementioned orthodox frameworks of scholarly 
engagement with nationalism. Moreover it is an 
evolving and dynamic phenomenon. On the one hand, 
it that has significant continuities with its past - in 
particular that in the post-Cold War era of the LTTE, 
it’s de-facto state, and the expansion of Tamil 
diaspora mobilisation from the late 2000s. On the 
other hand, it also has significant departures, which 
are co-constitutive with the wider global context, on 
the one hand, and, on the other, the specific post-war 
context of the Sri Lankan state, profoundly beholden 
to an intensifying Sinhala Buddhist nationalism as 
state doctrine and policy framework, that is deeply 
resistant to any meaningful steps towards a dialogic 
reconciliation or reform of state and governance 
structures in ways responsive to either demands for 
Tamil autonomy and self-government or, for that 
matter, wider liberalisation as envisaged in western 
support for its war against the LTTE (e.g. 
International Crisis Group, 2017). 
 Despite the military annihilation of the LTTE in 
2009, the ‘shock and awe’ of the Sri Lankan state’s 
coeval systematic killing of tens of thousands of 
Tamil civilians, and then internment of hundreds of 
thousands of Tamils in militarised camps with 
attendant terror, torture and rape, and the expansive 
decade-long military-civil programme of securitised 
pacification in the Tamil homeland, Tamil 
nationalism remains today the predominant 
framework for Tamils’ political action, whether in the 
Sri Lanka or in diaspora locales. Indeed Sri Lanka’s 
post-war context has been defined by ongoing and 
intensifying forms of transnational Tamil nationalist 
mobilisation, including protest and civil 
disobedience; nationalist memorialisation such as 
Heroes Day and Mullivaikkal/Genocide day; 
electoral support for Tamil nationalist parties; the 
generation of new activist centres and organisations 
of transnational self-government; expanding 
transnational networks of humanitarianism, rights 
advocacy and protection, coordination for political 
action, and also knowledge production – for example, 
transnational archiving and memorialisation of the 
Tamil nation, mapping and recording of ongoing 
processes of Sinhalisation and militarisation in the 
NorthEast, and local and international conferences 

(see, for example, Rasaratnam, 2016; Seoighe, 2017; 
Vimalarajah and Cheran, 2010; Walton, 2015).  
 These practices and relations reveal the deeply 
transnational and social, rather than territorial or 
statist, nature of Tamil nationalist mobilisation. What 
is also undeniably discernible in the context of the 
passing of the LTTE, the apex institution of Tamil 
nationalism for a quarter century, is the socially 
embedded (rather than simply elite-instrumental) 
aspects of Tamil nationalist practices. No longer can 
the force of Tamil nationalism be attributed to the 
coercive power of the LTTE’s quasi-state security 
apparatus, as it often was both by the Sri Lankan 
government and by numerous international 
policymakers and scholars. What is also apparent, and 
can no longer be explained away through reference to 
the coercive power of the LTTE, is the agency of 
Tamils, including women and youth, in the 
reproduction of Tamil nationalism in diverse sites 
across the North-East and diaspora locales. 
Moreover, defying the inside/outside dichotomy 
inherent to scholarly theorisation of nationalism (e.g. 
‘long distance nationalism’), what is also apparent 
since the passing of the LTTE is the social 
embeddedness of transnational interaction, which has 
been energised after the war through these forms of 
civil mobilisation, activism, resistance and protest 
(Gowrinathan 2014; Rasaratnam, 2016). In short, 
these forms of activism and engagement are 
reinforcing the ties and webs of a deeply 
‘responsible’, connected and intersectional politics 
grounded in the Tamil nation and its homeland, as 
well as challenging and transforming the existing 
class and status hierarchies of (global) Tamil society.  
 Finally, the Tamil nationalist example, just like 
the Catalan nationalism case, deeply challenges the 
idea of nationalism as always and everywhere based 
on a singular and monolithic relation between nation, 
territory and (existing or desired) state, characteristic 
of the traditional nation-state model. From the mid-
2000s and beyond, diaspora Tamil protesters in the 
UK, for example, flew the Tamil Eelam flag, on the 
one hand and the Union Jack in the other, underlining 
the wider transnational, open-to-the-world, 
multifaceted and heterogeneous character of this form 
of subaltern nationalist resistance. The same can be 
seen in the Catalan nationalist context, where Catalan 
and EU flags are juxtaposed in activist and political 
platforms, such as Omnium Cultural and the Catalan 
Referendum Manifesto, that mobilise beyond and 

105



Ottawa, ON Canada   May 5-6, 2018	
	

	 	
across traditional political, territorial and socio-
cultural divisions. The point here is that it not a 
question of being either a Tamil nationalist or a 
Canadian nationalist, but also both - or neither. 
Conversely, all can be a Tamil or Catalan nationalist! 
Conclusion 
To conclude, we draw out some implications of the 
above for scholarship of nationalism, and for the 
political practices of Tamil nationalism. 
 Although the transnational and social force of 
nationalism is as undeniable today as it was at the 
height of decolonisation struggles in the twentieth 
century, its current global upsurge well demonstrates 
that, first, it can no longer be classed as a phenomenon 
characteristic of the global South and in this way 
serve to contrast the non-West with the West. Second, 
neither can nationalisms be pigeon-holed in the 
traditional Eurocentric division between civic and 
ethnic forms. Third, and most importantly, 
nationalism can no longer be engaged through the 
instrumental, territorial-statist and elite-centric 
frameworks that became orthodoxy after the Cold 
War. As this paper has emphasised, nationalisms are 
always and everywhere deeply relational assemblages 
and sets of socially-embedded practices. 
 One clear register that can – and, we argue, 
should – serve to apprehend nationalism in politics – 
whether local, national, international or global - is 
attention to the coordinates and distributions of 
power, domination and resistance that exist in the 
relations between nationalisms and other identity-
related assemblages. Where such relations are deeply 
conflictual they also inevitably do not exist on a level 
playing field but reveal profound inequalities, 
disparities and injustices that are sewn into and 
reproduced through these identity relations. Thus 
rethinking nationalisms also makes imperative a need 
to think well beyond conventional normative registers 
(e.g. liberalism-good/nationalism-bad) if any sense is 
to be made of the myriad of nationalisms and why 
they are flourishing today. It is only through such an 
appreciation that the various kinds of nationalism can 
be sorted into their oppressive and dominant forms on 
the one hand, and, on the other, into dynamics of 
emancipatory resistance and social justice.  
 In this sense, Tamil nationalism and the long and 
continuing dynamics of conflict in Sri Lanka, cannot 
be apprehended through anything other than 
recognising it as a form of subaltern resistance to a 
hegemonic and domineering Sinhala Buddhist 

nationalism that has been and continues to be 
reproduced through Sri Lankan social and state 
apparatuses and reinforced by powerful international 
actors (see Rampton and Nadarajah 2017). Tamil 
nationalism emerged long before the LTTE, as 
reaction to explicitly Sinhala Buddhist nationalist 
state and nation building since the 1950s. And it had 
become socially embedded well before the onset of 
the island’s war, as demonstrated by the results of the 
1977 election, a de facto Tamil plebiscite on the 
Vaddukkoddai Resolution (Bose, 1994; Krishna, 
1999; Rasaratnam, 2016). Long after the war’s end, 
Tamil nationalism not only endures without the 
LTTE, but is resurgent, drawing together practices, 
institutions, and social relations spanning the Tamil 
homeland and diaspora locales far afield. 
 Throughout much of this long history, 
understanding of this rationality of persistent Tamil 
resistance to Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist hegemony 
has been distorted by orthodox scholarly accounts of 
nationalism that ultimately serve to obscure and 
delegitimise its standing as a transnational and 
socially embedded struggle for justice. In that way, 
these orthodox accounts have had profound 
consequences for oppressed peoples everywhere, 
Tamils included. In particular, they have served to 
naturalise on the field of politics the a priori 
disqualification and denunciation of any articulation 
of territorialised group rights and demands, including 
in contexts of resistance to state persecution and 
genocide. In so doing they also have served to 
discipline such resistances, including that by the 
Tamils (see, e.g., Nadarajah, 2009). In the common 
sense underpinned by this orthodoxy, to be 
recognised as, or labelled, a nationalist was to be 
marginalised, even annihilated, from the field of 
legitimate political debate and action. Yet almost two 
decades after US Ambassador Ashley Wills (see 
above) described the Tamil demand for national self-
determination as “an atavism, a denial of the 
harmonizing, connecting forces at work in the 
modern world”, millions of Scots and Catalans are 
demanding independent statehood for their peoples. 
And explicit in these resurgent demands is the 
aspiration than independence for Scotland and 
Catalonia also enabled membership of the European 
Union. 
 The present proliferation of nationalist projects, 
both hegemonic and resistant, and their powerful 
effects, including seismic shifts in global politics, not 
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only serve to expose and challenge the flaws in these 
orthodox frameworks, they also put into question the 
efficacy of political action and demands for justice 
that centre on prioritising individual and citizenship 
rights over and against collective rights. State-led 
persecution and repression of Tamils in Sri Lanka is 
geared today, as it always has been, towards 
annihilating the potential of Tamil collectiveness to 
thwart the establishing of Sinhala Buddhist 
nationalist social order. In that sense, first, the abject 
failures of international efforts to encourage, cajole, 
educate, and sometimes coerce the Sri Lankan 
leadership and polity into liberal reform and political 
accommodation with the Tamils should hardly be 
surprising. Second, and more significantly, what is 
clear is that Tamil nationalism today, established as it 
is in diaspora locales across North America and 
Europe as well as the Tamil homeland, has achieved 
an unassailable context for reproducing Tamil 
collectiveness – the nation, and articulating the 
attendant demand of national self-determination. 
While the globalisation, as it were, of Tamil 
nationalism has put it beyond the annihilatory reach 
of Sinhala Buddhist nationalist hegemony, it also is 
located now in a global context where collective 
demands for territorialised self-government can no 
longer be denounced and dismissed out of hand as 
simply aspirations to ethnic purity. 
 This is not to deny the rise of racism, xenophobia, 
and attendant savage violence in the global present. 
However, in contexts such as Sri Lanka these have 
been integral to ‘liberal’ governance throughout the 
Cold War and the subsequent era of supposedly 
inexorable liberal globalisation. However, what is 
important for the Tamils and other peoples resisting 
oppression is that arguments for national self-
determination on the basis of collective self-rule in a 
homeland can no longer be dismissed out of hand as 
an atavism in an interconnected world. It is in this 
sense that we argue here that nationalism has returned 
from the margins to the centre of world politics. 
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Abstract 
This essay argues that the Sri Lankan government 
constructed definitions of Tamils as ‘terrorists’, 
‘separatists’, and ‘anti-national’ in an attempt to 
disguise state violence against the Tamil minority 
community in Sri Lanka as anti-terrorist as opposed 
to state generated violence. This state-generated 
label, I argue, is designed to enforce majority 
Sinhalese control over the government in Sri Lanka 
and to allow the ruling elite to maintain power. This 
state-based violence is more, I argue, than a human 
rights violation, but better viewed as a Genocide. 
Such an argument raises the vexed question of how to 
define Genocide, and how do states manipulate 
definitions of terrorism to disguise their attempts to 
destroy minority groups. Hence, the essay also 
examines definitions of genocide and how better to 
understand the need to expand the definition of this 
term so that states cannot manipulate how they frame 
the destruction of minority groups within their nation-
states as somehow justifiable acts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
In this essay, I argue that much of the west’s 
misunderstanding of the atrocious violence 
committed by the Sri Lankan government against the 
Tamil people from the 1950s and on into the current 
era is largely a product of the manner in which the Sri 
Lankan government framed media reports of its 
violence against Tamils in Sri Lanka as violence 
against “terrorists.” The control the Sri Lankan 
government had over media and the post September 
11 “war on terror” by western governments 
reinforced the Sri Lanka government’s ability to 
frame Tamils as terrorists and to justify its atrocious 
killings in western media sources.  
 Unlike most media frames, which are constructed 
by the media itself often based on common cultural 
values, the framing of the ethnic violence and 
genocide in Sri Lanka was produced by the Sri 
Lankan government, which had complete control 
over the Sri Lankan press and a government that 
blocked western media outlets from covering stories 
in Sri Lanka. Hence, media reports of Tamil terrorists 
bent on destroying a democratic state are based on 
how the Sri Lankan government used its control of the 
media and its ability to block foreign journalists from 
covering events in Sri Lanka. The Sri Lankan 
government used this approach to justify its killing of 
Tamils and its use of media framing both in Sri Lanka 
and overseas to attempt to justify its killing of Tamils 
for its own political ends. The result, however, is a 
framing of Sri Lankan Tamils in western media as 
terrorists and as acting against a democratic state, 
when the actual situation in Sri Lanka was the 
government engaging in terrorist acts against a 
minority group in Sri Lanka largely for its own desire 
to control and manipulate power. 
Frame Theory 
Here I will briefly discuss frame theory, the mode of 
media analysis I will employ in this article. Media 
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framing can be the conscious or unconscious choice 
of newspaper editors and journalists to highlight 
certain aspects of a narrative so that certain preferred 
conclusions stay with the readership. Framing works 
through selection and salience (Entman 1993). The 
choices made by editors and journalists as to what 
will make the news, how it is presented and the 
repetition of such frames, have a significant impact 
on how the media audience understand and react to 
reports. More simply put, the constant use of the term 
terrorist sets a certain frame in the minds of readers 
that becomes difficult to eliminate once it has been 
repeated to the point where the readers of the news 
reject counter claims when they occur. Certain 
groups, ideas and language are repeated to the point 
where alternative views rarely appear, or they are 
immediately viewed as false because a certain frame 
has already been established by the media. Key to this 
article is Robert Entman’s analysis of media framing 
which stresses that frames often identify what “a 
causal agent” has done, and the benefit or damage of 
those actions. The evaluation of the benefit or damage 
of the causal agent typically measured by “common 
cultural values” (Entman 1993). Central to such 
common cultural values in the context of Sri Lanka 
and how the events in Sri Lanka were used in western 
media outlets, I will argue, is the control the Sri 
Lankan government had over the media in Sri Lanka 
which gave them the opportunity to frame Tamils as 
“terrorists” attacking a democratic government. A 
frame the western media appears to accept, in part 
because the Sri Lankan government blocked foreign 
journalists from covering news stories in Sri Lanka 
and after 9/11 the western media’s fixation on 
terrorists makes this frame particularly appealing to 
western media sources. The constant repetition of the 
term terrorist and violence as connected to religious 
extremism that dominated western media outlets after 
9/11 allows the Sri Lankan government’s claim that 
Tamil Hindus were terrorists and religious extremists 
to go unquestioned by western media outlets. Though, 
a more accurate statement would have been to refer to 
the terrorism and genocide of the Sri Lankan 
government against Tamils in Sri Lanka.  
 A significant part of media framing in the west, 
however, is that democratic governments are 
righteous and employ justice. Such a view of the Sri 
Lankan government is false, but the media frame of 
democratic societies is difficult to shift if the media’s 
only source of information about events and 

perspectives in Sri Lanka is in fact the Sri Lankan 
government, a government that used the media to 
justify their violence against a religious and linguistic 
minority and to help secure their own power and 
dominance at the expense of the lives of a minority 
group. 
 The sources of media information generated for 
this essay were developed through a data base search 
through Carleton University’s library collection of 
digital records of Newspapers. A search for Sri 
Lanka, Tamil and terrorist generated 999 newspaper 
articles which form the basis of the argument I will 
make in this essay. The newspaper articles come from 
a variety of international sources: The New York 
Times, The Washington Post, The Independent 
(London UK), The Age (Melbourne, Australia), The 
Daily Yomiuri (Tokyo, Japan), The Sydney Morning 
Herald (Sydney, Australia), The Globe and Mail 
(Canada), The Toronto Star (Toronto, Canada), The 
Ottawa Citizen (Ottawa, Canada), Edmonton Journal 
(Edmonton, Canada), The Irish Times (Dublin, 
Ireland), The Straits Times (Singapore), Sunday Age 
(Melbourne, Australia), The Australian, The 
Australian Financial Review, The Hamilton 
Spectator (Hamilton, Canada), The Weekend 
Australian, The St. Louis Post-Dispatch (St. Louis, 
USA), The Gazette (Montreal, Canada), Courier Mail 
(Queensland, Australia), The Vancouver Sun 
(Vancouver, Canada), National Post (Canada), Daily 
News (Sri Lanka), The Guardian (London).     
Framing Chandrika Kumaratunga and Tamil Sri 
Lankans before 9/11 
The framing of Tamils and the Sri Lankan 
government begins well before September 11, 2001. 
Part of the framing the Sri Lankan government and 
President Chandrika Kumaratunga was to present 
Kumaratunga as on a mission to negotiate peace on 
behalf of a democratic government. Much of this 
framing attempts to present the President as a peace 
negotiator and Tamils as opposing such efforts to 
bring about peace. In a November 11, 1994, article 
which appeared in The Times with the headline: “Sri 
Lanka picks President who promises peace” we are 
told the following:  

….campaigning with a dove on her election 
posters, she began trying to find a peaceful 
solution to the island’s 11-year war with Tamils in 
the North by sending a delegation to talk to the 
separatists. The size of her victory has vindicated 
her drive for peace (The Times, Nov., 11, 1994). 
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 A similar frame of Kumaratunga as on a peace 
mission is reflected in an article that appeared in The 
Washington Post with the title: “Sri Lanka’s 
Landslide Winner Campaigned against Violence”: 

And in the end, it was the widow campaigning 
hardest against what she labeled as Sri Lanka’s 
“culture of assassination” who emerged the 
overwhelming victor in a nation exhausted by 
nearly two decades of some of the world’s most 
vicious and unrelenting political violence (Moare, 
Nov. 11, 1994). 

 There are other articles that could be cited, but the 
same theme appears repeatedly. Kumaratunga is 
presented as attempting to generate peace in a 
troubled country and as a champion to end violence. 
There are occasional references to state-based 
violence, but a recurring theme in these articles is the 
absence of a Tamil voice. We often hear about what 
Kumaratunga proposes to do, but rarely do we learn 
of what happened in Sri Lanka during the 1980s when 
Tamils were killed in tremendous numbers, often 
with international recognition of the atrocities. The 
initial framing of Kumaratunga presents her as a 
champion for peace, but the actual events in Sri Lanka 
make it clear that her drive for peace was more an 
attempt to win power than to actually develop a 
legitimate peace plan. While it is difficult to 
determine how western readers would have 
interpreted these newspaper reports without running 
focus groups, but the reports attempt to present a 
democratically elected leader who is trying to bring 
peace to a nation. That this was not to be the case will 
become clearer as we progress, but the initial framing 
presents a leader trying to bring about peace, hence, 
when that attempt fails the frame shifts to one that 
puts the blame for this failure on Tamils, who are 
framed as terrorists.  
 Indeed, the shift in the framing is already 
suggested in one report from the New York Times in 
the following year when we are told the following: 
While the peace initiatives with the Tamil Tigers were 
perhaps her greatest coup, Kumaratunga said that 
forging a peace agreement would be her most difficult 
challenge. The negotiations were postponed 
indefinitely when her election rival was assassinated 
in a bomb blast that many believe was carried out by 
the Tigers (Burns, April 16, 1995). 
 What we see here in the media framing is that the 
failure of Kumaratunga is presented not as her fault, 
but as generated by violence from the Tigers. The 

frame of a peaceful negotiator who is derailed by a 
militant group helps to generate the post 9/11 frame 
of the Tamil Tigers as “terrorists” which we will see 
later in this essay. 
 A significant framing of Kumaratunga by western 
media sources occurs after an attempt is made on her 
life by a bombing that resulted in her losing sight in 
one eye. The account of this attempted assassination 
is repeated in a wide variety of western media 
sources. In an account from January 4, 2000 from the 
New York Times we read the following: 

“Insurgents Blamed in Sri Lanka”: President 
Chandrika Kumaratunga of Sri Lanka, her right 
eye closed from an assassination attempt last 
month, appeared on television today to accuse the 
Tamil Tiger rebels for the first time of trying to kill 
her, then discredit her. “The Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam wanted to kill me, but, it was God 
who saved me,” she said (Jan.4 2000 New York 
Times).  

The earlier frame was Kumaratunga the peacemaker. 
After the attempt on her life, which was never 
accurately demonstrated to have been performed by 
the Tamil Tigers, she is presented as a figure worthy 
of support by foreign governments because of her 
earlier framing as a democratically elected figure 
campaigning for peace. Hence, the frame that is 
produced by media sources is that Tamils are violent 
and Kumaratunga is a victim of that violence. 
Kumaratunga’s approach seems to be to generate 
sympathy for herself in the foreign media, a strategy 
that appears to work. We see signs of the impact this 
framing has not just on Western media, but also on 
Western leaders in the following December 20, 1999 
article from The New York Times, with the title:  

“Injured Sri Lankan Leader Urges Tamils to Help 
End Terrorism”: Speaking from her hospital bed, 
President Chandrika Kumaratunga appealed to 
minority Tamils in Sri Lanka today to join her in 
fighting terrorism, just hours after surgeons 
operated on her right eye to remove shrapnel from 
a suicide bombing attack. “The Tamil people must 
clearly and without hesitation decide whether they 
are going to continue to strengthen the hand of 
terror and murder by their secret, silent or partial 
support of the L.T.T.E.” Mrs. Kumaratunga said in 
English during the five-minute radio and television 
address to the nation. President Clinton and Indian 
President K. R. Narayanan and Indian Prime 
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee sent messages of 
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concern and sympathy to Mrs. Kumaratunga. “It is 
particularly distressing to me that these heinous 
acts have occurred during a democratic election 
campaign.” Mr. Clinton said in his message, a copy 
of which was made available in Colombo (Dec. 20, 
1999, New York Times). 

What I wish to stress here is the impact the earlier 
Clinton’s comments about democracy and elections 
and Kumaratunga use of the word terrorism and her 
call for people to move away from terrorism all have 
a particular frame that will endure over the next few 
years of media reports on Sri Lanka. Tamils are 
repeatedly framed as terrorists and the government as 
seeking democratic solutions. The response of 
Clinton also has a powerful impact because for the 
reading American public their leader has pronounced 
his opinion on the situation in Sri Lanka and for many 
Americans that generates the frame of terrorists 
against democracy that will only increase after 9/11, 
media framing of Kumaratunga as a democratically 
elected figure who was seeking peace. Kumaratunga 
is also presented in a very sympathetic manner by 
western media. In an article, which appeared in the 
Sydney Morning Herald on December 23, 1999, we 
are told the following after she had addressed state 
media about the attempt on her life: 

Family and Cabinet ministers wept as they 
embraced their leader, who denounced the Tamil 
Tigers as cowards. The campaign for an 
independent Tamil homeland in north-east Sri 
Lanka has cost more than 55, 000 lives since 1972 
(Kremmer, Dec. 23, 1999) 

Hence, the framing of Kumaratunga is a 
democratically elected President who is to be 
sympathized with because of this attempt on her life. 
The impact of such a frame should not be 
underestimated. The emotional response of her 
colleagues and the responses of various western 
leaders frame much of this in the minds of western 
readers as a figure of sympathy. What I would stress, 
however, is that a similar sympathy and empathy and 
narrative of unjustified violence is never presented in 
the case of Tamils in Sri Lanka. In all fairness to the 
western media there are occasional references to 
state-based violence against Tamils in Sri Lanka. In a 
November 11, 1994 article that appeared in The 
Washington Post by Molly Moore, we are told just 
after Kumaratunga was elected that she made the 
following address to the nation on state television: 

she called her crushing defeat of the opposition 
party “a clear and massive mandate” for new 
efforts to end the country’s 11-year-old civil war 
and “nearly two decades of harassment, state 
terrorism and violence of all sorts” (Moore Nov. 
11, 1994). 

There are other references to state-based violence 
against Tamils in some western media outlets. In an 
article by John F. Burns which appeared in The New 
York Times on April 16, 1995, we are told that the 
Tamil Tigers, “grew out of widespread grievances 
against what was seen as routine discrimination 
against the mainly Hindu Tamils by the ethnic 
Sinhalese majority, who are mostly Buddhists” 
(Burns April 16, 1995). A small number of other 
newspapers also mention the word “pogrom” in 
relation to violence against Tamil in 1983 (McGirk, 
Nov. 11, 1994). While these accounts of 
discrimination and violence against Tamils are 
accurate,  Neil DeVotta’s book, Blowback: Linguistic 
Nationalism, Institutional Decay, and Ethnic Conflict 
in Sri Lanka (2004), provides useful research into 
how the Sri Lankan state used linguistic and religious 
biases to manipulate the state and generate violence 
against minorities. What I wish to emphasize in the 
context of media framing of violence in Sri Lanka is 
that the sympathetic narratives and framing are 
reserved for Sri Lankan leaders. Without context and 
examples from Tamil families who have lost loved-
ones due to state-based violence, the framing of 
Tamils as “terrorists” and the Sri Lankan state leaders 
as figures to be empathetic towards these occasional 
references towards violence against Tamils have little 
impact on the western reading public; because 
without the lived examples of the impact of state-
based violence on Tamils, the western political and 
public audience only hears of the emotional impact of 
violence from the Sri Lankan leaders. Theframing of 
events in Sri Lanka and particularly whose voices are 
heard have a significant impact on how Sri Lankan 
Tamils are viewed by the western media and much of 
that impact is negative.        
 Even before September 11, 2001 the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam were labelled as a terrorist 
group by a number of countries. As early as 1995, the 
United States listed the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam as a terrorist organization. Much of this view 
of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam ignores the 
state-based violence against Tamils and only 
acknowledges Sri Lankan based reports of terrorism. 
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Such is the power of media framing. Even with the 
pre 9/11 listing of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam as terrorists, the events of 9/11 become 
powerful tools in the continued framing of the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam and international 
support for the Sri Lanka government’s attempts to 
destroy Tamils.  
 Not long after September 11, the following 
report, which appeared in The New York Times, on 
December 5, 2001, demonstrates how Kumaratunga 
frames Tamils as terrorists in an age where such a 
framing appears to justify state-based violence 
against groups labeled as terrorist in a post 9/11 
world:  
In the early years of her presidency, Chandrika 
Kumaratunga embodied the hope for peace in Sri 
Lanka, a democracy that had then struggled through 
more than a decade of insurrection, ethnic strife and 
terrorism. Then Mrs Kumaratunga, who once pledged 
to restore civility and respect for human life, 
encouraged her followers to strike back. “Killing the 
killers is justified,” she declared, as television 
cameras rolled (Dugger, Dec. 5, 2001). 
 Here, Celia W. Dugger, the author of this article 
appears to be critical of Kumaratunga, but in an 
earlier article Dugger notes the impact of 9/11 on how 
the framing of Tamils has progressed. In the article, 
we are told: 

There will be no peace talks, he [Velupillai 
Prabhakaran] said, unless Sri Lanka lifts its ban on 
the Tigers as a terrorist organization. It is a tricky 
moment for such a demand from the Tigers, who 
have frequently dispatched suicide bombers as part 
of their rebellion. Since the attacks on America on 
Sept. 11, Canada, which is home to a large Tamil 
diaspora, has banned the Tigers, joining India, the 
United States, Britain and, of course, Sri Lanka 
itself (Dugger Nov. 28, 2001). 

What Dugger recognizes here is that after 9/11 any 
group labelled a terrorist group cannot escape that 
framing.  
 An important shift in the framing of Sri Lankan 
news was the ability of Kumaratunga to take control 
of media and reporting in Sri Lanka. Much of this 
comes about in 2003, after 9/11 in 2001, when the 
President declares a state of emergency in the 
country. In an editorial that appeared in The Age, an 
Australian newspaper, we read the following: 

Last week, while Sri Lanka’s Prime Minister Ranil 
Wickremesinghe was in Washington on a state 

visit, the country’s President declared a state of 
emergency and suspended Parliament. Chandrika 
Kumaratunga also took the opportunity to sack top 
civil servants and the ministers for defence, the 
media and the interior. In a television address on 
Friday, Ms Kumaratunga said her actions were 
necessary because of the grave threat to national 
security facing Sri Lanka (Nov. 10, 2003). 

 Kumaratunga’s actions are clearly attempts to 
take over control of the country and to control media 
in the country and internationally. The state of 
emergency allows her to block foreign journalists 
from entering the country and transforms her 
government and her voice as the figures that control 
how the country and her rule are reported in the 
international media. This is because Sri Lanka’s state-
run media, which Kumaratunga now controls, 
delivers the only source of information the 
international media can now have. What this ability 
to generate media frames does for Kumaratunga after 
9/11 is to continue to present herself as a champion 
for peace and to frame Tamils as terrorists and to gain 
international support for her brutal attacks on the 
Tamil community because she presents herself as 
engaged in a war against terror. The terror perpetrated 
by the state is never presented, and if it is referred to, 
it is presented as justified because it is framed as 
violence against terrorists. 
 The impact of the state’s control and abuse of 
media is well represented in Lasantha 
Wickrematunge’s artilcle “And Then They Came For 
Me”, which can be found in Ramu Manivannan’s 
important book, Sri Lanka Hiding the Elephant: 
Documenting Genocide, War Crimes and Crimes 
Against Humanity (2014: 211-214). What 
Wickrematunge illustrates in his article is that the 
independent media was under attack in Sri Lanka. He 
states: “Electronic and print-media institutions have 
been burnt, bombed, sealed and coerced. Countless 
journalists have been harassed, threatened and killed. 
It has been my honour to belong to all those categories 
and now especially the last…. Indeed, murder has 
become the primary tool whereby the state seeks to 
control the organs of liberty (Manivannan 2014:211). 
The absence of a free media in Sri Lanka and the 
ability of the state to control media reports that go out 
to the local and international communities makes how 
the Sri Lankan government generates a frame of 
Tamils and itself a form of state control and 
domination rather than an accurate reflection of what 
is actually happening in a state.   
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 The framing of Kumaratunga as a champion for 
peace and someone to be sympathetic towards is the 
opposite of how Vellupillai Prabhakaran, the leader 
of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, is framed. 
The media framing of Prabhakaran is important 
because he was the main figure with whom 
Kumaratunga would have negotiated peace with, as 
we shall see, he is framed as the opposite of 
Kumaratunga. Much of this framing is delivered by 
the main voice the western media pays attention to, 
Kumaratunga. In an article by John F. Burns on 
August 24, 1994, in The New York Times, just after 
Kumaratunga was elected we read the following: 

Mrs Kumaratunga, 49, said she favoured a 
settlement to the war “as soon as possible” and 
would make new proposals to the rebels within 
three months. She said she did not believe the 
rebels’ reclusive leader, Vellupillai Prabhakaran, 
who has a reputation for ruthlessness and 
intractability, was inflexibly committed to an 
independent Tamil state in Sri Lanka, as he has 
suggested in the few interviews he has given 
(Burns Aug. 24, 1994).  

Of the 999 articles recovered from the database I used 
in this article, none of them include interviews with 
Prabhakaran, hence we never hear of his reasons for 
wanting a separate state or what led to the path the 
Tamils find themselves on. Rather, he is repeatedly 
framed as an irrational terrorist leader, and as the 
figure blocking peace efforts. In an account of 
Kumaratunga’s address to the nation after the attack 
on her, we read the following article by Christopher 
Kremmer on December 23, 1999 which appeared in 
the Sydney Morning Herald: 

“Let all those who aid and abet terror be warned… 
let those who aid and abet terror be warned… let 
those who secretly or openly condone the path of 
violence pursued by the cowards of the LTTE be 
warned: the days of terror in this land are 
numbered, and that number is small. That enemy is 
hatred and he sits in front of me as I speak,” she 
said, “I see him, I know him. I have felt his touch 
for the last time.” Mrs Kumaratunga’s words were 
construed by some observers as a reference to the 
Tamil Tigers’ leader Velupillai Prabhakaran 
(Kremmer, Dec. 23, 1999). 

 Similar references to Prabhakaran are found in 
other western media sources. In an August 10, 1995 
edition of The Times an article with the title “Tiger 
Terror” appears. In this article the Tigers are 

described as “true to ruthless form” in ending the 
peace accord of 1995. We are then told:  
 The leader of the Tigers, Velupillai Prabhakaran, 
is a remorseless megalomaniac. On his orders, Tamil 
“hit squads” have murdered the late Indian Prime 
Minister Rajiv Gandhi, the late Sri Lankan President 
Ranasinghe Premadasa and the opposition 
presidential candidate Gamini Dissanayake. The 
Tigers are fearsome adversaries, whose messianic 
zeal in the cause of an independent Tamil state is 
fuelled Prabhakaran’s careful cultivation of his own 
mythic status…. Mrs. Kumaratunga faces an 
adversary with whom little rational dialogue is 
possible…. The elimination of one man, Prabhakaran, 
could fashion a miraculous change in the island’s 
politics of conflict (August 10, 1995, “Tiger Terror”). 
 Again, the media frame of a terrorist leader who 
must be destroyed ignores the actions of the Sri 
Lankan state as does it affirm a frame that places all 
the blame for violence on Tamils and presents the Sri 
Lankan leaders like Kumaratunga as rational and 
dealing with people who will not respond to rational 
dialogue. Such a frame, sadly, makes the violence of 
the state against Tamils somehow acceptable, at least 
to the foreign media. Hence, we have two media 
frames in this context. One that presents 
Kumaratunga as a champion for peace and democracy 
fighting an irrational terrorist group and its leader. 
The result is that the Sri Lankan state finds a way to 
legitimate its violence against Tamils, seemingly with 
the approval of western governments and the media 
who have accepted the framing they have been given.  
   After 9/11 we start to see Kumaratunga reference 
9/11 when she is trying to label the Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Eelam as a terrorist group and to support her 
own interests. After the assassination of Lakshman 
Kadirgamar, a Tamil MP, we see Kumaratunga 
employ the framing power of the idea of terrorism 
after 9/11. On August 16, 2005 the following material 
appeared in an article, with the title “Rebels blamed 
for MP’s assassination” published by The Australian: 

Sri Lankan President Chandrika Kumaratunga, in 
a rare broadside against Tamil Tiger rebels, says 
there is evidence linking the guerillas to the 
assassination of foreign minister Lakshman 
Kadirgamar. Mr. Kadirgamar was gunned down on 
Friday night at his home in the capital, Colombo. 
He was a vocal critic of the Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam and played a key role in the group’s 
proscription as a terrorist organization in several 
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countries including the US. “Initial indications of 
the investigations seem to reveal responsibility of 
the LTTE in the brutal murder,” Ms Kumaratunga 
said in a nationwide TV broadcast on Sunday night. 
“Mr. Kadirgamar was an idealist. Long before 
September 11 and the London bombing; long 
before terrorism became anathema to the Western 
world, he spoke out against terrorism in Sri Lanka 
and abroad,” Ms Kumaratunga said. “He was 
instrumental in having the LTTE recognized 
internationally for what they are – an armed 
terrorist group” (“Rebels blamed,” Aug. 16, 2005). 

Again, it is the framing that matters here and the 
ability of Kumaratunga to be the sole voice that gets 
heard and thus sets the frame. Likely knowing the 
power of any reference to 9/11 and the London 
bombings for audiences in America and England, she 
carefully presents the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam as now internationally recognized terrorists 
and again this framing of Tamils gives her 
international power to attack Tamils seemingly 
without the international community condemning 
such state violence against a minority group. Once 
this frame of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
has been established we find no western media or 
political sources questioning it. Indeed, as Ramu 
Manivannan convincingly argues, the support India, 
the USA and the European Union provided to the Sri 
Lankan government both militarily, financially and 
politically, “in the name of war against terrorism, 
have inadvertently contributed towards strengthening 
the anti-democratic ethos of majoritarian and state 
terrorism in South Asia” (Manivannan 2014: 6). 
Manivannan’s exceptional book, Sri Lanka Hiding 
The Elephant: Documenting Genocide, War Crimes 
and Crimes Against Humanity, provides narratives 
from survivors of the atrocities committed by the Sri 
Lankan government that has a remarkable impact. 
Part of the media framing we have seen in this essay, 
however, blocks the voices of Tamils impacted by 
state violence largely on the assumption based on the 
framing of the Tamil community as terrorists that they 
could not be trusted. That the media in Sri Lanka was 
controlled by the government and that they were able 
to block western media from accessing Sri Lanka so 
that they could actually document what was occurring 
in the country as opposed to simply accepting the Sri 
Lankan state’s framing of what was happening.  
 To provide an example of how the framing can 
shift if a reporter is able to be on the ground in Sri 

Lanka and report on what they saw; I was able to find 
only one article of the 999 examined for this essay 
where a western reporter was in Sri Lanka and able to 
see what was actually happening to the Tamils in the 
North and East of the country. The article appeared in 
the Canadian newspaper, The Globe and Mail, in 
November 5, 2003 and it was written by Paul Knox. 
The article reads as follows: 

I travelled last year to Vanni, the primitive jungle 
region in northern Sri Lanka that’s been a 
stronghold of the Tamil Tiger rebel movement for 
two decades. It was a powerful experience…. Most 
of the roads were little more than dirt paths. People 
got around on bicycles, or occasionally on 
motorbikes adapted for kerosene fuel. They 
depended largely on the Red Cross and aid 
agencies for medical supplies. Control by the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam was evident 
everywhere…. So, if Tamil control is a fact of life, 
why is Sri Lankan President Chandrika 
Kumaratunga making it the latest battleground in 
her long-running political war with her archrival, 
Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe? One of the 
things that struck me in Vanni was the poverty of 
opportunity for young Tamils, and the sense of a 
birthright betrayed. Their parents and 
grandparents grew up in a colony, and then a 
country, where higher education and advancement 
were relatively easy for talented Tamils who made 
the effort. Their prospects weakened under the 
Bandaranaikes. For better or worse, life under the 
dynasty convinced many Tamils that equal 
opportunity in a unitary state would always be 
vulnerable to the whims of the majority. They 
concluded that political autonomy within a well-
defined territory would always be vulnerable to the 
whims of the majority. They concluded that political 
autonomy within a well-defined territory was the 
best way to assume their rights and their prospects 
(Knox Nov. 5, 2003). 

The significance of Knox’s article is that it is one of 
the only examples I was able to find of a reporter who 
actually went to Sri Lanka and observed what life was 
like for Tamils living in that country.  
Conclusion 
As I have argued in this essay, the Sri Lankan 
government is able to control media in the country 
and as a result are able to frame Tamils as terrorists. 
This fram is accepted by international governments 
before 9/11 and after 9/11. Such a framing allows the 
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Sri Lankan government go to war against Tamils 
seemingly with the approval and support of the 
international community. Much of this ability to 
frame Tamils and the objectives of the Sri Lankan 
government and figures such as Kumaratunga depend 
on the Sri Lankan government ensuring that the 
voices of Tamils are never heard unless they can be 
presented as radical and violent. Once journalists are 
able to be in Sri Lanka, however, and document what 
they have seen in Tamil areas of the country, the 
frame shifts from one of extremist terrorism to 
questioning the mandate of the government and its 
claims and sympathizing with the discrimination 
faced by Tamil youth. While I have not been able to 
interview Knox to find out why and how he 
conducted his research; I would like to suggest that 
part of what allows for such a shift in framing was the 
Sri Lankan Tamil expatriate community that left Sri 
Lanka and went to countries like Australia, Canada 
and Britain. Again, I cannot verify this, but once 
Tamils had left Sri Lanka and arrived in places like 
Canada their voices became heard and the terrors they 
and their families had faced in Sri Lanka may have 
become better known to journalists. This perhaps led 
to reporters like Knox travelling to Sri Lanka to 
investigate what life was like for Tamils in Sri Lanka. 
The impact that a different framing of what happened 
in Sri Lanka if the media had been able to report 
freely on what the Sri Lankan government did to 
Tamils would have been impactful. Indeed, what 
makes Ramu Manivannan’s book so powerful is that 
it contains narratives of victims and witness accounts 
of what Tamils experienced (2014: 45-84, 111-148). 
Perhaps some of the most impactful elements of 
Manivannan’s book are the collections of 
photographs often of murdered and bombed Tamil 
children who committed no crime but were killed by 
the Sri Lankan State simply for being Tamil (2014: 
“A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words”). The 
absence of such images in western media and the 
narratives of them are based in media framing 
constructed by the Sri Lankan government and 
accepted by western media and governments. The 
inability of the press and international governments to 
recognize what was actually happening in Sri Lanka 
is a reflection of how skillfully the Sri Lankan 
government was able to generate a frame of Tamils as 
terrorists and themselves as democratically elected 
peace brokers. In doing so, the Sri Lankan 
government  frames their violence against Tamils as 

justified by calling them terrorists; a frame that 
becomes particularly impactful after 9/11 in the 
western media and with western governments. In the 
end what we may learn from this study is that the 
freedom of the press and the ability of those who have 
been impacted by the genocidal violence of the Sri 
Lankan state to have their voices heard and respected 
as humans as opposed to the frame of terrorist 
becomes central to how we understand such state-
based atrocities and the Sri Lankan Tamil 
communities that now live around the world and 
those still in Sri Lanka.         
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Abstract 
In the nine years since the war ended, the North-East of Sri 
Lanka has only grown increasingly militarized, while its 
Tamil population continues to be securitized; parallel 
processes that are used to reinforce and justify each other. 
This paper is an introductory exploration of the question of 
whether the militarization and securitization project, if it 
continues, will negatively impact Tamil political 
aspirations, particularly those that challenge the Sinhala 
state order in the form of self-determination and 
nationhood. This paper explores this question through the 
lens of social capital and oppression. The paper finds that 
militarization through its negative impact on intra-
community networks, trust and cohesiveness has resulted 
in decreased ‘bonding social capital’ within the Tamil 
community, which could theoretically negatively impact 
the capacity for collective action and thereby Tamil 
nationalism. Similarly, the paper finds that if the 
normalization of oppressive military structures continues, 
this could also theoretically have negative impacts on 
Tamil national identity by reducing 
awareness/understanding of one of the political processes 
that has always driven it forward. The paper concludes that 
the processes of militarization and securitization are 
creating: (a) mobilization of fear; (b) reduction of social 
bonding capital; and (c) normalization/internalization of 
oppression. If these phenomena continue, there is a 
growing risk that Tamil political aspirations centred on 
self-determination and nationhood from the grassroots 
population will be dampened, though this paper does not 
find this conclusively or fatalistically, acknowledging that 
Tamil national identity is the result of complex and multi-
faceted processes (as argued by Dr. Madurika 
Rasaratnam). Nonetheless, this paper points to a critical 
need for further rigorous analysis and research on the 
impact of militarization and securitization on Tamil 
national identity. 

Introduction 
The process of militarization as defined by scholar 
Cynthia Enloe is, “the step-by-step process by which 
something becomes controlled by, dependent on, or 
derives its value from the military as an institution or 
militaristic criteria.”1 
 In the nine years since the war in Sri Lanka ended, 
rather than decrease levels of militarization, Sri 
Lanka has instead steadily increased the military’s 
role in the lives of Tamil communities in the North-
East resulting in these communities being controlled 
by and dependent on the military, particularly in the 
Vanni region.2 While he number of military personnel 
has decreased slightly from 300,000 to 243,000 at last 
count,3 areas in the Vanni such as Mullaitivu still have 
a ratio of one soldier to every two civilians.4 
Militarization in the North-East, however, does not 
just refer to the number of troops in the region - the 
military permeates all aspects of civilian life ranging 
from employment to education. The military’s ‘Civil 
Security Department,’ for example, employs over 
3,500 mostly former LTTE cadres in the Vanni, and 
ensures that their roles remain heavily militarized, 
going so far as to require many of them to attend 
mandatory military training and don uniforms.5 
Constant physical reminders of the military surround 
Tamil communities, from the enormous gated camps 
on occupied lands to the ostentatious war monuments 
throughout the North-East.6 The short-term impact of 
the militarization of these areas has been well 
documented, with detrimental effects including 
ongoing human rights violations and repression of 
economic growth.7 
 Alongside militarization, hyper-securitization of 
the Tamil population has also continued since the end 
of the war. Securitization refers to the process by 
which the Tamil population is presented as an 
“existential threat” to the Sri Lankan state.8 This at 
times exists in the form of persistent discourse by the 
Sri Lankan state of the threat of a resurgence of the 
LTTE. Reports of LTTE resurgence and regrouping 
often crop up around significant commemorative 
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dates of the year9. The Tamil diaspora is also painted 
as a threat that must be monitored and disconnected 
from Tamils on the island.10 As Madurika Rasaratnam 
writes about Sri Lanka’s perceptions, “after the war, 
‘the diaspora’ has replaced the LTTE as the 
malevolent new force of Tamil nationalism 
threatening Sinhala Buddhist order, and therefore 
‘terrorist’ by definition.”11 This securitization then in 
turn is used to justify the militarization, and both are 
mutually reinforcing processes.12 
 A longer-term but equally alarming impact of this 
militarization and securitization project that must be 
examined is its impact on Tamil political aspirations. 
This paper is an introductory exploration of the 
question of whether the militarization project, if it 
continues, will negatively impact Tamil political 
aspirations, particularly those that challenge the 
Sinhala state order in the form of self-determination 
and nationhood. This paper seeks to explore the 
theoretical framework of social capital and its 
application to the militarization context.  
Militarization and the ‘Mobilisation of Fear’ 

“We can’t trust anyone in our village – I heard 
that man [neighbor] is an informant for the 
military, and apparently that woman [another 
neighbor] has been seen with intelligence at her 
house.”13  

 This comment by a former LTTE cadre now living 
in Jaffna is one that is commonly heard across the 
North-East post-2009. War-affected Tamil 
communities encountered and interviewed by the 
author between 2016 and 2018 across all eight 
districts of the North-East, but in particular 
Mullaitivu, Kilinochchi, Trincomalee, and Jaffna, all 
share a perception that their communities have been 
penetrated by deep and vast intelligence networks 
comprising not just the obvious external security 
forces, but more importantly, their “own”. Whether in 
places of open resistance such as protests by families 
of the disappeared, or in peoples’ own homes, Tamils 
in the North-East do not feel safe or beyond the reach 
of the Sri Lankan state’s omnipresent ear.  
 Following the war’s conclusion, the entire Tamil 
community was subjected to the military’s physical 
presence and surveillance structures, and intelligence 
officers and informants became a facet of everyday-
life in the North-East.14 A. Satkunananthan writes that 
the impact of this was the ‘mobilization of fear’ 

through the creation of a widespread “belief that an 
extensive and deep-seated surveillance mechanism 
exists in the North which would take punitive 
measures against those who are perceived to 
contravene the diktas of the military,” and which 
“enabled the military to control the behaviour of the 
population even in the absence of a visible physical 
uniformed military presence.”15  
 I would take this one step further and argue that 
the belief extended to thinking that punitive measures 
would be taken if one were perceived to be 
contravening the diktas of the Sri Lankan state. As a 
former STF interrogator reported to International, 
Truth and Justice Project (ITJP): 

“The regime [‘Rajapaksa regime’] had a belief that 
there were only two types of people – those who 
supported them to win the war at all costs or those 
that opposed them. If you were considered an 
opponent this meant that you were pro-LTTE in 
their eyes. There were a number of people who 
spoke out against the government or were critical 
of the Rajapaksa brothers. These included Tamil 
politicians (TNA), journalists, both Sinhala and 
Tamil, and Human Rights campaigners.”16 

 The broad understanding of what could be 
considered anti-Sri Lankan state was developed 
during the last phase of the war and in the post-2009 
era under the Rajapaksa regime.  This understanding 
was quite expansive, and goes beyond just violence 
or militancy to include activities such as demanding 
rights and/or justice, and generally anything that was 
seen as an attempt to challenge the Sinhala state order 
including through peaceful political processes.17 As 
A. Satkunananthan writes quoting Rojas et al., “the 
communitarian view adopted by the President, 
‘eradicates politics by rejecting the existence of 
political antagonisms; the only antagonism is located 
outside the community: terrorism’.”18 Thus, post-
2009, a deep-rooted culture of fear, of doing anything 
that could be seen as antagonistic towards the Sri 
Lankan state, took hold in the Tamil community, 
including most forms of civic or political engagement 
outside of supporting the President’s party or doing 
the anonymous act of voting. Arrests, enforced 
disappearances, killings, rape, and torture of anyone 
who was seen as engaging in this expansive definition 
of anti-Sri Lankan state activities by the Sri Lankan 
security forces continued post-2009, long after the 
armed conflict had come to an end.19 
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Social Network Analysis and ‘Mobilization of Fear’ 
One of the methods the Sri Lankan government used 
to mobilize fear was a counter-insurgency strategy 
referred to as ‘Social Network Analysis’ [‘SNA’].20 
SNA is a counter-insurgency strategy involving 
mapping out social dynamics and relational links 
within a community, and then using this analysis to 
identify important nodes and hubs within the 
community that could be seen as targets.21 
Destruction of these nodes/hubs would mean 
destruction of the social network within the 
community, which analysts determined was key to an 
insurgency.22  MacGinty et. al. wrote that SNA was a 
key part of the Sri Lankan military’s counter-
insurgency strategy during and after the last phase of 
the armed conflict: 

While the LTTE itself was a hierarchical 
organization, SNA – with its focus on horizontal 
societal linkages – was adept at identifying 
connections between individuals according to 
family, caste, student association, profession and 
the like. Thus, it was well suited to identifying 
those suspected of being ancillary to the main 
LTTE. It should be noted that the boundaries 
between LTTE members and supporters were 
blurred. Information from SNA led to the targeting 
of specific individuals. The campaign of 
‘disappearances’ occurred both in government-
held and LTTE-held territory, with state Deep 
Penetration Units operating in the latter.23 

As MacGinty notes, Human Rights Watch estimated 
that 1500 people were disappeared between 
December 2005 and December 2007, even before the 
war’s final horrific end.24  
 The use of SNA as a military strategy continued 
following the conclusion of the war as well: 

…those who fled into government-held territory 
were recorded, screened and issued with new 
identity papers with barcodes. The Sri Lankan 
government set about constructing a database that 
mapped the Tamil population and used social 
network software to make linkages between the 
general Tamil population and Tamil militancy and 
activism. The displacement and screening of the 
Tamil population had already been carried out in 
much of the east of the country in 2007 and early 
2008 following the defection of Colonel Karuna. 
The new military offensive against the main LTTE 
led to displacement – and therefore the recording 

and screening of the Tamil population – on a large-
scale. Tamil civilians displaced by fighting in the 
north and east were ordered to register with the 
police.25   

One of the primary ways in which the military 
identified people during and after the war and 
established these social networks was through the use 
of informants.26 Following Karuna’s defection from 
the LTTE, the cadres from Karuna’s unit became an 
integral part of the intelligence of the Sri Lankan 
security forces and helped them to identify targets. 
The International Truth and Justice Project (ITJP) 
notes in their latest report on the Sri Lankan Special 
Task Force (STF): 

Intelligence for abductions in Colombo also came 
from the Karuna group. Indeed security force 
witnesses say the intelligence from the Tamil 
group was “extensive and of much better quality” 
than STF intelligence, leading to a higher success 
rate in apprehending suspects and an increase in 
abduction missions to three or four times a week.27 

In addition, post-2009, a number of former LTTE 
cadres captured during this last phase were forced to 
point out other cadres in the displacement camps, and 
long after the war had ended in their own villages.28 
As one cadre reported, “the military made me stand at 
a corner and nod if I saw someone who was linked to 
the LTTE, and threatened to hurt my family if I 
didn’t.”29  
 Therefore, in addition to being afraid of possible 
consequences of being perceived to be anti-state by 
the security forces, Tamil people also became afraid 
of their fellow villagers. “I don’t know who told them 
– I think it was my brother-in-law,” one villager told 
a university student after CID had visited his home 
following that student’s visit.30 “If there’s a car in 
front of my house, the CID finds out shortly after and 
the only people who could have told them are fellow 
villagers so how I can trust them?” a war widow and 
former LTTE cadre told the author during research in 
2017.31 A disappearances activist from the East 
recounting his experience of harassment and 
intimidation in 2018 said, “[t]he person linked to 
military intelligence who was calling me and 
harassing me is the brother of a mother of disappeared 
I work with – this is the state of our community.”32 
Militarization and the Mobilization of Fear 
Levels of suspicion and distrust are further elevated 
in communities where the military has pursued 
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aggressive campaigns to employ former LTTE cadres 
and war-affected women; people who are 
subsequently perceived by their communities as too 
closely linked to the military.33  
 In 2012-2013, the Ministry of Defence-run “Civil 
Security Department” (‘CSD’) began recruiting and 
hiring Tamil civilians in the Vanni region, with a 
particular focus on hiring former LTTE cadres and 
war-affected women.34 According to the CSD’s own 
estimates, it now employs between 3200-3500 
individuals in Kilinochchi and Mullaitivu Districts, 
largely comprised of former LTTE cadres, and two-
thirds of whom are women.35 The CSD has its origins 
in the National Home Guard Service which was an 
auxiliary voluntary service for the Sri Lanka security 
forces originally created in 1986.36 The Home Guard 
service itself stands accused of participation in 
perpetrating a number of atrocity crimes against the 
Tamil population.37 In 2006, the National Home 
Guard Service was converted into the CSD through a 
gazette ordered by then Secretary of Defence, 
Gotabhaya Rajapaksa.38 Up until 2009, the 
CSD/Home Guard largely existed in border villages 
and served a critical counter-insurgency function - 
both providing an informal intelligence network for 
the military, and working to prevent the re-emergence 
of the LTTE in areas that were captured by the 
military.39 It is important to contextualize the CSD 
thus to better understand the consequences of the 
CSD’s recruitment of former LTTE cadres and/or 
Tamil women.  
 While many former LTTE cadres did not 
originally want to join the CSD out of fear/loathing of 
working for the military, many eventually did, either 
due to economic necessity or as a way to reduce 
surveillance/harassment.40 But CSD employees were 
then stigmatized by their communities, and viewed 
with suspicion and distrust as they are seen as an arm 
of the military. This is furthered by the military’s 
mandatory requirement that all CSD employees 
(including as of April 2018, pre-school teachers) 
attend compulsory military training ending with the 
provision of a military uniform for them to wear to 
events and in certain public spaces.41 CSD employees 
themselves also self-select out of participating in 
civic and political engagement within their 
communities.42 Even more than the general 
population, CSD employees are subject to constant 
surveillance by the military, and many CSD 
employees interviewed reported that within their 

ranks there were those who gathered intelligence for 
the security forces.43 Further to this, CSD employees 
were told as part of their training that they could not 
engage in any activity seen as against the government, 
which many employees interpret as any kind of civic 
or political engagement.44 “People work for the 
security forces out of necessity but the army uses it as 
an opportunity to isolate that individual from the 
community,” one CSD employee told the author.45 Of 
all subsets of the Tamil population that the author 
interviewed during a two-year period in the North-
East, employees of the CSD were the most fearful of 
possible repercussions for participating in any kind of 
civic or political engagement. Tamil women within 
this category are even further marginalized due to 
stigmatization of them as being linked to the military 
through sexual relations.46 While the fact of sexual 
relations is apparent, there are serious concerns about 
lack of consent in these sexual encounters between 
soldiers and CSD employees, and the possibility they 
may amount to sexual harassment, assault and/or rape 
due to the power imbalances and militarized 
circumstances under which they occur.47 
 The militarization and securitization project 
beginning with the war and continuing post-2009 
therefore has had a clear negative impact on intra-
community trust and cohesiveness within Tamil 
communities across the North-East through its 
“mobilization of fear” and its fostering of suspicion 
and mistrust. This is particularly true in the Vanni, 
which was the LTTE stronghold and has the highest 
physical concentration of military personnel along 
with a very deep level of military involvement in 
civilian activities. There, more than in any other area, 
the omnipresent eyes of the security state are felt.  
Militarization and a Reduction of Social Capital  
It is useful to consider the breakdown in intra-
community trust and cohesiveness within the 
sociological idea of social capital; a useful construct 
in framing the potential implications of the 
militarization project in post-war Sri Lanka.  The 
seminal definition of ‘social capital’ “refers to 
features of social organizations such as trust, norms 
[of reciprocity], and networks [of civic engagement] 
that can improve the efficiency of society by 
facilitating coordination actions.”48 There can be 
different forms of social capital, including between 
different communities, but in this context we are 
particularly concerned with ‘bonding social capital’ 
which refers to the “social capital that builds intra-
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group solidarity.”49 Within this framework, 
militarization and securitization can be understood as 
having resulted in the reduction of bonding social 
capital, evidenced by the reduction of intra-
community trust and cohesiveness as well as by the 
elimination of vital nodes of social networks through 
abductions and killings. Vital nodes can be 
understood as anyone in the community who 
possesses the potential to build intra-community 
networks and coordinate society, i.e. student leaders, 
human rights activists, community and political 
leaders, leaders in the militant movement, etc.50  
 As outlined above, in the Sri Lankan context, the 
military’s reduction of social capital did not end with 
the end of the war and was not limited just to the 
LTTE, but rather was applied to the entire Tamil 
community, particularly those emerging from the last 
phase of the war from the Vanni.  
 So what does this reduction in bonding social 
capital mean in terms of the Tamil community’s 
political and civic engagement, particularly that 
which challenges the Sinhala state order and is 
premised on self-determination and nationhood? It 
has been established that “[t]he various forms of 
social capital contribute to successful collective 
action, almost always, by enhancing trust among the 
actors.”51 Collective action includes mass political 
mobilization, such as was the case with the 
satyagrahas led by Tamil political leaders in the 60s 
and 70s.52 Problems with respect to collective action 
“arise whenever individuals face alternative courses 
of action between short-term self-regarding choices 
and one that, if followed by a large enough number of 
individuals in a group, benefits all.”53  
 Applying this to the current context in the North-
East, many Tamil individuals are having to choose 
between working for the military/accepting other 
pacification measures by the Sri Lankan state, and 
continuing to support and espouse a Tamil national 
identity challenging the Sri Lankan state and organize 
and mobilize for the latter accordingly.54 However, as 
R. K. Guruparan argues, “the impression is being 
forcefully created that seeking self-determination is 
inimical to the very survival of the Tamil 
community.”55 On the other hand, the choice of 
foregoing the Tamil national identity in favour of 
support for the Sri Lankan state, is perceived as 
providing short-term benefits to individuals as it 
ensures they are not seen as anti-state and do not thus 
have to worry about the associated consequences 

flowing from the militarization and securitization 
project discussed above. Further, those who do 
support the state in the form of accepting employment 
from the military or other state organs also perceive 
this as a short-term benefit, as it alleviates severe 
unemployment and debt issues: “The struggle is 
converted on realist terms to one of daily survival and 
not of self-determination.”56  
 The question thus becomes: does a reduction in 
bonding social capital within Tamil communities 
reduce their willingness to adopt civic and political 
engagement in support of the collective (Tamil 
national identity and politics)? Theoretically, it 
should, but this hypothesis has yet to be subjected to 
rigorous qualitative and quantitative research on the 
ground. Some experiential conclusions can be drawn 
though. Using the CSD as a case study, the CSD’s 
Tamil employees, who are already stigmatized and 
isolated from their communities, are becoming more 
willing with time to withdraw from any civic or 
political engagement with the Tamil national identity 
that could be seen as anti-state, thereby fitting the 
paradigm.57 While this withdrawal is not solely the 
result of a reduction in bonding social capital, as other 
factors including the military’s increased surveillance 
over them play a role, research has demonstrated it 
certainly plays a factor.58 “Our Tamil politicians and 
the diaspora don’t help us and the community is afraid 
to come to talk to us so what else are we supposed to 
do? We have no choice but to take their [the 
military’s] jobs. Why should we bother voting when 
our community rejects us?” one former LTTE cadre 
employed by the CSD told the author in 2018.59 
Another CSD employee told the author in 2017 that 
there used to be sense of community ownership over 
issues that arose pre-2009, but “today that sense of 
collective is not present.”60 One CSD employee who 
when originally interviewed in 2017 was able to 
critically view the military’s role in employing her, 
later in 2018, had shifted to fully supporting the 
military’s role in the North-East and condemning 
Tamil national parties.61  
 What is also evident is that the reasons often cited 
by Tamils in the North-East to explain why they do 
not participate in political and civic processes fall 
under the three broad factors already outlined in this 
paper: (1) a Tamil political framework premised on 
nationhood challenges the Sinhala state order; (2) the 
reduction in intra-community trust and cohesiveness 
(bonding social capital); and (3) the ‘mobilization of 
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fear’. Many are afraid of the consequences of being 
perceived as anti-state (in the present and/or future); 
those who are stigmatized already by the community 
due to militarization/ securitization feel excluded 
from networks and self-select out of engagement; and 
finally, those who do want to engage do not trust their 
fellow neighbours not to report them to 
military/police intelligence if they do participate.  
 This means that in the future, Tamil nationalist 
political parties may have a harder time politically 
mobilizing their constituents and it may become 
easier for more Sinhala state order-aligned parties to 
make inroads. Some would argue looking at the 
results of the January 2018 local government 
elections, this could already be happening. Tamil 
nationalist parties (identified as the TNA, TNPF and 
TULF) won 17% less of the vote share across the 
North-East in the 2018 local government elections 
than they did in the 2015 General Elections.62 While 
this is by no means a perfect comparison due to the 
difference in number of members elected and levels 
of government facing election, the loss still is a sign 
of a possible wane in support for Tamil national 
identity, if it is to be understood electorally; 
particularly as the loss was accompanied across the 
North-East by a rise in support for Sri Lankan 
national parties and state-aligned Tamil parties such 
as the EPDP.63 
Social Capital, Militarization and the 
Normalization Problem 
M. Rasaratnam writes that the consolidation of Tamil 
opposition post-independence was “the outcome of 
step-wise and temporally continuous processes of 
organization and mobilization that established the 
idea of a Tamil national identity as a dominant and 
unavoidable presence in Tamil political life.”64 
Understanding Tamil national identity-based politics 
as the outcome of a political process as opposed to 
primordial ethnic nationalism (a trope by many 
scholars), one can understand how Tamil nationalism 
can also be changed and affected by political 
processes. The reduction of bonding social capital 
which negatively impacts the Tamil community’s 
capacity to self-organize and mobilize for civic and 
political engagement seen under the broad anti-state 
lens described above, is one such political process 
that has the power to impact Tamil political 
aspirations centred on nationhood. 

 Again taking the CSD and oppressive military 
structures as a case study, many CSD employees no 
longer problematize the military’s role in employing 
them. As some employees who are former LTTE 
cadres reportedly told Ceylon Today recently, “[w]e 
are working with trust, respect and love with military 
officers and members of other communities under a 
zero weapon concept.”65 While some recognize that 
the CSD may be attempting to silence their voices, 
they have become resigned to this fate, and there is 
limited dissent from within victim-survivor 
populations in the Vanni to end the military’s role in 
civilian activities.66 One former LTTE cadre told the 
author, “we had a war and we lost so this [being 
subservient to the military] is our fate.”67 As the 
military increasingly engages in so-called 
‘reconciliation’ activities such as civilian-military 
sports tournaments and prize-giving, and further 
increases their role in other civilian activities such as 
agriculture and education, their presence in the 
community is becoming normalized, and the 
community’s recognition of their presence as 
oppressive is also shifting.68 Recently in interviews 
with displaced persons in Keppapilavu, many of them 
told the author, “[w]e just want our lands back, we 
don’t care if the military keeps their camps.”69 
However, by the same token, they spoke about fear of 
the military and fear of sending their children to walk 
by the camps.70 Oppression by the state through 
militarization and securitization post-2009 in many 
ways has become the status quo in the North-East. 
 However, also as a result of Tamil national identity 
being the consequence of a political process, one 
cannot definitively conclude that the reduction of 
bonding social capital would result in a change to 
Tamil political aspirations being centred on the Tamil 
national identity. One of the reasons it is hard to make 
that conclusion on the basis of social capital theory 
alone is because political processes are complex and 
multi-faceted and one important political process that 
has always driven Tamil national identity is the 
oppression of Tamils by the Sri Lankan state,71 which 
continues. Despite being the most heavily militarized 
region in the country and a region with a high number 
of military-employed Tamils, Tamil communities in 
Kilinochchi and Mullaitivu still overwhelmingly 
turned out for Maaveerar Naal (Tamil Heroes Day) in 
2016 and 2017.72 However, these areas also saw the 
largest decline in vote share for Tamil nationalist 
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parties in the 2018 local government elections, at 24% 
and 22% declines, respectively.73 Thus, it is clear that 
the political processes behind Tamil nationalism are 
complex and cannot be easily explained by one factor 
alone.  
Conclusion 
Processes of militarization and securitization are 
creating in parallel: mobilization of fear; reduction of 
social bonding capital; and 
normalization/internalization of oppression. If these 
phenomena continue there is a growing risk that 
Tamil political aspirations centred on self-
determination and nationhood from the grassroots 
population will be dampened as Tamil collective 
action and political/civic engagement declines. 
However, at the same time, these phenomena should 
not be viewed fatalistically. As demonstrated by the 
renewed resistance and emergence of protest culture 
in the North-East in the small space that has opened 
up since 201574, as well as the overwhelming turnout 
for Tamil national commemorative events such as 
Maaveerar Naal in 2016 and 2017,75 Tamil identity 
and nationhood still remains an indomitable force. 
Further to this, another important stakeholder in 
Tamil political aspirations that this paper does not 
explore, but should not be ignored, is the immense 
Tamil diaspora. As M. Rasaratnam writes, despite 
being organizationally fragmented, the main diaspora 
organizations are “bound by unity on the core 
principles of Tamil nationalism; that is Tamils’ 
national status and the demand for self-rule in their 
homeland.”76 This has continued post-2009, and also 
has an important role in driving the direction of Tamil 
political parties in Sri Lanka. Yet as this paper 
explores, the long-term impacts of militarization and 
securitization on Tamil collective identity and politics 
must be further examined and addressed if Tamil 
communities are to continue to be free to frame their 
own identity and aspirations.  
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Abstract 
This paper is based on a comprehensive review of the 
education system in the Northern Province conducted in 
2013/2014, and the author’s experience as facilitator of the 
review and in the production of the report entitled ‘Northern 
Education System Review – 2014’. The paper begins with an 
overview of the status of school education in Tamil in the 
North, East and Malaiyakam (hill country) and in context of 
education in Sri Lanka. It then outlines the education 
administration in the Northern and Eastern provinces, and 
highlights several shortcomings of the National Institute of 
Education (NIE) with which the author was associated since 
2013. He was also associated in an invited consultant role of 
the National Education Commission (NEC), the education 
policymaking commission, following the 2014 review of the 
Northern Education System. He was also member of the 
Standing Committee on General Education of the NEC from 
2016 – 2018. 
 The NIE supports education in the Sinhala, Tamil and 
English (Bilingual) Medium schools. There are 3,190 schools 
in Sri Lanka that offer Instruction in Tamil. The NIE carries a 
cadre of 220 permanent academic staff in the various 
disciplines related to the school system, of which 20 are 
Tamil-speaking and 200 are Sinhalese. There is no rational 
that it will take 10 times more Sinhalese to develop curricula 
and textbooks for schools in Sinhala than it would take Tamils 
to do the same Task in Tamil. There are no Tamils in its cadre 
of administrative staff. This staff ratio is reflective of NIE’s 
policy of developing curricula, textbooks and teachers’ guides 
for all subjects only in the Sinhala Language, and then 
translating these to Tamil Language – a practice associated 
with many errors and inadequate translation in textbooks.  
 The paper raises the question, “Is the NIE practicing an 
entrenched and institutionalized form of racism such that the 
National Ministry of Education and the National Education 
Commission consider the practice of suppressing Tamil 
Educators from becoming creators of curricula and textbooks 
creators as normal?”. It concludes by challenging Tamil 
speaking educators and the Tamil population at large in and 
outside Sri Lanka to find ways to improve the education in 
Tamil schools, and by offering some recommendations for 
follow up action. 

Introduction  
This paper is based on a comprehensive review of the 
education system in the Northern Province conducted 
in 2013/2014, and the author’s experience as 
facilitator of the review and the production of a report 
titled ‘Northern Education System Review –  2014’.  
(www.edudept.np.gov.lk  ). The Review was 
undertaken as a participatory action research exercise.  
The subsequent implementation was also structured 
as a participatory exercise. In both, in addition to staff 
from within the education system, specialists and 
members of the community were also included. (see 
pp 97 – 127  in Participatory Action Research and 
Educational Development – South Asian 
Perspectives.  Palgrave Macmillan, Switzerland, 
2017.). 
 Chapter 2 of the Report titled ’Current Situation 
– Teachers, Students and Administration’ (pp 9-42) 
outlines through illustrations the status in the North 
and the country. The percentages have not changed 
significantly. 
 It has become a norm among educators in Sri 
Lanka, especially in the North and may be also the 
East and Malaiyakam, to look for reasons from other 
sources than from within when examining causes that 
led to the present situation. We seldom look to see 
what are we doing wrong for us to be in the present 
situation. Having blamed others, we look for faraway 
mediators such as the international community to fix 
our problems and effect a solution. The self-reliance 
the Tamils were famous for over the centuries has 
dissipated slowly during the last 500 plus years of 
Colonial rule, and more so since the seventies and 
since the end of the war of liberation.  The rest of Sri 
Lanka is no better. To confirm, we only have to look 
at the size of the loans and aid by lenders and donors. 
This year the World Bank has approved $100 million 
to improve the education system. The request was for 
2.9 billion dollars. But we do not expect our 
secondary school children or	the University students 
to work part time during their education years.  The 
donor countries’ students work part-time. Such is our 
dignity. 
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 Once graduating out of such an educational 
system, even with the District quota system to enter 
universities, National Colleges of Education and 
Teachers Certificate holders, the recipients are 
reluctant to teach in off-the-highway schools in rural 
areas.  Those new teachers posted to rural schools 
apply all available channels of nepotism to get 
themselves transferred to urban schools, often to 
schools where there is already excess cadre. This, in 
spite of definite guidelines on transfers. Teachers 
transferred or appointed to rural schools use the 
influence of provincial councilors, MPs, and find 
excuses to get themselves transferred by secretaries 
and its committees to urban schools, in many 
instances leading to overstaffing at the urban schools. 
Nepotism is rampant in teacher transfers and need to 
be curbed. Such practice is anathema to the objectives 
of teaching and learning.  
 A school Principal with excess cadre at his/her 
school appeals annually to have the excess number 
removed, as there is friction between the excess 
cadres who do very little teaching and the regular 
cadres who carry a full load. From which vote they 
are paid is not a mystery. The authorities ensure they 
over demand teaching cadres to support such 
nepotism. Many classes are without teachers. 
Mathematics and science classes are often vacant in 
rural schools.   
 It is important that there is a teacher in every 
classroom. Most of the provinces do not have a 
database all in one place, to help make data-based 
decisions. Schools have the data but it is seldom sent 
to the zones and up to the provincial departments 
except the national examination results. The Northern 
Province and the Eastern Province have such a 
database since 2013. 
 There is no participation of the citizens who live 
and work in the zones.  It is an important aspect for 
those whose children attend schools, especially far 
away from the Provincial Directorate and the 
Provincial Ministry. It is also significant that those 
living permanently in the zones have a voice in 
decisions made that affect their own children. 
An overview 
Curricula 
Curricula of all the subjects set in terms of Learning 
Outcome for students from Grade 1 to Grade 11 are 
presented well in the Teacher’s Guide for all Grades.  
Textbooks prepared by the National Institute of 
Education (NIE) are available on the NEC website. 
The curricula in all subjects, except for Dance, Music, 

Art and Sculpture, are two-dimensional. That is, they 
are only content based. Curricula seldom relate the 
concepts and principles to everyday life of the 
students and the community.  Teaching is rote 
learning of content to pass the National examinations.  
Textbooks  
The 2016 textbooks , except for History, are a great 
improvement on the previous ones. The period 
allocated to each lesson is just enough to cover facts 
of the topics in each chapter. There is a disconnect 
between the time allocated, the topic, the learning 
outcome and activity as stated in the Teacher’s Guide 
and Textbooks in science and mathematics and in 
other compulsory subjects.  The curricula, textbooks 
and the Teacher’s Guides are written in Sinhala.  They 
are then translated into Tamil for the Tamil medium 
students and teachers.  Education administrators have 
accepted this  as the norm since the inception of the 
NIE , an arm of the National Ministry of Education, 
in 1986. Those Tamils who complain of it seldom 
speak out in public or pursue any of the pathways 
available for action on the matter. 
Science 
Science is one subject and is to be taught as integrated 
science and not separately as Physics, Chemistry, 
Botany and Zoology. But these were taught as 
Physics, Chemistry and Biology in each of the three 
terms of the academic year.  Now, in each term, they 
are taught as separate subjects in serial order, though 
within the units there is some integration. There are 
small laboratories in schools and some practical 
lessons are conducted but performance of students is 
not given any weight at the National O/L or A/L 
examinations. There is no field-based teaching or 
report writing by students in any of the subjects.   
Mathematics 
Mathematics curriculum, like that of science, is 
designed as if all students will enter GCE A/L to study 
Mathematics, along with Physics and Chemistry and 
would go on to university to study Mathematics or 
Engineering and Engineering Technology.  The fact 
on the ground is that approximately 60% qualify to 
enter Grade 12 and about 65% of those qualify for 
higher education.  In effect, like Science and other 
subjects for A/L, the objective of the teaching seems 
to be to filter those who can enter tertiary higher 
education and the others strained out. The education 
system, while educating those who are university-
bound, should still aim to impart skills and knowledge 
to students who do not reach the universities to enter 
other professions.  
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	Content of Subjects 
The content of the courses, especially of Biology, 
Chemistry, Physics, Mathematics in Year 13 are best 
taught at universities. Universities have the 
laboratories and staff with post-graduate 
qualifications. At present, after the O/L at the A/L 
students are required to take 3 subjects for 2 years and 
then the same subjects for 3 more years at university, 
implying five years of study spent on  just 3 subjects! 
An Honours degree would be just one year more of 
the same subject area. The knowledge explosion since 
the 3-year degree was established in the 15th century 
is entirely being by passed for  our graduates in this 
21st century. The need of the 21st Century society is 
not met by the current 3-year undergraduate program. 
Only Agriculture requires 4 years of study to get a 
Bachelor degree. Our university system is trapped in 
the 19th Century. 
 The present A/L 13th year curricula can be 
expanded to widen the courses to offer science and 
mathematics students a post-O/L content in the arts 
and for the arts students an environment based science 
course. They both should also be required to take 
technical skills, social science and management skills 
needed in their workplace and community. It is 

certain to widen their horizon and enrich them with 
social skills. 
History  
At present content in History stops with 1978. 
Contemporary history should be included. The 
content is largely Sinhala History and skips over 
history of the Tamil and Muslim peoples. There is a 
crying  need to obtain consultation from Tamil and 
Muslim historians for the History curriculum.  The 
history curricula reads as if it was written in Sinhala 
and translated into Tamil, which it is.  
Agriculture, Fisheries, Vocational and Technical 
Agriculture is offered at the O/L and A/L in 90% of 
schools that do not have a land laboratory to grow 
crops or raising poultry. Where there is no space for 
growing crops, they should have vertical gardening. 
Same problem in fisheries and vocational-technical 
skills being taught, like the others, including physical 
education, by chalk and talk! It is important to require 
the school and the teachers to connect with nearby 
community practicing the professions to give work 
experience to the students. Teachers who teach such 
subjects are often not from families who are in such 
professions.  

No. Zone Primary Secondary 
General English Secondary Science Secondary Maths 

AP AV Def AP AV Def AP AV Def AP AV Def 

1 JAFFNA 660 658 2 100 33 67 160 174 -14 159 158 1 

2 VALIKAMAM 736 623 113 121 31 90 152 138 14 152 125 27 

3 VADAMARACHCHI 445 419 26 74 11 63 90 90 0 89 109 -20 

4 THENMARACHCHI 316 320 -4 55 6 49 76 58 18 75 58 17 

5 ISLANDS 282 192 90 56 5 51 64 47 17 64 42 22 

6 KILINOCHCHI 646 674 -28 100 10 90 133 104 29 133 107 26 

7 MANNAR 519 492 27 85 16 69 100 77 23 98 68 30 

8 MADHU 213 167 46 37 2 35 37 25 12 37 26 11 

9 VAVUNIYA NORTH 400 244 156 72 6 66 55 33 22 55 38 17 

10 VAVUNIYA SOUTH 608 524 84 95 35 60 105 95 10 104 89 15 

11 MULLAITIVU 389 381 8 57 7 50 81 60 21 81 65 16 

12 THUNUKKAI 284 196 88 49 3 46 47 40 7 47 29 18 

13 PROVINCIAL 5498 4890 608 901 165 736 1100 941 159 1094 914 180 

 (Source. NP Database: www.edudept.np.gov)            
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Teacher-shortage, absenteeism and school hours 
Many schools in the Northern Province rural areas 
have classes where for long period teachers are not 
appointed for various reasons including, emergency, 
short or long term absences from their classes or 
maternity leave.  Such classes without teachers do not 
give students the skills, knowledge and competencies 
they are to learn by end of the school year. Long 
teacher absenteeism results in the syllabus not being 
completed. This causes problems when they move to 
the next grade without the prerequisite competences 
to learn what the next class offers thus increasing 
failure rate in national examinations.  
 For many years, the final year A/L students, in 
most schools in the North, have been  attending 
Tutories from January till August, which is the date 
of the examination, with tacit knowledge of their 
Principal, Deputy Principal and subject teachers and 
parents. What their teachers do during this time is not 
known. When the Principals are asked about it they 
say the students are given study leave! The two-year 
A/L classes are reduced to 12 months!  
 Parents have come to depend on and trust tutories 
to get their children prepared for passing national 
examinations at Grade 5, GCE O/L and A/L 
examinations, and send them to these tutories from 
Grade 1 onwards. The O/L and A/L students attend 
tutories on average for 20 to 28 hours per week. With 
28 hours of school per week, the students have no 
time for any recreation or to learn anything practical.  
All schools hold their interschool sports competitions 
during school hours. The parents do not want sports 
activities after schools as they want the students to 
attend their tutories. Such is the strangle hold of the 
national examinations on parents, students, teachers 
and education administrators. 
 In Sri Lanka, family income is dependent on the 
level of educational attainment. (See NESR Report 
Ch 2.) In 1994, University students consisted of 
approximately 60% coming from professional 
families that comprise 16% of the population, 24% 
from middle-income families that comprise 24% of 
the population, and only 16% come from farm and 
fisher families that comprise 60% of the population.  
The vicious cycle of poverty is fueled by the failure 
in education and thus earnings in employment. Those 
who break through this cycle are few. 
 

Teacher Education 

	
Universities with Faculties of Education that are not 
offering science or mathematics B.Ed. general 
degrees should be encouraged to offer B.Ed. Honours 
degrees in science and mathematics education who 
can teach at A/L. University of Colombo, Peredeniya 
University, University of Jaffna are some that do not 
offer a B.Ed. Eastern University does. 
Rationale to Improve Teacher Education 
It is important to raise the teacher competence in the 
Primary and Secondary level than what exists now. 
The Pie Charts below indicate the status as of 2010 
and 2013. Though the numbers may have changed 
now, the percent data is still a good indicator of the 
present situation.  The problem of learning and 
teaching starts at the Primary. It continues up through 
the Grades where approximately half the students 
proceed without acquiring the pre-requisite 
knowledge and skills required to follow the content in 
succeeding stages. 50% of them are pushed out of the 
system at Grade 11 without any skills required for 
gainful employment. Remedial classes for such 
students during the Term break would help the 
students with lessons during the subsequent Term. 
 The figures below show that in 2010, nationally, 
82 % of the teachers do not carry a degree level 
qualification meaning that only 18% of all teachers 
have a College degree or above. 
 At the school level there exist much discrepancy 
especially among rural schools. The disparity needs 
to be eliminated by equitable funding and devolving 
of key decision making to an elected Zonal Board of 
voters from the respective Zones. 
The Percentage of School Candidates qualified for 
A/L in 2017, by Education Zones in the country, 
arranged in Descending order of Qualified percentage 
is given below. Jaffna Zone was 34th with 73.59%. 
Many Zones in the North and East are in the bottom 
25. 
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The figures below show that in 2010, nationally, 82 % of the teachers do not carry a degree level qualification 
meaning that only 18% of all teachers have a College degree or above..  
 

 
 
 
In the Northern Province, in 2013, those with Teaching Certificate and untrained are 58%.  In the Kilinochchi 
Zone in the North the TC and the untrained are 74%. (See figures below.)  
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In the Kilinochchi Zone, like Madhu, Thunukkai, Vavuniaya South and Mullaitivu Zones similar Teacher 
distribution by qualifications is inadequate to improve education. 

	

Some areas of Concern 
1. Institutionalized Racism Practiced by the 
National Institute of Education (NIE) 
The NIE supports education in the Sinhala, Tamil and 
English (Bilingual) Medium schools. There are 3,190 
schools in Sri Lanka that offer instruction in Tamil.  
Two thirds of them are in the North, East and 
Malaiyakam.  The NIE carries a cadre of 220 
permanent academic staff in the various disciplines 
related to the school system. Out of 220 only 20 are 
Tamil-speaking and 200 are Sinhalese. (www.nie.lk). 
 There are no Tamils in its administrative staff 
cadre.  This staff ratio is reflective of NIE’s policy of 
developing curricula, textbooks and teachers’ guides 
for all subjects only in the Sinhala Language, and then 
translating these to Tamil Language – a practice 
associated with many errors and inadequate 
translation in textbooks.  Since 1986, the NIE 
developed Sinhalese academic and administrative 
staff recruited from Schools, the Ministry of 
Education and Universities, without offering the same 
opportunity to Tamil speaking scholars. 

 The academic decision making body of the NIE 
is the Academic Affairs Board, which has 11 
members out of whom 10 are Sinhalese and only one 
Tamil. The Council of the NIE, which is responsible 
for all matters connected to NIE’s responsibilities and 
objectives, is composed of 17 members who are all 
Sinhalese (www.nie.lk). Such suppression was 
institutionalized as the status quo.   
 The Ministry of Education and the National 
Institute of Education should implement the relevant 
articles of Chapter IV of the Constitution on Official 
Languages.  For NIE to implement the Official 
Language Policy, it needs equal number of Sinhala 
and Tamil academic staff.  Such changes will enhance 
the cooperation of Sinhala and Tamil educators. It 
will help promote understanding and cooperation for 
generations to come. Such recognition of equality 
will lead to reconciliation. The NIE has not 
implemented the Official Language Policy by not 
appointing equal number of Tamil staff as Sinhala 
Staff.  
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The Proposal to enhance the NIE is to remedy the 
omission since its inception in 1986, and will ensure 
that the curricula, text books and examinations by the 
Examination department will ensure Parity of the 
Medium of Instruction.  Scholars from both 
languages can then meet and ensure that all materials 
have the same content.  The MOE and the NIE need 
to make changes to its structure and staffing. If it fails, 
the only remedy is for a Tamil citizen to appeal to the 
Official Language Commission to inquire and 
recommend a remedy.  
2. Official Language Commission 
The responsibility of the Official Language 
Commission is stated as: 

“Where the public institution has not given effect to 
the recommendations of the Commission within a 
90-day period from receipt of its report, the 
Commissioner of the Official Languages 
Department, or the complainant, after informing the 
Attorney General in writing, may apply to the High 
Court of the Province the complainant resides in, 
within 90 days of the expiry of the period within 
which the recommendations were to be given 
effect. (Section 25 of the Act) Where any person 
has made a complaint to the Commission and has 
not been informed of the results of the investigation 
within 120 days of the making of the complaint, or 
where the Commission has informed the 
complainant of its decision to refuse to investigate 
or to cease investigations, the complainant may 
apply to the Supreme Court within 30 days of the 
expiry of the 120 day period, or from the date of 
receipt of the communication regarding the refusal 
to investigate or cessation of investigations.” 

An excerpt of Dr. Gooneratne’s testimony to the 
LLRC given below gives an indication of the problem 
that is ingrained in the Sri Lanka Ministries and 
Departments:  

LLRC Tape No.1 – 15-09-2010 – Dr. John 
Gooneratne  
Representations of Dr. John Goonaratne 
“…I think that just as much as the use of Sinhala is 
important to a Sinhalese citizen, so is the use of 
Tamil to a Tamil citizen. 
To cut a long story short, it appears that the 
implementation of the official languages policy is 
very spotty and subject to political weather 
conditions. What is a possible remedy? There is the 
Official Languages Department to implement the 
use of the two official languages, and there is an 

Official Languages Commission established in 
1991 vested with the authority to oversee the 
implementation of the official languages policy 
among other functions. It also has I am told the 
powers to take public servants to court for non-
implementation of the official languages. “ 
Source:https://drive.google.com/file/d/0Bxbk4wY
olphwNTM0YjYwMTctMmE1Zi00YjcxLWFjOT
UtOTg5MmJiOTY5MjY1/view?ddrp=1&authkey
=COfA0fkJ&hl=en# 

3. What can the Tamils in Sri Lanka and in the 
Diaspora do to right the wrong in the education 
Sector? 
The Ninth Schedule Provincial List I. Appendix III 
Education makes the provision to the North and East 
Provincial Councils as follows;  “23. Production and 
distribution of school textbooks after approval by the 
Ministry.” Such a solution may be an alternative.  
Based on this, an Institute of Tamil Medium 
Education was proposed in Chapter 12 of the 
Northern Education System Review Report (  
www.edudept.np.gov).  Based on it, a project 
proposal with a budget was prepared which the Board 
of Ministers of the NPC and the Governor had 
approved in 2015.  A Statute was prepared in 2016 
and is awaiting approval by the NPC.   
 The World Bank has approved $100 million to 
improve General Education from Grades 1 to 13.  In 
it, funds are allocated for NIE to improve curriculum 
development, improve textbooks, and teacher 
education etc. 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-
release/2018/04/26/world-bank-approves-100-
million-to-help-sri-lanka-modernize-its-education-
system 
 The NPC can appeal to the Official Language 
Commission to right the wrong practice by the MOE 
and the NIE.  It can also raise the matter with the 
World Bank for it not to fund institutions that violate 
the Ch IV of the Constitution. World Bank funding 
NIE will only exasperate the conflict between 
Sinhalese and Tamils and Tamil speaking people. 
4. Armed Forces of Sri Lanka Operating Pre-
Schools in the North. 
The NESR Report recognized the above problem and 
had made recommendation for the army to handover 
the pre-schools they operate to the Northern Ministry 
of Education (See Ch. 9).  But the number of 
preschools operated by the army has increased 
according to the NP Minister of Education. 
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 At the time of writing, this issue was reported as 
follows: “The militarization of pre-schools is a form 
of child soldiering, Northern Provincial Council 
Minister of Education K. Sarwesvaran told TamilNet 
in an interview this week. Out of 12 educational zones 
coming under the NPC, there are SL army run pre-
schools in 6 zones. There are 294 schools with 553 
teachers and 6,020 children. Sarwesvaran has once 
again demanded Colombo government to hand over 
the administration of the SL military-run preschools 
in Vanni to the civil administration under the NPC. 

The NPC Education Minister characterized the 
military operation of pre-schools as a serious crime 
on the part of the SL Defence Ministry and the SL 
Government. They are upbringing the [Tamil] 
children under their [Sinhala] military culture, 
discipline, philosophy and thoughts, he said.“  
(Source: TamilNet, Sunday 8 April 2018, 
23:38GMT)  
 This drastic policy matter needs to be brought to 
the attention of the funding agency for this project 
which in this instance is the World Bank. 
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Abstract 
The paper outlines a legal and political theory of 
when independence referendums are permissible. 
Based on existing legal theory it is concluded that 
referendums are only legal when they are either 
directly allowed by the constitution or if the part of 
the country that espouses independence is barred 
from pursuing this goal through democratic means. It 
is proposed that Sixth Amendment to the Sir Lankan 
constitution thereby gives the Tamils in said island a 
right to hold a referendum. The paper also argues that 
independence referendums are most likely to be 
implemented when this in the interest of the three 
Western Powers on the UN Security council. While 
there is a statistically significant correlation between 
the support for independence (the yes-vote) and 
international recognition, this is much lower than the 
100 per cent association between support of the three 
permanent Western Powers on the Security Council 
and international recognition. Countries may cite 
legal, democratic and philosophical principles but the 
statistical and historical facts suggest that these are of 
secondary importance when it comes to recognising 
states after independence referendums.  
 

Introduction 
It seems that the international community – which 
oversees these two types of referendums – have been 
keen to ensure that their endeavours have not gone to 
waste, though it should be noted that some 
international agreement on referendums have not 
resulted in actual referendums, such as the 
referendum on the future of Kashmir and Western 
Sahara. These two latter referendums deserve to be 
mentioned although – or perhaps because – no 
referendum has taken place in either of the 
jurisdictions.  
 Thus, despite being condemned by the UN 
Security Council for its illegal annexation of Western 
Sahara, Morocco has delayed holding a referendum 
on the future status of annexed area in flagrant 
contravention of international law due to 
uncertainties over the electorate.  
 Similar delaying tactics have been deployed by 
India over the disputed territory of Kashmir. The UN 
Security Council called for a referendum in 
Resolution 47, which stated that “A plebiscite will be 
held when it shall be found by the Commission that 
the cease-fire and truce arrangements set forth in Parts 
I and II of the Commission's resolution of 13 August 
1948”. That was 70 years ago at the time of writing. 
To date no referendum has been held. 
 However, when referendums are held, the 
outcome has been accepted by the international 
community and by the parent states. Indeed, even 
when the result of the referendum was not legally 
binding (due to the doctrine of parliamentary 
sovereignty) the outcome of the referendum has been 
ratified by parliaments. Thus, the parliament of 
Indonesia – after considerable pressure from the 
international community – recognised the outcome of 
the 1999 East Timorese independence referendum.  
 The situation is markedly different for unilateral 
independence referendums. This type of 
independence referendum constitutes the majority of 
the 42 independence referendums held since 1980. 36 
or 85 per cent were in this category. Only in one 
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twelve cases was the referendum followed by 
international recognition of the new state.  
 Why is it that some referendums – even unilateral 
ones – result in the establishment of a new state (such 
as in the case of Bosnia, Estonia and the Ukraine) but 
not in other cases such as in Catalonia, Tartarstan and 
Somaliland? To answer this, we need to look at the 
legal aspects pertaining to – what misleadingly – is 
called the ‘right to self-determination’ (Dobelle 
1996). 
The Legal Argument 
Legal philosophers may disagree at the theoretical 
level as to whether the law is the  way acts or 
parliament or legal precedents are interpreted by the 
courts or whether there is some higher legal principle 
– or natural law – which overrides ‘black letter law’.  
 Proponents of the latter view – such as Thomas 
Aquinas (1224-1274), but the doctrine can be traced 
back to Sophocles’ Antigone in fifth Century BC - 
hold that statutes and precedents that are at odds with 
natural law must give way. That is, “a legal norm fails 
to be valid if it goes against the human reason, 
regardless of the fact that it has been adopted by the 
state” (Thomas Aquinas quoted in Şen 2015: 59). 
Whatever the philosophical merits of this view, courts 
and governments do not tend to be persuaded by legal 
theory or jurisprudence. Thus, while the late legal 
theorist Neil MacCormick, in the case of the United 
Kingdom, believed one could answer the question "Is 
there a constitutional path to Scottish independence?" 
affirmatively (MacCormick 2000), this is very much 
a minority view among practicing lawyers. Thus, 
while one may philosophically disagree with the 
ethical and moral tenants of legal positivism, this 
doctrine holds sway in practical politics. Hence, the 
following is based on a reading of the black letter law 
pertaining to independence referendums. 
 The black letter law of the ‘right’ to self-
determination referendums is, in a sense, very simple. 
In the words of James Crawford, “there is no 
unilateral right to secede based merely on a majority 
vote of the population of a given sub-division or 
territory” (Crawford, 2006: 417). Those who espouse 
a similar legal positivist approach will further stress 
that this is consistent with the jurisprudence if 
international counts. Thus, in an obiter dicta in the 
Kosovo Case Judge Yusuf, opined,  

A radically or ethnically distinct group within a 
state, even if it qualifies as a people for the 
purposes of self-determination, does not have the 

right to unilateral self-determination simply 
because it wishes to create its own separate state 
(Re Kosovo, 2010: 1410).  

This view regarding the legality of independence 
referendums is near identical to the doctrine followed 
by domestic courts. In the Canadian case of Bertrand 
v. Québec, it was held per Justice Robert Lessage that 
a referendum on a unilateral declaration would be, 
”manifestly illegal”. This is still the legal position 
notwithstanding the reasoning in the much cited (and 
little often misunderstood) Re Quebec (See below) 
 Thus, the general rule is that referendums have to 
be held in accordance with existing constitutions 
(such a provision exists in Art 39(3) of the Ethiopian 
constitution and was used when Eritrea seceded in 
1993. But in few other states provide for this 
possibility, the exceptions are Art. 74 of the 
Constitution of Uzbekistan, Art. 4 of the Constitution 
of Liechtenstein and previously Art. 60 of the 
Constitution of Serbia-Montenegro. 
 Another legal avenue to secession is after an 
agreement between the area that seeks secession and 
the larger state of which it is part (this is what 
happened in the very different cases of East Timor 
1999, South Sudan, 2011, Scotland 2014, and a 
fortiori Bougainville 2020 (Radan 2012: 14).   
 Following this logic, it would seem that the 
referendums in both Catalonia and Kurdistan, to take 
two recent examples, were both illegal and 
unconstitutional.  
 Based on this reasoning the Soviet leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev was well within his right to claim that the 
Latvian, Estonian and Lithuanian referendums on 
independence in the Spring of 1991 were illegal and 
that he was the guarantor of Pravovoe gosudarstvo – 
the equivalent of the rule of law in Soviet 
jurisprudence. Of course, some would say, 
previously, under the so-called Stalin Constitution 
1936, individual Soviet states did indeed have the 
right to self-determination referendums under Art 48. 
But this provision had been dropped in Khrushchev 
Constitution of 1956. Consequently, the Baltic 
republics were in breach in the early 1990s. (Though 
some claim their annexation by the Soviet Union in 
1939 was illegal and hence their declaration of 
independence was merely a statement of a reassertion 
of sovereignty) 
 But let’s go back to the Catalan and Kurdish 
cases. As, respectively, the Iraqi and the Spanish 
constitutions do not allow for independence 
referendums, the two referendums held in these two 
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Figure 1: Referendums on Independence 1860-2017i 
 

 
Based on Qvortrup (2014) (2017). Note: This Figure does not include the four multi-option 
referendums in Puerto Rico (1968, 1993, 1998 and 2012), which formally included 
‘independence’ as one of the options. However, the table includes the two-round multi-
option referendum in Newfoundland in 1948 as independence was one of the choices in the 
run-off. The independence options lost to ‘statehood’ and the former British territory 
became a Canadian Province. (See Qvortrup 2014: 69) 
	
	
	
Figure 2: Types of Referendums and International Recognition  
 

 
Based on Şen (2017) and Qvortrup (2017) 
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entities referendum were, it would seem, ipso facto, 
unconstitutional. 
 Yet matters are not that simple. Admittedly, all 
other things being equal a country only has a right if 
it follows the rules. However, when a region is part of 
an undemocratic constitutional order matters are a bit 
more complex. Antonio Cassese has argued,  

When the central authorities of a sovereign State 
persistently refuse to grant participatory rights to 
a religious or racial group, grossly and 
systematically trample upon their fundamental 
rights, and deny them the possibility of reaching 
a peaceful settlement within the framework of the 
State structure…a group may secede – thus 
exercising the most radical form of external self-
determination – once it is clear that all attempts 
to achieve internal self-determination have failed 
or are destined to fail (Cassese, 1995: 119-120).  

As Iraq is not a well-functioning democratic state, it 
could be argued that Kurdistan meets these criteria. 
Again, the comparison with the Soviet Union is 
illustrative. Notwithstanding Gorbachev’s reforms, 
the USSR was not a democratic regime, which 
consequently, provided the Baltic States with a 
justification for holding referendums.  
 But, given that Spain is a democratic state, this 
rule hardly covers Catalonia. While the Spanish 
government, arguably acted in a way that appeared 
grossly disproportionate (to wit Police violence and 
arrest of democratically elected politicians), the legal 
argument remains the same. Catalonia is not currently 
part of a non-democratic state.  
 Based on the situation, as it stands now, the 
Catalan referendum in 2017 was from a purely legal 
perspective extra constitutional. In a legal system 
under the rule of law, the powers of state institutions 
have to be enumerated in law. The basic principle of 
D’état du Droit is that citizens can do anything unless 
it is expressly prohibited. Public bodies or 
‘emanations of the state’ an only do things that are 
expressly allowed. Thus, the latter cannot legally 
speaking take actions that are not prescribed in 
enabling legislation. To pass legislation outside the 
boundaries of the constitution or enabling legislation 
is the very definition of being ultra vires. 
 However, the situation is different in Tamil 
Eelam. Following the sixth amendment to the Sri 
Lankan Constitution the inhabitants of said region 
arguably have a right to a referendum on 
independence. The amendment states (157A), “(1) 

No person shall, directly or indirectly, in or outside 
Sri Lanka, support, espouse, promote, finance, 
encourage or advocate the establishment of a separate 
State within the territory of Sri Lanka”. As this 
effectively bars a particular point of view from the 
democratic process, it follows that a referendum is 
legal under the doctrine of lack of democratic 
recourse. 
 But does the law have to be that inflexible? Could 
the Catalan process be legal? To answer this question 
we can look at the case of Canada.  In Canada, the two 
referendums held in Quebec in, respectively, 1980 
and 1995, were not strictly speaking within the 
powers granted to the Provinces by the Canadian 
Constitution (Şen 2015).  
 Technically speaking, the referendums were ultra 
vires. Yet, the Canadian judges, realising that legality 
ultimately rests on a modicum of legitimacy followed 
a more pragmatic logic. In the celebrated case, Re 
Quebec, the Court was asked the question, “Under the 
Constitution of Canada, can the National Assembly, 
legislature or Government of Quebec effect the 
secession of Quebec from Canada unilaterally?”  
 The Court held that while the “secession of 
Quebec from Canada cannot be 
accomplished…unilaterally”, a referendum itself was 
not unconstitutional but a mechanism of gauging the 
will of the francophone province. Consequently a 
referendum, provided it resulted in a “clear majority”, 
“would confer legitimacy on the efforts of the Quebec 
government” (Re Secession of Quebec, 1998: 385).  
 In other words, a result in favour of secession 
would require the rest of Canada to negotiate with 
Quebec. Needless to say, this ruling does not apply in 
Spain. But the Canadian example suggests that other 
countries’ courts have shown a flexibility and 
appreciation of nuances that is conducive to 
compromises. 
 These examples would seem to suggest that the 
international law pertaining to independence 
referendums is clear and simple. Alas, this is very far 
from being the case (For a more general discussion 
see Şen 2015: 77ff).  
 While governments may confidently cite 
principles, the practice of independence referendums 
seemingly owes more to national interest than to 
adherence to principles of jurisprudence. For 
example, the states of Western Europe readily 
recognised the secessions of several former Yugoslav 
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republics in the early 1990s – although these new 
states did not adhere to the aforementioned legal 
principles. And yet, in other cases international 
recognition has been less forthcoming even if the 
countries have seemingly followed the established 
norms. To wit, No state has to date recognised the 
outcome of Nagorno-Karabakh’s referendum in 
1991, although Azerbaijan is very far from being a 
democratic state (the country has a Freedom House 
Score of 7 – the same as North Korea!) and despite 
the greater freedoms for the citizens/inhabitants of the 
break-away republic. Similarly, no state recognised 
the referendum in Somaliland although this enclave is 
considerably more democratic, peaceful and 
respecting of the rule of law than Somalia, which at 
the time of the referendum was an arch-typical failed 
state. For all the legal arguments, acceptance of 
referendum results is ultimately a political rather than 
a legal decision. In other words, are all these 
arguments just examples of what IR scholar Stephen 
Krasner (1999) with an apt phrase called ‘organised 
hypocrisy’?  Or, are states actually recognised if they 
follow the rules of the game? Or, it is simply a matter 
of power politics? 
When are Referendums on Independence 
Recognised? 
Lawyers are interested in what is – or is not – legal 
and in accordance with more or less rigid rules. 
Political scientists, by contrast, are interested in what 
actually happens and the causes effecting this.   
 Are there from a political science– or 
international relations – point of view causes and 
tendencies associated with recognition of referendum 
results? Or, are independence referendums simply 
recognised when the rules are followed? 
 Alternatively, do we now live in a democratic age 
in which the gold standard of legitimacy is popular 
support? And, if the answer is in the affirmative, do 
independence referendums tend to be recognised 
when secession is supported by a large majority of the 
new demos on a large turnout? Or is it all down to 
power politics?  
 Politicians who are sure of the backing of the 
people often point to the legitimizing effects of 
referendums. This, indeed, has been characteristic of 
independence referendums since the earliest days. 
Camillo Benso di Cavour (1810-1861), the Italian 
statesman, who was the responsible for the politics of 
Italian unification. Was this an early example of this? 

Before the referendum in Tuscana and Emilia in 
1860, he wrote,  

I await with anxiety the result of the count, which 
is taking place in Central Italy. If, as I hope, this 
last proof is decisive (questa ultima prova), we 
have written a marvellous page in the history of 
Italy. Even should Prussia and Russia contest the 
legal value of universal suffrage, they cannot 
place in doubt (non potranno mettere in dubbio) 
the immense importance of the event today 
brought to pass. Dukes, archdukes and grand-
dukes will be buried forever beneath the heap of 
votes deposited in urns of voting places of 
Tuscany and Emilia (Cavour 1883, 211). 

At the time – over 150 years ago – democratic 
legitimacy seemingly had a legitimizing effect. And 
this effect was even stronger a couple of generations 
later when the American political scientist Sarah 
Wambaugh observed, “There was not one of the great 
powers, not even Austria or Russia, which did not 
participate in those years [1848-1870] in some form 
of appeal to national self-determination to settle 
Europe’s numerous territorial questions” (Wambaugh 
1933: xxxiii).  
 In the light of the latter it would seem reasonable 
and plausible that outcomes of referendums on 
independence would have an even stronger 
legitimizing force in an age where ‘democracy’ – to 
use a term from analytical philosophy - is an 
illocutionary speech-act, a term that demands 
unconditional observance.  Yet, recent votes – such as 
the one in Kurdistan in 2017 – it seems that 
independence referendums, despite this near 
universal acceptance of the rhetoric of democracy, 
only tend to lead to independence and recognition 
when this is in the national interest of major powers. 
Whether it is one or the other – or more likely a 
combination of the two – is an empirical question.  
 The hypothesis in the following is that power 
politics is the more important factor and that this can 
be demonstrated statistically.  
Statistical Analysis  
Since the 1980s there have been 44 referendums 
which have resulted independence. This analysis is 
based on the referendums held since the break-down 
of the Soviet Union. Before that date there had been 
relatively few independence referendums (only a 
handful in each decade). The first independence 
referendums were held in the US Confederate States 
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Texas, Virginia, Tennessee and Arkansas, where 
narrow majorities voted for independence in 1861. 
Other independence referendums include Norway 
(1905), Iceland (1944), Jamaica (1961) Algeria 
(1962) and Malta (1964). For a discussion of these 
referendums see Qvortrup (2014) and Şen (2015). Of 
these 16 (or 36 per cent) have resulted in the 
establishment of a new state. What are the factors 
associated with the establishment of these new states?  
Factors associated with recognition are the legal one 
‘the seceding entity was part of a non—democratic 
state. But there are also more political ones, e.g. a 
high turnout and a massive yes-vote.  And then, there 
is the factor, which I think is the most important one 
– whether the new state has the support of the 
international community – or, more specifically, the 
three ‘democratic’ permanent members of the UN 
security council. 
 In the analysis below we have measured some of 
the factors that statistically could be conducive for 
when states are recognised using what is known as a 
multiple logistic regression analysis. Without going 
into technical detail, this analysis measures the 
strength of the different given factors behind a 
phenomenon.  
 The dependent variable is whether the state was 
recognised and took up a seat in the UN.  
 
Table 1: Logistic Regression: Determinants of 
Recognition of Successful Independence 
Referendums  
Variables     Model 1   
Security Council Dummy  4.258*** 
     (1.778) 
Freedom House Score   -.298 
     (.742) 
Turnout     .100 
     (.90) 
Yes-Vote    .055 
     (.065) 
Negotiation/Constitutional Provision 1.054 
     (2.35) 
Constant     -15.134 
     (9.709) 
R;Squared: 0.72 (Nagelkerte):0.52 N: 38  
*: p< .1,  **:  p< .05, *** p< .01 
 
 The independent variables are the official yes 
vote, the turnout, the Freedom House score of the 
country from which the entity sought to secede and 

lastly a dummy variable for whether there was a 
support for secession among the five permanent 
members of the Security Council (in practice the 
USA, Britain and France). 
 As the Table 1 shows Security Council Support 
from the three permanent Western powers is the key 
determining factor (statistically significant at 
p<0.01). All the other variables were not statistically 
significant. 
Whether the country part of a democracy or not (i.e. 
if the vote was held under the rules prescribed by the 
legal norms) is statistically speaking irrelevant. While 
the direction of the statistical correlation is negative 
as expected (a high Freedom House score indicated 
less democracy), the level of margin of error – is 
several times above the conventionally accepted 
levels. 
 Likewise, whether the turnout was high or low 
did not matter one jut when it came to recognizing 
states. Some countries with low turnout became 
independent, e.g. Bosnia, others did not, e.g. 
Tartarstan. Whether the support (the yes-vote) was 
high or low was equally academic. Indeed, the yes-
vote in Somaliland (1999) and Krajina (1992) both 
had very high yes-votes and both countries remain 
unrecognized. 
Conclusion  
Not all independence referendums are equal. There 
are three basic forms; referendums in postcolonial 
states (e.g. The Philippines in 1935), referendums 
following an agreement (Eritrea 1993) and 
Unilaterally Declared Independence Referendums 
(e.g. the Baltic Republics in the early 1990s). 
Whereas all the referendums in the two first 
categories were recognized by the international 
community and duly led to the establishment of new 
states the same is not true for Unilaterally Declared 
Independence Referendums. Less than half of the 
latter were recognized. What determine this low 
success-rate? 
 The answer is that he factors, which determine to 
success – or otherwise – of an independence 
referendum are not whether the entity is part of a non-
democratic regime (as legal theory would have us 
believe), nor the turnout and the yes-vote (as 
democratic norms would suggest), but above all if 
secession is supported by (and in the interest of) 
Britain, France or the USA. 
 To put it crudely, it was not in the interest of these 
democratic countries to recognize Kurdistan, 
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Tartarstan, South Ossetia –or Catalonia. The great 
democratic powers’ arguments for not doing so might 
be legalistic or even philosophical but the statistical 
evidence suggest that these factors rarely are adhered 
to in practice; ultimately, what matters is the elusive 
and yet very real ‘national interest’. Recognizing new 
states and their ‘right’ to hold referendums on 
independence is statistically and empirically 
unrelated to high theory and owes a lot to power 
politics and Realpolitik. This is not a comfortable 
conclusion in an age of democracy, nor is it one that 
may appeal to those who espouse theories of natural 
rights in the sphere of democracy. But as political 
scientists we are bound to describe the world as it is 
not as we would like it to be. Only a ‘realistic’ 
appreciation of the existing practices will enable us to 
challenge these – if we so wish. But overall it is 
imperative that we acknowledge how difficult it is not 
just to hold a referendum on independence but also to 
ensure that the result is implemented.  
 One is tempted to cite Neil Sedaka and say, 
‘Breaking up is hard to do’. The lesson for those who 
espouse statehood and independence, and those who 
contemplate holding independence referendums, is 
this; make sure you have strong international backers 
before you initiate the vote. With the benefit of 
hindsight, Jacques Parizeau made the right decision 
to visit to Paris in 1995 to win support for 
independence. But, of course, he didn’t manage to 
convince enough of his compatriots of the merits of – 
what he would have called – a Québec libre. Breaking 
up is hard to do. 
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Appendix A: Successful Independence Referendums 1980-2017 

Parent 
Country 

Seceding Entity Year Turnout % Yes-Vote% 
USA Micronesia 

 
64 77 

USSR 
epublics 
(USSR) 

Lithuania 1991 91 84 
USSR Estonia 1991 77 83 
USSR Latvia 1991 74 88 
USSR Georgia 1991 98 90 
USSR Ukraine 1991 70 85 
Georgia South Ossetia 1991 98 90 
Georgia Abkhasia 1991 99 58 
Yugoslavia Croatia 1991 98 83 
Croatia Serbs 1991 98 83 
Yugoslavia Macedonia 1991 70 75 
USSR Armenia 1991 95 90 
Bosnia Serbs 1991 90 - 
Serbia Sandjak 1991 96 67 
Serbia Kosovo 1991 99 87 
USSR Turkmenistan 1991 94 97 
USSR Uzbekistan 1991 98 94 
Macedonia Albanians 1991 99 93 
Moldova Transnistie 1991 97 78 
Azerbaijan Nagorno-Karabakh 1991 80 99 
Russia Tartarstan 1992 82 67 
Yugoslavia Bosnia 1992 99 64 
Georgia South Ossetia 1992 NA NA 
Bosnia Krajina 1992 99 64 
USA Palau 1993 64 68 
Ethiopia Eritrea 1993 99 98 
Bosnia Serbs 1993 96 92 
Georgia Abkhasia 1995 96 52 
Indonesia East Timor 1999 78 94 
Somalia Somaliland 2001 99 97 
Yugoslavia Montenegro 2006 55 86 
Sudan South Sudan 2011 97 98 
Ukraine Donetsk Oblast 2014 32 89 
Iraq Kurdistan 2017 99 72 
Spain Catalonia 2017 43 90 
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Abstract 
Following the French Revolution, in certain instances, 
referendums were used in lieu of conquest. During the inter-war 
period, referendums were also used with respect to 
nations/nationalists questions. Following the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, referendums have been proposed in various peace-
settlements involving claims for self-determination. The Tamil 
Parliamentary leaders have also used referendums either as a 
statement of political aspiration and/or as a cause of action 
towards political resolution. In 1974, Mr. S.J.V. Chelvanayagam 
resigned his Parliamentary seat and called for a bi-election as a 
referendum on the issue of 1972 Sri Lanka Constitution. The 
major Tamil political party (TULF) stated that the 1977 general 
elections as a referendum for the establishment of an independent 
Tamil state. During the armed struggle which entails immense 
risks and sacrifices, the National Liberation Movement was 
perceived as the embodiment of the will of the people and was 
viewed as more authentic than referendum. 
 Following the Mullivaikal Genocide and the destruction of 
the de-facto Tamil state, the Tamil Diaspora has been calling for 
a referendum to ascertain the will of the people. Emphasizing the 
importance of procedural due process, the proposed referendum 
is not just a “yes or no” vote but provides rooms for various 
political resolutions. It is also believed such an action will result 
in greater participation by all segments of the Tamil nation and 
add to the legitimacy of referendum. 
 Since the present call for the referendum is from the bottom 
to the top, it is emphasized that the Tamil nation should take the 
initiative. In this strategy, it is envisaged after demonstrating the 
will of the people that through referendum only the Tamil national 
question can be resolved. The Tamils will be in a better position 
to garner international support. It is emphasized that it is a 
process. Given the restrictive conditions back home, the Tamil 
Diaspora should take the initiative. In fact, in many instances 
when there are restrictive conditions in homelands, Movements 
emerged in the Diaspora communities for the political struggle. 
Given the political participation opportunities in Diaspora 
countries it is believed that mass mobilization is a doable 
endeavour. 

Introduction 
Holding in my heart the sacred memories of 
Maaveerar who through their courage and sacrifice 
demonstrated the will of the Tamil nation, and the 
Tamil nation’s political aspiration to realize their 
inherent right to national self-determination, I would 
like to share my thoughts on the idea of a 
Referendum. 
 Referendums were employed to decide the 
political destinies of nations and to legitimize 
annexations following the French Revolution and 
during the interwar period. However, they were not 
universal but selective. Following disintegration of 
the former Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, 
referendums were held to determine the political 
status of the constituent units or legitimize the 
independence of those entities. During the last two 
decades, in almost all peace accords, whether it be 
South Sudan peace accord, Good Friday Agreement, 
the Bougainville Peace accord, or Serbia-Montenegro 
Peace Accord, it was proposed that the final status of 
those entities would be decided through referendums.  
 The Eelam Tamil Parliamentary leadership also 
dabbled with referendum as a statement of a political 
position and as an instrument for a future course of 
action. Following the promulgation of the 1972 
Constitution, late Mr. S.J.V Chelvanayagam resigned 
his Parliamentary seat and called for a by-election. He 
stated that the by-election would be a referendum on 
whether the Tamils accepted the new Constitution or 
not. The Sri Lankan government called for by-
election in his electorate two years later, in 1974, in 
which S.J.V won the election by more than 16,000 
votes – the largest majority he ever had. Then, 
following the 1976 Vaddukoddai Resolution which 
called for an independent state the Tamil United 
Liberation Front (TULF) called the 1977 general 
election as a referendum on the issue of an 
independent Tamil state. The Tamil people 
considered it as a referendum for an independent state 
and gave an overwhelming Mandate.   
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 Due to the failure of Parliamentary politics 
resultant of the fact that, in Sri Lanka, the numerical 
minority always constituted a political minority due 
to pervasive racism, coupled with the military 
aggression, the Tamil political campaign evolved into 
an armed struggle for self-determination, self-defense 
and self-help. As Justice Ammon of the International 
Court of Justice stated in the Western Sahara case, 
since a liberation struggle was undertaken with 
multiple risks and immense sacrifice, what entails 
was more decisive, sincere and authentic than a 
referendum.  Thus, during the armed struggle, since 
the LTTE embodied the will of the people, a call for 
referendum did not arise. Nor does the ISGA contain 
any provision for holding a referendum. 
 In 2009, when the de facto state was destroyed, 
when guns were silenced, a new mode of struggle 
emerged. The TGTE is the embodiment of that new 
modus operandi. In 2012 in an interview to the 
Sunday Leader, as the Prime Minister of the TGTE, I 
called for a referendum with the participation of the 
Tamils in the homeland and the Tamil diaspora to 
resolve the Tamil National question. In December 
2014, during the TGTE Parliamentary sitting, we 
passed a resolution calling upon the international 
community to conduct a referendum among the 
Tamils living in the island and the Tamil diaspora for 
them to exercise their freedom to determine their 
political future, including an option for independent 
state, to resolve the Tamil National question.  
Following the resolution, in 2015, we launched a 
campaign titled ‘Yes to Referendum’.  
 In 2017, we witnessed the Kurdistan referendum 
and the Catalan Independence referendum. What is 
remarkable in these referendums was that they were 
undertaken by the people themselves, in the face of 
opposition coming from the very states from which 
they wished to secede and from the international and 
regional powers. It is true that presently there are dark 
clouds over those referendums, and we should not be 
surprised about that. These referendums are not one-
time events. They are part of a process. We do not 
expect to have a referendum today and get recognition 
tomorrow. We are fully cognizant of the fact that it is 
a process. The Kurdistan and the Catalan referendums 
give us inspiration and confidence. Thus coming on 
the heels of these referendums, we decided to take our 
referendum campaign more aggressively and have re-
launched it with the slogan “Tamils Political Destiny 
is in Tamils Hands. 

 I also have to point out that the present 
government of Sri Lanka is also talking about a 
referendum for their new constitution, provided it 
ever sees the light of day. Their referendum is for 
entire Sri Lanka. Our proposed referendum is for the 
Tamil speaking people alone. Their proposed 
referendum is similar to the Hitler’s referendum 
conducted in Germany and Austria to legitimize the 
annexation of the latter. Our proposed referendum is 
similar to the referendum held in South Sudan and the 
one proposed in Northern Ireland.   
 Our proposed referendum is not just a yes or no 
vote for an independent state. As elaborated by us in 
the 2014 December resolution, the referendum will 
contain all viable options including an independent 
state. Our position to have more than one option on 
the ballot paper is consistent with international law 
and practice. The UN GA Resolutions do not only call 
for independence but also for independence, 
integration or any other political status desired by the 
people. For instance, UN General Assembly 
Resolution 1541 states that “A Non-Self Governing 
Territory can be said to have reached a full measure 
of self-government by (a) Emergence as a sovereign 
State; (b) Free association with an independent State; 
or (c) Integration with an independent State.” 
Similarly, General Assembly Resolution 2625 which 
is considered as customary international law states: 
“The establishment of a sovereign and independent 
State, the free association or integration with an 
independent State or the emergence into any other 
political status freely determined by a people 
constitute modes of implementing the right to self-
determination by that people.” Along these lines, 
with; we are in a position to respect to the proposed 
Referendum in Western Sahara by the UN, it is stated 
in the Report of the UN Secretary General that the 
population would be entitled to opt for continued 
integration, for independence, or for a continuation of 
the interim autonomy settlement that was to apply 
over the period of four to five years. We also believe 
procedural due process is more important than 
substantive due process in these matters. In this 
regard, it is worth noting that the 2016 Brexit 
referendum in the UK was criticized in some quarters 
for limiting itself to only two options. Moreover, we 
believe by having more than one option, namely 
independence, we can involve all segments of the 
Tamil nation including those who do not call for an 
independent state and thereby give more legitimacy 
to this exercise. 
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 We hear questions and murmurs that this is not a 
doable proposition, or that the UN is not going to 
sponsor it or that the Sri Lankan government will not 
allow Tamils in the island to participate and so on. 
Our response to these doubts has been that, firstly, we 
are not proposing to have a referendum tomorrow. 
For the international / regional powers to support a 
referendum, we must first demonstrate that this is 
what we want. Secondly, it is a truism that nothing is 
permanent in international relations. For example, in 
1991 the US opposed the Ukraine referendum and 
called it as suicidal nationalism. Today, US is the 
main defendant of Ukraine independence. Thirdly, it 
is not our suggestion that we should sit idle and wait 
for the change of minds to happen. We are going to 
have to work to create that change. There is space in 
the present international order and in internal law for 
non-state actors like us to create that change. The 
duplicity of Sri Lanka with respect to transitional 
justice and the growing geo-political importance of 
the Indian Ocean and the strategic location of Tamil 
Eelam in it should serve us as the political 
opportunities we need to effect the desired change.   

 Since transitional justice and geo-political 
dynamics are primarily global phenomena, we the 
diaspora have the work cut out for us. Moreover, we 
have access to opportunity structures in the countries 
where we reside. We live in an open political space, 
unlike in Sri Lanka; we are in a position to influence 
the policy makers and opinion makers invoke 
universal jurisdiction. We take our political destiny in 
our own hand. The logical conclusion of all this 
becomes one of “If not us, then who? If not now, then 
when?” 
 I like to end my remarks with a line I caught from 
the late Mr V Navaratnam, who in 1969 founded the 
Tamils Suyaadchchi Kazahagam (Tamil Self Rule 
Party) and campaigned for Tamil self-rule and 
independence. In his book ‘The Fall and Rise of the 
Tamil Nation’ (1995) Mr Navaratanm revitalized a 
line attributed to Thomas Paine in 1791 in connection 
with the French Revolution: For a nation to be free it 
is sufficient that she wills it! 

Tamils destiny is in Tamils’ hands. 
The Thirst of Tamils is Tamil Eelam. 
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