By Elizabeth Nissan

Ithough conflict on the present scale
may not have been anticipated at
independence, there were already
signs that Ceylon's constitutional
structure would be the source of considerable
inter-group friction. Of most relevance were the
fears expressed by the Ceylon Tamil political
leadership that the unitary constitution would
not give minorities adequate protection against
the potentially discriminatory consequences of
majoritarian Sinhalese rule.

Prior to independence, Tamil leaders had
called for constitutional protections to allay
these fears: specifically, that 50 per cent of
parliamentary seats and cabinet posts should
be reserved for minorities. Once this option
was rejected, however, the Tamil leadership
called for a federal constitutional structure, and
for self-determination for the Tamil people
within this framework. The Federal Party (FP),
formed in 1949 after the government had
disenfranchised the Up-country Tamil
population, became a key voice in Tamil
politics for well over two decades.

The Federal Party was unable to pursue its
aims successfully, however, in the context of a
parliamentary system dominated by parties
which primarily represented Sinhalese
interests. Worse, as Sinhala Buddhist cultural
revivalism attained a new dominance in
national politics in the mid-1950s, it brought
with it policies which significantly
disadvantaged Tamil speakers. As a
consequence, Tamil leaders came to propose
increasingly radical solutions to the Ceylonese,
later Sri Lankan, ethnic problem.
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The rise of Sinhala nationalism

The rise of Tamil militancy has to be under-
stood in the context of the nationalist
politics of the newly independent Ceylonese
state. The British colonial period had seen
the creation of an island-wide, unified
administration for the first time, and
English had become the language of govern-
ment. The small English-speaking, local elite
which developed in this period (spanning
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SRI LANKA

Population Main ethnic groups
(000’s, 1994) (1981)
17,865 74% Sinhalese

(Badulla, Monaragala)

Northeentral Province (NCP)
(Anuradhapura, Polonnamwa)

Western Province (WP) 4,599
(Colombo, Gampaha, Kalutara)

Northeastern Province (NEP) 2,645
(Jaffna, Ampara, Batticaloa, Trincomalee, .
Mannar, Vavuniya, Kilinachehi)

Southern Province (SP) 2,330
{Galle, Matara, Hambantota)

Central Province (CP) 2.961
(Kandy, Matale, Nuwara Eliya)

Northwestern Province (NWP) 2,107
(Kurunegala, Puttalam)

Sabaragamuwa (SAB) 1,735
{(Ratnapura, Kegalle) -
Uva Province (UVA) 1,102

13% Ceylon Tamil
7% Muslim, 6% Up-country Tamil

85% Sinhalese
6% Muslim, 6% Ceylon Tamil

 65% Ceylon Tamil
18% Muslim
13% Sinhalese ‘

95% Sinhalese

64% Sinhalese
20% Up-couniry Tamil
8% Ceylon Tamil, 7% Muslim

90% Sinhalese
7% Muslim

- 87% Sinhalese
9% Up-country Tamil

76% Sinhalese
16% Up-country Tamil
5% Ceylon Tamil

91% Sinhalese
7% Muslim

both Sinhala and Tamil communities) con-
tinued to hold power after independence
and ruled in much the same vein as their
colonial predecessors. English remained the
language of government, while the vernac-
ular-speaking majority saw little change,
despite the hopes of cultural and political
transformation that independence had
appeared to offer.

In the southern provinces, tension increased
between the Colombo-based, English-
speaking ruling class and the Sinhala-
speaking rural elites. The English language



represented a major barrier to advancement
within the state for these latter groups. In
addition, they felt that the Ceylon Tamil
community (and in particular, the Jaffna
Tamil community) had gained a dispropor-
tionate share of power. Tamils indeed held
considerable business interests in the south
as well as a large number of posts in the
administration, having benefited from supe-
rior educational opportunities during the
colonial era.

The Sinhala-educated rural elites were key
players in mobilising nationalist sentiment and
defeating the United National Party (UNP)
government in the 1956 general election. They
asserted a close identification between the
Sinhala people, the island of Ceylon ('Sri
Lanka') and the Buddhist religion, and sought
redress on two key fronts: to remove the bar-
riers to opportunity created by the formal
status of English, and to correct what they saw
as an unfair advantage enjoyed by Ceylon
Tamils.

After the 1956 election, a government was
formed by the Mahajana Eksath Peramuna
coalition (People's United Front — MEP), led
by S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike of the Sri Lanka
Freedom Party (SLFP). The MEP promised that
Buddhism would be restored to its rightful
place in the polity (in keeping with Sinhala
Buddhist ideology) and that Sinhala would
become the official state language. From this
date, the identification of the state and the
interests of the Sinhala people becaine increas-
ingly close.

The passing of the Official Language Act of
July 1956 — which is often referred to as
‘Sinhala Only” — was a major step towards
defining Ceylon as a primarily Sinhala state.
Under this legislation, Sinhala became the sole
official language with clearly damaging impli-
cations for the employment prospects of many
Tamil speakers. The denial of Tamil language
rights was met with an intense non-violent
protest campaign and the first of several out-
breaks of anti-Tamil violence, particularly in
the south and east.

Negotiations and non-violent protest

In August 1956, one month after the Official
Language Act had been passed, the Federal
Party made four main demands to the govern-
ment. These were for a federal constitution;
equality of status for the Tamil and Sinhala
languages; granting of citizenship to the Up-
country Tamils; and an immediate halt to
government-sponsored Sinhalese resettlement
in what were seen as traditional Tamil
speaking areas. The Federal Party threatened a
campaign of non-violent civil disobedience if
their demands were not met.

Eleven months later, after significant non-vio-
lent agitation, Prime Minister Bandaranaike
and Federal Party leader S.J.V. Chelvanayalkam
agreed a pact which offered devolution of
powers to Tamil speaking regional councils
and recognition of Tamil as a national
minority language. The pact also contained a
government promise to reconsider the citizen-
ship status of the Up-country Tamils, and
pledges against future resettlement pro-
grammes in the north and east. Sinhala
nationalist opposition to the Bandaranaike-
Chelvanayakam Pact was so strong, however,
that it was publicly abrogated by
Bandaranaike in April 1958. This was to be the
first of several betrayals of agreements on
Tamil grievances.

Before the general election in 1960, the Federal
Party again set out its four demands. As the
SLFP promised to implement reforms within
three months on the basis of the
Bandaranaike-Chelvanayakam Pact, the two
parties entered into an electoral pact. On win-
ning an outright majority, however, the SLFP
ignored their agreement. Indeed, from the
beginning of 1961, it instituted Sinhala as the
language of administration throughout the
island without any substantive concessions to
Tamil speakers.

Repeatedly frustrated by the government's
failure to act on its agreements, Tamil politicians
stepped up their campaign of civil disobedience
and non-violent protest (satyagraha). In the




south, such actions often provoked ‘counter
civil disobedience” by Buddhist monks and
other Sinhala activists which heightened ethnic
tension and polarisation.

In the north, the civil disobedience campaigns
were met with a growing security presence
and increased threats to personal liberty. In
February 1961, the Federal Party launched its
biggest campaign throughout the northeast to
protest the implementation of Sinhala-only leg-
islation. It had already called on Tamil
government employees not to study Sinhala. It
now requested that they not transact any busi-
ness in Sinhala and that Tamil people
correspond with the government in Tamil
only. For several days in February 1961, pro-
testers blocked access to the main
administrative buildings in Jaffna. In response,
Prime Minister Mrs Srimavo Bandaranaike
declared a state of emergency and, for the first
time, troops were moved into the area to
regain control. In July, the government quickly
closed the Federal Party's “Tamil Arasu (state)
postal service’, which issued its own stamps
through Jaffna district post offices. All Federal
Party MPs were detained for the next six
months.

The Federal Party tried again to reach a negoti-
ated agreement in 1965, this time with the
UNP. The Senanayake-Chelvanayakam Pact
was similar to the Bandaranaike-
Chelvanayakam Pact in content, and was
agreed to ensure Federal Party support in the
creation of a coalition ‘national government’
under Senanayake. Again, however, the gov-
ernment failed to make good its promises; nor
did it implement the Tamil Language
Regulations that it published in 1966. In 1969,
soon after a draft bill providing for new district
councils was dropped under opposition pres-
sure, the Federal Party withdrew from
government altogether.

In 1970, Srimavo Bandaranaike returned to
power as prime minister of the new United
Front coalition government. A new constitu-
tion was adopted in May 1972, marking the
birth of the Republic of Sri Lanka.
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Entrenching Sinhala Buddhist ideology, the
constitution afforded Buddhism the 'foremost
place' in the state and confirmed Sinhala as
the only official language. It also marked a
new era in Tamil politics. From 1956 to 1972,
Tamil leaders had responded to the Sinhala
Buddhist domination of politics by asserting
federalist demands and through civil disobe-
dience campaigns. The 1970s, however, saw
the emergence of considerably stronger tactics
and demands.

The rise of Tamil separatism

In the early 1970s, increasing numbers of
Tamils felt the state considered them sec-
ondary citizens, as language and education
policies in particular threatened the futures of
many Tamil youths. The two main political
parties in the south — the UNP and the SLFP
— had both reneged on pacts with the Tamil
leadership while in government and kindled
communal flames when in opposition. In short,
a deepening distrust had developed of
Sinhalese politicians and national politics in
general.

As a consequence of these developments, a
new militancy grew up within Tamil politics.
In May 1972, the Tamil United Front (TUF)
was formed, including the main representa-
tives of both Sri Lankan and Up-country
Tamils. The TUF's demands expanded on those
made earlier by the FP, reflecting Tamil con-
cern at the growing 'Sinhalisation' of the state,
but they still fell short of calling for secession.
Then, in May 1976, the Tamil United
Liberation Front (TULF) was established. No
longer was there a call for decentralised gov-

, i ernment or a federal state. In the Vaddukoddai
| ) | Resolution, adopted on 14 May 1976, the TULF
i g ' declared that all attempts to co-operate with
governments had failed and that only through
a separate Tamil state could Tamil historical
grievances be met.

The TULF won dramatic victories in the 1977
general election in northern and eastern con-
stituencies. While the strength of popular
support for Tamil secessionism was confirmed,



however, the means for attaining indepen-
dence remained contested. The TULF
continued to seek an accommodation with the
government through parliamentary politics,
but it constantly risked failure and popular dis-
illusionment. Another option appeared to be
offered by small groups of more militant Tamil
youth who believed that only through armed
force could they achieve independence.

At first, the new generation of Tamil militants
harassed Tamils associated with the ruling
party. In July 1975, they claimed their first suc-
cessful assassination, gunning down Alfred
Duraiyappa, Tamil mayor of Jaffna and presi-
dent of the Jaffna SLFI? branch. Soon, however,
their confidence and expertise grew and they
began to attack state targets, including police
stations and army installations. The 1980s was
to witness a dramatic intensification of armed
conflict in Sri Lanka.

Rising tensions and the escalation
of armed conflict

The 1977 election brought a new UNP govern-
ment to power, led by J.R. Jayewardene, with a
massive parliamentary majority. Indeed, so
great was the UNDP's electoral success in the
south that the TULF formed the official parlia-
mentary opposition, the first and only time a
Tamil party has done so.

On taking office, Jayewardene had promised to
provide redress for certain Tamil grievances.
He soon fulfiled his pledge to abolish the dis-
trict quota system for university entrance,
although access to higher education remained
a sensitive issue. In 1978, he sped through a
second republican constitution, under which
he became the country's first executive presi-
dent. Under this constitution, Tamil language
rights were incorporated for the first time,
while a new system of proportional representa-
tion ensured minority parties a greater voice in
national politics. In addition, protection of fun-
damental rights was enhanced, with the
Supreme Court given jurisdiction over alleged
violations. These initiatives did not quell the
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rising Tamil militancy, however, and it was not
long before the president was extending new
powers to security forces in the north, and sus-
pending certain constitutional safeguards
against human rights abuses.

In April 1978, after a Jaffna police inspector
had been killed by the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE), the government hurriedly
passed a new law to proscribe the militant
group and 'other similar organisations'. In July
1979, the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA)
was also passed. This enactment, together with
a declaration of a state of emergency in the
north, marked a new, more intensive phase in
security operations. Reports of human rights
violations committed by the security forces
increased, exacerbating resentment among
Tamil civilians and fuelling growing support
for the militants.

While seeking to suppress militancy through
force, President Jayewardene looked to satisfy
Tamil demands for greater political autonomy
through an island-wide system of decentralisa-
tion under the District Development Councils
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Act, passed in August 1980. While declaring the
District Development Councils (DDCs) would
not satisty their demand for Eelam, the TULF
participated in the presidential commission
which prepared this legislation, and also in the
DDC elections of July 1981. Once the DDCs
were elected, however, they found themselves
insufficiently funded, inadequately empowered,
and subject to central government interference.

Amid heightening tension and increasing mil-
itarism on all sides, the key turning point in
the conflict came in July 1983, when anti-
Tamil violence in the south erupted on a scale
never seen before. The violence broke out
after the LTTE ambushed and killed 13 sol-
diers near Jaffna, the first time an attack of
this scale had taken place. After the soldiers'
bodies were flown to Colombo for a mass
funeral, retaliatory attacks commenced
against Tamils in the city, and soon spread
elsewhere. ITundreds of people were killed
and thousands of homes and businesses
destroyed. In Welikade prison, 52 Tamil pris-
oners were Killed on successive days by
Sinhala inmates with the apparent complicity
of prison staff. In the north, the security forces
went on a killing spree. Despite the consider-
able evidence of official involvement in the
violence, however, no government investiga- , ,. -
tions were held. ~ . . -

Far from offering redress to the victims of the
violence, in fact, the government sought
instead to 'appease' the perpetrators, pre-
senting the riots as a natural' response to
armed militancy and introducing a constitu-
tional amendment banning advocacy of
secessionism, even by peaceful, political
means. TULF Parliamentarians, who had been
elected on a separatist platform, had to forfeit
their seats. The constitutional path for Tamil
nationalist aspirations was effectively blocked.

Eelam War |

After July 1983, Tamil militant recruitment
increased dramatically. The various armed
groups consolidated bases in the south Indian
state of Tamil Nadu, where they received the
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support of the state government. The central
Indian government also sought increasingly to
influence Sri Lankan policy on the Tamil issue
and its intelligence agency, the Research and
Analysis Wing (RAW), provided arms and
training to the militants.

The rise in Tamil militancy responded to state
violence and, in turn, provoked increasingly
ferocious crackdowns. Despite enhanced
powers under the PTA and emergency rule,
the security forces often acted outside the law
altogether. Arbitrary and retaliatory killings of
Tamil civilians became commonplace, and
from 1984, the disappearance of young Tamil
men in custody became a regular occurrence.
As Tamil youths became increasingly vulner-
able to gross violations by the security forces
due to their ethnicity, more and more took to
arms. Meanwhile, the militants, and particu-
larly the LTTE, also launched attacks on
civilian targets, sometimes killing large num-
bers of Sinhalese villagers.

By mid-1985, the armed militants had gained
the upper hand in the Jaffna peninsula. They
would brook no dissent within the Tamil com-
munity, appearing to maintain their hold
through intimidation and killing. At the same
time, considerable violent rivalry developed
between the groups themselves. In mid-1986,
the LTTE attacked members of the Tamil
Eelam Liberation Organisation (TELO) and
after a week's fighting, the LTTE emerged as
the dominant force in Tamil militant politics.
Soon after, the Eelam People's Revolutionary
Liberation Front (EPRLF) suffered a similar
fate when scores of its cadres were killed. From
that time, while continuing armed warfare
against the Sri Lankan state, the LTTE did not
allow other Tamil groups or political parties to
operate in areas under its control.

Indian intervention

Despite its direct support to the militants, the
Indian government did not share Tamil sepa-
ratist objectives, not wanting to fuel separatist
tendencies in Tamil Nadu and other Indian
states. It wanted Tamil grievances to be



addressed through devolution within a single
Sri Lankan state, but believed that strong pres-
sure had to be applied to the Sri Lankan
government to achieve this goal.

In a preliminary attempt to broker a favourable
settlement, the Indian government convened the
first peace talks between the warring parties in
Thimpu, Bhutan. Five Tamil militant groups and
the TULF were represented in a joint delegation,
while both Sri Lankan and Indian government
representatives also attended. The Tamil delega-
tion articulated the principles which any
agreement would have to fulfil to meet their
aspirations, but there was no constructive dis-
cussion and no agreement was reached.

After a further degeneration in the war and
much diplomatic manoeuvring, the Indo-
Lanka Accord of July 1987 marked the
culmination of India's peace efforts. Signed by
the two governments, the accord appeared to
address Tamil grievances to a considerable
extent. Among other things, it offered a new
system of devolution and gave Tamil the status
of an official language. It also provided for the
deployment in Sri Lanka of an Indian Peace
Keeping Force (IPKF) to enforce the cessation
of hostilities and the surrender of arms. While
none of the militant groups were signatories to
the accord, the Indian government clearly
believed they would comply with its imple-
mentation. The LTTE had other ideas. They
soon made it clear that they considered the
accord a betrayal.

The IPKF arrived in northeast Sri Lanka on 30
July 1987 but their presence proved disastrous.
The force soon found itself fighting the LTTE
and, while other Tamil militant groups joined
their military campaign in support of the Indo-
Lanka Accord, the IPKF and its allies were
soon accused of the same human rights viola-
tions that once characterised the northeast
operations of the Sri Lankan army.

Nevertheless, efforts continued to imple-
ment the Indo-Lanka Accord. A united
Northeastern Province was created under its
terms, and elections to a provincial council,
held in November 1988, were won by the
Indian-favoured Eelam People's
Revolutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF). The
North East Provincial Council (NEPC), how-
ever, was never granted the extent of powers
it had hoped for. Meanwhile, the Indo-Lanka
Accord had stirred extensive protest in the
south from those who feared Indian expan-
sionism, and fuelled a vicious insurrection
within the Sinhala community.

The presidential elections of December 1988
brought a change in Sri Lankan policy towards
Indian involvement. The new UNP president,
Ranasinghe Premadasa, began negotiations
with the LTTE in April 1989. Premadasa held
common cause with the LTTE in seeking to
remove the IPKF from Sri Lanka, which he
believed would address a major cause of the
southern insurgency. Increasingly besieged,
Indian troops began to be withdrawn in
September 1989, the last leaving in March 1990.
As they moved out, the LTTE moved in to take
control of the northeast. The North East
Provincial Council was dissolved by central
government and fierce fighting ensued
between the LTTE and the "Tamil National
Army', recruited by the Indians and their
NEPC allies. In the ensuing mélée, thousands
of members and supporters of non-LTTE Tamil
groups fled to India or were killed.

With the IPKF gone, negotiations between the
government and the LTTE soon broke down.
In June 1990, the LTTE attacked police posts in
the east, killing and capturing large numbers
of officers. The Indo-Lanka Accord and the
Indian government's efforts to resolve the con-
flict had both failed dismally. The Jaffna
peninsula was under the control of the LTTE
and ‘Eelam War II' had begun. &




