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The Problem
Sri Lanka (formerly Ceylon) obtained its independence from Britain in
1948. It is a multi-racial island, southeast of the Indian sub-continent, with
the Sinhalese constituting 72 percent of the population, the Sri Lankan
Tamils 11.2 percent, the Tamils of recent Indian origin (referred to as Indian Tamils) 9.3 and the Muslims, the majority of whom are Tamilspeaking 7.1 percent.1 On occasion, the Sri Lankan Tamils and the Indian
Tamils unite for limited political purposes. The Tamil-speaking Muslims
rarely combine with the Tamils. The Sri Lankan Tamils came as invaders
or settlers from neighbouring empires in the South Indian mainland from
prehistoric times to around 1070 A.D. and settled in a contiguous area of
territory in the northern and eastern parts of the island. They established
their own kingdom there which endured till around 1621 when the Portuguese occupied this kingdom as well as sections of the Sinhalese
kingdom in the maritime areas of southwest Sri Lanka. Therein lie the
beginnings of what is contemporaneously called the Sinhalese-Tamil
problem.
Under British rule, the island was welded into a single administrative
whole and Sri Lankan Tamils spread into the Sinhalese-speaking districts
in search of employment in the public and private sectors as well as for
commerce. Large numbers of the Sri Lankan Tamils live in the Sinhalesespeaking districts today and they are a trapped minority being hostages to
fortune whenever racial disturbances occur as they have in 1956, 1958,
1961, 1966, 1975, 1977, 1979 and 1981. The historic enmity between the
two races is invoked on such occasions.
The Indian Tamils live in housing in the plantations which are mostly in
the central and south-central districts. They are an island unto themselves
but get dragged into these conflicts. A good few of them are either
stateless or citizens of India. The Sinhalese view them suspiciously as a
Tamil Fifth Column and, sometimes, inarticulately, as the equivalent of
the Sudeten Germans. A problem lies in that the government of India is
concerned for the safety of these Indian Tamils when there is racial conflict.
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At the time Britian was planning on independence for the island, the Sri
Lankan Tamils conducted a great agitation for balanced representation in
the legislature (fifty per cent of the seats for the Sinhalese majority and the
remaining fifty per cent for the Sri Lankan Tamils, Indian Tamils and
Muslims) through their principal political instrument, the All-Ceylon
Tamil Congress.2 They failed to persuade Whitehall. After independence,
the Sri Lankan Tamils, now under the spell of a rival political party, the
Ilankai Thamil Arasu Kadchi escalated their demands. Their leadership
wished to convert the existing unitary constitution to a federalist one. They
dwelt on their historic homelands and they harked back to the days of the
Tamil kingdom of the pre-Portuguese period. The party's Tamil and
English names left room for manoeuvre, the party claiming in the Tamil
language to represent the ideal of a Ceylon Tamil state (the English
translation of its Tamil name being exactly this — the Ceylon Tamil State
Party) while in English it designated itself as the Federal Freedom Party of
the Tamil-speaking peoples.
The Federal Party's charismatic leader, S.J.V. Chelvanayakam (the
father-in-law of this writer) negotiated three agreements with Sri Lankan
prime ministers or their representatives, in 1957, 1960 and 1965, basically
compromises on the federalist solution. The prime ministers concerned
could not honour these owing to strong pressure from militant Sinhalese
Buddhist groupings. The Sri Lankan Tamil leadership for their part
launched campaigns of non-cooperation and civil disobedience in 1956,
1958 and 1961 and refused to be party to the autochthonous constitutions
of 1972 and 1978 (the independence constitution was British-imposed).
Given the Federal Party's campaign in the Tamil language for a Ceylon
Tamil state, the party found no difficulty to switch to a demand for a
separate sovereign state.3 During 1973-1976, there was a general
coalescence of Tamil political groupings under the umbrella title of Tamil
United Front (1972), later changed to the Tamil United Liberation Front
(1976). In 1976, the Front at its first national convention, resolved to
launch a non-violent campaign for a sovereign Tamil state to be named
Tamil Eelam. The non-violent character of the movement could not be
maintained for long. In April 1977, the Front's leader, a persistent advocate of non-violence died after a long illness. Since then, there have been
incidents of sporadic violence, indicating sophistication in the use of
weaponry and explosives. Soldiers, policemen and Tamil collaborators in
the Tamil-speaking north have been killed by Tamil militants. The army
and police have been violent in the north and action and counter-action
have brought the island to. a state of near civil war. The ever present
danger, at any time, of a flashpoint situation is now a perennial fact of
political life in the island.
The deterioration in Sinhala-Tamil relations began with laws disfranchising the Indian Tamil population in 1948-1949 by a postindependent Sri Lankan government. In 1956, the Sinhala language was
made the one official language throughout the island. Its effects have not
been meaningfully mitigated by subsequent provisions in legislation and
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constitutional clauses for "the reasonable use of the Tamil language" in
1958, 1972 and 1978. The Sri Lankan Tamils complain bitterly of discrimination in favour of the Sinhalese in public appointments, admissions
to the state-run universities and in respect of settlement of the landless in
state sponsored colonisation schemes in the Tamil-speaking north and east
of Sri Lanka.
At the general election of 1977, the Tamil United Liberation Front was
returned as the largest opposition group in Parliament. By virtue of
parliamentary convention, the Front's new leader, Appapillai
Amirthalingam, emerged as Leader of the official Opposition. The position gave the Front tremendous opportunities. Amirthalingam, now a
seasoned campaigner, having developed through a period of more than
thirty years under the tutelage of the late Tamil leader, S.J.V.
Chelvanayakam, did not fail to exploit the situation to advance the claim
for a sovereign state of Tamil Eelam at home and more abroad. Extremely
articulate and persuasive, Amirthalingam had a ready audience in his international travels. He claimed that his Front had won the general election
on the mandate for a separate state it had asked for from the Tamilspeaking peoples of the Northern and Eastern Provinces of Sri Lanka.
The new right-of-centre government headed by J.R. Jayewardene,
Prime Minister 1977-1978 and Executive President thereafter, committed
as it was to an open economy and the attraction of foreign investment and
aid from the states of the western world found itself embarrassed especially
in view of the wide coverage given in the international press to
Amirthalingam's utterances and to the Sinhala-Tamil problem. The situation was compounded by the escalating violence by Tamil militants and
police and army personnel in the north. Widespread racial disturbances in
1977 worsened matters. The government of J.R. Jayewardene was not certain of the loyalty of the security forces, the latter having been extensively
infiltrated by supporters of Mrs. Sirimavo Bandaranaike's Sinhala
Buddhist-oriented United Front government during the years 1970-1977.4
By 1978-79, the government faced a crisis because of the Tamil powder
keg. There was need for immediate remedial action. President
Jayewardene was unable to communicate with the Liberation Front's
parliamentary leadership or to have a meaningful dialogue with them. A
mediator-negotiator-intermediary had to emerge if the inevitable disaster
was to be averted.
The Requirements for an Intermediary
Sri Lankan society is like most societies pyramidal in structure.
Political transactions therefore invariably take place at the top and then
find their way to the middle and base layers through usually members of
Parliament and party faithfuls. The island's English-educated middle class
has a heightened consciousness especially because politics is closely interwoven with economic policies. A distinct feature is that this middle
class is quite intimate with what goes on among themselves. Its members
too must therefore be given the appearance that there is consultation and
communication with them on political matters. It is in this way that
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