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THE TAMIL 'TIGERS' IN NORTHERN SRI LANKA: 

ORIGINS, FACTIONS, PROGRAMMES

Dagmar Hellmann-Rajanayagam

THE BACKGROUND TO THE GUERILLA MOVEMENT

The anti-Tamil ricts in Sri Lanka in 1983 made it known to the international 
public that a 'Tamil problem' exists in the countryl. This 'Tamil problem' has 
deep roots in the past, and the preliminary history of the guerilla groups, too, 
can be traced back to the time before independence. In the 30s and 40s, some 
more or less leftist-oriented, communal Tamil organizations originated, 
viz. the Jaffna Association and the Jaffna Youth League. Tamil politics, if 
not communal, have always tended more to the established left, notably the 
LSSP and CPC^ than to the CNC and UNP, after Arunachalam left the Congress 
in anger in 1921.

While the history of the pre-independence Tamil organizations is reason- 
ably well documented, it is perhaps opportune to say some words on the 
sources on which tensions between Tamils and Sinhalese fed during this 
period. The Manning Reforms of 1921 had given the vote to a far greater 
number of people than before, and this proved to be disadvantageous for the 
Tamils who could only gain three seats in the Legislative Council as against 
13 seats before the reforms^. Arunachalam, one of the founders of the CNC 
in 1919, had agreed to these reforms under the impression that the CNC 
would grant the Tamils an additional seat in Colombo to make up for the loss. 
This was not the case, and Arunachalam left the CNC to join the Jaffna Associa- 
tion, an organization based on communal considerations. These and following 
frictions were confined to the sphere of political leverage and had not yet ac- 
quired the consciousiy ethnic slant and acerbity of later years. Developments 
in the cultural sphere had, however, already intensified the ethnic awareness 
of both the Sinhalese and the Tamils. It was the heyday of religious revival 
and the rediscovery and renaissance of the classical Tamil resp. Sinhalese 
culture and literature in India and Ceylon. These two traditions came to be 
considered as mutually anatgonistic and hostile especially on the part of the 
Sinhalese. On the Tamil side this was less so, for here the problem was 
mainly one of asserting an independent Tamil identity both against India and
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the Sinhalese tradition. The recovery from oblivion and translation of Lhe 
Yälppäna Vaipava Malai (YVM) by C.Brito in 19704 and S. Rasanayagam's 
famous, but controversial book 'Ancient Jaffna'5 for the first time made the 
Tamils aware that they had a history and tradition of their own, distinct both 
from that of the Sinhalese and the Indian Tamils. This filled them with a pride 
which helped to boost the demand for a fair share of power in the politics of 
contemporary Ceylon. The fact that the YVM can by no means ciaim the 
same historical authority as the Sinhalese chronicles Mahävamsa and Cüla- 
variisa, did not count for much with the Tamils.

It is important to remember that communal talking and acting at this stage 
never envisaged a separation of Jaffna from Ceylon. The Tamils had always 
felt themselves an integral part of the island's life and politics, and this held 
true till after independence. Their demands never went beyond a fair share 
of power in, possibly, a federal structure. This also applies to the Tamil 
Congress, founded by G. G. Ponnambalam in 1944 in protest against the Soul- 
bury constitution. The TC was less a party out to oppose or destroy this 
constitution than a forum to assure the implementation of article 29 (3) which 
foi’bade discrimination against minorities. Aproof of the strongly Ceylon- 
oriented politics of the TC is the fact that it supported, in 1948, the law 
which deprived the Indian Tamils of their citizens' rights and Ceylonese 
nationality because it also felt that these Tamils did not really belong to the 
country. Only a splinter group, the later Federal Party (FP) under S. J.V. 
Chelvanayagam, stood out against this law.

In the 50s a leftist politico-literary movement of young Tamil writers and 
journalists even set out to postulate and define a Ceylon Tamil Nationalism 
and identity as against the Indian Tamil identity: Ceylon Tamils had always 
considered themselves to be something special^. This Ceylon Tamil national- 
ism did, however, not stand any chance against the growing and virulent com- 
munalism on the Sinhalese side, and finally the leftist inclinations ended up in 
ethnic-based, leftist-oriented, violent guerilla groups in the 70s.

In the meantime, Tamil interests were represented more or less success- 
fully by the Tamil Congress, after 1952 by the Federal Party and finally the 
TU(L)F7. This was founded in 1972 as a union of all Tamil organizations in 
Sri Lanka including the CWC (Ceylon Workers Congress), the organization of 
the Indian Tamils. It changed its name from TUF into TULF for the elections 
in 1977. The FP has always been the senior partner of the union, and its 
programme has been dominant. The members of this group tried to get the 
best possible deal for the Tamils by constitutional and non-violent means 
with, on the whole, remarkably little success in view of the growing ethno- 
centrism on the part of the Sinhalese, which sometimes erupted into riots 
and violence, like in 1958.
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THE COMING OF THE TIGERS

Since 1979 and more so since 1983 the guerilla groups suddenly started to 
attract the attention of the public. Yet their roots go back at least to the FP 
(ITAK) and its youth wing Tamil Ilaihar Iyakkam (Tamil Youth Movement) as 
well as to another youth organization: Tamil Mänavar Peravai (Tamil Students' 
Union). In a remote way, they have been influenced by the insurgency of the 
JVP in 1971 and also by the communal groups of the 30s and 40s. In these 
guerilla groups, called 'Tigers' by themselves and 'Boys' by the Tamils, all 
these strands have come together in a highly dynamic and explosive mixture, 
namely a Marxist-Leninist ideology on top of a strong ethnic consciousness.

It was only in 1972 when a younger generation with an outlook on life 
different from that of the TULF felt really threatened by the new rules and 
regulations of university entrance, known under the name of 'standardization'8 
that the dissatisfaction organized itself in a recognizable group: The Tamil New 
Tigers (TNT). A university education and a position in the civil service had 
come to be regarded by these young men as their traditional fief. This was 
threatened by the new regulations. In addition, there was the even greater 
danger felt by the implementation of the new republican constitution of 1972 
which removed article 29 (3) of the Soulbury Constitution and substituted a 
simple declaration of human rights in its place^. The TNT, founded by 
V. Prabhakaran, grew out of the TMP and were no doubt influended by the 
JVP ideology of a violent revolution to create a classless societylO. The 
LTTE, the successor of the TNT, rejects, however, the style, programme 
and methods of the JVP's insurgency as diffuse, vague and completely in- 
effectivell.

Until 1975, the Tigers had not been noticed very much. Then they struck 
for the first time conspicuously, and the LTTE-literature rings in the second 
stage of armed urban combat that year: from building up an organization 
and acts of 'individual terrorism' they now went on to well selected targets 
symbolizing state and police suppressionl2: They shot Alfred Duraiyappah, 
the SLFP-mayor of Jaffna, for allegedly betraying the Tamil cause in not 
granting the use of the Town Hall for the Final Function of the World Tamil 
Conference, held in Jaffna in January 1974. The conference had been held in 
Jaffna much against the wishes of the government in Colombo, who had wanted 
it to take place in Colombo because of the better facilities and more impartial 
atmosphere therelS. This the Tamils considered a form of cultural oppression 
and humiliation of their ancient tradition, and from then on the trenches were 
drawn on both sides: The conference was held in Jaffna without the consent of 
the government and without financial help. The government, on the other hand, 
refused visas to famous dravidologists from India. Quite a few non-Indian 
dravidologists did not take part at all irt the conference because of these 
bickerings 14. The climax of all this was the refusal of Duraiyappah to grant 
the use of the Town Hall for a non-government sponsored function, so that 
people gathered in front of the building in great numbers for the final meeting.
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Duraiyappah declared this to be an unauthorized and unlawful assembly and 
ordered police to disperse it. In the ensuing scuffles, tear gas was used and 
shots fired which killed eight people and wounded many morel5. The upshot 
of all this was the assassination of Duraiyappah by the TNT on 27th July 1975. 
From then on, their actions have become increasingly more frequent and more 
violent.

On 5th May 1976, the TNT changed its name into LTTE (Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Ealam) in the face of the coming elections. They still kept compara- 
tively quiet to wait and see what the TULF would achieve. The riots immedi- 
ately after the election in 1977, however, let them abandon any hope of a 
peaceful solution for the Tamils.

The name Ealam (Ilam) appears for the first time in this new name for the 
Tigers. The name is programmatical. It documents the demand of the right 
of self-determination of a Tamil nation with a culture, tradition and language 
and domiciled in their ancient homeland called Ealam. The demand for se- 
cession was also voiced in the TULF election manifestol®. Ilam was originally 
the ancient Tamil word for the whole island, like the slightly more recent 
Ilankai. It means gold, or land of gold. The etymology of the term is uncertain. 
More importantly, however, it was the name the Imperial Colas used for the 
island when they ruled it as part of their empire: Ilamantalam. The guerillas 
claim it to be the old name only of the Tamil-inhabited areas of Sri Lanka and 
todenote thattwo different peoples lived there independently, a fact which is true 
only from the 13th century onwards in the Kingdom of Jaffna. Tamil Ilam to- 
day, as described by the guerillas, comprises nearly a quarter of the island's 
territory (see map).

The years 1977/78 proved decisive for the Tigers in more than one way. 
Shortly before the elections, the two great elder statesmen of Jaffna had died:
S. J. V.Chelvanayagam, the founder-leader of the Federal Party, and G.G. 
Ponambalam, founder of the Tamil Congress. Chelvanayagam, even more 
than Ponnambalam, had served as a sort of integrative figure for all Tamils, 
and that had even kept the Tigers in check to some extent. Today he is still 
called Tantai Celva (Father Selva) even by the guerillas. After his death in 
early 1977, there was no other charismatic figure to keep the factions and 
generations together, and the Tigers got off the leash immediately after it 
was known that a new constitution was impending. The murder of four police- 
man in Valvettiturai in April 1978 was the real beginning of an ever worsen- 
ing confrontation. This incident brought in its wake the proscription of the 
Tigers and similar groups in May 197 8, which was changed into the notorious 
Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) in early 1979U. Emergency was declared 
in Jaffna from January to May 1979 and August 1979 to January 1980. A special 
unit of the army was despatched to Jaffna to get rid of the terrorists within 
three months, i.e. by December 1979. These measures, however, created 
just what they were intended to prevent: The brutal and indiscriminate pro- 
cedure of the police and army who detained and sometimes tortured innocent 
young people on mere suspicion, radicalised the Tigers and boosted their
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popularity all over the country. Sympathy for them soared suddenly and tre- 
mendously. This was when the TULF began to lose its grip on the population 
and politics more and more as it was felt that it could not adequately protect 
its people. The LTTE was especially scathing in its criticism of the TULF as 
'Tamil United Lawyers' Front'. The epithet is clear: the TULF consists to a 
great extent of British-trained lawyers and solicitors and fights with legal 
and political means. This cannot satisfy the guerillas who have seen the 
futility of these methods. They belong, moreover, to a generation no longer 
educated in English and the British tradition of 'fair play', having received 
their training under the regulations of 'Sinhala only' with special regulations 
for Tamils and the Tamil language. Consequently, their outlook is Tamil and 
not multiethnic, and they have little or no contact and empathy for their 
Sinhalese contemporaries who were educated in Sinhalese.

FACTIONS AND COALITIONS

The LTTE has remained the strongest and most determined of all guerilla 
groups still today. It has a clear-cut programme which is being followed 
determinedly, even ruthlessly. Besides, nearly all other groups in existence 
derive from it either through fissure or imitation. In 1980, LTTE entered a 
coalition with the newly-formed TELO (Tamil Ealam Liberation Organisation) 
and, together with this group, committed the big Neerveli Bank robbery in 
March 1981. The union broke up in late 1982 when the leaders of the TELO, 
Kuttimani and Thangaturai, were arrested!8. On the whole, most of these 
groups are rather small and insignificant. The only one which can measure 
up to LTTE is the PLOT (People's Liberation Organization of Tamil Ealam), 
itself an offspring of the LTTE. It was founded in 1981 by Uma Maheswaran, 
the former chairman of the LTTE's Centre Committee. He had been demoted 
to a simple member of the Committee in 1979 for actions allegedly not in 
accordance with the ideology of the LTTE, and left the group in anger^. The 
reasons for the split are rather obscure: while Prabhakaran (who was respons- 
ible for Uma being elected as chairman) names personal antipathy, indiscipline 
and thirst for power as the reasons, Uma Maheswaran accuses Prabhakaran 
of the same and of violating the basic rules of the group and leaving the straight 
and narrow path of Marxist ideology. What exactly happened, cannot really be 
ascertained especially as both LTTE and PLOT do not at all differ in their 
avowed aim of an independent Tamil Ilam. The PLOT is obviously not as well 
equipped with funds and weapons, both military and propagandist, as the LTTE 
which can afford to shop for armaments and to use glossy prints and good paper 
for its publications. PLOT therefore has to find its friends where it can get 
them.

Before we go on to discuss the programme, ideology and methods of these
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two groups in detail, I want to brieily enumerate the other guerilla groups 
which have any importance at all. This description is by no means exhaustive, 
as new groups are constantly mushrooming.

TELO: lts leader today is Sri Sabaratnam (Tall Sri), after the former leaders 
Kuttimani and Thangaturai were convicted of the murder of the four 
policemen in Valvettiturai and of the bank robbery in Neerveli and 
murdered in 1983 during the prison massacre in Colombo.

TELA: Tamil Ealam Liberation Army. It was founded in January 1981 and 
also considered Kuttimani and Thangaturai as its leaders in a loose 
way. Its general secretary, (Oberoi) Tevan, was shot in September 
1983, allegedly by LTTE members. Since January 1985 its new 
leader is Centil.

EPRLF: (Ealam People's Revolutionary Liberation Front). Its leader is
Padmanabha; it became famous by the kidnapping of the American 
couple Allen at the beginning of 1984. They are known for other rash 
and - in their own words - 'James-Bond-like' actions, like the 
Batticaloa jailbreak in September 1983 in which they participated. 
They are also cited as possibly responsible for the Anuradhapura 
killings, together with the LTTE. Both PLOT and LTTE are wary 
of the EPRLF; PLOT accuses it of being CIA-sponsored^O.

EROS: (Ealam Revolutionary Organisation of Students). Its speaker is
Balakumar; it has links to the former TMP and GUES (see below).

Apart from these there exist a few free-wheeling groups which are rather 
tiny and, from all information available, not involved in military actions 
though they give moral support to the guerillas. To this group belong mainly 
the TELF (Tamil Ealam Liberation Front) under Ealaventhan, which split 
from the TULF in 1981, the GUES (General Union of Ealam Students), the 
former TMP close to the Tigers, the TELE (Tamil Ealam Liberation Extrem- 
ists) and the TEA (Tamil Ealam Army).

In September 1983, TELO, ERPLF, EROS and TELA united together with 
PLOT, which has always clamoured for more cooperation, in the ENLF 
(Ealam National Liberation Front) with a common programme of joint actions, 
cooperation in the field of PR and propaganda and mutual exchange of plans 
and information^l. The ties between PLOT and TELA were particularly 
close22. PLOT even published some TELA pamphlets and papers in its 
bulletins conceming the murder of Tevan23. As late as January 1985 PLOT 
republished TELA papers and statements and reaffirmed the close links be- 
tween the two groups, inspite of TELA following a different path militarily24:.

This unity was dealt a severe blow in May 1984 when six LTTE-members 
were murdered in a particularly gruesome fashion in the village of Culipuram 
where they had gone to paste posters in memory of Sivakumaran, a member 
of the TMP shot by the police in 1972 during agitations against the new con- 
stitution. Inhabitants of the village gave evidence that the murders were not 
committed by the Sinhalese army but by PLOT members who had, in the dis-
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guise of soldiers, killed the six in a kind of vendetta25. Though the PLOT 
fiercely denied having anything to do with these murders and blamed altem- 
ately the EPRLF and the Sinhalese soldiers^ credibility was on the side of 
the LTTE, and TELO, EPRLF and EROS practically expelled PLOT from the 
ENLF. Only TELA stuck to its union with PLOT as it still had some bones to 
pick with LTTE. In March 1985, talks were resumed between ENLF, PLOT 
and the TULF over a revival of the union. Rather surprisingly for the naive 
observer, the subsequent new alignments followed rather different lines: 
LTTE (which had hitherto been accused of not wanting cooperation and under- 
mining it) joined the ENLF as senior partner in late May. It made it abun- 
dantly clear that this union was to be realized on its own terms and secondly 
laid down some severe conditions under which it would be willing to accept 
the TULF into the partnership27. As the TULF was not willing to comply, it 
teamed up with PLOT which had shown unmistakable signs of willingness to 
come to an agreement^Ö. TELA withdrew from everything in disgust and at 
the moment pursues its own plans in Jaffna. The union has, no doubt, been 
brought about with a considerable amount of Indian pressure in view of the 
coming talks in Thimpu, but it cannot only be termed a result of these. PLOT 
which was more interested in a union of this kind, has been left high and dry 
to seek a rather unlikely ally, while LTTE, which hithcrto preferred to go it 
alone, joined the ENLF without the other groups voicing objections. This, 
more than anything else, shows the relative power and influence of PLOT and 
LTTE: LTTE can get away with a union in which its voice is the most audible 
one, PLOT cannot.

IDEOLOGY AND PROGRAMME

These remarks show one feature of the relations betwecn the different guerilla 
groups quite clearly: they are far from amicable. Especially the LTTE and 
its renegade PLOT indulge in hostile propaganda, reproaches, derision of the 
other's strategies and methods as 'childish', 'counterproductive', 'harmful 
for the population' or simply 'treacherous'29. The PLOT is particularly out- 
spoken in this, while the LTTE only occasionally indulges in this sort of mud- 
slinging, for instance after the jail-break in Batticaloa: LTTE accused Lhe 
PLOT of mishandling the affair completely in not getting out Nirmala Nithianan- 
than, one of the known supporters of the guerillas, but freeing known collabor- 
ates of the Sinhalese, like S.A.David, formerly linked to the organization 
GandhiamSO. LTTE got Nirmala out in a second attempt in July 1984.

On the whole, however, the LTTE clearly believes in other means of deal- 
ing with its adversaries. This became obvious in 1982 when in a shoot-out in 
Poondy Bazaar in Madras both Prabhakaran and Maheswaran were arrested 
but later released on bail. There are rumours of another more recent armed
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clash betvveen both groups in Madurai^l. In Jaffna, the LTTE has blamed 
these feuds on counterinsurgents and Sinhalese soldiers disguised as Tigers 
to confuse the population, or claimed that guerillas it has captured and 
'executed' were traitors32_

a) The military option

The ideological differences between both groups basically boil down to those 
of strategy and tactics . The PLOT believes that the LTTE is following the 
wrong military path and gives this as the reason for leaving the organization.
It cannot at this stage be determined how far this decision was influenced by 
the assassination of the four policemen in Valvettiturai in 197 8. So far, PLOT 
and LTTE follow identical lines with varying rhetoric. But they are still sharply 
divided over the question of how to pursue the armed fight: PLOT maintains 
that a guerilla war in the style of the LTTE is not only useless, but counter- 
productive, and harms the civilian population, because after each attack, 
reprisals by the army are to be expected33. it argues instead for an all-out 
fight of the masses at a later date, i.e. it wants to plunge into full-fledged 
battle only after the whole population has been brought into Iine34. Bank 
robberies, individual assassinations of symbols of suppression like police- 
men etc., the PLOT does not only reject, but considers as actions of personal 
revenge and hatred which have no place in the progress of the fight for liber- 
ation. This applies particularly to the murder of 13 Sinhalese soldiers which 
was allegedly the trigger-off for the riots in 198335. it has not been denied by 
the LTTE that this action was in retaliation for the killing of Charles Anthony, 
Prabhakaran's second-in-command on 15th July. But it also claims that it was 
equally the punishment for the rape of some Tamil school-girls by the soldiers, 
and that it could not be construed as a cause for the riots which had been planned 
long before36.

The argument of the PLOT sounds, it is true, a bit farfetched, because 
even on a mass basis, the population will suffer in a fight. In an all-out civil 
war, the population cannot be protected adequately. What the PLOT, however, 
means by this mass basis, it has made clear in a recent article. Extending 
the mass basis means creating grassroots party branches in villages, towns 
and districts and strengthening the alliance with important population groups 
and classes like landless peasants, students, artisans, etc.37. An organiza- 
tion like this, the LTTE has, however, already built up: below its Centre 
Committee which determines the political line, grassroot organizations and 
party branches exist in many villages and towns alongside training camps in 
the jungles38.

While the PLOT claims a will to cooperate with the 'rural masses', the 
LTTE avowedly follows the strategy of urban guerilla warfare radically till 
today. It now claims to have reached the third stage of armed fight after the 
first one of individual terror and the second one of confrontation with the
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police, state symbols of suppression and Tamil collaborators, etc.39. This 
third stage is the armed fight against the occupation forces. The tactics of 
this fight are taken from Che Guevara and Mao: confuse the enemy, weaken 
the enemy, hit and destroy the enemy^O. This cannot yet be a fight on a mass 
basis, but it has gone beyond the tactics of 'hit-and-run'. The PLOT which 
accuses LTTE of 'hit-and-run' tactics, that are bad for the cause, instead 
follows a path of 'don't hit-and-run' or 'hide-and-run' (the pun cannot be re- 
produced in English as it appears in the Tamil original)^!. The LTTE does 
not flineh at reckless and ruthless actions like exploding army trucks, planes 
and convoys, bridges and railway lines. lt has, however, so far stuck to 
primax’ily military targets; civilians other than alleged collaborators have 
rarely been attacked. The killing of 200 Sinhalese new settlers in Dollar and 
Kent in the district Mullaitivu in late 1984 was justified with the allegation 
that these were released prisoners known for their atrocities on Tamils 
while in the police or army or during riots42. it is, therefore, difficult to 
see them as the group which committed the senseless kiliing in Anuradhapura, 
an action more in style with the EPRLF or TELA on whom it has also been 
blamed. The exact timing and operation, however, make one think, because 
military precision is the hall-mark of the LTTE. The discipline is high, and 
a sort of military-situation-and-actions-pei’formed-i’eport day by day is given 
in every issue of the LTTE's paper43. So far it is not clear if the recent mur- 
ders and kidnappings of TULF members in Jaffna can be blamed on the LTTE 
as well, as it is known that the two men murdered, Alalasundaram and 
Dharmalingam had already been subject to armed LTTE attacks in Febrixary 
1983 for alleged embezzlement of the funds of the Jaffna coopex’ative stores45. 
These attacks rang in a climax of guerilla activity in 1983, of which rnore 
below, and in May the LTTE called for a hugely suecessful boycott of the 
local elections in Jaffna, although this success has, however, also Lo be 
credited to the murder of three UNP candidates by the LTTE shortly before 
the voting day.

b)Justification of an Independent Tamil llam: Sinhalese 
Suppression and Socialist Revolution

The justification of the demand for independence is nearly the same for all 
groups: They want to free Tamil Ilam from Sinhalese suppression by reason 
of its having all characteristics of a nation: homeland, language, tradition 
and culture of its own, all of which are threatened by the racist Sinhalese 
govemment in Sri Lanka. This racist suppression is highlighted by dis- 
criminative regulations axxd policies in the spheres of politics, language, 
culture, economy, education, land ccntrol and government service and by 
the disenfranchisement of the Indian Tamils in 1948. In the eyes of the 
guerillas, all these are preparations for planned, lai’ge-scale genocide^ß. 
Against this, the guerillas fight a war of liberation in the Marxist-Leninist
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style with some Guevarist and Maoist features thrown in: their fight is not 
only for the liberation of Ilam from the Sinhalese; this is only the first step.
A socialist revoiution is to follow which will liberate the suppressed, landless, 
lowcaste rural masses of flam from their bourgeois exploiters who collaborate 
with the Sinhalese capitalists47 _ This liberation can only be brought about by 
violent and military means because all non-violent and parliamentary means 
have been exhausted and not led to any solution48.

An important point in this programme is the question of cooperation with 
Sinhalese 'progressive forces'. Because PLOT considers these as just as 
oppressed as the Tamils themselves, it wants to cooperate with left and 
socialist groups among the Sinhalese and free these as well. The oppressors 
are the high-class Sinhalese, not the poor49. PLOT conjures up ever greater 
cooperation from Sinhalese leftist and socialist parties, trade unions and 
other organizations^O !

The LTTE has a less idealistic point of view. Though it also considers the 
Sinhalese masses suppressed, it maintains that the propaganda of the govern- 
ment is extraordinarily successful among them, and that hatred against Tamils 
is blinding them to their real enemies. Any attempt at cooperation must there- 
fore fail at this stage, when even the leftist parties adhere to a programme of 
enmity towards the Tamils’31. The LTTE, no doubt, remembers the program- 
me of the unsuccessful insurgence of 1971 where one of the main points of 
action of the JVP was to expel the Tamils from the country52.

These differences of opinion over programme and strategy, however, 
hide another, more basic difference between PLOT and LTTE stemming 
from the social structure in Jaffna and the Eastern province which has been 
maintained right into the membership of the guerilla groups. Like the TULF 
the PLOT is made up mostly of high-caste Vellalars, a farming and land- 
owning caste53. This fact probably goes a long way to explaining why it has 
edged nearer to the TULF recently, even to the extent of forming a common 
block with it in Thimpu. The Vellalars form the top stratum of society in 
Jaffna and have, therefore, the most to lose from the detrimental measures 
introduced by the govemment. The LTTE seems to have a rather more 
mixed membership: in contrast to the Vellalar UmaMaheswaran, Prabhakaran, 
a member of the Karaiyar fishing caste and hailing from Valvettiturai (a fa- 
mous smuggling centre), attracts not only members of this caste, but also 
fishermen from Mannar and the Eastem Province as well as quite a number 
of Christians and even some Muslims54. The support for the LTTE from the 
disputed Eastern Province is stronger than for the PLOT (its Muslim re- 
presentative in Thimpu notwithstanding). Caste differences obviously run 
deep in the guerilla groups, and it is possible that the LTTE constitutes a 
forum for all those castes below the Vellalars who claim, but are not given, 
equal status and are trying to assert themselves. That would account for their 
determination and acerbity coupled with the fact that the fishing castes of 
Jaffna have always had the reputation of being more adventurous and violent 
than the land-owning Vellalars55. Support from the Eastern Province probably
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comes from discontented groups in Batticaloa and Trincomalee where 
quarrels with newly settled Sinhalese in allegedly Tamil areas are most 
bitter. Both by choice and neeessity the PLOT seems to have become mainly 
a propagandist group, but the determination and will of the LTTE to continue 
the armed fight still holds. In addition, its propaganda language is much more 
vivid, powerful and appealing compared with the rather dry repetition of 
chapters from the socialist primer by the PLOT:

LTTE: "In this situation we have to get rid of egoism among us, we have 
to grow a consciousness of society and race. We must not hoard our 
money, keep our pots filled, thinking if we live well that is enough, but 
we must help those who have no opportunities, against whom are the odds. 
To those without money and to those who are hungry we must give help. 
This is a national crisis, the hardships born from this crisis the national 
race has to overcome as a whole. If we let this burden be borne only by 
the poorest at the bottom of society, then we have to be called traitors to 
the nation."56
PLOT: "(Our) propaganda is not only intended to prepare people for armed 
combat, but also to let the Sinhalese people know that we are not its 
enemies, that our fight is one against imperialism, and that for this fight 
we want to help the Sinhalese."^

It was, however, the LTTE which in February 1983, after the attack on 
the managers of the Jaffna cooperative, demanded in posters all over Jaffna 
that doctors, landowners, capitalists etc. lower their fees, raise wages and 
share their possessions. They claim, moreover, to have interfered in caste 
and religious quarrels on behalf of the lower caste to achieve amicable settle- 
ments58_ These elaims are, however, in contrast to reports in 1984 that 
guerillas attacked and killed some low-caste Tamils for allegedly not sup- 
porting the cause of an independent Tamil Ilam59.

c) Harking back to the glorious past and the ancient 
borders of Tamil Ilam

Apart from the differences about the right way to liberation the aims and pro- 
grammes of the guerilia groups are practically identical. This also derives 
from the social and cultural make-up of Tamil society: shorn of the Marxist 
rhetoric, the justification for the demand for independence lies in the claim 
to constitute a community of language, culture, religion, tradition and conti- 
guous territory, in other words, the Tamil nation which has the right of self- 
determination and independence^O. It is not always easy to reconcile this 
with the Marxist ideology, for traditional Jaffna culture is based on the con- 
cept of an unequal society, of the dominance of one caste, the Vellalars, over 
all others in order to maintain cosmic order and on the importance of ful- 
filling one's prescribed function in this orderßl. When it is claimed that caste
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and class should be done away with, but the Tamil traditional way of life, the 
Tamil language and traditional culture should be maintained, a contradiction 
therefore arises. VVhat, then, is this traditional culture ? In the words of the 
LTTE, it is the following:

"The soil where we were born, the soi] where our ancestors were born, 
the soil where we have lived through generations from ancient times, our 
own soil; how can we tolerate the robbing of this soil from us, doing 
nothing? Ours is a language of antiquity and magnificence, ours is a 
superior culture and a true and good tradition. We are a people excelling 
in education, excelling in the arts, and who have seen hard work and hard- 
ship. A true national race like ours, who have a firm historical existence 
should live in submission to another national race? Why?"62

For the LTTE, however, this does not at all contradict the socialist ideal: 
a real, progressive nationalist shows reverence to his country and its tradi- 
tions, unlike a cosmopolitan bourgeois out for personal gain:

"If a national race loves its history filled with greatness and its language 
and culture, its tradition and ancient customs, that we call patriotism.
One who discards this progressive patriotism, this love of the nation and 
calls for cosmopolitanism, is not a true socialist. People like these are 
bourgeois cosmopolitans

The attempt is thus made to weave the Tamil tradition into a Marxist con- 
cept. At the same time the efforts to foster friendship between the ethnic 
groups in Sri Lanka by the Engiish-educated elite, are repudiated with this 
argument. The PLOT, while arguing in a similar way, also repudiates and 
exposes the economic basis on which this culturc rests in order to be able 
to find some common ground with the Sinhalesc lower classes. Yet it cannot 
get away from the ethnic angle either. It blames the TULF especially (and 
that also means to a large extent Tamils living in Colombo) for not having 
achieved anything for the Tamils because its members are puppets of the 
British and the capitalists, educated in an English, i.e. foreign and decadent 
ideology and brainwashed to eschew violence and use 'fair means' to attain 
their rights. To counter this, PLOT wants to return to the indigenous Tamil 
culture and tradition mainly found in the rural areas64. There is a bias to 
be seen here against towns people, and that means the antagonism of Vellalar 
farmers towards artisan and labourer castes in the towns (as represented by 
the LTTE). The picture of suppressed farmers painted by the PLOT seems, 
therefore, somehow not to tally with reality, though on the whole, the evalua- 
tion of the social and political situation is quite accurate. The PLOT especially 
warns of the dangers of applying the conditions of a revolutionary situation in 
one country to another, much smaller, country with totally different condi- 
tions^. lt becomes, however, clear that in spite of this, the PLOT does not 
delve too deeply into the analysis of the social and economic fabric when we 
consider what it has to say about the position of women in society. It simply
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rehashes the description of the situation of women in other third world countries 
they are suppressed socially, sexually and economically by bourgeois society 
and can only be liberated by the socialist revolutionßö. They must, therefore, 
cooperate with the men in Lhis task. Liberation, however, does not mean the 
decadent freedom of Westem women, but something different: working for the 
revolution together with the men67. Apart from the fact that such a sweeping 
evaluation is most probably wrong for other countries as well, it is certainly 
wrong for women in Jaffna who, both socially and economically, occupy a re- 
markable position in society and can in no case be related to the dumb, super- 
stitious, weak creatures described by the PLOT. This does not mean that every 
thing is well for women in Jaffna, but the disadvantages manifest theinselves 
on other levels not penetrated by the PLOT rhetoric. LTTE here sees more 
clearly (and is maybc nearer to the population): it localizes economic sup- 
pression mainly in the plantations where the situation of women is so bad that 
it would really be an effort not to recognize it. In Jaffna it is not so much ex- 
ploitation and suppression that plagues society, but hypocrisy due to the tra- 
ditional and caste structure68 Another sore spot is the dowry system. Here, 
however, the problem is skirted when the LTTE attacks the dowry system as 
detrimental principally to women's interests. Originally, just the opposite 
was the case, i.e. dowry constituted a sort of financial security for women 
in the event of their husband being unable or unwilling to support them69.
The LTTE does notcriticize the abuses of this system, but voices resentment 
against the fact that the dowry has to be acquired by the whole family, i.e. 
the brothers are requested to work for it and do not get anything in return. 
There is a lurking suspicion that it is not so much the humiliation the dowry 
imposes on the women Lhat is chastised but the demand on the brothers to ac- 
quire it. The LTTE, moreover, indulges in the double standards it criticizes 
when talking about rape as another severe form of suppression. It is, how- 
ever, not rape as such that is condemned but the fact that rape is committed 
on Tamil women by Sinhalese soldiers who thereby destroy the chastity 
of these women and render them unfit for marriage to Tamil men^O !

The guerillas tread on surer ground when they call the people to fight in 
terms of the heroic classical Tamil tradition: a fight for the motherland, 
language, chastity. The deeds of the ancient kings whose 'national' symbol 
was the tiger from which the guerillas derive their name, are extolled in the 
Puranänüru, and the guerillas have been exhorted to fight with its stanzas in 
mind, for example those which tell of the heroic mother who sends her little 
son Lo the battlefield after both her husband and her brother have been killed 
in cattle raids? 1.

The glorious past justifies the present fight. This applies not only to the 
Puranänüru tradition, but also to that of the Kingdom of Jaffna and the earlier 
one of Imperial Cola rule in Sri Lanka, which are claimed as specifically 
Jaffna Tamil history on the basis of the Yälppäna Vaipava Mälai (YVM)?2. in 
factual content, the YVM cannot be compared with the Sinhalese chronicles, 
but it is important for the slant it gives to certain undisputed events in Sri
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Lankan history, e.g. the story of Vijaya. In the YVM he is portrayed as a 
^aivite Indian prince married to a Tamil wife emigrating to Sri Lanka and 
building some of the oldest Öaivite temples there. According to the YVM, it 
was he who called Buddhist settlers from Siam to the country7:L Both the rule 
of the Colas and the time of the kingdom of Jaffna figure prominently in the 
YVM, and the guerillas rely on this tradition, if not explicitly, then implicitly. 
What happened to the Sinhala traditions and sources earlier, now also happens 
to the Tamil sources and historiography: they acquire an anti-Sinhalese slant, 
and the Sinhalese are portrayed as the eternal enemy. The last king of Jaffna, 
Cabkili who made a last stand against the Portuguese in 1619-20, is made into 
a national hero by the guerillas. Cankili, however, was also the name of the 
ruthless king who slaughtered 600 Christians in Mannar in 1540 and killed or 
expelled the last Buddhist Sinhalese from Jaffna. In the tradition, both kings 
are sometimes considered as one because of the identical name74.

For the Tamil guerillas, therefore, the suppression of the Tamils does not 
only begin in 1948 or even 1921, but much earlier with the Colebrooke-Cameron 
reforms of 1833:

"... till 1833, there existed separate states in Lanka. After 1833, the three 
separate states were brought under one central administrative organization 
for reasons of administrative convenience and disregarding the opposition 
of the Tamils and Sinhalese ."75

From then on, measures disadvantageous to the Tamils are aaopted in fast 
succession: the rejection of communal seats, the colonization plans of the 30s 
and so on. Constitutional reforms have proved particularly detrimental to 
Tamil interests:

"Subsequently, new constitutional regulations were made in Lanka in the 
years 1920, 1924, 1931, 1946, 1972, 1978. All these constitutional amend- 
ments gradually came to be used to undermine the rights of the Tamil 
people ."7 6

After independence, it is no longer a question of suppression, but of planned 
genocide by the Sinhalese government from as early as 1948 onwards. 1956, 
1958, 1961, 1964, 1965, 1972, 1974, 1977, 1979, 1981 and 1983 are only the 
hallmarks of this development77. History is being streamlined to fit the re- 
quirements of the guerillas, and in this play the TULF has the rather sinister 
role of the cunning bourgeois out to get what it can from the spoils. Chelva- 
nayagam, the father of the Tamil nation, is portrayed as a naive 'do-gooder' 
outwitted by the Sinhalese at every tum78.

The reference to the Kingdom of Jaffna as justification for independence, 
is, however, fraught with internal dangers. This kingdom definitely did not 
include the Eastem Province, particularly Batticaloa which are nowadays 
claimed as Tamil areas. There has even existed a mutual antagonism between 
Jaffna Vellalars and Batticaloa Mukkuvars, to which the chronicles also tes- 
tify7 9. while Jaffna kings derived their legitimacy from a Pandyan dynasty,
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the Mukkuvars of Batticaloa traditionally consider themselves as a fief of a 
Cola king, and against the attempts of the Kingdom of Jaffna to rule them, 
they claimed the king in Kandy as their overlordSO. To demand Tamil Ilam in 
the name of the Kingdom of Jaffna is therefore not the best way to draw the 
east coast Tamils in. This is, however, where the LTTE has an advantage 
over all other groups simply because of its name: The tiger was the symbol 
of rule and power of the Colas, though chosen also as a counterweight against 
the Sinhala conception of themselves as the 'lion race'. But the reference to 
Cola power is surely no accident on the part of the Tigers. They are, more- 
over, the only group which wants to make Trincomalee and not Jaffna the 
capital of the planned Ilam for reasons both historical and politicalSl. They 
would thus stand more chances of support in the East, this also in view of the 
fact that they too are mainly fisher castes like the Mukkuvars and not Vella- 
lars, like the PLOT members.

The extension of the Kingdom of Jaffna and of Cola rule define the borders 
of the demanded Tamil Ilam. The attached map shows that it is not only the 
Northern peninsula, which would not be a viable economic unit, nor even 
Trincomalee and Batticaloa on the east coast, but it is nearly a quarter of the 
island's territory, including long strips of the west and east coast: Chilaw and 
Puttalam in the West and Pottuvil south of Batticaloa in the East. These are 
called traditional Tamil homelands, not least because the power of the King- 
dom of Jaffna once extended as far as Puttalam.

GROUPS TOSUPPORT AND COOPERATE WITH

All guerilla groups explicitly declare their sympathy and support not only for 
the east coast Tamils, but also for the Tamil-speaking Muslims whose assent 
to an independent Ilam they are seeking. Yet, it was mainly the LTTE who 
could gain a measure of support from these, while the PLOT has been less 
successful. The Muslims, though Tamil-speaking, do not consider themselves 
Tamils and have always been wary of the demands of the TULF (although a 
Muslim United Front = MUF allied itself with the TULF for the elections in 
1977) and the guerillas but did not give their whole-hearted support to the 
Sinhalese government either. Both ethnic groups have tried and still try to 
win them over to their side. In its tales of horror against Tamil-speaking 
people by the Sinhalese, the LTTE also lists the Sinhalese-Muslim riots in 
Puttalam in 1976^2 and a further reason why it wants to include Puttalam in 
liam is the fact of a sizeable Muslim population there.

In the East, the guerillas have a strong argument to ask for the support of 
both the Tamils and the Muslims against the Sinhalese: the colonization prob- 
lem, which has been the cause of bitter dispute between Tamils and Sinhalese 
since the 1950s. This colonization was started in the 1930s with the aim of
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Source: TULF Election Manifesto 1977, Kopay 1977
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settling landless Ceylonese (which meant citizens of Ceylon of all ethnic 
groups) in the jungle areas of the North-central a.nd Eastern provinces. Over 
time, the Sinhalese began to consider this scheme as their privilege as the 
majority community and as a return to the old heartland of the Sinhalese 
kings of old, the rajarataSJ. The Tamils regarded this consequently as a 
plot to rob them of their traditional homeland and settlement areas. This 
colonization concentrated on the border region to the Jaffna peninsula and on 
areas around Trincomalee and Batticaloa in the East, and it led to bitter feuds 
between the new settlers and the old inhabitants. The eastern Muslim-majority 
district of Amparai comes to mind as a particularly troubled area because it 
is surrounded by a Sinhalese-majority district. Though only carved out as a 
Muslim district in the early 60s, there are now rumours of plans to merge it 
with the Sinhalese-majority district, Moneragala, thus depriving the Muslims 
of their majority84. The dubious status of the East has led troublesome el- 
ements to instigate frictions between Muslims and Tamils there. The most 
recent of these were the Tamil-Muslim riots in Batticaloa in April 1985 which 
were, however, according to unanimous statements by all witnesses, extem- 
ally rather than intemally initiated85. All guerilla groups firmly denied any 
involvement in these.

Plans published by the government in late 1984 to settle Sinhalese in Jaffna 
proper and arm them for self-defence have led to an unprecedented outcry by 
the guerillas and will certainly not help to solve the problem of colonisation^.

Another group which needs, according to the guerillas, their support and 
liberation, are the Indian Tamils in the plantations about whose problems much 
has been written. But while the concem for the Tamils from the east coast and 
the Muslims leads to positive actions, tangible support for the Indian Tamils 
has yet to be forthcoming. This is not only a question of geographical, but also 
of social distance, as the Indian Tamils are low-class and low-caste. The con- 
cern for the low castes even in Jaffna is, as we have seen, more talked about 
than acted upon, for the simple reason that most of the guerillas stem from 
other than the lowest castes and landless labourers and want to maintain a 
traditional culture in which these castes are assigned a very lowly place.

LOOK OVER THE BORDERS: INDIA AND THE WORLD

Relations between India and the guerilla groups are rather ambivalent. While 
the TULF was hitherto accorded the status of legitimate representative of the 
Tamils, the guerillas had rather a free mn in Tamilnadu and there were even 
mmours of training camps there. Lately, the attitude of the Indian government 
has hardened, and guerilla actions have been checked and supervised rather 
more closely. This, however, went hand in hand with their official recognition 
as partners at the talks in Thimpu, which was a major victory for them. PLOT
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as well as ENLF made it clear that for them these talks were not so much a 
search for a solution but a forum where they could expose the Sinhalese 
atrocities to a global audienceS?. It furnished them also with an opportunity 
to make known their four-point-programme of basic rights without the acknowl- 
edgement of which no progress in the talks will be likely88. The guerillas seem 
to recognize India's difficult position towards them better than the TULF in 
spite of recent recriminations. They explicitly refuse Indian military help to 
attain independence (as the TULF has allegedly demanded) and merelydemand 
recognition along the lines of the PLO and Namibia while maintaining that they 
want to fight their ownbattles themselves^Ö - or emphasizing the importance 
of positive propaganda world-wide in preference to military help^O. An oid 
antagonism against Indian overbearing attitudes and possible overlordship 
seems to be reasserting itself in view of the less than sympathetic attitude of 
the Indian government. In their demand for Indian assistance, the guerilla 
shrewdly omit the human rights issue already worked to death by the TULF 
but point to the geostrategical situation. A Tamil ilam sympathetic towards 
India and in possession of Trincomalee harbour would be far more avantage- 
ous than a Sri Lanka whose attitude is ambivalent at best and positively pro- 
American at worst, thus endangering the plan for the Indian Ocean as a Zone 
of Peace. It is, therefore, in India's own interest to support the guerillas91.
It is here that the guerilla groups' rhetoric against US and world imperialism 
and capitalism comes in most useful, while in other contexts it seems to be 
more of a ritual than a programme.

In Tamilnadu itself, the guerillas need not beg for sympathy, for it runs 
deep and strong, a fact brought home forcefully to Rajiv Gandhi recently when 
in the wake of the deportation of three Tamil leaders all hell broke loose in 
Tamilnadu, including blockage of rail and road links, exploding of railway 
lines and huge black-flag-demonstrations in Madras92. Even if the support 
for the Tamils should wane somewhat over time in the light of about 100 000 
refugees competing for jobs with the Tamils, this sympathy has strong roots 
and will not easily evaporate. Tamilnadu will remain a convenient vanishing 
point for the guerillas. Support organizations for the Tamil cause are mush- 
rooming all over Tamilnadu, and now there is even a rumour of plans to train 
young Indian Tamils to swell the ranks of the guerillas in Jaffna^.

The future of the guerillas is, at the moment, not easy to predict. But it 
is quite certain that their influence among the population has now outstripped 
that of the TULF and that support is mounting the more atrocities the army 
commits; blood, sweat and tears which such a support might entail94 not- 
withstanding. With ENLF and PLOT, a solution will be difficult, without 
them, impossible. They are the ones who call the shots in Jaffna. But even 
they are in danger of losing initiative to their even more reckless extremist 
successors, a new generation of guerillas, and that harbours even graver 
dangers if a solution is not found soon.
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Abbreviations:

CNC Ceylon National Congress
CPC Communist Party of Ceylon
ENLF Ealam National Liberation Front
EPRLF Ealam People's Revolutionary Liberation Front
EROS Ealam Revolutionary Organization of Students
GUES General Union of Ealam Students
ITAK Ilahkai Tamil Aracuk Katci = Federal Party (FP)
JVP Janatha Vimukti Peramuna
LSSP Lanka Sama Samaj Party
LTTE Liberation Tigers of Tamil Ealam
MUF Muslim United Front
PLOT People's Liberation Organization of Tamil Ealam
SLFP Sri Lanka Freedom Party
TC Tamil Congress
TEA Tamil Ealam Army
TELA Tamil Ealam Liberation Army
TELE Tamil Ealam Liberation Extremists
TELF Tamil Ealam Liberation Front
TELO Tamil Ealam Liberation Organization
TII Tamil Ilaihar Iyakkam
TMP Tamil Mänavar Peravai
TNT Tamil New Tigers
TUF Tamil United Front
TULF Tamil United Liberation Front
UNP United National Party
YVM Yälppäna Vaipava Mälai

Note on Transl iteration :
All names and expressions in Tamil and Sinhala have been given in their 
Anglicized form except for the names of texts and quotes from these. Tamil 
ilam has been transliterated throughout except in quotes where the Anglicized 
form applies.
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