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Remembering for the future

— the tragedy of the Tamils in Sri Lanka

A.P.VENKATESWARAN

Former Indian Foreign Secretary.

It was the wisdom of our forefathers
that prayers are not intended to re-
move present pain, but to prevent the
pain that is yet to come. It behoves us
in India, therefore, to reflect on the
impetuosity of the actions which have
led us into the current impasse. For
indeed, a people who do not learn from
history are condemned to re-live it.

More than a year has passed since
the signing of the Indo-Sri Lanka
Agreement on July 29, 1987, and
peace has not come closer by any
means. In fact , the re—eruption last
October of the conflict, this time be-
tween the LTTE and the IPKF, instead
of the Sri Lankan security forces, has
been markedly more intense and the
casualties, on both sides, keep mount-
ing day by day.

Need for national debate.

The latest operation launched by the
IPKF on August 15, 1988, seems to be
aimed at liquidating the last remain-
g pockets of LTTE resistance, with
little thought for the possible consequ-
ences. Looking beyond the immediate
results it could have, of leaving the
Tamil civilian population in the North-
ern and Eastern provinces totally de-
fenseless, as and when the IPKF with-
draws, it is possible to predict that if
Prabrakaran were to die either in the
fighting or by swallowing the ever
present cyanide capsule hanging round
the neck of every LTTE cadre, his
martyrdom could give rise to an entire-
ly new situation, where Eelam may
become a real possibility in Sri Lanka,
and disruptionist forces gain strength
in Tamil Nadu. To kill a person is easy.
To extinguish an idea is impossible.

The time has come for a national
debate where the people of India and
especially the people of Tamil Nadu
can have a voice in moulding a concen-
sus policy on this question. Instead of
remaining silent spectators and un-
willing abettors of the mindless kill-
ings and counter-killings which are
going on between the LTTE on the one
hand and the IPKF on the other.

The root of the problem

The Indo-Sri Lanka agreement was
long in rhetoric, but short in subst-
ance. Because it ignored the realities of
the situation, it has only exacerbated
an already complicatd problem. For
example, Article 1.5 of the Agreement
speaks of ‘a multi-ethnic, multi-lingual
and multi-religious plural society, in
which, all citizens can live in equality,
safety and harmony and prosper and

(16)



] [

To begin with, the plantation Tamils
were deprived of their citizenship in
1948 and thereafter, disenfranchised
in 1949 by the Sinhala Government
soon after it assumed power. After this
was done, regulations were enforced
where proof of citizenship was made
obligatory for employment in the pub-
lic and private sectors, for the issue of
travel documents, for obtaining li-
cences and for taking part in business
or any other meaningful activity.
These measures were clearly in viola-
tion of the Universal Declaration on
Human Rights which provides: “Every-
one has a right to a nationality. No one
shall be arbitrarily deprived of his
nationality nor denied the right to
change his nationality.” It is to India’s
eternal shame that in the various
Agreements which have been con-
cluded with Sri Lanka on the repatria-
tion of persons of Indian origin, the
latter, who are intimately affected,
were never consulted at any stage
about their future. So too, the India-Sri

Lanka Agreement of July 29, 1987, .

which 'was _ostensibly = concluded: to

make peace between the ethnic Tamils

and the Sinhalese population of Sri
Lanka, was concluded between the
Government of India and the Govern-
ment of Sri Lanka with no thought of
consulting those whose fate was being
determined by it.
Lopsided Implementation

What has been more reprehensible is
that even the clauses of the Indo-Sri
Lanka Agreement, such as they are,
have largely remained a dead letter.
Not merely because of the difference
with the LTTE, but also because of the
manifest reluctance of the Sri Lankan
Government, from the very begining,
to carry out its obligations. At least,
the LTTE could claim that it was never
a signatory to the Agreement, but no

(19)
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such plea can be put forward by Sri
Lanka. On the other hand, the Sri
Lankan authorities are pushing ahead
with the so—called resettlement of dis-
placed Sinhala families in the Eastern
Province, while taking no correspond-
ing steps to restore the land or prop-
erties of the Tamils who have been
driven from their hearths and homes.

As Justice Krishna Iyer has pointed
out in one of his erudite articles on the
subject:

“These clauses form a package and
stand or fall together. You cannot ask
for surrender of arms, inflicting lethal
disablement on the resistance move-
ment which has gathered momentum,
but do nothing to enforce.the impera-
tive undertakings of Sri Lanka'’s Presi-
dent. The Indian Prime Minister,
obsessed with his (illusory)’ authority
over the Tamil militants, talks all the
time of surrender of arms as the ess-
ence of the accord. The soul of the.
agreement is to hold elections, to lift
the Emergency, to grant amnesty and
to begin the formation of a joint pro-
vince. A priority item is the quantum
and quality of the devolution of pow-
ers, so that the reality of autonomy
may be brought home constitutionally
to the minority consciousness.

“There is a pledge in Clause 14 that
these matters will be resolved between
India and Sri Lanka within a period of
six weeks of signing the agreement,
that is, before the middle of September
1987. This has certainly not been car-

‘ ried out ... A monitoring body to re-

view the progress of the implementa-
tion is provided for, so that failures on
both sides may be exposed and com-
plaints in that behalf heard. No such
functional watchdog has yet been cre-
ated.” :



fulfil their aspirations.’ But the prob-
lem has arisen precisely because the
Tamils of Sri Lanka, who are a people
bound together by a shared heritage, a
common culture and a common lan-
guage, have been denied their basic
rights as equal citizens with the rest of
the Sinhala population.

The minorities in Sri Lanka, both
ethnic and religious, have been made
to feel for too long that they are not a
part of the country, and this process
had been systematically enlarged ever
since Ceylon was granted independ-
ence in February 1948. The first Prime
Minister, D.S. Senanayake, had then
appealed to the Tamils to accept the
new Soulbury Constitution, and de-
clared on behalf of the Sinhalese. “I
give the minority communities the
sincere assurance that no harm need
you fear at our hand in Sri Lanka.”
The Tamils accepted this assurance.
But events soon took a different turn.

Contusion worse confounded

Frantic efforts have been made by
the apologists of the Accord to take
shelter behind the ‘gains’ which accrue
to India from the letters exchanged

“along with it between the Sri Lankan
President, Mr.J.R. Jayhewardene and
the Prime Minister, Mr.Rajiv Gandhi,
which provide assurances from the
former to the latter on certain security
1ssues. But it is conveniently over-
looked that foreign military and intelli-
gence personnel continue to be present
in Sri Lanka and no efforts have been
made to review the foreign broadcast-
ing facilities set up on the island. The
commitments on Tricomalee can only
be tested over time. So the claims
concerning India’s security have no
substance.

The irony of the situation is further
highlighted by the absurdity of en-
trusting the ‘unofficial’ negotiations,
which have been taking place with the
LTTE in Madras, to the Research and
Analysis wing (R&AW) of the Cabinet
Secretariat. This body has all along
been playing a shadowy and dubious
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role, interacting with the various milj-
tant Tamil groups. It is an open secret
that, in an earlier phase of the interne-
cine struggle which had occurred be-
tween the TELO and the LTTE, this
organisation had played a negative
role. There is little doubt that it is the
undermining of the legitimate func-
tions of ditferent departments of Gov-
ernment, the order of business, that
has resulted in the sorry state of affairs
which we face today. The sooner this is
realised and mended, the better it will
be for us all.

The bizarre drama enacted some
weeks ago by the Sri Lanka Govern-
ment in its so—called negotiations with
the Janata Vimukti Peramuna (JVP)
for an agreement for granting amnesty
to its cadres — which was immediately,
after its signature, denouced by the
JVP leadership as a forgery fabrication

—shows the extent to which the Sinha-
la leadership is prepared to go in
misleading public opinion. The exercise
with the JVP was an obvous ploy to
defuse the criticism by the SLFP, and
timed for the Provincial elections in
the South, through granting amnesty
to JVP cadres. That the killings of the
UNP members by the JVP continues
and is now totalling nearly 400 victims

is proof, if proof is needed, that the JVP
has not been taken in, nor is it in a

-mood to come to a settlement with the

authorities.

The difference between the
hamhanded approach of the Govern-
ment of India towards the LTTE and
the handling with kidgloves of the JVP
by the Government of Sri Lanka stand
in stark contrast, and any intelligent
observer can draw his own conclusions
from it. One may devoutly hope that
the special consideration being show
by Mr. Jayerwardene to the JVP is not
with the intention of using that orga-
nisation’s antipathy towards the
Tamils in Sri Lanka and thereby sub-
serve the negative policies of his Gov-
ernment.



Learning from history

The Tamils have been in Sri Lanka
ever since the dawn of history. The
ancient capital of Anuradhapura was
founded by the Tamil Kings in 3rd
century B.C. The Tamil Kingdom of
Jaffna was captured by the Portuguese
in 1621, a century after, they had
landed in Ceylon and the Tamil King
Sankili was then taken to Goa and
hanged. Then came the Dutch, and
later the island passed into the hands
of the British.

The very first Colonial Secretary of

Ceylon, Sir Hugh Cleghorn, had
written,

“T'wo different nations, from very
ancient period, have divided between
them the possession of the island, the

" Sinhalese inhabiting the interior in its -

Southern and Western parts. .. and
the Malabars (another name for the
Tamils) who possess the Northern and
Eastern districts. These two nations
differ entirely in their religions, lan-
guage and manners”.

It is clearly not acceptable for any
Government in Sri Lanka to overlook
the legitimate rights of the Tamil
population in that country nor to deny

. it equality with others. And it would be

~ totally unsustainable for India even to

« appear to condone such a policy.
Looking to the future

With all its faults, the Indo-Sri
Lanka Accord of July 1987 still pro-
vides a basis, slender though it is, to
right some of the many wrongs which
have been suffered by the Tamils at
the hands of the Sinhala majority. The
devolution would, however, have to be
enlarged, and guarantees provided for
preventing a recurrence of events like
those which had taken place in 1983
and after. For this process to move
forward, and for the wounds to heal,
the first step would be for the Govern-
ment of India to order the IPKF to
observe an immediate ceasefire, and
start to rebuild the confidence and
trust of the Tamil Community which

has been so severely shaken by the
eruption of hostilities between the
IPKF and the LTTE on October last

year.

Going by the statements of the Gov-
ernment of India, such as they are; the
effective resistance of the LTTE has
now been largely overcome. The logic,
then, of continuing a massive opera-
tion, which has been stepped up even
last week, is far from clear and can
only be counter-productive.

One of the resolutions adopted at the
International Tamil Conference held in
London in May this year has defined
the problem well. While calling for a
Just political settlement of the conflict
in Sri Lanka on the basis of the
recognition of the political realities, it
declares: “There exists in Sri Lanka
today two nations — the Tamil Nation
and "the Sinhala Nation ... the two
nations may agree to live together by
force of reason but cannot be compelled
to live together by force or arms”. And
so it shall be!

Courtesy of ‘The Hindu’, 2.9.88
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