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OPINION

Deserving victims, just violence

The pogrom against Tamils in July 1983 was
supported by deeply held ideological
assumptions that still inform the political
logic of the Sinhala people and their leaders.
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THE 1983 anti Tamil pogrom
marked a critical turning point in
the political history of the post
independence Sri Lankan state.
The violence consolidated the
sense amongst the Tamil people
that their security and future well-
being could never be guaranteed
in a unitary state dominated by a
Sinhala Buddhist ideology. By
August 1983 there had been a
massive increase in recruitment
for the Tamil independence move-
ment as many began to feel that
separation was the only viable
option that remained open to the
Tamils on the island.

While the previous govern-
ments of the United National Party
(UNP) sought to explain the vio-
lence in terms of a master conspir-
acy by leftists and the provocation
of Tamil separatists, its rival, the
Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP),
simply blamed the failings of the
then UNP administration. The
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THE violence unleashed against
innocent and unarmed Tamils in
July 1983 brought in its wake
many unintended and unforeseen
consequences. Chief among them
was the rise of the Tamil armed
militancy. Those responsible for
the anti-Tamil pogrom and the
Sixth Constitutional Amendment
disavowing separatism may have
expected the Tamil people to be
cowed into submission through br-
ute force. It was the opposite that
happened. The Tamil Eelam dem-
and and related armed struggle
received a massive fillip.

Twenty years have passed
since the July '83 pogrom. The
Tamil armed struggle has reached
epic proportions today. The Lib-
eration Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE) organisation has become
the premier politico-military force
of the Tamils.

Tamil force

It has raised militias modelled
on aconventional army and is per-
haps the only guerrillaforce in the
world that has a naval wing. It
controls swathes of territory in the
north and east. It is also aforce to
be reckoned with in areas under
the nominal control of the Sri
Lankan armed forces. The Tigers
reach extends even to Colombo
and other places in Sinhala major-

UNP government promised firm
action against the leftists and mili-
tants while the SLFP-led People's
Alliance government pointed its
fingers at the UNP while echoing
the latter's rhetoric of fighting ter-
rorism.

The objective of both methods
is to reassure the Tamils that the
conditions and motivations that
made the 1983 violence possible
have long since disappeared. The
explanations also seek a cause
somewhere outside the Sinhala
polity and thereby remove any
form of collective responsibility.

Whatever the precise anatomy
of events that led up the unre-
strained violence against the
Tamils, it is clear that even a
momentary unleashing of collec-
tive madness requires the prior
existence of certain conditions. An
examination of the conditions and
assumptions underlying Sinhala
attitudes to the violence, as exp-

and the Tamil armed struggle

ity regions.

Given the size and power of
the LTTE today, it would be very
hard to believe that this formida
ble entity was avery weak outfit in
comparative terms 20 years ago.
However unpalatable it may be to
the hawks south of Vavuniya, the
simple truth was exactly that. The
LTTE had only 29 full time mem-
bers when it launched the attack
on the army patrol at Thirunelvely
on July 23. It also had another 20
to 30 people as helpers and active
supporters in the Northeast. The
July '83 pogrom however changed
all that.

Tamil Upsurge

There was a collective upsurge
among Tamils after 1983. Almost
every young Tamil felt that force
had to be met with force. They
began flocking to the existing
movements like the LTTE, Peo-
ple's Liberation Organisation of
Tamil Eelam (PLOTE), Tamil Eel-
am Liberation Organisation (TE-
LO), Eelam People Revolutionary
Liberation Front (EPRLF) and Ee-
lam Revolutionary Organisation
(EROS). In addition to these sev-
eral new organisations emerged
over-night. Some were splinters
from existing groups. There were
34 identifiable groups at one stage.

The phenomenon of young
Tamils outraged by the July vio-
lence chanting the mantra of
"aayuthap porattam" (armed strug-
gle) received two terrific boosts.
Firstly India entered the scene and

ressed by both rural villagers and
politicians, uncovers certain com-
mon themes. These themes and the
supporting worldview provide the
context with which the Sinhalese
perceive violence against the
Tamils.

As Jonathan Spencer, writing
on popular Sinhalese perceptions
of the violence suggests, it is not
possible to explain the 1983 eve-
nts by referring exclusively to eve-
nts outside the Sinhala populace
and worldview.

"While no one has disagreed
with the government's claim that
there was a large element of orga-
nisation in the rioting, this does
not mean that events can be expl-
ained solely in terms of manipula-
tion by a few ring-leaders,” he
says. “It may be possible to argue
that the violence could have been
perpetrated without widespread
popular support but it is just as
valid to point out that it would
have been impossible had there
been any measured show of oppo-
sition from the Sinhala popula-
tion.”

During the July 83 violence
Spencer was working in a village
on the southern edge of the central
highlands where he was able to
ascertain the “popular mood.” He
suggests that the violence was
made possible by the existence of
“very wide-spread anti Tamil
resentment.” This led most

began providing arms and training
to the new recruits. Boatload after
boatload of youths crossed the
Palk Strait and received training in
north and south India.

Secondly there was a massive
exodus of Tamils to foreign coun-
tries. The Tamil diaspora grew
rapidly in size. These Tamils beg-

The young Tamils
outraged by the July
violence chanting the
mantra of ‘aayuthap
porattam’ (armed
struggle) received two
terrific boosts: India
provided arms and
training - and the
Diaspora began
collecting and
sending money.

an collecting and sending money
to the armed movements. Thus
began growing the Tamil armed
struggle.

The LTTE, PLOTE, TELO,
EPRLF and EROS together had
only about 275 to 300 cadres when
the July violence erupted. The nu-
mbers began swelling in the after-
math of the pogrom. The com-
bined strength of the groups
reached five digits within a year.

Sinhalese people to either deny
that the Tamils had been the vic-
tims or suggest that their suffering
had been deserved: “Thusas | was
again and again reminded thro-
ughout my stay, in Sinhalese eyes
the Tamil is an inherently violent
and dangerous creature whose
excesses from time to time try
even the saintly patience of the
majority Buddhists.”

‘I was again and again
reminded throughout
my stay that in
Sinhalese eyes, the
Tamil is an inherently
violent and dangerous
creature whose
excesses from time to
time try even the
saintly patience of the
majority Buddhists’

“Why were people doing this,”
| asked. “It'slikethis,” explained a
young man who was staying with
my friend. “This country isagood,
straight Buddhist country. Yet the-
se Tamils are always making trou-
ble, killing people.”

The observations of Elizabeth

This rapid increase caused its own
problems. Later fratiricidal con-
flicts transformed the nature of the
Tamil armed struggle. Neverthe-
less there is no denying that the
1983 violence effectively laid the
foundation for a widespread con-
flict that is yet to be resolved.

|dealism

There was a tremendous sense
of idealism among Tamils after
1983 July. Almost every Tamil liv-
ing in southern Sri Lanka was
affected directly or indirectly. The
scale of deaths, destruction and
displacement was massive. Apart
from the devastation there was the
feelings of wounded pride and
injured self-respect. The urge to
prove that Tamils were not a cow-
ardly people was predominant.

There was also the insecurity
factor. Tamil consciousness und-
erwent a significant change as a
result of the July pogrom. One
event that fired many young
Tamils was the Welikada Prison
massacre that resulted in the grue-
some deaths of 52 Tamil political
prisoners. Thirty five were killed
on July 25, and 17 on July 27th.

The worm turns

Tamils had hitherto laid great
emphasis on education. It was
seen as the avenue to upward
mobility. A white collar job was
the overwhelming desire of young
Tamils. This created a book-
wormish image of Tamil youths.

Nissan from her experience in
Anuradhapura confirm that most
Sinhalese people blamed the
Tamils for the 83 violence. A
Sinhalese man whom she spoke to
on the evening of July 26, when a
curfew had finally been imposed,
blamed the Tamils for theinconve-
nience. “ Yesthere's curfew. If tho-
se Tamils want to come and livein
our country they should help us.
But they cause us al this trouble.
How are we to work and buy
food? It's those Tamils cause us
problems.”

Even when it was accepted that
the Tamils had been the targets of
the violence, thiswas justified as a
natural reaction by the Sinhalese
to the extreme provocations to
which they had been subjected.
Nissan collected some of the more
commonly heard statements. “
but they killed thirteen of our sol-
diers, so what do they expect,”
“they came here and now they are
trying to divide the country; that's
why it happened,” “...we have
given them a lot but they aways
want more.”

According to Nissan the logic
of the arguments given above are
supported by an ideology that out-
lines a specific type of relationship
between the Sinhalese, the Sri
Lankan state and the Tamil speak-
ing people.

“Implicit in all such statements
isthe fundamental premisethat Sri

Even worms turn. This is
exactly what happened after 1983.
Many highly qualified Tamils
holding good jobs left them and
took up arms; many undergradu-
ates joined; so too did brilliant stu-
dents doing their advanced levels.
Another feature was the number of
youths studying in India and
Western countries to take up arms.
Later Tamil girls too started join-
ing the movements.

Violence against Tamils has
been continuing since 1956. Force
had been systematically deployed
against Tamils to suppress their
nonviolent struggle for equality.

Two kinds of pain

The violence was of two cate-
gories. One was the mob violence
encouraged and fostered by the
powers that be. The second was
the use - official and unofficial - of
police and armed forces to crush
legitimate Tamil aspirations. This
continuing process peaked during
July 1983. Organised and disor-
ganised mobs wrought havoc with
active collusion by sections of the
police and armed forces.

That pogrom was the turning
point for Tamils. The armed strug-
gle thereafter became inevitable.

That tragic period in the last
week of July became the defining
moment for Tamil militant con-
sciousness. The consequences of
July 1983 prevail till.

The important question is have
the correct lessons been learnt?
(Published July 20, 2003. Edited)



