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This month marks the first 
anniversary of the end of Sri 
Lanka's long running and 
seemingly intractable civil war. 
On May 19, President 
Mahinda Rajapaksa an-
nounced victory for the gov-
ernment over the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam and 
the death of its elusive leader 
Velupillai Prabhakaran. Such a 
juncture after decades of per-
sistent violence was heralded 
as the dawn of a new era that 
offered the war-ravaged island 
a chance at peace. 

Yet one year on, Amnesty 
International reports that 
more than 80,000 Tamil civil-
ians remain detained in mili-
tary-run internment camps. 
Another 11,000 suspected 
LTTE combatants including 
more than 500 children, are 
held by the state in Orwellian-
titled rehabilitation centres. 
For Tamils outside the camps 
the post-war landscape is not 
much better. 

While open war may have 
ended, the physical insecurity 
remains, with a 2010 US State 
Department Report revealing 
that the overwhelming victims 
of human rights violations in 
Sri Lanka ñ such as extraju-
dicial killings and disappear-
ances ñ are young male 
Tamils. The militarisation of 
society has continued with an 
extended state of emergency 

and expanded army canton-
ments throughout the coun-
try's north and east. 

This virtual garrisoning has 
been accompanied by a 
wholesale program of coloni-
sation with Sinhala settle-
ments and Buddhist shrines 
sprouting across territory rec-
ognised as traditional Tamil 
homelands. It is in this con-
text that the stream of Tamil 
asylum seekers to Australia 
continues, marking Sri Lanka 
as an epicentre of instability in 
the Asia-Pacific region. 

But this was not meant to 
happen. In the conventional 
understanding of many poli-
cymakers, Sri Lanka should 
now be on a path to peace 
defined by reconstruction, 
development and reconcilia-
tion. Such an understanding, 
however, equates the civil 
conflict in Sri Lanka to the 
mere clash of arms. Rather 
the roots of the conflict are in 
the ethnocentric nation-
building project at work since 
the country's independence 
from Britain in 1948. In this 
project Sri Lanka was and is 
seen as the preserve of Sinhala 
hegemony where Tamils and 
other minorities have a subor-
dinate existence. Hence the 
apparatus of the state has long 
been a tool of systematic vio-
lence against Tamils. 

This violence does not just 
mean pogroms, disappear-
ances and extra-judicial kill-

ings though these have cer-
tainly been a hallmark of the 
state. It also means more 
structural practices aimed at 
limiting the collective and 
individual rights of Tamils. 
These include colonisation of 
Tamil regions, marginalisation 
of the Tamil language, and 
efforts to limit socio-
economic possibilities for 
Tamils such as discrimination 
in employment, education and 
development funds. Moreover 
Sri Lanka's electoral democ-
racy serves to reinforce this 
situation. Sinhala-dominated 
parties have engaged in elec-
toral outbidding as to who 
can best represent Sinhala 
interests, usually at the ex-
pense of Tamils. Indeed the 
2010 parliamentary election 
result saw victory to the in-
cumbent coalition on a na-
tionalist platform that rejected 
any form of power-sharing 
with Tamils. 

One year on, greater clarity 
has emerged about the war's 
true cost in terms of human 
suffering. A report critical of 
both the government and 
LTTE, released on Monday 
by the International Crisis 
Group (ICG), says tens of 
thousands of Tamils were 
killed in the war's last throes 
with government forces shell-
ing designated safe zones with 
apparent impunity. The report 
ñ based on witness testi-
mony, satellite images and 
other documentary evidence 

Sri Lanka's bitter peace one year on  

ñ claims that in the final 
months the Sri Lankan armed 
forces intentionally and re-
peatedly shelled civilians, hos-
pitals and humanitarian opera-
tions with the full knowledge 
of senior government and 
military officials. 

The intentional mass slaugh-
ter of an estimated 40,000 
Tamil civilians is not an aber-
ration by this particular gov-
ernment, but the logical cul-
mination of ethnocentric poli-
tics pursued by the state for 
decades. As Australian barris-
ter Julian Burnside, QC, has 
put it, Tamils are fleeing 
genocide. 

Yet as the boat arrivals indi-
cate, the international com-
munity, including Australia, 
has a strategic interest in the 
restoration of Sri Lanka to 
norms of liberal governance, a 
proposition quite distinct 
from merely ending war. This 
resolution, as Chris Patten, 
former European commis-
sioner for external relations, 
and now co-chairman of the 
International Crisis Group has 
argued, "international lever-
age, correctly applied" por-
tends to be the best chance at 
political transformation. 
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Politics in Lanka is a dirty game 
Sans sense of honesty, honour or 
shame. 
On election-campaigns that squander 
millions, 
When in power, make illicit billions. 
 
Full of corruption, nepotism, crime, 
They leave no footprints in the sands 
of time, 
Self-seeking, self-serving, power-drunk 
quacks, 
Cover up their crab-like, crooked 
tracks. 
  
Parliament's pack of jokers, jerks, 
Abuse their power for self and perks, 
Goons and buffoons, men of straw, 
Brazenly bend and break the law. 
  
They promise us the sun and the moon. 
Pledges broken or forgotten soon, 
Barefaced, through their teeth they lie, 
On hollow words can we rely? 
  
They flagrantly flout every rule in the 
book, 
To come into power by hook or by 
crook, 
From one party to another they jump, 
Kiss President's feet and lick his rump. 
  
In sumptuous luxury they wine and 
dine, 
Make ample hay while sun doth shine. 
Of life's best things they have their fill, 
The taxpayers have to foot the bill. 
  
They trot the globe and have a ball, 
In five-star hotel, shopping mall, 
Lavishly splurge like duke or count, 
On bankrupt Lanka's state account. 
  
Their life is sweet, a bed of roses, 
Gobbling Lanka's scarce resources, 
Our so-called rulers, leading lights, 
Are a bunch of social parasites. 
 Their hands are soiled, palms well 
greased, 
Our people, rich and poor are fleeced, 
Most of them to the core are rotten, 

They flaunt and flash their wealth ill-
gotten. 
 How could these robbers ever dare 
Their numerous assets to declare? 
An auditor's test they will not pass, 
Many would end up behind bars. 
  
Crime and corruption they cannot battle, 
In their own cupboards many skeletons 
rattle. 
A sincere statesman I fail to see 
Among Sri Lanka's powers-that-be. 
  
Idolized heroes of yesterday, 
Made traitors, villains of today.. 
Free-media muzzled, my country's bane. 
Journalists, editors attacked and slain. 
  
Many politicians are vermin, pests, 
Who earn fast-bucks and feather their 
nests, 
They leave no footprints in the sands of 
time, 
But craftily cover up their tracks of crime. 
  
Fr Derrick Mendis SJ 
Colombo 4. 

Footprints In The Sands 

Young Tamil boys stands behind a barbed-wire fence in 

the Menikfarm refugee camp in Sri Lanka April 29, 

2009. [Photo Courtesy of Reuters]  

Sri Lankaõs bitter peace 

one year on...cont 

One such mechanism would 
be an independent investiga-
tion into war crimes commit-
ted by all parties in the final 
stages of the war. Sri Lanka's 
recently announced internal 
commission has been dis-
missed by Human Rights 
Watch and other bodies as a 
deliberate sham. Since Sri 
Lanka is not a member state 
of the International Criminal 
Court (ICC), an ICC investi-
gation requires the referral of 
the UN Security Council, a 
doubtful outcome in the short 
term. Thus a UN-mandated 
inquiry remains the priority, 
and countries such as Austra-
lia should vigorously pursue 
investigations. 

 

Open acknowledgment that 
the Sri Lankan state presently 
constituted is incompatible 
with the human and collective 
rights of all its citizens is the 
first stage of necessary politi-
cal reform. In this way a war 
crimes investigation portends 
not just to promote justice for 
the 40,000 victims of Sri 
Lanka's mass slaughter but act 
as a bulwark for global human 
rights in the 21st century. 

Sam Thampapillai is a re-
searcher at the Sydney Cen-
tre for International Law at 
the University of Sydney. 
The views expressed are 
his own. 
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Mulligan 

by Roy Ratnavel 

 

In May of last year, during the 
final stages of a brutal ethnic 
civil war between the Tamils 
and the Sri Lankan govern-
ment, May 19, 2009, stands as 
a day of infamy ñ ôMay mas-
sacreõ if you will ñ of Sri 
Lankaõs Tamils. The day 
marks the Sri Lankan govern-
mentõs orchestrated mass kill-
ing of countless members of 
countryõs Tamils ñ combat-
ants and non-combatants 
alike, and the possible end of 
Tamilsõ armed uprising, while 
resurrecting many false proph-
ets among Tamil Diaspora ñ 
in the absence of a ôtrueõ lead-
ership, or lack thereof. 

In the outset I am compelled 
to slap a warning label on this 
article by stating that the fol-
lowing comments are lengthy, 
meant to be candid and com-
bined with harsh language 
which can be disheartening, 
and should not be taken per-
sonally or be use to unneces-
sarily magnify the community 
split. Incidentally I do not 
profess to know or have all 
the answers that we should be 
seeking; but I hope these com-
ments will provoke and pro-
vide a forum for healthy dis-
cussion and reflection.  

The title of this piece 
òmulliganó refers to golf. I 
have never been particularly 
good at golf. During my twen-
ties in Toronto, I learned and 
played, where lack of ability to 
pay greenõs fees ended my golf-
ing days. By the time I had the 
resources to play again, busi-
ness and family responsibilities 
intruded. However, since I am 
horrible at it, I am very familiar 
with the term òmulligan.ó In 
golf òmulliganó refers to a sec-
ond shot you can take without 
penalty. Like a second chance 
to correct a mistake; a do-over. 
I believe Diaspora Tamil com-
munity needs to take a collec-
tive òmulliganó when it comes 
to the way we have conducted 
our affairs since the day of 
infamy. It is a sobering fact. 

The purpose of this piece is to 
challenge us to think differ-
ently and not to commit the 
same old sins. In addition I 
want to respond to arrogant, 
hawkish and self-righteous 
note I have been hearing lately 
in some Diaspora quarters 
from the safety of their camp. 
It seems that with the Eelam 
cause at odds; herd of manipu-
lators have quickly moved on 
to the next quagmire as a self-
fulfilling prophecy to legitimize 
their hold over the Tamil com-
munity. By espousing such 
view I might be accused of 

spitting into the wind, but has-
nõt our society sunk to its low-
est point after a terrible war ñ 
in which our people were 
slaughtered like animals ñ 
now being overshadowed by 
such state of profound selfish-
ness and propagation of igno-
rance.  

As much as I donõt like to ad-
mit, however, it is becoming 
harder to be non-critical about 
fellow Diaspora Tamils. A 
race, like empires, has its dif-
ferent stages ñ infancy, 
strength and decay. In the af-
termath of the civil war that 
has been fought in Sri Lanka 
ñ the apogee of Tamil free-
dom struggle, I canõt help but 
wonder if maybe Tamils here 
are slowly turning ignorant and 
heading towards a stage of 
decay. Karl Marx observed that 
history plays itself out first as 
tragedy, then as farce. But only 
Groucho could have antici-
pated among Tamil Diaspora, 
where tragedy and farce are 
often found playing alongside 
each other, within the bounds 
of the same political multiplex 
where almost Soviet-like dis-
connect between reality and 
party line is so routinely ac-
cepted. 

This is not an ordinary crisis. I 
have never, in my lifetime, seen 
a Tamil community problem of 

this sort. It has the makings of 
something much more serious 
than an ordinary political crisis, 
where you go down for a while 
and then you bounce up. An 
ordinary political issue does 
not bring into question the 
stability, the solidarity and the 
solidity of the whole society 
and reducing it to a cesspool.  

Why is it that this is so much 
more profound a crisis? 

This phenomenon can be 
traced back at least five or six 
years ñ during pre-war era. 
We had, at that time, a struc-
ture, an identifiable strong 
leadership; and Sri Lankaõs 
proclivity to be consumed by 
arrogance was in full force. 
Our unity was about high as 
itõs ever been, relative to our 
past or what our cooperation 
normally is. The system was 
fully engaged and intact. It was 
a period of enthusiasm and 
optimism. However in post-
war era you have the opposite, 
where the grotesque self-
deception of residual paranoid 
elements by inventing and 
spreading cheap lies, putting 
the blame upon everyone ñ 
while hoping every Tamil will 
be glad of those conscience-
soothing falsities, while refus-
ing to examine any refutations 
of them. As a result, the com-
munityõs concerns are generally 
ignored like traffic signs.  

This was, and is easy, since raw 
emotions are so easily available 
that there is, in effect, an enor-
mous incentive to take advan-
tage without worrying about 
the eventual consequences. 
This has turned the community 
into a cyclonic perpetual emo-
tion machine. These charlatans 
have taken reasonable con-
cerns about Tamil cause and 
the issues surrounding it and 
turned it into a full-fledged 
panic attack about the next 
coming of cosmic cataclysm. It 
is a very convenient, but un-
sustainable situation. 



Page 5  Murasu  Vo lume 2 ,  I ssue 5  

You might ask how it man-
aged to go on as long as it did. 
I have my own take on this. 
There were few things that 
were particularly contributory 
and very simple: we are crisis 
driven and we make our deci-
sions based on emotions, not 
logic. The manipulators have 
embraced certain beliefs for 
personal reasons, and then 
justified it to appease the 
ôemotional community in cri-
sisõ for political reasons. 

No one wakes up thinking, 
òIõm going to make bad deci-
sions today.ó Yet we all make 
them ñ even people who are 
objectively intelligent. Our 
minds naturally take us in a 
wrong direction when we face 
certain types of crisis, because 
being told how to think is 
easier than figuring it out for 
ourselves. This explains why 
such issues ôflummoxõ us. 
Remember, if we fall for eve-
rything, we will stand for 
nothing. 

This has created terrible con-
fusion and a rift, first in the 
community in the broader 
sense, and then among the 
individual organizations. It 
will all be fine for a while, but 
at some point people will be-
gin to get nervous and push 
back. The whole process will 
stop when people realize 
these self-proclaimed saviours 
of the cause cannot be 
trusted. Skepticism of this 
world-doubting kind had been 
a key thought of philosophers 

since Descartes, but such self-
ish actions had turned that 
into a rule. This will eventu-
ally carry us over the brink.  

Trust will always be a magical 
commodity that is difficult to 
earn and easy to lose, and a 
healthy skepticism will always 
be needed to help you avoid 
getting conned, because man-
kind is always prone to de-
ceive others. There is so much 
opaqueness, so many compli-
cations and misunderstand-
ings involved in this very 
complex issue by few people 
in Diaspora who were stub-
bornly misinformed, and in 
my opinion did not know 
geopolitics. They knew Tamil 
history. They thought world 
obeys Tamil cause. They have 
found out differently now that 
we have paid a high prize for 
such rosy consensus.  

This is not an ordinary prob-
lem. It is much more difficult 
to get out of, and it has 
shaken the very foundation of 
our freedom struggle. The 
system is currently broken. So 
Iõd like to consider what we 
should be aiming for to get 
out of the mess. That, in turn, 
might help instruct the kind 
of action we should be taking 
in the interim to get out of it.  

Success leaves clues; to that 
end we should learn from 
Jewish organizations and Kos-
ovoõs liberation struggle and 
clone the ideas. The inde-
pendence of Kosovo few 

years ago is, an injustice re-
dressed and a victory for the 
Kosovars and the free world. 
Our ôfreedom struggleõ is not 
what we think it is, rather 
what the world thinks it is. To 
be successful, it does not re-
quire people with strato-
spheric IQ, unusual political 
insight, or degree from pres-
tigious institutions. Whatõs 
needed is a sound framework 
for efficient executions of 
pragmatic ideas and the ability 
to keep the emotional tenden-
cies from corroding that 
framework. Spray and pray 
tactics are almost always 
doomed to fail. 
In the future, we are going to 
need a system, which will not 
be so prone to crisis and cer-
tainly will not be prone to the 
severity of a crisis of this sort. 
With a community of this 
nature there will always be 
crises, but we should be able 
to avoid a catastrophe that 
undermines the whole com-
munity. The post-war system 
of the future should be differ-
ent from the pre-war system 
that has developed in the last 
20 years. 

What do I mean by different?  

I think a primary characteris-
tic of the system ought to be 
flexible, realistic, adaptable 
and more importantly prag-
matic. For example, as it re-
lates to Tamil National Alli-
ance (TNA) we have no busi-
ness telling them how to act 
or what actions to follow. 
Right or wrong if the majority 
embraces TNAõs actions and 
policies then it will be em-
braced by the Tamil people, 
and to represent them. Only 
Tamils who live there have 
the right to decide on this. No 
one that lives here, far away 
from the conflict, combined 
with daily dosage of brain-
occupying comfy thoughts 
with lack of reality has the 
right to decide for them.   

On my recent visit to Toronto 
I stumbled upon a meeting 

Mulligan (Continued) 

organized by a charlatan who 
craves constant assurance and 
limelight. It had all the mark-
ings of a cult like atmosphere 
draped with usual boringly 
predictable, childish utter-
ances, which many of us have 
become accustomed to via 
Tamil radio airwaves. It was 
so repetitive that few smart 
ones in the audience knew 
what the next clich® line was 
going to be. Witnessing such 
waxing of eloquence, I found 
it had far more to say about 
human psychology ñ in par-
ticular, the alpha-male mind-
set ñ than it did about free-
dom struggle or Tamil cause. 
A lady asked a poignant ques-
tion, and proposed an oppos-
ing view but the speaker 
drowned her out. It seems 
there was no room for dis-
sent.   

One of the saddest events I 
knew about is this ñ a meet-
ing consisted of young univer-
sity students and particularly 
brilliant ones at that. The 
speaker apparently had no 
regard for these youngsters. 
He used violently worded 
expressions of discontent and 
questioned their dedication 
and commitment to the free-
dom cause, so much so that, 
finally, his assertions became 
consistent of a delusional 
mind. To the youngsters it 
was clear his world begins to 
seem a realm of illusion. It is 
okay for somebody to go out 
and gamble their future. But 
donõt gamble with Tamilõs 
future. Thatõs an important 
distinction. 

Young Tamil men and 
women have some unique 
challenges to overcome espe-
cially when the public dia-
logue has been often based 
around war in Sri Lanka and 
frequently inspired by hatred 
on both sides. Instead of mis-
leading young people with 
shockingly unqualified and 
unnecessary statements, I 
hope so-called leaders in the 


