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Minority Politics in Post-War Sri Lanka and the 
Canadian Tamil Diaspora

Ill/Elusive Peace:
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Conflict in Sri Lanka

 Ethnic Tensions: 1956(?)-1983
 Civil War: 1983-2009

 Main rebel group: Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE)
 Led by Velupillai Prabhakaran
 Fighting for separate state known as “Tamil Eelam”
 Overtly and officially a secular group

 Tamil Diaspora:
 Canada: around 200,000
 United Kingdom: around 120,000
 United States: under 50,000

 Diaspora leaders accused of fundraising, engaging in 
sophisticated propaganda campaigns, radicalizing the 
youth of the community, and political lobbying on 
behalf of the Tigers.



From Post-War to Post-Conflict?

“Whilst we are in a post-war situation- the guns 
having fallen silent following the military defeat of 
the LTTE – I do not think we are in a post-conflict 
one, defined in terms of one in which the roots of 
conflict are not being sustained and certainly not 
being reproduced” 

-Pakiasothy Saravanamuttu,

Centre for Policy Alternatives 

Colombo, Sri Lanka



Post-War Sri Lanka

 Civil War comes to end in May 

2009 

 40,000-70,000 Tamil civilians 

killed

 LTTE defeated 

 President Mahinda Rajapaksa’s

agenda to “create a Sinhala 

Buddhist hegemonic state.” 



[1] Livelihood Issues

Virtually no permanent 
structures in the resettled 
areas in the Killinochchi, 
Mannar, and Mullaitivu
Districts

A large number of                        
households are now 
headed by women –
89,000 war widows



[2] Ex-LTTE Combatants



Forced Conscription

 LTTE’s “one family, one person” policy - 2006

 “We shot them, threw away our guns, and ran.” Niroshan’s statement 

hung in the air for a while. He reflected on it, and then smiled.

 Forcibly recruited by the LTTE at age 16

 Hours after being taken to the front lines, he hatched a scheme with 

another like-minded youth, deciding to flee when the opportunity 

presented itself. The Tiger leadership, accustomed to having many of 

these new recruits vanish from their clutches, had installed “watchers” to 

ensure that they continued fighting. Niroshan and his friend waited 

until two of these watchers became distracted, and then shot 

them dead. 



[3] Islamophobia

"If it goes on like this, the 
Sinhalese 61% is in danger, 
is it not? The census is 2011 
is extremely dangerous. In it, 
the Muslim population in 
comparison to the past is 
rapidly increasing and their 
average rate of growth 
already exceeds 75%.”

“Even now, Muslim 
conspirators using money 
and power have hidden the 
correct census data as well 
as information vital for the 
country's existence!"





Tamil-Muslim Relations?

 Islamophobic upsurge:

 Dambulla

 Fashion Bug

attack

 Grand Pass 

mosque attack



Diaspora Debates and Responses



Is the Diaspora into Development?

 There is of course some diaspora involvement with issues of 
development post-war, but not enough.

 Why?

 [1] Leadership rivalries between a variety of organizations has 
precluded joint development ventures in Sri Lanka.

 [2] Debate about whether it is ethically defensible to help the 
people in the country, particularly when providing this help 
requires, on some level, working with the Rajapaksa 
government and the military presence in the North and East 
of Sri Lanka. 



 Argument that Tamil 

struggle is being 

criminalized in 

Canada, just as in Sri 

Lanka.

 Not a new 

conversation in the 

community, but has 

increased following 

the end of the war.



So while the problem of government policies affecting minorities is one important side of 

the coin, the other is to make sure that the government, and government representatives, 

don’t become pawns in the chess matches taking place between diaspora organizations. 



Thank You!

Questions?

Amarnath Amarasingam
amarnath0330@gmail.com


