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About the Book

Once known for its exquisite tea, drowsy climate, and amiable people, Sri Lanka was the Indian Ocean jewel of the British Empire. After Independence, the island enjoyed a liberal parliamentary democracy with a lively independent press and a booming economy. It had a judiciary, an efficient economy, and a stability envied by emerging nations. The world expected a leader amongst nations. Instead, in pursuit of power and fundamentalist Buddhism, an oligarchy of Sinhalese political leaders and monks hi-jacked democracy. In response a brutal enemy was born: the Tamil Tigers. The result, one of modern history’s longest civil conflicts, spawned a host of horrific innovations: suicide bombers, child soldiers, death squads, violent Buddhism and murdered journalists.


But ethnic conflict is only part of the story.


Twenty-seven years on, with Iran, Burma, Libya, and China as its closest allies, democracy has been reduced to a cabal of brothers who control the economy, the courts, and the media. Today they tout their bloody conquest of the Tamil Tiger guerrillas as an example for other nations with ‘terrorist’ problems. Gordon Weiss, a veteran journalist and UN official for two decades, was firmly entrenched in the conflict as spokesperson for the United Nations in Colombo. He was a close observer as, in just four months in 2009, tens of thousands of civilians perished, cornered, along with the last of the Tamil Tigers on a windy spit.


This account unravels the compelling history that leads up to that horrific moment, peeling back the Sri Lankan government’s cloak of silence to reveal the events of those weeks beat by beat. The Cage offers a rare glimpse into the reality behind the daily headlines: the inner workings of media manipulation, and the plight of international aid workers struggling to provide humanitarian assistance to those caught in the crossfire of a deadly civil conflict.


About the Author

Gordon Weiss was the United Nations Spokesman in Sri Lanka for two years during the recent civil war. For two decades, he worked as a journalist and for international organisations in numerous conflict and natural disaster zones. He is currently a Visiting Scholar at the University of Sydney, Australia. Twitter @gordonkweiss / www.gordonweissauthor.com
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Preface

In the first few months of 2009, thousands of children were killed and maimed as Sri Lanka’s army initially besieged and then destroyed the notorious Tamil Tiger guerrillas whom it had battled for thirty years. Along with the Tigers, around 330,000 Tamil civilians had been snared in a siege of epic proportions as the insurgents fell back on a small pocket of land on the island’s north-east coast to make a final stand. While government artillery hammered at the Tiger lines, and pitched battles were fought, children died along with their families at the ragged edges of the combat, felled by shellfire, gunshot wounds and diseases beneath the baking sun. Trapped and short of manpower, the Tigers pressed cohorts of untested boys and girls, some barely in their teens, into the lines of battle. Today, the lost lives of these innocents are just brief and inconsequential footnotes in the narrative of world events. This was the reality of the Cage.

At the same time, several hundred kilometres to the south, I was working with the United Nations in Colombo, and despite occasional bomb blasts and air raids, my young daughters were being comfortably schooled in the city. As most parents understand, it is a form of anguish to observe children suffering, even if they are not your own. Over the years, I had seen countless children endure a variety of torments in war and disaster zones around the world. In Sri Lanka, even though I could not bear witness, I was close enough to the levers of action to believe that they were being wounded and killed in large numbers each day. Meanwhile, the government of Sri Lanka insisted that its efforts to ‘rescue’ civilians were bloodless. It attributed any deaths to the Tamil Tigers, who had indeed induced or forced civilians to fall back with them into the narrowing siege pocket, and who also killed civilians who tried to escape. After the final battle, the government rejected international calls for an investigation into the conduct of the war, and instead commissioned a domestic inquiry vaguely mandated to look at the ‘root causes’ of the conflict over the previous seven years.

To avoid futility, however, or a convenient cover-up of the final death toll, one must search much further back in time. To begin with, many thousands of Tamils fled Sri Lanka after island-wide riots in 1983 that killed between 1,000 and 3,000 people. Chilling photographs show thin Tamil men, stripped of their clothes, cowering before machete-wielding mobs of Sinhalese, or waiting with tyres around their necks for the terrible moment when they would be set alight by their tormentors. Black July, as it is known, has become a sort of Kristallnacht in the collective memory of Sri Lanka’s Tamils, a government-orchestrated pogrom that burned families out of their homes and drove them from their country. One direct consequence was a flood of thousands of Tamil recruits to a ragtag guerrilla outfit of several dozen men who called themselves the Tamil Tigers. Another was the multiplication of the global Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora that went on to fund them.

Black July, however was not the first such bloodletting, and Tamils were not the first large-scale victims. In 1971, and again in the late 1980s, a generation of young Marxist Sinhalese revolted against the state and its ruling elders. Tens of thousands of youths (as well as some Buddhist monks) were killed in ensuing massacres by government forces. Sinhalese soldiers and policemen dumped the bodies of these teenagers into rivers, or burned them on the white sands on which tourists lounge today, or left their heads impaled on roadside stakes as warnings to other rebel youths. The sheer scale of these earlier responses foreshadowed those that would follow against the Tamil, and predominantly Hindu, separatist rebellion in this endemically violent country, and reflect directly on the events of 2009. These Sinhalese revolts also reveal something about the way in which those who govern Sri Lanka wield power and repress memory, revelations that encourage a broader view of the island’s ailments beyond just the ethnic paradigm.

Nor did the problems of this troubled nation start with these revolts. To begin to grapple with the tensions that in time would culminate in fully fledged revolution, one must refer back to the emergence of nationalism in the nineteenth century and the evolution of independence from Britain in the twentieth. The island has a well-deserved reputation for the striking beauty of its landscapes, its ancient ‘lost’ cities and its welcoming and intelligent people who so eloquently advertise their antique cultures. Upon independence in 1948, it was widely held that Sri Lanka (or Ceylon as it was then known), positioned astride the great sea trade routes of the Indian Ocean and benefiting from the railways, roads and administration of British colonialism, would become an economic powerhouse in Asia. It was predicted that the new nation would trump Singapore, South Korea and even Japan. But Sri Lanka’s fault lines gave rise to surprising contradictions that foiled these glittering prospects.

One such contradiction, particularly to the Western mind, but also to many Sri Lankans, lies with the Buddhism practised by two thirds of the country’s twenty million people. The year 2011 is held to mark the 2,600th anniversary of Buddha’s enlightenment, and the birth of one of the world’s great religions. Yet in marked contrast to this commemoration, Sri Lanka is home to a violently nationalist coterie of Buddhist monks, some of whom now sit in parliament.1 Despite a famously peaceable philosophy, these clerics preach bloodshed and domination over the country’s minorities. In the government of President Mahinda Rajapaksa, the man who led the country to victory over the Tigers, their ideology has been a fundamental political force. The relatively recent political gestation of ideas that have given these monks an influence beyond their numbers includes a toxic mixture of religion, nationalism and xenophobia, as well as a blood-and-soil claim to territory based on obscure two-thousand-year-old Buddhist texts. It jars Western preconceptions of Buddhism to see saffron-robed monks angrily speechifying in a house of parliament.2

Each contradiction unmasks others. Sri Lanka, which was born a liberal democratic state in 1948, has spawned governments that use the familiar language of liberal democrats while deploying death squads to kill journalists, students and political opponents. Since 1972, the independence of the country’s police force and judicial institutions has been increasingly degraded to serve the predilections of its leaders. Its parliament today is little more than a small group of oppositionists overwhelmed by a gaggle of provincial potentates and party sycophants, who gather to rubber-stamp the wishes of the country’s president and his family, in return for the spoils of government. Its once free press has been largely cowed into serving the dominant ideology of politicised Sinhalese Buddhism. In 2008, the island could fairly be called one of the most dangerous places in the world to be a journalist or humanitarian worker, and between 2006 and 2009, dozens died just doing their jobs. As Sri Lanka has developed into a middle-income country, with high rates of literacy and leading health indices, its authoritarianism has actually deepened, and ordinary citizens now have less say over their own lives than at independence.

In a similarly unexpected vein, this crowded nation, smaller than Scotland but with four times the population, bred a globalised national liberation group that became notorious for its depraved violence and the tenacity of its fight. In their struggle for a tiny sovereign state, the Tamil Tigers killed a head of state and systematised the use of suicide bombers, female shock troops and child soldiers. Their ingenuity became a pioneering model for other transnational terrorist organisations emerging in the twenty-first century. The Tigers established a vast network of finance and fund-raising in Tamil communities throughout the world, mustered a fleet of merchant ships and imported the arms, machinery and knowledge that it required to build an army, navy, special forces capability and even a meagre air force in Sri Lanka. At some critical junctures, it seemed possible that they might succeed in carving out their Tamil nation state in the north of the island. Most foreign observers believed that they were militarily unbeatable.

Beyond these paradoxes, the total victory of the Sri Lankan government over the Tamil Tigers reflects a number of global trends that ought to concern us. One is the renewed validation of terror when exercised by governments. The final episode of this war coincided with the last of the Bush years. Post-9/11, the Tamil Tigers had lost important international support, and their networks of finance and trafficking came under intense scrutiny. Western governments, who were getting better at understanding and fighting the nexus between terror and international crime, turned on the Tamil Tiger groups on their soil. The latitude bred by the US-invoked ‘global war on terror’ was not lost on the Sri Lankan government, which soon adopted the language and rationale of the West. Secretary of defence Gotabaya Rajapaksa, the president’s brother and one of many Rajapaksas now participating in the machinery of the Sri Lankan state, gave an interview to Reuters in 2007 in which he asked rhetorically about the difference between US anti-terror measures and those of Sri Lanka: ‘[In the US] they say covert operations … in Sri Lanka they call it abductions. This is playing with words,’ he explained.3 As the International Red Cross, for a century and a half the guardian of international humanitarian law, has observed, the global reaction against terror has reinforced the right of governments to use it.4

Another trend, now well noted, is the geo-strategic ‘Great Game’ being played out between the US and China in the Indian Ocean, a region that over the next two decades is set to become the economic powerhouse of the world. The south-eastern tip of Sri Lanka lies six nautical miles off the world’s busiest and most important sea route into the oil hub of the Middle East. China has long had a significant presence on the island (Sri Lanka was among the first to recognise the 1949 communist takeover of China), but the commissioning of a billion-dollar deep-sea port in the once impoverished home town of Sri Lanka’s president Mahinda Rajapaksa has significantly boosted the permanent Chinese naval presence in the Indian Ocean. As a corollary of these interests, China effectively blocked international action that might have prevented or moderated the mass killing of civilians at the end of the war. The Sri Lanka story, therefore, is a modest but significant sign of the new balancing of power between the US and China, a contest that is arguably the single most important political story in the decades ahead. It is symptomatic of the new ‘Beijing Consensus’, the notion that countries such as Sri Lanka can achieve economic prosperity, underwritten by China, without the inconvenience of domestic political freedoms expected by bothersome Western allies who still insist on notions of a shared moral order amongst nations.

Further to this is Sri Lanka’s participation in what has been called the ‘democratic recession’.5 Around the world, the countries that became democracies in the 1970s, and following the end of the Cold War, are in decline. This decay is well illustrated in Sri Lanka, where the pay-off for aspiring to membership of a club led by Western liberal democracies is no longer quite as alluring as it was. With China as backstop, the Rajapaksa regime felt no compunction about thumbing its nose at murmurs of concern from a number of countries, and playing the ‘rogue regime’ card. Sri Lankan government officials have made a number of deals with Iran, Libya, Myanmar and Venezuela since Mahinda Rajapaksa was elected to the presidency in 2005.

Quite apart from the nose-diving trajectory of political freedom on the island, Sri Lanka highlights the effects of this recession on the UN. For example, at a time when the UN Human Rights Council had issued a dozen resolutions condemning Israel’s invasion of Gaza, it produced only one resolution on Sri Lanka, which ignored credible allegations of war crimes by government forces. The comforting notion of a progressive respect and shared regard between nations for democratic norms, based on key human rights agreements such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, can be assumed less now than at any time since the end of the Cold War. What the Sri Lankan government now touts as ‘the Sri Lanka model’ for solving civil conflict will lead to more ‘wars between the people’,6 in which the international fraternity of nations will be increasingly unable to interfere, and about which fewer nations will be troubled to object. Liberal peace-building (or nation-making) has at the very least been knocked off balance atop its pedestal, and with it much of the power of the ‘carrot’ of conditional foreign aid, and the ‘stick’ of international intercession to dissuade large-scale abuses by governments against their own people.

One question that is very reasonably asked in relation to the war in Sri Lanka is what else was the government supposed to do? Should they have stood back while the Tamil Tigers ran riot over the corpse of Sri Lankan unity? With the Tigers, under their enigmatic ‘Supreme Leader’ Velupillai Prabakharan, having proved their record of appalling violence, was armed conflict not the only solution? Given the guerrillas’ record of duplicity and intransigence in negotiations, how could the Sri Lankan state trust any of the ceasefires they asked for, and is the world not better off now without the arms-trafficking Tamil Tigers? When the Sri Lankan Army (SLA), which for thirty-seven months had worked its way meticulously across the territory controlled by the Tigers, at great cost to young Sinhalese soldiers, finally bottled up Prabakharan, his son and heir and his senior commanders in a bunker, shielded by tens of thousands of trapped civilians, was it not best that they took no risk that he might escape?

I went to Sri Lanka as a supporter of that state’s essential right to protect its sovereign territory, and I left with much the same view. However, I believe that the tactical choices the SLA was directed to make, and which contributed to the deaths of so many civilians, warrant a credible judicial investigation of the kind that the Sri Lankan state, in its current guise, is no longer capable of mounting. The large-scale deaths of civilians had less to do with a necessary absolute victory over the Tamil Tigers, and more to do with the nature of government spawned by the island’s history as a modern nation state. It would be a mistake for Sri Lankans to gloss over the fact of these deaths; those who hope for a genuine peace and for the preservation of their democracy must eventually look full in the face at a violent past that has killed so many from every ethnic group. Bearing in mind the decisive role of the Chinese diplomat and philosopher Chang Peng-chun in framing the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, I do not share the view of some Asian leaders that individual human rights are less important in Sri Lanka than they are in New York City or the banlieues of Paris.7

I met and often spoke in depth with hundreds of diplomats, journalists, statespeople, intelligence officers, artists, civic and business leaders, Buddhist, Catholic and Hindu priests, activists, politicians, students, old JVP (Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna, or People’s Liberation Front) revolutionaries, writers, ordinary soldiers, Tamil Tiger cadres, government functionaries, defence attachés, analysts, academics and many ordinary folk. The vast majority of Sri Lankans I met came across as kind and curious, and demonstrated that kindness with consideration and generosity. Most of the island’s Buddhist monks do not advocate the extreme views of a minority who have courted and won political power. A coterie of elderly, mostly Sinhalese people whom I befriended, and who recalled a very different Sri Lanka, were particularly crucial in the fashioning of my views, and have served as a constant reminder of the rich intellectual and cultural life of their extraordinary land. Most of these people will, however, not be mentioned, and where I have been specific, I have almost invariably masked the identity of my source. This is especially necessary with the numerous Sinhalese sources both abroad and within Sri Lanka whom I consulted during my research, because of the implicit dangers for those seen as traitors. Sri Lanka continues to be a dangerous and unpredictable place for dissenters, particularly given the passage in September 2010 of the 18th Constitutional Amendment, which gives virtually unfettered power to the Rajapaksa brothers.

I was introduced to Gotabaya Rajapaksa – brother of the president, secretary of defence and the most powerful man in Sri Lanka – by an explosion that rent the air and sounded across Colombo like the sunset cannon. He had just survived a suicide attack on his convoy by a bomb-laden autorickshaw. Hours later, having been protected from the blast by his armour-plated Mercedes, he was photographed embracing the president, their warm smiles broadcasting the good fortune of his escape. For me, on my second day on the island, it was the first of many bomb blasts. I went on to encounter Gotabaya and his brothers and sister at meetings, official events and private functions. I did not meet or come to know much about Velupillai Prabakharan aside from what I read, or from stories told to me by people who had met him, although I communicated directly with others of the Tiger leadership, such as Thamilshevan, Nadesan and Pulidevan, all of whom were eventually killed. In the writing of this book, it seemed to me that the two chief protagonists in the final confrontation, Prabakharan and Gotabaya, were two sides of the same coin. Both had fought with courage and conviction over decades of civil war, albeit on opposite sides. Both were stamped with a practised brutality, neither trusted negotiation and both prepared assiduously for what they believed would be their final confrontation – albeit that each predicted an opposing outcome – in what is now known as Eelam War IV.

I was warned before going to Sri Lanka that when I left, I would know the country less well than when I arrived, and in a sense this is true. One learns of Sri Lanka’s ethnic, religious, political and social complexities with a degree of exasperation. Nobody knows Sri Lanka better than her citizens, and a brief survey of the academic works available on caste, on nationalism and identity and on Sri Lankan history that have been written by Sri Lankans, as well as by other experts in the field, will describe a large body of work examining the great questions facing modern Sri Lanka. If the academic world in general is fraught with tiny squabbles and great confrontations, then one can only imagine the depth and emotion of such discussions in the hothouse atmosphere of the island nation, where the expression of ideas contrary to powerful interests can be perilous. This book is not intended as a substitute for the refined and considerable studies available to the interested reader, but as an accessible and lively account of recent Sri Lankan history, as a brief exploration of the antecedents to that history, and as a discussion of how the struggle of the Tamil Tigers reflects on global current affairs. I am not an expert on Sri Lanka, and do not strive to be one. My observations were honed by the three years I lived there, and the two decades during which I have spent a great deal of time in other conflict-ridden countries. As such, they are best characterised as the reflections of an informed observer.

There are aspects with which I have dealt lightly. I have not dwelt on the initial phase of the end of the war, which was the recapture of the eastern side of Sri Lanka between 2006 and 2007. I witnessed a part of those events myself, but I did not deem them central to the story that I wanted to tell, despite the fact that they were a dress rehearsal for what was to follow. Nor have I addressed in any depth the so-called ‘Plantation Tamils’, a community that in many ways has endured more discrimination and hardship than any other in Sri Lanka, because once again it does not go to the heart of what I think is most central to this tale. The successful, and now largely expatriate, Burgher community (those of mixed European and Sri Lankan ancestry) is barely mentioned. And Muslim Sri Lankans might think that I have forgotten their important role in the island’s history, because of the sparse mentions I make of this industrious and cautious community that itself was the victim of ethnic cleansing at the hands of the Tamil Tigers. For that matter, I have not dealt in close detail with the matter of figures of dead and wounded, how they are calculated and how reliable those sources might be. I make the point in the text that it is for others to get closer to that particular particle of truth. Readers will find that Chapter Two, my survey of Ceylon’s ancient and modern history up to the Sinhala Only Act of 1956, is dense, but not, I hope, unnecessarily so.

Almost three quarters of a century ago, in the heart of civilised Europe, my own grandfather and dozens of other relatives were taken from their homes and killed because of their ethnicity. From the age of about four, looking at a name inscribed on a gold fob watch, I was conscious of the scar left by the vanishing of my father’s father. It is a silence even when spoken, an absence filled with emotional upheaval, though it eludes any clumsy assembly of words. From my own life I know that very distant and indistinct memories have a habit of hanging heavily over our present. So it has always been a source of wonder to me that men will coolly kill with satisfaction those whose only wrong is that they are of a different stripe, or hold a linguistic or religious distinction. As I have travelled through and worked in dozens of landscapes ruined by conflict, the fate of my own family in Auschwitz has thus coloured my view of the world. One misleading tendency seen at the end of the Sri Lankan war was the ascription of the root causes of the conflict to the formation of the Tamil Tigers, as if their popular support had arisen from nowhere. Yet the depth of hatred engendered by conflicting identities is palpable in Sri Lanka, and one only has to read the bile spilled across the online comments boxes following any articles written on this subject to get a taste of this continuing resentment. Although this book takes a detailed look at Sri Lanka and her circumstances, I am more interested in the general lessons that might throw light on the innumerable conflicts around the world, and those that will follow in our new era of ‘small wars’ and evolving hegemons.

Many readers will think this is a book solely about Sri Lanka, but I do not intend it that way. The recent European experience shows us that the divide between orderly, law-abiding societies and those that descend into a collective madness governed by hatred is a thin one. Civilisation, with all its supreme accomplishments, is a fragile veneer that must be constantly repaired. Even though Sri Lanka is uniquely Sri Lankan, the island serves as a cipher for the human condition, and all our woes. We cannot discuss grand ideologies, the greed and brutality of politicians, murderous clerics, the culpability of leadership, ethnic cleansing, murder and love between neighbours or the experimentation with different political systems without looking within at our own examples, and to the resuscitation of our own societies. The lesson of Sri Lanka is that we must always be sentinel to the weaknesses in our human design.

Finally, the international community was closely entwined in Sri Lanka throughout these final months, with the UN in a pre-eminent role, and the UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon personally engaged in attempts to dissuade the government from using excessive force. It is impossible to examine the alleged crimes that were committed without a look at the guardian organisation of post-World War Two ideals, which had its boots on the ground and its staff in the thick of the action as thousands of men, women and children perished. The UN has many faces and many purposes, but it is justly famous for its role in peacekeeping and humanitarian operations that are at the cutting edge of an evolving intimacy linking nations to each other’s affairs. These operations are comprised of complex moral, political and physical choices made by international civil servants who are often deeply committed and hard-working people trying to do their duty in apparently impossible situations. While the fact remains that responsibility rests with those upon whom it falls, I largely avoid decisive judgements about the UN’s role, but I do record the critical views of those who have accused the UN of failing in aspects of its fundamental duties or, in the words of a Le Monde correspondent regarding the UN’s role in Sri Lanka, of building on successive failures through ‘excessive diplomatic prudence’.8

As the spokesman and communications adviser attached to the UN team during the years that included the end of the war, my job was to advise on the best way to procure, shape and disseminate information to support the UN’s actions on the ground. I must therefore say a word about the International Civil Service Oath I took when I joined the UN, in which I swore not to divulge information obtained as a result of the office I held, whether or not I continued to work with the organisation. I have tried to balance the requirements of that oath with the compulsion to tell the story of those unprotected civilians who died during this conflict, and Sri Lanka’s own tragic tale. I have done my best to interpret and use publicly available information, and have not drawn on confidential correspondence or internal reports, discussions and confrontations over proposed courses of action that were available to me solely by virtue of the position that I held. I have also striven to avoid passing personal judgement on the actions, or lack thereof, of colleagues. Inevitably, the convictions that have guided my interpretations were formed by the fact that I was close to events, and occasionally a privileged participant. I have freely made use of the testimony of associates who wanted their own perceptions to be known, and who wished to attach their names to that testimony from the simple belief that the death of so many should not pass unmarked.


CHAPTER ONE

The Lion’s Victory

As the mist lifted on the morning of 19 May 2009, a soldier leaned down to a body on the smouldering and largely silent marshland battlefield. He tugged the slack shoulder to free it from the muddy patch in which it lay, and turned the corpse to face the sun. Like the hundreds of other troops inspecting the bodies strewn among the marshy tufts and sandy stretches of this desolate edge of the island, this soldier knew precisely for whom he was searching. Nevertheless, he must have been startled by the fleshy, mustachioed face that instantly stood out from the hundreds of other dead scattered among the mangroves, a face that stared back at him through dull, half-closed eyes, lips barely apart as if to utter a final command.

A bullet had pierced the forehead and the cranial cap was blasted away, but the otherwise intact figure of the corpulent founder and leader of the Tamil Tigers lay where he had fallen some hours ago. His brown face had been drained of blood, leaving a pallid waxwork that seemed to illuminate the oddness of this iconic figure lying in a mud patch, as though it were a discarded picture torn from a page in Life magazine. Despite the dirt, his uniform was neat and undamaged, as if he had emerged from a hidden bunker at the last possible moment to meet his death headlong. A holstered pistol was clamped to a belt around his thick midriff, along with six unused pouches of ammunition, and clipped to his chest was an identity card with his name, picture and the serial number ‘001’. Among the few possessions found in his small kit bag was a bottle of grape-scented hand lotion purchased in Singapore – an incongruous detail that the newspapers in Colombo would later seize on to discredit the fallen leader’s reputation for rigid asceticism.

The Sinhalese soldier who chanced upon the corpse of Velupillai Prabakharan at the edge of the Nandikadal lagoon on the north-east coast of Sri Lanka had not even been born when the dead man began his career of violent insurgency. In 1975, when just twenty-one years old, and already with a reputed taste for rebellion and guns, Prabakharan assassinated the Tamil mayor of Jaffna with a single shot to the head as he prepared for prayer at a Hindu temple. Although Sri Lanka’s tourist brochures boast of the island’s balmy beaches, its soaring white Buddhist shrines, the warmth of its people and its sweeping mountain tea estates, this brutal temple killing was in fact a more fitting symbol of the young state, marred by ethnic, religious, caste and class warfare.

All through this young soldier’s boyhood, the name of Prabakharan loomed large in the speeches of politicians, and was decried in interviews with the policemen and generals who tried to hunt him and his Tamil Tiger guerrillas down. The few photos that existed of his square-jawed face, either scowling or bearing a shy smile that mocked the cut of his fatigues, had for thirty years featured almost daily in Sri Lankan newspapers and on television screens, above articles detailing the mounting atrocities committed by Tamil Tiger forces. The stocky figure personified the claim of Tamil nationalists to a third of Sri Lanka’s territory and, for the Sinhalese community, a fear of ‘the other’ that lived among them.

Prabakharan’s shy manner and soft voice belied the orders he regularly issued to his guerrilla cells: to bomb buses full of women and children, assassinate heads of state, sink or seize ships, murder child monks and kill prisoners.1 The mantra of the global Tamil Tiger propaganda network was that the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE),fn1 as they called themselves, represented the right to Sri Lankan Tamil self-determination based around an independent state that would be known as Tamil Eelam. The fanaticism and commitment of the Tiger fighters recalled to observers the struggles of other post-colonial liberation movements such as the Palestinian Liberation Organisation, whose repugnant acts in the name of freedom seemed nevertheless to embody an elemental human instinct for justice and identity. Tamil Tiger fighters strung vials of cyanide around their necks in case of capture, and as a symbol of their readiness to die for ‘the Movement’.2

On the sandy spit that morning, the soldier radioed his position to his unit commander. He in turn raised the officer commanding Sri Lanka’s 58th battlefield division – the division that had fought the Tamil Tigers until their final destruction at the edge of the lagoon. The brigadier was driven in a jeep from his forward command headquarters through an abandoned tent city that sprawled across the narrow pockmarked spit, a wasteland of torn plastic sheeting, bodies and burned-out vehicles. Since February, the tents had sheltered around 330,000 men, women and children besieged by the SLA, which pounded the area with heavy weapons in an effort to crush the Tamil Tiger guerrillas operating within the siege zone.

Over many weeks, as the Tiger strength waned, army assaults pierced the guerrillas’ defences, and tens of thousands of civilians escaped in small batches or great waves. They struggled across the shallow lagoon that divided the government and Tiger forces, carrying their weak, wounded, elderly and young. Some were too exhausted or frightened to tend to those who were struck by bullets as they escaped, and ignored those who sank below the surface of the lagoon. The tent city, and anyone injured or left huddling in the trenches, was consumed as government troops moved in for the final kill. It was a conflagration of grenades and gunfire. In their flight, the refugees had left thousands of their dead in unmarked graves or simply lying in the open, discarded in the frantic rush to escape.

The battlefield was now silent – the groans of the wounded and dying had ceased. The brigadier walked the final few hundred metres across waterlogged grasslands, surrounded by his bodyguards, who shielded him against any surviving Tiger still lurking amid the charred and battered terrain. The brigadier examined the plastic face and swollen carcass of his fallen adversary, the insignia and pistol and the contents of his kitbag. He plucked the identity card from the chest of the dead man, and turned to proclaim the death of Velupillai Prabakharan, the ‘Supreme Leader’ of the Tamil Tigers, to the troops mustered around him. Then he beckoned to a staff member, who handed him a field radiophone, and rang through to the SLA commander based at the Ministry of Defence Joint Operations Headquarters in Colombo. Major General Sarath Fonseka in turn telephoned the news through to the man who had appointed him to lead the army: his former comrade-in-arms and now the most powerful man in Sri Lanka, the defence secretary Gotabaya Rajapaksa.

If the Sinhalese possessed an equal to Prabakharan’s ruthlessness, commitment and grit, it was the defence secretary, a yeoman from the island’s Sinhalese south. Gotabaya was no politician or insipid bureaucrat. A tough fifty-nine-year-old former colonel in the SLA, he had fought in some of the hardest engagements against the Tamil Tigers in the 1980s, when he had very nearly been killed. In 2005, his brother Mahinda had enticed him back to Sri Lanka with a promise of full support for a war against the Tamil Tigers – should he win his own planned bid for the presidency. Gotabaya, then retired from the army and working as a computer manager at the law faculty of the University of Southern California, always believed the SLA had been consistently betrayed in the field by weak political leadership. Mahinda’s prospective presidency promised revenge, glory and the possibility of a new political dynasty built on a military victory that had eluded the Sri Lankan government for almost three decades.

Within months of the end of the war in 2009, General Sarath Fonseka and Gotabaya Rajapaksa fell out with each other, with Gotabaya accusing the general of treason, and Fonseka accusing the defence secretary of war crimes. In 2006, however, with victory over the Tamil Tigers still a dubious and distant prospect, the two men had begun planning the eradication of the Tamil Tiger menace once and for all. They persuaded China to provide them with the arms they so badly needed, and began training troops and refining deployment and operational tactics in preparation for the bloody war that was to follow. For the duration of this final stage of the civil war, Fonseka and Gotabaya worked closely, buoyed by one military success after another, as the army slashed its way through Tiger defences to the north. That morning, after taking the news from Fonseka, Gotabaya informed his brother, the president, that Prabakharan was dead and Mahinda’s place in history assured.

Back in the northern marshes, four soldiers carried the bier with Prabakharan’s body through a crowd of hundreds of weary and excited soldiers, each of whom raised his weapon above his head, like Roman legionaries cheering the fall of a Teutonic chieftain. Bearing their load steadily, they marched along a rivulet while troops lined the banks and leaned forward to snap pictures of the scene on mobile phones – images that soon spread throughout Sri Lanka and around the world to the watching and waiting Tamil diaspora. An army photographer caught the triumphal procession in a photo that made its way to the front page of the New York Times the following day. The lifeless and dishevelled body, picked over by so many hands, traverses a sea of smiling green-clad soldiers, whose outstretched arms might have been raised in a salute had it not been for the mobile phones grasped in their hands.

As the sun rose higher, the soldiers slowly bore the bulky corpse through the muddy pools of the bog and lowered it on to a dry sandy bank for closer examination by an SLA forensic team. The experts studied the uniform and the great gaping wound in the skull. They compared the pudgy face with the few photographs that existed of the reclusive Prabakharan, including those from a family album that had been found in an abandoned bunker the month before. They also took a swab from his mouth for a DNA comparison with the body of his son, twenty-two-year-old Charles Anthony, anointed heir to the Tiger leadership, whose body had been recovered from the battlefield and positively identified just two days earlier.

The forensic teams had already identified the bodies of the other senior Tiger leaders as they were dredged from bogs or dragged from the dune faces where they had fallen. They laid the fighters in long, stinking ranks, their corpses engorged, burned and mutilated, their arms outstretched, their flesh marked by chemical burns or cyanide, their faces contorted. When their noms de guerre appeared in the television broadcasts that day – Nadesan, Puleedevan, Charles Anthony, Kittu, Manimekala, Kannadasan, Rangan, Arul Vendan, Anna Thurai, Soosei, Rangan, Thomas, Purani, Bhanu – they read like the rolling credits from an epic and familiar film, one that had been watched many times. It was a reminder of the peculiar intimacy of the savage conflict that had consumed this small island nation for thirty years. Each name had been a minor hero in the pantheon of Tamil fighters who stood up to the Sri Lankan security forces, men and women deified by the hopes of the Tamil people. Tamils in Sri Lanka and around the world mourned the deaths of their too mortal gods.

For the Sinhalese, who account for three quarters of Sri Lanka’s twenty million people, the deaths of the guerrillas inspired a very different reaction. As each dead Tamil commander was identified, word spread rapidly throughout the country by news service text messages, and was passed from mobile phone to computer screen, to Facebook page, and Twittered and Googled for every fine detail of their demise. In the street cafés of the capital, each television news flash brought volleys of firecrackers that echoed in the streets. Strangely, though, that last day there was little of the air of celebration one might have expected at the end of such an epoch. How should some mark the end of fear, and others the end of hope? The scattered crackle of fireworks seemed disjointed and half-hearted, an almost muted struggle to believe that this long civil war, which had killed well over 100,000 people during three decades, might have ended. Most Sri Lankans had only ever known the state to be at war. They had lived with the daily fear of Tamil Tiger attacks for so long that they felt numbed shock instead of joy. For well over half of the country’s independence, roadblocks, mass searches, urban bomb blasts, arbitrary arrests, casual police brutality and lawlessness had been the norm.

Government death squads and ‘disappearances’ had become a feature of public life. Armed men hauled their victims from the streets and off to their deaths on isolated beaches or in paddy fields. Although the majority of the victims during the war had been young Tamil men, the government also targeted opposition leaders and lawyers, human rights activists and academics, humanitarian workers and journalists. In January 2009, in one of the most brazen assassinations in the country’s history, Lasantha Wickrematunge, a national newspaper editor embroiled in a legal dispute with the government, was shot and killed by masked gunmen in a Colombo street. Wickrematunge had predicted his own death in an editorial, quoting the words of Martin Niemöller, the German theologian and resister to Nazi terror:

They came first for the Communists,

and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Communist.

Then they came for the trade unionists,

and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a trade unionist.

Then they came for the Jews,

and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew.

Then they came for me,

and by that time no one was left to speak up.3

Outside of Sri Lanka, the news of the deaths of Prabakharan and the senior leadership came as a shock to most informed observers, who knew the Tigers’ reputation for tenacity. They had grown from a core band of around three dozen members in 1983 to a small army of some 5,000 battle-hardened fighters by 1987. Not only had they held back the numerically superior armed forces of the Sri Lankan state for three decades; they had once decimated an expeditionary force from the world’s fourth largest army. The Indian intervention force sent to bring peace to the island battled the Tigers for three years in the streets and jungles of the north, until forced to withdraw in humiliation, leaving more than a thousand of their dead. In May 1991, the Tiger leadership sent an operative to India to kill the Indian political leader who had been responsible for the presence of the Indian army in Sri Lanka. Former Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi died in a suicide bomb-blast of steel ball bearings and ceremonial marigold petals.

Now, in May 2009, those guerrilla leaders lay dead around the Nandikadal lagoon, and thousands of civilians had been killed or wounded over the final five months of fighting. Some still lay dying on the battlefield amidst the detritus, while Sri Lanka’s government brazenly declared that no civilians had died at the hands of its forces. The US, Britain, France, Mexico and a number of other countries had tried to stop the bloodshed through the UN Security Council, reasoning with the government that with Prabakharan and the Tigers surrounded, they would gain more by preserving civilian lives. Newly elected US president Barack Obama had urged the regime to show restraint, and his Secretary of State Hillary Clinton had offered the services of the US navy to evacuate Tamil civilians, leaving the SLA free to deal with those who remained bearing arms. The Sri Lankan government, backed by Russia and China in the Security Council, refused all entreaties.

Until the very end, the Tigers had been no pushover. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, steeled by the battles fought against the Sri Lankan and Indian armies, the Tiger forces had evolved from classic fleet-footed, Kalashnikov-armed guerrilla units into a conventional combat force capable of holding and defending territory. Their de facto state in northern Sri Lanka gradually expanded through battle, and their strength of arms, military capabilities and organisational might grew. They boasted a naval unit of small attack craft, known as the ‘Sea Tigers’, which sank Sri Lankan warships and pirated merchant ships on the high seas. They also ran a merchant fleet of more than a dozen cargo vessels, which engaged in legitimate trade and carriage of goods worldwide, as well as arms and people smuggling. Known as the ‘Sea Pigeons’ and crewed by Tamil seamen, these vessels frequented Japan, Indonesia, Singapore, Turkey, France, Italy and Ukraine, and served as warehouses to store and manufacture munitions. The Tigers slowly built the world’s first – and to date only – insurgent air force, which launched night-time bombing raids on Colombo and military bases across the island, while small suicidal penetration teams mounted daring assaults on naval bases and public utilities deep inside government territory. In 2001, one such unit attacked Colombo’s Bandaranaike airport, blowing up twenty-six military and civilian aircraft, including six Air Lanka jets, in full view of hundreds of startled European holidaymakers.

For a decade, the Tigers held almost a third of the territory of Sri Lanka, including a swathe of its richest agricultural land and one quarter of its coastline. In the areas they ruled, they had constructed an efficient administration that mimicked the workings of a fully fledged state, with perhaps a fifth of Sri Lanka’s 2.5 million Tamils living under their writ. The Tigers built a parallel system of government that included courts of law, municipal administration, a police force, a customs service, a tax and legislative code, a banking system, and a television and radio network. They sought recognition for their homeland, and took heart from the internationally backed independence movements for Timor Leste and Kosovo. In what they called Eelam (the ancient Tamil word for Sri Lanka), a small portion of the Tamil inhabitants of Sri Lanka began to enjoy the fruits of an independence long denied by the Sri Lankan state, including the right to use their own language.

The growth of the Tamil Tiger organisation mirrored the changes that took place in global trade, finance and communications following the end of the Cold War. The Tigers exploited the loosening governance of state borders and international financial transactions, and the flourishing trade in eastern European and Chinese weapons. Their transnational multifaceted corporate operation steadily accumulated global resources that were then used to fund their liberation struggle. European motorists refuelled their cars at petrol stations that served as legitimate fronts for Tiger earnings and money laundering. A dedicated finance department known as the ‘KP Department’ operated from offices abroad, and managed the growing web of complex income generation. An efficient propaganda and political operation took root in dozens of countries amongst the million-strong Tamil diaspora. International sympathy for the liberation struggle confounded successive Sinhalese governments, which wavered between a militant policy toward the Tigers and one of unsuccessful peacemaking. The growth of a de facto Tamil state and a network on foreign soil fuelled Sinhalese suspicions that the world beyond Sri Lanka cared little for the majority Buddhist population, and that India in particular, with a population of sixty million Tamils in its southern states, harboured territorial designs over northern Sri Lanka. After all, it was India that had connived to train Tamil guerrillas on Indian soil, and to export them back to Sri Lanka.

In 2006, the Sri Lankan army under Gotabaya’s control began its push to reclaim the sovereign territory held by the Tigers. That push culminated three years later, when the remnants of the Tamil Tiger force was caged on a small sand spit the size of New York City’s Central Park. The Tigers’ refusal to surrender unconditionally, their forced retention and recruitment of civilians and the government’s determination to destroy the leadership at all costs created the conditions for a bloodbath.4 Contrary to denials by the government, UN international staff had witnessed the wholesale bombardment by government forces of unarmed civilians. The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, among others, cautioned the regime that it might have committed war crimes.

Sri Lanka’s government celebrated their victory in grand style with military parades, promotions for army commanders and medals for the troops. Town councils, businesses and schools erected posters and billboards of the president, lavishing him with praise. President Rajapaksa garlanded the statue of the Buddha in the Temple of the Tooth in the highland town of Kandy, an honour not bestowed by the high priests on any person since the last independent Sri Lankan kingdom almost two centuries ago. He gave speeches pronouncing in an expansive manner that there would ‘no longer be any minorities, just Sri Lankans’. Towering cutouts of the Rajapaksa brothers stood in the middle of internment camps where the hundreds of thousands of Tamils who had survived the siege now languished in captivity. As his motorcade swept past in the streets of the capital, people bowed and kissed the earth. Young professionals surveyed by a national newspaper opined that Rajapaksa ought to be appointed king, since he had in their view ‘rescued Sri Lanka’.

History casts a harsh light on the work of kings, as the ‘Sun King’ Prabakharan had discovered. The defeat of the Tamil Tigers brought great relief for a majority of Sri Lanka’s people, who had lived for a quarter of a century in fear of terrorism. But for millions of others, the Tigers were the one force standing between them and an oppressive state that had institutionalised discrimination and denied them their identity. The grievances that had given rise to the Tigers did not disappear with their destruction at the Nandikadal lagoon. Nor was their end a harbinger of the end of mass violence in Sri Lanka. On the contrary, all the signs indicate that the government of Sri Lanka will continue to distance itself from its secular, democratic and liberal foundation. There is no hint of a political offering that will remove the casus belli for which the Tamil Tigers fought, and thus perhaps no escape from the island’s cycle of violence.

The Tamils and Sinhalese have shared Sri Lanka for thousands of years, in varying states of domination and cooperation. Around 18 per cent of the island’s population are Tamils; roughly 12.5 per cent of those are held to be Sri Lankan Tamils, as opposed to Indian Tamils, a difference that is relatively meaningless to outsiders, but replete with fine distinctions for all Sri Lankans. The Tamils are a Dravidian people, virtually indistinguishable from the Tamils of southern India, while the largely Buddhist Sinhalese trace their lineage back to northern India, and make up a little under three quarters of the island’s population. These two main ethnic groups use separate alphabets and each speaks a language that is unintelligible to the other. Ancient Sri Lanka had been ruled by rival Sinhalese and Tamil kingdoms whose origins remain the subject of competing historical accounts. As in similar ‘ethnic’ conflicts, Sri Lanka’s political class has used selective interpretations of an indistinct past, based on narratives of ‘them and us’, to shape and pursue power. The story of that pursuit is what must be examined next.

fn1 This book uses the term ‘Tamil Tigers’ in preference to the LTTE.


CHAPTER TWO

Paradise Found

On 16 May 1880, a tall American soldier with a distinguished bearing disembarked from a merchant ship in the elegant, languid and overheated port of Colombo to begin a new phase in his life. At forty-eight years of age, Colonel Henry Steel Olcott had already carved a remarkably diverse career across a range of professions and passions that today might earn him the sobriquet of ‘unsettled’. Forced to leave university due to his father’s bankruptcy, this restless and enquiring man had journeyed from farmer to journalist, soldier in the American Civil War to insurance lawyer and distinguished commissioner in the investigation of the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. He was involved in some of the great movements of his era, from the abolition of slavery to temperance and women’s suffrage. To his admirers in Ceylon, he would become known as ‘the Awakener’.

The first real steps in Olcott’s journey to Ceylonfn1 were taken in 1874, when he attended a series of seances in Vermont. This brush with the metaphysical fired a spiritual revelation in him, which inspired him to write a book called People From the Other World. Spiritualism has faded in the public imagination of the twenty-first century, but in the middle of the nineteenth, Europe and America were peppered with drawing-room seances. In darkened rooms professional spiritualists put the middle classes in contact with their dead children, remonstrative parents, disinheriting aunts and a full cast of historical luminaries who had passed to the other side but kept themselves available for consultations. Every small town in the US could expect a well-advertised visit from a medium versed in the art of hypnosis, levitation, mind-reading and hoodwinking.

Its most serious adherents, however, regarded spiritualism as the emerging global religion that was bound to subvert Christianity – ‘Dead, dead, stone dead! Your Christianism is dead!’ as one spiritualist would have it.1 This ambitious status allowed it to claim a great many belief systems by vague or total assimilation, from animism and Zoroastrianism to philosophy and astrology. From the vague stirrings of spiritual possibilities beyond the dominant Christian churches emerged a sturdy residual interest in the great religions of the Orient. In 1875, Olcott had been one of the founders of the Theosophist Society, dedicated to the exploration of ‘universal brotherhood; comparative religion, philosophy and science; and the unexplained laws of nature and the powers latent in man’.

The Sri Lankan civil servant and essayist Sam Wijesinha wrote of Olcott, ‘It is a curious thing that Buddhism, which was introduced into Ceylon by one foreigner … should have been “rediscovered” in Ceylon, 2,000 years later, by another foreigner, an American.’2 Some of Olcott’s more fervent followers suggested that he was a reincarnation of that first foreigner, Mahinda, whose father, the great north Indian Mauryan emperor and Buddhist convert Ashoka, had sent his son to establish Buddhism on the island in 246 BC. By the time of Olcott’s arrival in 1880, Buddhism had been all but extinguished in India for more than a millennium, so that Ceylon, at the tip of the subcontinent, was the last redoubt of Theravada Buddhism, and its Sinhalese practitioners the keepers of the flame.

Olcott had come to save Ceylon’s Buddhism. His fellow theosophist, the German-Russian aristocrat Madame Helena Blavatsky, brimful with foggy Wagnerian fantasies of hierarchical racialism, accompanied him down the gangplank. After 500 years of European colonialism, Ceylon’s temples had crumbled, and its bhikkhu orders declined. In Olcott’s view, the aggressive incursions of Western missionaries on one hand, and osmosis with Hindu practices on the other, had usurped authentic Buddhist traditions. Nevertheless, he had detected the potential for a popular backlash. In the mid 1860s, a series of public debates in Ceylon had pitted Christian theologians against bhikkhus, and the latter had proven more than capable of matching the churchmen. In 1873, the bhikkhu Migettuvatte Gunanada achieved a kind of immortality in the most famous debate before the arrival of Olcott. The thrill that this intellectual contest apparently generated amongst the island’s Buddhist adherents is testimony to the hold on the Buddhist masses of a well-argued point, and to the respect that the oratorical tradition arouses in general in Sri Lankans today.3

These debates sounded the first notes of the Buddhist awakening into which Olcott stepped, having read an account of the oratorical contest back home in America. Once in Ceylon, he saw that the bhikkhus were outcasts in their own land, and that Buddhism was encircled, if not actually in decline and decay. While the Buddhist temples were destitute and the bhikkhus beggarly, Christian priests were closely integrated with the British colonial establishment, the churches were well funded and their congregations booming. Christian practice was a pathway to social acceptance and worldly success, whereas Buddhism seemed mired in archaism and regression. The religion of the bhikkhus, their vows of poverty and their very simplicity worked against the grain of the times. The torpid lack of interest of peasants in their temples seemed to pale beside the evangelising energies of missionaries, with the bhikkhus more concerned with arcane doctrinal differences than with retaining their followers.

Olcott’s arrival is also a convenient point of departure in this story because the most significant roots of the island’s modern conflict are little more than a century old.4 In this regard, Sri Lanka can usefully be compared with Israel, another modern nation state that embraces two major ethnic groups while rejecting the full occupancy rights of one. Both are littered with ancient ruins, and with recorded chronicles (the Old Testament in the case of Israel, and the Mahavamsa and other Buddhist chronicles in the case of Sri Lanka) that, having been selectively interpreted to give fervid meaning to the past, suggest a stillborn vision of the future. Both countries have used shreds of what is known of the ancient past to support inflexible claims to modern nation states which bear scant resemblance to the earlier forms of society that once stood in their place. Both have used these glorified ‘compensatory fantasies’
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