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Abstract

Since ity independence, Sri Lanka has seen an escalating ethno-cul-
tural conflict hetween the Buddhist Stnhalese. the most populous ethmic group,
and the Hincfu Tamils, the largest ethnic minority. It therefore. presents a
classic example of a nation deeply divided by cleavages af ethnic heritage,
religious affiliation, language, and habitat. In light of these assumptions and
realifies, the paper examines the cultural dimension of Tamil separatism and
(hearizes that the separatist movement is animated not only by concerns about
Tamil prospects in the Sinhala-dominated state of Sri Lanka but also by the
profound pride that Tamils take in their cultural tradition.  S¥ Lankan Tamil
reparatism, however, also raises the specter thay conservative Jaffn Fellalars
might dominate an independent Tami! state. Thus. reform-minded Sri Lawkan
Taptils must consider such implications against the ominons trends towards
violence and geographic polavization of 8ri Lanka's two conflicting ethnic
Cammuniiies,

Introduction
he years since Sri Lanka became independent have witnessed the gradual

deterioration of relation between the 1sland's most populous ethnic com-
munity, the predominantly Buddhist Sinhala folk, and its largest ethnic
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vty the Sci Lankan Tamils, whao are mamly Saivite Hindu, The|,

Awelt for at least 700 years. and perhaps as long as one millennium, iy ﬂli-ni;ﬁ haye
lands in the Northern and Easterm Provinces of Sri Lanka. The Sinhg

comprise over 70 percent ofthe population, dorminate in the verdant snudii e
region of the island country, while the Sn Lankan Tamils, who comprise l'iﬂlem
cent, dwell in two regions, the arid Jafina Disrict of the extreme north andpl_::
eastern coastal littoral. The worsening relations berween the Sinhalese and the g,
[ankan Tamil commanites exemplified in commmmal nots present us witha classge
example ol the conflict-ndden pop ulation, deeply divided by cleavages of ethuic
heritage, religious affiliation, language, and separate hahitats. So profound ang
ohdurate arc these cleavages that the country”s unity would seen tenuous at best

The Issue

However strong the separatist movement might be, it is clear that the scpz
ratist cause is encouraged by awidesproad fear among Sri I.ankan Tamils fal
continued Sithala domination will eventually apadicate not only the civil nghtsef
i T ankan Tarmils, but also their unigue culiural tradifion. This paper examinesthe
cultural dimension of Tamil separatism and theomizes with argurnents that the sqe-
ratist drive is animated not only by concerns aboul Gri Lanka Tamil prospects ™
(he Sinhals-dominated state, butalsa by the profound pride that S LLankan Tamils

take in their cultural traditon.

The Goal

This rationzlization 1s based on the first-hand knowledge of 1]1»_3 "—‘“‘"‘m
d then as 2)ou

where the first author was borm and bived Drst as a st udent A :
for several years in the Southwestern regional that is Sinhala. This participe™™
albservation is supported by some cxperts' findings in the fields a5 o her™
Some Sri Lankan Tamils preserve ancient Tamil valyes and custom hetle
ﬂ?m the traditions of Tanuls elsewheres, and for that reasorn ﬂ'lﬂ"&m&wSﬂwﬁ
:;mls who do not [zc] at least some responsibility to p rotect them. """ﬂd Fﬂhﬂ
mﬂ;i&:ﬂ i‘ jm:ﬂf them, that pride is tinged with ambivalence. The 4 region®
dis::riminalinl; ;:Ente are redolent of the ancient patlers of caste a1t {1 E
ot bt ""31'1“5 the powerful and conservative vellalar Gﬂfft'fﬂ _h[_h;‘ -
¢m and East or centuries dominated the political and economic E'Lﬂ*“m b ;“. e
emSti Lanka. While Tamil separatists by no means 2110 o
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ancient forms of Vellalar predominance, it is nonetheless true that the cultural eon-
servatism that helps to justify the separatist drive is insidiously tied to the legacy of

Vellalar domination. Forthose sections of the Tamil community are concemned not

only with Sinhala domination but also with social reform: the conservation implicit
inthe cultural dimension of the separatist drive cannot fail to raise vexing questions

about the role low caste and other marginal groups would play in a Vellalar-domi-
nated state.

Tamil Separatism

The rise of mass political participation has played no small role in the wors-
ening relations between the two communities and in the rise of Tamil separatism,
for the electorate is overwhelmighly Sinhala in ethnic identity and Buddhist in reli-
gion, Inconsequence, it has responded to political parties stressing issues of
interest to Sinhalese Buddhists, Political movements addressing the nationalist
and employment aspiration of Sinhalese Buddhists elected govemnments that in
1956, created legislation establishing Sinhala as the country’s sole official lan-
guage, and in 1972 wrote a new constitution mandating state protection and assis-
tance for the Buddhist religion.

During the past 40 years, the Tamil folk of Sri Lanka have increasingly
come o fear that their civil rights and their culture face extinction in S Lanka, In
May 1976, a coalition of Sri Lankan Tamil political parties, namely, the Tamil
United Liberation Front (TULF), issued a resolution charging that the Sinhala-
dominated government of Sri Lanka, and particularly the Constitution of 1972,
aimed o “deprive the Tamils ol their termtory, language, citizenship, economic life,
CPportunities of employment and education, thereby destroying all the attributes
ﬁl‘na:iﬁnhmdﬂrl‘mnil peaple.” The resolution called for the establishment of the
“free, sovereign, secular and socialist State of Tamil Eelam " (country) to “safe-
guard the very existence of the Tamils in the country.”

An Intransigent Position

Studies of Tamil separatism show that bread-and-butter issues -- employ-
MENt in government service, access to university education, and problems in com-
Munications with Sinhala-speaking government officials - have played a decisive
role in the increasingly intransigent Tamil position. Sri I_.ank:an.'rgmils complain

itterly of discrimination; job opportunities andumniversity admissions for Tamils
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T ]‘.l_':r' Hl],".c]'rm'lt'-llf quilas, Jli':l'-.-'-fllh.‘-ulil.nlhllf.q The I“;l-J'
AT

Sy,

¢ heen severely ¢

E:rjltl:: for sobs and education Amang hard-pressed Lamil voulh { Kebey, K
1978)

7eal for the separalisl cause has reached 1ts peak among the Liborgg
Tigers, a terrorisl group allegedly composed of Tannl youths w h”fﬂtlllllmr;:
restramed by the older Taml separatisis

Spokesmen for the scparatist cause Insisl that they hope for g el Ly
nor-vialent sctifement, but the Liberation Tigers pursue theiw aums by slaying FJI
licemen and Tamil leaders who are seen to collaborate with the Sinhala-dom,.
nated government. The conseyuences of terronst activities in JafTha, real or ry,
mored, have heen disastrous for the past 19 years. The repeated accounts givey
by the international media make us 1oonder that among Tl youths are persins
who believe there is no future for them in the present system of govermment

Fthno-Cultural Dimension

Bread-and-butter issues have clearly exacerbated the separatist drive, bul
itis also elear that there is a more fundamental 1ssue that animates the separatist
drive. S Lankan Tamils deem themselves o be a unique people, set apart in their
customs and theit henlige from the Tamil people of South Indian (S, Arasarathnm,
1967), What Sri Lankan Tamils fear is not just the continuing decline of economic
opportuniies, but also the eventual extinetion of their culture, which they regard as
unique. Those in the Jaffma Peninsula particularly see themselves as preserving -
far more than the Tamil folk in mainland Tamilnadu -- the very essence of Tamil
civilization. And the separatist drive is fueled in part by the sense of responsibility
that Sri Lankan Tamils feel 1o proteet those ancient traditions, .

$n Lankan Tamnils have not seriously considered uni fication with the Indian
mainland, where millions of Tamils reside in the ancient heartland of their civibizr
tion. Belicving that they have no real connections with the mainland, Sri Lanka?
: arnuls have long insisted on their unigueness. To explain this view, mos! ecliol
ravedepicied S Lankan Tamil culture as marginal to that of Tamil South Lndi
r:"” ‘I' feLd Lo show distinclive patterns because ol early Mﬂ'“]?a_r [Km:];f

veralions and long interaction with Sinhala people (Kearney, op- cit; Arts?
nam m R Leach (ed. ), 196i)),
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Tamil Civilization

The Malabar mfluence is thought to be evident in Jaffina’s systems of dowry
and inheritance, but anthropological rescarch has questioned that intempretation,
(Michael Banks, 1960}, To be sure, there are aspects of S Lankan Tami] culiure
— costume and fence styles, to name two — that do indeed recal] Kerale tradi.
tions, and without doubt much in 8ri Lankan Tamil culture is shared with the
Sinhalese South(S.]. Tambial, 1973). Butto pertray St Lankan Tamil eulturs as
marginal to the South Indian tradition, as if it were poised in a zong belween the
centers of two civilivations, is to miss entively the very nature of the S Lankan
Turnilidentity,

& Lankan Tamils deen the mainland to have undergone such drastic social
change that only they continue to adhere to the ancicnt pattemns of social relations
that constitute Tumil civilization. Among these patterns are the assiduous concern
for fernale chastity, esteem for Brahmans and the gencrous support of temple
priests, and the cquation of aregion's excellence with that ofits particular land-
holding caste (David Dean Shulman, 19807,

These patterns are indeed very old in Tamil civilization, and there is maore
than a grain of truth in the St Lankan Tamils' prideful claim that they preserve
thembest. ¥et not all their reglons preserve them with egual enthusiasm. On the
whole, it i felt among therm that the cullurc of the Jaffva Peninsula best prescrves
the ancient ways, and in conseduence, itis in Jaffna that the sense of Tamil distine-
Uveness and the fear of cultural extinction s the grealest (B. Pfaffenberper, 1980).
Jafna's extreme social and religious conservatismis wellknown to the Sh Larkans,
Who regard it as far and dway a region of the island most addicted to tradition.
East Coast Tarmils and especially those of the Tamil districl of Colombo are far
1635 tigorons in their observance of the minutiae of custom. Now thisis not io say
that East Coast Tamils and Colombo Tarmils are any less proud of the SA Lankan
Tamily breservation of ancient Tamil ways, On the confrary, when asked whether
those ways, such as the cusioms relevant to female chastity, arc valuable, Sri
CHEn Tamils are very likely to respond that these customs constitute civility
self, pyen 1fthey do not observe them with the ngor characteristics of Jaffna.

[he 811 Lankan Tamils! pride in their culture’s preservation of tradition none-
0elss carries with it, for not a fow of them, a cortain ambivalence, While nearly
U3 Lankay Tamils believe that their tradition is worth preserving, and indeed
st be defondad at all costs, it is nonetheless true thal its constilutive traits are
very '3[4-'55&1:'.-' telated 1o the contimcd predominance ofatradinonal form of domi-
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mation, thit wiclded by the immtuﬂdiﬂ‘h{. casle u;:lt‘l.ju: Jattna l_"cﬂinm li. The Vel
caste exemplifies the Indian 11'.u;1|.~m.nt the decisively dominuy caste, one that
(ot un yerical predomimanee s_s:u.md nearly -m]np!ctﬂ u-:-}ﬂml ola region’s
ﬁ:mh:n y, political (Tairs. educational ‘?"‘FF‘“”“““-“‘E- 1“51'-'] jobs. Jaffa ig the on)
region of Tamil S Lanka that s sodominated, the other Tamil regions (syep, iy
Fast Coust) being politically fragmented by contest between rival castes, Tn con,
sequence of e v decisive dominance in JalTia and 1|‘n: availability of superiqr
educational facilities there, which Vellalars have nearly monopolized, Vellalars by,
emerped all along as the reli gious, political, and economic leaders not only of
1alTna but of the whole Sn Lankan Tamil comumunity,

The customs that Tamil separatists feel so much responsibility to preserve
are ones that very few Sri Lankan Tamils reject, but at the same time they figure
directly in the ideological and social foundations of Vellalar supremacy in the Jaffng
Peninsula and refer, moreover, (o Vellalar suzerainty i the most ancient fom,
That the rhetoric of the separatist drive is couched in the language of cultural
preservation cannot fail, therefore, both appeal o 51 Lanka Tamil pride and to
-ige concems about the fate of non-Vellalar St Lanka Tamil nunorities, such as
the East Coast Tamils and Jaffna’s many Untouchables, in a state that doubtless
would be controlled by Vellalar leaders. For those sections of the Sri Lanken
Tamil community desiring not only freedom fiom Sinhala domination but also genuine
social reform, the call for a separate Tamil state 15 at once animating and troubling,

Tamil Tradition in Sri Lanka

One of the most ancient and characteristic themes of Tamil culture is the
enormous value placed on female chastity (kagpn), & notion that entails EvﬁriFT}'
of eustomary pattems, absolute premantal chastity, chaperoning, rmnaleinﬁmﬂ“
rituals, and the construction of 4 house (o serve as a fortress against the intrusion
of strangers. The maintenance of a girl's honor is thought to be essential to !¢
status of her fanuly and caste. Bul the notion is also saturated with the deepes!
religions meaning. A woman is seen o possess a supernatural power, 50 Im“
she remams chaste, a virgin before mamage and a faithful wife later, she will brrié
her family a milien of fertility, power, good fortune, and joy (B- Pfaffenberset
1980). As Jaffna Tamils of respectable caste understand their civilization, its
value was in discovering the truth of a woman's power, and in laying doWh ¢

EL:H:i:!L a:wd ritual rules {muraikal) by which 4 happy, prosperous, ﬂl"ddigmlﬁﬂdhﬁ
canbe led,
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Implicitin these beliefs 1s the most profound anti-primitivism, or the convic-
tion that the state ofnature is miserable indeed. The failure to observe the ancient
nules opens families to a legion of hostile, supematural forces, which destroy fertil-
ity, erast happiness, cause illness, and fuel animosities, The result of; ZNOTANCE 8,
in the Jaffna Tamil view, hunger, sadness, sickness, and fighting, as well as a low
level of civilization.

Self-Discrimination

Jaffna Tamils extend the equation of unchasity and uncivity to Sinhala people,
who are likewise thought to exemplify the pitfalls of a more casygoing sexual life.
In the Tamil view, Sinhala people appear to be very easily angered and potentially
violent, a character trait that, in Tamil ethnophysiology, is thought to stem from a
lack of sexual and ritual diligence. What is more, Faffna Tamils believe very firmly
that the other Tamil-speaking groups of the island -~ the Tamil - speaking Mus-
lims, the so-called Indian Tamils of the central highlands, and the East Coast
Tamils — are also less diligent than Jaffna Tamils in keeping up the ancient ways,
and on this account Jaffna folk rank them lower and refuse to marry them. Be-
cause of their alleged lack of diligence in ritual, East Coast Muslims and Hindus
alike are thought to have access to dark and polluting supernatural forces, and are
greatly feared as sorcerers. A Jaffna Tamil traveling to the East Coast is advised
tspeak very courteously to everyone, lest he inspire anger and elicit a curse.

The Jaffna concern for female chastity and ritual diligence doubtless recalls
the ancient values g f Tamil culture, but it is probably true as well that the peninsula’s
unique history has played a role in affimung its contemporary importance. Jaffha
Was the center of a very concerned missionary effort, which in the nineteenth
tentury threatened to overwhelm the Hindu religion with a tide of Christian con-
version (K. Arumainayagam, 1976). The missionaries, who were on the whole
“xtremely puritanical and ethnocentric, sought to portray the Hindu religion as a
depraved tradition of foul superstitions, sensual orgies, and obscene sculptures.

PRropriating their viewpaint and reinterpreting it in line with Tamil notions, the
Ureformers, led by their champion, Arumuha Navalar (1833-1870), tried to
Teassen the valye of Hinduism by cleansing Jaffna customs of the alleged obsceni-
f1es and elevating to a supreme status the value and rites of female chastity.
Few 8ri Lankan Tamils dispute the religious value attached to chastity, for
"Value has become irretrievably tied to the polemic defense of all that is glori-
ancient in Saivism. And yet it is also true that the value plays a crucial role
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remacy of the yellalars caste in Jaffna ranking. Vellalarg adhvin:
the virtug of their wometl with stout, Ifenuﬂd houses and a remarkah]e,vﬂn-:us“
rites, all aimed at sustaining a woman's power. But to claim a high rank on th};?f
S requirés 00 singll 1:"r.n;:ﬂ]ﬂ'i. not :::T!l}-' to build the houses and Sponsar th:
rites, but also Lo dispense with the earning power of women outside the e
Because ¥ ellalars control virtually all of the pEI‘Imsula' s land, jobs, cdumﬂuﬂﬂi
ﬂwnmﬁmwuﬂcﬂ offices, and foreign exchange remittance, many of the pagra
castes are hardly able 10 sustain the appearance of chastity, which they themselye,
ectecrnt, The association isdriven home in everyday cconomic activity, for Vellalyr
prefer to hire Untouchahle women in their e fields and for gathering fodder, thyz
ensuring [he commion Jafing vista ofunchaperoned Untouchable women walking
ahout inpublic. The chastity valueis disputed by no one, but it is nonetheless »
valuc tinged with the reality of Vellalar domination (Kenncth David, 1980),

Another element of Jaffna culture with ancient roots in Tamil civilization iz
the alliance of Vellalars with Bralimans (temple priests). So charactenstic is this
arf the Tamil way that Qouth Indian hislorians portray it as a hallmark trait ofthe las|
milleanium, The alliance, as ithas heen understood, permmits Vellalars -- a caste
whose status in erthodox Hindu terms should not be all that high -- to achieve {by
virtue of the entitlement they receive from Brahmans-sponsored niuals) a very
high rank indeed. In Jaffna, Vellalars still accord to Brahmans the deference they
traditionally receive in South Tndia. And it is precisely on this account that Jafina
Tamils hold themselyves apart from Tanuls elsewhere, bothin SriTanka and in
India. Sccing themselves surrounded, on theone hand, by other Sri Lankan Tamil
groups that never emphasized the alliance, and on the other hand, by South Indian
Tamils who seerm to have abandoned it, Taffha Tamals have comvinced themsehves
{hat only they maintain this old Tamil custom.

Few Sri Lankan Tamils dispute the value of the Brahman’s high position, o
what is more, the religious conservatism that 1t entails. Ttis, nonetheless, avalu
saturated once again with the reality and the traditions of Vellalar domination.
Vellalars support Brahmans, and in returm receive from them, in public rituals
sanctified gifts that establish the Vellalars in the eyes of the village community 82
persons saturared with good fortune, the capacity to manage agrarian reprodé
tian, and the right to command the services ofnon-Vellalar castes. Tn nosmél
measure as aresultof heir adiffonal,ritual relation with Brahmans, Jaffa V220
Il:gard lhﬁms'ﬂ‘fus as the masters of Jaffna belicving that the ethet casteg 1"

FEE & u-":“' sulferance and for their convenience. They view fhe traditic mnlﬂE
system of Jaffna as similar to the European medieval system, with Vellalars sl

in the near-5up
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feudal chieltains 5L1|T{:L_md:::1 by their slaves and relainers, Vellalars tend 1o sup-
ose that the whole social system of JaiTha s centered and focused on Vellalars,

Ta be sure, there are many Vellalars, including ihe predominant] v liberal
|sadership of the Sri Lanikan Tamil political parties, who genuinely favor social
reform 1o end caste-hased discrimin E.*iDIt, but fafMma is withoul doubt the onpe
region of Sri Lanka where the old, hierarchical ideo logy of caste relations is still
very widespread. To preserve the status of Brahimeans, then, is a landable goal that
e Sri Lankan Tamils, cven of the more liberal Persuasion, can reject, and vet the
custamns of (he Brahman-V ellalar ritual relation Ggure very prominently in the aris-
recratic demeanor ol Vellalars, In short, the value placed on Brahmans and their
remples s certainly one of the hallmarks of Sri Lankan Tamil pride and cultural
distinction, but it 15, once again, a value that inevitahly raises the issue of Yellalar
dormumiation.

Conclusion

The cultural dimension of Sri Lankan Tamil separatism is, in conclusion,
fraught with nolions ofidentity that at once celebrate Sri Lankan Tamil cultural
distinctiveness and raise the specter thal conservative Jaffna Vellalars might domi-
nate the independent state, It is possible, to be sure, Lo speak of the Sri Lankan
Tamil ientity in terms thal cncompasses all So Lankan Tamils, for very few of
themn dispute the religious conscrvatism and traditionalism shown in the esteern lor
female chastity, [or Brahmans, and [or the it‘:gac v ol the precolonial Taffia state,
Anc vel these values are redolent of the religious and political foundations of
Vellalar victary, But the problem nonetheless remaing that the cultural dimension
of Tamil separatism, which celebrates the cullural distinetion of S Lankan Tamils
it grovnds of their religious and political conservatisin, 1s hardly likely to carry an
mmediare appeal to those sections of the Tamul community who desire social
reiorn and regional aulonomy, even in the face of the manifold inequities that all
Tainil folks conceive themselves 1o suffer under the Sinhala - dominated IEEImC,
Whatsemains (o be seen is whether the ambivalence reform-minded Sii Lankan
Tamils foel sl the separatist cause will continue to outweigh the ominous trends
owirds vinlence and toward geographic polarization as members of the two com-
numitize nd it ihurﬂaﬁi]jgj_}r impossible o five and to work outside of their owm
Snmty's home regions.
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