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The Sri Lankan government’s recent victory over the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE) presents a unique opportunity to resolve the long-standing ethnic
conflict in the country. However, the Tamil population’s distrust of the
government will not change easily. Furthermore, the Tamil diaspora located in
Europe, Australia, and Canada believed that the LTTE was the only force that
could protect the Tamil people from annihilation, and the war’s end has left them
confused and humiliated. Significant psychological hurdles – including group
narcissism on the part of the majority Sinhalese, feelings of vulnerability and
distrust on the part of Sri Lankan Tamils, and a sense of humiliation on the part
of the Tamil diaspora – need to be surmounted in order to reach a successful
reconciliation.
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The Sri Lankan government’s final victory over the Tamil Tiger rebels in May 2009
marked the formal end to a civil war that lasted over two decades. The Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) were arguably one of the most effective, brutal and
repressive terrorist organizations in the world, with a crypto-fascist ideology focused
on the personality cult of their now-slain leader Vellupillai Prabhakaran (Narayan
Swamy, 1994, 2003). The LTTE utilized suicide bombers as a main weapon (one of
the first modern terrorist organizations to do so), pressed child soldiers into their
ranks, and killed two heads of state and tens of thousands of civilians. During the
final days of the Sri Lankan Army’s assault in early 2009, the Tigers shot Tamil
civilians, who were trapped as human shields, if they attempted to flee (International
Crisis Group, 2010). The demise of the LTTE has given Sri Lanka its best chance of
ending a long-standing ethnic conflict that has troubled the island nation for more
than 25 years.

Unfortunately, the Sri Lankan government’s triumphant celebrations and
promises of a peaceful future (International Crisis Group, 2010) mask deep
differences about the consequences of the war’s end for the different communities
affected by and invested in the civil war. In this paper, we highlight the perspectives
of three distinct communities whose needs and demands must be adequately satisfied
for long-term reconciliation; the Sinhalese majority (which makes up 74% of the
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country’s population), the Tamil minority (13% of the population), and the one
million-strong Tamil diaspora in the West and Australia.1

This paper examines the psychological consequences of the war for these
communities, and the challenges in dealing with these consequences in a post-conflict
Sri Lanka. We highlight issues of collective narcissism for the majority Sinhalese,
feelings of vulnerability and distrust for the Sri Lankan Tamils, and a sense of
humiliation for the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora.

Tamil concerns

The civil war in Sri Lanka was in part the result of a long-standing history of
tensions between the majority Sinhalese and minority Tamil population, as depicted
in Table 1. Following independence from Britain in 1948, Sinhalese believed that the
Tamils had too much power – power derived from the privileged position that the
British assigned Tamils in their administration (Bandarage, 2008). The concerns of
ethnic Tamils increased in the years following independence as a Sinhalese Buddhist
revival gained momentum, culminating in the 1956 election of S.W.R.D.
Bandaranaike as Prime Minister on a ‘‘Sinhala-First’’ platform. The Sinhala Only
Act of 1956, which made Sinhala the sole official language of the country (until
1987), led in 1958 to ethnic riots with Sinhalese mobs targeting Tamils following the
Tamil Federal Party’s non-violent protesting of the 1956 act. As a result, interest in
greater autonomy and independence increased among the Tamil community during
the 1960s and 1970s. The Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) was established in
1975 (replacing the Federal Party) with the goal of achieving self-determination for
the Tamil people, and unsuccessfully tried to achieve great autonomy for majority-
Tamil areas of the country (the Northern and Eastern provinces) through democratic
means (Fair, 2005).

A number of Tamil insurgency groups formed in the late 1970s, as it became
increasingly clear that parties in the parliamentary sphere were unsuccessful in
forwarding the concerns of the Tamil people. Early groups included the Tamil Eelam
Liberation Organization (TELO), the People’s Liberation Organization for Tamil
Eelam (PLOTE), the Eelam Peoples’ Revolutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF), and
the Tamil New Tigers, later known as the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).
The LTTE secured dominance among these groups through a program of
elimination and assassination (Somasundaram, 1998; Tambiah, 1986). By the mid-
1980s, the LTTE was the dominant voice of militant Tamil aspirations (Sumathy,
2001; Wickramasinghe, 2006). In 1983, in response to the killing of 13 army
personnel by the LTTE, Sinhalese rioters implicitly supported by the government
targeted the Tamil community. The ‘‘Black July’’ riots led to the deaths of hundreds
of Tamils, the emigration of tens of thousands more (creating the Tamil diaspora),
and the escalation of the war with the LTTE (Human Rights Watch, 2003; Wood,
2008).

More recently, as part of the war against the Tigers, Tamils in the south of the
country were subjected to constant surveillance and searches, and more controver-
sially, suspected LTTE sympathizers were picked up in unmarked vehicles by
counterinsurgency forces and ‘‘disappeared.’’ While most urban Tamils in Sri Lanka
are not unhappy to see the end of the LTTE given the ruthless hold they had over
Tamil political life (Sumathy, 2001; Wickramasinghe, 2006), and hope that their
harassment by security forces will ease as a result, they sense that they will remain
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Table 1. Chronology of major political events in Sri Lanka (1948–2010).

Year Event

1948 Sri Lanka (then known as Ceylon) granted independence by the British.
1956 Sinhala replaces English as the sole official language through the controversial

Official Language Act No. 33, or Sinhala Only act.
1958 Sinhalese rioters targeting Tamils kill hundreds and displace thousands.
1970 The Tamil Students Federation (TSF) is formed.
1971 Marxist insurrection against the Sri Lankan government, led by the Sinhalese

nationalist People’s Liberation Front (Janatha Vimukthi Peremuna – JVP).
1972 Ceylon renamed Sri Lanka. Buddhism given special status in new republican

constitution. The TSF renames itself the Tamil New Tigers.
1975 The Tamil New Tigers become the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).
1976 The Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) adopts the Vaddukoddai Resolution,

which declares its support for forming ‘‘a sovereign socialist state of Tamil
Eelam.’’

1977 The pro-market United National Party (UNP) sweeps into power in Sri Lanka and
passes a new constitution setting up an executive presidency. The TULF
wins all parliamentary seats in Tamil-majority areas of the country, leading to
anti-Tamil riots by Sinhalese that leave more than 100 dead.

1981 The Jaffna Public Library is burnt down, allegedly by government agents.
1983 Death of 13 Sri Lankan Army personal sparks off ‘‘Black July,’’ the worse

anti-Tamil riots in Sri Lanka’s history, with hundreds killed. Thousands of
Tamils are displaced, and mass emigration of Tamils to India, Australia,
Canada and the UK follows. Beginning of what the LTTE terms the ‘‘First Eelam
War’’.

1987 Indo–Lanka Peace Accord creates provincial councils for the Northern and Eastern
Provinces, and provides for the deployment of Indian peace-keeping forces.

1989 Second JVP-led insurrection. Thousands are killed by both JVP and
counter-insurgency forces. The insurrection ends in 1990 following the killing
of the JVP leader Rohana Wijeweera.

1990 Indian forces withdraw from Sri Lanka. Beginning of ‘‘Second Eelam War.’’
1991 Former Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi assassinated by LTTE suicide

bombers.
1993 Sri Lankan President Ranasinghe Premadasa killed in LTTE suicide bombing.
1995 Beginning of ‘‘Third Eelam War.’’
2002 Sri Lanka Government and LTTE sign a ceasefire agreement mediated by the

Norwegians. The LTTE drops their demand for a separate state, and the
Sri Lanka government lifts its ban on the LTTE.

2003 LTTE pulls out of peace talks, although the ceasefire holds.
2004 Karuna, a renegade LTTE commander from the East, breaks from the group

and goes into hiding with his supporters. The tsunami in December kills more
than 30,000.

2005 Tensions between LTTE and government are heightened over disagreements over
distribution of tsumani aid. Foreign Minister Laksman Kadirgamar is
assassinated. Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapakse is elected president, with an
LTTE-imposed ban on voting in the north.

2006 Escalation of fighting between the LTTE and government. Peace talks in Geneva
fail.

2008 Government formally pulls out of ceasefire. Beginning of massive military offensive
against the LTTE, with significant causalities on both sides. The LTTE begins
losing ground in the north.

2009 January: Kilinochchi, the LTTE’s administrative headquarters, is captured by
government forces.

February: Calls for a ceasefire on humanitarian grounds rejected by government.
March: Karuna sworn in as government minister.

(continued)
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second-class citizens unless the Sri Lankan government makes a serious effort at
national reconciliation. The government has thus far not initiated any significant
political reforms to address Tamil concerns. With the conclusion in June 2010 of the
All Party Representative Committee (APRC), a government-sponsored body that
failed to craft any constitutional reforms, there is currently no sign of an alternative
process. Tamil parties remain weak and divided, in part because of the LTTE
monopoly over Tamil political voices in the past (Wood, 2008).

Furthermore, in violation of local and international humanitarian law, more
than 280,000 civilians who had survived the final months of fighting between the Sri
Lankan army and the LTTE were detained between May and December 2009.
Detainee camps were closed to independent inspection. Tamil civilians could not
leave the camps, and were provided with insufficient nutrition, medical supplies and
sanitation facilities (Amnesty International, 2009; University Teachers for Human
Rights, 2009). In the five months following the end of the war, only 20,000 were
allowed to return home, although the sudden importance of the Tamil vote in the
January 2010 presidential election between Mahinda Rajapakse and Sarath Fonseka
led to the relocation of a further 147,000 people out of the camps into transit centers
(International Crisis Group, 2010). However, the apathy of many Tamils for
mainstream politics was evinced by low turnout in the Northern (listed at http://
www.slelections.gov.lk/presidential2010/ as being between 26% and 40%) and
Eastern (*60%) provinces. Government security forces continue to tightly control
the movement of civilians in the north of the country, and no international non-
governmental organizations are allowed to visit areas where civilians have been
resettled (except for Jaffna in the north). Many of the homes of those who have been
displaced have been looted and destroyed (United States Senate Committee on
Foreign Relations, 2009).

Among the Sinhalese, however, many feel that the Tamils made unfair demands
on the Sinhalese polity in the past – such as the demand for federalism and ‘‘50/50’’
power sharing immediately following independence in 1948 (Singer, 1996) – and
remain unrealistic in their current demands. This perspective is evident in the words

Table 1. (Continued).

Year Event

May: LTTE leader Velupillai Prabhakaran killed by government forces as they
overrun the remainder of LTTE-controlled territory. LTTE issues statement that
it will cease its armed struggle.

August: First post-war local elections held in the Northern and Eastern provinces:
the pro-LTTE Tamil National Alliance (TNA) performs well in the north.

2010 January: President Mahinda Rajapaksa wins reelection over Gen. Sarath
Fonseka, who was backed by both the United National Party (UNP) and the
TNA.

February: Gen. Fonseka is arrested on charges of conspiracy against the
government.

April: President Rajapakse’s ruling United People’s Freedom Alliance (UPFA)
wins a massive landslide in the country’s parliamentary elections.

September: The 18th Amendment to the current Sri Lankan Constitution is passed,
ending term limits on the Executive Presidency and granting increased powers to
the President over key commissions.
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of former Sri Lankan army chief and 2010 presidential election candidate Sarath
Fonseka:

I strongly believe that this country belongs to the Sinhalese but there are minority
communities and we treat them like our people. We being the majority of the country,
75 per cent, we will never give in and we have the right to protect this country . . .. They
can live in this country with us. But they must not try to, under the pretext of being a
minority, demand undue things. (as cited in Bell, 2008)

In addition to Fonseka’s belief that the Tamils should not make ‘‘unreasonable
demands’’ (‘‘Blacked out,’’ 2010), a number of opinion articles by commentators
who supported the government’s handling of the war’s end have publicly castigated
Tamil leaders for their post-LTTE ambitions (e.g., Jayatilleka, 2009).

Sinhalese concerns

Sri Lanka’s president, Mahinda Rajapakse, was elected with broad support from the
majority Sinhalese in November of 2005 with a promise to end the war with the
LTTE. This was achieved with high casualties sustained by an army made up mostly
of Sinhalese youth, with at least 6000 dead and wounded in the final three years of
the war (‘‘Last phase,’’ 2009), and similarly high casualties suffered by the LTTE and
by Tamil civilians caught in the crossfire. The Sri Lankan government has
consistently presented the war in the north and east of the country as one motivated
by economic underdevelopment, while denying the political and ethnic nature of the
conflict (International Crisis Group, 2010). The victory speech of Mahinda
Rajapakse following the conclusion of hostilities in May 2009 succinctly captures
the perspective of many Sinhalese people towards the conflict:

We have removed the wordminorities from our vocabulary three years ago. No longer are
there Tamils, Muslims, Burghers, Malays and any others minorities. There are only two
peoples in this country. One is the people that love this country. The other comprises the
small groups that have no love for the land of their birth. Those who do not love the
country are now a lesser group. (Quoted in International Crisis Group, 2010, p. 13).

The concept of collective or group-level narcissism2 may be important in
understanding the Sinhala majority’s attitude toward the war’s end. Brewer and
Campbell (1976) define group narcissism as an individual’s sacrificing her personal
gratification for the good of a group that she hyper-values. Collective narcissism is
defined as an emotional investment in unrealistic beliefs about the in-group’s
greatness (Golec de Zavala, Cichocka, Eidelson, & Jayawickreme, 2009). Threats to
this feeling of superiority and entitlements can lead to aggressive behavior and
discrimination toward offending out-groups (Lyons, Kenworthy, & Popan, 2010). It
can be seen as analogous to individual narcissism (emotional investment in
unrealistic beliefs about the greatness of the self), to the extent that the self-concept
consists of both personal identities and social identities based on the groups to which
people belong (Hornsey, 2003). However, while analogous to individual-level
narcissism, group narcissism is not contingent on or predictive of such individual
traits, and high levels of one are not assumed to predict high levels of the other
(Lyons et al., 2010). Indeed, narcissistic identification with an in-group is likely to
emerge in social and cultural contexts that diminish the ego and socialize individuals
to put their group in the center of their lives, attention, emotions, and actions
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(Golec de Zavala et al., 2009). Thus, the development of narcissistic group
identification can be fostered by certain social contexts independent of individual-
level narcissism.

It is important to distinguish between the constructs of nationalism (or national
group identification), in-group identification, and collective narcissism. Collective
narcissism is a broader construct than national group identification, since individuals
can narcissistically identify with entities other than their nation (Golec de Zavala
et al., 2009). Moreover, group-based narcissism was found to correlate only
moderately (r ¼ .38) with nationalism among a US sample, and the relationship
between group narcissism and attitudes towards Arabs remained significant even
after controlling for nationalism (Lyons et al., 2010). In addition, in-group
identification among US citizens predicted negative behavior and attitudes towards
Arab immigrants only at mean and high levels of group narcissism (Lyon et al.,
2010). Thus, group or collective narcissism may be an important contributor to inter-
group conflict.

The double-minority nature of the Sri Lankan conflict is one important factor
that may drive up levels of collective narcissism. While the Tamils of Sri Lanka
are a minority within the island, the Sinhalese feel that they are a minority
compared to the large (60 million plus) Tamil population in southern India. Such
double-minority conflicts have a special intensity since both groups feel that their
groups, culture, and way of life are under threat as a result of the war
(McCauley, 2001).

Schaller and Abeysinghe (2006) demonstrated the repercussions of minority
awareness among Sinhalese participants in a perceptual experiment. Participants saw
one of two maps, either the island of Sri Lanka alone or the island along with a
sizeable portion of southern India that is the home of Indian Tamils who greatly
outnumber the population of Sri Lanka. Sinhalese participants who saw the map
that included southern India – the map implying that their group is an outnumbered
minority – later evinced more stereotypical perceptions of Tamils (i.e., depicting
Tamils as more malevolent and also more competent), and less conciliatory conflict-
relevant attitudes.

Terror management theory provides another explanation for the insecurity that
results from double-minority status (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1997). In
this view, human ability to deal with existential fears about mortality is tied up with
membership in enduring and valued groups. Reminders about the threat to a valued
group can then lead to stronger embrace of group values and more aggression
toward the perceived source of threat. One possibility is that the perceived threat
from Tamils may motivate a sense of defensive pride in the Sinhalese community
(McGregor, Nail, Marigold, & Kang, 2005). This dynamic can be seen in the way the
major Sinhalese parties have frequently competed for power by playing up the
‘‘Tamil threat’’ in order to mobilize support (Wood, 2008). Such pride can manifest
itself in a sense of superiority or the exaggerated superiority of narcissism.

The role of fear and ‘‘dangerous thinking’’

Collective narcissism may predispose many Sinhalese to engage in ‘‘dangerous
thinking’’ that may in the long run lead to an escalation of conflict (Schaller &
Abeysinghe, 2006). Such thoughts involve five core concerns that can heighten inter-
group animosity and impose barriers on reconciliation (Eidelson & Eidelson, 2003).
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These concerns revolve around issues of vulnerability, injustice, distrust, superiority,
and helplessness.

With regards to group-level beliefs about superiority, glorifying myths that claim
entitlement to land and power through a selective recounting of a group’s history
have been widespread in the south of the country following the end of the war. For
example, in the months following the end of the civil war, posters and monuments
compared Rajapakse favorably with Dutugemunu, the second-century BC Sinhalese
king who defeated and killed the Tamil king Elara to regain the Rajarata kingdom in
north-central Sri Lanka. This juxtaposition is a good example of what Eidelson and
Eidelson (2003) and Volkan (1999) called a chosen glory that constitutes a ‘‘ritualistic
recollection of events and heroes whose mental representations include a shared
feeling of success and triumph among group members’’ (Volkan, 1999, p. 45).
Utilizing the quasi-mythical history of the Sinhala people to stir up feelings of
nationalism also enabled extremist Sinhalese politicians to castigate moderates
favoring power-sharing between the Sinhalese and Tamils as not being sufficiently
‘‘Sinhalese at heart’’ (Roberts, 2000, 2001).

With regard to group-level distrust, in-group biases can exacerbate levels of
mistrust between groups (Tafjel, 1982). The positive attributes of group identifica-
tion – a sense of belonging, protection against negative beliefs and emotions, a sense
of support – particularly in Sri Lanka’s history since independence, have assisted in
creating strong in-group–out-group distinctions across relatively weak social and
ethnic differences (see Sen, 2006, for an extended discussion of this effect). Chirot
and McCauley (2006) further explain how such associations can be hardened by
perceived threat, which in turn perpetuate militancy and violence: ‘‘Whatever its
origin, group conflict does not produce violence without a consensus among the in-
group, or at least its leaders, that another group has done something both wrong and
harmful, something dangerous to the in-group’’ (p. 71). One manifestation of this
polarization is the lack of an inclusive sense of Sri Lankan nationalism. While
nationalism can in some cases overcome internal differences (Chirot, 2001), notions
of nationalism in Sri Lanka have always been tied up with notions of ethnicity, and
political discourse has been dominated by ethnic considerations.

Similar to the in-group bias, the out-group homogeneity bias reflects the
tendency for one to perceive differences within the in-group, but see the out-group as
homogenous and proponents of a singular view (Quattrone, 1986).3 The Sri Lankan
conflict is complicated by the many different parties involved: Rajapakse’s United
People’s Freedom Alliance (UPFA) government (dominated by his southern
Sinhalese support base); the opposition free market-oriented United National Party
(UNP; supported by the corporate and professional classes as well as some urban-
based minorities); the LTTE; the Karuna paramilitary faction of the LTTE based in
the Eastern province that broke with Prabhakaran in 2007 and collaborated with the
government (Wood, 2008); and the Naxalite People’s Liberation Front (JVP).

Yet despite the number of parties, the presence of an out-group homogeneity bias
has focused attention solely on ethnicity; for example, many Tamils fear that the
government simplistically associates all Tamil civilians with the LTTE (Keenan,
2007). These biases were in part perpetuated by the terrorist attacks that the LTTE
orchestrated in the south of the country during the civil war. The LTTE provoked
fear among the Sinhalese through a series of bombings and killings, particularly in
the months following the government’s withdrawal from a ceasefire negotiated in
2006 (International Crisis Group, 2008). Explaining the conflict as simply an
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evenhanded two-sided dispute between the Sri Lankan government and the LTTE,
as mediators did during previous attempts at peace negotiations, is thus mistaken, as
different communities were frequently involved in micro-level confrontations in the
Northern and Eastern provinces (Keenan, 2007).

One example of such confrontation occurred between the Muslims and Tamils in
northern Sri Lanka, which culminated in the expulsion of Muslims from the
Northern province by the LTTE in 1990 (Hasbullah, 2001). A second example is the
rise of disputes over land between Tamil and Sinhalese farmers in the Eastern
province (Peebles, 1990), which will intensify as the government promotes the land
claims of Sinhalese farmers in the region in the war’s aftermath (Wood, 2008). A
simplistic understanding of the conflict on the ground makes any attempt at
reconciliation ultimately unsuccessful. More generally, it is important to emphasize
that understanding the underlying regional micro-conflicts in civil war is a vital step
in successful peacebuilding (Autesserre, 2010).

In-group favoritism and out-group hostility have driven the heavy-handed way in
which the Sri Lankan government has controlled the narrative of the conflict. Similar
to the LTTE’s effective ban on dissent, the costs to the civilian population of the
fighting in the north have been hidden for the most part from the general public
(International Crisis Group, 2008). The lack of transparency in the state-controlled
media during the final months of the conflict allowed extremist positions to flourish
among the Sinhalese, and has contributed to maintaining a continual sense of threat
(Coll, 2009).

Moreover, suppressing media coverage of the atrocities of the final months of the
war has ensured that the government retains the support and trust of the Sinhalese
community. Hiding the high costs of the conflict averts public dissent, but could also
foster polarization between Sinhalese and Tamils uncertain of the facts on the
ground. This suppression of information has also controlled how the conclusion of
the conflict was viewed worldwide. Independent journalists were not given access to
the conflict zone, and several foreign correspondents covering the region were placed
on a no-entry list (Sengupta, 2009). The Sri Lankan government continues to
manipulate information about the situation in the north and east. (e.g., ‘‘Blacked
out,’’ 2010).

Humiliation

Allegedly motivated by ethnic profiling, a large number of Tamil civilians were
incarcerated following the end of the war without regard to international opinion
(Amnesty International, 2009; Human Rights Watch, 2010). Moreover, Tamils
throughout the country were subjected to frequent profiling at checkpoints by Sri
Lankan security forces. These experiences likely caused significant humiliation for
the Tamil community, in part because of the seemingly strong asymmetry of power
on display: ‘‘[T]he message being sent to Tamils in Sri Lanka and in the million-
strong diaspora was a humiliating one which has undermined the chances for
political reconciliation’’ (International Crisis Group, 2010, p. 2). Humiliation is a
potentially powerful individual- and group-level emotion that has received little
empirical attention. McCauley (2006) has defined humiliation as the emotional
response to demeaning treatment by an individual or group so powerful that
retaliation is suppressed. In turn, suppression may elicit shame at the inability to
retaliate. Lindner (2002, 2006) has argued that humiliation is likely associated with
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more extreme retaliatory acts, an argument that has been used to explain such
historical events as the aggression of the Nazis in Germany following the Versailles
treaty ending World War I (Lindner, 2006) and the actions of suicide bombers (Sen,
2006). However, this reasoning has been challenged by Ginges and Atran (2008),
who found that Palestinians who felt humiliated by the presence of Israeli
checkpoints were both less likely to support a peace deal and less likely to support
political violence. Thus, extant empirical evidence suggests that inertia may be the
most likely response to humiliation experienced by Sri Lankan Tamils. It should be
noted, however, that distinguishing humiliation from other self-conscious emotions
such as shame and guilt is difficult and remains an area for future research.

Some local political commentators have argued that the Tamils in Sri Lanka feel
significant humiliation as a group in light of the LTTE’s defeat, despite lukewarm
support for many of their activities. In particular, it was argued that while both
Rajapakse and Fonseka courted the Tamil vote in the 2010 presidential election,
many Tamils would see little choice between the two men:

Now, put yourself in a Tamil’s shoes, and decide whom to vote for in the presidential
election: Choose either the head of the government that ordered the attacks against you
and your family, or the head of the army that carried it all out. Tamil humiliation and
frustration could well lead to militancy again. (Patten, 2010)

Fonseka ended up winning a substantial majority in the Tamil-majority areas of the
country, although Rajapakse won massive majorities in the rest of the country, and
won the election as a whole by 1.7 million votes.

It is also likely, however, that the unease among many Tamils with regards to
accepting the legitimacy of Colombo as a trustworthy government is motivated by a
combination of vulnerability and distrust of the government (Eidelson & Eidelson,
2002) in light of its continued failure to fulfill their aspirations, rather than
humiliation at the LTTE’s defeat, given the war’s stultifying effect on Tamil political
life (DeVotta, 2004; Wood, 2008). While many Tamils saw the LTTE as the primary
vehicle for the aspiration of Tamil nationalism (Tambiah, 1986), Tamil identity in Sri
Lanka was arguably not as tightly bound with the fortunes of the LTTE, given the
group’s heavy-handed approach to governance in the areas under its control
(Stokke, 2006) and its intolerance of political opposition (Sumathy, 2001). However,
the same is arguably not true for diasporic manifestations of Tamil nationalism,
which created a sense of Tamil identity intricately tied up with the fate of the LTTE
(Wickaramsinghe, 2006).

Humiliation as a radicalizing force for the Tamil diaspora

The Tamil diaspora represents a third, more radicalized group that has supported
and sided strongly with the LTTE. As much as 25% of the Sri Lankan Tamil
population live in diaspora (Adamaly, Cutter, & Veketeswar, 2000), with over 90%
originating from the northern Jaffna peninsula (Wickramasinghe, 2006). The Tamil
diaspora, with their greater identification with the LTTE, are more likely to feel a
stronger sense of humiliation than the Tamils in Sri Lanka, given the comprehensive
defeat of the LTTE in 2009. During the civil war, many in the diaspora were able to
generate substantial sympathy and support for the LTTE, and coordinated their
efforts through a number of umbrella organizations, including the Illankai Tamil
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Sangam in the USA and the International Federation of Tamils in the UK (Fair,
2005; Wayland, 2004).

From the early 1980s, the LTTE established offices spanning in least 40 countries
(Gunaratna, 1998). The LTTE’s global infrastructure was largely based on its
diaspora, which provided valuable funding for terrorist activities; around 80% of the
LTTE’s $82 million annual income came from diaspora fundraising (Fair, 2005). The
LTTE kept close tabs on contributions from the diaspora, with detailed accounts of
incomes and contributions (Human Rights Watch, 2006). Moreover, the LTTE
covertly operated under names such as the United Tamil Organization, the World
Tamil Movement, and the Tamil Rehabilitation Organization in countries where the
movement was banned, and also exploited non-profit organizations by using funds
ostensibly intended for social, medical and rehabilitation assistance in Sri Lanka.
Such organizations systematically promoted a narrative in which Tamils were
innocent victims of military repression by Sri Lanka’s security forces and of
Sinhalese anti-Tamil discrimination; the LTTE was the only legitimate voice of the
Tamils and the only vehicle capable of defending and promoting Tamil interests in
Sri Lanka against the Sinhalese ethnocracy (Cheran, 2001); and peace was
impossible until Tamils achieve their own independent state under the LTTE’s
leadership (Byman, Chalk, Hoffman, Rosenau, & Brannan, 2001).

The Sri Lankan-British musician M.I.A.’s characterization of the conflict as
‘‘genocide’’ on Tavis Smiley’s PBS show in January 2009 captures this extremist
sentiment of large Tamil communities in cities such as London and Toronto, who
saw the LTTE as the only force that could protect the Tamil people from
annihilation. As Wickramasinghe (2006) notes, ‘‘the imagined nation of Tamil
Eelam is subject to a reconfiguration and remaking in the diaspora’’ (p. 255); many
of the rituals and ceremonies that bound these communities together and provided a
sense of collective identity were linked to the LTTE. In Toronto, for example, which
has a population of 200,000 Tamils, a week-long celebration of Great Warriors’ Day
between 21 and 27 November involved the decoration of an auditorium as a
cemetery, complete with artificial tombstones bearing the names of martyred LTTE
cadres who have family in Toronto (Cheran, 2001). Destruction of the LTTE left the
Tamil diaspora humiliated and confused about the future of a struggle that they were
both emotionally and financially invested in, as evidenced by their initial reluctance
to accept the reality of Prabhakaran’s death (International Crisis Group, 2010).

For the most part, the Tamil diaspora has continued its call for a separate Tamil
state, in part through the founding of organizations such as the Global Tamil Forum
(GTF) and the Provisional Transnational Government of Tamil Eelam, which claim
to promote this goal through non-violent means. Such calls from the Tamil diaspora
add to the political challenges faced by Tamil-speaking parties in the post-war
political climate. As a Western diplomat told an International Crisis Group (2010)
interviewer:

The fact that the TNA and the SLMC4 and others can talk now is a sign of improvement
and an effect of the LTTE’s absence. It gives the TNA more maneuverability. But still
they are between a rock and a hard place: between the diaspora and the government . . . .
Many in the TNA are apprehensive about the diaspora putting up obstacles to
negotiating something here.

Another analyst notes that ‘‘for the Tamil diaspora group to try to pursue the
politics of the LTTE without the LTTE is politically naive and politically
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unviable . . . The Kurds in Iraq, with U.S. protection, have less autonomy than what
the TNA are still demanding today, without LTTE power.’’ Furthermore, a senior
Western diplomat cautioned ‘‘the best you can hope for is to neutralize the effect of
the diaspora, because it has been such a negative factor for so long’’ (International
Crisis Group, 2010).

Future challenges

The narratives discussed above form an admittedly simplistic picture. For example,
they exclude the Sri Lankan Muslim population, who have suffered significantly at
the hands of the LTTE, but have not had a significant voice in political discussions.
However, these narratives provide a sense of the enormity of the task ahead for the
Sri Lankan government if it is indeed serious about establishing an enduring peace.
If the government can allow international aid organizations into the internment
camps, ensure the speedy and fair resettlement of internally displaced people, take
steps to develop the economy of the war-affected provinces, end the persecution of
journalists whose dissent has been hitherto seen as traitorous, and move towards a
lasting political settlement that can foster inter-group trust, then the government
would be Sri Lanka’s most successful post-independence administration. In the long
term, finding a common ground that unites Sinhalese and Tamil narratives is vital
for a sustainable peace.

Given Sri Lanka’s history, however, this remains a long shot. The consolidation
of power by Rajapakse’s government in the aftermath of the war’s end, and the
government’s minimizing of continuing problems in the north-east, echo the
ethnocentric attitude of Sri Lankan governments in the pre-war era (DeVotta, 2002;
Wickramasinghe, 2006). Chirot’s (2001) pessimism about the prospects for peace in
Sri Lanka may feel unwarranted in light of the LTTE’s military defeat, yet serious
challenges remain. If the Sinhalese continue to demonstrate the collective narcissism
that that has been apparent since the war’s end, if the Tamils in Sri Lanka remain too
intimidated to talk openly in the aftermath of the LTTE’s demise, and if the Tamil
diaspora continue to feel fear and humiliation for their relatives in Sri Lanka, then
little hope will remain for peace and a permanent political solution.

In light of our discussion of possible psychological hurdles to reconciliation in a
post-war Sri Lanka we offer three suggestions about future directions.

(1) Given the power vacuum created by the defeat of the LTTE, the Sri Lankan
Tamil community will feel especially vulnerable to the Rajapakse govern-
ment, a sentiment compounded by the lack of any other meaningful Tamil
political leadership. One hope is that the development of a new generation of
Tamil leaders free from LTTE influence may lead to a democratization of
Tamil political life and an effective representation of Tamil interests.

(2) The Tamil diaspora – whose identity was most tied up with the LTTE – will
not easily accept the idea that the fulfillment of Tamil aspirations is possible
within the framework of a united Sri Lanka. One possibility is that the
diaspora may become disengaged from active involvement in post-LTTE
politics. Another possibility is that, were a new indigenous paramilitary
group to develop among Sri Lankan Tamils, elements within the diaspora
would be eager to back such an enterprise as a continuation of the LTTE’s
legacy.
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(3) A clearer understanding of local conflicts and politics is vital for the success
of future attempts at national reconciliation. For example, better under-
standing of the forces that drive the widespread support for Rajapakse in the
south of the country can provide indications of how the Sri Lankan
government’s policy toward the Tamil population will play out in the near
future. Similarly, local disputes over land and resources between the Tamil
and Muslim communities in the east, and between the (intimidated) Tamils in
the east and new Sinhalese migrants, may significantly affect future attempts
at reconciliation by hardening ethnocentric mindsets.

The war may be over, but the hardest challenges – confronting and modifying the
psychological factors that shape the beliefs and actions of the Sinhalese and Tamil
communities – are still ahead.
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Notes

1. The Muslims in eastern Sri Lanka (who are unique in being simultaneously an ethnic and
religious group) represent a fourth community. However, this paper will focus on the three
communities discussed above, since they have played important roles in propagating the
conflict. It should be noted, however, that the Muslim community suffered many attacks
during the course of thewar, with LTTEmassacres ofMuslims in theEast, and the expulsion
of 90,000 Muslims from the LTTE-controlled Northern province (Keenan, 2005).

2. Note that although collective narcissism is distinct from Brewer and Campbell’s (1976)
definition of group narcissism in positing the presence of unrealistic beliefs about the
group’s greatness, the terms collective narcissism, group narcissism and group-level
narcissism are used interchangeably in this paper, and refer to the definition of collective
narcissism.

3. However, it is also true that threatened groups see themselves as being more homogeneous
(McGregor et al., 2005; see also Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2001).

4. The Tamil National Alliance (TNA) is a Tamil political party that was largely seen as
representing the interests of the LTTE until the end of the war. The Sri Lanka Muslim
Congress (SLMC) represents the Muslim communities concentrated in the east of the
country.
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