Prabhakaran's Ghost threatens to haunt Sri Lanka
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The death of Velupillai Prabhakaran, supreme commander of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), in northern Sri Lanka draws the curtains on a bloody epoch but leaves the fate of the country’s discriminated Tamil minorities in limbo. Prabhakaran’s larger-than-life shadow was so monumental in the Tamil-populated North and East of Sri Lanka that his exit from the scene is bound to create a void in which Tamil civilians will feel even more insecure unless they rediscover nonviolent ways of struggling for equality.

That Prabhakaran died uncompromisingly in the battlefield in Mullaitheevu is going to permanently enshrine him with a halo as a peerless personality in the Tamil nationalist discourse. To the very end, he held to convictions that the Sinhalese-controlled Sri Lankan state would not be a fair dispenser of justice to the Tamil people. Unlike his former bodyguard and confidante, Vinayagamoorthy Muralitharan alias Karuna Amman, who defected to the government side in 2004, Prabhakaran could never be corrupted or co-opted by Colombo.

In the culture of martyrdom that he draped the LTTE, there was no place for words like ‘surrender’ or ‘cowardice’. Ever ready to die for the cause of a separate state for Sri Lankan Tamils, Prabhakaran’s last stand against the state military will earn him a place in the Valhalla of Eelam. Having led a charmed life during nearly three decades of incessant warfare, he finally embraced death with a willingness that will be remembered both by his fanatic loyalists as well as his enemies. The myths that were propagated for political ends about his divine qualities when he was alive will now multiply and keep his memory etched in Tamil minds for generations. 

What future awaits Sri Lanka after this towering figure has passed? The country can either have peace with justice or a peace of the graveyard. The first option requires a repudiation of Sinhalese chauvinist ideology that motivated successive governments in Colombo, an accounting for war crimes and crimes against humanity committed by all sides during the three-decades-long conflict, and genuine devolution of power to the provinces of the North and East. Given the majoritarian tendencies rooted in Sinhalese fundamentalism, these goals appear fanciful.

The second option, which looks more likely to pan out thanks to the indiscriminate violence unleashed by the state in the last few months, is of a victor’s peace imposed on Tamils who are now leaderless, at least in the military sense. Knowing that the lethal mind and military genius of Prabhakaran is out of the way can stoke the triumphalism of Sinhalese elites and unleash demons of witch hunting and crackdowns on Tamil civilians under the pretext of ‘mopping up’ remnants of the LTTE. The harsh conditions in which hundreds of thousands of Tamil internally displaced persons (IDPs) have been interred, violated and resettled against their will in the fourth phase of the Eelam War (2006 onward) has ominous portents.

The main guarantee against crushing of Sri Lankan Tamils’ dignities all over again is not so much the magnanimity of the Sinhalese state but rather, a fortified Sri Lankan civil society which can steer the Tamil cause away from violent means. As long as Prabhakaran was alive and the LTTE was the enforcer of Tamil unity, nonviolent options for seeking justice had been suppressed within the community. 

The Sri Lankan state’s intolerance towards critics and dissenters within Sinhalese civil society is also too well known to be reiterated. The challenge posed by a repressive state to Tamil and Sinhalese activists is quite formidable, but the experience of surviving the Eelam wars and outliving Prabhakaran should give them courage and fortitude to rebuild Tamil society on values of peace. 

Prabhakaran’s motto of revenge and an eye for an eye was a product of historical circumstances, but it is now up to the long muzzled local advocates for peace and human rights to seize the moment and forge political conditions in which Tamils can transit from being second class citizens to enjoying equality in protection and status.

Should the ‘peace of the graveyard’ path be taken, the death of Prabhakaran would in hindsight be a temporary pause before another Eelam war is initiated by a new generation of Tamil militants. The humiliation and abuses by agents of state in the detainee camps and occupied villages of the North and East will resuscitate the ghost of Prabhakaran and set the country ablaze again.

When the left-wing Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) guerrillas fighting the Peruvian state suffered mortal blows to their top leadership in the 1990s, it was believed that the long war in that South American country had concluded. The genuine grievances of the rural poor were left unaddressed owing to the smugness of state elites that the problem had been solved once top militant heads rolled. A decade-and-half later, a re-born Shining Path has come of age and is now taking on the Peruvian army in renewed deadly combat.

Sri Lanka has the makings of another Peru unless fundamental structural iniquities are addressed by strengthening local civil society activists who can hold the state accountable. Otherwise, the spirit of Prabhakaran will return with the boom of the guns that he loved the most. 
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