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ETHNIC CONFLICT IN SRI LANKA 
BY AYESHA ALEEM* 

BACKGROUND  

The ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka has many root causes and consequences that are closely 
interlinked. However, given its complexities, it should not be assumed that these causes are part 
of linear historical processes where one event led to another. Often, many of the issues that may 
be regarded as root causes arose within a single but extended context and equally as often, 
simultaneously. It is primarily within the context of ethnic politics that language and education 
policy can be located. In general, these themes can be broadly identified as:  
• Ethnic politics and the interpretation of the past;  
• Politics of language;  
• Politics of education; and  
• Other factors, including employment and land. 
 
Demographic Patterns 

Sri Lankan society is an ethno-religious mosaic and within the ethnic groups, there are 
clear religious divisions as well. To a certain extent, ethnicity and religion also have a regional 
basis, which is a significant reason why the Tamil militancy has a strong geographical 
dimension, which extended to the demand of a separate independent state. The Eastern Province 
is an ethnically mixed area where Tamils, Muslims and Sinhalese are found in sizeable numbers 
even though Tamils have a slightly higher statistical edge. Indian Tamils. Sinhalese Buddhists in 
all parts of the country accept the Northern and Eastern Provinces. Muslims have a significant 
concentration in the Eastern Province, but generally are scattered throughout the country. 
Christians maintain a significant presence in the coastal areas. However, Christians are found in 
all parts of the country in small numbers. Malays are mostly concentrated in and around the city 
of Colombo and the Western Province. 
 
The Emergence of Ethnic Politics 

Relations between Tamils and Sinhalese have not always or consistently been hostile. 
This happened only in times of external threats from South India after the formulation of clear 
Sinhalese and Tamil ethnic or cultural identities in the 9th (or 12th) century. Forces of Sinhalese 
nationalism managing nations of eternal conflict with Tamils had been gathering strength since 
before independence. Many of them were Sinhalese-educated rural people whose nationalist 
aspirations for cultural transformation, power and status did not automatically materialize with 
independence. Soon after independence it was clear that a conflict was emerging between 
Sinhalese-educated rural elite and the English-educated urban ruling elite. 
 
Ethnic Conflict and Language 

In addition to the barriers imposed by the continued use of the English language as the 
official language after independence, the emerging nationalist forces perceived that Sri Lankan 
Tamils had access to a disproportionate share of power as a consequence of educational 
opportunities in the colonial period and were also disproportionately. These fears and concerns 
were a basis for the politics of language that was to emerge. 
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Ethnic Conflict and the Issue of Land 
The issue of ownership over and access to land has also been a consistent area in which 

ethnic politics in Sri Lanka have manifested, and have sustained themselves over the years. One 
of the tricks in the demographic patterns in Sri Lanka is the relative concentration of certain 
ethnic groups in certain geographical regions. A decision was made in the late-1970s to 
accelerate the development of the dry zone through the “Accelerated Mahaweli Program,” 
 
Ethnic Conflict and Education 

Since the 1970s, access to education, particularly access to higher education has been 
ethicized. In addition, many other aspects of education including the organization of schools and 
universities, contents of textbooks and training of teachers have impacted directly on ethnic 
conflict. Compared to other ethnic and religious groups in the country, Tamils have had strong 
cultural norms which valued education. Many Tamils attended English language schools which 
were the passport to higher education and better employment in the colonial period.  
 
Ethnic Conflict and Employment 

As mentioned above, both language and education policies have placed barriers on 
employment, especially in the administrative and professional ranks in which Tamils were at one 
point “overrepresented” In the private sector which for the most part continued to work in 
English employment opportunities for Tamils and other minorities remained relatively open. 
However, as a result of the discrimination that has occurred in state sector employment practices 
over time, there is a tendency among many Tamils to perceive of themselves as generally 
discriminated against in employment. 
 
Conclusion 

The future for the island of Sri Lanka, however, offers three stark alternatives; (1) kill all 
remaining Tamils (another form of all-out war against the Tamil nation) (2) power-sharing 
package and (3) partition. And to find a solution that provides guarantees for security, stability 
and ethnic peace, which can be materialized in ethnically divided societies through restructuring 
the State system with power sharing Propaganda and marketing not only need to launch war, but 
also to seek peace. Actually, more aggressive form of propaganda and marketing is needed to 
seek peace in society where symbols are sold to pursue war and partition can be helpful, even if 
it is less than completely successful in terminating violence.  
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