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                                                                                                       Introduction 
 

Whether the Tamils living in the Island of Ceylon are a nation or an ethnic minority is neither 

a vexed question nor a Shakespearean conundrum. It is history. The victors may write the 

history but it is the vanquished who preserve the history.  

 

It is historically incorrect to refer to the Tamils living in the island of Ceylon as an ethnic 

minority community. Over the centuries the national boundaries are changed, drawn or 

redrawn which is a universal phenomenon. In the case of once vibrant Tamil nation which 

existed in the island of Ceylon, due to the colonial conquests and the Machiavellian post 

independent manoeuvres of the Sinhala leaders, there was a denial that the Tamils of Ceylon 

formed a nation. A trend began for them to be portrayed as an ethnic minority community. 

The Tamil nation never slavishly accepted this portrayal. Their struggle to regain the 

recognition of nationhood has been long and continuous. 
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                                                                                            Pre-Colonial Era 
 

A separate Tamil Kingdom evolved and existed much earlier than national boundaries were 

drawn in Europe, which historical process is known as the origin of states. Tamils and 

Sinhalese lived in separate parts of the island, independent of each other, with their own 

kingdoms.  

 

Even Mahavamsa, a highly biased Buddhist centred historical recording, acknowledged the 

existence of a Tamil nation. The period of Mahavamsa is believed to be 6th century AD. 

Therefore, the Tamil kingdom, logically, pre-existed Mahavamsa.  

 

The boundaries of the kingdoms within the island of Ceylon were drawn and redrawn, due to 

the imperial wars, where kingdoms gained ascendency over each other from time to time. 

This was the phenomenon of the imperial era world over. The Tamil Kingdom weathered the 

imperial wars and remained a geographically contiguous unit from time immemorial.  
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                                                                                                         Colonial Era 
 

Portuguese 

When the colonial rulers began to arrive at the shores of Ceylon, starting from Portuguese, 

there were four distinct kingdoms within the Island. They were Kotte, Dambadeniya, Kandy 

and Jaffna kingdoms. Whilst the Jaffna kingdom was predominantly inhabited by the Tamils 

and ruled by Tamil kings, the Kotte and Dambadeniya were Sinhalese dominated and 

Sinhalese ruled kingdoms. The Kandyan kingdom had a convoluted past. Doubtlessly, it was a 

Sinhalese dominated kingdom, but at the time, the colonial rulers began to arrive, the kings 

were drawn alternatively from the Sinhala chieftains and Nayakar dynasty of South India.  

 

The Jaffna, Kotte and Dambadeniya kingdoms fell one after the other to the Portuguese 

colonial rulers and were collectively referred to as the maritime provinces of Ceylon, but the 

Tamil Jaffna kingdom always retained its identity and existence, free from the rest of the 

kingdoms. 

 

Whilst the Sinhala Dambadeniya and Kotte kingdoms were administered together, the Jaffna 

Kingdom was administered separately. Each unit had a governor who reported to the 

Portuguese headquarter in India. The first Portuguese governor appointed to govern the 

fallen Tamil Kingdom initially had the administrative headquarters in Mannar, and later this 

office shifted to Jaffna. The present day Northern and Eastern provinces and parts of the 

North Central province formed the Tamil administrative unit. This geographical separation of 

the Tamil unit from the rest of the maritime provinces reflected the historical facts as it 

existed when the Portuguese captured the maritime provinces.  

 

As shown above, when the Portuguese conquered the maritime provinces of Ceylon, a robust 

Tamil Kingdom existed. The historical records show that the Tamils who lived within this 

kingdom, had a distinct and well developed language, culture, economy, and more 

importantly a developed legal system. The legal system that existed in the northern part of 

the Tamil Kingdom was Thesawalamai and the applicable legal system in the Southern flank 

of the Tamil Kingdom, which is the current Eastern province, was Mukuwa law.  

 

It is significant that at the time Portuguese conquered the Sinhala Kingdoms, Kotte and 

Dambadeniya, those Kingdoms did not have a distinct legal system. These Kingdoms were 

ruled largely by regal edicts and principles based on Buddhism. These kingdoms too had a 
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distinct language and religion, and it was much more convenient for the Portuguese to 

administer these two kingdoms together as the population was largely Sinhalese and 

Buddhist. The economy was based on the feudal system. The lands vested in the crown, and 

a system of Rajakariya, service to the crown was in place.  

 

The reason for this being discussed is to show that the Tamils and Sinhalese lived under 

entirely different forms of governance with different languages, religions, and legal systems. 

They practically had nothing in common with each other. The Portuguese continued to 

preserve the legal system as existed in the former Tamil and Sinhalese kingdoms, and the 

history does not show any links between these two units, though they had the same colonial 

master. 

 

Dutch 

The Dutch who conquered the maritime provinces from the Portuguese continued to 

administer the Tamil and the Sinhala political units separately, as did the Portuguese. In fact, 

the Dutch went further to define the Tamil political unit by codifying the customary 

Thesawalamai law of the North and the Mukuwa law of the Southern flank of the Tamil unit. 

They also introduced the land reform and a system to register the lands to identify the 

ownership.  

 

At the same time, the Dutch introduced the land reform and system of land registration to 

the Sinhala unit as well. However, the main difference between the reforms carried out in the 

Tamil unit and the Sinhala unit, was that in the absence of a strong legal system, the Dutch 

introduced their own Roman Dutch law as the applicable common law in the Sinhala unit. This 

led to a further bifurcation between the Tamil and the Sinhala units. This phenomenon can 

be viewed as a separate development under the same colonial master. The Tamil unit 

continued to have its own existence, totally free from the rest of the maritime provinces.  

 

British 

When the maritime provinces came to be transferred to the British East India Company under 

the Batavia Agreement, towards the tail end of the 18th century, the Tamil unit and the Sinhala 

unit were still administered separately. The British East India Company which had a Royal 

Charter, had a form of governance to the newly acquired Sri Lankan maritime province, which 

initially lacked clarity. At the time the British had a strong presence in India and main 

decisions, it is believed, were taken from India. The situation changed after the maritime 

provinces became a crown colony in 1802, but the separate governance of the Tamil and 

Sinhala units remained unaltered. This continued and even at the time the Kandyan kingdom 
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fell to the British in 1815, and the Tamil unit enjoyed a totally independent existence from 

the Sinhala unit.  

 

It is of interest to examine the minutes of the British Government of that period, which we 

quote below to support the assertion of the existence of a Tamil Nation, separate from the 

Sinhala Nation at the commencement of the British rule in Ceylon. 

 

a) The first British Colonial Secretary of Ceylon, Sir Hugh Cleghorn, wrote in his letter to the 

British Government in June 1799. 

 

“Two different nations, from a very ancient period, have divided between them the possession 

of the island: the Sinhalese inhabiting the interior in its Southern and Western parts from the 

river Wallouwe to Chilaw, and the Malabaris (Tamils) who possess the Northern and Eastern 

Districts. These two nations differ entirely in their religion, language and manners.” 

b) The Cleghorn Minute of 1799 and the Arrow Smith Map of 1802 are official proof that 

the Island of Ceylon consisted of two separate countries. 

 

The whole political landscape began to change when the Britishers attempted a political and 

administrative reform by appointing the Colebrooke and Cameron commission, which 

recommended the unification of the former Jaffna, Kotte, Kandy and Dambadeniya kingdoms 

as one political and administrative unit. It was the first time the Tamils and Sinhalese began 

to live together in one united political unit.  

 

Colebrooke and Cameron Constitution 

When the Britishers devolved limited political representation to the Ceylonese in the form of 

elected representation to the legislative council in the bicameral form of governance as 

recommended by the Colebrook and Cameron Commission, significantly, the separate Tamil 

and Sinhala identities were still retained. Tamils and Sinhalese were given the opportunity to 

elect their own representatives to the legislative council. This was a further recognition of the 

existence of a separate Tamil nation, even after the unification of the different parts of the 

maritime provinces and the newly conquered Kandyan kingdom. The issue of the majority or 

the minority communities, never surfaced even under this reform. 
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Donoughmore Constitution 

The introduction of the political reforms under the recommendation of the Donoughmore 

Commission in 1931 spelt disaster to the Tamil nation. The bicameral system of governance 

was abolished, and a unicameral State Council was introduced with one man one vote system. 

This was when the Tamils began to be outnumbered politically and their national identity 

began to be submerged into the newfound national identity of Ceylon. 

 

The Tamil leaders, specifically the leaders of the Jaffna youth congress, boycotted the 

Donoughmore reforms as they realised that they had been robbed of their national identity 

and relegated to the status of a national minority community. The Sinhala leaders seized this 

opportunity to form a pan Sinhala cabinet to the exclusion of the Tamils from the governance. 

The political accommodation later took place to bring in the Tamils into the government as 

the Sinhala leaders quickly realised that they would never gain independence without the 

cooperation of the Tamils.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 

 

            

                          Soulbury Constitution and Post 

Independence 
 

This was the situation that existed when the Soulbury commission arrived in Ceylon in 

1946/1947 to make recommendation to the British Government in regard to conferring the 

dominion status to Ceylon. Despite the representations made by the Tamil leaders, the 

Soulbury commission failed to devolve the rightful political status to the Tamils in the 

constitutional arrangements proposed. The first Sinhala Government formed under the 

Soulbury commission carried out a constitutional coup by disenfranchising the Tamils of 

upcountry, which further reduced the Tamil representation in the parliament. This reinforced 

the notion that the Tamils are an ethnic minority. The disenfranchisement of the upcountry 

Tamils further reduced Tamil representation in terms of the parliamentary seats as well. 

 

Unfortunately, the middleclass Tamil leaders of the era felt that the only path available to 

them to preserve the interests of the Tamil nation was to fully cooperate with the Sinhala 

dominated government of the day. 

 

It is significant that this servile cooperation emboldened the Sinhala leaders to accelerate the 

colonisation schemes in the traditional homeland, further eroding the Tamil representation 

in the parliament. The Eastern province in particular was targeted by the Sinhala leaders not 

only to dilute the claim of a Tamil homeland, but also to disconnect the contiguity of the Tamil 

nation. Then came the hammer blow to the pride of the Tamil nation. The Tamil language lost 

the pride of place it had enjoyed from time immemorial. The Sinhala became the official 

language in 1956. The Tamil Leaders lost an opportunity at this juncture to use this denial 

of the language rights as the leverage to reclaim the lost position of the Tamil Nation. A 

nation that blatantly disregards the fundamental rights which are dear and near to another 

nation must be seen as having lost its moral authority to seek the coexistence of the other 

nation which joined hands in good faith.  

 

The Hansard of the state council of 1947, is an unimpeachable evidence that the leaders of 

the Tamil nation reluctantly accepted the assurances of the leaders of the Sinhala nation, that 

the Sinhala nation would fully respect the rights of the Tamil Nation. It was how the Soulbury 

constitution came to be adopted by the state council, which paved the way to the grant of 

independence to Ceylon. The Tamil nation quickly realised that these assurances were hollow 

and their rights were eroded from the very beginning. 
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The Tamil Leaders who had gradually lost sight and the consciousness of the separate identity 

of the Tamil nation, lost their way. Their  Colombo based origin left them with no space, other 

than to seek a political accommodation with the Sinhala leaders. In fact, Tamils began to look 

for the crumbs that fall from the table. The Tamil leadership  political pacts in 1957, and 1965, 

the terms of which were observed only in the breach by the Sinhala leadership. The fact that 

these pacts were simple political mirages, began to trouble the conscience of the educated 

Tamil youths, who were fast becoming politically active, and lost their traditional respect to 

the moderate politicians. 

 

 

1972 Constitution 

Then came the major watershed in 1970. The government led by Mrs Srimavo 

Bandaranayake, which came to power with a two thirds majority, elected to introduce a 

republican constitution, with the president as the nominal head. This constitution took away 

even the basic safeguard afforded under the Soulbury constitution, in the form of S.29(2). 

Even the basic protection to the ‘ethnic minorities’ became questionable. This constitution 

elevated Sinhala and Buddhism as the state language and religion respectively; with 

absolutely no recognition of the existence of all others.  

 

This blatant injustice to once a proud Tamil nation led to the younger members of the Tamil 

nation to commence soul searching as they realised that they were facing a bleak future in 

every area of existence. A clamour for a separate state was the result of it. In fact, it was a 

demand for the restoration of the Tamil state as it existed at the time of the colonial rulers 

capturing the maritime provinces of Ceylon. The Tamils youths lost their faith in the 

Westminster style Parliamentary system and the newly introduced governance under the 

1972 constitution.  

 

1978 Constitution 

The idea of an armed struggle began to take root. Even the moderate Tamil leadership was 

forced to adopt the cry for a separate land and a historic resolution was passed at 

Vaddukoddai conference in 1976. In the following general election held in 1977, Tamils voted 

in large numbers to elect the newly formed Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) to the 

parliament and gave this political party the mandate to work towards a separate Tamil 

homeland for Tamils. At the same general election, Sinhalese returned the United National 

Party (UNP) with an unprecedented majority, which enabled the party to introduce the 

executive presidency style constitution in 1978. The sovereignty and the supremacy of the 

parliament were lost and this almost led to a one man rule. 
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All these constitutional coups led to Tamils being relegated to a voiceless section and 

projected as an ethnic minority. In fact this projection really commenced from the turn of the 

20th century and became well pronounced under the 1978 constitution. It is not to say that 

the Sinhala leaders prior to 1978 were fair minded or benign.  

 

Tamil National Struggle 

The Tamil national struggle, and more importantly the armed struggled are the products of 

this gross injustice to a once proud Tamil nation. The armed struggle must therefore be seen 

as an inevitable consequence of the oppression imposed on the Tamil nation by the Sinhala 

nation which was superior in number. The Tamil nation relentlessly worked for its 

emancipation from the neo-colonial rule of the modern Sinhala state, and to a great extent 

the 30 years of liberation struggle had achieved its end, in that the international community 

has now come to acknowledge the Tamils as a nation.  

 

A lot more needs to be done as history shows that when one phase of the struggle ends, 

another phase commences. Due to the oppression of the Tamils still inhabiting the island of 

Sri Lanka, the struggle for independence have moved to the international arena with the Sri 

Lankan Tamil diaspora carrying the baton.  

 

Obviously, the Sri Lankan state, the quislings and the countries with geo-political interests, 

tend to perpetuate the myth that the Tamils are an ethnic minority, but the history is against 

them. A vibrant nation cannot be perpetually suppressed; it will find its voice and be a nation 

within the committee of nations enjoying the pride of place it rightfully deserves.  
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                                                              Conclusion       
 

It is readily acknowledged that the foregoing only sets the framework for further research 

and study. The Tamil activists and the younger generation are strongly encouraged to read 

and research widely to preserve the historical facts about the Tamil nation for the generations 

to come. The Tamil Diaspora spread world over should not lose the sense of history of the 

proud Tamil nation and then start looking for their roots. It is a welcome feature to be 

integrated into the society we live in, without being assimilated. We must be conscious for 

us to walk the streets in our adopted countries with our heads held high, there ought to be 

a nation to speak for us. That is Tamil Eelam. 

 



 


