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The Tamil Question in Sri Lanka, a longstanding issue rooted in ethnic 

tensions, continues to impact regional stability and India-Sri Lanka 

relations. The Tamil minority in Sri Lanka, historically marginalized, 

has sought political autonomy and recognition, leading to tensions with 

the Sri Lankan state. The emergence of militant groups like the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and demands for an 

independent Tamil Eelam highlighted the depth of these grievances. 

India’s involvement has been significant, given its close proximity, 

large Tamil population, and strategic interests. From initial diplomatic 

efforts to military intervention with the Indo-Sri Lanka Accord of 1987 

and the deployment of the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF), India’s 

role has been complex, shaped by its own internal politics and regional 

security considerations. Following the civil war’s end in 2009, India’s 

policy shifted toward advocating for the implementation of the 13th 

Amendment for devolved governance in Tamil-majority areas. 

Resistance within Sri Lanka, however, has hindered these efforts. 

Today, India’s approach balances regional stability, humanitarian 

interests, and the influence of Tamil Nadu politics. This article traces 

the historical roots, key events, and India’s evolving policy on the 

Tamil issue, analyzing its impact on regional dynamics and exploring 

possible paths forward. India’s delicate role as mediator and advocate 

remains central to any lasting solution to Sri Lanka’s ethnic politics. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Tamil Question in Sri Lanka is one of the most enduring ethnic conflicts in South Asia, with its 

roots deeply embedded in colonial-era policies and post-colonial political structures. The Tamil 

minority, primarily concentrated in the Northern and Eastern provinces, has historically faced 

marginalization in political representation, access to education, and economic opportunities. British 

colonial policies laid the groundwork for ethnic divisions, with a preference for minority Tamils in 

administrative roles, which caused friction with the majority Sinhalese. Following independence in 

1948, Sinhala-majority governments implemented policies that excluded Tamils from state 

opportunities, leading to significant discontent. Key policies, such as the 1956 Official Language Act, 

which declared Sinhala as the sole official language, contributed to these grievances by limiting Tamil-

speaking communities' access to government jobs and services. This systematic exclusion led to 

increased calls for autonomy, ultimately spurring political mobilization and, later, militancy, as Tamil 

leaders sought greater regional autonomy and protection for Tamil rights within Sri Lanka 1970s, the 

Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) gained prominence, demanding regional autonomy and later 

advocating for an independent Tamil Eelam, a separate state for Tamils. The Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE), founded in 1976, rapidly gained support among the Tamil population as a militant 

organization fighting for Tamil self-determination. Escalating ethnic tensions led to a prolonged civil 

war that lasted from 1983 until 2009, costing thousands of lives and displacing Tamil communities. The 

conflict deeply influenced Sri Lanka’s socio-political landscape, with human rights violations, economic 

setbacks, and humanitarian crises marking this turbulent period. 

Indiament in the Tamil issue reflects both its strategic concerns and domestic pressures. The Indian state 

of Tamil Nadu, home to a large Tamil population, shares strong ethnic and cultural ties with Sri Lankan 

Tamils, and public opinion there has historically supported the Tamil cause. This sentiment influenced 

India’s foreign policy in the 1980s, particularly under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, who provided 

limited support to Tamil militant groups, including the LTTE. This stance was initially aimed at 

pressuring the Sri Lankan government to negotiate and address Tamil grievances, but the rise of Tamil 

militancy complicated the situation and made reconciliation more challenging. Additionally, India was 

concerned about potential foreign influence in Sri Lanka, particularly from the United States and 

Pakistan, as any foreign alliance could alter the strategic balance in the Indian Ocean region. India’s 
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early involvement was thus driven by a blend of regional security concerns and domestic political 

pressures. 

 

By 1987, Indiaent intensified with the signing of the Indo-Sri Lanka Accord, a pivotal agreement that 

sought to address Tamil grievances by promoting devolution of power to Tamil-majority areas. As part 

of the accord, India deployed the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF) in Sri Lanka, tasked with 

maintaining peace in the conflict-ridden regions. However, this mission faced significant resistance from 

both the Sri Lankan government and Tamil militant groups, leading to political fallout and considerable 

casualties. The IPKF mission underscored the complexity of India’s role as a regional mediator and 

marked a turning point in its approach to the Tamil question. Ultimately, the IPKF withdrew in 1990 

without achieving its objectives, and India’s engagement shifted toward diplomatic advocacy for Tamil 

rights in Sri Lanka. 

India’s role has since evolved, particularly following the end of Sri Lanka’s civil war in 2009. While 

India now advocates for the implementation of the 13th Amendment, which was intended to devolve 

governance to Tamil-majority provinces, it faces significant resistance from Sinhala nationalist factions 

within Sri Lanka. The Tamil issue continues to influence India’s regional strategy, as it navigates a 
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delicate balance between advocating for Tamil rights and maintaining stable relations with the Sri 

Lankan government. As such, the Tamil Question remains a central theme in India-Sri Lanka relations 

and is a testament to the complexities of ethnic and political dynamics in South Asia. 

2.  HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE TAMIL QUESTION 

The Tamil Question in Sri Lanka has its origins in the colonial period, where British administrative 

policies intensified ethnic tensions between the Sinhalese majority and Tamil minority. Under British 

rule, Tamils were often favored in administrative and clerical positions, leading to resentment among the 

Sinhalese. In addition, land policies under colonial rule altered the demographics in the country’s 

Northern and Eastern provinces, where Tamils were historically concentrated, causing lasting ethnic and 

political divisions. After Sri Lanka gained independence in 1948, the new Sinhala-majority government 

enacted policies that marginalized the Tamil community, sparking demands for Tamil autonomy and 

political representation. These early grievances laid the foundation for a Tamil political identity, and 

Tamil nationalism began to rise as a means of resisting Sinhalese hegemony . 

Colonial Legacy and Ethnic Tensions 

The colonial legacy left by the British played a crucial role in shaping ethnic divisions in Sri Lanka. The 

British relied on a divide-and-rule policy, which involved selectively elevating minorities, particularly 

Tamils, within the administrative and educational systems. This led to the perception among the 

Sinhalese majority that Tamils held an unfair advantage in government and educational opportunities. 

As a result, independence in 1948 brought an urgent desire among the Sinhalese to “reclaim” their 

majority status. Subsequent governments implemented measures that favored the Sinhalese community, 

including the 1956 Official Language Act, which declared Sinhala the country’s sole official language. 

This act effectively excluded Tamil speakers from government positions and services, further alienating 

the Tamil population. Policies like these spurred the growth of Tamil nationalism, as the Tamil 

community began to organize and seek fair representation in the newly formed nation . 

Formation of the Tamil Political Identity 

In response to increasing marginalization, Tamil political identity gained momentum through organized 

resistance and the formation of advocacy groups. During the 1970s, political organizations such as the 

Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) emerged, calling for regional autonomy and the protection of 
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Tamil rights. The TULF’s 1976 Vaddukoddai Resolution, which formally called for the creation of an 

independent Tamil state, symbolized a turning point in Tamil political aspirations, as the idea of a Tamil 

Eelam began to take shape. As demands for autonomy escalated, Tamil nationalism shifted from a 

primarily political movement to a more militant form of resistance. The TULF and similar organizations 

were instrumental in advocating for Tamil interests in a political landscape dominated by Sinhalese 

leaders, setting the stage for future conflicts. These early movements provided the ideological basis for 

the formation of militant groups, the most prominent being the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 

(LTTE), which would later lead an armed struggle for Tamil independence . 

Rise of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 

The LTTE, founded in 1976 by Velupillai Prabhakaran, marked a new phase in Tamil resistance. 

Initially a small militant group, the LTTE rapidly gained support among the Tamil population, becoming 

the principal force in the fight for Tamil independence. The LTTE’s goal was to establish a separate 

Tamil state, or Tamil Eelam, in the Northern and Eastern provinces of Sri Lanka. Through a series of 

violent confrontations with the Sri Lankan government, the LTTE expanded its influence, demonstrating 

military sophistication and organizational prowess. Known for its commitment to its cause, the LTTE 

used tactics such as guerrilla warfare and suicide bombings, which attracted both national and 

international attention. By the early 1980s, the Sri Lankan government was fully engaged in an armed 

conflict with the LTTE, marking the start of a decades-long civil war . 

The LTTE’s violent campaign intensified ethnic divides, drawing international condemnation and 

reshaping the Sri Lankan conflict into a protracted and complex struggle for power, identity, and 

autonomy. Despite attempts at peace negotiations and interventions by external actors, including India, 

the civil war continued until the Sri Lankan government defeated the LTTE in 2009. However, the 

legacy of the Tamil Question endures, with ongoing calls for political autonomy and equal rights for the 

Tamil population in post-war Sri Lanka. 

2.  INDIA'S ROLE IN THE ETHNIC CONFLICT 

India's involvement in the Sri Lankan ethnic conflict stemmed from a complex blend of humanitarian, 

political, and strategic concerns. Initially, India aimed to mediate the rising tensions between the 

Sinhalese-dominated Sri Lankan government and the Tamil minority, striving to advocate for Tamil 
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rights without destabilizing its neighbor. Over time, however, India's policies became entangled with the 

growing militancy in the Tamil movement, fueled in part by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s actions. 

Strategic interests—particularly fears of foreign influence in Sri Lanka—also shaped India’s response, 

as regional security and domestic concerns in Tamil Nadu impacted its approach to the conflict. 

Initial Diplomatic Efforts 

In the 1970s, as ethnic tensions in Sri Lanka escalated, India attempted to mediate the conflict 

diplomatically. New Delhi was primarily concerned about the safety of the Tamil population in Sri 

Lanka, who shared ethnic and cultural ties with the significant Tamil population in India’s state of Tamil 

Nadu. India advocated for Tamil political rights within the framework of a united Sri Lanka, hoping to 

prevent ethnic tensions from spiraling into open conflict. Indian leaders were particularly vocal about 

protecting the civil rights of Tamils and supported a federal model that could offer greater autonomy to 

Tamil-majority areas. 

These early diplomatic efforts reflected India's intention to uphold its regional role as a stabilizing power 

while avoiding direct interference. However, as the Sri Lankan government continued to deny Tamil 

demands for autonomy and the conflict became increasingly violent, diplomatic approaches proved 

ineffective. Despite India's preference for a peaceful resolution, the Sri Lankan government viewed 

India's involvement with suspicion, wary of India’s interest in advocating for Tamil rights and its 

influence over Sri Lankan Tamils. Ultimately, the limitations of India's diplomatic efforts pushed it 

toward a more assertive role in the 1980s as the conflict continued to escalate . 

Indira Gandhi and Tamil Militancy 

During Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s tenure in the early 1980s, India’s approach to the Tamil conflict 

took a dramatic turn. Seeing no progress through diplomatic channels and under pressure from Tamil 

Nadu’s political leaders, Indira Gandhi adopted a strategy that covertly supported Tamil militant groups 

in Sri Lanka. India’s intelligence agency, the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), began providing 

training and assistance to Tamil militants, including the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), to 

strengthen their ability to resist the Sinhalese-dominated government. This approach was intended both 

to pressure the Sri Lankan government into addressing Tamil grievances and to curb foreign powers’ 

influence in the island nation. 
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This policy of supporting Tamil militancy, however, had profound implications for India-Sri Lanka 

relations. While Gandhi’s government saw this support as a way to maintain leverage, it risked fostering 

greater instability in Sri Lanka. Additionally, as militant groups like the LTTE grew stronger, India’s 

influence over them waned, and their increasingly violent tactics brought international condemnation. 

This shift from diplomatic support to tacit military assistance alienated the Sri Lankan government, 

which viewed India's actions as a violation of its sovereignty and responded by seeking closer ties with 

other countries, including the United States and Pakistan. India’s support for Tamil militancy thus 

represented a significant turning point that complicated future diplomatic efforts and created a rift in 

India-Sri Lanka relations. 

India’s Strategic Concerns 

Beyond humanitarian concerns, India’s involvement in the Tamil conflict was driven by strategic 

calculations. During the Cold War, Sri Lanka’s geographical location in the Indian Ocean made it 

strategically significant, and India was wary of the increasing influence of foreign powers, particularly 

the United States and Pakistan, within its neighbor’s borders. In the late 1970s, Sri Lankan President 

J.R. Jayewardene pursued closer ties with Western nations, inviting American military presence in the 

region and aligning more closely with Pakistan. This development raised alarms in New Delhi, which 

saw the potential threat of foreign military influence near its southern coast. 

India’s strategic concerns were further complicated by its own internal dynamics, particularly in Tamil 

Nadu. With a large and politically active Tamil population, Tamil Nadu played a crucial role in shaping 

New Delhi's policy toward Sri Lanka. Tamil Nadu leaders were vocal advocates for the Sri Lankan 

Tamil cause, and political parties in the state criticized the Indian government for not doing enough to 

support the Tamil population across the Palk Strait. Fearing domestic unrest in Tamil Nadu, Indian 

leaders faced pressure to take a strong stance on Tamil rights, even if this meant alienating Sri Lanka. 

In response, India’s policy aimed to balance these strategic concerns while addressing humanitarian 

needs. By supporting Tamil militants, India sought to weaken Sri Lanka’s reliance on foreign powers 

while bolstering its influence over the Tamil struggle. However, this approach proved unsustainable, as 

it compromised India’s image as a regional stabilizer and strained its relations with Colombo. 

Ultimately, India’s strategy shifted again in the late 1980s, culminating in the 1987 Indo-Sri Lanka 
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Accord, which attempted to bring peace to Sri Lanka through a political solution while reducing foreign 

influence on the island . 

4.  THE INDO-SRI LANKA ACCORD OF 1987 

The Indo-Sri Lanka Accord of 1987 represented a watershed moment in India's involvement in the 

Tamil ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka. Signed by Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi and Sri Lankan 

President J.R. Jayewardene on July 29, 1987, the accord aimed to address Tamil grievances and bring 

peace to the island through devolution of power. The agreement also marked the beginning of India's 

direct military involvement in the form of the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF), which faced 

significant challenges and ultimately led to a complex legacy of political and military consequences for 

both nations. 

Terms and Objectives of the Accord 

The Indo-Sri Lanka Accord was designed as a political solution to the ethnic conflict, balancing the 

interests of both the Sri Lankan government and the Tamil minority. One of the primary objectives was 

to create a framework for devolution of power, allowing Tamil-majority areas, particularly in the 

Northern and Eastern provinces, a greater degree of political autonomy. The accord stipulated the 

merger of the Northern and Eastern provinces into a single administrative unit with the possibility of a 

future referendum to determine their permanent status. Additionally, it recognized Tamil as an official 

language, alongside Sinhala, and called for disarmament of Tamil militant groups, including the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) . 

The accord also required Sri Lanka to consult India on certain security matters, especially regarding the 

presence of foreign military and intelligence personnel, to address India’s concerns over external 

influence in the region. In return, India agreed to oversee the disarmament of Tamil militants and assist 

in restoring normalcy. This dual approach aimed to satisfy Tamil aspirations for autonomy while 

ensuring Sri Lankan sovereignty. However, while the accord’s terms sought to bring peace, they faced 

significant opposition from Tamil nationalist groups, including the LTTE, which saw the agreement as 

insufficient in addressing their goal of an independent Tamil Eelam, and from Sinhalese nationalists, 

who viewed it as an infringement on Sri Lanka’s sovereignty. 
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Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF): Deployment and Challenges 

Following the accord, India deployed the IPKF to enforce the terms of the agreement, with the mandate 

to disarm militant groups, primarily the LTTE, and stabilize the Tamil-majority areas. Initially 

welcomed as a peacekeeping mission, the IPKF’s presence soon became controversial as it faced 

resistance from both the Sri Lankan government and Tamil militants. The IPKF's role quickly shifted 

from peacekeeping to active combat when the LTTE refused to disarm and began targeting IPKF 

personnel. This resistance transformed the mission into a full-scale military operation, with the IPKF 

engaging in intense conflict with the LTTE. 

The IPKF encountered a multitude of challenges. First, the force was operating in an unfamiliar terrain, 

with limited intelligence and support, and was often hampered by hostile local sentiments. Second, the 

complexities of the ethnic conflict and the LTTE’s tactics, including guerrilla warfare, made the IPKF’s 

mission difficult and prolonged. Third, political tensions within Sri Lanka hindered the IPKF's efforts; 

Sinhalese leaders saw the IPKF as a foreign occupation force rather than a stabilizing presence. 

Furthermore, Tamil civilians, initially hopeful about the accord, grew disillusioned with the IPKF’s 

heavy-handed tactics and extended presence, leading to increased hostility towards India . 

After nearly three years of combat, with significant casualties on both sides and mounting domestic 

opposition in India, the IPKF was withdrawn in March 1990. The mission’s challenges underscored the 

limitations of India’s intervention and marked a turning point in its foreign policy, as the IPKF 

experience highlighted the risks associated with military involvement in complex ethnic conflicts. The 

consequences of the IPKF deployment left India and Sri Lanka with a strained relationship, and the 

conflict between the Sri Lankan government and the LTTE continued unabated. 

Consequences of the Accord: Backlash and Long-Term Effects 

The Indo-Sri Lanka Accord and the IPKF mission sparked political repercussions in both India and Sri 

Lanka. In India, the mission’s unpopularity grew as reports of high casualties, prolonged military 

involvement, and allegations of misconduct by the IPKF circulated. Many Indian politicians criticized 

the decision to send troops, arguing that the intervention was an unnecessary and costly entanglement. 

The backlash eventually led to the political fallout for Rajiv Gandhi, who faced accusations of 

mishandling the situation. 
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The most tragic consequence came in 1991, when Rajiv Gandhi was assassinated by an LTTE suicide 

bomber in Tamil Nadu, an act that shocked India and underscored the dangerous dynamics surrounding 

the Tamil issue. The assassination significantly altered India's approach to the Tamil conflict and led to a 

policy shift towards non-intervention. The Indian government subsequently distanced itself from the 

conflict, refraining from direct involvement while continuing to advocate for Tamil rights through 

diplomatic channels. 

In Sri Lanka, the accord deepened divisions between Sinhalese nationalists and the Tamil population. 

Many Sinhalese viewed the agreement as a concession to Tamil militants, fueling resentment and 

nationalistic fervor. Meanwhile, the Tamil community felt betrayed, perceiving the IPKF’s actions as a 

violation of their aspirations. The withdrawal of the IPKF left a power vacuum in the Tamil areas, which 

the LTTE exploited to establish a de facto state in the north, leading to another phase of intensified 

conflict with the Sri Lankan government. 

In retrospect, the Indo-Sri Lanka Accord illustrated the complexities of India's role in addressing ethnic 

conflicts within its sphere of influence. While intended to create a path to peace, the accord 

inadvertently escalated tensions and underscored the challenges of using military intervention to resolve 

deep-rooted ethnic issues. The legacy of the IPKF experience continues to shape India’s foreign policy, 

influencing its cautious approach toward involvement in internal conflicts within neighboring states . 

5.  POST-CIVIL WAR DYNAMICS AND THE 13TH AMENDMENT 

The end of Sri Lanka's civil war in 2009 marked a significant turning point in the country’s political 

landscape and ethnic relations. After nearly three decades of conflict, the Sri Lankan military achieved a 

decisive victory over the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), effectively ending the Tamil 

separatist movement. However, the conflict’s conclusion did not address the underlying grievances of 

the Tamil population, nor did it fully resolve issues around political autonomy and ethnic equality. India, 

having historical and ethnic ties to the Tamil minority in Sri Lanka, continued to advocate for Tamil 

rights through diplomatic channels, focusing particularly on the implementation of the 13th Amendment, 

which had been part of the 1987 Indo-Sri Lanka Accord. 
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The End of the Civil War (2009): Humanitarian Crisis and International Criticism 

In May 2009, the Sri Lankan government declared victory over the LTTE following a final offensive in 

the Northern Province, which resulted in the deaths of key LTTE leaders and the dismantling of the 

organization’s command structure. While the end of the war brought relief to a nation weary from years 

of violence, it also led to a humanitarian crisis. During the final stages of the conflict, tens of thousands 

of Tamil civilians were caught in the crossfire between the Sri Lankan military and LTTE forces. 

Reports of civilian casualties, allegations of war crimes, and accusations of indiscriminate shelling in 

civilian areas led to widespread international criticism. Human rights organizations and UN agencies 

documented incidents of forced disappearances, extrajudicial killings, and restrictions on humanitarian 

aid. 

The government’s heavy-handed approach and refusal to allow an international investigation into 

alleged human rights abuses further strained Sri Lanka’s relations with the global community. India, too, 

faced pressure from Tamil Nadu’s political leaders to take a stronger stance on the issue of Tamil rights 

in Sri Lanka. However, India opted for a more diplomatic route, pushing the Sri Lankan government to 

pursue reconciliation and address the legitimate grievances of the Tamil minority . 

India’s Advocacy for Tamil Rights: Emphasis on the 13th Amendment 

In the post-war context, India’s approach to Tamil rights centered on the implementation of the 13th 

Amendment, which had been agreed upon in the 1987 Indo-Sri Lanka Accord. The 13th Amendment 

aimed to provide a framework for devolution of power to the provinces, particularly the Tamil-majority 

Northern and Eastern provinces, in an attempt to address Tamil demands for greater autonomy. By 

empowering provincial councils, the amendment sought to give local populations a voice in their 

governance, especially concerning issues like land and police administration, which were significant to 

the Tamil community. 

Following the civil war, India continuously emphasized the importance of the 13th Amendment, urging 

Sri Lanka to make genuine efforts toward reconciliation by granting the Tamil population greater 

political representation. India’s stance on the issue remained consistent, with officials frequently calling 

for "full implementation" of the amendment and suggesting that it could serve as a foundation for long-

term peace and ethnic harmony in Sri Lanka. However, India’s advocacy was met with resistance from 
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sections of Sri Lankan society, and successive Sri Lankan governments have been reluctant to fully 

implement the provisions of the 13th Amendment, citing security concerns and opposition from Sinhala 

nationalist groups . 

Challenges to the 13th Amendment: Domestic Resistance and India’s Diplomatic 

Balancing Act 

One of the primary challenges to implementing the 13th Amendment has been the strong opposition 

from Sinhala nationalist groups and politicians in Sri Lanka, who view the amendment as a threat to 

national sovereignty. These groups argue that devolving power to the Tamil-majority provinces would 

lead to regional instability and could encourage separatist sentiments, particularly given the history of 

the LTTE’s violent separatist campaign. Over the years, several Sri Lankan leaders have faced political 

pressure from Sinhala nationalist factions to either amend or repeal the 13th Amendment, arguing that it 

grants excessive power to the provinces. 

Despite India’s diplomatic push, the Sri Lankan government has been hesitant to fully empower the 

Northern Provincial Council, and key aspects of the 13th Amendment, such as control over land and 

police powers, have not been implemented. Instead, the central government has retained a tight grip over 

provincial governance, limiting the autonomy promised to the Tamil-majority areas. The Sri Lankan 

government’s stance reflects a complex balancing act, as it seeks to maintain unity within the Sinhala 

majority while managing the expectations of the Tamil minority and international stakeholders like 

India. 

India has also had to navigate a delicate diplomatic path. On one hand, India aims to fulfill its historical 

responsibility and address Tamil concerns, particularly given the political influence of Tamil Nadu, 

where leaders have consistently pressured New Delhi to advocate for Tamil rights in Sri Lanka. On the 

other hand, India is keen to maintain a stable and cooperative relationship with the Sri Lankan 

government, recognizing Sri Lanka’s strategic importance in the Indian Ocean region. Thus, India’s 

policy has focused on diplomatic engagement and encouraging internal political reform in Sri Lanka 

rather than pursuing any form of direct intervention, as it did in the 1980s. 
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Balancing Tamil Rights and Regional Stability 

The post-civil war dynamics in Sri Lanka and the limitations in implementing the 13th Amendment 

illustrate the complexities of the Tamil question and India’s role as a regional advocate for minority 

rights. While India’s advocacy for Tamil rights has remained firm, it faces limitations in influencing Sri 

Lanka’s domestic politics. The political reality is that deep-rooted ethnic divisions, nationalist 

sentiments, and security concerns continue to influence Sri Lanka’s approach to the Tamil issue, often at 

the expense of meaningful devolution. 

India’s diplomatic efforts reflect a commitment to Tamil rights within a framework that respects Sri 

Lanka’s sovereignty, though this approach has yet to yield significant changes on the ground. Going 

forward, India’s role will likely continue to focus on encouraging Sri Lanka to pursue internal 

reconciliation and addressing Tamil grievances within a unified Sri Lankan state. The 13th Amendment 

remains an essential reference point in this dialogue, symbolizing India’s enduring interest in promoting 

a just resolution to the ethnic conflict while balancing its strategic and diplomatic interests in the region. 

6.  INDIA'S CONTEMPORARY POSITION AND POLICY ON THE TAMIL QUESTION 

India's contemporary position on the Tamil question in Sri Lanka is shaped by a complex interplay of 

domestic political dynamics, regional security interests, and historical ties to the Tamil community. 

While India's foreign policy towards Sri Lanka has always emphasized non-interference and respect for 

sovereignty, the ongoing plight of Tamils in Sri Lanka continues to elicit significant attention and 

advocacy from New Delhi. 

Current Diplomatic Engagement: A Focus on Devolution 

In recent years, India has articulated a clear stance on the need for meaningful devolution of power to 

the Tamil-majority areas in Sri Lanka, emphasizing the importance of the 13th Amendment of the Indo-

Sri Lanka Accord. India’s diplomatic engagement has been characterized by calls for greater political 

representation and autonomy for Tamils within the Sri Lankan framework. Indian officials have 

repeatedly urged the Sri Lankan government to address the grievances of the Tamil community and to 

take steps towards reconciliation. 
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India's commitment to Tamil rights is evident in its support for international initiatives that advocate for 

human rights and minority rights in Sri Lanka. This includes participation in United Nations discussions 

concerning Sri Lanka, where India has often highlighted the need for accountability regarding human 

rights violations during the civil war and called for measures to enhance the political and economic 

rights of Tamils. India has also pledged financial assistance and development projects aimed at 

improving the livelihoods and infrastructure of Tamil-majority areas, thereby fostering goodwill among 

the Tamil population and promoting stability in the region. 

Role of Tamil Nadu Politics: A Significant Influence 

The political landscape in Tamil Nadu plays a crucial role in shaping India’s policy towards Sri Lanka. 

Tamil Nadu’s political parties, particularly the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and the All India 

Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), have historically been vocal advocates for Tamil rights 

in Sri Lanka. Leaders in Tamil Nadu frequently leverage public sentiment regarding the plight of Sri 

Lankan Tamils to gain political mileage, calling on the Indian government to take a more assertive 

stance on the issue. 

This domestic pressure significantly influences New Delhi’s approach, as the central government is 

acutely aware of the electoral implications of ignoring Tamil sentiment. During election cycles, parties 

in Tamil Nadu often campaign on platforms emphasizing support for Sri Lankan Tamils, which compels 

the Indian government to consider their demands. Consequently, India’s foreign policy must navigate 

this domestic political terrain, balancing the need to maintain good relations with the Sri Lankan 

government while responding to the concerns of its own Tamil population. 

Regional Stability and Humanitarian Concerns 

India’s policy on the Tamil question is also driven by a broader concern for regional stability and 

humanitarian welfare. India views the welfare of Sri Lankan Tamils as integral to its own security 

interests, recognizing that unresolved ethnic tensions can lead to instability that may spill over into 

South India. The Indian government is particularly concerned about the resurgence of separatist 

movements and how they might influence similar sentiments among Tamils in Tamil Nadu. 
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Moreover, India engages in international forums to address humanitarian concerns surrounding the 

Tamil population in Sri Lanka. Indian representatives participate in discussions at the United Nations 

and other platforms where the situation of minorities in Sri Lanka is raised. India advocates for 

international support for initiatives that aim to rehabilitate and reintegrate Tamils who were affected by 

the civil war, promoting dialogue and cooperation among various ethnic communities within Sri Lanka. 

While India’s approach emphasizes diplomacy and constructive engagement, it faces challenges due to 

the reluctance of the Sri Lankan government to fully implement the 13th Amendment and the resistance 

from Sinhala nationalist factions. Nevertheless, India remains committed to advocating for the rights of 

Tamils and pushing for political solutions that would enhance their representation and address historical 

grievances. 

Finally, India’s contemporary position on the Tamil question reflects a nuanced approach that seeks to 

balance the historical, humanitarian, and strategic dimensions of the issue. The Indian government’s 

calls for meaningful devolution, coupled with the significant influence of Tamil Nadu politics, shape its 

foreign policy towards Sri Lanka. While India continues to advocate for Tamil rights and engage 

diplomatically, the path to a sustainable resolution remains complex and fraught with challenges, 

necessitating continued efforts for reconciliation and understanding among all communities in Sri 

Lanka. 

7.  CONCLUSION 

The Tamil issue in Sri Lanka remains a complex and multifaceted challenge that demands nuanced 

solutions. As both a neighbor and a regional power with historical ties to the Tamil community, India 

has a critical role to play in mediating and advocating for the rights of Tamils in Sri Lanka. Moving 

forward, several possible directions for resolving the Tamil issue can be identified, with India positioned 

as a key stakeholder. 

The Path Forward: 

To achieve a sustainable resolution to the Tamil issue, it is essential for Sri Lanka to implement the 13th 

Amendment fully and meaningfully. This would involve not just devolution of political power but also 

addressing the socioeconomic disparities faced by the Tamil population. Engaging in inclusive dialogue 

with Tamil political leaders and communities is crucial for rebuilding trust and fostering reconciliation. 
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India can facilitate this process by encouraging diplomatic discussions between the Sri Lankan 

government and Tamil representatives, emphasizing the importance of a political solution that respects 

minority rights. India’s involvement could also extend to supporting initiatives aimed at economic 

development in Tamil-majority areas, thereby addressing grievances and promoting stability. 

Moreover, India should continue to advocate for international support in addressing human rights 

concerns in Sri Lanka. By leveraging its influence in global forums, India can help raise awareness 

about the Tamil issue and push for actions that prioritize humanitarian needs and the protection of 

minority rights. 

India’s Strategic Dilemmas: 

India's role in managing ethnic politics in Sri Lanka is fraught with strategic dilemmas. On one hand, 

India must respond to the concerns of Tamil Nadu, where political parties often campaign on the 

promise of supporting Sri Lankan Tamils. This creates a domestic pressure for India to adopt a more 

assertive stance regarding Tamil rights, especially in the face of humanitarian crises. 

On the other hand, India must also maintain a stable and cooperative relationship with the Sri Lankan 

government. Balancing these interests requires a careful approach, where India advocates for Tamil 

rights without alienating the Sri Lankan state. Any perceived interference in Sri Lankan affairs could 

exacerbate tensions and undermine regional stability. 

Furthermore, India faces the challenge of external influences in Sri Lanka, particularly from China, 

which has been expanding its presence in the region. By ensuring that its engagement with Sri Lanka is 

constructive and focused on promoting peace and development, India can counteract these influences 

and reinforce its position as a key partner in Sri Lankan affairs. 

In summary, while the path to resolving the Tamil issue in Sri Lanka is complex, India’s role as a 

mediator and advocate for Tamil rights is crucial. By promoting dialogue, supporting devolution of 

power, and addressing the humanitarian concerns of the Tamil community, India can contribute to a 

more stable and equitable future for all ethnic groups in Sri Lanka. Balancing these efforts with the need 

for a cooperative relationship with the Sri Lankan government will require careful navigation of the 

intricate political landscape, but it is essential for lasting peace and security in the region. 
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