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This article exposits and contrasts the roles of two diasporas in ethnic conflict
waged in their homelands, namely the Sikh diaspora’s involvement in the Punjab
insurgency in north India and the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora’s role in Sri
Lanka’s Tamil insurgency. It draws out the various similarities and distinctions
between the two in their use of technology, means of mobilization and identity
production, and the geographical and political reach of their institutional ar-
rangements. The article argues that the varying means by which these diasporas
came into being affected the ways in which they mobilized and the positions they
espoused towards homeland politics. It finds that the abilities of the two diasporas
to contribute to events “back home” differed in part because of the scope of their
respective institutional arrangements.

South Asia has been home to numerous ethno- and religio-
nationalist insurgencies since the region was decolonized with
the departure of the British in 1947. Many of these insurgent
movements have benefited from the activities of co-ethnics and
co-religionists who have organized themselves as trans-national di-
asporas throughout the world. This article looks at two such insur-
gencies and the contributions of their kin diasporas: namely, the
involvement of the Sikh diaspora in the Khalistan insurgency in
India’s northern state of the Punjab and of the Sri Lankan Tamil
diaspora in the Tamil insurgency in the north of Sri Lanka.

Many of the diasporas that are currently associated with the
modern states of South Asia are the products of the processes of
colonization of the South Asian subcontinent when South Asians
were moved—with varying degrees of willingness—throughout the
British Empire (e.g., as soldiers and police officers within the se-
curity forces, indentured servants, laborers for the East African
Railway). The Sikh diaspora in many ways emerged from these
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imperial processes. However, not all South Asian diasporas were
so produced. For instance, the contemporary trans-national Sri
Lankan Tamil diaspora was formed when hundreds of thousands
of Sri Lankan Tamils fled to Europe, Asia and North America to
escape the civil war waged by the Sri Lankan security forces and
Tamil separatists.

Both the Sikh and Sri Lankan Tamil diasporas have been in-
timately involved in two of the most devastating insurgencies in
South Asia, as suggested above. The Sikh diaspora was an impor-
tant constituent in the Sikh separatist movement to establish an
independent Sikh state, Khalistan. This insurgency shook India
throughout the 1980s and into the early 1990s and claimed sev-
eral tens of thousands of lives. The Tamil diaspora has played an
important role in the various twists and turns taken by the Tamil
insurgency in Sri Lanka in its struggle to carve out an independent
Tamil homeland (Tamil Eelam) from northern Sri Lanka.

It is the objective of this essay to exposit the involvement of
the globalized Sikh and Tamil diasporas in the respective sepa-
ratist movements for Khalistan and Tamil Eelam. The essay, build-
ing off of the well-established literature on diasporas, takes for
granted that diasporas comprise an object of empirical study.1 It
also mobilizes the robust body of scholarship on the Sikh and
Tamil diasporas.2 Further, many of the empirical questions posed
in this essay have been implicitly and explicitly informed by the
ever-evolving literature that specifically examines the role of dias-
poras and conflict.3

Drawing off of this theoretical and empirical foundation, the
first section of the essay provides basic details about the Khalistan
insurgency, the Sikh diaspora and the role that the diaspora played
in the India-based conflict. The next section turns to the Tamil
diaspora. This section lays out a basic history of the civil war waged
by the Sri Lankan Tamils against the Sri Lankan state, provides
information about the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora and describes
the myriad ways in which the diaspora’s activities had impacts for
the insurgency back home. The following section seeks to draw
out lessons learned and policy implications that can be extracted
from examining these two distinct case studies.

This analysis finds that while there are many similarities be-
tween the ways in which the globally dispersed Sikhs and Tamils
have used technology and other means of mobilization and
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organization to sustain and promote specific diasporan ethnic
identities, they also differed substantially in the scope of the in-
stitutions that comprised the mainstay of their community struc-
tures. While the Sikh community tended to rely heavily upon the
local institution of the gurdwara, this article argues that the Sri
Lankan Tamils were able to mobilize using social structures that
had greater scope. As a consequence, the abilities of the two dias-
poras to contribute to events in the homeland were very dissimilar,
at least, in part because these institutional arrangements created
varied kinds of political space within which they could affect events
in the homeland. The article also contends that the different ways
in which these two diasporas came into being likely had impacts
upon the ways in which diasporans mobilized and the positions
that were taken towards politics in the homeland.

The Sikh Diaspora and the Militant Demand for Khalistan

Background to The Khalistan Movement4

The idea of a separate Sikh state first arose in the early 20th century
with the rise of Sikh nationalism in British India. This movement
should be understood within the context of other religious na-
tionalist movements that were gaining traction in the same period
among Hindus and Muslims, as well as among Sikhs. These religio-
nationalist movements emerged in response to British “divide and
rule” administrative policies, the perceived success of Christian
missionaries converting Hindu, Sikhs and Muslims, and a general
belief that the solution to the downfall among India’s religious
communities was a grassroots religious revival. This process inher-
ently involved differentiating the various communities and estab-
lishing communal boundaries.5

As the Muslim League began asserting the “Two Nation The-
ory” (which argued that Hindus and Muslims comprised different
nations and therefore require two distinct nation states) to lay the
groundwork for a separate Muslim state, Sikhs began to ponder
their own fate. As independence from the British neared and two
states appeared increasingly likely, Sikhs questioned how their in-
terests would be protected in an overwhelmingly Hindu, albeit
democratic, state. Many Sikhs believed that they too should have
been granted a separate state carved from the detritus of the Raj.6
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This sense of entitlement was bolstered by, inter alia, the extensive
military service by the Sikhs in the Royal Indian Army during the
world wars.7

Despite roots in the early 20th century, Sikh separatism did not
become a serious concern to the Indian state until the late 1970s
and 1980s when strands of the Sikh nationalist struggle began to
militarize. Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale emerged as a high-
profile leader of the Sikh militancy in the early 1980s when he
and his militant cadres took refuge in the Sikh’s holiest shrine, the
Golden Temple, to avoid being arrested.

Bhindranwale did not rise to prominence solely by his own
efforts. Prime Minister Indira Gandhi explicitly chose to buttress
his political movement to split the Akali Dal, which was the most
prominent Sikh political party in the Punjab and a formidable
challenge to her Congress Party. In hindsight, this was a tremen-
dous miscalculation as Bhindranwale and his separatist political
objectives gained popularity within specific segments of the Sikh
population, such as the traditional agricultural caste, the Jats. His
vociferous and militant position illuminated the relatively moder-
ate stance taken by the Akali Dal.8

In June of 1984, Indira Gandhi ordered the army into the tem-
ple complex to wrest it from the militants in an operation that was
named Operation Bluestar.9 Bhindranwale perished in this opera-
tion, but the militancy was not crushed. Gandhi’s Sikh bodyguards
assassinated her in revenge, after which thousands of Sikhs per-
ished in Hindu attacks upon them and their communities through-
out India. Operation Bluestar and the ensuing massacres of Sikhs
fostered a wider-spread militancy among the Sikhs in the Punjab by
legitimizing the separatists’ claims that India could not and would
not protect Sikh interests. Operation Bluestar and the retaliatory
Sikh massacres were important events that precipitated widespread
galvanization of the Sikh diaspora to espouse this cause.

The involvement of the diaspora, as this article discusses be-
low, was an important dimension of the Sikh insurgency. Not only
was it a source of diplomatic and financial support, it was also
a factor in enabling Pakistan to become involved in fueling the
Sikh separatist efforts. Sikhs in Canada, the United Kingdom and
the United States played important roles in arranging for cadres
to travel to Pakistan, where they received financial and military
assistance. A number of Sikh groups in the diaspora declared
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themselves to be the Khalistan government in exile following the
attack on the Golden Temple.10 There was a proliferation of Khal-
istani militant outfits throughout the 1980s and 1990s, including
Babbar Khalsa, the Khalistan Commando Force, the Khalistan Lib-
eration Force, Bhindranwale Tiger Force of Khalistan, the Khal-
istan Liberation Organization, and the International Sikh Youth
Federation.11

Evolution of a Globalized Sikh Community and Territorialization
of the Sikh Imagination

Recent estimates suggest that the globalized Sikh diaspora exceeds
17 million.12 Prior to colonization by the British, most Sikhs lived
in the Punjab, which was one of the last territories to succumb to
the East India Company. While most overseas Sikhs migrated in
the post-colonial era, the beginning of Sikh mass migration had
its origins in the varied operations of the British Empire (e.g., as
police and soldiers within the British security forces throughout
the world, adventurers, students, laborers).13 Presently, nearly one
half of the Sikh population residing outside of India are settled in
the United Kingdom (500,000), Canada (150,000) and the United
States (125,000).14

Popular belief holds that the Punjab is the “Sikh homeland”
of this Sikh community within and without India. However, this
is a recent formulation according to the evidence marshaled by
Harjot Oberoi. He argues that despite the historical linkages to
the Punjab—for the majority of Sikh history—territory was not
a substantial element of Sikh self-definition.15 Oberoi, given this
discordance between past and present depiction of territory and
its salience to Sikh political identity, argues that this effective at-
tachment with the Punjab among Sikhs is fairly recent and “does
not date back to the early annals of the Sikh community, as some
ideologues of ‘Khalistan’ would like to assert.”16 Rather, he con-
tends that this process of territorialization of the Sikh commu-
nity did not begin in earnest until the late 1930s and early 1940s,
when Sikh political and intellectual elites realized that a Muslim
Pakistan and a Hindu India were imminent. To establish the case
for a separate Sikh state within the Punjab, key Sikh leaders mo-
bilized various signs and metacommentaries to argue that the
Sikhs belonged to the Punjab and the Punjab belonged to the
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Sikhs. Oberoi contends that this territorialization was formalized
in March 1946 when the executive committee of the Sikh politi-
cal party, the Shiromani Akali Dal, passed a resolution proclaim-
ing the natural association of the Punjab and the Sikh religious
community.17 After the emergence of the Indian and Pakistani
states in 1947, some Sikhs in the Punjab episodically argued for
the establishment of a “Sikh homeland” under the political lead-
ership of the Akali Dal. While there were proponents of a Sikh
state in the decades surrounding independence, political mobi-
lization for this objective did not begin in earnest until the very
late 1970s—at the earliest—and the early 1980s. For example, one
of the first instances of such a demand occurred in 1971 when a
diasporan Sikh visited Pakistan immediately proceeding the 1971
Indo-Pakistan war. I return to this incident below.

While in 1971 few took this call for Khalistan seriously. Over
the course of that decade, the supposition became increasingly
less exotic. In March 1981, a prominent Sikh diasporan, Ganga
Singh Dillon, declared the Sikhs to be a nation and argued the
case for a Sikh nation-state. By this time, many Sikhs throughout
the world already understood the Punjab to be the logical and
natural territory of this nation for reasons that I exposit below. This
association was further advanced by Khalistani proponents from
1982 onwards and is exemplified by the following pronouncement
of Kirpan Singh Sihra:

God gave the Sikhs their land, a rich and fertile land blessed with much sun
and irrigation, the “land of the five rivers,” the Punjab. . . . Maharaja Ranjit
Singh gave the Sikhs their state, later handed in trust, first to the British
then to the Hindu Raj—but the Sikhs never surrendered their ultimate
sovereignty to any power other than their own. Today, after forty years of
abuse of their trust, the Sikhs are ready to create again their independent,
sovereign state.18

Thus after 1982 and after more than four centuries of Sikh history,
a new symbol became ensconced within the ever-evolving inventory
of Sikh ethnicity: the Punjab, the land and logical nation-state of
the Sikhs.

Globalization and Narratives of Nationhood

The forms of Sikh nationalism that have emerged in recent decades
are very much products of globalization, which has facilitated the
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internationally dispersed Sikhs to participate in collective imagi-
naries, forging a sense of collective identity in diaspora and en-
abling a new kind of Sikh “imagined political community.”19

The ability to maintain association with India and the Punjab
means that Sikhs have been able to reproduce elements of their
“culture” in their new environments. Tatla describes this process
in the following way:

Overseas Sikh communities have a complex web of exchanges with the
Punjab in an ongoing process of mutual dependence. Sikhs have sought
to reproduce many of their social norms, culture and religious values in
their new homes and social networks in various cities of Britain and North
America. This process has been facilitated by a strong attachment to the
Punjab, cheaper travel, and the increasing availability of media and com-
munication channels, resulting in many kinds of contacts and flows of
information to and from the Punjab. The net result is a collective identity
that, despite the local and national influences of each country, has strong
Sikh and Punjabi elements embedded in it.20

Tatla, in the above passage, privileges the effects of the Punjab
upon the diaspora and the desire of those in diaspora to retain
a holistic relationship with the Punjab, which he considers to be
the “center” of Sikh identity production. While globalization has
enabled communities throughout the world to maintain consider-
able linkages with India and the Punjab, it has also permitted varied
and dispersed communities beyond India to establish and main-
tain high degrees of inter-connectedness with each other—with
or without reference to the Sikh homeland, however construed.
There are now multiple centers of Sikh identity production that
vie for legitimacy and authenticity. Further, globalization and its
attendant processes and practices increasingly subject Sikhs in the
“homeland” to the hybrid culture of their family, friends, and other
associates who live abroad.

Structuring the Sikh Diaspora: Key Cultural Institutions and Processes

There are several critical institutions and cultural processes—both
local and international—that are critical to both creating and re-
creating the Sikh diaspora and to expositing the ways in which the
diaspora contributed to the Khalistan insurgency. One of these lo-
cal institutions is the gurdwara, which is the physical space where
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the sangat (congregation) convenes in the presence of the collec-
tion of Sikh scriptures (The Guru Granth Sahib). The gurdwara pro-
vides institutional and geographic coordination for a geographi-
cally organized Sikh community.21 In the Sikh diaspora, it has been
the most important forum for political organization among vari-
ous Sikh political factions which have fought over control of the
gurdwaras and their political and financial resources. Gurdwara
politics have tended to be based upon and indeed reproduce the
various political groupings back “home” in the Punjab.

The gurdwara was an important site of mobilization of the
Sikh diaspora for the Khalistan movement both directly through
the raising of funds, and indirectly, through promoting a highly
stylized version of the conflict and of Sikh history. For example,
halls and rooms of the gurdwaras typically display photos of re-
cent “martyrs” from the Punjab conflict which are often placed
alongside depictions of historical martyrs from the annals of Sikh
history. This visually establishes a seamless line of Sikh oppression
stemming from the 17th century to the modern period.22 Gurd-
waras also hosted various religious preachers and musical groups
which extolled the virtues of the movement and encouraged sup-
port from amongst the diaspora. The issue of Khalistan was very
divisive among Sikh diasporans within various gurdwaras. As pro
and anti-Khalistan factions battled amongst each other over con-
trol of the gurdwaras there were numerous instances of violence
and bloodshed through North America and Great Britain.23

Gurdwaras enable linkages between the diaspora and the
Punjab through fundraising for humanitarian, political, and social
causes within the Punjab. Some also supported militants and their
organizations. Gurdwaras with Khalistani leadership and congre-
gants could be counted on both to support pro-Khalistan personali-
ties and institutions and to propagate this position in various public
and private forums. Such gurdwaras allegedly collected funds and
funneled them into a variety of organizations (diplomatic, political
and/or military) in support of the Khalistan effort.24

Remittances are a second means by which Sikhs in diaspora
to remain intimately connected to Sikhs in the Punjab. These re-
mitted monies have been an important source of revenue within
the Punjab, favorably affecting local economies within the Punjab.
Notably, they have had positive impacts upon India’s national eco-
nomic health as well.25
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Third, the practice of making pilgrimages is another means
of ensuring the connections among various Sikh communities in
the diaspora as well as the linkages between the diaspora and the
“homeland.” Pilgrimages have also permitted diasporan Sikhs to
meet with Khalistani proponents in third countries. One of the
most important examples of this type of pilgrimage/Khalistan
nexus is given by the multiple annual pilgrimages undertaken by
tens of thousands of globally dispersed Sikhs to the several impor-
tant Sikh historical gurdwaras in contemporary Pakistan.26 Sikhs
from the Indian Punjab and elsewhere flock to these important his-
torical gurdwaras in Pakistan. During the pilgrims’ stay in Pakistan,
Sikhs are inundated with Khalistani literature and paraphernalia
from groups that are based in the diaspora and in Pakistan.27 This
kind of exposure to Khalistani material and cadres would not be
possible in India in such an overt way.28

A fourth means of facilitating communication and establish-
ing organizational order among different groups of Sikhs in the
diaspora is the convention of international meetings. One early
meeting of this type was the “International Convention of Sikhs,”
which was held in New York in April 1981 and was attended by
some 200 delegates. The Khalistan issue was addressed in the
third convention that was held in Slough, Berkshire in April 1987.
The objective of this meeting was to “build unity in the Khalistan
movement.”29

Fifth, there are several functional Sikh groups (e.g., the
Khalistan Council) which provides organization, guidance and
representation for the globalized Sikh community. There have also
been numerous Sikh militant groups (e.g., Babar Khalsa, Khalistan
Commando Force) that are internationally organized and attempt
to coordinate military efforts in pursuit of Khalistan. The salience
of these militant groups has receded, as they were more active dur-
ing the height of the militancy in the 1980s and early 1990s.30 While
these groups are largely defunct in India, they still have a political
presence throughout the diaspora, particularly where they are not
proscribed by law, such as in Pakistan.31

Sikhs in diaspora have also mobilized print and electronic
capital to propagate the notion of a Sikh homeland as Khalistan.32

Sikhs have also been quick to find ways of controlling knowledge
produced about their faith, culture, and language to ensure knowl-
edge production that is sympathetic to the Khalistan movement.33
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The Sikh Diaspora’s Role in the Demand for Khalistan

There are at least two distinct—although not necessarily
inconsonant—narratives about the origins of the call for Khalistan:
one that privileges events within India and the other that privi-
leges the role of the diaspora.34 Proponents of both narratives in-
clude scholars of Sikh studies as well as particular Sikhs. (At times,
the same individual may even appear to espouse elements of both
narratives.) In these two narratives, both the form of governance
posed for this state (e.g., theocracy vs. democracy) and its name
(Sikhistan, Khalistan) vary. Similarly, in both accounts the precise
geographical contours of the proposed state differ although it was
generally imagined to be carved out from various historical con-
structions of the Punjab.

One such narrative variant of the origins of the Khalistan de-
mand stresses the episodic demands for a separate state for the
Sikhs. For example, the issue arose during the 1940s when the
British were planning their exeunt from the subcontinent. Explicit
demands were made in 1946, 1958, 1972, 1978, and 1984. This
narrative generally emphasizes political actors and events within
India. The demand for Khalistan is linked to the dissatisfaction of
the Akali Dal leadership over the acquisition of the Punjabi Suba
or the position (now a slight majority) within the new Punjab state.
Between 1966 and the early 1980s, the Akalis continued to agitate
against the center. The maximal position of the Akali demands was
a Khalistan, and the minimalist position was at least a state within
India with some degree of autonomy (or delegated powers from
the center) where the “preservation of Sikh tradition and identity”
would be enabled.35 There were other actors within India who
also made this demand. For example, the All India Sikh Students’
Federation demonstrated in August 1972 for a separate Sikh state
within the Punjab.36

The second, counter version tends to dilate upon the role of
actors outside of India. This narrative contends that particularly
after 1971, Sikh men settled outside of India began popularizing
the notion of a Khalistan as a sovereign, independent state among
Sikhs in North America and Europe. One such account is provided
by the Khalistan Council and has its moorings in West London. In
this version, a fellow named Davinder Singh Parmar arrived in
London in 1954 and immediately began asserting the demand for
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an independent Sikh state, Khalistan.37 When Parmar convened
the first pro-Khalistan meeting at a gurdwara, fewer than 20 per-
sons attended and by his own account, he was labeled a madman,
securing the support of only one attendee. This suggests that at least
in the early phase of the movement, Khalistan had few constituents
among the United Kingdom-based Sikhs.

Parmar was not discouraged by this lack of support and con-
tinued to write and distribute pamphlets. In 1970 Parmar met the
acquaintance of Dr. Jagjit Singh Chohan in London. This has be-
come a historical meeting of sorts and is widely perceived to be
the meeting of minds that launched the Khalistan movement in
earnest.38 The Khalistan movement was formally announced at a
London press conference, opposite the Indian High Commission.
It was Dr. Jagjit Chohan Singh who raised the Khalistani flag in
Birmingham in the 1970s.39

While Parmar and Chohan had little if any support and were
dismissed as fanatical fringe, their efforts slowly captured the at-
tention of the international community as a result of Chohan’s
1971 visit to Pakistan in the spin-up to 1971 Indo-Pakistan war. On
this visit, Chohan toured several historical gurdwaras in Pakistan
and took the opportunity to advocate the notion of an indepen-
dent Khalistan in the Pakistani press. The extensive coverage of
these remarks enabled people in India to hear this demand for
“Khalistan” for the first time. Even though Khalistan still did not
have popular support, this term became recognizable.40

Despite the efforts and resources invested by the global-
ized Sikh diaspora in pursuit of an independent and sovereign
Khalistan, the struggle for this Sikh state remained nearly invisible
on the global political scene until June 1984 when Indira Gandhi
ordered the raid on the Golden Temple complex in Amritsar. The
raid was conducted by the Indian Army along with the Border
Security Force and other branches of India’s security apparatus,
including both paramilitary and police organizations. As there are
numerous accounts of Operation Bluestar,41 the details will not be re-
counted here. Operation Woodrose was the corresponding operation
in the countryside of the Punjab to capture and detain suspected
militants.42

The significance of Operation Bluestar and its sequelae for both
narratives of the Khalistan movement cannot be overstated. These
events comprised a “turning point in the relations between the
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Sikhs and the central government in India.”43 Moreover, Operation
Bluestar’s impact was felt not only among the Sikhs within India,
but the globally dispersed Sikh community as well.44 Many Sikhs,
both within and without India, came to believe that the creation
of a Khalistan alone would enable Sikhs to attain their political
objectives and security.45 The notion of an independent home-
land resonated with the trans-national Sikh community because
it offered the promise of a greater sense of security for their co-
religionists in the “homeland” and a safe haven for the conduct
of religious practice. This response may have been most intense
among those who have most recently migrated because such per-
sons, as argued by Goulbourne, are likely to be “still committed to
the welfare of the country from which they came.”46

Another major event that affected the demand for Khalistan
and its imaginers was Indira Gandhi’s assassination by her Sikh
bodyguards. This execution was carried out in revenge for the
attack on the Golden Temple. In the aftermath of her assassina-
tion, India was seized with gruesome anti-Sikh riots in October and
November of 1984. Despite efforts to depict this violence as ran-
dom and arbitrary, there is significant evidence that this violence
was well staged and organized through the political patronage of
criminal elements and individuals who killed for remuneration.
Several members of the Congress Party, for example, were impli-
cated in these pogroms. Throughout the 1980s, extreme violence
took hold in the Punjab (including New Delhi) and claimed the
lives of many tens of thousands.47

Operation Bluestar and its violent and sanguineous conse-
quences catalyzed and animated the demand for Khalistan among
many globally dispersed Sikhs. These events were catalytic in an-
other sense: Increasingly, the members of the globalized Sikh com-
munity began to understand themselves to be a “nation” or a
“kaum”48 and were understood by others in such terms.49 The
empirical question that arises is how did this happen and by what
processes?50 While a full exploration of this question is beyond the
scope of this essay, it is important to note the wide-ranging con-
sensus among analysts of the Sikh diaspora that it was the events of
Operation Bluestar and its communalizing consequences that galva-
nized Sikhs throughout the world. These horrific events and their
related media images animated the imagination of a globalized,
trans-national Sikh community.



Diaspora Involvement in Insurgencies 137

What emerged from this new consciousness were the vari-
ous networks of mobilization, described above, that in turn fur-
ther cemented the emerging nationalism among Sikhs. Sikh in-
dividuals and organizations launched massive fund-raising efforts
that were used for a number of purposes. One of the post-1984
objectives was the promotion of their version of their ethno-
national history and their relationship with the Indian state.
The diasporan Sikhs also stepped up their efforts to build in-
stitutions for the maintenance and propagation of their ethno-
national heritage. One important objective of these educational
efforts was the desire to communicate a different face to the non-
Sikh international publics who came to understand the Sikhs as
“terrorists.”

The Demand for Tamil Eelam and the Sri Lankan Tamil Diaspora

Background to the Tamil Militancy

The Tamil insurgency is overwhelmingly an ethno-nationalist
conflict rooted to Sri Lanka’s history of colonization and de-
colonization. This substantially distinguishes the Tamil uprising
from other internal security challenges in South Asia, where mili-
tancy has tended to be intertwined with communal (e.g., religious)
and sectarian differences. Dating the origin of conflict is difficult:
Both scholars of Sri Lankan history and the residents of the is-
land nation themselves tend to disagree on the nascence of the
ethnic conflict. What is clear is that the island nation had never
before comprised a unified political entity before the arrival of the
British.51

Under British governance, South Indians were brought to Sri
Lanka as bonded laborers for the coffee plantations and tea estates.
While most of these individuals were ethnic Tamils from what is
the present-day state of Tamilnadu in India, others came from
the modern-day Indian states of Kerala, Karnataka, and Andhra
Pradesh. In 1833, the British consolidated the entire island within
a unified administrative structure, which marked the establishment
of Sri Lanka as a modern state. British development efforts focused
on the central and western areas of the island, thereby leaving out
the Tamils, who were concentrated in the north and eastern parts
of the island. In response to this exclusion, the Tamils pursued
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education in American and British missionary schools, which
enabled the English-educated Tamils to participate in the offices of
government administration. Thus, at the time of Sri Lankan inde-
pendence in 1948, the Tamils enjoyed substantial representation
in the apparatus of state despite their minority status.52

Upon independence, Sri Lanka adopted a unitary consti-
tutional structure. Many Tamil parties worried that this consti-
tutional arrangement would not provide minority communities
protection against dominance by the majoritarian Sinhalese. By
the mid-1950s, the parliamentary system (dominated by two na-
tionalist parties and overwhelmingly representing Sinhalese in-
terests) appeared unable to address Tamil needs and equities.
Concurrent with the rise of ethnic Tamil concerns, a Sinhalese
Buddhist revival gained newfound momentum and brought to
the fore a number of policies that aimed to disadvantage the
Tamil-speaking communities. Colombo pursued policies that were
aimed at bolstering the relative position and strength of the
Sinhalese majority throughout the 1970s. While interests in greater
Tamil autonomy and even independence began to percolate in
the 1950s and 1960s, the militant aspects did not fully begin to
materialize until the late 1970s and early 1980s. As late as the
1970s there were still efforts to resolve the issue politically. In
1976, the Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) was established.
TULF subsequently won a landmark victory in the Tamil areas of
the north and east in the general elections. TULF unsuccessfully
tried to achieve Tamil independence through the parliamentary
process.53

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, a coherent mili-
tarized Tamil insurgency that involved several insurgent orga-
nizations took form. These groups included the Tamil Eelam
Liberation Organization (TELO), the People’s Liberation Orga-
nization for Tamil Eelam (PLOTE), the Eelam Peoples’ Revo-
lutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF), and the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). (The LTTE’s commander, Velupillai
Prabhakaran, founded the Tamil New Tigers in the mid-1970s,
which later became the LTTE.54) The LTTE secured dominance
among these groups through massive violence and coercion. While
some groups still exist at various levels, the LTTE has established
itself as the principal and most lethal voice of militant Tamil
aspirations.55
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The Sri Lankan Tamil Diaspora

As has been noted, the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora has been a funda-
mental component of the Tamil insurgency. It has been the back-
bone of the LTTE’s global operations and has been a financial
lifeline of the militancy. This section details what is known empir-
ically about the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora and the organizations
that it has established.

The Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora, in contrast to the Sikh dias-
pora, is largely comprised of refugees and former refugees, the
majority of whom left Sri Lanka within the past 15 to 20 years.56

Somewhat recent estimates suggest that the Sri Lankan Tamils in
diaspora number between 700,000 and 800,000 and are settled
across Canada, Europe, India, Australia, the United Kingdom, and
the United States.57 Other analysts suggest that nearly one fourth
of the total Sri Lanka Tamil population lives in diaspora, including
about 100,000 in the United Kingdom, 250,000 in Australia, and
about 10,000 in the United States.58

Because most of the members of the Sri Lankan Tamil dias-
pora still have family members in Sri Lanka and because most have
at least one family member (however near or remote) killed, raped,
or tortured in the war, the diasporan Tamils have a strong distrust
of Colombo. As with diasporan Sikh supporters of the Khalistan
movement, Tamil proponents of the LTTE are very willing to speak
out against Colombo and express their support for Tamil auton-
omy because they have tended to settle in countries that protect
freedom of speech. Sri Lankan Tamils abroad have established var-
ious organizations that promote Tamil equities in Sri Lanka. They
have also made extensive use of the World Wide Web to establish
cyber communities, chat rooms and users’ groups.59

As is often the case with ethno-national expatriate communi-
ties, individuals can elect to participate in multiple diasporas. This
is true for Sri Lanka Tamils who may see themselves as a part of a
more general Tamil diaspora that includes Tamils whose putative
homeland is Tamilnadu in the south of India as well as Sri Lanka.
This greater trans-national Tamil identity is facilitated by numer-
ous cultural organizations in the countries of settlement that host
Tamil language, cultural and religious events. However, Sri Lankan
Tamils also see themselves as belonging to a sub-set of Tamils whose
histories are tied to Sri Lanka and the ongoing war there. In this
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vein, Sri Lankan Tamils have also established organizations in their
countries of settlement that cater to this specific diasporan identity.
Some of these specific organizations include diasporan affiliates of
the Sri Lanka-based Tamil Relief Organization (e.g., Tamil Relief
Organization USA); Ilankai Tamil Sangam (Association of Tamils
from Eelam and Sri Lanka in the United States). Other organiza-
tions are based in cyber-space such as Tamilnation.org which seeks
to forge a trans-national Tamil nationalist identity and which em-
phasizes the troubles confronting Sri Lanka’s Tamils. As the next
section details, many Tamil diasporan organizations have explicitly
been set up to enable LTTE activities.

The Tamil Diaspora and the LTTE’s Global Operations

One of the most notorious features of the LTTE is the global scale
on which it operates. Since the early 1980s, the LTTE has estab-
lished a global network of offices and cells that spans at least 40
countries and is unrivaled by any other insurgent organization
worldwide.60 Its global infrastructure, based to a great extent upon
its diaspora, serves numerous purposes. For instance, LTTE lead-
ers operating in Europe have leveraged the Tamil diaspora to raise
funds. In fact, some 80 percent of the LTTE’s $82 million annual
income comes from such fundraising.61 In countries where the
LTTE has been outlawed, it has operated under organizations such
as inter alia, the United Tamil Organization, the World Tamil Move-
ment, and the Tamil Rehabilitation Organization.62 However, the
LTTE uses this infrastructure to raise and divert funds, to manage
the public perception management campaign about the plight of
the Tamils and to legitimize the role of the Tamil Tigers as the
interlocutor for global Sri Lankan Tamil interests.

LTTE ECONOMIC ACTIVITY WORLDWIDE

The LTTE has been adept at mobilizing the massive Sri
Lankan Tamil diaspora as the “economic backbone of the militant
campaign” through coerced and willing contributions.63 Funds
come from the countries where there are large Tamil diasporan
communities: Switzerland, Canada, Australia, the UK, the United
States, and the Scandinavian countries.64 Sometimes these mon-
eys are given willingly out of belief that the efforts of the LTTE are
the only way to achieve autonomy and security for the Sri Lankan
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Tamil diaspora. In the United States, there are key wealthy Tamils
who gave extensively to the LTTE prior to the organization’s des-
ignation as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) by the United
States. One individual in particular, a California-based physician,
has given as much as $100,000 at a time and is considered to be
a “god” in the LTTE because he gives whatever they request.65 In
other cases, “donations” are collected like a tax by force, by the
threat of force or through the exploitation of individuals who may
be in a given country illegally and are seeking protection or assis-
tance from the LTTE.66

It is worth noting that the amounts that flow into the coffers of
the LTTE from the diaspora fluctuate with military developments
on the ground in Sri Lanka. After military setbacks and defeats,
donations typically decline. Conversely, when the LTTE were mili-
tarily successful, willing donations increased. As I discuss later, after
the events of 2001, the diaspora again pulled back funding in an
effort to motivate the LTTE to pursue peace with Colombo.67

The LTTE also generates income by acting as a “proxy lender”
whereby the LTTE puts up the initial investment in Tamil-run small
businesses and the profits are split between the LTTE and the os-
tensible owner. If evidence from the mid to late 1990s are still
valid, these revenue streams are impressive: In Switzerland they
are thought to raise some US $650,000 per month; in Canada
they are thought to bring in C $1,000,000; in the UK they raise
an estimated US $385,00 monthly. The LTTE also has other rev-
enue sources such as gem trade, human trafficking and possibly
narcotics.68

Whether or not the LTTE funds itself through narcotics traf-
ficking has been hotly debated in recent years. In March 2001,
both the United States Department of State and Narcotics Bureau
of the Sri Lankan government denied that it had any evidence that
the LTTE was funding its activities through narcotics.69 The Intelli-
gence Chief of the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA),
Steven W. Casteel, on 20 May 2003 contradicted this earlier asser-
tion. Casteel testified that according to DEA intelligence, the LTTE
does in fact finance their insurgent activities through drug traffick-
ing. He further elaborated that: “Information obtained since the
mid-1980s indicates that some Tamil Tiger communities in Europe
are also involved in narcotics smuggling, having historically served
as drug couriers moving narcotics into Europe.”70
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The LTTE exploits non-profit organizations that allegedly pro-
vide social, medical and rehabilitation assistance in Sri Lanka. The
LTTE can deftly siphon funds from such organizations—or even es-
tablish front organizations to raise funds—because of the difficulty
in establishing proof that such improprieties are occurring.71 In
addition to licit means of fundraising, the LTTE leverages numer-
ous legitimate economic activity among its extensive and sophis-
ticated diaspora. For example, the LTTE invests in stocks, money
markets, and real estate. The LTTE also owns numerous restau-
rants and shops throughout the world and has invested in farms,
finance companies, and other ventures that have had high profit
margins.72 Such financial maneuvering is advantageous because
they are difficult to track and prosecute.73

GLOBAL POLITICAL AND DIPLOMATIC ACTIVITIES

The LTTE uses its global infrastructure to develop and main-
tain political and diplomatic support within host countries. To this
end, Balasingham and Gopalarathinam head the LTTE’s semi-
diplomatic organization that is comprised of sympathetic pres-
sure groups, media teams, charities, and benevolent NGOs. Even
though their activities take place in over 54 countries, they tend
to focus efforts of the Western states that have large numbers of
Tamils (e.g., U.K., Canada, Australia, France, Switzerland).74

LTTE lobbying efforts have been tremendously successful
in cultivating state support for their movements in state capitals
throughout the world during the 1980s and 1990s. Until circa
2001, the LTTE was able to develop political sympathy for their
cause by mobilizing media and “grass-roots” and other political
organizations over the issue of Tamil rights and the abuse of those
rights by the Sri Lankan government. The LTTE effectively coordi-
nates these efforts through a number of “umbrella organizations”
established in key countries:

� The Australasian Federation of Tamil Associations
� The Swiss Federation of Tamil Associations
� The French Federation of Tamil Associations
� The Federation of Associations of Canadian Tamils
� The Illankai Tamil Sangam (based in the United States)
� The Tamil Coordinating Committee in Norway
� The International Federation of Tamils (in the UK)75
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The objectives of these efforts are to assail Colombo while advanc-
ing the political support for the LTTE cause. This is done by con-
sistently propagating a three-fold message:

� That Tamils in Sri Lanka are innocent victims of military repres-
sion by Sri Lanka’s security forces and of Sinhalese anti-Tamil
discrimination.

� That the LTTE is the only legitimate voice of the Tamils and
is the only vehicle capable of defending and promoting Tamil
interests in Sri Lanka.

� There can be no peace until Tamils achieve their own indepen-
dent state under the LTTE’s leadership.76

In addition, the LTTE has aptly exploited the ethos of the liberal
democracies in which they have located. Before being proscribed
a terrorist organization in many countries, they were able to found
offices that openly espoused the LTTE cause.

The target audience of LTTE political and diplomatic activ-
ities are two-fold. On the one hand, they aim to influence the
diasporan Tamilians to win their support (which has financial pay-
offs). The second target is their host government to encourage it
to take stances that are friendly towards the LTTE and critical of
Colombo. In the aftermath of 9-11, the LTTE has faced many chal-
lenges on both counts—as I discuss below. Key tools of these efforts
include dissemination of propaganda though electronic mail, the
World Wide Web, through dedicated telephone hotlines and radio
broadcasts. They also use political, cultural, and social gatherings
as well to promote these messages. Many of these events are set
to coincide with significant dates on the LTTE calendar such as
Heroes Day (also translated incorrectly as “Martyr’s Day”).77

MILITARY OPERATIONAL DIMENSIONS OF THE LTTE’S
GLOBAL STRUCTURE

This extensive diasporic network is one of the most fascinating
features of the LTTE. Apart from the utility of the Tamil diaspora
in raising funds and generating political and diplomatic support,
the diaspora has also expanded the LTTE’s range of contacts for
weapons procurement. Perhaps one of the most important aspects
of the diaspora network is that it has also brought them into closer
contact with other insurgent groups. For example, the LTTE has
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established ideological, financial and technologies linkages with
the various Khalistani-oriented Sikhs, the Kashmiri separatists, and
other militant organizations based in the Middle East.78

These groups, according to Gunaratna, exchange and pur-
chase arms from diverse sources that allow them to circumvent
various international arms control conventions. This vast diaspo-
ran network has also allowed the LTTE and other groups to raise
funds in one location, operate from another and fight in an alto-
gether different place. This enables groups like the LTTE to ex-
ploit fissures among law enforcement authorities and the failure
of government agencies to cooperate.79 The Sri Lankan govern-
ment has been helpless in the face of the expanding and increas-
ingly effective LTTE diasporan network and has yet to develop
means to vitiate the political and diplomatic strength of the orga-
nization’s trans-national backbone. Colombo has also not promul-
gated an effective media management strategy to counter that of
the LTTE.80

The United States designated the LTTE as a Foreign Terror-
ist Organization (FTO) as early as 1997. Ottawa followed in 1999.
Later in 2001, Britain and Australia similarly designated the group.
It is believed that as a result of these designations, overseas Tamils
have been discouraged from contributing to the LTTE. Interlocu-
tors in Colombo also explained that diasporan Tamils who were
coerced into giving donations were able to exploit the greater
global enforcement and monitoring of anti-terrorism measures
since September 11, 2001 to avoid paying the LTTE-imposed taxes.
It is believed that these collective efforts have seriously retarded
the ability of the LTTE to raise revenue from its large Tamil dias-
pora in North America, Europe, and Asia. Moreover, the LTTE’s
ability to maintain its linkages with terrorist groups in the Middle
East and elsewhere has also been seriously degraded.81

The Changed Global Environment after 9-11

According to interlocutors at the United States Embassy in
Colombo, many overseas Tamils who supported the LTTE were
dismayed at being cast as a terrorist group. While they insisted
that they were an insurgent organization, the global commu-
nity was no longer interested in entertaining such distinctions.
During fieldwork in Sri Lanka in November 2002, this author
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interviewed a number of persons who attributed the willingness of
the LTTE to enter into a ceasefire with Colombo in great measure
to the diaspora. Such persons argued that diasporan Tamils sought
out LTTE representatives and encouraged them to abandon the
military struggle, pursue a diplomatic solution and restore the le-
gitimacy of Tamil demands for an independent homeland and
credibility of Sri Lankan Tamil recriminations against Colombo.
The changed global environment after 9-11 also empowered the
Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora to resist paying the various “taxes” to
the Tigers. Many persons noted that even though the LTTE had
been proscribed before 9-11 in many countries, the various pro-
scriptions were not enforced. After 9-11, this dramatically changed.
Sri Lankan Tamils could increasingly decline to make payments to
the LTTE citing enhanced surveillance of such activities and will-
ingness to prosecute. As such, Sri Lankan Tamils were in a better
position to cut-off the revenue stream to the LTTE. The combi-
nation of positive suasion to pursue a political solution in combi-
nation with the greater capacity to cut off the diasporan financial
lifeline to the LTTE has led a number of analysts to conclude that
the Tamil diaspora had a positive role to play in bringing the LTTE
to the negotiating table with Colombo.82

What is notable about the choice of the LTTE to pursue a
political solution was the timing. By the summer’s end of 2001,
militarily the LTTE was in some sense at an apex. It had just suc-
cessfully crippled Sri Lanka’s economy through its successful as-
sault on Sri Lanka’s only international airport in Colombo during
the summer of 2001. The assault on the Colombo Airport brought
the war home to many Sri Lankans who were content to view the
insurgency as a problem that was confined to the mostly Tamil
areas of the north. This military victory translated into a serious
position of strategic superiority before the events of 9-11.

So why did the LTTE declare a unilateral ceasefire in Decem-
ber 2001? This article argues this arose principally because of a
confluence of three issues. First, the Sri Lankan general election
on 5 December 2001 brought a change of government. After seven
years in opposition, the United National Party (UNP) returned to
power with a slim majority. Notably, the UNP ran on a platform
of conciliation with the LTTE. Thus many Tamils within and with-
out Sri Lanka saw a window of opportunity for a political solution.
Second, the Colombo airport attack allowed the LTTE to enter
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negotiations from a position of strength. Third, the diaspora was
in an increasingly important place to encourage the LTTE to aban-
don their efforts to redraw the map in blood.

Following the LTTE’s unilateral offer of a ceasefire, the Sri
Lankan government soon followed suit. This unofficial cessation of
hostilities was preceded by a Permanent Ceasefire Agreement that
was signed on 22 February 2001. This agreement enshrined several
commitments by both sides which included the vacating places of
worship, schools and other public buildings by either the armed
forces of Sri Lanka or the Tamils. It also permitted the increased
movement of goods and people which brought to the troubled area
of the North a reprieve from violence and the opportunity to re-
establish a semblance of normal life and regain positive economic
activity. Most importantly for the LTTE and its global supporters,
this process enabled it to recuperate its lost credibility both be-
cause it was de-proscribed in Sri Lanka (although not elsewhere)
and because it became a co-participant (with varying degrees of
equality) in multi-lateral forums alongside the Sri Lankan govern-
ment. However, the LTTE’s ample media management assets cer-
tainly depicted them as fully equal participants. This restored the
legitimacy that the LTTE craved in international circles and acted
to restore the perception that they are in fact an insurgent or-
ganization. It also worth noting that in the initial phases of the
ceasefire, the LTTE in many ways gained more than Colombo. For
instance, it was allowed to continue recruiting and arming and all
efforts of interdiction of LTTE efforts were stopped. This permit-
ted the LTTE to set up cells in places that were previously difficult
to do—such as in Colombo.83

While this author argues that much of development of the
peace process of 2001–2002 was attributed to the events of 9-11
and the changed views of the diasporan Sri Lankan Tamils, there
is evidence that this change was observable earlier. For instance,
some analysts noted that even before the events of 9-11, the dias-
pora had become increasingly “jittery” about the activities of the
LTTE. For example, the forcible recruitment of children and the
tactic of suicide bombing compelled some supporters to question
the LTTE’s operations.84 What the pre- and post-9-11 evidence
suggests is that the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora had a substantial
amount of influence over the activities of the LTTE. Arguably,
this was so because the LTTE was from its inception thoroughly
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rooted to the diaspora and its various institutions and therefore
dependent upon the structure afforded by the diaspora for rev-
enue raising, public diplomacy, perception management and so
forth.

Synthesis: Lessons Learned from the Cases

The two cases here suggest many similarities in the ways in which
diasporas mobilized financial, diplomatic, social, cultural and re-
ligious capital in the service of conflicts in the ostensible home-
land. Both exploited the liberal democratic environments of the
adopted host states. Both have been able to take advantage of gov-
ernment systems that permit lobbying. For instance, the Sikhs have
been able to court Congressmen in the United States Congress who
support their cause of Khalistan and who can be counted to vilify
India when the occasion arises.

But the differences are also notable. In the Sikh case many
of the institutions that were used to support the insurgency ac-
tually pre-existed the militancy in the Punjab. (Obviously, this
statement does not apply to militant outfits and the like.) This
means that such organizations had to be politicized and mobi-
lized in the service of a Sikh state. In the case of the Tamil dias-
pora, the diaspora was itself a precipitant of the civil war. There-
fore one could reason that the pro-insurgency institutions that Sri
Lankan Tamils established were of utility to the insurgency from
their nascence. Whereas the Sikh community was tasked with de-
ploying its vast array of resources that were developed for other
reasons in an earlier period, the Tamils had a number of organiza-
tional assets that were specifically designed to aid the struggle back
home.

Second, while the Sikh diaspora and the interest in Khalis-
tan have largely waned with the exception of a few vociferous
strongholds, Tamils abroad remain very much engaged in the fate
of Tamils at home. While in recent years, the Tamil diaspora may
have shifted from a preference of supporting militancy to one of
supporting diplomacy, they remain very much active in shaping
the events in Sri Lanka. What accounts for this difference?

One possibility is that the Sikh diaspora, to a great extent, was
focused on the singular event of the Golden Temple assault. While
it is true that Khalistan had its proponents prior to 1984, it was this
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event that galvanized the most extensive—if fleeting—support for
the movement. To be sure, the Sikhs in the Punjab waged a long
and bloody battle. However, in the popular representation of the
conflict abroad, Operation Bluestar and the iconomic martyr Bhin-
dranwale were the focal points of the movement for Khalistan. As
described above, the gurdwara were key loci for this political orga-
nization. Biswas suggests that the Khalistan movement may have
dissipated because it overly relied upon one cluster of events and
because it did not develop a strong base outside of gurdwara pol-
itics. While there were several important institutions within the
Sikh diaspora that contributed to the Khalistan movement, it is
notable that it never really developed a sophisticated over-arching
organizational structure for the movement. Nor were Khalistani
proponents ever able to forge and sustain a platform that tran-
scended local differences and personal political equities to formu-
late a global strategy.85

In contrast, Tamil diasporan mobilization has not been fo-
mented by one event or cluster of events nor has Tamil mobiliza-
tion been heavily vested in one kind of activity. It is notable that
of all of the diasporan sources of support for the LTTE, “tem-
ple politics”—the ostensible equivalent of “gurdwara politics”—
was not mentioned. (This is not to say that temples have not been
important in some senses, but that they have not been the pri-
mary venue for action.) Instead, the Tamil diaspora primarily con-
tributes to the LTTE through means that are much more expan-
sive socially. Whereas the gurdwara is a local institution that can
be connected to other gurdwaras, Tamils seemed to participate in
activities that were wider in scope and scale than local gurdwara
activities. Rather, Tamils have created a much more broadly based
forum for mobilization and resource collection that has a global
scope and a global strategy. Arguably, this fundamental difference
in organizing and mobilizing structures has enabled the Tamil dias-
pora to project and maintain a more robust globalized positioning
relative to the Sikh diaspora.86

Finally, because the Tamil diaspora has been so thoroughly
integrated into the global LTTE strategy, the LTTE could not sim-
ply act with impunity and disregard their equities. The desire of
the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora to have their struggle viewed not
as a terrorist movement but as a just struggle against Colombo’s
oppression in the post-9-11 world was an important factor in the
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LTTE’s decision to pursue a political solution (however tenuous
that process is at present). Concurrently, the global change in pol-
icy towards the LTTE gave the Sri Lankan Tamils in diaspora le-
gitimate means by which they could cease “willing donations” or
at least have a more credible reason for refusing to be extorted by
the LTTE tax collectors. The ability of the diaspora to choke off
funds to the LTTE was a direct manifestation of the preferences of
the Tamil diaspora for a peaceful solution.
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