COLOMBO, Sri Lanka - As Sri
nkans \.m,_[L to cope with the suicide
t killed the country's main
jer and dozens of others at
M r \W many found a focus for
t that one newspa-
1ering of the widows.”
counter that-encapsulated the
1choly that has settled on this coun-
try likg a shroud, three women who lost
eir husbands in previous political
killings met on Wednesday by the rain-
swept bier of Gamini Dissanayake, the
slain opposition leader, to console his
widow, Srima. The brief meeting, at an
open-air pavilion at the country’s parlia-
mentary complex, was wordless
Leadin e widows was Prir
ter Char wnkl Kumaratunga, whose hus-
band was shot dead six years ago. Also in
the group was Mfs. Kumaratunga's moth-
er vo Bandaranaika, who became
the s first female prime minister in
1959 after her husband, also prime min-
was shot dead by a Buddhist monk
Sri Lanka has billed itself in travel
brochures as a “fantasy island” of grace-
ful Buddhist and Hindu temples, south
ea beaches swaying palms. But
nowadays, many in this island nation see
tiemselves not so much blessed as cursed,
by a seemingly endless &ycle of bombings
and shootings and massacres, many of
them, like the latest, carried out with a fe-
rocity that seems to have taken on a gris-
ly logic of its own
A dozen leaders you worked closely
with, whose families you knew, all killed
it eats into your very being,” said Neelam
Tiruchelvam, a 50-year-old Harvard-edu-
cated lawyer who knew Dissanayake since
the two were schoolboys.
After a moment's silence, Tiruchelvam
added: “They say it's immoral to be pes-
imistic at a time of moral crisis. But
:nts like this induce a sense of helpless-

ne Minis-

1ster

and

he despair felt by many here runs be-
vond the 11-year civil war that has pitted
the majority populatien of ethnic Sin-
1alese, mostly Buddhists, against the rebel
oup suspected of having killed Dis-
sanayake, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
m
Tigers \\h\ are renowned for the
of their tactics, including suicide
V\um%mn are fighting for a separate state
in northern and eastern Sri Lanka for the
country’s minority of ethnic Tamils
mostly Hindus, who niake up about 12
per cent of the population
T'he war has killed at least 40,000 peo-
ple since it began in 1983. But at times it

has been a sideshow to other eruptions of

political v
petrators
Sinhalese
Then, in the late 1980s, the government
army and police went to war against an
extrerhe Sinhalese nationalist group, the
Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna. From 1987
to 1990, the two sides engaged in a dead-
ly trade of assassination, massacre and
t which 20,000 to 60,000 people

iolence in,w hich the main per-
and victims, have been ethnic

torture 1n
are said to have been killed

The two conflicts gave birth to a wider

cult of violence. Hardly a day goes by

when newspapers here do not chronicle

«killings that have grown out of political

rivalries, ethnic or religious tensions, or

gang warfare that is rife in Colombo and

major cities

Shootings or knifings are the exception

Often, the victims are pushed into burn-

ing cars, hacked to death with machetes,

or tortured to death over hours or days

heir children die with them
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Opposition leader Srima Dissanayake
Her husband was killed by abombing Monday

nate a bomb

T'he bomb, laced with five kilograms of
ball bearings, killed 54 people and wound-
ed more than 100, many critically. Among
the dead were three former cabinet min-
sters, seven police officers, and several
wives and daughters of leading political
figures, as well as many others on the plat-
form and in the front rows of the crowd
The head of the suicide bomber, who re-
mains unidentified, was found more than
25 metres away, on a
roottop

The blast threw Sri Lanka's political
landscape into chaos for the second time
in 18 months. During a May Day
sion through Colombo last year, President
Ranasinghe Premadasa was lnH“i with
20 others by
on a bicycle, apparently sent b
rebels

A.week earlier, a man who had been
widely touted as the country’s
leader, Lalith Athulathmudali
partner.of Dissanayake, was shot to de
at another r\h. T'hat killing, too
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The immediate problem i1s wi
about the Tigers, who were drawn int
preliminary peace talks by Kumaratun
after the August general election. T
prime minister has Trozen contacts witl
the rebels while last weekend's b
investigated. But many who voted for Ku-
maratunga two months ago are saying
pow thit the Tigers have shown by the
killing that they will never change into a
conventional democratic party
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these critics say, the Tigers
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