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This article appeared in the 
Guardian on Monday May 19 2008 on 
p32 of the Obituaries section. It was 
last updated at 00:01 on May 19 2008. 
In 1981 Arambamoorthy Thedchana 
"AT" Moorthy, who has died aged 
79, became high commissioner for 
Sri Lanka to the Court of St James, 
a post normally reserved for senior 
politicians. That same year, Sinhalese 
thugs burnt down the Jaffna municipal 
library, one of the largest in Asia, 
with the apparent connivance of the 
police, destroying more than 97,000 
Tamil volumes. Moorthy, who came 
from a Tamil background, believed 
in a common Sri Lankan identity and 
resisted the ethnocentric politics that 
would tear his island nation apart. Yet, 
in May 1983, a state of emergency 
was declared and that July, following 
the massacre of an army patrol in 
Jaffna, anti-Tamil riots erupted across 
Sri Lanka, killing hundreds of Tamils 
and forcing thousands abroad. 

Moorthy knew that his position had 
become untenable. He belonged to 
a generation whose politics had not 
been corrupted by narrow, murderous 
nationalism. In early 1984, with the 
Tamil Tigers' remorseless campaign 
underway, he stepped down as high 
commissioner. He had refused to 
declare that his position was evidence 
that no serious discrimination existed 
against Sri Lanka's Tamil minority. 

Thus ended a career that could 
probably have culminated with a 
United Nations post.

Yet when he graduated in economics 
from the then University of Ceylon 
in 1948 - the year of independence 
from Britain - educated Ceylonese of 
Moorthy's generation did not define 
themselves along ethnic or religious 
lines. Having avoided the bloody 
birth pangs experienced by India, 
there was every reason to believe that 
Ceylon - which became Sri Lanka 
in 1972 - could be a model for 
newly independent nations. And if 
he refused to be defined by racial 
allegiances at home, on the world 
stage Moorthy was determined that 
his country would not be defined by 
cold war ideological allegiances.

Moorthy was born in the eastern 
Batticaloa district, an area of the 
island mainly populated by Tamils, 
a predominantly Hindu minority, 
making up around 10% of the 
population. Having completed his 
primary education at the Sivananda 
Vidyalayam national school in 
Batticaloa, and Jaffna college, he 
moved to the capital, Colombo, and 
the university, in the 1940s.

Moorthy entered the foreign service 
in 1953, a year before the Colombo 
conference at which India's prime 
minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, laid 
out the principles of non-alignment 
supported by many newly independent 
nations. His first diplomatic posting to 

Jakarta, Indonesia, coincided with the 
1955 Bandung conference, hosted by 
the President Sukarno with the aim of 
promoting Afro-Asian economic and 
political co-operation and opposing 
colonialism.

In 1957 he became chargé 
d'affaires to Beijing, meeting such 
leaders as Mao Zedong and Zhou 
En-Lai. Bilateral trade and economic 
agreements with China were integral 
to the policies being pursued by 
Sirimavo Banadaranaike, the world's 
first female prime minister, and 
Moorthy made many friends among 
the Beijing diplomatic community, 
including the British chargé d'affaires 
Sir Duncan Wilson. In 1959, he 
married Suseela, the daughter of a 
supreme court judge.

From 1961 to 1963 he served as 
first secretary in London - and he and 
Suseela also studied for the bar at 
Gray's Inn, being called in 1965. He 
then served as first secretary in West 
Germany (1964-66) and as chargé 
d'affaires in Thailand (1969-70) and 
also permanent representative to the 
Economic Commission for Asia and 
the far east. In 1970, he was posted as 
chargé d'affaires to Iraq, shortly after 
the revolution.

In 1974, Moorthy returned to 
Colombo to help coordinate the fifth 
non-aligned summit, held two years 
later, Bandaranaike having become 
chair of the non-aligned movement. 
But by now, the island's ethnic fault 

lines were fraying at the edges, 
since Bandaranaike had continued 
the populist policies of her husband 
Solomon, assassinated in 1959, 
designed to appeal to chauvinistic 
impulses among the island's Sinhalese 
Buddhist majority, who made 
up around 80% of the population. 
Bandaranaike's government fell 
in 1977, but her successor Junius 
Jayawardene took an even harder 
line against Tamil militancy. His pro-
western foreign policy antagonised 
New Delhi to the extent that India 
began arming and training guerrilla 
groups such as the Tamil Tigers.

In 1978 Moorthy was posted as 
ambassador to Pakistan, concurrent 
with Iran. In the aftermath of the 
1979 revolution, he played a key role 
in Sri Lankan government efforts 
to free US hostages in Iran, one of 
several special missions during his 
diplomatic career. Then came the 
appointment to London.

In the years that followed his 
resignation, he devoted himself to 
voluntary work and the upbringing of 
his three beloved grandchildren. 

Having lived quietly in London for 
many years, he was deeply affected 
by Suseela's death in 2005. He is 
survived by his three children and 
three grandchildren. 

•Arambamoorthy Thedchana 
Moorthy, diplomat, born August 
10 1928; died April 1 2008
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AT Moorthy: A Sri Lankan diplomat, he resigned 
his post over Tamil conflict

O b i t u a r y :

CXjÛL C]�‘WopÛ]eh AÛU‡†ˆŸ° 

LÖ�TR¼LÖ] YÖš�TÖ] sZÛX H¼T|†‰• 

ÚSÖeL†‰PÚ]ÚV CWÖ„Y SPYzeÛLL· 

˜ÁÙ]|eL�T|fÁ\] GÁ\ CXjÛL 

AWpÁ YÖR†ÛR NŸYÚRN �¡L· BÛQe

hμ AzÚVÖ| ŒWÖL¡†‡£efÁ\‰.

R]‰ CWÖ„Y SPYzeÛL† ‡yP†ÛR 

ŒVÖV�T|†‰YR¼h CXjÛL AWr ˜Á

ÛY†‰·[ CeL£†‰ H¼L�TP˜zVÖR‰ 

GÁ¿ i½�·[ BÛQehμ, AWpV¥ˆŸÛY 

SÖ|• SPYzeÛLL·RÖÁ ̃ R¦¥ BW•‘eL�

TPÚY�|•, A‰RÖÁ AYpVUÖ]‰• AYNW

UÖ]‰• GÁ¿• ryzeLÖyz›£efÁ\‰.

CXjÛL C]�‘WopÛ]›Á ‘Á]‚ÛV 

BWÖšÚYÖŸ, RU‰ CWÖ„Y ÙY½�ÚTÖeh† 

‡yP†ÛR ŒVÖV�T|†‰• YÛL›¥ CXjÛL

›Á R¼ÚTÖÛRV AWr i¿• L£†‰L· 

Az�TÛP H‰U¼\ÛY GÁTÛR ÙY¸�TÛP

VÖLÚY “¡‹‰ÙLÖ·YŸ.

CXjÛL›Á Byp A‡LÖW• ‘¡yzÐ 

LÖXÂ†‰YYÖ‡L¸P–£‹‰ CXjÛL† ̂ «Á 

ÙT£•TÖÁÛU›]WÖ] pjL[, ÙT[†RŸ

L¸P• ÛLV¸eL�TyP SÖ· ÙRÖyÚP Cjh

C]�‘WopÛ]�• J£ peLXÖL E£ÙY|eL 

BW•‘†‰«yP‰. A‡LÖW†ÛRe ÛL›ÙX|†R 

ÙRÁÂXjÛLo Ne‡L· ÚT¡]YÖR ÚSÖe

f¨• ARÁ Az�TÛP›¥ AÛU‹R ÚUXÖ�

ÛU� ÚTÖef¨• «PVjLÛ[e ÛLVÖ�|, 

p¿TÖÁÛU C]†RYŸLÛ[ APef, J|ef, 

GÚRoNÖ‡LÖW†ÛR AYŸL· —‰ ‡‚†RRÖ¥ 

CXjÛL C]�‘WopÛ] –L ÚUÖNUÖ] 

YzY†ÛR G|†R‰.

APeL�TyP p¿TÖÁÛU›]Ÿ h½�TÖL† 

R–² ÚTr• UeL· RjL¸Á ŒVÖVUÖ] 

E¡ÛULºeLÖL°•, ÙL[WY YÖ²° 

ÚY�z�• ÚT¡]YÖR Byp A‡LÖW†‰eh 

G‡WÖLe f[Ÿ‹ÙRZ ÚY�zV ŒÛXeh† 

R·[�TyPÖŸL·.

BW•T†‡¥ AË•ÛN ÙS½›¥ NÖ†®L 

˜Û\›¥ LÖ‹ˆV Y³›¥ R–ZŸL¸Á 

ÚTÖWÖyPjL· AÛU‹‡£‹R]. h‹‰U½V¥, 

E�QÖ«WR•, N†‡VÖefWL•, NyPU¿�“ 

GÁ¿ A\Y³�TyP ˜Û\›¥ RjL· 

E¡ÛU ÚLÖ¡ ŒVÖV†‰PÁ AYŸL· SP†‡V 

ÚTÖWÖyPjL· pjL[ BypVÖ[ŸL[Ö¥ 

TXÖ†LÖW ˜Û\›¥ TÛP�TX• ÙLÖ�| 

YÚXÖ¼LÖWUÖL APeL�TyP]. �‡ÚY�z 

ŒVÖV†‰PÁ DZ† R–ZŸL· rUÖŸ ˜�T‰

B�| LÖX• ™Á¿ RNÖ�RjL· SP†‡V

ÚTÖWÖyPjL· B�R ˜Û]›¥ pjL[ 

BypVÖ[ŸL[Ö¥ TXY‹RUÖL ˜½VzeL�

TyP]. ŒVÖV†‰eLÖL† R–ZŸL· ÚS¡V

˜Û\›¥ Gμ�‘V hW¥ ÙN«U|eL�

TP«¥ÛX.

AR]Ö¥RÖÁ ÚY¿ Y³›Á½ rUÖŸ ˜�T‰ 

Y£PLÖX TyP½«Á «Û[YÖL RUeh �‡ ÚRz

B�RjLÛ[† ŠeL ÚY�zVYŸL[Ö]ÖŸL· 

R–ZŸL·.

C‰YÛW LÖX˜• AË•ÛN Y³›¥ 

ÚTÖWÖze LÛ[†R R–ZŸL¸Á –RYÖR† 

RÛXYŸL· iP, RjL[‰ A\Y³�TyP 

ÚTÖWÖyP ˜V¼p pjL[† RÛXÛULÛ[� 

ÙTÖ¿†RYÛW `“\ehP†‰ �WÖL'  `ÙN«PÁ 

LÖ‡¥ F‡V NjLÖL' ®QÖf� ÚTfÁ\‰ 

GÁTÛR SÁh EQŸ‹R ‘Á“RÖÁ CÁ¿

B�R� ÚTÖWÖyP Ne‡L¸Á ‘Á]Ö¥ 

A‚Yh†‰ ŒÁ\ÖY‰ ŒVÖV†ÛR� 

ÙT\ ˜V¥ÚYÖ• GÁ\ ŒÛXeh† 

R·[�Tyz£efÁ\ÖŸL·.

BL, C]�‘WopÛ]›Á Y³†ÚRÖÁ\XÖL 

«Û[YÖL ÚRÖ¼½V‰RÖÁ B�R� ÚTÖWÖyPÚU 

R«W, ŒVÖVUÖ] E¡ÛULÛ[e ÚLy|† 

R–ZŸL· SP†‰• B�R� ÚTÖWÖyP†RÖ¥ 

Gμ‹R‰ A¥X C]�‘WopÛ].

CÁÄ• «[eLUÖLo ÙNÖ¥YRÖ]Ö¥ C]�

‘WopÛ] GÁ\ ÚSÖ›Á hQjh½VÖL ÙY¸�

TÖPÖL ÚRÖ¼¿Y‰RÖÁ B�R� ÚTÖWÖyP•.

BLÚY, pfoÛN ÚSÖšeh†RÖÁ A¸eL�TP

ÚY�|•. ÚSÖ›Á hQjh½eh A¥X. 

ÚSÖšeh pfoÛN A¸†‰ ÚSÖÛV rL�T|†

‡]Ö¥, A‹R ÚSÖ›Á ÙY¸�TÖPÖL† ÚRÖ¼¿•

ETÖÛRLº• APjf«|•. UÖ\ÖL, ETÖÛR

Lºeh pfoÛN A¸�TRÁ ™X• ÚSÖÛV 

�ef«P ˜zVÖ‰. A�Tzo ÙNšV ˜VÁ\Ö¥, 

J£ YzY†‡¥ Y£• ETÖÛR APjLXÖ•. 

B]Ö¥ ÚSÖš UÖ\ÖRRÖ¥ ARÁ ETÖÛR 

CÁÙ]Ö£ YzY†‡¥ ÙY¸�T|•? “‡RÖL� 

‘\�ÙT|eh•. A‰ R«ŸeL ˜zVÖR‰.

G]ÚY, ™XÚSÖVÖ] C]�‘WopÛ]eh

ŒVÖV†ˆŸ° LÖ�T‰RÖÁ ˜R¦¥ G|eL�TP 

ÚY�zV SPYzeÛLVÖh•. A‰ N¡VÖL 

ŒÛ\ÚY¼\�T|UÖ]Ö¥ R–ZŸL¸Á ÚRpV 

C]�‘WopÛ]eh ŒVÖVUÖ] AÛU‡† 

ˆŸ° GyP�T|UÖ]Ö¥ R–ZŸL¸Á B�R� 

ÚTÖWÖyP� ‘WopÛ]�• RÖ]ÖLÚY ˆŸ‹‰ 

«|• APjf� ÚTÖš«|•.

B]Ö¥, R–ZŸLºeh p¿TÖÁÛU›]£eh 

�‡, ŒVÖVUÖ], H¼¿eÙLÖ·[†ReL 

AWpV¥ ˆŸ° JÁÛ\ YZjh• ÚSŸÛUVÖ] 

G�QÚUÖ,ÙR¸YÖ] ‡PNjL¼TÚUÖ, 

ÙLÖ·ÛL� T¼¿¿‡ÚVÖ, ̂ ŸeLR¡N] p‹RÛ]

ÚVÖ ÙRÁÂXjÛL Byp�’P†‰eh C¥ÛX.

(ÙRÖPŸop 29• TeL•)

C]�‘WopÛ]eh† ˆŸ° L�PÖ¥ �†R� ‘WopÛ] RÖ]ÖL† ˆ£•
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