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Preface

A large number of people have helped make this work possible,
from its inception as an idea to its publication as a book.

First and foremost come my teachers. Professor William Taub-
man made this project his own, despite its topic being far removed
from his own Sovietological (subsequently post-Sovietological)
preoccupations. His resolute support and absolute confidence in
my abilities ever since that autumn afternoon when I walked into
his introductory politics class at Amherst College is deeply ap-
preciated, more than I can possibly let him know. At a more
mundane level, his keen and critical scrutiny of successive draft
manuscripts came in most useful. My education has benefited
immeasurably from the excellent teaching of Professor John A.
Petropulos, who has set fine standards of scholarship and integrity
not just for me, but for generations of some of Amherst College’s
best and brightest students. In particular, he is responsible for
stimulating my interest in the politics and history of Eastern and
Central Europe. At Columbia University, I am grateful to Profes-
sor Lisa Anderson for her consistent support of my work. Professor
Kavita Khory of Mount Holyoke College offered advice and en-
couragement when this book was in an incipient stage.

My gratitude to Professor Amrita Basu is not easy to translate
into words. But for her inspiration and faith, this study would not
have been—and without her concrete assistance at every stage, it
would not have reached the standards of a publishable work. Not
too many aspiring scholars, I am sure, are fortunate to have a
mentor of such competence and conviction—I have been excep-
tionally lucky. As the apparition of this study followed her about
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to locales as diverse as Delhi, Normandy and Amherst, Amrita
dealt with it with her characteristic blend of firmness and sweet-
ness, all the while almost perfectly balancing her concurrent roles
of unsparing critic and devoted partisan. She brought the whole
measure of her intellect to bear on this work, and it is much the
better for it. I have always been somewhat disconcerted by the
apparent paucity of positive role-models, people one can look up
to and strive to emulate in one’s own life. In her unobtrusive,
unassuming way, Amrita has made an incomparable contribution,
much more than her humility would permit her to admit, to my
evolution not just as a political scientist, but also (and much more
importantly) as a human being.

I am indebted to anumber of Sri Lankan Tamil political activists
for sharing with me their views and experiences, and thereby
providing invaluable insights into the Tamil question, as well as
into radical nationalist thought and practice more generally. I
should particularly mention the cordiality shown to me by Mr.
Sathashivam Krishnakumar (‘Kittu’), who gave me much time and
much importance when he did not necessarily have to. By a tragic
coincidence, the unexpected news of the death of this outstanding
leader, a result of unprovoked aggressive action by Indian military
forces, was reported in the world media just as [ was putting the
finishing touches to this book. Others who were models of courtesy
and helpfulness include ‘Anton Rajah’, Shekhar, Shanthan, Ajith,
‘Mama’ and Kuhan. In London, the International Secretariat of the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam responded cheerfully to even
my most probing questions, and kept up a steady supply of
documentation and other research materials.

In Madras, I would like to thank Mr. V. Gopalsamy, and his
family, for their warmth and kindness, as well as Capt. and Mrs.
D. Dasan for their hospitality. Mr. D.B.S. Jeyaraj was of consider-
able help when I met with him in Boston. On the financial sidé, the
Ford Foundation generously funded my field research in Sri Lanka
and India.

Among friends, I think-above all of Shahzad and Nancy. Few
are privileged to have soulmates as loving and faithful as them. I
would also like to thank Michael, Tony, Jay and Ali at Amherst;
Ananjan, Joydeep and Ratnanko in London; and Anjali, Robin and
Siddharth in New York for providing support and sustenance in
various ways.
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At Sage Publications, my deepest appreciation goes to Primila
Lewis for seeing this, my first major work, into print. I am also
grateful to their anonymous academic referee for suggestions that
helped improve the quality of this study.

Finally, of course, the family contributed in various intangible
but nonetheless indispensable ways. My brother, sister and
brother-in-law have always been supportive and encouraging. My
late maternal grandfather, Charu C. Chowdhuri, was an exemplar
of modesty and erudition. Basco, who filled an otherwise lonely
childhood with joy, was as close to being a brother to me as any
non-human can possibly get. And this book is a small token of
tribute to my father and mother, not just for their affection, but also
for their exemplary private, public and professional lives.

Calcutta and New York

1993 SUMANTRA BOSE






Constructing an Analytical Framework:
Theory, Concepts and Definitions

27 July 1987. It is 5.30 p.m. in Mannar, a provincial town in
the overwhelmingly Tamil northern province of Sri Lanka. For
the 200-odd soldiers, all belonging to Sri Lanka’s ‘majority com-
munity’, the Sinhalese, garrisoning the heavily fortified army camp
overlooking the town, it is the beginning of yet another tense
night of waiting and watching. Waiting and watching for the
next of the periodic mortar, machine-gun and rocket attacks to
which guerrillas belonging to the country’s insurgent Tamil
minority, who effectively control the town and surrounding
countryside, have subjected the camp, an isolated outpost of
government presence in the district, in the past several months.
The entire area will soon be subject to a dusk-to-dawn government
curfew, and the few townspeople still out on the streets are hur-
rying to make it home before then.

5.40 p.m. The young Tamil man who supplies the camp with
its daily provisions (under a tenuous ‘live-and-let-live’ arrange-
ment with the guerrillas) arrives at the gates of the camp in his
battered truck. After a cursory check, and a formal exchange of
pleasantries with the sentries, he drives in. Everything seems as
usual.

The young man parks the truck, get down, and slams the driver’s
door shut. But instead of proceeding, as he usually does, to the
main office of the camp to hand in the list of items supplied,
he starts walking, casually, in the direction of its barbed-wire
perimeter. As he nears the perimeter, he suddenly breaks into
a furious run. It is only then that the army sentries, posted on



12 * States, Nations, Sovereignty

two strategically located watchtowers, realise that something is
seriously wrong. Both open fire simultaneously at the running
figure. But the man nevertheless vaults over the fence, rolls away
as fast as possible, and throws himself under a small adjoining
culvert.

At that very moment, the truck explodes, enveloping much
of the camp in a huge ball of fire.

Sixty-eight Sri Lankan government soldiers died at Mannar
that evening. In the panic that ensued after the blast, hundreds
of heavily armed Tamil guerrillas, who had been lying in wait,
attacked and overwhelmed the camp. The above account was
personally related to me by the young Tamil truck driver, who
had activated the one-minute fuse attached to the powerful bomb
hidden under basketfuls of foodstuffs and sundries, before making
his own near-miraculous escape.! Unknown to the Sri Lankan
Army, he was a member of the ‘Black Tigers’, an elite suicide
commando unit of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE;
Tamil Tigers), the radical politico-military organisation that has
been waging a relentless armed campaign, over the past decade,
to establish a sovereign Tamil state (Tamil Eelam?®) in the Tamil
majority north and east of Sri Lanka. He is also one of only two
‘Black Tigers’ to have ever survived their missions (he got away
with an ugly gash on his arm, from the barbed wire, and punctured
eardrums, from the explosion).

But the young man, who looks innocuous in the extreme and
goes by his nom de guerre ‘Mama’ (literally, ‘maternal uncle’ in
Tamil), did not show the slightest remorse for the bloodbath he
had precipitated on that fateful evening. On the contrary, he could
hardly conceal his pride at having accomplished such a dangerous
mission with such finesse. His was not an act of terrorism, he
claimed. It was, he said, an act of ‘revolutionary violence’, directed
against a group of ‘state terrorists’ responsible for the ‘forcible
occupation’ of his ‘homeland’, and for ‘unspeakable atrocities’
on its population, all of whom, he claimed, were his ‘brothers

1 Personal interview in London, July 1991. I was subsequently able to verify the
basic elements of this account from other reliable sources.

2 ‘Eelam’ is the ancient Tamil name for the island of Ceylon, or Sri Lanka, as a
whole. Radical Tamil nationalists such as the Tigers wish to liberate from Sinhalese
government control only those regions of the island that have been historically
populated by people of Tamil descent, i.e., the northern and eastern provinces of
the presently constituted state of Sri Lanka. Hence “Tamil Eelam’.
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and sisters’. He maintained that he had done nothing that was
morally wrong in attacking a ‘perfectly legitimate military target’,
which was a symbol of the Sri Lankan state’s ‘oppression’ of
his ‘nation’, the Tamil people of that island country. ‘If the move-
ment so required’, he said, he would again go on a similar mis-
sion—and would die happy in the knowledge that his ‘sacrifice’
might have brought the ‘day of freedom’ just a little bit nearer
to his people.

This book focuses on a critical case of ‘ethnic conflict’ in the
contemporary developing world—the bloody civil war in Sri
Lanka between that country’s Sinhalese majority and Sri Lankan
Tamil minority. I have chosen this small country in South Asia
because I believe that the conflict in Sri Lanka, which has exacted
an almost unbelievably high human toll over the past decade,
provides a fascinating, indeed ideal laboratory for the exploration
and illumination of the crucial theme of states, nations and sove-
reignty, which lies at the heart of the theoretical concern of this
work. My intention in undertaking this study is, therefore, not
so much to demonstrate my knowledge of the empirical material
as to make certain theoretical conclusions and extrapolations that
will, hopefully, make this study somewhat relevant not just to
the specificities of Sri Lanka or even South Asia, but also to the
broader question of competing claims to sovereignty made by
juridical states, on the one hand, and intra-state communities
which have come to define themselves as distinct nationalities,
on the other.

I will consider what it is that makes a human collectivity a
‘nation’, and why it comes about that some such collectivities
become completely alienated from the juridical states in which
they find themselves. I will argue that a collective consciousness
of commonality is of the essence of a sense of nationality, and
that the growth and appeal of such a consciousness can, to a
very considerable extent, be explained by thejuridical state’s denial
and repression of such an intra-state ‘national’ identity, and the
demands and aspirations tied to it. I shall also discuss the poten-
tialities of progressive social change and transformation inherent
in mass nationalist movements, and conclude that while the
relationship between nationalism and socialism is a complex one,
such potentialities should not be underestimated. The case study
of Sri Lanka provides me with an empirical context in which
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to explore these theoretical themes and issues, a means to move
back and forth between the general and the particular, using
the one to illuminate the other.

Reflections on ‘Nationhood’
According to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam:

...Eelam Tamils possess all the basic elements that define a
concrete characterisation of a unigue nation. We have a home-
land, a historically constituted habitation with a well-defined
territory embracing the Northern and Eastern provinces [of
Sri Lanka}, distinct language, a rich culture and tradition, a
unique economic life and a lengthy history extending to over
3,000 years. As a nation, we have the inalienable right to self-
determination. This right to self-determination is none other
than the right to choose our own political destiny, the right
to secede and form an independent state. (LTTE: Socialist Tamil
Eelam) (emphasis added).

As is evident, the LTTE bases the Sri Lankan Tamils’ ‘inalienable
right to self-determination’ (equated, in true Leninist style, with
the right to secede and form an independent state), on its claim
that the Tamils constitute a ‘unique nation’. Such an argument
is, of course, in no way ‘unique’ to Tamil naticnalists in Sri Lanka—
it is one which is a standard weapon in the ideological arsenal
of movements for ‘national self-determination”’ worldwide. This,
then, is the first theoretical issue that we shall consider—what,
exactly, makes a collectivity of people a ‘nation’?

The word ‘nation’ is derived from Latin, and, when first coined,
clearly conveyed the notion of common blood ties. It had its
roots in the past participle of the verb nasci, literally meaning
‘to be born’. Hence the Latin noun nationem, connoting ‘breed’
or ‘race’. The term ‘ethnicity’, frequently used in contemporary
academic discourse, is a derivative of ethnos, the Greek word
for ‘nation’ in the latter’s pristine sense of a collectivity of persons
characterised by common descent. Max Weber defined an ‘ethnic
group’ in the following manner:
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We shall call ‘ethnic groups’ those human groups that entertain
a subjective belief in their common descent...this belief must
be important for the propagation of group formation; con-
versely, it does not matter whether or not an objective blood
relationship exists. Ethnic membership [Gemeinsamkeit] differs
from the kinship group precisely by being a presumed iden-
tity...(1968: 389).

It will be useful to underline at this stage the ‘subjective” nature
of the belief in common descent. To cite an example specifically
from the Sri Lankan context, the recent work of a prominent
Sinhalese anthropologist on the origins of the Sinhalese and the
Tamils has established that

underlying the linguistic and religious differences...are strong cul-
tural and racial similarities. Physically the Sinhalese and Tamils
cannot be differentiated. Though the initial Sinhalese migrants
were probably Indo-European language speakers who arrived
over 2,500 years ago, practically all later arrivals were South
Indians (mostly Tamil speakers), who were assimilated into
the Sinhalese-Buddhist community (Obeyesekere 1984: 154).

Be that as it may. But, as Walker Connor remarks, in analysing
the roots and evolution of ‘ethnic’ polarisation and violent conflict,
‘what ultimately matters is not what is but what people believe is
(1978: 377-400).

Thus, so long as the Tamils and the Sinhalese entertain thoroughly
subjective beliefs concerning the separateness and uniqueness of
the origins of their respective communities, that is the fact which
* is of relevance to our analysis.

Weber’s definition would appear to equate ‘ethnic group’ and
‘nation’, and, indeed, Weber did link the two concepts. However,
he also made what is for our purposes a crucial distinction between
the two: ‘The idea of the nation is apt to include thé notions of
common descent and of an essential though frequently indefinite
homogeneity...but the sentiment of ethnic, solidarity does not by
itself make a nation” (1968: 923) (emphases added). What, then,
is the missing element? Ernest Barker points to a possible answer:
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The self-consciousness of nations is a product of the nineteenth
century. This is a matter of the first importance. Nations were
already there; they had indeed been there for centuries. But
it is not the things that are simply ‘there’. that matter in human
life. What really and finally matters is the thing which is ap-
prehended as an idea, and, as an idea, is vested with emotion
until it becomes a cause and a spring of action. In the world
of action, apprehended ideas are alone electrical, and a nation
must be an idea as well as a fact before it can become a dynamic
force (1927: 173) (emphases added).

Contemporary scholars of ‘ethnicity’ and nationalism have
schematised Barker’s argument in a systematic fashion. Thus, Paul
Brass, in an insightful article entitled ‘Ethnicity and Nationality-
Formation’, has identified three critical points in the transformative
process in course of which an ‘ethnic group’ becomes a ‘nation’.
Clearly implicit in his argument is the notion that collective iden-
tities, including ‘national’ identities, are fluid, plasticand malleable
in nature; the degree and intensity of nationalism varies across
groups, and it varies across a particular group over time. The
‘nation’, then, is not some static, rigid category—to the contrary,
it is the outcome of historical processes in course of which patterns
of group identity are often formulated and re-formulated. In Brass’
words:

At one end are people clearly distinguishable from others by
obvious cultural markers, but whose members do not attach
value to those marks of group difference and do not pursue
social, economic or political goals based on them. Such groups
of people will be characterised as ‘ethnic categories’...a second
critical point on the continuum is occupied by ethnic groups
objectively distinct from their neighbours, subjectively self-con-
scious of their distinctness, and laying claim to status and recog-
nition either as a superior group or as a group at least equal
to other groups. Such a group will be called an ‘ethnic
community’. An ethnic community has adopted one or more
of its marks of cultural distinctness and used them as symbols
both to create internal cohesion and to differentiate itself from
other ethnic groups...ethnic communities may enter the political
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arena in two ways...[they may] engage in interest-group
politics...[however] when ethnic groups demand not merely
enhanced opportunities for individuals but corporate recog-
nition for the group as a whole with a right to...govern them-
selves in a federal unit within an existing state or in a separate
sovereign unit, then they are engaged in the politics of nation-
alism...[and have become] a nationality, the third critical point
on the continuum of ethnic group transformation...(1976: 225-40).

Of course, the three ‘critical points’ should not be taken to
be watertight compartments—in any empirical context, the lines
between them may well get blurred from time to time. It is also
entirely possible to conceive of each point as a ‘continuum’ in
itself—for example, ‘nationalism’ may well include an uncom-
promisingly secessionist variant, as well as a diluted federalist
variant. But what is apparent is that such a distinction between
‘objective” and ‘subjective” social formations, as the one made
by Brass, corresponds closely to the ‘class-in-itself’ and ‘class-
for-itself’ distinction that is often utilised in Marxist discourse.
Elsewhere, Brass has also sounded a note of caution against the
crude, but frequent fallacy of reducing ethnic groups to the status
of interest-associations:

...resource competition by itself does not produce ethnic
political cohesion. It must be associated with groups that have
a common pool of [cultural and historical] symbols to draw
upon and an elite or elites capable of transmitting to the group
a sense of increasing attachment to these symbols as a basis
for social and political mobilisation. (Brass 1985: 40) (emphasis
added).

In any case, in Walker Connor’s words, the crucial point to grasp
here is that ‘while an ethnic group may...be other-defined, the
nation must be self-defined’ (1978: 388). Michael Lowy, writing
from a radically different Marxist perspective, concurs with this
assessment:

The experience of post-1917 history shows us that the nation
is not simply a collection of abstract, external criteria. The sub-
jective element, i.e., the consciousness of a national identity,



18 e States, Nations, Sovereignty

anational political movement, are no less important. Obviously,
these subjective factors do not come out of the blue: they are
the result of certain historical conditions—persecution, oppres-
sion etc. But...it is not the doctrinaire ‘expert’ armed with a
list of ‘objective criteria’ who will determine whether a com-
munity constitutes a nation or not, but the community itself (1976:
98).

To quote Leon Trotsky—'An abstract criterion is not decisive in
this case: much more decisive are historical consciousness, feelings
and emotions.” (1967: 16).

But perhaps the final and most eloquent statement on this
question has been made by Rupert Emerson:

The simplest statement that can be made about a nation is
that they are a body of people who feel that they are a nation;
and it may be that when all the fine-spun analysis is concluded
this will be the ultimate statement as well. To advance beyond
it, it is necessary to take the nation apart and to isolate for
separate examination the forces and elements which appear
to have been the most influential in bringing about the sense
of common identity which lies at its roots, the sense of a sin-
gularly important national ‘we’ which is distinguished from
all others who make up an alien ‘they’ (1960: 102) (emphasis
added).

I attempt, in the next section of this introductory chapter, to make
some preliminary remarks concerning the adoption of an analyti-
cal framework for the case study to be undertaken in the following
chapters. This might facilitate the “taking apart’ of the national
phenomenon, and the isolation of those ‘forces and elements’
that are of critical significance to understanding and explaining
the development of collective ‘national’ identities, and particularly
the origins and growth of the ‘we’ versus ‘they’ attitude that
forms the psychological basis of all conflict between nationalities
in the modern world. In short, the question posed will be: how
can one explain the rise of the ‘historical consciousness, feelings
and emotions’ that underlie the transformation of certain ‘ethnic
categories’ into ‘nationalities’, and fuel demands for ‘self-deter-
mination’?
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Towards a Conceptual Framework: ‘Ethnicity’, Nationalisms
and the Role of the Modern State

In a famous article, published in 1963, the anthropologist Clifford
Geertz, one of the foremost exponents of the ‘primordialist’ ap-
proach to ‘ethnic conflict’, made the following comments on the
implications of the persistence of ‘ethnic’ identities for the political
development of the (mostly “‘multiethnic’) states that had emerged
in Asia and Africa in the wake of decolonisation:

Though it can be moderated, this tension between primordial
sentiments and civil politics probably cannot be entirely dis-
solved. The power of the ‘givens’ of place, tongue, blood, looks
and way-of-life to shape an individual’s notion of who, at bot-
tom, he is, and with whom, indissolubly, he belongs, is rooted
in the non-rational foundations of personality...thus, what the
new states—or their leaders—must somehow contrive to do
as far as primordial attachments are concerned is not, as they
have so often tried to do, wish them out of existence by belittling
them or even denying their reality, but domesticate them
(Geertz 1963: 105-57).

Not that the ‘primordialists’ are the only school of theorists
guilty of propagating what I believe is a static and ahistorical
view of the evolution of ‘ethnic’ identities. In 1913, in what was
to come to be regarded by many, in subsequent decades, as the
authoritative Marxist treatise on the ‘national question’, Josef Stalin
had volunteered the following definition of a ‘nation”:

A nation is a historically evolved, stable community of lan-
guage, territory, economic life and psychological make-up
manifested in a community of culture...it must be emphasised
that none of the above characteristics is by itself sufficient to
define a nation. On the other hand, it is sufficient for a single
one of these characteristics to be absent and the nation ceases
to be a nation...it is only when all these characteristics are
present that we have a nation (1942: 12-13).

With the benefit of hindsight, it appears evident that analyses
such as those of Geertz and Stalin are guilty of a serious double-
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fallacy. First, in treating ‘objective cultural markers’ as ‘givens’
inevitably, and invariably, leading to inter-group conflict, such
approaches entirely ignore the element of the rise of ‘subjective’
consciousness that we have already seen to be so crucial to
‘nationality formation’, and, by extension, to conflict between
nationalities. What is lacking from the writings cited above is
any recognition of the fact that a sense of ‘ethnic’ or ‘national’
solidarity, which finds expression in demands articulated in the
political sphere, is not merely an automatic function of a set of
cultural ‘givens’, of ‘stable characteristics’ of a community, but
is in fact a dynamic and transformative process which takes place
over time, and which is influenced, even shaped, by factors and
variables external to the group itself.

Thus, the Sri Lankan Tamils were even more territorially con-
centrated in the north and east of that country® at the time of
Sri Lankan independence from the British (in 1948), than they
are today: yet, there was no Tamil movement for even regional
autonomy, leave alone total independence, at that time. The broad
mass of Tamils unequivocally affirmed their desire for regional
autonomy within a federalised Sri Lanka only in 1956, and the
rise of a mass secessionist movement took place a full quarter-
century later! The developments that induced the Tamils to use
their territorial concentration as a basis for political mobilisation
were external to the group itself, and will be analysed in detail
in course of this study.

As Michael Lowy has correctly pointed out, the bland and
essentially abstract criteria employed by Stalin impart to his defini-
tion of a nation ‘a dogmatic, restrictive and rigid character one
never finds in Lenin..nowhere in Lenin’s writings do we find
such an ultimatist, rigid and arbitrary definition of a nation (1976:
81-100). And, as Walker Connor, one of the most perceptive of

3 The 1981 government census found 73 per cent of all Sri Lankan Tamils to be
living somewhere in the north or east of that country. The comparable figure, in
1911, 1946 and 1971, was 85 per cent, 78 per cent and 75 per cent, respectively. This
regional concentration of the Sri Lankan Tamil population has supplied the
territorial rationale for the advocacy of the sovereign nation-state of Tamil Eelam.
While the northern province of Sri Lanka is indeed overwhelmingly Tamil, the
eastern province has a significant proportion of non-Tamil inhabitants, especially
Muslims. For a detailed discussion of the demographic composition of the north
and east and its bearing on the Sri Lankan conflict, see Kearney and Miller (1987:
91-120).
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present day scholars of ‘ethnicity’ and nationalism, has com-
mented, approaches such as Stalin’s ‘would appear to fall into
the...trap of mistaking the tangible symptoms of a nation for its
essence’ (1987: 196-220). In treating ‘objective’ criteria as ‘givens’,
Stalin entirely ignored that critically important aspect, the gradual,
evolutionary development of a feeling of ‘nationhood’, and his
perspective is therefore just as bereft of explanatory power with
respect to the rise of conflict between nationalities in the world
of today as are the simplified theoretical constructs of the primor-
dialist school.

Second, and no less important, Geertz’s implicit assumption
of a neutral state, seeking to mediate or ‘domesticate’ inter-group
conflict within its borders, appears to have been invalidated by
the actual experience of the operation of state-apparatuses in the
vast majority of ‘multiethnic’ Asian and African countries over
the past several decades. Gyanendra Pandey, writing specifically
on the South Asian context, comments that

for a long time...the claim to ‘neutrality’ formed a large part
of the argument for the perpetuation of colonial government.
It is a claim that the post-colonial regime has continued to
put forward with greater vehemence, and perhaps for a while
in India and Sri Lanka with somewhat greater success.
Moreover...[this] naively optimistic view of the state...has long
been accepted by a very considerable body of academic
opinion...[and] it is only very recently that this view...has come
to be seriously challenged (1990: 16).

More often than not, strategic elites at the helm of the state*
have been the prime manipulators of ‘ethnic’ diversities, and the
principal instigators of ‘ethnic conflict’, in these countries. In fact,
Arjun Appadurai forcefully argues that

...the ‘primordialist’ thesis, in all of its many forms (Weber,
Shils, Eisenstadt, Geertz) is of no use whatever in accounting
for the ‘ethnicities’ of the second half of this century...the thesis
rests crucially on a view of certain populations and polities
as infantile [as opposed to the stable and mature democratic

4 For an authoritative elaboration of the concept of ‘strategic state elite’ in the
context of Latin America, see Stepan (1978: 117-57).
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states of the industrialised West]...very often the creation of
‘primordial’ sentiments, far from being an obstacle to the ‘mod-
ernizing state’, is close to the centre of the project of such
states. Thus, many racial, religious and cultural fundamen-
talisms are...fostered by various states, or by parties within
them, in their efforts to suppress internal dissent, to create
homogeneous ‘subjects” of the state, and to maximise surveil-
lance of diverse populations under their control. In this, the
new states often draw on classificatory and disciplinary ap-
paratuses which they inherited from colonial rulers, and which,
in the post-colonial context, have enormous inflammatory ef-
fects...(1991: 1,7).

Indeed, a major theoretical plank, and inference, of this study
is that the imperatives and actions of the state are of the greatest
significance in understanding and explaining the genesis and
evolution of the modern Sinhalese-Tamil conflict in Sri Lanka.
In other words, mere objective distinctions between Tamils and
Sinhalese, such as admittedly existing differences in ‘tongue’ or
‘way-of-life’, lack, in themselves, the capacity to explain the enor-
mous human tragedy thathas befallen Sri Lanka in the past decade.
The ‘subjective’ national consciousness (in this instance, of Sin-
halese and Tamils) that Lowy, Emerson, Brass, Connor and so
many others speak of, is truly not something that appears out
of the blue. The objectives and policies of the British colonial
state (prior to the colonial withdrawal in 1948), the post-colonial
Sri Lankan state (by and large monopolised, since 1948, by Sin-
halese-Buddhist political elites), and, most recently, those of the
Indian state (the ‘big-power’ of the South Asian geostrategic
region), all merit the most careful scrutiny in any attempt toexplore
and explain the genesis and evolution of the polarisation between
‘we’ and ‘they’ that has stoked the fires of the Sri Lankan civil
war. The development of a post-colonial Sri Lankan state that
has been perceived as unjust and tyrannical by its main ‘ethnic’
minority (the Sri Lankan Tamils) may, in particular, well be the
crucial variable that enables us to make sense of the gradual
and evolutionary process whereby members of what was pre-
viously a mere ‘ethnic category’ began to see themselves as the
standard-bearers of a ‘unique nation’.

Throughout South Asia, in fact, there are close and organic
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linkages between the enterprise of ‘state-building’ and the growth
of ‘ethnic’ sentiment. Urmila Phadnis has identified ‘certain
general trends’ which, ‘despite diverse regime-patterns...can be
discerned in the state-systems of South Asia’, and which tend
to foster ‘ethnic’ mobilisation against the state: expansion of the
prerogatives and functions of the central state, which increasingly
arrogates more and more legislative, executive, judicial and coer-
cive power to itself, and attempts by the state to somehow ‘homo-
genise’, through various means, the population within its domains
(Phadnis 1989: 80-81). As Joseph Rothschild argues, ‘politicised
ethnic assertiveness is in large measure but a reflection of the
contemporary state’s...crisis of legitimacy’, and the ‘ethnic group’s
strategic decisions are in large part responses to the state’s
...capacity to earn and project legitimacy’ (1981: 19, 29). Alexander
Motyl has made the same point succintly:

Nationalism is not some atavistic, premodern phenomenon that
is slated to disappear with the growing modernity of the world.
Quite the contrary: the things called nationalism are likely to
intensify under conditions of modernity...modernity promotes
nations, states and thus nation-states. We can expect nation-
alism...to grow in intensity as modern states become even more
modern and unmodern states embark on the road to modernity.
In short, modernity breeds nationalism (1992a: 322-23).

Thus, it is the historical dialectic of state and society that needs
to be probed, if one is to make sense of the rise of ‘ethnic’ enmity
and of powerful movements advocating secession from extant
territorial states. Appadurai’s comments, from an anthropological
perspective, are also quite germane to this question—-'...['ethnic’]
emotions are not raw, pre-cultural materials, that constitute a
universal, trans-social substrata...’affect’ is in many important
ways learned...["ethnic’] ‘emotion’ is culturally constructed and
socially situated, and ‘universal’ aspects of affect do not tell us
anything very revealing’ (1991: 7-8). And, as Skocpol has put
it, there are ‘many ways in which state-structures, as well as
the actions of state officials, affect the timing, the goals and the
forms of collective protest’, and that, therefore, there is a powerful
case to be made for ‘bringing the state back in to the analysis
of social protest’ (1985: 23).
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It must be stated, in this connection, that it is high time for
the academia to start paying serious attention to the continuing
relevance, indeed contemporary salience, of the phenomenon of
nationalisms opposed to the authority of juridical states. For too
long have scholars suffered from a ‘tendency to equate nationalism
with...loyalty to the state, rather than with loyalty to the nation
...Jand] one of the most common manifestations of [this] termino-
logical license [has been] the interutilisation of the words “state”
and “nation”’ (Connor 1978: 378-79). And, of course, this conflation
of the terms “state’ and ‘nation’ has had wide-ranging theoretical
and conceptual implicatioiis. In the twentieth century, ‘nation-
state’ came to be the term most commonly employed to char-
acterise the juridical, territorial units that divided the world among
themselves. One authority, for instance, blandly proclaimed that
‘a prime fact about the world is that it is largely composed of
nation-states’ (Halle 1952: 10). However, the empirical reality clear-
ly indicates that the exact opposite is true: the contemporary world
is not largely composed of nation-states. A survey of the world’s
132 states in 1971, for example, found that only 12, i.e., 9 per
cent, could justifiably be classified as ‘nation-states’, in the sense
of the boundaries of the territorial-juridical entity being co-ter-
minous or approximately co-terminous with the distribution of
a particular national group (Connor 1978: 382). Thus, the term
‘nation-building’, inits conventional usage, is itself amalapropism,
in that it has been widely used to denote attempts dedicated
to building viable states’ The presumption here clearly is that
‘nation-building’ is the exclusive prerogative of those controlling
state power, while nationalist challenges to the state are relegated
to the hazy, catch-all sphere of ‘ethnicity” (on which more below).

No wonder, then, that scholars were, and are, baffled by the
reality in the world outside the ivory-tower of academe—repeated
manifestations of an intuitive bond felt by human beings towards
an informal and unstructured community, which, even if ‘imagined’,
appears to be capable of commanding a loyalty and allegiance
far more profound and potent than that most ‘tangible’ of en-
tities—the territorial, juridical state. The topsy-turvy world where
‘nation” has meant state, ‘nationalism’ has meant loyalty to the

5 A recent work by Phadnis on the contest between centralised state-apparatuses
and the forces of mass nationalism in South Asia, for instance, is titled Ethnicity and
Nation-Building in South Asia (1989).
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state, and ‘nation-state’ has most often meant a state that contained
a multiplicity of at least potential nations, has obscured the vital
issue—the emergence, growth and apparent mass appeal of
nationalisms that define themselves in sharp opposition to the
juridical state.

I would in fact argue that one has to transcend the dominant
analytical paradigm of ‘ethnicity’ and ‘ethnic conflict’ if one is
seriously interested in getting to the roots of that basic conflict,
the state-nation confrontation, and, even more critically, in con-
ceptualising imaginative and innovative ways and means for its
resolution.® ‘Ethnicity’ has become a convenient label that sub-
sumes a wide variety of identities—’ethnic’, religious, racial, social,
regional, economic—under its rubric.” As Walker Connor has ob-
served,

the indiscriminate application of ‘ethnic group’ to numerous
types of groups obscures vital distinctions between various
forms of identity...such a single grouping presumes that all
identities are of the same order...this presumption circumvents
raising the key question as to which of a person’s several iden-
tities is apt to win out in a test of loyalties (1978: 386-87) (em-
phasis added).

In this connection, it is worthwhile to recall Rupert Emerson’s
definition of the ‘nation’ as ‘the largest community, which, when
the chips are down, effectively commands men’s loyalties, over-
riding the claims both of lesser communities within it and those

¢ The extent of concern of most ‘ethnic conflict ‘specialists for nationalism is
revealed by the fact that the most comprehensive work to date on the subject, Donald
Horowitz's Ethnic Groups in Conflict (1985), which is close to 700 pages in length, has
one entry, in its index, for the word ‘nation’, or any of its derivatives.

7 The description of an “international relations’ course, taught at Mount Holyoke
College, US.A., in the spring of 1992, readily illystrates what a catch-all expression
‘ethnicity’ has become in the dominant academic discourse. The course description
identifies as the main threat to world peace today ‘the savage ethnic and sectarian
fighting [that] continues to plague such states as Afghanistan, Georgia, Kashmir,
Mozambique, Somalia, Sri Lanka, South Africa, Sudan and Yugoslavia.” In one
sentence, this sweeping statement reduces to the lowest common denominator of
‘ethnicity’ a wide variety of totally disparate conflicts from different regions of the
world! And that too in conjunction with the use of such loaded, pejorative terms as
‘savage’ and ‘sectarian’ (Seminar on Problems of Peace and International Security, IR
311s, Mount Holyoke College).
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which cut across it and potentially enfold it within a still larger

society...in this sense, the nation can be called the terminal
community’ (1960: 95-96).

But most importantly, the dominant understanding of ‘ethni-
city’ has been loaded, if sometimes only implicitly, in favour of
the false idea of a single, united ‘nation’, and the monolithic,
unitary conceptions of state sovereignty that go with it. In this
scheme of things, ‘state’ is frequently presumed as co-terminous
with ‘nation’, and anti-state nationalism is derided as ‘separatism’,
‘secessionism’, ‘particularism’, ‘parochialism’, ‘regionalism’, ‘pri-
mordialism’, ‘tribalism’, ‘subnationalism’, etc., if not as ‘terrorism’,
‘subversion,” or ‘anarchism’. Assertions of nationalism defined
in opposition to the state have been commonly treated as some
kind of deviant behaviour, aberrations which, if not repressed
outright, are to be channelled back through ‘inclusionary’ proces-
ses into the orbit of a state that however continues to define
itself in monolithic, unitary terms.®

The major problem with the whole range of expressions cited
above is that all are symptomatic of the prevalent bias towards
the state as some kind of indisputable, sacrosanct organising prin-
ciple of human society, and as the sole repository, and expression,
of what is commonly defined as ‘nationalism’. The usage of pejora-
tive, judgmental terms such as ‘regionalism’, ‘secessionism’,
‘parochialism’, ‘particularism’, ‘tribalism” and the like, tell us more
about the scholar’s ingrained emotional prejudices concerning
the state-nation confrontation than they reveal how the estran-
gement and polarisation of state and nation comes about, and
why a collectivity of people begins to view itself as a nationality,
entitled to a state of its own. As such, it suggests that dispassionate,
detached analyses of the state-nation contest are not likely to
follow. The ‘ethnicist’ typically has had a tendency to exalt,
whether explicitly or implicitly, the supremacy and inviolability
of the (frequently unresponsive, repressive and overly centralised)
state. He also tends to overlook and ignore, partially or wholly,
the historical dialectic of state and civil society, of domination

8 Donald Horowitz’s insistence on the efficacy of ‘constitutional engineering’ as a
‘cure’ for ‘ethnic conflict’ is a good example of the latter situation. A Sri Lankan
Tamil might well ask: is asserting one’s national identity against a repressive state
that seeks to deny its existence symptomatic of some kind of ‘disease’ that needs to
be ‘cured’?
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and resistance, of denial and rebellion, that is critically important
to the process of the creation and consolidation of ‘national’ iden-
tities defined in opposition to the power of the juridical state.
In this regard, then, events in the ‘real world’ appear to have
outstripped and overtaken the capabilities and contributions of
academia. The savants of ‘ethnic conflict’ need to wake up to
the fact that it is the very legitimacy of the extant territorial state
as the unit of political organisation (which they so often simply
take for granted) which is being challenged here.

If the ‘state’ is indeed so central to our analysis, it is essential
to clarify what precisely we mean by the term. According to
Alfred Stepan:

The state must be considered as more than the ‘government’.
It is the continuous administrative, legal, bureaucratic and coer-
cive systems that attempt not only to structure relationships
between civil society and public authority in a polity, but also
to structure many crucial relationships within civil society itself
(1978: Introduction).

This modified Weberian definition will, generally speaking, be
adequate for the purposes of this study, but it will also be useful
to incorporate Eric Nordlinger’s definition, and in particular his
criticism of the Weberian approach, into our own working con-
ceptualisation of the state. Nordlinger defines the state as

all those individuals who occupy offices that authorize them,
and them alone, to make and apply decisions that are binding
upon any and all parts of a territorially-circumscribed popula-
tion. The state is made up of, and limited to, those individuals
who are endowed with society-wide decision-making powers
(1987: 353-90).

Nordlinger points out that a definition which focuses on ‘ad-
ministrative, legal, bureaucratic and coercive systems’ alone might
neglect to consider that

even where such officials do constitute the centre-piece of the
state, they are not consistently the only ones involved in the
making of public policy. Where does such a definition leave
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influential, independent and occasionally dominant legislatures?
Surely they are not part of civil society...since we are concerned
with all authoritative actions, we cannot leave out the officials
of the municipal sewer commission, if they do, in fact play
a significant policy-making role (1987: 364).

Indeed, Nordlinger’s point will, as we shall see, turn out to
be remarkably pertinent to our discussion of post-colonial Sri
Lanka, where the grafting of a Westminster-style legislative and
party-political system, itself a legacy of British colonial rule, onto
the post-colonial political order, had a crucial impact on the ex-
acerbation of conflict between the two major nationalities. For
the purposes of this study, the more extended and encompassing
the conceptualisation of the state, the better. And to be realistic,
any such conceptualisation must explicitly recognise that the modern
state is, above all, an instrument or mechanism of organised domi-
nation and institutionalised coercion, rather than merely a
benevolent provider of goods and services or the executor of
‘lawful’ governance.

This is an opportune moment to add a caveat to what has
been said so far. Bringing in the state as a central analytical focus
of this study does not imply that I am arguing for the adoption
of some kind of dogmatic ‘statist’ paradigm, to the exclusion
of other factors and variables. The emphasis on the state is meant,
perhaps more than anything else, as a corrective to the society-centred
determinism that has characterised the vast bulk of the scholarship
on ‘ethnicity’ and nationalism (Geertz and Stalin being two prime
examples).” As one review of the recent proliferation of ‘state
theory’ literature has pointed out, not only has the revival of
interest in the state occurred ‘primarily in the [empirical] context
of western Europe and north America’, but while ‘the role of
the state has figured prominently in scholarly research on eco-
nomic and political development for some time, it has only recently
begun to be treated as a central factor in the study of social move-
ments and ethnicity’. Only very recently has the realisation
dawned that ‘internal ethnic and social dynamics could not be
fully understood without analysing external factors on their own
account, especially the role of the state’. As a result, the literature

9 For a good example of the society-centred reductionism that still dominates the
scholarly literature on nationalism, see Smith (1986b: 228-63).
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on the state, social movements and mass nationalisms still has
‘far to go’, and ‘the field still needs research on state-society inter-
action’ (Barkey and Parikh: 1991). This book represents a modest
attempt to compensate for precisely this gap in the scholarly out-
put. To quote from the work of one noted scholar of the modern
state:

Bringing the state back in to a central place in analyses of
policy-making and social change does require a break with
some of the most encompassing social-determinist assumptions
of pluralism, structure-functionalist developmentalism, and
the various neo-Marxisms. But it does not mean that old theo-
retical emphases should simply be turned on their heads:
studies of the state alone are not to be substituted for concerns
with classes and groups, nor are purely state-determinist ar-
guments to be fashioned in place of society-centred explana-
tions. The need [is] to analyse states in relation to socio-economic
and socio-cultural contexts...(Skocpol 1985: 20) (emphasis added).

This need attains particular urgency in view of the fact that
‘the implementation of state policies often leads to unintended
as well as intended consequences, both when states attempt tasks
they cannot complete and when the means they use produce
unforeseen structural changes and socio-political reactions’, and
that, therefore, ‘answers lie not only in features of states them-
selves, but also in the balances of states’ resources and situational
advantages compared with those of non-state actors’ (Skocpol
1985: 16,19). This is, of course, just another way of bringing in
the concepts of state autonomy and state capacity, and of pointing
to the frequent asymmetry between the two in practice. Thus,
even when a particular state has ‘autonomy’, i.e., it is able to
formulate interests of its own independent of or against the will
of divergent societal interests, it may still be lacking in ‘capacity’,
which is the ability to implement formulated strategies to achieve
its goals vis-a-vis society. The analytical perspective adopted in the
case study, will, consequently, be explicitly relational, in that it
will assume that the comprehensive analysis ‘requires examination
of the organisation and interests of the state, specification of the
organisation and interests of socio-economic groups, and inquiries
into the complementary as well as the conflicting relationships
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of the state and societal actors’ (Skocpol 1985: 20). Thus, I will
avoid untenable patterns of argumentation, such as that states
are either totally ‘autonomous’ of civil society, or mere ‘creatures’
of certain classes and ‘ethnic groups’, and greater attention will
be paid to the ‘more usual reality [at least in ‘multiethnic’ develop-
ing countries, including the Sri Lankan situation], which is one
of alliance between the state and particular sub-groups [especially
elites] within a class or ethnic group’ (Brass 1985: 23) (emphasis
added). It is not so much the state in itself, but the dialectical
interaction of state and civil society, that will command the at-
tention of this study.

A View on ‘National Self-Determination’ and its Relation to
Social Revolution

Michael Lowy writes of Lenin’s theory of the right of nations
to self-determination that

from the methodological point of view, Lenin’s principal
superiority over most of his contemporaries was his capacity
to put ‘politics in command’, i.e., his obstinate, inflexible, con-
stant and unflinching tendency to grasp and highlight the politi-
cal aspect of every problem and every contradiction...it is this
methodological aspect that explains, among other things, the
striking actuality of Lenin’s ideas in the twentieth century, an
age of imperialism, which has seen the political level become
increasingly dominant...(1976: 97).

Insofar as the paramountcy of the political element is concerned,
my approach to the question of national self-determination is
thoroughly Leninist. Of course, Lenin’s radical assertion that ‘we
must inevitably reach the conclusion that the self-determination
of nations means the political separation of these nations from
alien national bodies, and the formation of an independent na-
tional state’ (emphasis added) (1970: 47), is a debatable proposition.
However, Lenin was absolutely correct in pointing out that
nationalism and the question of self-determination could not,
under any circumstances, be relegated to a hazy and amorphous
‘cultural’ sphere (as Rosa Luxemburg and Otto Bauer, to name
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two figures who worked within an explicitly Marxist discourse,
tried, in their different ways, to do). Nor could it be regarded
as a purely administrative-legal problem (as implied in the
Austrian Marxist Karl Renner’s work on the status of nationalities
within the Habsburg Empire). This is because twentieth-century
nationalisms, however much they may seek to appropriate and
exploit pre-modem cultural and historical symbols of the com-
munity concerned, are in reality entirely modern political
phenomena, and any proposed solutions to problems of secession,
and such, must take this fundamental fact into account. An ap-
proach that regards nationalism as a “cultural’ rather than a politi-
cal phenomenon merely scratches at the tip of the iceberg, fails
to account for the historicity of the causal process whereby that
critically important consciousness of national identity comes about,
and is dangerously susceptible to determinist theorising—such
as the many variants of the ‘primordialist’ thesis. As Donald
Horowitz so rightly says, ‘a bloody phenomenon cannot be ex-
plained by a bloodless theory’ (1985: 140).

But the aspect of Lenin’s theory of national self-determination
that is of the greatest immediacy and relevance to this study
is the centrality he accords to the theme of oppression. Lenin clearly
recognised that the quest for national self-determination, far from
being rooted in ‘cultural’ givens and objective similarities and
differences, arises, above all, as a societal response to state op-
pression. He commented that ‘from their daily experience the
masses know perfectly well the value of geographical and economic
ties and the advantages of a big market and big state. They will,
therefore, opt for secession only when national oppression and
national friction make joint life absolutely intolerable...” (1970: 73).

This observation ties in very well, as we shall see, with the
evolutionary development of the Tamil struggle in Sri Lanka—
both in terms of the switch of the basic demand, from autonomy
to independence, and the change from constitutional, non-violent
forms of protest to organising armed resistance to state power.
As the Tamil Tigers have said, ‘the struggle for national freedom,
having failed in its democratic popular agitations, having ex-
hausted its moral power to mobilise the masses for peaceful cam-
paigns, gave rise to armed resistance in Tamil Eelam’ (LTTE: Tamils
Fight for National Freedom). Lenin, in fact, held that ‘recognition
of the right to secession reduces the danger of disintegration of
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the state’ (emphasis Lenin’s), and dismissed ‘bourgeois’ denun-
ciations of national liberation movements as ‘secessionism’,
‘separatism’ etc., as facile and hypocritical:

Just as in bourgeois society, the defenders of privilege and
corruption, on which bourgeois marriage rests, oppose freedom
of divorce, so in the capitalist state, repudiation of the right
to self-determination, i.e., the right of nations to secede, means
nothing more than defence of the privileges of the dominant
nation and of police methods of administration, as opposed
to democratic methods (Lenin 1970: 71-72).

There are at least two important insights that are implicit here.
The first insight, of course, is that the struggle for national self-
determination is, in its fundamentals, a struggle against state op-
pression. Second, state oppression is most often couched in terms
of majoritarian nationalism. This is an insight which is strikingly
pertinent to the situation in Sri Lanka, where the post-colonial
state elite has legitimised its role by portraying itself as the protec-
tor and upholder of Sinhalese-Buddhist interest and identity. Thus,
in sharp contrast to Stalin, who happily equated and condemned
Black Hundreds pogroms and the nationalism of the Jewish work-
ing-class in the same breath (1942: 17), Lenin characterised ‘the
division of nations into oppressor and oppressed as basic, sig-
nificant and inevitable...” (1970: 114), while simultaneously decry-
ing the exclusivist tendencies of even ‘oppressed nations’, such
as the bigoted attitude of the nationalist Polish bourgeoisie towards
the Polish Jews (1970: 62). Of course, what is not be found in
the writings of the father of Bolshevism is any indication that
‘national oppression’ is not the prerogative of the ‘capitalist state’
alone. In the twentieth century, such oppression was to become
an even more salient feature of states that consciously defined
themselves as ‘socialist’.

Benedict Anderson has pointed out that ‘since the Second World
War, every successful revolution has defined itself in national
terms—the People’s Republic of China, the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam, and so forth (1983: 12). Thus, we find Chairman Mao,
in 1938, describing the Chinese Communist Party as ‘part of the
great Chinese nation...flesh of its flesh and blood of its blood’,
and declaring that ‘our great Chinese nation, with its long history,
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isunconquerable’ (Zedong 1975: 209). To some, this is a depressing,
even frightening development. Thus, Tom Nairn, a Marxist, can
write that ‘nationalism is the pathology of modern developmental
history, asinescapable as neurosis in the individual, with...asimilar
built-in capacity for descent into dementia...and largely incurable’
(1977: 359).

Perhaps what is most infuriating about nationalism is that it
is a truly Janus-faced phenomenon. It carries within it the seeds
of both significant revolutionary potential, as well as a possibility
of degeneration into the crassest chauvinism. From a historical
perspective, this is hardly surprising, for nationalism’s ‘legators
include not only San Martin and Garibaldi, but Uvarov and
Macaulay’ (Anderson 1983: 144-45)."° Interestingly enough, Lenin
had grasped the peculiar duality inherent in the national idea.
Those concerned with prospects of radical social change, and
therefore in the complex dialectical relationship between
nationalist movements and struggles, on the one hand,and pos-
sibilities of far-reaching social transformation, on the other, would
do well to heed Lenin’s advice on this issue:

To imagine that social revolution is conceivable without revolts
by small nations...without revolutionary outbursts by a section
of the petty-bourgeoisie with all its prejudices...against national
oppression—to imagine...this is to repudiate social revolution
...only those who hold such a ridiculously pedantic view could
vilify the Irish Rebellion [Easter 1916] by calling it a ‘putsch’.
Whoever expects a ‘pure’ social revolution will never live to
see it. Such a person pays lip-service to revolution without

10 Garibaldi was, of course, the legendary nineteenth-century Italian patriot, while
San Martin was, along with Simon Bolivar, the liberator of the Americas. In 1821,
he decreed that ‘in future the aborigines will not be called Indians or natives; they
are children and citizens of Peru and they shall be known as Peruvians’. Thomas
Babington Macaulay was an English racist and imperialist who put himself to work
‘anglicising’ the educational system of subjugated India in 1834, with the intention
of producing ‘a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste,
opinions, morals and intellect’. Among his many noteworthy utterances—'A single
shelf of a good European library is worth the whole native literature of India and
Arabia’. Count Sergei Uvarov was an early ‘Russifier’, who proposed, in an official
report in 1832, that the Tsarist state be based on a trinity of principles—Autocracy,
Orthodoxy and Nationality (the predecessor of what Lenin was to assail decades
later as ‘Great-Russian chauvinism’).
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understanding what revolution is (1970: 159) (all emphases
Lenin's).

As we shall see, these words have direct relevance to the case
study of Sri Lanka. The rise of the Tamil Tiger Movement among
the younger generation of Sri Lankan Tamils (the topic of dis-
cussion in the third chapter) has heralded wide-ranging changes
in traditional power-relations within the Tamil social formation.
The movement has had a liberating impact on certain traditionally
oppressed and marginalised segments of Tamil society, such as
women and ‘low-caste’ Hindu Tamils, and involves the active
participation of peasants, fisherfolk and rural artisan classes on
a scale that is quite unprecedented in the history of Tamil
nationalist activism, which has historically suffered from an urban,
petty-bourgeois bias, and was dominated till about a decade ago
by a Western-educated, English-speaking, affluent Tamil elite based
predominantly in the Sri Lankan capital, Colombo. At the same
time, the movement represented by the LTTE continues to suffer
from certain tendencies that Lenin would surely have assailed
as ‘petty-bourgeois prejudices’. These include a strong element
of reverse-chauvinism in world-view, a continuing preponderance
of lower middle-class urban youth in the leadership cadre, and,
above all, an obsessive attachment to the notion that a separate
state constitutes the ultimate panacea to all the Tamils’ problems
and dilemmas.

This last point is especially ironical, for the Tamil Tigers base
their theoretical claim to Tamil sovereignty almost exclusively
on Lenin’s theory of national self-determination (see Balasingham
1983). But, as Michael Lowy correctly points out, Lenin’s work
on this question is paradoxical in that it ‘makes absolutely no
concession to nationalism...[and] is totally indifferent to whether
this or that nation has an independent state’. The reason Lenin
advocated the right to secession is that ‘he understood that only
the freedom to secede makes possible free and voluntary union,
association, cooperation, and, in the long-term, fusion among
nations’. Moreover, he realised that ‘only the recognition by the
workers’ movement in the oppressor nation of the right of the
oppressed nation to self-determination can help eliminate the
hostiijity and suspicion of the oppressed nation, and unite the
proletariat of both nations in an united struggle against the
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bourgeoisie’ (Lowy 1976: 96-98). It is in this context that Lenin
called upon socialists to ‘combat nationalism of every kind, and
above all, Great-Russian nationalism’ (1970: 74, 103-104) (emphasis
added). Thus, the end-point of his thesis on national self-deter-:
mination is the fusion and integration of the working people
of the oppressor and oppressed nations, in the interests of the
proletarian revolution and of the common struggle against the
bourgeoisie of the oppressor nation, which seeks to keep the
proletarians of both nations in chains.

Lenin was therefore a true internationalist in his approach to
the national question. The same can hardly be said of fiercely
nationalistic movements such as the Tamil Tigers’, even though
they do quote selectively from Lenin in order to provide a
‘progressive’ justification and rationale for their own uncom-
promising stand on ‘Tamil Eelam’. The only real goal of LTTE's
politics is undoubtedly the creation of a sovereign Republic of
Tamil Eelam, and everything else is merely incidental to that
ultimate aim. The Tigers’ social programme is, in the end, quite
subordinate and secondary to the central and overarching goal
of ‘national liberation’. If the Tiger Movement has proved to be
a vehicle for progressive social change within the Tamil com-
munity, this is really valuable to the Tiger leadership only insofar
as it augments the unity, cohesion and solidarity of the ‘Tamil
nation’, and, by extension, aids the viability of the struggle for
Eelam. Thus, while for Lenin, social revolution was the end, and
national liberation the means, precisely the reverse is true of the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam.

Looking Ahead: The Case Study in Outline

The general organisation of the study is as follows. The next
chapter traces the historical origins and development of the present
Sinhalese-Tamil conflict. Stressing that the conflict was in no way
‘pi‘e—ordained’, nor rooted in ‘objective’ factors, I underline the
decisive role that the actions and policies of the Sri Lankan state
played in creating two nations within the confines of the island
country, and in bringing about the current confrontation between
the Sinhalese and Tamil peoples.

The focus of the third chapter is the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
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Eelam, the strongly nationalist and violently anti-systemic youth
movement that spearheads the Sri Lankan Tamils’ quest for
sovereign statehood. In this chapter, I devote special attention
to the role of the state’s insensitivity and repression in progres-
sively radicalising the Tamil agitation for greater autonomy from
the central state, a process that culminated in the emergence of
the uncompromisingly secessionist Liberation Tigers as the ‘sole
spokesman’ of Tamil aspirations. In addition, I consider the com-
plex and intricate connections between the nationalist struggle
for ‘Eelam’ and the internal dynamics of Tamil society—in par-
ticular, the egalitarianising and democratising impact of the Tiger
Movement on the highly conservative and hierarchical Tamil so-
cial formation. My argument here is that the Tigers’ commitment
to social equality and justice, and their aggressive mobilisation
of traditionally degraded and peripheral Tamil social groups, has
the capacity to explain much of the movement’s popularity, and
resilience in the face of extreme state repression. I also consider
the centrality of revolutionary violence and martyrdom to the
rebel movement’s quest to forge an enduring Tamil national iden-
tity through the shared suffering and sacrifice of the members
of the community. In discussing both of the above, I point out
how these facets of LTTE ideology and strategy confirm and rein-
force the validity of my earlier observations concerning the
flexible, shifting, historically-evolved and ‘subjective’ nature of
patterns of collective identity such as national loyalties—above
all, that a collective consciousness, which is not a ‘cultural’ given,
is of the essence of a sense of national identity.

The fourth chapter is concerned with delineating the role played
by the Indian state, the South Asian superpower, in exacerbating
the armed conflict within Sri Lanka, and, thmugh its clumsy and
contradictory policies, in eventually strengthening the Tamil
resolve to achieve sovereign statehood, no matter what the cost.
I do not intend, therefore, to restrict my analysis purely to the
domestic context of the state. I wish to emphasise, rather, that
a critical analysis of the role played by the Indian state in the
Sri Lankan conflict is of decisive importance to the overall ar-
gument of this book, for, in the words of Theda Skocpol, ‘states
necessarily stand at the intersections between domestic socio-
political orders and the transnational relations within which they
must manoeuvre for survival and advantage in relation to other
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states. The modern state as we know it...has always been...part
of a system of competing and mutually involved states’ (1985:8).
Indeed, as this chapter will seek to demonstrate, the supra-state,
regional context is something that has to be considered if one
is to obtain a comprehensive picture of the evolution of Sri Lanka’s
‘internal’ conflict. If the emergence and growth of separatist Tamil
nationalism in the first place can largely be attributed to the actions
and policies of an unresponsive, repressive Sri Lankan state, the
violence and insensitivity of the Indian state, during the Indian
army’s military occupation of the Tamil region in northeastern
Sri Lanka between 1987 and 1990, contributed significantly to
the consolidation of a Tamil national identity. The dialectic of the
Indian state and Tamil society is therefore of crucial relevance
to the overall argument of this work.

Throughout the case study, my emphasis remains the dialectical
relationship of state and civil society, of domination and resistance,
of denial and rebellion, that lies at the heart of the present Sin-
halese-Tamil polarisation and the growth and consolidation of
a Tamil national consciousness defined in sharp and binary op-
position to the power and authority of the juridical state, whether
Indian or Sri Lankan.



State-Building and the Birth of Two Nations:
The Genesis and Evolution of the Sinhalese-
Tamil Conflict

My considered view is that Ceylon has already split into two entities.
At present this is a state of mind; for it to become a territorial reality
is @ matter of time. Patchwork compromises, even if underwritten by
New Delhi, are passing phenomena. The fact of the matter is that under
various guises the Sinhalese elites have refused to share power with
the principal ethnic minority, the Tamils...the war may take several
years for a final decision. The longer it takes, the more likely it is
that a separate [Tamil] state will emerge...compromise agreements will,
as history has repeatedly shown, not be honoured on a permanent basis.
The war will be resumed. The partition of Sri Lanka is already a fact

of history.
—Alfred Jeyaratnam Wilson (1988 : Preface, 224)’

Two different nations, from a very ancient period, have divided between
them the possession of the island. First, the Cingalese, inhabiting the

1 Professor Wilson is one of Sri Lanka’s most respected and well-published
academics. Holder of the founding chair in Political Science at the University of Sri
Lanka (Colombo), he has for the past several years been Professor of Political Science
at the University of British Columbia, New Brunswick, Canada. He is the son-in-law
of $.J.V. Chelvanayakam, the Tamil nationalist politician who dominated Sri Lankan
Tamil politics for two decades between 1956 and his death in 1977. Wilson played
the crucial role of an intermediary between the Sri Lankan government and the
Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF), in a last-ditch (and unsuccessful) attempt to
salvage a negotiated political settlement to the exploding ‘ethnic crisis’ during the
early eighties.
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interior of the country in its southern and western parts, from the
river Wallouve to that of Chilow, and secondly the Malabars [i.e., Tamils],
who possess the northern and eastern districts. These two nations differ
entirely in their religion, language and manners.

—From the Cleghorn Minute, prepared in 1799 by Hugh
Cleghorn, the first (British) Colonial Secretary of Ceylon, and
reproduced under the title “Administration of Justice and of
Revenue on the Island of Ceylon under the Dutch Government’
in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (Ceylon Branch), 3, 1954,
pp- 125-52.

There is no case to be made for the futility of democracy or the inevitability
of uncontrolled conflict. Even in the most severely divided society, ties
of blood do not lead ineluctably to rivers of blood.

—Donald Horowitz (1985: Afterword, 684).

If protection rackets represent organized crime at its smoothest, then
war-making and state-making—quintessential protection rackets with
the advantage of legitimacy—qualify as our largest examples of organized
crime. Without branding all generals or statesmen as murderers or
thieves, I want to encourage the value of that analogy...a portrait of
war-makers and state-makers as coercive and self-seeking entrepreneurs
bears a far greater resemblance to the facts than do its chief alternatives;
the idea of a social contract, the idea of an open market in which operators
of armies and states offer services to willing consumers, [or] the idea
of a society whose shared norms and expectations call forth a certain
kind of government...apologists for particular governments...call people
who complain about the price of protection ‘anarchists’, ‘subversives’,
or both at once. But...to the extent that the threats against which a
given government protects its citizens are imaginary, or are consequences
of its own activities, the government has organized a protection racket.
Since governments themselves simulate, stimulate or even fabricate
threats of external war, and since the repressive and extractive activities
of governments often constitute the largest current threats to...their
own citizens, many governments operate in essentially the same way
as racketeers. There is, of course, a difference: racketeers, by conventional
definition, operate without the sanctity of governments.

—Charleb Tilly (1985: 169, 171).
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Opening Remarks

Itis readily apparent that Hugh Cleghorn’s talk of ‘two...nations’,
who ‘differ entirely in their religion, language and manners’, is
an analysis framed in terms of what Paul Brass, Walker Connor,
and numerous other late twentieth-century scholars of ‘ethnicity’
and nationalism have defined as the ‘objective cultural markers’
of communities. We have also argued that such markers are, in
themselves, an utterly insufficient explanation of the rise of violent
conflict between “ethnic groups’. In fact, the entities that Cleghorn
regards as the territorially-differentiated ‘Cingalese’ and ‘Malabar’
nations would, in Paul Brass’ schematic framework, qualify as
no more than ‘ethnic categories’, the lowest of the three critical
points on the continuum of identity transformation and nationality
formation.

Further, one must point out that the Sinhalese and the Tamils
of Sri Lanka are by no means homogeneous collectivities of people;
a vast degree of internal differentiation is to be found among
both gr{)upe}_2 Cleavages on the basis of gender, class and the
rural-urban divide are also common to both Sinhalese and Tamils.
Thus, according to a report prepared in 1984, for the island as

2 Thus, among the Sinhalese (74 per cent of the population, according to the last
available census, of 1981), one finds culturally and geographically distinct Kandyan
(up-country) and low-country Sinhalese; Buddhists and Roman Catholics; as well
as high-caste (Goigama) and lower-caste (Salagama, Karava, Durawa etc.) Buddhists.
The Kandyan - low country and Buddhist - Christian break-up of the Sinhalese
population is approximately 40 - 60 and 90 - 10, respectively. Among the Tamils of
Sri Lanka (18 per cent of the population in 1981), there is the basic dichotomy
between the ‘Sri Lankan’ Tamils (13 per cent), who have lived in the northern and
eastern parts of the island for millennia, and among whom the agitation for ‘Eelam’
is confined, and the ‘Indian’ Tamils (5 per cent), who are the descendants of
plantation workers brought by the British from southern India to serve as
quasi-slave labour on the colonial plantation economy during the mid through late
nineteenth century, and who are still mainly ghettoised in abysmal living conditions
on the tea plantations of south-central Sri Lanka. Among the Sri Lankan Tamils,
there are the Jaffna (northern) and Batticaloa (eastern) Tamils, distinguished from
one another by differences in social organisation, economic activity and cultural
practices. There are also Hindu Tamils (some 80 per cent of the Sri Lankan Tamil
population), and Christian Tamils, primarily converts to Roman Catholicism (the
remaining 20 per cent). Among the Hindu Tamils, there have historically been tense
and unequal relations between the numerically preponderant upper castes, the
‘Vellalars’, who have traditionally been economic and political dominants, and the
minority lower castes ("Karaiyar’, ‘Mukkuvar’ etc.)
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a whole, the income of the highest 10 per cent of the population
was 32 times that of the lowest 10 per cent.’ There is also the
extremely significant fact that ‘although the major identity-com-
ponents of the Sinhalese are their Sinhalese language and Buddhist
religion, and of the Tamils their Tamil language and Hindu
religion, both these populations share many parallel features of
traditional caste, kinship, popular religious cults, customs and
so on’ (Tambiah 1986: 5).

Nor are the Sinhalese and Tamil languages mutually exclusive
categories. In 1918, in a lecture delivered to the Buddhist-
denominational Ananda College in Colombo, a renowned Sin-
halese linguist, W.F. Gunawardhana, stated that ‘in grammatical
structure Sinhalese was Dravidian [i.e., south Indian], though its
vocabulary was mainly Aryan [i.e., north Indian] (cited in
Gunawardena 1990: 75). Finally, it has been conclusively estab-
lished by recent scholarship that the notion that the Sinhalese
are of ‘Aryan’ racial stock, and therefore somehow superior to
the ‘Dravidian’ Tamils, is a racist myth that made its first ap-
pearance during the second half of the nineteenth century. First,
as the famous German Indologist Max Mueller himself pointed
out, the term “Aryan, in scientific language, is utterly inapplicable
to race...it means language and nothing but language’, and that,
therefore, ‘an ethnologist who speaks of Aryan race, Aryan blood,
Aryan hair, and Aryan eyes, is as great a sinner as a linguist
who speaks of a dolichocephalic dictionary or a brachycephalic
grammar’ (Gunawardena 1990: 71). In The Early History of Ceylon
(1932), G.C. Mendis reiterated that Aryan and Dravidian were
not racial categories but merely ‘large groups of people who speak
languages that have a common origin’ (cited in Gunawardena
1990: 75). Second, as the distinguished Sinhalese anthropologist
Gananath Obeyesekere has noted:

The racial connotations of ‘Aryan’ were introduced in the late
19th century by Sri Lankan Sinhalese nationalists to differentiate

3 Committee for Rational Development, ‘Sri Lanka’s Ethnic Conflict: Myths and
Realities’, reproduced as Appendix Three in Tambiah (1986: 147-65). The same
document states that in 1979, the average annual income of a resident of urban
Colombo was Rs. 1,137, compared to Rs. 746 for the Tamil region in the north-east,
Rs. 631 for the overwhelmingly Sinhalese southwestern part of the country around
Colombo, and RS. 512 for south-central Sri Lanka (predominantly Sinhalese, but
including the ‘Indian Tamil’ plantation proletariat).
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themselves from the Tamils. They were aided by 19th century
European Indologists, who spoke of the Aryan subjugation
of dark-skinned peoples (the aboriginal Dravidians)—a
hypothesis no longer acceptable to serious historians. In reality,
there is little difference in the ethnic backgrounds of Sinhalese
and Tamils. The first colonisers of Sri Lanka were probably
north Indians. But according to the chronicles of the Sinhalese,
even the first king and his followers married women from
south India [the ancient kingdom of Madurai, which exists
even today as a major Tamil provincial town]. Thereafter, the
patterns of royal marriage and mass immigration were wholly
from southern India, initially from the Tamil country and later
(since the 13th century) from Kerala (in a letter to the New
York Times, 24 April 1984).

Thus, when the prophet of the turn-of-the-century Sinhalese-
Buddhist revival, a rabid itinerant preacher named Anagarika
Dharmapala® wrote of ‘the sweet, tender, gentle Aryan children
of an ancient historic race’ (i.e., the Sinhalese), and of ‘the glorious
inheritance of Aryan ancestors, uncontaminated by Semitic and
savage ideas” (Guruge 1965: 484; also see Gunawardena 1990:
77), he was on very tenuous ground indeed, though, as it turned
out, such absurdities were to come to form a central and staple
ingredient in the legitimating ideology of the Sinhalese-Buddhist
state in the post-colonial period.

The Argument in Outline

In view of what has been said so far, it is indeed surprising
that such an apparent polarisation between the overarching iden-
tifications of ‘Sinhalese’ and ‘Tamil’ has come about in late twen-
tieth-century Sri Lanka. The purpose of this chapter is to trace
the origins and development of this, a classic illustration of Rupert
Emerson’s ‘we’ versus ‘they’ antagonism, that, over the past decade,

4 Anagarika Dharmapala (literally meaning in Sinhalese, ‘the wandering
guardian of the law’) was born Don David Hewaviratne, and lived between 1864
and 1933. He enjoyed a relationship of some ambiguity with the founder of India’s
Theosophical Society, a European woman by the name of Helena Petrovna
Blavatsky.
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has engulfed the island in a bloodbath which has few parallels
even in the violent annals of the contemporary developing world.
My analysis will tend to support Stanley Tambiah’s broad con-
clusion that ‘Sinhalese-Tamil tensions and conflicts in the form
known to us today are of relatively recent manufacture—a truly
twentieth-century phenomenon’, though, of course, ‘the post-in-
dependence phase in Sri Lanka is necessarily a continuation and
transformation of processes set in motion during the critical period
of the British Raj’ (Tambiah 1986: 7,9).

A few observations about the nature and course of political
development in the ex-colonies of the “Third World’ in general,
and in Sri Lanka in particular, are in order. Prior to the incursions
of Western colonialism, much of the ‘Third World’ consisted of
a rich mosaic of local and regional sovereignties. Thus, as Lisa
Anderson has written, ‘the political and social structures of the
premodern Middle East were not confined to the central govern-
ment.. kinship groups—lineages and tribes—enjoyed a political
autonomy and economic vitality quite unknown in Europe,
sprawling...across the Middle Eastern map...” (1987: 4). In asimilar
vein, Ali Mazrui has called premodern Africa ‘a miracle of
diversity’ (1986: 107). This was very true of the South Asian sub-
continent as well. In Sri Lanka, for example, there existed, till
the seventeenth century, at least three regional sovereignties, one
of which was an independent Tamil kingdom centred around
Jaffna, in the north of the country. These medieval states often
had diffuse boundaries, marked by zones of intermittent influence.
All that had become history by the nineteenth century. The logic
of colonial rule entailed administrative expansion and unifica-
tion—and soon, the colonial state, backed by formidable coercive
power, had extended its regulatory apparatus to even the most
outlying regions of the territory under its control. Competing
regional and local sovereignties were replaced (in the case of
Sri Lanka, for the first time in over 2,500 years of its recorded
history), by a single monolithic, impersonal, indivisible and alien
sovereignty.

In time, there erupted, in most of these countries, a spate of
anti-colonial uprisings: during the nineteenth century in Latin
America, during the twentieth in Africa and Asia. However, it
appeared that the practice of the new ‘nationalist’ politics could
only be carried out effectively within the territorial framework
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established by the colonial state, if such political activity were
to lead to the creation of a broad-based mass movement that
could successfully challenge and overcome the colonial Leviathan.
Gradually, the anti-colonial leadership inherited the state, more
or less intact, from the departing imperial power—Britain, in the
case of Sri Lanka. Thus, in Sri Lanka, though there had historically
existed multiple sovereignties and at least two main cultures (Sin-
halese and Tamil), the island as a whole defined the territorial
parameters of the newly-independent state. As the triumphant
‘nationalist’ elite consolidated its authority, there began the effort
to transform the historically arbitrary and artificial territorial
domain bequeathed by colonialism into a ‘nation’. The irony of
the occurrence has been admirably expressed by Crawford Young;:

The state now itself became the main vehicle in the hands
of the nationalist elite for the fulfillment of its mission...in strug-
gle, the nationalist movement was the nation in formation:
the state was an alien apparatus, owned and operated by a
foreign ruler. Yet even as the anti-thesis to nationalism, -the
colonial state necessarily defined the spatial framework of the
embryonic nation. In triumph, the nationalist elite acquired
title to the state—and in turn was absorbed by it. Nationalism
as anti-colonial struggle had laid the basis for the nation; now
the state had to complete the task. That state must be nation
is indisputable: rare indeed is the political elite whose statecraft
is not informed by this premise (1976: 71).

In its essence, the dominant ‘nationalist’ discourse became an
indigenised variant of the world-view that had underpinned
colonial rule—it typically projected notions, certainly in the Sri
Lankan context, of monolithic, unitary and indivisible sovereignty
as the raison d’etre of its ‘nation-building’ enterprise. Fundamental
to this enterprise was the seemingly axiomatic proposition that
state must be nation. A quest for homogeneity was but the natural
corollary of this ‘nationalist’ discourse and practice. Essential to
this quest, in turn, was an apparently inexorable trend towards
the centralisation of political and economic power, as well as
of the resources of coercion and repression. This development
has prompted Young to comment that ‘in the preponderance of
instances [in the ex-colonies], diverse variations on the authoritarian
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theme have enhanced the role of the nation-state as an authorita-
tive arena’ (1976: 79). In the process, the territorial heirs to colonial
administrative demarcations congealed into apparently cast-iron
grids. So complete was the transformation of ‘nationalism’ into
statism that the Organization of African Unity, legatee to the
tradition of Pan-Africanism, became a coalition of territorial states,
an ironical benediction of the imperial partition. As Charles Tilly
has put it, ‘state-certifying organisations such as the...United Na-
tions simply extended the European-based process [of modern
state formation] to the world as a whole. Whether forced or volun-
tary, bloody or peaceful, decolonisation simply completed that
process by which existing states leagued to create new ones’ (1985:
185).

However, Sri Lanka (or rather, Ceylon) differed, in a couple
of quite crucial ways, from the corresponding situation in, say,
India. Unlike the vast majority of colonies, Ceylon had almost
totally lacked a mass movement against colonial subjugation. The
mass movement against the British Raj, spearheaded, in neigh-
bouring India, by the Indian National Congress, did instill among
a broad cross-section of the Indian peoples a sense of an Indian
national identity, forged in course of a common struggle against
a brutal alien power, and cemented by a shared suffering and
sacrifice. This was simply absent in the case of Ceylon. When
the British transferred power in 1948, they did so to a political
and administrative elite (mainly Sinhalese, but also including Tamils)
who were creatures of the colonial state—individuals who had
loyally functioned as stooges of imperialism. When the nationalist
backlash against this bastion of inherited privilege came, in the
year 1956, it was in the form of an aggressive assertion of Sinhalese
majoritarianism.

The assumption of state power by the Sri Lanka Freedom Party
(SLFP), the champion of the new Sinhalese nationalism, did not
however significantly alter the defeated, elitist United National
Party’s (UNP) conception of an unitary, monolithic state sove-
reignty, conceived and fashioned in the colonial mould—except
to impart to it an increasingly xenophobic and chauvinistic Sin-
halese-nationalist component. Under the new dispensation,
pioneered by the SLFP, Sri Lankan Tamils, who did not even
share historical memories of a joint struggle waged with their
Sinhalese counterparts against a common enemy, were being asked
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to live in a unitary, centralised, territorial state of Sri Lanka that
was conceived as the collateral of a nation defined explicitly in
terms of a Sinhalese identity. In other words, the post-colonial
Sri Lankan state advanced the idea of a monolithic, unitary
sovereignty, but without a corresponding development of equal
citizenship over the exclusive rights of the ‘majority community’
(see Giddens 1987 for a theoretical treatment). Therein lie the
roots of the Sri Lankan tragedy. Those who went about the task
of building the Sri Lankan ‘nation’ succeeded beyond belief, from
one angle—they ended up creating not one, but two nations.

For all that, the Sri Lankan Tamils have been ‘reluctant
secessionists’ (Horowitz 1985: 243-49). As the Sinhalese historian
K.M. De Silva testifies, ‘the striking feature of the emergence of
Tamil separatism in Sri Lanka...is its late development. The tran-
sition from expressions of separatist sentiment to a full-fledged
separatist movement took over 25 years, and...separatist agitation
went through several phases’ (1990: 32). Indeed, as we shall see
in this chapter, it was to take the cumulative provocation of reams
of Sinhalese-supremacist and discriminatory legislation (in the
fields of language, education, state employment and religion);
recurrent anti-Tamil pogroms; the dishonouring by the state of
successive compacts promising the Tamils regional autonomy;
the degeneration of a formally democratic electoral system into
a farcical arena for the ‘competitive (Sinhalese) chauvinism’ of
the island’s two main (Sinhalese) political parties; and finally,
severe military repression—in all of which the post-colonial Sri
Lankan state played an infamous role—before the broad mass
of Sri Lankan Tamils were to become convinced that there was
no prospect of living with dignity and security within an united
Sri Lanka, and would commit themselves to the bifurcation of
the island as the only decisive solution to their predicament. It
was only from the mid-1970s onwards that Sri Lankan Tamils
began to consciously define themselves as a nation entitled to an
independent state, and their political organisations actively sought
a clean break from the Sri Lankan state only from the 1980s on.

I argue, therefore, that the process whereby an ‘ethnic group’
attains the consciousness of a distinct, historically-constituted na-
tion is a gradual, evolutionary and open-ended one; and that
the motives, imperatives, policies and actions of those at the helm
of the state-building enterprise are of fundamental and decisive
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importance to understanding and explaining the unfolding of
that process. Sinhalese-Tamil polarisation, far from being the con-
tinuation of an ancient conflict rooted in ‘primordial’ ties, is in
actuality a development peculiar to the second half of the twentieth
century—earlier patterns of conflict followed different social boun-
daries (Rogers 1987: 583-602). In Ceylon, historically speaking,
numerous identities have been available to serve as bases for politi-
cal mobilisation. It therefore becomes necessary to explain why
one particular identity (such as ‘“Tamil’) is chosen, in preference
to several possible alternatives, as the basis for popular mobilisa-
tion and struggle at a certain point in time. This chapter, as indeed
the book as a whole, has posited the state as a central explanatory
variable in accounting for identity-formulation and nationality-
formation, and analysed the rise of mass Tamil nationalism as
a process occurring within a complex historical dialectic of the
Sinhalese-Buddhist state and Tamil society—a dialectic which is,
equally, one of domination and resistance.

Colonialism and the Origins of the Unitary State

When the first of the Western colonialists, the Portuguese, arrived
on the shores of Ceylonin 1505, three regional sovereignties existed
in that country. One of these was the independent Tamil kingdom
centred around Jaffna, the main city of the northern peninsula
of the same name. The two other kingdoms were ruled by Sinhalese
monarchs. One of these had as its capital the city of Kandy, in
south-central Ceylon. The other was based in Kotte, which roughly
corresponds to the Greater Colombo region of today, and is located
on the western coast to the south of Kandy. The northern Tamil
kingdom had been in existence since the early thirteenth century,
but had enjoyed its heyday during the mid-fourteenth century,
when, in addition to the Jaffna peninsula and other northern
areas, it had, according to K.M. De Silva, ‘effective control of
the north-west coast up to Puttalam’, of the east coast up to Trin-
comalee, and ‘seemed poised for the establishment of Tamil
supremacy over Sri Lanka’ (De Silva 1981: 85).

The only period during the medieval epoch when the whole
island was, more or less, under a single sovereign authority was
during the reign of the Sinhalese ruler Parakramabahu VI (1412-
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57), who took advantage of a period of relative decline of the
Jaffna kingdom to subjugate it. However, this was a temporary
phase, for the Tamil kingdom soon regained its sovereignty, and,
far from generating murderous conflict, this particular
‘occupation’ seems to have ‘marked the high point in the develop-
ment of cultural contact between the Sinhala and Tamil linguistic
communities’ (Gunawardena 1990: 66). The end of Tamil sove-
reignty came in 1619, when the Portuguese defeated the last Tamil
king in battle and formally annexed the Jaffna kingdom.

However, the Portuguese, and the Dutch who followed them,
were mercantile capitalists who were interested primarily in trade,
and concentrated their resources on maintaining secure control
of strategic maritime points on the coastline of Ceylon. The task
of bringing the island under a single centralised administration
was to be left to the British, who displaced the Dutch in the
last years of the eighteenth century. Initially, the British, like their
predecessors, had little direct interest in the island itself. They
appear to have regarded the eastern port of Trincomalee, one
of the world’s finest natural harbours, to be of strategic value
for the defence of their vast possessions on the Indian mainland.
However, with the rapid transition from mercantile to industrial
capitalism in Britain during the early nineteenth century, the
British developed a direct economic stake in Sri Lanka. In par-
ticular, they now required plantation products in large quantities,
both as raw materials and as consumer goods. However, the es-
tablishment of a classic colonial plantation economy (initially in
coffee, and later, in tea, rubber and coconut), could not be achieved
without the liquidation of the Kandyan kingdom, which had been
resolutely holding out against colonial penetration for the previous
three centuries, and within whose domain the vast bulk of the
highland areas suitable for plantation cultivation were located.
This was duly accomplished, in a series of military campaigns
lasting from 1815 to 1818.

Then, in 1833, the recommendations of the Colebrook—Cameron
Report of 1831, which had advised the administrative unification
of the entire island, and the vesting of sovereign authority in
the person of the British Governor, were putinto effect. The origins
of the highly centralised, unitary state, that was to create vast
political problems in the second half of the twentieth century,
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are, therefore, to be sought in the imperatives of British colonial
administration in the first half of the nineteenth century.’

Administrative unification meant, for the first time in the
country’s recorded history, the disproportionate growth in im-
portance of a single urban centre, Colombo, which had been
selected as the administrative capital of the unitary colonial state.
In time, it also led to the emergence of an indigenous client-
bourgeoisie, though this happened in rather different ways among
the Sinhalese and the Tamils. The Sinhalese scholar Newton
Gunasinghe writes that

the first generation of Sinhalese entrepreneurs accumulated
their capital through the country-liquor trade as early as the
mid-19th century, and later invested their capital in graphite
mining and coconut plantations. Similar avenues of accumula-
tion were not present in the north and the east where liquor
sales were rather low, due to the widespread consumption
of home-made palmyrah toddy. Further, the absence of plan-
tations in these areas prevented the emergence of a group of
indigenous entrepreneurs who could earn profits by servicing
the plantations (Gunasinghe 1984: 205).

Donald Horowitz takes up the story at this stage:

In the early 19th century, soon after the British had conquered
Ceylon, Christian missionaries entered the island. Like the
colonial administration, the British missionaries established
themselves in the south of Ceylon...the American Missionary
Society, when it arrived, was relegated to the arid Jaffna Penin-
sula...in the far North...the Americans proved unusually adept
at setting up English-medium schools all over Jaffna. Later,
as clerical jobs opened up in the colonial government...Ceylon
Tamils, more often literate in English, moved south to take
up a disproportionate number of them. They had every in-
centive to do so. Jaffna was an inhospitable land...consequently,

s Furthermore, by bringing in thousands of poor Tamils from southern India to
serve as bonded labour on the plantations, the colonial authorities were responsible
for the creation of yet another political dilemma that was to have’ serious

repercussions in the post-colonial period.
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the Ceylon Tamils came to play.a large role in the...administra-
tion of Ceylon (Horowitz 1985: 155-156).

As a Sri Lankan Tamil economist, V. Nithiyanandan, has observed,
the Jaffna Tamil under British rule

chose the facile option of securing government employment,
thus fulfilling the expectations of the colonial government...this
led not only to under-utilisation of resources in Jaffna district,
but, more importantly, reinforced the idea that state-sector
employment was the ultimate goal of education and that, with-
out it, the economic survival of the Tamils would be doomed
(Nithiyanandan 1987:113).

As the twentieth century dawned, increasingly assertive Sin-
halese and Tamil elites, which had flourished and multiplied under
colonial tutelage, and whose activities were centred almost ex-
clusively around Colombo, came to adopt, at least at the outset,
a policy of close, if uneasy collaboration in their strategy of wrest-
ing, albeit through totally peaceful and constitutional means, the
maximum possible concessions from the colonial power.®* How-
ever, as the grant of full independence approached, the jockeying
for prestige and influence among Sinhalese and Tamil politicians
became more and more overt and acute, and the ambiguous elite
consensus began to fragment and disintegrate along ‘ethnic’ lines.”

Of crucial importance to the ‘transfer of power’ in Ceylon was
the role of two constitutional commissions appointed by the British
government to oversee and supervise the process. These were,
the ‘Donoughmore Commission’, which framed the Constitution
which was in effect between 1931 and the British withdrawal
in 1948, and the Soulbury Commission, which devised the Con-
stitution which lasted from 1947 to 1972. Both commissions came

6 Thus, the founder of the first full-fledged ‘nationalist’ political party, the Ceylon
National Congress (CNC), in 1919, was Ponnambalam Arunachalam, a Tamil who
was the first ‘native’ Ceylonese to pass the Ceylon Civil Service in 1875, and who
retired as Registrar-General of the ‘Crown Colony of Ceylon’ in 1913. Arunachalam
and his brother, Ponnambalam Ramanathan, who retired as Solicitor-General of the
‘Crown Colony of Ceylon’, were the first Sri Lankan Tamil political leaders of the
twentieth century.

7 Arunachalam quit the CNC in 1921, condemning it as an organisation
‘representing mainly a section of the Sinhalese’. See Vythilingam (1977: 538).



State-Building and the Birth of Two Nations e 51

to be named after the British peers who headed them. The principal
achievement of the Donoughmore Commission was the grant
of universal adult franchise to the people of Ceylon. But, while
conceding both universal franchise and territorial representation,
the Donoughmore Commissioners remarked that ‘the primitive
character of the provincial government, as against the advanced
system of central government, is very noteworthy...the great gulf
between the rural worker and the educated and Westernised clas-
ses of Colombo forms a dramatic contrast’ (The Donoughmore
. Report, Colombo, 1928: 105, cited in Wilson 1988: 14-15).

In order to mitigate the excessively centralised nature of the
island’s polity, the Commission proposed two significant
measures. The first was the establishment of a network of Provin-
cial Councils, ‘to which certain administrative functions of the
Central Government could be delegated’. The Commission recom-
mended that such councils be granted wide-ranging powers on
subjects such as ‘public works and communications, irrigation
and agriculture, medical and sanitary services, education and
finance, and general administration’. It further advised that while
the central government should provide finances to the provincial
councils from its general revenue, the councils should also be
given the power to raise ‘a substantial part of [their own] revenue
through direct taxation’ (Wilson 1988:14-15).

The second measure proposed was that sessions of the central
legislature should be held not just in Colombo, but periodically
also in Kandy and Jaffna. In retrospect, it is a great misfortune
of history that these two federalising proposals were never serious-
ly implemented. That they were proposed at all is probably due
to the fact that strong pressure for the creation of a quasi-federal
order in Sri Lanka was exerted on the Donoughmore Commis-
sioners by the political leaders of the Kandyan Sinhalese, who
pressed for the creation of three autonomous regions within the
framework of a federal polity—the first comprising the Ceylon
Tamil-dominated North and East, the second consisting of the
Kandyan Sinhalese highlands and adjacent areas, and the third
the low-country Sinhalese areas of the West and deep South.
As the Kandyan Sinhalese leaders correctly noted in a memoran-
dum submitted to the Donoughmore' Commission: “The fun-
damental error of British statesmanship has been to treat the
subject of political advancement of the people of Ceylon as one
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of a homogeneous Ceylonese race’ (Kandyan National Assembly,
1927: 37, cited in Wilson 1988: 98).

The dire predictions of Tamil politicians that elections based
on territorial representation would lead to Sinhalese political
hegemony proved all too accurate. The Board of Ministers (a
sort of pre-independence shadow cabinet) formed after the 1936
elections was all-Sinhalese, an early indication of what the com-
position of post-independence governments would turn out to
be. The Tamil reaction was not slow to come. In 1944, the first
exclusively Tamil political party of Sri Lanka, the All-Ceylon Tamil
Congress (ACTC) was formed under the leadership of G.G. Pon-
nambalam, a consummate orator, and began immediately to
agitate for equal representation for the Sinhalese and the minorities
in the legislature of post-independence Sri Lanka. The formula
proposed by the ACTC, which envisaged that one-half of the
seats would go to Sinhalese members and the other half to rep-
resentatives of the various minority communities combined (i.e.,
the Ceylon Tamils, the ‘Indian’ Tamils of the plantation areas,
the Muslims, etc.), soon came to be known in popular parlance
as ‘fifty-fifty’. It was also decisively rejected by the Soulbury Com-
mission, which came up instead with a scheme of weighted rep-
resentation intended to safeguard minority rights. In Sri Lanka,
the British had already decided to transfer power, in due time,
to the politician of their choice, a Sinhalese and loyal collaborator
named Don Stephen Senanayake,’ and the fulminations of G.G.
Ponnambalam seemed to them to be little more than a nuisance,
an unnecessary obstruction to their smooth, speedy and orderly
withdrawal from their colony.

Nonetheless, the Soulbury Commissioners were not entirely
insensitive to the Tamil campaign for balanced representation.
They worked out a complex scheme of weighted representation
for the minorities, whereby, they claimed, ‘of the 95 elected seats
[in the post-independence Parliament], 58 would go to Sinhalese
candidates, Ceylon Tamils 15, Indian Tamils 14, Muslims 8, making
with the 6 nominated seats a minority representation of 43 in
a House of 101’ (Soulbury Report, London, 1945: Para 270, cited

8 In 1947, just preceding the formal transfer of power, Senanayake signed a
‘Defence Agreement’ with Britain which allowed the British military to retain
control, even after independence, over their major naval base at Trincomalee, on the
east coast, and air base at Katunayake, near Colombo.
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in Wilson 1988: 19). They also incorporated an important safeguard
for the minorities in Section 29(2) of the Constitution, which stipu-
lated that Parliament could not enact discriminatory legislation
- against a particular ethnic or religious group to which all other
groups were also not simultaneously subjected. They further ex-
pressed optimism that the Sinhalese Prime Minister would choose
to appoint persons from among the non-Sinhalese groups to the
nominated seats in Parliament, and would offer ministerial
portfolios to them, if need be. They were also hopeful that the
rise of leftist and socialist parties would mitigate the growth of
any significant inter-community tensions.

As the post-colonial development of Sri Lanka’s polity pro-
gressed, the calculations of the Soulbury Commissioners on all
of the above counts were fated to go completely awry. Upon
assuming power, the Senanayake government almost immediately
enacted, and successfully passed in Parliament, two pieces of
legislation—the Citizenship Act (1948), and the Indian and Pakis-
tani Residents (Citizenship) Act (1949). Taken in conjunction, the
two disenfranchised and rendered stateless the entire ‘Indian
Tamil’ population of the plantations, who were estimated to num-
ber in excess of one million at that time.’

What, precisely, motivated this outrage? It was probably, at
least in part, an expression of the virulent prejudice of elements
of the ruling Sinhalese elite towards the plantation workers, long
perceived to be alien intruders on Sri Lankan soil. However, it
is equally probable that certain pragmatic political calculations
were involved as well. First, the decision, and its successful passage
through Parliament, served to cut the troublesome Tamils down
to size, by depriving almost half their number of both citizenship
and franchise. Second, it served the purpose of emasculating a
strong electoral challenge from left-wing parties. In the first general
elections, held in 1947, 10 of the 14 ‘Indian Tamil’ seats had returned
candidates of the Trotskyite Lanka Sama Samaja Party (LSSP),
while the remaining four had elected (pro-Moscow) Communist

9 The government managed to circumvent Section 29 (2) of the Soulbury
Constitution by successfully arguing in court that the text of these legislations did
not specifically name the ‘Indian’ Tamils, and that, therefore, they could not be
construed as discriminatory legislation aimed at one particular community to the
exclusion of others. This reasoning was patently specious: the wording of the Acts
left absolutely no doubt as to what end they were designed to achieve. For the full
- text of the Citizenship Act of 1948, see Appendix Two in Kadian (1990: 159).
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Party norminees. Third, the seats vacated as a result of the dis-
enfranchisement of the Indian Tamils were used to accommodate
additional representatives of the Kandyan Sinhalese. Consequent-
ly, in every Parliament from 1952 onwards, the Kandyan Sinhalese
came to be represented disproportionately relative to their share
of the population. Successive Sinhalese governments, whether
formed by the United National Party (UNP), or its arch-rival,
the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), took great care to ensure
that Kandyan Sinhalese MPs received more than an adequate
share of ministerial portfolios, including important Cabinet posts.
Nothing more about federalism was ever heard again from the
Kandyan Sinhalese. Needless to state, this co-optation had an
immensely positive impact on the consolidation of a pan-Sinhalese
identity. As Tambiah notes, ‘low-country and Kandyan Sinhalese
are inextricably mixed-up today’ (Tambiah 1986:124). Moreover,
the disenfranchisement of the plantation proletariat enabled the
Sinhalese, in general, to increase their share of elected seats in
Parliament to close to 80 per cent of the total. From 1952 onwards,
the Sri Lankan Parliament would be more like an assembly of
Sinhalese notables than anything else.

The Sri Lankan Tamil response was swift and straightforward.
Their established political party, the ACTC, surprisingly did not
make any fuss over this flagrant violation of the fundamental
rights of their fellow-Tamils on the plantations, for Senanayake,
known for his acumen at intrigue, had managed to co-opt its
leader, G.G. Ponnambalam, into his Cabinet. But one of Ponnam-
balam’s chief lieutenants, a Christian Tamil from the Jaffna penin-
sula by the name of Samuel James Velupillai Chelvanayakam,
was not prepared to take things lying down. In a public statement
that was to prove eerily prophetic, he said: “Today justice is being
denied to the Indian Tamils. Some day in the future...the same
will befall the Ceylon Tamils’ (quoted in Ram 1989: 37).

Disgusted at what he perceived to be his leader’s betrayal of
the Tamil cause, Chelvanayakam quit the ACTC and, in December
1949, launched his own party, the Ilankai Tamil Arasu Kadchi (ITAK,
literally, ‘Ceylon Tamil State Party’, but better-known simply as
the Tamil Federal Party, or FP for short). For the next three decades,
Chelvanayakam and the FP would set the agenda for Sri Lankan
Tamil politics, and would constitute practically the sole challenge
to the legitimacy of the unitary state. At their first convention,
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held in 1951 at Trincomalee, the Federalists declared ‘the Tamil
people’s unchallengeable title to nationhood and...their right to
political autonomy and desire for federal union with the Sinhalese’
(cited in Wilson 1988: 24).

Significantly, the centre of gravity of the Sri Lankan Tamil
programme, as manifested in the Federal Party’s declaration, had
moved away from a concern with an equitable share of power
at the central level, and towards an as yet somewhat hazy and
inarticulate goal of ‘federalism” and ‘autonomy’. However, given
the demographic concentration of the Sri Lankan Tamil population
in the north and east, it was obviously merely a matter of time
before such a demand for autonomy would come to be framed
explicitly in regional terms. The battle lines for the future had
been drawn. The dialectic of the unitary Sri Lankan state and
Tamil society had resulted in the formulation of a Tamil political
charter that, for the first time, claimed the attribute of nationhood
for the Sri Lankan Tamils, and advanced a demand for ‘autonomy’
and a ‘federal union’ on the basis of that self-definition of a col-
lective Tamil identity. However, these were but the beginnings
of the historical process that was to culminate in total Sinhalese-
Tamil polarisation, and the rise of a powerful armed struggle
to achieve a sovereign state of Tamil Eelam, some three decades
later.

The Consolidation of the Unitary State and the Tamil
Nationalist Response

In the first phase after independence (1948-56), writes Newton
Gunasinghe:

Sri Lanka was governed by a social stratum representing landed
and commercial interests. This elite was economically and so-
cially a product of British colonialism...it was a segmented elite,
divided into diverse ethnic and religious groups and castes.
Although competition...and rivalry took place within the ruling
elite on the basis of these parochial loyalties, the political pres-
sure from the people kept them sufficiently united...the work-
ing-class movement under left leadership was still a powerful
force to be reckoned with (1989: 243).
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Indeed, 1953 witnessed a massive general strike by the urban
working-class, cutting across ethnic lines, in protest against a
proposed reduction in an important state-sponsored welfare sub-
sidy, the free rice ration for the poor.

However, the fragile equilibrium that Gunasinghe speaks of
was to break down completely in 1956, a truly landmark year
for all the peoples of Sri Lanka. The immediate catalyst to this
was a leadership tussle within the United National Party (UNP),
the party in government between 1947 and 1956. Solomon Ban-
daranaike, an Oxford-educated senior UNP politician and Minister
of Local Government between 1936 and 1951, had hoped to succeed
to the Prime Ministership once the aging Don Stephen Senanayake
had passed away. The latter, however, was intent on promoting
his own son, Dudley, for the post. Disillusioned, Bandaranaike
quit the UNP and floated his own party, the Sri Lanka Freedom
Party (SLFP), in 1951. The SLFP, however, failed to make much
headway in the 1952 general elections, when it won only nine
seats in Parliament, compared to the UNP’s 54. For that matter,
the showing of Chelvanayakam’s FP was not too encouraging
either. The FP won only two seats, compared to four for its arch-
rival, G.G. Ponnambalam’s ACTC. Clearly, the Sri Lankan Tamils,
though divided, still, by-and-large, favoured the ACTC's prog-
ramme of ‘responsive cooperation’ with the Sinhalese parties at
the Centre over the federalist agenda espoused by the FP.

However, the UNP regime was founded on what was essentially
a very narrow social base of support. Between 1952 and the next
parliamentary elections of 1956, Bandaranaike, a fiery orator and
skilled political tactician, let loose a populist campaign par ex-
cellence, that swept all before him. As Gunasinghe observes, the
SLFP appealed to and successfully mobilised ‘a much more hetero-
geneous [and far vaster] bloc of vested interests’ than the UNP
had ever imagined doing. In particular, the new-look SLFP

represented the Sinhalese urban entrepreneurs, who, having
accumulated some capital through trade or manufacturing,
were bent on establishing local industries. It represented the
rising rural petty-bourgeoisie of the south—the Sinhalese school
teachers, ayurvedic physicians, notaries, village monks: who
gave expression to their economic demands through cultural
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slogans. It represented the Sinhala-educated vernacular intel-
ligentsia (Gunasinghe 1989:244).

Obviously, the SLFP required a coherent and easily under-
standable political slogan which would serve to unify such a
disparate constituency, if its overall electoral strategy was to pay
dividends. With his characteristic blend of brilliance and oppor-
tunism, Bandaranaike seized on the issue of language to achieve
this end. The SLFP fought the 1956 elections on what was ef-
fectively a one-point political platform, neatly encapsulated in
two words—'Sinhala Only’. This meant that SLFP promised (and
within 24 hours of coming to power, no less!) to make Sinhalese
the sole official language of Sri Lanka.

There was, however, much more to the language issue than
a simple assertion of cultural identity. In his public speeches,
Bandaranaike railed against the neo-colonial system that allegedly
reserved over 90 per cent of government employment for a privi-
leged English-speaking minority of less than 10 per cent. The
implication clearly was that the adoption of Sinhalese as the official
language would lead to a drastic equalisation of economic op-
portunities, especially with regard to state-sector employment,
perhaps the most lucrative and coveted job sector in Sri Lanka.

Nithiyanandan has rightly commented that the conflict that
manifested itself in the run-up to the 1956 polls was ‘not so much
between ethnic communities [such as Tamils and Sinhalese], as
between two classes of society’ (1987: 111) (emphasis added). The
over-privileged, pseudo-Westernised, English-speaking comprador
class, almost exclusively concentrated in Colombo, contained
within its ranks both Tamils and Sinhalese.

Ironically, however, the language issue fostered, instead, a
polarisation of sorts between large sections of the Sinhalese, on
the one hand, and Sri Lankan Tamils, on the other. This was
not without reason. Since the nineteenth century, large numbers
of Jaffna Tamils had come to attach inordinate importance to
English-medium education and state-sector employment, where
they were still to be found {especially in the higher echelons)
somewhat disproportionately relative to their share of the popula-
tion. These people also tended to be among the most politically
aware and organised elements of the Tamil population. As
Nithiyanandan notes, ‘among the Sinhalese, only the very wealthy
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aspired to an education in English. But among the Jaffna Tamils,
even those of moderate means tried to give their children an
English education’, and, therefore, ‘the class distinction between
the English-educated and the vernacular-educated which was evi-
dently clear among the Sinhalese was not as easily visible at
this stage among Tamils’. ‘Anti-English, therefore, quickly turned
into anti-Tamil’ among Sinhalese, helped by the fact that almost
the only opposition to ‘Sinhala Only’ came from Sri Lankan Tamil
politicians, especially those belonging to the FP (Nithiyanandan
1987:112, 114).

The 1956 elections also saw the inauguration of the thoroughly
destructive phenomenon (in terms of its impact on inter-ethnic
relations) of what has been alternatively called the ‘competitive
chauvinism’ or ‘intra-ethnic outbidding’ of Sinhalese party
politics. This phenomenon, in an entrenched and magnified form,
would recur with a monotonous, if deadly, regularity in the years
and decades to come, and would simultineously contribute to
an exacerbation of the Sinhalese-Tamil conflict and constitute the
single most formidable obstacle to its negotiated resolution. The
SLFP officially adopted the ‘Sinhala Only’ policy in December
1955. Earlier that year, John Kotelawala, the UNP Prime Minister,
visited Jaffna and publicly re-affirmed his party’s commitment
to ‘parity of status’ between the Sinhalese and Tamil languages.
However, as the elections approached, the UNP became increas-
ingly apprehensive that this policy was losing its Sinhalese voters,
and the UNP switched to ‘Sinhala Only’ in February 1956. The
volte face, however, came too late to reverse the tide of electoral
fortunes—the SLFP swept the polls.

But why did Bandaranaike press only for Sinhalese, and not
Sinhalese and Tamil, to replace English? A noted Sri Lankan Tamil
scholar has remarked that ‘if ever, since independence, there was
a Sinhalese leader with foresight, it was the Oxford-educated Ban-
daranaike. He was able to understand the problems of Ceylon’s
multi-ethnic society’ (Wilson 1988: 94). The new Prime Minister
was obviously no simple-minded Sinhalese bigot. While Minister
of Local Government in 1944, he had publicly stated that he did
‘not see any harm at all in recognising the Tamil language also
as an official language’, for such a move would be of immense
utility in bringing about ‘that amity, that confidence between
the various communities’ (Wilson 1988: 40). I believe that two
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considerations are relevant in accounting for this apparent hiatus
between precept and practice. First, there is the matter of electoral
calculation. As Wilson rightly points out, the Westminster-
style legislative and party-political system that Ceylon inherited
from the British ‘depends, in the final instance, on the counting
of numbers. The Sinhalese constitute the numerical majority’ (1988:
32). Second, and perhaps no less significant in terms of its
implications for the future, the success of the SLFP campaign
in 1956 was due to a considerable extent, at the grassroots
level, to the support whipped up for ‘Sinhala Only’ by or-
ganised groups among the Buddhist clergy. As Kumari Jayawar-
dena comments:

The most articulate and militant spokesmen of the Sinhalese
petty-bourgeoisie on the language issue were the bhikkus or
Buddhist monks...who had formed the Eksath Bhikku Peramuna
[EBP, literally, United Monks’ Front], to mebilise [support] to
defeat the UNP at the elections...they aimed at restoration of
Buddhism through state recognition and patronage...the monks
felt keenly on this question. They were educated in the Sinhalese
language and its classics...and were accepted by the Buddhists
as protectors of Sinhalese culture. But they had neither recog-
nition nor influence in the areas dominated by the English-
speaking elite, viz., administration, higher education and
politics (1985: 111-12).

This intrusion of organised religion into the political sphere,
though rewarding for the SLFP in electoral terms, represented
an unhealthy development in the body politic of Sri Lanka. From
1956 onwards, the new Sinhalese nationalism took on an increas-
ingly strident religious note, with influential and completely
obscurantist sections of the clergy, in their self-proclaimed role
of defenders, against assorted imaginary threats, of the holy trinity
of ‘the Land (Sri Lanka), the Race (Sinhalese), and the Faith (Bud-
dhism)’, stubbornly opposing any concession to or compromise
with the Tamils on any issue whatsoever. Paramount among these,
of course, was the issue of language. Statements such as the fol-
lowing became increasingly commonplace in what purported to
be academic discourse:
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The history of Sri Lanka is the history of the Sinhalese race...Bud-
dhism is the golden thread running through the history of
the Race and the Land...In 1956 will occur the unique three-fold
event—the completion of 2,500 years of Ceylon’s history, of
the life of the Sinhalese, and of Buddhism (Wijewardena
1953: 3, cited in Wilson 1988: 52).

On the Tamil side, the 1956 election witnessed a closing of
ranks behind the FP. Sri Lankan Tamils felt betrayed by both
the UNP and the SLFP, and those like the ACTC who had ad-
vocated ‘responsive cooperation’ with the Sinhalese political parties
were permanently discredited. The FP won 10 parliamentary seats,
as-opposed to one for the ACTC. 1956 also saw the first serious
bout of ethnic rioting in post-colonial Sri Lanka. Over 150 Tamils
were killed in the Tamil-dominated eastern province by mobs
of Sinhalese, most of whom had been brought in from the deep
south and settled, under the auspices of a state-sponsored scheme,
in the traditionally Tamil and Muslim district of Amparai.’

Upon assuming power, however, Bandaranaike, true to his
cosmopolitan background, attempted to reach a compromise with
increasingly alienated and hostile Tamil opinion. The great step
in this direction was a historic agreement, concluded on 26 July
1957, between him and FP leader Chelvanayakam, and known
as the Bandaranaike-Chelvanayakam (B-C) Pact. The pact envisaged
wide-ranging decentralisation of administration and devolution
of powers to the Tamil areas of the North and East. It was proposed
that the overwhelmingly Tamil northern province would con-
stitute a single regional authority, while the predominantly Tamil
but demographically more complex eastern province would be
divided into two or more such units. However, all these units
would be free to amalgamate, if they so desired. It was agreed
that Parliament would devolve all powers to the regional bodies
on the following subjects—agriculture, cooperatives, lands and
land development, ‘colonisation’, education, health, industries,
fisheries, housing and social services, electricity, irrigation
schemes and roads. The regional councils were to be given full

10 The scheme in question was Gal Oya, the first of many such strongly denounced
by Tamil parties as part of a state-instigated plot designed to erode and eventually
destroy the demographic and economic predominance of Tamils in the eastern
province and in the non-peninsular areas of the North.
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powers of taxation and borrowing to fund projects in their fields
of responsibility, and, in addition, the central government was
charged with providing certain minimum finances from the state’s
general revenue. It is clearly evident from this account that the
B-C Pact represented a very comprehensive federal solution to
burgeoning Sinhalese-Tamil tensions (for a full text of the Pact,
see Ponnambalam 1983: 256-57).

The Pact further stipulated that Tamil should be used as the
official language for all administrative work in the northern and
eastern provinces. Bandaranaike was particularly defensive and
conciliatory on this issue in a speech to Parliament:

Although the circumstances of the situation were such that
Sinhalese had to be declared the official language, there was
no intention in fact to cause any undue hardship or injustice
to those whose language is other than Sinhalese...reasonable
use of Tamil too will be given...we cannot decide these issues
on grounds of extremism...we have to take a rational, reasonable
attitude on these matters...naturally, Tamils will have the right
to go up to the very summit of education in that medium...the
Tamil medium should also be used in examinations...for the
public service...(Ponnambalam 1983: 254-55) (emphasis added).

Chelvanayakam even managed to obtain an assurance from the
government that the question of re-enfranchising the Tamil plan-
tation workers would receive ‘early consideration’.

Tragically, considering the subsequent fate of Sri Lanka, the
B-C Pact was unilaterally abrogated by Bandaranaike in April
1958. This was not the result of any intentional bad faith on his
part. On the contrary, according to the testimony of a reliable
eye-witness, the ‘Prime Minister was in tears’ that he had been
compelled to break his word (cited in Wilson 1988: 119). What
had happened was that the pact had fallen prey to the very forces
that Bandaranaike had himself unleashed and exploited in order
to capture state power. The dynamics of ‘competitive chauvinism’
in Sinhalese party politics had swung into action—the UNP saw
the Pact as a golden opportunity to retrieve some of its lost popu-
larity with the Sinhalese. A senior UNP politician, Junius Richard
Jayewardene (fated to be Sri Lanka’s President between 1977 and
1988, the period during which the Sinhalese-Tamil conflict
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escalated to all-out civil war), led a self-styled ‘Long March’
through the Sinhalese heartland, mobilising mass opinion along
the way against Bandaranaike’s ‘capitulation’ to the Tamils. The
Prime Minister’s erstwhile patrons, the Buddhist clergy, were out-
raged at their protege’s doings. Several hundred of them besieged
his house in the heart of Colombeo till he signed the official order
abrogating the Pact. The well-intentioned Bandaranaike had been
reduced to the status of a captive of the fall-out of his own politics.
The rules of competition for the spoils of state power dictated
that he could not settle the issues hampering amicable relations
between the Sinhalese and the Tamils once and for all. Instead,
he paid with his life for his folly. In 1959, a fanatical Buddhist
monk murdered him for attempting to sell out ‘the glory of his
Aryan ancestors’ to the Tamils.

The FP, for its part, reacted to the abrogation with a series
of massive mtyngmiu (non-violent civil disobedience on the Gandhian
model) campaigns in the north and east. This provoked a violent
backlash against Tamils from the Sinhalese state and people alike.
In May-June 1958, there was a major anti-Tamil pogrom through-
out the island, but it was especially severe in the Sinhalese-majority
areas. Hundreds of Tamils died. Over 12,000 were made home--
less.” As the FP’s civil disobedience campaign continued un-
abated, the entire north and east was brought under emergency
regulations, and the army was sent in to assist the police in res-
toring ‘law and order’ in the Jaffna peninsula in 1961.

Much the same fate was to befall another attempt, in 1965,
by the Sinhalese political elite to come to an honourable settlement
with the Tamils through their most representative political party,
the FP. This pact, concluded between Chelvanayakam and the
UNP Prime Minister, Dudley Senanayake, proposed a moderate
degree of devolution of power through the mechanism of ‘district
councils’ in the Tamil areas. It also sought to come to grips with
the increasingly contentious issue of growing numbers of Sinhalese
settled in traditionally Tamil areas under the aegis of state-spon-
sored ‘colonisation’ schemes, by stipulating the following:

In the granting of land under colonisation schemes, the fol-
lowing priorities are to be observed in the northern and eastern

11 For amoving and comprehensive eyewitness account of the pogrom of 1958, see
Vittachi (1958).
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provinces: a) Land in the two provinces to be granted in the
first instance to landless persons in the district concerned; b)
Secondly, to Tamil-speaking persons resident in the northern
and eastern provinces; and c) thirdly, to other citizens of Ceylon,
preference being given to Tamil residents in the rest of the
island (Ponnambalam 1983: 257-58).

This formula represented a significant compromise, with ref-
erence to an issue on which both sides had previously refused
to budge an inch. The state had claimed that it was merely trying
to give landless Sinhalese from the south plots of land in sparsely
populated zones in the north and east, while the FP had con-
sistently maintained that this was but a pretext to overwhelm
large tracts of the two provinces with waves of Sinhalese settlers,
with the intention of ultimately reducing the Sri Lankan Tamils
to a minority in areas where they had historically constituted
the majority of the population. Sadly, the Chelvanayakam-
Senanayake Pact also failed to see the light of day. The reason
why it had been drawn up in the first place was that the UNP
‘had failed to win an outright parliamentary majority in the elec-
tions of 1965, and depended on the support of 14 Federal Party
MPs, all elected from the north and east, for the stability of its
government. Donald Horowitz has cogently outlined the reasons
behind the breakdown of the agreement: . -

Most important were UNP electoral concerns. Following the
1965 elections, the SLFP had moved back to an anti-Tamil line,
portraying the UNP as a party manipulated by the Federalists.
The district councils issue provided a focus for such attacks,
spurred by Buddhist monks. Some UNP backbenchers, fearful
of the consequences—for the government would have to go
to the polls by 1970-—were on the verge of revolt. In the end,
the UNP leadership withdrew the bill, for, as a very close
observer noted, the party had not yet faced an election with
the Federal Party millstone around its neck and did not know
how much it weighed (1985: 390).

The imperatives of electoral politics, and especially its essential
component, the ‘competitive chauvinism’ of the two major Sin-
halese parties, had thwarted yet another attempt at Sinhalese-
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Tamil reconciliation. As Horowitz observes, ‘there is no escaping
the fact that two-party competition for the Sinhalese vote made
Sri Lanka’s moderately serious ethnic conflict far more severe
than it would otherwise have been’ (1985: 393).

It would be instructive to examine in somewhat greater detail
the nature and workings of this ‘two-party competition for the
Sinhalese vote’. What made it as insurmountable a barrier to
‘ethnic reconciliation’ as it repeatedly turned out tobe? Two factors
were of critical importance in this respect—the small numbers
and territorial concentration of the Sri Lankan Tamil minority,
and the ‘first-past-the-post’ principle in the country’s electoral
system, itself a copy of the British Westminster model, which
repeatedly yielded massive majorities in terms of seats for parties
with only relatively slender pluralities of the total wvote.

In Sri Lanka, in 1976, the main ‘ethnic’ minority, the Sri Lankan
Tamils, accounted for a plurality of the registered voters in only
11 per cent of parliamentary constituencies (all in the north or
east), and in all but one of these (where they comprised 49.8
per cent of the voters), they constituted a majority, and usually
an overwhelming majority of over 90 per cent. In only another
1 per cent of constituencies did they comprise between 30 per
cent and 50 per cent of the electorate, and in just another 8 per
cent did they account for between 10 per cent and 30 per cent.
In the remaining 81 per cent of seats, they were fewer than 10
per cent, and generally far fewer. What difference did the regional
concentration make? rlorowitz explains:

Under first-past-the-post elections, if Sinhalese comprise 70-95
per cent of the voters, as they did in a large number of con-
stituencies, and the two main Sinhalese parties compete for
these votes, there is hardly any restraint on anti-Tamil positions
that can be taken. The 1-2 per cent of Tamil voters in such
constituencies can offer nothing to the party that is more
moderate on ethnic issues. The same is true at the party-level
nationwide...there are many more Sinhalese votes to be had
by being extreme than there are Tamil votes to be had by
being moderate. Likewise, no Sinhalese party had very much
to offer Tamil candidates to help them win marginal seats.
For the Tamils, there were no such marginal seats—Tamil
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candidates either won overwhelmingly, or they did not win
at all (Horowitz 1989: 18-35).2

In this way, demographic characteristics ensured that
whichever Sinhalese party won out in the deadly game of ‘com-
petitive chauvinism’ also won handsomely at the polls. This ten-
dency was grossly exacerbated by the ‘first-past-the-post’
principle, which magnified small pluralities in terms of votes
into huge majorities in terms of seats for the winning party. In
no parliamentary election, except 1977, in post-colonial Sri Lanka
has the victorious (Sinhalese) party ever won a majority of votes
cast—it was more usual for that party to obtain between 30 and
40 per cent. However, in every election between 1947 and 1377,
except 1965, the winning party always obtained a landslide in
terms of seats because of the ‘first-past-the-post’ system. To cite
a couple of examples—in 1970, the UNP won only 17 of the
total of 150 seats with 38 per cent of the total vote, while the
SLFP and allied parties won 115 seats with a combined share
of 49 per cent of the vote. Similarly, in 1977, the UNP won 139
of the 168 seats with 51 per cent of the vote cast, while the SLFP,
reduced to a pathetic eight seats, nevertheless managed to win
a full 30 per cent of the vote. With relatively small shifts in voting
patterns producing such massive swings in seats obtained, ob-
viously the need to ‘outbid’ one another in appeals to the worst
anti-minority sentiments among the Sinhalese majority became
that much more urgent for the UNP and the SLFP (for relevant
statistics, see Ponnambalam 1983: 154,193). Naturally, this had
ominous implications for prospects of inter-community harmony.

Despite the fact that the B-C and Senanayake-Chelvanayakam
pacts had been dishonoured, the Federal Party continued to be

12 This article presents an interesting comparison of the relationship between
electoral patterns and ‘ethnic conflict’ in Sri Lanka and Malaysia. According to
Horowitz, electoral politics facilitated inter-ethnic cooperation and dialogue in
Malaysia, in contrast to Sri Lanka, primarily because of demographic factors: the
Chinese, the main minority in Malaysia, were far more numerous than the Sri
Lankan Tamils, comprising close to 40 per cent of the population, and they were
also much more dispersed throughout the country compared to the Tamils in Sri
Lanka. They were consequently a far more major factor in the electoral equation of
Malaysia than were the Tamils in Sri Lanka. As a result, the main Malay political
party, the United Malay National Organisation (UMNO), had to reach out to
Chinese parties in order to build a winning coalition at the polls. This, in turn, helped
promote inter-ethnic understanding and negotiated settlement of disputes.
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committed to a political solution to the ethnic problem within
the framework of an united Sri Lanka. In its manifesto for the
1965 general election, it had stated that ‘the only way to regain
our right to decide for ourselves our own destiny, without jeop-
ardising the unity of Ceylon, is the federal form of government’.
In its 1970 manifesto, it reiterated that

it is our firm conviction that the division of the country in
any form would be beneficial neither to the country, nor to
the Tamil-speaking people. Hence we appeal to the Tamil-
speaking people not to lend their support to any political move-
ment that advocates the bifurcation of the country (cited in
Wilson 1988: 85-86).

However, the Federalist attitude underwent a-sea-change
during the decade of the seventies. In 1975, S.J.V. Chelvanayakam,
by now in the twilight of his life and political career, declared
that

it is a regrettable fact that successive Sinhalese governments
have used the power that flows from independence to deny
us our fundamental rights and reduce us to the position of
a subject people...]I wish to announce to my people and to
the country that I conisider that...the Tamil Eelam nation should
exercise the sovereignty already vested in the Tamil people
and become free (Wilson 1988: 88) (emphasis added).

Less than a year later, in May 1976, and months before he died,
Chelvanayakam presided over the first convention, held in the
town of Pannakam in the northern Jaffna peninsula, of the Tamil
United Liberation Front (TULF), an umbrella-grouping consisting
of the FP, the ACTC and the Ceylon Workers’ Congress (CWC,
representing the plantation Tamils), which solemnly resolved that
‘the restoration and reconstitution of the Free, Sovereign, Secular,
Socialist State of Tamil Eelam based on the right of self-deter-
mination inherent in every nation has become inevitable in order
to safeguard the very existence of the Tamil nation in this country’
(cited in Wilson 1988: 89)."

13 The CWC, however, tactfully dissociated itself from this demand, for the vast
majority of its constituency, the plantation workers, lived outside the north and east,
the territory of the proposed Tamil state.
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What accounted for such a drastic change of heart among the
Sri Lankan Tamil political leadership?

Admittedly, the provocations had been many and grave. In
1970, the SLFP, allied with two ostensibly ‘leftist’ parties, the
LSSP and the CP," had been returned to power with a thumping
majority (the FP had swept the Tamil constituencies, as usual).
In 1972, Sirimavo Bandaranaike, SLFP Premier and widow of
Solomon Bandaranaike, dumbfounded Tamils by steamrolling a
new ‘Republican Constitution’ through Parliament. This constitution,
which replaced the Soulbury Constitution which had been in opera-
tion since 1947, practically amounted to a charter of Sinhalese-

14 With respect to the national question, the record of both the traditional and the
non-traditional Sinhalese Left has been one of sorry self-debasement. During the
1940s and 1950s, the two major traditional leftist parties, the LSSP (founded 1935)
and the CP (formed in 1943) had, to their credit, resolutely opposed thediscriminatory
legislation enacted against the plantation Tamils, and courageously supported
‘parity of status’ for the Sinhalese and Tamil languages. However, this situation
changed from the end-1950s onwards. The LSSP and CP were electorally oriented
parliamentary parties, and their base lay in the Sinhalese areas. By the late 1950s,
they were losing cadres and voters because of their progressive policy on the
national question. Unable to withstand this pressure, they succumbed to the
‘competitive chauvinism’ of Sinhalese party politics, till, by the mid-1960s, their
attitude towards the Tamil minorities could scarcely be differentiated from the
strident bigotry of the SLFP. In 1972, the Minister in Sirimavo Bandaranaike’s
cabinet who drafted the ‘Republican Constitution’ was a veteran LSSP socialist and
former vocal champion of Tamil rights.

The non-traditional Sinhalese left was represented by the Janatha Vimukthi
Peramuna (JVP, literally, ‘People’s Liberation Front’), an extra-parliamentary youth
movement which led two failed insurrections against the Colombo government, the
first in 1971 and the second between 1987 and 1990. Both uprisings precipitated
vicious intra-Sinhalese civil wars, but were eventually put down with great loss of
life—some 10,000 young pro-JVP Sinhalese may have been killed in 1971, and at
least several times that number (including the entire top leadership) probably
perished between 1987 and 1990. The JVP, for its part, gained a rather unsavoury
reputation for both political opportunism and indiscriminate brutality in course of
its attempts to seize power. The inovement came into being in the late 1960s as a
breakaway splinter of the traditional left. The party’s‘ideology’ consisted primarily
of an exceptionally virulent and xenophobicSinhalese chauvinism, whichits leaders
combined with a totally garbled and incoherent ‘Marxism’ into a particularly sour
cocktail. In hindsight, this is not particularly surprising—almost all top JVP
organisers, as well as the majority of its cadres, came from small-town backgrounds,
were products of Buddhist schools in the strongly Sinhala-nationalist deep South,
and grew up in a political environment of mindless anti-Tamil hostility during the
1960s and 1970s.
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Buddhist supremacy.” It granted recognition to Buddhism as the
de facto state religion, and re-affirmed the pre-eminence of the
Sinhalese language in all aspects of public life. Worse, the new
Constitution did away with even the formal safeguards for
minorities that had been incorporated into the Soulbury Con-
stitution. The other major assault by the state on minority rights
took place in the closely related spheres of higher education and
state employment. This was a much more complicated story, and
merits careful explanation.

After 1956, the proportion of Tamils in administrative and cleri-
caljobs in the state sector suffered a continuous decline.'* However,
in certain professional fields like medicine, engineering and ac-
countancy, the proportion of Tamils in the service of the state
had either remained more or less static or had actually increased
in the decade or so following 1956.” The reason for this was
that Sri Lankan Tamils, long academic overachievers, had now
begun to concentrate heavily on obtaining higher education in
the sciences, especially medicine and engineering. In this effort,
they were assisted by the relatively advanced facilities for teaching
science at the high-school level that existed in the Jaffna peninsula.
As Nithiyanandan comments:

When administrative posts in the public sector became increas-
ingly difficult to obtain, the Tamils began to rely heavily on
professional jobs. Acquiring any type of education was no
longer sufficient. It had to be profession-oriented...with entry into
universities still purely on merit, this tendency was reflected
in a soaring proportion of Tamils entering the universities for

15 The 1972 Constitution also formally changed the name of the country from
‘Ceylon’ to ‘Sri Lanka’. As with other provisions of the constitution, this was done
without even a semblance of consultation with the political representatives of the
Tamils.

16 For instance, according to an estimate made by a trade union of Tamil
government employees, Tamil representation in the Ceylon Clerical Service and
Ceylon Administrative Service fell from 50 per cent to 30 per cent and from 30 per
cent to 20 per cent respectively of the total in the decade between 1956 and 1965.
Cited in Nithiyanandan (1987: 118-19).

17 According to statistics compiled by Abeysekera, for instance, the proportion of
Tamil doctors in the government medical service rose from 35 per cent in 1955 to 41
per cent in 1963, while the proportion of Tamil engineers and accountants in the
employ of the government fell only marginally, from 48 to 44 per cent and 60 to 56
per cent, respectively. Ibid.
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professional courses of study...this trend continued till 1970,
when Tamils made up 35 per cent of all admissions to science-
based courses at the university level, obtaining 41 per cent
of the places in both engineering and medicine (Nithiyanandan
1987: 120-21) (emphasis added).

Although university education had expanded greatly in Sri Lanka
since independence, the expansion had been greatest in humanities
disciplines, and facilities for teaching science at the high-school
level had remained under-developed in Sinhalese rural areas. By
1970, in the words of C.R. De Silva:

it was becoming evident that in science education students
from Sinhalese rural areas could not compete on equal terms
with students from urban areas, especially those from Jaffna.
As long as university admissions remained based on merit
alone, the chances of a sufficient number of Sinhalese entering
university science courses looked slim (De Silva 1984: 125-46).

This situation, with its implications for continuing Tamil pre-
dominance in crucial sectors of government employment, was
obviously not to the liking of the Sinhalese-Buddhist state, given
its general ideological orientation. Thus, between 1970 and 1973,
university admissions to science-based courses were ‘standardised’
in three stages. A system was devised whereby the average Tamil
student would have to score substantially higher marks than the
average Sinhalese student in qualifying entrance examinations
in order to gain admission to university medicine and engineering
courses.

When this measure failed to substantially reduce the proportion
of Tamils gaining admission to such courses, an even more drastic
scheme was introduced, whereby the number of students admitted
to these courses was tied to the proportion of their district’s share
of the total population of the country. This time, the effect on
Sri Lankan Tamils was severe and immediate. Between 1970 and
1975, the proportion of Tamils among university-level medicine
and engineering students more than halved, from 40 per cent
to 19 per cent, while Sinhalese representation rose from 58 per
cent to 78 per cent (Nithiyanandan 1987: 127).

Jaffna district was worst-affected. In 1974, 398 young Tamils
from Jaffna qualified, on the basis of merit alone, to enter university
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medical courses, and 575 for engineering courses. On the basis
of district quotas, only 34 and 37 places, respectively, were open
to these candidates (Horowitz 1985: 663-64). In Nithiyanandan'’s
words, this development ‘wiped out the last resort of many
Tamils, i.e., professional employment. This could be termed the
climax of a rapidly growing unemployment problem among Tamils’
(1987: 128). As Walter Schwarz wrote in 1975, ‘nothing arouses
deeper despair among the Tamils than the feeling that they are
being systematically squeezed out of higher education’ (1975: 12).

However, in my opinion, the importance of this apparent dis-
crimination against qualified Tamil candidates should not be ex-
aggerated, as it often has. The numbers involved were relatively
small (the Jaffna peninsula had close to 750,000 inhabitants in
the mid-seventies), and, in any case, admissions to university
science courses were an issue only with the Tamil urban petty-
bourgeoisie, a numerical minority within Jaffna district and cer-
tainly even more so for the North and East taken as a whole.
In fact, the university admissions issue ‘aroused very little interest
in other Tamil areas’, apart from Jaffna (Nithiyanandan 1987:
137). 1t is significant that during approximately the same time-
period that ‘standardisation’ went into effect, the small-holding
Jaffna peasantry, who comprised a clear majority of the population
of Jaffna district, reaped unprecedented profits from an also newly-
introduced protectionist state policy with regard to the agricultural
commodities they produced, primarily subsidiary foodstuffs such
as onions, chillies and potatoes. With a complete state ban on
import of these items, the Jaffna peasants were able to sell the
large surplus quantities they produced at inflated prices on the
domestic market, leading to significant improvement during these
years in the economic prosperity of the small-holding Tamil
agricultural class in the far north.

However, the policy of admissions standardisation, and an
unprovoked attack by the Sinhalese police on a prestigious in-
ternational Tamil cultural conference being held in Jaffna city
in January 1974, convinced large sections of the Jaffna Tamil urban
petty-bourgeoisie, especially the youth, that the Sinhalese state
was out to ‘get them’. And these also happened to be the most
politically active and articulate elements among the Jaffna Tamils.
In particular, they had traditionally formed the backbone of parties
such as the FP, which was ‘essentially...middle class in character
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...and mainly motivated by problems facing [either the national
or] the petty-bourgeoisie’, for ‘the conventional leadership of the
Tamils had never been able to play a dynamic role, especially
in organising the Jaffna peasantry’ (Nithiyanandan 1987: 136, 141).

It is quite probable that the radical shift in the TULF’s political
agenda, from federalism to secession, was more a response to
the pressure of its traditional petty-bourgeois constituents than
anything else. This is not to imply, however, that the FP or the
TULF were exclusively petty-bourgeois parties; the TULF won 79
per cent of the popular vote in Jaffna district in the 1977 par-
liamentary elections, an impossible feat if its programme did not
enjoy massive support among all classes of society, and in the
rural as well as the urban areas.

More ominously for Colombo, elements among the urban petty-
bourgeois Tamil youth, whose prospects of higher education and
employment had all but evaporated as a result of ‘standard-
isation’, began to gravitate towards organising armed resistance
to symbols of state authority in the Jaffna peninsula. The first
violence came in mid-1975, when the SLFP organiser for Jaffna,
a Tamil, was assassinated." In fact, there is much reason to believe
that the nucleus of the armed youth insurrection, which was to
assume mammoth proportions in.the. Jaffna area and the rest
of the north and east during the eighties, was formed by this
initial hard core of embittered Jaffna Tamil petty-bourgeois youth.
As the pioneers of this unfolding phenomenon of ‘youth power’,
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), described it, ‘the
Government’s discriminatory programme of “standardisation”
...practically closed the doors to higher education and employ-
ment. Despair, disillusionment and a bleak future confronted the
educated young Tamils’ (LTTE: Socialist Tamil Eelam, 7). C.R. De
Silva has commented that the standardisation policy ‘was an object
lesson in how inept policy measures and insensitivity to minority
interests can exacerbate ethnic tensions’ (De Silva 1984: 133-34)."”

18 The young Tamil who carried out this assassination was a 20-year old from the
far north of the Jaffna peninsula named Velupillai Prabhakaran. Prabhakaran was
to attain the status of a living legend in the 1980s as supreme commander of the
principal Tamil national liberation movement, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE). He continues to hold this position till the present day.

19 Even the government soon discovered that its brainchild was not just
counterproductive, but unproductive as well. A government commission
appointed to probe the consequences of the policy reported that ‘it would have been
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The UNP, which displaced Mrs. Bandaranaike’s SLFP from power
in 1977, rolled back this policy to some extent, but the Jaffna
Tamils never again regained their pre-1970 share of university
admissions in medicine and engineering. In any case, the damage
had already been done in terms of the radicalisation of Tamil
youth, with all its implications for the future of Sinhalese-Tamil
relations.

The activities of the state in the educational sphere also seem
to have exercised a destructive impact on prospects of inter-com-
munity harmony in an even more fundamental and dangerous
manner. In a study published in 1983, entitled National Unity
or Communalism: The Textbooks Our Children Read, Reggie Siriwar-
dene, a noted Sinhalese academic, observed that

while the [state-produced] Tamil readers do seek to create an
understanding of and respect for the way of life and cultures
of non-Tamil and non-Hindu linguistic and religious groups,
and do attempt to project a sense of acommon national identity,
the Sinhala books are exclusively mono-cultural in their content—
the way of life they present is not only solely Sinhala but
also solely Sinhala-Buddhist...the Tamils are identified through-

out as the ‘traditional adversary’...in one of these books...the
independence won in 1948 is described as having been gained
and to be enjoyed solely by the Sinhalese! (cited in Wilson
1988: 44).

A. Sivanandan remarked in 1984 that “‘whatever the thinking be-
hind this...policy—the readers, published under the last govern-
ment, continue to be reprinted under this one—it should certainly
help produce a generation of small-minded, insular Sinhala Nazis’
(1990: 232).

It was in this context that the TULF appealed to the Tamil
people of the north and east to give their candidates a resounding
mandate for ‘Eelam” at the 1977 general elections. The TULF
manifesto stated that

fairer to base quotas on student population in twelfth grade rather than on total
population of the district; the educationally backward districts appear to have
benefited only marginally; and the main beneficiaries appear to have been students
from more affluent families, who received their primary education in
less-developed districts and were thus allowed to claim places for those districts’.
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the Tamil United Liberation Front seeks in the general election
the mandate of the Tamil Nation to establish an independent,
sovereign, secular, socialist state of Tamil Eelam that includes
all geographically contiguous areas that have been the traditional
homelands of the Tamil-speaking people of the country...the only
way to announce this decision to the Sinhalese state and to the
world is to vote for the Tamil United Liberation Front.

The manifesto further declared that

the Tamil-speaking representatives who get elected through
these votes, while being members of the Parliament of Ceylon,
will also form themselves into a ‘National Assembly of Tamil
Eelam’, which will draft a Constitution for the state of Tamil
Eelam and will establish the independence of Tamil Eelam
by bringing that constitution into operation either by peaceful
means or through direct action and struggle (cited in Balasingham
1983: 27-28) (emphasis added).

The popular response was, on the whole, impressive. It was
overwhelming in the northern province, where the TULF captured
every single one of the 14 parliamentary seats. The picture in
the demographically mixed eastern province was more am-
biguous—here, the TULF contested 8 of the total of 10 seats and
won four of them.

Wilson has observed that though it was the actions of Mrs.
Bandaranaike that served as ‘the catalyst of the concept of a
separate Tamil state’, ‘the move was reinforced by the actions
of the Jayewardene government after 1977’. During the first six
years of the Jayewardene regime, there were four serious outbreaks
of ethnic rioting (in 1977, 1979, 1981 and 1983)* directed against
Tamils. The worst of the pogroms was the one in July 1983, when,
ostensibly in reprisal for an LTTE ambush near Jaffna in which
13 Sinhalese soldiers were killed, up to 3,000 Tamils were
murdered by mobs in Sinhalese-majority areas, the economic base

20 The 1977 riots were also very severe, and led to a large influx of Tamil refugees
from the Sinhalese-majority areas into Jaffna and other parts of the north and east.
During the 1981 riots, Tamil opinion was particularly appalled when Sinhalese
policemen stationed in the north went on rampage in Jaffna city and totally
destroyed the Jaffna Public Library, a repository of many priceless manuscripts and
artefacts.
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of the Tamils in Colombo was all but destroyed, and some 150,000
Tamils were made homeless. Tens of thousands of Tamil refugees
fled to India’s southern province of Tamil Nadu, and many more
to the West, thereby ‘internationalising’ the Tamil issue.”

It was also only after July 1983 that Tamil youth began joining
the LTTE and similar radical groups in really significant numbers,
and that the armed insurgency spread from the peninsula to other
areas of the North and East. Military repression intensified in
the north in the late 1970s as small groups of ‘Tigers’ stepped
up their attacks on symbols of state authority, such as police
stations, army camps, banks and administrative offices. In 1978,
the government enacted a law which proscribed the LTTE and
‘other similar organisations’.

In July 1979, this was replaced by a draconian ordinance called
the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA), which gave the police
and armed forces blanket powers and effectively brought the
whole of the north under martial law. A Sri Lankan army brigadier
was dispatched to Jaffna, with a mandate to ‘stamp out terrorism
within six months’. A noted American jurist, Virginia Leary, who
visited Sri Lanka in 1981, wrote of the PTA that

a number of the objectionable features of the PTA are similar
to the provisions of the widely-criticised South African Ter-
rorism Act of 1967...the South African act has been called ‘a
piece of legislation that must shock the conscience of a lawyer’.
Many of the provisions of the Sri Lankan act are equally contrary
to accepted principles of the Rule of Law (Leary 1983).

Indeed, the PTA, together with an even more infamous amend-
ment known as Regulation 15(A), passed in 1983, effectively
legalised the following: ‘terrorist’ suspects could be held for upto
18 months without trial; any premises could be searched at any
time without a warrant; confessions obtained during ‘interrogation’
(an euphemism, in Sri Lanka, for torture) would be admissible
as legal evidence; and ‘security forces’ were empowered to dispose

21 Thugs belonging to the UNP’s trade-union organisation, the Jathika Sevaya
Sangamaya (JSS), are said to have orchestrated the anti-Tamil violence in Colombo
and elsewhere in July 1983. An interesting political economy explanation for the
intensity of the July 1983 violence in Colombo has been presented by Gunasinghe
(1984:197-214).
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of any corpse in their possession without an autopsy, inquest
or other form of enquiry into the cause of death. Not entirely
unpredictably, the net effect of the PTA was that ‘at the end
of the six months, the spectre of terrorism that...the President
had sent the troops to “wipe out” had been made flesh by the
army’ (Sivanandan 1990: 240). As a memorandum of the Ceylon
Institute of National and Tamil Affairs (CINTA), presented to
President Jayewardene in September 1982, observed:

Since 1977 there has been a reign of terror in the north unleashed
by the armed forces. Instead of curbing violence, it has escalated
the incidence of violence, as can be seen from the increasing
number of killings of army personnel. We need hardly state
that the terrorism of the armed forces has been counterproduc-
tive...the reason is that the grievances of the people are far
too deep-seated to be smothered by batons and bullets (cited
in Ponnambalam 1983: 204-205).

Nithiyanandan notes that ‘a direct correlation could be observed
between the growth of Tamil militancy and police and military
excesses’ .(1987: 150) and Tambiah warned in 1986 that ‘what
the Sri Lankan government is achieving by its persistent military
action and terrorising of all Tamils is to drive the latter...toward
the imagined haven of Eelam and a blanket ethnic solidarity’
(1986: 124). The situation was made much worse by the fact that
the Sri Lankan army was (and is) composed almost entirely of
Sinhalese, mainly from small-propertied rural backgrounds, and
an intensely Sinhala-Buddhist ethos pervaded both the officer
corps and the rank-and-file.”?

However, Jayewardene did attempt, even if feebly, to include
the carrot with the stick. First, there was some constitutional en-
gineering, aimed at eliminating the worst tendencies towards
‘competitive chauvinism’ in Sinhalese party politics. A modified
form of proportional representation was introduced, which, if
applied, would tend to bring about a moderate degree of equalisation

22 For an illuminating discussion of the evolution of the all-Sinhalese army, see
Gunasinghe (1989: 243-49). This polarising aspect of the Sri Lankan military
situation sharply differentiates it from, say, the insurgency in India’s north-western
Punjab province, where hundreds of thousands of Sikhs employed in the police,
paramilitary and army of the Indian state have been ranged against thousands of
their militantly secessionist brethren.
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between the proportion of the popular vote obtained by a political
party and the proportion of seats secured by it. The idea behind
this was to make impossible massive seat majorities on the basis
of slender voting pluralities, and compel the Sinhalese party that
emerged as the front-runner to look for support to the party
or parties representing the Tamils, in order to be able to form
a stable government. The other major innovation was the in-
troduction of a strong presidential executive, modelled on the
(Gaullist) French Fifth Republic, which would, presumably, be
above the pettiness of legislative politics, and hence, act as a
stabilising influence and impartial arbiter. The intention behind
both of these reforms, which technically went into effect in 1978,
~ was sound enough. However, they failed entirely to fulfil their
central purpose of exercising a mitigating effect on the mush-
rooming Sinhalese-Tamil polarisation and violence.

First, President Jayewardene proved utterly incapable of
measuring up to the role of a neutral arbiter. On the contrary,
his figure came to be identified, in the Tamil mind, with the
worst of the violence of the military and the mobs. His tactless
public pronouncements did not help matters. His speech to the
‘nation’ (sic) in the aftermath of the July 1983 pogrom did not
contain a single word of condemnation of the rioters or sympathy
for the victims—on the contrary, he indirectly blamed the Tamils
for ‘provoking’ the violence. As a distinguished British jurist,
Paul Sieghart (1984) remarked, ‘that was a misjudgment of
monumental proportions; I am yet to meet a single Tamil at any
level in Sri Lanka who does not remind me of this glaring omission
at the first opportunity’. On 11 July, the President had informed
an interviewer from a British newspaper, ‘I am not worried about
the opinion of the Jaffna people..now we can’t think of them.
Not about their lives or of their opinion of us’®

Second, the first parliamentary election to be held in Sri Lanka
after that of 1977 was more than eleven years later, in February
1989, for the UNP government managed, by conducting a
‘referendum’ of highly dubious constitutional validity, to obtain
public assent for prolonging the Parliament whose term was to
have expired in 1982 for a further six years. The conduct of this
‘referendum’ was severely marred by allegations of widespread
malpractice and fraud (Samarakone 1984: 84-117).

23 Daily Telegraph, London, 11 July 1983,
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By 1989, however, the ‘rivers of blood’ had become simply
too vast for tricks of constitutional engineering to retain much
efficacy. In any case, it is extremely doubtful whether such utterly
superficial measures as proportional representation in parliamen-
tary elections constituted any part of the answer to the core prob-
lem. The centre of gravity of the Tamil political agenda had moved
to regional autonomy more than twenty years earlier (electing
more Tamil MPs to the central Parliament was, at best, a marginal
concern), and the Sri Lankan Tamils were simply too small a
proportion of the population for proportional representation to
alleviate their plight to any substantive degree. While the pos-
sibility that tricks of ‘constitutional engineering’, if adopted much
earlier, might just have exercised a mitigating effect on the conflict
cannot be entirely precluded, it certainly represented a perfect
example of ‘far too little, much too late’ in the Sri Lanka of the
late 1970s and early 1980s.

President Jayewardene’s other ploy was to initiate talks with
the TULF leadership, albeit indirectly. In this, he enlisted the
services of a respected Tamil academic, Alfred Jeyaratnam Wilson,
who served as the intermediary. The agenda consisted of a revival
of the old and hackneyed proposal of ‘district development
councils’, with very limited autonomy—no substantive devolution
of power, apparently, was on the cards. Nothing much came
of even this pathetically inadequate proposal, primarily because
of various forms of foot-dragging and obstructionist tactics
resorted to by Jayewardene and senior members of his party and
government (see Wilson 1988: 134-74). The President appeared
to have made the fatal miscalculation of thinking that he could
successfully on the one hand go on ‘talking’ indefinitely to the
TULF leadership, while simultaneously crushing the Tamil youth
insurgents through military force. This strategy misfired badly,
to say the very least.

And what of the fate of the tradition-bound, conservative, and
elitist upper and upper middle class TULF leadership? Their
clarion-call for the creation of a separate state had almost certainly
been motivated by a desire to use this demand, and the popular
sentiment coalescing around it, as Reggie Siriwardene has put
it, as a bargaining-counter with the government. Their attitude

24 Interview in a British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) programme on the strife
in the eastern province of Sri Lanka, televised on BBC's second channel in London
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can perhaps best be characterised as ‘reach-for-the-sky-and-you-
might-just-hit-the-ceiling’. However, the problem with this
strategy was that large segments of the Tamil youth appeared
to have taken the TULF's fiery declarations at face value. Con-
sequently, the credibility of the TULF leadership suffered a fatal
blow among their own people, but particularly amongst the
radicalised youth, when it became apparent that they had no
intention whatsoever of translating their secessionist programme
into practice. Indeed, as Siriwardene has pointed out, realistically
speaking, the only way an ideal such as Eelam could possibly
be achieved was through armed struggle,® but the upper middle
class professionals and ‘intellectuals” of the TULF, comfortably
ensconced in Colombo’s posh clubs and well-appointed drawing
rooms, were unfortunately not cut out for waging any form of
radical struggle, and especially one that involved killing and being
killed. As the Tamil scholar Karthigesu Sivathamby writes:

In political terms, youth militancy arose as a reaction to what
was seen as the all-too-conciliatory parliamentarism of the TULF,
which in 1976 demanded a separate state but, when it came
to political negotiations, was always discussing ‘district
councils’...youth militancy demanded of the Tamil politician
to mean what he said (1989:-249-55).

But he did not, and faded rapidly into political oblivion (the
TULF is defunct today). Indeed, the total impotence and bank-
ruptcy of the TULF approach to politics is amply demonstrated
by the recent writings of one of its leading lights during the
late 1970s and early 1980s. He admits that

the electoral process reinforced, sanctioned and stabilised Sin-
hala-Buddhist predominance in the political and socio-
economic spheres. The legislative forums, instead of becoming
arenas for accommodation, often served to assert the dominance
of the majority...to what extent was agitation possible outside
this framework? In 1956-58 and 1961, satyagraha campaigns
were instituted for non-violent agitation in favour of linguistic
equality. The mob violence inflicted on peaceful protestors in

in May 1991.
25 Ibid.
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Colombo and the repressive measures the state directed against
the campaign elsewhere clearly indicated that this form of
protest and dissent would not be tolerated (Thiruchelvam 1984:
185-95).

The logical culmination of this line of analysis, one might reasonab-
ly expect, would be that the rise of some more radical form of
struggle is inevitable. However, the same writer then proceeds
to ‘unequivocally dissociate’ himself, and his colleagues, from
‘acts of violence...in the north’, and self-righteously proclaims
that non-violence is a ‘central article of their [the TULF's] political
faith, and that violence as an instrument of political pressure
and bargaining is morally unacceptable’ (Thiruchelvam 1984: 193).

Fair enough. Recall, though, that this very same leadership
had pledged, in 1977, to establish the independent state of Eelam
‘either by peaceful means or by direct action and struggle’. One
can scarcely imagine a more blatant (and sanctimonious)
hypocrisy. Little wonder, then, that the social forces unleashed
in the north and east by the youth upsurge had no patience for
what they contemptuously dismissed as “TULF-style nationalism’.

From now on, the TULF leadership, regarded as cowardly
traitors, were to be persona non grata on the soil of the very
‘homeland’ whose independence they had promised to achieve!®
Admittedly, the fault was not entirely the TULF's—its MPs had
lost their seats in Parliament because of an amendment to the
Sri Lankan Constitution (known as the Sixth Amendment), passed
in August 1983, which deprived, among others, MPs who refused
to take an oath against secession, of their right to sit in Parliament.
This move represented an egregious blunder on the part-of the
Jayewardene regime. As it was, not a single elected Tamil rep-
resentative from the northern province had ever held a ministerial
portfolio in the central government since 1956. By throwing out
the TULF parliamentarians, the state had handed the leadership
of the Tamil movement for national self-determination on a platter
to those it condemned as ‘terrorists’.

26 The final denouement was to come in July 1989, when A. Amirthalingam, leader
of TULF since Chelvanayakam's death in 1977, was assassinated by young Tamils,
reportedly gunmen from the LTTE, in his house in Colombo. The assassins were
also killed, before they could escape, by Amirthalingam’s Sri Lanka Army
bodyguards.
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As Jonathan Spencer has written:

It is possible to view Tamil political history as a kind of doomed
and unconscious acting out of the most paranoid fantasies of
the majority community. In the 1950s, any suggestion of minor
administrative devolution to the Tamil areas was greeted with
the response from Sinhalese chauvinists that this was just the
thin end of the separatist wedge. By the 1970s, when 20 years
of political frustration had finally led to popular support for
separatism, these same chauvinists were able to say that they
had been right all along (1984: 191-92).

In the jaundiced perspective of these ‘chauvinists’, of course, the
rise of the movement for Tamil Eelam is a ‘natural’, ‘inevitable’
corollary of what they consider to be the inherent secessionist
tendencies, and latent violent inclinations, of the Sri Lankan
Tamils. This line of argument is, needless to say, not acceptable
to serious scholars. Such a view entirely ignores what my in-
terpretation holds to be the central causal factor that contributed
to the growth of the modern Sinhalese-Tamil conflict—the con-
solidation of a Tamil identity, and the gradual rise of a demand
for total severance from the extant juridical.state, as a sociefal
response to the policies and actions of a central state that tried
to undermine, if not totally deny, that identity.

This, then, is the irony of the dialectical relationship of the
Sinhalese-Buddhist state and Tamil civil society: the state elite’s
strenuous efforts to homogenise the population within its domains
led, ultimately, only to division, discord and confrontation. The
process of ‘nation-building’, as attempted by those at the apex
of the Sri Lankan state, actually facilitated the emergence of a
Tamil national consciousness, and eventually precipitated a crisis
of the state defined in terms of a solidary, exclusivist Sinhalese-
Buddhist interest and identity.

Conclusion

Excluded from access to the resources and opportunities that par-
ticipant control of the Sri Lankan state would have given them,
and repeatedly subjected to egregious assaults on their personal
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safety and security, as well as on their dignity as a community,
the Tamils, and particularly their younger generation, had become
convinced, by the 1980s, that their collective salvation lay only
in the creation of a sovereign territorial nation state—Tamil
Eelam—to be carved out of the Tamil-majority north and east
of the country. Joseph Rothschild, in a work devoted to delineating
a theoretical framework for the comparative analysis of ‘ethnic
conflict’ situations, has unwittingly provided a remarkably ac-
curate description of the specific case of the modern Sinhalese-
Tamil conflict, as it unfolded in Sri Lanka:

In sum, the state has become the decisive political vehicle and
political arena for ethnic groups—dominant and subor-
dinate...in the present historical era, this means, in effect, that
they must bid for exclusive or participant political control over
and/or in a state. Without some such political leverage through
a state-apparatus, even their cultural and socio-economic, let
alone their political, interests are jeopardised. And, if an ethnic
group’s bid for an adequate share of political power and control
within an extant multiethnic state proves unproductive, is
repudiated as non-negotiable, or the like, it may then well
make a secessionist bid for a state of its own—driven by interest,
as well as emotion...this secessionist option is available, of
course, only to regionally concentrated, autochthonous ethnic
groups (1981: 232-33).

The Sinhalese-Buddhist elite went for a monopoly of power
over the state apparatus, and sought to deny the Tamils even
a participant share of control. The hegemonic framework they
created in the process slowly but steadily destroyed Sri Lanka
as an unified entity. Thus, it is the hisforical dialectic of the Sin-
halese-Buddhist state and Tamil society that provides the key
to understanding and explaining the genesis and evolution of
the modern conflict in Sri Lanka.

But there was still one crucial element missing from the equation
as Sri Lanka entered the 1980s, and this was succintly summarised
in an early political tract of militant Tamil nationalism:

Caught up in a revolutionary situation generated by...national
oppression and constantly victimised by police brutality, the
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Tamil youth were compelled to abandon the Gandhian doctrine
of ahimsa [non-violence], which they realised was irreconciliable
with revolutionary political practice...the youth realised that
the redemption to their plight lay in revolutionary politics...but
the political structure of the TULF, founded on a conservative,
bourgeois ideology, could not provide the basis for the ar-
ticulation of revolutionary politics...these nationalist leaders,
though they had fiercely championed the cause of the Tamils,
had failed to formulate any concrete political programme of
action to liberate the oppressed nation...confronted with this
political vacuum and caught up in a revolutionary situation
created by the concrete conditions of intolerable national op-
pression, the Tamil youth sought desperately to create a revolu-
tionary political organisation to advance the task of national
liberation (Balasingham 1983: 23, 25).

The remarkable story of this organisation, the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam, forms the subject of the next chapter. The Tigers
were to emerge as the authoritative inheritors of the mantle of
Tamil nationalism in course of the 1980s. Today, the LTTE is,
for all practical purposes, the ‘sole spokesman’ of the Tamil na-
tional movement in Sri Lanka. But, in several substantive ways,
the LTTE phase of Tamil nationalist politics is also quite distinct
from the days of the FP or the TULF. First, and perhaps most
important, is the drastic disjunction in the method of struggle—the
leaders of the FP and the TULF, despite their frequent recourse
to rabble-rousing rhetoric, were essentially conservative, constitu-
tional politicians. Not so the fiery revolutionaries of the LTTE,
to whom commitment to the armed struggle is an article of faith.

Second, the nationalists of LTTE are, unlike their predecessors,
genuinely committed to the notion that Tamil self-determination
can ultimately be achieved only through the creation of a separate
national state.

Third, the social origins of the pioneer activists of the Tiger
Movement are different from those of the Colombo-based elite
that traditionally articulated Tamil nationalist aspirations—most
top Tiger leaders are high-school dropouts from lower middle
class families based in the Jaffna peninsula, with few links, if
any, to Colombo.

Fourth, a comprehensive generational turnover in the composi-
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tion of the Tamil political leadership accompanied the rise of
the Tiger Movement—by the mid-1980s, young men in their twenties
had replaced established politicians in their fifties and sixties as
the popular representatives of the Tamil struggle.

Fifth, the movement led by the LTTE is significantly more
broad-based, in terms of mass participation, than earlier organisa-
tional incarnations of Tamil nationalism. In particular, it was with
the rise of the Tigers that a concern for progressive social change
within the Tamil national formation first explicitly entered into
the discourse and practice of Tamil nationalism.

There is an element of double irony in the relationship of the
Tiger Movement to the Sri Lankan state, given that each seems
irrevocably committed to the total destruction of the other. First,
the Tigers can be regarded, from one angle, as being the products
(unintentional, of course!) of state policy—in that the rise of the
movement can, to a very considerable extent, be attributed to
the progressive radicalisation of Tamil opinion over four decades,
a process in which the state played a most central and crucial
role, and which culminated in a serious crisis of alienation of
almost the entire Tamil minority from a ruling apparatus widely
perceived as unjust and oppressive, a mechanism of domination,
coercion and control rather than of peaceful, legitimate gover-
nance. In a sense, the dialectic of the Sinhalese-Buddhist state
and Tamil society had reached a critical climax with the emergence
and consolidation of the Tigers. But perhaps the crowning irony
was that the solution which the fervently radical young men
and women of the LTTE proposed to the problem of state op-
pression was nothing but another state—albeit one which the Tamil
nation could truly call its own.



Against the State: The Liberation Tigers and
the Quest for a Tamil National Identity

We wish to state clearly and emphatically that we are not a group -
of amateur armed adventurists roaming in the jungles with romantic
illusions, nor are we a band of terrorists or vandals who kill and destroy
at random for anarchic reasons...on the contrary, we are revolutionaries
committed to revolutionary political practice... weare thearmed vanguard
of the struggling masses, the freedom fighters of the oppressed. We
are not in any way isolated and alienated from the popular masses
but immersed in and integrated with the popular will, the collective
soul of our nation... in the deluded eyes of your government, our move-
ment appears to be a spectre of terrorism and anarchy. In reality, who
are the terrorists? We assert, and we hold that we are right in our
assertion, that it is the State... and those who poison the minds of
the innocent Sinhala masses with racial fanaticism and chauvinism
who are the real terrorists...we are fighting for a noble cause, the freedom
of the oppressed nation. The revolutionary process towards national
liberation and socialism will be long and arduous. Yet, we are convinced
that no force on earth, however repressive it may be, can stop the revolu-
tionary struggle we are committed to. Long Live Tamil Eelam!

—Open Letter from Velupillai Prabhakaran, Supreme Com-
mander and Chairman, Central Committee, Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam, to Ranasinghe Premadasa, then Prime Minister of
the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, on the occasion
of the enactment of the Prevention of Terrorism Act, and dated
20 July 1979.

1 For the full text of Prabhakaran’s letter, see Ponnambalam (1983: 264-66).
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We have no aspirations to dominate the Sinhalese. At the same time,
we are not prepared to be dominated by them or any other power.
For me, our struggle is a struggle for human dignity, for our self-respect
as Tamils. That is what we want, our dignity. It is worth dying for
it. We are willing to live in one country with the Sinhalese, but only
as equals. I am willing to be a Lankan, but only on that basis. What
is freedom, after all? Freedom is the recognition of other people’s right
to exist. All we want them to do is to recognise our right to exist.

—An elderly Tamil peasant woman, whose language ‘flowed
like poetry’, Jaffna, June 1989, in Shanmugaratnam 1989: 1-16.

Only after the Sinhalese accept that we have a right to stay here as
a nation, as a people, not just as individuals, can we accept a settlement.
But frankly, I would be very sad if the boys were to settle for anything
less than Eelam. After all this suffering, we would be back to square
one.

—Fr. Nathan, a young Roman Catholic priest in Jaffna, Sep-
tember 1991, quoted by McDonald 1991: 24-28.

Introductory

‘Insurrection, by means of guerrilla bands’, wrote Giuseppe Maz-
zini, some 150 years ago, ‘is the true method of warfare for all
nations desirous of emancipating themselves from a foreign yoke’
(cited in Connor 1987: 216). In recent times, few of the many
movements pursuing a strategy that aims concurrently at state
destruction and state creation have acted as methodically,
painstakingly and successfully on Mazzini's precept as the Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam. The LTTE has been variously and
colourfully described as ‘one of the world’s most highly dis-
ciplined and effective guerrilla movements’, as ‘way and ahead
the most developed, resourceful and powerful of South Asian
extremist organisations’, or simply as ‘the most fearsome terrorist
group the world has seen since Sheikh Hassan bin Sabbah founded
the sect of assassins’ (Dalrymple 1991; Ram 1991; Joshi 1991: 23).
As early as 1983, the Tigers, proclaiming themselves ‘the armed
vanguard of the national struggle’, declared that ‘we have chosen
guerrilla warfare as the most effective mode of armed struggle
after a careful and cautious appraisal of the specificities of our



86 e States, Nations, Sovereignty

national situation’, and that ‘our revolutionary project aims at
the extension and transformation of protracted guerrilla warfare
into a people’s popular war of national liberation” (LTTE 1983:
42; LTTE: Tamils Fight for National Freedom).

The Tigers’ ‘project’, and the state’s response to it, has, in the
last decade, enveloped Sri Lanka in general, but the north and
east in particular, in a tidal wave of death and devastation. Ac-
cording to Eric Hobsbawm, more people, calculated in proportion
to the total population, have, in the past decade, been killed as
a result of political violence in Sri Lanka than in any other country
of the world, except El Salvador.? Sri Lanka enjoys the equally
dubious distinction of being the country with the single largest
number of ‘disappeared’ persons—over 12,000 political disap-
pearances have been formally recorded between 1983 and 1991.?
The gravity of the situation was attested to by the United Nations
Working Group on Disappearances, which stated in 1992 that
‘the cases of disappearances alleged to have occurred in Sri Lanka
rank as the best-documented...among those from the 40-odd
countries appearing in the Group’s annual reports...the number
of cases is by far the highest number ever recorded by the Working
Group for any single country’ (Amnesty, June 1992: 2) (emphasis
added).

The fall-out in the north-east, the principal battleground of
the civil war, has been simply catastrophic. According to the Jaffna
Citizens’ Rehabilitation Committee, in she last six months of 1990
alone, ‘more than 70,000 buildings in the north and east have
been destroyed, more than 6,000 people (almost all Tamils, and
counting only the non-combatants among them) have been killed
or are “missing”, and more than 1.2 million (civilians, and almost
all Tamils) are now displaced’ (West 1991). A recent Sri Lankan
government report revealed that an estimated 487,000 children
in the north-east had been ‘affected’ by the conflict—'exposed
to the trauma of killing, displacement and deprivation’, these
unfortunates included ‘orphaned and abandoned children,

2 Lecture on contemporary nationalism, delivered at the London School of
Economics, 1 March 1991.

3 Of course, the actual total of disappeared is likely to be at least several times this
number. This conservative figure was mentioned in the 1992 Report of the United
Nations Working Group on Disappearances to the UN Commission on Human
Rights. Cited in Amnesty, campaign journal of Amnesty International (British
Section), June 1992, p. 2.
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children with one parent, those suffering from malnutrition...dis-
abled children and victims of emotional and psychological
problems’*

Perhaps the scale of the human tragedy will be even easier
to comprehend if one recalls that all this has had to be endured
by a ‘nation’ which, in 1981, numbered a total of 1,872,000 persons.’
The extent of human misery, and the disruption and brutalisation
of civil society, can be gauged from the fact that in the last six
months of 1990, more than 3,000 Tamils (of both sexes, and all
ages), were either killed or ‘disappeared’ in the wake of army
operations in one district, Amparai, in the eastern province, while
the same fate befell another 2,009 Tamils in the neighbouring
Batticaloa district, according to individual case histories
meticulously compiled and documented by human rights or-
ganisations (for example, Amnesty International 1991a).

Yet the Tigers’ project appears to have thrived, after a fashion,
in the midst of calamity (or perhaps because of it). A top leader
of the movement confided to me that in July 1983, the LTTE
military wing in Jaffna district had a total membership of 30
individuals.® By July 1987, when the Indian state, the regional
superpower, made a massive, and unsuccessful, military inter-
vention in an effort to quell the Tamil uprising, that figure had
grown to some 4,000 (despite extremely stringent and selective
recruiting standards, as well as high casualty rates). By the time
the 100,000-strong Indian military force withdrew from north-
eastern Sri Lanka, in March 1990, after having experienced its
own version of Vietnam, the Tigers’ core armed strength was
estimated at well over 10,000, and they were well into the process
of converting their irregular guerrilla formations into a conven-
tional standing army.

On the political plane, the Tiger Movement has emerged as
the ‘sole spokesman’ of the Tamil quest for sovereign statehood.
The TULF, of dubious ‘moderate’ credentials, had long ceased
to be a relevant factor in the political equation.” And while a

4 See the Statesman (Calcutta), 24 August 1992: report titled ‘487,000 Children Hit
by Lankan Conflict’. |

5 Official Census of the Government of Sri Lanka, 1981.

6 Personal interviews with Sathashivam Krishnakumar, alias ‘Kittu’, member of
LTTE Central Committee, London, June-July 1991.

7 In course of my field research, I unearthed evidence which would appear to
indicate that the ostensibly ‘moderate’ and ‘peace-loving’ TULF leadership was, in


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































