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TWO YEARS AFTER THE WAR: 
JUSTICE, RECONCILIATION 
AND THE UN PANEL REPORT

Even as the government of Sri Lanka protests 
vociferously about ÒThe Report of the Secretary-
GeneralÕs Panel of Experts on Accountability in Sri 
LankaÓ on grounds of state sovereignty, its protests are 
not having the desired effect. In fact, quite the opposite. 
The more the government tries to avert the international 
gaze, the more it is becoming embroiled in international 
controversy by inviting negative attention to its conduct 
from countries around the globe, including its allies. 
After nearly two years of a needlessly provocative 
campaign against  the UN, and more recently the UN 
Secretary-GeneralÕs Panel of Advisors, the government is 
now dithering on its response to the UN Panel Report as 
international pressure around the war crimes controversy 
mounts. 

The recent joint  statement by India and Sri Lanka 
promising a devolution package, early return of internally 
displaced persons to their homes, withdrawal of 
emergency regulations and investigation of human rights 
violations illustrates the point. Will Sri Lanka now have 
to take action to move on a political solution, justice and 
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reparations for IDPs, and investigate rights violations at 
the behest of its powerful neighbour? Or is it simply a 
move designed to keep the UN and Western powers at 
bay, following the concerns raised in the UN Panel 
Report on Sri Lanka?  

The governmentÕs failure to make serious moves towards 
peace and reconciliation in the aftermath of the war has 
led to its current  predicament. Its ostentatious display of 
triumphalism, its failure to take swift and sufficient 
measures to relieve the catastrophic humanitarian 
situation, the continuing human rights violations through 
internment, abductions and disappearances of those in the 
camps and critics of the government, total abandonment 
of all measures to move on in resolving the underlying 
political problems that gave rise to the ethnic conflict: 
this is the record of the government  for the past two 
years, even after the demise of the Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam. Only international pressure has forced it to 
make some meagre and grudging moves towards 
reopening the issue of a political solution.  

Triumphalism and consolidation of power 

The governmentÕs triumphalist  campaign was a callous 
and overweening attempt to consolidate the power of the 
ruling regime when the Vanni IDPsÕ lives lay in ruins.  It 
couched this outright Sinhala-chauvinist campaign in 
very jingoistic and xenophobic terms, and even 
suppressed the war-affected TamilsÕ right  to mourn their 
dead. Two years on, the triumphalist road show has not 
stopped, and its intent is to make the Tamil people of the 
North and East  in particular feel like the conquered. The 
annual victory celebrations, called the Òwar heroesÓ 
month, are continuing again this year. And towards the 
end of the month, the military is hosting an international 
conference on its experience of Òdefeating terrorismÓ. Is 
this the time for such jingoism, and are there really 
heroes in this war? Is it  not  time for reflection and 
recognition that the country as a whole has lost as a result 
of the war? 

Such triumphalism has also set  in on the economic front. 
The close to eight percent economic growth over the last 
two years, larger foreign exchange reserves following the 
balance of payments problems two years ago and the 
multiplying market capitalisation of the stock exchange 
are producing exuberant interventions by policy makers 
and government ministers. There is little caution about 
the sustainability of this contingent  boom, and the 
economic devastation that can ensue when the winds of 
capital flow and flight turn in a different direction. 
Neither is there deeper introspection about what such 
economic data actually mean for the marginalised 

sections of the population throughout  the country who 
bore the economic brunt of the war.       

All this has affected the cause of peace and reconciliation 
very seriously indeed. We are back to square one, with 
unashamed flagrant Sinhala nationalism occupying the 
centre stage of political discourse in Sri Lanka - led by 
government figures. It is clear the governmentÕs 
intentions towards the minorities are not honourable. 

After the publication of the UN Panel Report, the 
Minister of External Affairs G.L. Peiris made the 
preposterous claim that a demand for accountability 
would breed Sinhala nationalism. It is the government 
that has given a central place to extreme chauvinist 
elements within it  and has actively fostered the thinking 
that Sri Lanka is primarily the land of the Sinhalese. Is 
Peiris issuing a threat  to minority Tamils who have been 
at the receiving end of both state and LTTE violence for 
the past 30 years? Does he believe that  Tamils should not 
seek redress for the atrocities they have suffered?   

The continued suffering of the displaced peoples, their 
disappearances, the lack of transparency over detainees, 
the attacks on critics of the government  such as 
journalists, human rights defenders, students and political 
activists - all have prevented the healing process from 
taking a foothold. The government  sent a clear message 
to the country that it  had won, and the minorities, in 
particular the Tamils, would have to put  up with it  and 
shut up.  

Once the government  achieved its war victory, all talk of 
a political solution to the minorities question was simply 
shelved. Instead, the only constitutional change brought 
about following the war victory was the 18th amendment, 
further tightening the executive presidencyÕs grip on 
power and ending the presidential term limit in a most 
undemocratic manner. This was a blatant move to give 
legal and constitutional form to the consolidation of 
power of the ruling regime. 

Sovereignty and the people

It  is in this context that international criticisms of the 
governmentÕs handling of the post-war recovery and 
reconciliation have to be viewed. The Sri Lankan 
government claims that  any challenge to its conduct of 
the war in the Vanni is misplaced and based on false 
allegations: that these are the machinations of imperialist 
powers that have backed a terrorist group; and that they 
are continuing to collude with the Tamil-nationalist 
diaspora, undermining Sri LankaÕs sovereignty.    
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It  is widely accepted that  the manner in which 
contemporary international standards and laws are 
implemented is not without controversy. The history of 
the deployment  of these international mechanisms shows 
that they have been utilised one-sidedly against  less-
developed post-colonial states, allowing powerful nations 
to get away with far greater crimes with impunity. The 
hypocrisy of the West, which prosecutes the Òwar on 
terrorÓ in flagrant  violation of the human rights of its own 
citizens and the citizens and territories of many Third 
World nations - while preaching Òhuman rightsÓ - is a fact 
that the Sri Lankan government relies upon heavily to 
buttress its challenge to the international community.   

However, this line of argument  starts to unravel when the 
Rajapaksa regime happily utilises the Bush doctrine of 
Òeither you are with us or you are with the terroristsÓ in 
the treatment  of its opponents, and adopts the Òwar on 
terrorÓ discourse to prosecute the war against the LTTE. 
ÒState sovereigntyÓ and Ònational securityÓ have 
increasingly become arguments linked to the repressive 
agenda of regime consolidation rather than the interests 
of Third World peoples resisting imperialism.

In addition, the Rajapaksa regime is doing deals with 
Western nations to attract  capital and investment. Such 
deals further enrich the elite to the detriment of the 
livelihoods and prosperity of ordinary citizens, and as 
such pose a threat to the sovereignty of the people of Sri 
Lanka. This is the case in point with the austerity 
measures set  in motion by the International Monetary 
Fund Standby Agreement and the sale of sovereign bonds 
that mortgage the countryÕs economic future to global 
capital. The government is also not averse to Western 
capital and investments to fund many of its current 
development  projects. In fact, it  bends over backwards to 
woo such investments.
 
And while it castigates the Òevil West,Ó it is courting 
other big and powerful states closer to home for military 
backing and economic development. The governmentÕs 
economic and military deals with China, India and other 
big states around Asia are not without a heavy price both 
economically and politically, and are a greater threat to 
sovereignty because of the geopolitical proximity. 

The recent reports of demonstrations by the residents of 
Sampur in the East against the loss of their lands to a 
power plant that is a joint venture between India and Sri 
Lanka, and the agitation of residents of Kalpitiya against 
the loss of their homes and livelihoods to a multinational 
companyÕs tourist hotels, are examples of the gradual 
erosion of Sri LankaÕs sovereignty. Related to such 
economic concerns is the recent strike action by 
university teachers demanding higher pay; for all the 

governmentÕs rhetoric of making Sri Lanka a knowledge 
hub of Asia, it cannot  even pay its university teachers the 
promised decent salary. Is that  because of budget 
constraints related to the IMF Agreement? These are a 
few instances of the neo-liberal solutions that the 
Rajapaksa regime is proffering for political-economic 
problems.    

The UN Panel Report and Sri LankaÕs obligations

The UN Panel Report merely underlines Sri LankaÕs 
obligations to its own citizens in accordance with 
international standards that Sri Lanka has signed up to. 
These are not obligations to the international community, 
and under international law Sri Lankan citizens have the 
right to hold the government to account. These 
obligations are about  delivering accountability, justice, 
reparations and humanitarian support on the ground, 
through appropriate measures taken domestically. The 
government cannot expect to deflect  this by dismissing it 
as some imperialist  design. Arguments that countries like 
the US are not being held accountable with regard to their 
involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan are no consolation 
to Sri Lankan citizens who lost everything in the war, and 
such an attitude will not aid long-term reconciliation 
domestically.  

While the UN Panel Report bases its conclusions on a 
preliminary examination of available evidence, the scale 
and intensity of this war, especially its spectacular end, 
inevitably produced massive evidence that simply cannot 
be swept under the carpet.  Even if the government 
manages to deflect  accusations now, the question will 
resurface.  The people who suffered in this war do not 
require any UN panel to tell them what  happened to 
them. The evidence of the actions of the various armed 
actors is plain to see, carved out  on the bodies, minds and 
souls of the survivors of the war from all three 
communities, and especially the Tamil community, which 
was battered by two nationalist  armies. Accounts of how 
individual soldiers acted with humanity in the face of 
LTTE atrocities have often been recounted by the IDPs, 
but equally credible and disturbing accounts of rape, 
torture, disappearances and murder abound. Under such 
circumstances, claims of zero casualties and the supposed 
use of ÒrestraintÓ during the last phase of the war make 
the governmentÕs position appear ludicrous, and betray a 
lack of any integrity and purpose with regard to 
reconciliation in the future.  

The UN Panel ReportÕs findings make a clear signal that 
the Sri Lankan government can no longer procrastinate 
instituting a process for pursuing accountability and 
reconciliation by relying on spurious arguments of state 
sovereignty. The only sure way to preserve state 
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sovereignty is to put our own house in order. Sri Lanka 
alone can enable its people to deal with the ghosts of the 
past and move on. 

The government set  up a rather inadequate mechanism, 
the Lessons Learnt  and Reconciliation Commission, to 
look into the failure of the Ceasefire Agreement from 
2002 onwards. Apart from the alleged partisan nature of 
some of its commissioners, its very narrow remit  and 
focus and its lack of resources and powers prevent it  from 
having a broad engagement. A thorough reconciliation 
process cannot be just about the end of the war in 2009 or 
the peace process in 2002. The 30-year war, its end, and 
the subsequent  humanitarian catastrophe warrant  a very 
deep and broad reconciliation process that could enable 
the whole country to engage in a period of reflection on 
the ethnic conflict, the 30-year war, and their historical 
antecedents and causes.

The state and dismembered body politic

In the last 40 years, Sri Lanka has experienced serious 
systemic failures within the functioning of the state, 
spurred on by a process of militarisation and 
centralisation of power.  This process was integrally 
linked to the growth of destructive ethnic nationalisms 
cynically stoked for political gain by hegemonic forces 
throughout the post-colonial history of Sri Lanka. It was 
also accelerated by the liberalisation of the economy 
resulting in development for the few and the widening of 
inequality to the detriment of many.

These problems with the state and capitalist development 
resulted in two violent  insurgencies in the South and one 
protracted war in the North and East. The country has to 
achieve closure by dealing with the legacy of mass 
killings, abductions, disappearances and the day-to-day 
abuses of individual citizensÕ human rights by its security 
forces and their proxies, not just during the war of 30 
years, but also during the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna 
uprising of the late 1980s, when tens of thousands of 
Sinhalese were wiped out within a period of merely two-
and-a-half years. 

Such memories would seep into the body politic and 
poison it  unless there is a robust reconciliation process, 
which would look at  not just  the long line of massacres 
and killings by the state, the LTTE and other non-state 
actors during the protracted war, but also the atrocities 
and terror of the late 1980s in the South perpetrated by 
the JVP and the state.  

The economic devastation of the war Ð and the 
inequalities that have become entrenched with 
problematic economic policies over the decades - means 

reconciliation will not be possible without  addressing the 
political economy of dispossession, displacement and 
economic disenfranchisement. The situation for Up-
Country Tamils continues to be dismal 60 years after 
their wholesale denial of citizenship. While their 
citizenship rights have been granted, without better 
access to education, changes in their employment 
relations in the oppressive estate sector and new job 
opportunities for their youth, what would reconciliation 
mean for them? Displacement has made land a central 
concern of resettlement and reconciliation, as well as the 
political issues of devolution and communitiesÕ ability to 
control their local economic and political future. If 
viewed from a purely macro-economic perspective, based 
on data on economic growth, the situation of the urban 
shanty dwellers dispossessed of their homes, the Up-
Country Tamils denied a just wage or the importance of 
local communities determining their economic landscape 
will not become legitimate concerns. However, if peace 
and reconciliation are to be sustainable, the state, the 
economy and broader society will have to consider both 
social investment in uplifting marginalised sections of 
society and the importance of devolving powers to local 
communities to facilitate a future that  is a real break from 
the tragic past.

The continuing militarisation of state and society 
undermines both reconciliation and the democratisation 
necessary for the country to turn a new leaf. Two years 
after the war, the North and East  in particular remain 
heavily militarised, restricting freedom of movement, 
curtailing the rebuilding of civil institutions and 
administration. A worrying concern mentioned by student 
leaders in our interview in the February 2011 issue is 
quickly becoming a dangerous reality, with the Education 
Minister collaborating with the military to provide 
compulsory ÒleadershipÓ training for all university 
entrants. These issues are reflective of the undemocratic 
trend in state-society relations.  

Culpability, justice and reconciliation 

The chilling denouement  of the ethnic conflict at 
Mullivaikkal was the endgame of a legacy of extremist 
nationalism and militarism. The Tamil civilians trapped 
in Mullivaikkal were caught  between the LTTE and the 
army.  There were numerous stories of individual soldiers 
saving Tamil lives, but unfortunately the opposite was 
also true, and far more numerously. Those at the helm of 
the war on the side of the government appear to have 
found it easy to conflate these trapped people with the 
LTTE and allowed the indiscriminate bombing campaign 
to proceed, with no concern for civilian safety.  
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On the other hand, the LTTE and their backers share the 
same culpability, if not more.  As predicted by many 
dissenting activists and human rights defenders, the path 
was already well drawn, and the writing was on the wall 
signalling that the LTTE would take the Tamil people 
along on a suicidal mission to their ultimate destruction. 
The LTTEÕs fascist logic saw no future for the Tamils 
beyond its demise. If they would not  stand and die with 
them, they would not be allowed to flee to safety and 
live.  

The Tamil-nationalist diaspora community worldwide is 
now remembering the slaughter of the innocents in 
Mullivaikkal. But it  is totally silent on the UN Panel 
ReportÕs conclusions on the LTTE and its backers in the 
diaspora. It  has not shown the ability for reflection and 
introspection on why things went so horribly wrong, and 
it does not have the courage to acknowledge its own 
involvement and record.

Instead it once again places all hopes in international 
mechanisms to take its quest for justice forward. Sri 
Lanka is not of serious strategic importance, and for the 
most part Western powers and the UN system will 
ultimately defer to the powerful nations in the region to 
take Sri Lanka in hand. Geopolitical realities and political 
expediency on the international stage will ultimately 
determine the fate of the chief demand of the Tamil- 
nationalist  diaspora community, which is an international 
investigation.  

The quest  for justice is not one of retribution or revenge. 
It  should be about the long-term security and wellbeing 
of the Tamil people in Sri Lanka, where they will coexist 
with the Sinhalese and Muslim communities. The quest 
for justice is about  forging a consensus amongst  all 
communities for a permanently peaceful coexistence. 
This means a process for peace and reconciliation within 
Sr i Lanka that  must necessar i ly re juvenate 
democratisation, not only at the level of state structures 
but also deep within society, addressing concerns of 
class, gender, caste and inter-ethnic relations. 

Meanwhile, the spectre of rapid Òeconomic developmentÓ 
awaits us, causing greater uneven development  and 
inequality. This will in turn widen the urban-rural divide 
and ethnic marginalisation for the sake of quick 
enrichment of the few, increasing loss of land and 
livelihoods and a lack of access to the stateÕs resources 
for the majority of Sri Lankans. These concerns cut 
across ethnic lines and are inextricably linked to the 
question of devolution of state power, both to the regions 
and to the minorities, in a very complex way. If we fail to 
grasp this nettle, we will fall victim to the political 
agenda of ethnic nationalism, which will render a 

reconciliation and democratic accountability more 
elusive than ever.  
 
The challenge for left  forces and progressives in the 
country is to link the ongoing struggles for social justice 
throughout the country with the political problems of 
minorities requiring a political settlement and 
reconciliation. 

In this context, the current issue of dissenting dialogues 
brings out further analysis of the UN Panel Report  and 
begins the first in a series of articles debating the politics 
and category of the Ònational questionÓ.  The first part of 
an interview with a democracy activist  discusses the first 
JVP insurrection of April 1971 in light of its fortieth 
anniversary. In another interview, a social and political 
activist  discusses the history of caste oppression and 
resistance in Jaffna. Finally, given the recently concluded 
World Cup cricket tournament, this issue looks at the 
history and politics of international cricket and situates it 
within an analysis of global political economy.  

MAY 2011 	

 ISSUE N˚ 3	



5



Kanishka Goonewardena was 
trained as an architect in Sri Lanka 
and now teaches urban design and 
critical theory at the University of 
Toronto. He is co-editor of Space, 
Difference, Everyday Life: Reading 
Henri Lefebvre (Routledge, 2008) and 
writes on architecture, urbanism 
and politics.

ÒWhat  do they know of cricket who 
only cricket know?Ó, asked the 
legendary critic and cricketer from 
Trinidad C.L.R. James (1901-1989). 
In fact, the question was meant to be 
the title of this great writerÕs 
memoir of cricket  and a few other 
important personal and political 
matters, published as Beyond a 
Boundary in 1963, a quarter century 
after his epic study of the Haitian 
Revolution, The Black Jacobins. 
Despite the gaps of time and topic, 
these two works share some 
substance. True, one is about 
cricket, the other about revolution, 
and their connection may not be 
self-evident to those who have 
grown up without the spirit of either 
cricket or revolution; yet  for James, 
an artisan and partisan of both, the 
two stories were but  different 
moments of a single grand narrative 
of oppressed people of the world 
asserting - on the cricket  field or on 
the battle field - their liberty, 
equality and fraternity.
 
The Black Jacobins, r ight ly 
regarded as a classic of historical 
scholarship, announced James as a 
leading light in the traditions of both 
revolutionary Marxism and anti-
colonia l s t ruggle. Beyond a 
Boundary, though hailed as the best 
book ever written on cricket or 
indeed any sport, is much less 
known - among contemporary 
cricket fans as much as leftist 
critics. The former now possess 
strikingly short  attention spans and 
correspondingly selective memories 
of even cricket. The latter tend to 

discount sport  as not  much more 
than the postmodern opium of the 
postcolonial people, ignoring rather 
than engaging either the opium or 
the people. From them, James 
differs. His treatise on the aesthetics 
and politics of cricket resembles 
rather the critique of religion 
professed by the young Marx, who 
took religion seriously precisely 
because it was the opium of the 
people. He did not  dismiss so much 
as redeem religion, in seeking to 
make it  real rather than illusory, by 
actualising what  religion promised 
in heaven on earth. About  this, in 
his critique of HegelÕs Philosophy of 
R igh t, Marx wro te v iv id ly : 
ÒCr i t i c i sm has p lucked the 
imaginary flowers on the chain not 
in order that man shall continue to 
bear that chain without fantasy or 
consolation, but  so that  he shall 
throw off the chain and pluck the 
living flower.Ó
 
If such a sublation of religion 
launched MarxÕs philosophical 
career, then a love of cricket  lay at 
the heart of JamesÕs radical oeuvre. 
He explored the relation between 
cricket  and society dialectically, 
with due attention to the colonial - 
above all, race and class - forces it 
not only embodied and but also 
challenged. ÒI havenÕt the slightest 
doubt that  the clash of race, caste 
and class did not retard but 
stimulated West Indian cricket,Ó 
opined James, underlining how Òin 
those years social and political 
passions, denied normal outlets, 
expressed themselves so fiercely in
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cricket (and other games) precisely because they were 
games.Ó Here he also made the case for considering 
cricket as an art, from a standpoint that echoed a few 
contrasting thoughts of Theodor Adorno and Bertolt 
Brecht. Sir Donald Bradman is no Yehudi Menuhin, nor 
Denis Compton Sir John Gielgud, James conceded; Òyet 
cricket is an art,Ó he insisted, Ònot a bastard or a poor 
relation, but a full member of the community.Ó The 
English Marxist historian E.P. Thompson is right to point 
out that  James Òconveys not a rigid doctrine but  a delight 
and curiosity in all the manifestations of life, and the clue 
to everything lies in his proper appreciation of cricket.Ó
 
As a Sri Lankan watching the 2011 cricket world cup 
from Internet feeds in Toronto while clicking too often on 
ESPNÕs crickinfo.com, I recently wondered why South 
Asia never produced a sports writer like James, whose 
stint  as the cricket correspondent  for the Manchester 
Guardian in the mid 1930s was bookended by The Life of 
Captain Cipriani: An Account of the British Government 
in the West Indies (1932) and The Case for West Indian 
Self-Government (1933) on one side, and on the other by 
The Black Jacobins (1938). This is a vital political 
question for us. For we have surely had our share of acute 
students of cricket and favourable numbers of people 
versed in Vanity Fair (ÒThackeray, not  Marx, bears the 
heaviest responsibility for me,Ó said James); but  none 
really to compare with the cohort  of James and his radical 
fellow travellers from the Caribbean, including AimŽ 
CŽsaire and his student Frantz Fanon, who warned us 
presciently about those nefarious Òpitfalls of national 
consciousnessÓ lurking like thieves in the night in the 
dangerous distance between anti-colonial politics and 
socialist revolution. This is a bit  of West Indian wisdom 
that we have decidedly failed to heed in our part  of the 
world. Perhaps a Òproper appreciation of cricketÓ is now 
too late, too little, but it could not hurt.
 
In any case, what would James have thought of the recent 
cricket world cup? He would have enjoyed very much the 
superior quality of Indian cricket en route to the final, 
beating Australia in the quarter-final to signal a change of 
guard in the still not quite post-colonial world of cricket, 
and Pakistan in the semi-final in the most politically 
charged game imaginable, which was played in 
exemplary spirit on the field. He would have appreciated 
a great  deal the sublime century of Mahela Jayawardena 
in the final, how the only world cup final centurion to end 
up on the losing side paced his innings to perfection and 
executed those delicate late cuts between backward-point 
and third-man in the last  two overs of the Sri Lankan 
innings, when a batsman of lower class might have been 
tempted to heave everything over mid-wicket. He would 
have delighted no doubt at the uncanny similarity 
between the flowing strokes of his childhood neighbour, 

one Matthew Bondman of Tunapuna CC fame, and 
Kumar Sangakkara, watching how they both went Òlow 
down on one kneeÓ when driving characteristically 
through the covers.
 
James would have admired not  only SangakkaraÕs 
elegance, but  also his eloquence. The impressive Sri 
Lankan captain, whose secondary school education at 
Trinity College in Kandy (more than in law school later) 
should have given him a good dose of the English 
literature and Puritanism that  was so formative for James 
on the other side of the planet a century ago, was gracious 
in defeat. He went out of his way to congratulate the 
Indian cricketers on their world cup win and thanked both 
teams for a great game of cricket  - speaking 
spontaneously in complete sentences that could be 
published without editing. The author of Orientalism 
Edward Said never warmed up to James for being too 
English, notwithstanding his impeccable anti-colonial 
credentials. But thanks to cricket, on that day, Mumbai, 
the capital of accumulation in the non-Western society of 
the spectacle, assumed a more dignified demeanour than 
National Hockey League rinks or football press 
conferences presided by JosŽ Mourinho. Only a few days 
earlier had Sangakkara provided a fine counterpoint to 
the nationalist euphoria that was being whipped up on all 
sides in the media, by reflecting soberly and more 
sincerely than most Sri Lankan politicians on the 
traumatic inequities of his country: ÒThey [the people of 
the North and East] have been deprived for 30 years of 
everything that  weÕve taken for granted in Colombo. 
Sometimes Colombo seemed a world away from the war. 
WeÕve never felt  it  as much as the communities in the 
North and East did. And sometimes we have to 
understand that we owe them our very lives and all the 
comforts we enjoy.Ó
 
James would have been horrified too, to see how both 
cricket and times had changed. Cricket, more than any 
other modern sport, is played in time. Its subtleties stem 
from ÒsweetÓ timing. This is why an entire chapter of 
Beyond a Boundary is devoted, by way of an assessment 
of Wilton St. HillÕs achievements, to the late cut: ÒThe 
Most  Unkindest Cut.Ó But time too has played of late 
with cricket more than it has with any other sport, 
nowhere more unkindly so than in the form of the game 
itself. Recall that the game of cricket James knew so well 
remained unchanged in fundamental nature for a good 
hundred years since its inception as a popular sport in 
England, from the first  proper English county 
championship organised in 1873. Revolutions, World 
Wars, the Great Depression, decolonisation, May 1968 
and other upheavals of the twentieth century changed 
many things but left cricket alone - until the global 
recession of 1973. Barely a season after this birthday of 
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so-called globalisation and postmodernism, plans were 
put in place to adopt a new format  of the game (rehearsed 
for a decade by English counties) for international 
contests - the one-day match of limited over cricket 
lasting only eight  hours or so, instead of the 40 hours 
over five days of playing known as the now classic and 
quaint Test match (which still brings in small change for 
sponsors and administrators). This reformatting of the 
game happened just  in time for the first ever cricket 
world cup held in 1975, which I followed intensely as a 
kid at all odd hours in Colombo with the aid of a 
crackling short-wave radio.
 
Little did I know then that  the law of value discovered by 
Marx had finally caught up with cricket. By the time the 
next great  crisis of capitalism duly came around some 30-
odd years later, yet another new brand of cricket had 
already been conceived by the England and Wales Cricket 
Board, to revive the gameÕs allegedly flagging popularity 
- that is to say, profitability. The idea of Twenty20 cricket 
may have been English, but it was a bunch of Indian 
capitalists who ran with it. And they ran with the flow of 
global capital, which is a thing that  must expand or 
perish, as predicted by Marx and Engels in The 
Communist Manifesto. Historically, the capitalist  world 
system has indeed grown territorially, so as to be able to 
accumulate more and more value within increasingly 
larger geo-political-economic ÒcontainersÓ - the 
successive Òspatial fixesÓ of the seventeenth century 
Dutch, the eighteenth and nineteenth century British, and 
the twentieth century American empires. But what 
happens after globalisation, when capital has no more 
virgin land to conquer? (WasnÕt the so-called Òend of 
history,Ó as Marxist  cultural critic Fredric Jameson wisely 
remarked, really a code-name for the end of space?) The 
phenomenon of uneven development variously theorised 
by Lenin, Trotsky and Luxemburg still operates, to be 
sure, but with a new spatio-demographic twist spotted by 
the exemplary scholar of historical capitalism Giovanni 
Arrighi in a conversation with radical geographer David 
Harvey, who proposed the concept of Òspatial fixÓ (New 
Left Review 59, 2009):

Now the process [of expanded reproduction of capital] 
cannot continue in the same way, because there is no new, 
larger container that can displace the United States. There 
are large national - in fact, civilizational - states, like China 
and India, which are not bigger than the United States in 
terms of space, but have four or five times its population. 
So now we are switching to a new pattern: instead of going 
from one container to another, spatially larger, we are going 
from a container with a low population density to containers 
with high population densities. Moreover, previously it was 
a switch from wealthy to wealthy, in terms of countries. 
Now we are going from very wealthy to what are still 
basically poor countries.

Just as the centre of gravity of global capitalism has 
shifted to Asia, so the capital of cricket  has moved to 
India. In a London Review of Books essay six years ago, 
David Runciman saw this writing on the wall when he 
suggested that  if cricket were geopolitics, then Australia 
would be the US, the West Indies Russia and India China. 
So if the Indian world cup victory had something 
inexorable about it, then it was less fateful than 
structural. The final itself did not  go according to the 
scripts favoured by Bollywood producers or Sri Lankan 
spin-doctors (no Sachin ton, no Murali magic); but  the 
end result  reflected rationally the centralisation and 
concentration of cricketing capital in the Board of 
Control for Cricket in India and the Indian Premier 
League - the home of the brave new world of Twenty20. 
The IPL in concert with BCCI and the Bollywood culture 
industry is now the undisputed global hegemon of 
cricket, more powerful than is the English Premier 
League in the no less lucrative business world of football. 
So has the space of cricket changed radically, from its 
exclusive modern origins in a strictly private membersÕ 
society called Marylebone Cricket  Club (MCC) to the 
more inviting global social relation of capital involving in 
essence money, commodities . . . and more money (M-C-
MÕ).
 
With the new spatiality comes a new temporality, which 
compresses the time of cricket  in inverse proportion to its 
expansion in value. Whereas the five-day Test  match 
likened by James to the annual four-day Athenian tragic-
drama contests of the fifth century BCE demanded of 
spectators the temperamental ability to mix relaxation 
with jouissance that  is utterly incomprehensible to North 
Americans disciplined from birth by the turnover time of 
capital, Twenty20 cricket delivers instant gratification in 
less than three hours to a new generation of Twitterati. 
IPL games played by multinational teams now model the 
organised assault  on the human sensorium also known as 
the National Basketball Association or the National 
Football League, complete with cheerleaders imported 
from American franchises. On the f ield, the 
preponderance of Òpower playsÓ encourages brutish 
slogging rather than elegant  stroke-play, as burly biceps 
take over from supple wrists. Beyond the boundary, a 
multicultural assortment of bookies accused, convicted or 
acquitted of match-fixing play their own version of the 
game. A Bollywood beauty (ÒI am very confident  of my 
bodyÓ) volunteers to bare all before a victorious Indian 
team. But I must  ask gentlemen of the world not to 
complain. For those who donÕt  dare to speak of 
capitalism should remain silent also on the corruptions of 
cricket. While others ponder the glorious uncertainties of 
both cricket and capital, at least one bet is safe: the late 
cut will not survive late capitalism.
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   Wimal Fernando in Sri Lanka.

Seventy-year-old Wimal Fernando, a leftist activist and 
former trade unionist, has been fighting the good fight for 
close to 50 years. In January, dissenting dialogues met  up 
with Fernando in Colombo to talk about his recollections 
of the Ònew leftÓ of the 1960s and 1970s, and the 
movement for democratic rights in Sri Lanka. The first 
part of the interview offers vignettes of the radical 
movement of Sinhalese youth in the late 1960s and early 
1970s. The second instalment, in the next issue of 
dissenting dialogues, will discuss his experiences in the 
Lanka Guru Sangamaya (Ceylon TeacherÕs Union) in the 
1970s, the July 1980 strike, and the establishment  of the 
Movement  for the Defence of Democratic Rights, leading 
up to the second Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (PeopleÕs 
Liberation Front) insurrection in the late 1980s. 

Indefatigable as ever, despite a profound loss of hearing, 
Fernando recently re-launched the Movement for Free 
and Fair Elections to campaign for reforms to electoral 
laws and the political system.

Ahilan Kadirgamar and B. Skanthakumar:  How does 
the current  period compare with earlier periods of 
authoritarianism over the past five decades?

Wimal  Fernando: Some people think itÕs even more 
frightening than before. I donÕt  think so. There is still 
some space. This sentiment  is just  an excuse for not  doing 
what ought to be done.

Let  me explain: we have been struggling from the 1980s 
with this problem of how to develop, among the 
Sinhalese at least, a discourse on this ethnic conflict, on 
the demand and the need for devolution, which in my 
opinion is basically about  equal dignity [of Tamils]. 
Whenever this demand [for power sharing] was made by 
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Tamils, the political representatives of the Sinhalese 
majority reacted in a stupid way. 

The recent cabinet  decision that the national anthem 
should be sung only in Sinhala is a case in point. Even if 
only a fraction, for example, school children and public 
officials, were singing the national anthem in Tamil - now 
Sinhalese politicians have succeeded in ensuring that 
hereafter no Tamils will sing it at  all! ThatÕs what  I mean 
by stupidity. There are leftists, Tamils and Muslims in the 
Cabinet, but not one speaks up. 

In the face of these kinds of things how do you react  - is 
it by saying that everyone has the right to their own 
opinion and so on? There is a contradiction that exists. 
Democratic politics is where there is space for various 
opinions and even actions based on what you believe to 
be right. However, when things are really bad - as now 
and maybe for quite some time to come - you need people 
who are convinced that they are right and who think that 
what is right should be done regardless of what others 
think. You might even call them zealots. Otherwise, in 
these confused times, you can go on debating endlessly 
without even deciding on minimal activities.

Ahilan Kadirgamar and B. Skanthakumar: As we 
approach the fortieth anniversary of the first JVP 
insurrection in April 2011, and its suppression, take us 
back to the origins of the radical, mainly Sinhalese, youth 
movement in the South during the late 1960s and early 
1970s. 

Wimal  Fernando: That  was a special time, and not  only 
in Sri Lanka, of course. Many years after the first  JVP 
uprising, I met a Bangladeshi who told me that  around 
the same time there was a remarkably similar youth 
movement [in East Bengal] that, like us in the 
Ginipupura (The Spark) group [one of several 
revolutionary left groups that emerged from the pro-
Peking Ceylon Communist  Party], also took the name of 
Iskra or ÒSparkÓ. [Iskra was the Russian socialist 
newspaper originally managed by Vladimir Lenin.] 

Three things contributed to the youth insurrection. Firstly, 
the perception that armed insurrection to topple a 
capitalist  government was legitimate. Even more than 
legitimate, it  was regarded as necessary and heroic, 
almost a duty. The revolutionary processes in Cuba and 
Vietnam were enormously influential in this regard. 
Secondly, the left  movement within the country had for 
the preceding 30 years been propagating the idea of 
socialism and, more importantly, ideas of social justice. 
They fought for welfare, health, education, and so on. 

1970 was the zenith of the left movement  because the 
LSSP [Lanka Sama Samaja Party] and CP [pro-Moscow 

Communist Party] came into government  and unlike now, 
not whimpering, but from a position of strength. They 
asked for and received the ministries of their choosing: 
Finance, Constitutional Affairs, Plantation Industries, 
Transport, Housing, etc. They wanted, through 
participation in the parliamentary process, to capture the 
commanding heights of the economy [to acquire, through 
state ownership, the most strategic and influential 
institutions, sectors and processes of the economy - 
through which it was assumed the country could be 
reoriented in a socialist direction]. They made a mess of 
it, but thatÕs another story. 

Thirdly, dissatisfaction was already surfacing, particularly 
among the young, the educated and the unemployed. It 
was a dangerous mix. Unlike now, there was intense 
ideological discussion among university students, and 
there was a powerful left  movement. For example, in my 
time, the LSSP would sweep the board at student council 
elections in universities. The trade unions were 
dominated by the left, which even had a large presence in 
local government. In comparison to those of the Òold 
leftÓ, the achievements of the JVP have been 
insubstantial. 

The main question [at  the time] was whether the left 
parties in government were revolutionary or revisionist. 
By 1968 there was already a division in the Communist 
camp between supporters of the Soviet Union and those 
of the PeopleÕs Republic of China. In Sri Lanka, no one 
saw the absurdity in Communists describing themselves 
as pro-Moscow or pro-Peking! The two CPs here would 
parrot the line from their respective centres of world 
revolution. The joke was that if someone in Moscow 
sneezed, then the local CP would contract influenza. Such 
was their blind devotion. 

The leader of the pro-Peking Communist  Party, Shan [N. 
Sanmugathasan], took the view that  the parliamentary left 
were revisionist  and described parliament as a den of 
thieves. However, soon, Shan himself came under attack. 
If you believe in armed revolution as you claim, the 
critics within his party asked, where are your armsÉand 
why arenÕt you collecting them? 

So, there were breakaways and expulsions from the CCP 
[Ceylon Communist Party - Peking wing] of young, 
gifted and determined leaders, beginning with 
Kalyananda Thiranagama, followed later by Gamini 
Yapa, and finally, Rohana Wijeweera. The Ginipupura 
group founded by KT and others was highly influenced 
by the Chinese Cultural Revolution. There were at least 
three or four within the group who claimed to have 
received ÒtrainingÓ in China, which immediately elevated 
their standing among the others!
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There was a unique conjuncture in 1970, with a strong 
left  presence in government, and the Sri Lanka Freedom 
Party majority in Cabinet  in the shadows. The most 
impressive SLFPers, such as T.B. Ilangaratne, T.B. 
Subasinghe and Badi-ud-din Mahmud were themselves 
close to the left parties. There was also dynamism in the 
cultural arts with E.R. SarathchandraÕs plays, novels by 
writers such as Karunasena Jayalath, and others. All in 
all, the time was ripe for the young to challenge the 
government with arms. But  when the revolutionary 
challenge came, it was amateur in the extreme. 

For instance, what  was the main weapon used by the JVP 
in April 1971 to attack police stations? It was a hand-
bomb consisting of Milkmaid condensed milk tins packed 
with iron nails and barbed wire cut into pieces, and half a 
stick of dynamite; the firing mechanism was a small tube 
filled with acid, cotton wool and sugar, I think. These 
homemade bombs were secretly mass-produced in a few 
ÒfactoriesÓ - actually the dwellings of JVP members - in 
March of 1971.

The JVPÕs main method of mobilisation was to hold 
classes, usually at night, and sometimes in the forest. 
These were educational meetings for young people, by 
young people. By now, there were enough disgruntled, 
angry graduates without jobs.

Their mood was already clear from incidents during the 
previous UNP [United National Party] government, such 
as the barracking of the Education Minister, [I.M.R.A.] 
Iriyagolla, at the convocation ceremonies at Vidyodaya 
[now Sri Jayawardenapura] and Vidyalankara [now 
Kelaniya] universities. The graduates of these new 
universities - formerly pirivenas or Buddhist  institutions 
of higher learning - took it as a slight that the chief guest 
was the Education Minister, and not  the Governor-
General who graced the convocations at the elite 
universities of Colombo and Peradeniya. Iriyagolla was 
stung by his reception and used every public platform 
thereafter to ridicule the graduates and their lecturers, and 
to promise that  he would never recruit graduates as 
government teachers. He was true to his word and 
consequently by the general election of 1970 there was an 
accumulation of unemployed graduates.

In comparison to the classes conducted by [the] 
Ginipupura [group, set  up by Kalyananda Thiranagama 
and others], the JVPÕs classes were fewer and more 
straightforward. I attended them. There were only five 
classes but they extended for up to four hours. Being 
seated on the grass for that long, slapping the mosquitoes, 
and keeping awake for the duration was seen as a sign of 
oneÕs revolutionary fervour! This was a time when Che 
Guevara was a heroic and mythic figure, and clandestine 

activities were admired among the young. I donÕt know if 
it is so now. I think not.  Young people today are more 
intelligent, more sophisticated and worldly-wise than we 
were. It is easy to laugh at ourselves now, but  those were 
different  times. Socialism was in the air, and one had to 
breathe it to understand our choices. 

Anyway, through these classes [Rohana] Wijeweera was 
able to organise large numbers of young people. So much 
so that  after the insurrection had begun on the 5 April, 
and when Si r ima [Pr ime Min is ter S i r imavo 
Bandaranaike] went  public and spoke to the country over 
the radio, she described the revolutionists as misguided 
children (lamay) and not even as youth (tharunya). She 
appealed to them to surrender, and they did, in the tens of 
thousands. Almost  all of them were Sinhalese, with 
perhaps a sprinkling of Tamils and Muslims among them. 
They were detained in prisons, in the universities and 
other ad-hoc detention camps in isolated places.

The thinking behind WijeweeraÕs strategy in targeting 
police stations was simple. In every police station there 
were a limited number of rifles, usually under lock and 
key, and some shotguns. The main police weapon in use 
was the .303 rifle. It  is a very heavy gun, which cannot 
easily be carried and fired; one has to jam it against oneÕs 
shoulder, because of the recoil, and fire one bullet  at a 
time. ItÕs very difficult  to aim accurately. So, WijeweeraÕs 
plan was to overwhelm the few police officers in each 
station through superior numbers, in a coordinated action 
on the same day and at the same time. The bombs were 
intended to scare the police officers away. He was proved 
right  in a way because most  stations were captured 
without  a fight, as the police deserted them when they 
came under attack or feared attack. By 7 April, all but a 
handful of police stations in Kegalle and Matara districts 
were under JVP control.

Ahilan Kadirgamar and B. Skanthakumar: Although 
you were never a member of the JVP, how did you 
become involved with Ginipupura, one of the 
revolutionary left groups that emerged from the pro-
Peking Ceylon Communist Party?

Wimal  Fernando: I was a teacher at  Maharagama 
Teachers Training College in 1965. I was 24 at  the time, 
and the students were only four or five years younger to 
me. So there was no distance between the students and 
myself. I became involved in Ginipupura in 1968 through 
sheer accident. I asked the JVP leader in Kegalle, who 
was a close friend of mine, to send us someone to teach 
the more radical students and teachers about Marxism. 
Actually, the reason behind this request was less to do 
with spreading revolutionary ideas and more as a means 
of combating the endemic ragging of students based on 
up-country or low-country and caste origins.
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The person who was sent was none other than 
Kalyananda Thiranagama. He would arrive late at night, 
after 10 or 11 p.m., and the class would end around 1 a.m. 
and then some of us would walk him to Maharagama 
town to catch the last bus to Colombo. He would alight  at 
Nugegoda and then walk the rest  of the way back home. 
The leaders taught  by example, through sacrifice and 
hardship. Wijeweera was supposed to have sacrificed the 
possibility of being a medical doctor, through abandoning 
his studies in Moscow. 

Following these classes, some of us were invited to an 
educational camp organised by Ginipupura. Here we 
were told that Sri Lanka needed a revolutionary party, 
and that  its strategy should be that of armed struggle. We 
agreed and joined. We didnÕt  know what a revolutionary 
party was. We only knew what it wasnÕt! It  wasnÕt  the 
LSSP, the CP and their parliamentary path to power.

There were a number of other groups. GID [Castro] 
Dharmasekera had the Mao Youth Front. He later had a 
peculiar political evolution and subsequently donned 
Buddhist  robes. Gamini Yapa organised a group called 
Peradiga Sulang (East Wind), with the aim of creating 
liberated zones [territory under the effective control of 
insurgents] as Mao had done in China. Kasu Alwis and 
his group had a base among Ceylon Transport Board 
workers. There was also Sumith DevinuwaraÕs group.

Among the rank and file or cadres of these groups and 
their followers, the main inspiration was Che Guevara 
and the Cuban model. Collectively, we were all labelled 
ÒChe GuevaristsÓ. However, among the gurus of these 
groups, there was an understanding that we needed our 
own line, suited to our own conditions, to make the 
revolution in Lanka. 

Wijeweera was most  explicit on this position and he was 
able to mobilise at  least 10 times more in number than all 
the other revolutionary groups combined. Another reason 
was that  unlike the Ginipupura and Peradiga Sulang 
groups who were more discriminating in their 
recruitment, joining the JVP was comparatively easier. 
One had to attend the five classes, then organise classes 
themselves, perhaps lecture at  those classes, and 
thereafter one was recognised as a JVP member. Among 
the new recruits a few would be identified as suitable for 
military training. There were some ex-military personnel 
sympathetic to the JVP who would give basic training in 
handling shotguns in the forest. They also gave 
instruction in karate, adequate to be thoroughly beaten by 
someone who actually knew karate! Wijeweera wasnÕt 
too bothered about  the theoretical quality of his members. 
He had a target of the numbers necessary to storm the 
police stations, and he believed once he had those 

numbers, he could capture state power in a one-day 
revolution. No one knew what an armed insurrection 
would be like, not the government, not the police or army, 
and not the revolutionists themselves.

Ginipupura had a different perspective to that  of the JVP. 
We believed in the strategy of an extended war or 
peopleÕs war based on MaoÕs experience in China. We 
realised we could not  replicate MaoÕs strategy in Sri 
Lanka - there was no possibility for a Òlong marchÓ on 
our small island! However, our idea was to instigate or 
encourage small struggles (sulu aragalaya) among the 
people so that  they were trained to fight, and also to 
identify the enemy.

It  all went wrong even before it had begun. Some JVPers 
in Moneragala got the date mixed up and began attacking 
police stations a day earlier on 4 April night. However, 
prior to that, the government  had already got wind of the 
JVPÕs plans, including when some bombs accidentally 
detonated in one of the factories in Kegalle. 

It  so happened that  my two brothers (Patrick and Sarath) 
and my younger sister (Vinitha) were in the JVP. They 
considered Ginipupura to be a hostile organisation and 
were very secretive about the JVPÕs plans, especially in 
the presence of my father (a pioneer of the LSSP in 
Kegalle who had left the party by this stage) and myself. 

They used our family home to organise themselves, and 
helped themselves to anything there that  could be of 
service to the revolution, including a sword presented to 
my father as a wedding gift. The local police kept our 
house under surveillance and knew that my father and I 
were neither in the JVP nor in the confidence of my 
siblings. This worked to our advantage as both of us were 
spared the imprisonment  and convictions meted to my 
brothers and sister.

[To be continued in Issue 4 of dissenting dialogues.]
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After the rise of Tamil nationalism in the North and East 
of Sri Lanka, political discussions have overlooked caste 
discrimination rooted inside the Tamil community and 
underplayed the significance of caste identity in 
envisaging the notion of emancipation. The mainstream 
Tamil media have hardly admitted the existence of caste 
oppression among Tamils. Tamil nationalist groups and 
dominant Tamil political parties have not shown much 
interest in abolishing caste oppression. Taking into 
account the lack of importance given to the grievances of 
marginalised castes and the vacuum in engaging with 
their political aspirations, in April, dissenting dialogues 
caught up with 76-year-old P.J. Antony, the General 
Secretary of the Minority TamilsÕ Maha Sabha, at his 
residence on Palaly Road, Jaffna to talk about the history 
and contemporary manifestations of caste, caste politics 
and the nexus between caste and economy in Jaffna.

Originally from Trincomalee, Antony moved to Jaffna 
(his motherÕs birthplace) in 1937 after his father died. In 
1958, he began teaching at a rural school in Puloly, 
Jaffna. He lost this job in 1980, due to his active 
involvement in a strike organised by the teachersÕ union. 
But in 1982, he was reinstated as a teacher. When he 
retired from teaching in 1995, he was the principal of a 
school in the Trincomalee district. Antony became a 
lawyer in 2001. Since 2005 he has been practicing law in 
Jaffna. Recently, he led one of the independent groups 
that contested from the Jaffna electoral district in the 
general elections held in April 2010. 

dissenting dialogues: Could you speak about how you 
became a minority-Tamil activist? What kind of work 
have you done so far?
 
P.J. Antony: I was a victim of caste discrimination when 
I was 13 years old in Jaffna. I was assaulted by upper-
caste students at  the Christian school I attended. I cannot 
forget that incident  - even now. The Minority TamilsÕ 
Maha Sabha was established in 1941 with the view to 
winning the rights of the downtrodden castes. Jovel Paul 
and M.C. Subramaniam were some of the active leaders 
of this movement. I wanted to actively work for the 
welfare of minority Tamils and joined the MTMS after 

completing the G.C.E. Ordinary Level exam. Later, I got 
a teaching position at  an outstation school, and moved out 
of Jaffna. Though I had also been appointed to the post  of 
clerical servant in the public sector, my desire was to 
educate my community, and therefore I chose to accept 
the teaching position. Many people, including one of my 
teachers, said that mine was an unwise decision. When I 
came back to Jaffna in 1969 I was elected as the General 
Secretary of the Maha Sabha. 

Minority Tamils were not  allowed by the Vellala caste to 
enter or worship in Hindu temples at that time in Jaffna. 
The MTMS organised protests and temple-entry 
campaigns. Even though I was Catholic, I enthusiastically 
participated in many of these campaigns. I was prepared 
to risk my life for the cause of minority Tamils. There 
was an attempt to stab me with a knife when I was 
participating in a temple-entry campaign at  Valvettithurai 
Sivan Kovil. Comrade S. Rasaiah, who was the treasurer 
of the MTMS, saved my life on that day. I then sent 
letters to several police stations in Jaffna to seek the 
support of the police to ensure the participation of 
minority Tamils in pujas and festivals held in Hindu 
kovils. We hardly got the support  of the police before 
1971. In 1956, the social disabilities act was introduced 
in Parliament to abolish caste oppression. However, there 
were many loopholes in this act when it was implemented 
for the first time. Taking advantage of these loopholes, 
the Vellalas continued to prevent minority Tamils from 
entering the Hindu kovils in Jaffna. When the act  was 
amended in 1971, the police, as custodians of law and 
order, had to support  the organisers of temple-entry 
campaigns and they could no longer connive with the 
upper-caste people or remain inact ive. Mr. 
Sundaralingam, Superintendent  of Police, Jaffna, 
rendered his fullest  cooperation to us. Mr. Rajasingham, 
an Assistant  Superintendent  of Police, Kankesanthurai, 
ordered the trustees of the Variyavalavu Pillayar Kovil in 
Thunnalai to open the temple to minority Tamils in the 
presence of some members of the Maha Sabha. 

I also helped many educated youth from the minority-
Tamil community to find jobs, especially as teachers. Mr. 
Dahanayake, who was the Minister of Education in 1957, 
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gave teaching appointments to many from the minority-
Tamil community who had three credit passes in the 
G.C.E Ord inary Leve l examinat ion. Mr. A. 
Amirthalingam, who was an MP then, opposed this move 
under the pretext  that  it  would bring down educational 
standards.

I have also been working for the land rights of minority 
Tamils. I helped the landless in my community to get land 
in the Vanni region. Land officers in Jaffna in the 1970s 
did not cooperate with us when we requested land for the 
minority-Tamil community for the purpose of cultivation 
in Kilinochi. However, Mr. Ponnambalam, who was the 
Government Agent  of Jaffna at that time, helped us a lot. 
As a lawyer, I have helped many in my community to 
obtain permanent land deeds. Many of them are now able 
to receive financial assistance under the housing schemes 
introduced by the government. 

dissenting dialogues: Can you describe the caste 
hierarchy in Jaffna and the relative power of the different 
castes?

P.J. Antony: Caste divisions in Jaffna are based on 
professions that people have been hereditarily engaged in. 
Agriculture is considered the profession of the Vellala 
caste, which is the most dominant caste in Jaffna. Nalavar 
and Pallar work as toddy tappers and labourers in 
gardens. Parayar, who beat the drums at  funerals, are 
treated like slaves. Vannar wash clothes and Ambattar 
work as hairdressers. There are internal divisions among 
the Vannar and Ambattar, based on the caste identity of 
their customers. Some hairdressers, for instance, have 
customers exclusively from the Vellala community, 
whereas others cater to customers from the less-
privileged castes. The different caste groups that 
constituted the minority-Tamil community do not  have 
marital relationships with one another; they maintain their 
insularity. Among minority Tamils, those who are 
educated and hold prestigious jobs conceal their caste 
identity and regard themselves as superior to the less-
privileged members of the minority-Tamil community. 
Among the less-privileged castes, Koviyar and Karaiyar 
were favoured by the majority-Vellala community. Unlike 
the other less-privileged castes, they did not  face serious 
problems. 

The downtrodden castes were denied membership in local 
government bodies such as the village council and the 
town council. When wards were demarcated for electoral 
purposes, Vellala bureaucrats split  the areas densely 
populated by minority Tamils into several segments and 
merged them with the different wards where the Vellalas 
were the majority. Minority Tamils could not  become a 
majority in any of the wards that came under a local 

government body. Consequently, they could not send 
their representatives to the local government bodies in 
Jaffna. However, a person representing the minority-
Tamil community got elected to the Kopay Village 
Council in the late 1950s. But when he participated in a 
meeting of the village council, he was not even given a 
chair; instead, he was asked by the other members to sit 
on an old mortar. Minority Tamils were not allowed to eat 
food in the company of upper-caste people. They could 
not go inside tea shops. Tea was given in rusty tin 
containers and soda bottles. They were asked to sit  on an 
empty sack spread on the floor when they were given 
food in shops. This custom existed in the 1960s even in 
places like Subash CafŽ. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, minority-Tamil women were not 
allowed to wear sari blouses. They had to raise the piece 
of cloth they wore so as to cover their breasts. At  Catholic 
churches in the peninsula, women were not permitted to 
cover their heads with a veil. The upper-caste people also 
barred minority-Tamil men from wearing Vetti, the 
national outfit for Tamil males. 

dissenting dialogues:  What were the challenges minority 
Tamils encountered in getting access to education in the 
past? What  kinds of measures were taken by the Maha 
Sabha to make educational opportunities available to 
minority Tamils?

P.J. Antony: After my fatherÕs death, my mother worked 
as a daily-wage labourer to raise me. When she 
approached some Catholic priests, they asked my mother 
why I could not be trained in my fatherÕs profession. 
Upper-caste people thought education was not meant for 
minority Tamils. Downtrodden castes could not  send their 
children to fee-levying schools due to poverty. The 
introduction of free education and the takeover of schools 
by the government did not improve minority TamilsÕ 
access to education. It  was still difficult for the children 
of minority Tamils to get admission to leading schools, 
like Jaffna Hindu College, Parameswara College and 
Puttur Sri Somaskanda College. However, in the 1960s, 
Mr. Manickkavasagar, the then Director of Education in 
Jaffna, and principals like Mr. Thambar of Jaffna Central 
College and Mr. Sivapathasundaram of Parameswara 
College were very keen to educate children coming from 
oppressed castes and gave them admission. In many 
schools, upper-caste teachers discriminated against 
students from marginalised castes. These students were 
not given benches or chairs. They had to sit on the floor. 
Even if they were given seats, they had to use the seats at 
the back. They were unnecessarily punished by their 
upper-caste teachers. The teachers insulted these children 
by pointing out their caste background in front  of upper-
caste students. At the request of the Maha Sabha, Mr. 
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S.W.R.D. BandaranaikeÕs Sri Lanka Freedom Party 
government established nearly 15 schools in the 
peninsula to cater to the educational needs of minority 
Tamils. At  the same time, more than 200 youth from the 
minority-Tamil community were appointed as teachers at 
these schools. The establishment  of these schools enabled 
our students to learn in an atmosphere free of 
discrimination. 

dissenting dialogues: Have you noticed any significant 
changes in the caste hierarchy over time?

P.J. Antony: We rarely see caste discrimination in public 
sector offices these days. Though minority Tamils are 
able to secure jobs in various departments and boards, 
they are denied promotions, though not overtly, on caste 
grounds. Discrimination against minority-Tamil students 
at schools has declined. We no longer need separate 
schools for minority Tamils. Barber saloons are free of 
caste discrimination. But many temples in Jaffna still 
remain closed to minority Tamils. The younger 
generation of the downtrodden castes thinks that there is 
no caste discrimination now. Similarly, people belonging 
to the upper castes claim that  caste oppression has come 
to an end. But caste discrimination exists on the ground 
in multiple ways. For instance, at the University of 
Jaffna, minority-Tamil students, even if they excel in 
studies, are hardly appointed to positions above 
demonstrator. A person from an underprivileged 
community was not  appointed to the post of Registrar at 
the University of Jaffna, even though he had the 
necessary qualifications. Since minority Tamils are not 
denied access to education they have been able to become 
graduates, doctors and engineers. When the people of 
Jaffna were displaced to Chavakacheri in 1995 during the 
war, upper-caste well-owners threw litter and excreta into 
wells on unused land in order to prevent  displaced people 
belonging to marginalised castes from using those wells. 
Caste continues to be a decisive factor in social 
relationships. However, some cross-caste marriages have 
taken place in Jaffna. Minority Tamils who have risen up 
in the social ladder through education and employment 
lead a fairly comfortable life, whereas the economic 
status of many from the community remains below the 
poverty line. Many minority Tamils do not have a 
permanent job. 

dissenting dialogues:  What kind of impact  does caste 
have on employment, poverty and ownership of land in 
Jaffna?

P.J. Antony: In rural Jaffna most  of the labourers 
working in paddy fields and gardens come from 
underprivileged castes. Of these workers some are 
women. The same castes constitute the labour for stone 

breaking. Most of the workers in road construction and 
cleaners in the municipal area belong to the marginalised 
castes in Jaffna. These employees are often underpaid. 
Though the tasks they are involved in are dangerous, 
relevant authorities have not taken due measures to 
ensure their safety and health while they are working. 
Most  of these workers have not  organised themselves as 
trade unions to demand their rights and higher wages. 
Tenant  farmers from the downtrodden castes also 
encounter crises. Landlords fear that  these tenant  farmers 
might  claim ownership of the land, and therefore they are 
keen to remove the tenant farmers from the land where 
they have been cultivating crops. Though some of them 
have been living on temple land for many years, they 
cannot become owners of that land. In places like 
Vaddukoddai and Point Pedro, many are unable to build 
houses, even though the government is willing to provide 
them with financial support, as they do not  possess land. 
Though the government and NGOs seem to help people 
who are without  houses, they have not done anything 
substantial to distribute land to the oppressed castes. 
Upper-caste Tamils who have left the country for good 
are not willing to sell their land to minority Tamils. All in 
all, many oppressed-caste people are impoverished in 
many ways. 

dissenting dialogues: How would you evaluate the 
Eelam PeopleÕs Revolutionary Liberation Front role in 
the struggle against caste discrimination?

P.J. Antony: The EPRLF had a lot of progressive ideas 
about the liberation of the oppressed castes. They 
supported social reforms based on leftist  principles. They 
launched campaigns at the village level to eradicate caste 
oppression. In Karainagar, a public well used by 
oppressed castes was polluted by upper-caste people with 
human excreta, with the intention of hindering the 
oppressed castes from using that  well. Some members of 
the EPRLF operating in the area identified the people 
who had thrown faeces into the well and got  them to 
clean the well. 

dissenting dialogues: How do you view the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam role in recognising the identity of 
minority Tamils and addressing their grievances?

P.J. Antony: The LTTE did not actively campaign 
against caste discrimination. The issue was not given 
much importance; instead, they created the illusion that 
the Tamil community is free of caste oppression. They 
did not have the same level of commitment as the EPRLF 
or the Communist Party towards fighting caste 
discrimination. The parliamentarians from the minority-
Tamil community could not act independently on caste 
issues because of the domineering politics of the LTTE.  
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dissenting dialogues: The Minority TamilsÕ Maha Sabha 
contested in the last  general elections as an independent 
group, after a long absence. Why did you decide to 
contest alone without  backing any of the mainstream 
Tamil political parties?

P.J. Antony: Minority Tamils constitute nearly 40 
percent of the population of the Northern Province. They 
should be given three or four representatives in the Jaffna 
electoral district alone. In past elections, the Tamil United 
Liberation Front and the Tamil National Alliance fielded 
only one candidate from the minority-Tamil community. 
Although some of them were elected, they could not  do 
anything significant  for their community, as the parties 
they represented did not have an agenda to contribute to 
the advancement of minority Tamils. Moreover, though 
we had announced our idea of contesting in the last 
general elections in the media, the TNA did not show 
much interest  in engaging with us. The TNAÕs lack of 
interest in addressing the problems of minority Tamils left 
us with the sole option of facing the elections as an 
independent  group. If the TNA had sincerely been 
concerned about the problems of our people, they would 
have approached us. 

dissenting dialogues: Though you say that  minority 
Tamils account  for 40 percent of the population of the 
Northern Province, your party, which represented the 
minority-Tamil community, could not even send one 
member to Parliament. Why did your party not perform 
well in the last general elections?

P.J. Antony: There wasnÕt  much freedom in Jaffna 
during the elections for our candidates to do 
electioneering. We were told about  many malpractices at 
the counting centre. We heard that votes cast to our party 
were considered invalid. The election was not  conducted 
in a peaceful way. It was not a free and fair election. 
Otherwise our party would have recorded a better 
performance in the last general elections.

dissenting dialogues: When you contested in the last 
parliamentary elections, some Tamil nationalists said you 
were backed by the United PeopleÕs Freedom Alliance 
government in order to split  Tamil votes in the North 
along caste lines.
 
P.J. Antony: We never sought any support from the 
government or other political parties. We did not even get 
a cent from the government  for electioneering. Some 
comrades from abroad sent us money. We have no 
interest in damaging the TamilsÕ struggle for liberation. 
Our younger generation also works for the liberation of 
the Tamil community. Maha Sabha has never been 
against the political rights of the Tamil community. On 

the other hand, some candidates from privileged castes 
used their caste identity to muster votes in the general 
elections. The castes they openly identified themselves 
with do not have grave caste-related problems like the 
ones that plague minority Tamils. However, when we 
represented the political interests of oppressed castes and 
voiced their hardships we were unfairly accused of 
creating divisions within the Tamil community.   

dissenting dialogues: Why do you think many youth 
from downtrodden castes joined the Tamil-nationalist 
militant groups?

P.J. Antony: Many youngsters from the minority-Tamil 
community joined the militant movements because of 
poverty in their homes. They also felt that  they should not 
operate alone as it would undermine the TamilsÕ struggle 
for liberation. They saw these groups as providing them 
with an opportunity to be on par with the upper castes. 
Perhaps they were not aware that  these groups were not 
serious about the emancipation of oppressed castes. 
Though minority Tamils contributed a lot to the Tamil 
liberation struggle, upper-caste Tamils and upper-caste 
Tamil leaders have failed to eradicate caste oppression 
inside the Tamil community. 

dissenting dialogues: What are your plans/goals for 
improving the rights of minority Tamils? What  kind of 
political action do you think is viable to fight caste 
oppression in the North?
 
P.J. Antony: The Communist Party and the Lanka Sama 
Samaja Party, which supported the cause of minority 
Tamils in the past, are now not active in the North and 
East. Mainstream Tamil political parties like the TNA 
tend to think that issues related to caste could be dealt 
with by fielding one or two candidates from the 
oppressed castes in the elections. They do not have a 
broader vision to root out the caste system. However, we 
are interested in having talks with Tamil political parties 
such as the TNA, PeopleÕs Liberation Organisation of 
Tamil Eelam and EPRLF to find solutions to the 
problems confronting minority Tamils at present. We will 
demand more political representation for minority Tamils 
from these parties. We will support parties that  are willing 
to give representation to three to four members from the 
minority-Tamil community in parliamentary elections in 
Jaffna. We will also fight  against  caste discrimination in 
appointments and promotions in the public sector. If these 
options are unproductive, we will have to start  mass 
struggles based on the principles of non-violence to 
annihilate caste oppression. 
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What is the National Question?

The national question, or the issue 
of the right  of nations to self-
determination, has been hotly 
debated in Sri Lanka, but the 
original debates took place in 
Europe in the early twentieth 
century around the question of 
whether it  was correct  to support 
separatist  struggles or not. For 
Marxists, such struggles created 
problems for two related reasons: 
they reinforced the power of the 
bourgeoisie, seen by Marxists as the 
class enemy, in the proto-nation-
states; and they strengthened 
nationalism in these states, also seen 
as an enemy by an internationalist 
movement whose slogan was, 
ÒWorkers of all countries, unite!Ó

A famous debate on the issue 
between two prominent Marxists, 
Russian revolutionary Vladimir 
Lenin and Polish Communist  Rosa 
Luxemburg, erupted in the first 
decade of the twentieth century. 
Luxemburg approved of point 7 in 
the programme of the Social 
Democratic Labour Party of Russia, 
which granted full legal equality to 
all citizens without distinction of 
sex, religion, race or nationality, and 
point  8, which granted the various 
ethnic groups the right to schools 

conducted in their own languages at 
state expense and the right to use 
their languages at assemblies and in 
all state and public functions. But 
she opposed point  9, which granted 
all nationalities the right of self-
determination, including secession, 
insisting that  the attitude of 
socialists to nationality questions 
should depend on the concrete 
circumstances of each case, which 
would also change with time. She 
pointed out that  all ancient states 
were extremely mixed with respect 
to nationalities and quoted Karl 
Kautsky, Marxist  theoretician and 
leader of the German Social 
Democratic Party, to the effect  that 
the great Buddhist, Christian and 
Muslim cultures were not  national 
but international; therefore, stating 
that all ÒnationalitiesÓ had the right 
to form their own states was 
impractical. 

Furthermore, Luxemburg wrote: ÒIn 
a class society, Ôthe nationÕ as a 
homogeneous socio-political entity 
does not exist. Rather, there exist 
within each nation, classes with 
antagonistic interests and ÔrightsÕÉ
There can be no talk of a collective 
and uniform will, of the self-
determination of the ÔnationÕ in a 
society formed in such a manner,Ó 
and in cases where the interests
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of the proletariat were directly opposed to those of the 
ÒnationÓ (for example, Jewish workers versus Zionist 
nationalists), the formula could result in imposing on 
workers the will of the ruling class.1  However, she 
conceded that socialists were duty-bound to oppose all 
forms of oppression, including that  of one nation by 
another.

Lenin responded by writing: ÒCarried away by the 
struggle against nationalism in Poland, Rosa Luxemburg 
has forgotten the nationalism of the Great Russians, 
although it  is this nationalism that is the most formidable 
at the present  time. It is a nationalism that is more feudal 
than bourgeois, and is the principal obstacle to democracy 
and to the proletarian struggle.Ó2  But he conceded that 
Òthe important  thing for the proletariat  is to ensure the 
development  of its class. For the bourgeoisie it  is 
important  to hamper this development by pushing the 
aims of its ÔownÕ nation before those of the proletariat. 
That is why the proletariat  confines itself, so to speak, to 
the negative demand for recognition of the right to self-
determination, without giving guarantees to any nation, 
and without undertaking to give anything at the expense 
of another nation.Ó3 In other words, the proletariat  would 
not recognise the right of an ethnic majority to self-
determination at the expense of an ethnic minority.

When it began, the debate related almost  entirely to the 
national question in Europe, i.e., the right of 
ÒnationalitiesÓ - like the Poles, Ukranians and Jews - to 
have their own state. But it was soon expanded to 
encompass the colonies. LeninÕs more mature formulation 
of 1916 linked the right of self-determination to the 
struggle for democracy and against colonialism and 
national oppression.4 

The national question can therefore be resolved into two 
distinct questions. One concerns the right of colonies to 
freedom from the imperialist or dominant powers 
occupying them, and the other concerns the right of 
minorities to secede from existing states and form 
separate states. These two questions were almost 
inextricably intertwined in the case of imperial Russia, 
which, unlike other European empires, had annexed 
territories adjacent to it. But in most  cases, there is a clear 
distinction between anti-imperialist struggles and 
secessionist ones.
 
Both Lenin and Luxemburg aimed to combat nationalism 
- he in dominant  countries, she in oppressed ones - and 
both aimed to boost revolutionary socialism. But there is 
nonetheless a significant difference in their arguments: 
Lenin emphasises the national question, Luxemburg the 
class struggle. And it can be argued that  while LeninÕs 
emphasis on the national question is more appropriate 
when colonies (or countries like East  Timor that  have 

been occupied by a more powerful neighbour) are 
struggling for liberation, LuxemburgÕs concerns about  its 
potential for disempowering the proletariat  loom larger 
when oppressed minorities are struggling for justice 
within an already-constituted nation.

What is a nation?

ÒWhat  is a nation?Ó asked Joseph Stalin in 1913, in his 
essay ÒMarxism and the National QuestionÓ. The 
definition of a nation goes to the heart  of the national 
question. According to StalinÕs definition, which Lenin 
implicitly accepted, ÒA nation is a historically 
constituted, stable community of people, formed on the 
basis of a common language, territory, economic life, and 
psychological make-up manifested in a common 
culture.Ó5 A closer look reveals this definition to be both 
dangerously narrow and extremely vague, blurring the 
distinction between a country like India, with all its 
ethnic, linguistic and religious diversity, and a particular 
ethnic, linguistic or religious group, like the Tamils or the 
Jews. Thus on one side it  encourages racist  or fascist 
attempts to create a homogeneous national community 
through assimilation, ethnic cleansing or even genocide 
of minorities, while on the other it  encourages conflict 
and civil war in the form of separatist struggles waged by 
those minorities. 

Seventy years later, Benedict  Anderson proposed the 
following definition of a nation: Òit is an imagined 
political community - and imagined as both inherently 
limited and sovereign.Ó6  ÒImaginedÓ because, unlike 
face-to-face communities whose members know one 
another, Òmembers of even the smallest  nation will never 
know most  of their fellow-members.Ó7 ÒLimitedÓ because 
every nation has boundaries, beyond which lie other 
nations. And ÒsovereignÓ because it is born out  of a 
dream of freedom; thus a ÒcountryÓ like India can exist 
even while it  is ruled by an imperial power, but it 
becomes a ÒnationÓ only when it  makes the transition to a 
sovereign political community. This is a far more 
promising definition, because it  allows us to imagine a 
nation that is polyglot, multi-ethnic and multi-cultural, as 
indeed most modern nations are. It also dispenses with 
the ideological baggage that comes from striving to prove 
that Òour nationÓ has existed from time immemorial and 
has an innate right to its claimed boundaries, instead 
allowing for the recognition that genuine nations may 
emerge from entirely contingent circumstances, such as 
the machinations of imperial powers. Finally, unlike 
StalinÕs definition, it  puts a question mark over struggles 
to establish separate states in enclaves where one 
particular ethnic group is a majority. 

Anderson invokes the sense of equality and comradeship 
connoted by ÒcommunityÓ to explain why its subaltern 
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members are willing to fight  for it, but such an 
explanation is not necessary. Most traditional 
communities were - and are - hierarchical, patriarchal and 
authoritarian, yet their rulers have been able to induce 
subaltern members to kill and die for them by persuading 
them that an external power threatens them. This is, of 
course, even more convincing where a community is 
being subjected to sustained persecution, as in Sri Lanka, 
and the only exceptions might  be cases where those 
subalterns are also members of an alternative community 
to which their allegiance is stronger, e.g. conscientious 
objectors whose faith community forbids killing, or 
Marxists who are opposed to all forms of nationalism. 
Even nationalism based on a multi-cultural definition of a 
nation is negative from the standpoint of Marxism, 
because it  creates the potential for conflict between 
workers of different countries. But  a mono-cultural 
definition is far more reactionary, creating and sustaining 
conflicts between workers in the same country and 
imposing uniformity within the claimed national 
community by crushing dissent.

The National Question in Sri Lanka

Senake Bandaranayake, who has written extensively on 
Sri Lankan history, art and politics, has pointed out  the 
contradictory nature of national consciousness in many 
Third World countries, where a progressive nationalism, 
contributing to the struggle against colonialism and 
foreign domination, is intertwined with backward forms 
of national chauvinism, communalism, casteism and 
tribalism. He writes, ÒThese problems are well known to 
us in Sri Lanka where, since the beginnings of the 
national movement in the 19th and early 20th century, the 
history, origins, status, territorial rights, identity, 
distinctiveness, etc. of various nationalities and caste 
groups have been the subject  of heated internal debate 
and polemic, fueling communal conflict and often 
forming a more conspicuous issue than the struggle 
against foreign domination.Ó8 

Without  this reactionary element, the national question 
would have been settled when Sri Lanka ceased to be a 
colony in 1948. Power was, of course, handed over to the 
ruling class, but there was potential for a strong and 
united working-class struggle, and up to the mid-1960s, 
the left  parties led this struggle in a principled manner. 
However, thanks to persistent  discrimination against and 
persecution of Tamils by Sinhala nationalists seeking to 
establish Sri Lanka as a Sinhala-Buddhist nation-state, 
and the defection of a section of the left to their ranks, the 
Tamil nationalist  movement seeking to establish a 
separate state gained legitimacy in the eyes of many, 
especially after the anti-Tamil pogroms of 1983. 
Supporters of the separatist movement included elements 

on the left, who appealed to the right to national self-
determination to justify the Tamil nationalist struggle. 

But even at  that time, some Marxists felt  that launching a 
Tamil nationalist  movement was the wrong response to 
persecution of Tamils by an increasingly authoritarian 
state, and would lead inevitably, as Luxemburg had 
feared, to the strengthening of right-wing and reactionary 
elements. This fear was later proved only too well-
founded, when the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
wiped out  its rivals in the Tamil nationalist  movement, 
killed its critics, and used war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in pursuit of its goal. Indeed, the conflict  in Sri 
Lanka is almost a textbook illustration of why 
LuxemburgÕs support  for the rights of minorities but 
rejection of secession is absolutely correct  in the case of 
oppressed minorities like the Tamils in Sri Lanka. 

The clash between Sinhala and Tamil nationalism led to a 
civil war, and the national question was posed anew as a 
struggle for a separate Tamil state. Both nationalisms 
have had an utterly destructive effect on the left  and the 
working-class movement  in Sri Lanka, and the separatist 
struggle was the final blow. The national question, in its 
strict sense of the struggle to create a separate nation-
state, has not only marginalised issues of class, caste and 
gender oppression, but has also overshadowed the 
concerns of minority communities like Hill-country 
Tamils and Muslims. The very existence of people with 
mixed ancestry (probably the majority in Sri Lanka) is 
denied in the sterile opposition between Sinhala and 
Tamil nationalism. Worst of all, the national question has 
divided and disempowered a once-strong working-class 
movement by deploying tens of thousands of Tamil 
proletarians and hundreds of thousands of Sinhalese 
proletarians to fight against each other instead of uniting 
in a joint struggle against their exploiters and oppressors.

With the end of the civil war in 2009, a window of 
opportunity has opened up to lay the national question 
(i.e. the issue of a separate state) to rest, despite the 
carnage that occurred and the horrific oppression that 
persists. The anti-colonial struggle ended more than 63 
years ago, and the Tamil separatist struggle has resulted 
in the decimation of the community it claimed to be 
fighting for. It certainly doesnÕt follow that the oppression 
of people from minority communities has lost any of its 
importance; but it  does mean we must  recognise that  the 
struggle for their rights cannot succeed except  with the 
support of the oppressed majority of the Sinhalese, and 
that those rights must be guaranteed in all parts of the 
country and not just the North-East. 

Even the issue of devolution, long seen as a 
preoccupation of minorities alone, is better posed as an 
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issue of democracy. Local people of all communities 
suffer from a model of ÒdevelopmentÓ whereby the centre 
in Colombo decides everything and local people have no 
say. If devolution is seen as linked to the national 
question, it suggests that Tamils in the North-East are a 
ÒnationÓ, and will get rights that  are denied both to 
Tamils in other parts of Sri Lanka and to Muslims and 
Sinhalese in the North-East. This is wrong in principle, 
because it contradicts the requirement  in a democracy 
that all citizens should have equal rights in all parts of the 
country. Furthermore, it  encourages the idea that 
devolution is a stepping-stone to secession, thus helping 
Sinhala nationalists to stir up hostility to Tamils and 
Tamil nationalists to revive their reactionary agenda. If, 
on the other hand, devolution is seen as part  of the 
struggle for democracy, it  becomes evident  that the vast 
majority of Sri Lankans will benefit  from it. Support for 
it would be much greater and, most  importantly, it  would 
become an issue that  unifies the struggle against  an 
authoritarian state instead of assisting that  state to divide 
and crush all opposition.

This conjuncture therefore offers socialists an ideal 
opportunity to get  back to the struggle for equality, 
democracy and social justice that should be their central 
concern, and to forge the solidarity in diversity that 
would enable working people to fight for these goals. 
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ÒWhy were such perverse times ours?Ó 
Giaccomo Leopardi (On the proposed Dante monument 
in Florence II)

In Sri Lanka, misfortune seems to dog those who incur 
the wrath of President Mahinda Rajapaksa and his family. 
Journalists or media outlets critical of the regime have 
been particularly ill-fated: Lasantha Wickrematunge was 
killed; Keith Noyahr escaped by a hairÕs breadth; J.S. 
Tissanayagam was incarcerated; Prageeth Ekneligoda 
disappeared; Sirasa/MTV was repeatedly attacked. Just a 
few notable examples located outside the war zones. 

Currently, it is the turn of LankaeNews, a bilingual 
website extremely critical of the regime. Its office was 
gutted, its cartoonist1 disappeared; its editor had to flee 
the country; its elderly news editor, a senior journalist, 
was thrown in jail on a bizarre charge.2 Given this vein of 
ill-luck, banning the site for publishing an incorrect  news 
item about a regional magistrate seems almost 
preordained. The website apologised, publicly, thrice, but 
to no avail. The magistrate ordered the police to arrest the 
journalist who filed the story3  and instructed 
telecommunication authorities to block the website until 
judicial proceedings are over. (In May, the same 
magistrate rescinded this order and the jailed journalist 
was released on bail.) 
Sri Lankan exceptionalism is a cherished precept  of the 
Sinhala-supremacist creed. Sri Lanka is indeed unique; in 
the midst  of a Third World-wide shift  towards democracy, 
the island-nation is moving rapidly and decisively in the 
opposite direction. Its shift  is no accident, but  the result 
of a plan carefully crafted and ingeniously implemented 
by the ruling Rajapaksas. The shenanigans of arguably 
the most ineffective opposition in independent Sri Lanka 
have been of enormous use to the regime in its anti-
democratic moves. Yet, oppositional incapacity is not  the 
main reason for the smooth rapidity with which Sri 
LankaÕs tectonic shift from a flawed democracy into a 
familial autocracy is being accomplished; 
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the main enabling factor is the willing consent and the 
unwilling compliance of a large segment of the populace, 
if not the majority. 

The Rajapaksa plan of degrading democratic institutions 
and phasing out  democratic rights, without resorting to 
generalised repression, is being strategically facilitated by 
the absence of popular resistance, even verbally. The 
opposition did manage to organise a few political 
demonstrations, but, in the main, Lankan society seems 
indifferent to the anti-democratic path the country is 
traversing. Neither enthusiastic support nor outraged 
opposition but  apathetic unconcern seems to be the 
dominant societal response to politics, not just in the 
battered and cowed North but also in the South.

Indifference rooted in faith and fear

This mood is very much in evidence in the publicÕs 
reaction to ÒThe Report  of the Secretary-GeneralÕs Panel 
of Experts on Accountability in Sri LankaÓ released in 
late April. [The United Nations Secretary-General 
appointed as members of the Panel Marzuki Darusman 
(Indonesia), Chair; Steven Ratner (US); and Yasmin 
Sooka (South Africa).] Its few vocal opponents and far 
fewer vocal supporters are vehement in their stances but 
the public, by and large, seems to regard the entire saga 
with manifest  detachment. The demonstrations and the 
petitions against the Darusman report  have been 
orchestrated affairs; no spontaneous outbursts of popular 
indignation or anger have occurred, despite persistent 
attempts by the regime to provoke such sentiments. The 
United PeopleÕs Freedom Al l iance May Day 
demonstration, for instance, was planned by the 
Rajapaksas and their acolytes, down to the last  placard 
and slogan.
 
This indifference is rooted in faith (in the Rajapaksas) 
and fear (of the Rajapaksas). Many Sinhalese have faith 
that the Rajapaksas will do the right thing, just  because 
they won a 30-year-old war in under four years. Some 
Sinhalese, many Muslims and most  Tamils do not have 
faith in the ruling family but  believe that it is too strong, 
too entrenched and too ruthless to resist. This segment of 
the populace thinks that  any opposition to the Rajapaksa 
juggernaut is an exercise in futility, and a dangerous one 
at that. The confluence of these antithetical readings of 
the Rajapaksa project has created a rampart of deliberate 
indifference, which is enabling the ruling family to stride 
towards omnipotence almost unimpeded.

An anodyne patriotic mass

When resistance is depicted as treachery, opposition is 
naturally discouraged. For instance, the recent report on 

accountability can be categorised and castigated as a pro-
Tiger construct  only in a Manichean universe, a world 
characterised by a single divide, a world in which all 
those who are not  supportive of the Rajapaksas are pro-
Tiger. This indeed is the mindset of the ruling family, 
which - like Vellupillai Prabhakaran and the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam - believes it  is the sole authentic 
representative of Sri Lanka and it is the duty of all 
patriotic Sri Lankans to support it unconditionally. It 
facilitates their equation of Rajapaksa familial interests 
with Lankan national interests, and their treating any 
opponent of the former as a foe of the latter. This attitude 
has caused the steady erosion of the politico-
psychological space for democratic and peaceful 
opposition.

The report  quotes Defence Secretary and presidential 
sibling Gotabhaya Rajapaksa telling the BBC on 3 
February 2009, ÒI know only two groups - the people 
who fight terrorism and terrorists.Ó This black and white 
Òif you are not with us unconditionally, all the time, you 
are our sworn enemyÓ worldview is not unique to the 
Rajapaksas but common to extremists worldwide 
(including Prabhakaran; thus the fate of anti-Tiger/anti-
nationalist  Tamils, from Rajani Thiranagama to Kethesh 
Loganathan). The report would seem a pro-Tiger 
document only from this surreal perspective because, 
while being sharply critical of the conduct of the 
Rajapaksa regime during and after the war, the report also 
makes extremely serious allegations against the LTTE, 
pulverising its image (still extant among many Tamils, 
especially in the diaspora) as a national liberation 
organisation. As the report points out, this was an entity 
that treated the people it was supposed to protect and 
liberate with unmitigated brutality and cynical unconcern. 
Obsessed with its own wellbeing, the LTTE reduced the 
continuity of the Tamil cause to its own survival. 

Some of the invective thrown at  the report is politically 
illuminating for what it reveals about the Rajapaksa 
worldview. The best  case in point is the official response 
to the reportÕs use of the adjective ÒdisciplinedÓ to 
describe the LTTE. This description put Gotabhaya 
Rajapaksa into a distempered frenzy; he proclaimed that 
this usage proved that  the report is blatantly and 
completely biased in the LTTEÕs favour.4 Other members 
of the regime took up the refrain, including Minister of 
External Affairs G.L. Peiris, who certainly should have 
known that the adjective ÒdisciplinedÓ can be used both 
as a compliment and a pejorative. 

Rajapaksa, an erstwhile career-soldier, can hardly be 
faulted for not knowing that  discipline is a quality well 
loved by anti-democrats in general and those of the 
fascistic persuasion in particular. The Nazis, for instance, 
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placed the greatest value on it. A key Nazi criticism of the 
Weimer Republic was that it  undermined the discipline 
for which the German nation was justly famous.5 
Discipline was a ruling deity of the Nazi Party while 
organisations such as the SS (paramilitary) and the SD 
(intelligence agency) regarded it  as the most cardinal of 
virtues. Their members were expected to follow orders, 
regardless of what those orders entailed, including mass 
murder. Befehl ist Befehl (an order is an order) was in fact 
the basic premise of German defence at  the Nuremberg 
trials.6 

Iron discipline is the natural corollary of the leadership 
principle, the belief in an omnipotent, infallible leader 
who always knows and does the best. As Karl Dietrich 
Bracher pointed out  about the Nazi party, ÒUnquestioning 
discipline and a rigid command structure from top to 
bottom made for a submissive fatalism of both 
membership and bureaucracy which was given directions 
by the consummate exploitation of the pseudo-religious, 
mystical, providential role of the one and only Leader.Ó7 
This was precisely the kind of allegiance Prabhakaran 
tried to inculcate in the LTTE. That the LTTE carried on 
with the war to the bitter end, that  Tiger cadres continued 
to conscript  men, women and even children even weeks 
before the final defeat, and did not hesitate to shoot at 
desperate civilians to escape the death-trap that  was the 
no-fire-zone (as the Darusman report points out) 
demonstrate that rigid discipline did indeed reign in the 
LTTE. The Tigers committed crimes not because they 
were anarchic but precisely because they were disciplined 
and programmed to follow orders, regardless of the 
nature of those orders. 

Thus the Rajapaksa utopia too is a regimented society in 
which people follow the leader(s) unconditionally and 
obey orders unquestioningly. The creeping militarisation 
of Lankan civil society is motivated in part  by this 
purpose, to stamp out individualism and habituate the 
people into total obedience, to create an anodyne patriotic 
mass willing to follow wither the leader(s) lead. Schemes 
such as the plan to compel all new university entrants to 
spend three months in army camps, undergoing 
Òleadership trainingÓ by military officers, are aimed at 
bringing Sri Lanka closer to this Orwellian dystopia, 
where crowds of ordinary decent folks are trained to 
watch, unmoved, as horrors are committed in their name.       

The need for a sword of Damocles

The report faults the Rajapaksas for fostering a mood of 
triumphalism post-war and failing to come up with a 
political solution to the ethnic problem. True, but 
unavoidable, given the nature of the Rajapaksa project, 
which aims at installing a familial autocracy by 

hollowing out Lankan democracy. For the Rajapaksas, the 
war against the LTTE was a means to this end. A just 
peace based on genuine reconciliation was never a part  of 
the Rajapaksa plan. On the contrary, the siblings need 
triumphalism to retain their Sinhala base, while a political 
solution is an anathema because it  would mean sharing 
some power with outsiders (not just non-Sinhalese but 
also non-Rajapaksas). 

So, just as the war was shaped by the political needs of 
the Rajapaksa project, the peace is being informed and 
contoured by those needs. This was the rationale for one 
of the greatest  crimes committed by the regime, post-war: 
the incarceration of almost  a quarter of a million civilian 
Tamils in camps surrounded by barbed-wire fences and 
gun-toting soldiers. The original plan seems to have been 
to keep the camps going for several years, getting over 
the embarrassment  of these sprawling ill-facilitated open 
prisons by balkanising them and scattering them all over 
the North: Òan influential section of the security 
establishment believes the camp population should be re-
located to smaller camps. Intelligence services have 
brought this to the notice of the Defence Ministry. A 
senior government official told The Island that authorities 
in charge of camps had been unable to run overcrowded 
camps effectively. Responding to our queries, he asserted 
that it would be ideal if only a few thousand could be 
held at one camp. He said that  setting up of additional 
camps would be a heavy burden on the government but it 
could greatly help their efforts to identify terrorists taking 
cover among ordinary civilians.Ó8

 
The camps were a logical outcrop of the Rajapaksa 
administrationÕs attempts at peace-building based on 
force rather than on political or humanitarian 
concessions. ÒDonÕt  forget  PrabhakaranÕs parents, too, 
took refuge among ordinary people,Ó9  warned the 
government official quoted in the above report, in his bid 
to justify the incarceration of more than 300,000 civilian 
Tamils, illegally. Though PrabhakaranÕs parents never 
belonged to the LTTE and never took up arms, they were 
not considered as civilians; similarly, the kith and kin of 
Tiger cadres were also not  considered as civilians. 
According to this logic, PrabhakaranÕs parents are guilty 
of the crime of terrorism because they are the parents of 
Prabhakaran. This perspective justified the camps, 
because every civilian incarcerated in those barbed-wire 
enclosures had to be closely related to a Tiger cadre and 
thus guilty of the crime of terrorism! In turn, it compels 
the Rajapaksas to keep the North under a de facto 
military operation and stymie a political solution. 

The Darusman report came as a shock to the ruling 
family because it is unused to criticism and adept at 
averting unfavourable outcomes with the clever use of 
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lies and half truths, blanket denials and false promises. 
Currently, the regime is ÒnegotiatingÓ with the Tamil 
National Alliance, an amorphous process which can 
provide the regime with extremely useful protective cover 
vis-ˆ-vis India and the West, without causing any real 
improvements in the Tamil condition. The report  would 
be doubly objectionable because it holds a mirror up to 
the regime, the Sinhala South and the Tamil diaspora. It 
tells some uncomfortable truths about  ourselves all of us 
would rather not  hear. Had Prabhakaran been alive he 
would have reacted to the report with the same venom the 
Rajapaksas are displaying today. As Hannah Arendt 
pointed out, extremists occupying antipodal positions 
sometimes do speak the same language of unreason and 
intolerance. 
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1 Prageeth Ekneligoda worked as a cartoonist and columnist for 
LankaeNews; he disappeared two days before the 2010 
presidential election.
2 He was accused by the police of making a threatening 
telephone call to the brother of the man arrested by the police 
for setting the website office on fire.
3 According to media reports the journalist has been assaulted 
in jail by an unidentified jailer.
4 Interview with The Manila Times – 26.4.2011
5 Two vignettes, one factual and the other literary, can be used 
to illustrate the German nation’s obsession with order and 
discipline, qualities the Nazis abused to devastating effect. The 
latter is from Jerome K Jerome’s Three Men on the Bummel: 
“You must understand this nation. The German loves birds, but 
he likes tidy birds. A bird left to himself builds his nest just 
anywhere. It is not a pretty object, according to the German 
notion of prettiness…. He drops things on the grass; twigs, 
ends of worms, all sorts of things. He is indelicate. He makes 
love, quarrels with his wife and feeds the children quite in 
public. The German householder is shocked. He says to the 
bird: ‘For many things I like you. I like to look at you. I like to 
hear you sing. But I don’t like your ways. Take this little box, 
and put your rubbish inside where I can’t see it. Come out 
when you want to sing…. Don’t make the gardens untidy…. 
The German bird has come to prefer the box, and to regard 
with contempt the few uncivilized outcasts who continue to 
build their nests in trees and hedges.” Not even the socialists 
were immune to the obsessive-compulsive tendency towards 
iron discipline, as the following word-picture of a May Day 
demonstration in Munich illustrates: “Columns of socialists, 
‘their pockets bulging with radishes’ accompanied by wives 
and children, marched briskly in dead silence through the city 
to a beer garden on the outskirts, where they drank beer and 
munched their radishes, struck a Russian exile as ‘not at all 
resembling a May Day celebration of working-class triumph.’” 
Quoted in The Proud Tower by Barbara Tuchman.

6 This defence was not accepted. According to the Nuremberg 
Principle IV: “The fact that a person acted pursuant to order of 
his Government or of a superior does not relieve him from 
responsibility under international law, provided a moral choice 
was in fact possible to him.” 
7 The German Dictatorship Ð The Origins, Structure and 
Consequences of National Socialism
8 The Island – 31.8.2009 
9 Ibid.
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