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@bsEaLILLL Fupspld S0psH CHAweuTHpLD
The Oppressed Cast and Tamil Natinalism

1t.7: The Oppressced Castes and Tamil Nationalism

. Fhe organised militancy in Jaffna began with the caste struggles of the
19608, The wiolence of the high castes drove the strugigle against
untouchability’in a militant divection, Sporadic murder of oppressed castes
rematiied  largely unnoticed. The militant stance began  with  the
Commuanist Party (Peking Wing or CPP) led by B, Shanmugathasan. The
earlier strand which had begun in the 19408 was led by Joel Paul and M.C.
Subramaniam. Their strategy was to explain the deprivation suffered Ly
the oppressed cagtes 1o ralers in Colombo and seek affirmative action.
whicth resulted in  political allisnces  outside mainstrearm  Famil

- Nationalism. This brought benefits to the people, especially in eduecation
ander Prime Minister Mrs. Sirimavo Bandaranaike. It was a situation
wihiere oppressod castes were foreed to seek legitimate help from outside,
and ix doing s they became valnerable to being branded as traitors by the
nationalist camp that did not want to look squarely at caste oppression.
When ethnic oppression became severe with the 1977 communal violenes,
the left oriented groups which took to militaney inmevitably drew on the

= -



tradition of militant mobilisation against caste oppression. Many frhm the
oppressed  vastes joined these formations in the hope that thelr
sontribution 5 Tamil beration wonld. also Hiberate them politically, From
1686, when the LTTE meoved to wipe out its givals, many of therm perished
ignomigiously, branded as traitors because they were not in the LTTE. In
the political vacoum that resulted, the 1TE recruited many frem the
oppressed castes who hoped for better things, once more to perish. :

Several influential elites in Jaffna would be guick to swear that caste is no
lgmger an issue, but is something harped on by trouble makers. Many
Hindu Temples with an oppressed caste base are thriving owing 1o former
devotees’ munificence from abroad and a-general increase in religiosity.
Those from the oppressed castes are mere enthusiastically participating in
Hindu cercmonies, conducting age-attaining ceremonies for givls and
disporting themselves in saffron and holy ash.

In Jaffna itself this phenomenen of attempting easte liberation by adopting

high caste values and practices is oneof passive acceptance of Hindw upper

casle ideology that demeans them. The LTTE was critical of the caste

system, but without pelitical substance it had no agenda for caste

¥beration. During its domination the high castes sought its patronage and
* even manipulated it, but their room for mabilisation was limited.

The LTTE is gone now, but how the oppressed castes who now comprise up
ko an estimated half of the population fare postwar eéuld be ganged from
their representation in the recently (September 2013) elected Northern
Provincial Council.#® The Tamil MNational Alllance controls 30 of the 56
seatsi of them the number of oppressed caste members is only three, Of the
five provineial ministers, none is from the oppressed castes. Though hardly
anvone talks ghout it, it is 4 token of what imitation of high caste ideology
and religious vitual really means to the oppressed castes. A

The smilitant movements failed the oppressed castes by trying to use them
by talking about easte liberation withoul any programme or political
content. A glange at the phenomenon of caste violence will shoWw that the
militant groups were mainly used to fighten upper caste domination
Viglence against oppressed castes is much eider than the militant
phenomenon. In the latier 1960s, the oppressed eastes fought batiles for
temple entry and challenged other restrictions against theny the latter
included inferior vessels in which tea was served to them in tea shops and

dominant saste, Vellalas at the next levels amd the Brabming are slso considersd o be upper easte. In %
all ihey somprise 40% of e Tanul population. The middle castes comprise 30%. The femaining
30%% are the downtroddon people who toil &t the towest fevel - SK. Seathivel (FNZEBY The v
serviee sastes who Lol 8t the towest level o Pallan, Malwesr floddy Tappers), Paradar, YVanow
fwashersnen) and Ambattar (Barbers) oones known as the Paniamar
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work places, and services performed by washer men and barbers heing
denied to them. A major incident in 1064 was when in Poannalsikadduvan
65 houses of oppressed castes were burnt by a high caste mob. The victitns
fled through Mylankadu and settled down in Erlalai. Nevertheless, victory
against open  discrimination was  total, A notable struggle against
entouchability was launched on 21% October 1966.28% A jeading role in this
pattle was played by the Communist Party, Peking Wing (CPPy.

The oppressed castes being deprived and far behind education, thedr
ader Mr. M.C. Subramaniam appealed. 1o Prime Minister s,
Bandaranaike, who made him a nominated Member of Parliament in 1o70.
Mrs. Bandarnnaike | gave them 15 primary  schools including  in
Kattlapulam, Mattuvil and Sand#ipay; and 225 persons from these castes
were admitted for téachers’ training at colleges in Palaly, Kopay and
Colombogam (Karaiyoor). ¥For the oppressed castes in backward  areas
these gifts were too wonderful to be true, even though free education had
entitled them to these. Move than a thousand people without education
were further given jobs as railway labovrers,

Mr. Seenivar Kunasingam {Kunanavagam), an oppressed caste activist,
ook part in oppressed caste strugeles from an carly age, had become
Northern Seeretary of the CPP. He explained that of Joel Pag and M.C,
Subramaniam, the ploneers in the pre-independence caste struggle, Paul
was from Tellipalai and could not, because of his caste, take up a position
15 teacher for which he was trained. But he did extremely well as a
ontractor and became mfluential, along swith his brother Samuel, 2%
Kunasingam relates that by armangement, Paul and Sulsramaniam met g
eading English officia] in Nelltady and ook him to Kanpollai, a nearby
sppressed caste village, to show him the conditions there, | ater, the high
castes tied both Paul and Subramaniam with their shawls and doused them
in petrol prior to burning, but the Police rescued them ig the nick of time,

geing of the traditional democeatic disposition M.C. Subramaniam could
10l g0 bevond a Hmit in struggling against the vinlence of the high castes,
pesulting in persons including 8.7 Nagaratnam, K. Daniel, Thangavadive}
ind Krishnapillai Master leaving him from 1964, Hewever while he Wi
AP in the early 1970s, high castes approached Subramaniam, as they
pproached Duraiappah,  for government jobs and favours sueh as
ansfers, where he readily obliged. Kunasingam adds bitterly thar after
elling these favours, they spread false siovies that Subramantam did this
of money. Kunasingam recalled that when oppressed castes obtained
rducational facilities from the Government, Tamil Nationalist leader AL
g&mirthzz!ingam denounced this throu gh the party paper, the Suthanthiran,
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in a derogatory tone. Tamil nationglism too came, by bmplication, to regard
these people as outcastes, and even traitors.

1o and Continuing Violence: Viclence against the oppressed castes
eontinued with irapunity in those times that stiil had functioning Taw and
order, despite the LTTE becoming active with the murder of Alfred -
Duraiappah in 1975. During 1977, in Mylankadu, Erlalgl, thugs working for
the high vastes, burst a house on land where the high taste fand owner had
been trying to evigl the tenant, killing Veeramuththu's twe children and his .
mother-in-law. Kunasingam remembers the corpses looking like roasted
plgs. Mo arrests were made. i

In January 1982, Annasamy, a driver attached to the Cevion Transpert .
Board from Punnalaikadduvarn MNorth, was returniig home to Eevinad after ;
work, when he was intercepted by thugs working for the high castes and
cut to pieces. Kunasingar took the velatives of the deceased to Chunnakam
Police Station and made a complaint. Arrests were made and the case was
heard in the Mallakam Magistrate’s Court by Judge C.V. Wigneswaran,
who had earlier viewed the remains at the site. : 3

By this time the militant groups had become active and it was easy for high
castes who had the ear of the militant groups 1o brand active persons why
fought on oppressed caste issues as traitors or informants and have them
killed. Asked if it was the main nationalist groups, PLOTE, LTTE and
THELO who did this as opposed to the more left groups, Kunasingam said he
would not exelude the latter, ail were capable of it. One of those killed in
1982 was Rasasekaran from Eevinai, who was active with Kunasingam. I}fe
was tuken from his village by the LTTE, shot and burot in a bole. The local
situation had become too dangercus for Kunasingam, who left for -
employment in Saudi Arabia in early 1984. When he retorned in4987, he
found those arrested for Annasamy’s inurder at large. Apparently, the case’
had been dropped. Fe said there arc many instances of such killings, which
were hardly reported or investigated. /

Kunasingam: told us, “I do not Dlame Judge Wigneswaran personally for

ihe failure to bring Annasamy’s killers to book. There was a worsening
situation in the Nowb and by mid-1983 routine police work was atl a

standstill; But there was a general systemic trend. Were the victim of high
enste, the case would have been wrapped up speedily and there were
several montls in which the job e¢ould have been done. It is the same even
today. When the oppressed castes go to the Human Righig Commission or
to the courts, they seldom get falr treatment.” . .

Post May 2009: When the war ended all sections of Jaffna soclety were
faced with an uncertain future. Those who had relied on LITE patronagh
had to realign themselves. Religious groups had to think of new alignmaents
try ok after thelr interests in a field where the Government, Army and the
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DPF were the main dispensers of patronage. And certainly Christian
sitaries too made their own useful contacts at the top.

e direction of the society however is determined by how in the absence
moderating principles, dormant projudices, weaknesses, interests and
bitions of the leading forces coalesce o marginalise others. As regards
te, the process of acculturation, co-optation and patronage confuse the
ne and make it harder to discern discriminastion. Tamils as a whole have
ced institutonalised diserimination in Sri Lanka, which is commonplace
d well-knows. But what the oppressed castes, whom we consider pave of
¢ Tamil nation sufferis both devious and largely suppressed.

Ve pive the cases of Miss. Malar Sinniah who was peinecipal of Kopay
fuchiers Training College and Mrs, Navamany Santhirasekaran, principal
Hmayanan (000} School in Vadamaratchy; both oppressed caste women
s top rank jobs suffered devious acts of diserimination on asceount of it
fiss. Sinnlah was removed from her post and ordered 1o spend the last
e and a half yvears before retirement signing at an office, overnight
rluced to a nondescript, without any charges being made or, reasons for
be action being inquired into within the mandatory three months. In her

e a far less gualified high caste person was made principal. Going
eper into Miss. Sinniah's ease shows easte discrimination to be part and
el of far reaching corruption in our edueational establishment, where
afia-type intimddation s deployed by our putative educators (ses
ppendix 11). A body of high caste officials seems to have canvassed her
iors in Colomboe and got them to act against her as Tiger worman.
e the Tigers in power, they would have branded her as anti-Tiger to the
ene end. Petty vindictiveness is seen in the manner the local anthorilies
e hounded her. -

s, Santhivasckaran, though gualified was denied the principalship of her
i school, Udupiddy American Mission Girls’ (1 AB) School (AMGS).
jant from March 20:10. Though a trained teacher without a degree, she
| been principal and earned Grade 1 in the 8ri Lanka Principals’ Service
LPS 1) in 2004. Bhe was offered a posting to Valvettithurai Girf's School,
ieh she did pot take vy as she expected to be interviewed for the
ancy in AMGS. Mrs. Santhirasekaran was rejected for AMGS without
o being called for an interview. Meanwhile the school was placed in the
%;%s of the Acting Principal Mrs. Joseph, who though Grade 1 in the

ers’ Service, was ungualified without SLPS 1. A leading former
fcipal in Vadamaratchy quooted Mr. VT, Selvaratnam, Additional
pvincial Director of Education covering the area, as having told him that
ty conld have appointed Navamany, if only she had adegree.
i
|

o having AL Level Commeres, but got Science, § AR, having A, Level Science
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A senior education officer told us that Selvaratnam’s could not be the true.
reason, ag the advertisement for the principal’s post had called for SLPS 1
which only Mrs. Santhirasekaran among the applicants had. The
concerned circular had a point system where 10 points were awarded for

the degree and diploma, but in the absence of competition only the §1.7S 1
mattered.

One may contend that though an irregularity had occurred, caste was not

the issue here. This is %o ignore the fact that there were already lobbies
opposing the appeinlment of principals fromi the oppressed castes o
prestiglous schools. Another education official who was present when the
matter was discussed, heard Selvarainam say, “Let’s keep her out” - done
by the simple expedient of putting the interview on hold.

A friend pointed out to Mrs. Santhirasekaran that the Provincial Education
authorities had appointed two Grade 1 principals without degress to Grags
1 AR schools in Valtkamam during 2011; these were Vietoria College and’
Vaddn Hindu. He advised her to cite these and appeal, but she did not. .
After 2 V2 vears of dragging, time had come for the Acting Principal to
‘refire - on 12% November 2012, Once more Mrs. Santhirasekaran hoped to
be made principal. She was still the only applicant with SLPS 1. Besides sh

had obtained her Bachelor’s in Education, which covered the diploma as
well. But in the new advertisemeént for the principal, ostensibly as
requested by the school societies, old girls and parent-teachers, made the |
stipulation that in addition to the degree and diploma, the person
appointed principal should be of an age to serve three vears hefore
retirement. This was deliberate as the former Acting Prineipal, who had
only, 2 %» years to serve was appointed simply to keep Mre?
Santhirasekaran out, and during that period her application was gathering®
dust on the tray. The new conditions were again tallor-made to keep her

out as her date of retirement upon reaching 60 was 26© September 2014
Mr. Sathyaseelan, Secretary of Education Northern Province appointed ad
principal Gowri Sethurajah, who was only Principal Grade %/2 The dramsa
of maohilising high caste interests was the work of edication officiale;:
whose duty is simply to check minimum requirements and maks
appointments based on the points system. -

This was the time the matter caught public attention as a divisive cast
issue, when supporters of Navamany Santhirasekaran demonstrated on the-
streets, demanding that the school be given its due by appoinling a Grade
Prineipal as stipulated for 1 AB schools. The issue became further,,
politicised as the Northern Provineial Council elections approached inmids
2013, Representations were made to Goverpor Chandrasirt who issued &
letter to the Provincial Secretary of Bducation on 4% J uly 2013 ordering’
Mrs. Santhirasekaran’s appointment as principal. The next day provineial
elections were called and the Secretary issued his letter on 19t Angust

3
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casking her to take over as priveipal on 237 September. The school societies
“inturn confronted her in court demanding that her appointment be voided
“gwing to its being done during the electioneering period.

Caste mentality is the thin end of the wedge that opens the door to
 widespread disregard for the rules, rank favouritism and debasement of
merit in our educational environment. The most subtle weapon in the
hands of those in power is deniability, by distorting the rules #nd
maliciously throwing doubt on the credentials of those whao have been
cheated.,

Rajadurai and Sivalingam: Kunasingam helds that the targeting of
sppressed caste folk who come up in Hfe has not ceased to this day. He
gave the example of Central College Principal Rajadurai and Bducation
officer Sivalingam. It is true, he said, that Kanapathy Rajadurai was killed
sn 2™ October 2005 by the LTTE, ostensibly as reprisal for the State’s
wlling of Principal Sivakadatcham, but it could not have happened that
way uniess plans for Rajadurai’s murder had already been in place,
awaiting a pretext. This reading has similarities to the murder of Principal
Anandarajah in 1985 (see FN.70 of Ch.3). Kunasingam added that the,
LTTE had no reason to ltarget Rajadarai and they usually made allowances
fr people in positions; Rajadurai had no more contact with the
wernment, Avmy or the EPDP than others in his position (e.g. Principal
vakadatcham} had, and Rajadurai was certainly not.an army spy.
fanasingam s certain that some who did not like persons of Rajadurai’s
easte in high positions had fed stories to the LTTE to have kim killed.

arkandu Sivalingam (52) was Depnty Director of Education in Jaffna,
i an oppressed caste, and was shot dead by gunmen who entered his
ouse on the night of 26" Decemnber 2010. No one was arrested. 11 wWas
nply clear that unless the killing was done by agents of the state, the
wvermment would have left no stone unturned o find the killers at a time
clabmed to be in complete control. Concerned observers dismiss rumours

ted, purporting to explain the killing: one held that Sivalingam had
poken out against the order to have the National Anthem sung in Sinhala-
nly. Kunasingam, who knew Sivalingam well, said that he was a retiving
an of moderate habits not given to political posturing, one who suffered
silence insults alluding 1o caste.

unasingam added that before he was killed, Sivalingam had told him that
¢ faced theeats o his Jie from several persons, including X, who was
snior in the educational field, Kunasingam knew X as one connected to
e SLEP like himself, but also as one who helped the LTTE in logistics.
oreover, Sivalingam was promoted and was to assume the post of
ector of education the next day, which has left Kunasingam convineed
hat it was a caste killing done by priming official killers with fulse gtories
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about Sivalingam. Moreover, Kunasingam said, X had feld him that
Sivalingam was killed because he had made a pro-L TE speech at a
funciion the previeus day.

When told that those who knéw ¥, did not regard him capable of such
fharm, Kunasingan responded, “There were serious problems in what he
told e, Stvalingam had neither gone o a function, nor made such a
provoeative speech. Kven it X was not directly involved, he was spreading a
false siory intended to shift the blame. Look, the ethaic problem is a grave
one. but the Sinhalese will neither admit that, nor ghelr conuivance
(whether aetive or passive) in impunity and violence against Tamils. They
Jdon't want to let go short termm benefits that come trom denying another
eommunity its rights. Caste is Jike that. It is a bigger issue hiere [in Jaffnal
than the ethaie problem.” '

The feelings and judgments of a man like ¥unasingam who has dealt with
countless cases of caste abuse and diserimination nced to be taken
serivushy by those who mean Tamil society well: “We have won several
hattles, Farmmally there are no barriers now. The high cagtes sit with us and
cal with tis at functions, hut that is deceptive; what isin their heart is quite
different. Thelr intention is to use invigible means of manipulation to keep :
‘s in the role of pet dogs. When there is a hue and cry of opposition when
an oppressed casie person is about to become a school principal or a high
ranking educational official, or when the system of representation is .
manipulated to ensure no more than a token presence of the oppressed |
castes, these are all moves meant to keep the doors taour advancement
closed ag far as possible. :

“Feow the system works against us is very svident in the outlving villages in -
Jaffna. Many of our people live in crowded dwellings with hardly any reom :
for a lavatory or a well. If our people move into vacani crown land
immediately the Headman or Divisional Secretary would take legal action.

A high caste person deing this would be helped by officials to legalise his -
serapation. Take the Valikamam High Security Zone (LISZ). The Armyis .
wrong to occupy the lands. Bat when the [nationalist] TNA brings foreign
dignitaries to see the displaced, they take them to the sgualor of TDP
camps, almost exclusively occupied by oppressed castes from the HSZ
When protests are mounted, it is they who are mobilised to defy the
security forces, The title holders 1o oveupied lands are mainly high castes
whio have largely moved to suburban Jaffna or far beyond,

“The gquestion is what is in it for the oppressed castes. whose misery and
desperation are exhibitod 1o redeem the land? It is they who broke the *
rocks, made the land §it for cultivation, and labour to make it produce, but
barcly own a viable pateh of land. We only want to live in dignity and
eqguality with others, But this is not what the THA wants. The Tmnil
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natidnalists have offered token representation to a few from the oppressed
castes. They are then used to consolidate high caste ideology and prolitios,
Individually they and their families might do well. When those who are co-
opted commit abuses they are protected. But their record is one of betrayal,
i would frankly support the Govermment rather than a high-caste
dominated polity. BEven govermments bow down to high caste pressure, but
what benefits we have, we got mainly from govermments, The TNA wanis
o get rid of Major-General Chandrasiri trom the post of governor, 1 could
any time talk to Chandrasiri in a friendly and companionable manner,
Could 1 do likewise with our elected Chief Minister, Wigneswaran?”

. The suggestion was put to Kunasingam that even well-meaning members

of the Bigh castes would dismiss what he has said as one-sided and Ty ol
the cases as baving another side to them. He answered, “Tuke the if tng of
a heavy stone. As one not divectly involved, you would see that the stone
that was on the ground bad been lifted up. But he who lifts the stone knews
how his muscles and sinews were strained in the act and the pain vartons
parts of his body endured.”

¢ mpact of Caste Mentality on the Quality of Society

The continuing bmpact of caste may be identified as a sub-plot of inclusion
of the race principle in the Citizenship Acts thal are responsible for the
moral and institutional degradation of Lanka. The admission of such a
principle legitirnizes disregard for rules and common standards in order 1o
consolidate privilege of a group. Telling a person by words or signs that he
or she 15 a lower ranking human being hecause of an accidental ateribute of
birth, is preganant with violence and alienation, and brings tremendous oss
to the entire commuanily.

Jaffna and s institutions face a dire lack of competent talent in for
examnple  Hs  educational and  health  services. Rather than  face
unpleasantness doctors and professionals who qualify feom the oppressed
casles prefer to stay out of Jafina. Kunasingam explained that following the
1995 lorced exodus to the Vanni, many from the oppressed castes Joined
schools there, studied in a less constrained atmosphere and have done
well, but do not want to return to Jaffna, Caste mentality is Heence lor
favouritism and abuse,

1.8 Masquerade for Power

Tamil nationalism, like its counterparts, is drenched in hypoorisy, €
Suntheralingam, the pioneer of the Eclam stogan, voled for the 1948
Citizenship Bill (sce FN.201). G.G. Ponnambalam, leader of the Tamil
Congress, gave 1 1947 the Indian Tamils a solemn written undertaking, 7
pledge to support and shall adhere Lo the demend bf the Ceylon Frdian
Congress for the rights and status of Indians in Ceylon™ (8. Nadesan in the
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