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Prefatory WMote

- 5. Handy Perinbanayagam
(1899-1977) was esgentially a
thinker and social cemmentator
although he was in the forefront
of all social and ponlitical aeti-
vities in the North., He influ-
enced the lives of generations
of students as an educator of
all-Ceylon fame.

He pianeered the movement
for complete national indepen-
dence with hiz Teadership of the
Jaffna Vaath Canaress which became extinet through
political machinatinns.

Tt lanks iranie that a fighter for freedom and for
a United Cevion had to fight for the cause of Tamils
after independence,

Tt is .anonronriate therefars  that the Youth
Movement of [affna of his dav should he related to
that of todav loeked as it is in a deadly struggle for
 National liheration' in order to evaluate the present
militancy in the right perspective,

The choice of the theme of the =enond memnrml
lecture as of well as the speaker, we felt, was proper;
the success of the function, despite the many odds
that threatened it has us proved right.

We are happy to present this lecture in print,
we thank the public for their response and seek their
continued support,

Handy Perinbanaysgam,
110. Awbelavenar Read, Cemmemoration Society.
Jafing, Sei Lanka.
12th Dec. 1985,
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Tamilian Nationalism and Social Conflicts —
An effort to understand the current ethwic. crisig
sruaseesienaecnnn.. The two linguistic gronps (Sinhalese ayd Tami])
have no other homeland. Ceylon is the oniy home they knaw, and
the future must be planned with full recognition of this funda-
mental truth.

i

Another. fundamental truth .is that such a sizeabls minority as
the Tamil-speakimg people of Cevlan will rever e reconciléd to an
inferior statns in their homeland.” : ;

Handy Perinbanayagam in his

. : |
" Memorandum to the Constituent Assembiy”,

Chairman Sir,

Let me at the outset thank the Handy Perizbanayagnm Com-:
memoration Society for inviting me te deliver the Handy Perinba,
nayaghm Memorial Lecture for this year. Mr, N, Sabaratnam,
Principal Emeritus, and preseatly Editor-in-Chief, "Ea}m;a&ﬁ"’.
contacted me first regarding this lecturs, I oews & deep debt };f
gratitude te him. I find in hLim a trae intellectusl in our midst,
teanscending many of our lacal inhibitions and prejudices

Handy Perinbanavagem is an unforgettable intellectual and
social activist, not merely in the bistory of the Tamils Jin this
country, but also in the history of Sri Lanka itssif. His claim
to greatness rests on the fact that he was the mativating ideolo-
gical foree behind the Jaffna Youth .Cosngrees, the Mrst  Youth
Movement of the Tamils which, with its semse of  intelleetuglism -
and idealism, radicalised Sri Lankan pelities in the thirtivss, The
rols of Handy Perinbanayagam in its formation apd growth
was very substantial; as Silan Kadirgamar said **Ths vai"c'e'nh"fai' '
Handy Perinbanayagam was recognised as the voice of the 'Y'bu'lth
Congress "', i
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_ 1t had been my privilege to know his childten as friends -
Giddharthan, Saravanspavan and Selvy. 'Sid’ and I were con-
temporaries at the Upiversity and it was with him I first met
this lezendary idenlict of Jaffna, And whea 1 narrated the incident
later to my father, a Tamil Pandit, he commented B@RT@TH
sragrgayn FGpnp 'The very sight of goed men is in  jtself
enough good far yom”. Such was the esteem Handy bad among
even the punditry, kmown for its conservatism. The life of Handy
Perinbanavagam and the Youth Congress of which he was the
woice have a relevance to the Sri Lankans of today.

Today, we are in the midst of another youth movsment which
is radicalising not only the Sri Lavkan Tamilian society, bat also
the entire Sri Lankan society in an unprescedented manuer. The
history of that first youth movement has a grsat message today,
in that the history of how that movemepnt was misunderstood and
mistaken, of how it floundered sgainst Tamilian social reaction
and political opportunism constitutes lessous for the pressnt socio-
political movement which mlso makes a claim as a "social re-
volutionary movement” secking fundamental social change. Let it
not be repeated that, ''we learn from history that we do net
jearn iram history 7,

I do uot therefore think that T should in any way be apolo-
- getie about the topic I have chosen for this lecture. 1t Hows frem
. the logic of the memory of this great man acd from the need to
understend the whirlpeol of events that is envaloping the citizens
and the State of Sri Lanka.

I

Mr, Chairman, Friends,

It is my intention te share with yon my thoughts on the
character of the struggle and the nature of the conflict that is
going on in our midst, It is my coaviction that upless we are
sure of the pature and the character of the struggle, our assess
‘ment of what i3 going on amidst us wonld be faulty. A flawed
acsesement can  lead to wrong altitodes and ingorrect attitudes
can lead to damagivg actions, We must not be thrown into a
‘gituation where we capnot see the wood for ithe trees.
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The current political happenings may bhe deseribed, in mnofl-
qualitative terms, as a struggle of the Tamils for an anambi-
guonsly defined, assured, secure political siatus within the Sri
Lankan polity and those forces that are unleashed, in the course
of, and due to, this struggle bave reached unprecedented heights
involviog not only the life of every one of the Tamils of Sri
Lanka but also the future power balance of South Asizn region.

The problem therefore has got to be viewed at two levels—
the Sri Lankan level — and the regional level = the latter would
take us to the intermational lsvel.

At the Sti Lankan level of cognition, the problem has thrae
aspeets -

(a) Those relating o Sinhala [ Tamil relationship {arising
out of this, thoss relating to Yuslim [ Tamil relation-

ghip) ;

(b) Those that are taking place within the Tamilian
society ;

and (o) Those that ars taking place within the Sinhalese
socigty.

It is not wy intention here to go into tha third one. 1 am
interested chiefly in the second - those that are happening among
and to the Tamils in Sri Lanka; but that cannot be dealt with.
out reference to the first. So it shall be my aim, in this lecture.
to deal with the first two with ‘an emphasis’ on the seconds
It should however, be admitted that it is not easy 10 delineata
(b) exactly as these ara even taking place dsily im - our midst
the most racent ones overtaking the previous ones. I have therefore
dealt with {b] more in a “*conceptional” sense than in a strictly
empirical sense. Though meagre, the significance of what iz stated
here is that it is being discussed for the first tims.

I

Let us now ask ourcelves, as witnesses to what is happening
around us, what exactly is the struggle that is taking place in
the Tamil areas of Sri Lanka, viz. the porthern and the eastern
pa tts of it. The answer is that it is a3 socio-political Et.mgge’i
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the polltieal part of it more pronounced than the cocial one. We
shall soon see that the political aspect emwbodies within it the
social aspect and the social one is inalienable from the political.

For purposes of clarity, let us attempt to describe the politieal
struggle first,

The struggle is, as mentioned earlier, for an assared political
status for the Sri Luckan Tamils within the Sri Lankan polity.
As summarised at Thimpu I, the new political status demanded
for the Tamils is en the basis of.

i

{1} the recoguition of Tamils as a distinct nationality;

{2} the guaranies of the terriforial integrity of the Tamil
hameland ;

{3} the recognition of the right te self.-determination;
and (4) the right to full citizenship of the plantation Tamils,

Thus, the struggle of tha Tamils is based on their
vights of ethmicity and territorislity.

The mere mention of the demands is not enough. The -
scenario of the enactment of the struggle is equally important.
The struggle right now is taking place in an atmosphere of war,
military attacks, raids aend reprigals. The Tamil struggle is spear:
headed by a violent militancy which, though legally outlawed
within the island by enactments and regulatious, had to be met
with outside the counlry at the negotiating table in the moua-
taineus Bhatan, st Thimpu. This militaney has a cause and
effect relationship with the total collapse of the Parliament, the
traditional forum in Sri Lanka for airing and settling disputes,
as a political forum to bring about a settlement, The third {eature
of the seepario is the Indian involvement in the Sri Lankan
ethnic crisie. Indian involvement bas a two-old sigpificance. India
is the comirznt power in South Asia; more important than that
is the fact thet the Tamils im India, conmstituticg one full State-
the State of Tamil Nadu -are evincing an unapologetic concern
for their ethnic counterparts in Sri Lanka. The concern of Tamil
Wade provides & further dimension to Tamilizz patdosalism, 103§
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takan as an expression of Pan-Tamilian sentiment, causing grave
anxieties among the Sinhalese about their securilty in the fmce of
& "consolidated " Tamil State,

Such a combination of militancy, of breakdown of internal
politieal structure, of demanding political intercession apd of a
fear of being overwhelmed, has never bsen experienced in Sri
Lavkan peliteal life. Understandably the anxieties are high and
the determination to put these out is also pronounced,

The social origing of this struggle and the social results of
the manner it s wagad have brought virtually every Tamil
into it. Every minute of his life is affected by it. It cano be
sald without fear of contradiction, there is not = single Sri Lankan
Tamil family, ouclear and/ or extended, which has not cuffered in
some substantial way on account eof this preblem.

v

Having described the nature of the struggle and tha seenario
in which it is enacted, it now becomes important to characterise
this struggle in terms of political teriminolegy.

A clese analysis of the four demands at Thimpu makes it
clear that the demand is for the recognition of the Tamils s a
Nation within Sri Lanka; thus the struggle is * Nationalist™.

It is, I feel, an important task, to ascertain the true charscter
of the contemporary stage of this political struggle ard demarcate
historically when it assumed that character and how.

To ascertain that, we should knoew exactly what the concept
of “nationalism” implies. In terms of political science:—

" Nationalism implies the Iidentification of the state or nation
with the people, or at least the desirability ef determine
ing the extent of the state according to ethuographic
pringiples. In the age of nationalism, but only in the
age of natoralism, the principle was generally reccgnised
that each nationality should form a State - its State - and
that the State should include the. whole nationality
( Excyclopaedia Britannica - Vol 16-1967). It is an
ideology locating the political legitimacy of ths state in
self - government by co-vatiosals”,
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~ There has been an argument in certain degmatic oircles that
nationalism as ap ideclogy is regressive, in that it is hostile to
some other group and that it tends to hlunt down class conscious-
ness and thereby enable the class that champions nationalism to
contivue its exploitation and repression.

This formulation of paticonalism as a resetionary ideology was
made imperative in the thirties of this centdry in the face of the
fasicist exploitation of the nationalist sentiment in Germapy and
Italy which, no doubt, continues in White South Africa even today-
But in view of the historical developments since the Second World
War, in the Third World countries it would be difficult to deny
completely the historically progressive role of nationmalism in the
development of many of those conntries. In fact, the terminclogy
of " pationel liberation” is an important advancement in this sense.
It refers to a positive and progressive nationalism.

" Since nationalism can take many political directions—demoeracy,

fascism or communism — and cap be assoeiated with different
classes, it has been argued that there can be no general theery
of mnationalism:. There is po theory which can identify a
social process (such s industrislisation) that will explain ail
the forms of wpationalism or which is able to define the
essential and universal features of natienalist movements. This
negative copclusion is not widely shared, The consensus in
social review is that, despite its empirical complexity, nationalism
bhas the following features:-

(i} 1t is based on tke demand that Govt. should share the
game cultaral features (ecpecinlly lergurge] and ethnic
. identity as the governed

(it} A« 2 result, cultural pationaliem, which eseeks to preserve
or recreate the patiopal heritage through, for example, the
revival of a languags in Africs, prepares the basis for a
politieal nstionalismr, which seeks cell-determination and
pelitical supremacy ;

{iili) The development of modern systems of mass communic-
ation facilitates the dissemination of unifyirg npationalist
idenlogies
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{iv) Nationalist ideclogies have a strong appeal to the su-
bordinate classes by providieg them with some econamic
protection against non-nationals, but the coatent of the
ideology is typiezlly developed by margical intellsciuals,
black intellectuale, for instance, excluded from whiie edu-
eational establishments, were drawn to pationalism;

{v) Nationalism is in the twentieth century, associated with
de-colonisation and the economic development of the Third
World conntriess and struggle for regionzl equality within
existing capitalist societies.”

( Abercrombie, [lill & Turper, 1984 ]

In deciding whether the ideology operating in a siruggic is
one of nationalism or pot, we are, thus, required to inquire inte
fwo aspects —

(1) What is the fargst political-structure it demands? Is it
some form of self-rule?

(2) Though invariably the struggle has got to be led by a
class {that'is an inescapable historical factor), is the struggle
bringing in @il the pecple of the group, ia terms of their
membership to that ethnic group or to that "' nation-
nesg "’ ?

If " nation-ness™ is fslt and pecceived, aad self-rule is the
political target, then the struggle, without doubt, is one of nationg-
lism. 1f the self-rule is located in a given territory, then thera

‘could be po doubi at all relating to the nationalist character of

the struggle. Territory is an imporiant imperative for exercising
political power,

Glven this theoretical framework, it is naot difficult to deter-
ming the character of the ethnic sirugele mow in Sri Lanka and
the history of the intensification of the characteristics of that
strugele.

v

It is a well known fact that 1983 is A4 major landmark in
the history eof modern Sinbala-Tamil relstions. It climaxed a
tendency that started in 1938. Since 1958 there bhad besn ethaic
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tiots in Sri Lanka s which the Tamils living in predomitantly
Sinhala areas were hurl and / or driven out of the areas. It was
al first in towaships far away from the metropolis. Since 1977
the incidence of the occurrsnce and intensity of the incidents in-
creased. And in 1983 it was shown that even in Colombo, the
capital city, where the Tamils had been living for over 300 years
and had conmtributed to its commercial expavsion and to its demo-
graphic complexion, they wera mot safe. It was also shown in
1983 that 2 Tamil, whether he was preparsd to learn in Sinhala
medinm, or to marry a Sinhala woman, was no more safe in
Sinhala areas. During sach of the major ethnic riots, Tamils had
to be tramsported to the northern and eactern parts for safety and
security. It was now clear the Tamils were safe only in the
north and east - their traditional homeland.

With this inflax of Sri Lankan Tamils from the various
Sinhala regions into the North and the East, which have been
the traditional homelands of the Sri Lanrkan Tamils, the need to
preserve them as places safe and secure for the Tamils arose.
There had already been the demand by the Federal Party way
back in 1948 that thess areas should ba accepted as Tamil areas,
At that time it did not bave the unanimous approval of all the
Tamils. Now after the July iscidents of 1983, the praservation
of North and East as exclusively Tamil areas began ta be sup,
ported by all the Tamils. Even the Tamils of 'Indian descent
found that they were =afe in the Tamil regions, when displaced
from the plantation regioms as was during the time of the S. L. F, F.
rule when there was one such icfux into both North and East
Becessitated by attacks on them.

The argument of these in power, expressed in 19%4, that the
whele country belongs to everyone and that uo place is a tradi-
Yional homeland for any ons ethaic group, began to create the
fear that even i the North and East, the Tamils are nof going
to be safe and that was weall proved by the acis of the Army
and the Police If this sentiment that all parts of the country
belonging to everyone was expressed soon afier July 1983, it
would have demonstrated the gosdwill of the government towards
the Tamils, Buat to make that statement after a number of them
bave sought refuge in the North and East, was taken as an acg
of denylog them the only places of safety. It is important for
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us to look into the other side of the pieture tan, The Sinhaja
view had throughout been that if the traditional bomeland concept
is granted, it would constitute a threat to the Sinhalese, for there
was also the possibility of a union of all Tamii forces, Basides
there is also the question of Trincomales, ths strategic  natural
harbour. Alsg thers is the question of the opening up of the
cultivable Jands in the Kast through the Accelerzted Mahaveli
Project,

The territarial imperatives of the current struggle are  thus
quite clear; and the territorial basis of the Tamil demand is aleo
amply seen.

It was in July 1983 that the crisis was irreversibly pre.
ecipitated. It was from this date that sven moderate Tamil opinion
felt the need to have a safa piace for tha Tamils if they wera
to continue as citizens of the country. It is necessary io demar-
cate the political beginning of this territorial consideration gs all
factor in solving the Tamil prablem.

This task would take us to 1949, the ysar of the formation
of the Federal Party. The Tamil namea of the Party, in terms
of political semantics is very significant - Hankai Tamil Arasy
Katchi (I.T. A, K.) - the Party for a Tamil State in Sri Lanka.
But this semantics was articnlated only at the Jevel of the Tamils,
To the pon-Tamils it was ' Federal Party’.  None tha less, the
territorial aspect of the Tamilian political demand had been en .
phasised.

The formation of the I.7T. A. K., with its emphasis en the
concept of Tamil - speaking peaples of Sri Lanka, was able to
signal the demand for territorial ucity of the Tamils. At the
start, it did not articulats itsslf ia such politically  exclusive
terms, In the 1956 - 1970 era its damands were mainly corfined
to the use of the Tamil language in State administrative matters.
There was also discussion on the formation of district councils
for the predominantly Tamil areas. But it was yet within the concept
of 'local government’. The qualitative change in its character
and appeal took place in 1972 and 1978, when in both the Re-
publican Constitutions, Sinhala Buddhism was eoshrined as the
paramount force to the exclusion of the Tamils, with no legal
guarantee for the continued existeace of the minorities, ”

-

%
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What were the propelling facters in the Sariontinte. of | thin
Tamilisn npationalism. in Sri Lanka ?

The formation of the Federal Party (F. P.) was necessitated
by the disfranchisement of the Tamils of Indian descent empioysd
in the Tea and Rubber plantations. The F. P, since its for-
mation, was expressing its concern over the increasing State-gided
Sinhala settlements in Tamil regions. In spite of its articulation
of Tamilian sentiments, the F.P. at its most active period was
led by upper middle clags and supported by low-middle: class
gtate secior smployess. Thase classes saw in Sinhala Only a threat
to their own class interests, for without English it would be im:
possible for them to wield that =mount of inflnence over the
Tamil masses.

The F, P, in its early stages failed to support some of the
legisiative ensctments taken as very progressive social acts at that
time, viz. the Paddy Lands Act and the Take-over of all Asgisted
Schools.

It iz true that in sociological terms, Tamile tended to be
exclusive, in that they had developed a we/they attitude towards
the other communities (in fact, they had it amopg thsmselves too-
the Jaffoa Tamils, the Batticaloa Tamils, the Vanni Tamils and
so on), But it was the character of Sinhala nationalism that
prohibited the Tamils from taking part in any uninbibited form
in "“pational” collaborative aets.

Kumari Jayawardena delineates the characterisities of the
emerging Sinhala pationalist trend thus: 2

~ "1In the early 1950s, Sri Lanka went throagh a new up-
surge of Siunhala Buddhist oationlism, based npet only om
the language question but also on religieus fervour., The
two issues, lacgoage and religion, wers combined in the
Siphala mass conscicusness nat only by various mythie
and symbolic factors, but alse because Sinhala was the
linguistic mediue by which Buddhism was ‘reproduced”’
among the Sinhalese'.

( Kumari Jayawardena 1985: 61/2)

She identifies the class basis of the OGichala Only in the
following manner :
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“To the urhan and rural pstty bourgenis, howeavet,
language was an issus that aroused strong emotioas and
had profound scignificance. This clazs included the rural
and urban small proprietors and tradsrs and those wha
were key opinion-makers among the Sinhalese intelligentsia-
monks, wrilers, novelists, posets, journalists, BS well as
other articulate sections, school teachers, students and
minor employezes im the Govi. znd private sectors”.
(ibid p. 64)

The chief characteristic of this languags cry was that
it was primarily directed against the Tamils, Not only were
these Tamils fn high and wmedium positions in the state pnd
private Seciors made tsrgets but there was also a revival of the
myths that painted the Tumils as the archetypal enemies of the
Sinhalese.

The left movement was at first against this anti-Tamil ory.
‘While it condsmmned the ' commumalism’® of the F. P, it fore-
warned that an uncompromising Sinhala Only position could ‘jead
to & separatist cry emerging from the Tamils,

Though the left parties did wot have a clear-cut idea em
natiopality-formations and national oneness, they had cultivated at
least ameng their cadres, which .consisted of both Sinbalese and
Tamils, & sense of onensss as " Communists” and " Samasama-
Hste”, as " comrades".

There was an interesting response to this emarging Sinhala /
Tamil split in national consciousness ceming fiest from the Tamil
writers of the Communist Party, later broadening cut into zn
effective literary movement.

The Progressive Wiiters' Assceintion, with the writers assoei-
ated with the Marxist palitical parties in  control of ft, fest
advocated the meed for a %ri Laskan identity in Tamil writing
as opposed to the Madras-based popular Tamil writing as ex-
pressed through the populsr Indian Tamil weeklies, Tt brought
together all the serious-minded Sri Lankan Tamil writers in Toster-
ing Sri Lankan Tamil writing. This group adopted ‘realism” as
ite goiding literary principle. This led to the development of a
corpys of highly commended Sri Lankas Tamil fciion and g
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readership that was beginning to notice the difference hetwesn the
mass-scaie, commercialized output in the popular Tamil weskliss
at Tamilaadu aod the sericusness of the Sri Lankan Tamil writing.
It is of interest to note that this movemsnt was opposed by the
Federal Party and its official organ "' Suthanthiran”, which in its
torn attacked them for baing Marxists. The entire idea of a
,dationalist Sri Lankan Tamil literature was ridiculed by the
Sutantiran group of writers.

With the hasic political connections this group had with Sinhala
progressives, it was able to go in for a meaningful dialogue with
leading Sinbala writers and artists both at individual and orgs-
nisational lavels.

The high watermark of the literary dialogue was in the early
sixties and the dialogue in the field of drama and theatre arts
was in the early seventies (this was facilitated by the Cultural
Ceumeil of Sri Lankal,

But the picture began to change with the shift of the Marxist
parties’ position on the language issue. From about the mid-
sixties, the left parties began to adopt a policy of wviewing Sinhala
nationalism as progressive and Tamil national self-consciousness
&5 relrogade. Prompted by elsctoral considerations, this grew into
& mwajor campaign against the Federal Party and coon began to
‘assume racist proportions especially in terms of its slopans. ' Thaus
the left, whose main contribution to the political life of the
eountry had been to promote demoeratic and socialist ideology that
was essentially nen-racist and based on class unity and class actien,
Was to lead the working class not only into Cealition Governments,
but  more dapgerously into racist politice, The lovg years of
struggle in buildirg up class-consciousness among a maulti-ethpic
working class was abandoned, and iostead, the poisoning influence
of racism was injected inio the system resuliing in sections of the
“werking class participating in the subsegent pogroms that occarred
in the country, both in 1977 and 19837 (ibid pp 82-3)

It was a pity that the leftist parties which took Sinbala
chauvinism for genuine natiopalism failed to appreeiate the political
. respouges of the Tamils to the anti-Tamil activities of the
tonsacutive governments as constituticg rodiments of Tamilian
. mationaligm,



And this failing of the left movement, allowed Tamil
nationalism (since 1956) to develop itself in a more imward
manner. With a left movement conscious of the true character
of Tamilian sentiments, Sri Lankan Tamilian nationality conscious-
pess could have been fostersd and developed within a truly
‘national’ framework.

The failure of the left parties to understand the nature and
character of Sri Lankan Tamilian nationalism and to respond im
& constructive manner, had led to three major consequences, which
have determined the charaeter of the extra-parliamentary stroggle
of the Tamils since 1972. i.e. since the time the first Republican
Constitution was promulgated.,

First and foremost, it prevented at least certain levels of the
Sinbala-educated population from understanding tne legitimate
grievances of the Tamils, Given the gap thet bas been created
by the wrong handling of the mother-tongue media in educztion,
this attitude taken by the left parties created a further chasm,

Secondly, whem a disgrantled youth movement, dissatisfied
with the Tamil political parties for the manner they had handied
ethnie issues, began to emerge, there was no framework of z
national reference available to it for action and for discussion.
It had to work out a programme within itself; even the preli.
minary relationship it had with the major Tamil political grotip
started snapping when that parliamentarist Tamil parties found it
wnable to deliver the goods.

With the left ‘partiss taking an unhelpful attitude in the mid.
sixties and in early seventies (when the Leftists had a chance to
formulate a new Constitution), the anti-Sinhala position of the
picneer militants was almost irreversible,

And with the police and military harassment and brutalitiss
increasing since 1978 these groups were forced to take shelter in
Tamileadu, India, only 22 miles away across the Palk Straits,
With that the die was cast and the possibilities of a Sinhgla-
Tamil dialegue became remoter still. ;

The period since 1949 marks the beginning of Tamil nationa-
lism, with 1956, 1959, 1966, 1977 and 1983 constituting important
lagndmarks., These vears are known for the eihnie clashes that
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took place. The naturs of political bargaining that was carried
on till 1982 by the leading Tamil political party did not heip to
‘aecentuate aiways the nationalist character of the demands. With

1983, of course, the territorial aspect ineseapably bscame the
sheet-auchor of the Tamil political demands.

Vi

This raises the question of characterising the pre - 1949
Tamilian political activities in terms of the concept of nationalism.

Looking backwards, one comes across the All Csylon Tami]
Congress led by G. G. Ponnambalam. the Youth Congress in whieh
Handy Perinbanayagam was a chief figure and prior to that the
breakaway of Sir P. Arunachalam from the Ceylon National Con-
gress and the formation of the Tamilar Mahajana Sabhai (1921).
All these constitute important landmarks in the evolution of Tamilian
pationalism, Except for the Youth Congress which was ibstru
mental in getting the Tamils in Jaffna to boycott the first
Flections under ths Donoughmore rscommendations, not because of
any communal execlusivity but because it was felt that tha re.
commendations fell short of full indepandence for the entire country,
the other two were directed towards better representation of Tamils
in the legislature.

The formation of the Tamil Mahajana Sabhai (1921}, when
viewed retrospectively, is very significant, for it marks the beginn-
ing of the Sinhala refusal to aceommodate Tamils in what could
be called traditional Siahala areas. The formation of ths Tami)
Mahajana Sabhai was sccasiened by the refusal of the Sishaless
leaders of the Ceylon National Congress 1o recommend that one
Tamil representative b elected from Colembo. Though this in
terms of realpolitsh was Karava response to ths Goigama-Vellala
combination that enabled the victery of Ponnambalam Ramanathan
over Marcus Fernando for the constituency of the Educated
Ceylonese Member, the victim this time was Sir P. Arupachalam,
a troe nationalist, who had been viewing entire Sri Lanka as one
unit and had been & pioneer in the labour movement, the move.
ment for sceial servicas and the movement for higher education,
jn Sri Lanka,
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The All Ceylon Tamil Congress, formed in 1944, to put for-
ward the claims of the Tamils to the Soulbury Commissioners,,
brought together the leading non-leftist Tamil politicians of the
day mnder one umbrelia. and demanded equal status for the mino-
rities in relation to the majority community. With the Soulbury,
Commissioners, it canvassed for balanced representations (fifty-fifty)
It is accepted by mo less a pergon than Amirthalingam, a constant
critic and adversary G. G. Ponnambalam’s politics, that the All
Ceylon Tamil Congress proclaimed that " the Tamils were net
prepared to live as slaves and om 20th November, 1947, sent =
telegram to D. S. Senapayake and to the British Secretary for
Colonial Affairs demanding right of self-determination {A. Amirtha-
lingam; 1974),

These do mark the increased pace of the march of the Hri
Lankan Tamils towards nationality consciousness. One year later,
when G. G. Ponsambalam and Tamil Congress after joining the
U. N. P. Govwt., voted for the Indian & Pakistan Citizenship Aet
(December 1948), a section of the Tamil Congress ied by S. J. V.
Chelvanayakam left the Congress and formed the llankai Tamil
Arasu Kadchi, thus marking the formal political institutionalization
of Tamil nationalism in Sri Lanka,

Of all the movemenis that arose in Jaffoa, none could have
been mare nationalistic, in the true sense of the word: than the
Youth Congress. Imbued with Gandhian idealism, it worked with
the Sinhalese and won the plaudits of the Sinbala for its
nationalist fervour in calling for a boycott rejecting the politicaliy
inadequate recommendations of the Donoughmore Canstitution,

This auaiysis raises quite rightly the assessment of the role:
of Arumuga Navalar (1822 - 1879) io the development of Sri
Lankan Tamil consciousness. Since the time of the Sri Lanka
Progressive Writers' Associption - & writers’ association of the Sri
Lavkan Tamils run by Marxist Tamil writers encompassing with-
in itself all the progressive Tamil writers - started around 1954 -
56 and campaigning for the development of truly indigetons
Tamil literaturs, reflecting the problems and stroggles of Sri
Lagkan Tamil (and not imitative of the " mass liberation pos
pularised through the South Indian Tamil Weeklies), there arose
@ mead jor this movement to establish a pedigree for Sri Lankas.
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Tamil literaturs; one which would be quite independent of the
South Indizn impact, but drawing an its best traditions. This led
to the identification of Arumuga Navalar as the one who started
R wery active campiign through literature for revitalisivg Sri Lankan
traditions. He was likened to Anagarika Dharmapala, who fought
against KEaglish traditions that eroded Sihala Buddhist cnlture.
The campaign of the Writers’ Association went on further in
creating an imprassion that Arumuga Navalar was the fountain
head of Sti Lankan Tamilian nationalism. {The present writer
was himself one of the advocates of it at that time). {Siva-
thamby - 1978 ).

Looking back at it wow with hetter historical insight, it
could be seen that the enthusiasm of the Writers’ Association was
misplaced. Arumuga Navalar’s campaign was only for the exclu-
sivism of the high-caste Tamils. He was a champion of the
caste sysitem. He was more an anti-Christian than an
anti-imperialist, He wanted better relations with the British ralers.
He appealed to the administration for help is running schoels.
He did not mind Christian converts coming back as long as they wers
prepared to accept Hinduism and its social code. The Saivaism
that he fought for was a re-affirmation of the caste hierarchy. He
was against the new-found social nobility of the ‘lower’ caste
groups. (Sivathamby 1979 (a), 1979 (b). It would therefore be
incorrect to characterise it as the beginning of the natienalist up-
surge. It was, however, an attempt at group censolidation of the
socially powerful Tamils of the North by coming to an under-
standing with the British rulers. [t was an attempt on the par-
af rhe traditienally privileged in the Jaffoa Tamil Society to de-
fine its relationship with the British, It merged social conservat-
ism  with moral acquiesence to imperialism,

The Navalar mevemsnt paved ths way for the bhigh-caste
Hindu Tamils to enjoy the bemefits of British rule, while at the
same time maintaining their authority on those below them in the
traditional social ladder.

It is, however, important to note that WNavalar's work and
bis writings coniributed to the creaticn of a Sri Lankan Tamil
consciousness marking itself quite clesrly out of what may be
called the Indian Tamil consciouspess of the time. His concept
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of the Vellala supremscy even over the Branmine, lexding him
theologicilly to the comcept of the Sat-sudeas, and his covcept of
Saiva Siddbanta, the Tamil scatribution to Hiodu philosophy, as
the doctrine that is fully expressive of the Saivite= Tewil tradi.
tion | Sivathamby K. - 1984 ) laisr emerpged as the oultnral markers
of the Jaffoa Saiva— Tamil life. It is no wonder thut in the late
fifties, whea there was 8 growing Tamil consciousneds chisfly
among tha public seetor employess and professioonls, arising due
48 the liogaistic chaovinism of the SBinhalese {which threatsued
the pre-eminense of the Tamils in those folds) Nevalars name be-
gan to loom large. Navalar who was able to combive iie benefitg
of English education withont any loss to traditional social POWET,
became their " hera ',

If by patiovalism, 15 meant 3 democratic iociasion ©f sl the
people who could be bromght within that foid, then it wooid be
wrong ta idsniify Arnmugx Nuvalar gs 2 sationslist,

Coming back o the question of the date mnd the riss of Tumil
uationalism, it comld be covfirmed from the ecanomic history of
the Tamils, that sationslism as & political ideslecy was pot likely
to rise before 1856 and to get intepsified befors 1978 and 1983,

The primary reason is that there was ns Tamil bowreenise in
the Tamil sreas. Temil bourgeoise was aoly in Colombs axd sven
in Colombhs it was more in professions and to a less extent in
bankiog and plantaticos than iu trads. There wers no major in-
vestments in Jafiaa or Batticaloa. Even when they wers in Jafie
nd, they did et want to  gpset the pre-caplialist ecobamic rela-
tions that were ip existercs at the peasunt level:  The Tamil
pourgeniss placed in Colombo, while makiog conmet with Jaffos as
“the land of its furefathers” did not want to upset the traditiona]
social balanee that was prevailing thers. It did wmot wish to dis.
turb ths custe-class continuwuom, Those who belcoged to the bigh
stratam did not want to apset it and those who had bssten the
traditional system and had achieved apward sosia) mobility did not
want to get back to Jaffns.

It was enly when this position was thrsatessd in Colombn,
they turped towards Jaffua whick they now deseribe as their tradi.
tional bomeland., Prior to this when they had established them-

§alves$ frmly the spoer middle cless Tamils were evolving a
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It must be horne in mind thet a pre-university student body
was brought imto the limelight by senior educationists to demons:
trate egiinet the gaovermeot the grievaness of the etndasts Those
who came ¥o demunsirate agaipst their erievances giayed onm t0
fight against them, in their own way., Their wrath was first
directsd against all these “hisckmarketeers” of politieal patropage
{Sivathamby 19841, The Army pressuce and tha militatisaticn of
polity wers nlready there. It was inescapable therefore that these
gew recruits to  the Tamil stengele bad to prganise themsslves
militarily apd militariaticaliv.

Tamil pationazlism becama their Idevlogy with milltarism as
it method. And the adoption of militancy as a method meant
they had to be uaderground movements. Dased with such coné-
traints in their political activities, prolifcration of groups was ip-
syitable.

It is important fo go inte the main political demands of ths
militsnt groups.

All thess ilitant groups speak primarily of the oppression by
the “Sinhals Seste Foress” wud declare that it is their mission
to Liberate the Tamils from this State oppression. The demasd
for a separzte Siats in their opimion is to eusure the liberntien
of the Tamils who are territorislly threatssed and militarily
oppresasd.

This is perhaps the right place to indicate by comparison tha
significant charscteristics of the Tamilisn uationglism thet had
prices i1 Gei Laoka, This is, in & way urgent, becaasa st cer-
toin lavels of Sinhala conscicusmess, this pationalism is taken as
part of pan-Tamilian nationalism. It is feared by the Sinbaless -
that this satiosalism of the Tamils would bs 2 seriogs threat to
the Sinhalase.

While it is true that the Tamils iz India have svinced a
keen inigrsst in the Sri Lankan Tamil issue and bad even indi-
cated a participatery commitment to it, it must be made clear
that Sri Logkas Tamilian natiosaliem does not refer to " those
apcisnt glovies of the Tamils’, which South Iodisn Tamilisn na-
tionaliem has alwsys emphasiged. There is %o rzierexce 10 B
great pre-Sanckyit past. Ner is ihere sny refexence ta the highly
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politicized literary myths and legend, roloting te the Cankam lits:
rature, The aegewt here, unlike in India, is on a Tawiil together-
ness and unity for endivg a syatem that threatene the coutinued
existence of the Tamil ethoes in S¢i Lanka. That is how the®
movement has liberationist overtones, which is quite absemi in In®
dia, In fact, within the Indian cootext, the Tamil problem is mot
at zil an sihnie issae (for the compociteness of the Indizn pef-
sonality hag nevey bses in doubt); it iz describad either as &
#alionelity issue or jusi as a lenguage issue,

It is, however, true that, of lats, there hava heem a few
“ideclogical” writings which have tetded to depict the Tamils a8
possessicg a great and glorious past in Sri Lanka and as inheri-
tore of such grest legacies as the Saiva Siddhanta philosophy
Radh 2 Kumeraswamy has in in her paper (Demystifying Tamil
Natiouelism > Colombo 1985) refsered to suck  dsvelopments snd
kas indicated that sueh * fall-backs® on history would mar the
progresaive character of Tamil saticoalism. It bas to be empha-
sised that this is 2 vecent Istroducticn into the polemics of the
struegle by @ section of the expatriste osiements, Nome of the
lsading milltant veuth movements has teken asy such stand. On
the contrarv. the introduction of thess pew elements in 2 way
distorrs their aims, im that thess wou'd ideslogicslly ge agsiust
the declared demoerntic aims of those in the forefront of the
struggle. Saiva Siddhanta would legitimise ideologically social hisrar-
ehy apd thog secial imequalitiss.

It iz trae that the youth wmovementz have wnot Inoked upon &
glorisus bistorieal past for their sustecdance. But it is equally
irne ihat they have also not wet advocatsd secularism openly. It
shenid bhe mentioned that the ° Dravidian” ideology rests on
"secularism and rationalism ', This slogan iz the onicome of the
gnti- Brabmin character of Dravidian natiornalism.

What, in prospective lerms, is going to ba the courzs of this
palionalism P

it is no doabt teo early for us o say auoythiog definitely,
Howeyer, it should be mentioned that all of them sxpress their
ideals and struggles in marsist terme. Their mode of “arrival”
to Marzism bas aw interestivg history. At the siact, referances
wers arzda only ta Stat2 oppressian with ap an’ emphasis oo the
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heed ts overcoms it. Given the changing stands taken by the

Sri Luokaa Murxist parties, these militant groups did not want at
the sztart te make any rofereace to the eocialist mode of overs
coming’ these problems But the subsequent history of the dis-
enchantment of the Tamil poptilzce with the non-marxist apd the
anti-marxist groups in the magner the political siruggle of the
Tamils was hand'ed and of the widesing of the soeial groups that
were beipg affected by the exesses of tha Security Forces, thers
Rrose a meed for the militant groups 1o define comprehensively
the charsstar of (hsir strugele and the socio-ecomomic and politi-
eal ideals to be achicved. The marxist concept of “ national libe-
ration” bas been used to indicate both the character 'and the
political ideals, :

D:fining ‘national liberation' in a past-indepandent polity is pat
A5 easy as definiog it within the framework of an ant-imperialict
struggle. In this cuse, it i3 a problem within a Third World
g0¥ernment which does not respect the rights ¢f the indigenons
mincrities, This had lirgely arisen from that zense of "restors-
tiopism ", which had been used as a motivating  political forca
ptior o indepzadecce; in the Sri Lankan ease, it is the result of
the restorstionist demand for Sinhala Buddhism apd itz class nse
mada of it by that emaipiog  bourgsaise to legitimise iiself cul
turaily in the syes of its ethaic group. The miiitant groups
have arisem becauss this was unable to be solved within the cona-
titutional framework that the Sri Lavnkanm goverament bos been
settiog up, Thus it is only ratienal that enly the molifical goal
has been expiicitly stated, ard that is liberatiog the Tamils from
state oppression. The social goals of this Tamil pational libera-
tion, have naot ve: been atated fnlly,

VIl

The emergence of Tamilian youth militancy bas increassd, _
bayond recogmition, the poce of the political developments of this
country. The Stats adimisistrative sei-up has bsen streamlined to
meet the exigencies created by the activities of rthess militants,
Besides the collapse of the open political strocture of representa.
tive democracy within the Tamil ziese, there has also been &

wirtual collapse of civil administration in these areas, This is

- eply mawmral hecavas the givil administration bas been gam’g_z:!'
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ta the politicsl sirueture of the gowernment. When ths politieal
authority of the goveroment cellapses in soy psrticular rigion, It
is but patvral that the civil admipistration alse suffers.

The militants have become r part of the poli.eal dynamies
of the country, thomgh not vet accepred legally. The deciaration
of cease-fire in June 1985 and the establishment of a committes
for monitoring the ceseation of bostilities wers implicit acceptance
of the fact that the militante are 2 live force and that they are
currently leadiog the political stroggle of the Temils. The struggle
i5 being condueted in the form of guerilla warfare.

The more they operate within the Temil soclety, the more it
it evident that thiz movement iz also committed to & process of
socizl norms relating {0 property and achievement which are radi-
cally different from what iz in existesce now, While on the oHe
hand, the political indispensability of vouth militancy bas become
an nodisputed face, there is yet an absstce of a full undersianding
‘relating to matters connectsd with their recruitment =znd their
‘msthods of operation. [n short, youth wmillitancy has introdoced &
new form of politieal behavicur inte the society, This new poli-
- tical bebaviour patfern has been npecessituied in o sacisty which
has had no history of great mass siruggle. The social hierarchy
that is an aspet of the casie syetem does not permit such fall.
scale mass struggles. Herce, the sccial discomfiture of some of
the avents that are teking place,

At this stage of the socio-political changes, it conld be safe
ta say that, inspite of what Bryan PH rfeaberger has said {* Fourth
World Colonialism, Indigenous Minorities zed Tamil Separatism
in Svi Lanka * — Balletin of Concerned Scholars = Nos, 182 = 1984
USA), there are po socizl dominsnces within the youth move-
menis. '

That the youth movemenis bave 'radicalised’ the Sti Lankan
Tamil politics and society iz a fact, whether they could 'revolue
tionizs ' it ix something which enly faturs could tell.
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