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I ntroduction

This paper is a contribution to a larger sudy on “NGOs in complex emergencies.” In the case of
Si Lanka the term “complex emergency” has been used to describe the Situation in the North-East
province, where an ongoing civil war has continued for the past fifteen years.

The garting point of this paper is to view the S Lankan conflict as a reflection of failure in the
process of gtate formation during the post-independence period. Thisis a Stuation that is dso found
in many other countries that have emerged from a colonia experience. However, in contrast to some
countries in Africa, Sri Lanka is not a case of a so-cdled collgpsed gate. Nor is it a Stuation like
that in Eastern Europe which has come out of an experience of date socidiam. It isin South Asa
that we can find the closest andogies to the Stuation in Si Lanka This is primarily because of
commondlity in the histories of the countries of the sub-continent.

This paper is based on those traditions of scholarship that take into account the historical processes
and experiences of particular countries. For such traditions conflict Stuations such as those in Sri
Lanka are part and parcel of the process of formation or breskdown of nation-states. As shown by
the history of many other parts of the world, such as Europe, the formation or bresking up of nation
dates is accompanied by wars and conflicts. There is no reason to believe that it will be not so in the
sub-continent.

A fundamenta premise on which this paper is written is the need to understand the specificity of the
history of the societies in which conflicts are taking place if we want to do anything about it. Thisis
not to argue againg generdisation, but is an attempt to bring to the attention of those involved in
studying conflicts both the generd methodological debates in socid sciences about the interaction
between universal categories and specific historica experiences, and the methodological issues that
socid science research has to face when universal categories are utilised in any specific higtorical
circumstances.

Perhaps more than any other publication, it was Edward Said’s book Orientalism which forcefully
brought to our atention the problems of universal categories trying to generdise across diverse
higtorica experiences. He showed how the cregtion of categories like Occident and Orient during
the colonia period missed many of the nuances of colonised societies and, what is more, how these
categories sarved the purposes of colonidiam. In recent times within much of the dominant
scholarship, such generdisations have remained in the study of post-colonid societies. For example,
for many years there were attempts to classfy post colonid societies in a traditiona/modern
dichotomy or, in the field of development, after the congtruction of categories like the * Third World',
many countries were lumped together and there was a search for something caled ‘third world

poverty’.

In socid science scholarship carried out both in developing countries and developed countries, there
has been a backlash againg these generdisations, not only showing their limitations in understanding
these societies, but dso showing the relationship of power embedded in such exercises. For



example, the entire subdtern studies tradition from India has been an attempt to unrave ‘subdtern’

trends in Indian society which have not been captured by the traditional scholarship that Said
criticises. Or French writers like Jean- Francois Bayart, working in Africa, show the need to rgect
terms like ‘Third World' if we are to get some understanding of African politics. He argues for a
methodology that maps out ‘ political trgjectories of these societiesin its own terms.*

These debates are extremely relevant for the study that we are involved in because it is in the ad
business that these broad generdisations persst without consdering the implications of these
debates. Thisis principally because of the way aid bureaucracies are organised and operate. If one
takes alook a any ad agency it has to operate through an indtitutional mechanism that lumps very
different countries together in order to provide ad. In order to work in such an inditutiona
environment you need to construct aform of knowledge and categories that can be used dl over the
world and legitimise the use of ad. This necessarily means squeezing the complex redity of these
countries into a set of a few categories that these agencies are comfortable with.?  Thence the
ampligic manner in which terms like ‘conflict’ and ‘conflict anadyss are used in this industry which
dlows them, for example, to talk about conflicts in Sri Lanka, Uganda and Afghanistan in the same
breath.

There is another historica process which sustains the use of broad categories uncriticdly. Thisis the
phenomenon of globalisation. In a period of globdisation it is not surprising thet there are attempts to
congtruct knowledge by indtitutions that operate globally. Through this process universd answers are
prescribed for the ills of the whole world. Thus markets have become the answer to economic
problems; liberd democracy and civil society have become the answer to palitical problems.

Given this background of both socid science debates and the context within which this project is
caried out, it is essentid that a project like the one we are engaged in brings out these debates
about the universal and paticular in underdanding conflicts in the countries that the sudy is
concerned with. Since this is aso a comparative study, looking at the historical experience of a
number of societies, it gives an excedlent chance to explore these debates within the theme of
conflicts.

In our view the principa issue in this debate is how you let the universad and the particular interact
with each other as much as possible, without letting either dominate. For example, speaking about
the study of capitaism on aglobd scae (asubject that is extremey amenable to generdisations on a
globa scde and one that has been andysed in this manner by the supporters as well as opponents of
capitaism), one Indian scholar argues that “any interpretation of the development of capitaism as a
socid and economic system on a globd scde, for ingance - an undoubtedly important theme in

! Byart Jean-Francaois, ‘ Finishing with the |dea of the Third World: The Concept of Political Trajectory’,
In Manor, James(ed.), Rethinking Third World Politics, London, Longman, 1991

2 Recently this author had a chance to study arural development project that has been in operation in
one of the districts of Sri Lankafor more than a decade. | was amazed to find the similarity between the
concepts and categories that were used to plan the Sri Lankan project to those used in a project in
Lesotho. The concepts used for project formulation in both places were very similar implying what is
‘rural’ in Sri Lankaisvery similar towhat is‘rural’ in Lesotho.



modern world history - is enhanced and sharpened while at the same time rendered more complex
and variegated through a careful sifting of South Asian evidence”® Such formulations help us to
explore a pecific higtorical experience without ignoring universa categories, while a the same time
not trying to squeeze the complex historical experiences into universal truths in a smplistic way. We
should aso be open to darifying, sharpening, reformulating or even sometimes abandoning universal
truthsin the light of historica experiences. The following andlysis of Sri Lanka's conflict is presented
within this broad perspective.

The paper that follows consists of four sections. In the first section we elaborate on our basic

position of andysing Sri Lanka's conflict as a case of the falure of gate formation. There are a
number of dimendons in this phenomenon - the falure of inditutions, falure of public policies and

falure in the identity of the ate. These dimensions are elaborated in section one.

The mgor politica response to this falure of date formation came from the S Lankan Tamil
minority. The second section looks at this response and traces the history of the armed conflict. It
aso looks at various attempts to resolve the conflict and discusses the proposals that have emerged
to reform the centralised State.

While the discussion of the first two sections of the paper revolves around the state and conflict, the
third and fourth sections focus on civil society. We begin the third section by darifying how we
undergand the term civil society. There are three principd points that we make here. First, we
accept it as an arena that should be targeted as an avenue for socid transformation in addition to
reforms of the state. Secondly, for us, civil society is an arena of contradictory socid forces and
ideologies. It harbours many progressive dements as well as reactionary, regressve ones. Therefore
for us civil society is not “dl good’ as suggested by nedliberdism, and the promotion or
grengthening of civil society per se is not going to get us anywhere. Thirdly, we do not equate
NGOs with civil society. They condtitute a section of civil society and aso contain contradictory
socia forces.

On the basis of these theoretical positions, section three of the paper 1ooks a the responses of civil
society to Si Lanka's conflict, concentrating more on what we call progressive efforts within civil
society. These efforts are discussed in two groups. First, those who have tried to find answers to Sri
Lanka s conflict by promoting vaues of plurdism, democracy and individud rights. Secondly, efforts
to take care of the socid cods of the conflict. We then go on to explore the limitations and
contradictions of these efforts.

Findly, in the last section we make some brief comments about the effort by foreign aid to promote
a section of the civil society - NGOs, and issues aisng from this effort. First we point out the
limitations in the way NGOs are andysed in the bulk of the literature that circulates within the ad
business and try to analyse the ideological underpinnings in these andlyses. In our view, what foreign
ad doesisto give anew meaning to a section of the civil society and congtruct a particular discourse

% Bose, Sugata, ‘ Introduction: Beyond the General and the Particular’, In Bose, Sugata (ed.), South
Asia and World Capitalism, Oxford University Press, 1990



about NGOs around this process. Very briefly, we try to point out the political implications of these
exercises and argue for an analyss which places these organisations in the historical developments of
these societies in order to get a more paliticaly-informed idea about their role in socid
transformation.

Section 1
Failure of State Formation in a Multi-Ethnic Society

Si Lanka is a multi-ethnic society. According to the 1981 census, the mgor ethnic groups are
Sinhdese (74.0%), Sri Lankan Tamils (12.7%), Indian Tamils (5.5%) and Mudims (7.3%), [Moors
(7.0%), Maays (0.3%)].* Sinhadese, who form the mgjority of the population, spesk Sinhda and
more than ninety percent of them are Buddhist. The mgjority of the Tamil-speaking people belong to
the Hindu rdigion. It is only among Christians, who form six percent of the population, that one finds
both Tamils and Sinhdese. In the context of identity politics, language rather than religion has
become more important for political identity among the Christians® In contragt, religion has become
the main source of palitica identity for the Mudim population.

This marix of ethno-rdigious identities is further complicated by differences in the regiond
digtribution of these ethnic groups. The present North-Eastern province of the country has a grester
concentration of the Tamil-speaking minority. The North is predominantly populated by Sri Lankan
Tamils, whilg the East has a mixture of S Lankan Tamils, Mudims and Sinhaese.  Of the other
provinces of the country (caled the ‘South’ in current parlance) there are some didtricts, such as
Colombo, Kandy, Matale, Nuwara Eliyaand Badulla, with a multi-ethnic population. At the time of
the 1981 census around twenty eight percent of the Sri Lankan Tamil populaion lived outsde the
present North Eastern province.

The conflict Stuation in Sri Lanka can be conceptualised as afalure in the process of state formation
in post-independence Sri Lanka. Post-independence Sri Lanka has been unable to develop a Sate
where different identity groups can live together. It also reflects a fundamentd falure of a project of
the dite or the bourgeoisie who inherited power from the British to form a nation-gate. This dite has
not been able to form a state where dl identity groups of Sri Lanka are able to live peacefully. Asa
result, at present, the jurisdiction of the state formed by this lite does not even run in some parts of
the country. The conflict precipitated by this failure has cost S Lankan society enormoudy and a
resolution to the conflict is nowhere in sght.

The falure of gate formation in Sri Lanka can be viewed by looking at three different dimensions.
Firg, Sri Lanka does not have a structure which dlows political power-sharing between ethnic

4 Department of Census and Statistics, Census of Population and Housing 1981, General Report,
Voal.3, Ministry of Plan Implementation, 1986

5 See Stirrat, R.L., ‘The Riots and the Roman Catholic Church in Historical Perspective’, In Manor, J.,
(ed.) Sri Lanka in Change and Crisis, Croom Helm, 1984, for an account of the response of the
Catholic community of Sri Lankato the deterioration of ethnic relations



groups. This is falure of the indtitutions. Secondly, there are failures in a number of areas of public
policy. Findly, the identity of the S Lankan date is dominated by the identity of the mgority
Sinhda-Buddhist community.

Political Institutions

Multi-ethnic societies with systems of representative democracy based on one-person one-vote
elections for the choice of their leaders, dways face a problem in safeguarding the rights of minority
ethnic groups. The eectora process gives an inbuilt advantage to the mgority group due to their
numerica mgority in the population. In such a context, other measures have to be introduced in
order to safeguard the rights of minorities.

The liberd answer to this issue has been to treat every individud equaly, irrepective of their ethnic
or religious background. However, this has not been an adequate answer to the problem of group
rights. Internationa experience shows that countries have adopted severd methods to safeguard the
rights of minoritiesin such a context. Thee are:

Regiona autonomies that devolve a certain degree of power to regiona bodies so that the
power of the centra |legidature, where the mgority dominates, islimited;

Checks and balances a the centre in order to safeguard the rights of minorities. These can
include various measures to share power at the centre.’®

Some countries have adopted a combination of these two methods.

In S Lanka,'the politicd and adminidraive unification of a politicaly ssgmented society was
caried out by the British in the fira haf of the 19th century. The Proclamation of 1818, which
adminigratively linked the Kandyan Kingdom with the maritime provinces, and the Colebrooke
Reforms of 1833 which established the unified adminidrative system for the entire idand, were the
main turning points of the colonial project of centralising state structures.”’

At the time S Lanka was moving towards independence, her multi-ethnicity became the crucid
issue in the discussons of the future condtitution and the future politica system of an independent Sri
Lanka. In the late 1920s some politica leaders and representatives of certain ethnic groups had put
forward the idea of a federa conditution for Sii Lanka, but the politicd leadership of newly
independent Sri Lanka did not accept the concept of regionad autonomy. The trangtion to

® See Hannum, H., Autonomy, Sovereignty and Self Deter mination. The Accommodation of
Conflicting Rights, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990 for an extensive survey of identity-based
conflicts of the present world and various formulae that have been adopted to meet these problems.
For a shorter survey of the same issue see, Ghai, Y., Decentralisation and the Accommodation of
Ethnic Diversity, International Centre for Ethnic Studies, 1995

"Uyangoda, J., ‘ The State and the Process of Devolution in Sri Lanka’, [n Bastian, S., (ed.) Devolution
and Development in Sri Lanka, International Centre for Ethnic Studies/Konark Publishers, 1994



independence, where the reins of power were handed to the locd dlite, did not in any way change
the centralised nature of the state. On the contrary, ‘the post-independent state was primarily
conceived in accordance with the colonid legacy of centraisation. There was hardly any argument
againg the unitary model during the transfer of power.’® Thus the local dite inherited the centralised
date created by British colonidism.

Si Lanka emerged as an independent nation with the datus of a dominion within the British
Commonwedth. The conditutiona Structure was based on the Westminster modd with two
legidative chambers, a Prime Minister with a Cabinet of Minigters having executive power, and an
appointed Governor Generd remaining as the representative of the British Crown. For the purpose
of safeguarding rights of minorities, Sri Lanka adopted various mechanisms of checks and balances
at the centre. These measures were;

Didribution of seats in Parliament so that there was some degree of balanced representation
between mgority Snhalese and al minorities. Multi-member condtituencies in eectorates with
pockets of minorities was one device used to ensure this end.

A second chamber into which minority representatives could be gppointed.

A specid clause in the condtitution, 29 (c), made it uncongtitutiona to ‘ confer on persons of any
community or religion any privilege or advantage which is not conferred on persons of other
communities or rdigions” By this it was hoped that the conditution could prevent specia
privileges being granted to the mgority community.

The higtory of ethnic reations in post-independence Sri Lanka is a history of the ineffectiveness of
these safeguards. The articulation of political power of the mgority through the political system saw
the breakdown of these checks and balances.

The firgt landmark of this breskdown was the disenfranchisement of the bulk of the Indian Tamil
population. Mogt of them formed the working class in the plantation sector. They had been brought
to the country during the British period. Immediately after independence Si Lanka enacted the
Citizenship Act of 1948 and the Indian and Pakistani Resident (Citizenship) Act of 1949. These
laws created two categories of citizens: citizens by descent and citizens by regidration. The latter
category was aimed at deciding the status of so-caled recent immigrants. These were mainly people
who had come into the country in the wake of economic changes carried out by the British. They
had to fulfill extremdy gringent criteriato qudify for S Lankan citizenship.

The politica outcome of the legidation was to make the bulk of the Indian Tamil population stateless
and therefore disenfranchised. This diminished their influence in parliament and had an important
impact on balanced representation. Balanced representation would have meant that there would
have been a szedble number of minority representatives so that the ruling politica parties who
represented the mgjority could not ignore them. But the disenfranchisement of the mgority of Indian

8 Uyangoda, J., op. cit.



Tamils undermined this notion. Subsequent changes in delimitation shifted the political balance in the
parliament towards the mgority to a very significant degree. Thus, from one of the very first Acts of
independent Sri Lanka, a process of undermining the checks and baances that were incorporated to
safeguard rights of minorities had begun. This aso meant a section of the minorities was excluded
when defining who was a citizen in the newly independent country.

The second turning point was the emergence of Sinhada-Buddhigt nationdism as a dominant politicd
force. The dections of 1956 brought into power a government with a hegemonic Sinhda-Buddhist
ideology. Although the influence of this ideology was seen even prior to independence, it was after
1956 thet it became the dominant ideology of the ruling dlite.

The passage of the Snhda Only Act in 1956 made Sinhda, the language of the mgority community,
the only officid language. This was the fird mgor Sgnd of the emergence of this ruling ideology. It
effectively ended the two-language formula that was accepted by the Sri Lankan polity. The Officid
Language Act dso demondrated the ineffectiveness of Section 29 () as a means of protecting
minority rightsin the country. The Act was followed by many other policy decisions which helped to
establish the Sinhda-Buddhist hegemony. Within the first decade of independence the state had
dienated the minority communities.

The next important point in the deterioration of ethnic relaions was the enactment of the first
republican condtitution in 1972. This congtitution ended the dominion gatus of Si Lanka. It created
a politica dtructure that ensured the superiority of the legidature. Framers of this condtitution had
little regard for minority demands. They removed the safeguards in the previous congtitution, gave a
pre-eminent position to Buddhism in addition to the Sinhda language and, most importantly,
concentrated dl power in the Sinhda-dominated legidature. The ethnic polarisation at this time was
such that scant attention was given to any demand for regionad autonomy. The Federad Party,
representing the Sri Lankan Tamil minority, put forward a proposal based on the concept of regiond
autonomy. The congtituent assembly that formulated the new congtitution rejected this proposa and
the representatives of the minority boycotted the proceedings.

The dominance of the Sinhala-Buddhist hegemony in the political structure was reflected in society at
large. Severd attempts by political leaders to find answers to Tamil grievances were thwarted by
dominant extremigt sentiments in Sinhda society. The Bandaranaike-Chelvanayagam Pact signed in
July 1957, and the Senanayake-Chelvanayagam Pact signed in 1968, were two sgnificant attempts
to work out a form of regiond autonomy as an answer to Tamil grievances. Both these attempts
were opposed by the Sinhdese. The campaign was led by whatever party was in oppostion. The
United Nationa Paty (UNP) spearheaded the oppostion campaigns in 1958. The Sri Lanka
Freedom Party (SLFP), with the support by some of the left parties, opposed the Senanayake-
Chelvanayagam Pact in 1965. On both these occasions they were joined by various sections of
Sinhaa extremist opinion. Once ethnic consciousness began to dominate the eectora process, it
was used by dl politicadl groups for ther own politicd ends. Mass consciousness was dso
dominated by ethnicity. Both the rulers and the ruled formed part of a society where ethnic
consciousness was pervasve. The ultimate outcome of the breakdown of the politica contract with
minorities that was edtablished at the time of independence was the drengthening of a highly



centralised state.

The find outcome of the breakdown of indtitutions that were adopted at the time of independence,
and which were meant to protect minorities, was the emergence of a highly centralised sate in which
the representatives of the mgjority Sinhaa-Buddhist community had enormous power.

Development, ‘Nation Building’ and Public Policies

There is a close link between development that strengthens a centralised state and the ideology of
‘nation-building’ that dominated post-colonid societies after independence. Rulers of most post-
colonia societies used the ideology of ‘nation-building’ to dedl with the presence of various ethnic
groups. Once these countries emerged as new dates, this juridica entity cdled the ate was
equated with a nation. The new rulers saw the building of a new nation as the task ahead of them.
To achieve this it was important to overcome ‘ narrow, parochial or communal’ identities associated
with ethnic groups, and forge an over-arching ‘modern nationd’ identity. In this process of ‘nation
building’ and replacing ethnic identities with a ‘nationd identity’, development was a mgor force.
Thus one of the main concerns of development was to strengthen this nation-state and thereby
contribute towards * nation-building’ .

In the case of Sri Lanka, dominant ideologies of development that emphasised the role of the date
have multiplied the power of the centrdised state. The state sector was first promoted by the Left
under the guise of socidism. Later, the dependence on a centraised state in Sri Lanka went beyond
the rhetoric of the Left. Politica parties across the spectrum have looked upon the central state as an
engine of economic growth and as a mechanism to deliver socid judtice,

Some writers’ have used Kaecki’s modd of ‘intermediate regimes to explain the political economy
of the state-dominated development policies that emerged in the Sri Lankan context. Intermediate
regimes have a sate with a multi-class character. In the class codition, middie-level landowning
classes and petit bourgeois sections play a key role. The petit bourgeoisie will include many others,
like sections of the trading class, those employed in minor pogtions within government and
vernacular intelligentsa Their role is crucid in intermediate regimes, and often they are the greatest
beneficiaries of the policies. The phase of capitdist devedlopment where date domination is
emphasised, is a phase where the influence of such class forces increases.

While Kalecki's theory of intermediate regimes throws light upon the class forces behind State-
dominated populist development palicies, it has to be supplemented with an andysis of nationaism.
The gtate in multi-ethnic societies not only has a class character, but is dso influenced by nationdist
forces. Nationalist forces have been an important force that promoted the expansion of the state in
the economy in addition to class forces.

The nationdist character of the demand for State expansion is unmistakable in the rhetoric of anti-

? Shastri, A., * Evolution of contemporary political formation of Sri Lanka', South Asia Bulletin, Vol. 11,
No.1, Spring 1983



imperidism. The demand for a greater role of the sate in the economy has been a mgor plank of
nationdigs in ther fight agang foreign domination. Nationadism is a srong component in the
framework of andyss used by dependency theorigts, whose main preoccupation is to fight against
foreign domination in the economy.™® Therefore the expansion of the state has been a mechanism
supporting nationalist projects aswell.

The nationdigt, anti-imperidist argument for the expangon of the state runs into trouble when state
power is dominated by one single ethnic group, asisthe case in S Lanka. Then the intervention of
the gtate in the economy and other spheres of society carries with it the interests of the mgority
community.

The gtate-centric development ideology that operated within the framework of the nation-building
thess in fact strengthened one ethnic group in Si Lanka - namely the mgority community. In other
words, the dominant development discourse that went dong with the nation building thes's served
the interests of dominant nationalism, which, as in many countries, coincided with the ethnic
nationalism of the mgority ethnic group.

One can identify severd structura mechanisms that seem to have operated in the Sri Lankan context
to the detriment of minority interests with the expansion of the sate in the economy. The expanson
of the state in the economy would mean the take-over of areas of economic activity where minorities
have been involved. The most important area where sate expanson went againg the interest of the
minorities seems to have been the export and import trade.

The expanson of date regulation of the economy has meant that quotas, permits and licences have
been introduced even for the economic activities of the private sector. Political patronage and the
influence of the date bureaucracy play a sgnificant role in granting these licences and permits. It is
well known that in such circumstances a variety of socid linkages, of which ethnicity is one, play an
important role in deciding who gets the benefit of these quotas and licences,

The expangon of the state in the economy made it a mgor avenue of employment. However the
impogtion of Snhda as the Officid Language, or Sinhdisation of the dae, went agang the
opportunities that the Tamil speaking population had to obtain state sector employment. This was a
blow to a population whose opportunities for socid mobility depended very much on getting an
education and becoming professonas and obtaining employment in the forma sector. The limited
opportunities for socid mohility that land and agriculture provided for the population in the Jeffna
peninsulawere & least part of the reason for thistrend. Over the years the Tamil populaion in Jaffna
had perfected this avenue of socid mobility with the growth of good schoals in the peninsula The
Officid Language Act became a barrier for this well-established avenue of socid mohility.

The opportunities for state sector employment became even more curtailed for the Tamil spesking
population because of the role played by politica patronage for these jobs. This was a direct

19 See Warren, B., Imperialism Pioneer of Capitalism, Verso, 1980, for aMarxist critique of the
dependency theory illustrating its nationalist content



outcome of eectord politics. Doling out state sector jobs to the activists and supporters of politica
parties that won power became a tradition in Sri Lankan politics. Since the political power was
aways in the hands of two parties supported largdy by the Snhda population, politicd patronage
networks discriminated againgt the Tamil speaking population. Before Sri Lanka began its open
economic policies the dtate sector generated the largest number of jobs. In this context the
discriminatory effects of the political patronage system were multiplied severafold.

Education has been the other area where state policies discriminated againgt the minority community.
Except for a samdl minority of the population, the bulk of Si Lankan children have dways been
educated in monolingua schools. The emphasis on promoting the nationd languages through the
education system, in place of English, meant a further intengfication of this process of the divison of
children on the basis of language within the education sysem. Thus in Sri Lanka most children go
through their education in amonolingua environment that emphasi ses one ethnic identity.

Researchers have identified a number of problems that arise in such an education system that are
detrimentd to ethnic relations. On the one hand there are dements in the system that go againgt the
interests of minorities. For example, there are ethnic minorities like the Indian Tamil population
whose educationd facilities have been consistently neglected in the past. Their educationa standards
are dill way beow the rest of the population. The presence of different streams of education on
language has meant competition for the state resources between these streams. There are indicators
to show that Tamil streams have been neglected in the digtribution of State resources for education.
Some parts of the curriculum that is followed in generd education within the Sate system promote
highly prgudicid views about the other community, which in the long run do not dlow the
development of amicable relations between the communities.

However, more than al these palicies, the one that led to violent protests from the Tamil community
was the discriminatory policy for university admisson that was introduced in the seventies. Popularly
known as ‘sandardisation’, the find outcome of this policy was the drastic reduction of the number
of Tamil sudents entering university. Some authors have argued tha the introduction of these

discriminatory university admission policies was a turning point in the emergence of Tamil militancy.
11

There are ds0 examples of specific development policies where the influence of mgority nationalism
and the link with the deterioration of ethnic relations is direct. The most glaring examples of such a
policy are the large-scde irrigation schemes in the dry zone of Si Lanka - part of which is in the
North-East. Si Lanka has settled a large number of peasant families through such schemes in the
dry zone. These ‘colonisation schemes have a continuity in the agrarian policies of Si Lanka

11 See de Silva, C.R., ‘ The Impact of Nationalism on Education: The Schools Takeover (1961) and the
University Admissions Crisis 1970-75', In Roberts, M., (ed.) Collective identities, nationalisms and
protest in modern Sri Lanka, Marga Institute, 1979; and Bastian, S., ‘University Admission and the
National Question’, In Ethnicity and Social Changein Sri Lanka, Social Scientists Association, 1984,
for a discussion of how changes in education backed by Sinhala nationalism influenced ethnic
relations
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despite changes in regimes. They began in the late twenties, before Sri Lanka gained independence,
and represent one of the well-established orthodoxies of development. They conditute a part of
severd policies that were meant to protect the smalholder peasantry as a class. Subsidising peasant
production, providing various infragtructure facilities and didributing lands in a variety of ways, are
other ements of this agrarian populism. The need to continue with these policies of agrarian
populism has aso been amgor argument for maintaining central control of state land.

The biggest colonisation scheme implemented by the Sri Lankan government was the Mahaweli
development programme, which was formulated in 1967 and then implemented a an accelerated
pace after 1977. The Mahawdi programme accounted for the largest proportion of foreign
assstance that Sri Lanka received at that time. Much of that assistance was absorbed by private
contractors, who undertook the congtruction of infrastructure facilities. The large contractors came
from the donor countries asssting the projects.

In S Lanka, the dose link of these colonisation schemes with Snhda naiondiam is very dear. At
an ideologicd level these projects are legitimised through a nationdist discourse. The opening of the
dry zone aress through date intervention has been equated with the restoration of the ‘glorious
ancient cvilisations of the Sinhalese’. These historical memories are often evoked in legitimising these
development palicies. Mot publications, both by government and other propagandists, evoke these
nationdist sentiments when discussing these schemes. Politicians who have been in charge of these
development schemes have often compared themsdaves with kings who built the ancient irrigation
schemes. Anthropologica andysis has shown how these nationdist narratives are incorporated in the
modern-day opening ceremonies.™

The mogt critical and crucid rdationship between these policies and the ethnic conflict arises
because the demographic changes brought about by these settlements have contributed to breaking
the Tamil-gpeaking contiguity between the North and East. This change confronts the geographica
basis of the minority demand directly. It has been viewed by Tamil political representatives as an
attempt to undermine their politicd clams to these areas. The fact that the policies have been
implemented by a highly centralised sate, where the mgority community has overwhelming power,
gives support to the argument that they are part of a palitica project to undermine the power of the
minorities. These policies have a direct bearing on worsening the ethnic relaions in the country. The
demographic changes brought about by these settlement policies have dso changed the dectord
balance in the East. As areault of the expansion of the Sinhaa population in the East new dectorates
dominated by Sinhalese have been carved out. This has dtered the electoral power baance in the
East.

What the experience of Sii Lanka shows is how these policies of agrarian populism, when
implemented in a multi-ethnic society through a highly centraised state where the mgority ethnic
group wields greater politica power, lead to ethnic conflicts. The discourse of agrarian populism,

12 See Tennekoon, S., ‘ Rituals of Development: The Accel erated Mahaweli Development Program of Sri
Lanka’, American Anthropologist, 1988, Vol. 15. Reprinted by Social Scientists Association, Reprint
Series 7, March 1991
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however, only looks a questions such as that of land digtribution through the prism of class
inequality. It does not ded with ethnic contradictions. It just ignores the ethnic discourse of the link
between land and ethnic identity, and the palitica implications of demographic changes.

I dentity of the State

The centralised nature of the state was complemented with a state ideology that gave prominence to
the identity of the mgority community - the Snhala Buddhigts. The signs of this were there right at
the time of independence. For example, the designing of the nationd flag after independence led to a
great ded of controversy. The flag that was adopted ultimately was not accepted by the minority
representative of the commission that was set up to design the flag. The controversy was over the
positioning of two coloured stripes (yellow and green stripes to represent Tamils and Mudims
respectively). While the minority representatives wanted it to be a part of the border surrounding the
lion emblem, together with the maroon colour representing the Sinhaese, they were ultimately placed
outside. For the minority representatives this symbolised an exclusion.

Aswe have pointed out earlier, the newly independent Sri Lanka defined its citizenship excluding the
bulk of the Indian Tamil population. Although Si Lanka did not adopt an ethnic definition of
citizenship, the congtruction of two categories of citizenships - citizens by decent and citizens by
regidration - gave an advantage to one section of the population. There is an implicit assumption
here that those who became citizens by descent are the true ‘sons of the soil’. They were given
citizenship automaticaly and ther citizenship cannot be taken away. Others have to fulfill certain
criteriaand their citizenship could be taken away.

The hegemony of the Sinhala Buddhigt identity within the State apparatus acquired a more prominent
position in the mid fifties after the eection of the Mahagana Eksath Peramuna (MEP), which came
into power on a wave of Sinhda nationaiam. Making Sinhda the only officid language was the
beginning of a series of measures that led to the Sinhdisation of the state apparatus. This was
followed by the 1972 conditution which proclaimed the specid role that the state has to play in
protecting Buddhism and was continued in the 1978 condtitution.

With these developments the identity of the state was firmly linked to the mgority community. Thisis
now upheld not only by congitutional measures, but aso through various practices that the state
indulges in. For example, there is dways a prominent place given to Sinhda Buddhist symboals,
Buddhist clergy, and various Sinhaa culturd practices in state functions. In many of these, while
thereis atoken presence of minority representatives, the pride of place is given to the symbols of the
mgority community.

The Sinhaa Buddhist symbolism became dominant in different parts of the state gpparatus. Of these,
what happened in the armed forces is perhaps the most important development in the light of the
prevailing conflict. After the enactment of the Officid Language Act, Sinhala was adopted as the
language of command in the armed forces. Various regiments in the army were named after Snhala
kings who were known to have defeated Tamil invaders. The armed forces began to play an active



role during Buddhist festivals. If we add to dl this the fact that more than ninety percent of the armed
forces come from the Sinhaa ethnic background, Sri Lanka has completed the process of
Sinhdisation of itsarmed forces.

The hegemony of the symbols of the mgority community is seen even in gpparently ethnicdly neutrd
arenas like development projects. In a brilliant analysis of the Accelerated Mahaweli Development
Project, Serena Tennekoon has shown how Sinhda symboliam is interwoven into the opening
ceremonies. This reflects a much larger phenomenon of the influence of Sinhda Nationdism in
development ideologies.

As in the case of the armed forces, many state indtitutions indulge in practices associated with the
magority community. The chanting of pirith by Buddhist monks has amost become the accepted
practice within gtate inditutions on specid occasons. Some date inditutions have become very
active during Buddhig fedtivds like Wesak. Many have shrine rooms and Buddha statues within
ther premises. All these symbolicdly identify these indtitutions of the state with the mgority
community.

In this section we have tried to look a Sri Lanka's conflict as a reflection of the falure of the
process of state formation during the post-independence period. We have tried to eaborate on this
theme by looking at palitical ingtitutions, public policies and the identity of the date. In dl these areas
wha we have tried to show is the falure to incorporate the interests and needs of the minority
identity groups. The mgor political response to this falure of gate formation came from the S
Lankan Tamil minority. In the next section we turn to look &t this political response

Section 2
Response of Sri Lankan Tamils

The response of the minorities to the emergent hegemony of SinhadaBuddhig nationdism came
primarily from the Si Lankan Tamils. Numerically they form the biggest minority. The Tamil politica
leadership agreed to the safeguards at the centre at the time of independence, although some of their
leaders had wanted more than was agreed. With the ascendance of SinhadaBuddhig nationdism,
the demands soon changed to ones based on regiona concepts. In 1949 the Federal Party was
formed and Tamil politica representatives put forward the demand for a federa system of
government. Thiswas a direct outcome of developments around the Citizenship Act.

The principa modes of politica action of the Tamil leadership during the early period were peaceful
forms of protests. Methods adopted were action within the parliamentary framework, and
Satyagraha of the Gandhian tradition. But these protests were repeatedly met with violence. It was
only amatter of time before conditions were crested for more militant forms of politics to emerge.

The enactment of the Sinhda Only Act was marked by the first serious ‘ethnic riot’ in post-
independence Si Lanka. The term ethnic riot usudly denotes an unorganised conflagration between
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ethnic groups. It givesthe picture of a civil commotion, in which members of one ethnic group attack
the other. However, so caled ‘ethnic riots are better understood as a form of palitica intervention
deding with politica questions. They dso have an dement of organisation supported by interested
parties. The 1958 ‘ethnic riot’ associated with the passage of the Snhaa Only Act, undermined the
politics of accommodation reflected in the Bandaranaike-Chelvanayagam Pact. It was the first
ggnificant violent incident in post-independence Sri Lanka linked to the question of ethnic relaions,
laying a foundation for what was to come.

The emergence of the separatis demand coincided with the enactment of the first republican
conditution in 1972. Severd other events in the seventies contributed sgnificantly to the
deterioration of ethnic rdaions. These incdluded an incident involving shooting by police in Jaffna at
the time of the Tamil Researchers Conference, and the introduction of new admission schemes for
entrance into the univerdties. As argued above, these admisson schemes had discriminatory
eements vis-a-vis Tamil sudents. In the context of these developments, in 1976 the Tamil United
Liberation Front (TULF), which had replaced the Federd Party as the mgor politica representative
of Si Lankan Tamils, adopted a resolution demanding a separate state comprising the Northern and
Eagtern provinces of Sri Lanka at a party convention held at V adukkodai.

This period dso saw the beginning of activities of Tamil militancy. Sporadic attacks by Tamil
militants on police gations, killing of informants, etc., indicated the beginning of a new form of
paliticd struggle among Tamils. With armed militancy as the dominant form of political druggle, a
new political leadership emerged among the Sii Lankan Tamils. The new leaders had a different
socid background to that of the Tamil politicad leadership a the time of independence. They were
less westernised and were based in the North. Several militant groups took up arms as a means of
achieving a separate date. Of these, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Edam (LTTE), People's
Liberation Organisation of Tamil Edam (PLOTE), Edlam Peopl€' s Revolutionary Liberation Front
(EPRLF), Edam Nationd Democratic Liberation Front (ENDLF) and Edam Revolutionary
Organisation of Students (EROS) were the main ones. Subsequent developments gave birth to
another political group cdled the Edlam People’ s Democratic Party (EPDP).

In Si Lanka, the early seventies was a turning point for the stability of the politica framework
inherited from independence, not only in relation to the question of managing ethnic relaions but aso
with regard to the more generd issue of democracy. The 1971 insurgency showed the dienation of a
section of the younger generation from the politicd maindream. The enactment of the 1972
condtitution was aso the beginning of a process of condtitutional manipulation by the ruling dite.
1972 produced a conditution which made it very easy for the party tha enjoyed a mgority in
parliament to do dmost anything.

By thetime Sii Lanka held her generd dection in July 1977, the Tamil political demand had evolved
decisvely towards winning power over the North-East of the country. In the 1977 dections, the
TULF, which fought the election on a separatist demand, not only swept the electorate in the North
and to a lesser extent in the East, but aso became the mgor oppostion party. For the firg time in
Si Lankan higtory, Parliament reflected the ethnic polarisation in the country. The UNP, with afive-
gxths mgority obtained largdy from the Sinhda mgority, formed the government. The TULF led
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the opposition after winning the Tamil vote on a separate state demand.

In its 1977 dection manifesto, the UNP described its policy towards the minority issue. It put
forward answers to the minority question under three items. ‘Fird, a reference to minority rights in
the section on congtitutional reforms; second, a reference to decentralisation of administration down
to village leve, to “make people partners in the planning, organisation and implementation of
policy”.” There was ds0 reference to the adminidrative machinery to be established for this
purpose: Digtrict Development Councils headed by a Didrict Minister at the gpex, congsting of
Members of Parliament (MPs) of the Didrict, elected heads of locd bodies, and government
officids. Third, a whole section of the manifesto was devoted to ‘Problems of Tamil-spesking
People.’** In this section the manifesto accepted that Tamil-spesking people faced problems in the
aress of Education, Colonisation, Use of Tamil Language, and Employment in the public and semi-
public corporations. It promised to summon an All Party Conference to condder these matters
among many other issues concerning minorities™

But the UNP regime, which came into power with a massive five-sixths mgority, made use of thisto
make many changes which limited the democratic space that was prevailing in Si Lanka. The most
important feature of the congtitutiona reforms carried out by UNP in 1978 was the introduction of a
presidentia form of government. Under this condtitution, the President is elected directly. There was
no thinking during the promulgation of this conditution of tackling the minority issue through the
establishment of regiond units with devolved powers. On the contrary, the presdentid system, with
a powerful presdency, centrdised the state structure even further. The overarching centralisation
that it achieved went againgt the need to grant a degree of autonomy to regions.

The UNP used the excessve powers conferred on the President under this congtitution to suppress
opposition groups such as trade unions and student organisations, and to remove the civic rights of
the main politica opponent. A turning point of this process was the infamous referendum carried out
in 1982, which did away with the genera eection of 1983. This referendum, marked by widespread
electoral mapractices and dectord violence, gpproved the continuance of the earlier parliament,
where the ruling UNP enjoyed a five-sixths mgority, by dightly over fifty percent of the vote. This
itself was gained by vote rigging, thuggery and intimidation of political opponents. The congtitutiona
manipulation which began in the seventies has not ended yet.

The 1978 congtitution had two eements which attempted to meet some of the grievances of the
minorities. The first was the specid datus given to Tamil as a nationd language. Secondly, in the
section on fundamentd rights, the distinction between citizens and the Satdess was removed,
accepting the fact that even the stateless had fundamentd rights. This was a concession to the Indian
Tamil community. It was expected that by strengthening the fundamenta rights section, the rights of
minorities would be safeguarded.

13 de Silva, K.M., ‘ Decentralisation and Regionalism in the Management of Sri Lanka's Ethnic Conflict’,
International Journal of Group Tensions, Vol. 19, No. 4, 1989

14 United National Party manifesto, in8th Parliament of Sri Lanka, Associated Newspapers of Ceylon
Ltd.



With the escalaion of the ethnic conflict, the UNP regime came round to establishing a system of
digrict adminigtration which decentrdised the implementation of development activities These
Digrict Development Councils ODCs) were established in 1981. As proposed in the manifesto,
they conssted of MPs in the district and dected members of the DDCs headed by a Didtrict
Minister. The Government Agent™ of the district acted as the chief representative of the
bureaucracy. Through the DDCs, there was an attempt to co-ordinate development activities in the
digtrict, decentraise decison-making, and obtain the participation in development of members
elected at didrict level. The DDCs were the firg regiond units with decentralised powers and
representatives elected at regiond level edtablished since independence. What is more, the
government managed to get the participation of the TULF both in the commisson that made the
recommendations on the establishment of DDCs, and subsequently in the DDC dections. The
TULF did so despite enormous pressure from the militant groups.

The DDCs faced difficulties right from the gart. There were many irregularities in the dectord
processitself. The eectionsto the DDC in the Jaffna didtrict were marred by violence. It was during
this violence that the Jaffna Public Library was burnt down, dlegedly with the connivance of
government politicians and security forces. The effect of this on the Tamil psyche was sgnificant.
Even dfter ther establishment, these bodies faced enormous difficulties in becoming effective a the
digrict levd.

Though the government involved the parliamentary representatives of Tamilsin setting up DDCs, it
reacted towards the armed militants principaly through military means. In 1979, the government
enacted the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA), and sent armed forces to the northern part of the
country. Presdent Jayewardene issued a public proclamation, more in the style of a feudd
monarch, in which he gave orders to the Commander-in-Chief of the Army to crush the Tamil
militancy in Sx months and report to him. This extremdy optimistic expectation has not materidised
even after decade and a hdf. The armed struggle in the North continued. Armed forces did not
succeed in defegting the militant movement. What happened instead were frequent reprisas againgt
and harassment of civilians, arrests, detention, torture, etc., which dienated the Tamil population
more and more from the Colombo government.

The armed struggle of the Tamil militancy reeched a quditatively new stage after the anti- Tamil
pogrom™® of July 1983. Most of the southern part of the country was affected by this pogrom. This

15 The Government Agent isthe chief administrative officer at district level

®* Theterm ‘ pogrom’ which has been traditionally used to identify anti-Jewish violence, specially in
Eastern Europe, has been used here for several reasons. The usual term that has been used for this
type of event in South Asia has been either ‘communal riots’ or ‘ethnic riots’. Both theseterms are
inadequate due to several reasons. Ethnic riots gives the picture of unorganised conflagration between
two identity groups. The image usually depicted by thisterm, which hasalong history, isthat of an
eruption of barbaric and irrational passionsin so called ‘traditional’ societies driven by deep-seated
hatreds towards each other generated by ethnic identities. Thisisusually the way that ‘ primordialist’
interpretations of ethnic identity understand ethnic identities.

A closelook at these riots questions thisimage on several grounds and therefore, also, the term ‘ ethnic
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event had a devadtating effect on the entire question of relaions between Tamils and Sinhalese.
Many Tamils were killed and thousands made homeless. Thousands were shipped to the North by
the government, clearly indicating that the area that the Tamil politica leadership cdls its ‘traditiond
homeland’ was the safest place for them. The event aso resulted in the migration of more than one
hundred thousand refugees from Sri Lankato Tamil Nadu in India. This migration not only gave new
recruits to the Tamil militant movements, but aso paved the way for the direct involvement of India
inthe Si Lankan conflict””  After the July 1983 pogrom, Sri Lanka's conflict deteriorated into a
civil war within avery short period of time.

The July 1983 pogrom aso demonstrated the strength of Sinhaa extremism both insde and outside
parliament. The paliticd response of the government to the anti- Tamil pogrom was not to condemn
and prosecute those respongble for it. Instead the country saw the spectacle of senior ministers of
the government gppearing on nationd televison legitimising the anti- Tamil pogrom as a judifiable
Sinhala response to Tamil militancy.*® In addition, the government passed an amendment to the
condtitution which advocated that a separate Sate would be illegal. After the passage of this Act the
TULF, representing now the moderate Tamil opinion, had to leave parliament and the Tamil minority
was left with no palitica representation in the legidature.

With these developments the armed conflict in the North increased in intengty. It dso soread to the
Eadt. The conflict continued to take a heavy toll on civilians. Human rights violaions againg civilians
continued. Several non-government agencies, both national and international have recorded these
violations. The Stuation aso resulted in severa resolutions againg the Sri Lankan government in the
Human Rights Commission of the United Nations, and in Sri Lanka s record on human rights being
scrutinised by the Commission. ™

riots'. First, these so-called riots are not really unorganised. There are many organised elements in
them. Sometimes important political issues are sorted out through these riots. Secondly, the identities
on the basis of which riots are played out are constructed in a historical process and therefore do not
have the characteristic of a deep-seated primordial identity whose origins go way back into history.
Finally, violence in these events cannot be explained totally on the basis of these identities. It is
because of these considerations that many scholars have begun to use the term ‘pogrom’ at least to
depict the organised character of the July 1983 event.

See Das, Veena (ed.), Mirrors of Violence, Communities, Riots and Survivors in South Asia, Oxford
University Press, Delhi, 1990, for a general discussion of these issues in the case of South Asia, and
Bastian, Sunil, ‘Political Economy of Ethnic Violence in Sri Lanka: The July 1983 Riots, in the same
collection, for a discussion on July 1983, which tries to look at some of the organised elements of this
event.

17 See Manor, J., (ed.), op. cit., for a series of articles analysing the anti-Tamil pogrom of July 1983.
Also see Kanapathipillai, V., ‘ July 1983: the Survivors Experience’, In Das V., (ed) op. cit.; and Bastian
S., ‘Political Economy of Ethnic Violencein Sri Lanka, The July 1983 Riots', In Das V., (ed), op. cit. for
two other discussions of this horrific event.

18 See Nissan, E., ‘ Some thoughts on Sinhalese Justifications for the Violence', In Manor, J., (ed.), op.
cit., for adiscussion on the speeches made by cabinet ministers after the July 1983 pogrom

1% There are many reports that have recorded the human rights violations which accompanied the
aggravation of ethnic conflicts. Numerous reports of Amnesty International on the non-governmental
side and the annual US State Department Report on Human Rights on the governmental side can be
cited as sources. In addition, see Leary, V., Ethnic Conflict and Violence in Sri Lanka, Report of a
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Post-July 1983 and the Establishment of Provincial Councils

The escalation of violence aso increased the pressure to find a politica answer. During the post July
1983 period the war was interrupted by negotiations for a political solution. These negotiations
brought back the concept of regional autonomy, rejected by the Sri Lankan mgority as a solution to
the ethnic problem, into the politicd arena. Of course, this time it emerged with the ethnic
contradiction a a much higher stage of development, and with the participation of India in the
process.

The firgt mention (after July 1983) of a scheme for devolution of power through aregiond autonomy
framework as a solution to the ethnic conflict came about in a document popularly called “Annexure
‘C’”. This was a document that resulted from discussions between the President of Sri Lanka and
an emissay of the Prime Minigter of India, who came to Si Lanka immediately after the July 1983
event. Annexure ‘ C' was presented to the All Party Conference (APC) that was summoned to look
for solutions to the ethnic conflict. This was the conference that the UNP had promised in its
manifesto of July 1977. It was cdled only after the violence of July 1983.

Representatives from dmogt al politica parties as well as various religious organisations took part in
the APC. Despite the fast deteriorating Stuation in the country, they failed to offer anything beyond

the discredited DDCs as an answer to the ethnic conflict. The concept of a regiona autonomy,

which was reflected in Annexure *C’, could not get the approva of the APC. However, after the
July 1983 pogrom it was extremdy difficult to expect that a decentralisation package could be a
solution to S Lanka's ethnic problem. Meanwhile, the conflict intensified sgnificantly, with India's
direct involvement expanding in many ways. The conflict aso generated much internationa publicity,

and pressure to find a political answer to the conflict became grester.

Two unsuccessful rounds of discussons were held in Thimpu, the capital of Bhutan, in 1985. All
Tamil palitical groups, including the militants, took part in these negotiations where India played the
role of mediator. In 1986 another round of discussons began in Colombo with the direct
participation of India. By the end of 1986 this process had resulted in a set of ideas which included
the setting up of a system of Provincid Councils to devolve power to an anadgamated North-East.

The discussions, with India's mediation, culminated in 1987 in an Accord sgned between India and
Sri Lanka This Accord had a section which formulated principles for resolving the ethnic conflict,
where the Sri Lankan government agreed that ‘Sri Lanka is a multi-ethnic and multi-lingua plurd
society consisting, inter dia, of Sinhdese, Tamils, Muglims (Moors) and Burghers® and that ‘the

Mission to Sri Lanka in July-August 1981 on behalf of the International Commission of Jurists;
Sieghart, P., Sri Lanka, A Mounting Tragedy of Errors, Report of a Mission to Sri Lanka in January
1984 on behalf of the International Commission of Jurists; Rubin, B.R., Cycles of violence: Human
Rights in Sri Lanka since the Indo-Sri Lanka agreement, Asia Watch, 1987; Nissan E., Sri Lanka
Minority Rights Group International Report, 1996.

20 Burgher describesan ethnic group who are the descendants of inter-mixing between the Portuguese
or Dutch and the local population.
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Northern and the Eastern Provinces have been areas of historicd habitation of Sii Lanka Tamil
peoples, who have at dl times hitherto lived together in this territory with other ethnic groups .2* The
government dso agreed to merge the Northern and Eastern Provinces into a single unit on a
temporary bass, and to establish a system of Provincid Councils with devolved powers.

All these principles marked a sgnificant departure from the hitherto held postions regarding the
minority problem. The Indo-Lanka Accord was the firgt officia document signed by a head of date
in Sri Lanka that accepted the multi-ethnic character of S Lankan society, and the need for
devolution of power on a provincid bassin order to meet the grievances of the Tamil people. It dso
agreed to merge the Northern and Eastern Provinces to a single unit, although on atemporary basis.

As expected, these principles were opposed by the Snhaa extremism of the South. The principa
opposition party, the SLFP, opposed the Accord and the Provincid Council system. It campaigned
againg them both insde and outside parliament. The SLFP dso boycotted the eections of the
Provincid Councils which followed. However, the mgor violent opposition was led by the extreme
nationdig, Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP). The VP, which began with a radicd Marxist
platform with a Maoig orientation, transformed itself into an extreme nationdist politica force
opposing the Accord and concessions to Tamils in the form of a regiona autonomy. Its campaign
not only led to violent street demondrations, but dso to a Srategy of individual assassination and
terror againgt those who supported the Accord and the concept of regiond autonomy.

The methods that were adopted by the state to put down the insurgency were equaly barbaric.
Since the beginning of the seventies, S Lanka has lived more years under emergency than under
normd law. The extensive use of emergency regulations, coupled with measures undertaken to quell
the Southern insurgency of 1989/1990, made Sri Lanka an internationaly renowned case of human
rights violations and disappearances.

The Accord brought in a very short period of relative peace to the North-East. 1t managed to get
the agreement of dmogt dl the mgor militant groups to give up the amed struggle and enter into the
democratic mainstream. An Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF) was sent to the idand, as a part of
Indid s role to oversee disarming of the militants. However the peace agreement with the Liberation
Tigersof Tamil Edam (LTTE) was short-lived. LTTE by this time had become the strongest militant
group. Compared to the other groups, the LTTE had been conagtently nationaist in itsideology and
therefore less amenable to give up its separatist demand. A series of events led to a breakdown of
the truce between the LTTE and the implementors of the Accord. In October 1987 a full-scale war
broke out between the LTTE and the IPKF, centred on highly-populated Jaffna

Despite these developments the government proceeded to establish Provincid Councils. The
necessay legidation to establish eight Provincid Councils covering the entire idand was passed in
November 1987. These were the 13th Amendment to the Sri Lankan conditution, and the
Provincid Councils Bill. The eection to the amalgamated North-East Provincid Council was held in
November 1988. It was held with the presence of the IPKF in the area, in conditions not conducive

21 Text of the Indo-Lanka Accord, Articles 1.2 and 1.4
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to a free and fair eection. The eection was won by the Edam Peopl€' s Revolutionary Liberation
Front (EPRLF), who assumed power in the North-East Provincia Council.

The LTTE and other Tamil politica parties rgected the Provincid Council System due to severd
reasons, despite the fact that some of them decided to give up the aamed Struggle. Although some
Tamil politica representatives participated in the early stages of the negotiations of the details of the
Provincid Council system, they were not fully involved when these were findised. The outcome was
primarily a product of negotiations between representatives of the Indian and S Lankan
governments. Once the details of the Provincid Council system were known, there was oppostion
to what was offered in the package from most Tamil representatives. The EPRLF was the mgor

exception.

From dl accounts, the attempt by the EPRLF to establish a provincial administration under the 13th
Amendment was a frudrating experience. The politica will of the Colombo government to devolve
power depended to a large extent on Presdent Jayewardene, the architect of the Indo-Lanka
Accord. Once he was succeeded by Mr. Premadasa, this evaporated. In the absence of a palitical
will in Colombo to devolve power, the severe limitations of the provisons of the Provincid Council
system became apparent.

Premadasa’ s opposition to the Accord, to the presence of the IPKF in the country, and to the
Provincid Council system, was well known. He boycotted the ceremonies associated with Sgning
the Indo-Lanka Accord. His eection campaign in December 1988 for the Presidency had a strong
anti-Indian dement. This was dso his way of paliticdly outsmarting the VP, whose violent
campaign had reached a peak by thistime. The VP adso campaigned for a boycott of dectionsasa
way of de-legitimiang and undermining the entire politicd system. Although, as the leader of the
government group, Premadasa proposed the Provincia Council Bill in parliament, his distrust of the
Provincid Council system was gpparent after he assumed power as President. During his term of
office, parliament passed an Amendment that gave powers to the President to dissolve Provincid
Councils. This was a dgnificant move tha undermined the autonomy and the dability of the
Provinciad Coundil system.”

Premadasa came to power as President in one of the most violent eections Sri Lanka has ever seen.
In June 1989 he proceeded with his demand for the withdrawal of the Indian troops from Sri Lanka.
In a surprising politicd move, he began direct negotiations with the LTTE, which a thistime wasin
direct confrontation with the IPKF. The political interest of Premadasa and the LTTE was mainly to
get Indian troops out of Sri Lanka, rather than finding a politica answer to the ethnic conflict. Almost
one year of negotiations between the LTTE and the Premadasa regime did not result in any
solutions. What it did achieve was the destabilisation of the North-East Provincid Council. The
withdrawa of the IPKF began in December 1989 and was completed by March 1990. The North-
East Provincia Council collapsed in June 1990. After these events, the Premadasa-L TTE talks did
not last more than a month. Having achieved its politica objectives of the withdrawd of the IPKF

22 See Shastri, A., ‘ The Provincial Council System: A Solution to the Ethnic Problem?, In Bastian, S.,
(ed.) op. cit.,for an account of the politics of President Premadasa at thistime.
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with whom they were fighting, and the collgpse of the EPRLF-led Provincid Council which had
become a palitica chdlenge, the LTTE withdrew from the ceasefire and talks. Large-scde fighting
broke out between government troops and the LTTE in mid-1990, and has continued since then.

Towards Federalism?

The Provincid Councils established through the 13th Amendment currently exist as a system of
devolution of powersto regiond units. The boundaries of these units coincide with existing provincid
boundaries. There are eight such Provincid Councils a present. The Northern and Eastern
Provinces were merged into a single North-Eastern Province with a single Council. However no
Provincid Coundil has been functioning in the North-Eastern Province since June 1990.

In the other provinces there are dected Provincid Councils with Chief Minigers at the head, and
Governors appointed by the centre. There are three lists which stipulate powers reserved for the
centre, powers that are shared by the centre and province, and powers that are conferred only to
the province. These are the Reserve Ligt, Concurrent List and Provincia List respectively. In
addition, two specid agppendices on Law and Order, and Land and Land Settlement, set out the
powers devolved in these two aress.

As discussed above, higtoricaly the establishment of the Provincia Councils was a sgnificant step. It
was the firgt taken by post-independence Sri Lanka that accepted a palitical framework granting a
degree of saf-governance to regiona units, thereby reducing the powers of a highly centrdised Sate.
The regiond unit of the North-East coincides with a Tamil linguistic area and denotes the acceptance
of Sri Lanka as amulti-ethnic society, and the Tamil language as a factor determining the identity of
the North-East Province. Ladtly, the Northern and Eastern Provinces have been merged into asingle
unit. This is temporary in a drict legad sense, but has the posshility of being a permanent festure
politicaly. Given the long higtory of oppostion to any form of regiond autonomy backed by Snhda
extremism, the very fact that regiond bodies were established on a provincia basis was in itself
ggnificant.

Even though the 13th Amendment and the Provincid Council system have established the principle
of regiond autonomy in the date dructure of Si Lanka, the Provincid Council system lacks
legitimacy withinthe Si Lankan Tamil community. A closer look at the Provincid Council package
shows that it does not offer a degree of self-governance that satisfies the demands of the Tamil
minority. Centrad government has further eroded the powers of the provinces through the enactment
of certain amendments since the 13th Amendment was passed. This postion is shared by mgor
parties representing Mudims as wdl as Indian Tamils. In other words, there is dmost a minority
consensus that the presently existing system is not an answer to the ethnic conflict. Because of the
flaws in the political process and the limitations on the degree of autonomy, the Provincid Coundil
system as it exists now does not address the concrete historical reasons for the ethnic conflict.”

23 See Shastri, A., op. cit., for asurvey of the provisions of the 13th Amendment and their inadequacy
to meet the grievances of the Sri Lankan Tamil minority
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At the same time, S Lanka cannot go back on what she has achieved through the Provincia
Council system. There is no question of discussons about any other smdler unit, such as the didtrict,
as the unit of devolution. Nor is there room for anything that gives fewer powers to the provinces. In
the future, Sri Lanka will have to evolve a ate structure that confers a greater degree of sdf-
governance to the provinces.

The most recent atempts a resolving the ethnic conflict are the August 1995 proposds of the
Peoples Alliance® (PA) government, that was dected to office in August 1994. The basic rationae
and concepts of these proposals were spelt out in a speech by President Kumaratunga to the nation
and published in the newspapers. On the same day the press carried the outline of the proposals.

There is no doubt that the ideas embodied in these proposds go far beyond anything that any
government had tried to do in order to meet the grievances of the Tamil minority. In her speech to
the nation, the President openly admitted that, ‘ during the 50 years since the end of the colonid era,
the aspirations of the Tamil people were not adequately fulfilled within the parameters of the political
process » and as a prerequisite for finding a solution there is a need for ‘anew approach predicated
on the unquaified acceptance of the fact that the Tamil people have genuine grievances for which
solutions must be found.’®  Such a candid acceptance of the grievances of the Tamil people hes

been rare for ahead of state of Sri Lanka.

In the outline of the proposals there are concepts which transcend the limitations of the 13th
Amendment. The objectiveisto set up Regiond Councils within a condtitutiond framework in which
Si Lanka will be a Union of Regions. In this Union of Regions legidative power and executive
power will be exercised both by the centre and the regions*  The proposdls reflect a willingness to
do away with the notion of a unitary state. The idea of a unitary dtate, introduced in the 1972
condtitution, has been a sumbling block towards greater devolution. The PA government has dso
proposed to delete articles in the present condiitution which prevent parliament from dienating its
powers to any other inditution. These dements in the new proposas are certainly a move towards a
federa form of government, athough the words have not been used in the text.

The other welcome features in the proposas were: a search for ways of re-demarcating the East in
order to begin a fresh discussion about the unit of devolution; limiting the powers of the Governor to
intervene in regiona affairs, doing away with the concurrent lit; giving more powers to the regionsin
financid and investment matters, and the idea of a permanent commission on devolution that would
ded with centre-regiona disputes. At present, the proposas are being discussed by a parliamentary
select committee on condtitutiond reforms.

The proposas of the PA government met with severe oppodtion from the Snhda extremist

24 The Peoples Alliance is a centre-left coalition of parties. The largest single member isthe SLFP
25 Ceylon Daily News, 4th August 1995

26 Ceylon Daily News, 4th August 1995

27 Ceylon Daily News, Text of the Government's Devolution Proposals, 4th August 1995
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elements. This was to be expected. However, what is more crucid, is the pogtion of the mgor
opposition party - the UNP. Given the balance of power in the parliament, the support of the UNP
isessentid to bring about condtitutiond reformsin line with the PA proposds.

Unlike the behaviour of the opposition parties in the past, the UNP has not taken to the streets to
oppose the new proposas. This was a welcome development. Nevertheless, it has been vacillaing
regarding changes in the unitary character of the date. Its opinion about some of the other
controversd points is dso not clear. In the face of the opposition from the Snhda extremids the
government also seems to be bent on diluting the original proposas. Some statements in the press
indicate that the government could go back on reforming the unitary character of the Sate. It is
difficult to see how the government could secure the support of the Tamil parties if the proposas are
diluted in this manner.

What is even more distressing for any prospects of peace and politica settlement is the renewed
excadion of the war with the LTTE. The PA government opened negotiations with the LTTE
immediately after it came into power, but the negotiations were short lived and did not achieve
much. The factors which led to their breskdown are till to be andysed. In April 1995 the LTTE
unilateraly broke the ceasefire that was established. From this point onwards it has been an dl-out
war in the northern and eastern part of the country with al its socid consequences. The government
launched a military operation code named ‘Operation Riviresa, with the objective of wresting
control of Jaffna from LTTE. The operation lasted for about seven weeks and the army moved
about a dozen miles and secured Jaffna town. However the operation has added thousands more to
the category of so-caled ‘internaly disolaced’. Except for afew families, the bulk of the population
left the area ether because of pressure from the LTTE, or Smply to escape getting caught in
crossfire. Hundreds of thousands became refugees. Since then many have trickled back into the
peninsula. But the fact is thousands of civilians continue to become victims of a crud war game in
which civilians have become components of politico-military Strategies. This impact of the war
makes the legitimacy of the proposas among the Tamil population a very debatable issue. The
LTTE has withdrawn into the junglesto wage a classic guerillawar. Thus a present the government
that has put forward the most radica proposd for devolution of power from the centrd date is
involved in the mogt intense military confrontation with the strongest militant group.

If the proposdls of the PA government are given a chance of being implemented, they will not only
go a long way to redress the grievances of minorities, but they will dso contribute towards the
democratisation of Sri Lanka's Sate structure as a whole. It is important to remember that the
demand to reduce the powers of a highly centralised date is a democratic demand. The
centraisation of power in Si Lanka has gone againg not only ethnic minorities, but dso politica
minorities. The ideology of supremacy of the dected parliament, which was the hdlmark of the 1972
congtitution, has led Si Lanka to concepts of mgoritarian notions of democracy which not only
denied the rights of ethnic minorities, but have dso violated the rights of politicd minorities. The
question of minority rightsin Sii Lankais part of the broader question of development of democracy
and democrdtic inditutions. A degree of genuine devolution should change the highly centralised
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structures of the state significantly and should creste space for democratic development.?®

The Politicsof theLTTE

Over the yearsthe politicsof Sri Lankan Tamils, specidly in the arena of armed struggle, has come
to be dominated by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Edam (LTTE). Conddering themsdves as the
sole representatives of the Tamil minority, the LTTE has dlowed no space for any form of
democratic politics within the Tamil socia formation wherever possble. Many Tamil politica leaders
have become victims of the LTTE' s assassnation srategies. In fact the LTTE has killed more Tamil
political leaders than Sinhda leaders. Their armed srategies have a combination of behaving like a
conventional army holding territory, guerilla strategies and terror tactics that have inflicted heavy
casudties on civilians. Depending very much on their armed strength, they have continued to wage
an armed struggle for a separate Sate.

Its military action againg any form of dternative Tamil politica leadership, the authoritarian character
of its organisations, the extreme nationalism in its ideology and its readiness to resort to terrorist acts
in achieving its politica objectives, do not give any hope for any early settlement. Thus the most
likely scenario at present is along drawn-out war with dl its negative consequences.

The dominance of the LTTE within the Tamil community has aso resulted in weskness in the civil
society activism that works with vaues of pluralism and democracy. It is not that there are no such
groups, but compared to the * South’ these are fewer in number and they find it difficult to make an
impact on the Tamil society. Politica parties represented in parliament are the other representatives
of S Lankan Tamils. These, while having a certain degree of dectord base in the East, have very
little legitimacy in the North.

The phenomenon of the LTTE dso shows the limitations of politicd movements fired by extreme
nationalism. These nationdliss movements can generate fanatical loyaties Smply based on ethnic
identity. Although they could represent oppressed minorities there is very little space for vaues of
plurdism and democracy within the movement itsalf. In fact there is quite alot of smilarity between
the ideologies of extreme Tamil naiondism represented by the LTTE and extreme Snhda
nationaism.

For example, if one looks at the debates between these groups around concepts like *traditiona
homdands, the structure of the argument and logic is very smilar. While one Sde triesto prove with
so-caled ‘facts that they are the first settlers on apiece of land, the otherstry to prove the contrary,
usgng ‘facts to their liking. In this search for the ‘true sons of the soil’ it is assumed that the further
one can go back in higory in ther ‘facts, the greater the clam one can make on a piece of land.
Although these ddes are paliticdly opposed, the Structure of the argument they use is smilar. Both

28 See, Tambiah, S.J., Sri Lanka, Ethnic Fratricide and the Dismantling of Democracy, University of
Chicago Press, 1986 for an illuminating discussion on the link between aggravation of the ethnic
conflict and destruction of democratic structuresin Sri Lanka.
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ddes in this debate bdieve in two things (a) that there is something cdled a Sinhda and Tamil
identity that has an unbroken history going way back in time, and (b) if one of the groups occupied a
piece of land before the other it has some specid rights. Both these assumptions - we have alonger
unbroken history (the basis of primordidist interpretations of ethnicity) and therefore have a better
clam over land (true sons of the soil) - are classic tenets of chauvinism the world over.

Section 3
Conflict and Civil Society Organisations

In mapping out the history of the conflict in Sri Lankain the previous two sections, we have focused
on falure in the process of stae formation. Our concentration has been on palitica indtitutions for
sharing state power, public policies and the identity of the state. However, the roots of the problems
in Si Lanka are not confined to the state and the ruling class who have ruled the country. Some of
the reasons for the conflict are found in society as well. Prejudices, dominant nationdist ideologies,
and various groups in society who supported them, have been as much a reason for the present
gtuation faced by Sri Lanka as the centraised state structure and its policies.

From this complexity in society, sections three and four of this pgper focus on various forms of
organised voluntary activism and their role in the conflict. We shdl use the term ‘civil society’ to
denote this activism. In our understanding of the term civil society there are two eements, one
sociologicd and the other politica. Sociologicdly, what we understand by civil society is “an
intermediate associationa reddlm between state and family populated by organisations which are
separate from the date, enjoy autonomy in relation to the state and are formed voluntarily by
members of society to protect or extend their interests or values’®. Hence it is a relm of voluntary
asociation that lies between the state and the other basic building blocks of society such as family
and kinship groups.

Politicaly we would accept it as an arena for socid action in addition to reforms of the state. The
idea of looking at civil society as afocus for socid trandformation has been daborated by Antonio
Gramsci who has been one of the few Marxigts to point out the limitations of State centrism of the
left. Making use of the concept of ‘hegemony’, he pointed out a variety of mechanisms that
permeste “throughout the civil society - including a whole range of structures and activities like trade
unions, schoals, the churches, and the family - of an entire system of vadues, atitudes, beliefs,
mordity, etc., that are in one way or other supportive of the established order and the class interests
that dominate” ** This means tha there is much that can be done in order to bring about
progressve socid transformation by struggling for the independence of civil society and by
interventions in civil society. It is possble to undermine the hegemonic Structures of the established

2% White, Gordon, ‘ Civil Society, Democratization and Development (1): Clearing the Analytical
Ground’, Democratization, Val.1, No.3, Autumn 1994. White's definition of civil society does not
include firms.

3% Boggs, Carl, Gramsci's Marxism, Pluto Press 1976
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order by focusing on civil society. The recent advances achieved by the feminis movement give us a
very good example of this strategy.

While accepting ‘civil society’ as an arena for socid action, it is necessary to look at it as a socid
gpace where contradictory socid forces are at play. Civil society conssts of a diversity of forces and
organisations and there is nothing pogtive in civil society per se. Rather than theoreticaly imposing
progressive vaues onto ‘civil society’ asliberals tend to do, it is necessary to unravel and identify the
variety of socid forces operating in it empiricaly in order to understand what hope can be placed on
it.

It isimportant to point this out in a period when “civil society’ has become part of the “magic trio of
development panaceas which emerged in the 1980s and now dominate the conventiona
prescriptions for the ills of the nineties”®*, (the other two being market and democracy). Armed with
the liberd notion that promotion or strengthening of the ‘civil society’ per se is an answer to many
problems in developing countries, civil society has “now been recognised as a legitimate area of
externd intervention by aid donors as part of the ever-degpening process of international socia
engineering’. These drategies, unless we understand the specificity of civil society and therefore the
forces thet are being promoted, can create more problems than answers for developing countries.®

In the aggravetion of the conflict in Sri Lanka sections of civil society have been a part of the
problem. The beginnings of the socia and palitica forces that have become barriers to the resolution
of ethnic rdations in Sri Lanka, even today, can be traced back to the Snhaa-Buddhigt reviva of
the nineteenth century, which was one part of the movement for independence from British rule. This
element of the independence movement aways had an anti-minority stance. At different timesin the
higtory of thisrevivaism, different groups of minorities were the target. During the pre-independence
period the attacks were directed primarily a Christians, Mudims and Mdaydis. In the immediate
aftermath of independence it was the turn of Indian Tamils. In the mid fifties, the rights of the mgor
minority group, Si Lankan Tamils, were under attack.*

Many civil society organisations were active members of the Snhada Buddhigt nationdist wing of the
independence movement. These voluntary activities within society emerged in various spheres. For
example, the temperance movement, whose politics at one time turned into an anti-Chrigtian
agitation, was made up of organisations from civil society. This movement operated through a
network of village level organisations that drew in the rurd middle dlass as well as rurd masses®

31 White, Gordon, op. cit.

32 |n recent times strengthening of civil society has become amajor preoccupation of donors. Often
this discussion equates strengthening of civil society with the promotion of so called ‘NGOs . NGOs
form only asection of civil society and in certain societies they might be an insignificant section as far
as social transformation is concerned. In the same way as many other constituent elements of the civil
society, NGOs represent diverseideologies.

33 See Jayawardena, Kumari, Ethnic and Class Conflictsin Sri Lanka, Centre for Social Analysis, 1985,
for an account of this history.

34 Seede Silva, K.M., A History of Sri Lanka, Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1981, P374 for an account
of the activities of the temperance movement.
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Buddhist organisations, such as the Theosophicd Society, formed to promote Buddhist education,
newspapers such as Snhda Jathiya and Lakmina which carried out agitation against Mudim traders,
and the earliest [abour organisations like the Ceylon Labour Union which turned into an organ for
anti-Mdaydi agitation, were dl activities that arose from civil society during the pre-independence
period.®

In the midfifties, when Sinhda Buddhig nationdism had a new upsurge, severd civil society
organisations played a leading role. “The two issues, language and religion, were combined in the
Sinhada mass consciousness not only by various mythic and symbolic factors, but aso because
Sinhdawas the linguistic medium by which Buddhism was ‘reproduced’ among the Snhaless’. The
Buddhist resurgence during this period was inspired by the preparations for Buddha Jayanthi - the
2500th anniversary of Buddha's degth. The feding of dissatisfaction that Buddhism was ill not
given its due place in independent Sri Lanka was frequently articulated and this discontent was
expressed in the famous report of the All-Ceylon Buddhist Congress in 1956, entitled ‘ The Betraya
of Buddhism'. In this document, an open denunciation was made of politica leaders who were
“completely dominated by an dien outlook and vaues and estranged from their nationd history and
culture’. The socid forces of the civil society behind this agitation played a mgor role in the victory
of the SLFP in 1956 and subsequent enactment of the Sinhala Only Act. They were dso part and
parcd of the politica forces that led to the breakdown of negotiations between Prime Ministers and
representatives of the Tamil minority in 1959 and 1965, which atempted to find an answer to the
problem of aggravating ethnic reations.

Today we can observe the continuity of these politica forces within civil society among those
organisations who have been opposng any form of devolution or reforms of a centralised Sete,
ether directly or indirectly. Those organisations within the Sinhaa ethnic formation who are explicit
about this political position believe that the ethnic conflict is an unjust attempt to divide Sri Lanka
and argue that it should be handled primarily as alaw and order problem. In fact, with both mgor
politica parties accepting the notion of devolution as an answer to the conflict, it is likely that much
of the oppogtion to congtitutiond reforms will codesce around a few smdler politicd parties and
these organisations in civil society. There are others whose positions are not so explicit, but they
tend to support the strengthening of a highly centralised state for various reasons and, through that,
support forces that are against reforms of the state that are necessary to meet minority grievances.®

However, being an arena for contradictory socia forces, there are organisations within civil society
who have responded to this crigsin a postive way. They have rgected the notion that the conflict
gtuation in Sri Lanka is a mere ‘law and order’ issue or a ‘terrorist problem’ that can be resolved
purdy through military means. By and large they see the need to find a palitical solution to the
conflict. They have accepted that Sri Lanka has a serious problem to resolve through reforms of
both state and society. They have dso been sympathetic to the plight of the minorities and have
worked in different ways to highlight their problems and to ameliorate their conditions.

35 Jayawardena, Kumari, op. cit.
3¢ For example, some organisations have been supporting a highly centralised state in order to protect
the environment. This became amajor argument for maintaining central control over land.
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This progressive civil society activism will be discussed under two headings focusing on the two sets
of issues that they tackle. The firgt includes activities that have looked at Sri Lanka s conflict through
notions of plurdism, democracy and a discourse of rights. The discourse of rights includes both
individud rights as well as group rights. We shdl include in this group those who have gpproached
the problem through concepts of conflict resolution as well. In the second group we have those
whose preoccupation has been mainly with the socid cogts of the conflict.

A. Pluralism, Democratisation, Rights and Resolution of the Conflict

The organisations covered in this section have been concerned with some of the centrd issues like
reform of a centralised date, its identity and public policies, which have been andysed in the
previous sections of the paper. We have identified these as the principa reasons behind the conflict.
Therefore our interest is how these groups dealt with these issues, the Strategies they adopted and
ther contradictions. We shdl do this through an historicad account of their evolution, making use of
this history to understand how they have responded to the key issues around the conflict.

The beginnings of this type of civil society activism can be traced back to the early seventies. As we
have mentioned in our brief historica survey, the 1971 insurgency, its fal-out in terms of emergency
laws and violation of human rights, the promulgation of the 1972 condtitution, beginning of the Tamil
militancy in the North, the introduction of standardisation policies for entry into universities and the
Vadukkodai resolution for a separate State, al happened in the firgt haf of the saventies. Behind all
these historica events was a larger process of dienation of some sections of the population from the
maingtream politica system. Mogt of this population was from a relatively younger age group, which
came from amore rura background and was educated either in Sinhda or Tamil goesking schools,
in contrast to the urbanised English educated dlite. Events of the early seventies showed that Snhda
oesking sections of this dienated youth voiced ther dissatisfaction primarily in terms of the
distribution of resources and other benefitsin Sri Lankan society, while the Tamil spesking sections
added on the demand for self determination of Tamil nationdity to these demands.

The contradictions of Sri Lankan society in the early seventies coincided with a number of
devel opments which began to change the politica landscape. These were:

The establishment of severd new left wing politica parties and groups by bresking awvay from
the established parties of the left. The principa trends were the emergence of severa Trotskyite
parties and severd amdler paliticad groups ideologicdly linked to Maoism. These developments
began in the mid sixties and the insurgency led by the VP was the event that demongtrated their
ariva in the political scene™’

Some of the politicd activists who took part in the 1971 insurgency moved into a new type of
organisation in civil society deding with variousissues. These individuas provided aleadership in
some of these organisations.

37 SeeKeerawella, JB., ‘' The VP and the 1971 Uprising’, Social Science Review, No.2 1980, for an
account of the evolution of some of these political groups
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The establishment of organisations to defend human and democratic rights. These were mainly
the initiative of individuds with liberd or left oriented thinking. The violaion of human and
democratic rights associated with the government’s reection to the insurgency was the main
reason behind this devel opment.

The articulation of radicd tendencies within the Chrigtian Churches. These were influenced by
the events in the country as wel by internationd developments like Latin American Liberation
Theology, Vatican I, writings of Paulo Frierier, etc.

The establishment of new initiatives in research and advocacy outsde the ate ingtitutions and
universities. The people who began this trend had had close links with mainstream indtitutions, or
sometimes were leading members of them. The limitations faced by them in these indtitutions,
especidly due to the influence of party-based partisan politics, can be seen as a principal reason
for them leaving these organisations. The primary focus of most of this research has been on
socia science issues.

The historica roots of most of the organisations that this section is concerned with can be traced to
these tendencies of the early seventies. Today most of these organisations (except for clearly
identified political parties) have acquired thetitle of ‘NGO’ in the lexicon of foreign aid discussons.
We shdl discuss the higtory of the activism of these organisationsin the context of some of the mgor
political events that we have discussed in the previous sections of the paper. The periodisation and
the mgor events which mark the periodisation that we shdl follow isas follows

Early 1970s to July 1983 pogrom

July 1983 to July 1987 when the Indo-Lanka Accord was signed

July 1987 to end of 1989 marked by crushing of the second JV P insurgency
End of 1989 to mid 1994 that marks the end of the UNP rule of seventeen years
Mid 1994 to present.

Being products of the higtory of Sri Lankan society, these political events have profoundly affected
these organisations. Our objective, in the historical account that follows, is to understand how this
civil society activism dedt with or did not ded with the principd issues surrounding the conflict of Sri
Lanka

While the 1971 insurgency and the politicd fdl-out from it became the principa factor underlining
the emergence of this type of civil society activism, in the northern part of the country the key issue
was the growing crisis on ethnic relaions after the promulgation of 1972 conditution. In the early
seventies the new politica trends and civil society groups in the ‘south’ paid very little atention to
the question of ethnic relations and the fundamenta problems of the Structure of the dtate in S
Lanka Thiswas despite the fact that al the mgjor Tamil politica groups put forward the demand for
a Ssparate date in 1974. The mgor concerns of these ‘southern’ civil society groups were
motivated by the insurgency in the *South’. The left leaning sections of these groups explained the
insurgency through the cepitadist nature of Sri Lankan society, issues of resource distribution,
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unemployment problems of the youth, etc. Most of them expected the problem of ethnic relationsto
be resolved through a transformation of the total society.

When it came to the question of democracy, most of these groups adhered to populist and
mgoritarian notions of democracy. For example, the ideology of most of these groups, by and large,
was in favour of the move to concentrate power in the popularly dected parliament by the 1972
condtitution. This also meant that there was very little recognition of the contradictions between some
of the dements of the ideology espoused by these groups and minority rights. The mgoritarian
notions of democracy have been a mgor reason for the undermining of minority rights. The groups
that emerged within church circles dso fdl broadly within thisideologica spectrum.

It is adso necessary to remember that the regime in power between 1970 and 1977 in Sri Lankawas
not only a codition government, where two of what were caled ‘old left’ parties were congtituent
members, but dso carried out digtributive policies through state intervention. This meant that some of
the groups and individuas saw the government in power having positive trends in terms of their own
ideology, (e.g., Educationa Reforms of 1972, Land Reforms of 1972 and 1975: the Land Reforms
of 1975 nationdised the plantation sector, which was a longstanding demand of the left) and were
not ready to be a critic of the government in dl issues. All this resulted in a kind of a ‘love-hae
relationship with the government in power. Therr atitude towards the VP, which led the insurgency,
was ds0 ambiguous. While they agreed with the main dements of the criticism that the VP
provided of the prevailing socid system, a a paliticd level there were many rivaries.

The preoccupation of liberd minded groups was very much with ingditutions of democracy and
individua rights. The expectation was that minority rights could be defended if proper liberd
democratic inditutions functioned and individud rights were taken care of, irrespective of ethnic
origins. In other words, the answer was the classic libera recipe, and there was very little debate
about the nature of the Sate.

If there was any hint a al about the impending criss based on ethnic politics from the progressve
sections of civil society, it came from a few individuds in the academic community. These were
researchers who had al dong focused their work on issues like caste and ethnicity. The most
distinguishing feature of the individua academics in this group was ther deadfast refusd to see
society purely in classterms, as the more | eft leaning academics were used to. Their research looked
a issues like caste and ethnicity. They voiced concerns, based on their work, about the ethnic
polarisation that was taking place in Si Lankan society.

The next important event in understanding the evolution of this cvil society activiam was the July
1977 dection and the coming into power of the UNP. The economic policies and condtitutiona
reforms that the UNP initiated brought a sea change in the environment within which these groups
had to work. Especidly for those with left leaning ideologies, the coming of the UNP into power
was seen as a disaster for the country and even athreat to therr existence. Traditionaly, the UNP
was seen as the true representative of right wing politics by these groups. Within the UNP, J. R.
Jayawardene, who led the UNP to victory in 1977, was seen not only as the representative of big
capitd, but aso as an agent of ‘Western Imperidisn’ (his nickname within left circles was Yanki



Dicky).

There were severd events between 1977 and 1982 that convinced these groups even more about
this negative scenario facing them. These events aso brought into focus the importance of ethnic
relaions and the politics of identity. The coming into power of the UNP was followed with an
‘ethnic riot’ in August 1977. It was confined largely to Colombo and Jaffna. In 1978 the UNP
promulgated the presidentia system which brought into being a powerful presdency. In 1979 the
Prevention of Terrorism Act, which curtalled human rights to a significant degree, was passed and
the army was sent into the North in large numbers. In 1980 the UNP crushed a generd drike with
al the power they had. This weekened the opposition trade union movement significantly. This was
followed by moves to deprive the leader of the oppostion of civic rights and the postponement of
generd dections through a fraudulent referendum in 1982.

From these events it was the August 1977 riot and the TULF dection victory in the North and East
which prompted some of these groups to look at the issue of ethnic reations much more serioudy.
The Augudt riot, which was the second biggest such occurrence in independent Sri Lanka after
1958, affected both Jaffna and Colombo. It aso meant the end of the experiment to make Jaffna
Univergity amulti-ethnic campus. Sinhaa students who were studying there were removed after the
riot. A Commisson was et up to look into the causes of the riot. The eection victory of the TULF
made it the largest oppogition party. It was no longer possible to ignore the centra issues around the
ethnic question. The confrontation between the army and Tamil militants highlighted many cases of
humean rights violationsin the North.

In the face of these events, one finds the establishment of severd new organisations dedling with
issues like democratic rights, women's rights, workers' rights, plantation people, etc. New initiatives
were launched in research.

However, for most of these groups, the focus of their concern was by and large the socio-economic
fdl out of the new development policies and the violation of democratic rights. The events in the
immediate aftermath of UNP coming into power prompted these concerns. But there were
important exceptions to this trend. Exceptions that began to focus specificaly on ethnic relaions.
The egtablishment of the Movement for Interracid Justice and Equality, the establishment of the
Internationa Centre for Ethnic Studies totaly devoted to the issues of ethnicity, some of the research
programmes of organisations like the Socid Scientits Association and initiatives like the
establishment of the Citizens Committee for Nationd Harmony within the Centre for Society &
Rdigion, can be given as such examples.

These developments clearly indicated that some of these civil society groups in the ‘South’ were
taking notice of the deterioration of ethnic relaions much more serioudy. However, the andyss and
debates within these groups revolved around discriminatory eements in dtate policies in various
gpheres and individud rights. The implication was that the problems of the Tamil minority could be
solved by redressng shortcomings in these policies and ensuring individud rights. There was little
attention paid to the centralised nature of the state and the need for substantid reforms in order to
manage ethnic relations. In other words, the demands of the TULF, the principa politica party of
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the Sri Lankan Tamils, which had dso at that time won a mandate from the S Lankan Tamils and
was in parliament on the basis of a separatist demand, had il failed to impress these groups.

The other area of activiam was fact finding, monitoring of human rights violations, and internationd
lobbying. This type of work expanded due to the militarisation of the North and frequent
confrontations between the armed forces and militants. There were many instances when Tamil
civilians were a the recaiving end of actions by the armed forces. The interest of internationa human
rights groups like Amnesty Internationa helped to promote these activities. Nevertheless even these
activities could be contained well within the libera discourse of individua rights and democratic
rights without any serious debates about the nature of the sate.

During this time it was in the activities that began to pay attention to questions like ethnic identities,
Sinhda nationalism and other issues within the ideologicd plane that one finds attempts to tackle
some of the fundamenta questions related to the conflict. One part of this work began to look &t the
hegemonic identity of the sate. These writings were critica of the domination of the Snhda
Buddhist identity within the state structure and some of the policies (eg., school curriculum) that
promoted this identity. The second strand of work focused on the identity formation within the
Sinhda socid formation and began to question some of the fundamentd beliefs that the Sinhdese
had about themselves.

The July 1983 pogrom brought to an end this initid phase of civil society activism. In the ungable
environment that prevailed during this event a number of organisations that had taken up the issue of
Tamil rights in the South came under attack. Some of them had to cease their activities temporarily.
Aswe have shown earlier, July 1983 was awatershed in many aspects of the conflict. It had its own
influence on these civil society groups as wll.

The four year period between July 1983 to July 1987 was characterised by an intengification of the
conflict in the North/Eadt, aflow of refugees from the country, the involvement of Indiain the conflict
and a greater degree of internationd involvement in the Si Lankan conflict, some of which came
through internationd NGOs. It was dso the period when the international image of Sri Lanka got
transferred from a country with an interesting mode of development (this was the image promoted
by those who admired Sri Lanka's social development despite a low per capita income) and an
interesting ancient culture, to a country characterised by an ethnic conflict, refugees and civil wars.
The culmination of this period was the Indo-Lanka Accord and the establishment of a system of
provincid autonomy through the Provincid Councils.

One of the clear developments during this period within the civil society organisations that we are
concerned with in this section, was the beginning of serious work to look into the structure of the
date and the hegemony of the SnhaaBuddhist ideology of the state. More than anything ese the
activities carried out by these organisations in the intellectud and ideologica plane through research,
writings, seminars, etc., have been an important factor that has helped these groups to tackle some
of the fundamentd issues around the conflict. As we have mentioned above, the first mentioning of
the need to restructure the State to give some sort of an autonomy for Sri Lankan Tamils was Sated
in a document caled Annexure ‘C’, which was the result of discussons between India and Sri
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Lanka. Thefirg public articulation of thisidea by acivil society group came from the Christian group
that participated in the Round Table Conference that was cdled in the aftermath of the July 1983

pogrom.

Between 1983 and 1987, the need to restructure the Sri Lankan state and grant a degree of
devolved power to the Tamil population in the Northern and Eastern provinces of Sri Lanka became
a man theme among these groups. The other centra concern was the work at ideologicd leve
which questioned some of the dominant myths of Sinhala nationalism. This is not to say that other
work on issues like human rights had ceased. But it is worth noting that it took the July 1983
pogrom to get the attention of these groups on some of the vital issues relating to the conflict.

The Indo-Lanka Accord and the establishment of Provincid Councils led to deep divisons in the
Sinhala society. As we have mentioned earlier, the mgor oppostion paty and the VP led a
campaign againg these reforms and the VP campaign was marked by violence and individua
assassinations. Some of the civil society organisations that we are concerned with openly supported
the establishment of the provincia system. In fact severd of them petitioned the Supreme Court,
supporting the hill to devolve power and establish Provincia Councils, when it was chalenged by
Sinhaa extremist elements in the Supreme Court. These acts made them targets of the VP terror
campaign. It was a difficult period for some of the organisations. Almost dl of them receved
threetening letters from the VP to stop their work. A number of activists who were members of
these organisations were killed. It was adso not clear who was redly after them, because the VP, as
well as sections of the establishment that supported Sinhda extremism, had branded these
organisations as ‘traitors' to the Snhdanation.

The attacks on these organisations dso came from many civil society organisations. As we have
argued above, many civil society organisations have been champions of Sinhda extremism. Thesg,
and many other new ones who emerged in the context of the ungtable situation, became vehement
critics of the attempts to devolve power. The attempts to question the hegemony of the Snhda
Buddhist ideology dso came under fire. In fact, there is enough evidence to show tha the
questioning of some of the long held bdiefs of Sinhaa nationdism was the mog difficult thing for
Sinhala extremidts to accept. This was seen as a congpiracy to undermine the Sinhda nation. Bad
publicity received by Sri Lanka aboroad and various atempts by internationa agencies and foreign
governments (specidly India) to intervene in Si Lanka' s conflict were seen as the other Sde of this
conspiracy. In this context it was quite easy to tarnish the activities of these groups as a foreign
funded conspiracy to undermine the Sinhaa nation.

Human rights activities expanded severdfold during the 1983 to 1987 period partly because of the
interest of internationa organisations. The activities a internationd level had severa focd points
various agencies of the UN system, especidly the UN Human Rights Commission; the World Bank
and the Aid Group sponsored by the World Bank; and various bilatera donors. During this period
severd resolutions were passed againg the Sri Lankan government in the UN Commission on
Human Rights

From mid 1987 to dmost the end of 1989, the ‘ South’ was dominated by the terror campaign of the



JVP and counter-terror by the security forces which left many deaths, disgppearances and violation
of human rights in their trall. This obvioudy made the human rights issue in the ‘South’ a key
concern. New organisations and networks were etablished at this time primarily to monitor
violaions of human rights and to highlight the Stuation in Si Lanka internationdly. The killing of
severd wdl known persondities, dlegedly by the security forces, gave enough ammunition for
human rights organisations.

The end of the period of ingahility in the * South’ coincided with the coming into power of President
Premadasa and the establishment of the second UNP regime. Premadasa’s politics dienated
sections of the UNP and liberals whose sympathy was traditiondly with the UNP. His palitics dso
undermined the provincid council system, leading eventudly to the dissolution of the North-East
Provincid Council. The violations of human rights that accompanied the suppresson of the VP
were a0 blamed on Premadasa. What was more, during his period a Presdentid Commission to
look into the activities of ‘NGOs was established. Although human rights organisations were not the
target of the inquiries of this Commisson, many who supported civil society activism were very
suspicious of this move.

The result of Premadasals palitics from 1989, until his assassnation in 1993, was the consolidation
of the activities of civil society groups under the themes of devolution, democracy and human rights.
In other words, in terms of the focus of work, the objective of restructuring of the Sate was closdy
linked with protecting individua human rights and the promotion of democracy. The issue of the
North-East conflict was not viewed in isolaion of the question of human rights and democratic rights
in generd. This pergpective gill remains the characterisng dement of the palitics of mogt of the
groups that are under condderation in this section. The other plank was the questioning of the
hegemonic Sinhala-Buddhist in society as well as the state. During this period the linkages between
the liberds and Ieft leaning sections mentioned above were consolidated. This was dso the time
when many of the opposgtion politica parties began to see greater potentid in these organisations
and many linkages devel oped between these parties and organisations at various levels.

Another development during this period was the crystdlisation of two democratic issues - free and
far eections and freedom of the press, where the activism of these groups began to have some
effect. This is in addition to the question of devolution, which was beginning to get accepted by
magor political parties as the possble way out of the conflict after Provincid Councils were
established through the Indo-Lanka Accord.

The reason for the focus on the theme of free and fair eections was the impending dections both at
the provincid and nationa level. Since the infamous referendum of 1982 the * South’ had not seen an
election that was not marred by violence. The eection that brought Premadasa into power in 1988
was one of the most violent eections that Sri Lanka has ever seen. Using these means the UNP had
been in power since 1977. The impending el ection provided an opportunity to get rid of the UNP. It
was clear that by this time forces which wanted this to happen were expanding. Given this
background, many groups saw the objective of making forthcoming eections free and fair a mgor
issue to be tackled. By this time there was enough interest internationaly on these issues of
democracy, in addition to the North-East conflict and it also generated support internationally.



The firgt atempt to monitor eections was a the time of the 1988 presidentia ection, followed by
the 1989 generd dections. This activism expanded severdfold by the time provincid council
elections were held in 1993, But it was in the presdentid and parliamentary eections of 1994 that
the effectiveness and degree of success that this work had achieved was shown. At theinitid stages,
the focus of the work around eections was around measures that could prevent eection violence.
Later on it expanded to cover awhole gamut of issues which included election laws and procedures.

The freedom of the press became an important concern for civil society activism due to severd
factors. The use of both legd and extralega means to suppress media freedom by the regime in
power was amain one. Harassment of journdists and the disappearance of some of them highlighted
the issue of the freedom of the press in a sark manner. The killing of one of the wel known
journalists became a celebrated case of human rights violations. New organisations emerged to
protect the freedom of the press.

The limitations of the maingream media became gpparent when the political crises due to ethnic
conflict and southern insurgency came to dominate the palitics of the country. Therefore, in addition
to setting up organisations devoted to the freedom of the press, these groups dso launched severd
newspapers, 0ld in the open market. Writing and publishing has been a sgnificant activity that al
these groups engaged in, right from their beginning. But it was in the early nineties that these activities
reached maturity and civil society groups could talk about an dternative media

In the consolidation of the activities of these groups during the Premadasa regime, no doubt the need
to get rid of the UNP, that had been in power for so long, was a mgor factor which brought many
groups together. Many of these groups were againgt the UNP due to policies that it had followed.
They hdd the UNP responsble for the human rights Stuation as wdl as the continuing war in the
North-East. Similar views were held now by sections of the liberds, as well as by breskaway
groups from the UNP. As aresult, many of the palitica partiesin the opposition saw the usefulness
of these groups in their own palitics. This led to many linkages between the activiam of these groups
and opposition politics.

The presdentia and parliamentary dections of 1994 were an occasion which demonstrated the
degree of maturity that this branch of civil society activism had reached in Sii Lanka. The exercise of
election monitoring undertaken during these eections brought together a large number of these
groups. The dternative media promoted by these groups played a role in the defeat of the UNP.
This was openly accepted by some of the leading UNP poaliticians. Much more than anything ese,
these events marked the result of many years of activism.

The coming into power of the PA government once again changed the context in which the activities
of these groups had to be undertaken. The proposa for devolution of power put forward by the PA
government received enthusiastic support from these organisations. Some individuas linked to these
organisations even took upon themsaves the task of propagating the need for condtitutiona reforms
and the PA proposals. The PA government also undertook certain steps to redress the human rights
gtuation. Thistoo met with gpprova from these organisations.



But much of this euphoria was short lived. Although there is a proposd for devolution it is nowhere
near to becoming alegd redity. On the other hand, the PA government has given the leadership to
the largest military operation that has taken the troops into the Jaffna peninsula. Their commitment to
human rights can dso be questioned in many ways. In the area of development policies the PA
government has followed the UNP, sometimes with a greater degree of enthusiasm in certain aress.
This, too, has made the PA government unpopular with many of these groups.

Findly conflict resolution and peace building is an activity that has emerged within some of these
organisations.  Although it is possble to look a most of the activities of the groups that we are
concerned with as activities that are seeking some sort of a peaceful solution to Sri Lanka's conflict,
(i.e. if we tdk of a peace movement it has to include dl these organisations) the activities cdled
peace making seem to stand out due to certain conceptud distinctions. These activities are based on
a notion that the primary issue that needs to be tackled is the overt conflict. Therefore there is the
need for the different actors in the conflict as well as the identity groups in society to understand
each other, and to resolve conflicts amicably or through peaceful means.

What is not clear is whether it is possible to discuss peace activities based on these notions in
organisationd terms. Often in the history of the emergence of the groups that are engaged in specific
peace activities there is a certain amount of overlap with work related to issues like reforms of the
date, promotion of democracy and individud rights. In other words, there is considerable overlap
with the desre for peace, issues of justice and redressing grievances in society through various
means. In some ways this is not surprising, given the historica context in which peace activities have
to emerge in our societies. For example, unlike the historicd experience of some European
countries, where the more recent peace activities emerged because of the traditions of neutrdity
during world wars that engulfed the European continent, peace activigtsin our part of the world have
to face Structures of injustice and oppression that pervade our societies due to internd as well as
externd factors. As areault of this context, the most well known non-violent politica tradition of
South Agalinked with the name of Gandhi had the politica objectives of Indian independence from
British rule and issues of socid judtice within Indian society asits focus. It is very difficult to visudise
this movement gaining the popularity that it got, and what it achieved in the Indian context, if it did
not tackle issues of oppresson and socid injustice through the non-violent methods it espoused. It
is quite possible that there can be a crysdlisation of distinct peace activities in this country without
addressing issues such as the trandformation of the state structure or questioning of hegemonic
identities. Possible contradictions of such a strategy are discussed in the next section.

Before concluding the history of civil society activism of these groups, a specid mention should be
made of those groups that have focused on women's issues. Women's groups have been active in
mogt of the civil society activism mapped out above. This means one of the digtinguishing features of
women's groups is ther ability to take on wider politica issues while having their specid focus as
well. Thisis an unusud feature of the so-called NGO world, where more and more organisations are
bent on narrow specidisation, usudly at the expense of awider politica perspective.

The paliticd activiam of civil society groups that has been covered in this section has revolved
around reforms of the date, questioning of the hegemonic ideology of the dtate, defence of



democratic rights and human rights and the resolution of the overt conflict. Many of the organisations
whose higtorical evolution we have described above have played a key role in firg aticulaing this
demandin Si Lankan society. They have carried out activities to eaborate the concept of regiona
autonomy, darifying and propagating it in Si Lankan society. They have contributed sgnificantly to
the process of making the idea of regiond autonomy an accepted position in the Sii Lankan polity.
Today, both mgor political parties in the country accept the concept of regiona autonomy as an
answer to the ethnic conflict.

One of the indicators of effectiveness of these groups is the backlash againg them by the extremist
Sinhda opinion. The extremis Sinhala opinion often argues tha the proposas of the incumbent
government to st up a virtud federd system of government is a part of ‘a conspiracy of foreign
funded NGOs to support the cause of divison of the country. The atempts to question the
hegemonic Sinhda-Buddhist have met with even more virulent atacks from Sinhda extremids.
Sometimes responses to this type of work have been more violent because it questions some of the
fundamentd beliefs that Sinhala-Buddhists had about themsalves. These reactions at least confirm
that the activities of these groups have taken on some of the powerful forcesin Snhaasociety which
have been abarrier to the resolution of the conflict.

There have been a number of occasions in the brief higtory of these organisations when they have
faced intimidation, threats and sometimes danger to their own existence. At the beginning most of
these threats came from the state gpparatus, but with the ascent of Sinhda extremism, specidly in
the guise of the VP, threats came from the non-state actors as well.

A high point of human rights work was when resolutions on human rights violaions were passed
agang the S Lankan government a the UN Commission on Human Rights. The Si Lankan record
of humen rights is ill scrutinised by the UN Commisson on Human Rights. The resolution dso
requested the Sri Lankan government to allow ICRC and UNHCR to operate in Sii Lanka Thisis
aso an achievement for human rights groups. Generdly, human rights work has helped to expand
the international scrutiny of the record of the Sri Lankan government.

At the nationd level, S Lanka s 9gning of the internationd covenant on human rights coincided with
the expanson of the work of these organisations. Sri Lanka signed the optiond protocol more
recently. Human rights activism has resulted in the setting up of severa commissons to investigate
violations of human rights. These groups contributed very much in the setting up of permanent
commissons such as the Human Rights Commission and the Officid Language Commission. The
intervention by these groups within the ongoing debate on conditutiond reforms has identified
specific reforms that need to be carried out. Perhgps clear identification of these inditutiond reforms
isthe best that has been achieved on this front.

The media, the influence of civil society groupsis modly fdt within the Sinhalamedia. There are two
weekly newspapers that have established themselves with the Sinhda reading public. A number of
journdists who work in the mainstream press have been influenced by the ideology promoted by
these groups. In this manner the influence on the mediais much larger than what has been achieved
through newspapers. The Free Media Movement has become an established body that speaks for
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media freedom and standards among journdists. As we have dready mentioned, the generd dection
of 1994 showed the socia base of the efforts to promote free and fair dections. It is possble to
argue that the activities of these groups contributed in no smal way to the peaceful regime change
that Sri Lanka witnessed through the August 1994 dection.

B. Taking Care of Social Costs

Although there were some types of rdief activities in the aftermath of August the 1977 riats, the
turning point of the expangon of this type of activity was the anti- Tamil pogrom of July 1983. Relief
and rehabilitation work has expanded on a more permanent basis with the prolonged civil war in the
North-East province. The entry of international NGOs in al these areas of work has been another
ggnificant devel opment

The principa focus in this type of activiam has been to take care of the socid codts of the ethnic
conflict. The planning document for the “Emergency Recongruction and Rehabilitation Programme
(ERRP) - Phase 11" in April 1995 dated that “there were nineteen internationd and local NGOs
who worked in the NEP and border areas” It further stated that “most of them worked through
locd organisations’. Presumably these are samdler organisations and what are termed ‘included
larger organisations .

The report identified the principa activities of these organisations to be:

Agriculture - Providing seed and other inputs and arrange for marketing,
Shelter - Providing temporary roofing materids and also providing ass stance for
permanent housing,

Health - Providing camp sanitation, child care and immunisation

Education - Condtruction of schools, providing teachers, supplying furniture
Vocational training - providing training to youth and affected persons
Micro-enterprises - Socia mobilisation and participatory role with government
organisations.

Apat from these activities there are internationd organisations helping the government to run certain
hospitalsin conflict aress.

Civil society organisations have become active outside the conflict areas in order to take care of
socid codsts. Setting up projects to care for children orphaned by the conflict and projects to service
victims of trauma are two such activities that can be mentioned. Some of these initiatives cover the
Sinhala population from border areas and there are Buddhist monks active in such initiatives.

A number of factors seem to influence the extent to which these organisations are able to be active.
The most important ones among them seem to be government palicy, non availability of government



funds for certain activities, the effectiveness of the loca government authority (Divisond Secretary)
and the presence of organisations that can carry out work.

Mogt of the observations that have been made about the efforts to take care of socia costs would
certainly accept that the activities of civil society organisations are fulfilling an extremey important
sarvice. However, it is difficult to assess the extent to which the role of these organisations is
important in thisarea. S Lanka is a country where the state system has not totally collgpsed evenin
conflict areas. Secondly, the conflict areas are not devoid of ‘norma’ economic activities. Even
people in refugee camps earn part of thar living through their norma economic activity. Given this
context, it is necessary to get a better assessment of the nature of the ‘gap’ that civil society
organisations are able tofill.

Contradictions of Civil Society Activism

In discussing the contradictions and therefore limitations of these activities it is important to
remember that dl this socid activism has been undertaken under severe pressure and threst from the
champions of the hegemonic ideology. It has come under threat both from State inditutions, who
have viewed these activities as detrimenta to nationa security, as well as from non-state actors, who
have violently opposed any concessons to minorities. LTTE, with their own brand of extremist
politics, has been another source of pressure and threst.

Despite the numerous difficulties faced by the groups involved in these activities, ther interventions
have made a sgnificant contribution to promoting the idea that Sri Lanka has a serious problem in
her ethnic rdations, and there is a need to find a politica answer to it. The activities have a'so made
some progress in the acceptance of the notion that Sri Lankais a plurd society, where identities and
rights of various ethnic and religious groups have to be accepted and be given a spaceif Si Lankais
to resolve the ethnic conflict. They have not only kept the socid and economic problems faced by
people affected by the conflict in public fora, but dso implemented specific projects to meet these
needs.

It is dso important to note that there is participation of people of different ethnic groups in these
positive responses within civil society. In most organisations working on these issues there are
representatives of different ethnic and religious groups. The conflict itself has generated a processin
society which has amulti-ethnic character.

While recognising the importance of dl these interventions for the protection of human rights and
defence of democracy, it is dso necessary to take stock of the contradictions and limitations of the
different Strategies of these groups. This is done below under the following headings: (a) Limits of
Congtitutiondiam; (b) The Relationship with Mainstream Politics, (C) Peace versus Democracy; (d)
Politics of Humanitarianism in a Conflict Situetion.



Limitsof Constitutionalism

Higtoricaly, the grievances that have been articulated by the Tamil minority covered many aress.
They included the nature and dtructure of the S Lankan state, the impact of Snhda nationdiam in
various public policies which covered the fidld of socio-economics, language, culture, and findly the
question of their security as an ethnic group. Black July 1983 was a turning point on the issue of
security. In the period that followed, the security dimension of the conflict (security of the date
versus security of an ethnic group) became dominant. The emergence of the LTTE as a dominant
group, and the LTTE's politicd as wel as military cgpacity to ded with various governments in
Colombo, has led to the military question of deding with the LTTE becoming a prominent issue.
Pardld to this, various types of pressure for a political answer to the conflict have brought the
question of power sharing and indtitutiona reforms of the state to the forefront. It is these two issues
that dominate the popular discusson through the usage of terms such as ‘politicd solution’ or
‘military solution’. The dominant concern of civil society groups is the ‘politicd solution” by which
they mean the reform of the congtitution.

There is no doubt that the condtitutiona reforms are critically important, but a the same time, it is
necessary to treat this objective in a manner that does not lead to a perspective which reduces the
resolution of the ethnic conflict to inditutional reforms of the state. The limitations of a reductionist
perspective on any socid issue have come under criticiam in recent discussions of socid theory. The
resolution of the question of ethnic relations in Si Lanka is a much wider issue than condtitutional
reform. Even if we confine oursdves to the question of state reforms to meet the grievances of the
Tamil population, what has to be done with dtate inditutions is much wider than a passage of
conditutiona reforms. Implementing bilingua policies in areas such as language and media,
decommundising sate inditutions, and identifying new initiatives that would lay the foundation for a
multi-ethnic society, are crucid.® All these reforms in the state sector do not necessarily follow
from conditutiona reforms. There are interlinkages but they are not reducible to conditutiona
changes. These are dso policy areas where one does not have to wait for the resolution of the
conflict in order to initiate policy decisons, they are critically important for the day to day living of
the Tamil population, and aso to win their confidence.

Equaly important are the interventions that need to be done a societd level. There are degp-seated
prejudices on both sdes of the ethnic divide that have led to the Stuation that we arein. It is difficult
to think of a civil society imbued with vaues of democracy and tolerance without chdlenging these
prejudices in society.

These comments on the limitations of conditutiondism are relevant for many other dtrategies of
ingtitutiond change that these groups are aming a. As our account of civil society activism shows,
the bulk of the activities have revolved around reforming and designing inditutions. Devolution of
power, democratisation of society and protection of human rights have been the main areas where

% See Y oung, Crawford, Ethnic Diversity and Public Policy: An Overview, Occasiona paper No.8,
World Summit for Social Development, UNRISD, Geneva, 1994, for arecent overview of different areas
of public policiesthat are relevant in multi-ethnic societies.
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these groups have attempted to reform and establish indtitutions. However, the problem is that the
lega and normative base of inditutions by themsdaves cannot democratise societies, protect human
rights and ensure the rights of minorities. These indtitutions operate in a oecific historicd context.
There are many factors which operate in this historica context, that shape these indtitutions and
determine what can be achieved through them.

A more higorica gpproach of looking a these inditutions essentidly means focusng on the
relationship between inditutions, the socid dructure of our society and different manifestations of
power in society through a multiplicity of categories. In this debate, power arisng from unequa
distribution and control of resources will be a principa one, but not the only one. But it needs to be
mentioned here especidly because these days there is a tendency to ignore the impact of unequa
control of resources on power reations, dthough the expansgon of market forces is alowing
resources to be controlled by a few. The capacity of every liberd inditution to expand the
democratic gpace in society is limited, because of this unequal control of resources which resultsin
the control of liberd indtitutions by the powerful in society. In addition to control of resources,
gender and identity are important categories deciding power relations in society, which cannot be
reduced to resource alocation. What is needed is to expand the perspective on democracy beyond
indtitutions, taking account of this multiplicity of sources of power. What we need isatruly plurdigtic
perspective of democracy which takes dl these categories into account, rather than an attempt to
find aprimacy of one of these categories or trying to reduce one to the others.

The Relationship with Mainstream Politics

There is little doubt that the ingtitutions of representative democracy that were introduced into S
Lanka during the colonid period have been internalised into Sri Lankan society much more than
some of the sceptics from various ideological backgrounds would like to accept. There is mass
mobilisation around these ingtitutions. However, this very same process of the interndisation of these
ingitutions has generated a particular politica culture that not only crestes a greet degree of
dependency on poalitica parties for various needs by the dectorate, but aso limits the space for any
other form of autonomous civil society mobilisation. This tendency is strengthened when particular
development policies dlow paliticians to play a Sgnificant role in fulfilling the day to day needs of
people.

The mogt pernicious effect of this dependency on paliticians and political parties is the development
of apalitica culture that numbs the sengtivity of the eectorate when undemocratic acts are carried
out by parties which they support. In the case of party activigts, this leads to an extreme version of
loydty palitics where the use of violence and many other undemocratic methods is no barrier. In
other words, this particular relationship between the electorate and the party and the palitical culture
developed is not only a barrier for the emergence of an independent democratic consciousness in
society, but is aso an important contributor towards political intolerance and many other
fundamentally undemocrdtic attitudes. It is a smple step from this political culture to politicd parties
where internd party matters are decided much more through kinship networks, patron-client
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relationships, etc., rather than through democratic means.

Palitica parties form a critical dement in a liberd democracy, but a the same time they have been
indruments in limiting democratic space and violaiing human rights. Sri Lanka has been no
exception. What is important to note isthat in this process there is direct or indirect support from an
electorate which is used to a particular political culture. Therefore the strengthening of a democratic
civil society that is able to relae to politica parties independently is a criticd issue that needs to be
addressed.

Given theinterndisation of inditutions of liberd democracy in Si Lankan society there is no way that
avil society groups in S Lanka can ignore maingdream poalitics if they are to be effective.
Maingtream politics has a wide socid base in S Lanka and ignoring it would be tantamount to
ignoring an important socia gpace that these groups can utilise for ther activism. Our historica
account of these groups shows that these groups have not been averse to taking part in mainstream
politics.

However, this participation in issues relaed to maingream politics brings them close to politica
parties as well. There are clear indications that mainstream politica parties are keen to build up a
relationship with civil society groups. These trends pose new dangers and challenges to civil society
groups. The issue is how to get involved in issues rdating to mainstream poalitics while a the same
time mantaining independence and autonomy from political parties and posing questions about
reforms in maingtream poalitics. In our view the civil society groups have not addressed this issue
sysematicdly. This poses great dangers for the future and could lead to many problems and
contradictions within this type of activism.

Peace ver sus Democr acy

We have argued in the earlier section that there is a close link between activities |abelled as peace
and other forms of civil society activism such as human rights and democracy. But today there is
certainly a tendency to construct a specia sphere caled conflict resolution and peace. More than
anything dse, the discourse of conflict and conflict resolution congtructed within the foreign ad
discourse is indrumenta in promoting this distinction. These trends are bound to create a specid
activity caled peace and it is bound to create contradictions within civil society groups.

The fundamenta issue faced by those groups concentrating on peace making is the contradiction
between those who would smply like an end to the violent conflict and those who argue that the
conflict cannot be resolved without fundamentd structura reforms of the state and development of
vaues of pluralism and democracy. Behind these two positions there are two different gpproaches
to the question. The first gpproach focuses on the conflict as an epiphenomenon, while the other tries
to focus on sructurd reasons behind the conflict. The latter schools of thought would look at the
resolution of the conflict as a part of a larger democratic project, while the former would be happy
with a cessation of the violent conflict.
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Already there have been severd occasions when the contradictory politics generated by these two
approaches came to a head. For example when President Premadasa began negotiations with the
LTTE in 1990, for those who vaued peace and democracy this was a negotiaion between an
authoritarian leader and an organisation with a tradition of authoritarian politics. Therefore they were
sceptical about these negotiations and were concerned that the outcome would be the consolidation
of the power base of two authoritarian leaders if the negotiations succeeded. This example shows
that the question about the relationship between peace and democracy will pose questions for the
civil society movement whether they are deding with the Sii Lanka Sate or the LTTE, who are the
two main armed antagonigts. In our view, the sooner the peace movement of Sri Lanka links peace
with the need for democratisation of the society at large, the more effective will its role be in S
Lankan society.

There is a more populist verson of peace activities that lays emphasis on communities and their
capacities as an answer to the conflict. These gpproaches dso do not take into account the
ingtitutional changes necessary for the resolution of Sri Lanka's problems. These gpproaches have
a0 been given prominence by the donors because of the popularity of the so-called, ‘ community
based’ approaches within the donor discourse. There is a growing literature that is critical of these
notions of ‘community’ in other more established fidds such as development. When it comes to the
conflict dtuation in S Lanka the so-caled community based gpproaches have two man
drawbacks. On the one hand they idedise something cdled the ‘community’. It is not clear what
these gpproaches mean by ‘community’ and how the notion of community deds with divisons,
conflicts, prgudices and therefore the contribution of ‘communities’ to the conflict. Secondly, it is
aso not clear on what basis so much faith is placed on these *communities’ to resolve the conflict.
At best, this hope looks more like a faith-based populist ideology. At worg, it is pandering to the
‘flavour of the month’ among the donors.

In societies like ours, where violence and conflicts are linked to unjust Sructures and indtitutions, it is
extremdly difficult to build up peace movements which do not tackle these issues of socid injudtice.
What can be more perniciousis the possibility of such movements being used to maintain the existing
order. Therefore, much more than the dogan of peace and conflict resolution, what are rdevant for
us are non-violent strategies for tackling socia injustice. As we mentioned before, the success story
of Gandhian politics was precisdy this and there is a need to renew this tradition in South Asa
againg the modern day oppressive structures.

Politics of Humanitarianism in a Conflict Situation

Although there has been a wide ranging discusson internatiiondly on the limitations and
contradictions tha relief and rehabilitation activities face in a context where extremely complex
political issues are played out, there has been very little debate of this nature in Sri Lanka. In these
debates there are two main strands of argument which take into account the politics of
humeanitarianism at internd and externd levels.



Firg, the critics of humanitarian relief in conflict Stuations have shown how humanitarian rdlief
becomes sructuraly linked to the politics of the conflict. For example, in the case of Sri Lankait is
not difficult to demongtrate how the mgor protagonistsin the Sri Lankan conflict have made use of
relief as a politicd wegpon. Secondly, a the internationd levd, it is difficult to look at relief in
isolation from the politics of donor governments. The provison of relief has become a palitica
response in the hands of these governments. In Stuations where rief is accompanied by troops of
dien powers entering into sovereign territory thisis much clearer.

The fundamenta politica issue that arises from these debates is the notion of ‘neutraity’ that is used
by humanitarian agencies when working within sovereign sates. “The concept of sovereignty does
not enter into the narrative of therelief organizations. ‘Neutrality ‘ is used to define the socid space
in which they perform. This socid space is the boundary, the border zone, a no man’'s land, an area
of conflict and tenson where state and counter-state sovereignties clash. Relief organizations have
congructed their role in a post-sovereign world. The concept of neutrdity suggests nothing less than
politics without sovereignty.”*  In other words there is a certain type of politics associated with
humanitarian action. In some Stuations in the world where humanitarian action follows foreign troops
entering into countries, thisis blatant. In other Stuations like in Sri Lanka, the paliticsis more subtle.

It is dso important to remember that the populations among whom these humanitarian organisations
work have politica perspectives of their own. These perceptions are dso articulated in ethnic terms.
In a study carried out by this author in Batticaloa digtrict about the perceptions of a population in
conflict aress, it was clear that the socid world of the population was identified in ethnic terms. For
example, the Mudim representatives of Batticdoa continuoudy identified humanitarian NGOs as
organisations supporting Tamils. The issue here is not whether this perception is ‘correct’ or not.
Such positivist questions miss the whole point aout perceptions in a conflict Stuation. The issue is
not whether these perceptions fit with so caled ‘facts but the very presence of these perceptions.
What the study showed was how perceptions have politicised these organisations in ethnic terms,
and in conflict Stuations perceptions can be more important than facts.

At least part of the reason why S Lankan discussions on the palitics of humanitarian reief among
organisations engaged in such activities is 0 poor is because generdly they have been working with
an extremdy gpolitica discourse, even in areas where there is rdatively dability. This can be
illustrated by looking at the dominant discourse of these groupsin the field called * development’ .

The economic project of capitaism is dominated by the attempt to expand the resource base of the
country, making use of market forces. Within this context, there are interventions by various groups
in order to increase the share that disadvantaged groups get from this economic development. But
the principal defect of the discourse of development used by these groups is the absence of a
discussion on issues of power, and relationships in society that determine power. The fundamenta

¥ Wickremasinghe, Nira, Humanitarian Relief Organisations and Challenges to Sovereignity: The
Case of Sri Lanka, RCSS Policy Studies 1, RCSS, Colombo, 1997

“ See Bastian, Sunil, ‘ Development NGOs and Ethnic Conflicts , Nethra, Vol. 1 No. 3, April-June 1997
for an elaboration of thisargument.



objective of socid activism that hopes to intervene in a capitaist context so that the disadvantaged
have a gake in it, is to change these rdationships so that the capacity of the less powerful to
determine their own living conditionsis enhanced. Even if we confine the word development to mean
digtribution of fruits of economic growth or sociad developmernt, it is the power relaions into which
the poor are locked that need to be changed, if they are to have a better share. For example, in the
day-to-day struggle of a peasant farmer to obtain what mainstream economics cals ‘factors of
production’, there is a series of relationships that the farmer hasto enter into with a variety of actors.
It is the capacity of the farmer to control issues of power found in these relationships which matters
when it comes to the question of hisor her survivd. Theterm *factors of production’” does not tell us
about this human drama and the power struggle that goes on. The question of development is how to
change these power rdationships for the benefit of the farmer. But rarely does one find any atempts
to look a such issues of power by groups involved in ‘development’. Therefore, when such
organisations enter into areas of conflict where issues of power are played out with arms, the
limitations of these perspectives become even more glaring.

Clarification of the poalitics of humanitarianiam is extremey important for organisations who have
entered into the area of conflict in order to take care of socid codts. If they do not, they could be
very much part of the problem. There have been extremely disturbing trends of this nature in other
pats of the world. With the increased amount of assstance to reief in conflict Stuaions being
channdled through NGOs, there are many organisations bidding in this deregulated funding market
without conddering the politica implications of ther activities. This is especidly true of internationd
NGOs tha operate in many parts of the world. In Stuations of protracted conflicts, when these
organisations become a permanent feature within the country, their activities tend to develop
numerous linkages with politica issues that underlie the conflict. These linkages could be with the
internd politica process or with the palitica pogtions taken by various internationd actors. The
longer they are involved in conflict Stuations, the more difficult it becomes to cover these palitica
roles with notions of humanitarianism. Such a Stuation has dready aisen in Si Lanka and the
sooner these organisations face these political issues the better it will be for NGO activism in this
country.

Section 4

Foreign Aid, the Discour se of NGOs, and the Conflict

This paper is written in an environment where a st of organisations called NGOs have acquired a
great degree of prominence in the international arena. At least part of the reason for this Stuation is
the importance given to these organisations by aid agencies. Some even argue that there is something
cdled an emerging ‘internationa civil society’ condituted by these organisations. Much faith is
placed on this development. This paper is also written for a project that is exploring the possible role
that these organisations can play in the conflict Stuations of severa countries. Therefore in the find

section of this paper it is necessary to make some comments about how we look at the dominant

discussions about NGOs that are prevaent within foreign aid discussons.



The two previous sections of this paper have been devoted to activities of organisations that can be
identified by the term NGOs within this donor discussion. But we have ddiberately used the term
‘civil society’ to identify the socid space they occupy. It should be quite clear to any reader, from
what we have written, that we see many positive aspects about these organisations. To that extent
there will be a certain amount of agreement between us and the donor agencies who try to promote
NGOs in order to achieve various purposes. But there are a number of issues on which there could
be disagreement mainly on conceptua grounds that have politica implications. It is on these issues
that we shdl make some comments now.

In our view, because of the prevalling enthusiasm in promoting these organisations, what dominates
within foreign aid debates is a very narrow insrumentaist discussion - i.e., a discussion that focuses
on what to achieve through these organisations and how to go about it. Whatever differentiation and
categorisation of these organisations is carried out is motivated by these instrumentalist objectives.
On this bas's organisations are divided on the basis of categories such as legd status, content of the
activities, membership/non membership, etc. Then the next question is looking for ways and means
of making them effective. The recent preoccupation of improving management of NGOs is also
within this tradiition.

A direct corollary of the ahidoricd, indrumentais vison of NGOs is to treat them as a
homogeneous group. Smilarly since there is little understanding of their role in a particular society
they are treated as a politicaly neutral set of actors through whom various objectives can be
achieved. They are a0 treated in isolation from the date, regime and the classes that dominate
society. Thisvison is rounded up with a mythology that considers these organisations to be close to
the people, decentrdised, democratic, flexible, creative and therefore more effective, whatever these
terms mean. This is contrasted with a state which is bureaucratic, centralised, away from people,
lessflexible, rigid and therefore ineffective. NGOs and donors who support them have been keen on
perpetuating these dichotomies, and it has become more than anything else a‘hdo’ that judtifies the
exigence of NGOs. Most of the postive accounts of NGO achievements seem to come from
project reviews done within the limits of the above mentioned instrumenta perspective.

We see a close link between this insrumentaist vison about NGOs and the neoliberd ideology
which dominates the discourse of donors. The promotion of NGOs, ether nationd or internationd,
without considering the historical context has become a principd dement in what can be cdled a
new consensus in development assstance. Together with other eements of the liberal package such
as libera democracy and the market, promoting national and internationd NGOs has become the
third dement of thetriad* As much as liberal democracy and market are promoted as a part of an
overdl ideology of nedliberdism, NGOs are promoted with the same zed without paying much
atention to higtoricd specificities or the role they could be playing in relaion to different socid
forcesin society.

“! See, Participatory Devel opment and Good Gover nance, Development Co-operation Guideline
Series, Development Assistance Committee, OECD, 1995 for summary of this new consensus on
devel opment assi stance.



Neoliberaism has spearheaded an attack on the state in various spheres. In the areas of production
and digtribution of resources this is being done with the emphasis on markets and private capitd.
Promoation of NGOs in many other areas such as socia development, human rights, gender, etc., is
the other plank.

Fndly, writings within this tredition give a paliticd legitimisation in promating NGOs through the
familiar ‘dvil sodety’ argument which we have dready criticised. For this argument strengthening
civil society has a pogdtive vdue in itsdf, and, what is more, srengthening NGOs is equated with
grengthening civil society.

The principa difference between us and those who are merely bent on promoting NGOs in order to
achieve various objectives, arises from the fact that we would like to view the organisations that are
cadled NGOs as we view any other organisation in our society, i.e. as a product of the higtorica
developments of Sri Lankan society. If we view these organisations in this way, then it is necessary
to understand the linkages between these organisations and various aspects of Sri Lankan society
such asthe State, socid classes, ingditutions, regimes, ideologies, events, €tc., in order to know what
these organisations are and what can be expected from them. Our discussion on the contradictions
and limitations of the activities of the organisations that we have covered reflects some of the issues
that emerge from such an andyss. As should be clear from what we have presented in previous
sections, taking this perspective does not mean that we do not recognise the progressive aspects of
these organisations, but we can do that without getting trapped into neolibera mythology.

We would like to view internationd NGOs through a smilar prism. In the firgt place internationa
NGOs, a least the main ones that operate in this country, have emerged as a result of the
accumulation process in developed capitalist countries and societal changes accompanying it. This
itsdf sets the basic parameters of the structural characterigtics of the relaionship between these
organisations and those in developing countries. They have begun to expand into developing
countries under particular historical circumgtances. It is not surpriang that the expanson of
internationa NGOs in the way we see now accompanies the process of globaisation. These
organisations represent different ideologies, ways of looking a the world, and discourses®* When
they come into developing countries they dly themsalves with some sections of that society. Through
that they strengthen them. Hence their role is paliticd in the sense that they become dlies of certain
types of socid and politica forces. We believe an analysis that takes into account these aspects will
throw more light on what these organisations are doing in developing societies.

NGOs form a part of the voluntary action in civil society. As we have pointed out earlier, the
beginning of civil society activism as we understand it today goes back to the last century. This
activism seems to have been widespread, capturing various sectors of the population. The
temperance movement dready mentioned in this paper drew in people from many walks of life. For
example the Hapitigama complex of temperance societies that was located in the Gampaha digtrict

“2 See Wickremasinghe, Nira, Humanitarian Relief Organisations and Challenges to Sovereignity:
The Case of Sri Lanka, op. cit., for an analysis of some of the organisations that operatein Sri Lanka
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just north of present Colombo didtrict “drew crowds of 20,000 or more to its meetings in this rurd
area a a time when population of Colombo didrict (excluding the municipaity of Colombo) was
little over 600,000."* Organisations like Socid Reform Association, Socid Service League,
YMCA and YMBA are some of the wel known organisations that operated a the city levd.
Palitica changes in the mid fifties that actudly saw the rise of Sinhda Nationadism to be the main
date ideology are traditionaly associated with five socid groups - Buddhist monks, Traditiona
Ayurvedic Physdans, Sinhala schoal teachers, workers and peasants. Although one might question
this interpretation in its nuances, these socia groups did play arole and each of them has a number
of organisations which represent their interedts.

The 1992-93 Fergusons directory™, from which one can get some indication of the density of the
civil society sphere in Sri Lanka, lists 613 organisations under the category of gpproved charities.
The organisations in the section entitled ‘Indtitutions includes those that can be categorised as
religious organisations; organisations linked to economic activities such as agriculture, industry and
trade; organisations linked to professons, socid welfare organisations; trade unions, vocationd
training inditutes, research inditutes and many other organisations linked to some specific activities.
This directory seems to cover a section of those organisations that are legdly congtituted and
therefore having some form of regidration under a law. Which means many organisations, for
example those that operate at village level, who are not registered in some form do not come into
this directory (in S Lanka one does not need any legd recognition or regigration for an
organisation to function. Even to get outsde funding through a bank it is enough to have a properly
gpproved conditution). But it helps us to get some idea about the variety of organisations that
condtitute civil society in S Lanka

It isinto this milieu of civil society activiam that foregn ad enters and gives a new meaning to some
sections of this civil society activism as promoters of various gods in development, human rights,
environment, etc. Thus the intervention of foreign aid congtructs a new discourse about NGOs from
a section of the civil society. The turning point of this development was somewhere in the mid
seventies. In fact this very word, NGO, emerged into prominence with the expanson of donor
activitiesin the country from thistime.

As any other organisation in civil society, these NGOs that have been strengthened with foreign ad
have very different histories, varying socid bases, represent various ideologies and interests and are
linked to various other actors in society, including the state. They represent a variety of socio-
politica forcesin society. Their higtoricd role is determined by what they do and do not do in the
context of various developments in society. Very often organisations identified by the single term
NGOs are found in opposing camps in deding with criticd issues in a country. Thus they cannot be
treeted as some sort of a paliticaly neutrd means of achieving various objectives. This could be
politicaly very dangerous, because this ignores the need to have better tools to understand the
broader historical role played by these organisations, athough we are bent on promoting them. This

“de Silva, K.M., A History of Si Lanka, op. cit
“ Ferguson’s Sri Lankan Directory 1992-93, 125th edition (published since 1859), Associated
Newspapers of Ceylon Limited



danger multiplies severdfold when the indrumentdist perspectives dominate when working in
societies where armed conflicts prevail.

If we accept this notion of NGOs as products of the historical processes of our societies we need to
begin an andyss of NGOs in the same manner tha we have anadysed any other organisation in
society, without confining ourselves narrowly to the objective of promoting them or confining our
discussons merdly to inquiries about whether they have achieved the objectives for which they were
set up and funded. If we do the latter, we get trgpped within the discourse of those bent on
promoting them and do not understand much about what they are actudly doing in our societies™
Probably the best place to learn about such away of looking at NGOs is by looking at how other
organisations of civil society have been andysed.

For example, if welook at the body of knowledge that we have about trade unions in Sri Lanka, it
tells us a lot aout ther higtory, their ideologica orientation, their politica affiliations, the role that
they have played in Si Lankan history, socid processes that helped in thelr emergence,
contradictions that they have faced now and in the padt, their externd linkages both ingde and
outsde the country, characteristics of their membership, the nature of the relationship between
members and |leaders, etc.

An example of this type of an andyss about a popular NGO in Si Lanka is provided by
Obeysekerain his andyds on Sarvodaya. This account is from a publication entitted Buddhism
Transformed - Religious change in Si Lanka® As the title indicates, it looks a some modern
transformations in the interpretation and practice of Buddhism in Sii Lanka The gtarting point of the
andyssis Si Lankan society. Sarvodaya is viewed as part of a series of changes to Sri Lankan
Buddhism in the course of modernisation and the emergence of a Snhda-Buddhist middle class. The
authors term this process as the emergence of ‘Protestant Buddhism'. Sarvodaya is seen as a
modern organisation that attempted to carve out a mode of development in keeping with Buddhist
doctrine and ethics. It is based on a populist notion of Sri Lankan villages. This notion idedises
certain features of village life that is supposed to have existed in the past. The authors show us the
origins, substance and contradictions within Sarvodaya in the context of changes taking place in the
Si Lankan society. The most important contribution of this type of andysis is its capacity to place
Sarvodaya in the higtorica trandformation of Sri Lankan society. The focus of the discussion is the
changes that took place in the Snhaa-Buddhist socid formation from the late nineteenth century to
the modern period. Therole of Sarvodayain Sri Lankan society isinterpreted within this context.

Thus the growth of these organisations caled NGOs within developing countries, and the entry of

“® For example, one can study an organisation promoting micro credit simply to find out how they have
succeeded in promoting and sustaining the supply of micro-credit to so-called beneficiaries. But if we
dispense with this language, which is so common in foreign funded projects, and look at the
relationship between the credit programme and the society at large, we might find that credit
programmes are actually promoting a certain class, strengthen certain caste organisations, are linked to
the patronage network of some politicians, etc. The latter type of discussion provides a better
understanding of what the credit programme is doing in a society than the former.

“®Gombrich, R. and Obeysekere, G., Buddhism Transformed - Religious Change in Sri Lanka, Princeton
University Press, 1988



internationd NGOs into these societies, demands a much more historically rooted analyss of these
organisations if we are to understand what their role is in these societies. If we are to develop this
type of an underganding of the NGO phenomenon it is dso extremdy difficult to generdise on a
globa scade. Sweeping generdisations are very common among those who look a NGOs from an
insrumentdist perspective. This is not only motivated by the interests of funders who keep on
making generdisations about the so called ‘Third World', but so perpetuated by consultants who
fly around the world without any serious understanding of the histories of developing countries. It is
necessary to do away with this form of an anayss and question some of the fundamentas of
neoliberdism if we are to understand better what the growth of the NGO phenomenon means for
developing countries.



List of Abbreviations

APC - All Party Conference

DDC - Digtrict Development Council

ENDLF - Edlam National Democratic Liberation Front
EPDP - Eelam People' s Democratic Party

EPRLF - Edlam Peopl€ s Revolutionary Liberation Front
EROS - Edam Revolutionary Organisation of Students
IPKF - Indian Peace Keeping Force

VP - Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna

LTTE - Liberation Tigers of Tamil Edam

MEP - Mahgjana Eksath Peramuna

MP - Member of Parliament

PA - People' s Alliance

PTA - Prevention of Terrorism Act

PLOTE - Peopl€ s Liberation Organisation of Tamil Edlam
SLFP - Sii Lanka Freedom Party

TULF - Tamil United Liberation Front

UNP - United Nationa Party

YMBA - Young Men's Buddhist Association

YMCA - Young Men's Chrigtian Association

51



Civil Society organisations of the ‘South’ relevant for the discussion in
Section 4 of the paper *

Centre for Society and Religion

Centre for Policy Alternatives

Centre for Women's Research

Ceylon Socid Inditute

Chrigtian Workers Fellowship

Citizens Committee for Nationa Harmony
Civil Rights Movement

Community Development Centre
Devasarana

Free Media Movement

Gampubuduwa

INFORM

Jana-awabodya Centre

Janodaya

Law and Society Trust

Marga Indtitute

Movement for Free and fair Elections
Movement for Interracia Justice and Equdlity
Movement for Defence of Democratic Rights
Mothers and Daughters of Sri Lanka
Muthurgawela United Peopl€’ s Organisation
Nationd Peace Council

Internationa Centre for Ethnic Studies
Kamkaru Sevana

People’ s Forum for Free and fair Elections
Rgjarata Sama Sevaya

Samadeepa Samga Kendraya

Sarvodaya

Sathyodaya

Socid Scientists Association
Socio-Economic Development Centre
Socio-Economic Training Inditute Kandy (SETIK)
Voice of Women

Wome for Peace

Women and Media Collective

Women's Development Foundation

* Thisis certainly a partid ligt. At present the Nationa Alliance for Peace seems to bring together

most of the groups who have joined together to campaign for a political solution to the conflict
through negotiations.
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