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The month of February is highlighted
by our annual commemoration of inde-
pendence from British rule, which by
extension meant the end of European
rule. All countries in this way left to
manage their own affairs by Europeans

cernible plural state
with a dominant
majority Sinhalese-
Buddhist population
of about seventy per
cent and a signifi-
cant Tamil minority
and a less signifi-
cant minority group of Muslims

It is timely to reflect what out leaders
have done since Independence toward
the goal of unifying this complex polity.
The process of natural social integration
has since diminished the gap between the
Kandyans and Low Country people.
Muslims had integrated fairly well with
the majority community. Christians and
Buddhists, too, integrated well despite
internal tensions.

Shyamon
Jayasinghe

richest civilisations of the world- the
Dravidian civilisation. For the most part
Southerners left the Tamil people to
themselves and assumed they were not
important or took them for granted or
treated them as a fly in the ointment.
How many of us have been to Jaffna? I
haven't. On the other hand, Tamils, too,
preferred to live inside walls.

The LTTE problem can be viewed at

three levels of analysis. The first and

most superficial level is the one that
regards the prob-

who once occupied
them, were at the time
of the colonial depar-
ture mere geographic
entities; not nations in

REFLECTION ON OUR
POST- INDEPENDENCE JOURNEY

lem as a mere
terrorist problem.
The second is to
regard it as a
demand for

the modern sense of
that identity. This had
been true of the then
'Ceylon'. Ceylon was not
a national entity. It was
left to its indigenous lead- |
ers to make Ceylon a
nation or a unity of peo-
ples of different groups.
At the time of the arrival
of the first European colo-
nial power, the Portuguese, this geo-
graphic entity was comprised of several
independently run political entities: the
Kotte Kingdom that had shrivelled badly
after Parakramabahu V1, Udarata that
later developed into the Kandyan
Kingdom, the Northern Kingdom of
Jaffna that successfully reasserted itself
after Parakramabahu V1, and the Vanni
run by chieftains who had only nominal
allegiance to the Jaffna King.

The unification process of the island
began with the Portuguese when they
tightened control over Kotte and when
they annexed Jaffnapatam in the year
1619. Since then Jaffnapatam was never
able to reassert itself as an independent
political entity. The Dutch and the British
continued the policy of treating
Jaffnapatam as a mere unit of a larger
political entity. This is one of the more
durable and positive contributions made
by Portuguese rule in Lanka.

The British had completed the political
unification process when they annexed
the Kandyan Kingdom in the year 1816.
However, the British created another
problem in its place by bringing in large
numbers of Indian migrant labour to
work in plantations during the decade
commencing from the year 1830. This
introduced a split in the demographic
body politic and added to the pluralism
already created by the Portuguese rule
when the latter had introduced the
Catholic religion to an island where
Buddhism and Hinduism held sway along
with a lesser group of Muslims who had
migrated to the island in the 14th century
for trading purposes. The Dutch brought
in the Protestant religion whereas the
British themselves brought in
Anglicanism.

At the time European rule ended in
February 1948, the island was a dis-

However, we failed to continue this
process of national integration due to our
signal failure to build a rapport with the
Tamil people-our most prominent minori-
ty. Sri Lanka's huge problem today
remains in this area. It is our great fail-
ure- area. Tamil people unlike other
demographic groups in the island, have a
close association with a particular geo-
graphic area namely the North and East.
This has helped create a sense of pride
and belonging in them in a way not true
of other minorities; adding to the fact
that they represent one of the oldest and

autonomy by the Tamil community. The
third is to perceive it as a failure in rap-
port- building between the Sinhalese
people and the Tamils. There is, of
course, the fact that the Tamil elite
exploited and manipulated inter-com-
munal differences to their own advan-
tage. Global leaders have eschewed treat-
ing the LTTE problem in a simplified
way as a mere terrorist phenomenon. It is
because the latter empathise with the
other two interpretations that they
demand a negotiated political solution.
The wide belief among these external
powers is that LTTE terrorism is an
extension of Tamil politics demanding
refusal to be subsumed under a Sinhala
majoritarian government at the centre.
From here on Sri Lanka is at the cross-
roads. The future direction of the country
would depend on the sagacity and toler-
ance of its leaders and of the majority

Sinhalese people m
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