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Abstract

Since the late colonial period, Sti Lanka has been subject to modern democratic state building
expetiments. The number of challenges this project has encountered is rising. Many of these chal-
lenges have been identified alongside the multi-ethnic character of Sri Lanka’s population, illumi-
nating the antagonistic inter-ethnic relations between the majority Sinhalese and the minority
Tamils. The various policy measures designed endogeneously and exogenously focused on build-
ing a democratic state where the rights of the ethnic minorities could be guaranteed. However,
the outcomes of these policy measures have not reflected this goal. These policy measures have
not sufficiently contributed to a guarantee of rights for ethnic minorities and paid ill attention to
numerous other tensions that are of a non-inter-ethnic nature in Sri Lanka’s state building pro-

)CCt.

By focusing on the broader state-in-society relations and privileging hegemonic formations in
Sinhalese politics through historical and contemporatry times, this thesis re-problematises the is-
sue of Sri Lanka’s state building. This thesis also aims to answer the following key questions:
what are the key hegemony building processes identified in Sri Lanka’s state building project?;
how do the dynamics in Sinhalese politics and the broader political and economic context influ-
ence these processes?; what were the main tensions between hegemony building and state build-
ing in Sri Lankar; and how did they affect democratic state building? These questions are exam-
ined by applying a qualitative method of inquiry. The data for this study has been collected
through a series of field interviews conducted in Sti Lanka in 2009 and 2011, as well as a prelimi-
nary literature survey conducted between 2005—07. The in-depth field interviews were carried out
with the aim of gathering primary data on the perceptions, first hand experiences and narratives
of the trajectories of elite and subaltern politics and state building. The primary data gathered
through an extensive literature survey that was further complemented with the field interviews
and a process of observation. Based on critical analysis of the data gathered from the above men-
tioned multiple sources, the research argues primarily that state building in Sti Lanka has been a
struggle for hegemony of the right, in which the Sinhalese political elites and the broader Sinha-
lese community have played a decisive and an equally important role.

The empirical inquiry identified four hegemony building processes — Sinhala-Buddhist nation-
alism, a political party driven and a patronage system institutionalised at the state level, and events

XV
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and discourses of war, peace and conflict that were used by the dominant Sinhalese political elites
in their attempt to build political alliances in order to obtain consent and legitimacy for their rule,
which essentially influenced the trajectories of Sri Lanka’s state building. The findings of this re-
search suggest that, due to the underlying principle of inequality and right-wing political ideolo-
gies present in the above hegemony building processes, the state building project has consequent-
ly been drifting away from the path of democratic state building and fermenting the conditions
for realising hegemony of the right.

The results of this study show several implications for state building at the scholatly and policy
level. At the scholatly level, it shows the relevance of examining politics as usual and politics tak-
en for granted. Further theoretically and methodologically this research shows the relevance of
enaging with class and the dynamics of class relations for the study of Sri Lanka’s state building.
At both the policy and scholarly levels, this study shows that in understanding the paths and di-
lemmas of state building, particularly in the contexts of civil war and post-civil war scenarios, it is
not only the much debated and antagonistic inter-ethnic relations that should receive attention,
but also the subtle hegemonic relationship formations and the hegemony building strategies tak-
ing place at the intra-ethnic community level. Last but not least, this study highlights the need for
re-examining policies aimed at state building by considering state—in-society relations in the
broadest possible manner, which is done by tracing the seemingly disconnected strategies that are
being pursued by the political elites under changing social, political and economic contexts in
both the local and global spheres.



Op zoek naar hegemonie: politiek en staatsvorming in Sri Lanka

Samenvatting

Er zijn in Sri Lanka sinds het koloniale tijdperk experimenten geweest op het gebied van moder-
ne democratische staatsvorming. Op dit gebied is sprake van een toenemend aantal uitdagingen.
Veel van deze uitdagingen hebben te maken met het multi-etnische karakter van de Sri Lankaanse
bevolking en vestigen de aandacht op de antagonistische inter-etnische relaties tussen de Singale-
se meerderheid en de Tamil-minderheid. De verschillende beleidsmaatregelen die van binnenuit
en van buitenaf ontworpen zijn, waren gericht op het vormen van een democratische staat waarin
de rechten van de etnische minderheden gewaarborgd konden worden. Dit doel kwam echter niet
tot uitdrukking in de resultaten van deze beleidsmaatregelen. Deze beleidsmaatregelen hebben
niet in voldoende mate bijgedragen aan het waarborgen van de rechten van etnische minderheden
en met deze beleidsmaatregelen is onvoldoende aandacht besteed aan diverse andere, niet intet-
etnische, spanningen in Sri Lanka’s project van staatsvorming,.

Dit proefschrift richt zich vanuit historisch en contemporain perspectief op de bredere relaties
tussen staat en samenleving en op de voorrechten verschaffende heersende formaties in de
Singalese politiek, en stelt daarmee het onderwerp staatsvorming in Sri Lanka centraal. Het doel
van dit proefschrift is ook om de volgende hoofdvragen te beantwoorden: wat zijn de voornaam-
ste processen die tot hegemonie leiden in het Sri Lankaanse project van staatsvorming? Hoe be-
invloeden de dynamiek van de Singalese politick en de bredere politicke en economische context
deze processen? Wat waren de belangrijkste spanningen tussen het opbouwen van een hegemo-
nie en staatsvorming in Sri Lanka? En welke invloed heeft dit gehad op de vorming van een de-
mocratische staat? Om deze vragen te beantwoorden is een kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethode toe-
gepast. De data zijn verzameld in een serie interviews in het veld die in 2009 en 2011 in Sri Lanka
zijn afgenomen, en ook door middel van een voorbereidend literatuuronderzoek dat plaatsvond
tussen 2005 en 2007. De diepte-interviews in het veld waren bedoeld om primaire data te verza-
melen over de percepties, ervaringen uit de eerste hand en verhalen over de weg die wordt afge-
legd door de elite en groepen met een lagere status op het gebied van politick en staatsvorming.
De primaire data zijn verzameld door middel van een uitgebreid literatuuronderzoek dat is aange-
vuld met interviews in het veld en observatie. Op grond van een kritische analyse van de data uit
deze verschillende bronnen wordt betoogd dat de staatsvorming in Sri Lanka gekenmerkt wordt
door een strijd om de hegemonie van rechts, waarbij de Singalese politicke elites en de bredere
Singalese gemeenschap een beslissende en even belangrijke rol hebben gespeeld.

Uit het empirisch onderzoek blijkt dat er vier processen zijn die leiden tot het vormen van een
hegemonie: Singalees boeddhistisch nationalisme, een door een politicke partij gestuurd en een
op patronage gebaseerd systeem dat geinstitutionaliseerd is op het niveau van de staat, en episo-
des van ootlog, vrede en conflict en het discours daarover, die werden gebruikt door de domi-
nante Singalese politicke elites in een poging om politicke allianties te vormen om toestemming
voor hun bewind te verkrijgen en het legitimiteit te verlenen. Deze processen waren van wezen-
lijke invloed op de staatsvorming in Sri Lanka. De resultaten van het onderzoek wijzen erop dat
het onderliggende principe van ongelijkheid en de rechtse politicke ideologieén die besloten lig-
gen in bovengenoemde processen van hegemonievorming ervoor gezorgd hebben dat bij het
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project van staatsvorming is afgeweken van het pad van democratische staatsvorming en dat de
juiste voorwaarden zijn gecreéerd voor een hegemonie van rechts.

De resultaten van dit onderzoek hebben verschillende implicaties voor staatsvorming, zowel
op wetenschappelijk als beleidsniveau. Wetenschappelijk gezien blijkt vit dit onderzoek dat het
relevant is om te kijken naar de dagelijkse politick en de politick als gegeven waar men niet bij
stilstaat. Daarnaast laat dit onderzoek in theoretisch en methodologisch opzicht zien dat het rele-
vant is om sociale klasse en de dynamiek van relaties tussen verschillende klassen in aanmerking
te nemen bij het bestuderen van staatsvorming in Sri Lanka. Zowel op beleids- als wetenschappe-
lijk niveau blijkt uit dit onderzoek dat voor een goed begrip van de processen en dilemma’s van
staatsvorming, vooral binnen de context van een burgerootlog en de nasleep daarvan, niet alleen
de veelbesproken en antagonistische inter-etnische relaties aandacht verdienen. Er moet ook ge-
keken worden naar de subtiele vorming van relaties en strategieén die gericht zijn op het bereiken
van hegemonie en die plaatsvinden op intra-etnisch-niveau binnen de gemeenschap. Ten slotte
benadrukt dit onderzoek dat het belangrijk is om beleid gericht op staatsvorming opnieuw te on-
derzoeken door op de breedst mogelijke manier rekening te houden met relaties tussen staat en
samenleving. Daarvoor moet gekeken worden naar de schijnbaar losstaande strategieén die de
politicke elites volgen in een veranderende sociale, politicke en economische context op zowel
lokaal niveau als op wereldschaal.



Introduction

1.1 Literature Review

...while we know a lot about state-building, there is still a great deal that we don’t know about state
building (Fukuyama 2004:17).

The concept of state is often perceived to be universally agreed upon and a fixed category in po-
litical analysis. Article 1 of the Montevideo Convention on the Rights and the Duties of the States
(1933) refers to the state as having a geographic sovereign, political entity with a permanent pop-
ulation, defined territory, government and the capacity to enter into relations with the other
states, with concepts themselves being defined under international law. Before the Montevideo
Convention, in 1919 Max Weber defined the state as a set of social institutions that claimed a
monopoly over the legitimate use of force within a given territory (1964:154). In addition to the
above widely quoted definitions, there are number of other definitions that are also used in litera-
ture, creating a considerable amount of disagreement and confusion about what the state and
state building actually mean, and what elements and processes it entails. Fukuyama (2011:81-0),
recently summed up the current body of literature on state building by identifying its factors, i.e.,,
social contract (Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau), irrigation (Wittfogel), population pressure
(Boserup and Malthus), war and violence (Charles Tilly) and circumscription (Robert Carneiro).
The relationship between these factors has shown different results in different contexts and
shaped its various successful manifestiations. Below are a few examples that capture these mixed
results, including the diversity of the problems involved and the complexities encountered in
state building in different parts of the world, a reality reflected in Sti Lanka’s state building expe-
rience.

While drawing attention to South Asia, a continent where the modern state emerged under the
influence of European colonisation, Bose points to a number of cases that highlight the non-
linear processes leading to state building, even within the same continent (2004). Further, Bose
and Jalal find that, although India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka were all formerly under the British im-
perial power, they show different patterns of political development and state building that was
shaped by uniquely local circumstances (2004:95). Similarly, Jeffrey Herbst, a political scientist
who has focused on Affrica’s experience with state building has argued that ‘the fundamental
problem facing state building in Africa, be they colonial kings, colonial governors, or presidents
in the independent era has been to project authority over inhospitable territories that contain rel-
atively low densities of people’ (Herbst 2000:11). By comparing and contrasting the expetiences
of state building in China, Europe and India, Fukuyama notes several unique factors underpin-
ning the processes of state building:

unlike China but like Europe, India’s institutionalization of countervailing social actors — an orga-
nized priestly class and metastacization of kinship structures into caste system acted as a brake on
the accumulation of power by the state...China’s default political order was a unified empire punc-
tuated by periods of civil war, invasion and breakdown, whereas India’s default mode was a disuni-
fied system of petty political units, punctuated by brief periods of unity and empire (2011:94).

1
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The above examples raise a few important issues relevent to contemporary debates on state
building. First, it is difficult to present generic claims on state building, including the definition of
state building and the aspects or variable matters for it to be successful. This in turn presents
other issues on the discourse of the state, amongst which is the ambiguity raised on whether the
very existence of the ‘state’ is important. Questions regarding whether there is actually an empiri-
cal reality or a phenomenon called the state exist, as well as whether the state is only an idea that
has given rise to the grander concept of state building. Is it a shadow of an ideal that exists? Oth-
er related questions are raised in this discourse. Migdal (1994) has suggested one way to get out of
this dilemma is by disaggregating the state and understanding the interactions between the differ-
ent elements that constitute it.

Despite these untesolved dilemmas raised on the very existence of the state (Redcliffe-Brown
1940:4-5, Abrams 1988:75) and the interesting arguments that have been presented for and
against giving primacy to the power of the modern democratic state (Foucault' and Arendt cited
in Edwards, Undated), grand plans aimed at state building continue to be unveiled. The most re-
cent plans were informed by the security dilemmas set in motion by the events of 11 September
2001.2 Post-9/11, exogenously imposed modern state building has become popular. These exog-
enous projects are mainly driven by a coalition of developed countries, such as the United States,
the United Kingdom and Western European countries. Constitutional and institutional reforms
or restucturing and market reforms are at the heart of these exogenously driven state building
projects. These plans are being implemented on an experimental basis in Timor Leste, Papua
New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Indonesian Papua and Melanesia. In addition, a mix of nation-
building and state building projects has been launched in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Haiti, Sierra
Leone and Liberia (Fukuyama 2011:x, Migdal 2004:20). In these projects, a clear distinction is
made between nation-building and state building, the former of which refers to the processes
leading up to the construction of a national identity, and the latter is referred to the building of a
functioning state. Yet again, in the literature, there is no conclusion about what ‘functional’
means. Furthermore, there is considerable disagreement over the degree of functionality needed
and the various measurements or yardsticks that are being used to analyse the functionality of a
state. In spite of the enormous intellectual and financial investment made on these projects, the
growing disagreements shows the inadequacy of the current understanding of state building, the
limited intellectual capacity to deal with the complexities surrounding state building and the suc-
cessful use of the unique mix of opportunities and challenges that are encountered in state build-
ing (Fukuyama 2011:17). Needless to say, these challenges and complexities are influenced by a
mix of internal and external factors. The latter seem to be related to the changing boundaries of
the global political map, which constantly shifts its focus depending on the degree that issues and
regions matter to the main drivers of the project (Fukuyama 2011:18). Reflecting on past failures
and emphasising the need for different, diverse, non-linear paths and giving primacy to endoge-
nous processes of state building, there is a recently renewed debate on state building.

A study of the state and state building in Sri Lanka has been a hot topic for academic research.
Many studies have focused on the issue of state building and have captured numerous manifesta-
tions, complexities and challenges specific to the Sri Lankan case.

Though scientific in nature, local studies on state building often appear to contain an element
of subjectivity. Local scholars, who were deeply involved in the discursive communities on state
building, find escaping the political reality of their surroundings challenging. One such scholar
who focused on the local actors remarked that a ‘critical look at Sinhala society would make me a
traitor among some Sinhalese. A critical look at the Tamil society would make me a racist among
the Tamils, but a darling among ultra nationalist sections of Sinhala’s...” (Perera 1995:81). This is
not just a Sri Lankan phenomenon; it is a situation applicable more widely to South Asian schol-
arship. Ludden (2002:4) has remarked that in South Asian scholarship, in general for local intel-
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lectuals at least, embracing politics in one form or another is considered a professional responsi-
bility of citizenship.

Literature on state building in Sti Lanka has relied on various approaches and the topic has
been examined under a number of subject areas, but, as Uyangoda has pointed out on the general
situation of social science literature (2010: 67), literature on state building also suffers from poor
theoretical and conceptual experiments. This has led to several limitations in our understanding
of the complexities and issues on state building in Sri Lanka.

This weakness in theory and theoretical experiments has developed a tendency to apply stand-
ard mega theories and dominant liberal approaches to the study of the state and state building in
Sri Lanka. With regards to the latter, the general decline of Marxist influence is especially note-
worthy. Since the 1960s, there has been a decline in the influence of Marxist politics in the na-
tional political field, which can also be observed internationally since the fall of the Soviet Union
in 1989. The decline of influence at the domestic and global level is an important factor when
explaining why liberal approaches to the state and state building have gained momentum. The
works of Sunil Bastian, Newton Gunasinghe and Kumari Jayawardena are a few exceptions. De-
clining enthusiasm for Marxist State theory in Sri Lanka also seems to correspond with other de-
velopments in the international political and academic arenas. Two of these developments were
internal to the Marxist theory of state and the others related to specific theoretical developments
during this period (Jessop 1990:2). The failure of international academia to distinguish between
Marxist politics and the Marxist epistemology, as well as the emergence and influence of right-
wing hegemonic coalitions in global and local politics heavily advocating liberal theories of the
state (i.e. Institutionalist and Pluralist approaches) are significant developments in this regard

(Jessop 1990).

Other tendencies suggest that scholars take a keen interest in addressing a wide range of issues
and aspects concerning state building, ranging from formal to informal structures, cultures, prac-
tices and processes, which Almond together referred to as the elements of a political system
(1960:3—4). In addition to prominent political scientists who claim the study of the state as the
primary object of their research, scholars from history, anthropology, economics, geography, law
and sociology have taken an equal level of interest on this subject.

The literature survey of this research suggests that political scientists have dominated the study
of state building in Sri Lanka. Their primary interests have been chronicling, interpreting major
political events and studying the degree of functionality of democratic institutions. This orienta-
tion has left a few gaps in the literature, such as a failure to link the micro and the macro picture.
This could also be due to the dynamism in electoral politics and elite politics that often capture
the limelight of scholarly discourses and the general public. Previously, as mentioned briefly,
studies of state building have been done by social anthropologists. The culturalist, society centric
and micro-political approaches they employ greatly help to fill in the gaps left by political scien-
tists. The links between cultural transformation, state (institutional) transformation, functions and
inventions of religious rituals, and cultural symbolism in electoral politics have caught their atten-
tion. With the intensification of the ethnic conflict, their work seems to have increasingly leaned
towards investigating the processes of cultural hegemony building by the Sinhalese and examin-
ing the phenomenon of the Sinhalese-Buddhist hegemonic state. Some critics point out that the
ethno-centric orientation of their work as one of the causes of the advancement of ethnic essen-
tialism in studies on Sri Lanka (Hennanyake & Hennanyake, Undated).

In addition to the political scientists and the anthropologists, there are a few scholars who
have taken an interdisciplinary approach to this subject matter,> which this research intends to
pursue further. Their works are more promising for understanding the contextually grounded
complexities and unpacking the wide range of issues and challenges in Stri Lanka’s state building
project.
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1.1.1 Scholarship on Sri Lanka

The challenges involved in Stri Lanka’s state-building experience have been somewhat addressed
in the scholarship on Sri Lanka’s state building. The ‘Subaltern studies project’ associated with
the works of Partha Chatterjee, Sudipta Kaviraj, Ranajit Guha, Gayathri Spivak and Edward Said
(Ludden 2001:2), carried out by a group of elitist intellectuals, seems to have had a significant in-
fluence on scholarship on Sri Lanka. This project, initially conceived in India in the mid-1980s,
had a noteworthy impact on studies of post-colonial state building, making Sri Lanka a fascinat-
ing case study. The project’s influences can be traced in the works of scholars of cultural studies
and social history (Wickramasinghe 1995, Ismail & Jeganathan 1995, Abeysekara 2002, Ismail
2005; De Mel 2007). Directly and indirectly, their work had shed light on various aspects and
challenges on state building. Importantly, taking inspiration from the works of Foucault, Scott,
Gramsci, Derrida and Thompson, their works have partially addressed the issue of hegemony
building within the realm of state building. Following the main ideas of the Sublatern project,
some of these scholars attempted to subalternise elitist understandings of concepts such as dom-
ination, subordination, hegemony, resistance and revolt. In doing so, they were able to bring at-
tention to the everyday politics of the subalterns (also identified as those who live in the margins
of society and power) as a crucial element for understanding the nexus between hegemony build-
ing in the cultural domain and state building.

By the late 1990s, the Subaltern school had lost its academic momentum in India. Regional re-
search was becoming more hybrid with growing internal criticisms and breakaway politics from
its core group (Ludden 2001: 26). This had an influence on local subaltern followers, leading to a
decline in the explicit use of the subaltern approach. Further, the blurring boundaries between
the politics of subalterns and elites* seemed to have consolidated this decline. Since the 1990s,
the importance attached to state institutions by the hegemonic forces in the local and internation-
al elitist ruling class further diluted the influence of subalterns in politics. As a result, the im-
portance assigned to the subalterns in state building became less important for elitist academic
proponents. Finally, the decline of the influence of the subaltern approach in Sri Lanka’s studies
also seemed to have been exacerbated by tensions developed in the regional politics between In-
dia and its smaller neighbouring countries. Due to India’s meddling in Sri Lanka’s internal politics
during this period (Wickramasinghe 2006:238-9), criticisms were levelled against ‘anything Indi-
an’ by the vocal ‘nationalists’, and the possible dangers of being labelled as a collaborator or con-
spirator of Indian hegemony building projects may have contributed to the decline of this influ-
ence. However, with the granting of universal suffrage in Sri Lanka in 1931, the political power
assigned to the subalterns, who constitute the majority of the total population in formal demo-
cratic processes, and their importance in politics and political analysis remained highly valid.5
Against this backdrop, the subaltern approach that primarily dedicated attention to exploring dif-
ferent dynamics and factors related to the subalterns and their politics remained valid.

Since the late 1980s, another important factor behind the decline of the subaltern approach
was the heavy inroad made by international (mainly European) scholarship on Sri Lanka. The
structural-policy-issue orientation of European scholarship from this period took a keen interest
in Sri Lanka’s constitution, institutions and markets (Ludden 2001:27), slowly causing the demise
of the subaltern approach. Also, a large portion of research funding on the state in Sti Lanka
since this time has come from the West. As a result, local scholarship has been trapped in crite-
rias set by Western funding agencies, whose primary focus is on elite-oriented approaches to the
study of the state. Further, these funding agencies became heavily reliant on outside expert
knowledge and local followers of knowledge traditions were propagated by the outside experts.
As a result, the subalterns or the politics of the subalterns received an immaterial place in scholar-
ship and their relative worth as an object of inquiry declined; in such an environment, subalterns
becoming ‘footnotes’ was unavoidable. On the one hand, this development created a distance
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between the scholars and the subalterns and, on the other hand, the policies they contributed
created an additional distance between the subalterns and the political elites. Interestingly, at the
same time, these specific developments seemed to have closed the distance between the political
elites and the intellectual elites. All the above led to the usefulness of a ‘unique’ subaltern ap-
proach to the study of the state being questioned, at all levels of scholarship.

In addition to the influence of the subaltern project and its approach, there have been consid-
erable contributions made by numerous other scholars, who have continuously paid attention to
the complexicities of Sri Lanka’s state-building experience; a majority of these scholars are British
and American. As far as the British scholars are concerned, their inerest in Sti Lanka can be at-
tributed to the fact that, for a long time, Britain was the European Centre for Sti Lanka studies
(Rogers 2005:8). As far as the American scholars are concerned, their interest can be easily at-
tributed to the spark ignited by Indologists, who undertook academic studies on the history of
culture, language and literature on the Indian subcontinent, as a subset of Asian studies.

The strength of the overall scholarship on Sri Lanka’s state building is that there have been
occasions of clear exposition of certain trends in Sri Lanka’s state-building project. This is partic-
ularly notable in the international scholarship. However, this international scholarship also de-
notes the culmination of several fixations. In the beginning, there was an element of the ‘Occi-
dent’s passion for the Orient’. After the Second World War, the scholarship reflected a neo-
colonial knowledge-production project, more recently the aggressive persuasion of neo-liberal
economic agenda by powerful global political-economic actors, so attention turned to ethnic
strife and violence. Last but not least, on a positive note, the equity and growth debate conceived
in the 1980s focused extensively on the links between economic reform and distributional conse-
quences; the political reactions to these reforms has sparked considerable attention and made an
important contribution to debates on Sti Lanka’s state building (Dunham and Jayasuriya 2000:
97).

1.2  The Setting and Justification

Since the late colonial period, Stri L.anka has been a subject to modern democratic state-building
experiments, despite a large number of challenges. Many of these challenges are identified in the
process of state’s institution building, the character of the population and the ways in which poli-
tics operate in the society. Of particular significance though is the ethnic categorisation intro-
duced during the British colonial period and the dominance of ethnic identities in Sti Lanka’s na-
tional politics.

At present the total population of Sri Lanka is approximately 21 million. The majority Sinha-
lese constitutes 82% of the total population, whereas the Sri Lankan Tamils constitutes 4.3% of
the total population. In addition to these two main ethnic groups, Indian Tamils constitutes
5.5%, Muslims 7.9% and others 0.7% (http://www.statistics.gov.Ik).

There is a significant cultural difference between the Indian and the Sri Lanka Tamil popula-
tion. Sti Lanka Tamils claim to have their origins in the island, whereas Indian Tamils were
brought to the island during the British colonial petriod. The latter group was primarily brought to
work in the plantation sector. As a result, until today, Indian Tamils are mainly concentrated in
the hill country areas, where the tea plantations are located.

Among the Sinhalese and the Tamils, two separate caste systems are practiced. Compared to
neighbouring India, these two caste systems are considerably less rigid. The Sinhalese caste sys-
tem constitutes of only a few caste groups, with the Goyigama (cultivator caste) occuping the su-
preme position; Goyigama constitutes more than 50% of the Sinhalese population. However,
Goyigama caste members who originated in the upper country and are of Kandyan aristrocratic
origin claim to be superior to Goyigama of low country origin. Although these differences seem
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subtle, in politics and everyday affairs, such as when seeking a marriage partner, they play an im-
portant role. In addition to the Goyigama caste, there are number of subcastes associated to re-
gional origination (i.e., along the division between upper country and low country, the latter rep-
resenting the southern part of Sri Lanka). In the Sinhlaese caste system, in addition to Goyigama,
Karava (fisher), Salagama (Cinnamon peelers) and Durawa (coconut cultivators and toddy tap-
pers) are a few subcastes found throughout the southern regions.6 In national politics, due to
Britian’s support for an expansion in Stri Lanka’s economics, Goyigama’s supreme position was
challenged by Karava and Salagama caste members, who came to be known as the new rich in the
country. In the history of political party development, especially the founding of the main two
Sinhalese political parties — the UNP and SLEFP, this distinction has played a major role and re-
sulted in a number of tensions and family rivalries that influenced the setting of Sri L.anka’s na-
tional political scene, and historical and contemporary paths of state building.

Among the Sri Lankan Tamils, there is a caste difference between those living in the northern
and eastern part of the country (IDSN 2008:3). In both of these regions, the Vellala caste (farm-
ers) occupies the highest rank in the Tamil caste hierarchy. Regardless of the orchestrated unity
the northern and eastern Tamils achieved during the ethnic conflict, the underlying caste tensions
and the domination of the Eastern Tamils by the Northern Tamils has been an issue in Tamil
political relations. The split that occurred in the LTTE in 2008 led to the creation of two factions,
one under the command of Prabhakaran from the northand the other under Colonel Karuna
from the east, and is suspected to have links to the differences detailed above.

The Muslim population in Sti Lanka is believed to have arrived on the island during medieval
times; their origins are traced to the spice, ivory and gem trade (Ali 2001:1). They consist of two
sects — Shia and Sunni — with the majority, Sunni, concentrated in the eastern province. In addi-
tion, there is large concentration of Muslims in the north-eastern province and the Kandyan hill
areas. The expulsion they faced in 1990 by the LTTE from the northern regions resulted in mass
displacement, as well as a closer relationship between the two groups (Nesiah, www.groundviews.
org/2010/citizens-commission). Despite occasional outbursts of violent incidents, at present,
Muslims have a relatively cordial relationship with the Sinhalese, although the political relation-
ship between the Sinhalese and the Muslims is heavily dominated by the Sinhalese. In addition to
the significant role they play in regional politics in the eastern province, since the early 1990s,
Muslim political leadership has played a significant role in national politics. Similar to Sinhalese
and Tamil political representation based on ethnic identities, Muslims are also represented
through a few political parties primarily founded on the Muslim identity. These parties ate dedi-
cated to the social, economic, cultural and political upliftment of the Muslim population. Muslims
in Sri Lanka speak Tamil, a language they share with the Tamil community. Nevertheless, a ma-
jority of Muslims are also fluent in the Sinhala language.

In terms of the main religions practiced in the island, 76.7% of the population is Buddhist,
7.8% are Hindu, 8.5% are Muslim and 7.0% are Christian (http://www.statistics.gov.lk). Among
the majority Sinhalese, 69% are Buddhist and the rest are Christian. Buddhists on the island are
followers of the Theravada tradition, the orthodox school of Buddhism that has its literary tradi-
tion in the Pali language (Pieris 2006:336). The Sangha, a Buddhist priestly order in Sri Lanka, play
a dominant and important role in national politics. Among the Tamils, the majority is Hindu;
there is a small percentage of Tamils (and Sinhalese) who are Christian.

The geographical distribution and concentration of these communities has a significant impact
on the island’s electoral politics. 90% of the Sinhalese are concentrated in the southern, western,
central and north central parts of the country (Pieris 2006:342) (see Appendix 1 for the map of
Sri Lanka). However, since the 1930s, as a result of state-sponsored peasant colonisation projects
in the eastern part of the country, together with an equal percentage of Tamils and Muslims,
there is currently a significant percentage of Sinhalese (25%) who live in the eastern part of the
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island (Department of Census and Statistics 2007:16). From time to time, artificial demographic
changes and changes made to the electoral boundaries by the ruling Sinhalese political elites in
this area have caused political tension among these three communities; this is especially the case
in the Trincomalee district, the capital of the eastern province.

The majority of the Tamils live in the northern part of the country, although there are a num-
ber of small concentrated pockets of Tamils in other parts of the country. The capital, Colombo,
is significant in this regard. However, the actual percentage of Tamil habitants residing in Co-
lombo is disputed and a politically sensitive matter. The majority of Muslims live in the eastern
province. However, due to war-induced conditions, such as mass displacement and several waves
of migration related to trade, a considerable percentage of the Muslim population lives in other
parts of the country (i.e. central, north-western and western provinces) (Pieris 2006:342). As far
as the provincial distribution of the population is concerned, the western province records the
highest percentage of the population with a figure as high as 5,865,000. Second to the western
province is the north-western province, recording a population of 2,342,000. This is followed by
the southern province, which has recorded 2,494, 000 of the total population. It is important to
note that, in these three provinces, Sinhalese constitutes the higest percentage of the total popula-
tion.

Given the importance of ethnic and religious identities in Sri Lanka, there is hardly any data
available on the class composition of the population. Further, since 1977, with the opening of the
economy to the forces of globalisation and the emergence of many new types of occupational
categories that struggled to find their place in the four basic classes rigidly defined in the tradi-
tional Marxist class schema also had made class an analytical category difficult to reconstruct.
However, an observation made on to the obvious socio-economic backgrounds of the popula-
tion suggests that the majority belong to the lower-middle class or below. In this citcumstance a
detailed analysis of data on the labour force, which is often categorised by different economic
sectors can be useful starting point in any attempt towards reconstituting a class schema. For ex-
ample, sectoral wise, 36% of the working age population is engaged in the agriculture, whereas
40% are in the services and 23.6% are in the industrial sector (www.statistics.gov.1k).

Sti Lanka has also been expetiencing an interesting trend in its population growth, which has
had some significance for the island’s politics. These trends have had a significant impact on the
country’s economic performance, as well as on its inter-ethnic relations between the Tamils and
the Sinhalese. In this regard, the high population growth experienced in the 1940s is of signifi-
cance. In the economic spehere, the population growth rate in this period was considered to be
an important pillar of the welfare state policy pursued in the country. From 1975-99, the average
population growth rate was estimated to be 1.4%. From 1999-2015, population growth rate is
projected to be 0.8% (Pieris 2006: 7). In 2001 alone, the average population growth rate was es-
timated to be 1.0%.

As presented above, the population in Sti Lanka is diverse in many different ways. However, it
is correct to suggest that, more than a cause of unity, this diversity has caused major political ten-
sion. This is mainly due to the politicisation of these diverse identities by the political elites, who
only seck short-term political goals that primarily satisfy their power interests. This is especially
applicable to the Sinhalese political elites and the Sinhalese majority who dominate the political,
economic and cultural scene in the country. Given this background, it is accurate to state that
these tensions and the ways in which narrowly defined identity politics have been practiced by
the political elites have impacted the different trajectories of state building in Sri Lanka.

Since the late colonial period, Sri Lanka has been subject to modern democratic state-building
experiments, principally in the electoral political arena due to the deliberate attempts taken by the
Sinhalese political elites in state power for the politicisation of diverse identities; the number of
challenges that this project has encountered is staggering. Despite various underlying tensions
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and conflicts beween rival elite groups, the early consolidation of elite solidarity and hegemonic
tendencies in politics and the various policies and strategies pursued by the dominant Sinhalese
political elites with a view of political alliance building with the majority Sinhalese subalterns are
of significance. Moreover, the resistance this direction of Sinhalese politics faced from the minor-
ity communities, especially from the Tamils, which eventually led to an ethno-political conflict
and a twenty-five-year-long civil war is another specific challenge worth highlighting.

Apart from internal political issues, for those who take a critical stance on the links between
colonial intervention and the complexities of Sri Lanka’s state building, the tensions created by a
western-liberal framework of governance (in particular the Westminster style of parliamentary
democracy that was imposed by the British) is being identified as one of the major initial causes
for the political tensions (Spencer 2008:619). As an exogenous framework of governance, the
Westminster style of patliamentary democracy has been criticised for aiding the tyranny of the
majority in a multi-ethnic society. Further, it has also been criticised for providing very few safe-
guards for protecting minority rights. By using the Foucauldian understanding of the term gov-
ernmentality David Scott offers a critical view on the various policy and institutional measures
exterted by the British colonial rule in the guise of democracy and sovereignity that led to many
of the challenges in contemporary politics in the country (1999). The lack of competency
amongst local political and administrative elites, the continued persuasion of state and political
power by playing identity politics, the lack of political agency amongst the rest of the population
and the difficulty faced by the local elites in obtaining broad-based support from the masses for
political institutions have also been cited as other factors responsible for the failure of democratic
state building in the entire region (Bose 2004:111). It has also been argued that the above charac-
teristics are not only identified in Sri Lanka, but that the entire South Asian region has established
weak democracies and weak developmental states (Shastri and Wilson 2001: 6).

Since 1983, with the escalation of the civil war between the government forces and the LTTE,
Sri Lanka became a case study and a laboratory for peace-building-cum-state-building endeav-
ours. These projects have been both endogenous and exogenous in nature. The proposal to es-
tablish District Development Councils (DDCs) is an early example of an endogenous plan, ex-
perimented from 1971-81 (Matthews 1982:1118; Wriggins 1982:171; Hellmann-Rajanayagam
2009:78). It was neither successful in establishing a strong democratic state nor facilitated a polit-
ical framework for state power sharing among the competing ethnic communities. Among the
notable exogenously inspired experiments aimed at state-(re)building, India’s involvement in Sti
Lanka from 1987-91 is the best. India’s involvement in Sri Lanka was facilitated by an executive
agreement called the Indo-Lanka Accord of 1987, signed between Indian Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi (later assassinated by the LTTE) and Sri Lankan President ]J.R.Jayawardena. The main
goal of this agreement was to establish a system of Provincial Councils that would allow a greater
share of political and administrative power at the provincial level (Shastri 1992: 723; Hellmann-
Rajanayagam 2009:78).

Likewise, from 1994-2000, the intermittent phase of Norwegian mediated political negotia-
tions carried out between the LTTE and the GOSL is of special significance (Schaffer 1999: 131—
4; Uyangoda & Perera 2003). Several plans unveiled during different phases of the negotiation
process, such as the World Bank-led plan named ‘Regaining Sti Lanka, the Vision and Strategy
for Accelerated Development’ unveiled in 2002 (Government of Sti Lanka 2002), the UN, WB
and ADB steered ‘Triple R framework’ (2002) that targeted Relief, Rehabilitation, Reconciliation
and Socio-Economic Development in the Conflict-Affected Areas of Sri Lanka and the Post-
Tsunami Operation Mechanism (PTOM) proposed in 2005, are other examples of recently
launched exogenous inspired state-rebuilding plans. It is important to note that these plans were
strictly defined within the framework of ethnic conflict settlement. As well, they were deliberately
oriented towards addressing major issues of governance, decentralisation, power sharing, democ-
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racy and human rights in the country. The external character of these plans and the suspicions
raised on the possible damage they could cause to Sri Lanka’s sovereignity, as often suggested by
hardcore Sinhala nationalists, played a major role in discouraging international involvement in Sti
Lanka (Goodhand 2010:342). Given this situation, from time-to-time the political elites in state
office were keen to introduce local initiatives. The All Party Representative Committee (APRC),
initiated by the Rajapakse Government in 2006 and still continuing, is the most recent example of
such a local endeavour. Although the process of APRC does not have much credibility among
civil society and the international community, as Sinhalese hardcore nationalists back it; critics
suggest that APRC is only reasserting the Sinhalese hegemonic state (Edrisinha 2008, video inter-
view available on www.groudnviews.org; Wickramasinghe 2008:197, 2010:160).

At the end of the civil war in May 2009, the current President Rajapakse embarked on a new
path of state-rebuilding (Wickramasinghe 2009:1045—46). This new initiative is officially linked to
a manifesto named ‘Mahinda Chinthana; Emerging wonder of Asia, vision for the future,” un-
veiled in 2011. It is presented as an indigenous model of state building. It promises to revive the
indigenous culture, establish the ancient glory of Sri Lanka and a locally conceived economic
plan. The latter guarantees Sti Lanka’s self-sufficiency in food (http://www.treasury.gov.lk).” Be-
sides the renewed role assigned to the old actors in the new architecture of state-rebuilding, i.e.,
the Sangha, this new path for post-war state building has also brought new actors into the lime-
light of the politics of state building, among which the military elites and the intellectual elites is
especially significant. By bringing these actors to the forefront of national politics, the present
state-building project has been able to empower as well as disempower different groups in society
(Wickramasinghe 2010:160), among the disempowered, Sti Lanka civil society is of special signifi-
cance. Meanwhile, the integration of the military elites has given a new face to the Sri Lankan
post-war state-building project, denoting a civilian-military or semi-military state (Rajasinghe-
Senannayake 2011). While the majority of the Sinhala-Buddhist population in the southern part
of Sti Lanka has embraced this new architecture of post-war state-rebuilding with pride and prej-
udice, it is being resisted and challenged by the Tamil minority community and Western coun-
tries. These two groups of actors, as well as a few dissident groups from the Sinhalese communi-
ty, continue to demand the inclusion of a plan for reconciliation and accountability for human
rights in the new state-rebuilding project. The continued expressions of dissatisfaction and the
legal opposition sought by the Tamils living abroad to the new state-building project pursued by
the political elites (i.e., the Rajapaksa government) have become an integral part of Tamil Diaspo-
ra politics.8 Despite the many concerns that have been raised by certain forces in the local and
international political spheres, there are no signs of halting or reversing the process. Meanwhile,
within the Sinhala and Tamil community, those who do not approve and resist the current path
of state building pursued by the Sinhalese political elites in state power are being suppressed by
the state through coercive force and extra-legal measures.

Against this backdrop, the research questions posed in this study attempt to identify the ten-
sions in democratic state building in Sri Lanka. The findings of this research can contribute at
three levels. First, it can help provide a better understanding of the dynamics and the complexi-
ties of state building in multi-ethnic communities in general and in Sri Lanka in particular. Sec-
ond, it will also help to better prepare policy-makers on current and future challenges in post-civil
war contexts, where complex interactions between state building, hegemony building and politics
run the danger of tilting towards authoritarianism and open predation. Third, by calling direct
attention to class and dynamics in class relations that often get obscured and coopted by ethnic
identity politics and political party politics, this research will widen the theoretical and methodo-
logical scope of the socio-political studies on the Sri Lankan state.
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1.2.1 A Statement of the Problem

State building is a topic that continues to attract the interest of researchers worldwide. Since the
Congtress of Westphalia in 1648 laid the foundation for the contemporary nation-state, important
aspects and processes from institutional and constitutional elements of state building have been
examined. Migdal (2004: 40) has suggested three components that are important for state build-
ing: relations of states to their populations on the input side; creation of intra-state coherence;
and a relationship between states and their population for the delivery of services. Other theories
and models of state building have also proposed several elements for the facilitation of a success-
ful path of state building. The OECD/DAC guidelines of 2008 and 2011, the works of the Over-
seas Development Institute in London (ODI) and the World Development Report of 2011 of
the World Bank have added a few more elements to this list.” The analytical and explanatory
power of these frameworks and the theories underpinning them varies across different and di-
verse cultural, political contexts and geographical continents. Yet, despite the marked differences
in terms of historical experiences and social-cultural cosmologies of communities living around
the wortld, European-inspired models of state building have been continually exported to the rest
of the world. This is a topic that is extensively discussed in post-colonial studies (Jalal 1995; Shas-
tri & Wilson 2001; Sharma & Oomen 2001; Bose & Jalal 2004). What is forgotten when implant-
ing Buropean liberal and democratic state-building models in former colonial territories is the
unique historical and cultural contexts in which European state building occurred over decades
(Fukuyama 2007:13). Although, direct western European colonialism is over, residues left by the
western inspired state building models of the late twentieth century have had a profound impact
on their former colonies (Shastri and Wilson 2001:2). Today, they have given rise to many hybrid
states,!0 where elements of the modern (capitalist) and traditional organisation of communities
and methods of governance interact with each other. Besides the many other compelling issues
unique to these territories and communities, the hybridity itself has posed interesting challenges;
state building in Sri Lanka illustrates this scenario.

The foundation of colonial state building in Sri Lanka was laid during the British colonial pe-
riod (1815-1948). This phase of state building was different from the state building project pur-
sued by the local elites in the post-independent era. However, the use of coercion and domina-
tion in alliance building can be cited as the most favoured and common strategy opted for during
both of these phases of state building. In Sri Lanka, prior to the British, the Portuguese (1505—
1658) and the Dutch (1658-1798) had a presence on the island. However, compared to the Brit-
ish, the contribution of Portuguese and the Dutch for colonial state building in a systematic
manner was insignificant.

In 1931, the British granted universal franchise to the island’s population, an important mile-
stone in local political development that had a direct influence on the trajectory of democratic
state building in subsequent decades (Wilson 1988:11; Wickramasinghe 1995:229-306; Spencer
2008:613;). Throwing new light on the colonial liberal democratic practices and tools, such as the
much celebrated Universal Franchise, Scott argues it became a form of organising colonial power
and a form of demonstration of colonial political rationality aimed at producing effects of coloni-
al rule (1999:25). Before this important landmark in political history, in 1815 modern state build-
ing in Sri Lanka was shaped by forging the administrative unification of the previously separately
administered regions. In particulat, the idea of a unitary and centralised state (as opposed to de-
centralised state), which was pursued by the dominant Sinhalese political elites in the post-
independent phase of state building, is rooted in the above. Besides the structural and the institu-
tional foundations laid during the British colonial period, factional local elite politics have played
a significant role in shaping the trajectories and experiences of Sri Lanka’s state building project;
elite factionalist politics is believed to have its impetus in this institutional design created by the
British. Despite the numerous conflicts amongst local elites during the independence movement,
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indicating the differences between various elite groups in terms of ethnic, caste, religious and re-
gional backgrounds (Roberts 1979; Jayawardena 2002), they were successful in forging a united
front (De Silva 1987:222; 2007:1, DeVotta 2005:142). However, this unity was short-lived. Some
argue that the divide-and-rule policy of the British, among other factors, was the impetus for
causing the elites’ disunity in this period (Wickramasinghe 2006:150). After independence, in the
struggle for political domination and power, the underlying differences and tensions between the
elites intensified. The strategies the elites devised to establish their political domination and to
capture state power not only mobilised the masses in their favour, but was also used strategically
to obtain loyalty, support and the consent of the masses for their rule. These strategies further
emphasised the differences between the groups (ethnic and otherwise) and most importantly di-
verted attention and energy from state building to hegemony building. As much as the strategies
they used, the conflicts among the elites and the conflicts they ignited among the population de-
railed any attempt made towards democratic state building (Shastri and Wilson 2001:6). This
transformation came at the cost of a developmental state (Thiruchelvam 1984:192) and further
encouraged and intensified elite conflicts, as the capacity of state capital accumulation that could
have been used to build alliances by easily dispensing material incentives to the masses continued
to be reduced. Overall, the strategies the elites devised led to enduring ruptures and fissures in
the foundation of a post-independent phase of democratic state building.

These early developments and other social, political and economic developments in the sub-
sequent period exposed a number of tensions between the state building and hegemony building
that was attempted through coalition building by the political elites. Politics became dominated
by the Sinhalese elite faction of the ruling class and attempts at consent building through strate-
gies of manipulation and coercion were dominant. Given the numerical strength of the Sinhalese
as the largest ethnic majority, coalition building with the Sinhalese community and the nature of
the strategies used by the Sinhalese political elites, i.e., using and abusing state power, was of cru-
cial concern for the minority communities. The direction of coalition building between the Sinha-
lese elites and the Sinhalese masses negatively impacted the political and economic aspirations of
the minority groups and their hopes of building a democratic state where their aspirations, rights
and the needs would be duly accommodated.

Even before independence in 1948, these hegemonic tendencies were evident (Wilson 1988:7)
Early signs of these political tendencies and the subsequent conflicts can be explained by the di-
vide-and-rule policy practiced by the British, the role the British colonial played in Sinhalese na-
tional affirmation and officially establishing the uniqueness of Sinhala civilisation, as well as re-
maining closed to the political demands of minorities, are notable examples (Wickramasinghe
20006:149-50). These practices and policy measures paved the way for open elite conflicts over
domination and hegemonic control of the new state-in-the-making. Over time, these conflicts
undermined the functioning of the liberal democratic institutional structure established by the
British (De Votta 2005:152).

Elite political in-fighting over political domination and securing legitimacy among the majority
lower-class masses gave impetus to new, but short-sighted, political strategies that shaped Sri
Lanka’s state building project (Shastri & Wilson 2001:6). On the one hand, these strategies sought
to build political alliances with the masses of lower class background in the petiphery to win elec-
tions and defeat rival elite groups. Setting the political aspect aside, some scholars have offered
explanations for these strategies by placing them in the broader context of Sti Lanka’s economic
development and rural poverty (Pieris 1978:611-2; Dunham 1982:46).1' Given the volatility of
the political and economic conditions that the elite conflicts took place in, it seems that, at the
beginning, the elites favoured political strategies of consent and consensus building. During the
first three decades after independence, the elites who assumed state power seemed keen to pur-
sue their power ambitions by following democratic values. Nevertheless, when and where the
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strategies of consent building failed, use of force and threat of the use of force against those who
did not comply with the elites became the preferred direction of politics; the latter tendency is
widely visible in the late 1970s. Against the backdrop of the above two dimensions, this research
finds that the overall political strategy pursued by the political elites gradually slid into a project of
‘hegemony building’. Regardless of the various justifications offered by the elites on the numer-
ous strategies they pursued, taken together, this research notes that these strategies laid a founda-
tion for the specific direction of elite and national politics, i.e., hegemony building. For example,
the elites use of identity politics, encapsulated in Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and the repeated
promises made to establish a Sinhala-Buddhist state, are good examples that illuminate the cul-
tural aspect of hegemony builing that was being sucessfully injected into the state building pro-
ject. Given the Sinhalese political elites” domination in national politics and in state power, these
strategies and forrmulas bred tension, particulatly amongst the minority communities. The Tamil
community particulatly felt this tension, embarked an armed conflict and a civil war. It is unnec-
essary to emphasise the tension this brought on the state building project.

The evolving political relationship between the Sinhalese political elites and the Sinhalese
masses began to be marked by a number of other developments, amongst which was the emez-
gence of an ethno-religious state that crystallised the Sinhala-Buddhist identity as the most pro-
found (Brow 1990, 2009:311; Abeyratne 2008:394). This direction of state building largely played
on the alliance building between the Sinhalese political elites and the Sinhalese majority, as well as
the marginalisation and persecution of the minority communities in Sri Lanka. The nature of this
alignment of political forces led to resistance, dissidence and opposition, especially from the Sri
Lankan Tamils. During the later colonial period and the first few decades after independence,
resistance to this direction of politics and state transformation was not expressed and challenged
by not only Tamil elites but also the political elites representing other minority ethnic groups
(Thangarajah 2003:17). However the Sinhalese political elites were able to assimilate the non-
Tamil dissident forces by employing various strategies, including granting political and state pat-
ronage through devising and (ab)using numerous state policy measures. For example, there were
various concessions and patronage!? offered to the Muslim political elites and representatives of
the Indian Tamils. As for the Eurasian population,!? the political elites encouraged outmigration
to far away destinations, such as Australia, or simply assimilated them into the Sinhalese state
through language legislation (i.e. Sinhala Only Act 1956). Such were the hegemonic ambitions of
the Sinhalese elite faction that it was unwilling to settle simmering issues about political power
sharing that existed before independence. In 1937, rejection of a legislative proposal made by
G.G.Ponnambalam, a Tamil political elite served in the national legislative council, that demand-
ed 50:50 representation of the Sinhalese majority vis-a-vis the minority groups in the national leg-
islature is one good example in this regard (Wickramasinghe 2006: 144).

In the eatly 1970s, the dominance of Sinhalese political elites was confronted not only by the
Tamils, but also by radical youth groups from the Sinhalese community. This period saw two op-
positional struggles waged by Sinhalese youth, anti-bourgeoisie and anti-elite. Further, these
events also called the elites” hegemony building strategies into question. The anti-state struggle
was first launched as an armed insurrection in 1971 and again in a different political context from
1987-91. During both these events, the ruling Sinhalese political elites used coercive force to im-
pose its will; the number of Sinhalese youth who were killed during these two events is still un-
known (Moore 1993:593).14 In 1972, another struggle was launched by the Tamil youth, which
over decades was to transform into a sophisticated military movement demanding a sepatate state
(Uyangoda 2003:55). Again, it was continually suppressed using the military might of the state
(Hoole 2001: x). These events transformed the image of Sri Lanka from a successful model of an
emerging democracy in the 1960s to one of a hegemonic and brutal state (Kapferer 1988:29). As
one scholar remarked, ‘Sri Lanka is arguably one of the most violent of modern states” (Kapferer
2001:33).
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For all the progress that has been made in understanding the complexities and challenges of
state building in Stri Lanka, there are still gaps left in the literature, which are especially noticable
when exploring the links between hegemony building and state building. Further, there is a signif-
icant gap left in identifying the tensions between the elites’ hegemony building and democratic
state building. It seems that the common practice of over-reliance on binary inter-ethnic frame-
works (Sinhala-Tamil) to unpack the state, giving primacy to cultural-ideological differences be-
tween the Sinhalese and the Tamils (Kearney 1985; Brow 1988; Tennakoon 1988; Kapferer 1988;
Jayawardena 2003) has been a barrier in detailed exploration of the above linkages. Though the
dominant ethno-centric framing and ethno-centric theorisation of Sri Lanka’s socio-political his-
tory and the state building has a relevance to the case of Sri Lanka, it has done little to illuminate
the nexus of hegemony building and state building. A lack of attention to class and class-political
struggles are significant in this regard. By capturing the wide range of processes and elite political
strategies that are of non-inter-ethnic nature, one can examine what changed the trajectories of
state builing in Sri Lanka. Given the numerical strength of the Sinhalese in an era of representa-
tive democracy, and their prolonged domination of the national political scene and state powet, it
seems important to pay attention to the motivations, causes, patterns of relationship formation,
alliance building and coalition formation among the Sinhalese majority, which has significantly
contributed to the post-independent phase of state building.

The body of literature on state building in Sri Lanka also tends to focus on high politics and
on elite politics. Though there is a substantial body of literature in political science, political soci-
ology and anthropology that argues taking ‘everyday politics’, “politics as usual’ and politics of the
margins seriously (Chomsky & Foucault 2006: xiv; Migdal et al. 2007), mainstream literature on
Sri Lanka’s state building has not contributed much in this direction. Though the analysis of the
role of elites and the formal political processes in the post-independent phase of state building
has currency in Sti Lanka, a context where a formal democracy still functions, albeit with many
challenges, the electoral fate of the political elites still depends on the subalterns’ political behav-
iour (ie. voting). Therefore, the subalterns and their politics in the forms of participation and re-
sistence deserve detailed attention. In particular, a study of elite strategies that aims to overcome
and diffuse sublaterns’ resistance, incorporate the subalterns into mainstream politics, to address
and manipulate the sublaterns’ struggles for upward social and economic mobility through formal
and informal means and the subaltern’s participation in these strategies and processes would be
important so that subaltern politics can be understood. In the case of Sti Lanka, where the major-
ity of the voter base constitutes Sinhalese of lower class background who live in rural areas
(World Bank 2011),!5 away from the centre of national political decision making, an understand-
ing of the ways in which they engage in national politics through everyday politics and how they
are being integrated into the national politics dominated by the Sinhalese political elites are im-
portant aspects to focus on. In other words, this research suggests that, for understanding state
building that was subsequently juxtaposed and taken over by elites’ hegemony building, the poli-
tics of the subalterns is important, as much as the elite politics. Understanding the underlying pat-
terns and ways in which the hegemonic political relationship between these two groups is formed
under changing local and global political and economic conditions is important for the study of
state building.

Against the above gaps, by answering the following research questions, this thesis sets out to
build on the existing body of literature and fill the gaps in the current literature on state building
in Sri Lanka.

1.3  Research Questions

1. What are the key hegemony building processes identified in Sri Lanka’s state building project?
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2. How does the dynamics in Sinhalese politics and the broader political and economic contexts
influence these processes?

3. What were the main tensions between the hegemony building and state building in Sri Lanka?

4. How did they affect democratic state building?

1.4 Central Thesis Statement

“The state building process of Sri Lanka has been a struggle for establishing the hegemony of the Right,!¢ a
type of politics that rejects individual and social equality, opposes social integration of marginal-
ised groups and appeals to xenophobic tendencies and engages in political projects to achieve it,
in which the Sinhalese political elites and the broader Sinhalese community have played a decisive and an
equally important role.’

1.5 Theories and concepts

State building, hegemony and state-in-society models are used as key concepts for the analysis of
data collected for this thesis. In the following section, an outline of the basic definitional under-
standing of these concepts and the main theoretical underpinnings of them are discussed.

1.5.1 State building

There are different approaches and assumptions that underpin understandings of the state that
also inform and influence understandings of state building. These theories range from Liberal to
Marxist approaches, and from institutional, economic or developmental to cultural theories of the
state (Jessop 1990:21—4; Migdal 2001:236-50).

A simple and narrow definition of state building would suggest a process of (exogenous and
endogenous) interventionist strategies that are used to restore or rebuild institutions and apparat-
uses of the state. Hence, Fukuyama’s famous reference to state building as a process by which
new governmental institutions ate created and existing ones strengthened (Fukuyama 2004:17).
Compared to Tilly, on a somewhat milder note, Fukuyama emphasised two dimensions and func-
tions of the state and the effectiveness of state institutions. His definition covered important di-
mensions, but it still fell short when illuminating the interconnections between the state and soci-
ety. As reminded by Tilly, state building is not always an innocent process, but, more importantly,
a result of coercion and the use of coercive power by internal and external actors to create new,
or strengthen, governmental institutions that facilitate the processes of war making, state making,
protection and extraction. All are important ingredients of state building and functions of the
state (1984:15), an aspect reflected in Migdal’s work (2001:11). Considering the strengths of Mig-
dal’s approach, which finely blends the important works on state building (i.e. Fukuyama, Tilly,
Weber), this research refers to state building to denote the various dynamic formal and informal
processes and the shifting linkages between the state (or state institutions) and society (Migdal
2001).

1.5.2 Hegemony

In Prison Note Books, Gramsci used hegemony to talk about a wide range of issues pertaining to
Italian history, politics, intellectuals, philosophy, literature and cultural problems (Hoare & Now-
ell-Smith 1971). Though the notion was originally used in a context of advanced capitalism (Hall
1996:416; Urbinati 1998:373), its applicability is now widely recognised in post-colonial contexts
(Mouffe 1979:1; Sen 1988:32) and it is especially applicable in situations where state building pro-
jects are dominated by one political group.
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In Sri Lanka, the term ‘hegemony’ or ‘hegemonic state’ is often used to refer to the ethnic and
cultural dominance that has been exercised by the Sinhalese over the Tamils. Unfortunately,
however, it is applied more as a catchword and in a limited sense. Contrary to this dominant
practice, in this thesis the concept of hegemony is used to examine a series of multifaceted, inter-
linked, subjective and structural processes that go beyond inter-ethnic relationships. This thesis
aims to unpack a variety of the processes used for state building within the Sinhalese community
that go beyond inter-ethnic relations. For an analysis of the circumstances leading to the hege-
monic alliance formation between the dominant group (Sinhalese elites) and the subordinate
groups of the hegemonic project (Sinhalese community), an application of the concept of he-
gemony allows the researcher to supersede the previous narrow inter-ethnic analysis of relations
between Sinhalese and the Tamils that limited the potential detailed analysis of intra-Sinhalese
political relations and class relations that have shaped state building in post-independent Sri
Lanka.

There are many interpretations of hegemony. Initially, Gramsci used the term hegemony to
weave his theory of politics and state.'” The supremacy achieved through domination is what
Gramsci called ‘hegemony’ (Hoare & Nowell-Smith 1971:12). The underlying message is that the
ruling class cannot rule through force alone, but needs ideas as well (Bates 1975:352). In addition,
the hegemonic relationship between the dominant and the subordinate groups is established by
the former winning active or passive consent of the latter. In this sense, hegemony is reached
when political leadership is achieved through the consent of the led, a consent which is secured
by the diffusion and popularisation of the views of the ruling class (Bates 1975:352). Gramsci
states that this consent is driven historically by the prestige (and consequent confidence) that the
dominant group enjoys from its position and function in the world of production (Hoare &
Nowell-Smith 1971:12). Further, when theorising civil society (within the hegemony theory),
which Gramsci referred to as all the ‘private organisms’, for instance churches, parties, journals
and media, he noted the importance of the role of intellectuals for hegemony building. The role
of intellectuals is described as molecular fashioning of the social and political consciousness of
the dominant class among the led (Bates 1975:353). In light of the role of the intellectuals, Gram-
sci stated that a failure to create hegemony is the failure of the intellectuals. In such a circum-
stance, the dominant class (political class) opting to use force and coercive apparatuses of the
state will be observed.

The processes of domination that leads to hegemony coordinates the interests of various
groups and the life of the state as a whole, in the course of which the political, intellectual and
moral leadership of a particular historical bloc with a ‘collective will’, that is also called the ‘the
national popular’, gets established (Hall 1996:423). Once hegemony is established, it can be seen
in the intellectual, political, economic, cultural and moral life of the population. Gramsci also
identified another step in the hegemony-building process, i.c., the formation of common sense
among the subalterns. Common sense is comprised of the diffuse and uncoordinated features of
a general form of thought, common to a particular period or a popular environment (Gramsci
1971:330n). Further, he argued that, despite the fact that common sense is neophobic and con-
servative, common sense also has a healthy nucleus of good sense that deserves to be made more
unitary and coherent, as opposed to a chaotic and fragmentary nature (Gramsci 1971:328). In
Gramsci’s words:

Its most fundamental characteristic is that it is a conception which, even in the brain of one individ-
ual, is fragmentary, incoherent and inconsequential, in conformity with the social and cultural posi-
tion of those masses whose philosophy it is. At those times when a homogeneous social group is
brought into being, there comes into being also, in opposition to common sense, a homogeneous -
in other words coherent and systematic — philosophy (419).
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By drawing attention to the concept of common sense, Gramsci draws a clear distinction be-
tween feeling, knowing and understanding — three important attributes that he finds lacking
among subalterns already exposed to the hegemonising process (Patnaik 1988: 2).

Given the fragmented nature of Gramsci’s work on hegemony, since his death there have
been many different interpretations of it offered by scholars. Although they capture different as-
pects of the term, there has been no clear consensus on the distinction between domination and
coercion, which are the two important ways in which supremacy of a social group or class could
manifest. Hegemony is the element of domination exercised through intellectual and moral lead-
ership. In practice, it is difficult to keep these two sources of power completely apart from each
other. Any cursory look at the context of state building in Sti Lanka suggests that there has been
a simultaneous application of domination and coercion. The former is applied to gather support
and secure allies for the hegemony-building process, often by manipulation of the potential forc-
es in the society, while coercion is used to suppress oppositional forces. In this sense, when un-
derstanding hegemony building, paying attention to the elements of coercion and manipulation is
equally important. Further, understanding the potential and space for resistance and non-
compliance, which is often dealt with through force, is important.

Using Hall’s work on hegemony as a theoretical concept (1996:424) when refering to hegemo-
ny in this research, the following theoretical points are useful to remember:

(1) Hegemony is a particular, historically specific and temporary moment in the life of a society based
on a particular constellation of social forces. It is a rare moment in history and is unlikely to persist
forever as it needs to be actively constructed and positively maintained;

(2) It is a multi-arena and multi-dimensional phenomenon that needs to be constructed using a varie-
ty of subordinated alliances at the same time. In other wotds, the construction of hegemony requires
mastery, which is created through winning a substantial degree of popular consent across the society
as a whole; and

(3) Hegemony is a representation of many social entities and does not belong to only one, such as the
ruling class. It constitutes a historical bloc led by one class or by dominant faction that exercises its
leadership over subaltern and dominated classes and wins them over with specific concessions and by
compromises.

In the case of Sri Lanka, the tactics of manipulation and granting concessions has mainly been
applied to the Sinhalese majority, whereas coercion was largely applied to the oppositional Tamil
forces or to deal with periodic oppositional forces from the Sinhalese community. In the post-
modern capitalist state setting, it is observed that consent is often being obtained without obtain-
ing consensus, a strategy favoured by a dominant class whose primary interest is to keep society
as fragmented as possible, which is wholly applicable in the context of Sri Lanka. In such a sce-
nario, various ideologically motivated strategies can be employed to retain compliance and dis-
courage effective challenges to the political and the economic system (Caroll 2006:9).

In this research, the term ‘hegemonic state’ is used to denote a situation in which the entire
realm of the state and its apparatuses are controlled by one dominant alliance (in the Sti Lankan
case, the Sinhalese political elites) who have obtained spontaneous, active and passive consent
from subordinated groups or from an alliance of forces (the Sinhalese community) through a se-
ries of processes and strategies of manipulation and using force through domination of structural
and super structural conditions. When applying hegemony to the case of Sti Lanka, several limita-
tions can arise. First, there is the difficulty of distinguishing between political and civil society.
This could also raise a dilemma as to what criteria should be applied to make this distinction.
Second, in hegemony theory there is a tendency to overlook the subtle ways that coercion and
force are utilised by political society, as there are instances where coercion and force is embedded
in the strategies of manipulation. Therefore, it is not necessarily the obvious use of force, which
often entails the use of the military to carry out violence. In the case of Sri Lanka, digging deeper
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into the events and processes of indirect force and manipulation is required. This suggests the
need for theorisation of violence based on a more philosophical and ethical understanding.

1.5.3 State-in-Society Model

To examine state building, this thesis applies Migdal’s approach to the state and state building.
This is considered to be a middle-level theory and its strengths lie in its capacity to situate the
state (as a unique phenomenon) within a specific historiography where the interaction between
the state and society can be examined (Migdal 2001). This is not too different from Gabriel Al-
mond’s view of the ‘state’, which he called ‘the political system’ (1965). Despite differences be-
tween Migdal and Almond in their use of terminology, they both offered a broad understanding
of the state and state building. The way Migdal conceptualised state and society by making a
thread between these two entities also complements Gramscian theory of hegemony, where polit-
ical and civil society is brought closer to each other (1971). Besides these points of confluence
and the complementary nature of the works of Gramsci and Migdal, this research applies the
state-in-society model to capture the dynamics of power relations that are located in the struggles
for domination and resistance by the two entities that constitute the realm of state and state
building.

In the state-in-society model, the state is defined as a field of power, marked by the use and
threat of violence and shaped by the image of a coherent and controlling organisation in a territo-
ty, which is a representation of the people bounded by that tetritory and the actual practices of its
multiple parts (Migdal 2001:15-16). The state is constructed and reconstructed, invented and re-
invented, through its interaction as a whole and its different parts. Importantly, it is not a fixed
entity — its organisation, goals, means and partners and operative rules change as it allies with and
opposes others inside and outside its territory. In other words, the state continually evolves or
continually morphs (Migdal 2001: 23).

The state-in-society model emphasises processes of domination and change, and emphasises
how power can be located in multiple locations. A focus on these processes allows the research
to pay attention to the ongoing power struggles over rules that govern everyday behaviour be-
tween the stable and shifting coalitions of power. ‘Processes’ in this model denote politics; in
simple terms, politics is understood as the process that decides who gets what and how (Left-
witch 2004). Although Migdal does not explicitly use the word ‘politics’, the processes of domina-
tion and change he refers to are essentially political processes concerned with the ‘power dynam-
ics’ that defines the rules of the game. These dynamics determine the way societies and states
create and maintain distinct ways of restructuring day-to-day life and the rules that govern behav-
iour. Importantly, they also determine who benefits and is disadvantaged by the rules, and what
rules unite and divide societies. At the subjective level, they also reveal the shared meaning that
people hold about their relations with others and their own place in the world, which this re-
search finds to be an important aspect for the study of state building.

Unlike dominant structuralist approaches, the state-in-society model draws attention to the
role of human agency in figuring out rules and patterns of domination and subordination, and in
constantly challenging and changing them (Migdal 2001:11). It is the nature and outcome of these
on-going struggles that give societies their distinctive structure and character (Migdal 2001:12);
therefore, since state and society are mutually constitutive, these processes also give the state a
distinctive character. This understanding enables one to trace the nature of any individual state in
a highly contextualised manner with attention paid to its unique complexities and the complexici-
ties of the general political context. By applying this model, this research intends to allocate equal
attention to the dominant forces, as Gramsci assigned to the political society (state), the dominat-
ed and the ways in which political and non-political society interact and connect with each other.
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In this model, it is not only the institutions and the rules — formal and informal — but the im-
age and practices of the state that are important elements. In the state-in-society model, image
and practice encapsulate ‘the field’, which highlights relationships in a multidimensional space in
which the symbolic is just as important as the material. It assumes every field is a site of struggle
over the definition of legitimate principles of divisions of the field. The field therefore actually
becomes a ‘field of power’. When applied to the case of Sti Lanka, as much as the state building
processes can be located in the material realm, it is also in the perceptions, discourses, symbols,
rituals and images that are being used from the past and reinvented under new circumstances to
be planted in the minds of the society that matter. Further, given the difference between the writ-
ten rules and practices of the state, the emphasis paid in this model on these two aspects is help-
tul so one does not lose insight, particularly when interpreting field data.

Image and practice can act in unison, but also take divergent paths; sometimes, they overlap
and reinforce each other, at other times they are contradictory and mutually destructive (Migdal
2001:106). In general, image (which accommodates perceptions) of the state is a dominant, inte-
grated and autonomous entity that, in a given territory, controls all rule-making, directly through
its own agencies or indirectly by sanctioning other authorised organisations that do not abide by
the circumscribed rules, such as businesses, families and clubs (Migdal 2001). Besides territorial
boundaries, image encompasses other boundaries (i.e. social and political), separating state from
non-state or private actors and social forces (Migdal 2001:17). Through image, the state is often
separated from other entities, as well as elevated above them. Sometimes, the image promoted
may only signify a particular set of interests. Therefore, state as the general representation of the
commonality of people, deriving from their underlying connections, is challenged (Migdal
2001:17-18).

From time to time in Sti Lanka, particular images of the state have been elevated by the domi-
nant forces to promote their interests. The various manifestation of the image of the state, such
as a Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic state, ethnic state, violent state and, more recently, security
state, are useful examples in this regard. The image and the perceptions deliberately promoted or
organically conceived by various practices (of coercion and domination) gives rise to numerous
struggles. Further, these practices are often pitted against the image of the state (Migdal 2001:19).
Through routine performances by state actors, state agencies and their various practices (symbol-
ic) the chosen image of the state can either be reinforced or weakened (Migdal 2001:18). In both
cases, the threat or actual use of violence is readily applied in situations of non-compliance (Mig-
dal 2001). Multiple sets of practices can be carried out with certain alliances and social forces,
sometimes going beyond official laws and regulations.

In this model, domination is an important element of understanding the state. To understand
domination, analysis is proposed at two levels — a corporate unified level and a disintegrated level.
To understand these two processes, it is essential to examine the reinforcing and contradictory
practices and alliances in the disparate parts of the state (Kohli & Shue 1994:294). This research
finds that the paradoxical quality of the state and its understanding of its dual terms of domina-
tion and change are crucial to any study of state and state building. Importantly, by highlighting
the duality and the contradictory quality of the state, the state—in-society model challenges the
dominant image painted by other approaches on the state (i.e. in general, the structuralist and his-
torical-institutional approaches and, in the case of Sri Lanka, the inter-ethno-centric approach).
These approaches tend to conceal the vulnerabilities of the state and, in the state building project,
the dominant actors in it. The duality emphasised in the state-in-society model is extremely useful
in understanding the seemingly scattered strategies separately employed by the dominant political
elites, as well as finding the underlying thread of unification that these strategies represent. In the
case of Sri Lanka, the struggle for hegemony of the Right is identified as the underlying thread of
unification.
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1.6  Analytical Framework
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The analytical framework of this study is built on Gabriel Almond’s functional approach (Al-
mond et al. 1960, 1966, 2004, 2007). His framework has helped to comprehensively capture the
connections between the various processes and actors concerning state building in Sri Lanka. By
highlighting these elements, this research was able to situate Sri Lanka’s state building in its his-
torically specific context.”” Further, this framework is quite useful for systematically organising
and processing the complex data gathered on various processes of state building.

Opverall, two main categories of processes used for state building have been identified: consent
building and coercion oriented. Under these two main categories, four main processes of hegem-
ony building are identified. In the main chapters of this thesis, these four main processes are dealt
in a greater detail by capturing the answers to research questions 2, 3 and 4.

To understand the processes used for state building, locating the main actors who patticipate
in these processes is important. In this framework, these actors are depicted in circles. The larger
circles in the center of the framework denote the main actors, Sinhalese elite’ faction (identified
as the main hegemon group) and the smaller circles connecting the main circle depict the other
sub-actors supporting them. The main circle in the middle to the right connecting the Sinhalese
elite faction depicts another main actor, the Sinhalese community. The main relationship between
these two forces is identified as consent building. In the case of Stri Lanka, three main consent
building processes are identified: Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism; patronage politics at the political
party level and in the state institutions level (depicted in middle square in the diagram); and
events and discourse making on conflict, war and peace. These are depicted in three squares,
connecting the two main circles. In the following chapters, by using the state-in-society model,

these three processes are elaborated on in an attempt to find answers to research questions 1 and
2.
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In this study, the hegemonic state is identified as the main goal pursued with the input of mul-
tifaceted processes. In Almond’s framework, such inputs ate categorised along formal and infor-
mal levels (Almond and Powell 1966:17). In the case of Sti Lanka, the boundaries between the
formal and informal are blurred; therefore a clear depiction of formal and informal mechanisms
was not pursued. However, in the main empirical chapters, the embededdness of formal and in-
formal character of the processes is discussed.

The arrow connecting the middle upper three circles and the circle of the Sinhalese elite fac-
tion denotes the relationship of coercion. However, it is important to note that the relationship
of coercion is not limited to these two groups, but is also applicable to the other actors in this
diagram. Considering the degree of prominence that these two processes have with the different
actors identified in this diagram, the relationship is depicted where it is comparatively prominent.

By taking the main actors, alliances (hegemons and subordinate groups), goals, internal and ex-
ternal political and economic contexts, consent building oriented and coercive relationships and
the processes related to them, and the relationship they have with the hegemonic state, this thesis
used this model to answer research questions 3 and 4. In the chapter concerning summary and
conclusions (Chapter 06), they are discussed further.

1.7  Methodology

This research is a qualitative inquiry. Qualitative inquiries are conducted through an intense or
prolonged contact with the field. Qualitative research methods are also designed to help re-
searchers understand people and the social and cultural contexts within which they live (Kaplan
& Maxwell 1994:30). Therefore, it allows the researcher to generate an understanding of a phe-
nomenon from the point of view of the participants and its particular social and institutional con-
text. Compared to quantitative methods, by placing the local actors as the centre of analysis, this
research was able to gain important locally grounded insights on the subject matter. As Borlan
(2001:6) reminds us, given the nature of data that is descriptive and interpretative, the data collec-
tion of this research had to be given primacy when examining individuals, groups and certain
phenomenon in detail. The nature of this research required the exploration of such dimensions to
answer the main research questions that have been posed. These dimensions largely belong to the
subjective aspect of human action that can only be captured through a qualitative inquiry and a
qualitative data collection method. As Patton states, ‘qualitative data describes. They take us, as
readers, into the time and place of observation, so that we know what it was like to have been
there. They capture and communicate someone else’s expetience of wotld, in his or her own
words (2002: 47).

1.8 Data Collection Methods

The data for this research was collected using multiple methods, constituting an extensive litera-
ture survey to gather documents written on the social-political history of the country, field inter-
views (January 2009—April 2009) and a process of field observations and reflections (January
2009-April 2009, May 2005-November 2007 and January—February 2011). Since the nature of
the subject matter is highly contentious, highly debatable and can lead to numerous controver-
sies, a multiple method approach was used in an attempt to build a more comprehensive and crit-
ical understanding on the area of inquiry, to validate and cross-check the data that has being
gathered through variety of sources and methods. In this research, same epistemic value was as-
signed to all the data collected through these different methods and different sources.
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a) Literature Survey

The data for this study was mainly obtained by consulting documents written on the socio-
political history of the country. These documents covered standard academic texts as well as ‘gray
literature’. They constitute of locally and internationally published official reports (i.e, Central
Bank reportts, Reports from Ministries and Government Departments, Reports compiled by the
World Bank and United Nations) and unofficial documents and reports of Non Governmental
Organisations, Local and International Think Tanks, personal memoirs of political actors, politi-
cal party phamplets, election manifestos, opinion polls and internet blogs. The academic texts
collected and consulted for this study represent a range of subject areas in the field of social sci-
ence, namely; history, sociology, cultural and social anthropology, political science, economics,
administrative science, cultural and conflict studies. The wide range of documents collected dur-
ing the phase of extensive literature survey was reviewed before, during and after the fieldwork.
The phase of document collection conducted while in the field enabled to access certain types of
literature, mostly written in the local languages that were not available in the Netherlands. For
this purpose, the researcher visited several libraries in the Kandy and Colombo Districts, includ-
ing the main library of the University of Colombo, the University of Peradeniya, the Ceylon
Room of the library of the University of Peradeniya and Colombo, the libraries of the Interna-
tional Centre for Ethnic Studies in Colombo and Kandy,the Library of the Social Scientists” As-
sociation, the Regional Centre for Strategic Studies, the Nadesan Centre, the Marga Institute and
the National Archives. In addition, the researcher also collected literature from two libraries be-
longing to two political parties and one alternative newspaper.

Due to the partly historical nature of the research, collecting and reviewing documents provid-
ing historical details of Sri Lanka was important. Such documents, especially those written before
1983, were collected during the above mentioned local library visits. By incorporating such mate-
rials the contribution and influence the subaltern academics have made in shaping the debates at
provincial and village level politics were previledged. By so doing the researcher made an extra
effort to strike a balance between the mainstream and the marginal. In addition, this phase of the
literature survey was used to collect data on sensitive issues (such as corruption, military and pa-
ra-military affairs) that were impossible to collect directly from the respondents in the course of
the interview process.

In addition the researcher also conducted an extensive web-based survey to obtain data from
e-based newspaper archives (ie. www.infolanka.com, www.theacademic.org, www.
lankanewspapers.com, www.colombopage.com) and scholarly and semi-scholary literature pro-
duced by civil society organisations and local and internationally recognized think tanks
(www.groundviews.org; www.wsws.org; www.transparency.org). Data on topics such as political
corruption and post-war political developments that were difficult to gather through interviews
were collected from these sources. E-based newspaper archives of The Sunday Times, Ravaya,
The Sunday Leader, the Sunday Observer, Dinamina and Divaina were consulted.’? Three of
these newspapers are English language newspapers and the other three are Sinhala language
newspapers. These newspapers are generally considered as national newspapers, whereas Ravaya
and the Sunday Leader are considered as radical and alternative newspapers. In Sri Lanka, politi-
cally unbiased newspapers are rare. Many of them are used by the political elite groups in state
power and in the opposition to orchestrate the views of the political parties they represent. The
major newspaper establishments in Sri Lanka are either owned by the political parites (ie. Upali
Newspaper Inc. by the UNP) or by the government (usually orchestrating the views of the gov-
ernment of the day). Given this background, to ensure a balanced representation of these politi-
cally biased print media sources, a cross-section of the newspapers associated with different polit-
ical parties was used to triangulate the data.
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The data gathered from all the above sources were assigned the same epistemic value. Last not
least, these sources helped gain insights into various discursive practices and discutsive narratives
on Sti Lanka’s socio-political history and on their political actors and to gain a critical perspective
on the subject matter.

b) Interviews

In order to fill the gaps found in the literature survey and also to gather data that were undocu-
mented for personal and political reasons, twenty-six semi-structured in-depth interviews were
carried out. Potential respondents were identified during the first year of the study. The selection
process involved a purposeful sampling of information-rich cases. Information-rich-cases are
those that can offer substantial information about central issues of the inquiry and that can be
helpful in gaining in-depth insights rather than empirical generalisation (Patton 2002:240). In this
research, these twenty-six respondents were selected based on their expert knowledge of state
building, politics and their direct and high level of involvement and contribution to Sri Lanka’s
political scene. Further, given their everyday engagement with the local reality and the locally
grounded insights on the issues of state building and on the various debates concerning state
building, the personal-political narratives they shared became an important and valuable source
of data collection. Moreover, the majority of them has firsthand experiences working with the
political regimes of the country and knew the political leaderships of these regimes in official and
personal capacities. Having held important portfolios in the state institutions and civil society ot-
ganisations, they were able to share information that was mostly undocumented. As shown in
Appendix 2, the majority of the respondents represent more than one occupational category.
Some of them have fluid political party affiliations. Given the multiple identities, expert
knowledge and direct experiences as members of a several discursive communities, the infor-
mation they shared on the subject matter were valuable.

The questions asked of the respondants were designed to explore their views on the historical
and contemporary views on state building and politics in Sri Lanka, and to capture the various
junctures, their and other’s opinions on debates, perceptions and interpretations of politically sig-
nificant events. The respondents were given the opportunity to express his (or her) ideas freely. A
set of sub-questions that emerged from the main conversation were further probed to gather de-
tailed information and insights on particular aspects. Although the order of questioning varied,
the same sets of questions were asked to all respondents.

Each interview was scheduled as 90-120 minute sessions, though some took longer. On two
occasions, the respondents were met with more than once because the first interview could not
be fully completed due to the respondent’s other commitments. In each interview, the first ten
minutes were spent introducing myself, the researcher.

To avoid extensive debates on terminologies, the researcher allowed the respondents to use
his (or her) own terminologies when answering the questions, seeking clarification of what they
meant in the information and concrete experiences that they related to the researcher. By apply-
ing an interpretative approach, the researcher was able to immerse better in the respondents’
world.

About 70% of the interviews were conducted in English, because of the researcher’s lack of
knowledge of the Tamil language, but also because of the respondents’ preference to speak in
English. A few preferred to speak Sinhala. This flexibility was important to help the respondents
articulate their views more effectively. Since language has been an important cause of the ethnic
conflict in Sri Lanka and an integral element that has helped to define the nature of the state, ne-
gotiating the language to be used at the beginning of the interviews also helped me to gain trust.
This also avoided any misinterpretation of the data and getting lost in translation.
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At the time of the fieldwork, security conditions were such that a majority of respondents re-
quested not to tape record the interviews, the researcher had to take handwritten notes. Howev-
et, to avoid the possibility of losing valuable data, a full interview report was compiled after each
interview, always on the same day. This helped the researcher to revisit the interview process
while it was still fresh in memory.

¢) Observations and Reflections

Observations are a substantial part of the database. Most of these observations were carried out
over the course of fieldwork on highly contentious political events. Also the observations made
on body language during the interviews were very helpful in gaining insights on emotional status.
The field visit conducted in the first quarter in 2009 happened to conincide with the final phase
of the war as well as with several provincial council elections that took place in a piecemeal fash-
ion.2 During the first quarter of 2009 closely contested elections to appoint members to the Cen-
tral, North Western and the Western provinces took place. Further, during the same time around,
campaigning for the provincial council elections for Uva and the Southern provinces that were
held in August and October, respectively, had already begun. The numerous election campaigns
were dominated by the theme of war and military victories in the battlefield. Drawing a distinc-
tion between war victories and election victories wetre hardly possible. Given this situation, ob-
servations were conducted onto the elections campaigns, televised debates, and cultural and polit-
ical rituals conducted to celebrate the war and elections victories. The two subsequent short field
visits paid to Sti Lanka in 2010 and 2011 helped to continue this observation process. National,
regional and village level events organised to celebrate the military defeat of the LTTE were ob-
served. It should be mentioned here that these three phases of field observations were carried out
under markedly different political situations, which helped to draw comparative perspectives on
different political scenarios. This observation process helped gain understanding of unspoken
fears, suspicions, frustrations, hyper-vigilance of the environment, looking for a quick escape on
certain topics and questions, bodily expressions of power or powerlessness amongst the respond-
ents chosen for the interviews. As an ‘insider’, researcher’s familiarity with local expressions and
body language were useful here. The data collected through body language helped the researcher
to understand the implicit messages communicated on political developments during this period,
and also helped later to look for other sources of information on certain subject matters.

During the time in the field the researcher also collected valuable data while engaging in eve-
ryday interactions with other groups. For example, while in the field, the researcher was involved
in conducting two workshops on peace building in Sri Lanka (see Annexure 2 for a brief outline
of the content). Participants of the first workshop were in the 20—30-year-age group and from
diverse backgrounds, in terms of their ethnicity, gender and areas of residence. They were all
members of civil society and community based-organisations whose mandate was to encourage
community-based approaches to conflict transformation and peace-building. The local and re-
gional perspectives they shared on peace and conflict in Sri Lanka helped gain an understanding
on local politics. The observations made during the workshops on the engagements of these
groups on certain topics, such as electoral politics, war and peace was used to further build the
database of this research.

The second workshop involved ten mid-career professionals (all male) from the government
and NGO sector from different geographical areas of Sri Lanka. Most were from the eastern
province. The personal insights they shared on the political situation in Sri Lanka and the bodily
expressions made on certain topics helped the researcher to gain a better understanding of the
public’s feelings, attitudes and perceptions. These data helped to triangulate and assess other data
gathered from the literature survey and the interviews. Most importantly the data collecvted dur-
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ing this workshop helped to fill gaps in the literature and to gain insight in to the micro-level per-
sonal-political experiences.

1.8.1 Theoretical Orientation: Critical and Interpretative

The approach to data analysis combined critical and interpretative approaches. The critical ap-
proach evaluates and transforms the social reality under investigation. By recognising the possi-
bilities and the capacities people have, this approach assumes people are capable of changing
their materials and social circumstances (Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991). In a critical approach, the
researcher plays a crucial role in bringing the restrictive conditions of the status quo to active
consciousness. It also helps to focus on the issues of power and the asymmetrical power relations
among various forces in society. Unlike the relatively obvious dimensions of power, exploring the
deeply grounded hegemonic relationship that constitutes the state-in-society relations of Sti
Lanka requires taking a critical approach to dig deeper into the manipulated consciousness (heg-
emonic processes) of the society. Also, by applying the critical approach, this researcher was able
to examine state-society relations among the Sinhalese, based on a critical set of practices rooted
in national and everyday politics. Needless to say, the latter is often taken for granted and escapes
research focus. Given the strengths of the critical approach, the researcher was able to analyse
and understand the deeper meanings of the various kinds of political engagements of the people,
and be attentive to the possible alternative explanations of these political engagements.

In the interpretative approach, the researcher does not claim a neutral stand. Instead, he/she
recognises that there is no direct access to a reality unmediated by language and preconceptions.
In this research, although the role is primarily as a researcher and a scholar, previous personal and
professional experiences concerning Sri Lanka cannot be ignored. Therefore, following the prin-
ciples of the interpretative approach, the researcher was acutely aware of her role and avoided
losing sight of the possible influences that previous experiences could have on this research.

1.8.2 Data Analysis: Mixed Methods

In the phase of data analysis, the researcher combined the analytical perspectives captured from
the critical reading of the wide range of documents gathered during the literature survey with the
data gathered from the field interviews and observations. A critical review of the documents was
done by following the discourse analysis method. It helped uncover the undetlying social struc-
tures that were played out in the texts consulted. In this process, categories, themes, ideas, views
and roles within the written texts were identified. It also helped identify discursive discources
produced by various actors on the political history of the country. In this study, the complemen-
tary data to the document analysis was obtained from the interviews. These interviews were ana-
lysed by following a narrative analysis approach. Narrative analysis examines respondent’s story
and analyses how it is put together, the linguistic and cultural resources it draws and how it is
pursusades a listener of authenticity (Reisman 1993:2). Narrative analysis helped to uncover ‘what
was meant beyond what was said’ and to explore the respondent’s personal experience and per-
ceptions of various issues relating to state building and politics, and most importantly to uncover
how they make sense of events and actions in their life. The metaphors, ambiguous terms and
jokes used by respondents were broken down to locate the context and specific local and cultural
meanings they conveyed. These were rewritten in descriptive form under the relevant sections of
each interview report. This data was interpreted taking into account the emotional expressions
and body language observed during the interviews.

The interview reports were further unpacked by paying attention to the sequencing of themes

within the narratives (holistic) and by focusing on both form (how it is told) and content (what is
told). All the interview transcripts and answers given to specific research questions were coded,
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some matching more than one code. Given the nature of the research, these multiple codes were
recorded down because they initially made sense. This was done to facilitate further exploration
in subsequent phases of categorisation and to eventually place them in the most suitable category.
The next stage entailed a process of rough categorisation. This allowed the development of key
patterns in the material that were relevant for the study and to identify links between categories,
events, processes and actors. In this phase, data derived from the two-staged literature survey
gathered during the two workshops and observations during fieldwork were also included to
complete the emerging larger pattern of dominant themes that are organized as separate chapters,
ie., nationalism (Chapter 2), patronage (addressed at two levels in Chapters 3 and 4) and war
(Chapter 5), and to draw connections between the different themes. All of this data helped to
identify the relevant sub-categories, properties and dimensions within the broader picture of state
building and elite-subaltern political relations. The themes and data for the main empirical chap-
ters of this thesis were organised based on the sub-categories, properties and dimensions identi-
fied in this process. These are captured in the main themes, which are organised into chapters,
and the sub-topics under each empirical chapter. A back-and-forth process of connecting the
bigger pattern with the sub-categories, dimensions and properties was used to decide those that
were most prominent and helped to explain the larger pattern. At the end of the process, to fill in
the blanks, relevant data from the literature survey and observations were lined up under the cho-
sen sub-categories, properties and dimensions.

1.9 Challenges and Limitations

The first phase of fieldwork coincided with the final phase of the intensified military operations
carried out by government forces against the LTTE since the beginning of 2009. During the re-
searcher’s second visit to Sri Lanka, the war had come to an end, but state surveillance on the
activities of researchers, journalists and others was established as a fact of life. Even seemingly
distant political events made the data collection challenging. These circumstances influenced the
sharing of information by key respondents and others. As already noted, respondents were identi-
fied before the first phase of fieldwork. On arrival, numerous adjustments had to be made due to
unexpected circumstances on their side. Replacements had to be identified and a fresh phase of
research was needed into their backgrounds. This was time-consuming, but crucial, as political
allegiances and other alliances were shifting dramatically under the conditions of war and the
electoral political environment of the time.

In the first phase of fieldwork, two election campaigns and a curfew had been imposed in Co-
lombo after an air strike carried out by the LTTE, which meant that it was not possible to max-
imise time in the field. Being a researcher with past local affiliations as a University academic with
significant collaborations with INGOs in the field of peace-building (the latter being considered
by then an act of treachery), difficulties had to be faced in establishing rapport with respondents.
Insistence from the respondants that the researcher share personal details (parental background,
place of birth, marital status, spousal background, academic background and caste) created an
uncomfortable atmosphere and frustration of not being seen as a researcher. Given the nature of
this research though, these circumstances also provided further insights into the political situa-
tion. Last but not least, as much as the researcher considered her identity of being Sinhalese an
advantage, at the same time, it also presented some limitations to this research.

1.10 Organisation of the Thesis

This thesis consists of six chapters. This introductory chapter (Chapter 1) offers a literature sur-
vey, setting and justification of this study, a statement of the research problem, research ques-
tions and the methodology. The concepts, theories and analytical framework of the thesis are also
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presented in this chapter. Based on the multiple sources of qualitative data that were treated with
critical and interpretative methodology and analysed by using mixed methods, i.e., discourse and
narrative analysis, this research identified four main themes concerning state building in Sri
Lanka. These four themes are interpreted as the main processes used for hegemony building and
state building in Sri Lanka. These four building processes are discussed in detail in Chapters 2, 3,
4 and 5, under the chapters titled Sinhala Buddhist Nationalism (Chapter 2), Patronage Politics at
the Political Party Level (Chapter 3), Patronage Politics extended through the Manipulation of
State Institutions (Chapter 4) and Events and Discourses on Conflict, War and Peace (Chapter
5). The main body of each of these chapters is organised in a manner that answers research ques-
tions 2 and 3 of this study. Each of the chapters is intended to examine these four processes in
detail, and the historical evolution of these processes under changing dynamics in economic, po-
litical and social life since late colonialism to contemporary times. In Chapter 6, a summary, the
main findings and the final conclusions of this study is offered.

Notes

! This idea is expressed in Foucault’s famous quote ‘We need to cut off the King's head: in political theory
that has still to be done’ (1977).

2'The “Arab spring’ can also be said to have given rise to a new blue print of state-building.

3 Roberts (1995, 2001, a historian), Abeyeratne (1998, an economist), Bandarage (2009, a political scientist)
and Wickramasinghe (2000, a social historian).

4 Based on Roberts’ categorisation, in this thesis political elites are referred to as a social group who have
control of and access to political power, and those who are holding public offices that ate socially valued and
which yield considerable authority (1974:11).

5> Refer to David Scott (1999), Refashioning Futures: Criticism after Posteoloniality for a critique of the political ra-
tionality underpinning the introduction of the Universal franchise to the colonial society by the British rule in
1931. Based on Michael Foucault’s work on governmentality Scott convincingly argues that modern demo-
cratic processes introduced to the colonial territories by the western colonial powers were a strategy to reot-
ganise power and conditions condusive to extend colonial power. Scott points to the fact that the liberal de-
mocracy introduced to the colonies by using various instruments (such as universal franchise meant
moderninsing transition from rule of force to rule of law that never yield in political equality between the
colonial rule and the colonised. This argument of Scott can be equally applied to the local political elites who
assumed state power in the post-colonial period by using the same instruments introduced by the British to
reflect on the continued inequality of political relationship between the local political elites and the subal-
terns. In similar fashion in his seminal work, Politics of the Governed, Partha Chatterjee (2004) calls attention to
the underlying colonial political rationalities exterted through Universalist ideals (i.e through instruments of
modern universalist governance such as Universal franchise) to recognise the contemporary life of politics.

6 Refer to Bryce Ryans (1953) for a detailed account of the Sinhalese and Tamil caste system.
7'The first part of Mahinda Chinthana was presented with the same rhetoric during Rajapakse’s campaign for
the 2005 presidential election.

8 It has been estimated that, apart from Germany, Switzerland, Netherlands, United Kingdom, Malaysia,
Australia, France, USA, Italy, Norway, Denmark, Sweden and New Zealand, Canada alone is home to about
2-300,000 Tamils who fled due to the war (Crisis Group Asia Report May 2010:2).

2 OECD-DAC, 2008, ‘State-building in Situations of Fragility: Initial findings’, OECD, Paris, OECD-DAC,
2011, 'Supporting Statebuilding in Situations of Fragility and Conflict: Policy Guidance', DAC Guidelines
and Reference Seties, OECD, Paris, Wotld Bank, 2011, 'From Violence to Resilience: Restoring Confidence
and Transforming Institutions', in Wotld Development Report 2011: Conflict, Security and Development,
World Bank, New York, ch.3

10 For a detailed discussion of the concept, especially in the area of cultural hybridity, refer to De Silva, 2002.

11 Both addressed the issue of land settlement and agrarian issues.
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12 In this thesis, the term patronage is used to denote a supportive exchange between two parties — patron
and client — in an exchange of services that are beneficial for both parties. In this relationship, the patron
provides inducements and rewards to clients and, in return, expects varying degrees of loyalty (Bearfield
2009:67).

13 In the eatly official census and statistics, Eurasians were categorised as a separate identity group. In the
recent past they are counted under a category called ‘other’. For more on Eurasians in Sri Lanka, see Jaya-
wardena 2009, 2010 and McGilvray 1982.

14 Moore has speculated that about 6000 were killed in the 1971 insurrection and about 40,000 during the
second uprising (1993:593).

15 The Sri Lankan voter base comprises of a large percentage of rural population. Rural population is esti-
mated to be at 84.9% (World Bank 2011).

16 In this research, the definition of Right and right-wing is adapted and modified from Betz 1994: 4.

17 It is often noted that, before Gramsci, the idea of hegemony was reflected in the works of Coerce and
Marx. However, the terminology they used differs from Gramsci. Coerce and Marx used the term leadership,
but with similar elements that Gramsci encapsulated in his term hegemony.

18 Almond found it useful for comparative purposes.

19 Sunday Times (English newspaper owned by Wijaya Newspapers Ltd, a publishing house of anti-
governement stand), Ravaya (a Sinhala newspaper with a periodic anti-government tone) Sunday Observer
(English newspapaer with a pro-governement stand), Dinamina (Sinhala newspaper, owned by government
corporation called Associated Newspapers of Ceylon Ltd, also known as Lakehouse newspaper) Divaina
(Sinhala Newspaper owned by Upali Newspapers. Upali Newspaper Ltd. is owned by the family of opposi-
tion leader, Ranil Wiskramasinghe of UNP).

20 In the past elections for the local governments and provincial councils were held on the same day. This
practice has been changed recently. The elections are often conducted in piece meal manner surrounding
major political events that are considered beneficial for the ruling party in state office.



Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism: Its trajectories of
transformation and functions in politics of state
building

Nationalism is not a thing, even an abstract thing, but a process, an implement...one does not take a
position for or against a hammer, or a can opener, or any other implement. When used for murder,
the hammer is no doubt a weapon, when used for building a house, it is constructive tool. National-
ism considered as the vindication of a particular culture is morally neutral; considered as a movement
against national oppression, it has positive moral content: considered as the vehicle of aggression, it
is morally indefensible (Horace B. Davis quoted in Chatterjee 1986:19).

2.1 Introduction

This chapter will discuss how Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism came to be conceived as a conscious
and concrete consent building process and became an integral element towards alliance building
by the bourgeoisie in the nineteenth century. Further, this chapter will elaborate how Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism has been used then and in contemporary politics as one of the main means
to pursue hegemony by the Sinhalese political elites. Lastly, this chapter will explore the numer-
ous tensions the hegemony building attempted through Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and state
building has created and how the hegemony pursued through Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism has
created tensions on democratic state building in Sri Lanka.

2.2 Nationalisms and ethnic interpretations

Most literature on the history of nationalism in Sri Lanka directs the reader to the inter-ethnic
nature of this phenomenon. While acknowledging its importance, however, this thesis raises the
inadequacy of the dominant inter-ethnic framework applied for understanding nationalism. Espe-
cially within the focus of this thesis that explores hegemony building and state building, an expla-
nation on class relations that preluded ethnic relations is vital. By closely examining the intra-
ethnic relations among the Sinhalese majority, this study presents the nexus and tensions between
hegemony building and state building. In light of the above, there is a need to revisit and re-
problematise the question of nationalism as an important hegemony building process that was
used for state building by the Sinhalese political elites with the participation of their main subor-
dinate group: the Sinhalese majority. Such an analysis will enable to provide insights into and re-
assess the level of influence that hegemony building has had in the democratic state building pro-
ject in Sri Lanka.

The genesis of nationalism is roughly traced back to the second half of the nineteenth century
with the emergence of a Sinhala ‘consciousness’ (i.e. becoming aware that Sinhalese are a distinct
group of people) (Jayawardena 1987:2). This notion of collective ethnic identity was transformed
during the late British colonial period into Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism; in its early form, the
term ‘religious nationalism’ was widely used to describe certain politically significant events that
took place in Sri Lanka prior to the country’s independence. This phase of history is also com-
monly described as a period of anti-Western nationalism or ‘first generation nationalism’.2 Post
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independence, a more rigid form of ethnic identity formation became an important element of
nationalism (Wickramasinghe 2006:45). The galvanising of identities into this rigid manner was a
result of systematic categorisation procedures followed by the British colonial rule on the colonial
subjects. The numerous categories of identity such as castes, races or ethnic groups were at-
tempts to ‘describe something that had practical and conceptual coherence both for outsiders and
observers’ (Wickramasinghe 2006). The various entitlements and the rights these various identi-
ties were granted made them instrumental and political (Wickramasinghe 2006). Some studies
also stress that the formation of a collective ‘Sinhala consciousness’ by various local leaders to-
wards the end of the nineteeth century subsequently resulted in the denial of the multi-ethnic

character of Sri Lankan society. This, they argue, became a major point of tension among the
Sinhalese and the Tamils (Jayawardena 1987:2).

On the other hand, as Nesiah suggests conditions for the emergence of ethnic-based con-
sciousness among the Tamil population did not exist until much later in time. He notes that caste
and other fragmentations among the Tamils were more important factors that hindered the de-
velopment of an ethnic consciousness in this period (2001:12). As many respondents to this re-
search shared, the emergence of Tamil nationalism in national popular politics in the early 1900s
was a reaction and a response to rising Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and this reaction-based dis-
course is framed within the grievances thesis.” However, a quick glance over popular discourses
on Sinhala-Buddhist and Tamil nationalisms suggests that both having equally similar historical
claims, grievances and competing claims of their real and perceived victimised positions. The en-
tangling on these grievances-based nationalisms, particularly illuminated in political discourse, has
successfully directed attention away from the hegemonic functions they fulfill for the political
elites.

Following Sri Lanka’s independence in 1948, the mainstream political and intellectual dis-
course on nationalism began to be dominated by the subject of ‘ethnic’ nationalism, in which
Sinhala and Tamil nationalism came to be often pitted against each other. This application is
quite common and conforms to the overall trends in ethno-nationalist literature written around
the world since the 1980s, in which ethnicity has been used as the main point of departure. Over-
all, the literature on ethno-nationalism is compartmentalised into four overarching categories:
primordialist (historical and biological), constructivist (sociological), instrumentalist (elite and ra-
tional choice) and instuitionalist (De Votta 2005:145). Since the early 1980s, the term ‘ethno-
religious nationalism’ has become popular in the local academic vocabulary (Hettige 2000:21).
For Hass ‘ethno—nationalism is best perceived in terms of collective interests of creating (or pre-
serving) the optimal conditions for the existence of a group and maintenance of its identity’
(2000:27). In Sri Lanka, however, it is not only the existence and maintenance of group identity
that was pursued, but the manipulation of ethnic sentiments by the political elites.

Since the early 1980s, ethno-nationalism has been linked directly to inter-ethnic tensions be-
tween the Sinhalese and Tamil ethnic groups. Kapferer observes that nationalist forces of this era
involved processes of personal and collective reaffirmation and rebirth; processes undoubtedly
that influence the selections of historical myths of history, which are all about transformation,
reassertion and rebirth that eventually become the reality (1988:xxi). He says ‘...the powers and
dangers of representation in nationalist discourse in which the myths made into reflections of
reality were also invested with a force for the remaking of the reality’ (Kapferer 1988). Inventing
the past is an important strategy that facilitates the hegemony building process. As pointed out by
Gramsci, hegemony does not always have to build on actual events; it can be built on discourses
that could bring a certain experience closer to life. Therefore looking from the vantage point of
hegemony building, through myth making and enacting a past whether it was real or imagined,
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism can be seen as a strategic act pursued by the dominant elites.
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The period from 1983 was characterised by the onset of an ‘inter-ethnic political conflict’ be-
tween the majority-run Sinhalese state and the indigenous Tamils, which subsequently led to the
civil war. In the fiercely competitive Sinhalese electoral political arena, the mainstream discourse
of ethnic nationalisms became more susceptible to extreme political manipulations. This was not
new to the island’s high politics; in the late 1920s, the debates in the legislative council on the is-
sue of universal franchise provide useful historical evidences in this regard (Jayawardena
1985:41). The benefits of using nationalist arguments and its potentials, as a trusted political capi-
tal and mobilisation tool that benefitted the political elites was clear. Such early developments in
politics eventually led to open ethnic outbidding® in political strategy (DeVotta 2005:143), which
this research refers also as a right-wing character of elite politics. Over time, elites strengthened
and propogated certain myths and constantly constructed and reproduced new ethno-nationalist
realities as the political circumstances demanded. Rather than awakening a spirit of nationalism or
finding an inclusive tone such as civic nationalism, elites attempted mass political mobilisation
and early hegemonic alliance building by constructing and using of the ethnic nationalist dis-
course based on selective set of events and symbols, and the misinterpretations of history.

The overall body of literature on the discourses of nationalism pertaining to Sri Lanka pre-
sents multiple interpretations on the subject. This multiplicity is based on the origins, nature,
agencies and functions of nationalism in politics and state building. Despite subtle variations, tak-
en together, there seems to be a tendency at placing the ethnic fault line in the heart of these in-
terpretations. By so doing, they have directly or indirectly endorsed the political discourse of eth-
nic nationalisms. At the same time, these discourses have also diverted the attention from the big
picture of emerging state-in-society relations that was steadily falling meager in realising egalitari-
an values. Although there are some studies that captured vatious political uses of nationalism for
hegemony building and state building, especially in contemporaty times, revisiting these issues
seems important. Because, all these processes and their contexts are dynamic, they could expose
different propensities of elite politics and in the elite driven state building project over time.

The idea of using nationalism as a main hegemony building process that was found to be use-
tul for short-term political gains for the political elites is uncontested in this thesis. However what
needs to be brought back to light is the big picture of state building and the main political ideo-
logical direction in national politics this scenario presents. This research identifies the growing
tensions between hegemony building and state building and the continued deviation from demo-
cratic state building as important elements of the big picture. It is also important to note that the
latter is marked by deepening inequalities in the society — horizontally and vertically — and the
prosecution of the marginalised and the minorities. These inequalities between the ethnic groups
and within ethnic groups, classes,” gender¢ and urban-rural’ suggests deeper implication on dem-
ocratic state building in Sri Lanka. Although the ethnic nationalism seems to be the commonly
suspected cause of such inequalities, the real roots of these inequalities lie along the non-ethnic
factors. Further, these non-ethnic roots and the signs of vertical and horizontal inequalities can
be traced back to the colonial times. The documentations carried out by Jayawardena on the la-
bour movement from 1890s—1930s provide important evidences in this regard. Her work sug-
gests there had been important periods when class-consciousness and class related grievances
took precedence over ethnic and religious emotions albeit the chauvinist propaganda that was
popular since 1880s (1985: iv). Despite the availability of such evidences, by narrowly focusing on
ethnic factor, some literature and the political discourse developed in the post-colonial period
have successfully reproduced the ethnic nationalist discourse and painted the image of the state
as a hegemonic-ethnic state. Besides, these discourses have also brought inter-ethnic relations to
the forefront of the analysis. This has led to meager appreciation of nationalism discourse and the
nexus and tensions between hegemony building and state building and the issue of deepening
inequalities (vertical and horizontal) in the society. Also by focusing on Sinhala-Buddhist domina-
tion over the minority ethnic groups and their cultures, some studies have overlooked examining
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the processes of consent and common sense creation processes pursued by the political elites by
using the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist discourse among the Sinhalese. For this research, for an
adequate understanding of the nationalism debate, placing nationalism as a main hegemony build-
ing process used for state building seems useful. In order to do so, unpacking the functions of
nationalism beyond the ethnic interpretations and seeing it in relation to the means of state build-
ing and political coalition building seems essential.

Against this backdrop, this research is of the view that with or without knowing, especially by
illuminating the ethnic aspect of nationalism, some in the middle class intelligentsia in Sri Lanka
has also played an active role in advancing the political elites” hegemony building. As Gramsci
noted, the role of intellectuals in creating and shaping ideologies of the society and achieving he-
gemony is unprecedented. Gramsci identified them in two basic categories — organic and tradi-
tional. He assigns the role of counter hegemony building to the organic intellectuals who are of
lower class origin. In the case of Sri Lanka, contrary to what Gramsci observed, the organic intel-
lectuals have also aided the elites’ hegemony building. Further, due to the phenomenon of ethnic
over-determination and the relentless intrusion of the conflict into everyday sphere of life, the
scholars on Sri Lanka have been suffering from analytical solipsism (Venugopal 2011: 69) and
have encouraged discursive practices in the processes of constructing and legitimising the politi-
cal discourse of ethnic nationalism. These tendencies indicate the need of reflection and the need
for scholars to radically re-examine their social locations and ideas (Bastian 2001:32). This re-
search suggests that the discursive practices of scholars are also a reflection of the deep culture®
of the middle-class intelligentsia is associated with. In this sense, by confining to the ethnic fault
line for examining nationalism, the middle class intelligentsia consciously or unconsciously has
chosen to expose one type of inequality in the society based on ethnic identities. This approach
disregards the other bases of inequalities (i.e. class) and the large picture of imbalanced power
relations created during the hegemonic alliance formation attempted by the political elites in the
the wider state-in-society relations. It is suspected that, chosing such a harmful direction by the
middle class intelligentsia not only allows them to enjoy certain privileges and patronage offered
by the political elite counterparts. As Gramsci noted, the confluence of various forces or over-
lapping of spheres between the political society (the political elites) and the civil society? (intellec-
tuals) in hegemony building processes satisfies narrow interests of both these groups. As found in
the case of Sri Lanka, the relationship between the political elites and the intelligentsia indeed
have contributed for reproducing each others’ political and social power.

This one-dimensional approach to the study of nationalism could also be the result of the ap-
plication of western classical theories on the subject matter, especially the body of literature that
emphasises the subjective and idealist conception of the nation. This genre of theories assumes
nation as a product of the mind and an abstraction that emerges from the collective imagination
(Berberoglu 2000: 207). Contrary to Marxism, western classical scholarship urges to bring ethnic
and cultural phenomenon to the forefront by overriding concrete social formations such as class.
Unfortunately these elements that often create homogeneous mass cultural categories are exten-
sively used in identity politics and to pit cultural groups against each other. As Kedourie’s work
on nationalism suggests, even in Europe, such generalisations and the desire for homogeneity has
been a trend since the early modern era and when nationalism was invented in the nineteenth
century, it came to be consolidated (1960:9).

Choosing the liberal theoretical approach by the middle-class intelligentsia is considered not as
a mere coincidence. As some harsh critics point out, in the context of Sti Lanka, the endorsement
of ethnic essentialism embedded in the liberal approaches in the nationalist discourse by the local
middle class intelligentsia, (who are referred to as ‘beautiful souls’)"” are considered as middle
men of a global project that is designed to bring certain benefits to its proponents (Bastian
2001:33). The very existence of this local middle class intelligentsia in the global context as a
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transnational bourgeoisie, whose networks and lines of flights overlap closely with the movement
of global capital and of the western hegemonic state building project could be a factor for main-
streaming ethnic homogeneity in the nationalist discourse (Bastian 2001). Instead of engaging
with rigorous social science, these associations have encouraged to replace their memoirs based
on their cultural ontology and habitus (Bastian 2001). In addition to the Gramscian theorisation of
political and civil society that mutually reconstruct each other, the literature survey conducted of
the intellectual community on Sri Lanka’s nationalism inclined to support the observations made
by the critics of the anti-global capital movement as well. Besides, the ready application of classi-
cal theories of nationalism by some scholars, which is often devoid of detailed discussions of
other sources of power imbalances and inequalities in the society, is unavoidable. These omis-
sions and errors committed, whether they are consciously or not, is a fact that influences the
shaping of the discourses of nationalism, political practices and the image of the state. In the case
of Sri Lanka, by applying the western classical theories, the majority in the academic community
has entered into the hegemonic coalition with the political elites and become the intellectual
counterpart to the hegemonic politico-intellectual state building project of the dominant right-
wing forces in it.

The question that remains unanswered so far is how and why the majority in the society did
accept this ethnic nationalism discourse and became an important ally of the hegemonic project
that is perceived to be benefitting the political elites and their elite counterparts. There are num-
ber of ways this state of affairs can be conceptualised. Based on the idea of hegemony, the ele-
ment of manipulation by the dominant class in making ethnic nationalism a reality in life and us-
ing it as a powerful force of mobilisation of consent are interesting points to be noted. Besides,
sanctions and use of threat and coercion for not complying with the alliance building pursued by
the political elites is another plausible explanation. Also, the utilitarian effect of nationalism in
meeting the material, ideological and symbolic needs of the Sinhalese-Buddhists whose social po-
sition is being elevated to a position of privilege and entitlements vis-vis- the other minority eth-
nic communities could be another factor. As Gramsci indicated, the belief, acceptance and partic-
ipation of the wider society in consolidating ethnic nationalism could be the result of an
ideological bond established between the rulers and the ruled that gives natural legitimacy to the
rulers. In the subsequent section of this chapter, through an analysis of the ideological and mate-
rial factors underlying the genesis of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism this point will be elaborated.

Similar to the observations made on the academic community in the South Asian region (Ni-
gam 2001:20), this research finds that the various nationalism discourses on Sti Lanka favouring
certain assumptions and particular epistemological positions of the scholars propagating them.
These instances not only expose the deep cultural biases of the intellectual community but also
having contributed in making the overall nationalist debate modular. Therefore, they have failed
to take into account the important twists and turns, the suppressed possibilities and the unre-
solved contradictions in the nationalist discourse (Nigam 2001). As a result, by overlooking the
developments pertaining to the formation of hegemonic processes in the wider state-in-society
relations, the intellectual community has become important allies to these actors in these hege-
monic processes, and has prevented themselves from forming a counter-hegemonic force to
challenge and act against the hegemonic project pursued by the political elites.

Based on the observations made on the previous scholatly discourses and their shortcomings,
this chapter attempt to build on the existing body of literature and re-problematise the question
of nationalism in Sti Lanka within the framework of hegemony building and state building. By
unpacking the ‘twists and turns’ Nigam pointed out in the nationalism debates, the following sec-
tions will focus on the dynamics in the wider state-in-society relations that has given rise to na-
tionalism as an important hegemony building strategy that was used for state building by the Sin-
halese political elites. In this regard, especially, by highlighting the class origins of nationalism as
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the main point of departure of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism that provided initial impetus to the
hegemony building between Sinhalese elites and the majority Sinhalese, the following section
wishes to show the importance of class as a useful point of departure for understanding the con-
temporary ethno-nationalist discourse.

2.3 Class origins of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism

The main argument in this section is that the birth of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist ideology is a
class-based project and it was originally conceived as a calculated political project of the local
bourgeois class in the colonial Sti Lanka. In the backdrop of the theory of hegemony that assigns
an important role for class in hegemony building processes, this research finds the importance of
lluminating the role of class in the nineteenth and eatly twentieth century that allowed one social
class to manipulate the societal value system to create a patticular world view through the ideolo-
gy of nationalism that enabled them to legitimise and justify the (bourgeois) domination over
other social classes. The eatly hegemony building between the Sinhalese elites and the Sinhalese
masses can be best captured by exploring the class interests pursued by elites in the name of na-
tionalism. This research also suggests that the contemporary manifestation of nationalism in the
form of ethnic nationalism is an extension of this political project initially embarked by the local
petty-bourgeois class during the colonial period, which passed through various intended and un-
intended trajectories. This bourgeois-led political project over-stressed the inter-ethnic nature of
nationalism and downplayed the dynamics of power relations in the wider society and pursued
undeclared hegemonic goals. This is especially notable in the area of class relations (Jayawardena
1985:36) and initial stages of hegemonic alliance formation around class relations. Without exam-
ining the class origins of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, no analysis of the discourses on national-
ism and the functions of Sinhalese-Buddhist nationalism as hegemony building is complete. This
is especially relevant for unpacking the phenomenon of hegemonic state building and to unravel
the tension between hegemony building and democratic state building. The current image painted
of the state as an ethnic state has successfully concealed the important tensions between post-
colonial democratic state building and hegemony building. Further it also has effectively con-
cealed the emergence of right-wing politics and the domination of right-wing elite forces that in-
fluenced the paths of state building.

An important linkage has been established between the origins of nineteeth century nationalist
ideology and the material base of the local bourgeoisie in the British colonial period (1815-1948).
This linkage can be better explained by examining the economic base and the corresponding class
interests of the bourgeoisie that became more explicit during the British colonial period. The
British colonial period denotes occurrence of number of ruptures and fissures in the local power
dynamics. During this period, the social, cultural and economic relations, and the traditional
structure and dynamics of power relations between numerous local communities were trans-
formed. During this time the local bourgeoisie embarked on a primitive form of ‘passive revolu-
tion”."" Against this backdrop, Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism developed, based on the threats
posed by the colonial attempts to transform the feudal economic structure into a capitalist eco-
nomic system that shattered the privileged economic and social positions of the local bourgeoi-
sie'” (Pieris 2006:156). In other words, the British colonial intervention in Sri Lanka upset the
economic base, the main source of power of the local bourgeoisie. For the British, in order to
realise their colonial capitalist interests, dismantling the pre-colonial feudal economic social struc-
tures were important. During this process, the economic base of the bourgeois and the social
privileges they derived from the traditional feudal economic structure, and the traditional social
order tied to it, was shaken. These structural changes began a phase of reordering of the econo-
my and the society previously based on a complex system of service tenures and operated within
a framework of feudalistic societal relations (Pieris 2006:3). To put it simply, these changes af-
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fected the established pre-colonial exploitative feudal economic structure and traditional patterns
of ownership of the means of production and the social relations of production® that were based
on the relations of domination and subordination of various classes that was arranged in a hierar-
chical order. Inevitably, these changes added new dynamics to the existing order and the dynam-
ics of power in the society. Given these emerging circumstances, there is enough reason to sug-
gest that the bourgeois struggling to preserve the traditional social-economic order or making
efforts to derive benefits from the new order. None of these could happen without a convincing
political strategy and alliance formation with the local community. As found in this research, the
threatened economic situation and the prevailing economic relations that naturally justified the
traditional relations of domination and subordination between the upper classes and the lower
classes paved the way for inventing a coherent nationalist ideology, and a set of political practices
and discourses. The political strategy the economically well-to-do upper classes sought entailed
mobilisation and alliance building with the lower class masses through manipulative and coercive
strategies that allowed the former to maintain the dominance of the bourgeois class under chang-
ing economic-political and social conditions.

The main strategy that the bourgeois class pursued was initially based on the new colonial cap-
italist economic structure and the unified administrative structure supported by the British. These
two changes provided the traditional local bourgeoisie ample space and opportunity to launch
various attacks against British rule. These anti-colonial attacks were strategically crafted to mobi-
lise the local communities of all social backgrounds. As observed, these anti-colonial attacks took
a number of forms, i.e., rebellions, conspiracies and armed struggles, and were mostly directed
against the new taxes imposed by the colonial rulers (Jayawardena 2010:63, 147). These revolts
were seen as symptomatic of a period of transition (2010:147). These incidents show that the co-
lonial changes that touched the economic and political base life of the economic elites (bourgeoi-
sie) sparked powerful reactions among them and that were joined by the rest of the population
under the sphere of influence of the former.

In order to mobilise the masses, a parallel set of mobilisation processes and an appeal target-
ing the lower class masses was required. These could be formed either on the real ontological
conditions of the poor masses or perceived or imagined conditions. The direction opted by the
local bourgeoisie entailed highlighting the cultural differences between local inhabitants and the
foreign colonisers. In literature, this phase of initial formation of the nationalist thought is identi-
fied as the first generation nationalism. Highlighting of the immorality of the westerners and the
need to preserve the local culture from outside influence was emphasised. When formulating
these anti-colonial mobilisation strategies, the differences between the local bourgeoisie and the
lower classes were kept outside the horizon of nationalist politics. By implanting and kindling
cultural and ideological sentiments, the local bourgeoisie was able to gather the support of the
lower classes, and also preserve and legitimise their domination and privilege. Considering the
pattern of traditional land holdings present at this time of transformation, Moore supports the
argument by stating that the various changes brought by the British rule affected the economical-
ly dominant local bourgeoisie the most (Moore 1989:180). What is interesting to note about the
coalition building between the lower classes and the economic elites of this period was the largely
unquestioned support rendered by the lower classes to the bourgeois upper class. In Gramscian
terms, this can be interpreted as a primitive stage of the development of the ‘national popular’.!+
There are several conditions that facilitated this development, of particular significance was that
the majority population were peasants, readily influenced by the ideologies of the local chiefs,
landlords and monks. This ideological manipulation came with the promise of restoring the pre-
colonial status quo (Jayawardena 2010:45). As Gramsci stated, this also corresponds with the ex-
istence of the precondition of desire for common change by both classes. As accurately summed
up by another scholar:
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the peasants yearned for the old society, the only one they knew and understood and desired to re-
turn to their norm of life. And although it may not have been a very happy one, they readily accept-
ed traditional society with its manifold defects as part of man’s fate, in contrast to foreign rule and
the new form of society... which brought unfamiliar distractions but no compensating advantages’
(De Silva quoted in Jayawardena 2010:45).

When taking the structural transformations, changes and the struggles experienced by local
communities during the British colonial period into account, it is plausible to suggest that the first
seeds of anti-western nationalism were a result of the threatened economic interests and the tra-
ditional sources of social power of the local upper classes. Their economic, social and political
frustrations (a degrading of their position as subordinates to the imposed colonial power hierar-
chy in the island) were translated into a language of cultural nationalism."” This interpretation of
the birth of cultural nationalism (with an anti-western manifestation) signals the emerging class-
consciousness and the class-for-itself of the local bourgeoisie class. This class awakening was
eventually translated into the language of an all-encompassing ‘nationalist interest’. By providing
the ideological, cultural, moral, economic and intellectual leadership for the staged struggle of the
lower classes for restoring ancient glory, the local bourgeoisie began to influence the conscious of
the peasant masses and successfully forged a politically important alliance with them. Needless to
point to the fact that these strategies largely helped defend the narrow economic interests of the
bourgeoisie in a staged expression of anti-colonial struggle.

The interesting question that remains to be answered in this regard is why did not before the
British colonial intervention, did the oppressed and exploited classes not revolt against their local
exploitersin the pre-colonial period? How and why only during western colonial rule, the lower
classes rendered their subordination to the anti-colonial nationalist struggle led by their local op-
pressors? One reason could be due to the ways in which the pre-colonial societies were governed
under a scattered layer of local chiefs that made mass mobilisation not possible and therefore
making the conditions difficult for formulation of ‘national popular’. Also perhaps, as Dewasiri
has argued, the reason can be found in the policy of the previous colonial rulers, especially the
Dutch, who maintained the traditional power hierarchies of the pre-colonial period that strength-
ened the privileges and economic power of the local chiefs (Dewasiri 2008: 211).

Based on these accounts on the nature of pre-colonial society and the symbolic relationships
painted about a ‘past’ image of the society, it is not too difficult to grasp the creation and manipu-
lation of the common desire for change of the lower classes by the economic elites for their own
interests. The cultural importance given to the peasantry in a new circumstance must have ap-
pealed to them as well. If not either or neither of all the above, as Gramsci implied, rendering
consent to the established order based on the deeply held belief that the rulers are indeed legiti-
mate can possibly explain the situation (Lears 1985:569). Against this context, this chapter sug-
gests rationalisation of the ontology'® of the local rural masses by the upper classes and develop-
ing this into a coherent ideology based on the image of ‘glorious past and the local culture” having
been an important element of the bourgeois strategy to safeguard their economic interests. It is
subject to this understanding that this research finds mobilising the rural peasant masses to de-
fend the economic-political interests of the upper classes that provided the first impetus for na-
tionalism. From the view point of the state-in-society model, elevating the image of the majority
of the society and the state (not in the sense of contemporary nation-state) by linking their identi-
ty with the discourse of glorious past, the bourgeoisie invented a set of practices in politics that
laid the foundation for the ethnic nationalist discourse and elites” hegemony building.

2.3.1 Anti-Colonial Nationalism: bourgeois leadership

The following section further explores the class'” basis of the birth of cultural nationalism in the
nineteenth century that has important bearings on understanding the hegemony building through
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history and contemporary times. Application of class as the point of departure for examining
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism may not attract many cheers. In this regard, Robert’s work on na-
tionalism offers a possible contending approach to the approach taken on nationalism in this
chapter. Robert’s analysis is mainly guided by the elite theory in politics (1977: 381-400). This is
not a surprising stand from a scholar of liberal theoretical affluence. Besides Robert’s scholatly
identity, for the purpose of the discussion of this chapter, the variant kinds of elites he identifies
through a long and painstaking analysis to expose their multiple layers of identities (primordial
and ascriptive)'® can be easily understood by using a simple class schema that illuminate the eco-
nomic background. By choosing to apply class or elite theory depends on the nature of the re-
search questions one poses. It is quite obvious, from the beginning to the end, Roberts is keen on
using the concept of elites, who has a different purpose in mind than in this research.”” According
to various contending approaches that can be taken to examine nationalism, neither Roberts nor
the author completely rule out the relevance of application of class or elites as analytical concepts
to investigate the various dynamics in the society of this period. For instance, in the same vol-
ume, when Roberts explains the origins of the temperance movement (which he argues as the
main foundation of the Ceylonese nationalist movement), he labours enough to present the eco-
nomic aspects undetlying the British’s excise policy and how this new act threatened the econom-
ic bases of the local capitalists that influenced sparking stern reactions from them against the ex-
cise policy (1977:383). By illuminating the economic aspect, he implies the threatened economic
interests, (which this research would describe by using the term class interests), was articulated
and communicated through a cultural lens with rest of the local population. Further he also
points to the fact that ...it was those who lost financially had been the most vociferous critics of
the government policy (1977: 383). Given the strengths, weaknesses and the focuses of the alter-
native approaches adopted by Robert and others, this research suggests that class and class inter-
ests were important factors what gave rise to Ceylonese nationalism. To support the class ap-
proach to nationalism, works of Jayawardena could be the best ally (2007). Meanwhile, this
research also finds that for understanding the plethora of dynamics in elite politics of this petiod,
sometimes a synthesis between class and elite analogies are helpful. This is a point qualified and
emphasised by Obeysekara in a lecture given on Buddhism, nationalism and cultural identity
(2002) that was also used in Robert’s earlier works (Robert 1974).

Making the case of relevance of class for examining the birth of nationalism, the following
section of this chapter examines the class base of the early leadership of the anti-colonial nation-
alist movement and to claim the importance of the linkage between the political engagement of
the bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie in constructing the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist ideology
and the undetlying class interests they pursued under the banner of nationalism. An example will
be drawn by examining the background of the country’s first and main architect of cultural and
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, Anagarika Dharmapala (1864—1933).

Dharmapala developed his nationalist ideological project by drawing inspiration from his fa-
ther, a furniture dealer and a member of the traditional local petty bourgeoisie. Dharmapala’s fa-
ther started his life as a clerk and believed in a rigid work ethos, the development of the country,
reform of institutions, and the application of science to modernise the economy. Dharmapala
also drew inspiration from the Calvinist ethos of self-discipline to transform Buddhism into an
urban middle-class religion, a merchant ideology and a field of practice (Obeysekara quoted in
Uyangoda 2007:v). He also seemed to have believed in creating two seemingly contradictory pro-
jects: creating an industrialised society based on the development of trade whilst at the same time
maintaining the virtues of traditional society and its oppressive form of class and caste structures
(including the subordination of women) (Jayawardena 1985:9). In the process of reinventing
Buddhism mainly aimed at economic development and restoring Buddhist morality and right-
cousness, the urban Sinhalese learned significant lessons from Protestant Christianity (Senevirat-
ne 1999:49). Dharmapala’s nationalist ideology, based on Buddhism and peasant-centric glorious



Sinhala-Buddhist Nationalism 37

past that was presented as a safeguard of country’s local cultures and traditions from the Western
colonial rulers, largely served the narrow interests of the bourgeoisie. In this research the empha-
sis placed by the bourgeoisie on safeguarding the traditions and pre-colonial societal order — in
which caste, class and gender discriminations were firmly institutionalised — apprears a strategy to
retain the privileges enjoyed by the upper classes by hiding the forms of oppressions and exploi-
tation under the umbrella of ‘local culture’. As Chatterjee has keenly observed, these types of
contradictions are frequent occurrences in ‘eastern types of nationalism’(Chatterjee 1986:51).
Eastern types of nationalism, simultaneously attempt to imitate and to be hostile to the alien
models responsible for producing such contradictions (Chatterjee 1986:51).20 Taking the above
into account, this research shows that Dharmapala’s anti-colonial western nationalist project was,
on one hand, an attempt to secure and advance the narrow interests of the local bourgeoisie by a
member of that class without losing the privileges that this class enjoyed in the traditional social
and economic order. Somewhat contrary to my view, Seneviratne’s account on New Buddhism in
Sri Lanka seems to portray Dharmapala’s efforts as genuine and they were aimed at reviving so-
cial and religious morality of the Buddhist society and to end poverty and stupidity of the Sinha-
lese (1999:35). This research is less convinced of Seneviratne’s argument. This is evident from
some of Dharmapala’s public speeches?! that advocate violence and openly looking down upon
other communities (who happen to be successful in trade), which does not resonate with the
teachings of Buddha or corresponds with the characteristics of a Buddhist. An excerpt from one
of Dharmapala’s public speeches makes this point clear:

Aliens are taking away the wealth of the country and the sons of the soil where they to go? The im-
migrants who came here have other places to go to; the Sinhalese has no place to go to. It is just that
the sons of the soil should suffer while alien enjoys... the ignorant helpless Sinhalese villagers is made
a victim by the alien sharper who robs his ancestral land (Guruge quoted in Jayawardena 1985:12—
13).

In another occasion, he says, °...from the day that the white man set foot on this soil, the arts
and the sciences of the Aryan customs of the Sinhalese have gradually disappeared and today the
Sinhalese have to kiss the feet of the dastardly Tamils...” (Quoted in Dharmadasa 1993:138).

In Dharmapala’s brand of anti-colonial cultural nationalism, choosing Buddhism as its primary
ingredient, particularly how the protestant form of Buddhism is linked to the class interests of the
proponents of nationalism is interesting. The puritan values of discipline, hard work, punctuality
and so forth preached by Dharmapala has been already accepted by the rising middle classes of
this period (Seneviratne 1999:34), which clearly marks the linkage between the economic interests
tied to the class. This is one reason as to why Dharmapala’s economic mission was not embraced
or became less popular among the majority of Sinhalese of lower class background living in the
rural areas (Seneviratne 1999:57). Therefore it is not surprising why Dharmapala’s economic mis-
sion did not reach its pinnacle as much his ideological mission among the lower classes. As Srina-
ti suggests for accepting the leadership of the dominant classes by the subordinated classes of
lower class origins, ideas, values and reasons of their own should present (Strinati 1995: 166). In
the case of Sri Lanka all these conditions were present. However what is remarkable to note here
is that how Dharmapala was on one hand able to mobilise the ideological sentiments of the lower
classes in the rural areas through the nationalist project and rationalize it to this class and on the
other hand gather support of urban middle classes through his economic project simultaneously.

Contrary to what Seneviratne implies, admirers and the followers of Dharmapala believe he
has genuine interests in contributing to the moral and economic development of the Sinhalese,
whom Dharmapala thought as losing the minds under the western influence. In this regard, this
chapter would like to point out to the fact that, by choosing Buddhism and the Sangha® as the
agent of cultural nationalism Dharmapala contributed to the opposite, i.e., for the preservation of
the economic dominance and the class interests of the bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie,
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while successfully mobilising the lower class rural masses as well. In other words, a perfect unison
of economically, politically and socially powerful upper classes embarking together on a mission
of overcoming the threat of losing their status and privileges by making alliances with the least
privileged was acheieved. In this sense, the image of the ideal local culture of the past that Dhar-
mapala painted through the idea of a ‘righteous culture’ was built on the terms of prevailed cul-
ture of subordination of the lower classes,lower castes and women to the authority of the local
chiefs, upper classes, upper castes and patriarchy (Jayawardena 1985:9). This message is also clear
in Dharmapala’s eight-point proposal” aimed at rural development. In these proposals, the inten-
tions of preserving the existing social hierarchies, legitimising a role of the Sangha and consolidat-
ing the position of rural petty bourgeoisie in all aspects of rural life is obvious (Seneviratne 1999:
57-8). Although at this eatly stage of the development of the nationalist thought there are
enough evidences to suggest looming of right-wing culture in colonial politics,yet, it was still too
early to predict how far the right-wing political culture will be pursued for right-wing hegemony
in the future?.

Dharmapala’s brand of nationalism began with a focus on the Sinhalese, whom he referred to
as the descendants of the pure Aryan race (Jayawardena 1985:9; Tambiah 1992:131). At a later
stage he directly included the Buddhists in to this project. But, why Buddhism? Dharmapala, like
his father, had received his education at a Christian missionary school. Despite his exposure to
Christian theology, over years, he became increasingly preoccupied with Buddhism. In his anti-
western nationalist ideology and the brand of cultural nationalism, Dharmapala took an explicitly
radical theological position based on Buddhism. Taking such a position was a strategic decision
of Dharmapala to address the ruptures and fissures created by the rapid spread of Western Chris-
tianity and to counter the rapid spread of western customs and lifestyles introduced in the island
by the colonial rule. By this time, many in the colonial society felt these transformations therefore
it was easy to mobilise them in favour of his project. These changes were not confined to the
ideological or private sphere of life of the colonial society. They left a marked influence in the
traditional agro-based feudal economic structure and the old forms of exploitative social and
economic relations between local economic elites and their subjects. It is in this context, as Chat-
terjee rightly observes about the eastern-style of nationalism, that the case of Sri Lanka bests fits
in. The local bourgeoisie made a decisive effort to re-equip the nation culturally or transform it
without losing ‘the distinct identity’ it held from the past (1986:2). This research observes, for the
regeneration of culture and to maintain its distinctiveness, Dharmapala on the one hand rein-
forced the cultural identity of the colonial society and at the same time imitated the colonial
Christian-inspired economic models and became hostile to these same models. This imitation and
hostility could be the result of attempts made by the bourgeoisie to reap the benefits by following
the colonial models in the economy and at the same time maintain the previously largely unques-
tioned traditional power hierarchies based on a feudal economic structure. Further, bringing
Buddhism to the forefront of this struggle undoubtedly enabled the bourgeoisie to demonstrate
their cultural distinctiveness vis-a-vis the colonial rulers and at the same time to counter-balance
and undermine the emerging new local economic forces within the Sinhalese community that fol-
lowed a western lifestyle and Christianity under the expanding colonial economic structure. Fur-
ther, by reinforcing cultural identity Dharmapala could successfully mobilise the lower class
masses too. However, initially, more than from the poverty stricken rural poor, Dharmapala re-
ceived endorsement for his revivalist project from the well-to-do western-educated class and the
urban elites, whose economic interests were at stake (Seneviratne 1999:49). The economic and
cultural association between the emerging local comprador classes™ and the colonial rulers was
used as a criterion to exclude these segments from the nationalist project or to force them to join
1t.

Taking a radical theological position based on Buddhism was a calculated position to counter
the emerging local Anglo-Saxon colonial capitalist class and its influence in transforming the tra-
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ditional socioeconomic and political hierarchies in the island (Obeysekara quoted in Uyangoda
2007:v). By giving primacy to Buddhism, unsurprisingly, he obtained the support from the Sang-
ha and the Buddhist laity. The clear role assigned to the Sangha in Dharmapala’s revivalist project
and the anti-colonial struggle aggrandised their role. This was also extended to the other types of
indigenous leaders. Both the bourgeoisie and the local indigenous rural petty bourgeois leadership
accepted the Sangha as the ideal choice and the mediating force between them and the lower
class masses in the colonial society (Seneviratne 2007:89). In addition, in the new nationalist ide-
ology assigning Sangha the role of the caretaker of the people opened the flood gates for hostile
relations. This development inspired the monks to think of themselves as empowered political
activists and eventually an as entrepreneurs too (Seneviratne 2007:27). Since in classical Therava-
da polities, the role of the Sangha as an inter-class mediator is not out of the norm, in Sri Lanka
theydeveloped an institutional form of relationship between themselve and society, and played an
active role as facilitators in transforming the social order (De Silva Wijeratne: 2006). For this rea-
son, in a number of studies, the Sangha is identified as an important social entity and agent of
change (Obeysekara 1979:288). In Sti Lanka, the archeological discoveries from the pre-colonial
period support the existence of such an institutionalised role of the Sangha and reveal the degree
of power they had in the traditional social order and their dominant status in the island’s state of
affairs (Warnapala 1993:217, Kiribamuna 1999:205).

Further, the various accounts of pre-colonial social hierarchy make special reference to the ex-
istence of a strong patronage relationship between the members of Sangha especially those who
reside in urban areas and the urban Buddhist laity of the upper classes. For instance, the material
wellbeing of the Sangha was dependent on state patronage and the patronage offered by the local
bourgeoisie and petty bourgeois class (Wickramaratne 1995:192, 216). During the pre-colonial
and colonial periods, the upper class laity of elite roots served as the chief alms contributors
(Dayatkas) for this section of the Sangha. Together, these two privileged groups who became in-
terdependent on each other played an important role in the everyday life of the lower class laity.
Owing to this, under Dharmapala’s nationalist project, formation of a strategic partnership be-
tween these social forces is unsurprising. This confluence of two powerful forces gathered eco-
nomic, social, intellectual, cultural and moral dominance over the rest of society. This situation is
in contrast to the role pursued by the monks of Vinayankalara School. The monks of this school
continued to reside in the villages and engaged in village development work, with a selfless atti-
tude (Seneviratne 1999:57). Over time, besides the cultural and moral leadership the former alli-
ance claimed, the economic/material interests it pursued under the rhetoric of nationalism pro-
moted a powerful hegemonic block, transforming the Sangha from an institution of Buddhist
moral community into a social status of agrarian landlords (Gunawardena in Uyangoda 2007:v).
The elaborate landholdings, an extensive bureaucracy to administer the land and peasantry, and
the forging of close links with the ruling families and sub-ruling strata highlighted the key dimen-
sions of the aspect of monastic landlordism of the past that came to be reinvented and endorsed
in the symbiotic relationships reinforced under the nineteenth century nationalist project. In re-
turn for the patronage they received from the upper echelon of the laity, the Sangha was obliged
to render its services to the former and help secure the political authority, state/political power
and broker the religious and secular affairs of the lower-class masses in favour of the rule of the
former.” With the spread of Christianity, the privileges enjoyed by both the Sangha and the tradi-
tional local bourgeois class were equally threatened (Gunasinghe 1996:237). In this circumstance,
alliance making between the two for mutual gains and the open support for Dharmapala’s mis-
sion that endorsed certain privileges and benefits is obvious.

Applying the Gramsci’s ideas on hegemony and the conditions he pointed out as requirements
for hegemony formation, this early phase of alliance building between various forces of upper,
middle and lower class background around cultural revivalism not only entailed elements of ma-
nipulation, consent creation and concensus building but it also entailed the use of subtle coercive
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strategies or threat of use of coercion for non-compliance. After considering the long-term impli-
cations for not joining Dharmapala’s project, the urban westernised local elites and the compra-
dor class forced themselves to join Dharmapala’s project. It might have been obvious to these
classes that under the changing state-in-society relations set in motion by colonialism and Dhar-
mapala’s counter project of cultural revivalism, they ran the most risk of losing many of the eco-
nomic privileges they enjoyed in the past. In the long run, in order to secure and maximise their
economic and social benefits, the new comprador class opted to join the nationalist bandwagon.
Under the prevailing political conditions, changing the direction of loyalty might have been the
most logical and strategic option available for them.

Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism built on these alliances became romanticised in colonial and
post-colonial politics. More than anything else, the capacity it had in mobilising the lower-class
masses turned it into a trusted tool in political coalition and hegemonic alliance building. Further,
in the post-colonial period, Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism served as a tool of national political
mobilisation and a vehicle of transforming the colonial bourgeois and petty bourgeois class into
post-colonial national political elites. The moral essence injected by Dharmapala made the na-
tionalist project sacred. Depending on the prevailing circumstances, it emphasised different ele-
ments, protecting and advancing the narrow interests of those who occupy positions of political
power. Eventually for those who wish to make an impression in the national political sphere and
for those who have higher ambitions of wining political office, embracing, protecting and ad-
vancing this project became essential. In most instances, the above was done in rhetoric than for
real.

In the phase of reinvention and reproduction of nationalism by Dharmapala which set the direc-
tion of its consolidation in the subsequent decades, ethnicity gained prominence over religion. In
Dharmapala’s ideology, ethnicity was a secondary element. Towards the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, increasing resource exploitation by the British, the continued expansion of for-
eign trade that was often monopolised by non-local trading groups (immigrant communities) and
a false-fear aroused by the national leaders of a South Indian invasion influenced the gradual
strengthening of the ethnic factor (Sinhala) in the nationalist discourse (Dharmadasa 1992:2;
Uyangoda 2007:4). The emphasis laid on ethnicity in the nationalist discourse under the changing
socioeconomic circumstances of this period was a strategy devised by the right-wing faction in
the local bourgeoisie within the nationalist movement, whose economic interests were threatened
by the foreign trading groups (mostly Indian and Muslim), and emerging economic and political
power of Sinhala-Christian forces.

However, most conventional accounts of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism atre silent on the un-
derlying narrow class-based interests pursued by the upper classes during the Dharmapala period.
Therefore the transition of the nationalism discourse from Buddhism to ethnicity left considera-
ble ambiguities. Besides, explanations offered on the eventual combination of religion and ethnic-
ity remains vague too. Also, since the beginning of the civil war in 1983, most debates have been
trapped in the political discourse of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism that often tend to operate at
super structural level, and have fallen short in illuminating the economic interests pursued by the
elites and upper classes. These tendencies are equally well observed in informal conversations
amongst the Sinhalese from the south of the country (where the majority Sinhalese live). Fur-
thermore, currently there is hardly any attempt to re-problematise nationalism or develop fresh
interpretations capable of exposing the hidden political-economic interests pursued by the politi-
cal elites. Apart from the common sensitising effect of nationalist discourse due to its hegemonic
influence, coercion and threat of use of coercion by the political elites on those who attempt to
embark on such a project are identified as possible reasons for the above situation. Robert’s work
(1982) on caste in Sri Lanka tackles these aspects to an extent, yet, due to the application of a
caste approach, class underpinnings and the economic interests of the cultural and economic
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elites in the early nationalist project are not fully explored. From a distant angle, if followed Da-
vid Scott’s critical review of the conceptual terrains used to tell the story of transformation of
Buddhism (as a response to his main opponent Malalgoda) during colonial times, possibility of
arriving at a different interpretation of nationalism by illuminating the class interests was indicat-
ed (1996:7).

The omissions and the errors committed in narrating the nationalist history have depicted the
birth and functions of nationalist ideology as a super structural affair and as the outcome of the
struggle between the British colonial rulers and the local people is continued (Wickramaratne
1995:xii). In this narration, the creation of an homogeneous category of ‘local people’ conven-
iently ovetrlooked other politically significant groupings, relationships of domination-
subordination, hegemony building, most importantly class relations, and the various levels of un-
equal relations in the society is remarkable. This reductionist understanding seems to have acted
as a priori condition in the political discourse of nationalism that rules out the importance and the
relevance of other analytical categorties, ie. class to (re)interpret nationalism. By claiming the intel-
lectual and moral authority in the interpretation of local history, some circles closely linked to the
political elites in the upper class discursive communities have successfully influenced the minds
of the majority of Sinhalese, leaving no space for the emergence of alternative interpretations or
critical questioning of the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist discourse as a hegemonic project. As a
result, it makes the nationalist discourse sacred and an affair not to be questioned. During the
interviews carried out for this research, which happened to coincide with the last phase of the
recently ended civil war (May 2009), Sinhalese expressed a renewed sense of Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalism, justified its need of existence and articulated its existence as common sensical (Field
interviews R.1, 16 and 18).

As shown thus far, more than religion or ethnicity, class has been the founding principal of
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. Michael Mann’s observations on ethnic nationalism (2005) sug-
gests that by elevating ethnicity, the class origins of nationalism or class as an important prelimi-
nary point of departure for analysis of nationalism came to be often ignored, therefore the class
roots of initial hegemony formation was ignored too. Confining the nationalist debate to the
symbolic/super structural levels, pursuit of narrow class interests by the bourgeois in eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century Ceylon and the power interest of the political elites in the post-colonial
period is being concealed. In other words, this suggest a situation where the dominant political
discourse endorsed by some in the academia on Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in politics® was
narrated in such a way and used as a means to ensure gains for a few. One of the seemingly posi-
tive gains it achieved was bringing the vertically divided classes, castes and regional communities
in the Sinhalese community together to mobilising them against colonial rule. During this pro-
cess, the unequal and exploitative power relations between the foreign rule and the locals were
exposed. On the flip side of this process, similar kinds of power dynamics among the local com-
munity and processes of manipulation for political and economic gains came to be hidden. Relat-
ed to this development, this chapter argues that Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism was also used to
paint a picture of a ‘seemingly wuited local people against the British rule’. Most strikingly, despite
its Sinhala-Buddhist character, initially the support extended by the Tamils for this project is em-
phasised too (Nesiah 2001:9). Given this background, it is correct to suggest that through the use
of nationalism, the local bourgeoisies/upper classes of this period was able to pursue their ambi-
tions of establishing cultural, ideological, intellectual and moral leadership over the lower classes
of all communities and nurture exclusive forms of politics where the inequalities and exploitative
relations between the locals and foreigners were highlighted. At the same time the nationalist pro-
ject subdued the inequalities at vertical and horizontal levels and exploitative relations among the
local population.
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In the following section, a detailed account on how and why during various phases of devel-
opment of state-in-society relations and state building in the post-colonial period, Sinhalese polit-
ical elites continued to use Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as a hegemonic alliance building process
will be presented. Further, the influence of these tensions on democratic state building is present-
ed too.

2.3.2 Marching towards independence: a search for new allies and new enemies

Contrary to the popular belief that the island’s nationalist movement was instrumental in winning
independence, many sources suggest that Stri Lanka’s independence was not a direct outcome of
the elite-led nationalist movement. Independence to Sti Lanka was more the British’s decision to
leave the Indian subcontinent (Nandi 2000: Chapter 8) and a byproduct of the massive Indian
nationalist movement. Sti Llanka never had a vibrant or mass-scale nationalist movement (Nandi
2000). Many who openly support the military crackdown of the LTTE, especially the respondents
of JVP and JHU affluence, are of the opinion that the current phase of war is the real struggle for
freedom and sovereignty in the island. This interpretation implies certain political forces in the
Sinhalese society seeking to establish a renewed narrative and open a new era of the Dhar-
mapala’s nationalist ideology, where Sinhala-Buddhist domination and the image of the victorious
Sinhala-Buddhist nation state is reproduced.

The ‘nationalist movement’ in Sti Lanka was a lethargic movement carried out under the lead-
ership of local upper classes (Wilson 1975:7). Initially, this movement had two main components:
the cultural revivalist movement (explained in an earlier section of this thesis) and the political
reform movement. Opposed to the cultural revivalist movement spearheaded by the petty bour-
geoisie and traditional bourgeoisie (Dharmapala and his successors), the political reform move-
ment was largely spearheaded by the bourgeoisie (comprador). The eventual combination of
these two movements and the creation of one unified nationalist movement was an important
political venture of the bourgeois leaderships of these two movements. As Swaris argued, this
merger was aimed at securing their narrow class-based interests and to secure legitimacy for their
moral, intellectual and political leadership over the rest of the society (1973:32). Another possible
reason for this merger is the unfavourable image painted by the cultural movement of the leader-
ship of the reform movement. The leadership of the revivalist movement often criticised the
leadership of the reform movement as a close ally of the British colonisers. These criticisms gen-
erated a need to shake this ‘culprit like image’ of the leadership of the reform movement and the
urgency to join forces with the cultural movement. This merger was also essential to redress the
public image of the leadership of the reform movement that was publicly labelled as aliens and
foreign to the local people (Swaris 1973: 2). On the road to representative democracy, such an
image was damaging to the reformists.

Given this context, for mutual survival and to form a common elite solidarity front to influ-
ence the British, synthesising these two movements became an important step for the leadership
of both movements. As Gramsci has pointed out confluence of different social forces happens
when these forces have reasons of their own to come together so. It can be safely assumed that
for the leadership of the cultural revivalist movement this merger became as important as for the
leadership of the reform movement to maintain the unity of the already mobilised masses. This
research suggests that this mutual need felt by the leaderships of both movements was a factor
that enabled them to temporary or supetficially overcome their real and perceived differences.
From a point of view of class, this merger also highlights their common goal of securing class
domination and the common interest pursued in establishing the bourgeois-clite leadership as
one unified front over the rest of the society. This step penetrated the cultural, ideological, moral
and intellectual domain of life of the lower classes, as well as developing new dynamics in the
state-in-society relations of this period. These developments laid the foundations for future poli-
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tics and secured an important alliance by the bourgeoisie with the lower-class masses. However,
this confluence of different social forces did not mean a complete wash away of all the other un-
derlying tensions among the elites based on ethnic, religious, class, and caste, regional and urban-
rural divisions. Importantly, what this situation suggests is when and where necessary to defend
the interests and political power, the various divisions among the elites can be muted, and when
the political competition and the other underlying tensions among the elites affect their preferred
balance of power in national politics, elites using nationalism to overcome the damage these ten-
sions create. Undoubtedly, by using the rhetoric of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, the elites justi-
fied their rule and gained legitimacy from the masses.

2.4  Post-colonial factional politics and the functions of Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalism

During the transfer of power from the British to the native population, the local elites (constitut-
ed of several class and ideological political factions: traditional bourgeoisie, colonial bourgeoi-
sies/comprador bourgeoisie, Tamil, Sinhala, Marxist and Conservative) successfully claimed the
political-intellectual, moral, cultural and economic leadership of the country. By then, by using
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism they have already established their cultural leadership among the
peripheral communities. Comparing Sri Lanka and Malaysia in terms of the nature of inter-ethnic
bourgeois harmony at the time of Sri Lankan independence, Horowitz observes:

... no comparable mono-ethnic elite institution existed in Ceylon. Instead, a variety of elite colleges
was established, largely in Colombo where both Sinhalese and Tamils were educated. As a result, alt-
hough the two countries had approximated the same populations, the Malay and the Chinese politi-
cal leaders in Malaysia were not on intimate terms, whereas the Sinhalese and Tamil leaders in Cey-
lon frequently knew each other well, having been to school together. It is fair to describe the
Ceylonese elite at independence as genuinely intercommoned, sharing many common values. The
same description would not apply to the Malayan elite at independence (1993: 2-3).

Furthermore, unlike in Malaysia by independence the Ceylonese elites had developed a bargaining
culture in politics, a culture which had advantages over a culture that put a premium on personal
relations (ibid). What Horowitz fails to point out in his analysis is who actually paid the real price
for the bargaining culture of politics of the Ceylonese elites and what effect this implied ‘progres-
sive’ culture of bargaining politics had on realising egalitarian political culture and a democratic
state in the years to come. Despite this notion of elite solidarity and culture of bargaining identi-
fied by Horowitz, especially since the introduction of the universal franchise in 1931, the Tamil
political elites (also of bourgeois class background) was increasingly marginalised by the Sinhalese
political elites. This situation was aggravated due to the ways in which the British handled the
looming factional conflicts. It is argued that the British largely left the fate of the Tamil political
elites to be determined by the rival Sinhalese elites (Wickramaratne 1995:xi). The scholars who
work on the development of constitution making in Sti Lanka often point to the fact that the
western model of democracy left by the British encouraged a majoritarian politics among the lo-
cal elites and eventually to perceive democracy as a winner-takes-it-all system (Coomaraswamy
2003: 152). To take a lead against the rival factions, all these factions began to appeal to ideologi-
cal sentiments of their potential allies in politics. Given the ethnic composition of the population,
new era of representative democracy began with the introduction of universal suffrage in 1931;
Sinhalese elites used Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism to appeal to the numerically largest Sinhala-
Buddhist constituency. In this process of mass incorporation of the Sinhalese-Buddhists into na-
tional politics, an elevation of Sinhala-Buddhist identity occurred and repeatedly promises were
made in establishing a state where the rights and the privileges of Sinhala-Buddhists were guaran-
teed. As Mann points out, going overboard in this direction of politics using ethnic nationalism as
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a mobilisation strategy denotes the datk side of democracy in the twentieth century (2005), to
which Sri Lanka fell prey to.

During the early years of post-colonial national politics, political power and social prestige
were intrinsically based on economic capital (Fernando 1973:364). After independence, the nu-
merous attempts made to capitalise on the material resources of the state led to a number of
overt elite factional conflicts and the superficial elite solidarity formed during the colonial period
fell apart. By independence, the emerging ruling class constituted of various factions of the bour-
geois class and upper class sub-fractions. This category can be further broken down into two
main sub-factions: colonial and local/traditional bourgeoisie (based on class), Sinhalese and Tamil
(based on ethnicity), Goyigama, Salagama, Karava (based on caste), up-country-low country
(based on regional origin).” Among all these various sub factions, the two class-based factions
played an important role in party politics in the ensuing period. These two factions took centre
stage in forming the political party system in Sti Lanka, where the present culture of Sinhalese
electoral politics came to be rooted. In this regard, an elaboration of the evolution of these fac-
tions, the nature of their struggles in politics and the various strategies they devised and how
these strategies influenced the path of hegemonic state building in the subsequent decades is im-
portant.

The colonial bourgeoisie faction™ represented liberal conservatism in politics. By engaging in
new opportunities opened during the long period of western colonialism (Portuguese, Dutch and
the British), this faction triumphed economically. In Marxist terms, this faction could be called
the comprador bourgeoisie” (Paulantzas 1973) and the local version of the ‘nouvean riche. Their
economic prosperity was mainly reliant on lightweight industries such as arrack renting, mining in
the graphite industry and trade. The new wealth they acquired helped them to overcome their
previous secondary or inferior position on the island’s traditional socioeconomic hierarchy (Rob-
erts 1982, Jayawardena 2007). Furthermore, members of this class mainly came from the south-
ern parts of the country and specifically from the coastal regions. During the three phases of
western colonial rule, these regions came to be commonly alluded as ‘spoiled’.31 Also, in the con-
temporary everyday perception of people, those who come from these regions are not considered
‘authentic’ or authentic representatives of the island. For these reasons, the colonial bourgeoisie
was often looked down upon, especially by the people from the upcountry regions who claim to
be the authentic representatives of the island.” In addition to this, the close connection that the
colonial bourgeoisie class had with the British and their public admiration of western values,
practices and mimicking of westernised behaviour raised questions about their legitimacy in poli-
tics and their ability to lead the masses. Thes attitudes were true during the period of the national-
ist movement too. Especially the westernised social customs this segment of the elites practiced,
the western attire they wore, the westernised lifestyle they pursued and the universal political ide-
ologies they subscribed to, all became points of criticisms of their political and economic rivals.
In public debates, these characteristics of the colonial bourgeois class were repeatedly empha-
sised. As a result, the colonial bourgeoisie ran the risk of getting socially and politically isolated
from the rest of the local population. As Gramscian notion of hegemony asserts, the presence
threat of isolation might have encouraged the colonial bourgeoisie faction to join hands with the
traditional bourgeois class and follow the ideologies the latter propagated in national politics.

Amidst these social taboos and criticisms, towards the end of the colonial rule that generated
many economic opportunities in the new economic structure introduced, thanks to the colonial
economic expansion, the colonial bourgeoisie achieved a remarkable degree of upward economic
mobility that they successfully invested to gain upward political mobility. Inevitably, these trans-
formations affected the previous economic, social and political privileges enjoyed by the previ-
ously dominant traditional bourgeoisie and the rural petty bourgeoisie. These changes and trans-
formations created various ruptures and fissures in the traditional order and upset the established
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patterns in the balance of power among various social classes. Eventually, these developments
began to manifest in the post-colonial national political sphere and set the stage for aggressive
exploitation of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism by both factions to mobilise the masses on their be-
half. At the same time, the ways in which national politics was developing, with a strong ideologi-
cal underpinning, the economic prosperity of the colonial bourgeois class alone seemed not
enough to successfully claim the political leadership.

In 1947, under the leadership of the colonial bourgeois faction, United National Party (UNP),
the first national political party was established. UNP is a political party primarily based on con-
servative, liberal political ideologies™ and liberal economic ethos. In Sri Lanka, even to date, all
these aspects are closely identified with Western colonialism and new imperialism. The Western
education the colonial bourgeois class received was a reason undetlying their nature. The colonial
economic structure and the financial capital they earned by taking part in the colonial economic
structure facilitated them to pursue education in the West. As Fernando observes, in general,
Westernisation embraced by the colonial bourgeoisie, which included radical changes in lifestyles
and the adoption of a universalistic worldview, invariably resulted in a loss of identity with the
masses that were still steeped in tradition, poverty and parochialism (1973:366). Therefore the
grounds for legitimacy for leading the masses became questionable for the colonial bourgois fac-
tion.

Despite the characteristics of the leadership of the UNP, it was hailed as a symbol of national
unity. This is primarily due the fact that at the time of its founding it was represented by a num-
ber of communal parties (Arsaratnam Undated: 44). As Horowitz later observed, until the fac-
tional conflicts between the Sinhalese members of the ruling class reached their pinnacle, UNP
was able to retain the loyalty of the Tamil bourgeoisie™ (1993:4). It is correct to suggest that, be-
sides the aspect of inter-communal unity, UNP was representative of the common interests of
the bourgeoisie belonging to all ethnic groups. From the perspective of hegemony, breaking way
of Tamil elites from the elite political coalition is an indication of future resistance from this
break-away group to the hegemony building attempts of the Sinhalese political elites.

The history of the development of the political party system at the eve of independence re-
veals important dynamics of national politics, the main political agencies and state building in Sti
Lanka. Many of these dynamics noted in the immediate post-colonial period are still prevalent
and reproduced under various political-economic circumstances even today. What is certain is
that over decades, these underlying dynamics in politics have paved the way for rigorous use of
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as an integral political strategy for hegemony building and political
domination. From eartly on, as far late as the 1930s and early 1940s, when the mere ideological
slogans fell short in addressing the economic grievances and the widening inequalities (vertical
and horizontal) of the lower classes masses who posess the power of the vote, devising strategies
(actual or rherorical) to guarantee their upward economic-and social mobility was needed. How-
ever the strategies opted by the political elites were ill conceived for facilitating long-term capital
accumulation to fulfill the needs of this segment of the population, who were mainly from rural-
agricultural backgrounds. In the long term, the elites’ inability to generate enough capital posed a
threat for keeping their main support base. Therefore, when distributing state resources, the
higher principles of inclusivity and equality were sacrificed. In other words, the politics of exclu-
sion of one or/over the other was established, favouring one group over the other and institu-
tionalizing vertical and horizontal inequalities. This political strategy was justified by using nation-
alist slogans and by patronising the majority Sinhalese-Buddhist constituency who were
important for winning elections. The horizontal ethnic-based inequalities that excluded the Tam-
ils and other minority ethnic groups were justified by using the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist slo-
gans. This research looks more intently at the vertical inequalities this emerging relationship be-
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tween the Sinhalese political elites and the Sinhalese majority created, which slowly cemented into
a right-wing political culture.

2.4.1 Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as the vanguard of elite politics

Initially, the main political opposition to the colonial faction of the bourgeoisie came from one of
its own sub-factions — the traditional/local faction of the bourgeoisie class. Following Jayawar-
dene’s approach to social stratification, this research identifies the traditional faction as those who
earned their wealth and property, and owned means of production through economic activities
not related to colonial economic expansion. This group was constituted of upper castes and the
country’s traditional land-holding class. In contrast to the colonial faction, members of the tradi-
tional/local class stemmed mostly from upcountry regions™ and considered themselves to be the
authentic representatives of the country’s majority Sinhala-Buddhist population. Many of the no-
table members of this class belonged to the aristocracy and were various ‘title’ holders during the
colonial period. In many cases, their power and authority was localised and confined to the vil-
lages and the rural areas, where a large proportion, (roughly speaking 90%) of the local popula-
tion was concentrated. Before the introduction of the colonial capitalist economy, this faction
benefited from the feudal agro-based economic structure and from the prevailing patterns of so-
cial relations of production. As the island’s main land-holding class, this faction became the most
dominant local economic force too. Further, over a long period of time, through the use of the
teudal economic structure and the associated social and cultural practices that were essentially
linked to the peasant economy and peasants’ way of life, the traditional bourgeoisie had cultivated
a vast network of patronage relationships with the local communities under them: the rural peas-
antry and the rural petty bourgeoisie. Therefore, the economic prosperity of the rival colonial fac-
tion of the bourgeoisie and the alterations taking place in the economic sphere threatened the
previous power relations and this group of traditional power wielders. Despite these differences
in terms of class and economic backgrounds, by the eve of country’s independence, the tradition-
al bourgeoisie had entered into a seemingly cordial relationship with the colonial faction bour-
geoisie under the umbrella of the UNP. However, within a few years of independence, this rela-
tionship fell apart. This research suggests that one of the main factors for this disintegration of
bourgeoisie solidarity of this period was class-defined, although the mainstream literature often
argues otherwise. More precisely, this disintegration was the result of the limitations faced by the
traditional bourgeois class in achieving further upward political mobility in the emerging political
and economic opportunity structure. There are enough reasons to suggest that this situation was
largely kindled by the overall approach taken by the UNP in politics and the immediate post-
colonial state building project they sought to build on the liberal economic model and the ideolo-
gy of political conservatism. Obviously, this approach was inspired and tied to the UNP’s and its
leadership’s structural/economic base that distegarded the power base of the traditional bout-
geoisie.

For both factions, the brewing political conflict over capturing state power and establishing
one’s political legitimacy and domination over the other, and mobilising lower classes and the
tellow bourgeois factions were important. As will be explained in detail later, for mass political
mobilisation a great deal of material resources was needed. Also needed for a successful mobilisa-
tion strategy, as pointed out in theory of hegemony, was a powerful element of ideology. It was
under these dynamics of elite politics and the economic constrains they faced that the need for
developing a full-fledged strategy for mass political mobilisation of the lower classes with a pow-
erful ideology was needed. This became possible using and renewing the Sinhala-Buddhist na-
tionalism.

Until the eatly 1950s, the use of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in popular politics was largely
an affair of the traditional bourgeoisie. The rising powers of the traditional bourgeoisie and the



Sinhala-Buddhist Nationalism 47

ability it demonstrated in mobilising the various groups under the indigenous petty bourgeoisies
control made the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism appealing to the rival Sinhalese political elite fac-
tions as well. The kind of indigenous socialism® the Sinhala-Buddhist ideology was embedded in
became a point of attraction to the rural masses. The credibility claimed by the traditional bout-
geois faction by using Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism encouraged its main competitor, the UNP to
openly appeal to Sinhalese-Buddhist ethnic sentiments as well (Horowitz 1993:4). Learning from
the Dharmapala era, the Sinhalese elite political leadership of both factions was convinced of the
power and the robustness of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in mobilising the masses. The cultural
aspect of nationalism constituted of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism is believed to have come into
great ferment during the 1940s, which continued and produced under different political constella-
tions until now (Seneviratne 1999:56).

In 1951, the Sinhalese elite political solidarity that was crystallised under the UNP started fall-
ing apart. The traditional faction broke away from the UNP and formed a new political party
called SLFP. The SLFP was built on a few distinctly localised political goals around the class-
based interests of the traditional bourgeoisie and their rural petty bourgeoisie allies. The founding
father of the SLFP, Oxford educated Solomon West Ridgeway Dias Bandaranaike (S.W.R.D.
Bandaranaike), was a former senior member of the UNP. However, from the very beginning,
UNP’s intentions in establishing a ‘Senanayake dynasty’ in politics were apparent (Jayaweera
2001:6).” Undoubtedly such a move would facilitate retaining party leadership and importantly
state power in the hands of the new rich colonial bourgeoisie faction. This emerging culture of
dynastic politics leading by the UNP upset Bandaranaike. Further, this development also hurt his
personal political ambitions of becoming the party leader of UNP and his political fantasy of cap-
turing the limelight of post-colonial politics. Although Bandaranaike was not the most direct
economic beneficiary of securing a petty bourgeoisie defined political party and a political cul-
ture,” the political capital he could harvest by using the Sinhala-Buddhist identity of his main
support base was enormous. Although there were factional conflicts among the elites, under
Bandaranaike political, economic, cultural and class power came to be finely blended and became
a force close to national popular. As witnessed in 1951 when Bandaranaike formed the SLFP, the
party immediately became attractive to many who were excluded in national politics in the past.
Importantly, his political coalition brought the Buddhist monks (Sangha), other radical nationalist
Sinhalese-Buddhists and the Marxist-socialist political forces of this period together.?* In the 1956
general elections, by claiming 39.5% of the total number of votes casted (www.lankanewspapers.
com/news/election/general_election1956), they defeated the conservative Western-oriented
UNP. The SLFP’s party ideology was based on the promotion and encouragement of local and
indigenous cultural values. The spiritual philosophy of Buddhism and the Sinhala language, the
religion and the language of the majority of the population in the island, were given prominence.
However, it is important to realise that by choosing this ideology/superstructure that represents
exclusive set of cultural practices of the Sinhala community, whose very existence was based on
rural agriculture-based economy that was dominated by the traditional and petty bourgeoisie clas-
ses, the SLEP served the interests of the powerful allies in its political coalition. Meanwhile, it al-
so promoted a form of ‘pan Sinhala-Buddhism nationalism’ over other subaltern forms of soli-
darities in the Sinhalese community.

According to popular interpretations, the victory of Bandaranaike is a ‘success story’ of bring-
ing the formerly divided Sinhalese political elites together and some segments in the Sinhalese
society (Jayawardena 1985:68-9, Roberts 1995:298). Although there is some element of truth in
this interpretation, Bandaranaike’s victory primarily based on Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist tone
had counterproductive effects on Sinhalese politics. For example, in 1959, when Bandaranaike
declared his willingness to accommodate the interests of the Tamils into this political project, the
same forces that he gathered assassinated him. Besides, the Bandaranaike period reveals few oth-
er scenarios on politics. First of all, Bandaranaike’s leadership defined by symbolic politics paved
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the way for establishing the dominance of the traditional bourgeois faction and its close ally, the
petty bourgeoisie, in national politics. Following the electoral defeat of the UNP, largely thanks
to this new strategy of Bandaranaike, UNP also began to appeal to the same ideological, cultural
sentiments in politics, thus attempting to counter-balance the political domination of Bandarana-
ike’s inter-class coalition. By so doing, UNP sealed Sinhalese elite domination in politics. This
development marginalised the influence of the contending Tamil elite faction in politics. Besides,
it created a resistance among them for the merging hegemonic formation between the various
forces in Sinhalese society. Further, these dynamics in national politics also paved the way for
establishing a pan ruling class ideology based on Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. As Horowitz ex-
plains:

...after the resounding victory of an SLFP-led coalition in 1956, the Sinhala Only legislation was
passed, and Tamil civil servants were discriminated against on linguistic grounds. Rebuffed at the
polls, the UNP responded by becoming as ethnically exclusive as the SLFP. When Prime Minister
S.W.R.D Bandaranaike attempted to diffuse the Sinhalese-Tamil tension by making a compromise
agreement with the Federal party leader, SV]J Chelvanayagam, the UNP campaigned against it
(1993:4).

Choosing Sinhala-Buddhism as the ideology of the ruling class by the bourgeoisie leaderships of
both Sinhala political parties helped them to deconstruct their disadvantageous public image in
politics and overcome the difficulty they faced in identifying with the lower classes. The evidenc-
es for this claim can be traced in the political debates dating back to the 1920s and 1930s in the
legislative council. For instance, the arguments presented by the legislative councilors of Ceylo-
nese bourgeois origin with regard to the implementation of a set of policies concerning land,
peasant colonisation and state welfare can be interpreted as ways the bourgeoisie sought to re-
store their image among the distanced masses, whose economic plight is directly linked to the
actions of the bourgeoisie. For instance, in addition to the British capitalists, during the colonial
times, the local capitalist class profited from the British land sales policy. In other words, the local
capitalist class has an equal stake in the issue of landlessness among the poor rural peasantry
(Roberts 1977:447). As Roberts notes, perhaps in addition to the genuine concerns of the nation-
alist leaders who realised the importance of improving the well-being of the peasantry for realisa-
tion of political development (Roberts 1977:4406), this research also suggests that the nationalist
leaders beginning to focus on the poor peasantry (not to forget now empowered with universal
franchise since 1931) was an element of the political strategy aimed at rectifying their previous
actions. In this sense, it is not unusual for the bourgeoisie who are responsible for the plight of
the peasantry and the rural masses to use Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism to woo them, especially
when the majority of the peasantry and the rural masses were of Sinhala-Buddhist origins. The
political debates in the legislative council since the late 1920s on the welfare state policy provides
another convincing example to further suffice my argument here (Roberts 1977:476). In the late
1920s, it was largely the migrant workers from the plantation sector that benefited from the wel-
fare policy of the British. Exemption from the poll tax was one of the important benefits they
enjoyed. In addition, under the Minimum Wage Ordinance of 1923, a detailed criterion for wage
payment under different categories of Indian immigrant labor was implemented. This Ordinance
also made the plantation owners obligatory to provide quantities of rice for a subsidised price
(Roberts 1977:477). In national politics, the trade unions and the Marxist political parties repre-
sented this segment of the workers. The leaders of the reform movement foresaw the dangers of
granting universal franchise to the Indian immigrants who were undoubtedly inclined to vote for
the Marxist parties, their champions. The eventual disenfranchisement of the Indian immigrant
workers (1948) and demanding a welfare state policy for all therefore can be all related to this fear
of Marxists threat. Therefore, regardless of the underlying political motives, the behaviour of the
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political-economic elites on both these occasions were attempts to redress the past ills caused by
their actions and a way of getting closer to the Sinhala-Buddhist masses.

In addition to the economic imperatives, during the colonial period, in order to economically
profit from the colonial rule, many bourgeoisie had converted to Christianity (Jayawardena
2007:249). Converting to Christianity brought about obvious changes in their lifestyles that were
different from the lifestyle of the masses. The aggressive launch of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism
in the national political sphere was essentially linked to this identity dilemma of the local bour-
geoisie (brown sahib syndrome™). By highlighting such differences, the traditional bourgeoisie in
the SLFP hoped to take the lead in politics over the Western-oriented UNP. In light of the
above, it seems that Bandaranaike was compelled to catve out a new political coalition, combin-
ing the elements of structure and ideological/superstructure of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism that
became the highest expression of bourgeois class interests. This research also asserts that the tra-
jectory of post-colonial politics shaped by the explicit use of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in pol-
itics for the purposes mentioned above appealed to the masses and manipulated enough for ren-
dering their intellectual, economic, moral and political subordination to the bourgeoisie. This
phase of national politics renewed the political strategy and reinforced the pattern of alliance
building initially launched during Dharmapala period.

The vertical class alliances formed by mobilising ideological sentiments also enabled the Sinha-
lese political elites to incorporate the lower classes into national politics and to increase elites’
competitiveness in national politics. Taking a Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist stand in politics, Ban-
daranaike and the leadership of the UNP embarked on a dangerous path of promotion of exclu-
sion of other communities. Kedourie who pointed out in his seminal work on nationalism in Af-
rica, Asia and Latin America that this period was a project of the Left (1960:91). Given the
origins and the interest pursued by using nationalism in national politics in Sri Lanka, the various
phases of development of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist and nationalist rejuvenations, including
that of Bandaranaike period, this research is inclined to point to the fact that Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalism has always been a project of the Right.

In this political project, Tamils and other minority communities became increasingly isolated
and became a subject of persecution. As stated by a number of self-identified politically modet-
ates interviewed for this study, in 1950s, use of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism by Bandaranaike in
politics was ‘not all that bad’ and it seemed like a ‘necessary step’. Their reasoning was grounded
on the belief that Bandaranaike’s initial intention was to bring the deeply divided Sinhalese to-
gether on one platform and then form consensus with the Tamils. However, it is evident that by
using Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as the main mobilisation strategy and elevating the image of
the state as a Sinhala-Buddhist state, all done at the expense of the exclusion of the Tamils and
other minority groups including the Sinhalese-Christians, the Sinhalese political elites created
long-lasting divisions in post-colonial politics and pushing the state building project to a undem-
ocratic path. Most importantly, the ways in which the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism was illumi-
nated in national politics successfully took away the attention of the masses from the widening
inequalities in the society that affected them the most. Although, it is true that even before the
birth of the SLEFP, there were deep divisions within Sinhalese society and the petty bourgeoisie
often feeling politically alienated in bourgeoisie post-independent politics (Gunasinghe 1996:174).
However, as majority of the respondents shared using Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and symbolic
identity politics to overcome their isolation cannot be justified. Because, rather than being a help
use of Sinhala-Buddhist in national politics has created more misery. Also the often-repeated
popular story of political isolation of the local petty bourgeoisie during Western colonialism and
during the UNP’s period of political domination only tells one side of the story. This isolation
was a self-created situation by the petty bourgeoisie who willingly rendered their subordination to
the hegemonic bourgeois political leadership. This relationship has its roots in the cultural re-
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vivalist movement. In all these situations, association and disassociation from mainstream politics
during various phases of colonial and post-colonial rule were all forms of political engagement.
Although they seem passive in nature, in the long run, the implications of these seemingly passive
political engagements have contributed to active hegemony building and hegemonic state build-
ing project’' led by the Sinhalese political elites.

2.4.2 Bandaranaike’s politics: Left going Right

The ways in which Bandaranaike led his election campaign in 1955 are crucial for understanding
the changed direction of the nationalist ideology and its future use in post-colonial national poli-
tics, the trajectory of state transformation and the tensions it created between hegemony building
democratic state building.

Bandaranaike’s political campaign kindled a series of ethnic, linguistic and religious sentiments
in the majority Sinhalese, eventually led to a process of ‘ethnic outbidding in politics (De Votta
2005:141). The rural petty bourgeoisie and other nationalist forces were eager to embrace this
political culture and rendered their support to it. Ideas about local culture, local economic devel-
opment, the prominence of the Sinhala language and promises made to reform the old English
educational system by replacing it with a vernacular form of education were all attractive to them.
Getting inspiration from this sensational as well as economically advantageous political rhetoric,
the radical nationalistic forces demanded a restructuring of state institutions by giving priotity to
the vernacular educated classes. Their list of demands also included establishing Sinhalese su-
premacy over the Tamil people, who were perceived as the privileged during the British rule.
These ideas and demands were not confined to political rhetoric alone. Later, they were translat-
ed into actual state policy and constitutional provisions and attempts were made to institutional-
ise Sinhala-Buddhist hegemony over the non-Sinhala-Buddhist communities. For example, the
1956 Language Act (known as Sinhala Only Act)* became the highest expression of the hege-
monic project pursued through Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, where the image, practice and dis-
course that constitute the state-in-society became to be collectively manifested through right-
wing politics. The introduction of the First Republican Constitution in 1972 by his widowed wife
who was the prime minister and the privileges it bestowed to Buddhism over other religions in
the country provides an useful example of synthesis and continued persuasion of multiple strate-
gies in the direction of hegemonic state (Coomaraswamy 1984:4).

Since Bandaranaike, the ruling Sinhalese political elites have successfully managed to employ
the ‘ethnic card’ in politics (Jayatilleke 1991). This was particularly visible during the deteriorating
economic conditions in the post-independence period, in which conflicts over access to state re-
sources began to intensify and state resource distribution mechanisms began to be dominated
and often mismanaged by the ruling elite factions. This research argues that the idea of scarcity
and mismanagement of resource distribution is only one aspect of the problem. The other aspect
of the problem is the scarcity of political imagination and vision of dominant Sinhalese political
elites. In light of these observations, it can be safely argued that the use of Sinhala-Buddhist na-
tionalism by the Sinhalese political elites advanced the hegemony building among the Sinhalese
and sufficiently manipulated and moulded the political imagination of the lower classes in the
Sinhalese community to advance their narrow political goals. This research further argues that
this direction of politics having shaped the post-colonial state building project to establish Sinha-
lese domination, also forced the old and newly emerging rival political forces of leftwing orienta-
tion to embark on symbolic politics of right-wing propensity. In other words, this, albeit the self-
identified image of being Left and Right, regardless of the other identities the various elite fac-
tions carried in politics, they together practiced one form of politics, i.e., right-wing politics.

Overall, the direction of politics after Bandaranaike raises several important questions as to
why he did not opt for a class-based political strategy over an ethnic-based one. Given the brand
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of indigenous socialism he espoused in politics, asking class-related questions seems valid. There
are reasons to believe that, had he opted for a class-based strategy, he could have easily gained
the support of the lower classes of other ethnic communities. Because, there are enough reasons
to suggest that during this period, regardless of their ethnic identity, class-based grievances held
currency among the majority of the population.” Considering the popular arguments and counter
arguments, it is obvious that opting for an ethno-religious based strategy was favoured for the
sake of convenience by the Sinhalese political elites. Further, this strategy was mainly aimed at
counter-balancing the political legitimacy of the rival factions in politics, i.e., the UNP and the
Marxist political forces.* Ultimately, the early factional conflicts of Sinhalese political elites and
the strategies they used — by manipulating ideological sentiments and the economic struggles of
the Sinhalese peasantry — provided an artificial symbolic refuge to the poor peasantry under the
banner of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. The mass yet passive political participation encouraged
of this largest segment of the society in the national political sphere has created many tensions
between hegemony building and the democratic state building in Sri Lanka.

2.4.3 The ethnic caricature in politics and ‘classless’ Marxist politics: whose left?

In addition to the above two factions, there was another dominant political force in Sri Lanka,
i.e.,the Marxist-Socialist group. Their pioneer was Lanka Sama Samaja Party (LSSP) formed in
1935, which gave birth to a number of other breakaway Marxist/leftist parties. Taken together,
the Marxist/left movement was a collection of political parties (LSSP and Communist Party —CP,
mainly) that attracted members from both the bourgeois and lower classes. It drew ideological
inspiration from the militant labour and trade union movements, which dated back to the wake
of plantation capitalism in the nineteenth century. According to Jayawardena, that period was one
in which class-consciousness was able to take precedence over ethnic and religious emotions
(2003:17). In contrast to the position taken up by the bourgeois leadership of the reform move-
ment that advocated limited voting rights, the labour movement promoted and supported univer-
sal suffrage. Further, it also advocated voting rights for Indian workers in Sri Lanka (Jayawardena
2003;21, Shanmugaratnam 2007:1). Given the nature of target constituencies, supporting the vot-
ing rights of these underprivileged economic forces were essential for party building. Despite a
positive track record the traditional Marxist parties had, after 1929, entered into a path of com-
munalist politics. Although the labour movements claimed to be left wing, its political leniency
got clouded with right-wing tendencies.

The traditional Marxist forces in politics (from the 1920s to the mid-1970s) were another im-
portant elite faction in politics claiming to represent the interests of the proletariat. They saw
themselves as the liberators of the Sti Lankan plebs (Wickramaratne 1999:252). Some even argue
that if any group should deserve the credit for securing independence for Sri Lanka, it should be
for the Marxists parties (Wilson 1979:1132). This political force with an explicit radical Marxist-
socialist outlook was the only major ideological alternative to the emerging post-colonial national
politics dominated by the UNP and SLFP. However, the leadership of all these three dominant
groups belonged to the same bourgeoisie background (Fernando 1973:371). Contrary to the UNP
and SLFP, however, in the popular political arena, the Marxist-socialists openly campaigned for
the rights and welfare of the urban working class, the rural plantation workers and the plantation
workers of Indian Tamil origin. Although, their numerical strength in politics was too small, they
were able to secure a decent number of votes in the parliamentary election in the post-second
world war period. For instance, in the 1947 general elections, LSSP, Communist party and Bol-
shevik/Leninists Party secured 21% of the total percentage of votes casted (Moore 1985:294),
which allowed them to secure 19 parliamentary seats (Moore 1985:242). Despite some electoral
victories, their influence in politics was marginal and mainly confined to the urban working class
and to the southern coastal belt (Jayawardena 1974:3). This was partly due to the nature and the
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structure of the Sri Lankan economy, primarily characterised by a large feudal agriculture sector, a
small colonial capitalist plantation sector and a small light-industrial sector (Hettige 2000:20).

The structural features in the economy were not in favour of the left parties to retain their
‘left’ identity. Further, in the period after 1931, the Left going in the direction of the Right in pol-
itics seemed to have been influenced by several important political changes in this period. The
enactment of a new constitution in 1931, Ceylon receiving the status of self-governance and in-
troduction of universal suffrage to elect the members to the legislature (State Council) are few
significant milestones in island’s political history that had an influence on left politics to lean to-
wards the Right. The massive negative economic performance of this period also had played an
important role in the Left’s rightwing political leniency. In the decade of 1930s, the country was
hit by its worst economic ctisis of all time and by a malaria epidemic in 1934. These two events
created large-scale unemployment and left many people impoverished. As left-wing historians
have shown, the combination of these two events affected the previous militant nature of the
trade union and the vibrant labour movement in the island (Jayawardena 2003:27). On the one
hand there was a marked improvement in democratic politics (hereby refers to the degree of
space left for different political ideologies and ideas to prevail) and on the other hand hit by the
economic crisis, pushed the leadership of the left movement to kindle right-wing politics, where
communal identity politics came to be more crystallised. Under these structural constrains and
against the backdrop of growing political competition for state power between the UNP and
SLFP, the Marxist-socialist forces conveniently ignored class politics and joined hands with the
SLFP. This move was justified on the self-fulfilling prophecy that alluded to SLEFP as the only
alternative force to the capitalist class with a progressive and anti-imperialist character (Jayawar-
dena 1974:4) and as the main challenger of the pro-imperialist UNP (Shanmugaratnam 2007:i-ii).
Although the numerous political factions gathered under different party labels, all of them in-
creasingly subscribed to one ideology, i.e., the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist ideology. In this un-
veiling new political alliance formation solidarity between several Sinhalese elites political factions
reached its optimum level. In this regard, Marxists rendering their subordination to SLFP was the
most significant. As a number of respondents of this research, particularly as referred by a party
leader of a traditional Marxist political party, said: ‘...upon securing Ministerial portfolios in the
MEP government (led by SLFP), the traditional Marxist parties simply abandoned class politics’.
According to the contemporary critics of the traditional Marxist parties interviewed for this re-
search, the pro-capitalist bias of the UNP was a simply good enough reason for the traditional
Marxist parties to support the SLFP. According to them, in order to get closer to state power, the
Marxists had to join the ethnic bandwagon of the SLFP. This situation again had important im-
plications of hegemony building strategies of the dominant elite factions. For instance, Marxist
accepting or subscribing to ethnic politics of this period was not necessarily through the manipu-
lation of their consent; instead it denotes a situation where Marxists political parties becoming
afraid of getting isolated or being left out in the emerging popular politics, even if was of a right-
wing nature.

Considering the bourgeois background of the leadership of the Marxist political faction (Jaya-
wardena 1974:0), that is not so different from the other two prominent political factions of this
time, among other factors, choosing leftwing political ideology reveals the need of the Marxist
political faction to distinguish themselves from fellow bourgeoisie counterparts in politics. Fur-
ther, it also reveals the need felt by the Marxist faction to find a political identity that could easily
reach to the lower classed masses. In doing so, appealing to urban workers over the peasantry or
rural bourgeoisie (who were already in political alliances with UNP and SLEFP) should not be
overrated or misinterpreted as genuine attempts to address the grievances of the proletariat, as
populatly claimed. This situation suggests that although there were plenty of signs on the possi-
bility of formation and mobilisation of a broad cross-class alliance, the social, economic and po-
litical conditions of this period forced the leaders of left politics to embark on opportunistic poli-
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tics and abandon their previously declared noble goal of ‘emancipation of the working class from
exploitation’. By doing so, the Marxist forces contributed in maturing conditions for a rightwing
political culture that underpinned the principle of inequality and persecution of the minorities.
Further, the external conditions in the post-second wotld war period where socialism and Marxist
politics were not so welcomed by the hegemonic liberal democratic political forces also seemed
to have had an influence of this transformation of national politics. However, it is safe to state
that the local Marxist political forces in this era betrayed their own cause, their constituency and
left a distorted local understanding of Marxist politics, and pushed the local communities to rely
on right-wing politics. This transformation in elite politics that informed the transformation of
subaltern politics has had important bearings on the foundation of state building in the post-
independent era.

2.5 JVP Marxism and JHU Chauvinism: turncoat Lefts aiding the Hegemony of
the Right

Since the gradual demise of the influence of the traditional Marxist political parties, a number of
smaller radical nationalist political parties have gained an important voice in national politics.
Among these, Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) and Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHU) are the most
prominent. Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinism, essentially a trait of right-wing politics, is a characteris-
tic they share with the other main two Sinhala political parties.

At the time of its birth in the mid-1960s, the leadership of the JVP intended to fill the vacuum
left by the traditional left parties. Even when compared to the solid strength achieved by the
UNP and SLFP in post-colonial electoral politics, albeit numerous ‘political’ handicaps, JVP has
been able to rise as an effective member of the post-colonial ruling class.” Since its formation,
JVP has worked from within to achieve its main goal of establishing a Marxist-socialist state. JVP
also continues to advocate a change to the post-colonial political system captured by the bour-
geoisie and their capitalist state building project.* Clearly, until the early 1980s, the main competi-
tion to JVP was the perceived pseudo-nationalist project of the bourgeoisie (Samaranayake
1987:273).

Compared to the leaderships of UNP, SLFP and traditional Marxist political parties, in terms
of class origination, the JVP leadership belonged to the rural non-bourgeoisie class. With this
background, JVP claimed to represent the ‘oppressed’ (Uyangoda 2006:0). In its electoral propa-
ganda, JVP also claimed to be the voice of landless peasants in the rural areas. However, follow-
ing 1977, upon introduction of the open economy and the significant changes it brought to the
traditional class structure, JVP modified its electoral appeal to include the members of newly
formed class locations. This new appeal targeted the potential new class factions that were mostly
of precariat nature.” The precariat class constituted a large number of casual employees whose
employment security and social security were dependent on the dynamics of the global-local lib-
eral economic actors, structures and processes. The launching of the open economy policy in
1977, that significantly expanded the private sector and the service industry, can be identified as
other factors that influenced JVP choosing this direction of politics. It further tightened its anti-
neo liberal hegemonic rhetoric and to effectively incorporate these new class segments to its po-
litical coalition has actively embarked on a new set of electoral strategies and slogans that further
illuminate its right-wing ideological bias.

Opverall, JVP’s declared ideological orientation in politics presents a political puzzle for many.
As a self-declared Marxist-socialist party, advocating extreme forms of ethno-religious national-
ism or chauvinism is one dimension of this, for example, the Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinist posi-
tion that it takes in politics as a significant distraction from Marxists’ primary occupation in poli-
tics, that of the class struggle. In general, taking popular political stands on specific issues, such as
nationalism to fashion political ideology of a political party with left orientation does not corre-
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spond with left politics; rather it corresponds with rightwing politics. In this sense, although JVP
proclaimed itself as a Marxist political party, succumbing to ethnic politics only favoured the
building of narrow ethnic solidarity over class solidarity (Samaranayake 1987:277). For these rea-
sons, majority of the respondents interviewed for this research who belong to other political par-
ty affiliations raised questions on JVP’s self-declared identity as a Marxist-socialist political party.
In their view, JVP did not stand by any Marxist-socialist ideals; highlighting JVP’s confused polit-
ical identity as one respondent, a leader of a traditional left political party, remarked: JVP is a pe-
culiar animal’.

Compared to the privileges enjoyed by the dominant bourgeois ruling factions in politics, JVP’
lacked access to exploit the resource base of the state. It is in this circumstance that they used
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism to get closer to power and mobilise forces around the party. Also,
after the opening of the economy in 1977, as a small and distinct political actor (in terms of its
class origin), that JVP used Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism to build political alliances with the lower
class masses is notable. In many ways, giving prominence to the ethno-religious identity of the
majority over class identity was a political short cut for the JVP. This short cut was essential, as
the party had no access to state resources or the established state-sponsored patronage networks
to build political coalitions. Also, the kinds of patronage networks and political clientelism culti-
vated by the UNP and SLFP by using state resources did not reach the rural youth, who consti-
tuted the majority of JVP’s electoral base. Therefore, keeping their support and preventing them
from drifting towards the main political parties needed a different strategy. In this structurally
disadvantaged political-economic background, the party demonstrated an incapacity to fashion a
progressive political ideology that could win elections. Therefore, more than its bourgeois rivals
in politics, i.e., the UNP and SLFP, JVP adopted a more vigorous form of ethnic nationalism and
aggressive persuasion of Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic state. In terms of hegemony building, for
various factors pointed out above, JVP’s subscription to Sinhala-Buddhist ideology in politics
denotes a success trajectory of hegemony building between the rival Sinhalese political elites and
the elites with the Sinhalese majority.

Despite the two anti-state protests waged by the JVP in 1971 and 1989-92 in the name of sav-
ing the nation, later on JVP’s chauvinist political ambitions became clear. During these two
events, the state forces unleashing its coercive forces to suppress JVP seemed to have played a
role in them gradually joining the hegemonic forces. Excluding the Tamil youth who aired similar
grievances (and the Tamil community) from the 1971 insurrection further asserts their unwilling-
ness to imagine a broader political programme of a leftwing foundation. Further, their inability
also shows the degree of influence of hegemony building strategies used by the main elite politi-
cal factions that kept forcing JVP to subsctibe to their right-wing political ideology. The exclu-
sion of Tamil youth could have been due to the nature of post-colonial political competition, de-
fined by a zero-sum thesis. Another reason could be the ‘magic logic’ of numbers in
representative democracy. The third possible reason of their exclusion can be explained along the
grievance thesis: JVP’s historical perception of Tamil youth as the main competitor for state re-
sources and as a privileged entity during the British colonial period is important in this regard
(Moore 1989:180). During a field interview, one present youth leader of the party shared:

...according to my opinion, there are no grievances for the Tamils. Their grievances are based on
their interests. I agree with the root causes of this conflict before 1987. And I must say that as I
think, there are no other new grievances after 1987. So I question, what are their new grievances? If
there are new grievances then we should start discussions. There is no need for any discussions, be-
cause there are no new grievances’.

In contrast to this, in another field interview, a current parliamentary member of JVP replied,
‘... Tamil separatism is a distraction for realising the important class struggle and there are no
ethnic-based grievances’. In his view, realising the class struggle will automatically take care of the
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so-called ethnic conflict. As another JVP respondent pointed out, ... Tamils demands are based
on Tamilness and historical grievances, both are unacceptable. If one is to accept the Tamils’
right to self-determination and recognise the armed struggle for a separate state, people from the
Monaragala District”® who are equally underprivileged in terms of access to state resources should
also be fighting for a separate state’. Although in these two statements class was emphasised as
the main preoccupation and the basis for resolving the ongoing conflict, in the arena of electoral
politics the issue of class domination and class struggle had overtaken by the fiery ethno-
nationalist propaganda. Besides, in electoral politics, JVP hardly make a distinction between the
Tamil community and the LTTE or as Jayawardena points out, they make no attempt to distin-
guish between Tamils on a class basis or even on the basis of Sri Lanka and Indian Tamils. In
Jayawardena’s view, these characteristics are synonymous with the ideology of Sinhala chauvin-
ism, which regards all non-Sinhala, regardless of class, as aliens (1985:88). Also if the element of
LTTE is left out from the Tamil community, JVPs belief on the Sinhalese historic genesis in At-
ya-Aryan conflict (Jayawardena 1985) further reduces its claim of being a party dedicated to class.

Considering all these different views expressed on JVP’s political ideology seem to point to
several underlying political-economic imperatives. Further they also suggest the need for under-
standing JVP’s take on Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in national politics beyond its fiery ethno-
political rhetoric, party’s publicly claimed ‘love for the nation” and their perceived need to protect
the unitary nature of Sri Lanka from the Tamil secessionist movement, and the Indian and West-
ern forms of neo-imperialism. In this regard, this research suggests that JVP’s Sinhala-Buddhist
chauvinism should be understood against the background of changing state-in-society relations,
class relations, social formations® and the dynamics of Sri Lanka’s capitalist state development,
and the political domination held by the right wing faction in the Sinhalese political elites. Fur-
ther, this research also suggests that despite their proudly declared ‘difference’ in politics, in terms
of their political location outside mainstream politics and the self-identified status of being the
only viable alternative to the current corrupt political practices of the capitalists, use of Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism as a tool for party building and as a tool of political mobilisation reveals
JVP’s lack of vision, strategy and the degree of party’s political underdevelopment. Importantly,
taking a Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinist stand in politics also reveals the degree of party’s subordina-
tion to the ideology of the bourgeois faction in the ruling class and to their hegemonic right wing
politics.” This research also finds that the more JVP attempts to differentiate itself from the
SLFP and UNP, the more it subscribes to the hegemonic right-wing politics of the bourgeois
dominated ruling faction, who during various junctures in politics in the colonial and post-
colonial period, invented and reinvented Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist ideology to pursue their
hegemonic ambitions. Also it can be suggested that, by following Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinism,
JVP has effectively mediated to legitimise the ideology of the bourgeois Sinhalese elites’ among
JVP’s lower classed constituencies. This is in complete contradiction with JVP’s much-promised
project of political and economic emancipation of this class from the bourgeoisie domination,
exploitation and the bourgeois state. In other words, this situation suggests JVP having rendered
a valuable service to its rival bourgeois counterparts in elite politics in advancing the hegemonic
political project under their leadership. This interpretation also allows one to claim that by sub-
verting to Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and chauvinism, JVP has been functioning as the main
mediator and the agent between the dominant bourgeois ruling faction and the lowest-class
members in the urban and rural sectors, in popularising right-wing political project under the
banner of left politics. By doing so, JVP has effectively closed the space for realising egalitarian
politics and being a major obstacle for establishing a democratic state in Sri Lanka. Considering
the gaps between what JVP claims as a class-oriented party and an alternative to prevailing elite
politics and what it actually practices in electoral politics, it is reasonable to suggest that the ex-
treme nature of JVP’s Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism makes a sham of its proclaimed intentions,
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and uses its ideals as a strategy towards political survival and an attempt to muster votes in com-
petitive electoral politics.

2.5.1 Hela Urumaya and the Newest Sinhala-Buddhist ‘Karumaya’”’

in politics

Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHU) is a political party of recent origin, established in 2004. In national
politics it takes a militant Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist stand. The Sangha faction in the JHU
claimed themselves as the ‘bearer of Sinhala-Buddhist heritage” and the ‘sons of the soil’. Bud-
dhist monks and a powerful group of Sinhala-Buddhist intelligential laity of petty bourgeois
origin mainly lead JHU. As Seneviratne observed, the monks in the JHU are °...becoming stri-
dent nationalists, not pragmatic nationalists whose social priorities could have been economic
rather than ideological... in the end, that pragmatism and sober preoccupation with the econom-
ic were dethroned. Ideology was enthroned, holding the scepter of Sinhala Buddhist hegemon-
ism’ (1999:336). JHU claimed to represent the interests of the majority Sinhala-Buddhists. The
direct role they play in politics to realise the ‘Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic state’ not only reveals
the functions of Sinhala-Buddhist ideology in hegemony building, but also redefines the prob-
lematic of Buddhism in Sti Lanka (Uyangoda 2007:ix).

JHU’s imagined state building project included a detailed programme for the re-establishment
of the ancient glory of pre-colonial Sri Lanka and its values based on the principles of Buddhism
and Sinhalese culture (Roberts 2001:21; Uyangoda 2006:7).”* This vision gave prominence to the
country’s rural peasantry and identified them as the main agents of state building. As a general
characteristic of the Sri Lankan nationalist elites (Moore 1989: 180), from the very beginning,
JHU seemed to suffer from the problem of locking into a particular interpretation of history in
which the peasantry is treated as the historical and moral core of Sinhalese society. Also, in the
mainstream national political debates often conducted via the mass media (televised debates and
discussions in state and private television and radio stations), JHU made strong claims to vast
areas of land in the eastern and northern parts of the country inhabited by the Tamils. While
Tamils regarded these areas as their Tamil homelands, JHU claimed before colonial rule, these
lands were sacred possessions of the Buddhist temples and therefore parts of the Sinhala-
Buddhist cultural heritage and the Sinhala-Buddhist cultural triangle. This idea seems to be based
on arguments made by the early nationalist leaders, particularly Walisinha Harischandra. In Ha-
rischandra’ s opinion, this territory is considered to be part of a sacred city, granted by King De-
vanampiyatissa as the place for future Buddhist temples and monasteries known as zharagam
(Nissan 1997:37). By advocating these claims, JHU’s sangha faction was attempting to take the
leading role in hegemony building and play the role of the main broker in realising the hegemonic
state. This explicit claim made by the JHU revealed the political-economy underpinning Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism in contemporary politics and the need to empasise the economic interests
underpinning hegemony building.

As a Tamil scholar and a political observer interviewed for this study mentioned, ‘... with par-
ties like JHU (and JVP) the country is back to original Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism’”. In his
view, the major involvement of a powerful segment of the Sinhala-Buddhist intellectual intelli-
gentsia™ with JHU was a dangerous trend in recent politics. As many respondents shared, their
role in promoting such chauvinist politics was not only altering the state’s ideological path but
also distorting the teachings of the Buddha. For example, by providing manufactured Buddhist
doctrinal justifications for killing and for justifying the end goal of Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic
state through the means of violence, war and killings has created some tensions in the society
(Uyangoda 2007:2). From the point of view of hegemony building, this contluence of religious,
economic, intellectual and political forces in contemporary times under JHU can be called as a
renewal of the traditional hegemonic bond during Dharmapala and Bandaranaike times between
these forces. When analysing the class background of the leadership and the initial voter base of
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JHU (which is now declining),” it is not surprising to find the use of Sinhala-Buddhist national-
ism by JHU to fulfill the class-based interests of the leadership and their political allies. This re-
search finds that in many ways the current political coalition organised by JHU is similar to nine-
teenth century ‘Dharmapala politics’. As one respondent to this research also noted, as was the
case during Dharmapala times, despite their minority status in politics, JHU (and JVP) is effec-
tively manipulating the sentiments of the majority Sinhalese by using Sinhala-Buddhist national-
ism. Reflecting on the structure of the political system and the competition and cooperation be-
tween large and smaller parties, this respondent noted ‘...when the main political parties have to
rely on extremist Sinhala political parties to secure a parliamentary majority, the main parties can-
not offer concessions to the minority political parties. The problem in Sri Lanka is everyone
wants mainstream politics, not peripheral politics. Therefore there is a tendency to use national-
ism’. Another respondent noted, ‘...without an element of nationalism, today no political party
or leadership can mobilise people’. According to the interpretation of this research of these
views, these expressions denote the idea of conceiving a ‘common sense’ among the academic
community on JHUs political behaviours. As Gramsci warned, this situation reflects the extent of
the effects of hegemonising processes used by the political elites, not only over the economically,
socially and politically marginalised classes in the society, but also over the educated segment of
the society of all ethnic backgrounds. The two views noted above first expressed by a Tamil
scholar and the second by a Muslim scholar respectively, denoted an important reality exposed by
Gramsci in politics of hegemony building.

Another view expressed by a Sinhalese respondent claimed that compared to the lay leader-
ship the Sangha leadership in the JHU is identified as the most corrupt and not being truly nation-
alistic. According to another Sinhalese respondent who strongly held the same view, the rejection
of patronage offered by the ruling parties to the lay leadership of the party is a good enough rea-
son to call them genuine nationalists. With the findings of this research, one is prompted to argue
that the functions of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in post-colonial politics cannot be determined
along obvious material exchanges that one witnesses in electoral politics. In the changing social,
economic, cultural and political landscape, Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and its protagonists are
able to tap into even more valuable non-material forms of political capital generated by it. As an-
other Sinhalese respondent of Sinhalese ethnic background, whose view contradicts with the pre-
vious respondents, cited ‘...there are no true Sinhala-Buddhist nationalists in politics. But we
witness true Sinhala-Buddhist nationalists being used in politics as ‘curry leaves’. This is equally
true for the Tamils too. Once the goals of the competing political parties are achieved, true na-
tionalists are ignored. Today there are people like Champika Ranawaka and some people in the
JVP who are identified as nationalists by a majority of the Sinhalese. This is not true’. Here, this
research would like to propose a few different interpretations and likely future scenarios based on
the analysis conducted on the different views expressed by these respondents and by following
the current debate among the general public in Sri Lanka on the direct leadership of the Sangha in
competitive politics.

Findings of this research suggest that although the Sangha has the potential to lead the moral
and cultural leadership of the contemporary version of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, there seems
to be a growing disapproval from the lay community of the new role Sazngha has assumed in con-
temporary politics. What this situation could possibly suggest is an emerging crisis of the con-
temporary Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic bloc (in Gramscian, the historical bloc) and the legitima-
cy of Sangha as political leaders. This situation also depicts an underlying struggle for domination
between the lay forces within and outside the Sinhalese-Buddhist elite faction in politics and the
Sangha. In addition, this development also points to the urgency of realighment of forces within
the Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic coalition, in which, the lay and non-lay segments have to rede-
fine their contributory roles in politics as individual forces and as one political block. However,
the overall situation seems to suggest the potential of questioning the direct moral and cultural
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leadership of the Sangha in future politics at national level and the direct economic role they
openly pursue in the post-LTTE phase of state building. The strategies the Sangha and the lay
leaderships will be devising to overcome the tensions on the nature of their roles will certainly
influence the direction of the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism discourse as both these forces exten-
sively rely on each other for staying in power and hegemony building. However, it is too soon to
predict the future directions of this scenario. Nevertheless, looking from a historical point of
view, the Sangha will be playing a crucial role in politics in Sri Lanka. However, the exact nature
of their relationship with the lay leadership and in the hegemony building is yet to unfold. The
tuture scenario will be determined on the kind of political strategies of contemporary JHU lead-
ership and the degree of influence JHU could have in shifting alignments of various forces in the
wider state-in-society relations and their ability to appeal to the struggles of these segments. It is
unlikely that JHU and the Sangha in it will organise themselves as an anti-hegemonic force or a
radical political opposition to lay elite right-wing political forces. It seems more beneficial to stay
in the hegemonic coalition than leaving it. Because during the last several decades of national pol-
itics, the lay elite political leadership has established an ideological bond with the Sinhalese mass-
es and through hegemony processes made them believe as the legitimate rulers.

2.6  Buddhism betrayed?**: How and by Whom?

The reincarnation of JVP in the national political scene in the late 1980s, the embarkation of JHU
in national politics in 2004 and their use of an extreme form of Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinism in
recent politics have fulfilled a few important functions in the arena of electoral politics. Apart
from obvious political party building, regime building and ethnic solidarity of the Sinhalese-
Buddhists, at the macro, structural and institutional levels, and these chauvinist forces have
played a key role in consolidation of the hegemony building among the Sinhalese majority. Fur-
ther these forces have also popularised new tactics aiding the hegemony building strategy. At the
micro level, influencing the personal and spiritual sphetes of people’s everyday life through Bodbi-
Pogjas and other rituals based on certain political interpretation of Buddhism is noted.

Since May 2009, the post-war state building endeavours are coloured by the extensive use of
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and chauvinism for further hegemony building. Resurfacing of the
discourse of the old formula of an authentic Sinhalese cultural identity comprised of ‘weva, dageba
and yaya’ that was used during various phases of post-colonial politics of development (i.e. J.R
Jayewardene’s Mahaweli development programme), is an important reincarnation in contempo-
rary politics and hegemonic state building. In the past, this formula was proven to be highly suc-
cessful in the regime-building efforts of J.R. Jayawardene (Jayawardena 1992:vii). As for the im-
pact of the macro political discourse of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism on micro and personal level
of life is concerned, there is a mixed picture of its success. For example, the recently failed efforts
to introduce a ban on wearing mini-skirts, labelled an indecent dress code for a Sinhala-Buddhist
woman is important. As reported by Lankabusinessonline on the controversy surrounding this
attempt, ‘...Nimal Rubasinghe, secretary of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, said that the gov-
ernment had received representations calling for a ban on wearing revealing clothing in public,
though he declined to name the groups involved. “There have been complaints from various
quarters about mini-skirts, but we are only considering them and no final decision has been tak-
en’ (http://www.lankabusinessonline.com/ fullstory).

In post-war state building, the strength of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as a hegemony build-
ing process is yet to be tested. The absence of LTTE, the main and projected historical enemy of
the Sinhalese hegemony building and state building project, the declining trend of direct confron-
tational politics by the Tamils, the increasing trend of subordination of Tamil political elites and
other minority political parties to the hegemony building steered by the Sinhalese political elites
politics could work either way. Attempts to redefine a new set of functions for Sinhala-Buddhist
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nationalism based on the memories of the old enemy is observed. In the past, bouncing back of
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as a hegemony building process during the times of introducing
drastic changes to the economic, social and political contexts are noted too. Therefore, in the
post-war period, introduction of a rejuvenated form of nationalism in national political theatre
may not solely depend on the ethnic factor or inter-ethnic relations. However, the current phase
of attempting to rejuvenate the role of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in politics, the dominant
Sinhalese political and military elites are actively taking steps to institutionalise various state poli-
cies based on Sinhala-Buddhist formula. By so doing, the political elites in state power are taking
preemptive measures to deal with likely anti-hegemonic forces. Based on the findings of this re-
search, it can be stated confidently, in the post-LTTE era, rejuvenation of Sinhala-Buddhist na-
tionalist discourse in politics and re-elevating the image of the state as a Sinhala-Buddhist state
are nothing more than attempts to keep the already mobilised hegemonic alliances intact and look
for ways to gather support for the elites” hegemony building from the dissident and forces of re-
sistance. In post-war Sri Lanka much of the success of this hegemonic project lies in the ability of
the Sinhalese political elites to spread its hegemonic influence over the Tamil community that is
currently going through a crucial phase of refiguring their role in national and regional politics.”’

2.7 Tamil ethno-nationalism: its functions in Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist
politics

Any standard account of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism or Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as a he-
gemony building and state building is incomplete without looking at Tamil nationalism. For that
reason any account on Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism or the discourses of nationalism in Sti Lanka
often entail a detailed discussion on the Tamil nationalism and discourse of Tamil nationalism.
However its representation within the dominant inter-ethnic framework is problematic and leaves
gaps in examining it within its internal variations. However as Tamil nationalism evolved into a
resistant movement, it acted as a counter force to hegemony building strategies of the Sinhalese
political elites and hegemony building in the Sinhalese community.

As discussed earlier in this chapter, Tamil nationalism was not the cause of the birth of Sinha-
la-Buddhist nationalism. Those who emphasise this line of argument point to the fact that the
origins of Tamil nationalism as a form of cultural revivalism in response to the Christian hegem-
ony in the nineteenth century (Wickramasinghe 2006:257). The pioneering works of Arumuga
Navalar (1822-79) in Saivite/Tamil revival are cited as evidences to this claim. Initially, this cul-
tural renaissance of the Tamils graduated as a movement useful to demonstrate the distinctive-
ness of the Ceylon Tamils from the Tamils in South India. All these developments took place at
least fifty years before the Buddhist revival in the south of the country reached its pinnacle as a
political force (ibid). But, closer to independence and in the post-independence phase of national
politics, Tamil nationalism has played a role as an opposition to Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, in
rejuvenating Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in the national political sphere and provided encour-
agement for advancing the Sinhalese hegemonic political project.

The next section of this chapter attempts to briefly explain the intersectionality and mutual re-
inforcing effect of Tamil and Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in politics, the former as an anti-
hegemonic process and the latter as a hegemonic process. Further, this section will attempt to
demonstrate how the nature and the trajectories of Tamil nationalism was used by the Sinhalese
political elites to pursue the hegemonic political project and advanced the conditions to establish
the political domination of Sinhalese right-wing elites.

Studies on Tamil nationalism are few and far between. Cheran suggests this situation reflects
the general marginalised position of Tamils in the country (2001:3). Construction of the discourse
of Tamil nationalism was not confined to the works of the Tamil scholars; it is an outcome of the
works of Tamil scholars as well as of Sinhalese scholars who often emphasised the defensive and
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reactive nature of nationalism.” There is a general tendency in the post-colonial mainstream po-
litical discourse of nationalism to emphasise the idea of competing Sinhala-Buddhist and Tamil
nationalisms (Uyangoda 2000:64). As a result of focusing on antagonistic nature of two national-
isms, the numerous factional conflicts among the elite groups in both ethnicities over domination
and hegemony building have rarely received attention (De Silva 2005:454-5). Further, this aspect
of elite politics has been subdued as a result of application of the dominant inter-ethnic frame-
work that highlights the actual and perceived cultural differences, irreconcilable differences in the
primordial identities of the Sinhalese and Tamils.

The mainstream narrative of Tamil nationalism is generally articulated in a conventional man-
ner by emphasising and analysing its defensive and reactive nature and focusing on the victim-
hood of the Tamils (Kearney 1985:904). Feeding the fears of the Sinhalese, these discourses often
include the intimate relationship between Dravidian and Sri Lankan Tamil nationalism (Kearney
1985:903; Krishna 1999:61). As one politician contended, °...in this country the problem of the
Tamils is not a minority problem. The Sinhalese are the minority in Dravidastan. We are carrying
on a struggle for our national existence against the Dravidastan majority’ (patliamentary debate
quoted in Kearney 1985:903). The idea of victimhood, the issue of territoriality, the nexus of
Tamil militancy and Tamil nationalism and ‘Navalar centrism’, are a few important themes that
are often highlighted in the Tamil nationalist debate (Cheran 2001:37). The victimhood narrative
has been especially helpful in understanding the post-colonial origins and manifestations of Tamil
nationalism and in gaining moral legitimisation of a possible new state born out of blood and sac-
rifice (Cheran 2001: 3—4). This notion was also emphasised in the literature targeting a global
readership, the other major player in Sri Lanka’s political conflict (Roberts 2005:5).

Many public and scholarly discourses of the two nationalisms contend that Tamil nationalism
as a factor that strengthened Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and vice versa. In the beginning, Tamil
nationalism was articulated by the Tamil bourgeois faction (Roberts 2005:4). S.V.J. Chelva-
nayagam, Ponnanbalam Ramanathan and Ponnanmbalam Arunachalam are of special im-
portance. It is not only that they were of bourgeois origin but they were also from the e/ala
caste.

Similar to the Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist discourse, over decades, in the making and remak-
ing of Tamil nationalism as an attempt for nation building among the Tamils and a resistance
movement, serious omissions and author subjectivities were encountered (Cheran 2001; Roberts
2005). These omissions include: the works of the Jaffna youth congress; the main counteraction
to the Navalar-Ramanathan tradition; and the anti-caste social movement in the 1920s that be-
came active in the 40s and reached its zenith in the 60s (Cheran 2001:6). As Cheran further notes,
‘...t is ironic that the conventional Tamil narrative that often begins by recollecting events in the
1920s — the rift between the Tamil and Sinhala elite has completely ignored and erases this subal-
tern trends by privileging the Tamil elite discourse on nationalism’ (2001:6). This observation on
the Tamil nationalist discourse is similar to the situation of the Sinhala-Buddhist discourse as dis-
cussed earlier in this chapter. Nevertheless, these omissions can be partly interpreted as discursive
practices and confluence of elite forces from the political and intellectual community from both
Sinhala and Tamil communities. By so doing, public legitimacy to the nationalism discourses of
the respective political elite groups was obtained.

The literature written by Tamil scholars on the eatly period of Tamil nationalism provides evi-
dence for the above claim, a claim that highlights the inter-ethnic elite solidarity during the early
colonial period and its disintegration in the late colonial and post-colonial periods (Thiruchelvam
1984; Wilson 1988, 2000; Thangarajah 2000). In the eatly post-colonial years, Tamil nationalism
gained form and momentum in a climate of grossly discriminatory policies and harsh repression
by the Sinhalese state (Nesiah 2001:20). As one respondent to this research who attempted to
trace the subaltern elements of Tamil nationalism shared:
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...later in the years, Tamil youth took up arms against a particular system that maintains public pow-
er for the benefit of few. The Tamil youth were fed up with Tamil elites who played a double game>
with them. The Bandaranaike-Chelvanayakam pact, the Dudley-Chelvanayakam pact could not stop
them. They thought the Tamil elites are playing a double game. They go to Colombo and say one
thing and once they secure power or win elections, they say something else to the people there.
There is a saying ‘idle mind is devil’s playground” which was the case with the Tamils. Amirthalin-
gam, Sivasumbramaniam® lost their credibility, and then the fight began

Despite these different views expressed in the intellectual discourse of Tamil nationalism, based
on the actual experiences of the Sri LLankan Tamil community, their continued systematic margin-
alisation from mutually acceptable political power-sharing and resource-sharing mechanisms in
the post-colonial phase of politics were cited as important reasons for the birth of contemporary
version of Tamil nationalism and LTTE militarism. These experiences were repeatedly empha-
sised by many Tamils based in Jaffna and Colombo whom the researcher interviewed for this
study. As a Sinhalese scholar who attempted to note the incompatibility and the continued con-
tending effect between the two nationalism ‘... while Sinhala nationalism is born out of the past,
Tamil nationalism is born out of the present. But this does not imply that because it has emerged
recently, Sti Lankan Tamil nationalism may be ephemeral. History cannot be reversed, the se-
quence of traumatic events since independence cannot be undone, and the nationalism that has
emerged from such a cauldron cannot be put back’ (De Silva quoted in Nesiah 2001: 20).

The mid-1970s marked an important trajectory for Tamil nationalism. From this petriod on-
wards, a forceful articulation of Tamil nationalism with a separatist overtone and launching of a
systematic resistance movement was observed. This transformation was caused by the changed
direction of the internal dynamics of Tamil politics of this period. The birth of the LTTE and
launching of Tamil military nationalism can be cited as the main reason. This forceful embarka-
tion of LTTE into Tamil politics resulted in the gradual disappearance of influence of Tamil
elites in Tamil politics. As widely observed, Tamil youth militancy was not only a factor that al-
tered the path of Tamil nationalism, it was also a factor that altered the path of Sinhala-Buddhist
hegemony building and the overall political landscape of the country. In the popular discourse,
Tamil militarism is also regarded as a factor that strengthened Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as a
hegemony building process among the Sinhalese that was effectively used for post-colonial state
building as well. On the birth of Tamil militancy, Professor Sivatamby suggests three main rea-
sons, which highlight the multiple historical locations it represents. Firstly, Tamil militant uprising
is presented as a resistance force against the leadership of the Tamil United Liberation Front
(TULF)," secondly, as a reaction to the oppressive acts of the government and lastly as a re-
sponse to the repressive acts of the security forces (2004:15). Further, refuting some established
notions of the origins of Tamil militancy in Sri Lanka, Sivatamby also notes that Tamil militants
learned their lessons from the post-colonialist, anti-imperialist and various liberation struggles of
this period but not from any nationalist organisation based in Tamil Nadu, which qualifies it to
be called as a militant movement of Marxist trends than a racial one (2004:15). Others who agree
with this interpretation suggest that the very concept of Eelam6? and the main goals of LTTE
were derived from the material conditions that pushed the LTTE to advocate for a more socialist
equilibrium model for the new state (Shastri 1990:74).

As can be seen there are different views among the Tamils and the Sinhalese on the origins of
Tamil nationalism and Tamil militancy. It is also observed that the scholars have difficulty in sep-
arating Tamil nationalism from Tamil militancy. What is commonly agreed in the south of the
country where the Sinhalese majority live is that Tamil militarism changed the course of Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism and also played an influential role in militaristic transformation of the state
and society. Perhaps a note of caution of such general statements is needed, because, such state-
ments are based on internal dynamics of state-in-society relations only. However, after the eatly
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1980s, when looking at the transformation of global state-in-society relations, there are other rea-
sons undetlying this direction of nationalisms in Sri Lanka. This research argues that Tamil mili-
tarism is only one important factor in the process of militarisation of Sinhala-Buddhist national-
ism. As observed by Hardt and Nergi (2000), who placed the issue of nationalism in the wider
geo-political context, this research is inclined to suggest that militarisation of both nationalisms in
Sri Lanka is a manifestation of ‘the Empire’$3(2000: 43-5). In Hardt and Nergi’s thesis of empire,
forces of globalisation generate a massive degree of political and economic deregulation, a
marked decline in social and economic planning, an expansion of political fragmentation and the
construction of more centralised structures of authority, and emphasised incidents of reaction
and violence (2000:3). Therefore, nationalist movements are part of the forceful expression of the
new dependency. In Sri Lanka, for example, by the late 1970s, local and global economic changes
resulted in a major economic downturn and hardships, which affected both local communities
and challenged the political elites. One of the common effects of this transformation was the al-
teration of the previously established political leniencies (Bastian 2001:2) and also the modalities
of obtaining consent and consensus from the masses to the elites’ rule.

Considering this mixture of local and global geopolitical realities and militant articulation of
Sinhala and Tamil nationalisms in this period, this research argues that the strengthening of Sin-
hala-Buddhist nationalist position and its forceful militaristic re-articulation cannot be solely ex-
plained along the local trajectories of Tamil nationalism and vice versa. Embarking on an aggres-
sive path of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism was a way of countering the developing anti-
hegemonic Tamil forces as well as anti-hegemonic forces within the Sinhalese community too. Of
the latter, the ruthless suppression of trade union actions in 1981 by Jayawardena regime is of
significance. The emerging new Tamil nationalist-military force was therefore a ‘political bonus’
for the political elites in legitimising their authority and aggressive persuasion of hegemony.

In addition to the above, the mainstream interpretation of the two nationalisms — the popular
notion of competing nationalisms and mutual constituency effect of Sinhala and Tamil national-
ism — is the result of several other factors. Since the 1980s the ignoring of local discourse and the
application international atheories is of importance. More specifically, the strict application of the
iron law of ethnicity and the notion of resource conflicts are other examples (Bandarage 2009:5).
These theories overwhelmingly focus on the culturally based ethnic differences and the resource-
based inter-ethnic antagonisms. These ill-equipped theories ignore other dimensions internal to
the discourses of Tamil and Sinhala-Buddhist nationalisms. Meanwhile the emerging egalitarian
political/intellectual projects® launched by certain prominent segments in the Sinhala and Tamil
intelligentsia and the continued calls they made for inter-ethnic harmony have also strengthened
the mainstream political discourses of competing nationalisms and aggressive persuasion of he-
gemony building by using ethnic nationalisms. These calls seemed to have been influenced by the
general trends of international discourse making that advocated peace and democracy. This mix-
ture of discourses, the assumptions and objectives underpinning the discourses and discursive
practices seems to denote Gramscian work on intellectuals and their role in fashioning the ideol-
ogy of the ruling class” (Gramsci in Hoare & Nowell Smith 1971:12).

Since the late 1970s, in a general political context marked by deteriorating social and ethnic re-
lations, subscribing consciously and unconsciously to the mainstream political discourse on na-
tionalism become a profitable project for the Sinhalese elites and the Sinhalese subalterns. Writ-
ing on the intellectuals’ subscription to this project, Roberts has shown, emphasising the intet-
ethnic nature of nationalisms of this period as a legitimisation exercise embarked by certain
members in the mainstream intellectual community who did not wish to be seen or be treated as
traitors by their ethnic communities (Roberts 2005:3). This brings back us to the point of Gram-
sci’s work on hegemony that emphasise that it is not only the manipulation, but role of coercion
and the presence of threat of use of coercion playing a role in hegemony building. What is im-
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portant to note in this regard is the lasting impacts left by the intellectual community by making
certain choices under various dynamics in state-in-society relations of this period, especially on
reinforcing a binary view of Sinhala and Tamil nationalisms and justifying the forceful political
use of it in the elites’ political strategy. Over time, as the Tamil military struggle for self-
determination entered into a violent path, these discursive versions gained organic legitimacy and
made common sense to the majority in the Sinhalese and Tamil community. The military events
after the late 1970s were interpreted applying this inter-ethnic framework. As this research finds,
the ethnic essentialism” articulated in Tamil and Sinhala nationalism gained immense currency
because of the utilitarian effect it served in politics and scholarship. During the interviews the
author had with the younger generation of scholars from the Sinhala community, there is hardly
any willingness amonst the majority to understand nationalisms outside the inter-ethnic frame-
work or study the element of hegemony embedded in it. This research regards this situation as a
result of successfulness of rationalisation process of ethnic nationalism by the Sinhalese political
elites. However, this research is mindful of the fact that, given the circumstance the interviews
were conducted, (here referring to the imminent victory of the Government forces against the
LTTE), apart from being manipulated, the fear of consequences for not subscribing to the politi-
cal discourse at this time could have played a major role in expressing such views. Regardless of
such distinctions between consent creation through manipulation, willing subscription and fear
and coercion, both means comprise the overall strategy of hegemony building.

Predicting the future trajectory of Tamil and Sinhala nationalisms as hegemony building pro-
cesses that have been used for fashioning the state building project, there are several points worth
mentioning. After May 2009, the local political context is marked by the absence of the LTTE,
the main anti-hegemonic force to the Sinhala-Buddhist hegemony building. It is also noted that
there is an absence of a meaningful opposition within the Sinhalese community to challenge the
current post-war state building project firmly captured by the right-wing elite faction. It is also
noted that the coalition building among the political elites in the Sinhalese community has taken a
new strategic direction, by which state patronage is freely offered to those who comply with the
ruling regime. This new strategy includes searching for a new enemy to pit against Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism that can best capitalise on the triumph of Sinhalese discourse of war for
peace. As apparent from the numerous unfolding local and global scenarios, the Tamil diaspora
and the western liberal international community are baptised as the new enemies of Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism and the Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic state. The charges of war crimes
against the current regime (constituted of a number of political parties from all ethnic groups and
ex-LTTE cadres), are increasingly being used by the ruling political elites to give new momentum
to Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in local politics that is likely to advance their edge in politics and
hegemony-authoritarian building that seeks legitimacy largely through ideological hegemony.¢”
Despite the economic hardships faced by many, the current attempts underway for the institu-
tionalising of a new security state policy has been successful in commanding the consent (without
consensus) of the majority Sinhalese. This research suggests it is largely thanks to the role of in-
tellectual and the members of the civil society. As Chatterjee rightly observed, the role of civil
society in South Asia in constructing the state and reproduction of statist projects has a long his-
tory, to which the national security is no exception too (1996: 284). According to the findings of
this research, this renewed phase of unconditional and spontaneous consent extended to the po-
litical leadership (importantly across generations) will undoubtedly advance cementing the condi-
tions for hegemony building and hegemonic-authoritarian state building. As witnessed already,
the rise of any, even minor, form of opposition to this project is brutally cracked down by using
the coercive apparatus of the state and various other repressive measures developed outside the
realm of the legal state. Conversely, those who comply with the hegemonic project are rewarded
with state patronage. There are enough incentives built in the state system and state practices for
who comply and enough sanctions and negative consequences are implied for those who do not
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comply. In light of above, there are enough evidences to suggest that the power of discourses of
Tamil and Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism have not completely ran out of their steam in politics
and politics of state building. These discourses will be modified, promoted or abandoned (if nec-
essary) to produce and reproduce the conditions necessary to pursue the hegemonic state project
and change the course of democratic state building.

2.8 Concluding remarks

In this chapter, in order to examine the case of Sinhalese political alliance building, hegemony
building and state building in Sri Lanka, an adequate understanding of Sinhala-Buddhist national-
ism as a hegemony building process was examined. This chapter emphasised the need to include
a non-inter-ethnic view of the historical development of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. For un-
derstanding of hegemonic formations found on Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism in the nineteenth
century, this chapter argued in favour of the relevance of class and dynamics of class relations of
this period. This chapter found that Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism has been invented as a key
mobilisation tool by the dominant economic classes of the nineteenth century who struggled to
secure their economic dominance from the colonial intervention. By using Sinhala-Buddhist na-
tionalist ideology these economic forces not only fulfilled their narrow class-based interests and
obtained legitimacy to their ideological, cultural and moral leadership, but they also successfully
incorporated the subaltern masses into colonial national politics and built cross-class alliances,
favourable for establishing their legitimacy in the post-independent period.

On one hand, Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism as a means of hegemony building among the Sin-
halese showed success in bringing them together, on the other, this process generated adverse
effects in building an egalitarian society and democratic state in the post-independent petiod. Es-
tablishment of vertical and horizontal inequalities and institutionalising these inequalities in the
state structure and state-in-society relations are few effects worth highlighting. This chapter also
showed that by using Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and by giving prominence to ethno-religious
identities, the dominant Sinhalese political elites have been successfully manipulated the econom-
ic and social struggles of the masses for upward social mobility and suppressed any discussion on
the exploitive and manipulative relations between the elites and masses. This situation led to the
creation of synthetic class solidarity, class-for-itself among the members of the ruling class and
class-in-itself among the subalterns, by which the relationships of domination-subordination,
manipulation and coercion were successfully claimed by the political elites. These cross-class coa-
litions formed based on ideology, worked in favour of the elites who were struggling to establish
their political legitimacy in the subsequent decades. Given the hegemonising effect of Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism among the majority Sinhalese, the dominant Sinhalese political elites turned
it into a trusted mobilisation and hegemony building process.

With the use of Sinhala-Buddhism as a mobilisation strategy, Sinhalese political elites has been
able to develop a common-sensical understanding of the state among the lower class masses as a
Sinhala-Buddhist state. By embracing this notion of the state the masses draw ideological satisfac-
tion, whereas the elites draw political and economic benefits. Further by surrendering the consent
through elites’ strategies of manipulation, coercion and threat of use of coercion, the majority of
Sinhalese have actively participated in creating important conditions conducive for hegemonic
state building and arrest drifting towards democratic state building. Although the masses believe
the Sinhala-Buddhist hegemonic state (will) serve/s their interests, this chapter shows that this
project has brought adverse outcomes on their ability to make meaningful claims for the state
dominated by the elites. As illuminated in the discussion on Tamil nationalism, when and where
the hegemonic project pursued by the Sinhalese political elites is challenged and under threat,
elites do not hesitate to unleash the state’s coercive powers to deal with opposition. What is im-
portant to note in relation to theory of hegemony building is that the hegemony building in Sri
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Lanka is equally constituted of manipulation and coetrcion that is applied not only to suppress
and force consent to the oppositional forces in the ethnic minority groups, but also to such forc-
es within the Sinhala community.

Taking stock of what Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism has actually achieved in terms of improv-
ing real living conditions of the masses, this chapter claims that as much as the Tamils, the
broader Sinhalese-Buddhist community as a loser in this hegemony building process. On the one
hand, the underlying principle of inequality advocated in Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and the
effective use of it in realising manipulative politics has not left room or capacity to address the
compelling issues pertaining to deep democracy in Sri Lanka. On the other hand, while the mass-
es being manipulated or assimilated to the hegemony-building project through coercion and
threat of use of coercion continually, the elite politics is increasingly capturing by the right-wing
forces in politics. This development suggests that in future the broader nature of the state in its
image, practice and discourse getting further consolidated according to the needs and interests of
these right-wing forces and dangerously going in the direction of authoritarian-hegemonic state.
Therefore, breaking down the hegemony building and exposing the real functions of Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism in politics has become a timely need and seems to be as the only way for-
ward for building of a democratic state. In the post-war period, where Sinhala-Buddhist has
gained new lease of life among the Sinhalese and absence of opposition to this project shows no
sign of progress in the direction of democratic state building.

Notes

! Understood as a relationship of nationalism to a certain religious belief or dogma. In the context of nine-
teenth-century Sri Lanka, this relationship was often made between nationalism and Buddhism.

2 Often identified with the nationalist struggles or struggles for independence waged in the colonial territories
under the western colonialism.

3 Grievances theory focuses on ethnic and religious divisions, political repression and inequality as the basis
of ethnic violence (Collier & Hoefller 2002)

4 Ethnic outbidding refers to an auction-like process in which Sri Lankan politicians strive to outdo one
another by playing on their majority communities’ fears and ambitions (De Votta 2002).

5 In this research definition of class is based on the simplest notions in Marxism. In Marxism class is mainly
defined in relation to the ownership of means of production (land, capital). The broadly identified two clas-
ses — the bourgeoisie, who own the means of production and the proletariat, who provides the labour.

6Refer to De Mel (2001) for a profound elaboration of the linkage between gender and nationalism in Sri
Lanka. Her work challenges the dominant gender-blind lenses applied on the nationalist discourse in Sri
Lank. Her work illuminates how gender is mediated though the intersections of cultural productions such as
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and politics.

7 Galtung identifies eight such social fault-lines.

8 Galtung refers to deep culture as means that automated, forgotten, or displaced assumptions and atti-
tudes residing in the collective unconscious, and to which individuals and groups, quasi ‘axio-dramatically’,
fall back to when faced with deep conflict and crisis.

? In contemporary discussions on civil society, it has a different meaning than Gramsci’s. While Gramsci
identified civil society as an element of political society, in contemporaty debates, civil society is identified as
an independent force.

10 By applying beautiful souls Bastian refers to those educated segment of the academia that place themselves
above rest of the society, alleging the latter as lacking tolerance and of having racist tendencies (2001:32).

11 Passive revolution refers to a situation whereby molecular changes progressively modify the pre-existing
composition of forces and hence become a matrix of new changes (Gramsci 1971:109)

12 In the colonial context and to a certain extent in the post-colonial context of Sri Lanka, the bourgeois
class does not possess the same amount of wealth and ownership of the means of production of a bout-
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geoisie in Western Europe. For this reason, sometimes the Stri Lanka’s bourgeoisies are compared to the
petty bourgeoise class in Western Europe. In this thesis, the term bourgeoisie is simply used to denote a
wealthy class that owns means of production (i.e., land and capital).

13Refers to mechanisms through which people obtain access to resources, and access to the social products
produced from those resources.

" In non-Marxian language, national popular would mean collective will. According to Gramsci, there are
several preconditions required for the emergence of a national-popular collective will. The desire for a com-
mon change by the individuals and mass incorporation of peasant farmers bursts simultaneously into politi-
cal life. The participation of the masses in political life is of vital importance for the development of a na-
tional-popular  collective  will  (http://neogramscian.blogspot.com/2011/01/what-is-national-popular-
collective.html).

15 Cultural nationalism means giving prominence to cultural factors (as opposed to civic nationalism that
sives primacy to a ‘general will’) to fashion the nationalist ideology.
gives p Y g 8Y

16 Borrowing from Kapferer, this research understands ontology as an orientation to the world and to exist-
ence by which these make sense; where ideology is understood as a reasoned, rational and conscious process:
the deliberate taking up of ideas about the wotld and the systematic ordering of these ideas as logically co-
herent bodies of interpretation (KKapferer 1988:79).

17 Class model is defined by reference to a shared position in the organisation of production and a solidarity
deriving from a consciousness of that shared position (Roberts 1974: no page number). For an elaborated
scheme of the elite model consult the same source of reference.

18 First refers to the identities one is born into, the latter refers to the identities one can obtain.

19 His main focus has been to examine elite formation and their influence in the nationalist movement. My
interpretation of his work suggests, within his elite schema, the concept of class is embedded.

20 Chatterjee defines eastern nationalism as nationalism that is drawn into a culture alien to it. In his words,
‘...peoples recently drawn into a civilization hitherto alien to them, and whose ancestral cultures are not
shaped to success and excellence by these cosmopolitan and increasingly dominant standards’ (1986:23).

21 For the full volume his public speeches, refer to Ananada Guruge’s 1965 book, Resurn to the Righteousness: A
collection of speeches, essays and letters of the Angarika Dharmapala, Government Press, Ceylon.

22 Sangha is the Buddhist monastic order in Sri Lanka.
23 For details of Dharmapala’s rural economic development proposal, see Seneviratne 1999, chapter 3
24 This point can be later elaborated by bringing examples from the contemporary times as well.

2> Dharmapala constantly referred to them as idiots, meat-eating, whisky-drinking, superstitious people (See
Seneviratne 1999: 35-0)

26 Some argue that this is because the kings of Sri Lanka had their lineage to India. Therefore, having a firm
social base to their authority was derived from the Sangha and extending state patronage to Sangha.

27 By any means, do I wish to claim that there are genuine Sinhala-Buddhist nationalists in the country.

28 For the various schemata employed to stratify the colonial society and the Ceylonese society until end of
1950s, refer to Roberts 1974.

29 The colonial bourgeoisie is the class whose economic wealth is directly linked to the colonial expansion.

30 The comprador bourgeoisie is a fraction of the bourgeois class whose interests ate constrictively linked to
foreign imperialist capital and whose loyalties are completely bound politically and ideologically to foreign
capital (Paultanzas 1973).

31 During the Portuguese (1505-1658), Dutch (1685-1798) as well as British (1802—1948) colonisations.

32 This regional distinction is still prevalent in Sti Lanka. The people in the Kandyan areas (known as Nuwara
Kalaviya) consider themselves superior to the people from the rest of the country. This is an important fac-
tor that is considered in politics as well as in marriage and the hierarchical ordering of the Sazgha.

33 Here meant the non-interventionist stance they take in the economic sphere.

34 Under the section on Tamil nationalism, more details on the Tamil faction will be discussed.
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% The founder of SLFP, S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike, is of low-country origin. His marriage to Sirimavo Rat-
watte of up-country aristocratic origin elevated his low-country position. In Sti Lankan politics, strategic
alliances through marriage are common as a way of enhancing social status.

36 Refers to a phenomenon where universally known socialism that was adapted and adjusted to suit the local
conditions.

37 The Senanayake family belonged to Sri Lankan aristocracy from the time of British colonial rule of Cey-
lon.

38 This electoral political coalition was called MEP and consisted of five social forces,i.e., Sangha, Weda,
Guru, Govi, Kamkarn Monks, indigenous Ayurveda physicians, teachers, peasants and labourers).

3 The MEP coalition constituted of the Sri Lanka Freedom Party, Bhasha Peeramuna and Viplaavakaree
Lanka Sama Samaja Party (VLSSP)

40 Refers to the local bourgeoisie who act like their British masters. The literal translation of the term is the
Brown British.

41 ‘Passive’ means lack of will and energy, and actions that are unresisting, submissive and complacent.

42 The Sinhala Only Act is a law that was passed in the Sti Lankan Parliament in 1956. The law made Sin-
hala, which is the language of Sri Lanka's majority Sinhalese community and is spoken by over 70 per cent
of Sti Lanka's population, the only official language of the country.

43 For statistics see Snodgrass in Hettige 2000.

44 Some argue that since the time Tamil elites left the Ceylon National Congtess two years after its establish-
ment as a future mode of representation, the structure of the political competition and the pattern of politi-
cal party formation has been exclusively ethnic. This had resulted in the party system revolving around com-
petition between the two main Sinhalese parties for Sinhala votes on the one hand and the two main Tamil
parties for Tamil votes on the other. This pattern continued until 1972 when the Federal party and the Tamil
congress merged (Horowitz 1993:4).

4 After the 1971 insurrection JVP was banned by the ruling regime, which led them to operate underground.
In 1988 the Jayawardene government lifted the ban.

46 This research understands that the fundamental interest of the ruling class is to reproduce its exploitative
relations vis-a-vis the producing class. JVP joining the ruling class is marked by an important change in the
overall structure of the ruling class as it created a non-bourgeoisie faction within its membership.

47According to Guy Standing "The Precatriat' is people living and working precariously, usually in a series of
short-term jobs, without recourses to stable occupational identities, stable social protection or protective
regulations relevant to them. He describes them as a dangerous class (2011).

48 Monaragala District, located in the Uva province, is inhabited by Sinhalese, and is identified as one of the
most underdeveloped and poverty-stricken districts of Sri Lanka.

49 Social formation is a Marxist concept. There are several interpretations of this concept. It refers to the

concrete, historical articulation between the capitalist mode of production, persisting pre-capitalist modes of

production, and the institutional context of the economy that exploit and controls the capitalist mode of

production (International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 2008) |

50 I am grateful to Dr David Dunham, who pointed this out during a personal meeting.

5! In Sinhala, Karumaya is a burden or sometimes referred to as unfortunate state of destiny.

52 It is important to note that the Sangha is not a monolithic entity in Sti Lanka. Especially in the Sti

Lankan political realm, Sangha is divided on a range of issues concerning secular life. One such issue is the
articipation of monks in politics (Seneviratne 2001).

p p p

53 By ‘original’, this respondent meant the Bandaranaike period.

54 They wete Gomin Dayasiri, Champika Ranwaka, Sutiyarachchi and Nalin De Silva.

55 In the 2004 parliamentary general elections JHU secured nine seats, in 2010, they contested elections with

the main ruling coalition, and its candidates secured a lesser number of seats that in the previous election

http:/ /www.slelections.gov.lk/general html.

5 Inspired by Tambiah 1992.
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57 The latest attempt reported from Sri Lanka is the cabinet decision to mandate the Sinhala version of the
national anthem in all parts of the country. Earlier, the North and the East could sing the Tamil version of
the national anthem.

58 For a detailed comparative analysis of their work, see Michael Roberts’ 2005 book, Narrating Tamil Nation-
alismy Subjectivities and Issues, Vijitha Yapa Publications, Sti Lanka.

5 By double game, this respondent refered to what these elites say to the people in Jaffna being one thing
(promising to address the issues of the Tamils by using all the necessary means) and what they say to the
Sinhalese political elites (appeasing and collaborating) in Colombo being another thing.

60 Amirthalingam was a leading Tamil politician, Member of Parliament and the leader of the opposition. In
1989, he was assassinated by the LTTE. Sivasubramian is a contemporary of Amirthalingam and another
leader in Tamil politics.

61 Tamil United Liberation Front is a political party organised in 1972 by several Tamil political groups,
including the All Ceylon Tamil Congtess. In 1976, TULF, or TUF was joined by the Federal Party. The
TUF changed its name to the TULF and adopted a demand for an independent state to be known as the
‘secular, socialist state of Tamil Eelam.

62 Eelam is translated as separate state.

® Empire is a concept that attempts to theotise an ongoing transition from a ‘modern’ phenomenon of im-
perialism, centred around individual nation-states, to an emetgent postmodern construct created among rul-
ing powers which the authors call Empire (the capital letter is distinguishing), with different forms of warfare
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empire_(book)

64 Author means a project concerning a moral commitment to bring about equality of opportunity for mate-
rial wellbeing and guarantee of descent standard of living. This project aims at reducing the inequalities based
on access to resources and processes for acquiring resources. In other words, this means deep democracy
(Kirby 2001:6).

65 Gramsci identifies two categories of intellectuals, traditional and organic. An organic intellectual is a bour-
geois scholar who has strong roots in his/her community, working to maintain links with local issues and
struggles that connect to the people and their experiences. Traditional intellectuals imagine themselves as a
separate entity and have no role in the political class struggle. This category of intellectuals has strong allianc-
es with the dominant ideology and the ideology of the ruling class (Gramsci in Hoare & Nowell Smith
1971:12).

06 Refers to making belief that ethnicity is the underlying and unchanging essence in nationalism.

67 For a detailed discussion of this relationship, refer to Sim 2007 that analysed the case of Singapore.



Mutti (pots) and pandam (torches):
Patronage politics’

3.1 Introduction

An approach to study the state that captures processes of interaction and the practices connect-
ing the state and society is useful for unpacking the case of state building. These various process-
es connect multiple, seemingly distant struggles of various societal forces for determining every-
day affairs of life. When deciding who gets, what and how (simply understood as politics), these
struggles are being used for establishing domination, bring about change and determining the
boundaries of political incorporation and negotiations. All these are important for directing the
state-building project into, if not a specific direction, into multiple directions. Unfortunately the
‘everydayness’ of many of these processes and the attitude towards them as ‘politics as usual’ of-
ten ignore systematically studying them and in a detailed manner. In his theory of hegemony,
Gramsci referred to this situation as ‘common sense’, a crucial step in hegemony building. There-
fore, the scale of the influence of such processes on transformation of an entire web of state-in-
society relations often goes missing in analysis.

In light of the above theoretical considerations illuminated in state in society model and
Gramscian concept of hegemony, this chapter discusses the patronage system, directed by politi-
cal parties, as a key hegemony building process used by the Sinhalese political elites that influ-
enced the trajectories of state building in Sti Lanka.” This chapter will illuminate the role of pat-
ronage politics in political alliance building, consent building as well as state building and the
tensions patronage political system has created in realising a democratic state in the country. By
examining various dynamics in the state-in-society relations, this chapter attempts to show how
patronage politics and the institutionalisation of the patronage system by the Sinhalese political
elites have been aids for advancing the domination of right-wing politics. Although it is the eco-
nomic underpinning of patronage politics that often captures attention, this chapter will show
how it is an integral ideological part of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and the intricate relationship
between the material and ideological basis of the hegemony building pursued by the elites. This
relationship exposits what Gramsci always insisted on hegemony, that:

hegemony is not exclusively an ideological phenomenon. There can be no hegemony without the
decisive nucleus of the economic. On the other hand, do not fall into the trap of the old mechanical
economism and believe that if you can get hold of the economy, you can move the rest of your
life... the question of hegemony is always a question of new cultural order... The notion of a histor-
ic block is precisely different from that of a pacified, homogeneous ruling class. It entails a different
conception of how social forces and movements, in their diversity, can be articulated into strategic
alliances (Hall 1988:145).

The discussion on patronage politics in this chapter is organised under two main periods, i.e.,
pre- and post-1977 period of state building, under which historical and empirical evidences gath-
ered through field interviews and the literature survey are organised. The following sections of
this chapter sheds light on various junctures in elite and subaltern politics during which party di-
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rected patronage system came to be conceived as a strategy and an integral process of hegemony
building and its influence in directing the trajectories of state building into an undemocratic path.

3.2 Patronage in the Sri Lankan Literature

Somewhat contrary to the take on the issue of patronage politics in this research that locates it as
one of the main tools used for hegemony building by the Sinhalese political elites, the majority of
the respondents of this research did not consider patronage as a useful phenomenon for explor-
ing politics or it as an important element of the political strategy used for state building. They
simply regard this phenomenon as an everyday aspect of politics or ‘that is the way we are and
that is how things are’. This attitude can be best alluded to Gramsci’s point on common sensitis-
ing in hegemony building strategy. The same can also be explained along Bourdieu’s discussion
on doxa. This aspect of common sensitising was famously encapsulated in Bourdieu’s own words
as ‘... what goes without saying and therefore goes unquestioned’ (1977:166). Given the every-
dayness of patronage politics and the low level of attention it receives in public discourse, in Sti
Lanka patronage politics often goes unquestioned.

In contrast to the wealth of scholarship produced on patronage in Africa and Latin America,
the contribution made by local literature on patronage politics does not seem to have reached the
expected level of discussion. This gap in the local literature appears to be due to some internal
and external conditions unique to Sri Lanka. As far as the internal conditions are concerned, the
overemphasis of the ethnic and ideological factors in state building and politics in literature
stands out. Also the tendency of focusing on high politics of the country’s ruling elites appear to
have diverted the attention away from the political communication, inclusion and alliance fot-
mation mediated through political patronage between the peripheries and the centre (political
elites). By paying equal attention to the centre and the periphery (ies), and the various processes
that connect these two arenas at everyday level has a greater potential of illuminating patronage
politics as a hegemony-building process that has been used for state building. In other words,
instead of looking at state building through a lens of state and society where the hegemony build-
ing through patronage politics easily slips away from the big picture of politics, application of
state-in-society model seems more appropriate.

Further, as far as the internal conditions are concerned, the emphasis laid on direct violence
and use of state’s coercive mechanisms for state building seems to have played a role too. There-
fore the seemingly softer and less harmful processes such as patronage politics pursued had hard-
ly gained attention. For any focus on hegemony building, softer strategies targeting consent and
alliance building and direct coercion are equally important. Focusing on direct violence could also
be a byproduct of the overall experience of the state-in-society relations, in which, over time, a
conscious or subconscious scholarly passion has being developed. Besides, the experiences of the
intellectual community who had been subject to state’s direct violence, sparking an organic inter-
est in (re)problematising the personal experiences of direct violence might have subdued the in-
terest in exploring patronage politics as a topic of study. Lastly, as Gramsci pointed out, intellec-
tual elites becoming members of the political elites project of hegemony building could be
another reason as to why nuisance exploration of patronage politics in state building has received
lip service.

As far as the external factors are concerned, since the early 1980s, a lethargic attention paid on
patronage politics in the overall scholarship is observed. This lethargy is caused by dominant ap-
plication of ‘iron law of ethnicity’ in the 1980s and its wider application for interpreting social
conflicts and conflicts concerning distribution of resources in the developing world (Bandarage
2009:5). In this context of ethnic politics, patronage politics as a mere mobilisation tool was
widely identified (Thiruchelvam 1984:189-9;, Thangarajah 2003). However, the hegemonising
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effect of this process does not seem to have fully unpacked. One of the reasons as to why the
scholarly work in this period fell short in fully unpacking patronage politics could be due the op-
timism and shared prediction made on political patronage rendering obsolete in the face of rapid
spread of political and economic modernisation and aggressive phase of state restructuring
launched at global level in the late 1980s (Roniger 2004:353). In this period, the heavy focus laid
on establishing the liberal state institutions and formal institutions as the ideal and the legitimate
arenas of interest satisfaction may have been another reason as to why patronage politics received
less attention.

Apart from the works of Brow (1988), Dunham (1983), Spencer (1990) and Swaris (1973) on
some aspects on everyday patronage politics and the party directed patronage system, there are a
few authors who have taken a renewed interest in patronage politics recently (Goodhand et al
2005, 2009; Korf 2010). However the body of work produced by the latter mentioned scholars
mainly dealt within the context of “T'sunami politics’,> which explores the linkages between pat-
ronage politics and international disaster aid distribution.

In addition to the first-hand data gathered through field interviews, this chapter relies on the
obsetrvations made by Khan (2000, 1998), Piattoni (2000), Archer (1990), Keefer (2005, 2009),
Shefner (2001), Tompson (2007), Van de Walle (2009), Epstein 2009, Hopkin (20006), Fox (1994)
and Szeftel (2000) to get a general idea of patronage politics and ways in which it is being used
and influenced state building and alliance building in different countries. Their works are consid-
ered as the fourth wave of research on the subject that specifically situate the issue of patronage
politics in the debates on post-war state building, failed states, and problems of capitalism, gov-
ernance, democracy and citizenship that has a relevance to the case of Sri Lanka. These studies
draw convincing empirical examples from a number of countries in Asia, Africa and the Middle
East to demonstrate the importance of patronage politics in functioning of the contemporary
political systems. Their works suggest the continued presence of patronage politics and its effects
in shaping state-in-society relations and state building processes in contemporary times having a
high degree of relevance to the case argued here.

3.2.1 Where did patronage politics come from?

In Sri Lanka, patronage politics is not a contemporary phenomenon. It has its roots in the pre-
colonial times. During various phases of political transition in terms of colonial encounters with
the Portuguese, Dutch and the British and after gaining political independence, the patronage
relationships of the past continued to exist (Jayasundara-Smits 2010:31). Over time, these rela-
tions have transformed, heightened and graduated as important mechanisms on deciding who
gets what and how. Contrary to the earlier phases of its existence, during the colonial and post-
colonial periods, patronage politics came to be manifested in various forms all that were aligned
to pursue political alliance building by the political elites. In pursuit of hegemony, its value as a
process or a mechanism of mobilisation and consensus building with the lower classes, it has al-
ways percieved as a non-threatening component in the overall political strategy. However from
the point of view of hegemony, patronage politics as a hegemony building strategy cannot be
solely seen as an innocent or a manipulative process. As Gramsci pointed out, in any hegemony
building process, there is an element of coercion and threat of use of coercion. In light of this
theoretical formulation, when examining patronage politics as a hegemony building process in Sri
Lanka, it should also deserve exploration of both these dimensions as pointed out by Gramsci. In
the post-colonial period that is marked by various struggles of the elites at the centre for political
power and economic struggles in the periphery under a challenging situation where state accumu-
lation and economic growth has encountered significant challenges, patronage politics has be-
come a point where these struggles and the interests have been harmonised. This situation en-
dorses Stuart Hall’s emphasis laid on ‘impossibility of establishing hegemony with the decisive
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nucleus of economic’ (1988:145). As observed in this research, over decades, the initial potential
patronage politics showed as a successful political incorporation and mass mobilisation strategy
has become to be repeatedly adjusted and reproduced deliberately in pursuit of hegemony build-
ing.

There are different views expressed as to why patronage politics continued and established as
an important linkage, practice and a process in politics, state building copoted by hegemony
building and state-in-society relations. As pointed out by one respondent, patronage politics is so
prevalent in Sri Lanka as a result of people’s experience with colonialism. In his view, by the end
of colonial rule there was a low degree of trust among the majority who he identified as tradition-
al society on the modern liberal political institutional structures implanted by the British. As this
respondent further elaborated, although these institutions were embraced by the elite political
leaders as pillars of the modern state and symbols of modernity, the context and the conditions
pertaining to Sri Lanka at the time of their establishment has produced a different result. Alt-
hough Sri Lanka was considered a democracy when the British left, it was still a state in transfor-
mation and its society was largely a traditional society whose ways of political communication and
participation were largely based on traditional and feudal ways. This view was partially shared by
few other respondents, especially those who identified themselves as nationalists.

Towards independence, in the backdrop of uneven capitalist development in the country,
there was reason to suggest that Sti Lanka remain a largely rural and traditional society. In this
situation every day social relations and who gets what and how and why was negotiated through a
web of patronage relations surrounding the rural agro-based economic structure. This was not a
case especial to Sri Lanka. There are number of scholars who have observed the same trends in
other contexts of post-colonial states. Their findings support the claim of the inevitable continua-
tion of the traditional patronage networks of the pre-colonial periods and the strengthening of
these networks in the post-colonial period. These scholars point out the absence of a developed
market economy and lack of formal institutional mechanisms that could formally and effectively
mediate the affairs in the large agricultural sector as a reason to why patronage networks became
strong in the post-colonial period (Archer 1990:19, Boone 1994:109). In their view, as a result,
during and after political transition took place from colonial to post-colonial phase, the earlier
forms of interest aggregation and satisfaction continued. At independence, considering the struc-
ture of the economy of Sri Lanka, this research partly complements the above institutional rea-
soning given on the realising patronage system of this period. Adding another observation from
developing political scenarios, this research also argue that it was also the nature of the struggles
among various social forces in the society and the nature of political and economic competition
between various factions in elite politics who were constantly in pursuit of domination, change
and hegemony, during which these actors continued to rely on previous modes of interest articu-
lations and interest satisfactions that strengthened and reinvented a more sophisticated patronage
system aftermath independence. As Wickramasinghe states, negligence of peasant agriculture un-
der the British colonial rule might have been another reason as to why towards independence a
state-sponsored patronage system was inaugurated by the emerging local political elites (2006:
303—4). In an era of representative democracy, the political future of the emerging elites largely
depended on the successful inclusion of the large segment of the peasantry to the national poli-
tics. Therefore state patronage offered to the peasantry appeared as a promising practical political
strategy for the elites. The state-sponsored colonisation projects carried out in the dry zone from
the 1930s onwards bears useful evidences in this regard. As pointed out, since then, other than
the objective of increasing the paddy production (ibid), the colonisation projects carried out by all
the successful Sinhalese political regimes having had political motivations aimed at mass political
inclusion and hegemony building too.
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The rest of this chapter is dedicated to explain the nature, how, why, which actors and to what
degree that patronage politics in the post-colonial period has influenced in advancing the struggle
for hegemony by those who assumes political and state power and what implications it left on the
nature of politics the state and the political system.

Even after independence, agriculture remained the main source of livelihood of many people
in the island. This was especially true of the majority, who continued to live in the interiors of the
country, and thus made Sri Lanka a rural country (Moore 1989:180). Since pre-colonial times, the
Goyigama caste (cultivator caste) enjoy a privileged social and economic position as the dominant
caste group, and capitalised on the traditional social relationships they had cultivated with lower
social groups (Jayawardena 2007:192). The only contender for their power was the new riche (co-
lonial boutgeoisie) from Karava (fisher caste) and Salagama (cinnamon peelers) castes. En route to
independence, particularly from the 1920s onwards, with the power of wealth, the traditional high
caste members began to enter into electoral politics (Jayantha 1992:5). Despite their rhetorical
support extended to local culture, values and traditions, most of them were attracted to western
culture, at that time an essential factor of upward social mobility (Houtart 1976:16). As uppet-
class English educated locals, they were also attracted to the western mindset. However, the in-
troduction of the universal suffrage in 1931 made the elites dependent on the lower class and
lower caste masses in realising their political ambitions. As noted in hegemony building thesis,
this situation denotes how neither economic power nor ideological power alone was enough for
mass mobilsation and the need of a political stretegy that combined both.

The new opportunities brought by the political space opened by colonialism invited these up-
per caste and upper class elites to join colonial national politics. To secure political power, they
put their trust on the traditionally cultivated networks primarily based on kinship, caste and land-
based village-centric social relations of production (Jayewardene 2007:196). The colonial treasury
that was still under the tight controlof the British could be another reason as to why that they
embarked on this direction of mobilisation. This eatly development of a political strategy based
on the traditional patronage networks sucessfully mobilised and incorporated the masses into na-
tional politics. However, as this research finds, these early forms of mass political mobilisation
were overwhelmingly characterised by quantitative forms of passive incorporation of the subal-
terns into politics and not by qualitative/informed forms of active political incorporation. This
situation suggests a large numbers of lower classes entering into politics without having an in-
formed knowledge of meaningful ways of political participation and activism. This is a notable
aspect of rural political development that has been captured by other studies as well. Moote’s
work on rural consciousness of Sinhalese peasantry provides significant evidence to this
(1985:187). His works strongly indicate the easy embarkation to national politics of the rural Sin-
halese peasantry in Sri Lanka is a result of the prevailing pre-colonial socio-political structure. In
contrast to India, Moore also suggests that this structure allowed non-antagonistic mechanism of
integration of the rural population into national politics and to the state as well as to develop
more mild or submissive relationships between the elites and the peasantry (ibid). In view of this
research, instead of paving the way for realising a mature democracy, the patronage strategy of
political inclusion of the masses into national politics turned Sti Lanka into a mediated state." As
Waldner says, state building mediated states face two imperatives. They are: a requirement to es-
tablish new political arrangements to organise expanded participation and devising some form of
organisation of mass actors and structures linking those actors to the political system to control
the participation of newly incorporated groups (1999:34). In the eatly phase of state building fa-
cilitated through patronage politics, presence of these two imperatives in Sri Lanka was evident.

It is widely recognised that the patronage networks of the pre-independence era operated
around the Mudliyar system demanding a high local background as a pre-requisite for entry in to
this system (Peebles 1973: 64-5). Although in 1946 this system officially ceased to exist, in the
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post-independence political scenario of Sri Lanka suggests its unofficial continuation, practice,
transformation and adjusting to address the dynamics of the political and economic context and
the state-in-society relations of this period. In the past, Mudliyar families had major influence over
the people in their localities as they had enough means to satisfy the livelihood and material needs
of the local population (Obeysekara 1967:101). Even after independence, upon officially stripping
off their status their influence did not disappear. In the era of representative democracy they
could satisfactorily appeal to the sentiments of their dependents, the lower class masses. The so-
cial power they acquired in the previous phase easily facilitated them to rise to political power and
claim the representative status of the local people. In order to secure political power the Mudliyars
did not hesitate to use their large geographically concentrated traditionally established networks
of patronage. In all accounts, those Mudliyars who remained in the rural sector successfully mobi-
lised the masses under them and brought votes to the newly formed national political parties. By
so doing, they demonstrated their power to influence those who wete under their control, i.e., the
minor headmen and other social groups.

Illangakoon, Dias Bandaranaike and Obeysekara (the traditional bourgeois), and Jayawardena,
Senanayake and Jayawickrama (colonial bourgeois) are a few notable Mudliyar families who en-
tered into the national political scene thanks to the patron-client relationships they established
through the wealth and status they accumulated during the colonial period (Peebles 1973; Rob-
erts 1979; Jayawardena 1987). As noted, the influence of the Mudliyars of new rich background
surpassed the influence of the traditional Mudliyar families. The landholdings, wealth and admin-
istration offices they monopolised during the British period enabled them to emerge as the major
dispensers of local patronage. The Mudliyars, both traditional and new, were able to dispense ben-
efits such as employment and fringe benefits to workers on the estates, undertake construction
projects on infrastructural facilities such as schools, hospitals and temples, make donations to
charities and village elites, and offer protection to the village elites (Jayantha 1992:199). Since
1931, the pyramid of patronage networks they established has been used to mobilise electoral
support (Jayantha 1992:200). As a respondent of this research pointed out, during most of the
time in the post-colonial Stri Lanka Mudliyar’s power was successfully translated into cultural, so-
cial and political capital in national politics (Field Interview R.14). These views suggest use of pat-
ronage as the main avenue of mass incorporation into politics, and the power relationship that it
configured between the elites and the subaltern forces beginning to play a crucial role in deter-
mining the trajectory of politics and state building in the post-colonial phase.

In the urban areas, where there was no Mudliyar system in operation, the new entrepreneur
classes filled the vacuum (Swaris 1975:77-8). With the urban working class these entrepreneurs
formed an urban business-centric patronage network. Compared to their rural counterparts, these
urban patrons were not of traditional high social status. However, their influence in maneuovet-
ing the urban votes on behalf of the bourgeois political elites ware matching. All these dynamics
in the merging state-in-society relations in the colonial period suggest a strong case for the reli-
ance, existence and sustenance of traditional patronage relationships that became useful for the
bourgeois political and economic elites to rise to political power. Until 1977, their political domi-
nation was apparent in the national political sphere.

From the 1940s onwards, Sti Lanka began to show signs of a looming modern nation. The
emerging political party system is one important development related to this. In this period suc-
cessful embracing of machine politics’ was evident. It showed all the positive signs required for
the establishment of a modern state. However, as a few respondents of this study pointed out,
which this research is in agreement with, in this emerging state and politics, Sti Lankan society
was unable to completely overcome its past modes of interest satisfaction heavily relied on pat-
ronage relations (Field Interviews R.11 and R.16). Rather than rely on the state apparatuses to
mediate the needs, conflicts and the demands of the society, in this period, the political elites
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drifted towards patronage networks to secure political power and to decide who gets what and
how. In this sense, it is correct to suggest that the political elites carrying the old patronage net-
works forward and adjusting them to fit within the modern conditions. This direction of political
strategy created a somewhat hybrid political system that seemed promising in stimulating the po-
litical participation of the lower class masses in national politics. Throughout the post-colonial
period, this process continued and the patronage political system became an integral element of
the electoral political strategy. This is contrary to a number of studies of politics in Sri Lanka that
focus on political developments in the first decades of political independence alluding to the im-
portance of caste as the primary shaper of national politics (Jiggins cited in Jayantha 1992:4).
Among various types of patronage networks of this period, caste-based patronage constitute
powerful relations of domination and subordination, yet, it only constituted a small segment of
the entire web of patronage relations of this period. However, depending on the demand at hand,
the political elites and the political parties are never reluctant to tap into any kind of patronage
networks, including that of caste. As explored by Jiggins, the role of the caste system in Sri
Lanka’s political scene provides a useful example in this regard (ibid).s

Although in post-independence national politics, caste served as an important factor in certain
circumstances, it always seemed to have operated in combination with many non-caste-based fac-
tors. In Gunasinghe’s words, ‘the use of caste ideology by politicians for political gains was seen
more as a protective fabric cushioning the poor peasant or the agrarian laborers from exploitative
forces that cut across class divisions (1996:109). As he further argues, keeping caste conscious-
ness alive in politics distracts peasants from the exploitative relationships (structurally and cultur-
ally determined) they have in the class hierarchy (ibid). Caste, he believes, is one of the divisive
lines of dematcation that serve as an important political mobilising factor subject to the patron-
client linkages embedded in them (Gunasinghe 1996:159). With regard to this interpretation, this
research is of the view that ‘caste’ is the cultural justification provided to mask the unequal and
exploitative social relations of production by which class contradictions and class dependency
and submissive patronage relations are inherent. Caste, therefore, is one among a number of fac-
tors considered in electoral decision making and forging political allegiances in contemporary Sti
Lanka. It is not the sole factor, as, in the words of one respondent interviewed for this research,
‘people choose their political representatives and alliances by considering a number of complex
factors; therefore there is no single factor such as caste that we can point out as the most im-
portant factor for voters to make their electoral decisions’ (Field interview R.14). Other evidence
gathered for this research supoort the importance of this scenario of multiple factors (Field inter-
views R.13, R.14 and R.1). As per the views expressed by the majority of the respondents of this
research, non-caste based political clientelism played an important role in shaping post-
independence political alliance making endeavours, and they all played equally important role on
forging political loyalties. One reason as to why caste was not overexploited by the political elites
for hegemony building and hegemonic state building is the explicit exploitative and oppressive
nature of caste hierarchy and caste-based loyalties. Also as pointed out by some other scholars,
modernity in Sti Lanka has successfully eroded traditional caste order and ambiguous presence of
caste in political discourse (Wickramasinghe 2006:332). Therefore, gathering around political par-
ties and use of any identity that sounds logical under the prevailing conditions by the masses to
access the state resource base is not surprising. Further, time to time, as a result of assigning
prominence to different identities during various periods of political transition and political alli-
ance formations, ' counting on one identity to access patronage benefits was proven unprudent.
Therefore, continued adaptation and usage of multiple identities became part of the strategy of
the masses who sought patronage benefits. This development was able to bring major advantages
for the political elites who are keen to use identity politics in their bid for political power and he-
gemony building.
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This aspect of patronage-driven political context shows similarities with some others cases as
examined by Lemarchand (quoted in Flynn 1973:68). Complementing the work of Jayantha and
Gunasinghe, as per a few respondents of this research strongly suggested, the patron-client rela-
tions formed based on non-caste factors have become increasingly important in determining the
outcomes of electoral politics and devising strategies for hegemony building (Field Interviews
R.23, R.1, R.13, R.17 and R.19). This study finds that in the subsequent era of politics marked by
elite factionalism, patronage networks becoming a central element of the political strategy for
pursuit of political domination and hegemony. Needless to state that the underlying manipulative
nature of the patronage system is all what was needed by the political patrons to reach their nar-
row political goals. Besides the obvious material benefits the certain groups received by entering
into this system, the fear of exclusion and the real and imagined threat they foresaw in limiting
their upward economic and social mobility by not subscribing to this system made the patronage
system an integral element of political inclusion and communication.

3.2.2 Development of a political party system in post-independent Sri Lanka and the
use of patronage for party building

Political parties often emerge as important channels for interest satisfaction in a democracy, and
therefore play a key role in the development of the state. As Epstein observes, weakly institution-
alised political parties can have a serious negative impacts on both governability and representa-
tion (2009:338). Further, political parties are also arenas for new contracts, new types of associa-
tions and provide important networks of communication and information (Weigngrod 1968:
385). As Weigngrod observes, political parties function as mediators and integrators between the
society and the state, and also tend to award patronage resources as new avenues for political
mobility. On a positive note, such awards have the potential for stimulating talent at various lev-
els. However, as Weigngrod observes, it is doubtful that all these positively framed outcomes will
necessarily lead to political development in contexts where traditional patronage networks are
widespread and governs everyday associational life. As he cautions, there is a chance in new states
that are marked by above characteristics, which will lead to ‘politics of development’ in place of
‘political development’ (1968:398). Below, presented a practical example using the case of Sti
Lanka that fully exposes this theoretical claim.

In Sri Lanka, the Donoughmore constitution® (1931-947) paved the way for formal develop-
ment of political parties (De Silva 1987: 221). Despite the initial attempts made by the local bour-
geoisie in the legislative council to limit granting suffrage to the lower-class masses, in 1931, the
Donoughmore commission granted universal suffrage to all in Sri Lanka. This had important
consequences on emerging national politics. First of all, by extending universal franchise to the
rural electorate that happened to be the main power base of Ceylon National Congress (CNC),
whose leadership was British loyalist, undermined the labour movement and class politics (Wick-
ramasinghe 2006:204). Secondly, it brought the bourgeoisie in the CNC closer to the rural masses
and made them dependent on their votes to win elections. At the same time, as a result of abol-
ishing the previous communal system of representation, the bourgeois political elites featlessly
competed against each other to be identified with lower class voters of various castes, class and
ethnic background to secure political power. During this struggle for identity, popularity and
votes, the bourgeois political elites made patronage relations an important element of the overall
political strategy. Owing to these circumstances, it can be safely argued that the state-sponsored
patronage system extended to the rural peasants that began in this period, later continued
throughout providing the backbone of the patronage system all times.

Close to independence, in 1946, six significant political patties took patt in national politics
within the limited space offered to them by the British colonial rule. Of these, the Ceylon Labor
Party, formed under the leadership of A.E. Gunasinghe, was the oldest. The Trotskyist LSSP,
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established in 1935, was the most popular political party. The leftist and Marxist orientation of
this party widened its appeal among the lower class. The origin of the LSSP is also dates back to
the days of the catastrophic economic depression of 1929-1935, during which the party carried
out impressive amount of work to bring relief to the urban working class who were the most af-
fected. Also the tremendous amount of work it carried out to alleviate the poor conditions in the
dry zone and in the fishing villages that were frequently hit by malaria and extreme weather con-
ditions, made an impression among people. These conditions also triggered the introduction of
the Donoughmore reforms (Jayawardena 1974:8) that undermined the influence of LSSP and
leftwing parties in the coming years. As Jayewardene notes, the LSSP was formed to provide
leadership to the anti-imperial struggle and the working class movement (1974:9). It became a
nuisance to the British imperial rule in the island. The militant nature of its actions and the fre-
quent strikes they carries out in the urban area was a concern for the British. The LSSP manifesto
claimed attainment of national independence, the abolition of social and economic inequality and
oppression arising from difference of class, race, creed or sex, and the socialisation of the means
of production, distribution and exchange as the main mission of the party (Jayawardena 1974:
29). However, the gradual decline of the ideological political competition between various politi-
cal parties in the post-independence era, the LSSP eventually succumbed to patronage politics’
and left its Marxist-socialist political ideology behind (R.13)." This development in politics signi-
fies an important shift in politics in Sri Lanka. First, it is characterised by setting conducive condi-
tions for the future rise of the hegemony of rightwing politics and the sad demise of egalitarian
politics. From the vantage point of hegemony building, extension of universal franchise to the
rural peasantry under the direction of Donoughmore reforms and state-sponsored patronage
embarked upon by the right-wing leadership of CNC, forced the left parties to join the hegemony
building attempts of the right-wing elite faction.

There are different interpretations available on this development in politics. De Silva, an intel-
lectual who is known as a member of the right-wing hegemonic political project, remarks that
from the beginning, the urban-centric Marxist leftwing-oriented political parties in Sri Lanka an-
yway failed to make an impact on the rural areas. At the same time, the Marxist political parties
were also accused of being unsympathetic towards the religious, linguistic and cultural aspirations
of the Buddhist activists (De Silva 2005: 610). Another scholar of more neutral reputation sug-
gests the reason as the left-oriented political parties entangling in many ideological rifts among
themselves, which made it difficult for the ordinary people to understand their politics, ideologi-
cal stances and alliances (Moore 1997:1012). Supporting Moore’s interpretation, another signaled
out, ... the left movement which was born on the 18" December 1935 was a social reformist in
origin... This was the beginning of the tragedy. It was the birth of series of betrayal, flichts, enmi-
ties and destruction of hope’ (Vimukthi 1970 cited in Wickramasinghe 2006:201). Regardless of
the different reasons emphasised by different scholars, it seems that, from the beginning of party
politics, the leftist and the radical egalitarian political projects (which theoretically should be es-
poused by the Marxists) were under severe stress in Sri Lanka. This situation was caused by lack
of credible alternative avenues for the majority of the people in the urban and rural areas to bet-
ter represent their interests and needs within the emerging state capture by the right-wing forces.
When reading these developments, the role British colonial rule played in pampering the right-
wing forces should not be out of sight too. In my interpretation, this combination of forces en-
couraged the people to become dependent on the traditional and emerging patronage networks
enacted by the right-wing political parties and subscribed to the political trends of the dominant
political forces in the centre. By doing so, the majority of lower class masses rendered their sub-
ordination to the bourgeois, elite, economic and political forces. As mentioned before, it had
happened through a process of hegemony building where strategies of manipulation, consent
creation, willing subscription and fear of losing out in the elites’ political game. Although at the
beginning, the right-wing political forces showed an interest in egalitarian politics and democratic
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state building, sooner the elite political fragmentation made them easily abandon these goals. As
clearly remarked by one scholar, ‘... The trajectory of the left, as movement and as an idea can
also be read as the gradual decline in ideological terms of a democratic and secular project unable
to sustain the assault of the hegemonic forces of Sinhala-Buddhist exclusivism’ (Wickramasinghe
2006:202).

After the first wave of political party development, it took a long time before a national level
political party came into being (Jayantha 1992:5). The next wave of political party formation be-
gan in 1946, with the formation of United National Party (UNP). It was formed as the first non-
Marxist political party in Sri Lanka with the hope of contesting in the first general election in
1947. The UNP blended the colonial and traditional bourgeoisie classes and cut across the ethnic
divide. UNP was supposed to be a political party representative of the majority community, but
at the same time acceptable to the minorities (De Silva 2005:602). The founding father of UNP,
D.S. Senanayake who was a minister during the time of CNC (founded in 1919) extended invita-
tions to local elites to join the new party (De Silva 1987:222). However, from the time of its
origin, the leadership of the UNP tended to be concentrated in the hands of one faction of the
bourgeois class." Although it sent some initial signs of future intra-party factionalism, altogether,
the birth of UNP is considered as a success story for mobilising the members of the bourgeoisie
and various factions within the bourgeoisie (across all caste, ethnic and class divides (Gunasinghe
1996: 56). With the elite constituency of the leadership of the party, the UNP lacked deep links
with the ordinary people living in the rural areas. Eventually, this obstacle was overcome by in-
cluding the loosely organised cultural networks, namely Sinbala Maha Sabhas, brought by one of
its founding member, S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike (De Silva 1995:532). Inclusion of the Sinhala Maha
Sabhas strengthened the position of the UNP among the Sinhalese community (De Silva
2005:602)."

Even today, UNP is known as an elitist political party (Uyangoda 1993:7). As one leftwing re-
spondent opined, the UNP is a ‘notoriously imperialist’ party (R.13). Theoretically, the UNP can
be called as an internally driven political party,"” that is, according to Shefter’s theoretical classifi-
cation, a political party founded by elites who occupy positions within the prevailing regimes
(quoted in Piattoni 2003:19). In the case of Sri Lanka, the elite leadership of the UNP was already
established under the last phase of colonial administration, which made it easier for some of its
members to easily embark on careers in the post-colonial period. Further, using the privileges and
powers they received during the colonial times, these members were also able to establish the po-
litical party. Therefore, as pointed out in Shefter’s theoretical premises of internally driven politi-
cal parties (quoted in Piattoni 2003: 19) that this research finds similarity with the UNP’s back-
ground, UNP inherits the characteristics of a patronage orientation political party.1* In the case of
UNP, among other strategies, the patronage networks established by the party leadership during
colonial period were effectively used for consent building and alliance building.

However, programmatic appeal was not completely absent from the UNP. Its element of pro-
grammatic appeal was formulated around the development of the agricultural sector and address-
ing the issues concerning the peasantry, which is maintained even today. For example, even in the
most recent election manifestos, the promise and continuation with its long standing political
commitment to rural agricultural development can be seen (United National Party Election Mani-
festo 2000, Pieris 2006:202). Given the prevailing structural construction of the economy that
was mainly constituted with a vast rural agricultural sector and the poor circumstance of rural
poverty of the peasantry (Venugopal 2011:72), it is not only for the UNP, for any political party,
having a programme concerning the rural sector seems sensible. Under these circumstances,
UNP optimised its reach. Placing the plight of the peasantry and making the issue of agriculture
top priorities in its list of political commitment was infused with a clear political agenda. This re-
search suspects this direction of programmatic appeal has important connections to the already
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established vast network of patronage relations in rural agricultural areas. These networks pre-
sented the socially isolated UNP with a massive opportunity to build the party by tapping to
these networks and mobilising the rural lower class masses on be their behalf. Besides UNP be-
ing able to institutionalise the patronage system, by focusing on the peasantry and providing them
with various subsidies, it played a major role in making Sri Lanka attain almost 90% self-
sufficiency in food (Wickramasinghe 2006:304).

Voicing the plight of the peasants by the leadership of UNP can also be interpreted as an out-
come of a decisive political struggle that UNP as a political party encountered at the centre. This
struggle had two dimensions. One was the intra-bourgeoisie factional sentiment of the colonial
and traditional bourgeoisie class, which questioned the legitimacy of the leadership of UNP of
colonial bourgeois background. The second dimension is related to the hotizontal elite political
conflict that the party encountered with the leadership of the Marxist political parties. The latter
was the only oppositional force to the right-wing UNP. From the eatly twentieth century, a few
Marxist political groupings in Sri Lanka demonstrated their commitment to the issues of the ut-
ban working classes, the urban petty bourgeoisie and the rural petty bourgeoisie. Their political
activities successfully integrated these numerically marginalised classes into mass politics through
loosely organised trade associations (Gunasinghe 1996: 59-60). In the same period, the plantation
Tamils were integrated into the colonial national political sphere through the activities of trade
unions specifically set up to channel their grievances. As a result, by this time, the rural peasantry
was the only significant social group that was not mobilised into the colonial political arena. As
Gunasinghe notes, this was not due to favourable influence or redistributive justice as a result of
colonial welfare state policies (ibid). It was primarily due to the lack of organisation and leader-
ship among themselves. Under these circumstances, the UNP, who had ambitions to secure state
power, could not ignore the temptation of the numerically important rural peasantry. The pro-
grammatic appeal they initiated towards the peasants, therefore, was a careful step taken under
conditions of political competition and projection of likely future political scenarios in national
politics.

In the first general election, the main opponents of the UNP were the urban-based Marxist
political candidates, who voiced the rights of neglected urban labourers as well as the Indian-
originated Tamil plantation workers (De Silva 1995:533). In its first election manifesto, as a way
of undermining the voice of the Marxist political parties, UNP pushed itself seriously and openly
to voice the plight of the peasantry (Jayawardena 1985:47-9). This trend in politics was not appli-
cable to the UNP alone; this was an essential point considered by all the political parties estab-
lished during this or after this petiod (Bastian 2003:203). Further, as Bastian points out, this initial
step towards mass incorporation of the peasantry into national politics through political parties
was due to the electoral strength of the rural society (1993:13).

Compared to the rival political parties, UNP had an upper hand in mobilising the peasants. Its
leader, D.S. Senanayake, known to had held the ‘iron hand” during the British colonial period. He
was the chairman of the Land Development Ordinance Committee of 1935 (De Silva 1995:457),
and the networks and the social prestige he cultivated in this position made it possible for him to
translate them with the peasantry into political networks. This development shows, how from
eatly on, state resoutces, power and employment became useful in cultivating and strengthening
political capital and political alliances, and their value in linking the culturally and socially dis-
tanced centre with the periphery. The various projects carried out under the supervision of the
Land Development Board made Senanayake a popular figure among the peasants. Because, the
various land settlement schemes Senanayake supervised were distinctly biased towards the peas-
ants (Samaraweera 1981:150). These state-sponsored projects formed a pool of powerful legiti-
mising instruments and symbols for the central elite (Shastri 1990:62). This bias towards rural
peasantry over other unemployment groups especially in the urban areas that were numerically
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insignificant is also an indication on how traditional patronage ties in the peripheries could be re-
adjusted through state office for future political prospects in the arena of machine politics.

Table 3.1
Major occupational groups in Sri Lanka 1921-1970 (% working population)™
Occupation 1921 1946 1963 1969/1970
Farmers, fishermen, hunters and related 62.4 52.9 52.6 50.8
Draftsmen, production process 11.5 9.9 19.8 20.2
Sales and clerical 6.8 7.9 10.4 11.2
Service and recreation 6.5 9.0 8.2 7.4
Professional, technical, managerial and related 2.1 2.9 5.5 6.0
Transport and communication 3.5 3.6 3.2 3.7
Miners, quarrymen and related 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.5
Other and unspecified 7.0 13.3 1.2 0.2

Source: Roberts, Michael (1979), Marga Institute, Colombo p. 443.

Table 3.1 illustrates the major occupation groups in Sti Lanka and the numerical strength each of
these occupational groups held in an era of electoral politics. It shows that until 1970, agricultural
groups constituted more than half of the total percentage of the working population.'® The statis-
tics released in 2001 by the Ministry of Housing indicates that in the total population in 18 dis-
tricts, the urban sector comprised of 14.6% while 80% were rural.

3.2.3 Dynamics of political party development and strengthening of mass political
clientelism

In 1951, a decisive split in the UNP occurred, which marked the first signs of factional politics in
the post-colonial period among the ruling class members.'” This split put Senanayake and his
peasant-centric patronage network on one side and S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike and his cultural net-
works on the other. Bandaranaike was of low country origin and he belonged to the traditional
bourgeoisie class. He became increasingly dissatisfied with the UNP and the leadership of D.S.
Senanayake who tightly controlled the party and favoured the colonial bourgeois faction in the
party. Bandaranaike grew more disappointed when he began to realise Senanayake’s future ambi-
tions of promoting his son Dudley Senanayake as his successor in the UNP (Gunasinghe
1996:234; De Silva 2005:611). At the time of this realisation, Bandaranaike was the deputy party
leader of the UNP and he was entertaining high political ambitions and fantasies of becoming the
party leader of the UNP and the prime minister of Sri L.anka. However, due to the actions of Se-
nanayake, Bandaranaike was compelled to leave UNP and form his own political party called Sri
Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) (De Silva 1987:223; Sabaratnam 2001:165-6) In addition to these
personal reasons, it was also believed that Bandaranaike sympathised with the cultural sensitivities
of the majority rural Sinhalese who he thought was not addressed by the westernised UNP. (De
Silva 1987: 223, Sabaratnam 2001:167). The new party of Bandaranaike’s became the party hold-
ing the centre between the UNP and the left (De Silva 1987:223).

SLFP is often identified as a more socialist-leaning political party. However, in the quadrant of
political ideology,'8 its true political biases seem to lie in the direction of right-wing politics. In the
economic quadrant, it was more centre-left than right. Perhaps its leftist identity is based on the
identity of its coalition partners. From its inception, SLFP catered to a wider rural base and had
an expansive political strategy of mass political incorporation of the rural communities. Its mobi-
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lisation strategy mainly incorporated an ideological element. The primary ideological orientation
of the SLFP was Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism (De Silva 2005:610). It followed this ditection be-
cause, at the time of its founding, Bandaranaike had to find an alternative political ideology that
was distinct from the UNP. Moreover, this was a closer match to Bandaranaike’s political base,
which was mainly drawn from his previously established networks of relations, i.e., the communal
organisations such as Sinhala Maha Sabha, Eksath Bhikku Peramuna and Sinhala Jathika Sanga-
maya (Sabaratnam 2001:161-2).

Table 3.2 uses self-descriptions provided by the contemporary party leaders of the two politi-
cal parties highlighting their perception of main divisions. These self-perceived ideologies of two
major political parties and what they actually practiced in electoral politics having had a major
implication on the choice of strategy they opted for alliance building, which has had an implica-
tions on post-independent state building.

Table 3.2
Party profiles of UNP and SLFP
Name of Party Founded Self-description Support base Splits
United National Party (UNP) 1947 Nationalist Entire population 1951, no major
Pragmatic splits afterwards
Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) 1951 Socialist Teachers, doctors, No splits
Nationalist farmers and workers

Source: Adapted and modified from IDEA (2007), Political Parties in South Asia: The Challenge of Change, International IDEA,
Stockholm, p.72

By emphasising the ideological element of its political strategy, SLFP was able to attract many
previously marginalised forces in the society, particularly the rural petty bourgeoisie. Members of
this class were the rural power mediators with large established patronage networks in the interi-
ors of the country (Moore 1997:1011). The political strategy for the mobilisation of this group
required two elements: material and ideological. Material mobilisation was mainly about the dis-
tribution of state welfare provisions. By this time, the influence of the revivalist movement, be-
gun during British colonialism, had on ideology was sustained in the political sphere that made it
easy enough for the SLFP to mobilise them on this front. In other words, the ideological senti-
ments of this class and the rural lower classes were already internalised. In addition, during the
first decade of independence, the rural petty bourgeoisie continued to view the UNP leaders as
‘Brown Sahibs™” and increasingly began to realise how different they are from their local rulers.
The English dress code and the westernised lifestyles of the UNP leaders were a point of con-
cern. Due to these factors, when in 1951 Bandaranaike established SLEP, his party had a direct
appeal to these rural ‘traditional’ classes. This development in politics challenged the domination
of UNP and its conservative politics.

Upon assuming office as Prime Minister in 1955, Bandaranaike’s first task was to deliver on
the promise he made during the election. He offered ‘mass clientelist benefits’ to the Sinhalese:
the Sinhala Only Act of 1956 is one of the best examples of this regard. This Act paved the way
for employment opportunities in the state sector for those who knew Sinhala. From the moment
of its implementation, this act became a major point of contention between Sinhalese and Tamils.
In the subsequent decades it sowed the seeds for the prolonged civil war in the island
(Sabaratnam 2001:161-79). Implementation of this Act reflected both Bandaranaike’s sympathy
for the Sinhalese grievances that originated in the British colonial period and that continued un-
der the UNP government. At the same time, the Language Act also demonstrated his political
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shrewdness in identifying and linking the struggles of the periphery with his own struggle at the
centre, and his ambition of forging a political front that could to break the domination of UNP in
independence politics.

The Sinhala Only Act of 1956 was a boiling point in the ethnic political history of Sti Lanka
(Sabaratnam 2001:179; De Silva 1993:283-8). Today, this act is often regarded as the official
starting point of the current conflict between the Sinhalese and the Tamils. In literature, non-
ethnic or alternative interpretations of the language act are rare. Its implementation caused obvi-
ous discrimination against the Tamils, as shown by the declining employment of Tamils in the
public sector and white-collar bureaucratic jobs. Therefore, the Sinhala Only Act of 1956 is pri-
marily regarded as an ethnically motivated policy (Jayawardena 1985:59; Thangarajah 2003:21;
Wickramasinghe 2006:271). However, the Language Act also has elements of mass clientelism or
potk barrel legislation offered by the Sinhala ruling governments to a large segment of the Sinha-
lese population of lower class status that were facing numerous political challenges from both
Sinhala and Tamil political contenders at the centre. It is further possible to breakdown the eth-
nic categories into class categories a different view of the act along the clientelism can be un-
packed. For example, the enactment of the Language Act could easily have been an attempt by
the Sinhala ruling class to politically incorporate another neglected segment in the Sinhala society.
As Wickramasinghe’s indirect remarks concerning the 1971 insurrection suggest (she referred to
the JVP leaders of 1971 insurrection as ‘the children of 1956’), the Language Act was targeted
towards capturing a specific social group of low caste and low class background (Wickramasinghe
2006:243). As this research finds, the language legislation is a political incorporation strategy that
was significant at two levels. Firstly, it successfully incorporated rural Sinhalese into the national
political sphere, and secondly, it offered new opportunities for the competing political forces at
the centre to expand their narrow clientele base.

The launching of the SLEP, the rise of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism in national politics and
the enactment of the Sinhala Only Act in 1956 can be explained by using the two imperatives
drawn by Waldner on mediated states (1999:34).” Based on Waldner’s imperatives, the political
party development in the 1950s and the concurrent shift in the mobilisation strategies were
geared towards organising and expanding political participation in previously excluded groups to
provide some form of organisation for mass actors. Moreover, they can also be seen as attempts
to both link those actors to the political system and to control their political participation. As
found in this research, Bandaranaike’s political strategy denotes both these imperatives. It is not
only that the nature of political mobilisation and control of political participation introduced al-
tered the future direction of state transformation and state building. Also, in view of state-in-
society approach, the Bandaranaike period shows the strength of the political elites in the centre
as one class in influencing the lower class social forces in the periphery and looming of a com-
mon strategy for hegemony building with the same ideological pinning. This confluence of forces
and strategies denotes hegemonic formation among the Sinhalese, importantly gravitating around
the Sinhalese political elites.

Bandaranaike’s mass clientelist strategy in national politics proved its strength for mobilising
different social groups along different social fault lines under either given or manufactured cir-
cumstances. It was also evident that some combinations of ideology and material incentives work
better than the other. In this connection, use of mass clientelism as a mobilising strategy and a
tool for political party building became more appealing to the political elites.”’ The same has been
observed by Piattoni and other scholars, who have examined the intersection of clientelism and
mass mobilisation mainly in the West. Similar to the findings of this research, these scholars have
also pointed out to the fact that the urgency of the situation faced by the ruling political elites at
the time of mass political mobilisation determines whether or not clientelism will be their chosen
strategy (Piattoni 2001:25). In Sri Lanka, during the first decade of independence, where a num-
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ber of elite fragmentations and conflicts were present and struggles for upward social and eco-
nomic mobilisation among various communities wete intensified and openly fought, patronage
politics informed by Sinhala-Buddhist ideology becoming the chosen main strategy of mobilisa-
tion. What was developing underneath this strategy was the advancement of right-wing politics.
This type of politics and the strategies it often chooses does not allow for the realisation of egali-
tarian politics. As found in this research, this type of politics only advances vertical and horizon-
tal inequalities in the society, making the state institutions function as secondary mechanisms of
rulemaking, application and adjudication. It was evident during the first decade of independence;
the hegemonising effect of the Sinhala ruling class largely informed by patronage politics did not
advance the status of democracy, democratic politics or addresse the issues of structural inequali-
ty. Rather the hegemony building and the tools this project used created lasting tensions between
hegemony building and democratic state building. As a minority of respondents of this study ex-
pressed, the path the ruling political elites opted was a narrowly defined political strategy that was
capable of achieving only short-term political gains (R.11.14 and 106). The mass clientelist strate-
gies embarked by the SLFP were also infused with Sinhala-Buddhist ideology and resulted in
fragmentation of the society along ethnic lines and strengthening the hegemonic project of the
Sinhalese political elites. Further this development in politics also gave rise to numerous anti-
hegemonic forces, especially from the minority Tamil community and from those who felt out of
political grace of the bourgeois elites.

This aspect of fragmentation of society along ethnic lines by elites is well documented in a re-
cent report released by International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance IDEA). It
describes the inability of both the UNP and SLFP to extend their hegemonic influence over the
Tamil-speaking population in the country as a major factor for the development of separate eth-
nically based political party system in Sri Lanka (2007:39). Further, this report also points to this
development having had created a permanent chasm in the political party domain in contempo-
rary Sri Lanka (IDEA 2007:39). To quote, ‘the identification of the two major parties in Sri Lanka
with Sinhala nationalism further alienated the Tamil minority. The result has been the parallel de-
velopment of parties — those of the Sinhala people and those of the Tamil people. Sinhala and
Tamil nationalism fed on each other and grew. The political party stalemate continues even to-
day’ IDEA 2007:39). Thus, in addition, this research also finds that the political competition
among the Sinhalese political elites have also contributed in strengthening the ethnic based politi-
cal party system and elite political factionalism along ethnic lines. As the elite political factional-
ism became intensified between the Sinhalese and the Tamil political elites and more importantly
among the Sinhalese elite factions, party cum state patronage benefits were offered by the Sinha-
lese political parties assumed state power in a highly competitive manner. This trenad in politics
and party centric patronage system galvanized the ethnic based party system.

The more appealing clientelism (mass or personal) becomes as a political strategy, the more
turbulent the circumstances under which mass political mobilisation occurs (Piattoni 2001: 24).
This generic claim drawn on European experience finds similarities with the situation in Sti
Lanka and with the other countries in the entire South Asian context (Bose 2004:111). Reflecting
on South Asia’s state building process, Bose points to the need for creating a broad legitimacy in
the society to the political organisation as essential (2004:96). As this discussion on patronage sys-
tem shows, in Sri Lanka, the strategies used by the political elites shows increase use of narrow
forms of interest satisfaction. In this sense, it is correct to suggest that by so doing the ruling
elites not only opted for building a narrow base of legitimacy to the political parties, an important
institution in democratic state building, but also steered the state building project further away
from democratic norms. It is observed that the actual political confrontations and the confronta-
tionist attitudes among the political parties in South Asia are important outcomes of relying on
patronage politics by the political parties. These attitudes expand as the leaders of the ruling party
amass wealth and use state patronage to augment support for the ruling party and to undermine
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the opposition parties (IDEA 2007:46). Factional conflicts in high politics at the level of inter-
ethnic elite conflict, rising Tamil armed movement in the early 1970s and the anti-bourgeois up-
rising led by Sinhalese youth in 1971 all reveal the political turbulences that was used for
strengthening and institutionalising the patronage system, and the forceful assimilation of those
who did not comply with this project. In my opinion, these looming factions encouraged use of
patronage and making people relying more and more on patronage networks controlled by the
political parties to access state resources. This dependency relationship was forged using manipu-
lative tactics as well as might of violence. The frequent use of both these tactics made these tac-
tics and the patronage system common sense among the masses and became acceptable strategy
in politics.

3.3 Early processes of state building through ‘mass clientelism’

Mass clientelism occurs when features of the public decision-making process become tokens of
exchange and is characterised by the use of impersonal means such as the passage of laws or im-
plementation of measures that favour an entire category of persons (Piattoni 2001:6). In some
recent literature, such situations are defined as pork batrel politics (Scott 1989:222).* The previ-
ous section discussed one policy measure of this nature, i.e., the Sinhala Language Act of 1956 as
tool used to dispense mass patronage to the Sinhalese community by the political elites. In the
literature on the ethnic conflict, the language act and other similar measures are presented as ex-
amples of ‘ethnic favouritism’. Within the parametres of this research that investigates hegemony
building and state building, the aspects of mass clientelism as a political strategy for hegemony
building that created tension with democratic state building needs further explanation. The fol-
lowing sections have attempted to introduce certain policy measures that this research finds as
examples of mass clientelism, which are used for hegemony building. The various circumstances
and dynamics in the state-in-society relations that gave rise to these policy measures ate present-

ed.

Soon after independence, the UNP introduced The Citizenship Act of 1948, The Indian and
Pakistani Residents Citizens Act of 1949 and the Parliamentary Elections Amendment Act of
1949. These policy measures deprived the great majority of Indian residents in Sri Lanka from
their citizenship and franchise rights (De Silva 2005:605). From the point of view of hegemony
theory, these policy measures can be well refereed as strategies of mass clientelism extended to-
wards the majority Sinhalese. They can also be interpreted as use of administrative force by the
political elites to send an important message to those who did not comply with the elites” hegem-
ony building project. As summarised by K.M. De Silva, these policies were adopted during the
first regime of the UNP, under the direction of D.S. Senanayake, for two main reasons. The first
reason he pointed out was to safeguard the interests of the Kandyans (Sinhalese) (De Silva
2005:605). As De Silva notes, the Kandyan Sinhalese experienced most of the negative effects of
the introduction of the plantation economy during the British colonial period. They lost most of
their lands to the plantation industry. The second was fear of creating an imbalance between the
Sinhala-Kandyan voter base and the Indian Tamil originated citizens.” Granting citizenship rights
and franchise rights to plantation workers of Indian Tamil origin therefore was not seen as a fa-
vourable circumstance for the ruling political elites (ibid). Findings of this research confirm that
the enactment of these legislations can also be seen as an act of political incorporation of the
economically marginalised and ‘traumatised’ Sinhala Kandyan peasantry through mass clientelism.
Further this treatment of Indian labourers can also be seen as a manipulation of the Sinhalese
majority to advance the political ambitions of those who were in power.

Qualifying further, for a ruling class dominated by the Sinhalese elites, incorporation of the
Indian plantation workers into national politics was a distant dream.”* At the outset, it was also
seen as a less-profitable political project. Until the nationalisation of the foreign-owned planta-
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tions in the mid 1970s, the Indian Tamil population in the plantation sector was under the solid
political and administrative control of the foreign plantation owners. Therefore, the Sinhala polit-
ical elites had extremely limited opportunities to penetrate to the plantation sector. Dispensing
patronage in this sector was an affair of the western estate owners, who were the main patrons of
the plantation workers. Therefore, there are reasons to suggest the insignificant position of the
Indian Tamils in the national political constellation of this period.

But the nationalisation of the plantation sector since 1972 onwards under Sirimavo Bandara-
naike’s government changed this situation. The nationalisation process created space for political
penetration of this group and opportunity for alliance building. This opportunity was well opti-
mised by the Premadasa government by enacting a new legislation in November 1989 granting
citizenship rights to a large number of Indian Tamils in the plantation sector. An analysis of the
results of elections after granting franchise rights by Premadasa government suggests the political
capital this group brought to Premadasa and UNP. Besides this turnaround of events also suggest
the willingness of Sinhalese political elites to extend mass clientelism to previously excluded
groups through state policy measures as a way of hegemony building. Moreover, during Pre-
madasa period, the personal political situation he faced at the centre also seemed to have encoutr-
aged him to look for non-traditional forces for building political alliances.” This specific case of
franchise rights of plantation Indians suggest the willingness of Sinhalese political elites to invent
strategies of inclusion and exclusion, depending on the nature of struggles they faced. The politi-
cal developments in the plantation sector since the 1990s provides fine examples as to how the
Indian Tamil voters and their representatives became allies of the hegemonic project of the Sin-
halese political elites and the clients of the Sinhalese political parties. Thondaman, the main rep-
resentative of the Indian Tamil labour was aware of the Sinhalese political parties and the willing-
ness of the Sinhalese political elites to solve the citizenship problems of the Indian Tamils under
the emerging dynamics in the Sinhalese political theatre. He was also acutely aware of the difficul-
ty of realising this policy measure under the harsh political competition between the UNP and
the SLIP. In an interview he said:

... J.R. Jayawardena is the only Sinhala leader, who could do so. But, on the other hand, he will nev-
er permit Sirimavo Bandaranaike, the leader of the Sri Lanka Freedom Party SLFP and opposition,
to do it ...If Sirimavo were to try it, Jayewardene would rouse the majority Sinhalese passion and
make it impossible for her to hand back the citizenship rights to the stateless Indian Tamils, original-
ly taken away by D.S. Senanayake, the first Prime Minister of Sti Lanka...The fact that President
Jayewardene is the only Sinhala leader with the political shrewdness and acumen who could solve the
stateless Indian Tamil's problem. He knows the political importance of the Indian Tamils' vote (In-
terview with T. Sabaratnam, available on virtual libraty).

It was known that since the date that plantation Tamils received franchise rights, in all elections,
these Tamil laborers voted as instructed by Thondaman who jockeyed between the main Sinha-
lese political parties, UNP and SLFP that were in state power in a given period for receiving per-
sonal and group patronage for the Indian Tamil community. In other words, Thondaman guaran-
teed the millions of votes in the plantation sector to any political party who gives the most
personal and communal concessions to him, to his political party and to the workers. Often, fol-
lowing Thondaman’s direction, traditionally the plantation workers often voted for the UNP.
Since recently after Thondaman’s domination in the plantation sector came to be undermined by
the new actors in plantation politics (lead by Chandrasekaran and other factions), the prolonged
tradition of voting for UNP has changed. This situation has put the main Sinhalese political pat-
ties to concede to the competing demands of the rival political parties in the plantation sector
and expand the scope of patronage benefits to their middlemen.

Standardisation of higher education under the government of Sirimavo Bandaranaike is an-
other example worth citing. Although education was free from the 1940s, there were great dispar-
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ities in terms of the facilities provided to schools in different regions in the island. As Bandarage
obsetrved in her recent study, traditionally, schooling in Sri Lanka was designed to serve the bour-
geoisie and their interests (Bandarage 2009:61). However, when the new standardisation policy
was introduced, it only sparked ethnic sentiments and generated debates on ethnic favouritism.
However, the standardisation policy has a class and pork barrel orientation that sought to search
for new political clienteles within the Sinhalese community (Bastian 1985:231). The standardisa-
tion policy significantly increased the number of enrollments made to the science-based faculties.
The main beneficiaries of this change had been the Sinhalese bourgeois class. Therefore, this pol-
icy seemed to secure more opportunities in the field of science for children of upper class fami-
lies because, it was only the children from this class who could pursue university education in the
area of science, thanks to the state-sponsored facilities granted to the schools they were attending
(Bastian 1985:231). Bastian interprets, rather than trying to achieve redistributive justice for the
entire Sinhalese community, that the standardisation policy introduced concerning specific facul-
ties in the university system was an attempt to expand the opportunities for upper class Sinhalese.
As his analysis strongly suggests, although standardisation policy worked against the Tamil com-
munity, its main focus was to directly address the issues faced by the Sinhalese political elites,
who were constantly attempting to devise new political strategies to keep the newly incorporated
political forces (in this case, local elites in urban and semi urban areas) in their political coalitions.
The less-known class nature underlying this policy seemed to have generated an important result
in the direction of hegemony building. The standardisation policy was able to gather support
from the educated Sinhalese of a particular class, who could be a potential ally of the elites’ he-
gemony building that requires the legitimacy and support of the intellectual elites.

Similarly, awarding Buddhism the prominent place in the first republican constitution of 1972
is another act of mass clientelism used for hegemony building. In mainstream literature, this con-
stitutional measure is primarily presented as a cause for ethnic divisions between the majority
Sinhala-Buddhists and the Tamils (Coomaraswamy 2005:157). Besides the ethnic factor, this re-
search shows the need of re-scrutinizing this event in politics against the backdrop of hegemony
building and state building. Therefore, apart from the obvious ethnic factor, the special status
provided to Buddhism in the 1972 constitution to be viewed as a strategic response devised by
the Sinhalese political elites to include the oppositional youth forces that fearlessly fought against
the elites’ political rule and elites’ political domination. Besides, given the mal-performance in
states capital accumulation process of this period that became a major obstacle in sustaining the
patronage system and dispensing material patronage benefits to the political allies from the lower
classes, the constitutional provision also indicates a scenario of elites’ subverting to strategies of
ideological manipulation. Especially when considering the background of the rural youth, who
were mainly Sinhala-Buddhists, who took up arms against the elites in the 1971 youth insurrec-
tion, it seems sensible to suggests that ruling elites attempting to appeal to the ideological senti-
ments as a way of diffusing their opposition. In the 1970s the economic performance of the
country severely narrowed the opportunities to dispense material benefits to forge new patronage
relations. At the same time, the material/resource limitations caused by the poor economic con-
ditions in the early 1970s severely limited the ability of the political elites in power even to sustain
the previously incorporated groups in to their camp of politics. In relation to the ethnic conflict,
Jayathilake summed up this situation in following words, ‘... faced with the loss of political sup-
port due to unfulfilled promises and economic hardships, it is not surprising that Sirimavo Ban-
daranaike’s government already elected on a Buddhist-Sinhalese nationalist platform chose to
“play the ethnic card” even more strongly. Policies that equated Sinhalese nationalism with Sri
Lankan nationalism [were| legally enshrined in a new Republican Constitution...” (1999:68).
Apart from ethnic favouritism that this new constitutional provision advocated, it also served as a
piece of pork barrel legislation targeting the Sinhalese. Similar to the outcome of the language act,
as mentioned previously, the new constitution oppressed the Tamils and at the same time, took
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care of the oppositional forces within the Sinhalese community. Although the new constitution
did not address the youth’s demands for upward social and economic mobility, it indeed seemed
to have had an ideological appeal to this group. The provisions of the new constitution was in-
deed an important step taken to reestablish the political dominance of the bourgeois Sinhalese
political elites and a step taken in the direction of establishment of the hegemonic political pro-
ject of this class. Given the reasons and outcomes of the 1972 constitution, it can be safely ar-
gued that the new constitution privileged Sinhala-Buddhists over the rest of the communities,
advocated and institutionalised vertical inequalities between ethnic groups. Given this picture, it
can also be argued that the new constitution as a step taken in the direction of advancing
rightwing dominance in elites’ politics.

Further, the radical economic and social reforms that were implemented after the 1971 youth
insurrection, ie., the land reform laws of 1972, nationalisation of plantations since mid 1970s,
state’s accelerated control commanded over trade and industry and establishing a socialist state
are all geared to seek new allies to strengthen the political camps lead by vatious factions in poli-
tics. All these national legislatures provide good enough indications of the urgency faced by the
ruling regime of this period to find strategies to manage the already incorporated groups into pol-
itics in the previous period in a troubled economic situation. This could not have been possible
by using the manipulative strategies alone. At first, for immediate crisis management, state’s coet-
cive force was used. As signalled by Gramsci, the ruling political elites were acutely aware of the
impossibility of ruling through coercive might. Therefore looking for strategies that are of non-
coercion was paramount. It is under this situation that the ruling elites pursued a plethora of state
legislation that infused ideological and material rewards. For instance, the agrarian reform laws
that were enacted in 1972 were a reaction to the 1971 insurrection that drove the land question
and the priorities of rural development to the forefront of the power battle.” It was against this
background that the ruling political elites redressed the issues in the agrarian property structure
that was dominated by the economic elites in the form of land reform law. In its first phase of
implementation in August 1972, the new law sought to take over the land plots held by individu-
als who exceeded the ceiling of fifty acres. In 1975, during the second phase of implementation,
the SLFP government nationalised the foreign- and company-owned estates (Gunasinghe
1999:55). In Herring’s view, all of these measures related to the land question were attempts to
increase resources for the ordinary politics of patronage and partisan manipulation (Herring
1987:327).” This research also notes that these new laws as attempts to extend patronage to se-
lected groups in the elite strata, who were important allies in the processes of hegemony build-
ing.”® The above events once again reveal the elites’ use of a mix of strategies that are soft and
hard for persuasion of domination and hegemony. The soft strategies were exploiting state re-
sources, e