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(This article was written in response to the call of the LTTE to reinforce nationalism in the context of recent developments in the North East and the stalemate in the peace process. What seems to be intended by the LTTE in its call to reinforce nationalism is to strengthen Tamil national unity under its leadership. The article deals with broader issues concerning unity.)

On Reinforcing Nationhood

When a nation, a nationality or even a community is oppressed as social group, it is inevitable that it struggles against oppression on the basis of its identity. To deny the right to this struggle is none other than to support social oppression. It is because Marxist Leninists accept this basis for struggle that they have supported not merely liberation struggles of countries subject to colonial rule but also the liberation struggles of every oppressed nationality and social group.

The struggle of the Afro Americans against racial oppression surged forward in the 1960s. The statement of Mao Zedong expressing unqualified support for the struggle was one that distinguished the Marxist Leninists from revisionists. Similarly, Marxist Leninists have not merely expressed support but provided leadership in struggles against caste oppression and untouchability.

What we need to understand from the foregoing is that Marxist Leninists do not adopt a rigid view on issues such as nationhood and nationalism. We should be clear that they have drawn careful distinction between the oppressing nation and nationality on the one hand and the oppressed nation and nationality on the other.

Tamil nationalism is not something that has been there at all times. Even when it has been in existence, it has not had the same identity. Several social, economic and historical factors have contributed to the development of the Tamil identity into a Tamil national identity. We could easily recognise major differences between the Tamil national identity of today and those that are said to have preceded it.

The call for national upsurge on the basis of a Ceylonese identity originated from among the Tamils of the northern region. The call for national independence for the country as a political demand came from the left movement of this country.  Those who spoke then on behalf of the Sinhala community or the Tamil community did not have the entire Sinhala community or the Tamil community in mind. The leaders who then spoke on behalf of an entire people while acting on the basis of differences in class, caste and region really represented the interests of the well to do social groups.

What had been emphasised as Tamil identity for long had primarily been the identity of the Tamil Saivaite and Christian Vellala caste living in the Jaffna peninsula. The leaders who projected this identity gave no thought to joining hands with the Tamils who lived in large concentrations in other parts of the island. They had no real need to think in those terms. That did not, however, make an identity based on language altogether meaningless or meaningful in itself.

In Sri Lanka, the Federal Party (officially, Ilankaith Tamil Arasukk Katci) was the first to propose the concept of ‘Tamil speaking people’ as a Tamil national identity. It could have had a political need and justification for it. The Federal Party, in principle, included the Hill Country Tamils and the Muslims in the Tamil nationality comprising Tamil speaking people. But did it give serious thought to the differing social needs and political differences concerning cultural, regional, caste and regional distinctions that may exist with that all-embracing identity? Certainly not.

The Federal Party spoke of a federal state comprising what were then the Northern and Eastern Provinces. But its policies and demands did not accommodate the fact that the Hill country Tamils, the vast majority of the Muslims, and a sizeable section of the Tamils, then known as ‘Ceylon Tamils’, lived outside the two provinces. There was, however, a common interest in the demand to make Tamil also an official language of the state. But, within the ten years that followed the passing of the Official Language Act in 1956, the Tamil people realised that the Federal Party failed to assess correctly the significance of  the question of official language for it to be presented as the most fundamental issue to the ‘Tamil speaking people’.

When, in 1976, the Tamil United Liberation Front put forward the demand for a separate state of Tamil Eelam, it could not include the Hill Country Tamils as part of that nation. After quarter of a century of liberation struggle, we find the Muslims standing outside the Tamil national identity. This need not be forever. Nevertheless, it may be said that today Tamil is spoken by three groups of people with distinct national identities. While each group faces a wide range of social and political situations, there is much need for the three groups to struggle individually as well as collectively.

A situation has arisen today where it is seen necessary to emphasise the concept of strengthening Tamil nationhood. It was widely accepted after the violence of July 1983 that the Tamil nationality for its survival had to struggle on the basis of its national identity. There is no simple explanation as to why Tamil nationhood has become weakened so that there is a need to reinforce it now. However, the objective reality before us is that the Tamil people need to stand united and struggle against national oppression.

As far as the call to reinforce Tamil nationhood is for the purpose of reinforcing the liberation struggle against national oppression, it is correct and should be welcome. To reinforce Tamil nationhood for that purpose, contradictions that divide the Tamil nationality need to be handled correctly. Handling contradictions correctly does not, however, mean that they need to be resolved completely.

What is intended here as the correct handling of contradictions within the Tamil nationality is ensuring that friendly contradictions do not develop into hostile contradictions. That does not mean that one can afford to neglect the contradictions or to pretend that there are no contradictions among the Tamil people.

The major contradictions among the Tamils include class, caste and gender. Besides these, there are regional, religious and other such contradictions. The first three explicitly concern a hierarchy of power as well as oppression. While regional and religious differences may involve notions of superiority of one group over another, they really manifest as means to other ends and as tools that serve self-interest rather than as pre-determined hierarchical relationships. Thus there is the need to distinguish between contradictions that involve oppression and contradictions that do not. There is always a difference between steps taken to resolve contradictions that involve oppression and steps taken to resolve contradictions that do not involve oppression. When handled incorrectly, a contradiction that does not involve oppression and therefore could be resolved easily may develop into a hostile contradiction. We need to be very alert about this. 

Reinforcing Tamil nationhood should not have the aim of weakening the nationhood and national identity of other nationalities. Its aim should concern purposes such as reinforcing the existence, survival and endurance of the Tamil nationality and developing its unique characteristics in a creative way. It is not possible to reinforce nationhood without reinforcing national identity. Thus it is necessary to creatively develop aspects of cultural identity relating to the existence of the Tamil nationality. For this identity to remain strong, it cannot be based on thoughts and practices that should be discarded with passage of time. On the other hand, to blindly accept things that are thrust from outside on the people in the name of growth, development and progress will not reinforce national identity. 

Hostility towards alien communities is unnecessary. It is true that the Tamil nationality is oppressed. When we refers to the Sinhala nationality as the oppressor nationality, we should bear in mind that the reference is to oppression carried out by the dominant ruling class in the name of the Sinhala nationality.

When we talk of American imperialism, could we mean that American people considered individually or as a society are imperialists? There the term, imperialism applies only to the dominant ruling class and its machinery of oppression and exploitation. Since the Tamil national identity is an identity concerning liberation, the strategy for the liberation struggle of the Tamil nationality should be to identify and to isolate the forces that are hostile to the liberation struggle. 

Thus, reinforcing Tamil nationhood is on the one hand about identifying and handling correctly the contradictions internal to the Tamil national identity and on the other about handling correctly contradictions external to it.

It is only when questions concerning contradictions are understood correctly that answers could be found for questions concerning correct handling of contradictions. We will explore in the sections that follow the questions that concern Tamil national identity and its social structure and how they could be handled correctly to reinforce Tamil nationhood in a way that is beneficial to the Tamil people.

What are the Internal Contradictions of the Tamil Nationality?

The Tamil nationalism of today has deviated from the identity of “Tamil speaking people” to assume that of the “Tamils of the North East”. Muslim nationalism grew in strength as a result of attempts to impose the Tamil national identity on the Muslims and unwillingness to distinguish their needs from those of the Tamils. It is not correct to say that the strengthening of Muslim nationalism was entirely as a result of the wrong approach of the Tamil nationalist leadership. The hostile contradictions that were induced by Sinhala chauvinists are recent. The parliamentary opportunism of the Muslim leadership of the Eastern Province is as old as that of the Tamil leadership. However, since at present the Muslims do not fall into the category identified as the “Tamils”, contradictions between the Tamils and the Muslims has to be seen as an external contradiction.

Since the Hill Country Tamils stand apart from the Tamils of the North East geographically as well as historically, there are difficulties in creating a common national identity. The unwillingness of the Tamil nationalist leadership that once represented the Jaffna upper caste elite to recognise the Hill Country Tamils as part of the ‘Ceylon Tamil’ community and therefore made matters worse was not surprising. Their Jaffna-centric outlook, in any case, was uncaring and contemptuous towards the vast majority of the Tamils, on the basis of caste and region. The caste structure of Jaffna contributed to the relationship between the Hill Country Tamils and Jaffna Tamil officials and teachers being hierarchical and based on exploitation. Although the Federal Party founded in 1948 adopted a correct stand regarding the Hill Country Tamils, it failed to take the necessary steps to implement it. The leadership of the Hill Country Tamils took advantage of the backwardness of the community to serve its own interests through trade unions and politics of brokerage.

It suited the leadership of the Hill Country Tamils to encourage conflict between people from Hill Country and Jaffna. The middle class and the petit bourgeois intellectuals among the Hill Country Tamils seek to achieve personal advancement by cultivating the conflict on regional lines. This trend has grown in strength in the past two to three decades. Meanwhile, the inaction of the leadership of the community against chauvinist oppression has led to affinity for the LTTE among a section of the youth. However, the fact remains that the Tamil liberation movements counted the Hill Country Tamils among the Tamil nationality more as a matter of political convenience rather than on the basis of a clear understanding of the reality. Also, irrespective of whatever change may occur in the attitude of the middle class of the Hill Country Tamils, reality of the mode of existence of the Hill Country Tamils will not permit them to be part of the Tamil national identity of today.

A large section of the Tamil people living in regions outside the North East have been resident in these regions for a considerably long time. Of them, some communities have as a whole changed their ethnic identity, under various circumstances. This has happened on a large scale along the coastal region of the North Western Province and in the northern part of the Western Province. Although an overwhelming majority of the Tamils who moved to the South for a livelihood still preserve their linguistic identity, it is long since many of them lost contact with their native villages. Among the rest, for many, contact with the native village only concerns property that they may still own there and nominal ties of kinship.

Although Tamil nationalists declare the North Western Province as part of Tamil Eelam, it is unlikely that the lost Tamil identity of the Tamils there would be restored in the near future. It is doubtful whether those who still preserve their Tamil identity would like to be included in the Tamil National identity of the North East.

Today’s Tamil national identity could include only the Tamils who consider the North East as their homeland, irrespective of whether they reside there or are unable to do so because of the war and other pressures. Of the displaced Tamils, those still living in Sri Lanka and in exile in India would, by and large, be part of this national identity. The objective living conditions of those living in exile in other countries will not allow them to be part of the Tamil nationality, despite their strong emotional ties with the Tamil national identity. However, as long as they consider themselves to be part of the Sri Lankan Tamil nationality, they have every right to that national identity.

For the Tamil identity to include the Tamil people living outside the North East, that identity should be reinforced, and the contradictions that weaken it should be resolved. In particular, it is necessary to strengthen the identity of the people who in effect comprise the Tamil nationality, namely the Tamils living in the North East and those who are, despite being displaced from there, clear in their minds about their Tamil national identity. To reinforce the identity, it is necessary to handle correctly the contradictions that divide the people who belong to the Tamil nationality. It is also necessary to determine the right basis for the identity.

Aspects such as Tamil culture, tradition and language are emphasised in different ways. The correct answer to the question, “What kind of Tamil cultural identity?” will depend on the extent to which the identity will unite the Tamil people. Several questions arise about tradition: Is tradition mere conservatism? Is it some form of an imaginary culture that is claimed to be pure? Is it something that changes with time? Questions also arise about the relationship between tradition and social justice. In the question of language, there are contradictions between the view that considers the Tamil language as something pure and the view that treats it as part of the life of the people.

These matters also bring to our attention the questions of casteism and male domination. Beyond these are class, regionalism and religion, which involve important contradictions that deserve our attention. Some argue that to speak of such things is to weaken Tamil nationhood. They are able to pretend that there are no caste differences among Tamils; that a situation which gave rise to women fighters has made male domination irrelevant; that  there is no room for class struggle today; that regionalism is mere fabrication by a few; and that there is no hostility among religions. The objective reality is otherwise. 

There is also a tendency to justify the caste system and male domination in the name of tradition. Some, while acknowledging the existence of all or some of the above contradictions, claim that emphasising them in the context of a liberation struggle will weaken that struggle. They include in the term ‘emphasising’ efforts to resolve crises that arise from particular contradictions.

Firstly, let us deal with the question as to whether the any of the above contradictions exist among the Tamil people. Caste identity exists. It cannot be eliminated by legislation. In the course of a fundamental social change, caste distinctions may fade with time. However, as long as there is an economic basis for caste distinctions, they cannot be eliminated. These differences in identity that divide the Tamil people are not mere differences in identity. There is still the practice of untouchability, which asserts social inequality at birth. There are still many temples that the oppressed castes are refused entry, public facilities that they are debarred from using, and public places where they are discriminated against. Evidence has been produced for the continuing practice of caste discrimination in certain schools.

Although women carry weapons and the LTTE has laid down some important rules against disrespectful treatment of women, the dowry system still exists. There is one code of morality for men and another for women. The conduct of a majority of the women is still governed by conservative concepts of chastity and femininity. Women continue to be addressed in a humiliating fashion and insulted on the basis of gender. Above all, the view of woman as an object that serves the needs of the man and a reproductive tool has worsened under the current conditions of globalisation.

Classes are unavoidable where there is private ownership of wealth. The war is an important reason why the capitalist mode of production has not established itself in a big way in the North East. What could be called big capitalist ventures are predominantly state owned or foreign owned. Although the Tamil national bourgeoisie is economically not advanced, the relationship between the capitalist and the worker is based on exploitation, and contradictions relating to issues such as wages, working hours and workers’ welfare are inevitable. An important reason why such contradictions are not as widespread as in the South is that capitalist production and the economy are in a backward condition. There are, however, contradictions in the agricultural sector between land owners and agricultural labour. Many of the economic contradictions could be resolved through negotiation. But, at the same time, foreign capital is infiltrating by taking advantage of the weakness of the national bourgeoisie. When foreign capital takes advantage of the cessation of hostilities to establish itself, the contradiction is, on the one hand, against capitalist exploitation and, on the other, in opposition to imperialism and regional hegemony.

Under the present economic conditions, commercial activities are playing a more important role than manufacture. The contradiction between the people and the commercial capitalist class that is making massive profits in the process of supplying the essential need of the people is today an important social contradiction.

That there is no more regionalism among Tamils is a tale that has been related ever since the electoral success of the Federal Party in the Eastern Province. Many issue that encouraged regionalism are no more. Yet, certain middle class interests need the survival of regionalism. Some are able to use regionalism to their advantage in enhancing their opportunities to accumulate wealth and in the race for posts and positions. The recent activities of the Karuna group have shown that understandable suspicions based on contradictions of the past and entirely subjective opinions could be stirred up very easily. These contradictions are not the creations of the Karuna group. Instead, since certain contradictions that did not sharpen significantly during the struggle for liberation did not receive much attention, the Karuna group was able to exaggerate them when the opportunity arose. Today, Tamils from Batticaloa and Amaparai districts who live outside that region can be seen to express strong regional sentiments.

Although religion is not a hegemonic contradiction today, there are activities that seek to resurrect Hindu-Christian conflict. In particular, forces in India are nurturing Hindu fanaticism. The local Hindu elite is making common cause with Sinhala Buddhism to isolate Muslims and Christians. On the other hand, several new charismatic Christian organisations are actively pursuing religious conversion, and much of this is supported by American funding with ulterior political motives.

Thus, serious contradictions are functioning within the Tamil national identity, and they need not necessarily be hostile contradictions in the immediate context. However, while emphasising that they could be resolved without hostility, it is necessary to warn that failure to handle the contradictions correctly could transform them into hostile contradictions.

A contradiction with features such as social hierarchy, exploitation, denial of rights, and domination has room for hostility. To pretend that such contradictions do not exist or to insist that they should be ignored will only help to make them hostile. Such pretences will weaken the unity of the nationality to a degree that matches, if not exceeds, the degree to which hierarchical differences relating to the contradictions are justified. 

Thus, the question before us is how such contradictions could be handled correctly. It is necessary for us to subject to scrutiny some of the ideas put forward with the aim of reinforcing nationhood. 

How to Handle the Internal Contradictions of the Tamil Nationality?

Reinforcing Tamil nationhood means to handle correctly the internal contradictions of the Tamil nationality. Hence the question of the basis on which Tamil nationalism should be reinforced assumes primacy. That basis will be determined by the most dominant of the prevailing tendencies within the Tamil nationality.

There has for long been a traditionalist tendency within Tamil nationalism. Although arguments have been put forward to link Tamil nationalism with the Tamil Saivaite revivalist, Arumuga Navalar, Tamil nationalism developed its political identity only from early last century. One part which concerned the interests of the Saivaite (Hindu)-Christian Vellala caste elite and emphasised tradition and the caste system evolved from the time of Ponnambalam Ramanathan and followed under the leadership of GG Ponnambalam and SJV Chelvanayakam. The other part evolved through the Jaffna Youth Congress, which emphasised matters such as anti-imperialism and social reform, alongside Lankan nationalism and left ideology.

Although the first of these two trends arrived at the demand for a separate state of Tamil Eelam in 1976, its true intention was to come to a deal with the Sinhala chauvinistic comprador capitalist class and share power with it under the patronage of imperialism. The latter trend saw Tamil national identity as an aspect of a Lankan national identity. Although the parliamentary political degeneration of the old left pushed it towards compromise with Sinhala chauvinists who deny the basic rights of the Tamil nationality, the Marxist Leninists, who followed the genuine development of that tendency, looked at the national question on the basis of the principle of self-determination and emphasised the path of struggle against all forms of oppression.

It is not coincidental that the Tamil nationalist parliamentary political parties always accommodate traditionalism and conduct themselves in ways amenable to imperialism and regional hegemony. They are driven by certain class interests and social outlooks. While there are contradictions between Tamil nationalist parties because of parliamentary election rivalries, in practice, they have refused to deviate from their conservative tendency. Since I have dealt with this matter extensively in my earlier essays, it will be sufficient here to deal only with the traditionalist approach related to this conservative tendency.

In the last analysis, the tendency to openly endorse the caste system, the tendency to deny the existence of caste contradictions, and the tendency to deny the need to deal with the problem as at present are tendencies that oppose the struggle against caste oppression. They use the liberation struggle of the Tamil nationality as a pretext to continue caste oppression.

The conservative approach to caste has as its corollary the oppression of women in the name of culture. However, the conservative elements do not object to women from economically backward communities carrying arms since that helps them to prevent their own children from carrying arms and also since it ensures their own safety. The day the national question is resolved, they would like the women to return to their traditional roles in cookery and childcare.

However much the traditionalists may emphasise tradition and culture, one could see that they are reluctant to oppose imperialism and globalisation. It will be useful to note here that the conduct of feudal landlord class was very similar during the colonial era.

It is wrong to talk of casteism in a context where it does not exist. Can it be wrong to talk of something that is there before us? We should not forget that, if there is no room in the liberation of the Tamil nationality for liberation from caste oppression, there is no need for the oppressed castes to participate in that struggle.

Tamils of the oppressed castes are oppressed as a nationality and as a caste. Their struggle for liberation cannot be for one to the exclusion of the other. It is only because there are those who demand that there should be no discussion of casteism that some who claim to be ‘Dalitists’ are able to argue that there is no need for national liberation as long as casteism exists. Thus the demand that there should be no struggle against casteism inevitably leads to caste hostility and therefore weakens Tamil nationhood.

What is needed here is an end to social injustices based on caste. Can people of the oppressed castes trust anyone who refuses that? What do those who practice caste oppression expect from national liberation? What is their contribution to the liberation struggle? The answers to these questions will enable one to determine what reinforces Tamil nationhood.

Caste contradictions could be handled as friendly contradictions. The struggles of the 1960s against casteism did not emphasise caste hostility. They had considerable support from members of the so-called ‘high castes’. In the process of the struggle, the hostile aspect of that contradiction assumed the form of a handful of casteist fanatics against the vast majority of the people who were opposed to casteism. The liberation struggle of today, which very much requires the participation of the members of the oppressed castes, could only strengthen itself  and the unity of the Tamil nationality by being firm on the question of casteism. When it hesitates to do so, it identifies itself with the minority of oppressors and thus weaken the struggle and unity.

The conservative approach to women’s rights as well as the tendency to use feminism to oppose national liberation struggles deserve attention.

In a way reminiscent of certain ‘Dalitists’ who emphasise caste contradictions to reject other liberation struggles, the activities of upper middle class feminists in the name of women’s liberation hinder all liberation struggles including that of women. While criticising their activities, to allow the historical injustices to women to continue can only harm the unity of the Tamil nationality.

Today, women are playing important roles in a variety of liberatrion struggles in Palestine, various parts of India and in Nepal. Even in Sri Lanka, without women’s participation, the liberation struggle of the Tamil nationality would have suffered major setbacks. And why should questions of culture and concern for femininity that do not arise when women wear uniforms and fight as equals to men arise in other contexts?

The attitude of considering women as inferior to men can be cured only through a long period of education. Nevertheless, all forms of violence against women, including sexual violence, should be made criminal offences that are severely punishable. In particular, acts of domestic violence should not be dismissed as internal matters. Extreme positions could be counterproductive in this context. Thus, counselling, discussion and warning could comprise initial measures, with continuation of violence punished severely. The codes for chastity and good conduct are not alike for man and women. In this matter, traditional and biased values that are inculcated in people from childhood should be reviewed and moral values based on social welfare and gender equality should be emphasised.

In the fields of education and employment in this country, there is at least nominal equality of opportunity for men and women. There is, however, discrimination in wages. More importantly, subjecting of women to sexist insults and sexual abuse, besides their harassment and excessive exploitation as a gender and as individuals, is on the rise as a result of globalisation.

There is an increase in need for women to be in employment. But there is no matching decrease in their domestic workload. Male chauvinist ideology and especially conservative thought play an important role in this matter. National liberation movements cannot be indifferent towards this.

There is little connection between the feminist concerns of the upper middle class women and the struggle of working class women for their rights. However, traditionalists and other reactionaries use the feminism of the Sri Lankan women elite as an excuse to dismiss lightly the issues of women’s rights. There is no need for women’s liberation to await national liberation or elimination of the caste system or the arrival of socialism. While women’s liberation in its fullest sense is possible only when other forms of social liberation have been achieved, it is necessary to give wholehearted support to efforts to win women’s rights through social reform. It is the experience of Sri Lanka and many other countries that the more the working class women are liberated the more the national liberation struggle is strengthened. It is absurd to argue that deferring the struggles for women’s rights will strengthen national identity and the struggle for national liberation.

Class struggle does not step aside during national liberation struggles. However, when the contradiction between the imperialists and the national bourgeoisie sharpens, a need arises for the working class to cooperate with the national bourgeoisie. Today, the national bourgeoisie are too week to stand up to imperialism. Hence, the position of the working class with respect to the national bourgeoisie depends on whether the national bourgeoisie are acting in the national interest. It is not possible to permit severe exploitation and the denial of the fundamental rights of the working class in the pretext of the liberation struggle or the unity of the nationality. To ask the working class to allow it will on the one hand weaken their faith in the liberation struggle and on the other permit the vacillating national bourgeoisie to enrich themselves without making any sacrifice.

Since the national liberation struggle is a struggle for social justice, to demand that other struggles for social justice should be abandoned will only weaken the forces of struggle and benefit opportunist elements. 

Unlike the contradictions discussed above, contradictions relating to religious and regional identity are not based exploitation and hegemony. They could, nevertheless, be exploited by the oppressing classes to serve their hegemonic ends.

Besides equality among religions and freedom of worship, each individual should be free to embrace and to give up any religion, by choice, and to belong to a religion or not to belong to any religion at all. Religious freedom cannot be interpreted as the freedom for some to deceive people or to accumulate wealth or to stir up communal conflict in the name of religion.

To challenge acts of deception and the propagation of superstition in the name of religion should be encouraged as a fundamental right and as a social responsibility. Some religious organisations are acting against the liberation struggle of the Tamil nationality as well as the sovereignty of Sri Lanka to serve the interests of the powers of regional hegemony and global domination. Challenging their activities and exposing them to the people will strengthen the liberation struggle.

Regionalism is the ideology of dominant ruling classes. In a society with a weak capitalist economy, that has not freed itself entirely from feudal ideology, regionalism is a useful tool in the hands of a middle class itching to advance itself. Anyone could use regionalism to isolate competitors in education, employment, politics or business. It is possible to stir up regional sentiments to advance the interests of an individual or a group. This undoubtedly will weaken the liberation struggle. 

Regionalism could be made stronger by merely denouncing it or taking severe steps against it. It could be defeated by openly discussing the genuine grievances and by encouraging relationship between sections of society on an equal basis. Now, Batticaloa regionalism is used to weaken the liberation struggle of the Tamil nationality. Chauvinists are very active in this. The use of violence to resolve a fundamentally friendly contradiction, however justifiable it may be, could help to transform that contradiction into a hostile contradiction. Thus, level-headed and patient handling of hostile aspects as they emerge is necessary to clear misunderstandings among the people and to unite them. 

What are the Major External Contradictions?
All contradictions that concern the Tamil nationality that are not internal to it are external contradictions. Of the external contradictions, the more important ones, in the context of the struggle for liberation, concern the relationship of the people of Tamil nationality with people of other nationalities within the traditional homeland of the Tamils and elsewhere in Sri Lanka, with Tamil people living in other countries who do not belong to the Tamil nationality of Sri Lanka, with people of other nationalities of the international community, with national and other liberation movements, with the Sri Lankan ruling classes and the state representing their interests, with imperialism in general and American imperialism in particular, with forces of Indian hegemony, and with other vested foreign interests. 

Several of the above contradictions are fundamentally friendly and need to be dealt with as such. There, the need to emphasise common interests is stronger than that to emphasise differences. Also, when dealing with the differences, they should be treated with a spirit of accommodation rather than confrontation.

In the case of fundamentally hostile contradictions, accommodation has just one meaning, namely that the oppressed accommodates the oppressor. Such accommodation is often the product of necessity and circumstances and, from the point of view of the oppressed, it is, at best, tactical.

Since the approaches to the two kinds of contradiction are fundamentally different, correct recognition is most essential to take the right decisions about their handling.

The contradictions between the Tamil people as a nationality with any other group of people with a different national or ethnic identity are essentially friendly. Contradictions concerning forces of oppression, exploitation and domination whose interests are directly in conflict with those of the Tamil people are essentially hostile. There is no way in which such contradictions can be resolved in a friendly manner until the conditions for oppression, exploitation and dominance are removed, or ameliorated through struggle. 

An important consequence of the above is that one should distinguish between the oppressor and the people in whose name oppression is carried out. Another important consequence is that all the oppressed nationalities of the world, and especially their liberation movements, are potential allies of the Tamil people, and every victory of an oppressed group of people against the forces of oppression benefits directly or indirectly every other oppressed group through weakening the forces of oppression and inspiring the people to struggle.

How to Handle the External Contradictions Correctly
The people living in the North East belong mainly to three nationalities, although the Hill Country Tamils and ethnic groups such as the Burghers and the indigenous people (the Attho) are also there in significant numbers. The Tamils, Muslims, a small section of the Sinhalese and the smaller ethnic groups have a long historical association with the region and have been resident there for many generations. A large part of the Sinhala population was settled in the region, the East in particular, by the chauvinistic UNP governments under the early colonisation schemes starting around the end of direct colonial rule and later during different stages of the Mahaweli scheme. Besides them, there are settlers who have been deliberately brought in for political reasons by chauvinistic mischief-makers. The armed forces have played a significant role in such settlements. 

It is true that the purpose of settlement of Sinhlaese in large numbers under various pretexts was to alter the ethnic identity of the region and disrupt the geographic contiguity of the region with a predominantly Tamil identity. However, a sizeable section of the Sinhalese in the region is one whose ancestors have been in the region for as long as those of most Tamils; and a large proportion of the Sinhalese have settled in the region several decades ago and accepted the North East as their home. 

With nationalistic rather than class politics dominating the country as a whole and given the chauvinistic nature of the major political parties among the Sinhalese, fear and suspicion of the Tamils as well as of the Muslims on the one hand and chauvinistic ideology on the other dominate the political scene among the Sinhalese in the North East. They are affected by the war far more than the Sinhalese in the South and therefore crave peace. But chauvinistic propaganda and the perceived threat of subjugation if not expulsion by a Tamil nationalist regime condition the thinking of a majority of the Sinhalese. Thus they see the armed forces of the state as their natural allies. Although it is not easy to put to rest such fears, neither the Tamil nor the Muslim nationalist leadership has done much to rectify the situation.

Winning over the Sinhalese to the side of Tamil national liberation is not a realistic proposition under conditions of armed conflict in the North East. It is, however, possible to neutralise a large majority by demonstrating in practice that the struggle for Tamil liberation poses no threat to their existence, and in fact could be much to their benefit in the medium and long run. 

The attitude of the Tamils towards the Sinhalese in the South has been conditioned objectively by the reality of chauvinistic oppression and the subjectively by the way Tamil nationalism chose to present the national question. It is important to distinguish between the feudal-capitalist elite class of chauvinistic oppressors and the broad masses of Sinhalese, who have been conditioned by reactionary elements to see the Tamil people as a hostile people and their struggle as terrorism.

A major contributory reason for the lack of progress in the peace process is that the feudal-capitalist leadership of the UNP and the SLFP and the chauvinistic petit-bourgeois parties including the JVP have a vested interest in preserving the hold of chauvinistic ideology over the Sinhala electorate. The realities of war have impressed upon the Sinhala masses the need for peace, but the not yet the fact that a lasting peace requires a just and lasting solution based on the equality of all nationalities and the right of each to self-determination. It makes no sense to expect the beneficiaries of chauvinist politics, including the parliamentary left, to take the initiative in the matter. 

Effective strategies for securing the understanding, if not support, of the Sinhala masses demand a considerable shift in political approach of the forces of Tamil liberation. It is important for the liberation struggle to highlight the difference between the forces of chauvinism and the Sinhala masses who are really its victims. As long as parliamentary political interests hold sway in Tamil national politics, the prospects for mutual understanding with other nationalities will be poor. Thus, winning over a substantial section of Sinhalese would involve mass political work that would unite the people on issues of class oppression so that the ruling chauvinistic elite will be isolated from the vast majority of the people. Support from genuine left and progressive political forces among the Sinhalese at the national as well as the North East regional level is essential to achieve this.

Various factors have contributed to the souring of relationship between the Tamil and Muslim nationalities in the country and in the North East in particular. Ponnambalam Ramanathan’s appeal to the British government to take a softer view of the Sinhala chauvinists punished by the colonial rule for their role in anti-Muslim riots of 1915, had an adverse effect on Tamil-Muslim relationship within the feudal-capitalist class. There was, however, no hostility between the two communities until after the war of national oppression by the state against the Tamils.

The call by the Federal Party for a federal state for the Tamil speaking people of Lanka nominally included the Muslims and Hill Country Tamils alongside the Tamils of the North East within a linguistic national identity. But the failure of the leadership to recognise, let alone accommodate, the concrete conditions of existence of the Muslims as a community had negative effects. Electoral opportunism of the Federal Party encouraged the emergence of opportunist politicians from among the Muslims of the East. The need of the parliamentary politician to secure his power base led to divisions based on ethnicity rather than crucial social issues.

The Tamil nationalists by and large liked to pretend that the linguistic national identity defined by them was automatically inclusive of all Tamil speaking people, although the Muslims has both explicitly and implicitly asserted their separate identity. The call for a separate Tamil state in 1976, while it took for granted the support of Muslims resident in the North East, like the earlier call for a federal state, failed to address the interests of the Muslims in the North East or in the country as a whole. The fact that the Muslims were subject to chauvinistic discrimination and oppression and were themselves victims of planned colonisation encouraged many Muslims not merely to support the Tamil liberation movements but even to join some of them, although not in very large numbers.

Anti-democratic tendencies within the Tamil liberation movements that led to a high-handed approach in the political work among Tamil people operated with the same degree of insensitivity in dealings with the Muslims. This led to contradictions initially with sections of the Muslims who had little interest in the Tamil liberation struggle. And the extension of the intolerance to dissent among Tamils to the Muslim community led to disaffection among people who were at least potentially sympathetic. Meantime, opportunistic elements among the Muslims collaborated with forces of chauvinistic mischief in the formation of Muslim home guards, who were armed by the state mainly to attack Tamil militants and their sympathisers. 

The contradiction between the Muslims and Tamils was badly mishandled by every Tamil nationalist movement of significance in the 1980s, and the problems were compounded by the involvement of the ‘Indian Peace Keeping Forces’ between 1987 and 1989. Seeing the Muslim as the enemy was second nature to some of the Indian soldiers and attacks against Muslims by the Tamil militants had their blessings if not active support.

Mass murders of Muslims were and still are justified by several on the basis of involvement of Muslim home guards in mass murders and killings of Tamils. What has been tragic is that, while Tamil liberation movements readily point an accusing finger at a rival movement for a crime against Muslims, none of them has taken steps to improve the relationship between the communities. 

Contradictions between the Tamils and the Muslims and fears within the Muslim community about Tamil nationalist intentions were exploited by a new breed of Muslim leaders who took up the cause of Muslim nationalism. They appealed to genuine concerns of the Muslims, especially in the Batticaloa and Amaparai districts in the East, but in reality they used their political strength to bargain for posts in government. Anti-Muslim prejudices also led to the LTTE’s historic error of driving the Muslims out of the North in 1990.

Despite efforts by the LTTE and a section of the Muslim leadership to resolve some of the important contradictions, the matter has not been handled in a way that would bring the Tamil and the Muslim nationalities together. Splits in the main Muslim nationalist party, the SLMC, encouraged rival leaders to take positions that ranged from open hostility towards the Tamils to positions that were unhelpful to a negotiated settlement of the national question. The anti-Tamil posture of rival Muslim factions was motivated as much by parliamentary opportunism as was the anti-Muslim attitude of Tamil parliamentary politicians of the East.

The main beneficiaries, however, have been those who had a vested interest in using Muslim concerns to weaken the case for an autonomous North East, based on the right of a nationality to self-determination. The Indian ruling class, Sinhala chauvinists and important elements within the armed forces have encouraged and contributed to armed conflicts between Muslims and Tamils across the East, especially after the signing of the MoU between the government and the LTTE.

This contradiction cannot be resolved without recognising the Muslims as a nationality with as much right to self-determination as the Tamils. The call for an autonomous structure for the Muslims has its justification, despite the suspicion that certain Muslim leaders of the East are using this call merely to hamper an early resolution of the national question. As long as the forces of Tamil liberation are seen to be hostile or unsympathetic to the aspirations of the Muslims, the contradiction between the two nationalities will be take advantage of by the forces of chauvinism, regional hegemony and imperialism to weaken the case for autonomy and self-determination for the Tamils.

The Muslims in the South face a threat to their existence from forces of Sinhala chauvinism, despite pretences to the contrary by their opportunist parliamentary leadership tied to one or the other of the parties of the Sinhala chauvinistic ruling class. The opportunism of the parliamentary political leadership of the Muslims as a whole is standing in the way of unity among the Muslims across the country. Political frustration has helped the emergence of conservative Islamic fundamentalism as an emergent political force and more as a social menace to the Muslim community. This is a trend that will divide the oppressed people and further weaken their struggle for liberation. The Tamil liberation struggle will only strengthen itself by supporting the Muslims against chauvinistic oppression in the South, and against the unholy alliance of Sinhala Buddhist chauvinism and a section of the reactionary Hindu elite against other religious minorities.

There has been no open hostility towards the Tamil liberation struggle from the leadership of the Hill Country Tamils, although, despite pretences to supporting the struggle, the leadership has always made deals with chauvinist political forces to keep them in power in exchange for cabinet posts that have only benefited the leaders and their cronies. The leadership also encourages regionalism among the emergent middle class among the Hill Country Tamils so as to insulate them from progressive thought from outside striking root among the plantation workers who constitute the predominant majority of that nationality. The Tamil nationalists of the North East are aware of the duplicity of the leadership, but rarely dare to criticise except where the interests of their class allies are threatened, as in the case of the recent switch in loyalty of the Ceylon Workers’ Congress from the UNP to the UPFA government.

Significant involvement of the Hill Country Tamils in the struggle of the Tamils of the North East is out of the question. It is, however, possible to weaken and isolate today’s opportunist leadership of the Hill Country Tamils by encouraging Tamils to actively support the struggle of the Hill Country Tamils for fair wages and basic rights in the plantation sector and against chauvinist oppression ranging from blatant communal violence to the proposed Upper Kotmale project. It is only the emergence of a powerful mass movement from among the plantation workers and not individualist adventurism that can help the just struggles of all oppressed people of the country. 

Frustration at the lack of unqualified support for the struggle from sections of Tamils living outside the North East has prompted some Tamil nationalists to go so far as to abuse those who moved out of the region as traitors. A similar attitude has prevailed among supporters of rival movements within the Tamil Diaspora, especially in Europe, Australia and North America. Tamil liberation organisations did not come through a tradition of democratic mass struggle. Consequently, commandism has prevailed over dialogue and debate. The net effect has been the isolation and alienation of sections of the community that would otherwise have been neutral if not friendly. These sections have become the feeding ground for forces that are hostile not merely to the LTTE but to a just and lasting solution to the national question. This situation needs to be rectified not only in the interest of the struggle of the Tamil people but also in the interest of unity among the oppressed sections of the overseas Tamil communities.

A large proportion of the displaced Tamils now in Tamilnadu are housed in refugee camps with unacceptable living conditions. A smaller section has for practical purposes made Tamilnadu their home, although they have not been granted citizenship or even refugee status. Political events since the Indian military intervention and especially since the assassination of Rajeev Gandhi have created a climate of media and institutional hostility towards the LTTE and indifference towards the plight of the Tamil nationality. The plight of the refugees and their dependence on handouts delivered through handpicked agents of the establishment has denied the refugees their political voice.

Activities of a handful of criminal elements originally encouraged by the Indian establishment to manipulate the Tamil national movements have hurt enthusiasm for the liberation movements. Nevertheless, there is substantial mass sympathy for the struggle of the Tamil nationality, and that needs to be kept alive, despite the fact that the electoral politics of Tamilnadu or any other part of India is not conditioned by events in Sri Lanka. To imagine otherwise would be folly. What needs to be done is to expose how the ruling classes are manipulating the Sri Lankan national question to serve their hegemonic ambitions, so that the Indian masses recognise the true nature of their political leadership, ranging from the opportunist parliamentary left to the neo-fascist BJP, and including the regional parties of Tamilnadu.

What has been largely forgotten by a large number of Tamil nationalists was the support and sympathy that their struggle received from the liberation movements of Palestine, South Africa and Northern Ireland. To this day, Marxist-Leninist liberation movements across the world are supportive of the struggle of the Tamil people and endorse the principle of the right to self-determination. The response of the Tamil liberation struggle to such support was lacking in many respects and particularly muted in the recent past, especially at a time when the common enemy of the people of the world is actively pursuing war and encouraging Zionist Israel to escalate its war of aggression.

Supporting the just struggle of the masses against foreign aggression and oppression will earn the struggle of the Tamil masses solidarity with the people who struggle for liberation; failure to express support will only isolate the struggle of the Tamil people from other just struggles. The struggles in Palestine and Iraq represent the highest form of mass defiance against US imperialism and deserve unqualified support and there is a need to develop solidarity with the nations such as Cuba and Venezuela that dare to stand up to the imperialists. 

Some fear that earning the displeasure of the imperialists or regional hegemonic forces would hurt the struggle of the Tamil people. But the truth is that the imperialism and hegemony act to wear down and disarm any liberation struggle, except when it serves their immediate purposes, after which they would readily abandon the cause that they espoused. One should remember that US imperialism was instrumental in transforming national oppression in Sri Lanka into a war of oppression, in order to facilitate the process of imperialist globalisation in Sri Lanka. It should also be noted that the forces of US imperialism and Indian hegemony are directly and indirectly contributing to building up the military might of the Sri Lankan government even after the declaration of a ceasefire and the signing of the MoU between the government and the LTTE. The intentions of Japan in offering ‘developmental aid’ as a peace reward too need scrutiny.

Thus, any genuine force of national liberation has no choice but unreserved opposition to imperialism, hegemony and globalisation. Of course, there is a difference between a principled stand and unwanted provocation. But there is also the risk of tactical silence being interpreted as a nod of approval for the aggressor. It is therefore important that the masses are clear in their minds that their international allies in their liberation struggle are not among forces of imperialism and hegemony but among those who are opposed to such forces. All illusions about imperialism and regional hegemony should be fought off and the manipulation of the liberation struggle by their agencies including the NGOs should be resisted to the fullest.

Reinforcing the Struggle

Reinforcing nationhood is not an end in itself, but a means to strengthen the struggle of the Tamil nationality against national oppression. A correct analysis of the internal and external contradictions leads to the correct recognition of enemies and friends, and the identification of the short- and long-term goals and the appropriate tactical and strategic positions to adopt in the course of the struggle.

The deterioration of the national question into a war was due to collaboration between the chauvinistic ruling classes and imperialist interests, and hence the struggle for liberation cannot extricate itself from struggle against imperialism. The struggle, thus, needs to be carried out on two fronts, one against chauvinistic oppression and the other against imperialist and hegemonic domination.

The lack of progress in the peace process, while it has called into question the intention of the chauvinistic ruling classes and their backers, also draws attention to the danger of war being imposed again on the Tamil people. Even without the breakout of war, the experience of liberation struggles during the last half-century suggests that the struggle of the Tamil nationality would be prolonged. 

To struggle does not mean to abandon the peace process and get ready for war. The objective reality demands preparedness for a range of eventualities, while carrying out the struggle on various fronts including the political front and the peace process itself. 

The aim of the oppressors is to divide the Tamil people and isolate the struggle for liberation. The aim of the liberation struggle should therefore be to isolate the oppressors and their international backers. This requires an approach that unites the many against the few by identifying issues that unite, at every level, the majority comprising the oppressed masses. The unity of the Tamil nationality for its liberation, through unity with the struggle of other nationalities for liberation, both as oppressed nationalities and as oppressed classes, finds a means of expression of solidarity with the struggle of the peoples of the world against imperialist and hegemonic oppression and exploitation. Let us not forget that every genuine national liberation movement has had anti-imperialism at its core, and that every compromise with imperialism has led to the surrender of hard-won freedoms.

A liberation struggle fails its people when it compromises its principles. Thus, it is important that the principle of the right to self-determination should always be upheld. In addition, it is paramount that the right should be extended in its true spirit to every nationality, for the principle of self-determination provides the only means for people of different nationalities to unite voluntarily and on the basis of mutual trust.

Although a liberation struggle may make gains in the short term based on an elite or vanguard group, the prolonged nature of the struggle requires it to be democratic to the point that the masses are not only part of the struggle, but also a driving force, and finally the masters. This is where the concepts of mass line and people’s war become important. When understood and applied according to needs of each situation, they have made the liberation struggle a double triumph for the masses, against their immediate oppressors and against their foreign masters.

The strength and success of the liberation struggle will mainly be determined by the extent to which the masses are inspired and motivated. And that requires upholding the principles of self-determination, democracy and unity on the basis of social justice.

