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On a global scale, we see that the national question in many Third World countries continues to take the form of severe ethnic conflicts and civil war. These are countries with semi-colonial, semi-feudal social structures that are supposed to have been liberated from the grip of colonialism and imperialism to gain independence within the past fifty years or so. While, on the one hand, their national aspirations including a national economy have been thrust forward, on the other hand, the dominant forces of the ruling classes have nurtured the national question in a way that national contradictions got transformed into national conflict. Under these conditions, the forces of imperialism have used the national question to implement their schemes for making the countries into neo-colonies. We can see that their schemes are inextricably linked with today’s imperialist globalisation.

Thus, when we speak of the national question, we cannot approach it in a superficial and detached manner or on the basis of subjective desire and ignoring objective reality. The breadth and the depth of the national question has to be identified through the historical circumstances in which the seeds of the national question were sown and nurtured before as well as after the time of so-called independence. It is here that the Marxist Leninist approach of seeing historical development through class struggle becomes necessary. It is only through that the true essence of the problem could be identified. It is through that the part played in history by the nationalities and classes, their relationships and contradictions could be understood. The aim of the Marxist Leninist approach is to identify how the dominant local ruling classes and the forces of imperialism that together preserve their interests have enabled the national question to reach a state of hostility in the respective countries and identify the class nature of the forces that have brought it to the present state of war.

It is necessary to recognise through the above the essence of the national question and its current state of war. Here, the national question has gone beyond the state of contradiction and conflict of nationalities and grown into something that determines the future of a small country called Sri Lanka. Hence, Marxist Leninists assert that the national question, is the main contradiction of today, which has reached the heights of hostility and found expression as a cruel civil war, and emphasise the importance of resolving it. There is no dispute among Marxist Leninists that the fundamental contradiction of the country is the class contradiction. But, the Marxist Leninist view also recognises that the national contradiction has overtaken the fundamental contradiction to come to the fore as the main contradiction and also the forces of class contained within it.

If we examine the historical development of the national question in Sri Lanka, we would recognise the superficiality of the claim by some parliamentarians that the problem was developed over the past half century to serve the interests of political rivalry. While it is true that the national question has been used for securing and sustaining parliamentary political power, what is fundamental is that certain class forces have nurtured the problem to serve the advancement, survival and future of their own class.

When we view it from that perspective, we could see that measures have been taken form as early as the beginning of the century that passed to create hostility between nationalities and to make it serve certain class interests. That poisonous seeds of sectarianism had been sown here and there on the basis of race among the Sinhalese, who are now said to comprise three-quarter of the population, was not obviously recognisable. Views such as “We are the majority”, “This country is ours”, “Our Buddhist religion is sacred and it is our responsibility to nurture and defend it”, and “Our culture has to be preserved” began to be voiced from the south of the country. While these were views were anti-colonialist, it should be recognised that they also embodied the elements on whose basis chauvinist arrogance subsequently emerged.

Those who put forward these views were the up and coming classes such as traders and small estate owners among the Sinhalese. Some belonged to the feudal elite among the Sinhalese. They seemed to be the forces of an emergent capitalist class, which, rather than oppose colonialism, collaborated with the colonialists to preserve its self-interest.

It was because of the inherent nature of business rivalry that these forces directed communal violence against Muslims in 1915. The anti-Muslim riots mark the first national confrontation in Sri Lanka. The accompanying climate of violence was taken advantage of by the colonial maters, who also used it as an exercise in their strategy of ‘divide and rule’. At the time, the leaders of the Tamil elite linked hands with those of the Sinhala elite in an expression of their elitism rather than on the basis of analysis with far sight the development of this anti-colonialism and how it would deal with people with other religious, linguistic and national identities. Their upper class thinking would not allow room for that.

However, the very same feudal Sinhala elite opposed and frustrated, entirely on communal grounds, the plea for Tamil representation in the Western Province. Thus, the Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim elite made their requests and pleas to the colonial masters for positions of power without antagonising the colonial masters and by fully submitting to them. It is significant that the anti-imperialist mass movements and struggles demanding complete independence for Sri Lanka surfaced only with the emergence of the left movement in the 1930’s. Meanwhile, forces from among the Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim elite collaborated with the colonial masters to prevent the above trends from developing into a struggle like that of the Indian independence struggle. In return for this, the colonial masters transferred power with confidence to them.

Thus, sectarianism was an inalienable aspect of the limited political reforms and economic development activities carried out under colonial rule. The sectarian positions were such that, in the long run, they ensured that the Tamil and Sinhala speaking masses who should have united on the basis of class would remain divided with enduring hostility. Specifically, planned colonisation of Sinhalese was carried out in the North and East, and chauvinistic practices were adopted in the utilisation of land and water resources. What the Marxist Leninists see here is the affirmation of long-term class interests of the elite in the pretext of chauvinism. The recommendations of the Lands Commission of 1938 and its practices were based on a long-term chauvinist view. One cannot miss the grave ethnic conflicts in these settlements and the consequent antagonism between the Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim people leading to divisions that stood in the way of unity between class forces.

Thus, the basis for the disenfranchisement of the Hill Country Tamil working class of Indian origin has to be viewed from the standpoint of class. Again, while the enactment of the law making Sinhala the sole official language in 1956 had a chauvinistic motive, its basis was the need to divert the attention of the Sinhala masses away from class-based issues. We can observe that, to this day, the leaders of the Tamil elite have not only exploited it to fulfil their parliamentary political ambitions but also campaigned to prevent the ordinary Tamil masses from uniting with their counterparts among the Sinhalese.

Further, the Constitution of 1972 and the one that followed it in 1978 served to marginalize the Tamil nationality and other minority nationalities. However, the fact that these constitutions were designed to oppress the working people of all nationalities on a class basis is what needs to be noted from a class stand that transcends the nationalist approach.

Over the past century, the national question in Sri Lanka has, at every stage, been developed on the basis of majority and minority on an ethnic basis. What many fail to see is that it was the class approach that was at the core of that development. Anyone failing to recognise the central feature that all the ruling class forces that advanced the cause of Sinhala Buddhist chauvinism have been the representatives of the ruling classes with a Sinhala feudal-capitalist lineage cannot recognise the class relationships inherent in the national question.

The class content that remains the essence of the national question could be understood only through an analysis of the objective realities of the Sri Lankan social structure. It is not possible to appreciate the national and class aspects of the national question by limiting ourselves to the current political framework, the executive powers of parliament within that framework, and legislation. Again, it is not possible for one to see the national question in its entirety when one’s political existence is based on parliamentary political power, parliamentary seats and the ruling class interests served through them. Thus, it is necessary for us to examine in depth how chauvinistic oppression in Sri Lanka is intertwined with the development of class forces in the country and the endurance of their political power.


This view makes it necessary to take a close look at the respective class roles played by the comprador bourgeois UNP and the national bourgeois SLFP to transform the national contradiction into a hostile contradiction and developing it further. The two decades long war was the consequence of these two parties pushing nationalism towards a state of chauvinistic military oppression. At the same time, chauvinism has become institutionalised in combination with the fundamentalist thinking and actions linked to the protection of Sinhala Buddhism in this country. Religious and nationalistic fundamentalist claims such as “This country is ours”, “We have no other country” and “Buddhism has to be protected” have been carried forward by both major parties as well as Sinhala Buddhist organisations. More recently, we see a tendency for organisations such as the Sihala Urumaya and the JVP to advocate extreme nationalism with the blessings of Hindutva fundamentalism. Thus, we observe a tendency for Sinhala Buddhist chauvinist ideology to come to the fore at all levels. Besides, the way in which foreign forces of imperialism have thus far taken advantage of such chauvinistic oppression and its consequences and the new ways in which they are preparing to put them to use in future need to be studied closely.


Here, it should be noted that the traditional leftists, who in the 1960’s had failed to expose the ruling elite class features of the class forces associated with the chauvinistic ideology that was nurtured among the Sinhala masses, have since become degenerates. As a result of their interest in safeguarding their parliamentary seats and the good things that went with office, they kept silent in the face of chauvinism and, eventually, compromised and submitted to it. Whenever they had to oppose the UNP to secure their parliamentary seats, they did not hesitate to use chauvinism as a weapon. However, it should be conceded that they did not go as far as the JVP has to take up extreme chauvinistic positions. Nevertheless, the position taken by them in the national question remains a parliamentary leftist position as opposed to a Marxist Leninist position. It is one that is more degenerate than that of social democracy. We could see their pathetic situation in finding the cause for the intensification of the national contradiction in the mine attack on the army by the LTTE in Thirunelveli, Jaffna on 23rd July 1983 rather than in the beginnings of the chauvinistic military oppression. Thus, even today, people who argue that the national question was transformed into an ethnic war because a section of the Tamils wanted a separate state are able to call themselves leftists.


A Marxist Leninist cannot ignore the historical events where the Tamils of the North-East have been subject to military oppression in their homeland to put forward dogmatic class-based explanations. At the same time, they cannot dismiss lightly the class characteristics of the reactionary stand taken by the traditional Tamil leadership on the national question. These leaders emphasised the rights of the Tamils only to the extent that it suited their upper class elitist position. They have never put forward the interests of the Tamil workers, peasants, the depressed community or women. On many occasions they have upheld their class solidarity with the chauvinistic UNP. In the same spirit they embraced the forces of imperialism and regional hegemony in the belief that they were their allies.


Even after Tamil nationalism assumed the form of armed struggle, the armed Tamil youth movements failed to recognise the class nature of chauvinistic oppression and the close links that it had with imperialism. That situation continues to this day. How clear the The extent to which the LTTE is about the extent to which imperialism or regional hegemony would accommodate the struggle for the right to self-determination remains uncertain. It is here that the question, “Who are our friends and who are our enemies?” arises.


The fundamental reason for this plight is the adoption of nationalism as a concept transcending class. Nationalism restricts itself to certain bounds in opposing chauvinistic oppression. Thus, no nationalism transcends class, beyond a point. It should, then, either unite with the workers, peasants, depressed communities and women and go forward with the Sinhala masses as its allies; or join hands with the upper class elite among the Tamils, embrace the imperialists and compromise with the Sinhala big bourgeoisie. Thus, Tamil nationalism has arrived at a junction and at a moment, where and when it has to decide which path it would take. Without an appropriate strategy, it is not possible to carry forward the struggle for self-determination.


We, the Marxist Leninists, have taken a clear stand on the national question. We have, through historically identifying the development of chauvinism and the cruelty of its military oppression, clarified that the main contradiction in Sri Lanka today is the national contradiction. At the same time, we have made it clear that the fundamental contradiction is that between the feudal-capitalist-imperialist forces on the one hand and the people on the other. It is remarkable that the Party Congress pointed out the inherent relationship between the main and the fundamental contradictions.

We, the Marxist Leninists, have, from the outset, asserted that secession is not the solution for the national question, and carried forward this view among the Tamil people on a wide scale. We had warned about the danger of imperialism and regional hegemony taking advantage of the national question. It will be useful to look into these matters at this juncture.


We have never deviated from our stand of class struggle. We never conducted ourselves like the leftists of the South who took to parliamentary political opportunism and stood silent in the face of chauvinist assault. Similarly, when the Tamil youth took to arms, the Marxist Leninists were not tempted by the glamour of arms to follow them. A handful of individuals, for personal and subjective reasons, approached the Tamil youth movements in the hope that class forces could be advanced within the nationalist arena, and lost themselves. Certain movements went beyond that to follow the unrealistic notion of diverting the nationalist stream along the channel of class struggle, only to become degenerate and to annihilate their identity. The Marxist Leninist phrases that they uttered turned out to be meaningless, and their ‘left’ nationalism disappeared without trace.


Hence, we, the Marxist Leninists, maintain that the chauvinistic big bourgeois and imperialists are the main enemy, and stand firmly on the side of the Tamil people, who are carrying forward the struggle for self-determination. We have on no occasion allowed room for class compromise or vacillation. Not only amid the Tamil people who have from time to time carried forward various movements and struggles but also among the Sinhala people, we have emphasised our opposition to the chauvinistic war and the need for a political solution. Our Marxist Leninist party has acted on its own as well as in collaboration with other honest left and democratic forces worked to strengthen the campaign for peace and the search for a political solution among the Sinhalese.


Our policy and stand have been developed on the basis of our attitude towards chauvinistic military oppression, and outside the rigid limits of pro- and anti-LTTE positions. It is important to point out at this juncture that we have carried forward our stand on the basis of the objective reality viewed from a Marxist Leninist perspective, and transcending considerations of subjective likes and dislikes for political survival.


The Marxist Leninist approach of class struggle is neither dogmatic nor rigid. It enables us to arrive at our policies in accordance with the prevailing social structure in the country and the course of development of the classes, which are its dynamic forces. Hence, the Marxist Leninist position on the national question is something that can be reached only by looking at the development of the problem in an appropriate manner.

 
In the current situation, the national question has entered a phase where it faces local and foreign threats. There is a need to study these matters extensively and in depth from a Marxist Leninist position. Let us continue to discuss and debate them.

